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    During the hot, dry summers when the first lightning storms roll in from the sea there’s ironically more danger of fire than any other time. Unless the dried grass and trees have been cropped and preburned, they become nothing but kindling at the first crack of lightning. Sometimes it catches. Sometimes it doesn’t.

A bolt of lightning will crack, striking at a bare and ragged tree turning it black and smoking. On the surface, at the first glance, it would appear that the danger has passed on. All the damage completed and suffered; the consequences endured. The tree has absorbed the impact, the strike from the heavens. The sky, the storm, indifferent to the damage it does or doesn’t do, proceeds on its way. Lightning strikes other trees, other stones, other creatures. Rain bounces off of brittle leaves until they collapse. Slurries of mud cause roads and buildings to buckle. Rivers rise from their pebble lined graves.

But those charred trees hide heat; they hide embers and sparks within their starved bodies. A flame can be nurtured within their blackened boughs. And it catches and it catches and it catches. And it spreads. Centimeter by centimeter, it starts to eat and grow, and eat and grow, and eat and grow, until it’s devoured its nest of charcoal. It spreads through the aged tangle of old roots and grass; it creeps in dry heat searching out more tinder until soon enough there’s an entire splotch of blackened earth. And still it spreads.

That’s how Sara feels.

She is both the desiccated tree being consumed by this spark of fury, and the growing ember of denial racing through an abandoned network of slights and hurts and covered up bruises. 

Sara, more through mindless muscle memory rather than conscious effort, makes her way through the rest of the one-sided conversation with Kujou Takayuki (if you can even call this a conversation) before being dismissed.

She walks through the Kujou compound feeling like she is being smothered and thrown into the air at the same time. She is a wingless bird buffeted by a howling gale. She is a child’s kite at the mercy of a typhoon. Sara is an ember waiting to latch onto something to blaze.

Something animal, something raw and furious tears at the meat of her ribs. It scrabbles over the bone, the soft and delicate tissues of her lungs, the strings of her throat, in its attempt to shake and scrape its way free. Sara swallows the sound down with some difficulty as she forces her talons not to pierce through the skin of her palms, her human facade.

Marriage. She is a daughter of the Kujou clan, no matter how distant she is regarded. It’s not something she didn’t expect. Any way for her to be useful to the clan would be tabulated for. Every part of her has been parceled out and accounted for from the tips of her fingers to the every last eyelash. Each detail of her crafted appearance and persona, each contributing factor about her has been curated for maximum benefit and calculated to the finest fraction for efficient recouping of the costs spent on her.

Even this — her potential as a marriage partner, is an item of brokerage to further solidify the Kujou clan’s hold on Inazuma. But still. It feels so sudden. So fast. So soon.

No. Not soon. If Sara were anyone else — anything else — she would have been engaged or married by now. Most noble daughters are already promised to their partners before their coming of age ceremonies. Sara should have expected this. Especially with the way her reputation and the Kujou clan’s have diverged in recent years. The Kujou clan’s prominence has rapidly fallen and become overshadowed by her own individual exploits. For all that it is the Kujou name attached to hers, the general populace has taken to referring to it the other way around; Sara’s Kujou clan, not Kujou clan’s Sara. That was bound to raise some alarm.

But — of all the people —

Sara had always imagined that once she was married it would be to some minor vassal family. Perhaps someone from the rising merchant class. A second or third son. Maybe even a second daughter, perhaps around or above her in years — a little past their own marriageable age. Someone easy. Someone…malleable. No one expects her to inherit, even if she has more than enough merits to her name to outshine her adoptive brothers. And no one would ever expect her to step down from her position within the shogunate.

She would like to see someone try to convince her of that. Sara has very few things in life that she can call her own. Very, very few. Her place at the Shogun’s side is one of those things, and she wouldn’t give up for anything. Many things about Sara may have changed and shifted over the years. But that isn’t one of them.

The Kujou clan might have taken her in and given her their name and their time, but the Raiden Shogun gave Sara a purpose.

In any case, the marriage would simply be a formal tie to some other family or power. Maybe it would be to secure a new source of wealth, or to place some up and coming name not the registry. It would have been something minor, something forgettable.

Sara had thought that any engagement, any marriage, would be done to someone of high enough rank that it wouldn’t be an insult to the Kujou name but not someone powerful enough that it would give Sara more prominence over her adoptive siblings. It would be to someone advantageous enough to be worth the Kujou name, someone who wouldn’t interfere with Sara’s role in the Tri-Commission, and someone who wouldn’t quite manage to boost Sara too much further up the social ladder.

Whoever they were, they would not be her equal. There would be no question of that. Sara wouldn’t be marrying into another family, that family would be marrying into the Kujou clan. No. If Sara is looking at things with complete and brutal honesty, she could never be matched with an equal.

There aren’t any families who would even consider her for an equal match anyway. Anyone with a child who could match Sara in rank would undoubtedly aim much higher than her. Sara isn’t blind to her own faults. She is hardly a prize match to anyone who has already gained their own measure of power and wealth. No one with a reputation would need her. And no one with ambitions would want her.

Sara is an adopted daughter of tengu blood. And it’s no secret that she isn’t viewed as an actual member of the Kujou clan, all of her accomplishments aside. Sara’s worth comes from her field merits and from the Shogun’s regard. Sara has no individual wealth to speak of on her own; any claims she might have on nobility are more accurately phrased as nobility’s claim on her.

Kamisato Ayato is the first son. He’s already clan head. He’s a commissioner. And, knowing that snake, he probably has his hands in more than a dozen unaffiliated businesses not tied to either the commission or the Kamisato clan directly. Public opinion of him is firmly positive, even if they’re rather unsure of what exactly he does or what he looks like. In this marriage Sara would be the one entering on the back foot. Sara would be marrying in.

Now, Sara can’t say she’s ever hated the man. Or that she’s ever actively disliked him. She’s found him, at times, to be annoying and somewhat unpleasant. He has too much in common with Yae Miko for it to be comfortable, even if her telling him that causes him to react like she’s issued him the worst offense possible and maybe taken it all the way up through his ancestral chain. And saying that you neither hate nor dislike a person is hardly a glowing review of their character. Sara would call it a stretch to even consider them casual acquaintances outside of their work in the Tri-Commission.

So where in the world did this marriage proposal come from?

Sara stops in the middle of an empty hallway, about faces, and marches straight for the entrance of the Kujou clan’s compound. Eyes follow her but no one comments on her, frankly, incredibly unrestrained and shameful show of foul temper. She’s grateful for that. Sara doesn’t know if she has enough self control not to unjustly take her fury out on some hapless bystander.

The wind is reluctant to obey her, constrained to mortal form as she is. But despite all appearances and attempts to be otherwise, she is still of tengu blood. When Sara calls the wind must answer.

“Kamisato Ayato,” Sara commands the wind, “Find him.”

-

Normally trying to track Kamisato Ayato down is like attempting to catch water with your bare hands. It’s more trouble than it’s worth and will most likely leave you with more frustration than satisfaction. And of course, it rarely goes the way you would expect or even hope. Either he’s planned for her to come after him or he’s off his game. In any case the wind takes her down familiar streets carrying with it the smell of crushed sakura and cooking fires. Sara ignores the eyes tracking her and hopes that if someone actually needs her to so something they’re able to find some other Tenryou officer because Sara isn’t of present mind to stop and be professional.

She’s probably been inside the Komore Teahouse twice before this. Kozue stands aside for her without a second glance when Sara steps off the main path onto the teahouse’s manicured path. The wind that brought her here curls against the back of her neck like a sulking child that’s completed an inconvenient chore and is now running off to play.

The teahouse is empty when she enters. Even the famous Taroumaru is conspicuously absent. The air inside the teahouse is quiet. Still. Not stuffy, not dead in a way that speaks of abandonment or prolonged neglect. It’s the stillness of a building unoccupied by its intended amount of bodies. There’s only one other person here.

Sara slowly walks by each open room, peering in and taking in the appearance of each one. Who knows when the next time she’ll enter this famous attraction will be? Though, if what has been presented to her is true, she might have free rein to come and go as she pleases in her future. Though how this could possibly please her remains a mystery.

Kamisato Ayato is sitting in the last room of the first floor. The windows are closed, but the paper lining them is thin enough that light shines through in abundance. There’s a tea service on the low table. Someone has placed an arrangement of fresh cut camellias in the room. The flowers themselves have no smell, but Sara can feel the lingering touch of mountain breeze trapped in their petals; a different touch in the air than the rest of the things here.

“I hope for all of our sakes that you didn’t prepare that,” she says without really thinking about it. Something about the man inspires her to act out in ways that seem wholly unlike herself.

Kamisato flicks his sleeves to the side as he begins to pour. “Even I can’t do any damage just pouring the tea. Worry not, General. This was prepared in advance by hands that aren’t mine.”

“It would seem in poor form to kill your bride before the final contracts are even signed,” Sara muses. Kamisato doesn’t do anything so pedestrian as to flinch, but he does lower his eyes and shake his head in a display of chastised humility he doesn’t normally bother with. “Should I be grateful that you asked for my consent when you sent that proposal over rather than waking up to find myself being shepherded off to the nearest shrine? What are you planning now, Kamisato?”

“Something mutually beneficial for the both of us if you agree to it,” Kamisato says. He gestures to four scrolls lined up next to each other on the side of the table. “I’m going to be blunt with you, General Kujou, and considering our working history I should hope that you would know to appreciate that.”

Kamisato Ayato being blunt and to the point about anything speaks ill of a situation.

Sara gestures for him to get on with it. There is a fire burning underneath her skin and it’s searching out new kindling as they speak. The only reason she hasn’t grabbed him by the hair and dragged him outside for a public beating is because she’s morbidly curious. What in the world could drive Kamisato Ayato to marriage of all things? To her? He’s been fending off marriage for years now with all the steadfast devotion of a man committed to religion.

“The Kamisato clan has clawed its ways out of the jaws of utter dissolution,” he says. “We are not yet at the standing we once enjoyed, but we are no longer in the original dangers we once faced. The stabilization of Inazuma has helped in that regard, as well as the reopening of our borders. But there are certain problems that remain. Lineage and inheritance, being the major source of concern. A perpetual worry for those of us who bear the burden of nobility.”

“If this is you being blunt then I’d hate to see you being evasive.”

“Marriage for love, in particular towards those of…unusual origins, is out of the question,” Kamisato says looking very much like he’s swallowed a truly bitter pill. “My clan elders and my retainers from vassal houses are expecting me to marry at or above my station and to bring in someone with some amount of — something. This rules out a great majority of people whom I find tolerable. And it absolutely rules out marrying for love. I’ve known this since I was old enough to comprehend words. I was…resigned to this.”

“But?”

Kamisato falls silent, face uncharacteristically helpless looking in an honest way that makes Sara’s skin crawl. She isn’t sure if she cares to see this man looking vulnerable. It feels like she’s looking at something intensely private and deeply invasive. She wants to avert her eyes but he threw her name into this for a reason and she’s become, in some manner, complicit to this.

“There’s a man,” Kamisato finally says. She almost doesn’t recognize his voice when he speaks. He falters, seemingly unsure of how to progress past this point. Bluntness and forthrightness truly aren’t his wheelhouse. They are, however, Sara’s.

“Marriages between men among nobles aren’t unheard of,” Sara says. “Nor are marriages between women. You have a sister who can bring in heirs, if anything. The inheritance can move to a branch line if needed.” The Kamisato clan was in political and financial decline, not on the precipice of literally dying out. She’s certain that Kamisato has at least a dozen or more second or third cousins that he could draw in as heirs if absolutely necessary. Of course, it isn’t ideal and it would be a mark on the Kamisato name. But that isn’t enough for dissolution in the eyes of the Shogunate, so long as the Kamisato’s keep their noses out of trouble for a few generations.

“Not this kind of man,” Kamisato whispers, throat bobbing as he swallows. What an uncharacteristic show of nerves from a man who regularly enters verbal spars with Yae Miko and has one on one consultations with the Raiden Shogun. “And I can’t pass the inheritance to Ayaka’s line unless I’m declared unfit or dead.”

“So you propose marriage to me? I can hardly see how your logic takes you to this path. Walk me through your thought process.”

Kamisato looks away from her, long fingers folding together and parting. Folding and parting. For a man known for his poise and elegance, this is practically him chewing his nails down the quick. He takes in a breath, eyes lowered to the table, brows drawing together.

“Have you ever wanted something for yourself, General Kujou? Have you ever wanted something you knew you couldn’t have, but weren’t strong or brave enough to let the desire go?”

Yes, Sara doesn’t say. Hasn’t everyone? But what’s the point on thinking of it? What’s the point in regret? You learn to let go. Or you let the weight of want numb you into forgetting its there. You carry it with you, a burden to down you, to devour you.

“There is a man whom I love and it pains me,” Kamisato continues. “Because if I were anyone else in the world I would have married him by now. I would take his arm in mine and we would walk with our heads held high for all the world to see. I would do that right this moment, in fact. I would do it, knowing I cannot get away with it. But I do not because of the name I bear and the knowledge that people’s lives, their futures, still need me. And I cannot forsake them for want of a love known by sunlight. Do you want to call me a coward, General, for not doing that?”

Yes. No. Sara is in no position to judge. She understands all too well that there are consequences for power, for prestige. She understands that everything has a cost. To wield the power of nobility one must be willing to feed that beast everything you have. Everything you are. Sara is a better example of that than most.

What stone could Sara throw, knowing full well that the first target for such an accusation of cowardice should be herself?

Sara pushes those thoughts away as she always has, begging her mind to let her ruminate over that wound in the privacy of the dark.

“If I were to do that, I have to question who it would hurt most,” Kamisato explains. “If I left everything behind, it is almost assured that I would be fine. Even if I were to throw my love in the faces of my elders, my vassals, my retainers. I would be fine. They would certainly overthrow me. Oust me. Strike me from record. There’s enough trust in Ayaka’s abilities that there wouldn’t be any hesitation in transferring the mantle onto her. She would take over in my place and all power would flow to her.

“But Ayaka already knows my lover. She’s fond of him. She would take us both in, or at least defend us from the worst of it as we get our bearings. I have funds tied to my personal name that aren’t involved with either the Yashiro Commission or with the Kamisato clan, among other resources at my disposal. All things considered, I do believe I would land on my feet. But that’s just me. What of my lover? If I, by some miracle, aren’t struck from the Kamisato clan’s registry and we were allowed to be together, they would be pulled into a hostile world that they were never prepared for. One that they didn’t ask to be included in. A world that would resist them and eat away at them with every moment. Marrying me isn’t just marrying me. It’s marrying the clan. The commission. Inazuma’s entire governance. I cannot ask him to do that for me. And so I must marry another more suitable candidate.

“I need a spouse who can take the pressure off of my back,” Kamisato takes one of the scrolls on the table and unfurls it over the table between them, revealing several neat characters. “I need someone of equal to higher standing than mine. Ideally someone I can trust. Someone who will go into this with no expectations of me. Someone I can tolerate. Someone who could tolerate me. I need someone who would go into this completely aware of the fact that my heart belongs to another and that I will not be moved from them. These are the basic requirements I have in mind. If I’m being greedy, I also want someone who would be polite, if not kind, to my lover. A person that Ayaka could respect. A person who I would be able to work with instead of around. Someone I wouldn’t have to threaten or coerce into behaving. Someone I wouldn’t be trapping myself in with. Someone who wouldn’t feel trapped with me.”

Sara draws the scroll over towards herself, skimming the marriage contract. All in all, it seems fair enough. Sara would marry in. She would keep a percentage of whatever dowry the Kujou clan seems fit to send with her. She would retain any individual assets she brings with her and the Kamisato clan would also provide her with an individual accounts ledger that would remain under her own control. She, of course, wouldn’t have free rein of the staff and the estate, but she would have some measure of control as expected of the wife of the Kamisato patriarch. It would be her choice of whether or not she stays at the main estate. The list of benefits goes on from there.

It really is ideal.

“And so my name gets the shortlist,” Sara says, hands clammy as she slowly rolls the contract closed. “Now, tell me the real reason why it’s me and not someone else.”

“The Kujou inheritance is getting messy,” Kamisato says, resting his chin on the back of his hand, eyes closing. “I don’t think you need me to say more than that.”

“Was it so apparent?”

“Perhaps not quite yet to the average citizen walking about the plains. But it’s been quite visible, and audible, to most of us in these circles.”

It really would be more comfortable for everyone involved if Sara married out. Sooner rather than later. While she isn’t regarded as an actual daughter of the main branch, for all that Kujou Takayuki has taken her in directly, no one can deny that her reputation has put her in a position that is arguably more prestigious than that of being the Kujou head itself. She’s the Raiden Shogun’s right hand. She gained several acknowledgements during the civil war, and after in the process of negotiating peace. Those who fought on opposing sides of her would come to the table to broker peace if they knew she had some hand in it out of respect for her leadership and staunch strength of character. Those who’ve come under her command are quick to dispense their praise and respect of her and her leadership. It does make it somewhat strained and awkward for her to be passed over — not just for the elder of Takayuki’s real children, but also by the younger. The former can be excused as a matter of age and experience. The latter not so much.

Sara is not unaware of the whispers that have suggested that perhaps the leadership of both the Kujou clan and the Tenryou Commission should be handed over to her. She’s done nothing to encourage these whispers aside from continuing as she feels she ought to. Apparently that’s more than enough to fan the flames of discontent. Sara, the General, has rapidly outgrown Kujou, the asset.

“One can almost imagine the sort of wagers that would be cropping up regarding this matter, if it were such a matter that could be wagered on. Judging by your expression, this reason — while compelling — isn’t good enough for you. Do you want me to extol your many virtues, General? I could.”

“No. I want you to give me one honest reason why I’m sitting here with you before my patience wears out and I give you a compelling reason to take this back.”

“It’s the man,” Kamisato blurts out, entire body going stiff. “It’s the man. He’s the reason why I’ve chosen you, if you’d have me.”

“The man?” Sara stares at him. She can’t possibly think of a reason why the identity of Kamisato’s lover would require her direct involvement. Outside of the Kujou clan and Tenryou commission, Sara has very little interaction with anyone at all. Frankly, Kamisato is probably one of the men she’s closest to outside of her adoptive family. That is to say, not close at all. “Who is it?”

“Arataki Itto,” Kamisato says.

Lightning to the tree. Spark to the tinder. Storm to parched earth.

Sara doesn’t so much lunge so much as she dives onto Kamisato Ayato, the fine fabric of his clothing bunching underneath her talons as she hauls him into standing. Her wings threaten to burst into view from her back and are only kept down but only by the thinest, most delicate margin of her self control. Sara can hear them rustle in her ears, specters ready to be manifest with the slightest slip of her focus. Sara’s Vision glows hot at her hip.

In this life of hers there are very, very, very few things she would consider as actually hers. Things that are hers and hers alone. Arataki Itto, despite her better intuition and reasoning, is one of them.

Sara doesn’t know if they’re friends, exactly. On any given day he’s either a rival, a companion, a friend, or some kind of kindred spirit, or a strange combination of all of the above. He’s someone she’s profoundly embarrassed by, but also envious of. Sara doesn’t think she’s ever said anything to suggest her approval of him out loud, or just how far her regards for him truly reach. She’s certain that she’s lectured him in public more times than she’s actually exchanged in smalltalk pleasantries such as “hello”.

She does know that he is one of the rare few that carries youkai blood and walks among the mortals of Inazuma, and does so proudly. She knows that they’ve crossed swords just as often as they’ve mended bridges together. At any moment she is just as likely to arrest or fine him as she is to share a meal with him. She’s had the unique experience of doing both at once.

Sara knows that she has wronged him and betrayed his trust time and time again. She knows she has never apologized to him in words or actions. Not enough for the amount of times she’s hurt him. She knows that they have stood on opposing sides of almost every argument to be had since they first met each other. Sara knows that he’s spoken the truth she didn’t want to hear and she’s returned that candor with dogmaticand willful denial.

What Sara does know is this: he has forgiven her.

For all of the wrongs she knows she’s done to him, for all the slights and hurts and outright crimes she’s done against his person, he has — for whatever reason — made the conscious decision to forgive her when she hasn’t really forgiven herself. Arataki Itto is the sort of person Sara wishes she could have been but knows she could never be, even if she had never fallen from the mountain in the first place. There is something innate to his soul that has made him kind and full of love in ways Sara cannot conceive of.

The hissing, snarling sound that had tried to claw its way out of her earlier succeeds now. Kamisato’s already fair skin has gone ashen, but his gaze is resolute. She shakes him but he holds steady. Some part of her notes that she should probably give him some measure of credit for facing a tengu’s wrath and not flinching back.

“Do you understand?” He asks her instead. “Do you understand why I asked you?”

Sara shoves him back, trying to pull herself back under control.

She does understand. That’s the worst part of it. She understands completely. With this final and critical piece of the puzzle, Sara can see it all too clearly.

If the man Kamisato loved were a human — even if he was poor, even if he came from a mediocre to an absolute trash background, even if he were a foreigner — as long as the man were human it could be, in some measure, mitigated. If worse comes to worst, Kamisato could bring in a wife and keep the human as a known lover on the side. Of course there would be repercussions, a certain lowering of dignity and respectability. But, ultimately, the situation would be glanced and accepted with some disparaging, toothless, commentary. It’s not an uncommon practice.

But a man of oni blood?

No. Inazuma has taken reluctant, frightened steps forward. But not nearly enough for them to accept an oni marrying into one of the preeminent clans of Inazuma’s ruling class. Sara’s an adopted daughter of the Kujou clan but she isn’t treated like one. When people use the Kujou name in reference to Sara rather than her brothers it’s like they’re thinking of a separate Kujou family entirely. A family composed of one lone human skinned tengu.

Sara draws in furious, cold breaths, snatching at the loose threads of her fury and tucking them in tight and close. The fury that had propelled her here, the ember that had burned her, pauses. Stops. There’s nowhere for it to go now. Nothing for it to burn except herself.

Sara understands why he asked her. If she were in his position she would ask her, too. She fits every single requirement. She couldn’t be more suited for this if she actively tried.

Without any reasonable outlet, without reasonable source, the anger in her withdraws. It curls up tight and bright in her chest where the only thing it can touch is her. It’s not absence, but restraint, leaves her feeling cold and empty. It leaves her feeling winded and light headed. Even the mildest, gentlest of breezes could scatter her to dust with a glancing touch. Sara hasn’t felt this unsettled in years. Not since the war.

If Kamisato attempted to bring Itto into the fold — even if Itto wanted it, if he had the temperament to be trained to handle it, even if every other factor aligned — blood would deny blood.

Sara and Itto have so much more in common than first appears.

“You need to get out of the tangle that is the Kujou clan’s inheritance. I need a spouse who will get the elders off my back and would also be sympathetic towards the one I have in my heart. That’s why I asked you, Kujou. Will you do it?”

Sara closes her eyes, swallowing heavily.

“Does your sister know you’re doing this?”

“My sister, Thoma, a select few I could trust. They knew I would ask you. They weren’t sure if you’d agree.”

“And Itto. Does Itto know?”

“Itto knows I’m being pressured to marry and I’ve been holding it off. He knows I don’t want to.” Kamisato pauses. “And he also knows I can’t marry him.”

Sara’s heart burns. A volcano in her chest venting fury through the clench of her fists and the tightening of her jaw and the watering of her eyes. She could tear Kamisato to shreds with her bare hands right here, right now, she’s so furious.

How reckless. How irresponsible. How cruel.

“If you agree, I have a separate contract. For you and for me only,” Kamisato says. “More personal rules. Things that I think would be more comfortable for both of us if we had clear lines and expectations for each other taken to page.”

“You knew I would say yes,” Sara whispers to the ceiling. “How?”

“You’ve never been one to speak of such things in all the years I’ve known you. But Itto speaks his heart in the same way people like you and I speak of war and politics. He calls you his best friend, his rival. He refers to you using only the highest terms of regard. He thinks the world of you; you are a measuring stick he holds up to others and himself constantly. I would think that has to count for something.”

“You’re a manipulative snake,” Sara says.

“I know. But I have something I can’t lose. Something that’s mine. Surely even you, General, can understand the desperation and depths a person can develop to hold onto something they love when they have so very few things to call their own.”

“If we’re going to do this, you’ll need to call me Sara.” She barely recognizes her own voice. “Show me the second contract, Ayato. And speak to me no more of the desperation of the starving.”

-

Sara leaves the teahouse engaged and feeling worse than when she entered it. The sun has barely changed positions in the sky. Revisions included into the personal contract — a copy of which she carries with her, like some kind of strange and deceptively innocuous looking piece of damning evidence against herself for some crime she can’t put to words — didn’t take all that long to add and complete. Ayato — it will take time to think of him as Ayato, not Kamisato — had reassured her that they could always add more as they came up with things. After all, neither of them has any experience cohabitating with another person so closely in such intimate terms. Who knows what other things they hadn’t accounted for in drafting the outlines of their now shared lives? How can someone’s life change so wildly in the span of a few hours?

What a foolish thing to ponder over. Sara’s life has changed in the span of eye blinks and flashes of lightning. She should be used to feeling like some piece of battered flotsam being thrown hither and yon by invisible whims.

Still. How strange it is. How fascinating that all the moments prior to this one could lead up to create this specific shape, this storm. Who could have predicted it? Who would have ever thought that all the converging lines of fate and consequence could create this life?

The process of hammering out the details of the contract — for all that they were in mutual agreement over most of the clauses — was dizzyingly arduous. Sara felt like ore being purified, like ingots being made into a blade. A new sort of weapon. With each stroke of the ink brush, Sara felt like she was being shaped into something new and unrecognizable, and yet still made of the same material. Sara’s forte has never been the intricacies of wording and the subtle nuances of ink and tone. But it felt like a battle on muddy ground to get the contract set.

(A voice, familiar and calm, in the back of Sara’s head guided her through the worst of it. Another hand, smaller but just as strong and experienced especially in this specific art of war, seemed to slide over hers. A haunting, a possession, a conjuring of Sara’s dreams into the forbidden day.

Sara’s skin prickled with goose flesh at that phantom sensation.

Here, and here and here, her voice said in Sara’s head, picking out all the places that needed shoring up and improvement. This, and this, and this, her hand pointed and traced the paths of defense and victory. As alone as Sara was in that room, there was some mild comfort to be found in that familiar haunting. If only such familiarity could be called upon for comfort in quieter moments of Sara’s life, without the same measure of heart-racing danger.)

Sara, outwardly, is no different. And yet, as she walks through the streets of Inazuma City, she feels as though there are eyes on her and seeing this incredible shift in her life’s path. Does she walk different? Does her face carry any of her solemn dread and resignation? Is there anything to her bearing, her carriage, that would hint at what she’s just allowed herself to be reeled into?

“You will tell Itto,” Sara had said to Ayato as they reviewed the clauses of their personal contract one final time. “I shouldn’t have to have you write this down. But there will be no marriage until you tell Itto exactly of what’s happening here between us. And he must agree to it.”

Sara had been used as a weapon and a tool before. Not specifically against Itto, but he has been hurt in the crossfire. If Sara can help it all, she would like to stop herself from adding more to the invisible ledger of debts she’s keeping between them.

“I will,” Ayato promised. “I assure you I will. I won’t do either of you that particular disservice. I’m already acting cowardly enough by going this route as it is.”

Sara didn’t have the heart to reprimand him. After all, Sara would be benefiting from Ayato’s selfishness as well.

Sara stops walking, pressing the heels of her hands to her eyes. What has she done? What has she just agreed to?

This is either the biggest mistake of her life or perhaps the best thing she could have ever done for anyone. Can this even be considered a sacrifice when she stands to gain so much from it?

Consider it a tactical maneuver, the still-living ghost that haunts Sara’s heart and thoughts reasons. You’re planting the seeds of your freedom at the cost of some face. But it is a necessary investment. Barren land will not always be so. Isn’t it time that you reap something you’ve sown for yourself? How long will you allow yourself to be remain fallow to spite others?

It’s not that, Sara wants to argue to that cruel and perfectly honest ghost, it’s that there is nothing in me to give anyway.

Sara, the woman chides. In the back of Sara’s mind, strokes of ink lift from pages upon pages of correspondences built up over the years, and arrange themselves into the voice of the woman Sara keeps quietly in the dark caverns of her heart. Sara, there’s so much potential in you. So much life. Fertile ground for new growth. I can see it in you. I can see you.

-

Sara dreams, that night. Dreams are not unusual for her. Nightmares, either. But this dream isn’t like her normal dreams. Dreaming often leaves Sara unsettled, confused, and more often than not, just as exhausted as when she first went to sleep. Something about the act of creation leaves Sara unbearably worn. Perhaps it is part of her character. No one would ever think to call Sara a particularly creative person to begin with. Maybe the act of dreaming pulls all of her potential from her waking self.

That night, Sara dreams in fits and starts. She doesn’t remember much of it, when she wakes. Just fragments that leave her feeling off kilter. Little pieces, too bright flashes that have the same ringing quality as a head injury or a high fever, that pull at her as she sets about her morning routines.

Sara dreamt, at one point, of playing with a ball. A strange thing to dream of. Sara has no memory of ever playing with temari in her youth. It couldn’t be a memory before she fell from the mountain. Of all the things to do — playing with temari would have been the last thing on her mind. Sara would have been preoccupied with foraging, hunting, practicing her tengu arts. Or she would have been playing with the tanuki and other youkai of the mountains.

There certainly wasn’t time for such things after joining the Kujou clan. If she had time for play then that was time she wasn’t using to catch up to her human peers in matters of etiquette, speech, calligraphy, reading, history, arithmetic, so on and so forth.

And on the increasingly rare occasions when her adoptive brothers, sympathetic staff, or Itto managed to sneak her out — cajoling and brain and taunting her along the way — for play Sara doesn’t remember any toys being involved. She’d never had a toy doll or a ball. Now that she thinks about it, Sara doesn’t think she’s ever actually made a temari before. Of course Sara knows how to, in theory. She’s just never had the opportunity to make one herself.

In the dream Sara was playing temari with someone. It wasn’t a memory. Sara’s hands, when her fingertips touched the ball to toss it into the air, were the hands she has now: long fingered, each fingertip worn and calloused, scars light and dark alike smattering her skin, human-like nails filed down blunt. Why in the world would she dream of that, of all things?

She dreamt of a table crowded with platters of steaming food. The table was low to the ground, and despite its deceptive length, was a touch too narrow in length, bringingthose seated opposite each other quite close. It was intimate, and yet Sara felt enveloped into it like this was her table, her dishes, her place. Sara, in the dream, was assailed on all sides by voices who’s meaning and identity she couldn’t discern aside from the underlying understanding that she was not in any danger and that this was perfectly normal. Of course, now that she’s awake, she knows it isn’t perfectly normal at all. Sara’s never experienced a meal so lively and so crowded. Even during the war when she ate with her soldiers, discussions were brisk and usually revolved around orders from higher up and thoughts that lingered darkly on the mind and tongue.

Sara dreamt of her body rocking. Softly rocking, ever so slightly. As though she were on a boat She couldn’t see anything. She could feel the damp of wood at her back and the humidity of ocean-borne wind on her face, her hair. Sara’s entire body felt cool, but not uncomfortably so. It was quiet, in that portion of the dream. Except for the faint lap of waves against the sides of the vessel Sara lay in. It felt, strangely, like being held.

The dreams leave Sara disconcerted, her mind half caught like morning light in pre-dawn mists. What would cause such dreams?

Being called directly to the upper floors of the Shogun’s palace to report for a private audience with Her Excellency is also not an unusual event. But something about yesterday’s confrontation and subsequent agreement and last night’s dreams have Sara feeling apprehensive as she takes the familiar set of stairs and hallways up to see the Raiden Shogun.

As the Shogun’s right hand, Sara has had the unique privilege of walking this specific set of hallways multiple times with more frequency than most others ever do. Perhaps with the exception of body servants and cleaning staff. But in recent years — without the looming threat of rebellion, civil war, challengers to the throne, and sabotage from the Fatui sponsored infiltrators to Inazuma — Sara’s need to report to the Shogun outside of assemblies and official state meetings has steadily decreased.

The reports and information briefings from the Tri-Commission are correctly making their way through, challengers to the Shogun’s seat are essentially non-existent, and all other matters of state are for the most part being handled by the commissions as they should be. The Shogun, herself, is also rarely in attendance in the palace.

The Shogun has spent the past several years wandering Inazuma when she isn’t sealed within her innermost chambers divining the mysteries of the eternal in times of change and innovation. As the Shogun’s right hand it always puts Sara ill-at-ease not knowing where Her Excellency is at any given moment. But the Shogun is also the Shogun, Narukami Ogosho. If there is something out there in this world that can cause serious harm to the god, Sara isn’t sure if her own presence would make much of a difference. The Shogun isn’t exactly alone when she wanders, either. She’s usually in the company of the Traveler, if she’s not within the boundaries of Inazuma City.

Sara pauses outside the double doors that lead to Her Excellency’s audience chamber, nodding to the two guards posted outside to announce her.

The Raiden Shogun is standing at the far end of the room, past the open doors and on the balcony that faces outwards to the sea. Sara enters the room, stopping several paces away from the Shogun and dropping into a kneel.

“Rise,” the Shogun says, sounding half distracted — as though listening to something far away — back still turned.

“Your Excellency.” Sara stands, but keeps her gaze lowered.

“At ease, General,” the Shogun says after another moment of silence. “I heard that you were going to get married to the Yashiro Commissioner. Kamisato — Ayato, was it?”

Sara startles, almost raising her eyes to look ahead, but remembering herself at the last moment. Ayato had said that he would wait a few days to approach the Kujou clan again. He would not begin to submit formal paperwork for another week at least; to give them both time to think things over and consider if there was anything else they wanted to add to their contracts. Or if either of them — Sara — wanted to back out.

The Shogun sighs. “You need not look so worried. It is a simple question. Is it true?”

Sara licks her lips, unsure of what to say. Yes, it’s true. But Sara didn’t think she’d be telling that to the Raiden Shogun less than twenty four hours after a preliminary agreement was reached —

It feels, somehow, like a lie. It is not, in actuality, a simple question at all.

Yes. She’s getting married. Yes, to Kamisato Ayato. But is it a real marriage? There would be a dowry, a ceremony, a shuffling of assets and households. But they will never share a bed. Sara will birth him no heirs and he won’t ever look to her for one. Sara, in all likelihood, will not take over the domestic management of the Kamisato household. Sara won’t be retiring from service. Realistically speaking, it’s more like an adoption than a marriage.

“Your silence to what should be a rather clearly stated question that would require only a yes or a no as an answer is something of a concern,” the Shogun says when Sara fails to bring her panic at the idea that she might, potentially, be lying to her god, under control.

“I was told of the proposal yesterday,” Sara answers slowly, feeling out the safe spaces. “It has not quite sunk in yet.”

The air gains an electric current that makes the fine hairs at the back of her neck and arms stand on end.

“You were told of the proposal,” Her Excellency repeats, voice deceptively calm. “By your father?”

“Yes.”

Sara can taste the heavy weight of a storm at the back of her throat. She feels the weight of the Shogun’s attention focusing on her bowed head as the Shogun draws close.

“General.”

“Your Excellency.”

“Tell me, now — what manner of farce is this? You do not want to marry the Yashiro Commissioner.” Sara’s shoulders tense as the Shogun walks a slow circle around her. “Kamisato Ayato is an honorable man. I have no doubts as to whether he would make a good spouse for you or not. The two of you are more than adequate matches for each other in terms of ability and status. But the idea that you would want him as a spouse is beyond me. It would be generous to even consider the two of you friends. In all the years the two of you have served me I cannot recall a single moment in which the two of you spoke of anything more personal than brief greetings and obligatory congratulations or condolences. Tell me clearly, General. Do you actually want this marriage to happen, or are you allowing yourself to be used as currency to further someone else’s ambitions?”

Sara swallows heavily, struggling against the weight of the Shogun’s intense scrutiny. Sara can’t remember ever having it turned on her to this degree before. Peripherally, yes, but not so directly nor ever so sustained.

The pressure eases when Sara doesn’t answer. The Shogun sighs.

“I am not angry at you,” she says, stopping her slow circle in front of Sara. “If you would raise your eyes and look at me, General.”

With great reluctance, Sara raises her head. She isn’t sure if she’s shocked or deeply horrified to see that the Raiden Shogun looks visibly disturbed. Worried.

“I…may be approaching this the wrong way,” the Shogun says reluctantly, pinching the bridge of her nose. And then softer, as though Sara is not meant to hear it, the Shogun mutters, “As I seem to have been approaching several things for the past decades.”

“Take a seat, General.”

Sara, not taking her eyes off of the Shogun’s face, moves by memory of the room to kneel on one of the deep purple zabuton. The Shogun moves another one opposite Sara and sits upon it as well, flicking her long sleeves off to her sides as she and Sara look at each other. Eye to eye. Sara doesn’t think she’s ever been level with the Raiden Shogun before. It’s an incredibly off-putting sensation. Sara feels like she’s looking into the heart of a bolt of lightning. It feels like she might be getting a headache from this.

“Firstly, know that whatever you say will not cause me to be upset with you. Speak without mind as to what I want to hear, because what I want to hear is the truth. There is no answer I want to hear aside from that. Do you understand?”

Sara nods, mute. Dumbstruck. Thunderstruck. Awestruck. All of those words mean exactly the same thing in this moment.

“Second. This information comes to me from Yae Miko.” The Shogun’s expression turns into a strange blend of fond and annoyed. “The Yashiro Commissioner turned to her for assistance as his intermediary, as well as in writing and delivering the draft of the marriage proposal that was sent over to the Kujou estate. I was not going to address it, but this morning she sent word that you accepted.”

“Might I ask how she found out that I accepted?”

The Shogun’s face twists ruefully. “I suspect that she and the Commissioner are engaged in a personal war of their own making. Do not worry about that particular detail. The news of this has not spread through Inazuma, nor shall it before either of you are ready. For all that Yae and the Yashiro Commissioner enjoy hectoring each other to pieces, they would never cross each other’s boundaries and trust in such a damaging way. Frankly speaking, Yae needs someone of that boy’s wit and attitude to keep her humble. I certainly can’t.”

Sara doesn’t think she’s ever heard the Raiden Shogun say so much at once, to anyone, ever. There’s probably no one alive aside from Yae Miko who has, and perhaps other Archons.

“I have made it a point to stay out of the politics of mortals,” the Shogun continues. “As long as the Tri-Commission carries out their duties to myself and Inazuma, with integrity and sincerity, then their squabbles of wealth and status are their own business. To the mortal realm I leave you lot to desire and dream as you will. My own pursuits cannot find their satisfaction with coin or flesh. But I am not unaware of how these maneuvers go. Nor am I uninformed of the prestige that has gilded your name on the tongues of the people.”

Sara’s ears burn with the praise. It’s embarrassing enough out of the mouths of her own men. It’s another level of something else entirely from the Raiden Shogun.

“I have watched above Inazuma for centuries. I know how this play moves across the stage.” The Raiden Shogun closes her eyes, shaking her head as though shaking away a fly or some small flying pest. “You are a daughter of a noble house. Adopted yes, but still claimed on their register. At some point your marriage was always going to be a bargaining chip. It is the fate of all children from the noble and wealthier clans of Inazuma and beyond. Such arrangements are not unique nor uncommon. As we speak there are dozens of daughters and sons being matched across Inazuma, and even beyond to Liyue and Fontaine. It would be more unusual if this topic had never come up at all. And that is where my confusion, and concern arise. You are not the typical daughter of a noble family, Kujou Sara.”

Sara’s nails dig into her palms. The Shogun’s gaze is like walking through heavy fog with thunder rolling overhead. Sara can almost taste the lightning’s promise at the back of her throat.

“You may be a daughter of the Kujou clan, but above that you are my right hand. You are my sword, the conveyor of my will,” the Shogun says, eyes narrowing. “There is no one, Kujou Sara, who could presume to be able to bend you to their own desires. In this rare instance, familial obligation is put aside in favor of a higher one. Your duties to your Archon. And while I certainly have no right to meddle in your personal affairs, I do feel a certain obligation to you in return for the loyalty you’ve freely given me over the course of your life. You have served me without question or hesitation for years. Even knowing what I would have eventually asked of you, you held your doubts silent until the very end when it was not your own danger at my hand that moved you to act, but your concern for Inazuma crumbling to the plots of outsiders and the possibility of my own unknowing involvement in such duplicity. Even the most indifferent of gods must acknowledge that degree of selfless devotion.”

Sara swallows heavily, uncomfortable at the weight of the Shogun’s words and her direct attention. Sara has never felt so small, so pinned in place. Such is the weight of a god’s attention and regard.

“I agreed to the marriage proposal,” Sara says slowly, “I know what is being asked of me.”

Does the Shogun know of the true details of the marriage? Kamisato’s requisite deception in order to be free? Sara’s own desperation to detach herself from further trouble? What exactly was Yae Miko privy to? What depth of understanding is the Shogun looking for?

“And do you know the difference between what is being asked of you versus when it is demanded? Are you cognizant of the fact that there is no one who could force you to say yes? The only authority you answer to is me, Kujou Sara. And last I was aware, I was not in the business of match making my commissioners.”

Sara shuffles backwards, bowing until her head presses against tatami. “Your Excellency, while the situation is not — “

Ideal? Expected? Preferred? Sensible?

“ — what I would have expected, it is not one that I am in unwillingly. Kamisato-san came to me personally — “

She cornered him, but he was planning for that so what’s the difference there?

“ — and we came to our own, private agreement with each other. Separate from the marriage itself.”

The Shogun hums: one low sound that seems to make the air in the room shiver. It is thunder without end, a continuous roil in the atmosphere that would send lesser creatures scurrying for cover. Sara’s entire back bursts into goose flesh, joints locking as flight looses out to fright.

“General. Confirm one thing for me.”

“Yes, your Excellency.”

“I do not care if this is a politically advantageous move for you, for the Kamisato head, for the Kujou clan, for the commissions as a whole. I want you to tell me, if you can do so honestly, that you are not simply making the best of a situation. Did you say yes and later barter with Kamisato Ayato because it was the only choice you had, or did you say yes because you truly have no true personal feelings about this?”

“Respectfully, your Excellency, I am not sure what the difference between those two situations are.”

The Shogun is silent. The air is not. It quivers. It quakes. It seems to move about the room and push and prod and search out cracks and flaws, of which it must find many. Sara’s heart pounds so hard in her chest she’s surprised that it doesn’t echo about the room like some bizarre bass.

“Every time I believe I have gotten a grasp on my failures, I find the floor pulled out from me once again.”

Sara’s head jerks up. The Shogun is looking at her with something terribly sad, remorseful, and guilty. Sara almost recoils from that expression. She has seen the Shogun displeased, frustrated, calm, and satisfied. She has never seen the Shogun look guilty or ashamed before. These are not words that can or should be associated with gods.

“Your Excellency?”

“General,” the Shogun pauses, “Sara-san.”

Sara’s eyes would fall out of her head if she wasn’t blinking so rapidly in her confusion.

The Shogun hesitates, drawing in a breath, drawing a hand up to her head as she covers her eyes, head bowing a little. The Shogun sighs, a long and tired gust.

“I have been blind to so, so many things.” The Shogun’s voice is horrifically fragile sounding. Sara, in the face of such uncharacteristic weakness, wants to run. This is not something she should be privy to. “Sara-san. I want to ask you so many things. But I fear that you wouldn’t be able to answer them.”

“I — I would do my best. I — Have I done something to cause you to question my capabilities? To bring myself into question? Please. Allow me to prove myself to you once more and redeem myself in your eyes,” Sara is quick to reply. Her stomach churns at the idea that now the Shogun cannot rely on her. “If I do not know something I will endeavor to find out and learn. I would simply request some time to do adequate research — “

The Shogun holds up a hand to forestall her and Sara’s mouth clicks shut.

“Questions about yourself, Sara-san,” the Shogun clarifies. “I want to ask you questions about you. And I am truly afraid that you wouldn’t know how to answer me. That you would not even know where to start.”

Sara blinks dumbly. The words clearly are words. They arrange themselves in a logical manner that adheres to rules of grammar. Sara understands them, individually. And yet Sara somehow doesn’t quite understand them in that particular arrangement. “Why would you want to know about me?”

The Shogun looks at Sara once more, weary sorrow in her eyes.

“Is it so hard to believe, Sara-san, that after all these years with you at my side, that I wouldn’t want to know about you? About the people who serve me?”

That’s just it. Sara’s been at the Shogun’s side for years. And she’s never really cared to ask Sara questions before. That’s just how it is. Gods don’t ask mortals about…personal things. It’s just…it just isn’t how it is. Mortals seek gods, not the other way around. Sara’s mind spins in little circles trying to understand this sudden reversal in roles.

“I…don’t understand,” Sara admits when they both end up just sitting and staring at each other in silence. “What does it matter? What do I matter?”

What changed? That Sara doesn’t say out loud, but she probably doesn’t need to. The Raiden Shogun, Narukami Ogosho is omnipresent and omniscient, after all.

“It always mattered, nothing changed,” the Shogun answers Sara after a long and shared held breath. “No. That’s — that’s untrue. I changed. You always mattered. The individual people always mattered. I was the one who lost sight of that. I was the one who didn’t realize in time. I have spent the past several years acting under the premise that I was doing what was best for Inazuma, and that the rest of you were blind and in need of guidance. Protection from yourselves. It was — is — foolish of me. Arrogant. Blind. What you all really needed was protection from me. From my — from me. I was the one who was wrong. It’s taken me so long to understand the flaws in my logic, the mistakes in my reasoning. To come to terms with it, and all the wrongs I have done in my pursuit of an impossible ideal. I will be finding the repercussions of my actions for years to come. I will be trying to heal that damage and restore trust for generations.”

What do you mean it matters what I want? What the people want? Sara wants to burst into disbelieving and hysterical laughter. Or, alternatively, start screaming at the top of her lungs. Why the hell did you put us through an entire civil war if any of that mattered?


  Do you know how many people died for your eternity, for you to turn around and say that it was a mistake?


Some of this must show on Sara’s face because the Raiden Shogun actually winces, recoils back from her. Sara simultaneously wants to throw herself down and beg forgiveness and run in the opposite direction as fast as she can.

“I may be the Archon of Inazuma, Narukami Ogosho, General, but I am also a person,” the Shogun says quietly, “I, too, am fallible and vulnerable to desires. I, too, can change and be changed. Is that so hard to believe? Does that lessen me, in your eyes?”

Yes. No. Maybe. Sara isn’t sure. Sara has no idea what’s going on right now. This meeting opened with an interrogation about Sara’s future marriage and now they’re having a rather one sided conversation discussion about the nature of gods.

Sara doesn’t answer. Can’t answer.

The Shogun just smiles like that’s an answer on its own.

“Sara-san. You don’t have to answer this — but think on this question and know I am listening, if you need it. What do you want?”

-

Sara is still reeling from the — how would one describe it? Conversation? Discussion? Interrogation? Lecture?

The point is that Sara is still reeling, feeling as though she’s been slammed out of the sky and landed hard on her back, all air driven from her lungs and her brain rattled around her skull. She feels like she’s been thrown onto the shore by a particularly brutal wave, and left floundering and concussed. She’s certain she must be showing some part of this on her face because once she makes her way back to her office in the Tenryou Commission her aides and officers all take one look at her face and make themselves scarce. Except for one who looks deeply apologetic and alarmed when they come up to her.

“Detective Shikanoin came by earlier,” the aide says, staring at her with blatant concern. “I — I already showed him to your office. You didn’t have any prior appointments and the detective confirmed it would be quick. Should I ask him to come another time?”

Perfect. Just what Sara needs. Sara has half a mind to say yes, send the man away. Sara can barely handle Shikanoin Heizou on a good day, and this is — well. Sara doesn’t know if this is a bad day or some kind of strange fever dream she slipped into at some unknown point in time.

Some masochistic side of herself throws its hands up in the air and laughs. Why not this also? What else is going to happen? Another civil war? Some kind of plague outbreak? An assassination attempt? Perhaps invasion from a foreign country? Sure. Might as well pile it on and get it all over with.

Sara’s internal dialogue is kept firmly internal by the fact that Sara’s brain and mouth seem to no longer be on speaking terms. Literally. But something still must show somewhere — her eyes, her shoulders, perhaps her hands — because the aide looks more and more concerned with every second that passes where Sara doesn’t verbally acknowledge what he just told her.

“I’ll send him away, General,” the aide says as Sara tries to figure out if she can open her mouth without saying something incredibly fatalistic. “My apologies for allowing him in without appointment in the first place — “

“It’s fine.”

The aide’s expression clearly says his opinion of how it definitely isn’t fine and how Sara isn’t acting fine.

“It will be fine,” Sara corrects. The aide does not look reassured in the slightest. Sara tries not to take this too personally; she isn’t really the sort to be assuring in the first place. “I’ll take care of this.”

Sara doesn’t wait for a response, she just moves forward towards her little used office. Frankly, she’s surprised that Shikanoin even found it because Sara sometimes forgets where it is. And Shikanoin hasn’t really been subtle in how he’s been flagrantly ignoring Tenryou Commission orders and directives. Sara is fairly certain that the young man forgets he’s part of the commission half the time.

Shikanoin is sitting on a cushion opposite Sara’s desk which is — while neatly organized — piled down with a severe backlog of work that she can’t seem to put a dent in no matter how long she sits and reads and signs. She’ll give Shikanoin credit for not going through the documents.

“I didn’t even know you knew where Tenryou Commission headquarters were,” Sara says, sitting behind her desk. “What did you do this time?”

Shikanoin’s gaze is unusually sharp as he looks her over. Sara’s eyebrows raise as he frowns at her.

“Not me, it’s you,” Shikanoin says. He hesitates and Sara narrows her eyes. “Look. I know we aren’t particularly close. We’ve had our differences.”

Sara mentally rolls her eyes at the use of past tense. As though they aren’t currently at a cold war impasse over his inappropriate use of funding and his incredibly blasé attitude towards any form of official documentation of his activities.

“But I…may or may not have found out something concerning you. And I wanted to confirm it with you and then, as a follow up, ask if you need help.”

Sara’s hands curl into fists over her knees, obscured by the desk but Shikanoin’s eyes flick down as though he can see the motion anyway.

“I think you already know what I’m going to ask you about,” he says quietly.

“Does everyone know?” Sara asks. Either someone lied to the Raiden Shogun or the Raiden Shogun lied to her. The former is more concerning than the latter.

Shikanoin raises a hand and places it over his heart, “I don’t know who knows what. I didn’t go looking for this information. I came across it while investigating something else. You know I have a knack for just…stumbling across these sorts of things when no one else does. But I have a feeling this news will be spreading over Inazuma like wild fire pretty soon and I want to hear it from the horse’s mouth. Crow’s mouth. Beak. Just — is it true?”

“Yes.” Sara closes her eyes, pinching the bridge of her nose with one hand and squeezing her knee with the other.

Shikanoin exhales hard like he’s just been punched in the chest. This should be Sara’s reaction, not his. Sara opens her eyes to see that Shikanoin is mimicking her earlier posture.

“Alright. Follow up: do you need help?”

“Why do people keep asking me this?” Sara lets that one slip out and then quickly covers for it. “Do these rumors not include the part where I agreed willingly?”

“It wasn’t a rumor. I saw a preliminary marriage document,” Shikanoin says. “I don’t know what the rumors will say about it one way or another, but I can take a few guesses. Is your situation so bad that you have to marry out to Kamisato Ayato?”

“Most people would consider marrying into the Kamisato clan, to the head of the clan, a boon.”

“You aren’t most people. If anything it’s a downgrade for you,” Shikanoin replies. “You’re General Kujou Sara, right hand of the Raiden Shogun. You’re above all of the politics. You aren’t a political tool.”

Sara outright snorts at that, unable to hold the reaction in. Shikanoin looks startled and then annoyed.

“You aren’t,” he insists. “And if you think you are, you’re deeply undercutting your own reputation.”

“You’re overestimating me,” Sara corrects. It’s true her reputation and her status are quite high. But that’s only outside of the Kujou clan. Within the rules of the clan, things are different by design. Sara, for all that she stands out, was not meant to gain that sort of notoriety on her own. Sara’s accomplishments were always meant to be Kujou accolades. She was never meant to outgrow that. But she has and she can’t go back.

The detective gives Sara a look that she’s seen him giving particularly tough cases. As though he has all the pieces, all the facts, but is missing a certain requisite thread to bind them together to make sense. She doesn’t expect him to understand. She doesn’t expect anyone to understand as long as they simply accept what it is.

Sara has become an obstacle to the Kujou clan. And the clan has no use for a tool who’s notoriety has expanded beyond the hands that wield it. Either Sara figures out a way to step away or — well. Sara hopes that this will be enough to avoid any further considerations towards possible alternative solutions.

“We don’t really get along,” Shikanoin says, “We argue a lot. But at the end of the day we’re on the same side. And I’d be lying if I said that I don’t like you. You’re probably one of the better officers in the entire commission and I will gladly admit to respecting a lot of the things you’ve done even if I don’t agree with them. You’ve put a lot into your position and you’re definitely one of the most honorable people I’ve ever met in my life. This commission wouldn’t be nearly half of what it is without you to help lead it.”

“You say that and then ignore every order I give you.”

“Look, that isn’t — I’m trying to tell you that I’m worried about you, alright?”

“It’s just a marriage, Shikanoin-san.”

“It’s a marriage to Kamisato Ayato,” Shikanoin retorts. “It’s a marriage between Kujou and Kamisato. It’s big deal, Kujou-san. A really, really big deal. Even if we cut out everything else.”

“Keep it up, Shikanoin-san. You might convince me that you actually care.”

Shikanoin makes a rough, muffled noise of complete exasperated anger, pressing his knuckles to his forehead.

“That’s it exactly, Kujou-san. I do care. Is that so hard to believe? That there are people around you who care? I can guarantee you, one hundred percent, once news of this actually hits you will be getting a lot of concerned people like me showing up to ask you if you’re alright and if you need any help.”

“Again, I can’t see why. It’s a good match.” Politically, socially, economically — it really is a good match.

Shikanoin sighs into his palms, looking up at her with something that’s startlingly honest. Sara has to look away.

“Kujou-san, has anyone ever told you that you’re a little…” Shikanoin sighs. “Forget it. Look. Just — if you need help. Or if you just need someone to talk to. I’m here, okay? or. You know where to find me. That’s all I’m trying to say.”

“Are you done then?”

“I think this is as far as we’re going to get today, so yes.”

“Good. Get out.”

-

While Sara is technically of their generation, she was not raised alongside Kamaji, Chisato, and Ayato. She had opportunities to be near them, but the role she was meant to play was not one of participant in the decisions and politicking that would run Inazuma. Sara’s role, from the beginning, was hand that implements and the body that shields.

And for all that, technically, Hiiragi Chisato and Kujou Kamaji are betrothed, technically making Hiiragi Chisato Sara’s sister-in-law to be, there’s no real bond between them. Sara has never had any meaningful interactions with the Kanjou Commissioner, before, during, or after the civil war and internal restructuring of the commissions. Even during that rather botched almost-marriage a few years back Sara only heard about the events through rumors and hearsay and trailing bits of gossip that floated around Inazuma city and the halls of the commissions she entered. She hadn’t even gotten a chance to give her own congratulations to either party, though she did have a letter drafted, before the thing blew up in everyone’s faces and quickly collapsed.

So when Hiiragi Chisato’s invitation arrives at Sara’s personal quarters she knows something is amiss. The marriage discussions between the Kamisato and Kujou representatives haven’t been made public just yet. Preliminarily drafts have been sent to each party for review and adjustment, as well as to the main Narukami Shrine for initial approval. But word has not been allowed to spread. Nothing has been finalized.

It’s entirely possible that Kamaji told Chisato about it. Their engagement has become a prolonged and set aside due to the ongoing power struggles within each commission — Sara’s own rise in prominence and importance playing a not insignificant role in this as well — but the two remain as closely knit as they have all these years. It’s no secret that the two are close confidants and continue to court publicly.

But would Kamaji really tell Chisato about this? True it does concern the entire Tri-Commission, but on a truly significant level. Sara refuses to believe that. If anything it settles the Kujou commission more firmly and assists in leveling the playing field as it were. This is a matter of discussion for the heads of the clans. If anything, Sara’s surprised that this invitation came to her and not Ayato.

In spite of, or maybe even because of, Sara’s reservations, she writes back with an affirmative, accepting Chisato’s invitation.

Sara should learn to always trust her instincts, even if she doesn’t quite understand them.

When Sara is escorted into the portion of the Kanjou Commission reserved for the Hiiragi clan’s personal affairs, she sees Ayato and Kamaji seated on an open air veranda on the second floor of the estate’s main building. For a moment she thinks that Ayato sees her, but she’s ushered into a room on the first floor where Chisato is waiting before she can confirm it.

Hirragi Chisato has changed as she grew into her role as Kanjou Commissioner. The woman doesn’t waste any time, she gestures for Sara to follow her with a finger raised to her lips for silence.

Sara follows Chisato through a hidden servant’s passage, up a narrow and steep flight of stairs. Sara can hear sounds coming through the walls on either side, and she sees several false panels that could be moved aside to spy.

Ayato and Kamji’s voices reach Sara’s ears, becoming clearer as Chisato leads her through the narrow twists and sharp turns of the secret passages. Chisato crouches on a portion of stair, signaling for Sara to lean in close as she slowly moves aside a small panel to reveal a peephole. She gestures for Sara to look in.

The vantage point gets both Ayato and Kamaji in view, although it’s quite far away. Sara can hear them well enough, but it’s harder to get a read on their faces from this angle. There’s also some sort of wooden lattice in front of the hole to disguise it. Perhaps it’s some ornamental fan or wood carving. Neither are facing Sara’s direction, she can only see them in partial profile.

“ — you know I have nothing but respect and gratitude towards you. Even before you helped Chisato and I out of that mess a few years ago,” Kamaji says. “So I must trust that you’ve thought this through and that you are aware of what will happen next. I have no real argument against this from either perspective of Kujou clan head or Tenryou commissioner. And frankly, I don’t have any right to have an argument one way or another.”

“And yet here we are.” Ayato’s voice is wry, leaning more towards polite than annoyed which can only be a good thing.

“Here we are,” Kamaji agrees. “This isn’t a love match, Ayato-san. No one in Inazuma is going to believe that. This is pure politics. You’ll be fighting a uphill battle on this arrangement. Even if Chisato and I force our commissions and allies to heel to assist in moving this forward, you must recognize that you and Sara-san will be both facing extreme censure.”

“You’re overestimating my presence in the public consciousness and underestimating Sara’s.”

There is a definite beat where Kamaji, next to Ayato, and Chisato, next to Sara, take in Ayato’s frank address of her and his deferral to her status.

“Perhaps if the participants between our houses were different — my sister or your brother, for example — it would be different and I would propose a different solutions to our problems. But Sara and I are both in unique situations. Ayaka has taken her place as the public face of the commission and clan whereas I’m able to pass mostly unrecognized and unacknowledged by the masses. My name is a footnote for most. My own personal reputation doesn’t move much one way or another with this match. The Yashiro Commission as a whole, and myself on a personal level, tend to remain out of sight and out of mind.”

“The situation Sara and I face is not the same as yours and Chisato-san’s,” Ayato continues. “Chisato-san’s power rests entirely within the scope of her family ties and the strength the Hiiragi clan holds over the Kanjou commission. She has no external sources of power to back her and the Kanjou commission has always been the weakest of the three commissions in terms of power. For all that they control Inazuma’s economic and agricultural policies, there’s little they can do without the man power of the Tenryou Commission or the sanction of the Yashiro Commission. Kujou Sara has never held power within the Kujou clan. The public might not be aware of that, but don’t think that those of us who’ve been wearing the mantles that we do have turned a blind eye to the intricacies of her adoption. She’s your sister in name and nothing more. Yes, it’s a cold and brutal truth, but it’s still the truth.”

Kamaji sighs, head bowing. “And?”

“She has the power of the people’s respect, something I’m not sure you can say for yourself or the Tenryou Commission. I am not disparaging your efforts. You’ve taken good steps in the years since the civil war to remove the rotten influences that were poisoning your house and commission. Both your clan and commission are in better shape now than they have been in years. But the trust broken during the civil war and the subsequent trials will take years yet to rebuild. I don’t think you need me to air out the conflicts your house and commission are currently facing in terms of succession. And your own internal affairs remain…unstable to put it in neutral terms.”

“It’s that ugly, is it?” Kamaji muses, voice bitter and tired. “If this is what you dealt with as a teenager I can understand how the cut of your teeth became so sharp.”

Ayato hums, neither sympathetic nor particularly indulging.

“Kujou Sara is in a much more stable and powerful state that Hiiragi Chisato was, is,” Ayato continues. “This is, again, not to discourage or disparage either your or Chisato-san’s efforts. But you both started much later than she and I did. You’re at a disadvantage with the combined public distrust generated during the civil war and the restructuring that happened afterwards. Meanwhile, Sara’s reputation has only built itself up stronger during and after. Her strength is the distance that your father put between you. And it is now becoming your weakness.”

Ayato turns away from Kamaji, adjusting the fall of his white sleeves.

“Kujou Sara doesn’t need you, but you do need Sara,” Ayato says. “And what you need most from Sara is the goodwill of her name without the corresponding expectations of it being tied to yours. Sara wasn’t raised the way we were. You do not teach your ideal weapon how to wield itself outside of your hands. But for all that your father did his best to focus her and hone her to the bend and will of others, there is no stifling natural talent and observation. Even soldiers aren’t immune to politics. Ask your brother, Masahito-san. Sara knows the current score. And she knows what is being asked of her.”

“It shouldn’t fall to her,” Kamaji says.

“No, it shouldn’t have. The blame for that can go to your father and his plots of his that he began sowing when we were children. And now here we are with the tangled fruit of such machinations,” Ayato agrees. “Such an ugly business, power and politics, hm?”

“Tell me what you get from this. I like to think I know at least a part of you after all of these years working together. You’ve done a good turn for me before. Several, really. But the idea of you bringing up a marriage just to help me stabilize the Kujou clan and Tenryou Commission is beyond the scope of general kindness and a step beyond what the good of Inazuma would ask of you.”

Sara wonders how close Kamaji, Chisato, and Ayato actually are. She wonders if this is where Ayato tells Kamaji the vulnerable truth that he gave her a mere few days ago.

“It’s not love match.”

“Consider your and Chisato-san’s an exception to the rule.”

“I wasn’t even aware that the two of you were friends.”

Ayato turns back towards Kamaji, a faint light layer of incredulous surprise over his voice. “Are you seriously concerned for her? As a person?”

At Sara’s side Chisato bites off a sharp noise of irritation. Sara, herself, barely contains her own burst of shocked laughter. It is a little funny.

“On a good day you barely remember she’s your sister,” Ayato points out, “I have to say that this is very peculiar timing for you to suddenly show an interest.”

“Better late than never.” Kamaji raises a hand to rub his temple and take off his glasses. “I know that my family has failed her. I know that. But at the very least, can’t I do this for her? Bad enough that my father raised her as a weapon. Can’t I at least attempt to save her from the fate of a political marriage? Doesn’t she deserve that much after everything she’s done for all of us?”

“Noble intentions,” Ayato responds after a quiet pause. “But Sara doesn’t need your protection, Kamaji-san.”

“She needs yours?”

“Ridiculous. Kujou Sara doesn’t need anyone’s protection,” Ayato laughs. “I’m not offering her protection. I’m offering her a deal.”

-

“I felt that I owed this to you both,” Chisato says after they sneak back to the room they came from, minds buzzing with the words they overheard exchanged. “Ayato-san has done me and Kamaji several favors outside of our work in the commissions. And I know that we aren’t close, but — when I marry Kamaji we’ll be family, in a way. And — well. I know the situations aren’t very close. But they’re similar enough. Ayato-san is right. You’re in a vastly different position than I am. You’re more powerful than I have ever been. But there’s an inherent weakness and vulnerability to being the one to marry into a family. And from one person in that situation to another, I feel it to be my duty to do what I can for you before you’re locked into a situation beyond your control.”

Before Sara can respond Chisato holds her hand up.

“Don’t thank me,” she says. “This isn’t something worth thanks. I just hope it helped you in some way.”

-

Before Kamaji puts the formal Kujou seal onto the last of the marriage contracts he looks at her, seal hovering in the air.

“Father may no longer be in prison, but he is not the head of this house any longer,” he says. “He is an esteemed elder of the clan, of course. But he does not have as much power as he used to, and no official say in any Kujou or Tenryou commission affairs.”

Sara nods, fists loosely rest on the tops of her thighs as she watches the distance between the surface of the seal and the paper remain static. Once it’s stamped it’s done.

“If you do not want this,” Kamaji says, “I can say no right now. You can say no right now. I will make sure there are no consequences for you.”

Sara raises her eyes towards Kamaji’s.

“Kamaji-dono.” She watches as his spine subtly straightens, shoulders pulling back as though she’s called him to attention. Kamaji is a kind man. He’s a good leader. He’s vastly different from his father and those who came before him. Weak in martial prowess, but just as strong mentally as any other member of the Kujou clan. He’s made admirable advancements in recovering the Kujou clan’s lost respect and dignity. He will bring honor to the clan, yet. Given time. Given opportunity.

“Yes, General?”

Neither of them are ambitious people. They are both bound to service, to duty. For them their honor comes from fulfillment of their established roles. And their utility as servants to Inazuma and the Shogun are vastly different. She is not a politician. She is not soft of body or tongue or word. Sara proceeds onward, an unwavering arrow locked in flight until it hits its inevitable terminus and final use.

So Sara faces her trajectory head on, and blocks off her own path of retreat.

Sangonomiya Kokomi’s voice curls into Sara’s ears like tide pools filling at low tide. Gods above and below, Sara. Did they never teach you mercy?

“You have always put the Kujou clan’s welfare above all. Do not stop now. Approve the marriage.”

-

“My sister would like to know what your favorite color is.” Kamisato pauses, chopsticks halfway to his mouth before he slowly adds on. “I suppose I should also say that I am also interested in this information.”

“I don’t have one,” Sara replies immediately. Kamisato’s brow furrows as he slowly puts his food in his mouth, chewing in complete silence. Sara continues to eat as well.

Public opinion on their marriage is divided. Mostly, the people of Inazuma are excited for a wedding. Ever since the aborted marriage ceremony between Kamaji-san and Hiiragi-san there hasn’t been any real gossip to stir the masses. There are, of course, those who are opposed. When — not if — the marriage between Kamaji-san and Hiiragi-san finally pulls together, that will mean that two of the major clans have tied themselves to the Kujou-clan. Sara would be marrying out and Hiiragi-san would be marrying in. It puts the Kujou-clan in a prime position to seize dominance over the commissions. And it puts the Kanjou Commission at a severe disadvantage.

Not to mention that Sara and Ayato are being held up in sharp contrast to the apparent love match between Kamaji-san and Hiiragi-san. And so here they are, attempting to make a show of their apparent — if not passionate love, then quiet amicability towards each other. The people of Inazuma aren’t expecting love matches for ever political maneuver, but a veneer of some sort of positive relationship is definitely going to get them going farther than an expedient exchange of contracts and living spaces.

So here they are, in the illusion of the public eye. A high end restaurant in the middle of Inazuma city where there’s just enough prestige to keep out most of the spying eyes of the masses but enough visibility that the patrons around them will have enough of a social circle to have tongues moving by the end of the night that the two of them were seen sharing a very cozy, intimate looking dinner together. Chaperoned, of course. Which sounds laughable for two people of their age and status, but both chaperones are seated one table away and are watching the both of them like particularly passionate hawks.

“I was afraid you’d say that,” Ayato says, setting his chopsticks down to sip at his tea. “I don’t think my sister will take that for an answer.”

“Why? What does she want to know for, anyway?”

Ayato slides her a curious glance out of the corner of his eye as he pours them both more tea. “Is it such an unusual question when getting to know a person? Granted, I’m not the first person who can talk about usual ways to getting to know someone. And it does seem a little strange. We’ve known each other for years and I’d wager that the amount of knowledge I actually have about you wouldn’t fill a single page.”

“Favorite colors aren’t exactly necessary pieces of information for our jobs.”

“Humor me.”

“I really don’t have one.”

“You’d better think of one before you meet my sister,” Ayato says. “And I do mean really think on it. She’s not going to accept a half-hearted answer. She’ll know, too. Ayaka is very keen when it comes to this sort of thing.”

“But what does it matter?”

Ayato sighs. “Because she wants to do something nice for you. You’ll be her sister, too, you realize.”

Sara pauses in the middle of bringing her soup bowl to her mouth. She hadn’t actually thought about it that way before. This entire thing — she’d just been seeing it as a contract, a transaction between herself and Ayato.

“But. She is aware of — the particulars, yes?” Ayato’s confirmed it. Ayaka and Thoma are well aware that this marriage isn’t really a marriage in any sense.

Ayato blinks at her, brow furrowing even further. “Yes. But that part doesn’t have anything to — you understand that you’ll be living with us, correct? We shall all be seeing each other every day. Every night.”

That’s rather the point of Sara marrying in, yes.

“So we want to get to know you,” Ayato explains, voice low and slow as though he’s not quite certain that he’s having this conversation himself. “And that means getting to know your likes, your dislikes, your opinions. It’s part of living with another person. Of being family.”

Sara’s not so sure about that. Kamaji-san and Masahito-san have always been polite with her. Though she has a feeling that neither they nor she know what to do with each other and so they maintain a perfectly cordial distance. She’s only their sister on paper, after all. Sara’s never even slept in the same building as they have. If asked, Sara’s not sure if she’d be able to say anything about what either of them like or dislike with any certainty. And the same could be said for them about her.

“I’ll think about it,” Sara concedes. It seems like a lot of effort for someone who’s only marrying in for the sake of pretense and political maneuvering. But she supposes everyone has their ways of dealing with these things. And Ayaka asking about Sara’s nonexistent favorite color is a much preferred route for this than giving her the cold shoulder or actively harassing her.

-

Of course, the Kanjou Commission puts in a formal protest. And so representatives from the three commissions are brought to stand before the Raiden Shogun to plead their cases in a formal assembly.

The throne room of Tenshukaku, normally quiet and empty, is filled with bodies and restless energy. Each person ready to speak their mind and voice their grievances. Sara stands behind Kamaji, not in uniform but in a plain dark grey kimono she had to ask someone to dig out of storage for her. Seeing the room from here and so filled with people feels very peculiar.

Ayato stands with the delegation of speakers Yashiro Commission and the Kamisato clan’s vassal families. Technically, he should be the main representative but as one of the parties involved, he’s been sidelined. In a rare show of political activism, Guuji Yae — who had previously agreed to be the intermediary for the discussions of the marriage contracts — stands in his place. Sara idly spares a thought to wonder how that specific conversation played out and how much Ayato owes the fox for this.

Her Excellency remains stone faced and silent throughout the arguments brought forward. She seems like apathetic stone, stirred by neither wind of word nor sound of logic or even heat of passion.

But with every complaint, with every rally between different members and representatives debating against each other with sharp interjections, sly back-handed comments, and allusions to previous moments Sara isn’t sure if she even knows of — the air in the room gets heavier and thicker, edging closer and closer to oppressive. Sara doesn’t know how no one else can sense it. Sara’s locked her knees to prevent herself from shaking. After the third time someone from the Kanjou Commission interrupted a speaker from the Kujou Commission, Sara hasn’t dared raise her gaze higher than the first two steps up to the throne.

Yae Miko has yet to actually say anything, leaving most of the arguments and rebuttals up to the appointed speakers and vassals from Ayato’s side. But Sara can tell the woman is taking notes in her head to act on later.

The tension in the air reaches a tipping point.

“Enough.”

The Raiden Shogun, Narukami Ogosho, God of Thunder and Eternity turns her gaze upon them. And her judgement upon what she has seen leaves much to be desired.

Every single body in the room hits the floor, knees first, then palms and forehead in a wave of surrender. Sara’s ribs creak and refuse to expand to draw breath as the pressure of a god’s irritation bears down upon them. Perhaps the only one left standing is Guuji Yae, and Sara has no way of knowing that seeing as the mere though of turning her head makes her bones feel like they’re melting.

“Hiiragi Chisato, Kujou Kamaji, are you not ashamed to be present for this farce? Do you not recall the favors done for you by your peers — done so out of goodness of heart and faith, not out of the petty insecurity your commissioners and vassals throw at the throne today?”

The tension in the room continues to build like an incoming monsoon, the air so thick that it’s choking. Sara’s palms and forehead are pressed to hard to the tatami she’s sure that there will be marks when she eventually raises up.

The Archon’s displeasure shifts over all of them, a tangible feeling as though a large invisible hand was running over all of them, selecting the next target to be taken to task for the sin of beggaring a god with mortal insecurities. Sara can feel the pressure in the air increasing and intensifying over a single point among the Kanjou delegates.

“And you. Why do you bring this up as an issue of governance? The Yashiro Commission and its vassal houses and affiliates didn’t once protest against the union between Hiiragi and Kujou.” The Shogun pauses, sneer and disbelief palpable in her voice. “Or are you expecting me to believe that your true protest is that this isn’t a love match? Shameless, all of you. At least this match of houses is between two stable members instead of a would-be-puppet and a scrambling-heir.”

And then in the silence between debate and lecture — both halfway aimed at Sara and Ayato rather than at the Shogun — the focus of attention shifts over to Sara.

The air is saturated to the point of near solidity with the power of the Shogun’s full attention bearing down upon it, the gaze of the omnipresent channeled into this one room made of meager wood and paper, and onto mortal bodies.

The Shogun doesn’t speak. She doesn’t breathe. It feels like none of them do. Without raising her head, Sara can feel how the god just looks at her, waiting for something Sara doesn’t know how to answer with because no question has been asked. The moment stretches. A true eternity that becomes unbearable with the longer it grows and expands, and at the same time comforting in its familiarity and stretch. Sara is simultaneously waiting for the moment to end, longing for it to finally end — for this gaze and pressure to be turned away, to disperse so that she may escape judgement. And she is also hoping to stay here, pinned by invisible eyes, for as long as possible.

She doesn’t know what the Shogun is looking for or waiting for. But the Shogun finally turns, and the entire room feels the barely perceptible shift of the eyes of god turning away. Not away from this room, this moment, not exactly. It is as though they are a painting, a scroll, and this entire time the Shogun has focused on the details at the center, and is now allowing her focus to expand out to the image as a whole. The pressure on them eases up enough that Sara can draw in a gasping rush of breath that does very little to clear the haze of fear that’s settled over her mind.

“Kamisato Ayato.” The Shogun’s voice comes from everywhere. It comes from directly above. It comes from within the mind. It comes from within the bones.

“Your Excellency.”

“Is it not your charge to deal with these squabbles? Did I not leave to the Yashiro Commission the duty and role of keeper of house and hearth and all that entails? Do not allow this to come before me again. Handle your house.” The rebuke lands solidly, but not unkindly. While her displeasure has not yet faded, Ayato is not its intended target.

Then the terrible attention of god shifts once more, this time to the Kanjou commission.

“And you. How short is mortal memory that you ungrateful lot have already forgotten that I have turned my ire away the last time you made trouble in this way? The last time a marriage was to occur between the commissions not a single one of you brought your protests before me, despite the many flaws in the arrangement. And yet now, with a fully balanced and agreed upon match, you come to me to complain about what essentially boils down to anemic, pale fears of perceived imbalances that have nothing to do with the governance of Inazuma and solely with your self-imagined chances for advancements. Is this not Inazuma City, Tenshukaku, seat of all power in Inazuma? And yet what shameless leeches have shown their faces to me to bark and yap like mongrels off the street? Do I seem so free of time, so free of worries and matters, that I would be willing to entertain this farce from you again? Am I to be expected to coddle you and sort out your personal affairs? Know your place. I am your god, your Archon. Not your matchmaker.”

The Shogun raises her hand and dismisses them with a single flick of her wrist that makes the energy in the air shudder.

“The Kamisato and Kujou clans have already agreed to the marriage and approved all contracts. Unless the two specified parties involved wish to dissolve this union, this wedding will proceed as agreed upon. Kamisato Ayato, Kujou Sara, do you protest?”

“No,” they say.

“Then you are all dismissed,” the Shogun says. “And the next time any of you bring such an issue forward prepare yourselves for the consequences of my displeasure. You are the leaders of Inazuma, act like it.”

-

She isn’t sure what she expected from being left along in a room with Kamisato Ayaka, but it wasn’t this. Maybe she expected a serious talk about the marriage. Perhaps some kind of agreement about what duties Sara could expect to take on, or an outlining of the scope of her obligations towards the running of the household. But this isn’t that. This is some other beast Sara isn’t prepared for at all.

Ayaka has spread out several pieces of paper across the table between them and is earnestly attempting to take notes on Sara’s opinions on furniture, fabric patterns, and floral arrangements. Sara has no opinions on any of these. Sara’s never really actually thought about any of these topics before. These sort of thoughts, until now, have been other people’s problems.

But Sara’s non-opinions on these things doesn’t seem to deter the young woman. In fact, every time Sara expresses how much she doesn’t actually care one way or another towards something, it seems to rile Ayaka up more. Sara has already attempted to feign some answers, but somehow Ayaka is seeing through all of them.

“You don’t actually like the color purple,” Ayaka argues. “I mean. You might like it. But it isn’t your favorite color.”

Sara has no idea how Ayaka would know that, considering the fact that Sara, herself, doesn’t know that. Also, Sara thinks purple is a fine color. Sara wears purple often enough. It’s the color of their Archon. There’s no reason why Sara couldn’t like purple.

“Kamisato-san, I feel as though you are throwing stones at glass houses,” Sara had let slip half an hour into this strange interrogation. “It took me half an hour to get your brother’s confirmation on whether he has an opinion or not about overcast weather.” Sara still doesn’t know what that opinion is, just that he has it. At least Sara can be upfront with her opinion on that topic. Sara would prefer clear skies to overcast, but overcast to outright storms. A perfectly reasonable response.

“That’s Onii-sama being Onii-sama,” Ayaka retorts. “A different situation entirely. He treats his opinions like they’re state secrets to bargain with. You’re treating yours as though they’re a forgotten classroom assignment.”

She pauses.

“Also, you should call me Ayaka. You’re going to be my sister. Do sisters refer to each other by last name? I don’t mind if you drop the honorifics, either, but I understand if that would make you uncomfortable.”

In the middle of being thoroughly grilled about her feelings towards warm or cold or neutral colors — an entire branch of terminology Sara didn’t know existed until this very moment — Thoma enters the room bearing a tray of tea and snacks.

“Pardon the interruption, but I think you could both use a break,” he says, clearing out a section of the table to unload the tray. “And I thought I could take a brief moment to intrude and ask if Kujou-san has any food preferences so I can get a head start on informing our staff.”

“It’s appreciated. I don’t have any,” Sara replies. “No need to go to any trouble.”

Thoma and Ayaka exchange a glance that Sara can’t possibly begin to decipher.

“It’s no trouble at all,” Thoma finally says. “Besides, we like to be good hosts.”

-

Sara doesn’t mean to eavesdrop. Ayaka had told her that the forest around the Kamisato estate was mostly safe and often quiet. If she needed time to think she could walk there undisturbed. Since it was so close to the estate, Sara’s chances of running into any unsavory elements that would be beyond her own capability to handle on her own were slim. And this time of year it was unlikely that any large game animals would be of any major threat.

She suspects that Ayaka’s suggestion was something like a peace offering. An attempt to create a bridge. Not so much mend one, as there had not been much of a relationship between them before. Sara has vague memories of Ayaka as a small child but they’re insubstantial and the more Sara tries to gather anything from them the more uncertain they become. The only truly clear memory she has of Ayaka is standing between the girl and several running mouths at the funeral of the previous Kamisato clan head and his wife. She doesn’t remember what she said or if she said anything at all. All she remembers is standing there although she’s certain she wasn’t supposed to.

Sara does remember that Ayato came to bustle his sister off, giving Sara a brief thanks before he was pulled away by a tide of condolences.

At first Sara doesn’t know what she’s hearing. Laughter, yes. But the voice isn’t familiar to her. She recognizes the person talking. How could she not with the man constantly hounding after her and hectoring her about everything between her eating habits, her schedule, and her lack of sleep.

Sara looks around, until she sees the bright splash of color between the trees she associates with that voice.

Down a slow embankment several meters off is, of course, Ushi who must go everywhere his master goes, and Arataki Itto himself. Arataki’s back is towards her and he’s sitting on either a rock or a stump. She can’t tell from this distance and with Ushi lying down at his back.

His tanned arms gesture around himself in broad, sweeping strokes as he regales his partner about some absurdly embellished adventure of his or another. She’s willing to bet that it’s the story of that time he nearly got himself killed trying to win an eating contest with Yae Miko. That one is always one of his favorites. She has no idea why.

What shocks her though is when her eyes leave him to seek out the person he’s with.

It’s Ayato.

Ayato is sitting across from Itto and if it weren’t for his hair, Sara wouldn’t recognize him at all. He’s not wearing his normal whites. His arms around wrapped tight around his sides and his face, even from here, is glowing pink as he laughs without a care. His gasps for air seem to echo into her ears. He sounds shockingly young — that is to say, his actual age.

Sara watches as Itto leans over to steady Ayato when he rocks forward, Itto’s hands sliding over Ayato’s upper arms, his shoulders. Ayato manages to get his laughter under control, wiping at his eyes with the heels of his hands as he tries to now catch his breath. Itto’s hand moves from Ayato’s shoulder to his neck, his cheek. Ayato’s own hands move to touch Itto — Sara can’t see exactly where from this angle and it isn’t her business to know.

Sara turns and flees before she can get caught.

She has the eyes of a tengu. Dim as the forest is and as far away as they were, there are still things that couldn’t escape her sight.

Sara doesn’t think she’s ever seen Kamisato Ayato look that — like that before. Ever.

-

“I saw you, in the woods,” Sara confesses to Ayato as they take their scheduled walk around the grounds. Their engagement has already been announced and it has the general public stirred into a near frenzy. The final details of the contracts between their families are still being ironed out, though preliminary agreements have been reached. And of course, with the Shogun’s final declaration of non-interference in the matter, the marriage is practically set in stone.

Gossip among the common folk about them attempting looking cordial and personally acquainted with each other should ideally spread before official marriage preparations begin. As it is, while the official documents have entered public record and statements have been issued, the general consensus among the people is that this could be another Hiiragi-Kujou situation where it’s purely a political ploy and it’ll break off. And while Chisato and Kamaji’s nuptials are still ever pending on the seemingly static horizon, the two commissions are already considered tightly bound as a matter of course. With Ayato and Sara’s own marriage coming into the mix, this generation of the Tri-Commission will be an unprecedentedly unique one. Especially considering the roles members of each family and commission have taken in the civil war.

Neither of Ayato nor Sara are quite relaxed enough around each other that walking with their arms linked is comfortable. They’ve certainly become much closer and better acquainted in the past few weeks. But a few weeks of small talk and back room contract negotiation does not built the sort of rapport one would expect of two courting people. Even if those two people are in this for what is universally understood to be a marriage of politics.

Sara still finds herself digging her fingers into Ayato’s forearm every time their legs brush and for his part Ayato keeps flinching back every time the side of his arm brushes against her clothes. Some part of her feels a small spark of relief that he’s just as bad at this as she is, for all that this was his idea.

Ayato goes so rigid at her confession that he stumbles. Sara half drags him forward, disguising his momentary clumsiness as him leaning into her. She grits her teeth against the feeling of his weight against her. He’s not heavy. It’s just — a lot of contact she isn’t used to outside of a fight. Instinct has her twitching to throw him over her shoulder and twisting his arm out of socket.

“Oh?”

Sara doesn’t bother to look at him. She can hear it in his voice. The man is already planning at last three different ways to dispose of her body or otherwise strong arm her into silence. If their positions were reversed she supposes she’d be doing the same.

(She almost did once, a long time ago. Although she had no right to.

A hand on her arm stayed her from action. Held her back from doing something. Sara doesn’t know if, in that moment, she wanted to run, hide, or fight. But Sara remembers being seen. She remembers the feeling of being caught doing something she shouldn’t be doing and knowing that this was going to ruin her. Sara remembers the cold bolt of dread that shot down her spine.)

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you laugh like that,” Sara says. Not that she would have any reason to hear him laughing at all. But she’s known him since before he was head of the Kamisato clan. She’s known him since she came down the mountain and attempted to allow herself to be wrapped up in courtly graces. “I didn’t think you could.”

She tugs on his arm when he doesn’t seem to remember that they’re supposed to be walking. It’s not a bad idea to pause and make their chaperones think that something is unfurling between them. But it’s also not one she’s willing to entertain right this minute.

“I didn’t know I could until him,” Ayato admits softly, voice uncharacteristically brittle. Sara resists the urge to recoil from such vulnerability. It’s not something she deserves. It’s not something he should trust her with.

“Is that why you’re doing this?”

“I told you. I have something I don’t want to lose. You’ve outlasted so many of the others who have ever crossed me, Kujou Sara. You know the depths I’m willing to go to for something that’s mine.”

-

“I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt because we’ve known each other for a very, very long time,” Kuki says as she and Sara knock back drinks.

Kuki had shown up in Sara’s backyard without any warning after Sara came back from a tense and uncomfortable dinner with Masahito and Kamaji. Masahito had been recalled back from his post in light of Sara’s engagement; the news of it now being official and not a rumor now having been made public and is currently spreading rapidly like wildfires over Inazuma. Both brothers looked terribly uncertain as to how to address the topic with her directly. Kamaji-san attempted to speak about it in starts and stops, making a truly admirable attempt at trying to ask Sara about her opinion before losing steam and switching tracks to quietly and cautiously asking her if she’s had any troubles with the Tenryou Commission work she’s been focused on lately.

Masahito, oddly, got closest to actually voicing his questions. Or maybe not oddly. There’s something to be said of the differences in the mindsets and actions of politicians and soldiers. He looked fully ready to ask her what she was thinking and she was ready to answer him, but for whatever reason the man just looked at her. He looked at her in a way she’d never seen him look at her in their entire lives together, and decisively closed his mouth, laying to rest whatever shape and sound his question would have taken form in.

“It’s not my place to say it,” Sara replies, immediately picking up on what Kuki is telling her. “This is between Ayato and Itto.”

“First name basis with him already?”

“If I’m going to enter a fraudulent marriage with someone I should at least have the guts to use their name while doing it,” Sara says. “We’re trying to make this somewhat believable, after all.”

Kuki sighs. “There are other ways to get out of this house.”

“If you keep listening to Itto about everything you’ll find yourself in a tough bind.”

“And you don’t listen to Itto at all, but you’re still in a tough bind. It was between Kamisato-san and Itto. But you’re in it now. I would say that it’s your business.”

“I’m part of it, but it isn’t my business,” Sara argues, tracing the rim of her sake cup with her thumb. “I made Ayato promise to tell Itto before the marriage. if Itto disagrees the whole thing is off. But I’m not doing the hard part for him.”

“That’s the hard part?” Kuki snorts. “Well. It’s you. Of course you’d say that part is the hard part.”

“I would think that it’s the hard part for Ayato, too.”

“The two of you are an oddly matched pair,” Kuki muses. “In that you match at all. I don’t think anyone would’ve ever though that of the two of you. But now that I think about it, the more it makes sense.”

Sara shudders. “Don’t say that.”

Kuki laughs, nudging Sara’s shoulder with her own. “You have a type, General.”

Sara hisses at Kuki in warning, but the woman just reaches past her to pour out more sake for the both of them.

“In all seriousness,” Kuki continues. “Knowing you, I would have expected you to have marched right up to Itto the second you got the proposal and told him everything. I mean. Once Kamisato-sama explained it all to you. Don’t bother asking me how I know that you know. I might no longer be involved with the shrine or the politics around it, but knowing what I know I could guess at what he’s playing at. There’s no way that his vassals and retainers would’ve let him be with Itto. He’d be torn down from the position and Inazuma would really be fucked. He’s too vital to its workings to be ousted. I’m not saying his sister is bad at the job, but recovery and restructuring after that kind of blow might really knock the Kamisato clan out for good.”

“I don’t want to talk politics with you.”

“Tragic. If we aren’t talking about politics we’re going to talk about feelings.”

“Is it always one or the other with you?”

“Well. You could talk about your feelings or you could talk about Kamisato-sama’s feelings.”

“It’s his business.”

“You’re about to be his wife.”

“On paper.”

“Fine. Do you want to talk about a certain other Hydro Vision user with light colored hair, a knack for politics, and a certain amount of sway over you?”

“Kuki-san.”

“Choose. And remember I’m being nice to you about giving you a choice on what to talk about out of the goodness of my heart.”

“I can’t tell Itto. It’s not my place.”

“He considers you to be his best friend.”

“He needs better friends.”

“Or you could act like a better friend.”

“Shinobu-san.”

“Sara-san.”

Sara lays back on the cool, polished wood flooring of the veranda, throwing her arm over her eyes.

“I will not take this from Ayato,” Sara says. “It’s their relationship. It’s…wrong if I’m the one who brings it up. I shouldn’t have to explain to you how it would be wrong of me to confess for another person. Itto deserves to hear about this from the man who instigated it, himself. It’s a discussion that belongs to the two of them, primarily.”

“As if your role in it doesn’t matter.”

“It really doesn’t.” Sara blinks her eyes slowly against her arm, feeling the drag of her eyelashes and the uncomfortable press of her arm against the bridge of her nose. “I just happen to check off all the useful boxes.”

Kuki sighs so loudly that Sara’s half surprised Kujou patrol guards don’t come knocking on her door to ask her if something’s amiss.

“And if he doesn’t bring it up?” Kuki asks after taking a long swig straight from the sake bottle. She wipes her mouth with the back of her wrist. The woman really never belonged at the shrine.

“No marriage,” Sara answers flatly. “I made my conditions very clear. It’s his move, now.”

Kuki is quiet, leaving Sara to her own thoughts for a few minutes.

“And in regards to confessions and moves. What about you?”

Sara rolls onto her side, facing away from Kuki. The woman’s sharp eyes are tangible points of pressure on Sara’s back. Is Sara really so obvious?

“Shinobu-san,” Sara warns, “Drop it. I will not speak of this with you.” Of her.

“But will you speak with anyone about it?” Kuki presses. “Can you even speak of it?”

“There’s nothing to speak of.”

The sake in Sara’s stomach rolls uncomfortably, a hot wave that presses against the back of her throat and stings her eyes like salt spray. Sara’s palms itch for friction, something to hold, something to squeeze, something to crush. Irritation scratches at her nail beds like trapped sand that Sara can’t pick out. She rolls onto her back, pushing up onto her elbows, eyes closing against the brightness of the moon. Unbidden, the ink characters from Kokomi’s last letter float across the back of Sara’s eyelids. Provocation and promise. Sara’s stomach makes a truly impressive attempt at inverting itself while remaining inside of her.

“Shinobu.” The name grates out of Sara’s throat like talons over rough hewn stone. “I said drop it.”

Tension hangs between them, over Sara, like heavy clouds.

“Such a big deal over nothing,” Kuki says. “One would think if there was nothing to talk about there wouldn’t be such a big fuss. But fine. Keep all that nothing to yourself. Don’t come crying to me when it comes around to bite you in the ass. And if Arataki Itto cries because of this I’m going to come around to kick you in the ass, all friendships aside.”

-

“The longer you put it off, the worse it will be. You have the obvious deadline of the actual wedding, but I was expecting you to have more spine than leaving it to the last moment. You realize that I don’t care what kind of repercussions arise if I have to ditch you the very hour of the wedding ceremony, yes? If Itto says no, then it’s all a no, and everything is off. Reputations be damned.”

“Sara,” Ayato warns.

“I haven’t spoken to him since you sent the initial proposal,” Sara says. “I am actively avoiding him because if I see him before you tell him what’s going on I don’t know if I’ll be able to avoid saying something. Do you think I can continue to avoid him? Inazuma’s not that big of a country, and Itto’s penchant for running afoul of local authorities puts him in my general line of work and sight more often than not. There are only so many time I can subtly shift myself out of his general area before it becomes apparent.”

Ayato’s hands slowly still in the middle of grinding ink.

“He calls you his best friend,” he says. Sara’s certain that this odd turn in conversation will lead somewhere uncomfortable and hard to escape from. But Sara doesn’t know exactly where this is going and so she doesn’t know how to best answer to avoid being lead to that point. “I’ve always wondered how Arataki Itto and Kujou Sara came to be such.”

“He usually calls me his rival,” Sara points out.

“For him they’re the same thing,” Ayato replies. “Rivals and friends. Both push you to do better, be better. They grow with you. They hold you close to a code of ethics and operations. They’re present for you as support and motivation.”

Sara rests her chin in the palm of her hand, turning her gaze away from the man in front of her.

“Does what we’re doing seem like the actions of a best friend or rival?” Sara asks. “The longer you put it off — the longer I allow you to put it off — the worse the reveal will be. There is, despite what you might think, a point of no return on this. There will be a point where the act of confession becomes a burden rather than a choice.”

“You have the option of telling him.”

“The options before me are dishonorable either way. To tell him without you is to betray your trust. And it’s cowardice for you to expect me to do this for you when you are the one who put forward this entire scheme. This act. And to allow you to be silent as you have thus far is a disservice to him.”

Sara, in a generous mood, would consider Itto her friend in the sense that she doesn’t have any other word for him. He’s too close to her, too similar, too entangled in plot lines too similar to her own, for him to be a stranger or acquaintance. There’s so much overlap between them. Their lives and the shadows of what they are have intersected like puppets on a paper screen until Sara sometimes has a hard time picking them apart.

Tengu and oni, locked into a world of humans and their expectations.

He’s her best friend in the sense that he’s her only friend. If they go by Itto’s definition of friends and rivals, then he’s certainly filling all the spots. More so now, with this revelation of his relationship with Kamisato Ayato, than ever.

Perhaps the difference is that Itto has always been stronger than her. Braver.

Perhaps the difference is that Ayato is more selfish, greedier.

Those two would fight for each other.

Sara wouldn’t even know where to begin. Sara’s never fought for her own cause and the idea of starting now seems incredibly daunting and ill-advised. If only her heart could have started with something small. No, instead the foolish thing had to turn its gaze onto that which it could never even dare hope to dream of.

(No, that’s dishonest of her to say. She knows where she would begin: on a boat, standing on the prow, wings splayed to catch salt laced wind, eyes on the distant coral breaching the surface of the water, cutting through waves sailing west.

The question isn’t where. Sara knows exactly where. She’s made that specific and memorable journey several times. She knows it by heart as she knows the drafts that circle Narukami.

It’s the how that has Sara plummeting out of her depths, into the sea to fumble and drown. It’s the how.)

“I know my faults, Ayato. I am not unaware of the ramifications of my actions and my attitude. I have not been kind to him,” Sara says. “I have not always been fair to him, or honorable. I have acted towards him in ways that by all rights should have caused him to cut me off and label me as his enemy.”

Sara breathes, eyes closing.

“I owe him,” she says. “This marriage may help me, may help the Kujou clan and the Tenryou Commission. But if this wasn’t helping him — I wouldn’t have said yes.”

“I know.”

“So tell him. Pull yourself together and tell him. I’ve done enough wrong by him. Don’t make this another.”

-

Sara has never actually been inside of a clothing shop for anything that wasn’t an official Tenryou Commission investigation. There is a very different mindset one must have, to enter and actually look at the wares and goods on display with the interest of buying rather than examining them for evidence of wrongdoing or some kind of fraud.

Ayaka has taken the charge in talking with the proprietress about fabric types, patterns, current trends, and the like. Thoma is also present, ostensibly to carry anything of the purchases they make that are available for them to bring back to the estate without delay. In reality, Sara is fairly certain he’s there to keep an eye on her in case she gets overwhelmed while Ayaka does the actual work of placing orders, and to either distract her or just keep her from running off.

The closest Sara has ever come to getting clothes tailored for herself was some of the heavier armor pieces she wore during the civil war. Needless to say, this did not happen while surrounded in the faint, pleasant smell of lotus incense and the dazzling array of fabric choices hanging from the walls like proud banners.

The entire shop has been closed for them. Sara isn’t sure if this is normal procedure or not. She’s not even sure if physically visiting the clothing shop is normal for women of their standing. Sara has vague memories of escorting tailors into the depths of the Kujou estate when she was a young girl and still in training, shadowing her senior officers. While the shop is closed, Sara can sense people staring at her through the windows. Or maybe they’re staring at Ayaka. They must make quite a sight, especially now that official statements have finally finished their circulation to even the outskirts of Narukami. It wouldn’t surprise her if people wanted a chance to see the Kamisato bride to be selecting what could be her wedding garments.

Sara has mostly tuned herself out of the conversation, deeming herself helplessly out of her depths as soon as Ayaka and the mistress in charge of the shop started talking about warm versus cool tones.

For lack of anything better to do, since Sara has nothing useful to contribute to the technical conversation that’s now moved onto thread colors, Sara lets her eyes rove over the walls of fabrics.

No two are exactly alike, but some of them are similar enough that Sara has to wonder what the point is in the difference.

There’s a bolt of cloth hanging near the top corner of the back wall that brings seashells to mind. Not star conches, or the pearly grey-white of clams. Not even the vivid green and shimmering ink black of mussels. More like the faint pink on the inside of shells. Like nail beds. A soft flesh that blushes down to pink, contrasted against clean white. Aside from the interesting color choice, there’s no pattern embroidered upon it. Sara blinks up at it, mentally comparing and contrasting the different tones of pink on it to a certain memory.

Sara’s eyes flick between that one and another one further down, this one a striking mix of blue and purple. She thinks she caught enough of an earlier conversation to hear that the fabrics along that side of the wall were dyed using materials from other countries. When Inazuma’s borders were closed to exports and Liyue’s silks were in low supply local craftsmen experimented with all sorts of dyes and combinations. There was one particular success using a fruit from Mondstadt to create a deep indigo that normally could only be achieved using a combination of rare minerals and dried herbs from Seirai.

It reminds her of the ends of Kokomi’s hair. Sara’s fingers tingle with the phantom memory of running her hands through the ends of those pale strands, examining the strange change in color up close.

“Do you like it?” Thoma says, suddenly very close. Sara blinks herself out of the memory, shaking her fingers out as she turns to him.

“Pardon?”

He gestures towards the blue and purple fabric hanging from the wall. “It would make a nice summer yukata,” he observes. “It’s dark but the fabric is actually pretty light. I think we have an obi back at the estate that would match it.”

Sara turns from him back to the fabric. It feels like everyone in the shop is staring at her. It shouldn’t feel like so much pressure, there’s only three other people here, after all. But the feeling of expectation that follows Thoma’s statement feels disproportionally weighted.

“It’s fine,” Sara says. “We didn’t come here for that.”

Sara doesn’t actually know what they came here for. She’s sure that it was mentioned to her, but somewhere between the words “fitting” and “trousseau” Sara’s mind, sanity, and rationality made a firm and unilateral decision that she didn’t actually need to be taking notes on the proceedings.

“You sure? You could end up setting a whole new trend,” Thoma says.

Sara just stares at him blankly. “How?”

She supposes that people would be interested in what the future lady of the Kamisato estate wears. But Sara can’t imagine that it would matter enough to start a whole trend. She’s not that popular and she’s almost always in uniform.

“It’s a fine fabric,” Ogura says when the silence stretches just onto the wrong side of long. “And we have plenty of it. We can revisit this another time. Perhaps once we’ve established a baseline for what is needed? There’s plenty of time until summer yukata season, after all.”

They leave Ogura’s after Ayaka places several orders that can’t just be for Sara, and writes a promissory note for the mora to be transferred out of the Kamisato private accounts. Several bolts of fabric are pulled from the walls, some passed to Thoma to take back to the estate —

“Onii-sama may get jealous we didn’t bring something back for him,” Ayaka explained. “But if I commission something for him he’ll probably complain and fuss about it. Best to just bring the fabric back and see what he wants to do with it. If anything, I can pass what he doesn’t want on to someone else as a gift.”

Sara offers to help Thoma carry the fabric, now neatly wrapped and boxed away. Thoma, naturally declines, until Sara simply pulls half of them out of his grasp and starts walking. They must quite a spectacle. The Frostlake Heron, the “fixer” of Inazuma, and the Shogun’s right hand walking through Inazuma city, carrying bolts of fabric while arguing over who should carry what. The stares follow them all the way to Byakko and Sara can’t begrudge any onlooker of the impulse.

-

“I suppose it’s a little late for me to be asking, but is there anyone on your side I should be talking to?

“Why, are you going to give me advice if there is?” Sara asks. She’d always wanted to visit the Kamisato estate to try her skills against the Kamisato siblings in go or shogi. Well. Mainly Ayaka. She’s overall more pleasant to deal with than Ayato. Even now that Sara’s been allowed access to peer behind the figurative curtain, that remains accurate. Though the image of the elegant princess of the Kamisato clan has been somewhat altered by the knowledge that she’s ruthlessly teased by her brother every chance he gets and she reacts to it with the grace of a cat about to be thrown into a tub for a wash.

“I could try,” Ayato says with a slight shrug of his shoulders. “You are helping me a great deal after all. It seems like fair turn around for me to help you with your own romance, wherever that leads you.”

“It’s a mutual contract,” Sara points out.

“Don’t husbands help their wives?”

“Not like this, I think,” Sara replies. “But what would I know? I’ve never been married before.” And it’s not like Sara’s own adoptive family are role models for much of anything other than martial prowess. “Are you going to give me advice on girls now?”

“So there is someone?”

“Are you fishing? Either you know or you don’t.” Sara sighs. “You’re toying with me.”

“Verbally or on the board?”

“Both.” Sara leans back on her palms, tilting her head back to roll her neck and shoulders. “I’m starting to understand why Thoma-san plays you when your back is turned and you’re distracted. Has anyone ever told you it isn’t polite to play with your food?”

“Calling yourself my food, Sara? How uncharacteristically playful of you! I do appreciate this side of you. You should let it out more often, I dare say your fans would be over the moon with delight.”

Sara rolls her eyes. “So what is it? Either you know something or you think you know something. Don’t tell me you’ve had your little spies trying to find gossip about my personal life.”

“It’s hardly a secret that you and the high priestess of Watatsumi have a warm correspondence,” Ayato starts to put the shogi pieces back into their starting positions. “I have my doubts as to whether your ongoing presence is needed on Watatsumi considering how we’ve now fully transferred into the diplomatic side of settlement.”

“She’s a good conversant,” Sara says. “It would be rude of me to ignore her letters or deny her requests for my presence during talks. I’m as invested in reparations going smoothly as the rest of us are.”

“Sara,” Ayato’s voice is strangely fond. The cadence of it reminds Sara of the way he’ll call out to his sister just before doing something that makes her face pucker like she’s gotten an entire mouthful of vinegar, or the way Thoma’s name rolls out of his mouth when he finds a particularly interesting combination of ingredients he feels compelled to share. Sara isn’t sure how she feels about the fact that her name can be said with such familiar regard with a man who, until a scant few months ago, was at best a work acquaintance.

“Ayato.” She thought she’d have trouble using his name without honorifics. But it seems to spill out of her like water from the mouth of a river when she’s annoyed enough.

“We have the rest of our lives ahead of us to not talk about this.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” Sara sullenly straightens up as she examines the board. She thought he was resetting it but it looks like he’s just returned them to a previous point in the game. “The losing move was here?”

“Somewhere about here, yes. Not the decisive move that led to your loss, but one of them.” Ayato taps the guard of his fan against his chin. “Is there nothing to talk about because you don’t want to talk about it or because it really is as it seems?”

“Both.”

“Hm. Unlikely.”

“Playing matchmaker with your fiancé?” Sara clicks her tongue at him. “Busybody.”

“Well. They do say happy wife, happy life. And I, for one, wish to live a very happy life. Fine. We’ll table this discussion for another time. I can see that you need to focus on the game.”

“How conscientious of you,” Sara mutters. “Next time we play go. I’m better at it than shogi.”

“That’s why we’re playing shogi, Sara. I’m better at shogi than go.”

-

The people of Watatsumi are known for many things that differ from the people of the other islands of Inazuma: their religion, their origins, their manner of dress, their diet, their trade, their dialect —

Sara has found herself feeling like she’s stepped into a world that is slightly different from her own in just enough ways to be unsettling in how familiar it could be. Sara feels this way when she’s at the Yashiro Commission. She wonders if she’ll ever adapt to it.

The people of Watatsumi, among the things above, are also known for their pearl divers. Sara had the opportunity to see them in action on one of her visits to the island. The sea around Watatsumi was a peculiar sort of blue that Sara could only associate with fresh water. It was clear all the way down to the white sand. Gorou had warned her against swimming in it without letting anyone know beforehand. Visitors from other lands often got lulled into a false sense of security, not knowing how to navigate the waters here like the native islanders do.

“The waves come in fast and hard,” Gorou said, raising a hand and drawing it across the horizon in a slow sweeping motion. “They don’t look fast. Or big. But then they’re on you. They could kill you without you even hitting rock. It’s the flatness of it. They just keep building momentum until something stops them. But there isn’t anything to stop them at all.”

“I see,” Sara said.

“You don’t,” Gorou replied, not sounding particularly upset about it. “You will if you stick around long enough, General.”

Sara watched from the shallow boat as the women shed their clothes, revealing tanned and muscled skin. And a surprising smattering of scars. One by one they dove into the waters below. She watched them swim down, down, down — impossibly deeper than should be possible.

“The water is so still that the bottom looks closer than it appears,” Gorou explained when she asked him about it later. “You could go swimming out for ages and not realize how far you are until it’s suddenly trench.”

The women held their breaths for so long that Sara was was afraid, ready to dive in after them despite her own lack of experience. They did not have Visions. They were humans. But they stayed down there longer than Sara thought possible. And they rose up bearing the treasures of the ocean carried in fine woven bags tied to rope around their otherwise bare hips.

Sara wondered then, if the people of Watatsumi perhaps had some kind of youkai blood in them. Mermaids? Dragons? Perhaps they were all gifted by the serpent that bore them from the depths of the sea to the surface.

She wondered if perhaps Sangonomiya Kokomi, too, had that sort of blood in her. That endurance. She had never truly fought the woman in battle, not directly, not as she had fought her general. She wondered what it would be like. Kokomi, of the sea. Sara of the sky. She wondered if she could fly for longer than Kokomi could swim.

But instead Sara could only imagine this:

A bird circling on a perpetual draft, aimless. Diving falsely, but always turning back up just in time to avoid the gaping jaws of a jumping leviathan that had propelled itself up from the sea to break against the weight of water and sky to snap its jaws at air. The water going still like a mirror again as the ripples settled. The water turning clear and smooth and glassy. Nothing to hide. Nowhere to hide. And both of them circling each other endlessly. Forever and ever.

If not for the will of the wind, the gale in the sky, all the fish, the sea, would have to do to claim its prize is wait. But the will of heaven defies it, pushing up against the bird’s wings with every dive.

What then?

The bird would have to fold its wings, wouldn’t it? It would have to dive, in earnest, fighting instinct and design.

And the beast of the sea would have to time its own unusual defiance just right. It would have to calculate the angle of breech, the force it would need to jump and buck the weight of ocean and sky to catch the plummeting bird in its jaws.

What then? What then?

Sara has kept almost all of the correspondence she and Kokomi have shared — outside of their official duties, their roles. She doesn’t know why. Perhaps it’s because she so rarely gets correspondence of her own. Perhaps it’s because it was the first one ever penned to Sara, not General Kujou, not Kujou Sara.

There is only one, however, that she has oscillated on between destroying and keeping. When she first received that note she had immediately wanted to burn it and scatter the ashes out of some gut reaction of fear and denial. She’d looked over her shoulder twice, thrice, reading it. As though the mere act of receiving the letter and opening it — the fact that it was even addressed to her at all — was enough to condemn her.

Sara had said in her previous letter: Kokomi, you dream too big. Start small. Your words claim that you aren’t standing against the Shogun. But your actions say otherwise. Inazuma cannot change at the speed with which your mind moves. Move the pebbles before moving the mountain.

Kokomi had written back:


  What is so dangerous about voicing your unhappiness? What is so dangerous about acknowledging a festering wound? The Vision Hunt Decree was a spark that touched upon the powder, Sara. Do not pretend to be unaware of it. Watatsumi caught that spark and now this has opened the sealed cavern to the hurts our people have nursed for years. Watatsumi will bend the knee to the Shogun. It is our promise. But would you have us lie down in the face of tyranny and erasure? Does a fish not struggle to return to water even in the talons of an eagle? Does the body not thrash for one last gasp of air?



  Do not ask me to move pebbles when there is no one else who dares to face the mountain. My life is short and fleeting to the gods. I must make the most of it while I am able.



  The Raiden Shogun wants an eternal Inazuma for all of her people. If Watatsumi is expected to bend the knee, then shouldn’t that eternity be ours as well? Why shouldn’t I fight for my eternity to be as good as everyone else’s? Who decides eternity if not the people meant to live it?



  Tell me, Kujou Sara, what is so dangerous about pursuing a life? And what is that life without ambitions in it? Desires?



  Does your duty to the Shogun blind you to desire? Does your duty demand your own demise?



  Surely the eternity our Shogun has you enforce does not demand your own terminus as its foundation.



  If so — what then?


Sara didn’t answer. She must have spent so long dithering that Kokomi realized she must take mercy, or pity, and swallow any disappointment at Sara’s own recalcitrance to even consider — well. Anything.

A month later Kokomi wrote another letter. No mention was made of the questions and arguments posed in the previous one. An entire month of silence, skipped over as though it never happened. The water returning to its stillness. The stall.

She wasn’t lying to Ayato when she said there was nothing to talk about. How could there be? If there could ever be something, it would be this: Sara, unwilling and afraid to look down at the height she has yet to fall. Sangonomiya Kokomi: hoping against heaven for the sky to fall into her arms.

-

“When you tell Itto, I should be there for it,” Sara says as Thoma clears away the dinner dishes. Ayato doesn’t quite freeze, but his face does gain a hard edge to it. “You’ve put this off for too long now. And if you don’t do it I’m going to have to. We should do it together. He’ll be mad at the both of us for keeping it a secret this long anyway.”

To which, Ayato responds, “Have you told Sangonomiya Kokomi?”

Knowing this was coming Sara pulls the letter out from her sleeve and slides it across the table to him.

Sara did tell Kokomi. And Gorou. She did not invite them. Sara wasn’t sure — is there an etiquette for inviting someone, who in another life and another time could have been something with you, to your wedding in this one? And their best friend and right hand? Is there a protocol for such a thing?

For this Sara knew she could not evade. Word of the marriage would have long reached Kokomi and Gorou in Watatsumi by now. Them not hearing it from her directly was already bad enough. To delay it further would only be salt poured over an infection. Too late to cleanse. Too late to be considered kind. That neither of them had contacted her about it was reproach enough.

I have agreed to an arranged marriage with Kamisato Ayato, Sara wrote. She wrote without drafting anything at all because if she didn’t get it all out in one go she didn’t know if she would be able to finish. Some part of her felt shame and guilt at writing that letter. She couldn’t answer Kokomi before when Kokomi had called her out. And here was Sara writing of arranged marriages. I will marry out. The Kujou clan’s grip on me will, in theory, be loosened. This will settle some of the current tremors that rock Inazuma.

Sara could already imagine Kokomi’s response before it even arrived. She could hear the sigh of her voice, the bitter taste of her rebuke and retaliation. They had traded blows over Inazuma in matches of wit and tactics for months, years. And they continued to parry each other in letters after. Sara has held entire conversations, debates, with the woman in the confines of her own mind.

I will be unable to come to Watatsumi for some time, Sara continued. I will be busy attending to matters of the marriage and the transfer to the new household, as well as the rearrangement of my duties within the Tenryou Commission. My letters may slow considerably.

And then, as if Sara wasn’t being cruel enough, her traitorous hand continued, Continue to write to me as it pleases you. My responses may be delayed, but I will respond.

As though Sara hadn’t already proven that statement wrong. As though this was not a conditional statement. Sara will continue to respond and write back so long as Kokomi didn’t cross that fine line. That nebulous and foggy line Sara had drawn between them under the guise of duty and loyalty — responsibility and reason.

As long as Kokomi stayed on her side and Sara on hers, Sara would continue this. Whatever this is. Isn’t.

Somehow the letter to Gorou was even hard to write. They aren’t enemies any longer. And their relationship has much improved over the years. But neither of them are under any illusions.

Gorou holds Kokomi’s confidence. The two of them trust each other with all matters, and have allowed each other deeper into their hearts and minds than they allow most others.

She’d asked him about it, once. That time when he had seen — what had he seen? To this day Sara looks back at that moment and chides herself for her overreaction: acting as though he’d seen her doing something wrong. She’d reacted like a criminal. And doesn’t that say volumes about everything spoken and unspoken between herself and Kokomi?

They were in Kokomi’s hideaway. It was during one of her later visits to Watatsumi. Before that last, ruinous one. Sara had snuck out some volumes on tactics from the Kujou estate — certain that they would not be missed and that she would be able to return them before anyone could notice — to compare with what Kokomi’s personal collection had. They’d been standing at Kokomi’s work table, so close that their bodies touched with every breath. Why had they been so close? Sara can’t remember the reason for the physical proximity now. She just remembers the quiet electricity that seemed to croon underneath the thin surface of her skin. Pleasure and satisfaction and a buzzing yearning to lean in, to seek out more, to feel the tangible weight of muscle and bone pressing back against her.

Kokomi’s voice was low but echoed slightly in the rough hewn stone and coral as they discussed the things contained in their books. Kokomi’s hand reached over Sara’s to direct her attention to a specific passage, turning the pages in Sara’s hands. The light layers of her sleeves dragged over Sara’s own bare skin — her sleeves tied back and exposing the scarred lines of her forearms. The finer fabric of Kokomi’s sleeves felt cool, like the brush of silver fish in shallow waters against the ankles. It made her hair stand on end, every nerve finely tuned and primed for more.

If Sara turned her head just so, her nose would brush the top of Kokomi’s head. She could breathe in and fill her lungs with the smell of salt and sun and —

That’s when Gorou came in. Sara sprung backwards from Kokomi, mind half screaming at her to strike, to run. And Kokomi’s hand on Sara’s bare skin dragged her logic back to the present as Gorou’s eyes pierced the shadowed recesses of the cave, voice calm and seemingly indifferent, as he told them that he was going to go fishing for supper and he would be checking the crab traps. Did they want to come with him?

Later, when it was just Sara and Gorou, she confronted him —

“Just say it.”

“If I say anything, would either of you two act?” Gorou replied. “My opinion here doesn’t matter. This isn’t a team effort. This isn’t something that can be overcome with friendly advice or a stern talking to. Or do you think me giving either of you a pep talk would accomplish something? I’m not in the habit of giving my opinion when it clearly doesn’t matter.”

Under such frank rebuke Sara could only straighten her shoulders and look resolutely into the horizon.

“We’ve had our differences, you and I. But I have never once hated you or thought poorly of you. You’re one of the most honorable people I’ve ever met. If you weren’t around I don’t think this war would have ended the way it did. I think we would have all come out of this much more bitter and reluctant to find any sort of peace. I don’t think that anyone could ever call you selfish or greedy. I don’t understand what you’re doing here. What either of you are doing. But I like to think that the General Kujou Sara I’ve come to know isn’t the sort of person who would do these things out of malice. And Sangonomiya Kokomi is no fool and she isn’t one to fall prey to sentiment and weakness of the heart. I trust her to make the best decisions for herself and Watatsumi. Beyond that, she is my best friend; she is my family. I love her. I respect her,” Gorou paused to let all of that sink in before continuing. “And I think the two of you are doing a tremendous disservice to each other. But what I think doesn’t factor into what you’re doing. Neither of you will stop whatever this is because I disapprove. And neither of you will do anything if I offer my full support, either.”

Gorou’s eyes, when she looked towards him, glowed fierce and sharp and as cuttingly observant as they did every time they crossed paths during the war. He’d gained a reputation for being supportive, for being a rallying beacon for his troops. Sara remembers the way his soldiers would speak of him. Even among the Tenryou Commission ranks Gorou had always had a certain reputation for fairness, kindness, and general affability.

Perhaps only Kokomi, Sara, and the dead know what sort of teeth he’s always had. At the end of the day, he too was a general. A soldier. His capacity for practicality and speaking the cold truth were no less than hers or Kokomi’s.

“Don’t look to me as an excuse,” he said, “I can’t stop the two of you from ruining each other. But I will stop you from dragging me into it.”

He paused and smiled at her.

“Does that seem selfish to you?” Sara didn’t need to say anything. Gorou already knew her answer. He just nodded at her, and offered her a piece of dried mochi. “Then let’s not throw stones at each other.”

Gorou’s stance on the mess that Sara and Kokomi have slowly walked into is to have none, or at least, to not speak of it. In its own way, it was a cold and cutting move of its own. He removed himself from the equation quite neatly. His own particular short of protest against the wrongs he knows Sara and Kokomi are doing to each other.

So when Sara wrote her letter to him she wasn’t sure what to say or how to say it. Kokomi, Sara knew, would rationalize and she would hurt and she would take all of it and set it aside and place herself into the role of politician, tactician, guardian and representative of Watatsumi. Kokomi, Sara knew, could be trusted to see past the hurt and the slight and the cruelty of the situation to the underlying pragmatism of the marriage’s solution. This, too, would become another unspoken thing between them: present and haunting and damning all at once, but quietly acknowledged as a wound that could not be avoided. A wound that must happen.

A lost battle to win a greater war.

Gorou, though.

Gorou’s answer, in its shortness, hurt more than Sara could have expected.

Be well, he wrote. Not “congratulations”. No blistering commentary on how foolish of a move this is, how selfish. How cold and unilaterally one sided. No rebuke over the ramifications of her actions. Just a simple, and undoubtedly sincere, wish for her wellbeing.

Kokomi’s letter is much longer and asks Sara over two dozen questions about the particulars of the marriage, the exact details of the political maneuvering that it would require, any foreseen issues that might impact Inazuma as a whole, and further plans for how to mitigate possible disruptions to the intricate balance of the Tri-Commission.

Ayato hums, expression pained as he hands the letter back to her. “How very astute of her. I didn’t doubt that she had eyes on the situation here, but I’m beginning to wonder how deep her network extends.”

“Arataki Itto,” Sara returns them to the sore subject Ayato’s been avoiding. “You’ve pushed this moment to the tipping point. If you tell him about it alone it will backfire on you.”

The man across from her shoots her a sharp look, and she can see him quickly sorting through his arsenal of responses and rebuttals.

“I am part of this,” Sara presses onwards. “Am I the best conversant? No. Am I someone who excels in heart to hearts? No. But am I the woman Inazuma expects you to be marrying in a few months time? Yes. The fact that I haven’t already spoken to Itto about this is already something that will be bothering him. By now he’d have realized I’m actively avoiding him. If you had done this earlier then we could have done this separately. but now it’s going to appear as a conspiracy against him instead of one for him.”

“You do know him well,” Ayato murmurs, pale eyes narrowing in thought.

“The role of rival goes two ways.”

“Friend,” Ayato corrects gently. “I’ll take what you’ve said under consideration.”

-

Of all the people to have a strong opinion on the material details of this marriage, Sara didn’t expect one of the loudest contributing voices to the wedding planning to be Ayaka. Granted, Sara has already counted herself out of the running for wedding planning. The most Sara’s ever though about any wedding was what kind of security personnel she would need to assign and how she would arrange them for optimal coverage of the area and participants. This is also the furthest Sara’s ever been involved in any wedding. She’s never even been a guest at one. She supposes she might have been invited to Kamaji-san’s wedding if that ever came up in earnest, but apparently she’s going to be going to her own wedding first.

Unsurprisingly, Ayato’s opinions on the marriage are limited entirely to the details stipulated in the contracts between their two families, and privately between themselves. The most input he’s given towards the ceremony and festivities was that he was hoping for a limited guest list for convenience and an earnest plea towards his sister not to overdo anything.

“You are the head of the Kamisato clan and your bride to be is the right hand of the Raiden Shogun,” Ayaka argued, “If we make it too small it looks bad on all of us. Of course the wedding has to be grand.”

“Do we look like the sort of people who would want anything ostentatious? Is Her Excellency the sort of person who would particularly enjoy a grand production?” Ayato paused to turn to Sara. “Would Her Excellency even show up?”

“A smaller wedding seems better for easier clean up and arrangement of security.” Sara added on, “She might. She’s been attending more events in the past few years. But I think the commotion the commissions brought before her about this may deter her from wanting to appear. Should I ask her?”

They stared at each other, mutually sharing the same thought of pondering how, exactly, one would go about inviting god to a wedding.

Ayaka shot them both looks of utter disdain. It is to no surprise that Ayato was quickly cut out from further discussions — most likely something he was aiming for to start with. But somehow Sara is still being brought in for further wedding planning. As though with more exposure and continuous pressure, she would spontaneously discover some kernel of deep buried interest.

Today’s topic of discussion is less wedding related and more in line with the general facade of courtship. It has not been missed that Sara’s gone to every meeting with Ayato in her uniform or the simple, plain kimono with the Kujou crest embroidered on the nape she wears when she isn’t on duty.

Much like Ayaka’s earlier attempts at getting Sara to confess to a favored color, or at least a preferred color palette, today’s discussion seems to be going in fruitless circles.

Ayaka is insisting on having new clothes commissioned for Sara to wear — not just the wedding garments, but things for everyday use. Sara’s fine with that. And even if she wasn’t, Sara is fairly certain there’s not much choice being presented to her in this matter. She’s getting new clothes whether she likes it or not.

And Ayaka does have a point. Sara imagines that when people notice her walking side by side with Ayato when she isn’t in uniform she must look quite dull. While Ayato doesn’t wear particularly bold patterns or colors, there is a subtle elegance to his clothing choices that makes even the simplest fabrics look high brow and purposeful on him rather than plain and nondescript. For a man who’s main mode of operation seems to rely on blending into the background to pull at invisible strings, he does stand out in a crowd.

“This would look nice with your hair.” Ayaka indicates the fabric in her hands, examining the bolt of cloth and turning it from one side to another to catch hints of silver thread along the embroidery. “We could have this made into an obi. It would go well with that dark grey kimono you already have.”

Sara supposes she appreciates how Ayaka is including Sara’s current limited wardrobe rather than writing it off entirely. Sara’s been planning on leaving them all behind. All of them have the Kujou crest embroidered onto them somewhere and Sara isn’t up to the task of removing them, thread by thread. They can be passed onto someone else in the family. She’s certain there’s some other Kujou woman who could get some use out of them. Sara took very good care of those clothes after all. And she didn’t wear them that often. Since her appointment to the Shogun’s retinue, Sara has spent more time in her uniform than out of it.

Unbidden, Kokomi’s voice curls around the shell of Sara’s ear. She shivers at the phantom touch of fingertips against the back of her neck as Kokomi whispers to her, “You look stunning in the surf, General. Silver suits you better than gold.”

“What do you think, too much, too little?” Ayaka asks. She passes the fabric to Sara to handle. Sara supposes the pattern is aesthetically pleasing to the eye. It feels nice, not that it would matter. Her skin won’t be touching against the obi anyway. It looks durable, though maybe hard to wash. The silver thread might be a little too delicate. It might be prone to fraying. While these observations may be appreciated, she doubts that this is the sort of answer Ayaka is looking for.

But it’s the only answer Sara knows how to give.

“It’s durable,” Sara settles on saying. The fabric is quite thick, especially with the embroidery on it. It could probably protect against a stab wound better than the obi she currently has. It would definitely help defend against some blunt force.

Ayaka nods once, undaunted by Sara’s non-answer and pulls out another bolt of fabric from the pile at her side. Sara casts a glance out the window. They’ve been at this for almost three hours. They’ve barely made a dent in the bolts of fabric they have yet to go through. Sara wonders if she can fake an emergency. Well. There’s probably something going on that could use her assistance. She wouldn’t necessarily need to fake it.

“We should also think about any jewelry that you might like. Are your ears pierced?”

Sara resists the urge to touch her ears as memory surges from the recesses of her mind to splay itself over the present.

“Pearls match your skin,” Kokomi whispers, thumb pressing against Sara’s earlobe and pressing the metal wire through the freshly made hole. Sara’s skin breaks out into shivers, a single rolling wave that crests at the top of her head and crashes all the way down to the soles of her feet. “You can take your pick from mine. A favor from one general to another, yes? Don’t say no. I’ll be terribly offended. Pearls are the pride of Watatsumi, you know.”

Shaking herself out of that vivid memory Sara clears her throat. “Yes. I don’t wear anything often. But they’re pierced.”

The pearls Kokomi had given her rest in a small cloth lined lacquer box in her quarters, carefully wrapped in cloth and nestled among the rest of the belongings Sara keeps packed in case she needs to leave on short notice. It’s precious space that can be used for something else, but the thought of ever leaving them behind nags at her like a rotten tooth.

Ayaka nods, humming as she inspects the new fabric, not looking at Sara. Not seeing how Sara’s hands curl into fists in her sleeves to stop herself from touching her ears.

“Any preferences for accessories? I think we have some nice pieces of Car Lapis that would bring out your eyes.”

“Pearls,” Sara says, the ghost of Kokomi’s voice overlapping hers in her ears. Ayaka’s hands still in the middle of unrolling the bolt of fabric, expression carefully held neutral.

“Hm. We don’t have as many of those,” Ayaka finally says. “But I’ll see what I can find.”

There’s something odd about wearing the treasure, the signature, of Watatsumi while playing the role of a bride to the Yashiro Commissioner. There are many levels there that are convoluted and mixing and tangling themselves together in Sara’s mind like long strands of kelp and lines upon lines of ink.

“I want to see you in these,” Kokomi had said as the cool weight of the pearl brushed against the edge of Sara’s jaw. “When you wear them, will you remember your time here?”


  Will you remember me?


Remembering requires that Sara forgets first. But Sara didn’t say that then.

Maybe Kokomi was waiting for her to. But Sara’s never been good at — flirting. Speaking. Talking. So Sara said nothing and let the topic drop. And she hoped, quietly, so too would Kokomi’s own hopes.

-

The Kamisato clan’s private library is extensive and overwhelmingly broad in range of topics. But more interesting than that is their private records. Apparently the Raiden Shogun has played numerous shogi matches against various clan members of the years, of which a few were recorded by the clan members themselves to the best of their ability. Ayato, himself, has one game record penned by his own hand from when he first ascended to his position.

Of course he lost, but the game record Sara is painstakingly copying to send to Watatsumi for Gorou and Kokomi to pour over is extremely detailed and goes on for nearly one hundred and twenty moves.

“There’s also a post-mortem,” Ayato told her when he led her to the collection of records earlier. “Her Excellency was very generous in guiding me through the many, many, many points in the game at which I made serious tactical errors of judgement.”

“Why do you think she played with you?” Sara asked. It seems very strange to her. The Raiden Shogun playing shogi with a teenager. The other clan heads she could understand, at least they were adults. And the Shogun has been known to occasionally invite masters for exhibition matches.

“A whim?” Ayato shrugged, moving to a table that was set up near open windows of the library to lay down the papers and writing supplies in his arms. “Perhaps she was feeling particularly generous towards a young child. Maybe she was bored. Or she thought that it would be a learning experience. Who am I to question the motives of our god? Take as much time as you like. There’s a game record from my great-great grand mother that you might like. She fought the Shogun to a draw. No post-mortem record for that one, but she left insightful notes within her game record itself.”

Sara had made a mental note to search that one out later, but for now set herself to the task of working of copying Ayato’s record. Thus far she’s spent about an hour or so of companionable silence with the man. They spend most of their time together in silence, when they aren’t talking about work or nagging each other about various things. Sara finds that she likes it more than she thought she would. It’s rare to find a person who can coexist in silence with her. Most people get nervous and start talking.

She glances over at him, pausing and frowning as he, by all appearances, seems to be making a mess.

“What are you doing?” She had thought that he was working. Ayato spends most of his time working, even when it looks like he isn’t.

“Hm? Ah. Testing new stationary that was gifted to me.” Ayato answers. “It’s been a while since the last time I did this. The gifts have piled up. You’re ambidextrous aren’t you? Here. You might like this one. You’re a tad heavy handed on the pressure on your pens. This one seems to be quite forgiving.”

“Gifts?” Sara sets down her own brush to go over to his table. There are indeed several cloth lined boxes piled up next to him as well as beautiful bottles of foreign ink. There are at least four different ink sticks waiting to be ground.

“Surely you know the rumors?” Ayato says, handing her the brush and pushing a piece of blank paper towards her. Sara moves it from her left to her right hand and back again, feeling how the wooden shaft catches against her callouses before she leaves in her left hand and does a few test strokes.

“I don’t pay attention to rumors unless they’re about an active case,” Sara replies.

“Hm. We can fix that.”

“You sound like Yae Miko.”

Ayato, predictably, ignores Sara’s very astute observation.

“I’m rather fond of good stationary. Pens, brushes, ink, quality paper,” Ayato places a hand on a wooden box set aside from the others. “Somewhere along the way, this information about me spread out and now those who wish to gain my favor, or my attention, send me gifts that they hope will help ease the way. I test them all to see which is to my liking. Most of them aren’t. I pass those on to others who might enjoy them.”

“This is a very delicate brush,” Sara says, frowning in concentration to keep her characters neat and even. She looks back at what Ayato was doing and sees pages upon pages of random characters, stray lines of ink, gestures of half done drawings. Some of them actually look rather beautiful, in a strange rough and vague way. Suggestions of shapes. Ayato gathers the used sheets of paper into corner of the table and pulls out a fresh sheet. “This seems like a lot of work.”

“It’s better work than actual work,” Ayato replies dryly. “I’m just scribbling lines. I don’t have to think about it. Keep using that brush. You’ll get used to it soon and I believe your writing speed with increase.” He reaches over and picks up one of the ink sticks. “And take this one, too. I don’t use this brand.”

“Are you giving me gifts or are you giving me your trash?”

“I can do both. Now hurry on, that game record won’t copy itself.”

-

“Have you told him yet?” Sara already feels the part of a nagging wife and she hasn’t even gotten married yet. She’s spent the past several weeks feeling like she’s waiting for a disaster to strike and the anticipation has been wearing on her nerves. “When are you going to tell him? Just tell me a time and place and I’ll be there.”

Ayato rests his head in his hands, fingers pushing his bangs back. “Not yet.”

“Surely you haven’t been avoiding him as well,” Sara presses. “It must have come up in your conversations by now.”

“It hasn’t,” Ayato says after a worryingly long pause.

“It hasn’t,” Sara repeats after him, letting her disbelief fill the air and not bothering to mask it. “Our marriage, which has been presented as matter of fact and inevitability to all of Inazuma, hasn’t come up in conversation between you and Arattaki Itto.”

Ayato turns away from her bodily, an entirely uncharacteristic retreat.

“Kamisato Ayato.”

“He doesn’t know.”

“He doesn’t know what?”

“That — “ Ayato’s voice audibly cuts off with a sharp click. “He doesn’t know that I’m the Kamisato Ayato you’re marrying.”

The idea of multiple Kamisato Ayato’s existing strikes true and real fear into Sara’s heart and mind. And then the improbability of that shakes her back into rational thought. And then the improbability of Itto not knowing who Kamisato Ayato is shakes her into incredulous outrage.

“You and Itto have been dating and he doesn’t even know who you are?”

“He knows my name is Ayato. And I’m from the Kamisato clan. It — somehow it’s never come up that I’m the Yashiro Commissioner.” The man’s shoulders hunch upwards towards his ears, posture breaking into something childlike and so unlike him that Sara has a hard time reconciling what’s happening before her eyes as reality and not a strange illusion. But how could her mind ever come up with something this outlandish and convoluted?

“Were you ever going to tell him?” Sara asks and reaches out to grab his arm when he doesn’t answer. “Ayato.”

“When we met,” Ayato says, still not looking at her, “We were strangers. And I didn’t know what to make of him. He was impetuous. He was loud and he was brash and he laughed at me and no one had ever been like that with me before. Not ever. I didn’t know what to make of it.”

She can feel bone shifting underneath her palm and against her fingers as Ayato shifts, restless in between excuse and reason.

“I kept meeting him. And then by the time I realized that it was all genuine — that it meant something, that he meant something, we were so far into it. I didn’t know how to tell him. I could only tell him pieces. That I was a noble. That I was of importance to the family. That I had certain expectations and duties on my shoulders. That I had a sister who was relying on me. But I — I didn’t know how to say it. How to put it all together. To come clean.”

“Don’t you want him?”

That causes him to look at her, glare in place and frigid.

“Look at where you are now and ask me that question again, Kujou Sara.” He pulls his arm from her grip, shaking the wrinkles out of his sleeve. “Want him? What a crude and small way to word desire.”

“Forgive me for questioning it when you’ve revealed to me that you’ve been hiding half of yourself from him this entire time.”

“The half that doesn’t matter, the half that I’ve built for Inazuma,” Ayato retorts. “The half that I would gladly leave behind and wish I never needed.”

“The you that’s the reason why you two can’t be together,” Sara points out. “The you that’s put you in the position of needing an arranged marriage.”

“Yes,” Ayato covers his eyes with a hand, “That.”

He chuckles without humor into his palm, expression shadowed as he looks up at her through his lashes. “Everyone wants a piece of the Yashiro Commissioner. Everyone. Everyone wants his time, his opinions, his support, his thoughts, his graces. The Yashiro Commissioner is a shadow over Inazuma that people long to use and be used by in turns. That man precedes me, as though I were the puppet on strings to someone else. Something else. And then there he was. Somehow the only man in all of Inazuma who didn’t want anything from me. Didn’t expect anything. The only person who didn’t need me, didn’t want me, and didn’t expect anything from me. I was just Ayato. Do you understand why I would want to delay that sort of reveal?”

Sara draws in a stabilizing breath, willing her electric fury to a stall. She closes her eyes and allows Ayato the privacy to pull himself together while she isn’t watching.

“Are you going to wait until the day of? I don’t need to remind you that this doesn’t happen until that does.” Sara pauses, “Now that we’re at this point, you must tell him. And it will be the delivery of two blows, both entertained and made all the more potent with the delay of delivery. It’s unlike you to delay something you know to be necessary. It is unlike you to prolong a hurt. ”

Sara considers it personal growth that she doesn’t add on, “But it is entirely like you to draw out something duplicitous and complicated.” There’s no point in being caustic to someone she’s about to bind herself to for the foreseeable future.

Ayato’s shoulders tense as though he heard her say it anyway. He chuckles, a breathless and bitter sound.

“I wonder sometimes, what is it you see when you look at me? What do all of you see when you look at me? Think on my name? Apparently some people say it like a curse.”

“You’ve done yourself no favors, shaping yourself as you have thus far,” Sara points out.

“But underneath it all I am still just a man,” Ayato replies, exasperation and frustration bleeding into his voice. “I feel and live and die and injure and am just as subject to whims and follies as the rest of you. Am I not allowed some form of sympathy, some mercy? Coming clean with someone you truly love is always hard. Showing them the parts of you that you aren’t particularly fond or proud of is always hard to face.”

Here, Sara could point out that this wouldn’t be so hard if he hadn’t concealed so much in the first place. But how can she fault him? Sara does understand. She wishes she didn’t, but she does.

Is it not the same as what she feels with Kokomi? Is it not the same feeling she feels whenever she has a letter from Watatsumi in hand, familiar characters brushed neatly into the arrangement of ink that would spell out her name through another’s hand? Sara’s name in Kokomi’s mouth, Kokomi’s ink, becomes an entirely different living creature than the Kujou Sara who walks among men. Sara becomes someone who has always existed but has never been seen. She is the illusion of separation between lightning and thunder. It is addicting, to be seen. It’s the most powerful drug.

“Are you afraid, Ayato?” Sara asks.

“Terribly so.”

“That’s how you know it matters.”

Ayato examines her through his fingers. “How wise of you.”

“I cannot take credit for the words. Ayato. If this is something that will break the two of you, then it’s important to know that now. You shouldn’t be doing all of this for someone who, when faced with the fullest truth of who you are, would leave.”

Ayato’s face returns to the cradle of his hands. Sara tentatively reaches over and places her hand on his shoulder. His body tenses even further under her touch but Sara keeps her hand there anyway. As moments pass he slowly, consciously, relaxes.

They do not speak of it further.

-

For all that Sara has begun to spend more time with the Kamisato siblings, and for all of the time Ayaka and Thoma have both spent subtly and overtly trying to get to know her one preference at a time, Sara still feels some part of her uncertain around them.

Ayato, Ayaka, and Thoma have been a unit of three for a very long time. It shows in all of their interactions. They know each other so well. It reminds Sara of the war, in a strange way. Just her and her soldiers on muddy temporary camp grounds, living out of each other’s pockets, bound close to each other not by common root or cause but by the knowledge that they needed each other to survive. And those bonds of survival were expedient shortcuts to the lowering of walls and the abandoning of pretenses. Sara knew the soldiers that fought immediately under her better than she knew most people in the Kujou clan who had taught, spoken, or just been around her since she was a child.

Most of them, after the war and even during, were reassigned to different posts. Sara wonders how they’re doing now.

The three of them are trying to open up to allow Sara in. It’s very kind of them, but she’s fairly certain that their efforts are all a wash.

Sara, really, at best is hoping for a cordial relationship. She doesn’t expect the kind of closeness they’ve built. Sara isn’t — Sara isn’t shaped for that.

The closest Sara has to anything like that is probably Itto and Shinobu, which isn’t saying much because realistically speaking she’s treated both of them rather terribly in the past. And while Sara would call Shinobu a friend, it does seem like she’s stretching the term rather far. And of course, Itto is something that the word friend fails to truly encapsulate.

The point is that Sara’s feelings won’t be hurt if they don’t include her in their trio. Sara doesn’t expect that. This is a contractual relationship. Of course she wants them to get along, but she doesn’t need them to be close. Sara would be content with a room and a kitchen in some side yard and maybe, if she’s aiming high, an occasional invitation to tea or shogi. She’s survived thus far with much less.

So their attempts at drawing her in close, while understood and appreciated, are somewhat…uncomfortable. Sara’s trying. They’re trying. But this all seems somewhat like trying to teach a bird to speak. It’s entirely possible with enough time and effort: provided you’re using the right bird to start with.

Sara wanders around the forests of Mount Yougou, trying to shake the feeling of guilt at avoiding Thoma and Ayato’s well meaning invitation to join them for a few rounds of go. Maybe if it was just one of them she would have said yes. But Sara doesn’t quite have the tolerance to be an interloper right now.

Usually when Sara is in the forests around the mountain she’s either following the path that leads from Byakko towards the Kamisato estate, and then up to the Grand Narukami Shrine. And when she’s in her tengu form, when the night has fallen to obscure such an indulgence of self, she’s usually taking the coastal approach and flying over the forests. She’s not familiar with walking the woods. At least, not this part of the woods. She almost doesn’t recognize this place at all. It seems so different in daylight hours. Human hours.

Sara follows the path of a meandering stream, listening for the sound of waterfalls. Kokomi’s latest letter is pressed against her breast, folded neatly and held flat against the lining of her innermost robes. There’s an entire page dedicated to Kokomi’s analysis of the latest shogi tournament records from the tournament held a few weeks ago. Sara had painstakingly copied every move from the last four matches of the tournament and sent them to her upon Kokomi’s request. Somehow, it was still faster than waiting for the presses to make copies for distribution. There are another two pages telling Sara about the little things happening around Watatsumi: the promotion of a new shrine maiden from apprentice to practicing miko, a beautifully irregular looking black pearl harvested that would be auctioned off on Ritou, Gorou’s brothers all coming to visit at once and embarrassing him to near death when he wasn’t busy trying to wrangle them into some semblance of order. The last one Sara would’ve loved to see. He’s the middle child of five siblings — a fact that deeply surprised her when he told her. Sara can’t imagine him being bullied or pushed around by anyone but apparently his siblings are absolute nightmares, especially towards him and especially after he gained his reputation during the war.

Sara drafts her own reply in her mind, her true one, not the one she’ll write later. The one that contains all of the things she wishes she could say without digging both of them deeper and deeper into this hopeless, watery grave.

In this true, indulgent and unfiltered, letter Sara mentally writes back: You’ve tricked another one into your ranks, have you? Does she know that the High Priestess is mentally rewriting light novels in her head for more accurate fight scenes while she’s supposed to be focusing on prayers? I hope you told this one that most of the job will involve cleaning and a lot of laundry. You should have kept the black pearl on Watatsumi and made them come to you. Or did you not want to deal with main land Inazumans poking around your island? Please tell me all about Gorou and his four siblings, and if possible please include a kamera picture. Tell me there are kamera records. Or did Gorou bribe you into pretending there aren’t any?

As Sara’s mental draft continues onwards to ask Kokomi about whether or not she joined in on the teasing of her right hand man, Sara’s ears pick up on the sound of cracking. She pauses, focusing on honing on the sound before slowly approaching. Sara has her bow and arrows with her, but her longbow doesn’t favor combat in such a heavily wooded area, and she had left her short sword behind.

Sara follows the sound of water and what she now recognizes as ice, initial suspicions and alarm calming. There are no youkai that have powers over ice — at least none that would be active during the day. And the chances of Fatui having set themselves up this far into Mount Yougou are highly unlikely. It could be Treasure Hoarders, but if the Fatui are unlikely then Treasure Hoarders are even more so.

Sure enough, as Sara rounds the gentle bend of the stream towards the louder roaring of a waterfall, Sara sees Ayaka’s pale hair as the young woman walks across the frozen surface of the water. Even as Sara sees her, Ayaka disappears in a twist of cryo. Ice crackles out over the water, shards of it melting in the air even as they freeze again, and then Ayaka bursts out several meters away, blade drawn as she flows into several quick strikes against an invisible opponent.

For all that Ayaka is first and foremost known for her graces as the esteemed daughter of the Kamisato Clan, princess of Inazuma, the woman is a talented swords master in her own right. She would have been an excellent asset in the war with that cryo Vision.

The moment Ayaka becomes aware of Sara watching her is punctuated by the woman almost slipping on the frozen surface of the stream, and then the layer of ice shattering causing her to awkwardly stumble into the water itself. Sara realizes that Ayaka is not in the usual kimono and armor she’s used to seeing the woman don outside of the walls of the Kamisato estate. Instead she’s wearing dark gray hakama and a pale blue top, sleeves held back by a dark blue tasuki. Even Ayaka’s hair is missing the usual hair piece and is tied back by a simple white ribbon. Ayaka quickly dismisses the cryo energy gathered around her sword, walking back to dry land with a faint grimace on her face as her hakama rapidly soaks up water.

“Apologies, I did not mean to intrude on you.” Sara says, offering Ayaka her hand to help her step up the stream’s embankment onto the moss and loose rock next to it.

“No need to apologize. I’m not used to seeing other people this far into the woods,” Ayaka bends down to squeeze out the hems of her hakama. And then she kicks off a pair of zori and peels off her tabi. “I should have been more alert. I was complacent.” Ayaka’s expression grows rueful as she squeezes water out of her thoroughly soaked tabi. “Ah. Thoma’s going to know the second he looks at me that I fell into water.”

“Do you always practice over water?” Sara asks.

“Not always,” Ayaka replies. “Sometimes, when I have the time to get away.” She digs her toes into the dirt. “Practicing my sword techniques with my Vision isn’t very easy around other people. I’ve accidentally destroyed our training grounds enough times to have learned that lesson. It’s easier if I just come out here to train. I don’t have to worry bout demolishing any walls or giving someone frostbite.”

It’s sound logic. Sara, herself, tends to find some deserted area when she needs to work with her own Vision.

“Does your brother know you come out here alone?” Sara asks. As strong as Ayaka is, it seems unwise for the heir of the Kamisato clan to be alone and relatively unarmored so deep into the woods.

“I think he can guess where I’m going,” Ayaka replies with a shrug. “I’m not a child anymore. he doesn’t keep as close an eye on me as he used to.” Ayaka rolls her eyes, smile playing at the corners of her mouth as she playfully kicks at the ground with her bare heel. “Or at least, that’s what I keep trying to tell him.” Ayaka points over her shoulder into the distance. “There’s two guards over that way. I pretend I don’t notice them and they pretend that they don’t notice me noticing them. And Onii-sama pretends that I’m not indulging his over protective side. What brings you out here?”

Sara doesn’t say “avoiding your brother and Thoma-san” but something on Sara’s expression must show because Ayaka just nods.

“If you have time, would you consider sparring with me?” Ayaka points to the side where there are three wooden practice swords propped up against a tree. “Onii-sama and Thoma’s games can go on quite long and if you aren’t careful they can rope you into doing post-game analysis with them. It’s dreadfully dull.”

“Why do you have three practice swords?” Sara picks up the first one, giving it a few test swings. It’s weighted surprisingly well for a practice blade.

“Just in case the first two break,” Ayaka says, setting down her own sword to pick up one of the others. “I’ve never practiced against someone with an electro Vision before.” She tilts her head, considering Sara’s grip. “I never had a chance to see a duel before the throne. Is it true that you’re the Raiden Shogun’s representative for all of them?”

Sara nods. Ayaka grins, “Then forgive me for saying so, but I’ve always been curious to know my measure.”

Unsurprisingly, they break all three practice swords during their spar.

“Next time, bring more swords,” Sara says, out of breath, her own clothes soaked from melted ice and the stream’s waters. It isn’t until the words are out of her mouth that Sara realizes what she’s said. But before Sara can retract the assumption Ayaka laughs.

“I should just leave a pile of them out here for us,” she says. Ayaka grins at her, surprisingly wide and cheeky. “We need to trade pointers. It will be a wonderful surprise for Onii-sama.”

“If your guards don’t report back,” Sara points out, causing Ayaka to snicker.

“I think everyone knows that you’re a strong warrior,” Ayaka says as they sit on the banks of the stream and wait for their clothes to dry from sopping wet to just uncomfortably damp. “You must be. You lead the bulk of the army during the civil war and you’ve been the Shogun’s direct hand for years. But I didn’t realize you were also a swords master. I’m not sure why I didn’t put it together until now.”

Because there was already a swords master among the Kujou main line heirs. Sara does not say this, but she’s sure Ayaka will eventually put that together.

“I like archery better,” Sara says. This, at least, is a safer truth to divulge. “It suits me, I think.”

“It does,” Ayaka agrees. “We should have a target field built near the house.”

Sara turns to look at the young woman relaxing next to her.

“You’re being very kind to me.”

Ayaka sways her feet, rolling her ankle one way and then the other, quietly stretching her legs.

“Does it bother you? Am I overstepping?”

It shouldn’t feel like she is. But for someone who’s never had anyone step past any form of expected courtesy, anything would seem like too much, too fast.

“I would have expected some resistance,” Sara admits.

Ayaka is quick to pick up on what Sara doesn’t know how to say. Or rather, what Sara wants to say but isn’t sure how to say it without being terribly blunt.

“The Yashiro Commission never chose a side,” Ayaka says. “We were never enemies.”

“Not even when I caught and dragged Thoma-san to face the Shogun?”

Ayaka sucks in a sharp breath, fingers curling into the soil as she bows her head.

“I know you and Thoma have spoken about that,” Ayaka says slowly. “And I won’t ask you what happened when you did, but I think I can hazard a guess as to what happened. Thoma doesn’t hold it against you. Do you expect me or my brother to in his place?”

Knowing what Sara knows about Kamisato Ayato, the answer is yes. Which is why she’s still struggling to understand why she’s in this strange situation. All benefits aside, Sara has proven herself a threat to this family before.

Ayaka raises her eyes to meet Sara’s.

“You were never my enemy. It’s true that I sometimes feel awkward around you. But I have never felt animosity towards you, Sara-san. There is also the fact that you are doing my brother a kindness. Even if you didn’t agree to this marriage, I’m sure you would have found a way out of your current situation. My brother, would not. At the end of the day, you are a person of honor and loyalty. You are a loyal servant of the Raiden Shogun as am I. How can I blame you for acting under her command? You, her right hand, her most loyal and devoted of servants? And if I ever did, let’s just say that it’s hard to hold a grudge against a person who doesn’t even have a favorite color.”

-

Typically she wouldn’t move into the Kamisato estate until the wedding ceremony itself is over, but in the interest of getting to know each other better — or at least making this more believable of a match — Sara’s taken to spending a few nights over every week. The progress of moving has been relatively smooth and painless.

Sara has spent most of her life with all of her possessions packed in a bag that she can keep by the door so she can be ready to deploy at any time. This has not changed in times of peace. Ultimately, Sara has very little in terms of material goods she cares about. All of her furniture was provided to her by the Kujou clan. All of her clothes were chosen for her by the Kujou clan. The only things Sara’s ever bought for herself are her statuettes of the Raiden Shogun. Those are pretty much the only things Sara puts any fuss into moving. She keeps several changes of her uniform at the Tenryou commission bases, and most of her weapons are in her office when they aren’t on her person. And she knows that once she marries out, she’ll need most of her wardrobe redone because she won’t be wearing the Kujou clan symbol any longer.

And of course, there’s Sangonomiya Kokomi’s pearls.

The first day Sara arrived with just her pre-packed bag, Thoma had given her a confused look, glanced around, and politely asked her if he needed to be on the look out for the rest of it. She’d told him not to worry, this was it. Thoma’s face went worryingly blank and closed off before returning to its usual warm and polite default. Then he asked her when her attendants would be arriving. There were no attendants.

Unusual, yes, but not exactly unexpected. Sara’s handful of servants at the Kujou estate were polite and did their jobs well. Sara had never found any fault in them and she likes to believe that they didn’t mind serving under her. But frankly, she was an absent mistress at best and even when she was present they didn’t have much to do. Sara had not asked any of them to come with her to the Kamisato residence, and none of them offered.

“Oh, is that so?” Thoma said. And then, “Hm. This will require a change in plans. I’ll talk to Ayaka-sama about this. Don’t worry.”

Sara had not worried about any of that until that point.

As Ayaka and Thoma showed her around her temporary quarters — after the wedding, she and Ayato would be sharing the main bedroom in the main residence of the estate. They were currently working on getting that area remodeled so that she and Ayato would also have separate rooms to retreat to. There were a few other servants present who were clearly expecting to help put things away, but all Sara had was a bag of old clothes she uses for training and sleeping. And of course, her statuettes which she’d already told Thoma before coming, she would be bringing over one at a time to ensure that they would not be damaged in transit.

Based on the furniture in the room they were certainly expecting something more than what she brought. A lot more. The room is fully furnished and, from Sara’s limited experience judging such things, tastefully decorated. On one wall there’s a simple, inoffensive painting of a plum tree. There are two sets of drawers made of sturdy, lacquered wood with small brass handles. There’s a dressing table and what Sara assumes is a freestanding bronze mirror. There was a rack for her sword, a place to put her bow, and hangers for her to air out her clothes.

Outside of the bedroom there’s an attached sitting room with a tea table and another cabinet. She’d seen a closet where the zabuton and futon must be kept when not in use. On a display table was an incense burner, a coil halfway gone and releasing a gentle fragrance into the room. There was a larger painting on one of the walls of a mountain landscape facing over a stormy sea.

As Sara put her few belongings away in one of the sets of drawers, it didn’t escape her notice that Thoma and Ayaka exchanged a very long series of whispers that increased in intensity and volume the longer they spoke, both of them shooting Sara glances when they thought she wasn’t looking.Sara chose not to ask about it.

Since then, there’s been progress in slowly coming to find her footing among the Kamisato household. It’s awkward, uncomfortable progress considering that for all that the Kamisato clan, and thus the Yashiro Commission, took a neutral stance for most of the civil war, Sara is fully aware of the role they played behind the scenes. And the memory of Thoma, Ayato’s most trusted retainer and steward of his house, being brought before the Shogun to have his Vision seized is one that is still vivid in the minds and lives well on the tongues of the people of Inazuma.

She hopes that they understand that it was never anything personal. Sara has great respect for Thoma and Ayaka. And frankly, the rumors of the Kamisato’s secret organization of informants and assassins is nothing to scoff at. Sara’s never really heard more than the occasional half-joking whisper about such an organization but she’s never really given it much thought. After all, most noble families have their fair share of poisoned daggers lying around. The Kujou clan definitely does.

Sara’s begun to have some of her personal correspondence forwarded to the Kamisato estate. She’s in the middle of reading through them — well, really, there’s only ever one or two people who ever write to her personally and not as General Kujou.

It’s Kokomi. Sara takes a moment to just let her eyes take in the sight of her letter without reading it. Kokomi’s writing is always strangely calming. Her paper carries the faint smell of salt water and something floral that Sara can’t quite place. It’s always just a little damp from humidity, too. It makes the ink appear darker, a little odd around the edges though still legible. It’s as though Sara is reading a letter that’s been printed at the bottom of a very shallow water filled bowl.

Kokomi had offered Sara a strange message transmitting device much like the one her own general uses but Sara had declined. It was a mixture of things in her all at once: a strange giddiness at the idea of being able to communicate with her instantly in shorter rapid fire strings of characters, a bubbling sense of unease at having such favor bestowed upon her, a quiet and hard to pin down sense of wrongness in having such intimate communications with someone who technically stood opposite the Raiden Shogun, and, frankly, no small measure of revulsion at the idea of a fish popping out of a little box with a letter caught in its lips at odd hours.

Sara wouldn’t normally be repulsed by something as common as a fish, but Gorou had showed her what his looked like and admitted that he had some reservations about the fact that he was making eye contact with a fish that was holding classified correspondence.

(“It’s handy,” Gorou had said as Sara stared at the fish in a mixture of wonder and morbid curiosity. “There’s no denying how efficient this is in terms of getting messages somewhere in a secure and prompt manner. Chances of sabotage or the message being intercepted are slim to nothing. But it’s also — “

“It’s a carp,” Sara cut over him. “It’s a carp with a scroll hanging out of its mouth. Is it — is it a real carp?”

“That’s what you’re going to open with?”

“I would think that one of the easier questions to answer about your magic box with a messenger fish inside of it.”

“Would it being a real carp make it better or worse?”

Sara still doesn’t know the answer to that.)

Maybe it’s because she’s so far away from Inazuma City, from the Kujou estate and the Tenryou Commission, maybe it’s being surrounded in such a distinctly different atmosphere — but Sara takes her letters out to one of the courtyards that opens out onto a particularly eye catching view of the sea to read. It’s the wrong direction entirely, but looking out over the cliffs and onto the horizon, Sara could almost trick herself into thinking she was looking towards Watatsumi.

As Sara starts to read the wind brings voices up to her. Familiar voices.

“No, you aren’t.”

“I think I know who I am.”

“You aren’t the Kamisato Ayato.”

“Itto, I am the Kamisato Ayato.”

“But — the Kamisato Ayato? Like. Leader of the Yashiro Commission, Kamisato Ayato?”

“Yes. There isn’t more than one of me walking around Inazuma, that I’m aware of. If there is, I suspect that there’s some greater trouble afoot that I will need to be addressing posthaste.”

“And. You’re getting married.”

“I — yes.”

“To Kujou Sara.” Sara feels her entire body tense up. She isn’t sure if she wants to run and hide or yell down that she can hear them. She can’t see where they are but she can only assume that they’re fairly close to the wall of the estate. Maybe they were walking around the edge of the cliffs. Itto’s voice sounds strange to her ears. She hasn’t heard him sound like that before.

Arataki Itto is not a hard man to read. He wears his emotions on his sleeve, unabashed and entirely confident in their expression. When he’s wrong he’s wrong and he’ll admit it with some measure of chagrin but full acceptance. If he’s right he’s right and there can be no arguing about it. If he’s sad he’ll be sad until he’s ready to not be sad anymore. If he’s angry then he’ll be angry until whatever he’s angry about resolves itself or he finds something else to distract him from that anger. And when he’s happy the whole world has to be happy with him or there’s no point at all.

But Sara can’t tell what he’s feeling right now. Not based on the sound of his voice alone.

And judging from the sound of Ayato’s voice when he responds, even with the added aid of visuals he can’t tell either.

“I am. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I wanted to explain to you what’s happening — “

“I’m going to beat your ass into the ground.” Itto cuts Ayato off with finality and sincerity. Sara doesn’t have to look at him to know that he absolutely means it.

Every word that’s ever come out of that oni’s mouth is a promise he’s made with the intent of fulfilling. If Arataki Itto says he’s going to do something then by the gods he’s going to do it, no matter how ill advised or fool-hardy.

“You’re the Kamisato Ayato and you’re engaged to Kujou Sara. We have been dating each other for months now. And you’re cheating on me with her. You’re engaged to her. You’re cheating on her with me. Holy fucking shit. I’m going to have to beat my own ass into the ground after I beat yours. I’ll get Shinobu-kun to do it, actually. She deserves a shot at my ass. But the point is: you’re cheating on me with Kujou — Kujou fucking Sara. Shut up. Don’t say anything. My head hurts. Does Kujou know about — ? Fuck. I’m mad right now. I don’t know who to be mad at though, which is deeply confusing. I’m also disappointed which is totally fair, I think. So don’t look at me like that. You don’t get to make that face when we’re in a situation like this and it’s entirely your doing.”

Sara decides to put them all out of their audible misery. She can practically taste the mental break down that’s about to happen from here.

“Are you trying to announce your private affairs to all of Inazuma?” Sara tucks her letters into her sleeves as she jumps up onto the edge of the boundary wall to look for them. She doesn’t have to look very hard. The two of them are standing underneath a cypress only a few meters off. Itto looks up at her with an expression of pure dread. Ayato looks relieved. “No one is beating anyone up about this.

Itto’s expression changes into outright indignation.

“Not right now, at least,” Sara amends. She turns her eyes onto Ayato. “You. I told you that I should be there for this conversation and we should’ve had this conversation weeks ago. The longer you put it off the worse it was going to get. And here we are. Arataki, sit your ass down and close your mouth before a beetle flies into it. I can’t believe it falls to me to be the advocate for communication here. No. Neither of you get to comment on that. We clearly have something much more important to discuss.”

It takes several starts and stops before Sara and Ayato mutually decide to shut Itto up physically by covering his mouth with their hands so they can get through their explanation without him interrupting to say “this is so stupid” or some variation thereof, no matter how well deserved it is. Otherwise they’d never get to the end of it.

But Sara and Ayato eventually make it through their explanation of the current state of, in many meanings of the word, affairs.

“So. None of us is the other woman. Man. Person,” Itto concludes, eyes moving from Sara to Ayato and back again. “I still feel like there is a wronged party here but I can’t tell who. Okay. Let me run through this one more time. Ayato and I are together.”

“I should think that part is clear,” Ayato mutters, thumb stroking gentle arcs over the back of Itto’s own hand.

“Sara is my best friend.”

Sara doesn’t quite have the face to say one way or another, so she says nothing. There isn’t a better term for whatever they are anyway.

“My boyfriend is engaged to my best friend. As a political engagement they put together to help each other out. Because — “ Itto pauses. “Because I’m not a good political match and Sara’s about to become the face of a coup.”

“Coup is a strong word,” Sara grumbles, crossing her arms. “But the sentiment is close enough. Things are…unsettled in the Kujou house. It’s best for everyone involved if I marry out. They want me respectable, not respected.”

Ayato clasps Itto’s hand as the oni curls it into a fist.

“And were any of you going to tell me this before now?” Itto asks. “Because news of this is pretty much everywhere and I was just going around feeling sad because my best friend didn’t tell me she was getting married. Also the fact that I couldn’t find you to actually ask you about it in person. Ignoring the fact that I had no fucking idea that you were the Kamisato Ayato.” Itto’s eyes flash, a spark of anger and hurt. He turns to Ayato. “Look. I know you’ve got a messed up sense of humor and all. But was this a joke to you or something?”

“I shouldn’t be here for this part,” Sara says. “But — Itto. Look at me.”

Itto reluctantly turns towards her. Sara reaches out and takes his other hand in hers.

“None of this is remotely humorous to me or Ayato,” she says. “I swear to you on my wings, on my winds. None of this was done with the intention of making a fool of you, or hurting you. It’s up to you if you want to believe me. And if you are hurt by our actions then our intent means very little. And I will apologize for it and break things off right here, right now, reputations be damned. But listen to me when I say that Ayato approached all of this with your safety in mind.”

Sara hesitates. It isn’t her place to say it. But chances are that Ayato would never say it at all.

“You’re someone he can’t bear to lose,” Sara says. “You’re someone he’s fighting for in the only way he’s capable of, in this particular arena. It’s unorthodox and it’s risky beyond measure.It’s cruel to everyone involved. But this marriage — it’s his commitment to you. He’s committing himself to the rest of his life in a lie just so he can keep you safe and free. Take it or leave it, as burden or blessing. But he’s chosen you.”

Itto swallows heavily.

“And what about you?” He asks, voice quiet. “I mean. Alright. Fine. On his side he gets to stay with me and I don’t drag both of us through the dirt and we both get to be some kind of happy and together without the rest of Inazuma breathing down our backs like it’s their business. But what about you? All you get out of it is that you aren’t in that house anymore.”

Itto looks so tired. Sara squeezes his hand in hers. The world is unfair. The world is cruel in the fact that it is indifferent to the individuals that people it. And yet it forces them to continue anyway.

The truths are these: Arataki Itto deserves so much more than what he’s been given his entire life. So does Kamisato Ayato. And sometimes, so does Sara.

The facts are these: Arataki Itto has a man who loves him so much that he would commit his life into a lie to become a shield for that love. Kamisato Ayato loves a man so much that he would bind himself in life and in death to a falsehood to protect that man rather than lose him. Sara, as always, is an efficient and expedient bringer of solutions, even as she makes her own problems. These two men can choose each other. Sara chooses whatever hurts less.

The facts are these: this is all they have. And they have to make the most of it.

“Isn’t that what you always said I should shoot for?” Sara points out, well aware of the fact that this is probably more than she’s ever intended on sharing with Kamisato Ayato present.“Getting out? Getting away?”

“You’re exchanging one for the other. It doesn’t count.”

“And who gets to judge what counts or not? You?”

Itto scowls something fierce and Sara pinches his nose until he swats her hand away.

“Stupid oni,” Sara mutters. “Don’t think about it. I said yes. It gets me out of that house and out of the line of political fire. And it helps you, in a strange way. Don’t think any deeper on it. You’re not very good at it.”

Itto snags her by the back of the neck and draws her into a rough, but always warm and sincere, hug before she can fully escape. Sara thumps his shoulder.

“Thank you,” Itto says, voice rough. “And I’m sorry.”

And with a warning squeeze to her arms, his voice drops into an almost inaudible register. “We aren’t done talking about this.”

No, Sara acknowledges with a warning scratch to the back of his neck with a talon, we aren’t.

That night Sara doesn’t bother to get dressed for sleep. She dismisses her servants for the night and sits by her window, waiting. As the sounds of the Kujou estate, already muted and subdued, slip further into the night, there’s a distinct and loud thump on the roof. Sara reaches over and slides the window open. Itto’s long hair precedes him as he hangs his torso over the edge of the roof to peer in.

As soon as his gold eyes meet her yellow ones he jerks his head and pulls back.

Sara stands, bracing herself on the window and reaching out. Itto’s hand grasps hers and he pulls her out and onto the roof.

They don’t speak. Sara’s wings whisper out of her back and she takes towards the sky.

She leaves her bow and her knife and her weapons behind. She only brings herself.

Sara waits for Itto to catch up to her at the edge of the mountain. Deep enough into the Chinju Forest that no human should take the by surprise, but still close enough that they don’t disturb any of the older, stronger youkai that sometimes stir in the night.

Itto’s shape melts out of the shadows soon enough. His own claymore out of sight. He sits across from her, arms crossed over this chest. Even sitting he’s taller than her and she has to look up to meet his eyes.

“I already had it out with Ayato after you left,” he says.

“Alright.”

“Do you want to talk first or fight?” Itto asks. And then adds on. “We’re going to do both either way.”

The word fight hasn’t even finished forming in the air before Itto is on his feet and lunging for her. Sara pushes him back with a flap of her wings, sliding further out of her human skin even as she feels the roiling of Itto’s own youkai surging to the forefront. She’s pureblood and he’s only partial. But even a single drop of oni blood is enough. That’s all it takes.

Itto’s heel cracks the ground where Sara was before she leaped backwards to put distance between them. Itto claps his hands together and spreads his arms, taunting her back in close. Sara obliges.

The two of them clash like thunder against stone. It’s not often that they fight like this. Sara has other things to do and recovery after a full fight with Itto when he isn’t holding back his oni strength is always fraught. Sure enough, Sara feels two of her fingers jam when she attempts to deflect his fist. She scratches a deep line across his hip in retaliation. Itto snarls into the night air and if the weaker youkai of the mountain hadn’t already scattered when they first started they better have now.

There’s no space for spoken words like this. Everything is conveyed through their blows, the raging clashes of their youkai energy.

Sara gets the joint of one of her wings under his arm and quickly flexes to throw his weight before he can clamp down and twist. Itto goes with the throw but only so he can get in a kick towards her head. Sara grabs his leg with her talons, feeling the sharp edges pierce skin as she throws him to the side. Itto lands on all fours, his own claws digging deep grooves into the ground as he rises to his full height. Sara hisses, wings arched and talons dripping. Itto growls back at her, turning to the side to spit blood from the split lip caused by the growth of his fangs and tusks.

He rolls his shoulder, tests his weight on his injured leg. Sara stretches out her left wing, feeling for the strain there and shakes out her hands. Their eyes meet and they rush each other again.

Time slips past them as they trade blows. This is a fight cruder and more primal than any they’ve ever exchanged during daylight hours, during war. It’s all punches, kicks, grappling, teeth and claws and horns and wings. There is no finesse or strategy. Just two youkai sorting things out the old fashioned way.

By the end of it, Itto has two of Sara’s wings stretched out in his fists and pulled in opposite directions. Sara has carved a significant furrow into Itto’s back, his blood caking underneath her talons as they hiss at each other.

“Yield,” Itto demands with a voice that makes Sara think of a rockslide. It isn’t the power of thunder or monsoons or crashing waves. It’s a deep sound that rattles the very marrow and disturbs foundations.

Sara digs her talons in deeper and then retracts them. Itto pulls harder at her wings in warning before letting them go. They limp off into separate directions to check their wounds.

It takes a while, but Sara manages to get her blood to quiet and her mind to focus on human words and reason.

“You could have told me,” Itto says to her from the other side of the ruined clearing. He’s twisting around to try and view his back. “Come over here and pick the splinters out.”

“You come over here,” Sara replies, carefully stretching out her leg to feel for any sprains. She’d landed wrong and felt her ankle roll earlier. Or what would have been an ankle in this more human form. The injuries don’t translate quite the same when she shifts between shapes. And enhanced healing or no, Sara isn’t confident in her ability to walk on it right now without ruining it further. “It wasn’t my right to tell you.”

“You’re marrying the guy. Like hell it wasn’t your right.” Itto groans as he sways onto his feet, limping towards her, shoulders held stiff. “Did you two really think you were doing me any favors by keeping me in the dark like that? Don’t tell me whatever Ayato told you. He could sell a snake its own hide.”

“Glad to know that you know that much about him, at least,” Sara mutters, spreading her legs for him to collapse between. He pulls his hair over his shoulder, baring his torn up back to her as she starts to pick out splinters of wood and bits of rock and dirt.

Itto is quiet as she cleans his wounds.

“I know I’m a burden,” Itto finally says. “I’ve always known. You don’t need to hide that from me. I’ve been trouble all my life. I know I’m not going to be passing any exams or contributing anything to any philosophical debate. But I know that much.”

Sara swallows, heart heavy. Her wings are aching weights that pull on her own back, making her want to hunch over. Itto makes a high noise of protest when she carefully extracts a particularly sharp looking splinter from underneath his shoulder blade.

“I don’t want to drag the both of you down,” Itto mutters. She feels his hand pull at her injured leg as he carefully tests it for the sprain and further damage. “You’re both family to me, you know. And do you know how much it fucking sucks to find out that you’ve pretty much fucked your family’s life over for something stupid?”

“You love him. That’s not stupid,” Sara says.

“If it wasn’t stupid then the two of you wouldn’t have to marry each other to get people off his back,” Itto points out. “If it wasn’t stupid I wouldn’t be a giant walking target for people to take pot shots at. If it wasn’t stupid we wouldn’t be sitting here right now.”

“You loving him isn’t what’s stupid.”

“No, it’s him loving me.”

“It’s not that either.” Sara pulls at a lock of Itto’s hair. “What’s stupid is that any of this has to be done in the first place. It shouldn’t fucking matter who either of you love.”

“Not who,” Itto corrects, voice bitter and almost unrecognizable. “What.”

Sara closes her eyes. She can’t refute that. It’s still stupid. It’s so damn stupid.

“I wonder how far back you’d have to go through my blood to find the first full blooded red oni,” Itto muses. “And yet, I’m still considered a full blooded one. Oh, people call me a half breed all day long. Only part oni. Descendent of an oni. But all it takes is that one drop of blood, huh? Just that one and all the rest of me that’s human doesn’t exist. Never did.”

“Itto.”

“Can’t escape it. Can’t hide it. Can’t do anything about it. Nothing but consequence.” Itto sighs. “I guess it’s a bit easier for you. You can pass. But here you are anyway. How did that work out for you, Kujou?”

“Itto.”

Itto falls silent, but he doesn’t apologize. Sara doesn’t expect him to. The edge of his clawed thumb traces a line over Sara’s injured leg, just shy of cutting skin.

“I hate it,” Itto says to her, the sky, the world. “Everything I do is wrong. I can scream and fight and bow my head and laugh it off. But no matter what it’s always wrong. And that’s fine if it was just me. I can take that. But now the both of you are in it with me now.”

“You’re talking about this like we aren’t gaining something from it.”

“You are literally committing yourself to a lie for the rest of your life so I can secretly play house with Kamisato Ayato,” Itto deadpans. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“I wouldn’t be a Kujou anymore.”

“Pft. Right. Like that’s actually going to stop anyone from thinking of you as Kujou Sara. Yeah. Sure. Get back to me with how well that goes for you.” Itto tips his head back to look at her. “The two of you are going too far with this. A wedding. A fucking wedding.”

Sara plays with the rough ends of Itto’s pale hair, feeling the strands slip through her bloodied fingers. Strands catch on the rough pads of her fingers and the drying blood.

“Does it matter how I get away as long as I do it?” Sara asks him quietly. “Before it’s too late?”

“Sara,” Itto whispers back. It’s already too late.

“I’m sorry.”

“Sorry that you hurt me, or sorry that you won’t back out of it?”

“If you say — “

“You’d place that part on me? Of all things? Now?” Itto laughs. Tired. Bitter. Angry. “This is the kind of thing you’d normally ask first.”

Sara bites her lip, reopening a cut on the inside of her cheek.

“If you marry him you can’t marry anyone else you know,” Itto continues.

“There’s no one else.”

Itto heaves a loud sigh that causes lazy trickles of fresh blood to drip down from the wounds on his back.

“Between the two of us, I don’t know who’s more pathetic. There’s such a thing as being too selfless, you know? If you aren’t careful there’s going to be nothing of you left.”

Yes, Itto, Sara doesn’t say. That’s rather the point of it. But she’s given him enough grievances for one day.

-

Sara has somehow been tricked into going along with Ayato in order to run errands around Inazuma City. Now she’s standing in front of the Yae Publishing house collecting Ayaka’s latest order of novels because she lost rock-paper-scissors to Ayato thirteen times in a row. Of all the ridiculous —

They must have been quite the spectacle. The elusive Yashiro Commissioner and the right hand of the Shogun standing next to the Yae Publishing house and furiously whispering to each other as they played rock-paper-scissors.

Sara doesn’t know how, but he must have cheated. Who wins thirteen times in a row?

But to the victor goes the spoils, and so Ayato gets to go on ahead to place an order with Netsuke no Gen Crafts while Sara works on maintaining a straight face as she confirms that yes, she really is here to pick up fourteen romance novels, three of which are autographed limited edition copies that yes, she will sign for. And yes, she does want them wrapped and packaged.

When Sara is finished with that, it appears that Ayato is still talking with Genichirou. Sara sets her package down on the counter when she moves up to stand by him, eyes glancing over the goods on display. She’s half a mind to leave the books here with Ayato and to duck into the police station to see if there’s anything there that needs attending to. But before she can commit her eyes catch on a calligraphy scroll hanging on display.

Something about it looks incredibly familiar. Sara squints at it, tracing over the lines of black ink — what about this is so familiar? It isn’t in the usual styles, she knows that. It’s rather distinct, actually. Less calligraphy and almost like a painting, except not even that because it’s more just gestures of shapes that suggest —

Sara’s head snaps to the side to stare at Ayato.

Ayato ignores her blatant staring as she turns between him and the scroll on the wall. The paper has been attached to a decorative hanging scroll, but it’s still —

“Are you interested in this piece, Kujou-sama?” Genichirou asks her, already moving to bring it down for her to get a closer look. Sara’s had a very close look at that already. “It’s the latest piece by Nami — “

Sara grabs Ayaka’s packaged novels off the counter and hooks Ayato’s arm with hers.

“We’re late,” she lies and then bodily drags him away. For where? Not here.

Ayato quickly takes control and steers them towards Komore tea house. Sara manages to keep her mouth shut the entire time but only because her brain is spinning with incredulous shock.

The door has barely closed on the empty room that, just a scant few weeks ago they were discussing a marriage contract in and now —

“You sold your scrap paper?” Sara rounds on him. “Fraud.”

“If someone wants to pay money for my scrap paper because they think it’s pretty enough to decorate their walls I’m not going to turn down the mora,” Ayato replies. He doesn’t even bother to fake offense at Sara’s entirely deserved accusation.

“Nami?” Sara asks helplessly.

“Well, I could hardly be selling it under my real name.” Ayato sits down at the table, straightening out his sleeves. “I also paint.”

“I know,” Sara sits across from him, raising a hand to her head. “One of your paintings hangs in the Shogun’s private residence. She likes to sit next to it and meditate. Wait. Does she know you’re Nami?”

“She advised me on using a false name to sell under, so yes, I think she does.” Ayato rests his chin on the back of his folded hands, looking quite thoroughly amused by Sara’s shock. “It’s hardly the most creative cover. It isn’t that far of a jump to think Nami and I are the same person. I’m not even changing the way I write. If you hold up one of my reports up right next to one of my paintings and looked at the writing on them, it would be exactly the same. I’m not trying that hard here.”

“Shameless,” Sara hisses, digging the heels of her palms into her temples. “Archons. Do you know how much mora one of your — that’s just your scrap paper. Ayato, have you no shame? Kujou Takayuki paid over five hundred thousand mora at auction for one of your paintings.”

Ayato preens. The man is a reincarnated kitsune of nine tails for sure.

“I know,” Ayato snickers to himself. “That invoice absolutely tickled me. It was a wonderful boon to my temper on a particularly trying day. I indulge myself in turning to that memory in times of aggravation. Usually when I’m talking to the man, himself.”

Sara quickly does the math.

“You must have been barely twenty at the time. Swindler. Con artist. Counterfeit.”

“How is it my fault if someone decided that my scrap paper was worth so much?” Ayato protests. “Come now, I’m hardly doing anything illegal. I don’t even set the selling prices. I honestly was just throwing these out at first. One of my aides happened to like one piece so much they asked to keep it and I agreed. The next thing I knew there was a whole market for them. And who am I to say no to what is essentially mora for my trash?”

“Nami is heralded as a new wave of calligraphy and painting styles in Inazuma,” Sara hits her palm against the surface of the table. “They’re called an artistic genius. There are entire volumes dedicated to trying to discern their identity based on brush stroke and materials used. I have had to solve actual legal disputes and crimes of theft and aggravated assault over some of these. Scholars debate over a single fleck of ink at the corners of a page. And you’re telling me it’s all incidental?”

“Well. Most of it. But not all of it,” Ayato frowns. “I do actually put an effort into some of them. Like the one currently being graced by the Raiden Shogun’s interest. That one I put lots of effort into. Or at least, I was until she told me to just do whatever strikes my fancy. I don’t exactly have much free time to myself, Sara. The ones I put actual effort into I don’t usually sell. Those I do on purpose with intended recipients. The rest of it just — falls as it will.”

“Unbelievable,” Sara mutters. “Absolutely unbelievable.”

“I told you that I could make my way on my own, even without the Yashiro Commission or Kamisato clan,” Ayato says. “Did you think I would sell my body? My sword? I could, for exercise, I suppose.”

“Stop talking,” Sara groans. “Just stop talking.”

“You’re engaged to possibly the most famous calligrapher and painter in Inazuma, shouldn’t you be at least a little pleased?”

-

When Sara next shows up at the Yashiro Commission she nods past the guards, now used to her comings and goings, and makes her way back to the private area of the Kamisato estate with little fuss. She comes upon Ushi lightly grazing on what she hopes isn’t an ornamental plant. The cow glances up at her, nodding in recognition, before meandering off to sample some other topiary feature. Sara figures that Itto’s cow is more than capable of caring for himself, so she continues onwards.

With Ushi close by and seemingly content to explore whatever culinary delights can be posed from the Kamisato’s garden, Itto must be somewhere nearby. Sara continues to walk along the edges of the estate, keeping an ear out for the man. Sara could go inside and flag someone down, but Sara still isn’t used to the estate’s layout, even with detailed and simple instructions, found herself hopelessly lost. At least from the outside she can just jump onto the roof or the edge of a wall to find her way about, and if worse comes to worst — she could just take to the skies and fly to the entrance and start over. She’s only a little embarrassed to admit that she’s done this once or twice already.

It doesn’t take her very long to find Itto, sitting in the grass with Ayato close by. Sara is immediately of a mind to turn around and leave, lest she intrude upon them. But that option is swiftly dealt with when the several dogs the two of them appear to be in the middle of either training, grooming, or playing with, start barking and growling in her direction.

Sara isn’t surprised or offended by it. Most animals don’t like her. They can sense that she’s not human. Sometimes cats can be convinced to tolerate her, and some trained birds. But dogs tend to either avoid her or try to ward her off.

Sara stays where she is, ignoring Itto waving her over.

“They won’t actually attack you,” Ayato says, though he holds out a warding hand in front of a pair of Shiba Inu’s. Their growling is somewhat more subdued, but they’re standing at attention with their dark eyes focused on her every move. The other dogs are quickly scooped up into Itto’s arms and unceremoniously deposited in a pen that Sara didn’t notice until now. “They’re still in training though, so they are quite excitable.”

“Get over here so we aren’t yelling at you across a courtyard,” Itto yells, reaching out to swat dog hair off of Ayato’s front. Ayato holds remarkably still, looking quite pleased to be fussed over.

Sara isn’t surprised that the dogs seem to be doing just fine with Itto. Any instinct animals may have to ward off youkai is overridden by Itto’s own outgoing affability.

When Sara hesitates to draw closer Ayato waves his own hand and beckons.

“It’s quite uncivilized of us to be conversing across an entire courtyard,” he calls out. “Are you afraid of dogs? That must have made the war quite interesting for you. And the rest of the peace talks.”

Sara sighs, conceding to moving forward. The dogs don’t bark, but they do continue to growl and pace and scratch at the grass and dirt. The two that Ayato is warding off with his hand let out low whines of displeasure. She doesn’t glare at them — no use in setting them off further — but she does try to keep a careful eye on them without making direct eye contact. Sara’s youkai is curled down, suppressed as carefully as she can manage it, which should be more than enough to keep most creatures from immediately fleeing the vicinity. It’s the same degree of control she uses when she has to walk through the city or do patrols through farmlands.

Either these dogs are reacting to something else — unlikely — or these are not normal dogs.

“Meet the latest batch of recruits,” Ayato says, reaching down to give one of the dogs a scratch behind the ears. “I’m sure that the Tenryou Commission keeps trained animals.”

“They do,” Sara says. And then doesn’t say that she doesn’t work with any of them. Sara doesn’t even have a horse.

She learned to ride when she was younger, but she felt sorry for the poor beast that was visibly trying to run right out from under her every time she mounted. After Takayuki deemed her skilled enough not to be an embarrassment should she ever have to ride in public, she stopped riding altogether. The closest Sara’s ever come to working with trained animals is during the war when other platoons would bring in their hunting dogs to help flush out Resistance fighters or locate missing personnel. Sara was, unsurprisingly, positioned towards the back lines of those operations. Most hunting birds don’t like her, either. Though she thinks they see her more as competition than an active threat.

Messenger birds tolerate her well enough.

Itto scoops up one of the smaller dogs with one hand, and the poor thing wriggles about in his grasp as he holds it out to her.

“Pet the dog and stop looking miserable,” Itto says. “I know you wanna.”

Sara ignores him as any reasonable person would.

“Hunting dogs?” Sara asks Ayato instead.

“Some,” Ayato answers. “In a manner of speaking. It remains to be seen. They’re still in their training. I like to see what my newest staff are like before they start active duty.”

“He likes dogs,” Itto rolls his eyes. “Ignore him being weird about it. My dude, you do not have to make everything sound all vague. Who’s going to judge you for liking dogs? They’re dogs. Who doesn’t like dogs? Even Kujou over here likes dogs. She just won’t say it because she’s scared it’ll ruin her big bad tengu general image.”

“I am not.” Something about Itto always brings out the absolute most childish responses in her. “I didn’t say I don’t like dogs.”

“You also didn’t say that you like them. Pet the friggin puppy before it cries.”

“Itto, you know if I actually do try to pet the dog it will cry.”

“Not this one,” Itto insists. “This one’s special.”

“Itto, in your eyes every dog is special.”

“And I’m absolutely right. Ayato, tell her.”

“He’s right,” Ayato says immediately. Sara wrinkles her nose at him. The man just shrugs. Useless. The man is hopelessly besot just by standing next to Arataki Itto. “It’s safe to hold the dog, Sara. But if you’re so nervous — here.”

Ayato takes the dog from Itto, arranging it in his arms and cooing at it like a babe until it settles. Then he moves to stand next to her, stepping in close even as Sara tenses. Itto comes up on her other side and she digs her elbow into his stomach but he refuses to budge.

“Relax, you know they can sense when you’re scared right?” Itto says, resting his chin on her head.

“That’s not what causes it and you know it,” Sara grumbles, but can’t quite resist leaning in towards the puppy in Ayato’s arms. Itto moves with her, slumping his weight onto her back and shoulders like a menace. The Shiba Inu in Ayato’s arms is the typical brown-orange associated with the breed, reminiscent of maples. Its’ tail flips to one side then another, watching her warily but not making any moves to attack or try to escape from Ayato’s arms. Sara slowly offers her hand. The puppy stretches its neck out to nose at her fingertips, giving them a quick lick before turning to stick its nose into Ayato’s armpit, whining.

“Oh hush you,” Ayato chides the dog, “Where did all of your courage go, hm? I thought you were a noble canine warrior.”

“It did very well,” Sara reasons. “Leave it be.”

“You say that because you don’t know what these dogs are supposed to do,” Itto says from above her.

“Do you expect animals to run from you, tail between their legs, everywhere you go?” Ayato asks, giving up and letting the dog jump down from his arms to rejoin its brethren by the pen.

“They can’t help it,” Sara says. “They can sense that I’m not human.”

“Explain Itto.”

“They can tell he’s one of them.”

“Hey!”

But Ayato smoothly glosses over that by asking, “Explain Ushi.”

“Ushi isn’t a normal cow.” Sara pushes Itto off, shoving him towards the dogs. “Or are you going to tell me that you thought he was this entire time?”

“I can’t tell if you need more animal exposure or if the animals need more exposure to you,” Ayato says. “What are you here for, by the way? I don’t think you have any classes with Ayaka scheduled. Did you miss me?”

Sara scowls at him. “Absurd. No. I promised your sister a sparring match the next time I was free. I’m here to fulfill that promise. Is she available?”

Itto’s eyes light up with excitement, “If she isn’t I am.”

“Unfortunately for you, she is.” The three of them turn to see Ayaka jogging towards them, with no less than six wooden training swords bundled across her back. “Sara-san, come on. I’ve reserved one of the more private training grounds. No one should bother us. This time you have to show me how that reverse draw move works. I almost had it last time.”

-

The night air is cold against her. It feels heavy. It feels foreboding. It feels as though it hovers over the edge of danger, of some strange creeping violence in the shadows. That is what the night should be like, she reasons. All sorts of things are able to breathe freely in the dark. Even under the omnipresent eye of the Raiden Shogun there is a certain leniency to be found in the cloak of the night. Doesn’t Sara, too, exploit that?

What’s different about the illicit nature of this night over all others? As always, it takes Sara a few ungainly flaps of wings to get herself on an even keel. They’re always with her, whether she allows others to remember them or not. But having them present and tangible — this is Sara at her most base nature, stripped of all things that would make her General Kujou. This is Sara from the mountains, from the sky, from the storm. This is the Sara that she sometimes forgets exists underneath layers of cloth and steel and human skin.

This is the Sara that refuses to die, the Sara that wants to close her wings and eyes and plummet into the unknown without the buoyancy of an updraft. This is the Sara that looks down and sees the ocean’s promise and thinks, “Rise to meet me”.

Soon enough, this Sara is back to flying through the darkness, just barely skimming the tops of the trees.

The sense of unease grows, prickling at her senses until it is all she can feel. There is some kind of violence in the air. The wind is practically snapping with it. Sara breaks into the trees, listening, feeling, watching. There are people in this area of the woods. Kamisato’s, people, most likely, considering the proximity to the estate. They’re far out, though. Deep into the areas of the woods that youkai like her frequent when the night wakes. And Sara can’t think of a reason why Kamisato’s people would be out so late at night. They’re fighting though. That much Sara can discern.

The wind murmurs of steel and wood clashing, it mutters about the heaving of lungs trying to keep up with bodies that hurtle through the curious dark.

Sara glides through the trees, her large wingspan making it tricky and more of a series of hops between larger branches capable of sustaining her weight and size. She spirals around the murmuration of conflict. The groups of fighters peter out, a few splintering off into smaller pockets of violence here and there, but the main body is drawn towards one remaining target. It is as though she is watching a school of fishes being picked off one by one, until only one is left to be surrounded by seals.

Kamisato Ayato in his white sleeves and azure sword stands out even in the dark of the night. Every part of him catches on the smallest glimmers of light — be it from flower or star — and refracts it like a beacon. Sara has always wondered if that was a boast or vanity.

Here I am, his manner of dress seems to say, unobtainable. Unassailable. You cannot touch me. You cannot reach me.

Sara doesn’t move to interfere. She just moves, coasting, watching. She’s never seen Kamisato Ayato fight. Not for real. Not outside of the demonstrations and sparring matches she’s glimpsed of him at his own estate with his sister or his retainers. He must be good, surely. There are records of the Kamisato clan’s swordsmen and their duels. The Shogun, herself, passed onto them stratagems and techniques of the sword and spear and arrow centuries ago.

He’s surrounded. But Ayato moves quickly and without hesitation, the flash of his blade highlighted with the rippling force of hydro energy coming from his Vision. The water catches and magnifies the light of his Vision, refracting the scant traces of light from around him into an otherworldly ripple in the air. He looks to be several places at once. He looks to be nowhere at all. Like mist. An illusion of a man. A fake.

Then he goes still. He had moved so fast before. But he goes still now. He allows the net to come around him. Sara’s always known that he possessed some strange sadistic streak. Even, by all appearances, being perfectly alone he has to prove his point in the most painful way possible.

Ayato raises his sword above his head. Sara feels the torrent of hydro energy gathering before she sees it manifest. For a moment Sara’s mind overlaps another image, another person, over his. It’s in the grace and sweep of the sleeve, she thinks. But Kokomi’s diaphanous sleeves don’t have nearly the same weight as Kamisato’s own brocade — it’s the weight of the movement, Sara thinks. The gesture. The circle drawing itself into completion. Is it something about hydro users?

The speed at which the hydro energy’s physical manifestation moves is a strange juxtaposition to the actual appearance of it. The energy seems to burst out of Kamisato like a dam has been broken: torrential, overwhelming, astounding in scope and concentration. Sara doesn’t move fast enough to escape the radius, as far away as she is already.

The first blade drops onto her feathers and shocks her into a near paralyzed state of fear. It’s only water, she knows. Her more rational mind tells her — it’s only water. It’s a single drop. You’re so far away. You’re much stronger than whatever walking corpse is down there with him. You aren’t hurt. It doesn’t hurt.

But her body disagrees. That single droplet of water seems to have hit her with such precision and such strange shocking coldness that her nerves can’t understand it. It’s cold. It’s sharp. It’selectric. It’s sensory overload that has Sara’s talons gripping the branch she’s on hard enough for it to crack.

The part of Sara that currently isn’t trying to scream itself into order and rationality is watching the rest of the fight below her and committing every detail to memory.

The blades of water — that’s the only word for them — drop with a devastating grace and deceptive slowness. It’s like watching the laziest of rainfalls, the sort that’s so slow and ponderous in nature that you almost think that it can’t be raining at all. Each droplet of water moves so slowly that it distends into a visible line of liquid and soft glowing light. And yet the deception is that it’s actually moving very, very fast. The water shreds through skin, bone, and steel with horrific nonchalance, as though a combination of gravity and some strange magnetism in the earth was dragging each drop of water down.

Soon enough the rippling pool of hydro energy dissipates, the faint flower petals and floating camellias it had formed fading out of sight. But the blood that was shed and the gore it created remain.

Kamisato looks over his shoulder, directly at her. His face is empty. Not bored. Not amused. Not annoyed. There’s no satisfaction for a job well done, a fight won, a problem solved. There’s no grim resignation to having killed several people who were most likely paid to kill him by some political adversary. Just emptiness. Sara feels electricity flow over her feathers, turning them into blades of her own, ready to be launched with a single twitch of muscle.

Could she win against him in a fight? Who would draw blood first? Her wings are more than capable of breaking bone. Her talons sharp enough to pierce armor. Would she be able to dive and break or snatch his sword before he could recover enough energy to unleash that wave from before? If she could disarm him before he unleashes that move again she could win. She will not lose in the sky. But there’s thematter of that strange illusionary hydro skill he has too. That one doesn’t rely on a blade, just amplifies the strike from what she could tell. What else could he conjure? Could he conjure another blade? Multiple blades? Can he heal himself as Kokomi does? Can he create illusions?

Noise from below her — just the faintest rustle, really — has her shrinking back into the shadows. Not leaving. Just moving. It’s one thing to be seen by Ayato. It’s another to be seen by unknown blades in the dark.

Sara listens with half an ear to the reports given by Kamisato’s personnel. She’d always wondered how he seemed to know everything. The Shuumatsuban. Of course Kamisato would have his own unit of shadows and spies. She can’t find it in herself to be surprised.

Ayato dismisses the visible members of this shadow retinue and turns to face where she’s moved towards. When he turns towards her again he’s pulled the mask of a man back over himself, though it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. On purpose, she thinks. The snake wants her to know that its still present and considering its options.

“It’s just the two of us now,” he says. “Next time you ought to mind the deluge and dodge the hydro element when you see it coming towards you.”

Sara stretches her senses, combing through every branch and underlying shrub. She listens and can only hear his heartbeat and that of the sleeping creatures of the woods, undisturbed by his deadly rainfall.

“Come now, you’re hardly being subtle, are you? Besides. It’s not fair. You’ve seen me. Isn’t it time that I see you?” He says to her, arms folding behind his back. “Won’t you come down from your perch, General? We should be on equal footing for this, shouldn’t we? Unless you’re planning something up there.”

Sara wasn’t trying to be subtle. Most birds don’t have six wings and aren’t the size of adult men. Most birds don’t crack branches in their talons.

“I’m sure you have questions. I know I do. We can do a trade. Doesn’t that sound nice and fair? Perfectly reasonable, if you ask me.”

It takes Sara a moment to remember how words are formed in this shape. And then another moment to remember how those words are put together to form coherent sentences meant for human ears.

“Were those corpses looking for a trade, snake?”

Ayato doesn’t visibly startle at the sound of her voice, strange and unfamiliar as it must be coming from this shape and modulated in this way. But he does laugh. It’s not the same laugh she’s heard from him before. But it’s no less true to form. It matches this face he’s wearing, at least. It’s the laugh of a snake.

“In a manner of speaking, yes. My life for mora to pad their coffers,” Ayato says. “Is that what you’re after?”

Sara scoffs, talons scraping against bark. “Mora,” she repeats the word over and over, rolling it about her tongue like a rough stone caught between teeth. She spits the word out like the rough pit of a cherry. Even the sound of it is distasteful. Unpleasant.

Ayato moves closer to her, steps slow and hands open at his sides. She watches him. As he grows closer she’s able to pick out the small blood stains that have splattered over the white of his clothes and onto his face. Perhaps not as untouchable as one would think.

“Is this your true face, Kujou Sara?” Ayato asks, eyes fascinated as he looks upon her. “I always though that mask of yours was for aesthetic purposes. I didn’t realize it was part of you. Is it part of you?”

“Is this your true face? Is your mask part of you?” Sara throws back, wings stretching outwards and settling against each other with annoyance. Foolish questions. Useless questions. “It is a face. They are all my face. I am not like you, snake.”

“I see.” Amusement curls around his voice and call to mind coils of muscle and scale. Sara caws out a warning, her main pair of wings raising upwards before she forces herself to settle again.

“You do not.” This is not his fault. Sara does not hold this against him. It is partly her own fault. And partly just the nature of what he is, what she is, what the world is. “With what eyes would you see?”

Ayato considers her for a moment. “I suppose I don’t. You’ll have to forgive me, mortal eyes see less than that of the great youkai of old. Have pity on this poor human won’t you? Come where I can see you.”

“Said the scorpion to the frog, said the snake to the rabbit, said the fox to the hen, and the wolf to the lamb,” Sara scoffs. “Tricks.”

Sara allows her weight to tip forward as she slips out of the shadows of the tree branches, wings held tight against her body as she plummets towards him, towards the ground. And at the last moment, her great wings unfurl as she pushes upwards instead, making a rough and tight circuit of the clearing before flapping her wings to get the speed and power to break through the trees and into the open night sky.

She begins to circle the area. Slowly. Lazily. Indulgent because it was an interesting fight she had seen earlier and if he knew she was there for even a part of it then she understands that he allowed her to infringe upon something she normally would not be privy to. She lets the moon and the stars glint off of her feathers. Her three pairs of wings shfit and flutter in the sky, an unnecessary movement for flight but one she knows shows off their distinct sizes and shapes. Sara watches the shadows of the night change with every beat of her many wings and feels the air get cut and molded to them. Sara turns her gaze to the white outline below her and she allows herself to lose enough height that she can make out his features more clearly.

Ayato watches her watching him.

“Now you’ve seen. Now you glimpse that which lurks in still waters,” Ayato’s mouth says. She sees his mouth move before she hears the words. A tengu’s sight truly is something sharp. She watches him raise his arms out to his sides, turning in a slow circle. “Here is me. All of me. Clan head, Commissioner, curse, snake, and everything else that’s part and parcel to the name. After this, I won’t let you go so easily, Sara.”

Sara rises on the wind, up and up, higher into the sky until she’s sure that even with the eyes of a tengu she cannot be seen. It doesn’t matter what is or isn’t in those waters when she has no intention of ever going near them. Sara’s business is here, in the sky, away from them all.

Politics, love, drama, governance —

No.

Leave Sara to the skies. There is only ever this.

-

“I could have been yours from the start,” is what Sara ends up saying the next time they’re alone together.

Sara doesn’t know what it means that Ayato neither looks confused nor surprised by this comment. Has it lingered in his mind? Has he been waiting for her to comment all this time?

“Now,” Ayato says, eyes lowering away from her face as he adjusts his sleeves to pour the tea Thoma had left on the table. His voice is so soft and full of dark mirth. “Now, wouldn’t that have been something?”

Sara turns to watch the clouds through the open screen door.

She wonders what she would be. Would she be what she is now? Would she be this strong? Would she be stronger? What sort of life would it have been, living as one of the Kamisato shadows?

Sara thinks of the mountain. She thinks of the wind and the storm. Sara thinks of clouds and ocean waves like glass.

And, unbidden, Sara thinks of the shadow of bodies underneath those waves. She thinks of fine, silk sleeves - brumous and pearl like. She thinks about the glide of a body in layers of translucent fabric, layered over each other like fine rice paper until they achieve the illusion of opacity. Sara thinks about the amorphous shape that the shadows of waves make upon themselves.

Sara’s heart thunders in her chest. The waves in her mind seem to split like flower petals, revealing the body buoyed within like white foam. A streak of pink so pale it could be white, and so much skin that Sara knows up close is finely freckled, kissed tan by sun. Sangonomiya Kokomi’s brilliant eyes flash like fish scales and Sara remembers —

A hand that was surprisingly calloused and sharp slipping over her arm, across the sensitive skin of her inner elbow, and down, down until the hearts of their palms were pressed flat. And then the catch of skin on skin.

“Are you surprised?” Kokomi said to Sara’s ear. Sara could feel the pound of Kokomi’s heart against her back, slow and steady and soothing like the tide. “No one ever expects a priestess to work. But you’ve seen how small our island is. Everyone must do their part. Have you ever woven a net or worked with a shell trap? There’s a trick to it.”

“Isn’t there a trick to everything?” Sara had replied, not pulling away but not nearly strong enough to lean in, either. And definitely not brave enough to add the last words “when it comes to you” with her voice.

Kokomi laughed, strong hands squeezing Sara’s before letting go. She released Sara’s hand with the slow lingering touch of the sea on the shore. A retreat that felt more like a promise and a victory than an actual loss of land.

“Shall I show you?” Kokomi asked. She didn’t ask, “Is that a no?”, although that should have been the logical follow up; the easiest response and the one that would yield the clearest path forward. What a strange concession Kokomi made for Sara’s fear, then. How uncharacteristically demure. Sara refused to examine that particular choice in diction and syntax.

Instead Sara occupied herself with the way Kokomi’s body was shaped by and shaped the sun, the surf, the sand. Sara remembers her mouth running dry, dehydrated and parched yet surrounded by water, and salt crusting over her lips and cheeks. Sara remembers the way the ropes coiled over Kokomi’s arms as she managed the nets and cages. Sara remembers the glisten of sweat and sea spray that clung to Kokomi’s deceptively narrow shoulders.

Burned into Sara’s mind is the image of Kokomi’s mist and fog layers evaporating under the work of bringing in the catch. Gone was the Pearl of Wisdom: priestess and tactician. And before her was Sangonomiya Kokomi: daughter and pearl diver of Watatsumi.

“Have you ever had an oyster fresh from the sea?” Kokomi asked her. And then she didn’t wait for Sara to answer, she picked one of the shells out of the woven baskets and plucked a sharp, curved knife from the sheathe at her hip and split the shell open. Pried it open and revealed the shimmering flesh within. Kokomi, covered in just rivulets of the sea, stepped in so close that the dampness of her skin transferred onto Sara, and held the widest part of the shell up to Sara’s mouth.

Was she dehydrated? Was it sunstroke? Was it the sudden shock that wasn’t really very sudden at all, of the other woman being so close and so mind bogglingly in her element — quite literally? Was it the strange absurdity of being on a boat with an essentially naked Sangonomiya Kokomi who was hand feeding her a freshly caught oyster?

Sara bent at the knee, lowering herself until Kokomi didn’t have to look up at her, didn’t have to raise her arm at all. Sara’s hands, without her own conscious input, raised to Kokomi’s waist, her hips to steady herself, to steady Kokomi, against the rise and fall of the waves underneath them. And Sara, gods help her, opened her mouth to receive the ocean’s gift straight from the hand that pulled it from the sea.

And Sara remembers later — the sand, hot, on her back and the sky so blue it seemed to sear itself into her eyes. She remembers how her head spun and her lips tasted like salt and her entire body felt like she’d been struck by her own lightning. Sara remembers the sound of laughter. The sound of seagulls. The sound of her own heart, which was not really sound but a physical fist slamming against the bones in her chest.

She remembers. She remembers. She remembers.

Does Kokomi? She had General Kujou Sara on her knees for her. Sara wonders if it’s vanity to wonder if that’s something worth remembering. If she was worth remembering.

Would Sara have that memory if she had been one of the orphans in the Kamisato clan’s care? Would she have ever seen that ocean? That sand? That body in the waves, that shape upon the shore?

“There’s no point in wondering, is there?” Sara asks, hand absently reaching out to accept the tea Kamisato hands her. It’s already happened. It’s already over. All the hurts that could happen have happened. Sara’s avoided the most where she could. But the damage is done.

“It’s all yours in a different way now, isn’t it?” Ayato points out. “You got where you needed to be eventually, when all was said and done.”

“It was a painful road,” Sara admits. One that she, privately, isn’t sure if it’s worth it or not. But again, what would be the point in wondering otherwise? The only life she has is this one.

“Even with wings?”

“Even with wings.”

They sit there in silence, just them and the sky and their tea and the sound of the rest of the estate rising and falling around them like wingbeats. Like waves. The sounds of the real ocean against the cliff sides is a steady base to the sound. A foundation shoring up and building at the same time.

“Tell me about the children,” Sara says. Ayato draws in a quiet breath. And for a moment Sara thinks that he won’t answer.

“You’ve met one of them,” he says. “Her name is Sayu-chan, she sleeps a lot. I’m rather worried about it, actually. She says it’s to help her growth but at this point I think we can all agree that it isn’t working nearly as well as she hoped it would.”

“The one dressed like a mujina?”

Ayato’s head turns towards her sharply, arm going stiff in the middle of raising his teacup to his lips. His eyes blink at her, wide with pleased surprise.

“Did you just say she dresses like a mujina?”

“Is there another one? If there is then you’ve got more than just one thing to be worried about.”

“No, no. There’s just the one. Most people say she dresses like a tanuki.”

Now it’s Sara’s turn to look at Ayato with surprise. And confusion. “Why? She’s clearly dressed like a mujina. Tanuki and mujina aren’t similar at all. Don’t let one hear you say something like that. Their grudges are almost as annoying as that of a kitsune’s.”

Ayato’s mouth pulls up into a smile. “I really ought to get the two of you in the same room at one point. Did you know she’s truly intimidated by you?”

Sara can’t think of a reason why. She thinks that she’s always been cordial to the young girl whenever their paths have crossed. Sara still remembers that one Iodori festival a few years back when Sayu assisted her in that issue with the Raiden Shogun statuettes. Sara still can’t believe that Sayu not only cracked upon an inside job but also managed to procure a statue.

“It must be that Yae Miko’s influence,” Ayato opines, casually flicking his bangs out of his face. “That old crone loves to stick her nose in where it’s not wanted and make a mess of things.”

“You shouldn’t call her that.” It’s more reflex to say that than anything. Privately, Sara thinks that the strange relationship between Yae Miko and Ayato is a spectacle to behold. They could sell tickets to those little matches of wit and word. Just another one of the many streams of revenue that brings mora into the Kamisato coffers.

“Are you going to tell me she isn’t an old, nosy hag, Sara? I know you think it every time you have to talk to her for longer than a few minutes. I can see it in your eyes,” Ayato teases. “You wonder why she keeps dragging out the conversation when you’ve got better things to be doing with your time. And you wish she would stop asking you such terribly provocative and invasive questions that seem to have nothing to do with business. But you’re much too well behaved to say that out loud. Not to worry, as your future husband I will do my utmost to make up for what you lack. Such as how it goes between husbands and wives as I’ve been told repeatedly.”

“Who, exactly, is telling you these things?” Sara sighs. She reaches out to take Ayato’s teacup to refill it for him.

“Shall I tell you what else I’ve been told?” Ayato asks, taking the teacup back. He taps the table between them with his folded fan. “Will you take notes, General? You might be more behind in your marriage studies than I am and that’s saying something.”

Sara makes a half-hearted swipe at the fan. “Go ahead. Tell me. I suppose as your wife it’s my duty to tell you when you’re being fooled. I didn’t think I would ever find myself a naive husband.”

Ayato’s eyes sparkle with delight. “Have I mentioned how much more marvelous it is when you let actual personality show, Sara? Imagine how much more popular you would be.”

“As if I need such a thing,” Sara sighs. “Your sister can be popular enough for the both of us. And failing that, Thoma-san.”

-

“I have a question for you,” Itto says, apropos of nothing the moment she steps off the path that would continue upwards to the Narukami Shrine and onto the path that leads to the front of the Yashiro Commission’s public entrance.

“Were you standing here and waiting all morning for me like a delinquent?” Sara asks. “What if I didn’t come?”

“You’d come eventually,” Itto waves her concerns off, falling into step with her as she walks past the front gates. Sara, again, wonders just how much Ayato’s people know. “Wait. Let’s not go in yet. I want to talk to you about something.”

“And we can’t talk inside?”

“I don’t know my way around inside,” Itto replies. “This place is huge. It’ll take us forever to find somewhere that’s actually private.”

Sara lets Itto pull her off to the side, wandering around the back wall of the estate until they’re reasonably far off from the entrance.

“Do you realize how suspicious you are?”

“I’m with you, how suspicious can I be?” Itto retorts. “Don’t distract me. I need to ask you something.”

“Go on and ask then. Be quick about it though.”

No one’s calling them bridal lessons, not to Sara’s face, but Sara’s been taking various classes that are attempting to catch her up on the multitudes of things her education has skipped thus far. Sara can string a bow, notch, aim, shoot, and reload in the time it takes someone to sneeze but she wouldn’t be able to name even one poem from the often taught and recited collections of the Sanjuurokkasen. Ayaka has been studiously, patiently, and frighteningly determined in laying out Sara’s cultural foundations, line by line. Sara’s not willing to test how patient the woman can be on top of correcting Sara’s butchery of basic poetry by being late.

“What happens when you fall in love?”

“What?”

“What happens when you fall in love?” Itto repeats, urgency creeping into his tone. “When you’re married to Ayato and you fall in love — “

“With who?” Sara asks. “Are you asking me if I’ll fall in love with Kamisato Ayato?”

Sara’s voice cracks out of something human into something that belongs among clouds and thunder. Itto winces, gesturing for her to lower her volume.

“If that ever happens I want you to kill me because I’ll no longer be myself,” Sara hisses, feathers pushing against her human skin. She wants to shake herself out, maybe roll around in some dust and then dive into a stream to scrub the idea off of her. Fall in love with Kamisato Ayato? That snake? Not in this lifetime. And if she’s lucky, not in the next one either.

“If anyone looks over here it’s going to be because of you,” he says. “No, not with Ayato. We’ll all be lucky if you two turn out to be friends. And I’ll have you know that he’s a great catch. You’d be fucking lucky to — don’t distract me. I meant with someone else. Like. What if you find someone you actually like?”

“That’s not going to be a problem,” Sara answers.

“Maybe right now it isn’t a problem. But what about the future? What if you meet someone? What do we do then?”

“It won’t happen,” Sara promises him. “And we wouldn’t do anything about it.”

“Sara. I know that you like to think you’re in control and all, but there’s no way you can know for certain it won’t happen. Not unless — “ Itto frowns, leaning into her space, brows furrowing. Sara hates how the man is incredibly sharp at the most inconvenient moments. “There’s already someone.”

“There’s no one. This is not a problem I will face now, or in the future. I will not fall in love with Kamisato Ayato. I won’t fall in love with anyone.”

“Anyone else aside from whoever it is you’re thinking of right now you mean?”

“Arataki,” Sara shoves his chest with the heel of her palm. It’s not, technically, a strong enough strike to move him, but he steps back anyway. “I’m not talking about this with you.”

“Then we go back to talking about how great of a catch Kamisato Ayato is,” Itto says. “Do you want me to start with how good he is at picking fighting beetles? Or how beautiful he looks when he falls asleep sitting up? I could literally go on for hours about his beauty marks. I know because Takuya-kun and Shinobu-kun have timed me. He’s got a new one on his right elbow.”

“These are my only two options? Talk about how much you love Kamisato Ayato or how I’m not going to fall in love?”

“Yup.”

Sara feels her eyelid throb.

“Fighting beetles,” she grinds out. Sara can work with fighting beetles. “And we walk and talk, I have to meet with Ayaka.”

“Are you serious?” Itto falls into step behind her as she starts to walk back towards the entrance of the estate. Sara doesn’t know how to get to where she’s been meeting Ayaka from this area. “You’d really rather listen to me talk about all the things I love about Kamisato Ayato rather than talk about your feelings?”

“Itto,” Sara hisses through her teeth, “You could drop the subject entirely. It’s irrelevant.”

“You cannot expect to go your entire life without feeling something for somebody in some shape or form. And this may surprise you, but unlike most other things I tell you, this one is not a challenge for you to prove me wrong on.”

Sara reaches out and grabs Itto’s face with her hand, pressing the tips of her talons against his skin.

“Itto.” Sara breathes in slowly, pushing down on mounting frustrations and the itching desire to spread her wings and scream into his face until he backs down. “There’s nothing for you to worry about. I have no one. I never had. I never will.”

“Say it to my face without sounding like you’re cutting out your own heart.”

Sara lets him go, five faint pink pinpricks on his skin that don’t bleed.

Itto closes his eyes, raising his hands in (temporary) surrender.

“Stubborn tengu,” he mutters to Sara’s retreating back. “You can’t run forever.”

No, but Sara can fly. All she needs is an updraft. And from there she can hover in perfect stillness for eternity.

-

As Thoma assists the servants in clearing away the lunch plates he asks Sara about what she liked and what she didn’t. Sara’s grown used to this round of questions every time she eats here, but her answers remain stilted and uncertain. Intellectually speaking, she knows that he’s just trying to understand her and her tastes better. There is no wrong answer here and so she doesn’t need to try and calculate the answer that would best please, flatter, or at the very least not disappoint the man. Thoma even asks Ayato and Ayaka about their opinions on the meal.

“Satisfying as ever,” Ayato answers Thoma. He’s already pulled out some kind of ledger from gods knows where and is marking it up with a pencil, attention sliding onto other things. It’s the same answer he gives after every meal and Sara can tell that he means it every time.

“The carrots were a little hard,” Ayaka volunteers. “But I think that it went well with the texture of the rest of the dish. It was good variety. Some shredded daikon would contrast well.”

There’s a beat where Sara is expected to say something. She thinks it over before saying, “There was a good balance between grains, vegetables, and meat. The way the meat was cut and served provided enough to be filling but also allowed for a greater portion of side dishes to be consumed in one sitting.”

Thoma nods as though this is the kind of answer he wants. It is not and Sara knows it. But Sara doesn’t have any answer to give him. What does the taste of the food matter as long as it’s filling? As far as Sara is concerned, as long as she has three meals a day that fill her stomach everything is well in the world. She could have three meals of rice, plain broth, and a single egg every day for a week and if that’s what she’s given then that’s what she’s given.

“Sara,” Ayato calls out to her before Thoma can pick at her response with more questions. Between Thoma asking her about her food preferences, Ayaka every so often probing her about every other preference, and Itto not talking about Kokomi but somehow talking about Kokomi, Ayato has somehow become the only person in this house that Sara can talk to without feeling like she’s going to crack her own jaw.

“Yes?”

“My sister has informed me that you have declined having attendants assigned to you. Are you certain? At the very least you should have a personal maid, or perhaps a secretary. The secretary may be more beneficial to you with how thinly you’ll be spread between here and Inazuma City.”

“Don’t bother,” Sara wrinkles her nose. Ayato hums in that distinct way that she’s learning to mean that he’s listening, he’s permitting the other person to continue talking, and he disagrees strongly and is just waiting for the other person to be done making their point so he can address all of their perceived errors at once. “I don’t have either of those now. I don’t need help getting dressed. The uniform is designed to be easy to put on and take off without attendants. I could even do it with one hand if necessary.”

She has had to put her uniform on with one hand before. During the war she’d had a bad fall that required her arm to be put in a splint. Her right shoulder was also dislocated. She was living out of a tent that was pitched half in mud and half in sand and had been for the better part of two weeks.

“As for the matter of a secretary, I have several aides working under me in the Tenryou Commission.”

None of them are permanent postings. But Sara’s name is attached to so much paperwork these days that she’s had to keep a near permanently open position to make sure that there’s always at least two aides in training to take over when another aide gets assigned elsewhere. Of course Sara still oversees their work and makes sure they brief her of everything they believe to be pertinent in their day to day. But most of it she’s taught them to triage and delegate to other officers to handle. Frankly, Sara gets a lot of requests for help that fall out of her jurisdiction for the sole fact that the public doesn’t really know or trust anyone of high rank within the Tenryou Commission aside from her.

Her other responsibility of attending to the Raiden Shogun doesn’t require nearly as much assistance. The Shogun’s schedule oscillates wildly between flurries of meetings and audiences with various members of the Tri-Commission to address a broad spectrum of matters ranging from price of dye to the current state of the navy, and long periods of meditation in her residence at the highest floor of Tenshukaku. Sara’s presence in the former is mostly to tell people to hurry up whenever the Shogun looks like she’s about to lose her patience. And her presence during the latter is to simply listen for any of the Shogun’s requests, be it for something simple to eat, a book of poetry, or a a reminder of what time it is.

“You will be the lady of the Kamisato clan,” Ayato says when Sara doesn’t continue. “As a General it can be understood and explained away. I can imagine that while many would love to apprentice under you, there are very few who would be bold enough to actually ask it and even fewer who would meet your and Her Excellency’s standards to be allowed close. But as a noble from one of the most prominent houses in Inazuma, marrying into one of the other most prominent and historied houses, we must consider your image. And by that I mean, the Kamisato clan’s image for not providing you with attendants. You will need at least one. And even that reflect poorly on us.”

“I don’t see you with a personal valet,” Sara points out. “Don’t say Thoma-san.”

“I used to be,” Thoma says.

“You did indeed,” Ayato nods, frowning as he marks something down on the page. “I don’t have a personal valet for security reasons. I can’t afford to waste Thoma’s talents by having him linger at my side overly long. As majordomo of my staff his responsibilities and duties are wide and varied. Of course we have to consider his reputation as a ‘fixer’ for the people of Inazuma. I do have personal attendants, though you may not have seen them. My own schedule and duties keep me moving in and out of the estate at erratic hours, to say the least. They usually assist with the running of the household and I only call upon them when I’m in residence.”

“We can just do that for me then. It’s what I do at the Kujou estate.”

“Hm. For now,” Ayato murmurs. “We’ll address this again once you’ve formally settled in. But I want you to think on it. Ayaka can introduce you to some staff members that may suit you. If you have any preferences for people you’d like to work with let her and Thoma know.” He stands, still focused on whatever he’s reading as he walks out of the room. “Thoma, have someone fetch my things. I need to make a trip down to the coast of Byakko. And arrange for a horse. I may need to ride out to Ritou and circle up towards the Araumi. I’d walk but I have a dinner appointment with the Kanjou Commissioner in the evening.”

“Yes, my lord. Shall I alert one of your retainers near Konda to prepare for you so you can change before your meeting with Hiiragi-sama?”

“No need, but thank you. Continue with your interrogation of Sara. I notice that she chewed a little slower today than normal. Savoring the flavor? Is it supposed to rain today? Hm. The roads up through Araumi won’t be ideal.” Ayato leaves, murmuring to himself and somehow not walking straight into a wall while he reads through his papers.

“Hm. Chewed slower today than normal,” Thoma pulls a pencil out from somewhere. “I should have been paying attention to those kind of details. It’s the body language that gives it away, doesn’t it?”

“Are you taking notes?” Sara stares at the small pad of paper Thoma has in his palm. “Don’t time how long I take to chew.”

“Yes, I am. Keep talking,” Thoma prompts. “You liked the nutritional balance of the meal. Any other observations you can share?”

“Thoma-san, this meal was perfectly satisfactory. I have no complaints or criticisms to give you. And this is, overall, I believe, overkill.”

“To each their own,” Thoma replies, somehow taking notes on something as he leans over the empty dishes on Sara’s side of the table. “You’re a very clean eater.”

“Thank you?”

“Do you think you could rate the dishes? On a numerical scale from one to five, with one being low and five being high.” Thoma asks. “That may help narrow things down instead of me asking you to give you a freehand response.

“Are you going to ask Ayato to rate things on a scale, too?”

“No. I don’t need to, he already told me his opinion.”

“But Ayato gave the same answer as I did, essentially,” Sara protests. “What’s the difference?”

“The difference is that he doesn’t mean the same thing you do. I know what he means when he says something is satisfactory. I know it doesn’t seem like it, but my lord does have food preferences when it comes down to it,” Thoma explains. “To him it’s all the same, but he enjoys trying new things and finding unexpected combinations.”

“Sara-san,” Ayaka interjects, wrinkling her nose, “Respectfully, what makes you think that you having the same answer as my brother is a good argument in your favor?”

That, more than anything, shuts Sara up.

“What are the exact parameters of the scale?” Sara asks dully.

-

Sara’s spent enough time at the Kamisato estate that she should long be used to it. But it would appear that no matter how many hours Sara spends here, how many nights and mornings, she is still taken off guard and by surprise. Sara’s knows her way around the guest quarters and the more publicly areas well enough. Sara’s never had a problem getting in and out of the Kamisato estate, either. But somehow Sara still finds herself at a loss when she tries to go further into the estate, towards other types of rooms. Or when she’s just trying to explore and flesh out her mental map of the area further. The paths seem so simple when she walks them with Thoma or Ayato or any of the other servants she flags down.

How does she keep getting lost? Her sense of direction isn’t bad. And Sara’s good at tracking her own movements. But somehow she’s still getting turned around. She’s ended up in front of this set of doors four times now while trying to find her way to the kitchens. Sara’s been to the kitchens before. She knows she has.

There’s a part of her that recoils at the idea that she’ll have to keep asking for help to find things. She doesn’t want to appear hapless to the staff. And she’ll certainly come off that way if she needs to keep asking for directions. Would it be more or less humiliating to ask Ayato for a map?

But who would even have a map of their own home? He’d probably have to ask someone to draw one out for her. As humiliating as that would be, it would solve this problem in one go rather than her continuing to blunder about like an incompetent amnesiac. As polite as Kamisato’s staff members are, Sara would like to avoid testing how far that patience and politeness goes after being asked directions by the future lady of the house for the tenth time in one stay.

Sara’s even attempted to use her winds and leave trails of youkai to help guide her way but she’s still getting lost.

Sara resigns herself to having to backtrack to the last point she saw servants when she hears the sound of faint singing from one of the doors further down. Sara hesitates between going back or continuing onwards. On one hand, she doesn’t want to intrude on anyone. Sara’s not familiar with this area of the estate she’s found herself in but she does know that it’s not part of the Yashiro Commission offices so whoever is back here is either a ranking vassal or one of the more senior, private staff. And on the other hand, if she backtracks now she has no certainty of finding anyone else able to help her either. She might just get more lost, if such a thing is possible.

After a moment of indecision, and then a further few moments of scolding herself for being so indecisive, Sara follows the sound of the singing. It’s some sort of nursery rhyme, she thinks — not that she’s had much exposure to such things.

She gathers her resolve, takes a moment to laugh at herself for being so unusually hesitant, and knocks on the wood frame.

The singing stops abruptly and then a voice, sounding as hesitant as Sara feels and a just a touch confused, replies, “Enter.”

Sara opens the door and surprises herself by freezing in place when she sees Ayaka sitting on the floor. Ayaka’s mouth parts, equally shocked.

The young woman is dressed down in perhaps the most threadbare and worn yukata Sara’s ever seen on a person walking within the Kamisato estate. This isn’t saying much, really. Even the lowest scullery maid or groomsmen in the stables dresses well enough that they’d understandably be mistaken for a body servant or a clerk if they worked on another estate. It’s also still a far cry from Sara’s own old clothing, tucked away in various drawers in her own quarters. But it’s definitely not what she’s used to seeing a Kamisato wearing.

Ayaka drops the temari she’d apparently been tossing up and down in the air, face flushing as she attempts to hide the toy.

“Ah, Sara-san. I wasn’t aware that it was you. Forgive me.”

Putting aside that Ayaka had no way of knowing that it was Sara knocking, it would appear that Sara is the one intruding on Ayaka’s private quarters.

“No apologies needed,” Sara says. And, well. She does still need directions. And between the two Kamisato siblings, Sara is fairly certain that Ayaka is the one least likely to tease her about getting lost. “I’ve been…turned around it seems. I’m attempting to find my way to the kitchens.” Again. “If you could point me in the right direction I’ll be on my way.”

Ayaka tilts her head, confused, idly rolling the ball on the floor.

“The kitchens?” Ayaka repeats blankly. “You can flag a servant if you’re hungry. Though I have to confess, if you’re hungry between meals Thoma may take it as a personal offense. The idea that he hasn’t fed someone to satisfaction is abhorrent to him and a challenge not his ability to host, you see.”

Sara grimaces, “Ah. It’s not my intention to offend.”

Ayaka smiles, beckoning Sara into the room with the hand that isn’t playing with the ball. “I’m mostly joking. Thoma’s been known to fuss now and again. Be prepared for it. He’s just trying to figure out the best way to fuss over you without getting on your nerves or in your way. It’s how he shows he cares.”

“He doesn’t have to,” Sara says, slowly taking a seat next to Ayaka as she takes a careful look around the room. Aside from Ayaka, some zabuton stacked against the wall, and a couple of ornamental vases and scrolls there’s nothing else in the room. “I don’t want to get in his way.”

“It’s how he shows he cares. You aren’t getting in his way at all. Thoma has to find a way to fuss or it’ll bother him like a fouled tooth. It’s in his nature.” Ayaka seems to realize she’s still playing with the ball because she pointedly removes her hand from it. “The kitchens are on the other side of the estate. It seems you’ve been quite turned around.”

Sara sighs, eyes closing as she bows her head towards Ayaka. “My apologies. I would say that I am not normally so…hapless. But current evidence does little to lend credence to such a claim.”

Ayaka laughs quietly, before leaning towards her, smile kind and eyes only showing a hint of the teasing Sara would expect from her elder brother.

Ayaka seems to be searching for something in Sara’s face. Sara doesn’t know what she’s looking for and so she doesn’t know whether she ought to look away or meet her gaze or do something else. Whether the young woman finds it or not is something Sara has no way of knowing.

Sara’s gaze, for lack of anything else to latch onto, lands on the colorful temari. Upon closer inspection, Sara realizes that the toy shows obvious signs of wear and use. Ayaka picks the ball up and after a moment of rolling it between her palms, holds it out to Sara.

“A little childish, isn’t it?” Ayaka says as Sara carefully takes the ball from her. The fabric is a little faded and the seams are worn, but overall the toy has clearly been well cared for.

Sara wouldn’t know about something being childish or not, considering the fact that she herself never really was a child. She supposes that it might be. The image of the Shirasagi Himegimi isn’t exactly one that would lend itself to the thought of the young woman singing nursery rhymes while playing with a toy ball.

“Whether something is childish or not has little impact on whether or not it’s something one should or shouldn’t do,” Sara replies. In Sara’s opinion, there are worse things, more embarrassing and shameful things, in this world than spending one’s free time playing with a toy ball. It’s not like playing with a toy ball is going to cause harm to anyone, or actively make trouble. Maybe if some of the current voices active in the commissions would take a moment to play some children’s games rather than whatever posturing they’ve taken to doing Inazuma would be just another step further on the road of recovery instead of dithering about in the weeds.

Sara tosses the ball back and forth between her palms before lightly tossing it back to Ayaka. Ayaka catches it and starts to sing again, slower this time and slowing her movements so Sara can follow. They toss the ball between themselves a few times, before Ayaka stops the game with a small smile on her face. She stands up, holding her hand out to Sara to pull her up as well.

“Come on, I’ll lead you to the kitchens,” Ayaka says. “As thanks for indulging me.”

Hardly an indulgence, Sara doesn’t say, but goes to follow her anyway.

“Thank you,” Sara says instead.

Ayaka shakes her head, pale hair shaking with the movement as she leads Sara down back the way she came.

“It’s not a problem,” Ayaka replies. “Well. It actually is, but it’s not a problem that you can fix.”

The woman doesn’t sound upset by this, by Sara, but Sara feels plenty upset enough with herself as it is.

“If it — “ Sara pauses, unsure of how to phrase this to be any less foolish out loud than it is in her head. Ayaka tips her head to indicate that she’s listening, but otherwise remains quiet. “Would you or your brother happen to have a map of the estate I could borrow? Even an old one would be fine.”

“We do have maps of the estate,” Ayaka nods, voice light and thankfully judgement free. “But they wouldn’t help you any.”

Ayaka pauses at the juncture between two hallways, looking around before turning to face Sara. There’s something evaluating in her eyes and Sara instinctively draws herself up in response to it: back even straighter, shoulders set, hands behind her back, expression schooled into open neutrality.

“It’s because you’re tengu,” Ayaka finally says. “No map will help you here.”

Sara blinks, taken off guard by Ayaka’s response. Sara’s tengu blood is rarely brought up in conversation like this. And part of her didn’t expect it to ever come up as a point of — is it contention?

Ayaka holds her hand up to forestall her from responding, not that Sara has one.

“I don’t mean that as any kind of insult, Sara-san. It’s the way the estate was built. It’s a type of spirit trap. Humans aren’t affected by it, but anyone with youkai blood — no matter how minute — gets caught up in it. Even Guuji Yae gets lost on the rare occasions when she comes down the mountain to visit.”

 

Ayaka walks over to one of the walls and taps it with the guard of the fan she pulls from her sleeve.

“It’s in the construction of the foundations and the buildings. The yumemiru wood was blessed by the Guuji and the Shogun. The Shogun designed and modeled the plans the estate was built off of. The ground the estate is built on is a natural reservoir for the Sacred Sakura’s energy pool. There are sutras and talismans carved into the buildings that feed off of the trickles of energy that come down from the top of Mount Yougou. If one were to trace the foundations and the layout of the estate they’d find the basic bones of a sealing array. There are no less than five ancient artifacts crafted by the Narukami Ogosho’s own hand housed on the grounds of this estate that muffle and subdue youkai energy that I am aware of. If you want further details on the exact specifics you’d have to ask Onii-sama for permission to review the clan records.”

Ayaka gestures for Sara to touch the wall. “You’re a strong enough tengu that you should be able to feel it out if you focus hard. It won’t hurt you. Not unless it feels that you’re a threat. But it definitely has been interfering with your senses while you’re here. It’s not malicious, I promise. It’s just the nature of the estate to trap and confuse non-humans.”

After a moment of quietly studying Ayaka’s face, Sara can’t find any hint of deception or joke. It wouldn’t make sense for Ayaka to joke about something like this anyway. Sara can see no possible reason why anyone would. There are better ways to console or confuse a person, even one as simple as Sara. She slowly reaches out and places her hand on the wall. She sends her energy outwards, a faint probing against the building. It takes a few minutes of concentration but she does feel it. And then she wonders how she didn’t feel it sooner.

“Careful,” Ayaka’s voice calls out to her as Sara traces the paths of rich energy through the estate, the ground, the very mountain. “If you go too far I’m not sure what it will do to you.”

“Why — ?” Why is this place built like this? Why does the Yashiro Commission need this? Why is Ayaka telling Sara?

Ayaka traces a line across the hallway from one end to the other with a sweep of her folded fan.

“Since its founding, the Yashiro Commission has stood as a guardians, mediators, and stewards to the gods and spirits of Inazuma and all matters pertaining to them. To the Tenryou Commission and the Kanjou Commission go the duties of protecting the mortal realm and executing the Shogun’s dominion over it. And to the Yashiro Commission, we have been charged with the maintenance of the divide between youkai and men. The Tenryou Commission is the Shogun’s sword, protector of her mortal form and hands that issue her mortal decree. And so your headquarters is stationed at her feet. The Kanjou Commission faces outwards and handles matters of diplomacy and commerce, and so they are stationed at the furthest point of her reach on Ritou, closest to Liyue. And the Yashiro Commission is placed right here, at the foot of Mount Yougou, at the roots of the Sacred Sakura. When the youkai of the mountains stray, when the energies of the slumbering and slaughtered gods acts up; when Yae Miko begins her work, we are here waiting to clean the rest up before it can spill out further into world of humans.”

Ayaka traces the line again. And again.

“It’s a downward flow, Sara-san,” Ayaka says. “When the night parades light up the night sky, when the youkai play, when the malicious and the mischievous stray out of line, they get drawn in and caught by following the ley lines. They’re drawn to the Kamisato estate where they get trapped into our arrays until we know what to do with them. That’s why you keep getting lost. And because you don’t mean any harm, you’re able to wander around in circles like this. You’re able to come and go as you please, though you’ll likely be steered away from any critical areas of the array or the more important storage rooms of the estate. A map won’t help you when the land is actively working to put you at a loss.”

Sara pulls her energy back from the wood, the ley line, blinking back into full awareness of her body. She feels a strange sort of lingering trace from the Sacred Sakura and the ley line dispersing as she shakes her fingers out.

“So I’ll always be lost when I’m here.”

“For a while,” Ayaka says. “You don’t mean any harm. And you’ll be marrying in. The land will learn to know you. If you want, I can help you. The land knows me. It will get used to you the longer you’re here, especially if you’re with me.”

As a tengu, as someone who’s spent the better part of her adult life at the right hand of the Raiden Shogun, Sara isn’t foolish enough to say something like “you talk as if the land is sentient”. It is aware. Sara just wasn’t under the impression that it had the ability to care.

“Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that the building, and the things within it, are a sort of tsukumogami. The materials the estate was built with alone would more than qualify it for such a thing. On top of that, the estate has been nourished by the energy of the Sacred Sakura and the ley line, and several hundreds of years of the Kamisato clan living here and actively cultivating the power gathered underneath our feet. The building has a sense of purpose. It knows what we do. It knows what we have designed it to do. And since it knows these things, it is also capable of learning — and making mistakes to learn from.”

Sara lets this information sit in the air, unsure of how to react to this. It’s a lot. It’s a lot that Sara didn’t expect all at once.

“Once it recognizes you as part of us, as family, you probably won’t be affected any longer. Or at least, not to the extent of getting lost on the way to the kitchen,” Ayaka continues. “You may be subject to some well meaning nosiness though. I know that the house has turned me around a few times when it could tell that I was up to some things that, in hindsight, weren’t especially wise of me.”

“Forgive me,” Sara begins, “This is. A lot. Though, I must admit that it is some relief to know that I’m not losing my touch when it comes to getting my bearings. My ability to find my way from one place to another on my own is something of a necessity, after all. If I could have a moment.”

Ayaka nods and politely turns her gaze away as Sara sorts through the wealth of information that was just given to her.

“Is it wise to tell me all of this?”

Ayaka turns back to her, confusion evident in her features as she frowns. “How do you mean?”

“This information certainly isn’t public knowledge.” Although, some measure of prevention and precaution against spirits does make sense for the headquarters of the commission charged with dealing with them and other spiritual matters. “It is not as though I would be taking up part of the Yashiro Commission’s duties. There’s no reason for me to know this.”

“You’re about to become my sister. You can’t just be lost in your house constantly. Of course there’s reason for you to know this. Granted, it should have been my brother to tell you. If you feel the urge to take out some frustration on him about it feel free. I’d love to watch, actually.”

“It’s not a real marriage,” Sara says quietly. She knows Ayaka knows this.

“It’s a marriage,” Ayaka says flatly. “The two of you might not be in love, but it’s politics. No one expects you to be. And that has nothing to do with the fact that you’ll be living here, with us. You’re going to be family, Sara-san. That’s reason enough for me.”

Again. This talk of family. Sara doesn’t have any response to this, just as she didn’t have a response before.

She clears her throat awkwardly, gesturing for Ayaka to continue. “So what, do we just…walk?”

“We can talk, too,” Ayaka replies. “It can be time for us to get to know each other. I imagine we won’t really have much of that anyway. Once you and onii-sama are married, I doubt I’ll be seeing much of either of you around.”

“Oh?”

“Onii-sama is rarely home,” Ayaka explains. “And when he’s home he’s either holed up in his office or he’s sleeping. Usually the former. I actually have a higher chance of running into him walking around Inazuma than being here. And you’ll still have your duties with the Tenryou Commission, of course.”

“I expect that my normal duties will be adjusted to account for the new living situation,” Sara says. She’s already in the middle of reviewing documents to reassign members of her squadrons and to make arrangements for the transfer of duties between herself and a few of the other remaining ranking officers she trusts. “More roving patrols rather than fixed ones within the city. Perhaps more active fieldwork rather than my current post requires.”

There’s a reason why Kamisato Ayaka is considered the face of the commission and the clan, for all that everyone knows that Ayato is the head and the main power behind it. She’s an excellent conversationalist, even accounting for Sara’s own poor ability to make small talk or feed a conversation. Sara, somehow, finds herself relaxing as they walk through hallway after hallway. Eventually Sara begins to hear more familiar sounds — servants, attendants, various Yashiro commission officials discussing work, the sound of one of the several decorative fountains in a courtyard, birds, ocean waves — and the wind comes with a slight curl of her fingers, bringing with it the faint tastes of salt and damp forest soil.

“My lady, Kujou-sama,” Thoma blinks in surprise at seeing them together. “I was just about to come fetch you. Where have you two been? I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“Here and there,” Ayaka replies, shooting Sara a brief grin that she hides from Thoma with her fan. “Ane-san has been looking for you, too.”

Sara and Thoma both double take, staring at Ayaka.

Thoma gains his bearings much quicker than Sara does, turning towards her and smiling. “Then we must have just kept missing each other, then. What can I help you with, Kujou-sama?”

-

“I knew you were capable but to think you’re even good at housework. You’re going to put me out of a job, you know?”

“Apologies if I overstepped,” Sara says, but she doesn’t actually stop prepping ingredients. She’s fully aware that most noble ladies don’t actually cook, but Sara is more soldier than lady and habits die hard.

“Nothing to apologize for. The kitchen is open for anyone to use.” Thoma steps up beside her to watch. “Do you mind if I start dinner while you’re doing that?”

The man is already rolling his sleeves up to wash his hands so Sara moves aside for him. There’s some awkward bumping and running into each other, hesitant gestures and uncertainty of who should be doing what. Sara hasn’t cooked with anyone aside from her own servants back at the Kujou estate or her soldiers. Although in the latter situation cooking might be too generous a word for skinning, gutting, and skewering various game animals and roasting them over a fire.

The two of them eventually work it out after some trial an error and dinner slowly begins to come together. Sara watches Thoma just as much as he watches her and she has a feeling they are both learning from each other.

“Do you like sweet things?” Thoma asks after he stops her from adding another spoon of sugar to the bowl of eggs.

“Sorry, habit,” Sara replies. “I wouldn’t say that I’m partial to them. At least, not in the way some people can be.”

Sara wonders if she should say that this is a habit from occasionally cooking for the Shogun. Does the Shogun care if her subjects know that she has an alarming sweet tooth? It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Sara’s seen the way Ayaka can practically inhale sweets. It’s a point of contention between her and her brother, who’s warned her about tooth rot no less than thrice a week that Sara’s been able to notice.

“I certainly don’t like them as much as Ayaka-san.”

“I’m not sure if anyone does,” Thoma replies with a fond upturn of his lips. “I’m particularly fond of dango, myself.”

This is clearly an opening for Sara to respond with what she likes but Sara doesn’t have an answer for that. The closest Sara has to a food preference is if it’s easy to eat while working or traveling and if it fills the major dietary requirements for a healthy mind and body. Sara may not be the sharpest when it comes to conversations and social interactions, but even she knows that answering a clear opening like this one with an answer like hers is an immediate non-starter.

“I like…rice,” Sara says lamely. This answer isn’t better than the one in her head, but it’s less words and somewhere closer to sounding like a sincere answer rather than Sara being stand-offish or rude. And frankly, it’s more than she’d give anyone else. It’s better than the answers she’s been giving Thoma thus far. And it’s better than rating tastes on a scale.

And, if anything, she owes this to Thoma, at least. She owes him a lot and attempting to answer a few questions about her non-existent preferences is a start on that. Even if, so far, it seems to have given him more stress and grief than if she just didn’t answer him.

Thoma, to his credit, doesn’t even stumble over Sara’s answer. He never does, even though she knows that he wants to. He just nods and says, “We have a lot of that.”

From there Thoma guides them through a relatively light conversation that’s mostly about cooking.

“It’s for the Raiden Shogun,” Sara admits when Thoma asks her what she’s been doing in the kitchen today. Sometimes the Shogun gets oddly moody and Sara’s found that having sweet food on hand for the Archon to graze on tends to improve these moods. Sara could do this on the grounds, but Sara always seems to get cornered in the kitchens there and asked a dozen or more questions about the state, the Shogun, the Tenryou Commission, and the Kujou clan. While Sara trusts herself not to ruin food while being interrogated by amateurs with more political aspirations than sense, she does not trust herself not to say something that can be twisted the wrong way because she was focusing on beating eggs to a perfect foam to liquid ratio.

“I wasn’t aware that your duties went towards feeding Her Excellency as well,” Thoma muses. “Is there anything you can’t do, General?”

“Apologize to you, apparently,” Sara answers before she can run that through her brain to mouth filter. But at least her eggs are a perfect and consistent shade of yellow all the way through. She slides the egg roll off of the pan onto a cutting board, pulling the lacquered box she’s already half-way filled with different small portions of other dishes closer to herself.

“You don’t have to apologize,” Thoma says he works on plating dinner. “I meant it earlier. Not just about using the kitchen, which you’re entirely free to do by the way. The only one who isn’t allowed to use the kitchen is Ayato-dono and that’s because it’s better for all of our healths if he doesn’t. I meant for — well. Everything. You already apologized to me about the events of the Vision Hunt. And even then I didn’t want your apology. I took it because you clearly needed me to and wouldn’t leave until I did. But you didn’t have to.”

“I don’t know why you didn’t. Don’t.”

“And I don’t know why you feel a need to. It’s not like you mean it.”

Sara freezes. So does Thoma. But he lets out a long, tired breath. She sees his shoulders purposefully relaxing out of the corner of her eye. His hands remain steady as he arranges artful pieces of cut vegetables around the edge of a serving dish. Sara focuses on sliding a small wooden pick through a slice of rolled egg at the perfect angle that the thing wont fall apart and the lid would still be able to close over it.

“Now I’m the one who’s sorry. I — I didn’t mean to say that,” Thoma backtracks. “I’m not trying to call you a liar or anything. I don’t think anyone could ever call you that. You’re Kujou Sara, for god’s sake. Look. I don’t want an apology from you. Alright? I don’t want or need one. So — let’s just drop this. I don’t want to argue with you and I have a feeling if we keep talking about this I’m going to put my foot in my mouth and ruin everything. I don’t want that and I don’t think you do, either. Can we at least agree on that much?”

“Alright,” Sara concedes after a long tense silence. “Agreed. For now.”

She allows this loose end to drift into the back of her mind, a quiet irritation. Pressing Thoma further on this right now won’t help either of them reach any form of conclusion. Not a satisfying one, at least. And Sara really shouldn’t be antagonizing the man who keeps the household she’s about to marry into running smoothly. She’ll do herself no favors alienating most prominent and influential member of the Kamisato clan’s staff.

She doesn’t forget it, though.

Sara’s come to find walking through the forests and mountains near the Kamisato estate to be very soothing. After Ayaka’s explanation of the ley line and the Sacred Sakura’s influence on the very mountain itself, Sara has taken to trying to trace the smaller pools and streams of energy through the land. Sara’s naturally attuned to the power in the air, but it’s been years since she’s actively applied this sense to her more tangible surroundings. It feels somewhat like stretching a much neglected muscle. The stretch is uncomfortable at first and Sara isn’t sure if she’s doing it properly. But after a while she’s become used to it. She’s certain that her level of control is nowhere near what it would be if she were a tengu of the mountain still, but this self-study of hers has given her a vast improvement already.

It’s so strange. The longer Sara stays out here, with the quiet and the unfamiliar, the calmer she feels. Sara’s always felt better away from the city, surrounded by trees and hills and cliffs. Even during the war when she was deployed to the front lines and on campaign for weeks at a time, for all that she was sleeping on dirt and slogging through mud and eating tasteless field rations and doing head counts she felt right and clear-headed and so physically present in her own body that coming back to the cities and fortresses felt like she had stepped into a waking dream. Sara has always thought that this was proof of her existence as a weapon, a tool.

But there’s nothing to fight here, in these woods, on these cliffs. There’s no goal to chase after. No battle to survive. The most trouble out here is an unruly youkai too young to know better or old enough and too bored to care. Those Sara can dissuade with relatively little effort. She doesn’t even need to materialize her wings for that. All it takes is a soft flare of her own youkai, barely any at all, and they go on their way to cause mischief for whatever else is in these woods. As long as they don’t leave the forest and the protection of the mountain to cause trouble Sara doesn’t feel any pressing urge to go after them.

With the silence and this strange feeling of being present Sara finds more room in her mind, in her time, to think. Not not commission matters. Not even about this impending marriage that she’s walking into. But — just on things. People. Moments. It’s very strange. Sara isn’t used to this sort of luxury of thought and energy. Sara’s thoughts wander as her body does, flittering and fluttering about from a recalled discussion with Ayaka about fabric choices of which Sara doesn’t have any aside from any practical application, to yet another challenge from Itto which she’d declined because she could tell that Ayato was getting antsy about possible property damage. Sara’s mind hovers around shapes made in ink, edges feathered with humidity and pages worn with repeated touch. Her mind lingers on conjuring the voice of the hand that wrote those letters and Sara tastes salt in the air, she tastes sunlight, she tastes —

With a burst of energy Sara sheds her human face and pushes herself away from the ground, from the trees, from the rocks. Sara shoots herself into the sky without any thought to her trajectory. An arrow let loose without a target. Wasteful. Frivolous. But the wind slides through her feathers and Sara’s lungs grow against her ribs to swallow the rapidly expanding sky. Sara flies higher and higher, each beat of her many wings pushing her further and further away from her human-shape’s worries.

Sara stalls in the sky, letting her wings hold steady as she falls backwards, trusting an updraft to hit her wings just right to ease her into a glide.

She turns her gaze back down. In the twilight she can see the faint traces of youkai glowing and drifting upwards and around the mountain in a great dome. She watches trails of it disappear into the forests and fade out over the sea. Sara continues her slow and lazy descent, gliding over the treetops again. Sara’s eyes pierce through the dark canopy as she watches little tanuki and mujina coming out with the stars as the sun’s rays turn anemic, blotted out by the darkening shadows. Sara sees Inazuma city begin to light up in the far distance. If Sara looks very closely, she can see a faint shimmer from the Kamisato estate. Like the waves of heat that rise from an onsen, rippling the outline and turning it into a strange, fog-like apparition of its own.

As she scans through the forest she sees lingering signs of human life. A campfire here, gone cold. A thinner foot trail there, no doubt meant for foraging. Signs of hunters traps set up to catch small game. By the end of the night she’s no doubt that some other enterprising youkai will have made a trap for the hunter in turn.

And closer towards the Kamisato estate, Sara spots a familiar head of blonde hair, the fading sun just barely able to latch onto that color as the shadows turn the night cool and violet. Sara perches on one of the older trees, far away enough that even if Thoma were to sense her he wouldn’t be able to see her. She sees him carrying a woven grass basket on his back as he carefully parts ground cover and roots around the damp forest floor. Sara watches him for a while, keeping an ear out for anyone else. She remembers all too keenly what happened the last time she came across a Kamisato in these woods in this very form.

But Thoma just continues to forage, picking out mushrooms and roots and wild growing vegetables that he carefully brushes excess dirt from and gently puts over his shoulder into the maw of the waiting basket. He begins to head back towards the Kamisato estate before night can truly lay itself out over the forest and his eyes turn blind to the world before him.

Sara follows at a distance, warning off a few curious tanuki with a flick of her wingtips. This human isn’t one they can afford to play their tricks on lightly. They’re a few hundred years too early to be aiming for prey like this one. Even Iori, with all of his years of tricks and games, would find himself in trouble if he ever had to go up against an irate Kamisato Ayato. In another life that man would find himself right at home with the snickering kitsune and the curved-eyed neko. But in this one he is human and that makes his particular brand of mischief all the more innovative. If tanuki are prone to tricks, oni to feats of strength, and tengu acrobatic maneuvers, then to humans go the infinite ability to imagine and bring forth multitudes of headaches and perplexities that stump even their own senses.

She ought to bring that oni out here one night. He can tire out the foxes and raccoons and the badgers. They’ll be too tired to be a bother once he’s done riling them up and tiring out their wants for attention and indulgence. Of course she’d have to watch to make sure they weren’t tricking him into anything dubious, or that he was teaching them any bad habits. But at least she would have the certainty that neither side would have the energy to be causing trouble for some time.

Sara backtracks through the forest, following his path back in to inspect the places he lingered. As expected of someone who’s lived with the mountains as neighbors for this long, he didn’t take much and what he harvested was done with minimal disruption to its surroundings. Sara wonders if she can guess what will be appearing in one of the future meals served at the estate based on what she’s found here. Yes. She could. Sara returns to the skies, flying out towards the tide pools by the shore to see if there are any stranded crabs.

He may not want an apology. But perhaps he would want these.

-

Sara doesn’t think that her jaw has unclenched in the past several hours. She can feel a headache developing where her hair has been pinned back. Her temples throb with dull heat with the pulse of her blood. She’s been to wedding ceremonies before but she swears that none of them had ever felt like they took this long. And she wouldn’t put it past Yae Miko to have purposefully planned an extended ceremony just to torture her and Ayato.

The Raiden Shogun does not show up through the ceremony and Sara isn’t sure if that’s because she really had no intention of showing up or if Yae Miko convinced her not to. Sara’s grateful either way.

Kuki makes a very brief appearance, but skips the ceremony and the after party entirely. Itto, of course, is not present either.

(“Thanks but no thanks,” Itto had said when Sara had tentatively asked him about his attendance. His face was twisted into a discomforting mixture of amused and bitter. “I mean. I get what the two of you are doing and why. But it’s one thing to kind of be okay with it and watching it happen with my own two eyes.”

“Say no and I’ll handle it,” Sara reminded him.

“I know you’ll handle it,” Itto sighed, bumping his shoulder against hers and grinning when she doesn’t so much as wobble. “I’m not mad. Anymore, I mean. And you know I mean that. I’m glad you’re getting out of that house. I’m glad that Ayato’s going to be getting all those old geezers off his back. And in a weird twisted sense, I’m glad the two of you will have each other. But I also kind of want to throw up if I think about it too much. Does this make sense? Stop making that face. Don’t walk out on your own wedding. I just need to lay low and cool my head for a while. It’s not like you’re going to seduce the guy. Are you?”

“Gut me and flay me open like a fish,” Sara replied, “It would be a kinder way to go.”

“Exactly,” Itto pointed his finger at her. “So I don’t have anything to worry about about on that front. It’s just actually seeing the whole ceremony thing that’s gonna make me.” He waved his head around his head. His heart. His stomach. “Fucked up.”

Sara, ever eloquent, said, “This is bullshit.”

Itto, ever easy going, replied, “The most fragrant bullshit to ever be shat. For sure.”)

Sara had never really thought of her wedding before. Of being married before. But now she is and she can’t help but think of all the ways this isn’t what she ever thought for herself.

It’s not in the actual ceremonies or the physical going ons. No. Not that. And Ayaka practically ran Sara’s entire mind through a fine sieve in order to pick out even the smallest of preferences for the wedding planning. There is nothing with the physical appearance and set up of this wedding and the subsequent felicitations that Sara could find fault with.

But looking around at mostly unfamiliar faces, Sara can’t help but come to the conclusion that if she had ever had a chance to want something for her own wedding it would at least have people she liked in attendance.

Itto would be there. Kuki. The rest of their gang of delinquents and layabouts. Maybe Gorou would be there, too.

(Where would Kokomi be?)

Members of the Kujou clan that Sara’s never bothered to learn the names of jeer and jostle around the Kamisato clan’s lavishly decorated courtyard, throwing out suggestions for the couple to kiss.

“It seems that my new bride is quite shy,” Ayato chuckles. He twists, drawing his wide sleeve up to block their faces as he bows his head towards hers.

“I am going to throw up,” Sara says flatly. She allows him to maneuver their bodies into what could be a similar proximation to a kissing pair if looked at from the other side of his sleeve. As it is, Ayato’s face is close enough to hers that she can feel his breath against her cheek although their skin doesn’t touch. “I’ve eaten nothing today except for plain rice and sake. It will not be pleasant.”

“That makes two of us. Isn’t this delightful? Married for all of a handful of hours and we’re already in harmony with each other. Do you suppose I could have Thoma or Sayu-chan sneak us one of those decorative pots to throw up in?”

“We can take turns,” Sara replies. “I’ll go first.”

-

The reality of their situation doesn’t truly sink in until she’s standing in his, their, bedroom. Maybe it hasn’t truly struck Ayato either, not until this moment, because as soon as the door closes behind them he makes a sound that only be described as a cross between a giggle and a sigh.

One of the servants had come in before them to arrange the futons and shutter the windows. Candles have been lit, casting the room in strange orange-yellow lights. She can still hear the sound of ongoing festivities floating up from the courtyard.

“Well,” Ayato says with the same certainty he carries everywhere else but with an almost hysteric undertone threatening to break through, “That’s enough of this then, isn’t it?”

He steps forward, plucking one of the candles off of what looks to be a dressing table, and reaches up to light the ceiling lamp. Sara ducks behind the privacy screen and starts to disrobe. It’s cumbersome work, but as always the process of unmaking something is easier than the initial creation of it. Sara’s shoulders ache with the weight of heavy fabric and she can’t help the quiet groan of relief that escapes her as she sheds the first two layers.

“Do you need help with your hair?” Ayato asks.

It’s on the edge of her teeth already, to tell him no. But Sara brings a hand up to the knot and pins at the back of her head. Even jostling one of them sends a twang of pain through her scalp. She doesn’t look forward to trying to wrestle the arrangement into something — anything — else.

“Yes,” Sara admits. It takes her a few more minutes to finish taking off the wedding robes. She looks at them, pooled at the floor in an unrecognizable mix of color and texture that she warily steps out of. Sara wants to pick them up and fold them, or at least hang them. But she isn’t familiar with this sort of clothing and if she’s being very honest, she’s feeling rather uncharitable towards the garments. Some part of her feels childish delight in letting them stay rumpled on the floor. Ayato tosses her night clothes over the screen and these; thankfully, are at least familiar to her.

While she was changing Ayato has rearranged the futons. Instead of lying side by side with the slightest amount of overlap they’re spaced apart, head to head. She finds she approves of this for lack of any better alternative. Ayato, himself, has also changed into sleeping garments. The glories of men’s dress, she supposes.

He gestures for her to kneel before the dressing table with the round mirror and the assortments of lacquered jars and trays she doesn’t recognize.

Ayato kneels behind her and begins the careful work of undoing her hair. Sara watches his hands in their reflection, careful to hold still although she wants to cringe every time his hands jostle a knot of string or a pin or any number of things that were added to her hair this morning in order for it to be arranged this way.

“I didn’t think you’d actually go through with it,” Ayato admits quietly. “Some part of me was certain that you’d disappear and I’d get a note saying the whole thing is off.”

“I am as good as my word,” Sara replies stiffly. “I would not renege on something with both my and the Kujou name on it.”

“I know,” Ayato sighs. “But still. This really is better for me than for you. I know I’m the one who listed out all the reasons why this was a good choice for you but — frankly, I’m not sure why you said yes.”

Sara watches his hands. Ayato has long fingers. A little on the boney side. She can see the curve where knuckle swells against the narrow set of bone in between.

“And there remains some part of me that wonders if I’ll wake up tomorrow and you’ll be gone and all this a very strange, very lucid seeming dream.”

Sara finds she has no answer to that aside from the obvious shallow ones: yes, I’ll be here. No, this isn’t a dream.

So she says nothing. She waits in silence as Ayato finishes with her hair and she offers to comb his out at least and he defers for another time.

Sara slides into the futon closer to the window and Ayato waits for her to nod at him before he extinguishes the lights and lays himself in the futon next to hers. She knows that he isn’t asleep. She should be — married or not, Sara refuses to capitulate on the schedule she’s adhered to since childhood. She should sleep now in order to be awake on time for her morning training. And, she supposes, getting used to her new household.

Instead Sara finds herself moving her eyes from the ceiling — lights extinguished or not, Sara is of tengu blood. She sees just as well in this relative darkness as she did with the candles lit — to look at Ayato.

He’s lying on his back, perfect sleeping posture and all. Except for how he’s turned his head to look at her. For a strangely funny moment, Sara envisions this as their entire night. Just laying down, head to head, and staring at each other in darkness broken only by the light of their Visions.

“I chose to come down from the mountain,” Sara tells him. It’s an admission she’s never given anyone before. It’s an admission she didn’t think she’d ever share with anyone at all. But if this is going to work there must be answers, truths, understanding. Sara is coming to understand that, now. This is more than what she thought. This is all so much more than she originally thought. This is something that requires her to give things she forgot she had, didn’t realize she had.

If Ayato is an old river that cuts deep into the mountains, disappearing and reappearing with the storms and ever changing with the tumble of stone and gnarl of root, then Sara is the wind that beats itself against stone and bark and soft furred flesh. She carries her worst parts in her updrafts, constantly shoving and pushing them against gravity until they are invisible and obscured by distance and clouds while at the same time throwing herself against the immovable and the ignorant.

“The first time I fell,” Sara tells him. She doesn’t know how much of her story is known by the general public. They know she is tengu. They know she is the adopted daughter of the Kujou clan. They know that she is a respected general and the Raiden Shogun’s direct hand. Sara would guess that someone like Ayato — no, no need to guess. Ayato would know parts of the rest. He would know about the distance between her and her adoptive family. He would know about the strict expectations and codes of conduct that she’s been held against and been found lacking repeatedly until she realized that if she set the bar higher on her own she would never fall short. He, more than anyone else probably, would know of the burden of creation. “But the second time I walked on my own feet.”

Sara sleeps with her Vision tucked against her chest, a steady and constant buzz of power against her skin. Ayato sleeps with his by his face, apparently. She can just faintly see the blue glow of it casting a faint outline from the other side of him.

“I left the Kujou clan. Or. Tried to,” Sara confesses. “I ran. This was several years ago. I was still quite young. Not yet formally involved with the Tenryou Commission. Not yet an attendant of the Raiden Shogun. I was tired. I was angry. I was — I was many things. I wasn’t more things. The exact situation doesn’t matter.”

She can see on his face that to him it does matter, but he doesn’t interrupt her.

“I made it halfway up the mountain,” Sara tells him. “I was stronger than when I fell. The Kujou clan had trained me, sheltered me. My wings could fly. I could fight on my own. I could win. I wouldn’t fall again if I finished the ascent. But I turned around. I came back. I lied about where I went. I stayed ever since.”

Ayato waits for her to continue before asking the question anyone would have after hearing such a confession. “Why did you come back?”

“Because as much as I have no place here, with the Kujou clan, I had even less of a place in the mountains,” Sara answers. “That’s what I realized when I went back. It didn’t matter where I went. I would still have nothing. No one. I would be nothing. No one. I might as well do that where I could be comfortable. That’s why I’m here, Ayato. If it doesn’t matter where I go, if I’m nothing no matter what — then shouldn’t I at least choose the path that makes it easiest for everyone involved?”

Ayato chuckles, dark and bitter, “How efficient of you, General Kujou. You don’t regret it at all, do you?”

The Kujou clan took her in. They shaped her into a weapon that they could use, that they could present to the world, that they could add to their armory. But the weapons of man are not the same as the weapons of youkai, of tengu and oni and kitsune. All of her inborn tengu faults that could not be erased with etiquette and courtly manners were equivalent to the human affectations that would have her killed in the mountains. She had no place on either side. This should be apparent to anyone who lay eyes on her.

Some part of her resents them for that. For domesticating her. For taming her. But what right does she have to that feeling when she wouldn’t have a life to live at all if they hadn’t saved her to begin with? Sara has lost hours of her life wrestling with that quandary. What a waste. What an absolute, frivolous waste.

“What is there to regret? I’m alive, aren’t I? I’ve married well.” Sara replies, turning away from him, though his eyes remain on her. With the apparent lowering of her walls, the words spill out of her like tainted water. It feels a little like lancing an infected wound, although Sara had never realized there was a wound here to start with. “Regret implies that there were better options. For what it’s worth, Kamisato — even if you weren’t doing this for your other reasons, even if I didn’t get anything out of this, I’d probably choose you over that house anyway.”

-

The Kamisato estate is vastly different from the Kujou household in several ways. It’s louder, for one. This is not a bad thing. These are the sounds Sara has associated with the bustle of life and living, the sounds she’s always associated as belonging to the peace and daily routines of others. It’s the sound of wind chimes, a broom sweeping over a gravel path, the bubble of a pots on a stove, the giggles of light hearted maids as they go about their business, the muted footfalls of vassals and other household member’s feet over tatami. Sara’s own previous quarters at the Kujou estate weren’t without these things. And it isn’t as though her staff were avoiding her. But there was a certain distance and solemnity to them. Sara can’t imagine herself interacting wit her former staff as the Kamisato siblings do with theirs. Well, more Ayakathan Ayato.

Another thing is the distance from Inazuma City itself. As Ayaka pointed out previously, this is a matter of logic and design rather than serendipitous happenstance. The Yashiro Commission’s main purview is that over ceremonies and rituals. Of course their estate is located close to the Grand Narukami Shrine. It’s the same reason why the Kujou estate is right at the base of the Tenshukaku and the Kanjou Commission is based out of Ritou.

The distance creates a different kind of atmosphere. More relaxed in its own way. Almost foreign. Sara is used to the sounds of the city at all hours. In contrast the sounds of the Kamisato household are almost like the sounds of a body. Not quite ever silent, but rising and falling with the day.

Maybe it’s this distance and this disparity that allows part of Sara to uncoil in her chest, to quiet, to calm. Sara feels a strange sense of peace here in this place so wildly different from the household she was raised in. Sara never realized that there could be so many differences between households. Especially two households that are remarkably similar. The Kamisato and Kujou clans are both leaders of their respective commissions, both report to the Shogun directly. Both are well respected and wealthy in prestige and material goods. Both hold tremendous sway. And yet Sara feels like a different person sitting here in these quarters she’s been given. Sara feels almost like as stranger to herself.

Sara sits here with the sounds of people filtering in through paper walls, their voices quiet but not hushed, each voice rising and falling with the individual cadences of people going through their daily lives. The Kujou estate seems, in hindsight, so quiet. Sara doesn’t remember servants ever being forbidden from speaking or anything like that. Goodness knows that Sara’s stumbled on her own small number of servants and attendants having quiet conversations as they went about their work. But Sara also can’t imagine hearing any Kujou servants having the audacity and the security to boldly gossip with each other about their lord or lady in said lord and lady’s quarters. Sara’s can’t even be bothered to count the number of times she’s walked past a group of servants, attendants, various members of the household in the middle of talking about whatever Ayato might be up to. It probably doesn’t help that Thoma and Ayaka doesn’t care to discourage it, either. She’s heard Ayaka teasingly tell some of the Yashiro Commission clerks to start drawing little cartoons on the corners of Ayato’s calling cards to see if he’s actually using them or playing around with them as scrap paper.

As polite as her brothers are, and as relaxed as they are compared to their father, Sara can’t imagine either of them ever joking around with their servants. Sara is fairly certain that her brothers don’t even know their servants names unless they’re one of their close attendants. This is possibly unkind of her to think of them. Masahito-san’s held a post as a samurai outside of Inazuma city for several years and is rarely back at the Kujou estate to learn of the estate’s current workings and roster. And Kamaji-san is leagues better than both Masahito-san and Sara, herself, in regards to general affability. Sara’s own distance with her adoptive brothers aside, they generally can’t be considered standoffish people. Sara’s never heard any bad rumors about Masahito-san, and Kamaji-san is definitely seen in a more positive light than Takayuki-sama.

Maybe it’s the distance from Inazuma city, maybe it’s the proximity to the waves and the forests, maybe it’s the relaxed air and the ambient sounds of peaceful living, but Sara feels like, for the first time in years, she can breathe. It’s such a strange thing. Sara didn’t even know she felt otherwise before. Sara had never thought that she was particularly tense or stressed. Or at least, no more than what would be expected for someone with her duties.

Sara quietly thumbs the edge of Kokomi’s latest message. A belated congratulations on the wedding. She had sent congratulatory gifts, but was unable to attend. Gorou had also sent his own note and briefly saw her before the wedding because of an overlapping schedule with some business he had on Narukami island. Some part of her had expected Gorou to confront her, to say something. To remind her of the last time she was on Watatsumi. She expected him to rebuke her, to challenge her, to — something. Sara wonders why that part of her is so disappointed that he didn’t. Had he not already made his stance quite clear from the beginning? He’d just congratulated her: polite and cordial as though he actually meant it. Maybe he did.

Sara isn’t quite in the mindset to read another letter from Kokomi right now. The woman’s letters are always…provocative. And Sara doesn’t know what she wants from this. Does she want to be provoked? Does she want that engagement? In this situation — what should she expect? What would hurt less? Could anything hurt more?

There is a part of her that regrets. It regrets not going to Watatsumi and telling Kokomi in person: I am getting married.

There is a part of her that regrets. It regrets that moment when Ayato asked her about Kokomi and she deflected until he conceded to leaving it alone. This part of her that she keeps pushed to the back of her mind with her wings and her talons and her heavier thoughts wishes that she said something. Anything. What, Sara doesn’t know and neither does that regretful part of her. It’s such a difficult thing, this thing between herself and Kokomi.

What can there be between them? One of them: priestess of a people who rebelled against the Shogun, a people who’s religion and origins and entire way of life straddle a strange borderland between Inazuman and other. Daughter of sea serpents and vishaps, blood of that that came from the deep. And the other: tengu of the mountains, commander of the skies. Right hand of the Raiden Shogun, sword and shield and executor of the electro Archon’s divine will upon the mortal realm. Bulwark and enforcer of tradition. Blood of sky and storm and cloud and those that watch from above. What could there be between such two different people? Nothing.

Letters. Messages. Memories.

Sara closes her eyes and focuses on the sound of ocean waves against the shore, rising up from the cliffs on the other side of the Kamisato estate. If Sara focuses hard enough she can almost trick herself into hearing the sound of Watatsumi’s waterfalls.

The sound of the sliding door pulls her from her thoughts, just as she’s about to slip into the dangerous waters of seashell pink and pale flower purple memories.

“You are a remarkably hard person to get hold of, did you know that?” Shikanoin says. “I have to say, I like it here much better than at the Tenryou offices. Do you think you could have your office moved here permanently?”

“Why are you trying to contact me here instead of my office?” Sara asks, sitting up straight and pushing Kokomi and Gorou’s letters off to the side. Shikanoin rolls his eyes, looking around the room Sara’s commandeered as her office in the more secluded area of the Kamisato estate. She wonders what he sees. Does the Sara that exists here vastly different from the Sara that exists back in Inazuma City? They must appear different. Ayaka and Thoma both put in a lot of effort to decorate and arrange Sara’s quarters here. And to add a truly staggering amount of pieces to her wardrobe. It had taken Sara an extra half hour to get dressed this morning.

“Don’t you have anything else to say to me?”

Sara highly doubts that Shikanoin is here because he missed her lecturing him and haranguing him on proper behavior as an officer of the Tenryou Commission. Sara has the lectures memorized to the point where she can recite them while writing out correspondence and reviewing reports and double checking finances. She’s also entirely certain that Shikanoin also has them memorized and could also recite them while doing whatever odd thing he’s taken to doing to whittle away at his time.

“Thank you for the wedding gift.” It was actually very kind of him to send considering that he wasn’t even invited to the wedding.

Shikanoin rolls his eyes, dropping into a cross legged position across from her and pulling out several scrolls and bits of paper from his sleeves, unceremoniously dumping them over her desk.

“Yeah, sure, we can go with that. But also — look at this.”

“You aren’t assigned any cases that would require my oversight,” Sara says, leaning forward to arrange the documents out of their messy heap.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got those handled. I’m passing those over to your officers and clerks as I handle them. This isn’t about that. This is something else.” Shikanoin waves his hand dismissively. “This is actual important stuff.”

Unfortunately, Sara’s picked that specific hill of “all of our work is important” to die on enough times to know that it’s not actually worth it. The longer she argues or tries to correct Shikanoin’s vastly flawed ways of thinking just adds to whatever convoluted and staggering reveal he believes he has in store for you. It’s best to just let him go through his entire explanation and then pick up the salient points that might be worth it to argue over.

“Consider this your real wedding gift since I’m pretty sure neither you nor Kamisato-san actually need mora or well wishes. Did you know that you’re being followed?”

Sara pauses in the middle of arranging Shikanoin’s papers into some sort of order. He’s dumped several hastily drawn maps and sketches, as well as lists in his near indecipherable scrawl and she’s mostly just attempting to sort them by size and type.

“I’m a General of the Tenryou Commission and now the lady of the Kamisato clan,” Sara points out. “It would be stranger if I wasn’t being followed.”

“Fair, but I don’t think these guys are following you as protection detail.” Shikanoin pulls one of the sketched maps out from Sara’s hands, laying it flat and tapping his fingers to certain points. “Whoever they are, they’re trained very well. So far I’ve only been able to see them trailing you when you’re outside of Inazuma City and the Kamisato estate. There’s also been a noticeable decrease in patrol routes on the roads from Inazuma to Mount Yougou.” Shikanoin takes another map and runs his finger along the different paths

“The patrol routes are being focused here now, and they’re being transferred to other units and field commanders. It’s only your unit that’s doing the patrols around the roads and forests between the Kamisato estate and Inazuma.” Shikanoin points to several routes that he’s traced with purple ink. Sara recognizes them because they’re her patrols. Or at least, the patrols for the men under her command.

“Well, I am the one making most of the travel back and forth on those roads,” Sara says. “It makes sense that I’m taking charge of them. I’m also taking lead on arranging personnel rotations with the Yashiro Commission for guard duty of the shrines.”

Shikanoin waves his hand. “Yes, yes, that’s all well and good. Lovely for the shrines. But I’m focused on the timing and the roads. Even if it makes logical sense for you to be in charge of this area — why is it just you?”

“My men and I fought in a war,” Sara replies flatly, “Do you think ronin and bandits will be a challenge for us? We don’t need additional men for those routes. Besides, focusing on the main trade roads from Ritou to Inazuma and the southwest ports to the other islands isn’t illogical. Especially with the reopening of the mines and the trade that’s started to come out of Watatsumi. The southern and western areas need the additional personnel more than the north east. And the Yashiro Commission also has their own patrols in the area.”

“That’s a lousy excuse, General. The Kanjou commission also has its own personnel, after all.” Shikanoin rests his cheek on his closed fist, drumming the fingers of his free hand on his knee. “I don’t think this marriage of yours is working out the way you intended.” He pauses. “I mean. I wouldn’t know about the personal stuff. But politically, I think you’re hitting a few snags.”

“Or you’re over thinking.”

“Or that. Stranger things have happened than me being a little bit off the mark,” Shikanoin agrees easily. Too easily.

“What else did you find?”

“Hm. Other leads,” Shikanoin says. His way of saying he’s not quite ready to present those facts yet, but he has them. “There’s also something strange going onwith the timing of the patrol route assignments. I can’t quite put a finger on it yet. They’re being adjusted too many times for me to get a solid grip on them. You know anything about that, General?”

“The wedding was big enough that we had to adjust personnel. And now that things are settling down after, with the change in distribution of patrol routes, the commission is trying to figure out the best pattern of coverage,” Sara says. “Plus there’s harvest coming up. That always puts a strain on personnel staffing. And we just finished the exam season for new officials.”

“This is outside of those patterns.”

“Are they?”

“Other leads,” Shikanoin insists. “I’ll look into it more. Just — be aware, alright? Keep your eyes open? There’s something strange going on and I think you’re going to be part of it.”

“I’m always vigilant, Shikanoin-san. Don’t pursue this further. Focus on your actual assigned cases and earn your keep,” Sara chides knowing the man isn’t going to listen to her. He never has before, why start now?

“If I only ever focused on my official cases then we’d be in a very sorry state of affairs, wouldn’t we?” Shikanoin retorts. “Don’t give me that look. I’m doing my work, I promise. But I’m not putting whatever this is at my back, either. And neither should you.” Shikanoin nods towards where Sara had pushed Kokomi’s letter. “Write to Sangonomiya-sama and ask her opinion. I’m sure she’d agree. We aren’t in any position to be fooled by calm waters.”

-

Thoma catches her as she’s putting away the last of her feathers underneath her human skin. Sara freezes as his green eyes widen. A command is halfway out of her half-formed mouth, warbling and distorted, before she can stop it. “Don’t look!”

Thoma spins around, jerked out of his frozen gaping by the discordant sound of her half-human and half-tengu vocal cords. Sara finishes folding herself down and away, making smooth the guise of mortal flesh and hair and composing her mortal face into, ideally, something not blatantly mortified at being caught out.

She clears her throat awkwardly. “Apologies. I —that appearance is not the most pleasing. Or polite.”

She’d gotten complacent. This place. This house. This land. She’d gotten too used to it. She’d gotten pulled into its calm reflection.

It’s one thing to be seen by Itto or Ayato. Itto has always known her other form, her real one. He actually prefers it to the human guise she’s adapted over the years. He is perhaps one of the only people in this entire world with whom Sara would willingly drop her human form for. Their spars in their truest natures are always satisfying. And Ayato she had already shown before the marriage: admission and threat woven together into one offering. She’s used to both of them watching her come and go at night once she’s sure everyone else is asleep, and returning to one or the other waiting for her in the shared living area between her and Ayato’s sleeping quarters.

(“I can only imagine what a beautiful sight the forest and ocean is in the light,” Ayato opined once as he watched her preen her feathers in the early dawn. He yawned into his palm, amused as he reached over and slowly, under her apprehensive gaze, pulled a thin twig from somewhere on her tertiary wings. “It might make the whole business of dodging branches easier.”

Sara had taken that as a not very subtle suggestion that she fly in the morning with better visibility rather than at night with close to none.)

Thoma’s mouth opens and closes, expression troubled. Sara would be too if she’d just seen a beast land right in front of her.

“It’s not about your appearance,” Thoma finally says. “I was just startled is all. I didn’t expect — well. I wasn’t really expecting anyone. You may have noticed by now, but this isn’t really a house of early risers. Ayato-sama aside, as he seems to come and go on some schedule I still haven’t managed to quite pin down.”

Thoma’s eyes lower to the brace of rabbits she’s holding loosely in her right hand. There’s no doubt in either of their minds that this little…routine of theirs is about to change.

“If I said thank you for all of the others, would you accept it?” Thoma asks, turning aside to wave her into the kitchens.

“No,” Sara admits. She didn’t do it for thanks.

“But I still won’t accept an apology, you know,” Thoma replies. “I’m stubborn like that. We both are.”

Sara had been planning on gutting and cleaning the rabbits before anyone woke up. She would have done it in the forest, but she hadn’t expected to find them and didn’t have a knife to work with. She could, in theory, have done it with her talons. But she’s long out of practice doing it that way. In that shape Sara’s ability to focus on work that requires such finesse and patience is drastically altered.

Thoma takes the rabbits from her and Sara goes to get the knives and a few buckets.

After months of working together in the kitchen and occasionally helping each other around the estate, the two of them work comfortably enough together, for all that there are many things between them that have been said and refused in turn.

Sara knows it bothers Thoma just as much as it bothers her. But she’s not standing down on this one. She knows she’s done wrong by the man. She owes him. Even if he’s right about her not being exactly sorry — if the Shogun commanded her to, she would do it all over again — there’s still a debt between them. And, honestly, Sara is also sorry that she doesn’t feel more guilty about it. Sara knows she’s hurt people. She knows that she’s done wrong by a lot of people and any resentment aimed at her is rightfully earned. It’s her burden to carry for the rest of her life. But within the scope of information she had, with what she had available to her, it was what she had to do. It was the Shogun’s will. And Sara’s own personal feelings are nothing in the face of the almighty Narukami.

Thoma’s hands still and he lets out a long sigh, setting down a bloodied knife. Sara turns towards him, watching as he closes his eyes and tips his head back. His back and shoulders are stiff.

“Can we — can we bargain?” Thoma finally asks, opening his eyes to look at her. “I think it’s time we settled this. So. Let’s bargain. I ask three questions, you ask three questions. No passes, no skipping. And then we’re settled. Can we agree on that?”

Sara nods and she gestures for him to go first.

His response is immediate. Sara wonders how long he’s been waiting to ask these. “Was it all guilt?”

Before Sara can answer Thoma points at the rabbits they’re cleaning. “I mean. This. The — offerings? Gifts? Were they all just because you felt guilty about something I refused to be angry at you for?”

Yes, is the answer that almost jumps out of her mouth. But at the last moment, before she can quite form the shape of the word, something stops her. Sara hesitates, letting the syllable come to a crashing halt against her teeth. She turns the question over in her mind, feeling its edges and its shapes and wondering why yes doesn’t feel like the right answer. No. It is the right answer. But it isn’t the full answer. Not really. It’s a partial truth. A half-hearted response to sincerity.

“Some of them,” Sara answers. “At first, yes. I — I didn’t know how else to pursue this. To make amends. You wouldn’t accept a verbal apology. Recompense with mora seemed crass.” Though Sara knows that there are plenty of people who were wronged by the Vision Hunt Decree that did file claims for mora and other material goods as payment. “A written apology would be turned away the same as the ones I tried to give you in person.”

Sara looks down at the rabbit underneath her still hand, skin halfway parted from its flesh.

“To attempt to repay you with things you needed seemed…imbalanced. Practical, yes. But I did not want my apology to you to be another burden that you would have no choice to accept. Ingredients that you wanted, but not necessarily needed or asked for, seemed to be a good compromise of their own. You could choose not to use them. You could throw them out or give them to someone else. You could ignore them entirely.”

“But it wasn’t all of them.”

“No. There were some that — I just. I thought it would be nice,” Sara admits. A particularly large and well ripened sunsietta brilliant at the very tops of the trees and at the perfect height for her to swoop down and pluck with a faint tip of her wings, fresh young batches of wild growing shiso she’d spotted while gliding in aimless circles, fat and gleaming silver fish from the river she had meant to release after the idle pastime of trying to catch them with nothing but her taloned hands — when she had seen them she hadn’t thought about her unaccepted, unwanted, apologies. She’d just thought that Thoma might like them. That he could probably use them to make something nice.

Thoma nods, some tension seems to ease from his shoulders as his hands slowly return to working on his own rabbit. “Your turn.”

“Why are you okay with it? You were wanted by the state. You had to hide in a teashop for months. You knew what would happen to you if your Vision was taken from you.”

“Did you expect me to fight?” Thoma shakes his head. “That’s not one of my questions. That’s just — there’s no way it could have turned out well. Personally, I never agreed with the reasoning behind the Vision hunt. Not there was much of one given. I wasn’t exactly okay with it. And at the same time, I thought it would never happen to me because of who I am. I know that sounds arrogant. I’m an outlander who’s job is cooking and cleaning and doing odd jobs when you look at the basic facts. I didn’t even come into this country legally. I’m just a really lucky guy who happened to gain favor with the right people. The Vision Hunt, to me, was terrible and something I couldn’t understand. I’ve lived here almost all my life, but I also still remember my upbringing in Mondstadt. The idea of just doing something because someone told you to is still bizarre to me.”

The City of Freedom. An entire city founded upon the concept of rebellion and resistance. Home of wine and song and innovation. Sometimes Sara thinks that surely the place must be exaggerated.

“I’m actually a pretty selfish guy, you know,” Thoma continues. Sara shoots him a look of pure disbelief. Thoma laughs. “No, really. It’s true. All I really want in life is to take care of the people I’m close to. I want to make life easier for them. I want to repay them for the good things they’ve given me. There’s not much else I really care about aside from that. I don’t want to cause trouble for them and if possible I want to get rid of their troubles. The Vision Hunt Decree and all of the stuff around it was wrong to me. But I wasn’t ever going to really fight it or act on it. Not unless either of the Kamisato siblings outright told me to. Or if you guys went after either of them. Hearing about the other people who had their Vision taken upset me, sure. And I’d try to help them if I could. And I wasn’t going to actively turn over my Vision or turn anyone else in. But I wouldn’t risk myself or the Kamisatos to join up with the Resistance and proclaim my disagreements right in the middle of Inazuma City, you know?”

Thoma wipes his hands on a clean rag, setting his knife to the side.

“Was all of it wrong and messed up? Yes. Did I agree with it? Absolutely not. But did I really do everything I could to fight against it? Not until it was my Vision on the line. Did any of that mean I was okay with it? No. Not at all. But I don’t want to linger on it. It’s over. I have my Vision. No one is hunting me or my family. I don’t want to think about it anymore. I want to move on.”

Sara doesn’t really understand that. How do you move on from something so — so life changing, so consuming? How do you just…put it aside like that? But asking him to clarify won’t edify her on that line of reasoning. Perhaps it’s something she just isn’t capable of understanding. Something she’s fundamentally unable to comprehend.

“I’m going to ask both of mine at the same time, if you’re alright with it. They go together.”

“Yes.”

“First. Why is it so important to you that I forgive you?” Thoma asks.

“I owe you,” Sara replies. Thoma nods. He’s asked this enough and she’s told him this enough that the answer is immutable to them both. She doesn’t know why he wasted a question on that.

“Would you do this to everyone who was affected by the Vision Hunt Decree? This isn’t something special to just me.”

“I would,” Sara answers. “If anyone I harmed during the Vision Hunt Decree came up to me, I would apologize to them and offer to make amends in whatever way was within my power.”

And because she knows that the real question isn’t the would but the hidden why, Sara continues.

“It is what is honorable and just,” Sara says. Though she’s not sure why this needs to be elaborated on. “I acted under the understanding that my actions were what was decreed as best for Inazuma by our Archon. I acted with my firm belief and trust in what I was doing as something justified for the greater good of our people. With the knowledge that I have now, I know that this was not the case. My honor, my pride, as both a soldier serving under the Shogun and as a member of one of Inazuma’s leading clans demands that I do what I can to make up for the injuries I have done to others.”

Her pride as a tengu, too.

“That seems very tiring, Sara-sama,” Thoma replies.

“Yes. It is. But, nonetheless, it is what is needed.” Sara hands over her rabbit to Thoma for him to break down as he sees fit. “Earlier, when you refused my apology. What did you really mean by that?”

Thoma busies himself with the cutting of joints and the separation of flesh from bone for a while. Sara takes the time to wash her hands and to collect the knives they used for the skinning of the rabbits. She also starts the fire at the stove.

“What I meant is that you weren’t sorry about doing what you did, you were sorry about the fact that your actions against me turned out to be meaningless. You were sorry that the hurt that was inflicted onto others was for nothing. I really wasn’t trying to say that you were insincere or call you a liar. You’re a very honorable person, Sara-sama. Everyone knows that. You’re one of the most respected names in Inazuma and it has nothing to do with the family that raised you.” Thoma starts to pull pots and pans out from storage. “But you’d do it again. Right? If we went back in time and had to go through the whole thing. You’d still do it. Because that’s your duty. Your responsibility. Sword and hand of the Raiden Shogun. I understand that. I can’t fault you for that. In my eyes, doing what your lord tells you to do isn’t dishonorable. It’s your duty. It’s what you’re sworn to do. If I thought otherwise it would be hypocritical of me.”

“We are both loyal retainers in service of a higher power,” Thoma continues. “I’ve done questionable things in the name of the Kamisato clan, just like you’ve done things under the command of the Raiden Shogun. We may not always agree on what we’re told to do. But at the end of the day, we put those doubts and questions aside to do our duties. I can’t blame you for what the Shogun ordered you to do. Not when I don’t even blame the Shogun for it. It is not our place to know or understand the minds and whims of gods, Sara-sama. So that’s what I meant. I wouldn’t demand an apology from the Raiden Shogun and I wouldn’t demand one from you, either. It doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t fix anything. Maybe if we were different types of people it would. But we aren’t.”

This Sara understands. And it puts some part of her at ease. This line of reasoning she can understand.

“Last one,” Thoma says, voice lighthearted. “Then we can both pretend this heart to heart didn’t happen and we can go back to being quiet kitchen companions.”

Sara doesn’t really have anything else she wants to ask. Thoma’s already answered the important things.

“Why is it that when you say you’re alright with something that has happened everyone leaves it be, but when I say that I’m alright I get questioned further?”

Thoma pauses in the middle of pulling out the jar of pickled plums from the storage underneath the floorboards. He looks up at her, mouth opening and closing a few times. He gets a few words out each time before he finally just sighs, holding up the jar for her to take.

“It’s because if I’m not actually fine I’ll say so,” Thoma says. “And with you, no one would know otherwise until we’re carrying off your corpse.”

-

Having access to the strange message box is everything Sara feared it would be. It’s everything she didn’t know how to imagine or hope for. It’s unlimited, quick, unfiltered and unseen access to the person who’s mind Sara on good days wants to plunge into like she’s hovering over the eye of a storm and on worse days throw herself against like she’s one woman fighting a typhoon.

(“How convenient that would be for you to have,” Ayato says to her out of the corner of his mouth, face half obscured by the fan he’d stolen from his sister. “Have you asked Sangonomiya-sama for one of those boxes? I’m sure she would give you one.”

“She offered when I was removed from the standing organizational meetings,” Sara replies, lips loose with fine sake and the shimmering heat of early summer. “I declined.”

The sound that jumps out from Ayato’s mouth is so annoyed that Ayaka pauses in the middle of her story to look at them with naked curiosity, expression saying “do whatever it was you did again so I can learn how to do it too”. Sara waves her hand at her to ignore them, shaking her head.

“You are a ruin of a woman,” Ayato mutters, snapping the fan shut, head shaking.

“And you’re a calamity of man,” Sara shrugs her shoulders, holding her sake cup out for a refill. There’s only basic patrols to be done tomorrow and overseeing of new recruit training. She is learning the things she can afford to take for herself. Two cups of sake after dinner in the privacy of her home is well within her budget of allowances. “What else is new?”

A week later, Ayato calls out to her from where she’s trying to get down Ayaka’s ribbon from where it’s stuck in the boughs of a cypress tree just outside the estate’s wall. Ayaka and Thoma couldn’t explain why it was up there, and Sara isn’t sure if she wants to hazard a guess.

“Catch,” he says and Sara turns around in time to catch an object flying at her face with the force of not a toss, but a full pitch.

Sara’s hands curve around a slender hinged box, the lacquer on it a shimmering deep black. The hinge and clasp are shaped like shells. The box’s lid has an inlay of birds flying over an ocean in delicate, shimmering pearl.

“How?” Sara asks, gliding down from the tree, box cradled in her hands like the treasure it is.

“Did you think you were the only one with ties to Watatsumi? Sangonomiya Kokomi and I get along rather well and have been ever since the Yashiro Commission was allowed to start discussing religious ceremonies with them. Also, Itto and her right hand man have some kind of strange camaraderie that I want to examine in some kind of isolated setting. Have you ever seen them in the same space together? It’s like watching a disaster being unwrapped like a birthday present.” Ayato rolled his eyes, smile two parts exasperated and one part fond. “What in the world would you do without me, dear wife?”

It’s on the tip of Sara’s tongue to answer with one of the verbal parries she’s slowly learning to let free. Perhaps husbands and wives do grow to be like each other though, because even as the retort forms like a swirl of rain-misted wind in her mind, Ayato’s own response to her retort ripples over smooth water.

“Thank you,” Sara says instead. This, too, is something she’s slowly learning several years too late. How to shut up and accept something good for what it is.

“You’re welcome. Consider it a betrothal gift,” Ayato says, surprise in his eyes at her easy acceptance. They’re both learning, it seems, how to accept things as they are instead of what they think they could be. “Do you mind if I see you use it the first time though? That fish is just so…peculiar. We must have Thoma in the room when you use it. Ayaka too. Imagine the looks on their faces, Sara.”)

How was the annual review? Smooth sailing for the Shogun’s most dedicated general and her most effective division, I should hope. Even with a night of revelry beforehand, Kokomi writes. Did everyone’s favorite detective deign to appear this time, or will you be hunting him like an escaped calf? Don’t frighten him too badly, Sara. I still haven’t forgotten his last visit here and I don’t think any of us want a repeat.

Even now Sara has to fight against deeply carved habits, force herself to listen beyond the murmuring doubts in her mind. It’s an old and familiar worry she’s carried with her for years and years. It’s the habit to look at this message and take it for something it isn’t. It’s the voice in her mind that brushes against her like something scaled and smooth and sinuous in shallow, murky waters. It says: she is asking you because she wants to know if you are faltering. She is looking for the gaps in your armor. She is looking for the faults where she can seep through and drown you when you are not looking. She is looking to undo you.

No, Sara chides herself and her calloused heart, she asks because we are friends, hard won and hard fought. She asks because she cares. And if she did not care she would not write at all. Sangonomiya Kokomi does not waste ink, paper, magic, and time on pleasantries she doesn’t need.

Kokomi writes because, in spite of everything, she isn’t done with Sara just yet. Kokomi extends her hand, her graces, her voice across days of water and land, because for whatever reason she still finds Sara worthy of such efforts.

And Sara, frozen in the stall between catching an updraft to retreat, and folding her wings to fall, soaks the attention in like parched earth. She’ll choke on this, someday. It will be her undoing. Her glutinous unraveling.

But for now — weak of will, and made all the more vulnerable by reckless satisfaction — Sara writes back. She writes back and Kokomi returns the messages within minutes and it is on and off and on and off as it has been ever since Sara got this box. Sometimes no new message will come for days. And sometimes Sara is peppered with messages before she’s had time to compose an answer to the last one. On occasion, the messages are so dense that Kokomi has to mark them — part one, part two, part three.

And with every response, Sara feels some part of her resolve buckle. Not quite crumbling and collapsing under the weight of the longing that bears down upon it from the other side — building and multiplying onto itself, self-perpetuating and fed by even the slightest, imagined scraps. It’s too easy. All of this — it’s so easy it can trick her into thinking that she can have it when she knows otherwise.

When Sara was sending messages by boat and bird, it would take weeks for the responses to come and go. Their correspondences were pages upon pages worth of thoughts poured over and carefully edited and formatted to make the journey worth it. Sara would spend hours in her head reading over Kokomi’s letters, trying to pick apart the meaning of each character, looking for what wasn’t said, what was avoided, what was carefully hidden, what was implied but not quite bold enough to present itself outright. And in turn, Sara would spend days composing her own responses. She would tabulate moments throughout her day to be relayed later and as she would prepare herself for bed she would pick up each moment and analyze it to dust to determine if it was worth the ink of relaying it on or not.

The instant gratification of the enchanted box removes that barrier of reservation, of hesitance. Kokomi alternates between writing Sara pages upon pages of her complaints and observations about the harvest, a certain cat that’s taken to shredding the tatami of her private quarters but cozies up to her so nicely to plead clemency whenever its caught in the act, a particularly good haul of pearls and then suddenly sending her one or two sentences about humidity or how much she appreciates watermelon.

So far, just today, Sara has received two unrelated messages of that more brief nature. One about the aforementioned humidity and how it will drive Kokomi to drastic measures if it doesn’t let up soon. And another that simply says “I am about to reach my limit”.

And then Kokomi had sent the longer message, asking Sara about the annual reviews Sara had been trying to organize — and was failing at because Shikanoin lives to disrupt extant plans and expectations.

Today Kokomi answers Sara again after only a few minutes, the ink barely dry on the note that the strange little fish — not a carp, though Sara isn’t quite sure what type of fish this is — presents her.

-

Something hits Sara through the open window hard. It hits her so hard that she actually feels her body lurching forward with impact, and her forehead smacks her hand which had been halfway up to her mouth to cover her yawn.

“Ayato! Ayato! Hey!”

Sara sticks her head out the window, glaring down at Itto who stares at her in wide eyed confusion.

“You’re not Ayato.”

“No fucking shit,” Sara scowls, throwing the rock back down at him. It lands off mark but he still flinches away from it.“What are you doing?”

“What does it look like to you? I’m trying to call my boyfriend? Duh.”

“Then what the hell is with wrong your aim?” Sara whisper-snarls into the still night air. She jabs her finger to her right. “He’s one window down. I know you know how to count.”

“What? No. It’s always this window. I think I’d know which window to throw rocks at to get my boyfriend’s attention. Since, you know, I’ve been doing this for. Like. Months.”

“It’s not this window. I think I’d know if I’m in the right room or not. Since, you know, I’ve been living here for like. Months,” Sara throws back.

“No, it’s definitely this window. It’s the one right above the funky looking rock. The one that kind of looks like a screaming old man with missing teeth.”

Sara looks down and there is indeed a, she supposes, funky looking rock on the ground floor beneath her. Though she wouldn’t describe it in such uncanny terms. Sara squints at it. Maybe from Itto’s vantage point it would be a more apt description.

“They moved the rock,” Sara tells him, “Some of the bushes in the garden got some kind of disease so they had to be uprooted. The rocks were moved around.”

Sara hears Ayato behind her, coming in from the door that leads back to their shared room. She moves aside so he can also lean out the window with her.

“What’s this? My lover and my wife having secret midnight affairs without me? How scandalous!” Ayato’s hand moves to carefully touch the back of her head. “I heard that hit from my room, are you alright? Don’t try to bluff. I’ve had my fair share of hits. I know how hard he’s throwing those.”

“Sorry!” Itto clasps his hands together in apology.

“It’s fine,” Sara grumbles. “Does this happen often?”

“Well how else am I supposed to know when I’m to be whisked away for some grand and illicit affair?” Ayato replies. Cheeky snake. “Besides, it’s a little romantic, isn’t it? Standing by the window and waiting for your lover to call upon you. Frankly, I’m surprised this hasn’t happened sooner.”

Sara, valiantly, doesn’t say no, it sounds stupid.

What she does do is put her hand on Ayato’s back and give him a firm shove out the window. Ayato yelps and Itto scrambles to rush forward, catching Ayato in his arms as the stunned pair gape at each other and then up at Sara.

“Don’t expect my help getting back in,” she says. “Go have fun being romantic and whisked away. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. Or do it. I don’t care. Don’t throw anymore rocks.”

-

As Sara is gliding back down Mount Yougou towards the Kamisato estate she sees a small speck of light color among the darker greens and browns of the forest along the cliffs. Sara descends low enough that she can make out the shape of a young girl, and then tucks her wings in close as she lands among the trees. Sara shakes her arms out, picking up the pheasant she’d caught earlier as she settles her feathers back under her human skin.

The young girl she’d seen from the skies is most certainly Sayu. From what Sara understands, this Shuumatsuban member is technically still in training and under the watch of the shrine maidens of the Grand Narukami Shrine. Sara’s interactions with her are still quite limited. Aside from occasionally running into her at the Kamisato estate when Ayato calls her in for reports, the girl makes herself quite hard to find. If she’s been spending all of her time hiding out in the forests around the mountain Sara can understand why Ayato is content to let her be. It’s not worth it to keep sending someone out to scour the woods for the truant ninja.

Sayu startles out of a nap, looking around, hands reaching out for her club, before she sees Sara. The girl has very sharp senses for a human, even in what appears to be sleep.

“Are you skipping again?” Sara asks, observing the few foxes that were also in the area. The foxes watch her back, ears and tails twitching with obnoxious mirth. Spirit foxes for sure, Sara muses. Quite a ways off from cultivating their second tails, but on their way yet. She raises the pheasant in her hand up higher away from the ground, slinging it over her shoulder. One of the foxes huffs, turning its snout up at her and the other whines, coming close to bat its paw at her leg. Cheeky whelps. They’re learning bad manners from Yae Miko.

“I did all my work already,” Sayu protests, “And I even did all my training for the day. Don’t report me back.”

Sara raises her eyebrows. “You sound very defensive for someone who’s done everything they’re supposed to do.”

Sayu glances off to the side, the picture of someone caught in the act.

“Well. It’s called optional training for a reason,” she says. “But what I’m doing right now is also very important.”

“Oh?”

“I’m resting,” Sayu declares. “I have to recover my energy so I can catch up to everyone else.”

Sara recalls what Ayato’s told her of Sayu and her somewhat worrisome preoccupation with her height. It isn’t Sara’s place to lecture or chide, and even if it were Sara wouldn’t know where to start. She’s never had to take a recruit to task for being truant before. No one’s ever dared skip under Sara’s watch.

So Sara moves to stand near the edge of the cliff, looking out to the sea and taking in the stunning vista. The afternoon has been clear but with the approach of nightfall clouds have begun to roll in from the north east. Light cloud cover, Sara can’t feel any rain on the way. It’ll be a nice night, she thinks.

“Well, you’ve found as good a place as any,” Sara says, raising the pheasant up off her shoulder and shifting it to the other side when she feels one of the foxes creeping closer through the grass. She glances down to give it a stern look. It immediately flops onto its belly, the picture of innocence. As though it were merely finding a new position to nap. Foxes used to have more respect. Yae Miko has thoroughly corrupted this generation.

“I won’t report you,” Sara promises. “I’m not your minder.” She is, in theory, a responsible adult, but she’s not Sayu’s responsible adult so Sara thinks it’s fair of her to look this over. If Sayu was doing something dangerous, perhaps she would be of another mind. And for all that the girl takes every opportunity she can get to escape for some quiet repose, Sara knows that Sayu is diligent in the execution of her tasks. She would not be in the Shuumatsuban if this weren’t the case.

“Well,” Sayu says after a beat, “To be honest I don’t think it would matter very much if you did. I’ve been coming here for ages. I think the shrine maidens already know about it. The foxes are always here, too. They know to find me here if it’s really important.” Sayu sighs.

And then, while Sara is shoving a fox away from her with her foot, Sayu says continues. “You know, I thought you’d be scarier than this.”

That seems to be the general consensus when Sara interacts with various members of the Yashiro Commission and its affiliate groups. Personally, Sara doesn’t know why people say that. Sara is fairly certain that her overall image through Inazuma is neutral to positive. She’s never had any scandals of abuse or corruption. Sure, there are plenty of people who have grudges against her because of the Vision Hunt Decree. But those have nothing to do with Sara’s personality.

“I think it’s because I remember that one festival back when the war ended,” Sayu explains. “And I remember that Yae Miko told me that getting that statuette for you was the most important thing I had to do. It was a task of utmost importance and failure would be punished extremely thoroughly. I was terrified. I’m glad the Traveler was around to help me back then.”

Sara pinches the bridge of her nose. The next time Ayato slanders Guuji Yae, Sara’s going to have to remember this and keep her mouth shut about scolding him into propriety.

“You helped me crack one of several market manipulation cases,” Sara points out. “You did very well. I was very impressed by you.”

“Thanks.” Sayu falls quiet again. “You’re really different from what I remember.”

“Am I?” Sara turns around. Sayu nods solemnly, the large hood of her tunic dipping over her forehead. Sara doesn’t think she’s acted any different. The only major change Sara can think of is that she wears different clothes. The Kamisato siblings commissioned an entire wardrobe for her and not wearing them felt like such a terrible waste that Sara caved and put way her old sets to be used only for sparring or cleaning.

“Really different,” Sayu says. “I mean. It could be just me remembering you different. But even when I see you around the Kamisato estate you don’t feel the way you do in my memory.”

Sara gestures for Sayu to go on.

“You’re lighter,” Sayu explains, picking at a bandage on her knee. “Maybe it’s just because so much time has passed since the war. But you seem much lighter now. Like you had a nice long nap of your own. The kind of nap you wake up from feeling like the whole world is new. I mean. I think you can still be a little scary, though. Sometimes Kamisato-dono has me check in on things in Inazuma City for a change of pace and I can hear you yelling at recruits from the gates of Tenshukaku.”

“It’s well deserved, I assure you,” Sara says. She didn’t realize she was that loud though. No one else has ever mentioned that before.

“Yeah, I can tell,” Sayu nods. She points at the pheasant. “Dinner? That’s good plumage.”

It is, which is what got the bird caught in the first place. She’ll help dress the bird and leave it for Thoma to do as he will. But Sara really wants the feathers from this one.

“Come,” Sara says, gesturing for Sayu to follow her. “To rest you must also eat.”

-

Patrol has left her restless and unsatisfied. Maybe it’s because Sara hasn’t patrolled around Inazuma City since she was married, but apparently the intrigue around the new lady of the Kamisato household has yet to die down because everywhere Sara went it felt like people were staring and whispering about her. Or maybe it’s Shikanoin’s reports making her paranoid and overthinking things. But for what was a completely uneventful patrol, Sara feels as though she’s just come out of a full day of handling the most egregious and tedious of cases.

The Raiden Shogun has been out of Tenshukaku as of late, roaming Inazuma. Sara doesn’t know if this departure from the capital was meant to provide Sara a break to stay with her new household and further acclimatize and avoid the worst of the court entanglements while getting her bearings, or if it was just a fortunate side-benefit from the Shogun’s own personal desire to get out of the palace. Either way Sara hadn’t thought to look too deeply into it. But maybe Sara should have made an appearance or two around the city before now rather than having her work forwarded to the Yashiro Commission or attending to meetings and reports at auxiliary police stations closer to Mount Yougou. It may have cut down on the attention she was receiving.

What Sara wants right now, more than anything, is a bath and to lie down. Sara can feel a headache forming at the back of her skull even as she thinks about reporting into Tenshukaku tomorrow to continue sorting out affairs before the Raiden Shogun’s promised return later this week.

But before Sara can even set foot inside the walls of the Kamisato estate, Itto is running out of it, immediately linking his arm with hers and dragging her away.

“Oh good, caught ya in time,” Itto says, picking up the pace to start jogging even as Sara quickly tries to twist around so she isn’t being dragged or forced to run backwards.

“What happened?” Sara’s mind flickers through several half-formed scenarios and discards them all. If it was something dangerous she doubts that Itto would be so relaxed. Maybe he forgot to do something he promised Takuya. Or maybe he upset Kuki and needs Sara to help him beg forgiveness.

“They’re going to play the hot pot game for dinner,” Itto says. “I found out like, five minutes ago and was going to go and try to warn you.”

“The what?” Sara manages to twist free of his arm, planting her feet firmly and refusing to be moved when he tries to pull her forward. “It’s been…it’s been a day. I want to take a bath and go to sleep. I have to be back at Tenshukaku tomorrow morning to assist in sorting out audiences for the Shogun.”

“We can go to an onsen.” Itto pauses, “Well. If one of us has money on them we can go to an onsen. Otherwise I’ll find a good place in the woods and block it off with some rocks and you can do a quick scrub down. Trust me. You do not want to eat at home tonight.”

“I need you to explain yourself as though you were talking to a foreigner from Sumeru or Mondstadt.” Sara rubs the heel of her hand against her forehead. She also has a message from Kokomi that she’s been waiting to open and read all day. The enchanted box has been lingering at the back of her mind, both a carrot and stick in pushing her through what has been a truly taxing day.

“Well. You know what hot pot is. You’re a soldier, how can you not?”

“Alright. And?”

“And the hot pot game is where everyone takes turns adding one ingredient to the pot,” Itto pauses. “Look, I don’t know how to make this clearer to you from here other than letting you play and like. You know I actually care for you, right? No way am I letting that happen. Especially not if you’ve already had a shitty day.”

“What are they possibly adding that it can be as awful as you seem to think it is?” After all, everyone has to eat from the same pot afterwards.

“The problem is that the people adding stuff in don’t realize it’s awful,” Itto wrinkles his nose. “And there’s a reason why Ayato’s banned from the kitchen.”

“He really can’t cook?” Sara frowns. “Isn’t that just exaggeration?”

“Ayato can cook.”

“Everyone seems to be implying otherwise. And so are you right now.”

“I said Ayato can cook,” Itto shakes his head, “I didn’t say you should eat it though.”

“These seem like contradicting statements.”

“Let me put it this way. You know how to fix someone up you gotta know how to fuck them up to start with? For Ayato to be picking out these really wild and insane combinations, he’s got to know what you’d usually combine to start with. The guy, technically, knows. He could, probably, cook something decent if he really wanted to. But ask me if he really wants to.”

“But he knows he has to eat it, also. All of us do.”

“Okay but what’s a little discomfort in the face of watching the rest of us suffer?”

Sara pauses there. Ayato would be the type of person to self-sabotage just to get a kick out of watching everyone else squirm.

“I cannot believe,” Sara mutters as she pats herself down and pulls out her purse to check how much money she has on her, “That you picked that man to fall in love with.”

“Hey, I might be in love with him. But you married him,” Itto says, leaning over her to count the mora. “And that’s definitely enough for an onsen visit and dinner. We’ll just sneak back in after night falls.”

“Should we be rescuing anyone else?”

“The other two have stomachs of steel at this point. They’ve been doing this for years. They built up some kind of toxic immunity. Also — I think Ayaka-chan is taking after her brother in this because last time they played she dumped in pickled plums.”

-

The sound of several feet rushing towards her at once draws Sara out of her contemplation of her the poems she’s been trying to get her head around. Sara flattens herself against a wall in time to avoid being clipped by a veritable hoard of housekeepers, led by Thoma himself as they rush past her.

“Sorry, sorry,” Thoma yells, with a back up chorus of servants, as they rush over the wooden floorboards in the direction of the estate’s inner rooms. Each servant has their sleeves tied back and a cloth tied over their hair, as well as what seems like the entire estate’s inventory of rags, buckets, brooms, dusters, and other such cleaning supplies.

For lack of anything better to do, Sara follows after them. Better this than studying poetry. Sara’s been beating her head against this particular set of poems for the better part of a week and has come to no real conclusion about them other than poetry not being something she’ll ever really grasp. It’s enough that her calligraphy is clean, her musical talents are supplemented by her sharp ear, and her strategies at go and shogi are comfortably advanced. If anything, she can just have Ayato or Ayaka slip her some clever answers to give in the incredibly unlikely situation where she’s questioned about her literary opinions.

Sara arrives in time to see them disappear into the door of Ayato’s office. Sara lingers further down the hallway as she picks up on the sounds of Thoma ordering the servants around like a skilled commander. She doesn’t think she’s ever seen so many servants congregated in one place. Or as aggressively determined to work. And this includes the date of the wedding ceremony.

She watches as servants immediately begin bringing out piles upon piles of objects and stacking them in the hallway. They form a line of people handing off objects and arranging them and then cleaning them. As Sara approaches they part like water around her with quick, brusque acknowledgements that Sara attributes to the intense concentration they have on their task.

The scene that greets Sara when she peers around the edge of the opened door to look into Ayato’s office can only be described as pandemonium. There are piles upon piles of scrolls and loose sheafs of paper scattered everywhere along with dried pots of ink. There are strings and half burnt down candles on every surface. In fact, every visible surface has something precariously balanced upon it. Coats, shawls, scarves, papers, bags — an empty katana sheathe leans against the side of a a sword rack that’s occupied by what looks like a fishing pole and a broom. The floor cannot be seen underneath the documents and piles of cloth littered over it.

Cabinet doors and drawers bulge open or outright hang agape to display their overflowing contents. Stacks of paper and scrolls are held down or open by cups of tea with dried brown rings crusted along their interiors. Sara sees a pipe and a pile of ashes on a tray that looks moments away from toppling over and scattering everywhere. There’s a menagerie of origami animals lined up along one edge of a window.

In the center of it all, Vision gleaming at his hip, is Thoma surveying the office with the look of a war weary veteran. Sara’s seen that exact look of resigned determination on dozens of her own soldiers facing down a mission that has every fact stacked against their favor.

“Were we robbed?” Sara asks, knowing fully well that they weren’t.

Thoma looks at her, and Sara takes an unconscious step backwards, her own Vision sparking with her apprehension.

“You’re not busy,” he says. She’s not. She’d been chased out of her office by her secretaries who couldn’t keep up with the amount of paperwork she was going through and information she was requesting they follow up on. For their peace of mind she’s taking a day off for them all to catch up to her. Thoma’s eyes assess her with an unnerving level of sharpness that she hasn’t seen from him since Ayato first told the man that Sara accepted the marriage contract.

“Arrangement.”

That’s all he says and then Sara is shuffled off to a group of servants, handed an apron and cloth to cover her hair and is told to just start gathering documents and to sort them. Sara is given a run down of what goes where, what to look for, and a strongly worded warning not to actually give any attention to what she sees. This is, supposedly, for her own peace of mind rather than any privacy concerns for the clan head’s business.

Sara begins with some confusion, but finds her pace as she sorts through documents that range from innocuous notes about the weather to seemingly random pages of expenditure reports. Sara is torn between storming out of the room to chase Ayato down to give him a dressing down over the fact that he has state documents with the Shogun’s seal lying around in the open and continuing down this mad path of cleaning.

As Sara is moving a stack of documents that, among other things, includes an entire play record of shogi matches from a tournament two and a half years ago that Sara’s actually rather curious to see if she can be allowed to borrow at a later date, she overhears Thoma and two other servants discussing a stain on a table with each other.

“It has to be ink,” Thoma says. “If it was blood the pooling and drying would look different. And there’s too much of it.”

“The lord has hidden injuries before,” one of the servants argues, “It could most certainly be blood. And if we treat it as an ink stain we risk damaging the wood if it isn’t.”

“I disagree with you both. You know how he’s been favoring that new blend of black tea from Liyue. Chances are it was left to steep too long and then he spilled it. What else was here? Do we have anything else with similar stains?”

Sara breathes in through her mouth as she passes, eyes glancing past them towards the stain on the wood.

“Ink,” Sara tells them, shoving the shogi manual under her arm as she reaches her free arm between them to trace the edge of the stain. “I can taste it in the air, still.”

Sara isn’t sure how often this room is aired out, for all that she can tell it gets near continuous use. But Sara can still faintly taste ink in the air here, concentrated around that spot.

The three of them look at her and then each other, then nod, and scatter to — presumably — get the right mixture that would work this ink stain out of the wood’s finish.

After Sara is done sorting documents — feeling very much like she didn’t get chased out of her offices by her aides and any possible peace of mind she was supposed to be striving for has been thoroughly chased off — she’s set to assisting in moving larger pieces of furniture so the tatami mats can be cleaned.

“How often do you have to do this?” Sara asks as she helps move a kaidan tansu that she had thought was just a regular chest of drawers because the side with the steps had been buried under — well. Everything.

“Whenever the lord leaves the estate,” the servant next to her, in charge of holding the doors of the tansu shut, replies.

“Every time?”

“Every time,” another one confirms. “We don’t always get to go in very deep. But today he’s meant to be off the grounds for the entire day.”

“Actually, my lady, it isn’t so bad today. During the rainy season the lord can be absent minded and leave the window open. And when it snows! Oh it’s awful!”

Thoma is a splotch of bright color in the center of all the chaos, except for when he’s called out. He has to leave twice, looking one part exasperated and two parts grimly determined, every time he’s called out bring some forgotten item to their absent minded lord. If the rest of the world knew that this was actually how Kamisato Ayato’s life was behind the scenes they probably wouldn’t live in fear of him nearly as much. Sara’s own esteem of her husband has already fallen down several degrees.

Sara is absorbed into fluid groups of servants that come together and break apart like clusters of worker bees as they set about moving furniture, sorting through items, taking out articles of clothing for laundry, disposing of trash, and other such tasks that seem to be never ending. Every time Sara and whoever she is working with finish one task, she turns around and finds herself descending upon some other new issue that needs to be dealt with.

By the time Thoma calls for a break to air out the room and take a solid inventory of what has been done and still needs doing, Sara is sweating and out of breath. Her head feels like it’s buzzing from the work and the sudden halt of it. Her apron, which was originally white, is now a dull grey with several stains. Looking around, she isn’t the only one in such a disarray. A servant who had been working on trying not to get buried alive under a truly preposterous amount of paper has streaks of dust over their face. Another who had been scrubbing a cabinet from its dull finish to a luxurious shine has large damp spots under their armpits and around their neck.

Thoma claps Sara on the back, gesturing for her to follow him and the rest of them out towards the nearest courtyard. Other staff give them solemn nods as they pass, not blinking twice at what a motley looking bunch they must seem. There’s tables filled to bursting with food in the courtyard. Onigiri piled in high mountains by the platter, large pots filled to the brim with soup that still bubbles with heat, boiled eggs already removed from their shells glisten in deep bowls — even as Sara stares, mouth watering and stomach starting to make its hunger known — several more servants come out bearing platters of rolled eggs, sheets of laver, and flayed open grilled fish.

“Eat slowly,” Thoma calls out over the dust covered group that’s already begun to tear through the food. “Don’t give yourself upset stomachs. We still have to put everything back after this.”

Thoma gives Sara a firm push towards a washing station that was set up in a corner of the yard.

“You’ll need your strength, Sara-sama,” he says, “They’ll be setting up a grill in a bit if you want some onigiri with miso. Not to brag, but I think our house has some of the best miso mixes on Narukami.”

-

“I just cleaned this place,” Sara says flatly as soon as she steps foot into Ayato’s office. “I just finished cleaning myself off from the dirt that got on me while I was cleaning this place.”

“Thank you for that, that was very kind of you to go along with it,” Ayato remarks as he picks his way around piles of paper. “Thoma can be rather…how should I phrase it?”

“Determined?”

“Hm. Sure. That. He can be very determined when it comes to his duties and requisitioning as many hands and helpers as he feels he needs. When I came back he told me that he reeled you into helping without really thinking about it. He feels rather embarrassed about it now. When you have a moment let him know that your pride as a noblewoman isn’t at all offended by being drafted into his one man war against disorder, won’t you?”

“It’s not a one man war,” Sara says, sighing as she makes a half-hearted attempt at putting a stack of scrolls into a somewhat steadier looking arrangement than whatever he did in the scant hours no one was looking. “How did you undo all of that work so quickly and why hasn’t anyone taken you to task for it yet?”

Ayato rolls his eyes at her. “It’s only messy to you. I’m doing perfectly well with it after all. The trouble is when Thoma brings in his army and they move things around to where I can’t find them again.”

“Don’t you dare lie to me by saying you can find anything in this mess.” Sara had to boost someone onto her shoulders to pluck out paper scraps from the ceiling lamp. They found almost three thousand mora in various nooks and crannies of the room. There was animal fur stuck between the tatami weave. She found half a pigeon egg shell behind a vase. There was an invitation to a vassal lord’s birthday festivities trapped between two cabinets — the date for the celebration already passed by nearly a fortnight.

“Of course I can, there’s a system to this you know. I’m not being slapdash about it. Besides. Don’t you know that this is the best way to keep something safe?” Ayato chides. “If any enterprising individuals came around to snoop they would never find anything at all. Don’t distract me. I didn’t bring you here to talk about this. I had a more serious topic in mind.”

Sara can hardly think of a topic more serious than the fact that Ayato feels comfortable leaving documents with state secrets out in the open just because he’s so horrendously disorganized that said state secrets are buried underneath scribbled out haikus and tea stained inner robes. Sara has only just now realized why the servants assigned to her quarters took a shine to her so quickly.

Back at the Kujou estate, Sara was mostly self sufficient. She rose early to begin her morning ablutions — fetching the water and soap and necessary items herself — and she made her own breakfast before leaving for the day. She didn’t do the dishes, but she made sure to leave them stacked up neatly in the kitchen. And when she was home or on a slightly more relaxed schedule she’d do those dishes and if she were feeling particularly energetic she would make extra food for the servants.

Sara, on off days, cleaned her quarters herself. Her servants and staff would often despair over Sara doing their jobs for them but Sara couldn’t tolerate the idea of letting someone clean up after her mess. She could understand the necessity if she were constantly out and about — which is why she even had staff in the first place, especially during the years of civil war when she was barely home to sleep — or if her quarters were especially large and grandiose. As it was, Sara’s rooms in the Kujou estate were detached from the main buildings, self contained with their own kitchen, storage, and bath, and spartan beyond the expected humility one would think to find in the home of a Kujou.

There were days where she and her staff worked elbow to elbow in the kitchen as Sara assisted with meal preparations, especially during harvest season when it came time to pickling vegetables and preparing plum wine, or drying out mochi or fruits. Sara didn’t realize she would miss such quiet camaraderie until she was back into the thick of it today.

Ayato ignores Sara’s contemplation, reaching into one of the cabinets to pull out a lacquer box that’s been tied shut with thick white rope. Ayato unites the rope and lifts the lid to reveal papers. He holds the box out to her. Sara takes the papers out. And then sits down heavily, leaning against the kyōsoku, as Ayato moves to open the window to allow some of the evening light to come in.

“Why are you showing me this?” Sara quickly shifts through the papers, noting entire missing gaps as Ayato goes around the room. He peels back a piece of the screen wall and pulls out another piece of paper. He slides out another few pieces from a false panel on the back of the kaidan tansu. Ayato pushes a stack of wave patterned zabuton to the side with his foot, crumpling and displacing several stacks of paper and books that were next to them. He lifts the tatami and pulls out an envelope that he adds to his stack of documents.

He hands them all to Sara, revealing them to be the missing pages to the document in her hands. Ayato then sits next to her, pulling the tray with his pipe closer.

It’s his will. Sara can feel the altered texture between her fingers. The documents have been treated to prevent tampering or damage. It’s recent, too. Ayato wrote the date on top left corner of every page as well as what page number it was out of the total document’s length. The bottom right of every page bears the small characters of Ayato’s name written in the finest brush strokes that still remain visible to the bare eye.

Ayato details how all titles will be conferred upon Ayaka. There’s a list of the properties and investments that are under his own name, unaffiliated with either the Yashiro Commission or the Kamisato Clan. These are parceled out to Ayaka, Thoma, a few dedicated vassal retainers, and even Sara is listed as a beneficiary. The Komore Teahouse is listed as as Kamisato clan property, though its general management is listed under the name of the dog.

There’s a ledger of paintings and calligraphy pieces that Ayato has created under the persona of Nami as well as notes on the deeds of sale, the payments received, and the current locations of said works. There’s another ledger that lists all of the works Ayato has yet to sell and where those are currently stored. Possible profits from the sales of these works as well as potential recipients for these works are all tabulated out down to the last mora. The amount of wealth estimated under this section once again reminds Sara of their conversation in the Komore Teahouse when she became aware of this enterprise of his. She resists the powerful urge to slap him with this piece of paper and haul him before a jury panel for fraud and market manipulation.

There’s directives for handling his personal wealth, his possessions, any arrangements for dealing with any manner of harm and unnatural causes of death that might have resulted in the need for these documents to arise. There’s an entire section that clearly states that Ayato is of clear and lucid mind when this will as drafted.

Much to Sara’s surprise, there’s even a mention of Kaedehara Kazuha. Ayato has saved a small portion of the Kaedehara estate from being absorbed and reapportioned. The property has been maintained by tenant farmers. There’s reference to an entire ledger of proceeds generated by the plot of land. There’s incredibly specific wording in this section that states that all funds generated by this land are for Kaedehara’s personal benefit. Should he or any of his descendants ever return to Inazuma the land and its profits are theirs to do with as they will. Management of this estate in the event of Ayato’s passing and Kaedehara not claiming it falls into Sara’s hands. Kaedehara may choose to donate all proceeds as he wills. But the land remains Kaedehara land until such a time that there are no longer any to claim the bloodline or the Raiden Shogun herself declares otherwise.

There’s a section with individual assets and set amounts of mora, land, or other such items left to various vassals and other persons of note. Some Sara knows, others she can only guess are loyal retainers or aides. Perhaps these are children of the Shuumatsuban. Sayu’s name does come up next to a decent amount of mora and a description of linens, grains, and miscellaneous goods that would help her strike out on her own if she ever left her post, as well as a few reserved pieces of artwork from the unsold collection of Nami pieces currently in storage.

For Sara he’s left a small estate towards western shore of Narukami, by the sea, as well as a tidy percentage of his personal funds, control over a textile business she wasn’t aware he had, and controlling shares in a trading company.

It’s terrifying how much this man has accumulated in secret, without anyone knowing. Sara recognizes the names of some of the businesses listed here. There’s contingencies listed for continuing the patronage of several renowned artisans, contracts for merchant fleets, and even a few investments abroad. Sara sincerely doubts that any other noble in Inazuma has their resources spread so wide and so deep and so entirely invisible to the public.

But none of this is what makes Sara falter. All of this Sara accepts with some ease. She’s been in Ayato’s orbit long enough to learn how to just accept this sort of thing, this strange sort of uncalled for and unpredictable hit.

“You’re mad,” Sara mutters through cold lips as she reads the same page over and over again. “You’d leave it all to me?”

“In the event that Ayaka is compromised, in the absence of a capable heir, there is no one else I could trust to lead,” Ayato says simply. “Ayaka is grown, yes. And I certainly cannot protect her forever, no matter how much I may wish to. But just in case — “

“Your sister has proven herself more than capable of handling political issues,” Sara says, “Better than I, certainly.”

Ayato blows a steady stream of smoke out of the corner of his mouth, eyes downcast as he examines his pipe.

“The Frostlake Heron,” Ayato says, eyes closing, “The Shirasagi no Himegimi. Flawless Radiance. What do these names call to mind, Sara, when you hear them? Grace? Elegance? Perfection?”

“Get on with it.”

“Isolation. Loneliness. Alienation.” Ayato continues. “She has friends and allies. She’s surrounded in admirers and those who are quick to praise as they are to judge. But ultimately, Ayaka has grown up relying on herself. Alone. I fear for her. Ayaka certainly is capable of political maneuvering and controlling social circles. But she has a reputation that’s been built and cultivated around her for standing on her own. Solitary and untouchable. She has become constrained by that image of forthright honor and transparency. There are things, actions, she is not allowed.”

Sara shuffles the papers together, carefully lining up their edges.

“And so you need a knife in the dark for your sister. A raven for her heron.”

“Why must you always sell yourself so short? You aren’t the weapon the Kujou clan tried to forge you into. We both know you’ve got too much of a will for that,” Ayato mutters. “She needs a guardian. I don’t doubt my sister’s capabilities or her strength of will. In the event of my untimely passing, I know she’s more than capable of stepping in to fill the vacancy. But I do not want her to be alone. I know what the sudden weight can feel like. I know what the sudden pressure is. Ayaka already handles so much, but there are just as many things that I have purposefully hidden from her. Things that I am not sure Ayaka will be able to understand at once.”

“You speak as if I have any experience with these strange wars of information and intelligence you seem to have all over the country. Perhaps as the one being observed and tracked and plotted around, yes. But not on the other end.”

Ayato’s eyes open again to meet hers. He takes a draw from his pipe, leaning his head on his knuckles.

“There is so much to you that you can’t seem to see. I don’t understand it sometimes. It seems so clear to me.”

It’s on the tip of Sara’s tongue to ask, have you and Kokomi been talking about me?

“I am not asking you to step in for her,” Ayato continues. “I am asking for you to help her step up. Ease her into it. Smooth her path.”

“Turn the unpalatable into something easier to swallow?”

“If you insist on speaking about it in such terms, then yes. The sugar to the vinegar.”

“It would be the first time I would be considered sweet.” Sara sighs, lowering the documents onto her lap. “Who else knows about this?”

“My sister, of course, is aware of parts of it,” Ayato says, eyes closing again. his words come out of his mouth with the smoke, giving the shape of his lips a strange illusory quality. Like a distorted image in water. “Thoma as well. I’ll be relying on you to make sure it’s fully implemented as written. Or to assist in interpreting anything I didn’t fully account for. I’ve spoken with Yae Miko about sections of it as well.”

Sara runs her thumb over the corner of one of the pages.

“Itto isn’t mentioned,” she says quietly

Ayato doesn’t respond for a long time. Sara doesn’t look at him and he doesn’t look at her.

“No,” he finally says, sounding far away and hollow. “He isn’t.”

“I’m sorry,” Sara says for lack of anything better to say. Normally Sara wouldn’t bother with such useless platitudes. But in this moment silence seems too cruel. But what else could she say? I’m sorry that the man you love can’t even be mentioned in your death? Your dying wishes? That even when you pass from this world you can’t be with the man who holds your passions? The world is unfair and exacting and power is a bitter master? Politics makes puppets out of even the most skilled masters?

What could Ayato even leave him? No matter how close they appear in the public eye, there isn’t anything Ayato could leave behind to him. Everyone mentioned in the will had official, legitimate ties to the Kamisato clan through blood or politics. It would stand out too much for Itto to be listed among them. It would draw too much attention. And how incredibly cruel that would be — for Itto’s name to be dragged through the mud for being Ayato’s lover when Ayato would have already lost the ability to love. When there would be no love left to act on at all. No matter what Ayato would have left behind for him, be it a note, a simple piece of cloth, mora, land, grain, livestock — it would have been picked apart to absolute pieces. Itto would have been picked apart. It sounds absurd, but Sara’s seen people reduced to nothing for less in similar situations.

“I can only leave him the best memories of me, I suppose,” Ayato says quietly. “I think I’ve already given him the best I could ever give anyone. Is it enough?”

“If I told you it wasn’t, you couldn’t do anything about it.” There is too much of her own situation in Ayato’s for her to be kind to his excuses. Sara’s throat closes around the bitter mixture of envy and hate that crawls up from her stomach. Envy that Ayato has someone he can give that to. Hate that it’s so ruinous and selfish.

Sara feels the trace of salt weathered skin over her lower lip, she smells ocean waves and warm sweat; she shivers as she swears she feels the slippery texture of an oyster being slipped past her lips. She struggles against the memory into the present.

“You’re too weak to give him up,” Sara says. She didn’t realize she was going to say it out loud until the words have left her. Ayato laughs. It’s a hurt laugh, but he can’t refute it.

“Is that why you cut yourself off at the knees? How ruthless. How selfless of you,” Ayato replies. “Do you think Sangonomiya-sama appreciates your restraint? Your consideration?”

“It doesn’t matter.” They’ll never know. Sara will never know if the salt of ocean waves tastes different when sampled on fingertips than it does when devoured directly from lips and tongue. What Sara doesn’t know she can’t crave, seek, hunt, desire. And so there is nothing to look for, nothing to miss, nothing to yearn for. Sara has nothing to be strong to give up because she didn’t start anything to begin with. There was no choice to regret because Sara has refused to acknowledge the existence of choice.

Is it possible for birds to dream of plunging into the dense dark? For fish to dream of ascension among clouds and lightning?

And what, if anything at all, do the dreams of birds and fish matter? Especially when examined under the same light as that of a god’s?

“Oh, Sara,” Ayato whispers, eyes closing as he shakes his head. “You’re going to break someone’s heart like that someday.”

“Who’s?”

“Mine,” Ayato muses, tapping a finger to the beauty mark under his lip, eyes dancing like silver underneath stormy waves. “Itto’s. My sister’s. Sangonomiya-sama’s. Yours. All of the above. All at once, probably. You never do anything by halves at all. It’s selfish of you, this business of wanting nothing. Of nothingness. Of not mattering.”

“Living, in general, is selfish business.”

“If that’s true then you might as well act it,” Ayato opines. He offers her the pipe. And maybe Sara feels sorry for him, for them both. Maybe she feels guilty for saying the hurtful truth out loud. Or maybe she’s just feeling sympathetic for a man who’s got enough power to do anything he wants with an entire country if he put his mind to it, except walk hand in hand through it with the man he holds in his heart. She takes the pipe. And maybe Ayato feels very much the same, because he doesn’t tease her when she chokes and sputters on her first inhale. “You can’t go through life without hurting people and being hurt after all. You might as well make it intentional instead of an accident. It hurts less that way, you know. Injuries of purpose rather than neglect.”

“I know,” Sara says. And then, because it seems that this entire morbid conversation has put them both in a very peculiar mood that’s half part bitter honesty and half part sincere resignation towards the fruits of that honesty, she adds on, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Alright,” Ayato concedes. “Alright.”

It isn’t. But it hasn’t been for a very long time and Sara doesn’t expect it to be any time soon.

-

“Just let me see it,” Itto calls after her. “Come on, just once. It’s not like it’s a big secret. You and Gorou-kun act all weird about it.”

“It’s a private message,” Sara calls over her shoulder, skidding around the corner hallway and quickly righting a passing servant who’d nearly fallen backwards trying to dodge Sara. “Apologies.”

Sara starts running against as soon as the poor man is firmly on his two feet.

“Ah, not that way,” he calls after her. The various people that make up the daily roster of the Kamisato and Yashiro staff are now long used to both Sara and Itto routinely getting turned around. “You’ll just be going back to the banquet hall.”

“Thank you,” Sara pivots on her heel, wings half-manifested and flaring outward to keep her upright and starts sprinting down the other side of the hallway. She keeps her hand tight around the message box in her hand. She’d gotten partway through Kokomi’s latest dry review of light novels she’d coerced Gorou into bringing back for her when she realized Itto was slowly inching over to read over her shoulder. Sara had snapped the box shut and tried to put it away but Itto made a lunge for it.

Rather than risk the box breaking by having to physically fight him over it, Sara ran.

And now here they are, running through the combined hallways of the Yashiro Commission offices and the adjoined Kamisato estate like common hooligans and uncouth delinquents. If someone were to tell the Sara of almost a year ago that she would be running through the Kamisato estate essentially blind because still hasn’t figured out the layout of the sprawling grounds, while carrying an enchanted message box that communicates via strange fish that has a direct line to Sangonomiya Kokomi, being chased by Arataki Itto she would have immediately referred them to the senior doctors and healers of the Tenryou Commission and possibly even straight up to Guuji Yae for possible need of exorcism and purification.

But here she is. There he is.

“Don’t you have anything better to do?” Sara yells at him, running up a flight of stairs to who knows where. Hopefully somewhere with a window that she can jump out of.

But the maze-like quality of the Kamisato estate and its strange semi-awareness of intent and danger can always tell when Sara really wants a window versus when Sara doesn’t care one way or another about a window and shoots her out into what she recognizes as the second floor storage rooms. Not a single window to be found. Sara swears and starts running for the other side of the storage where she knows there’s larger flight of stairs designed for bringing uplarge, heavy pieces of furniture.

Itto’s steps thunder up after her. Sara sincerely hopes that they’re not in one of the more important storage areas and lunges over a cloth covered square that’s either an unused cabinet, a trunk, or a table. Itto grabs her and yanks her back by the back of her collar.

“Why do you have to be so difficult?” Itto asks when Sara quickly rolls back into his grip, balancing onto his arm and swinging her knee up towards his face. Itto drops her and throws himself out of the way. Sara twists to land on her hands and knees, scrambling up to her feet even as Itto yanks on her ankle. Sara thrusts the hand carrying the message box upwards to prevent herself from falling on it.

“Can’t you mind your own business for once?” Sara kicks at him as Itto crawls up her legs, pinning them down with his torso. “Didn’t you bother Gorou-san enough to see his?”

“But yours is pretty,” Itto says. “Just let me look at it. Why do you have to be weird? I don’t care about what dirty notes you’re exchanging with Sangonomiya Kokomi — “

Sara sputters, “They aren’t dirty — “

“ — I just want to see what kind of weird fish you got.” Itto reaches out and slaps at her arm. “Gimme.”

“You don’t need to hold it to see it,” Sara protests, but hands the box over anyway.

Itto rolls off of her legs and gets to his feet, reaching down and hauling her up after him.

“Let’s go back downstairs, I want to see this with actual light. Why do the storage rooms always have to be so damned dark, anyway?”

“You can see in the dark,” Sara points out, trailing after Itto as they go back down the stairs. Predictably, they aren’t in the same hallway they came from but one of the open air viewing verandas above a decorative pond.

“So? I still don’t like it,” Itto says, slinging an arm over her shoulder as he turns the narrow box over with his other hand. “Shiny. Pearls? Do you think those are still as expensive on Watatsumi as they are here? I mean. The entire place is just one giant clam or something.”

“It’s not a live clam.”

“It looks like one,” Itto leans his back against the platform’s railing, gently rotating the box in the light to catch and shift the rainbow sheen of the shells. Strips of light bounce off of the box and onto his skin, his face.

“Don’t blind yourself,” Sara mutters, lifting herself up to sit on the railing next to him. “Is it because of the ghost story Thoma told you the other day?”

Itto throws a glare in her direction.

“You’re an oni, what do you have to be scared of ghosts?” Sara sighs, summoning her fan to bring in a gentle breeze. Sara turns her face into it, tasting the distant waves and the faint crisp touch of crushed pine.

“What does being an oni have to do with being scared of ghosts one way or another?” Itto says, holding the box back out to her. “Why didn’t you have one of these to start with?”

“Why would I?”

Sara carefully slides the box into her sleeve, feeling its now familiar weight settling in along with the other items she stores there. Box now secured from prying hands and eyes, Sara flicks her tengu fan at Itto, sending a particularly strong gust right into his face. Itto just closes his eyes against it, nose scrunching and long white hair swinging over his shoulder.

“Why would the High Priestess of Watatsumi give this lowly general from Narukami an enchanted message box?”

“Oh my god,” Itto mutters to himself, covering his face with a hand. “You’re a freaking nightmare.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Itto nudges her with his elbow. “I’m not talking about anything. Which is exactly how you like it. You masochistic feather ball. Come on, if we work together maybe we’ll figure our way out of this maze and to somewhere with people before we go nuts talking about nothing at each other.”

Sara mostly lets Itto lead them. While the house and the enchantments built in and around it recognize Itto as not human, they don’t fully register him as youkai as they do Sara. As a result, Itto’s chances of finding his way back to somewhere populated or his starting point is just a little higher than hers. It would be higher still if he wasn’t so exuberant, or so Ayaka tells them both. His oni blood may not be as strong as it would be if he were a full blooded red oni, but his own personal energy makes up for that in leaps and bounds and alerts the estate just as much as Sara’s carefully controlled tengu youkai does.

She reaches into her sleeve to touch the box, mind drifting back to the message she had been mentally composing.

Should she tell Kokomi about Shikanoin’s findings? And her own unease? But what would Kokomi do? What advice could she give?

She would certainly tell Sara to tell Ayato. And knowing the man, he would immediately begin to lay out traps all over Inazuma to reel in anything and everything that might have so much as a flickering uncharitable thought. No. Sara doesn’t have anything to give him anyway. There’s no reason for anyone to make a move based on a feeling. Shikanoin’s gathering number of reports and stolen copies of official documents aside, Sara is fairly certain that she’s just seeing the worst as she is prone to doing.

Besides, if the situation really is some sort of nefarious ploy, surely Ayato or Kokomi’s intelligence networks would have picked up on it by now.

What are the chances that there is something wrong? But who would Sara even point fingers at? Sara’s made it a point to avoid as much of the political scene as possible, unless she was being sent by the Raiden Shogun to pass on punishment or a decree.

No. Sara pulls her hand away from the box. No need to tell Kokomi about this. Sara will deal with it on her own, whatever it is. If it even proves to be anything at all.

-

“No,” Thoma says with surprising force. Sara turns over her shoulder to see Ayato meandering into the kitchen, stopping to look over her shoulder at the broth she’d been helping Thoma with.

“I’m glad to see the two of you bonding,” Ayato says. “Though I do feel a little slighted that Sara is allowed in the kitchen and I am not. Aren’t you being dramatic, Thoma?”

“No, I’m not. Get out,” Thoma waves the cleaver he’d been using to cube chunks of boar with. “I’ll call Itto-kun on you. I’ll have him carry you out of here.

“Sounds like a good time,” Ayato hums, fanning soft curls of steam away from the stove. “What, I can’t even look? Isn’t it my house?”

“Your house, my kitchen,” Thoma replies. “Out.”

Ayato doesn’t roll his eyes, exactly, but he looks at Sara and somehow that look conveys the exact feeling of eyes being rolled. He snaps his fan closed, affecting hurt as he sighs, eyes downcast and mouth gently sloping into what on his sister would be a pout.

“You’re being incredibly harsh to me, Thoma.”

“Such is life, my lord,” Thoma retorts dryly, setting down the cleaver and wiping his hands on his apron before bodily pushing Ayato out of the kitchen. “Go find Sayu-chan if you’re so bored. She’s been trying to pass you messages from Guuji-sama for the past week.”

“Honestly, sincerely, and frankly, I would rather subject myself to thirty consecutive rounds of karuta against Kaedehara Kazuha than listen to one message from Guuji Yae.”

Sara wants to ask Ayato when he’s ever had a chance to play karuta against Kaedehara Kazuha and why, considering that the man has been to Inazuma all of four times since the war ended and spent most of his visits in Watatsumi. She’s certain that no matter how that experience plays out that it’s definitely better than listening to one of Yae Miko’s convoluted, back handed, tongue in cheek messages.

“Itto says he can actually cook,” Sara comments as Thoma returns to cubing meat.

“With significant motivation,” Thoma snorts. “I’m not cooking this meal twice though. I’ve got other things to do today. He can play around when I’m not here.”

“Is it really so bad?” Sara asks. It can’t be. Sara knows she’s commented about it to Ayato before, but that’s because his taste in tea is very strong and Sara actually needs to sleep. It doesn’t extend to everything, does it? Sure, most nobles don’t learn how to cook. Sara’s an exception and she also served on the front lines of a war. Even if she didn’t learn how to cook before then, she would have learned the basics during her extended weeks out on the front. And Ayato doesn’t seem like the type of man who would allow himself to have any flaws in his repertoire of skills.

“There are some experience best left to the imagination,” Thoma answers. “And let’s also say that there’s a reason for why I’m sometimes called in as a poison tester.”

Sara blinks down at the simmering pot in front of her.

“My mind is currently going to a very dark place, Thoma-san,” Sara says. “Am I, possibly, dramatizing?”

“No.” The man sounds defeated. “You aren’t. But I really, really wish you were.”

-

“There’s something troubling you,” Ayato says, idly fanning Itto’s face as the oni reclines with his head on Ayato’s lap. Itto flaps the open collar of his yukata to try and get more of a cool breeze.

“Ayaka-chan,” Itto waves his hand at her, “Let me borrow you.”

“You can borrow my powers, but you aren’t borrowing me, Itto-kun,” Ayaka says, reaching over and forming a small fist-sized ball of ice in her hand and dropping it onto Itto’s bare chest. Itto startles, but immediately slides the ice up towards his neck and relaxes in relief. “Thoma, go sit over there. You’re making it hotter.”

“I am not,” Thoma protests from the far side of the room. “And I’m already as far as I can get short of leaving the room. My pyro Vision doesn’t actually make the air around me hotter, you know?”

“It feels hotter,” Itto and Ayaka protest.

“Now children, behave while the adults talk,” Ayato teases. Itto reaches up to flick Ayato’s chin in response.

“It’s nothing,” Sara says and the rest of the room immediately groans. “What?”

“It’s always nothing with you,” Itto complains. “Except it isn’t.”

“What’s your nothing this time, Ane-san?” Ayaka asks, swinging her legs off of the edge of the wooden porch as she peers up at the clear night sky. “Did you get turned around in the back storage room again? Last time you only took ten minutes to get out of that part of the spirit trap, I think that’s a vast improvement. Itto-kun still gets lost trying to find the baths closest to Onii-sama’s rooms.”

“Good thing our lord is always there to guide him then,” Thoma muses.

Sara tunes them out as they bicker, mind returning to the puzzle pieces she’s mentally laid out. Shikanoin’s been sending her more messages regarding his concerns about the patrol routes and the personnel shortages. Sara is starting to see his concern. She’s also noticed that she’s being followed even more closely. She isn’t sure if it’s the Kamisato’s Shuumatsuban or some other group, though. If it’s the Shuumatsuban then chances are it’s merely for her own protection and to calm Ayato’s own nerves. She knows that he has a detail following his sister, Thoma, and Itto. Asking about it outright may seem like she’s displeased by it. It’s just one of the ways the man shows he cares and Sara feels oddly touched by it. But if it isn’t Ayato’s doing then it’s someone else.

It could be one of Kokomi’s own spies, Sara knows that while the war is over Kokomi has not fully called her hard won and built information network back to the safety of Watatsumi. The mindsets forged by civil war and the following period of somehow even more intense negotiations that required a truly bleeding edge grasp on the most current information are not ones that can easily be put aside. Sara is fairly sure that the face of future wars and fights within Inazuma has been permanently changed by this era of espionage and covert intelligence. Wars may be fought entirely with ink and brush, where the blood spilled is entirely in hypotheticals and in shadowed back rooms.

If it is one of Kokomi’s spies, Sara definitely can’t call her out on that. It would be —

Sara pushes aside the contents of Kokomi’s last message and the question that Sara has yet to answer. That is not the particular loose thread her mind wants to bother today. That lurking beast in her mind can wait. Not for much longer, granted. But Sara isn’t ready to face it just yet

Ayato catches Sara’s eyes, brow furrowed as he waits for her to answer.

“I think I’m just tired,” Sara tells him. It’s not that far off from the truth. Sara is tired. She’s tired of politics and she’s tired of feelings and she’d tired of constantly being surprised by herself and those around her. Sara is tired about worrying about things that may or may not be worth worrying about, and then worrying about her worry. Sara is tired of being this person who is so — irrationally emotional.

“Are you feeling unwell?” Ayato reaches over to hold the back of his hand against her cheek. “You don’t feel warm to me, but I my sense of temperature admittedly isn’t the best. Itto, check Sara.”

Itto sits up, reaching out to replace Ayato’s hand with his. “Nah, no fever. You don’t look sick. You do look tired though. But you always look tired. Did you get more work again? This is why Shinobu-kun nags you, you know? You work too much.”

“I think I’ll go sleep early,” Sara says, pushing Itto’s hand away from her face and rising to her feet. “I’ll sleep it off and go for an early morning flight to clear my head.”

As always, it’s a little strange to say that. That she’ll go for a flight. Sara is so used to this part of herself being contained to the dark, to the moonless nights where her chances of being seen are close to nothing.

“Alright,” Thoma says, standing up to follow her, “I’ll check the kitchen for tomorrow. If you’re awake before me can you start soaking the rice for me? Oh, and if you happen to find anything good in the forest bring some back for us. One of my contacts in Ritou is getting in a good shipment of preserved meat from Mondstadt and wine from the Dawn Winery. I want to make something to go along with it.”

-

“I’ll take it from here,” Sara says with Shikanoin’s next report.

“And do what, exactly? Report it?” Shikanoin asks. He squints his eyes at her, looking appropriately skeptical. “Look. Even I know that what I’ve got is a lot of circumstantial evidence that won’t hold up in any assembly or court. Sure. To you and me we’ve got something suspicious going on. But we don’t have enough to keep going here. If you report this to the wrong person we lose all leads for further investigation. And at this point I still can’t tell what exactly is going on, so I wouldn’t even know who we could suggest as trustworthy on this. I mean. Sure. Your husband. Probably.”

“I’ll look into it myself,” Sara says.

“If you’re the target, do you think you’ll be able to investigate without tipping anyone off? You’re inside of the problem. Sure it’s been a while since you’ve done some serious field work but you’ve got to see the problem here.”

“It’s not safe for you to proceed on your own. You’ve gone as far as you can, Shikanoin-san.” Sara points out. “Besides, as clever as you are, do you think you’ll be able to continue pushing further into Yashiro territory unobstructed for much longer? I’m surprised you haven’t gotten a visit from the Shuumatsuban yet.”

“Maybe it’s because I keep showing up here,” Shikanoin points out. “Maybe they think I’m just doing your bidding.”

“Unlikely,” Sara rolls her eyes. “But I do mean it. You need to stop. Hand it all over to me. I’ll handle it from here on. Don’t investigate anymore, Shikanoin-san.”

Predictably, Shikanoin doesn’t like hearing that.

“Like it or not, I’m still your ranking officer. This is a direct command, Shikanoin-san. Let me take over from here. This is my duty. You are about to be out of your depth and you have no support on this. It isn’t an official investigation,” Sara continues. “I understand your concerns and your natural investment in seeing this to its conclusion. But you need to trust me.”

“Question. If you’re looking after me with this, who’s going to look after you?” Shikanoin asks after a beat where he studies her, the latest bunch of documents and notes he’d passed her, and then his own hands.

“The Almighty Shogun herself,” Sara says flatly. “I’m her right hand, aren’t I? Now, are these all the copies you have? Don’t lie to me, Shikanoin-san. You’ve got obvious tells. A terrible trait for a detective.”

Later after passing on instructions to the servants not to disturb her and to pass on any important messages to Thoma for her to sort through later, Sara spreads out Shikanoin’s truly thorough and exhaustive notes over every available surface of her private study. The more she looks the worse the situation appears without being overtly terrible. There’s nothing here Sara can act on or report. If Sara or Shikanoin ever brought this up to anyone they’d be considered paranoid alarmists. You’d have to be inside the situation and looking for something to see the issue here.

Sara sits back on her heels, hand covering her mouth as she examines the detective’s cramped scribbles and notes. Sara’s mind traces paths over Inazuma, tracing money and people and meeting reports. She holds up her own memories and experiences for comparison, overlapping then and now, now and then, and sees only increasing contrast. All of it making sense. All of it being, in theory, supported by sound logic of bureaucracy and practicality. And yet.

With the movement of Tenryou Commission resources and personnel further away from Yashiro Commission territory, aside from Sara’s own division of forces, a swath of unprotected land begins to rapidly grow. Unprotected isn’t quite the right word for it. Technically speaking, it’s always been under the Yashiro Commission’s purview as holy land, sacred land, to protect and oversee. The Tenryou Commission, as custodians of Inazuma’s security, were merely doing due diligence in patrolling it until now. With Sara’s shift in duties and allegiances, it makes sense for them to leave it in Sara’s hands. A sign of good will, as it were.

But the Yashiro Commission’s own definition of protection and security vastly differs from that of the Tenryou Commission’s. Sara has long learned to understand that from the glimpses she’s been invited to have and take longer and longer looks at from Ayato and Ayaka’s work. The Tenryou Commission’s protection is a physical thing, present in blood and arms. The Yashiro Commission’s work has and always will be, primarily, in the shadows of voice and ink.

Sara straddles a strange line between the two but it leaves her stretched thin. The Yashiro Commission’s own seemingly hands off approach to protecting the land the Tenryou Commission is slowly retreating from can also be seen as politics and politeness on their side. If they swoop in too fast it seems like too much of a power gambit. As if they were waiting for the chance at further expansion.

Once more, Sara is caught uncertain as to how to address this. Technically there is nothing wrong. Both commissions are well within their rights to act as they have, and the area is still, technically protected by both under Sara’s watch.

But Shikanoin’s notes and alarmist messages, combined with Sara’s own quiet and unremarked upon observations are coming together in ways that, now that she sees it, cannot be dismissed. This is a situation that’s getting ready to spiral. And this is just another fall that Sara is having an uncomfortable time looking at directly.

What’s her best case scenario here? Being right? If she’s right then there’s a conspiracy here that undercuts two of Inazuma’s commissions and divides an entire leading clan of Inazuma that’s already just barely scraped its way around the Shogun’s decision of abolishment and dissolution.

If Sara’s wrong then she’s wrong.
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    Has instinct ever failed her? No. Does she have any reason to doubt her instincts? No. Has she ever had a reason to believe that her instincts were leading her astray in some way? No.

And yet.

Sara’s instincts, currently, are screaming at her that this is a trap. That the slow circling of evidence and misdirection and negligence that’s been simmering in the background for the past several months is about to close.

Dusk is upon her and her patrol. It’s just her and four other guardsmen. One new member to the commission’s ranks, freshly approved for patrol duty after basic training and evaluations. This is his first squad assignment and this is his first patrol duty outside of Inazuma city. Another member fought with Sara during the civil war but the woman spent the latter half of it sidelined and recovering from injury. The other two have been with Sara for a while now but she’s never truly had a chance to test them for combat duty. There’s another patrol with more members a bit back, but even if they met up and combined forces Sara doesn’t think their chances will improve by much.

It looks like Sara is the only one aware of something being amiss. It could be paranoia — she’s spent several weeks reviewing Shikanoin’s notes and checking them against her own. She’s taken as many looks and asked as many questions as she thought she could get away with in Inazuma City but even that felt like too much. Sara had come close to asking Ayato flat out for assistance, but stayed her tongue every time. She’s beginning to regret it now.

At least if she had told Ayato and she was incredibly, incredibly off in her guess and it was Shuumatsuban, she could at least feel secure in knowing that this has all been a great misunderstanding and Ayato being his usual busy body self.

This is not the Shuumatsuban.

“We can split off from here,” Sara says to her squad. She gestures for them to circle back towards the main roads closer to the edge of Chinju and Byakko. “Meet up with the other patrol. Light your lanterns and wait for me at the fork between Chinju, Byakko, and Konda. I’ll check the area ahead and return before dark. If I don’t come assume I’ve met up with the Yashiro Commission patrol.”

The soldier who was with her during the war looks appropriately skeptical. She had been with Sara long enough to know that Sara has torn the figurative hides off of soldiers for splitting up and going solo enough times that those specific lectures have become infamous. Sara, suggesting such a thing now, even on what could be considered her home territory in a time of peace, seems out of character. The other one, the greenhorn, also looks skeptical. Fresh out of training and after having been, presumably, lectured enough times by Sara’s other soldiers before being passed onto her, he would have such warnings freshly etched into his mind.

The last two have been on this beat long enough to know that nothing has ever really happened around here, and are complacent enough with the strange non-interactions between the Tenryou and Yashiro forces in the area that Sara’s suggestion seems reasonable.

Before the first two can protest Sara gestures again towards the road they came from.

“The Yashiro patrols intersect with ours anyway,” Sara reminds them. “And they take precedence. If something were to happen in these woods, the Tenryou would be second to know about it, make no mistake.”

It’s not quite enough to ease the suspicion, but it’s enough that the four back down without any real protest.

Sara wasn’t telling a lie, exactly. The patrols do intersect. They just don’t intersect in timing. The Yashiro patrol for this area isn’t due to hit for another half hour.

But here are further facts that Sara’s mind has quietly, in the background, run the arithmetic on to arrive at this foregone conclusion.

There are, at this moment, less than twenty officers in the Tenryou Commission of infantry rank and higher that have direct heritage to the Kujou clan. Of those twenty, twelve of them are stationed in Narukami. The other eight are divided between the Kujou fortress and naval patrolsout near Seirei. Of the twelve Kujou family clan members stationed on Narukami three of them are assigned to squads that fall under Sara’s command. Two of those officers are part of squads that maintain permanent residence in Tenshukaku as on-site security. And the last officer is currently holding post at Jinren.

Sara doesn’t know any of those twenty-something Kujou clan members. She’s never met them in person. Never seen their faces. She only knows their records as listed in the Tenryou Commission’s personnel files.

The number of Kujou clan members enlisted in the Tenryou Commission’s forces was much, much higher in previous years. But with the scandals that came to light during the civil war many of them were demoted or transferred out to different commissions or other, less influential domestic sectors. Most of them were transferred out to the Kanjou Commission or assigned to joint duty running naval security outside and on the borders of Inazuma waters.

The ones who remained were either high enough up the figurative ladder to be able to dodge the repercussions raining downwards, or clever enough to manipulate their way out of harms way and deflect onto others.

The result of this much needed and belated purge is that many that boast the Kujou name have been thoroughly expunged from the Tenryou Commission’s ranks, or are held under such strict scrutiny that they can’t so much as miss a stroke on a character without accusations of sedition and unlawfulness falling on their sweating necks.

This has not, in all actuality, deterred the Kujou clan at all.

At this moment, there are over sixty officers in the Tenryou Commission of infantry rank and higher that have indirect heritage to the Kujou clan. And almost all sixty of them are stationed in Narukami. And none of them are under Sara’s jurisdiction.

Here is something else: Sara is not an assassin. She is not a spy. She is a warrior. She is a commander. A soldier. A weapon.

But she trained with assassins. In order to become a sword and shield, one must learn what sort of attacks to look for and deflect, after all.

The Kamisato clan isn’t the only one with hidden knives up their sleeves. The Kujou clan has their own form of the Shuumatsuban, even if it isn’t so forthrightly named and acknowledged.

Sara trained with them. She’s seen them. She knows that they’re strong, meticulous, and most importantly — absolutely dedicated to the mission. Whatever that may be..

Another fact: Sara cannot fight to her full potential while also protecting four other people from assassins who have nothing on their side to protect, not even their own lives.

Sara’s chances of survival are exponentially higher alone than with her squad members.

So Sara makes sure that all four of them walk back down the road towards the Byakko plains and she turns to make further headway into the forest.

And as night begins its indolent strut over the horizon, Sara steps off the foot path and into the thick, verdant, and dark brush of the forest.

She has thirty minutes until a Yashiro patrol comes around. Either she has thirty minutes to get from here to the top of Mount Yougou, where she can claim sanctuary from the Grand Narukami Shrine, or she has thirty minutes to hold out against all odds — alone — to defeat her ambushers.

Because if those thirty minutes pass and the Yashiro patrol intercepts the Kujou assassins, it won’t just be Sara’s life on the line. It’s going to be the Kamisato sibling’s as well.

And there’s no way on this earth that she’s going to let anyone lay a single finger on them.

-

Forests are not ideal terrain for tengu to fight in. Not in their more human forms, not in their natural youkai forms, not even their false forms as birds. Especially not in the forests that crawl up the base of Mount Yougou. The trees are too old here, too dense — fed by the ley lines and ambient magics of the old youkai that make their homes here. There’s not enough room to maneuver.

If Sara had a choice she’d be in her human form. But she’d run out of arrows — most of them missed. She didn’t have the room or time for a proper draw or to aim. Sara’s short sword would only be useful if she allowed her pursuers to get into striking range and Sara has no intention of letting that happen.

She’d materialized her smaller, auxiliary set of wings. They aren’t large enough to seriously weigh her down or hinder her overall mobility. But they were enough to give her a boost when she was jumping or attempting to do smaller glides. In the thickening darkness, Sara didn’t expect them to be a weakness. Of course they’re obvious targets, but what would the chances be of them being so easy to pinpoint in the night? In the deep and rich shadows of the forest? When she wasn’t using them she kept them folded tight against her back.

Sara wishes she could say it was a lucky shot, but the timing was too precise to be anything but skill.

The wing was folding back into place when an arrow punctured it, immediately pinning it closed and half awkwardly positioned against her back. Sara didn’t quite scream so much as she choked on the pain. She isn’t used to pain from her wings. She’s never fought with them out before — except when she spars with Itto or warns off other youkai. But that’s different. There’s a difference between Itto yanking on one and an arrow piercing through. Sara fumbles her landing, ankle rolling as she tumbles onto the forest floor and skids down part of a rocky embankment. She rolls onto the wing and hears the arrow snap. Good news in that the wing is no longer pinned. Bad news in that this opens a whole new avenue of pain because the wing is free to spasm and flail.Sara gets to her feet, ankle nearly giving in protest. And Sara is forced to rethink her escape. Making it to the top of Mount Yougou from here — bad leg and damaged auxiliary wing — is a pipe dream. She needs to get out of this forest. To the cliffs. If she can get over the water, far away enough from the archers, she can use her main set of wings to fly to the top.

The problem is getting there.

Sara limps forward, pushing herself into using the pain to keep going, momentum building as she runs through the woods. She reaches back towards her left wing and feels for the arrowhead she knows is still stuck in there. She feels around the edges and hisses at the sudden sting of something catching against her gloves and ripping through the thick protective layer. Sara doesn’t need to look to confirm it. She can feel the wetness quickly soaking through the ruined material. Barbed heads. Delightful. It seems a little like overkill. Should she be flattered?

First where is she? She’d made it a decent way up, before they’d got the wing. She’s deep into the forest. But there should be a portion of it that thins out —

Sara turns and continues to half run, half jump, half wobble in the air. She debates using her Vision and decides against it. Lighting up the area would just make her more of a visible target. They can already hear her, and probably track her from the broken underbrush and — now, the fresh trail of blood. But that doesn’t mean she should make it easy on them.

What does Sara have? Both hands and arms still work with full range of motion, shredded fingers on her right hand aside. Left auxiliary wing broken and punctured. Right ankle rolled and definitely getting worse the longer she’s on it. She’s out of arrows. She’d had to ditch the bow — it was weight and bulk that would only be useful in close combat. Shame. It was a good bow.

Kokomi’s message box, but what good would that do her? She’s been avoiding Kokomi for weeks now and there’s nothing the woman can do in Watatsumi while Sara is clear across Inazuma. Sara doesn’t even have time to write a note saying she’s sorry for being a complete horse’s ass about — about everything.

She has the short sword still strapped to her waist, but again — requires close combat. Sara also has a few knives and a couple of shuriken. The shuriken could be useful but there aren’t enough to help her in this situation. She has a small spool of metal wire. Does she have time to rig a trap? Sara can tell the approximate locations of her assassins — six of them, and all of them rapidly closing in from behind in a half circle formation. They’re going to try and pin her somewhere if Sara gives them the opportunity to close ranks.

Does she risk doubling back? Piercing through formation? It would make the weapons she has useable, but it puts her in their hands.

Sara barely manages to duck — she still feels something grazing against the top of her head — displaced air —

And then her mouth and lungs waste precious air to swear because she’s just ran into a minefield of traps. That was a swinging log. What set it off?

How many assassins are waiting in these woods? Of course a goal of the protective barrier and wrath of Yae Miko at the top is ideal and obvious, and there are only so many ways to get up the mountain by foot. But was this specific path really so obvious? Did they set traps like this all over the damn mountain?Sara expands her senses as much as possible, tapping into the ley line and ambient youkai energy in the area. She can only hope that she’s up against regular people and not Vision holders. That would be just her damned luck.

As she thinks this, the ground underneath her tremors and then bucks, sending her flying and cracking against a tree. Right on the injured — and now broken — wing. Sara screams, vision blurring as she feels bone snap. She staggers to her feet in time to bring her hands up to block a punishing kick that has her wobbling to stay upright. Sara blinks her vision clear and discharges a warning burst of electricity to get some distance.

Her heart pounds in her chest as she catalogues her new injuries.

Instinct forces itself over her, pushing her limbs into action before her conscious mind can register anything. For lack of better option, Sara succumbs to it and becomes a strange passenger to her own body. This surrender saves her from taking a geo enhanced punch to the chest as she falls into a crouch, left hand slashing out as she unsheathes her talons. Sara feels feathers manifest, electricity crackling over her skin and hair like a layer of armor as she shoots off to the side. Her legs will pay for this later, provided she survives long enough for there to be a later.

Where can she go? Where is she now? It’s hard for her to get her bearings. How far up the mountain is she? How far did she fall earlier? If she could find something familiar —

Sara jumps, auxiliary wings flapping uselessly as she dodges an onslaught of geo and arrows launched from sort of spring trap. But dodging puts her directly in line and vulnerable for the assassin that dives at her. Sara raises her arm to block but isn’t expecting the power of a geo Vision to back up the blow. Sara feels something in her right arm give. Before Sara can push away arms lock with hers, hands curling around her wrists and Sara wrenches them both to the side to avoid taking an arrow to the back. Oh, it still lands. But it hits the bone in her left shoulder instead of her heart. And it doesn’t go all the way through.

Sara brings her knee up between herself and the geo wielding fighter and kicks out, her right arm wrenching unpleasantly as she forces her way out of his grasp. Sara reaches with her left for her short sword, drawing it before she starts running off again.

How long has she been running?

Sara risks a glance up at the sky as she runs. She can’t make a break for it from here. Tree cover is still too dense. She needs to get to the edges — where? Where?

Sayu’s vista. It’s somewhere near here, isn’t it? Or at least, closer than the top of Mount Yougou or the Kamisato estate. Sara could get into free air from there.

East. Sara just needs to get headed east and she’ll reach the edge of the cliffs.

Sara turns and runs, sword drawn and right arm pressed as close to her chest as possible. She has to keep the left auxiliary wing partially extended to avoid hitting it against the arrow stuck to her shoulder. She’s close. She’s close.

Sara can taste salt and hear the wind against the sheer drop. She can hear waves.

She senses two bodies coming from either side, trying to gain speed ahead of her to cut her off and Sara pushes her Vision, channeling electricity to her legs and feeling her nerves there light up like she’s running over coals and needles at the same time. But it gives her the speed she needs to just barely avoid being closed in by them.

Metal whistles through the air and she jerks her head to the side, feeling something sharp barely graze her ear.

The complete silence, aside from her running and the sound of their weapons in the air bothers her. No communication? No directives? How far ahead did they plan for this? How long, exactly, were they watching her that they were able to have this many contingencies in place?

The wind turns on her.

Sara is lifted off her feet, a powerful blast of anemo filling her half extended left wing like it’s a child’s kite and flinging her back several meters before she reaches out and plunges her sword into the closest thing she can reach. This happens to be another body, and doesn’t stop her from being blown backwards so much as it just slows her down. But if that’s one assassin down Sara will consider this a tentative win.

She grits her teeth and forces her wings closed, crying out as she feels that jostle the arrow sticking out of her shoulder, wedging it in and grinding it against bone.

The body she’d impaled isn’t quite dead yet, because it reaches up and stabs into her side, glancing off of ribs and jerking downwards.

Tengu aren’t known for their cries, but when Sara turns and screeches with the outrage of thunder and mountains into their face they certainly recoil. Sara jerks the sword out of their body and slams her elbow down hard on their arm. It jerks the knife down a little further but it also shatters the assassin’s arm. She jabs her left elbow into their throat on the way down and feels a satisfying crunch when she manages to also hit them straight into a tree.

Sara uses her right hand to feel around for the knife hilt, hot and slippery with blood. Leave it in. She’ll at least have another weapon she can use before the blood loss kills her when she pulls it out.

Legs still work.

She still has one set of wings.

Sara returns to running, heart thundering in her chest and every part of her howling with hurt and the onset of panic. She doesn’t think she ever got this hurt in the war. Figures.

The anemo Vision user clips her on the leg with a wind blade, tripping her up for a moment but it also reveals their location and Sara hurls a shot of lightning at them. She doesn’t expect it to hit, but the sudden flash of light will definitely buy her time.

Sara takes another blow to the back as she runs, but maybe the body has a capacity for understanding pain because at this point everything just hurts and Sara only notices it because it shoves her forward a little.

The tree line begins to thin and Sara can see the umbral abyss of stars and sky begin to stretch out in front of her. Sara’s jaw aches as she clenches it around scream after scream. She’s close. She’s so close.

Sara breaks out of the tree line and manifests her main set of wings, but not risking a full transformation for fear of how her injuries would translate. Sara doesn’t dare look back. She jumps, wings spreading open and for a moment she’s in free fall. And then her wings catch the updraft from the sea and pound down hard against the gravity that pulls her towards the black waters below. Sara’s shoulders and back howl in protest as muscles shift and tear, but her wings, beat by stubborn and furious beat, fight to give her altitude and distance.

She hears, over the sound of waves crashing on rocks, the sound of something being fired. And she turns over her shoulder in time to see, but not dodge, the sharp harpoon that pierces through her back and hooks into her stomach. Sara’s mouth opens and her ears ring. Is she screaming?

Sara is roughly yanked backwards and out of the air by the gods damned harpoon in her guts. There are stars in her eyes as she falls backwards in the air: pain creating incomprehensible spots of black and white in flashing patches that have her mind fumbling to piece anything coherent together, vision spinning to the starry void above her — the escape slipping past her fingers.

Her fingers.

Sara has not yet released her sword.

She grits her teeth, blood and acid on her tongue and teeth as she twists her body — she can feel skin giving, surrendering the the foreign metal pierced and hooked into it and grinding into bone — and slashes downwards with her left hand, sword cutting into the rope fastened to the harpoon.

It’s too much. It’s too much.

Sara doesn’t breathe, can’t breathe through the pain. It’s more like wind forces itself down her gaping mouth as she plummets.

Fly, Sara thinks, fucking fly.

Her wings are frozen from sensation. Unmoving. Open but useless.

Sara can only close her eyes as the water yawns ever closer and hope that if it kills her it kills her on impact. Sara doesn’t look forward to drowning.

Sara hits the water hard, but there’s no longer any air in her lungs for her to scream. Sara feels bone bending, snapping, joints popping out of socket, and the pathetic remnants of her shredded torso give way. Sara falls apart. She wishes her consciousness could go with it, too. But apparently she’s going to be present in this until the very bitter end.

Sara’s legs jerk in a futile effort to push her towards the surface. What surface? Sara can’t tell up from down. It’s too dark and she can’t move anything without something else feeling like it’s being twisted and shoved through a press.

Something suddenly seizes her around her torn and shredded middle. Sara’s mouth parts and she feels bubbles bursting from her, even as she’s being dragged through the water in a direction she can only hope is up. Her body, and fragments of it protesting without her conscious input, thrashes and spasms in the grip of their possible savior.

The night air is a sudden and unexpected shock when they breach the surface.

“Sara,” a familiar voice says into her ear, and she’s slowly being coaxed into floating onto her back, wings spasming as she blinks through pain up into the dark sky. Something touches her face. But Sara can’t focus on it. There’s a very unique sensation of something pulling on her stomach, her guts. It could actually be her guts, honestly. Sara feels so much pain coming from so many directions that her mind can’t focus on just one to analyze.

There’s a hand touching her face. There’s a hand slapping her face. “Sara, Sara, Sara, Sara — “

Ayato’s face — ghostly pale as though he’s the one with a truly tremendous amount of blood loss — clarifies itself over her as he turns her head away from the sky. His hair is plastered to his face, rivets of water trailing down over his nose and mouth, and his eyes are wide.

“Sara,” he repeats over and over. He’s holding her, lifting her out of the water somehow. Sara knows she must be so heavy, water logged with all of her wings spread out. But somehow he’s lifting her into his arms. Up. And up. And up. Is he standing? How? She feels him running. On water? Has she ever seen him do that before? He does have a hydro Vision. Kokomi can run on water.

Far away, audible even over the sound of waves, Sara hears a rumbling. Like boulders colliding or grinding against each other like during a rock slide. She hears something cracking too, sharp and high pitched like glass or ice. Then there’s a brilliant light at the edge of her vision like something was ignited, followed by a furious, low hissing that can’t have come from an animal.

Sara focuses on Ayato’s face because it’s either that or the expanse of night above them, the darkness of which seems to be descending and pressing down on her face, and the cacophony of pain coming from every single part of her body which is getting increasingly louder and more demanding of her attention. A hysterical part of her brain laughs helplessly. And what is she supposed to do about any of this, hm?

“I have you,” Ayato says, breaking out of his litany of her name which began to fade out from being her name and into just sounds to Sara’s strained mind.

Sara’s left hand opens and closes restlessly as she’s being lowered — Sara thinks something in her torso buckles and then folds in on itself. It is the most horrifically unique and unwanted sensation she’s ever had in her entire life.

“Kuki,” Ayato bellows. She’s never heard him be loud before. Sara didn’t know he could be loud. She knows he can be angry. But she’s never heard him be loud. It hurts her ears, which might as well happen too since everything else is just one giant wound and affront to the senses. “Here. Now. No, Sayu. Support Thoma. I want all of them. We’ll torch the entire damned forest if we have to, to flush those vermin out.

A hand finds hers, closing around her cold fingers. Sara turns and sees Ayaka’s face, as pale as her brother’s. Then Sara feels a wave of electro energy numbing her as her eyes blearily drift to see Kuki kneeling with her hands raised and coated with energy on her other side.

“We need real healers,” Kuki says, eyes narrowed as she assess the situation. “This is serious damage. I can’t do it myself. My powers aren’t that strong and I wasn’t trained enough for this kind of injury.”

“You have to make do. We don’t have anyone else capable of healing present. Sayu-chan’s too young to see this,” Ayato says, “Do what you can on your own. Enough to get her stable for transport.”

“I don’t think I can,” Kuki admits.

“I don’t care what you think, Kuki-san. You will,” Ayato corrects, gently transferring Sara into Kuki’s arms. And then he stands, rising impossibly tall to Sara’s pain and blood-loss addled mind. It’s a single, fluid motion that is simultaneously drawn out and too fast for her mind to process. Like an approaching wave. A tsunami. At once so far away and then suddenly there and crashing. His Vision glows a deceptively serene blue at his waist, so bright that it’s almost white at its center. She can no longer see his face.

In the distance, Sara hears the telltale sound of Itto’s geo enhanced claymore smashing against stone, tree, and limb. She hears the sound of his body acting upon the world around it and forcing it to buckle to his will.

Part of her wants to get up. She wants to watch. She wants to see the fight unfold, although she’s well aware that she can no longer join in. Sara wants to see the faces of her assailants. She wants to know. She wants to see this to the bitter and bloody end. She’s gone through the beginning, the middle, the climax — she wants to see the end, too.

And another part of her just wants to lie here: body in shambles, mind a mess, and soul weary beyond words. Because, frankly, what does the end matter here? Knowing how these assassins meet their fates won’t save Sara from hers.

“It’s going to be alright, Ane-san,” Ayaka says, hands squeezing hers. There’s blood on Ayaka’s armor. Sara cannot see it, but she can smell it. Along with the strange not-smell of hoar frost: a burning in the nose and airways when a breath is taken. “We’re going to take you home.”

-

Sara wakes up when they reset the bones. And she instantly wishes that the pain would knock her back out again. There’s a wad of cloth and leather in her mouth. Large hands hold her arms down, squeezing tight around her biceps and keeping her from being able to raise her torso up. There’s another weight over her lower back, thighs on either side of her and pinning her from turning, and someone else is sitting over her legs with a strong grip on her ankles to prevent her from kicking.

Sara screams with her battered lungs and fights against those holding her down with strength she didn’t know she had in her.

“Fuck,” Ayato swears from behind her — he must be the one at her waist.

“I can’t use anymore force than this. Her shoulder is too vulnerable. We should have popped that one back in first.” Itto pants from above her, the hands on her arms, “How much longer? Shinobu, how many more?”

“The wings have to be first, leaving them alone is too much of a risk. There’s too much blood here. That was just the first one,” Kuki answers from somewhere on Sara’s right. “I’m almost done binding it. Keep holding her, Archon’s sake, keep holding her.”

“Let me help,” Ayaka calls out as a door slides open.

“Get out,” Ayato orders, putting his weight onto Sara’s hips and squeezing down with his thighs as he tries to hold her still from gaining leverage to throw Itto off. “I said you aren’t supposed to be here. I ordered you to your room.

“And I’m ignoring that, and you aren’t in a position to stop me right now,” Ayaka snaps. “Get off my sister and help Kuki-san with holding the wing and setting the bones. I can hold her down.”

“You shouldn’t be seeing this,” Thoma argues: the hands on her ankles and the weight on her legs. “Ayaka-sama — “

“I’m not a child. I’ve already seen this and worse. Done worse,” Ayaka snarls. “That is my sister and I refuse to stand idle when she needs me.”

Sara keens bucking hard against Ayato, and feeling something in her chest, her stomach, shift unpleasantly. Something seems to give. Like gelatinous objects in a thinly stretched balloon.

“We don’t have time for this and we need the hands,” Kuki yells out over voices of the arguing siblings. “Kamisato-dono, get over here and help me hold the wings from hitting each other when she thrashes. It wasn’t the worst of the breaks but she’s already jostled some of the others out of alignment just now. Ayaka-sama, pin her hips the best you can. She’s going to twist and reopen the wounds on her stomach and shoulders and it’ll undo everything we just did if she hasn’t done so already. Itto, boss — you aren’t going to hurt her worse than she already is so just pin her down like you actually mean it. We’ll have to risk the shoulder because if we don’t do the wings first we might not be able to save them. Thoma-kun, help Ayaka-sama, sit on the back of her thighs if you have to. We are past the point of caring about propriety. We can all apologize for the manhandling when she isn’t on death’s door.”

The hands on her shoulders increase their pressure to the point where Sara can’t even twitch. There’s a shift of weight on her lower back, and an additional pair of hands on her wings.

“Alright. Moving on. Next,” Kuki says. And that’s all the warning Sara gets before hands trace up another section of wing and touch against broken skin, bone, and feather. She feels blood ooze, hot and uncomfortable to say the least, from the open wound. Sara screams through the gag, feeling her canines attempting to pierce through leather. Her arms flex as she tries to get some kind of traction to push away, to escape. She feels her talons catch against something, hooking and scraping. She tries to kick, but Thoma’s weight bears down on her legs — possibly the only parts of her relatively uninjured — and she is pinned helplessly in place.

Cold seeps up through the small of her back, a piercing cold that starts to numb. A welcome reprieve that rips a sharp whine out from her chest as Sara squeezes her eyes shut. Sounds begin to blur with sensations. Only pieces make their way through the haze of cold and heat and pain, pain, pain, it fucking hurts —

“Ayaka — “ Ayato’s voice warns

“No, let her — “ Kuki interrupts.

“C’mon Sara,” Itto says above her. “Don’t give up here. Fight. You just need to win this last battle to win the whole thing. You can do this. Fight.”

-

Can something be called a dream if it’s just a replaying of memory?

Sara drifts through the memory of her last trip to Watatsumi: before the engagement, before the marriage, before the enchanted message box, before all of this.

She walks through the memory of the last time she saw Sangonomiya Kokomi in person, to receive the heavy weight of her hope and disappointment in one physical blow.

Kokomi’s fingers curl into the sodden mess of Sara’s clothes, pulling and laughing. Sara, for all that she saw the futility of having her clothes on while they swam in the shallows, still insisted on wearing that flimsy last layer of inner clothing. A pretense of a barrier. In the memory, Kokomi pulls and Sara doesn’t let herself be pulled, and so they are at a stalemate. Sara drifts on her back, attention caught between the interplay of light reflected off of the clear water onto the coral ceiling, Kokomi’s echoing laughter, and the sound of water lapping against her skin, her ears.

Sara remembers with unfair clarity how Kokomi rose up like a wave, and crashed her body over Sara’s, dunking them both underneath the clear water’s surface. Kokomi’s water-strong limbs tangled with Sara’s as she pulled Sara to the bottom, bubbles escaping from both their mouths. Sara broke free easily, putting her new swimming lessons to use as she fled Kokomi’s playful advances. But she was fighting an unfamiliar war in an unknown terrain and soon enough, Kokomi had her caught. They breached the water together, Sara gasping and Kokomi laughing with her eyes, her mouth, the plaster of her pale hair to her summer-tanned skin.

Kokomi’s hands were, are, hot in the memory, as their legs idly kick and jostle each other underneath the water, holding them up in an illusion of calm. Kokomi’s arms circle Sara’s waist, drawing them close as she coaxed Sara onto her back again.

“Well, that was a diversion of sorts,” Kokomi says once her laughter is under control. “But I don’t go back on my word. You aren’t leaving this island until you can do the backstroke. Are you trying to make a liar out of me, General? How devious.”

She releases Sara’s waist, one hand moving beneath Sara’s shoulders and another to the small of her back to get her level on the water. But seeing Kokomi so relaxed, so playful, is a vulnerability in Sara’s self-control she didn’t know existed until then. It was a different sort of Kokomi than the one that fed her oysters, the one that matched her blow for blow. This was a Kokomi that Sara wanted to match with whatever sort of playful gentleness she could scramble together.

So, in the memory, Sara does the unthinkable. Sara twists onto her side, resting her weight into the water, into Kokomi, and puts an arm around Kokomi’s shoulders, drawing them closer still as she moves back to treading water.

“A strategic retreat, General?” Kokomi asks, voice low in Sara’s ear, hands lightly skimming over the soaked through fabric of Sara’s inner robes and catching against hyper-sensitive skin.

“A…marshaling of forces,” Sara whispers against Kokomi’s shoulder; mouth brushing against skin with every word.

I could kiss her, Sara thought at the time, feeling like she’d received a heavy blow to the head, like she’d just coughed up lungfuls of water, like she’d just been electrocuted. I could kiss her. I could hold her just like this if I moved my other arm. If I turned my face just so I could have her.

But Sara didn’t do any of that. In truth and memory, Sara pushed Kokomi away.

Now, now is where the dream begins. This is where memory and terrible imagination diverge.

In truth, Sara swims to the shallow outcrop of coral where the rest of their clothes are. Sara pulls herself up onto it and flops down onto the worn smooth surface, eyes closing as she feigns catching her breath in order to regain some tenuous grasp on her senses, her control, her logic. Kokomi swims lazy laps around the cove, giving Sara space until Sara finishes shoring up her own self control to slip back into the water again.

In the true past, Sara gets back into the water and swims over to Kokomi and says, “Again.”

Kokomi nods, smile a little sad but she says, “Alright. Again.”

In the truth of what happened, Sara learns the backstroke and she loses a race against Gorou later that afternoon. Sara doing the backstroke and feeling ridiculous. Gorou, doing the breast stroke — supposedly his weakest swimming form — and being generous enough not to tease her too badly about it.

But in this dream, it is Kokomi who turns her head as Sara speaks to her skin. Kokomi’s lips brush her cheek, the corner of her mouth — so fine, so slick with water, so frustratingly wantable —

Sara pushes Kokomi away, too hard, too sudden.

Kokomi’s face closes off.

“Wait,” Sara says, heart pounding in her chest. “Wait.”

This is not how it’s supposed to go.

“Wait,” Kokomi repeats flatly. “For how long?”

This is not how it goes.

“I — it’s too fast.”

“It’s been years since the war ended. Since peace talks concluded. Since you left Watatsumi,” Kokomi says, every word an arrow. A harpoon. “It’s been months since you last responded to my letter. How long am I to wait, Sara? You’re being cruel. You’re being unfair.”

“I can’t.

“Then what is this?” Kokomi gestures to the two of them. “Then what are you doing if you can’t? What do you want from me? What do you want from this? Do you even know?”

Sara doesn’t know. This isn’t what happens.

“How long?” Kokomi repeats. “How long am I to wait for you? Who, what, do you think I am? I don’t have eternity. I don’t have forever. I’m not a god, Sara. I’m not your personal answer, your savior, your panacea. Do you expect me to die for you, Sara? Do you expect me to sit here, set aside, coming alive only for you? You’re so selfish for someone who claims not to want anything. It’s hypocritical of you.”

“Stop.” Sara feels herself starting to sink, no matter how she kicks her legs, pushes her arms. Kokomi watches, face filled with nothing but disappointment

“I once asked you what sort of life it would be, one without desires,” Kokomi continues. “The answer is this: it isn’t one. You can’t even see it. You’re blind to it. You’re already dead, Sara. Why should I waste my time on the dead? The dead can’t love you back.”

Kokomi dissolves into the water, the color leeching out from her until she is transparent, the details of her face and hair blending together as she melts away. Sara calls out for her —

“Wait, Kokomi, wait — wait for me, Kokomi — “

But the water drags Sara under, closing in over her head as she fights it.

Kokomi, Sara thinks, Kokomi, Kokomi, Kokomi.

-

“What are you thinking?”

Sara blinks and the Raiden Shogun is at her side. Sara feels like she’s floating, weightless like soft down on the wind. She feels like dissolving foam, scattering across the shore. Sara feels nothing at all.

“I wonder about this often in recent years. I’ve spent so long thinking only of a perfect eternity, that I often have trouble considering the thoughts of the current, breathing moment.”

Sara breathes and her body throbs — distant and away from her. Sara feels everything through a strange foggy layer of distance, separation. Sara is inside of her body and she is observing its struggle to persist, unsure of whether she favors one outcome or the other. Both seem like they have nothing to do with her at this point.

“You called out for the Watatsumi priestess.” Her Excellency pauses. “No. Not called out. You weren’t calling for anything. You were just saying her name to say it. Yes. That’s more accurate. Should I bring her here, should I bring her to you?”

Sara’s mind says no. Sara’s heart says yes. Sara’s body says nothing at all.

“I don’t understand you, Kujou Sara,” the Shogun says. “Such a strange contradiction you are. You’ll lay down your life and your own beliefs for me, out of pure faith and loyalty as the only god you’ve ever known. But in the same breath you’ll tell me what I cannot be, you’ll deny me my own ability to be culpable and capable of wrong. You claim obeisance to what I am and then dare to dictate what I cannot be. But I never asked you for any of that. And I don’t think I ever did anything to warrant such a burden, no matter how honorable of a weight it is. You’ve never asked anything of me, either. You don’t want things. Is that an illusion you’ve cast over yourself? A trick you’ve pulled over your own eyes? It’s impossible for you not to want something.”

The Raiden Shogun holds Sara’s Vision in her hand, expression contemplative as she turns it one way and another.

“You wouldn’t have this if you didn’t have some kind of ambition. Some kind of want. Tell me, Sara. Do you even know what you want? Do you know you’re capable of it?”

This is a dream. This is a nightmare. In the years working in close quarters with Her Excellency, Sara doesn’t think she’s ever heard the Archon speak as such. She’s never heard the god so — so angry.

The Archon takes Sara’s hand and places the Vision in it, closing Sara’s fingers over the dull gem.

“Death, real or cheated, changes a person irreversibly,” the Shogun says. “Do you regret?”

Yes, Sara think she says. The Shogun looks surprised. Maybe Sara did say that out loud.

“Will you do anything about it?” the god asks.

But Sara’s mind is already drifting away, caught and being caught by the edges of another dream.

“Yes or no, Sara,” the Shogun’s voice fades as Sara feels herself being enveloped into the colorless haze of dreams, “Sometimes, that’s all there is.”

-

Her entire body is enveloped in heat. A sticky, heavy heat that sears the breath straight out of her. Sara’s limbs are heavy, leaden as though tied to great, massive ingots. Moving anything seems like an impossible demand. Sara’s vision can only pick up blurry shapes and shifts in light. Her mouth feels glued shut, lips simultaneously dry and sticky.

Something cold presses against her cheek, her neck. Voices speak above her, but it’s just nonsense. Sara’s eyes slip closed again and somehow this is worse. The darkness makes her aware of how her temples seem to be throbbing, pulsing, thundering; as though some child were smacking her skull like a drum. Sara wants to curl in on herself, burrow her head into her arms and fold her wings around and around into a tight cocoon of feathers and sibilant susurration of her own breath through her parted teeth.

Her body moves, but not of her own volition. Something, someone, puppets her limbs. Sara’s arms are lifted, laid across someone’s back or shoulders. If she could, she would pull away. The heat of another body against hers is intolerable and makes her want to cry. It’s too much. Too much. The rest of her is raised up and something is moved over her, or removed from her. She can’t tell. Cold touches against her back, her shoulders, her spine and her ribs — Sara thinks she whimpers out loud. The cold hurts as much as the heat does. She feels damp wetness follow the cold and she feebly attempts to escape it, but there’s nowhere to go.

Sounds continue to wash over her, at turns sliding over her skin in harmless and unremarkable laps, and pounding, demanding crashes that seem to rattle her eyes in their sockets.

Cold and hot, cold and hot. Aching. Hurting. Crashing and lapping. Up and down. Down and up. Somewhere in this cycle Sara’s mind detaches and wanders away again, to where nothing hurts her but herself.

-

This time — before the water can seize her, before she can push Kokomi away — Sara seizes the woman’s hips. She pulls them together, skin to skin. Sara pulls her close enough that she can count the freckles on Kokomi’s face and examine the individual drops of water on her lashes.

“What do you want from me Sara?” Kokomi asks, face unreadable as she takes Sara’s face in her hands. She tips Sara’s face one way, then another, as if examining her for flaws. “You don’t know. You don’t know what you want. Everyone always asks you that and you don’t know how to answer. You’ve spent so long telling yourself that you don’t want anything that you’ve even convinced yourself of it. All of Inazuma considers you to be one of the most honorable generals in the history of the Shogunate. But you’re a liar through and through.”

“I don’t want anything from you,” Sara says, breaking free of Kokomi’s hold.

“Then what are you doing? And why are you doing it?” Kokomi’s head tilts with curiosity, the same expression she wears when she’s trying to puzzle out something and she thinks she’s misplaced a critical piece.

“I — “ Sara takes Kokomi’s hands in hers. She slides her hands up Kokomi’s wrists, her arms, over her shoulders. She folds the other woman against her breast, pressing her nose to the crown of the woman’s head. “I just want you. I don’t want anything from you. Just you.”

“I can’t fix you,” Kokomi says. “I can’t help you. I can’t choose for you. I won’t command you, control you, direct you.”

“I don’t want you to.”

“Do you want me, Sara?” Kokomi asks.

Yes, Sara says with body and heart and soul and mind and everything else she has to offer, turning Kokomi’s face to meet hers. Yes. Yes. Yes.

-

This time, Sara thinks she is awake. And her body is deeply unhappy about it. So is Sara. For once she was having such a nice dream, though she’s already beginning to lose the threads of it.

But the important parts linger, if not the details then the overall gesture. Salt on her lips. Hands and fingers sliding against her own and holding on so hard it was like their palms melted into one. An answer to a question that’s stretched out over years. There is only this: wanting and being wanted. Two terrible fates to choose from and be chosen from.

Sara’s entire body pulses in one long, dragged out echo of pain. Her body is a bell, a series of bells. One hurt clamors and sets off all the rest. She wants to sleep. She wants to seize the threads of that rapidly fading dream and weave them anew over her eyes.

“Sara.” That’s her name but not the right voice. Not the voice in Sara’s dreams.

“Are you awake this time, Sara?” Cool fingers brush Sara’s forehead. “Can you open your eyes?”

It takes Sara a deliriously long moment to put the request together with the fact that yes, she does have eyes, and no, they were not already open.

Ayato sighs in relief when she blearily focuses her gaze on him.

“Do you remember what happened?” Ayato asks, moving aside as bright green comes into Sara’s view. Kuki gently displaces Ayato at her side as she reaches for Sara and starts touching her. Sara can feel, faintly, electro energy skimming over her skin, like the brush of grass or wind. Barely there, almost ticklish.

“Fever isn’t quite broken,” Kuki says, “But it’s lower than before. I think we’re past the worst of it, so long as her injuries don’t start to go foul. But between me, Ayaka-sama, you, and Thoma-kun, I think we’ve poured enough energy into her that it won’t happen.

Sara blinks, eyes slipping over the two of them back to the ceiling.

“Sara,” Ayato says, voice closer to her, on the other side.

“Tired.” It takes everything to squeeze that word out of her mouth, to force it up through her throat and over her tongue and past her teeth.

“I know, I know,” Ayato says, “But this is very important, Sara. You’ve been unconscious for four days and delirious for the past two. Do you remember what happened to you?”

Sara’s lungs, seemingly against the will of gods and reason, suck in air and press impossibly hard against her aching ribs.

“Attacked,” Sara squeezes out. And because that’s obvious enough, Sara struggles to get out over several wheezing and painful breaths: “Ambush. Ran. Flew. Fell.”

“Do you remember anything else?”

“Hurts.”

“About your attackers, Sara, do you remember anything about your attackers?”

Two with Visions. Traps all over the mountains. A harpoon. Details flicker across Sara’s mind like lightning bugs in fog. There and gone again before she can reach out to catch them. Belated understandings.

No weapons. Bow and arrows useless. Vision unsuited for fleeing. Short sword. Shuriken. Wire. Message box.

“Kokomi,” Sara whispers, eyes prying themselves open as she seeks out Ayato’s face. “Kokomi.”

Ayato’s hands help turn Sara’s face towards his. He leans in close as Sara’s voice starts to fail her, growing weak. Up close Sara can see the terrible dark circles that stand out on his pale skin.

“Sangonomiya-sama isn’t here,” Ayato tells her. “She’s in Watatsumi. Safe.”

No, Sara thinks, that’s not it. Of course she’s safe. She doesn’t know about this. But she — Sara needs to tell her —

She feels herself start to slip away again. Faster and faster, like water, like blood, like a hand —

“Let her rest,” Kuki’s voice says from somewhere far above her. “We’ll get more details when she’s lucid.”

-

Time slips past Sara in flashes of sound and sight, tenuous and fluid like Sara is stepping in and out of a stream of paint and ink. Sensation ebbs and flows as though it were a tide and she were standing on the sandy shore, waiting for it to come for her and drag her further and further in.

People talk to her, around her. She knows this. She is never alone when her conscious mind rouses itself enough to pay attention. She’s safe. She knows this as a fact because there is no way she wouldn’t be safe with these voices around her. The names and faces that belong to these voices seem to slip just past her conscious grasp, evading strokes of ink and clarification as she sinks underneath the tide of blurry unconsciousness.

Time passes without Sara there to observe it, evident only by the gradual changes in the sensations that her body reports back to her. Sharp, throbbing pains change into aches and itches and tightness. Her skin at one time will be hot and damp and sticky and other times dry and cool. Sara stirs to the feeling of bandages being changed and her limbs being moved and tested. A comb brushes through her hair. Cold compresses are pressed to her neck and her no doubt bruised limbs.

Sara doesn’t really remember feeling hungry or thirsty. Ice chips are slipped past her chapped lips to melt on her tongue. Thin, but warm, broth trickles down her throat in slow, careful sips.

Wind blows over Sara’s face, stirring her hair. Hands preen the feathers on her wings, gentle as they straighten crooked feathers and check bandages; careful as they fold wings back against her or stretch them out for examination.

Sometimes, Sara feels present enough in her body to look around and to bask in the simple feelings of being cared for, of being safe and secure. It’s so strange. Sara can’t recall anything like this happening to her before. She’s been hurt. She’s been sick. But Sara doesn’t think she’s ever felt so calm while being bedridden and helpless.

But above everything else, Sara just feels tired.

She lets her mind drift, a feather in a gale, sea foam on a current as she slips between dreams and waking and some strange nebulous in between

-

This time, when Sara wakes up, she knows she’s well and truly awake. And it feels fucking awful. If this is what she feels like after how many days of being unconscious, she doesn’t want to know how bad it actually was.

“Sara.” She turns her head towards the sound of her name, weakly trying to push up onto her elbows as she squints into the dark. There’s a quick spark of light that has Sara flinching back, eyes squeezing shut. “Don’t move. You’re mostly healed now, but your road towards recovery will be quite a long one yet.”

Sara cracks an eye open, resisting the urge to close it again as she adjusts to the light of the candle now illuminating the room.

Ayato comes to her side, arm sliding underneath her back and shoulders and helping her rise into a sitting position. She sways into him, leaning her weight onto him as she gets her bearings.

“How bad?” Sara croaks.

Ayato holds a cup up to her lips. “Slow,” he cautions as he helps her tip it back.

Water dribbles past her lips and Ayato wipes it with his sleeve.

“We managed to save your wings,” Ayato tells her, “But we won’t know for sure until you try to shift and fly. You’ve had a terrible fever for several days. It just broke earlier in the afternoon. Yae Miko and her healers have been assisting. Most of your injuries have been healed to the point where you’re out of danger from infection. It was recommended against healing you fully. Too much strain on the body.”

Sara nods. It’s unwise to rely on the powers of a Vision to heal grievous injury to perfect recovery. Too much of a chance for backlash and shock.

“Scrapes and cuts. Bruising. Signs of electrical burns from where you forced your Vision to enhance you. Sprained ankle,” Ayato ticks off as Sara mentally matches the injuries to her memories. “Fractured arm — not broken, though. The worst was the — the harpoon.”

Sara’s hand feels over her stomach. She can tell that they’re still wrapped in heavy bandages.

“You also dislocated your right shoulder.” Sara doesn’t remember that part. It must have happened after the harpoon — maybe when she hit the water or when she got pulled to the surface. It’s the same shoulder that got dislocated during the war — Sara isn’t surprised that it happened again. Dislocations get easier with repetition, after all. “So you’ll have to be careful with that moving forward. Archery might be difficult for a while.”

Sara looks at her hands, feeling tender skin on the palm and fingertips of her right hand where they were shredded by the barbed arrow.

“Do you think you can eat?” Ayato asks as Sara examines her hands.

“Did you catch them or kill them?” Sara asks instead.

“Is there an answer you’re hoping to hear?” Ayato sighs. “Killed most of them. Kept a few alive. Do you need me to tell you who they were?”

Sara presses her thumb to the center of the healed skin of her palm.

“I think you want to,” Sara murmurs.

“If it makes you feel any better about it, I don’t believe either Kamaji-san or Masahito-san were even aware of this. It appears to be the work of the Kujou elders that Kamaji-san hasn’t been able to fully oust.”

It doesn’t make her feel better at all.

As Ayato explains what he was able to gather while she was unconscious, the split in the Kujou clan has only gotten stronger with her marrying out. Although Sara, technically, isn’t a viable heir to displace Kamaji or Masahito within the Kujou clan, her own power base was still large enough to pose a significant threat within the Tenryou Commission itself. Especially with Sara’s new handling of affairs between the Yashiro and Tenryou Commissions. And while the Shogun didn’t exactly have a glowing review for their marriage, the fact that the Shogun viewed it as a better match than Kamaji and Chisato’s was not overlooked by those present at that assembly.

What was once a minor Tenryou Commission issue of theoretical debate and a major Kujou problem switched to becoming a major Tenryou Commission conflict and a quieter Kujou concern.

Sara might not have been a Kujou any longer, but her sway within the Tenryou Commission was still iron clad. And while the three major clans of the Tri-Commission have not changed since their founding, each of them has come close to being usurped in their own time. Sara, through technicality, still carried the Kujou name in theory. She could oust the Kujou clan for control of the commission without actually ousting them.

This is all theory. Assumption. All things feared and fretted over by people who’ve never even spoken to her.

Sara has never aspired to control of either the Kujou clan or the Tenryou Commission. Even being a general isn’t something she’s particularly thrilled about. All Sara has ever wanted to do was serve. And if her service required her to rise in rank to better fulfill her duties then that’s what she did. But Sara has never wanted power for the sake of having it. She doesn’t know what she has to do to make that clear.

They had isolated her, Ayato explains to her, filling in the holes that neither she nor Shikanoin were able to investigate on their own. Although the marriage caused them to rapidly expedite their plans, they’d been working on this for years now. Perhaps even since before the end of the civil war.

His words flow over her. Sara feels as though she’s sunk to the bottom of a pool, the faster current running over the top of her head and leaving a relatively undisturbed pace at the bottom where she is. It’s easy for her to detach herself from the situation and listen to this as though it were something happening to some stranger instead of her. As though it happened to someone else. Hearing it from Ayato’s mouth, it sounds like a particularly interesting tidbit from a light novel.

The faction of the Tenryou Commission, which ironically was held back while the Kujou clan was under Takayuki’s control, that wanted Sara removed from play had been quietly setting up the framework to disable her for years now. First they had maneuvered her out of Inazuma City to the frontlines. And then they made sure that she was assigned to the major battle fronts where clashes with the Resistance were most prominent. They pushed her further and further away from Inazuma, at the same time thinning out her support network and delaying resupply and the replenishment of able bodies. At the time Sara thought it was sound logic. She was chasing small isolated groups of guerrilla fighters, not fighting on open battlefields. It made sense for her men to travel light and fast and to move further beyond safely established Shogunate controlled territory. It made sense to leave them on their own to make their own command decisions. All of it made sense. It still does make sense, even as Ayato lays out all the little puzzle pieces for her now.

This backfired spectacularly because Sara didn’t die. She did the opposite. She succeeded. She won. She kept coming back with more and more victories.

The back up was when she was recalled to Inazuma City to enforce the Vision Hunt Decree. Between fighting at the front lines and trying to wrangle domestic disputes, her reputation and her mental and physical endurance was supposed to take a mighty hit. It did not.

It did, Sara corrects. It did, but when has that ever stopped her before? Tools and weapons don’t care if their endurance hits a low. As long as they can still function it doesn’t matter how damaged they get.

Technically, everything was in place to weaken her. She was isolated. She was cut off. She was put in positions that would have had any other officer, no matter how well backed and highly ranked, at their wits end and facing down revolt.

And then the Traveler came. And then the Resistance Army rose over the shores of Narukami to storm Tenshukaku. And then the Raiden Shogun herself about faced and did a hard reverse on the military and domestic stances that had put the Tenryou Commission in such prime position to start with, cutting their legs right out from under them. The only one left was Sara.

Sara, who as the face of the Raiden Shogun’s army, should have come down with them. But did not.

Sara, who then proceeded to be the voice of reason and calm during peace talks with Watatsumi, keeping a firm grasp over negotiations and prevented either side from pushing one way or another, imposing calm over a situation that should have been a powder keg eager for the first spark. Sara, who in the months and years after the war maintained a prominent role in establishing new order and peace, all without once stepping foot into a trial.

Sara who then married into the Kamisato clan, and all of the good will the that came with it.

It was time to cut the asset loose. She was a weapon that had not only fallen into the wrong hands, but had already cut the hand that forged her. She was an investment that could no longer be salvaged.

For the sake of the status quo of the Tenryou and Kujou — the status quo that Inazuma no longer needed, that Kamaji had been actively struggling to reform, that Sara had in her own way been trying to stabilize — she had to be removed.

They had her followed, tailed. They analyzed her movements, her habits. They made lists of everywhere she went and everyone she talked to: for how long, about what, with what frequency. They traced her paths over Inazuma. The only thing they failed to do, by some sort of miracle, was intercept her private correspondences.

With the installation of key figures into the Tenryou Commission’s seemingly in flux hierarchy of generals and commanders, combined with Sara’s nuptials, they managed to create a perfect window of opportunity to launch an attack. They organized the patrols and personnel as Shikanoin saw and alerted her to. They diverted loyalists versus reformists, splintering both groups and scrambling them in ways that would make it seem like they could watch each other, but really just made it harder for anyone to notice anything amiss, as Sara begun to realize too little too late.

It was so insidious, what they did. So seamless and innocuous. Such a slow acting poison. All of this — except for the wounds that currently plague Sara’s body — is circumstantial. It could all be waved away as something you could only see with a certain answer already in mind.

Sara doesn’t think she’s ever felt so drained in her life. She’s gone through an entire war. She’s slept on battlefields that had mud made from blood and rain and sewage water. She’s gone weeks on meager half moulded rations. She’s gone without sleep for stretches of days, constantly on guard and on edge. And Sara doesn’t remember being as tired, as drained, as worn down as this. Parts of her mind seem to have fallen into a lethargic stupor and refuse to stir.

Like — like her emotions, she supposes. Sara examines the events of the attack and the surrounding revelations as Ayato falls silent with a strange sense of detachment that isn’t shock. Sara thinks she’s skipped over shock entirely. Sara holds the memories of that night, that last flight, in her hands and turns them over like children’s toys. She feels their blunt and factual edges with her fingers. She tests their rigidity with her palms. But there is no hurt. Sara prods at the facts Ayato has presented her and where she expects a stinging betrayal — a sharp slap, a rebuke, a resentment — she can only find acceptance. Resignation. There is enough of her that is aware that thinks that this reaction isn’t right. It’s not enough. Logically speaking, there should be anger here. There should be something here, something brilliant and incandescent. Something that eats and burns and ravages. But instead all Sara can find in herself is already cold ash, already being blown away and forgotten. It is as though Sara has already felt all of her anger, all of her indignation, her hurts.

It is as though, with the break of her fever, she has already skipped the processing of this event that has happened to her. Sara has somehow skipped straight through being a participant to being an observer.

Ayato’s hand is cool over her forehead, fingers gently brushing through her hair.

“That explains why I was being followed,” Sara finally says when it becomes clear that Ayato is waiting for her to respond to the details he’s brought to light.

“You were being followed?”

Sara hums. She sinks her eyes open, not quite remembering when they closed. She has a distinct feeling that she had possibly fallen asleep mid conversation. But Ayato is still at her side, looking quite a sorry sight.

“How long were you being followed?”

Sara would shrug if she could move. She’d noticed it when she formally accepted the proposal. But people have always kept an eye on her, haven’t they? It wasn’t too unusual, was it? She thought that perhaps it was increased scrutiny as the future lady of the Kamisato clan. She didn’t think it was the Kujou clan directly. Even with Shikanoin’s investigations, some part of her had held out hope that it was something else. Fatui, maybe. Victims from the war who were unsatisfied with reparations.

These are all excuses. These are all very feeble excuses that nearly killed her. Sara’s mind recognizes this, even as she plays them over and over in her head.

“You didn’t say anything.”

“As though you have a monopoly on having people followed,” Sara mumbles. Her lips are so dry. Ayato’s hand feels good when he presses the back of it to her cheek. She leans into his touch, feeling the hard ridges of his knuckles pressing against her feverish skin.

“I have to wonder if you’re lucid and paying attention,” he whispers, not moving his hand. Not moving at all, really. “Because this seems entirely like an under reaction. It’s unlike you, Sara. And this, more than anything, is what’s worrying me the most.”

“Tell me what you did,” Sara says. She thinks he’s already told her before. But she doesn’t quite remember it. Details and memories struggle to stay present in her mind, as though she’s holding onto glass slicked with oil. Did he speak to her of this before now? When she was unconscious and wavering in and out of lucidity? Maybe he did. Sara can’t imagine what else anyone would be talking to her prone form about.

“Nothing yet. I have the Shuumatsuban monitoring the Kujou clan and Tenryou Commission officials. We’ve erased the scenes of the ambush, the fight. But we kept the evidence that we could. I reported what I know to the Raiden Shogun. I had to, of course. Her Excellency has agreed to let us keep quiet, for now, out of consideration for your health. She’ll defer to us for how we want to have this handled, at least for the time being. I can’t say if she’ll agree to it. She already warned the Kujou clan before. Kamaji-san has been walking a very, very fine line with very little slack that he’s only just gained. This might be what shoves the Kujou clan out of the Shogun’s graces entirely.”

“I’ve had the truth of your condition silenced. No one knows except the most trusted members of this house, the Shuumatsuban, the Shogun, and Yae Miko.”

“Why does Yae Miko know?”

“You attempted to flee to the Grand Narukami shrine for sanctuary. For all that the woman pretends to seclude herself from outside affairs unless it involves her purse strings, she keeps a stringent eye out on the welfare of the mountain. If I didn’t clarify the events with her she would most likely have leveled the Kamisato estate trying to find out. She’s also helped heal you and has been sending shrine maidens to assist.” She feels a cool pulse of energy as Ayato sends waves of hydro over her. He’s never had a talent for healing, but the sensation is refreshing. It takes a layer of lethargic fog off of her mind.

“Itto wanted to make it public,” Ayato continues. “I wanted to wait to hear what you want to do. It’s your life they targeted after all. And it — it was your clan. As much as I want to storm the gates, I have no right to do so if you don’t want that. Itto and Ayaka aren’t very pleased with me about that particular argument, but they’ve held back for now. Its up to you to convince them about what you want.”

“Ayaka?”

Ayato laughs quietly, a sad and tired sound that makes Sara feel guilty for inexplicable reasons.

“She can be very possessive of the those she lets into her life,” Ayato says, “Not unlike me, I suppose. She’s simply more up front about it.”

“But why?” Sara asks, leaning into Ayato’s hand

Ayato sighs, stroking across her cheek, and then her brow, with his knuckles. He takes the damp cloth off of her forehead and she listens to the sound of him refreshing it from the bowl of water at his side. Sara’s body feels like half hardened syrup. Soft and malleable in some places, frozen in place in others. As Ayato places the towel onto Sara’s head, using another to dab at her throat, her cheeks, drawing the blankets down to dab at the exposed skin of her shoulders and collar.

“You’re family, Sara. There is no why,” Ayato tells her. “It simply is.”

Sara drifts off again. While it’s true that her fever has broken, her temperature remains a touch too high and her body is still recovering from all the accumulated fatigue. Sara can’t keep track of how much time passes in between moments of waking, just that time does pass. Sometimes she blinks her eyes open and sees Ayaka with her, hands refreshingly cold as she changes Sara’s bandages or gently, but firmly, washes sweat from Sara’s limp limbs. Sometimes it’s Thoma, wrapping her up into a blanket to gently carry her elsewhere so he can replace the futon. Sometime’s it’s Itto, holding her hand in his, voice low as he talks to her in words she can’t quite make out. Sara attempts to talk to him, but she usually falls asleep again before either of them can make decent headway into a conversation. Once or twice, it’s Shinobu or Sayu, who just sit with her as she fights against unconsciousness. Not as often, it’s Ayato, but he’s never as close as that first time when he explained everything to her. He doesn’t touch her. He just sits close, reading or writing, and just being there.

Once, when Sara is awake enough, and Ayato is there, she asks —

“But why?”

Ayato is sitting by the open window, reading from one of Ayaka’s light novels. Sara, exhausted as she is, from this distance, can see the telltale cover with its lurid splash of red-haired protagonist. She’s fairly certain it’s the third novel in the series, which implies that Ayato has read the other two. Ayato is dressed simply, ends of his hair curling from a bath. To his credit, he picks up on what Sara’s really trying to ask without any further prompting or context given.

“Because you were too good,” Ayato says, quite simply. And perhaps it is that simple. Maybe that’s all there was to it, as ridiculous as that would seem: that Sara would be marked for death because she was proficient in what she was trained to do, designed to do.

But Sara can’t quite accept it. Her mind refuses to make sense of it. She’d done everything right, hadn’t she? She’d done everything she could. What more could she have done?

Was this end truly inevitable?

For all that Sara’s spent the past however long asleep and recovering, Ayato’s answer seems to steal all of that restored vitality and strength from her. Sara’s eyes close against her will. Her limbs feel like they’ve been coated in lead. Every breath is a trouble. Every exhale is a burden.

“I had no claim. I didn’t want one,” Sara says. Her voice sounds so far away. So defeated. So entirely unlike her. But who else would it be

Ayato’s voice is as kind as she’s ever heard it. As gentle as it ever is. Somehow that makes it worse. Sara spares a thought to pity him that he’s always the one who must speak the unpleasant truth into being, regardless of whether it’s his truth or not. “It doesn’t matter what you wanted. All that mattered was that you were no longer theirs.”

-

In the handfuls of minutes Sara can stay awake at once, she avoids thinking too hard about anything. It’s not a very successful endeavor. Sara’s mind is drawn in dozens of directions: her dreams, which have settled half formed like strange unbaked clay full of potential and harm; her injuries and the various rotating signals of recovery that make themselves known; her current inability to take care of herself and how humbling and embarrassing it is to know that while she’s unconscious there’s someone cleaning up her mess and tending to her every need; the settling and acceptance of the facts she’s long tried to deny but now must reconcile as unavoidable and unchangeable; the aching relief that follows the unburdening of a secret; the dazzling potential that unhurriedly dazzles the horizon when one acknowledges that there are indeed paths and choices open to them so long as they choose to look for them.

It’s all too much at once for her, tired and fatigued and drained of both health and energy. It seems like she has so much to do. So far to go. So many messes to clean up, so many apologies to make.

Sara spends her minutes alternating between trying to will herself back to unconsciousness to avoid the pressing reality of all of these things, and letting her eyes rove around her quarters to soak in the little details that prove time has passed since she was last awake.

Every time she’s woken, her bedding has been changed as well as her clothes, and she presumes her bandages. Sometimes she can see evidence of Ayato having done some of his work while staying vigil at her side in the form of left over papers and books at a small side table set up by her window. At times she can just faintly smell the traces of animals — Ushi, mainly, though she did stir to feel a cat slipping underneath her limp arm — no doubt brought in by Itto and Thoma.

Today the change is Thoma hanging a new painting on Sara’s wall. The old one was put there a few weeks before the attack. The old one was a pale green and grey depiction of Mount Yougou. This one is markedly different.

Sara looks at this painting for a long time. It confuses her at first. It feels like she thinks she’s seeing something, but she must be wrong.

It’s so dark, as though someone spilled ink on paper and let it soak. The edges of the paper are a perfectly crisp white, though. As though someone had carefully painted all of that dark ink within the boundaries of a white frame. If Sara holds very still and focuses very hard, Sara can see shapes start to emerge from the darkness. It must have been done with very, very fine lines on thick paper, over the black ink. The black ink, which Sara realizes the longer she stares, isn’t completely black. There are flecks of silver, some sort of sheen as though something else was added to the ink.

In the shifting darkness of the painting, Sara makes out the shape of what could be the maw of a great serpent, or perhaps the beak of a crow. Perhaps even both. Feather and scale tangle, impossibly the same for all that they’re different. Sara blinks and sees a leviathan rising from the depths, out of the painting, towards the light. She blinks again and sees a winged creature diving out of the sky, out of the painting. It is both and neither and maybe Sara is just seeing what she wants to see and it’s something else entirely. But something in Sara latches onto this perplexing quandary of sea and sky. Neither existing, and yet both blended together without border.

Sara is still staring at it as she slips off to dream once more, of choices and potential and boundless sea.

-

“You know, I know I’m not the sharpest tool in the box,” Itto says to her as she does her best to stay awake for longer than a handful of minutes. “But at least I know I’m stupid.”

“What?” Sara’s mind is fogged with pain, medication, general drowsiness, and the strange sort of malaise that can only come from staying in one position, in the same room, for several uncountable hours at a time. If Sara were in any less pain, on any less amount of medication, and capable of it, she would have been restlessly pacing or doing minor stretches by now. As it is, Sara can barely keep her eyes open and she’s fairly sure that if weren’t for Ayaka and Thoma’s combined efforts, she would be smelling something truly awful at this point. She does smell, but that would be the blood, the medication, and the stale smell of a bedridden person incapable of movement on their own.

Itto rests his elbow on his bent knee, leg jiggling up and down with the restless energy Sara would be feeling if she were any closer to being deemed — as the physician so quaintly put it, “out of the woods”.

“I can’t believe you want Ayato to shut this up,” Itto says. It takes Sara a long minute of trying to follow up with Itto’s words as he continues to talk for her to actually piece it together.

“What do I gain from dragging the Kujou clan down?” Sara says, interrupting Itto mid-rant. “There’s no point.”

It wasn’t Kamaji-san. They all know that at least. She told Ayato not to tell him about it, for now. While there’s no love lost between her and her adopted brother, Sara’s also not quite sure how he would react. Is there even anything he could do? It needs to be addressed at some point, certainly. But Sara doesn’t know how and can’t focus on that in her current condition.

“Of course there’s a point. They tried to kill you,” Itto says it like he’s talking to a very obstinate child who refuses to eat their greens. “I don’t know how much clearer this can get. They tried to kill you and almost succeeded. In fact it was pretty much a done deal. Did you know your heart stopped?”

Sara did not know that, actually. When she was coherent enough for anything to stick, her injuries and the outlook for their capacity to heal back to their original unwounded state was explained to her. But no one actually told her of the gritty details of how she was, quite literally, put back together. Sara didn’t think it could get much worse than what she already guessed.

“Your heart stopped,” Itto says when Sara just stares at the ceiling. “Your ribs weren’t originally broken. That was Ayato doing compressions to get it started again. Same with the burns on your chest. That’s from Shinobu-kun’s Vision when she and Ayato worked together to shock your heart back into beating. Did you know that I’ve never seen Ayato panic before? I don’t think Ayaka-chan or Thoma-kun have either. Ever. The Kujou clan killed you. And you’re saying there’s no point in fighting back?”

Sara swallows, mouth clumsy, tongue leaden. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“I want you to say ‘enough’. I want you to push back. I hate seeing you like this. I hate it. Sometimes I hate you, but usually I hate the people who made you this way. And it always circles back to that,” Itto growls deep in his chest. She listens to his restless movements, then turns her head when she hears him get up and start to pace length of the room. “You have no problem telling me off when I’m doing something you don’t like. You tell Ayato off all the time when he gets on your nerves. You argue with us no problem at all. You don’t let anyone walk over you. Why is it different when it’s them, huh? Why do you suddenly — “ Itto stops and just waves his hand at her. “Why do you just roll over and take it?”

“Because they’re my family,” Sara says quietly. Back to this. Always back to this, as Itto said. It always circles back to this.

“No they aren’t,” Itto snaps. “Family doesn’t try to kill each other. Fuck, Sara! I have no idea how you aren’t getting this. You’ve literally gone to war. You advise the Raiden Shogun. You go toe to toe with Sangonomiya Kokomi and Kamisato Ayato. You aren’t stupid. I know you aren’t. So why the hell aren’t you getting this? If someone like me can see it, how can you not?”

Before Sara can say something — anything, she doesn’t know what, she just knows that she wants to say something to shut Itto up, to stop him in his tracks, to stop them from continuing down this endless spiral — Itto sits back down.

“I will never understand how humans can be so two-faced,” Itto says, staring ahead at the wall.“My entire life I’ve been hated, feared, and like — fucking shit on because of my potential to be a raging, violent, piece of garbage. And okay, sure. I could be. I’ve probably gotten pretty close to that line a couple of times. I know that. I know I’ve done some shit before. But I can say with complete honesty that I’ve never crossed that line.” Itto glances down at her and away again. “People like you and me, we don’t get to. You know?”

Sara’s mouth clicks shut, eyes sliding closed against the rising feeling of pathetic helplessness. She knows. Gods does she know.

Itto’s voice strains, trembles, with a typhoon of anger and pain and misery and bottled up longing for an acknowledgement to wrongs that will never come.

“I have never done anything that would make me ashamed of who or what I am,” Itto says, voice uncomfortably flat. “I have made the conscious decision to not do any of that. I’m going to prove to the world that I, Arataki Itto, am a good guy despite whatever shit people want to think or say about me without ever meeting me. But just because I am choosing to be a good person doesn’t mean people get a free pass to walk over me and think I’m just gonna let it slide. I don’t take shit, Sara. Sometimes I’ve had to bow my head and bite my tongue because, you know. A time and a place or whatever. But I have my lines. I don’t cross them and I don’t let other people cross them, either. But you?”

Itto’s voice curls like paper set to flame.

“You? You close your eyes. Like what you’re doing right now. You just — you pretend it away. I don’t know how the fuck you do it. I don’t know why you do it. Do you think that if you put up with enough of it they’ll suddenly be nice to you? How long are you going to hold your breath for? You already died. Like. Where the fuck do you even go from here, Sara? Where do you draw the line?”

“They saved my life.”

“That doesn’t mean they own it.”

Sara turns her head away from him, breathing in deep through her nose even as her chest throbs with the expansion of healing bone and muscle.

“You never did anything to them,” Itto says. She can hear the slump of his shoulders. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

Sara slowly, centimeter by painful centimeter, raises her arm to cover her eyes.

You didn’t do anything wrong. His words cycle over and over in her head. A mantra of the core truth that Sara’s been wrestling with.

She’d been quiet. She’d laid low. She’d actively taken steps to move out of the way, to gather herself and make herself smaller. She’d pointedly pruned away all potential avenues for exploitation and exaltation. Sara had made a life for herself in a little corner, self contained and self sustaining, so carefully manicured and manipulated as to not take more than her due. Barely her due. And when Sara married into the Kamisato clan she shrunk her presence even further. She moved out of Inazuma city. She passed more of her duties onto her subordinates and aides. She spent more time doing rural patrols and basic recruit training.

Sara had consciously made her life so small, as small as she could possibly make it.

And it wasn’t enough.

Maybe some part of her, this entire time, had thought she did do something wrong. That she, herself, was wrong. A foolish thought. Sara knows she hasn’t. Everything she’s ever done has gone beyond the measure of what the Kujou clan could ever have expected from her when they took her in all those years and years ago. And that, itself, was the problem.

Sara, by the plain facts of her own existence, could never be what the Kujou clan wanted. There is too much in her to fit into the little space the Kujou clan wanted her to fill. She filled it and then some. And much like a hidden ember from a lightning strike, she grew beyond that boundary. It — she — couldn’t be helped. She spread and grew and lived. And despite her best efforts, and that of the Kujou clan’s, the life burning inside of her could not be stopped or molded into anything other than what it — she — was.

You didn’t do anything wrong. Sara had known this. She has always known this. But some part of her, that is not as logical or sensible as the rest, had always —

Sara doesn’t realize she’s crying until the tears slip over her nose and startle her with the wetness of her inhale. She actually thought it was blood, enough so that she’d wiped her hand over her face and stared at her skin confused as to why it wasn’t stained with red.

“Shit, wait, no,” Itto panics, “Don’t cry — I’m sorry. I mean. I’m not. I meant it. Don’t cry. Shit. Is it your wounds? Did they open up? Do you want me to call someone? Shinobu-kun? Ayaka-chan? Fuck. Sara — 

Sara swallows heavily and lets her arm drop back over her face. The tears don’t seem to want to stop, but at least they’re quiet.

Itto’s shadow looms over her as he fusses, eventually settling for trying to pat her hair with his large hands.

It takes a few attempts to get the words out but Sara eventually manages to say —

“Why do you even care so much?”

Itto’s hand stills for a moment and Sara startles when the next thing she feels is Itto’s forehead bumping against her head, the bumps of the crests of his horns prominent.

“Because we’re family, Sara. What part of that have you been missing?”

-

Even the lightest of fabrics feels heavy on Sara’s healing skin and newly mended bones. But at least now her wings have been deemed healed enough that she can fold them against her back and disperse them.

Sara’s been practicing sitting up and moving about on her own under Ayaka’s guidance and strict observation. Thus far Sara’s been able to stay upright for a few hours. There’s still tremors in her arms when she tries to write or hold things for too long, but she’s been assured that it’s fatigue rather than any permanent damage.

“I suppose it’s a good thing you never agreed to having any appointed attendants,” Ayaka sighs. “This would make things much harder to keep quiet. Not impossible, but rather difficult all the same.”

“You’ve kept it quiet from the house as well?” Sara asks.

“Well, the outer servants yes. No need to inform them. There are those among the staff who know you were badly hurt and that we do not want this to be known. We have not given them any reasons. Let them come up with their own. And this definitely has not reached the members of the Yashiro Commission. If it did we’d be at the edge of a whole new civil war,” Ayaka answers. “Let’s switch out the decorations in your room. You must be absolutely sick of them by now.”

Sara somewhat agrees. While she’s spent most of her time in this room as of late barely lucid to take in the details of the ornamental plants and hangings, it would be nice to see a change in scenery. Sara never really minded what decorations were placed around before. But that was because Sara had the ability to leave the room and look at anything else whenever she wanted. After days and weeks prone in her sickbed, Sara’s now learned to appreciate what she had when she had it.

“Not that one,” Sara calls out as Ayaka is taking note of the items she’ll have replaced. Ayaka stops in front of the painting that hangs on the wall opposite the end of Sara’s bed. “I — I like that one.”

Like is, perhaps, an understatement considering how often Sara finds her eye drawn to it and feels herself drifting off to sleep while still staring at it.

Ayaka looks at the painting, hands folding behind her back.

“Onii-sama painted this.”

Sara figured as much.

“He painted all of the ones we’ve been using to decorate your quarters.” Ayaka waves her closed fan around Sara’s room. “From the start.”

Sara sighs, moving to stretch her arms in the sets of exercises she’d been advised to follow to prevent stiffness and atrophy. “Well. At least he wasn’t asking me to rate them on a numerical scale. I would have had to give him zeroes on principle.”

“Imagine that,” Ayaka laughs. “Imagine if you told the scholars and the collectors out there that you rate Nami’s work a zero. You’d be torn to shreds, Ane-san. I’ll tell him you liked this one. I don’t think he’d need me to ask you why.”

-

“Your husband terrifies me,” Shikanoin announces when he enters her room. Sara squints at the detective, not sure if she’s really awake or not. But she’s not sure why she would dream about Shikanoin Heizou, of all people, so she has to be awake. “Did you really not tell him anything I told you?”

“I told you to keep your head down,” Sara says, resigning herself to the fact that she is awake and it is indeed Shikanoin Heizou at her bedside. “I’m surprised he let you in.”

“Only after he scared the soul out of me and then scared it back in with how intense he was on figuring out how much I knew and how much of what I knew, you knew. Apologies, the cat’s out of the bag on that one. I expect he’ll be in here after me to give you a full dressing down on your apparent lack of self preservation.” Shikanoin pauses. “I didn’t think there was anyone in the world who could ever lecture you, of all people, about anything. This is a day to go down in record books.”

“The point, Shikanoin-san,” Sara says, eyes falling closed. “Find it and get to it.”

“Well, I’m here to see how you’re doing. Is that so hard to believe? Kamisato-sama’s got a firm grasp on the rumor mill. All of Inazuma thinks you’re taking a sabbatical. A well deserved one. I don’t think anyone aside from you, me, anyone present during the attack, and perhaps the Shogun knows about what happened to you. Mind explaining that for me? Because I haven’t been sending you increasingly alarmist messages about how a faction of the Kujou clan is out for your head because I had nothing better to do.”

“I didn’t think they’d actually do anything.”

It’s a terrible excuse. Sara has another dozen of them lined up in her head. And because she’s already given them out in various combinations to everyone who’s come to see her since her fever broke and she’s been able to maintain actual conversations that she remembers for longer than five minutes at a time, she knows that saying the rest of them will only get her shot down like a pigeon.

“Unbelievable,” Shikanoin mutters. “Un-fucking-believable. This entire situation, but you especially. You’re one real piece of work, you know that? Don’t answer. Also your husband is literally the most terrifying person I’ve ever met. Don’t let me get on his bad side. I mean. I think I already am because I unknowingly withheld vital evidence about your safety, but you get what I mean. I don’t know what I was expecting from either of you.”

“How did you find out about the attack?”

Shikanoin shoots her a flat look, practically pouting as he rests his cheek on his palm.

“General.”

“Detective.”

“You’ve never taken a vacation in your life,” Shikanoin says. “I don’t know who the hell that excuse is supposed to be for, but literally everyone who’s ever worked with you is wondering what happened. The closest you’ve ever come to a vacation are those little trips to Watatsumi you take every so often under the disguise of ‘ongoing peace relations’.”

Sara grimaces as Shikanoin does air quotes around the words.

“I’m not going to touch that one. There is not enough mora in the world to get me to touch that subject,” Shikanoin continues. “Anyway. I’m more than capable of putting two and two together to get four. And that’s you being attacked and possibly dead. But I’m not here to talk about that. I’m here to tell you about all the things you’ve missed while you’ve been out of commission.” Shikanoin pulls out a book from his bag. A whole damned book. He obnoxiously flips the cover open and clears his throat. “Number one: laundry thief in lower Hanamazaki district. Case appointed to the local squad headed by — “

“If I reopen something getting up to kill you,” Sara says over Shikanoin’s delighted recitation, “I’m going to bring you back to life so I can do it again.”

“Ha, say that when you’re capable of lifting your arms above your head,” Shikanoin crows.

“I don’t need my arms, my legs are fine.”

“Yeah, but your legs are attached to your pelvis, which is attached to your spine, which is in your torso, which is — from the extremely edited down version of events I was told — extremely fucked up. Now quiet down, you’re a captive audience. Think of this as your punishment for not reporting this sooner and doing the incredibly ill advised thing of ditching your support squad to walk into a trap, incredibly under equipped, on your own.”

-

As Sara is finishing swallowing spoonful after spoonful of plain broth under Thoma’s watchful eye, Ayaka comes in and takes her place at Sara’s bedside.

“A letter came for you,” Ayaka says. “It was passed onto us from the Yae Publishing House.”

Sara doesn’t quite freeze so much as she hits her teeth with the spoon. Thoma raises his eyebrows at her and Sara hopes that he doesn’t read into it too much. If she can get through this bowl of broth without incident, he’s promised to graduate her to real food. The only solid she’s been having is tofu and vegetables boiled to the point of vague mash.

Ayaka holds the paper out to her. Sara slowly sets down the bowl and spoon, willing her hands not to tremor as she takes it.

All at once, Sara’s heart and mind slam together in a crash of desire and habit. The stuff of dreams lingers in her mind, the what-ifs and the what-could-have-beens that her fevered mind conjured and made true, indolently sprawling itself over her bruised back and aching ribs and turning the broth on her tongue cloying. Yes or no, Sara, the Raiden Shogun of Sara’s feverish dreams tells her, Sometimes, that’s all there is.

And then the Kokomi of her dreams and the Kokomi of paper merge together, ink coming to life and smearing itself over her senses — Yes or no?

Yes, Sara’s heart whimpers against her mind’s struggling judgement.

“I don’t think Sangonomiya-sama knows,” Ayaka says quietly. “She may have suspicions. But we’re still keeping your condition under close watch. There aren’t any rumors about you and the Kujou clan is being kept quiet. The Shogun has been keeping Kamaji-sama close. I don’t think that the plotters behind this are able to risk anything. They know that we know, and that the Shogun knows. They can’t risk anything now. It’s only a matter of waiting for Her will to be made clear.”

The Shogun’s will, which is currently waiting on Sara’s.

Sara quietly opens the slip of paper. This moment reminds her of the last time she held Kokomi’s letter in her hands. The letter, now lost, along with the enchanted pearl and lacquer box it was transmitted in. It had broken during the fight, the box itself could perhaps be mended but the magic within was lost as well as the message that had been pending a response for so long.

Sara distracts herself from the loss and inevitable by tracing her fingers along the edges of the thin page. And, for once entirely uncaring of her audience, she brings the paper up to her nose and closes her eyes, breathing in the signature smell of Watatsumi and Kokomi. She’s tried to find paper and ink that smell like this here in Narukami and only come up empty handed and feeling foolish.

She unfolds the envelope to read the simple one page note within.

There is only this: will you come?

There is only this: Sara, body broken and now bruised, having fallen. Kokomi, left unanswered and unaware, having waited.

There is only this: what does Sara want?

-

“Something’s bothering you.” Ayato’s hand pauses, calligraphy brush perfectly straight and arm perfectly steady as he holds it frozen over the ink stone. “Don’t deny it, Sara. You’ve been fidgeting in ways entirely unlike yourself. I would say you’re restless — who wouldn’t be after so much bed rest — but it’s something else entirely, isn’t it?”

“Something is always bothering me. Usually it’s you,” Sara points out. Her body still moves too slow. For all that she’s slept it feels like she hasn’t gained any of that back in strength. She’s ravenous. She helps herself to the tray of food that Thoma must have left behind. Based on what’s on here, it’s for her anyway. Sara clicks her tongue. “Do you ever actually eat your meals when they arrive?”

“You can deflect all you want; out of pity for your current situation I’ll even let you. And at this point who are any of us fooling? We all know that’s left behind for you, not me.”

Sara picks up one of the sangayaki, the shiso leaf wrapping damp and a little sticky from the now cooled grilled fish patty.

“It’s not the assassination,” Ayato says, returning to his calligraphy. “That’s already settled and mostly behind us. Are you quite certain you don’t want to make this public? It is dirty laundry, but it might finally put a stop to this nonsense.”

“The Tenryou Commission doesn’t need anymore setbacks,” Sara says. “And neither does the Kujou clan.” Sara’s feelings towards her adoptive brothers and family are complicated things. Sara’s learning to understand what sort of words she wants to apply to them day by day, with distance and greater world experience. Sara glances towards the brazier but before she can move towards it Ayato is setting his brush aside and standing to get it for her.

Sara considers arguing against being treated like an invalid as an attempt at distraction, but ultimately discards the idea. Her entire back feels like it’s a pulsing bruise, even with all the poultices and clever Cryo-infused sachets Ayaka had made for her. Just sitting up straight is taking a toll on her.

“You should lie down after this,” Ayato says, kneeling next to her and the tray. He pours the tea over the rice to make the ochazuke.

“You shouldn’t lie down after eating, it’s bad for digestion,” Sara replies, taking her chopsticks up to pick apart the pickled plum so it can soak up the tea.

Ayato sits back on his heels, hands tucking into his sleeves as she waits for the tea to seep into the rice.

“Talk to me,” Ayato says. “Would you rather talk with Itto?”

“It’s nothing.”

“The last time it was nothing it ended up with me having to drag you out of the ocean, wondering if I was holding onto a corpse or not. Humor me, Sara.”

Sara takes a mulish bite of the sangayaki as though having her mouth full would stop Kamisato Ayato from pursuing a line of thought. It’s merely delaying the inevitable. So Sara uses her free hand to reach into her sleeve and pull out the note she had received. It still smells of salt. Of sea. Ayato wouldn’t even have to see the seal to know who wrote it.

Ayato, whether it be sympathy for her or just simple politeness, takes the note without comment. He reads it over. Sara tucks into her dinner, turning away from him as she forces herself to eat slowly. She’ll do herself no favors making herself sick by gorging herself. Thoma went through the effort of making dishes easy on the stomach and well kept even when cold. She’s not going to abuse such kindness by throwing it back up.

Sara’s nose tickles from the smell of incense burning at the window, but the smell of it helps distract from the smell of the food, and the food manages to go down smoother than she thought.

“Your health aside, I don’t see why you can’t go,” Ayato concludes after a very long silence filled only with the sound of Sara’s strained breathing and the rustling of her clothes as she eats. “But I think there’s something else to this that you need to say. Sara. Tell me. Is there truly nothing here?”

Putting aside manners for another time, Sara leans heavily on the little table Thoma had set the tray on, almost hunching over. She would be hunching if it didn’t hurt her back so much. Sara presses her knuckles to her forehead, eyes closing

Isn’t that the question? No. No it isn’t.

“There’s…not nothing,” Sara admits. There’s something. There’s a lot of something. Sara’s just too much of a fucking coward to acknowledge it. How cruel of her. How unfair.

Sara’s lived her entire life trying to hold herself to some kind of — some kind of ideal. Some kind of reason and virtue. But here she is being the most cruel one of them all.

“Kokomi doesn’t know that the message box is lost. Broken.” Sara admits. “I didn’t tell her.“

“What did you tell her?”

Sara closes her eyes, as though that could save her from the hole she’s dug for herself.

“Sara, what did you tell her?”

“Nothing,” Sara whispers, shoulders shrinking down and sending hot pulses of pain across her healing skin. “I didn’t — I didn’t tell her anything.”

She can hear Ayato’s teeth click together as he audibly stops himself from saying whatever, frankly, well deserved rebuke that was about to unleash itself on her.

“I’ve been keeping the attempt on your life under wraps as you requested. Outside of the main members of our house — “ Sara’s stomach pangs sour despite the mild foods she’d just eaten when he references the house as shared. “ — and a select few members of the Shuumatsuban, no one else knows. There’s no way for Sangonomiya-sama to have found out about what happened to you. She could guess and make conjectures, but she has no way of confirming anything. I’m going to ask again, for my own clarification, what did you tell Sangonomiya Kokomi?”

“Nothing,” Sara repeats. “The last message she ever got from me was months ago. Before the - before the assassination.”

“What was it?”

Sara squeezes her eyes closed, squeezes them so tight that it hurts her head and flashes of light flicker on her closed eyelids.

“She’d asked me something,” Sara says. “I evaded her. She asked me again. She asked me to — she asked me not to — “

“There’s a trick to being brave, Sara. To being selfish. Do you know it? Shall I show you?”


  “Isn’t there a trick to everything? Don’t you know them all? Keeping them handy in that little book of yours?”



  “Yes or no, Sara. Enough with tricks. Shall we go all in? One last clash. You and me. Yes or no, Sara. You and me. Yes or no?”


Sara didn’t answer. She didn’t answer, but she kept opening the box to see the message. She didn’t take it from the fish. She left it there, unable to move in any direction. Forward or back. Just — there.

She didn’t answer, she didn’t know — well. No. She did. She knew how, but she didn’t know which of the several answers that fought within her like opposing winds was the right one.

And so Sara left the message unanswered for days. Days.

And then that disastrous fight, the flight. The fever. Weeks lost to her delirium and her recovery.

Sara laughs. It’s a sharp sound, almost like a caw.

“Yes or no,” Sara laughs. “She wanted a yes or a no. I didn’t know how to answer. I didn’t know what was the right one. So I didn’t.”

Ayato swears and then his hand is on the back of her neck, running over the back of her head and pulling her to him.

“Gods above are you a fool,” Ayato sighs against the crown of her head as her lungs debate with themselves over whether they’re laughing or crying right now. “Leaving Sangonomiya Kokomi hanging like that. She doesn’t even know you almost died. You might have died and she would have been waiting and waiting for you, for anything, on Watatsumi. She wouldn’t have any idea at all. Not until the funeral. You would have let that happen.

“I didn’t know I was going to be assassinated.” She had a feeling, true, but who ever commits themselves to the certainty of death based on circumstantial evidence and a feeling?

“You’re terrible,” Ayato says, gently pulling at the back of her robes and adjusting them to ease the pressure on her back. “You terrible woman, and you call me the sadist. You’re cruel.”

“I know. I know. Fuck you, I know.”

“Then why didn’t you say anything? Why did you — why did you just let her wait?”

It comes out then. In fits and starts. All out of order and jumbled. Sara jumps back and forth in time across gaps of years and months and minutes. Sara tells Ayato about those first few messages, the letters. The awkward attempts at civility and treading water and avoiding mines to find common ground. She tells him about the oyster, the pearl diving, the boat and the sun. Sara tells him about the smattering of freckles on Kokomi’s shoulder. Sara tells Ayato about the games of shogi they’ve been playing through letters. She tells him about the pearl earrings that are still, at this very moment, carefully laid out in their cloth lined box in her bedroom. She tells Ayato about the push and the pull of every exchange. It spills out of her like water from drowned lungs. Sara is incapable of holding it back and with every word out of her mouth it feels like something is being physically ripped out of her.

Ayato remains silent, letting her lean against him as she talks to his shoulder. His breathing remains even, each breath measured and silent and warm against her hair. His hand idly strokes over the back of her head.

“You love her, you want her,” Ayato finally says when it’s all come out of her. “What’s the problem?”

“I need to tell you the problem, you of all people? Look in a mirror and tell me you don’t see the problem. You arranged a whole marriage to solve yours.”

“The situations are similar, yes. But not identical.”

When Sara doesn’t respond Ayato sighs, gently pushing her off of him and holding onto her to make sure she’s steady and sitting up on her own.

“This is most likely very ill advised, but I think we need alcohol. Well. I need it. You’re free to just watch if you want. But if we’re really going to go into this — and we are, make no mistake, we are going to dig into this mess you’ve made of yourself — I need alcohol. Wait here. I realize that’s a redundancy, you can’t go anywhere. But I’m saying it because I need to say literally anything to keep myself from saying all of the other things I want to say to you, which would be better said with alcohol in my system. You’re driving me to drink, Sara. Heavens.”

Ayato stands and leaves her. Sara picks at the remnants of her food, no longer hungry. She almost wishes that Thoma hadn’t allowed her to go back to solids because she thinks she’s going to be sick.

Ayato returns before the incense stick burning by the window is gone. He’s carrying a truly unreasonable amount of liquor bottles with him and only one sake cup.

“For me, not for you,” he insists, setting his acquisitions down on the floor next to her. He starts to clean off the table he was working with, setting aside calligraphy supplies and rolling up scrolls to make room. “Don’t talk to me just yet. I don’t really drink often, but I’m spectacular at holding my liquor. You’ll be very surprised. I can drink Itto under the table if I get in the mood to do so. I need to be at least halfway drunk to even begin to deal with — “ Here, Ayato pauses and gestures at all of her. “ — this.”

She has nothing at all she can say to that so she just watches him as he arranges the jars of liquor and starts pouring and knocking back cup after cupful. He doesn’t go too fast, but he does go rather quick and all of it without showing any visible change in temperament or cognizance. He must go through at least a third of the jars before he finally starts to slow down.

Ayato stares into the middle distance, eyes narrowed as he thinks to himself before he finally nods.

“This is a start. This is good enough for now. Proceed.” He says this, but he’s already opening another bottle of sake and pouring himself another cup. “Go back to the part where you essentially summer abroad and follow her around like a lovesick puppy doing menial chores for her. And how you somehow used your terrifyingly strong sense of denial and repression to convince yourself that you were being subtle.”

“It wasn’t about being subtle,” Sara snaps at him. She knows she was obvious. She knows she was pathetically obvious. The point wasn’t hiding it. There was never hope in hiding it. It was about not actually acting on it. Sara could want until she turned blue in the face so long as she didn’t actually do anything about it. “But we can’t be together so why would I even put us through that? It could only ever end badly.”

“So you wrote it all off as a bad idea without ever even trying? Who are you and what did you do to General Kujou Sara, you defeatist?” Ayato snaps. “And it’s Sangonomiya Kokomi. Do you think the woman would have ever entertained you behaving in such a way towards her if she didn’t want you back? If she believed the same as you? She probably has at least a dozen or more so plans for ways to be with you that work around whatever you’re thinking right now.”

“She’s also an optimist,” Sara retorts. “I’m being practical. It’s what I do best at.”

“No, what you do best at is cutting yourself off before you can even begin. What you do best is tricking yourself into thinking you’re some insignificant piece of a whole. What you’re best at is deluding yourself. Sangonomiya Kokomi may be an optimist, but she’s also a tactician and essentially the leader of a semi-independent colony. If she felt that you were a bad idea I can promise you that we would be in a vastly different set of circumstances right now.”

Sara hopes that her expression conveys her sincere disbelief in what Ayato is trying to sell her.

“I’m injured, not incoherent,” Sara says. “Listen to me. I’ve thought this through every day. Every night. I dream about it. It isn’t possible. Even if — even if I acted. Even if I did something. It wouldn’t last. We wouldn’t last. I’d ruin it. And then what would I have left?”

“This is pathetic of you.”

“I know it’s pathetic, that’s why I don’t talk about it.”

“That’s also pathetic.”

Ayato presses the length of his thumb to his brow, the sake cup in his long fingers threatening to spill over as he rubs the knuckle of his thumb to his forehead.

“Sara. The woman asked you about eating oysters while the two of you were on a boat at sea, entirely alone. And she was essentially in the nude. What do you think she was trying to do? Be nice? She was flirting with you. Sangonomiya-sama is not the type of person who just does that. She’s going in this with every intention of having you and not letting go. Do you think she’s going to gamble on you with the fate of her people’s newly gained independence on the line? I acknowledge that you’re fantastically capable at plotting out worst case scenarios, but did it ever cross your mind that in this specific field that Sangonomiya-sama might be better at solving them?”

“In all fairness, I never had tried an oyster before. And all of the pearl divers go without most of their clothes. Who would go pearl diving with sleeves like those?”

Sara snatches a half empty jar of sake from the table and takes a pull directly from it. Injuries and weakened stomach be damned, Sara can’t be sober for this either. This blunt honesty is going to kill them both. The Kujou clan didn’t need to send assassins. They just needed to send someone to talk to her about feelings.

“Fuck’s sake, Sara, it wasn’t about the fucking oyster. It was about fucking. Answer my question.”

Sara does not answer Ayato’s question. In fact, Sara ignores Ayato’s question entirely.

“And if it was actually about oysters I would have made a fool of myself, wouldn’t I?”

Ayato lets out a long breath through his teeth. It’s a particular sound of frustration that he seems to only let out when he’s at the end of his temper. At any other time, if this frustration wasn’t aimed at Sara and her spectacular mess of a romantic life, it would be something of an honor to have pushed the infamous Kamisato Ayato to his limit.

“Did you at least look at her?” Ayato asks.

“That would have been improper, Ayato.” Sara looked, of course she looked. How could she not have looked? But it was — it was so much at once. Sara’s eyes didn’t know where to go. It was different with Kokomi. Sara wanted to drink her in, swallow her like she swallowed the oyster. She wanted her eyes to memorize every last centimeter of skin exposed and touched by wind and sea. It was overwhelming. It was like presenting a starving man a feast to gorge upon. So Sara only let herself see Kokomi in flashes of disjointed pieces, and used the discipline drilled into her since she was a child to keep her eyes firmly above Kokomi’s nose.

“What, do you look at Itto’s cock?”

Ayato squints at her. “Obviously.”

“Disgusting.”

“If I hand fed Itto a damned squid on a stick, or a whole yakisoba bun, right here, right now, with my bare hands while disrobed would you say it was about the food, Sara? No. Don’t answer that. You wouldn’t say it was about the food. You would call me out for acting indecent and throw both myself and Itto out of the room to conduct our affairs in private.”

“She was trying to teach me about the culture of Watatsumi. Stop trying to compare the situations.”

Ayato sets his sake cup down and presses his palms together, visible effort going into his face as he forces it into a neutral expression. “Look at me right now, Sara. What does it look like I’m doing to you?”

Sara hesitates before she answers, uncertain as to what kind of trap is being laid before her. Only that there is one and she’ll apparently have to go through it and hope to break free once in its clutches.

“Praying?”

“That’s right, Sara. I’m praying. I’m praying to the Raiden Shogun at this very moment, with my entire sincere heart using your full name and title. And I’m praying that you get your shit together. I have never hoped that the Shogun was omnipresent and omniscient as much as I’m hoping right now. I hope she can hear every single last part of this conversation. I hope — “

Sara lurches forward to pry Ayato’s hands apart. “Don’t you — “

She blames it entirely on the influence of the alcohol. She lunges over the table to try and wrestle Ayato’s hands apart.

Some time later, Sara’s got one of Ayato’s hands locked with hers and she’s trying to force his other arm away from their locked hands. Sara has Ayato pinned underneath her, her knees trapping the length of his sleeves. Ayato’s hips buck under her, trying to throw her off as Sara swears at him.

Behind her, she hears the slide of the door open and then a loud yelp.

“Not for kids to see!” Itto declares.

Ayato and Sara pause. Sara shuffles around over Ayato until she can turn around. Ayato cranes his neck up as far as he can with his sleeves still pinned.

Itto’s covering Thoma and Ayaka’s faces, both of them pulled against his chest. Thoma is awkwardly holding a tray with more food on it and Ayaka is trying to pry the oni’s fingers apart.

“Why are you covering Thoma’s face?” Ayato asks.

“He’s younger than me, so he’s a kid,” Itto answers.

“He’s older than you,” Sara says, slowly climbing off of Ayato and lying down on her stomach. She kicks Ayato’s leg. “Look at what you’ve done. I think I opened something.”

“And you kept fighting me through it?”

Ayaka breaks out from Itto’s grip, pushing her sleeves up, sighing. “Alright. Let’s see the damage, Ane-san. Onii-sama, you just couldn’t well leave enough alone, could you? Bullying an injured person. Really?”

-

The worst part is that Ayato isn’t even hung over the next day. Nor has he forgotten what they were talking about. And he doesn’t have the grace to let it slide, either.

“You’ve brought this on yourself,” Ayato reasons as Kuki checks Sara’s bandages. “If you won’t listen to me, then I’ll have to bring in the heavy artillery. Itto.”

“Kill me,” Sara says to Kuki as Itto enters the room, obviously having been waiting outside for his cue.

“You’re going to need to suck up to her big time,” Itto says, ignoring Sara’s pleading look at his lieutenant. “Like. Really lay it on thick. Do not confess while she’s pissed at you. It will not go well. You do not want your confession and apology to play out in the same conversation.”

“If you talk to Sangonomiya-sama about your concerns in a clear and honest manner that expresses all the reasons why you’ve been holding yourself back until now, it will work out,” Ayato says. “This could all be solved very, very easily if you’d just communicate with each other.”

“I’m not here for this,” Kuki says when Sara attempts to mentally communicate her extreme and powerful desire to be knocked unconscious. “Pretend you don’t even see me. I am a ghost. I am air. I am nothing here.”

“Your alternative is doing what Itto suggests,” Ayato continues.

“You’re going to need to prove you’re worthy of her forgiveness, and like. That you’re sorry for being — well. You.” Itto finishes lamely. “I’ve got a plan for that.”

“Sadist,” Sara hisses at Ayato.

“It’s for the greater good,” Ayato replies calmly. “Also, out of the three of us, I’m going to point out that Itto is actually the most emotionally stable and intelligent. So maybe you should listen to what he’s saying.”

“He’s about to tell me to challenge her to a fight.”

“I don’t need to tell you that because you just said it. See? You already know what you’ve got to do. You just need to go over there and do it. We’ll have to wait for your injuries to heal of course. Like, you want to win this.” Itto continues undeterred by the way Sara is attempting to kill Ayato with her eyes. “The best way to clear the air with someone is to fight them, you know? Just like what you and I do.”

“I think I really did die back then,” Sara says in Kuki’s direction. “I think I died and this is my punishment for. Well. Everything, I suppose.”

“I worked too hard for you to die,” Kuki replies. “You’d better pay attention to the boss, he’s been workshopping this little pep talk for a while now. Even before this, actually.”

“Do we not have more important things to talk about?” Sara asks. “Like what we’re going to do with the Kujou family and Tenryou Commission?”

“Oh?” Ayato’s eyes slit into little pale crescents above the folding fan he’s flipped open. “Now aren’t you desperate to get out of this conversation? This isn’t a one or the other type of deal, you realize. We will be talking about both of these things.”

“Do we get to beat them up and then drag them out for some good ol’ fashioned public shaming?” Itto asks, entire demeanor switching from excited to unnervingly flat and intense.

“No. We’re not doing that. We aren’t stoning them, either. Or killing them,” Sara says.

“That is not the answer anyone has been hoping to hear,” Kuki advises.

“The Tenryou Commission is vital to Inazuma,” Sara continues, looking between Itto and Ayato.

“The Kujou clan isn’t though,” Itto mutters. He’s right.

“I believe in what Kamaji-san is trying to do,” Sara says. “In his own way he’s also been set up for failure. He took power during the war. He doesn’t have any martial credit to his name. All of his experience is bureaucratic and with regards to domestic and internal affairs. But his heart is in the right place. And more than everything else, he actually wants to face this challenge. What needs to happen is for those around him who don’t want change and refuse to recognize it to be removed.”

“I’m not hearing a solid reason for why the Kujou clan shouldn’t be unseated,” Ayato muses.

“If the Kujou clan is unseated now who will step up to fill the void?” Sara replies. “I can’t. Even if the Shogun herself told me to I couldn’t. I’m not that kind of leader. I’m not a politician. I’m almost flattered by everyone who seems to think I can learn to be one, but I know myself. Don’t give me that look.”

“You don’t know your favorite color or what you like to eat but you know you can’t be a politician?”

Sara draws in a fortifying breath.

“Putting aside the fact that putting me in charge of the Tenryou Commission would drastically tip the power balance of the Tri-Commission and force a full reorganization of both the Kujou and Tenryou ranks; I’m a tengu.” She watches Itto’s back straighten. Ayato’s grip on his fan hardens. Even Kuki at her side pauses in the middle of testing the range of motion in Sara’s shoulder. “Don’t say that it has nothing to do with me being a politician or someone in power. It does. It’s why you married me. It’s why the Kujou clan treated me the way they did. The age of youkai has long passed. Our kind may walk among the men of Inazuma, but we do not lead it. We support them and we walk among them and we mingle with them, but we do not lead. Not anymore. This is an age of men.”

“And when it comes down to it — I don’t want power. I don’t want status. At the end of the day I just want to serve the people of this country and the god that watches over it. The role that everyone seems to think I should take is not one that can be filled by someone who doesn’t want it. It would only be a disservice to the commissions and the people they serve.”

“The Shogun has said herself that changes to Inazuma need to be made. Let the first real major step be thoroughly positioning Kamaji-san so that he can actually take control of his commission for the first time, so he can really implement the changes we all have been waiting to see. So we turn the conspirators over the the Raiden Shogun. We provide our evidence to her. We bring it up to Kamaji-san. We pass this over to them to deal with and untangle. And we let Inazuma grow from this and move beyond it. Let this be the last of the conspiracies and corruption.”

“They never deserved you,” Itto says in the silence that follows Sara’s declaration.

“No,” Sara agrees, startling everyone into staring at her with wide eyes. That one word feels like a chip in Sara’s soul. It should hurt more, she thinks. But just like when her fever broke and Ayato told her of the plot he finished uncovering, Sara can only feel cold and empty resignation. This was a long time coming. This is a foregone truth. There is nothing shocking about any of this. “No. They didn’t. But here I am. And this is my choice. I am not asking you to agree with it. I understand that you may see things differently than me. But this is my choice and I am asking you if you can respect that.”

Ayato snaps his fan closed, pressing the edge of it against his lips as he scrutinizes her for doubt or hesitation.

“Just answer me this, Sara. Is this selflessness, Sara? Or martyrdom?”

“I would argue it’s selfishness,” Sara tells him. “The rest of you may think Inazuma would be better off with me in power. But I know I wouldn’t be.”

Ayato doesn’t quite smile. But something in his eyes turns warm.

“Then it will be as my wife wishes,” he says. “Focus on your recovery. I’ll handle the rest.” Ayato pushes to his feet, pausing and resting his hand on Itto’s shoulder as he turns his snake-smile onto her. “But now that this is out of the way, back to the matter of Sangonomiya-sama. I’ll leave you and Itto to discuss that part further.”


   -


Sara pens a quick letter to Kokomi explaining the rough outline of the situation. The message box was broken, she’s been regulated to bedrest for several weeks, the situation in Narukami requires more attention. No, she cannot say more in this letter. She promises that she’ll have answers for all of her questions soon enough. All of them.

They all sound like excuses. If Sara was left waiting for several weeks — months — and got this letter she would throw it out. But it’s Sara’s turn to hope, now.

She sends the letter off and hopes that it makes it on the next supply ship to Watatsumi post haste. Sara next turns her focus closer to home. As much as she does and doesn’t want to rush to Kokomi now to finally have this deeply overdue conversation, she has to settle matters here first.

She has to settle some things with the people around her: the Kamisatos, Itto, Kamaji-san, the Shogun — and most importantly, herself.

Sara is now mostly mobile and recovered, ignoring some lingering aches and stern warnings from Yae Miko and Kuki not to test her luck by doing any flying just yet. There are scars over her torso and on her back from the puncture wounds and subsequent treatment of sewing her shut. She’d lost some of the callouses on her right hand when the skin healed over. But she’ll recover from all of these.

Ayaka has been helping Sara dress for the past few weeks. And as always, she begins by asking Sara what she feels like wearing.

Today, Sara has an answer for her.

“I like the color white,” Sara says. Ayaka stares at her like a tanuki caught mid-trick, mouth hanging open.

“White,” she repeats.

Sara gestures for Ayaka to go to Sara’s drawers. Ayaka goes and under Sara’s silent directions, she pulls out the box with the pearls. At Sara’s prompting, she opens it, staring at the pearl earrings nestled inside.

“Something like that,” Sara says. “Darker than white. But not really grey or beige.” And then, borrowing a term from Ayaka’s prolonged attempts at trying to explain to Sara the intricacies of color and pattern matching. “It’s a warm color. A warm white?”

Ayaka’s eyes glitter like ice blocks in summer, full of quiet delight and promises of relief and cheer.

“It suits you,” she says. And then she walks out of the room, making sure to put the box with the pearl earrings down next to the small standing mirror Sara’s been sitting in front of. Sara quietly slips the wire threads through the holes in her ears, feeling the cool weight of the pearls brushing against the sides of her head. The unfamiliar weight has Sara turning her head one way and another, hypnotized by the strange, cool sensation. Ayaka returns with two servants assisting her in carrying in three carefully tied storage boxes. The servants are dismissed as Ayaka arranges the boxes on the floor between them.

The first box opens to reveal a plain dark purple obi, almost black except for how it catches the light when Sara lifts it out of the box. The second box opens to reveal a thin nagajuban with faint hints of near invisible embroidery at the collar.

And the final box reveals the kimono itself. It’s a plain dark grey all throughout with just the faintest hint of lightening towards a warm grey towards the collar of the kimono. It would be plain and somber if not for the fine, fine embroidery in thin, shimmering white thread along the lower edges of the fuki. It’s a pattern of fans and faint swirling lines of wind. The pale outlines of birds in flight slip in and out.

“This has been in storage for a long time,” Ayaka tells her. “I don’t know who it belonged to last. But I think it’s been waiting for you. Do you like it?”

Sara slowly rises to her feet, reaching for the ties of the much drabber and worn out nagajuban she’d already been wearing.

“I like it. Will you help me fit it?” Sara asks.

Ayato pauses as he offers her his arm on their way out of the estate, eyes traveling over the pearls hanging from her ears to the kimono, and then to her face.

“Does it not suit?” Sara asks.

“It does,” Ayato replies, smile teasing the edge of his lips. “I think that’s been waiting for you in storage this entire time.”

“So your sister said.”

“Are you ready for this?” Ayato asks.

“This has waited long enough. Let’s put an end to this,” Sara replies.

-

“This is truly what you want?”

Almost a full year ago, Sara was sitting in this very same room, almost in this exact same spot. The Raiden Shogun stood in front of her, just like this. And she asked something similar of her then.

“Yes.” Sara and Ayato both lower their heads, palms pressed to the tatami as their foreheads press to the ground. “Please grant your mercy to the Kujou clan once more.”

“Kamisato Ayato.”

“Your Excellency.”

“Do you agree with this?”

“No,” Ayato says, not daring to lie in the presence of their god. “But I will support and defer to Sara’s judgement.”

“Oh?”

Sara can feel the Raiden Shogun’s shadow crossing over their bent heads, stretching over their bowed backs.

“Kamisato Ayato, you may leave. General, you will stay. But rise. I am not unaware of the injuries that were inflicted upon your person.”

Sara raises her head and settles back into seiza as Ayato bows once more and leaves the room.

“Sara,” the Shogun’s voice doesn’t quite soften, but something in the air relaxes. “Are you certain? The Kujou clan has come before me twice now, names marked with dishonor and disrepute. Twice now a child of that rotten generation has stepped forward to beg clemency and redemption. How do you know that there will not be a third? Do you think to make a fool out of me?”

“That is not my intention, Your Excellency,” Sara says, eyes lowered. “I do not know if there will be a third time. I can only hope that there won’t be. I believe in Kamaji-san’s ability to pull the Kujou name out of the situation it’s burrowed itself into. He just needs a fighting chance.”

“One would argue that the past several years have been that fighting chance. Tell me why it wouldn’t be better for me to put my own hand in charge of the commission and the Kujou clan to eliminate any future headaches?”

That one letter that Sara almost destroyed from so many years ago unfolds itself across the back of Sara’s mind, words stark and so clearly spoken in her head that Sara would swear that Kokomi is in the room with them. With her.


  Surely the eternity our Shogun has you enforce does not demand your own terminus as its foundation.



  If so — what then?


“I don’t want it,” Sara says flatly, daring to meet the Raiden Shogun’s eyes.

“Even if your nation, your god, would demand it?”

Sara bows down once more. “Respectfully, Your Excellency, you cannot ask me to give what I do not have. I have no desire to lead in the capacity those roles would require of me. Nor can I conjure it within myself. It would be a disservice to all if I was placed in that position.”

“General,” the Raiden Shogun says, lightly touching Sara’s shoulder with one hand and offering Sara the other. Sara’s hand raises to grasp it and the Shogun is helping Sara to rise out of her kowtow and to her feet. Sara dares to look up into the Shogun’s eyes. The Shogun smiles, a warmth like sunlight through mist in summer, a warmth like summer wind. “I told you once. I’m listening if you need it. All you ever have to do is ask. Tell me, Kujou Sara. You do not want power. You do not want control. You do not want leadership. Very well. I shall summon Kujou Kamaji to work with him on how to pull his commission and clan out of their entanglements and set them straight. I have heard your wishes about what you do not want. Now tell me. What do you want?”

Sara wants to serve. She wants to see what sort of eternity her god wishes to build and how. She wants to see the coral of Watatsumi on the horizon. She wants to see Ayaka playing with her temari ball. She wants to see Ayato looking befuddled as Itto coaxes him into something absolutely ridiculous. She wants to see Thoma’s face when she brings him a particularly good catch from the forest.

Sara wants to see her family.

“If I could trouble your Excellency for a boat,” Sara finally says. “And a letter.”

-

“It would seem that there is no end to the things that I must apologize for.”

Kamaji looks tired, as though he hasn’t been sleeping.

Ayato, out of either some grim sadistic desire to give Kamaji more rope and to extend the situation, or out of politeness, doesn’t say what Sara can practically feel him thinking in her own head: have you considered not allowing things that would require your apology from happening?

But Ayato doesn’t say that, although he clearly wants to. He just purses his lips together and pointedly turns his face away from the Kujou clan head, who has once again escaped the Raiden Shogun’s displeasure by the skin of his teeth. Ayato turning away from this is more polite consideration than anything. His attention is no less present because his eyes aren’t facing either of them. Much like the Archon that watches over all of Inazuma, his notice and presence does not require physical and tangible proof. Ayato is merely here as a facilitator for this meeting.

Kamaji falls silent, watching from behind his glasses. Sara doesn’t know what to say. Just because Sara has come to understand that this is a conversation that must be had doesn’t mean she knows her part in it. Revealing the conspiracy and the events that have had her out of action for the past few months is one thing. Discussing steps moving forward after is another. Actually talking about the cause behind it is an entirely different beast that Sara’s been actively evading.

“It strikes me that I never apologized for anything to start with,” he finally says. And then, quieter, not meant for her or Ayato to respond to, just to himself, “Has anyone?”

Apologizing would require acknowledgement of a wrong done. Sara has only just come to accept that she’s been wronged in the past week or so.

Kamaji takes in a deep breath, shuffling backwards from the table between them and bows to her, lowering his forehead to the floor.

“On behalf of the Kujou clan and the Tenryou Commission — on my own behalf, I apologize to you, Kujou Sara. You have been deeply wronged by us in many, many ways over the years that you were under our supposed care. You were treated harshly. Coldly. Unfairly. I don’t have an excuse for any of it. You were a child. You were someone we were supposed to protect and teach and care for. But we failed to teach you properly. We did not protect you as we should have. I don’t expect forgiveness. Not for myself, not for the commission, and not for the clan. We are all in your debt. I don’t think we’ll ever be out of it.” Kamaji’s voice trembles. “You have been the pinnacle of everything the clan and commission should have been, despite everything. I am ashamed and humbled that you would instead name me for this position. I will do everything to live up to your expectations and earn this in my own right.”

Sara looks down at Kamaji’s bowed head. She’s never seen him from this angle before. It seems very strange to her. The Kujou clan head doesn’t bow to anyone but the Raiden Shogun. Part of her wants to go to him and force him to sit up and tell him so. He’s the leader of the Tenryou Commission. He doesn’t just bow to anyone. It isn’t proper.

And then another part of her says, “Oh.”

Because something in her understands something that the people around her have been trying to explain to her for a long time.

“I don’t want or need your apology,” Sara says. Ayato’s attention, even though it never left, seems to magnify ten fold onto her when she says this. Kamaji doesn’t look up.

Sara understands now. How Thoma forgave her, how Ayaka forgave her, how Itto forgave her when she could not. They forgave her because she needed it from them, but they didn’t need it. They had told her time and time again — the blame wasn’t hers. They did not blame her.

Sara doesn’t blame Kamaji. She knows that she was wronged. She understands that and can acknowledge that now. This is different. This isn’t Sara refusing to acknowledge a wrong was done. This is Sara acknowledging that a wrong was done, but this is not the person responsible for it.

It was his father. It was his clan elders. It was his predecessors. It was everyone in both the clan and the commission who joined hands with designs of power that was not theirs and not meant to be held.

Just like how Sara’s own actions weren’t out of malice. Sara did not choose to enact the Vision Hunt Decree. Sara did not choose Thoma as the ceremonial target. Sara did not choose to go to war. Sara did not choose to hunt the Resistance. Sara did not choose any of it. All of her actions were arranged and determined for her by a higher power. Could she have refused? Could she have rebelled? Yes. To what end? All that had come to pass would have still happened. The blame, as the source and the instigator, for all of these things that she felt were hers to take the responsibility for, was never hers to start with.

Sara can claim as much guilt as she feels she needs to — and she will. Sara maintains that if anyone she ever harmed during the Vision Hunt Decree were to come before her with a list of demands, Sara would meet with them and she would do her best to make things right. But it wasn’t her fault.

She understands now. She can apologize for her individual actions. But she cannot apologize for the decree itself. She cannot apologize for the war. She cannot apologize for the laws and the decisions made, passed onto her to act. Sara can only be forgiven for her own conduct.

“Thank you,” Sara continues. Kamaji lifts his eyes to meet hers. “Thank you for the apology. But I don’t need it.”

She knows he’ll ask her, next, what she does need.

But what Sara needs isn’t something the Kujou clan or the Tenryou Commission can give her. Sara has what she needs from both of them already.

“Good luck,” Sara says before he can ask for something she cannot give him.

Kamaji’s eyes tighten at the corners as he gives her a pained, wry smile. “Thank you, General.” He hesitates before straightening up fully and returning to his seated position. “May I ask you something, Sara-san?”

Sara nods.

He seems to search her for something, apprehension or distrust maybe. But Sara has always trusted Kamaji. They aren’t friends. And she can readily admit now that they aren’t even really family. Not in the ways that matter. But she’s never had any problems with him. And she’s always respected his choice to stand up against his father when the time came for it.

“Are you — are you happy, Sara-san?” Kamaji asks.

Habit formed over years of not really thinking about such things and disregarding them as questions meant for people specifically not her has an answer formed on her lips, halfway vocalized before she’s able to quite stop it.

Sara’s mouth clicks shut as she turns her focus inwards and actually focuses on the question as something that could possibly be relevant to her.

Is she happy? Her body doesn’t hurt quite as much as it used to. It hurts a little less every day. If she plays her cards right she can attempt flying in a few days under supervision. She’s been able to eat a wider variety of foods without any nausea or other such troubles. Thoma’s even allowed her to have a few glasses of sake now and again. Healers and shrine maidens no longer come to hover over her bedside and strong arm her into going slow.

Shikanoin’s come to visit her a few more times, as well as a few of her own subordinates with updates on their cases and little bits of gossip from Inazuma City. For once, Shikanoin’s even been behaving and sticking to actual assigned cases and filling out his reports with minimal amount of lip.

Itto has brought in Kuki to continue to barrage Sara will all manner of plans and ideas for getting back into Kokomi’s good graces and to eventually, possibly, win her over after much repentance and admission of wrongs. His ideas make her want to cringe and purposefully get herself lost in the estate’s maze so he can’t find her, but they also make her want to laugh with how increasingly preposterous they are.

Ayaka has taught her four more rhymes to sing when playing with the temari ball, and a few days ago Sara finally beat Ayato at shogi without Thoma or Ayaka giving her advice or otherwise distracting Ayato. This win was celebrated by Itto picking her up and lifting her into the air.

She’s relieved that this is finally being taken care of and that she’s not being made to take up a new appointment. The tension she’s been carrying for months has left her with a sudden breadth of ability to think and focus on other things, other things she didn’t realize she needed to pay attention to until she had the capacity for it.

But is she happy?

There’s a part of her that feels like it’s hanging off the edge of a cliff, hovering over a swirling vortex of sea and gale. And Sara knows that she will fall. She must. Sara is just waiting for the drop. She does not know what awaits her, only what she hopes will be there at the end of it. It feels as though everything, all of this, has been building up for this one last jump, this last dive, this last fall.

Is Sara happy?

No. Not yet.

“I will be,” Sara says to Ayato, to Kamaji, to herself.

-

Sara stares back at the assembly behind her, shooting Thoma an annoyed look as he raises thestone and steel up to strike the sparks over her back.

“You are being,” Sara pauses as he sends the shower of harmless sparks over her, “Ridiculous.”

“We want this to go well,” Ayato says. “We’re hoping that you actually come back, you realize. And that Sangonomiya-sama won’t dispose of your body in some unreachable marine trench.”

“We’re also hoping that you get your girl,” Itto adds on.

“Well, I’m hoping that you don’t get seasick,” Ayaka says because she’s the one among them that Sara can actually rely on to not jab at her sanity. “It’s rough waters this time of year. And you’re still a little weak.”

“I should have packed you some food,” Thoma sighs. “You’re taking too little with you.”

Sara has her travel bag, the one that’s been with her since the beginning. But she also has a trunk that Thoma had brought out of storage and, with Ayaka and Itto’s input, packed for Sara over her repeated protests that she didn’t need it. She’s made this trip dozens of times before.

Sara has what she really needs on her person.

The Shogun’s letter and Kokomi’s.

“It seems much for all of you to see me off,” Sara says, trying to pull her luggage out of Itto’s grip.

“We want to make sure you actually get on the boat,” Kuki says. Sara shoots her a glare. The woman shrugs. “Knowing you, you might either get killed on the way or need to be pushed on the boat because you get cold feet.”

“Also we need to make sure you actually take your luggage,” Thoma says.

“You’re fussing,” Sara says to Ayato. “Can’t you just have your spies tail me?”

“The last time spies tailed you, you went flying off a cliff,” Ayato points out. “So. No.”

“But they weren’t your spies. I’m not going to run from your spies.”

“Our spies,” Ayato corrects. “Indulge me. For my peace of mind.”

“What about my peace of mind?” Sara grumbles, but starts walking anyway, shouldering her travel bag.

Thankfully, they only follow her down part way to the crossroads of Byakko and Mount Yougou. Or at least, only Ayato and Ayaka do. They stop at the edge of the woods, Ayaka stepping in to give Sara a quick hug and Ayato pretending to pick a leaf out of her collar as he brushes his fingers over her shoulder.

“Be kind to yourself,” Ayato murmurs to her, “And if Sangonomiya-sama breaks your heart come home so I can begin my plotting.”

“You are not as comforting as you think you are,” Sara replies.

She turns to Thoma. “When I come back, I want to eat your rice balls. The ones you grilled with miso.”

Thoma blinks.

“I like rice,” Sara says.

“Yes,” Thoma replies slowly. “You do.”

“I specifically like it with the miso in our house,” Sara explains further. “It really is the best in Narukami.”

Thoma’s confusion slowly breaks into delight as he nods, eager and exuberant. Sara squints against his delight. It’s a little like looking at the sun. This is exactly why Ayato finds it so interesting to tease the man.

“I’ll make sure to prepare a lot,” Thoma assures her, “And plenty of side dishes that go with it. And I’ll stop Itto-kun and waka from finishing off your favorite wine.”

Sara nods at him. “Thank you. I’ll be home soon.”

With that, Sara turns and continues down the path towards Byakko, followed by Itto and Kuki. Both of whom, she’s been assured, are going to be following her all the way to Ritou.

They make it to Ritou by nightfall, and are hosted by one of Thoma’s acquaintances on the island.

“Are you nervous?” Itto asks her.

“A little,” Sara says. “In a good way, I think.”

“Good,” Itto says, “Because that’s how you know it’s important.”

Sara laughs into the dark, turning to meet his eyes with hers. “Such wise words, Arataki.”

“I am, on occasion, known to be,” Itto preens. “As long as you’re excited in a good way and don’t chicken out, you’ll be fine. Don’t worry. I think we’ll all be nervous for you in the bad ways here. So you focus on being nervous in good ways. I know you aren’t used to that because you’re a total downer sometimes, but here’s your chance to try something new.”

Sara lays in the dark, entire body buzzing with energy, hands folded over her tender stomach.

“Itto,” she calls out, knowing he’s not asleep because he isn’t snoring to bring the roof down over their heads.

“Yeah?”

“Do you think I’m foolish?”

“Oh for sure, but about what specifically?”

Sara clicks her tongue at him and Itto rumbles back at her, a not-sound that vibrates the air.

“Being late,” Sara finally says. “Taking all of this time to get anywhere. Making such a mess out of everything when there was a simpler way.”

“What, are you racing someone?” Itto says, “Are you dying tomorrow? Did you have a schedule penned down for when everything was supposed to happen? You aren’t late. I mean, sure, there were definitely other ways this could’ve played out. But what’s the point in stressing over that? You got where you needed to be eventually.”

“I probably could have avoided being assassinated,” Sara admits.

“Definitely.”

“And I might have been able to — not require this level of intervention to make amends with Kokomi.”

“No arguments there.”

“I could have left the Kujou house sooner. In ways that didn’t require an arranged marriage.”

“Yup,” Itto pops the plosive with a full smack of his lips. “Absolutely. But. You didn’t.”

“So I ask again. Do you think I’m foolish?”

“If you’re going to make a big deal out of this, then yeah,” Itto answers. “Sara, don’t you have other things to be tripping over that aren’t things that have already happened? Worry about getting caught in a freak wave while sailing over to Watatsumi. You’ve been foolish about all of this this entire time. Time to be foolish about something else.”

“Shouldn’t you be telling me not to be a fool to start with?”

“No, that’s what you’d tell me. You’re a fool tengu straight through, there’s no helping it. Just pick more reasonable things to be foolish about.”

Sara sighs, putting her arm over her eyes. “Ridiculous.”

“Pot meet kettle. Go to sleep, already. If you show up on Watatsumi looking all bedraggled with bags under your eyes and sea sick I don’t think it’s going to be helping your case. Wait, maybe it will. Is Sangonomiya-sama the type of person to cut slack over things like that?”

-

“Itto?”

“Seriously, go to sleep. You’ll have all the time to panic on the trip there.”

“Do you know the trick to being brave?”

“Stop thinking. Go to sleep. I need the beauty sleep too, you know.”

-

Sara does not get caught by a “freak wave” on her way to Watatsumi. The waters do get rough on the final stretch between Fort Fijitou and Bourou. It takes all of Sara’s self control not to jump off the ship and fly to Watatsumi.

Long before the boat docks, Sara’s made eye contact with Gorou. Once the boat is reasonably moored Sara jumps from the deck, wings spreading out as she slows her descent onto the pier, her copy of the Shogun’s letter in hand. She holds it out to him like a peace offering. Gorou just raises an eyebrow at it.

“We got one,” he says. And then he looks her over, sharp eyes taking in and missing nothing.

Sara tucks the Shogun’s letter into place, nodding at him and holding still for his inspection, evaluation, and conclusion.

Gorou’s ears flick, arms crossing over his chest.

“Well. You look healthy enough,” he determines. “But I’ll withhold my final verdict for after. After we got the Shogun’s letter, she decided that we weren’t going to do anything. I only showed up because I was curious about how you were.”

Sara doesn’t state the obvious of “you could have written” because that would open things up for him to throw back at her “so could have you”.

Gorou sighs and turns on his heel, gesturing for her to walk with him. “Glad to know you’re alive, Sara-san. But out of curiosity, how long are you going to stay this time?”

Sara points over her shoulder, no doubt to where her singular trunk is currently being unloaded along with several other trade goods that the ship picked up along the way.

Gorou’s eyebrows raise up into his bangs as he looks between it and her. He lets out a low whistle, turning to face forward again.

“That’s certainly different. And promising,” he decides. “Tell me about Narukami. I only had time to drop by the Yae Publishing house last time I was there.”

-

“Kokomi,” Sara says, eyes adjusting the relative dark of Kokomi’s sanctuary. The woman is standing at her work table, wearing the plainer clothes she prefers when she isn’t attending to public ceremonial duties or official matters of governance. Her hair is swept up in a high ponytail. It sways as Kokomi glances over her shoulder.

“Sara,” Kokomi acknowledges, turning her focus back to whatever was on the table in front of her. Reorganizing her books, most likely, based on the empty shelves.

Sara watches her, wetting her lips and trying to remember what she thought she was going to do. So much wants to spill out of her at once that nothing does.

“Are you just going to stand there?” Kokomi finally takes mercy on her and breaks Sara’s awkward silence. “Might as well come over here and help me.”

“I need to talk to you,” Sara says, slowly stepping down and into the cool cavern.

“Do you need advice about your current situation? I think you handled it quite well. I must salute Kamisato-dono. His control over the rumors was air tight. Water proof. Until your last letter explaining the situation I didn’t even realize that there was a situation.” Kokomi hums. “I just thought that you were avoiding me.”

“Kokomi.” Sara slowly draws closer, reaching out to touch her fingertips against the edge of the woman’s sleeve.

“Staying in that house is certainly a good influence on you. Give it some time and we’ll make a politician out of you yet, good General,” Kokomi continues, turning to give Sara a brief once over. “Your wardrobe has certainly benefited. Kamisato Ayaka’s doing, I should think.” Her mouth curves up faintly, seemingly against her will. “I did say silver was your color, didn’t I? Sort these out somewhere over there, won’t you? I’ve just got in a new shipment from Liyue. Kaedehara-san was most helpful in obtaining these for me and providing rough translation notes. How long are you staying? I’ll let you take the first look at them, although I’ll insist on them staying here. It took me months to get my hands on these.”

“Kokomi,” Sara sighs as Kokomi hands her a stack of books that Sara immediately sets down on the table. “I need to talk to you, not have you talk at me.”

“What’s there to talk about?” Kokomi feigns disinterest well. If Sara hasn’t spent the past few years shamefully, near obsessively, picking apart the other woman’s every breath with very spare — and not so spare — thought she would be fooled. But Sara’s replayed the twitch of every muscle, the shift of skin, even the slide of Kokomi’s hair in every iteration she’s ever been allowed to see. When Sara closes her eyes she can conjure the woman’s flesh as though she were a god. When Sara closes her eyes and opens her mouth, she can taste the sound of Kokomi’s voice against her lips. She can fill her palms with the slide of Kokomi’s skin and the distracting silk of her ceremonial garments. Sara can feel the catch of Kokomi’s rougher spun work attire on every callous and scar through the repeated memory alone.

“As you have often said, there is nothing to speak of,” Kokomi continues, back not quite to Sara. She flips through one of the manuals she’s piled up on her table, idly flipping page after page and straightening out a bent corner. She steps away from Sara, walking around her to place the book on one of the partially cleared shelves.

In the half-dark of Kokomi’s hidden sanctuary, the glow of their Visions casts eerie and colored shadows that makes Sara think of storms. It makes Sara think of the semi-hidden cove, one of several, where Kokomi taught Sara how to swim on her back — the light caught from the outside reflecting on coral in shades of flushed-lips pink and bruised skin purple.

“And you’ve been quite content to let me talk around you before, for lack of willingness to participate.”

It’s true. Sara repeats other memories in her mind. Ayato, repeatedly to the point of pain, asking her if she was sure, if there was anyone he needed to speak to. Itto shooting her increasingly louder glances but uncharacteristically holding his blunt tongue on the subject. Gorou and the looks he would send her, uncaring if she was looking back at him or not, that conveyed a strange mix of exasperation, confusion, disappointment, and anger. Looks that he wouldn’t speak on even if she dared to ask.

What had she always said?

Nothing, Sara says to Ayato. There is nothing to talk about. There is no one to worry about. I have nothing. I have no one.

Nothing, Sara told Itto with every look of his she returned with a silent rebuttal in the form of her turned back and outright avoidance of the topic whenever he brought it up. There is nothing to feel sorry about. There is nothing you need to worry about. I have nothing.

Nothing, Sara showed Gorou every time she left. Every time he would look at her with questions in his eyes so loud that he might as well have asked them with his mouth instead. Every time Sara boarded the boat back to Narukami and Kokomi wasn’t there to watch her go. There is nothing for you to be watchful about. You don’t have to protect her from me. There is nothing here.

And most importantly —

Nothing, Sara said to Kokomi with every interaction built between them ever since those first stirrings of desire, of wanting all those months upon months ago. With every brush of skin that Sara returned by pulling back, with every broken glance, with every question Sara never answered, with every single comment Sara left unacknowledged. We are nothing, Sara said with action, too much a coward for the pain that would come if she ever said it in concrete terms with voice or ink. This is nothing.

Sara stands here, brought to this repeated moment for the final and penultimate reiteration, and commands herself to keep her eyes open for this. Since when was General Kujou Sara, tengu of Narukami, a coward? Since when did she shirk her responsibilities and her consequences? Since when did she lie?

Sara stands, at this moment, that she and Kokomi have been dancing around for years: Kokomi willing and ready to commit, if Sara would just take that final step. Sara, until now, refusing to acknowledge the drop, even as Kokomi dangled over the edge, breath held and ready to dive into the unknown so long as Sara was there with her.

But Sara has already fallen. She’s been falling all her life. Flying is falling. What does she have to be afraid of? What did she ever have to be afraid of?

It really always was this simple.

Here is the trick to being brave: stop thinking.

“It was never nothing,” Sara says. It guts her. It robs her of her breath to say it. All of the tension that had been spiraling inside of her like a slowly tightening noose unfurls. Sara cannot stop it. This is a child’s top that will spin out of control. This is a dam overrun. This is a storm building beyond the capacity of heaven’s strength. Kokomi is still, hands crinkling the pages of the book in her hands, but she’s looking at Sara now. All of Kokomi’s prodigious focus narrowed down onto Sara’s presence in front of her.

Sara steps towards her, one foot at a time and feeling like she’s crossing oceans and falling through clouds. There’s no bottom to her stomach. Her lungs are somehow grasping to inflate, the air pulled out of them as fast as Sara attempts to draw it in.

“You were never nothing,” Sara repeats. Her hands — unarmored, without her gloves or her armguards or even a simple bracelet of ribbon or bead — raise to take Kokomi’s face in her war-rough palms. “From the first moment we crossed wits all those years ago, from the moment we sat on opposing sides of the negotiating table — from that very first letter, the first stroke of ink to paper — you have never been nothing to me.”

Kokomi breathes out. It’s such a long, punched out thing. Kokomi’s eyes gleam. Sara could dive into them and never surface. Her lips part. Sara would drink the ocean from them and gladly drown.

“What changed?” Kokomi asks, voice steady. Her hands are so cool, like silk, like shallow streams, as she grasps Sara’s wrists. Kokomi’s thumbs trace the hard bone of Sara’s wrists and stroke down as her hands, her palms, slide over Sara’s forearms to the elbows, pushing Sara’s sleeves back further.

It would be partial truth to say nothing changed. Kokomi has always been something. That something, over the years, has changed. Enemy. Rival. Ally. Confidant. Friend. Daydream. Impossibility. But those aren’t changes on Kokomi’s part. Those aren’t real changes. The fault, the onus, has been and has always been with Sara to close the last gap between them. It’s always been on Sara to close her eyes and plunge into waiting waters. To say that nothing changed would be to retreat into the folds of cowardice, of ambiguity, of shirked responsibility once more. Sara did not travel this far — back still tender, bones still healing, body still bruised — for that.

She came here for this.

“I did,” Sara whispers, “It’s a yes. Kokomi. Yes.”


  I came here for you.


Once, Sara thought that there could only be this: Sara, the bird, circling in the sky. Gliding. Hovering. Suspended. Stalled. Kokomi: the creature of the sea, pushing against the waves. Rising. Resisting. Regrouping. Returning. A stalemate where neither of them could ever win. Kokomi, inevitably, would be pulled back by duties and difference. Sara would be held back by loyalty and reason.

But in reality, there was really only this: Sara just had to say “I want you”. Sara: the woman, boarding a boat and holding up her wants and desires and laying them out flat to dry for the world to see after swallowing them down for so long.

That’s all there ever was.

“Don’t say something you don’t mean,” Kokomi whispers back, hands tightening on Sara’s arms. “Don’t say it if you’re just going to take it back. You’ve already been cruel to me. Don’t add this, too.”

“I want to kiss you,” Sara continues, laying her heart out in her palms and giving form to thought long kept suppressed and denied. “I want to hold you. I want to touch you. I want you. I’m going all in on this. On you. Your turn, Sangonomiya Kokomi. Yes, or no?”

Kokomi’s eyes flash like scales in the dark, like lightning over turbulent waves, like sparks against steel.

“General Kujou Sara. You impossible woman. You war of a person. You always have to make things difficult for me, don’t you?” Kokomi breathes out and then her hands are reeling Sara in. One hand on the back of Sara’s neck, fingers tangling in the shorter hairs there and pulling Sara’s head down to close the gap between their mouths, the other sliding around the curve of Sara’s waist and closing the space between their bodies. The fisherwoman at work, reeling in her hard earned catch. Hip to hip, breast to breast, mouth to mouth. The horizon line.

Sara’s own hands remain exactly where they are, fingers sliding through Kokomi’s hair and over the delicate curves of her ears. Sara’s never kissed anyone before. The chaste brushes of lips she’s shared with Ayato for the sake of their fake marriage’s appearance aside. She is out of her depths. There’s no instruction manual for this. These are unfamiliar skies, uncharted waters.

But it’s Kokomi. It’s still Kokomi.

Without any real point of reference for how this supposed to go, Sara can only chase instinct and Kokomi’s lips. Sara can’t say that she’s a quick learner, but incentive is a powerful, powerful thing. Sara is quickly learning to read the shifts in Kokomi’s movements. Sara, with limited trial and error, figures out the best way to angle her mouth against Kokomi’s with limited bumping of noses and teeth. She calculates the length to which Kokomi’s prodigious ability to hold her breath can sustain her as Sara goes in with barely a breath between them to seal their mouths closed again and again. The first brush of Kokomi’s tongue against the seam of Sara’s lips has every hair on Sara’s body standing on end. By the time Sara’s figured out how to mimic the curl of Kokomi’s tongue, the grip Kokomi has on the back of Sara’s head is almost painful. There’s an ache building between her neck and shoulders from bending to catch Kokomi’s mouth with hers. The healing scars and growing skin on Sara’s back and shoulders twinges in protest, promising that she’ll suffer for this later. But Sara can’t find it in herself to move away. Not now.

The sound of their breathing echoes in Sara’s ears, and no doubt echoes in the actual cave. It’s all Sara can hear over the sound of her own pulse. Their breathing, combined, and the wet pass of tongue over lip, gasps of not-words and punched out moans. It’s obscene. It makes part of Sara want to curl up and hide with mortification. It makes another part of her want to moan louder, kiss deeper, and hold tighter. Sara wants to put her weight over Kokomi, wings spread, crest risen. She wants to cover the woman until she can’t be seen. She wants to swallow every sound from Kokomi’s mouth until there’s no sounds at all. She wants so much. Sara doesn’t think she’s ever wanted anything this much. She didn’t know she was capable of it.

Since when did desire become something so hard to ignore? Where did all of her control go?She feels drunk.

Gods, Sara feels nonsensical. Does everyone turn into such a mess when they do this? If so, no wonder Ayato’s succumbed to many of Itto’s harebrained ideas. Kokomi could ask Sara to do anything right now and Sara’s pretty sure she’d say yes without actually hearing anything outside of the words “I want”.

“How do you want me?” Sara finds room to ask when they break for air. The pupils of Kokomi’s eyes are blown so wide Sara almost can’t find iris anymore. Sara is sure hers are very much the same. Her heart pounds in her chest as though she’d just run from Narukami shrine to Inazuma City. Every muscle in her body feels electrified. She is falling and she is flying at the same time.

“Now that’s a leading question,” Kokomi says, eyes going from meeting Sara’s to Sara’s lips and back again. Her tongue quickly licks across her lower lip and Sara’s pulse could rival the thunder of the Shogun herself. Gods. If Sara’s supposed to be a war of a woman, then what is Kokomi? A calamity? Kokomi lowers her hands from Sara’s neck and waist, eyes sliding closed as she tips her head back. Sara can see the woman quickly drawing herself together. “Let go.”

Sara releases Kokomi’s face, preparing to step back. But Kokomi braces her hands on the table behind herself, legs parting as she levers herself up onto it with a grunt, pushing books and papers crumpling backwards. Her legs slide free of her robes and hook over Sara’s hips, pulling her so close that Sara bumps hard against the table and rocks forward, sending a few items tumbling off the other edge. Sara’s hands quickly snap forward to brace herself from lurching right into Kokomi’s face. Kokomi’s arms circle Sara’s shoulders, drawing her in again — this time Sara is the one who’s face is tilted slightly upwards. Kokomi’s eyes are shadowed beneath her long lashes.

“Like this,” she says, strong thighs flexing around Sara as she crosses her ankles at the small of Sara’s back. “Right here.”

Looking up at Kokomi like this, Sara is reminded of the slip of an oyster, shell rough against her lips, contents shivering over her tongue and throat. She wonders if Kokomi is remembering that moment as well. Sara tips her head up softly takes Kokomi’s lips between hers again, determined to go a little slower now. To actually try and comprehend what the hell she’s doing instead of blindly diving off into the unfamiliar. Sara’s lips feel like they’ve been stung by bees: warm, overly sensitive, and swollen. Everywhere Kokomi’s skin touches hers feels simultaneously too hot and too cold. She can’t tell if she’s shivering or sweating. Maybe both at once.

“We’re not done talking,” Kokomi says, turning her head just in time for Sara’s lips to land a clumsy kiss to her cheek. “You still have to explain to me where you’ve been this entire time. The real details. Not the cute little summary you and your husband sent over.”

“Your spies failed you?”

“I don’t have spies in the Kamisato estate. Professional courtesy. Besides, I didn’t think I’d need them. I have you,” Kokomi replies.

“You couldn’t possibly be relying on me to give you insider information on the Yashiro Commission,” Sara says, lips ghosting over Kokomi’s jaw, her neck, nose pushing at the edge of Kokomi’s collar so she can sink her teeth into the softness of her neck. “Unless you were really after how pathetically awful Ayato is at cleaning this entire time. I’ll warn you now, the man doesn’t consider it a weakness so there’s no point in trying to use that against him. He takes a disgusting amount of pride in how disorganized he is.”

“Don’t talk about your husband while you’re kissing me,” Kokomi chides.

“Don’t bring up my husband when I’m kissing you,” Sara throws back, body shuddering with impossible delight as Kokomi slides a hand down the back of Sara’s robes, palm lightly tracing sensitive and freshly healing skin. Sara presses her lips to Kokomi’s neck, back tensing as she curls her hands into fists. Her shoulders shudder, wings itching to come free under Kokomi’s touch. It somehow feels like too much, too fast, too soon. She feels and hears wood splintering under the talons she’s been trying to keep sheathed.

Kokomi’s fingertips suddenly dig in, blunt nails tracing over sensitive skin and Sara makes a sound that sounds entirely unfamiliar to her. It echoes loudly between them, stunning Sara’s thoughts into pure white silence. Kokomi’s too, because her hand freezes over Sara’s back.

Sara draws back, looking up at Kokomi who looks just as stunned as she does. Kokomi’s mouth — shiny even in this low light, swollen, and ludicrously pink — is parted dumbly. It takes prodigious strength of will that Sara was certain had abandoned her not to stare at them. Not to lean in and take them between her teeth.

“Did that — was that good?”

Archons. Sara swallows hard. Kokomi sounds as wrecked as Sara feels. Sara swallows nothing, mouth and throat simultaneously too dry and too wet. Her hands open and close, talons scraping over wood with restless energy.

“I don’t — “ Sara croaks out, voice cracking down an octave. Kokomi shudders out a breath, knees pressing hard against the sides of Sara’s ribs. “I’ve never — “

She shifts uneasily, wings a pressure with no outlet except for out. Sara attempts to pull her control tight, to pull herself back and into the shape of this woman.

Kokomi presses the heel of her palm to Sara’s shoulder, right between spine and shoulder blade, kneading in over the edge of scar tissue. Sara honestly can’t tell if it hurts or if it feels good but it makes her knees feel weak. Like she’s run up and down all the stairs of the Grand Narukami shrine for a day. Sara’s arms tremble with the strain of keeping her upright when all she wants to do is climb onto this table, onto Kokomi, and sink into her mouth, her arms, her ribs like she could make a nest out of her bones. Sara’s wings protest against Sara’s restraint and Sara’s throat clicks when she tries to speak.

“I have you,” Kokomi says as Sara’s neck bows, forehead dropping to lean against Kokomi’s shoulder. “I have you.”

Sara’s wings slide out, materializing with a whisper of wind. The wood creaks under Saras palms at the added weight. Sara’s eyes can’t even focus. It’s Kokomi’s skin, her hair, the table, the dark and the light of the cave and the snatches of sunlight through the cave’s mouth and their combined Visions. Sara’s wings arc and Kokomi’s fingers slip over newly grown in feathers and freshly healed bone. Something high and sweet buzzes out through Sara’s teeth, her lips, and onto Kokomi’s skin.

Sara feels like she’s being immolated. Like she’s been struck by lightning. She half expects to smell smoke as she draws her head up against the tremendous weight of her unfamiliar desire, and lets Kokomi take her offered mouth. Sara rocks into Kokomi’s arms, trying to press as close as she can. Her talons scrape grooves into Kokomi’s table, the resistance and texture of the wood easing off some of the energy burning through Sara’s veins but not by much. Kokomi’s powerful thighs are burning through the thin layers of their clothes, pressing Sara in and pulling her slightly up onto the balls of her feet. Sara is slowly gaining height on Kokomi again. A combination of Sara’s wings dwarfing them both, Sara leaning forward, Kokomi being pushed backwards, and the shifting angle of their heated kisses.

It feels almost like their messages, when Sara got that box and slowly got used to sending off the letters in it. It was fast. It was quick. Sara could barely let herself think, didn’t allow herself to think as she put pen to paper and sent the messages off to be read near instantaneously. This is an exchange that’s rapid like the spread of wildfires, like the quick snap of lightning to dry kindling. Someone, both of them, moan. Sounds are swallowed at the same rate that they’re produced. Sara feels Kokomi slide over the table, their hips flush as Sara bears down upon her, chest to chest again. Sara slides forward, over Kokomi, palms and talons scraping over wood and paper as she shoves it all away, intent on keeping her mouth as close to Kokomi’s as possible. She’s wasted so much of her life not doing this, she isn’t going to waste even a second more.

Kokomi must be of a similar mind because she hitches her legs up higher on Sara’s torso, and her hands are pulling at Sara’s shoulders, her clothes, her hair, pulling her in close every time Sara slips away for even a second. Kokomi chases Sara’s mouth with sharp presses of teeth to lip, swipes of tongue, and hot exhalations.

Sara swallows hard, weight on her forearms entirely. Kokomi’s back arched where she’s pinned between body and table. She grins up at Sara, all teeth and flushed face, and long, long hair spilled out around her. Sara sucks in a breath and leans down to kiss that grin —

There’s an ominous creaking sound that has both of them tensing, and then the table cracks.

Reflex saves them both from going down with the table and its contents. Kokomi’s legs and arms, already curled tight around Sara, tighten even further. Sara’s wings, already out, push back with a tremendous gust that scatters dust and documents, and probably adds more to the crumbling of the strained wood. Sara and Kokomi stare at the splintered wood and crushed paper dumbly. Sara’s hands, now underneath Kokomi’s thighs and holding Kokomi close, flex. Kokomi makes a soft sound in the back of her throat, eyes moving from the mess of wood and paper to Sara and then Sara’s wings and then back to Sara’s face.

Sara just stares at the ground, pulse pounding wildly in her chest, her throat, her palms. She slowly relaxes her fingers and starts to put Kokomi down, shocked into some sort of — is it rationality? Gods. They’d been kissing on top of a table in a cave. They were kissing on a table in a cave and they were kissing each other so hard that they broke the damn table.

In a cave.

Sara just confessed her love in a cave of all places. To the high priestess of Watatsumi.

And they were making out like teenagers about it.

Kokomi’s hands grab Sara’s face between them, forcing Sara to look at Kokomi directly.

“Don’t you dare put me down now,” Kokomi says. “That table might be done but I’m not.”

“I broke your table.”

“We broke my table. Don’t you dare take all the credit for it,” Kokomi corrects. “I’ve seen you kill a man with an arrow shot through a typhoon at almost a hundred paces. I’ve watched you argue down entitled lords near twice your age. I’ve watched you command an army. And this is possibly the most attractive thing I’ve ever seen you do. I am not even close to done with you, general. We have lost time to make up for.”

-

Kokomi’s fingertips trace over the healed skin of Sara’s right hand, her rough thumb sliding over the paler skin on the pads of Sara’s fingertips and the meat of her palm. She raises Sara’s hand to her mouth, gently running her lips over the skin, dipping her nose and cheek into Sara’s palm to nuzzle at the healing skin, to press quick kisses to the bisected callouses.

“They’ll grow back with practice,” Sara assures her.

“Good thing you’re ambidextrous, hm?” Kokomi muses, voice warm against Sara’s skin. “Did you think I was so mad that you needed the Raiden Shogun to stay my hand?”

“I figured it couldn’t hurt,” Sara replies dryly. “And I didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings. I didn’t want another excuse between us.”

Borrowing an official naval vessel to sail to Watatsumi may have expedited Sara’s travel time — first priority at port, precedence at narrow and dangerous sea passes, and of course the authority of the Raiden Shogun deterring pirates — but it also carries with it the implication that Sara would be there on official business.

This isn’t for the Shogun. This isn’t for Inazuma. This was just for Sara.

“And so I can ensure that we’re not misunderstanding anything,” Kokomi continues, “How long do I have with you?”

“Right now? A few weeks, maybe a month,” Sara says. It’s longer than she’s ever been able to give Kokomi before. “Then I do have to return to Narukami. I’ve not been at my post for almost a whole season now. But after that — what do you want, Kokomi?”

Kokomi slides their palms together, brow furrowing in thought.

“You can’t tell me that you didn’t think that far ahead,” Sara prods.

“You can’t leave your marriage,” Kokomi says. “Issues about Kujou and Tenryou hierarchy aside, Kamisato-sama and Arataki-kun still need the cover. I won’t ask you to leave them.”

“Does it hurt you?” Sara asks. She’d — she’d wondered. She’d thought.

Kokomi hums, turning their joined hands one way and then another, examining the interplay of bone and skin.

“I never thought about marriage. There’s no reason why I couldn’t marry,” Kokomi says. “But I hadn’t ever thought about it, myself. And there’s no one on Watatsumi who would dare pressure me about it. In all honesty, I don’t think I would ever want to marry anyone. Not even you. I don’t need it. Why? If I were presented with a particularly good offer, would you object?”

“Not for the good of Watatsumi,” Sara admits. Sara’s already compiling a list of names and possible matches in the back of her head. Maybe she is turning into a politician after all.

Kokomi’s lips twitch upwards as if she’s thinking the same thing Sara is. Maybe she is.

“If I ever do get married, it would be an arrangement like what you and Kamisato-sama have, I imagine. After all, if I were ever inclined towards marriage, the only one I would want is already taken. And I wouldn’t ask you to dissolve that. Not knowing why you did it to start with.”

Kokomi sighs then, shaking her head.

“Ignoring all of that, even if we did get married — what would you do? You’re the Raiden Shogun’s right hand. I wouldn’t ask you to give that up. You’re doing good things in Narukami. Inazuma needs you where you are, just like how it needs me where I am.”

“It won’t be like that forever,” Sara reasons. Inazuma is the nation of eternity, but Sara is not eternal herself. Eventually she will age, she will fall out of her prime. Someone better suited for whatever state Inazuma is in will rise in rank to take up the mantle. Sara squeezes Kokomi’s hand. “How did you stand it?”


  Stand me?


Kokomi’s eyes glitter like scales in the deep, like lightning reflected over the still sea.

“I led a resistance against the Raiden Shogun, Archon of Eternity,” Kokomi replies, “Do you think I don’t know a thing or two about holding out? About hope?”

“But how did you know?”

“That’s the thing about hope, Sara. You don’t know. But you hold on because at the end of the day, at the end of everything, it’s better to hope against heaven than surrender to the depths of desolation. I would wait for you, Kujou Sara.”

Sara lets that sink in, holding Kokomi’s declaration up against the own thoughts she’s had over the past several years. How can they have had such similar thoughts, such similar outlooks, and arrived at such different conclusions?

“You’re worth the wait, Kujou Sara,” Kokomi continues. “And, to be incredibly blunt, you are my selfish want. Watatsumi is my duty. This shrine and my role within it is my responsibility. Just like how Narukami and your role at the Raiden Shogun’s side is yours. We can’t give these things up. This? This thing between us? We could give it up. It’s not vital. But I don’t want to. You don’t want to. This? This choice? It’s ours. It’s entirely ours to make. We didn’t choose our roles. That burden of responsibility was charged to us by fate. No one makes me choose you except myself. And I am. I choose you. With every letter, Sara, with every exchanged word between us, with every second of the day where I held you in my thoughts like sake on the tongue and breath in my lungs: I chose you. I choose you.”

Sara’s throat closes, tight like the scars on her back and stomach.

“It sounds painful.”

“It was,” Kokomi acknowledges. “At times I wondered if love really does make fools out of us all. You won’t believe how incandescently furious Gorou would get with me when I would indulge in my more self-pitying moods.”

“I think I can imagine.”

“It was my own selfishness that made me hold onto you with the hope that it would someday pay off. There were times when I wanted to let go. But I couldn’t. Even if it, at the time, felt like the height of absurdity for me to continue hoping without sign. Even during the times when you wouldn’t respond for weeks.”

“What stopped you? If it was me, I would have.”

“Isn’t is a good thing you aren’t me, then?” Kokomi teases, releasing Sara’s hand as she walks ahead of her, onto the surface of the shallows. Her feet barely make ripples on the surface of the water. Kokomi folds her hands behind her back, head tipping back as she breathes in the humid evening. “And I think we both know you wouldn’t have. After all, you’re here now.”

“I had every reason to hope,” Sara points out. “You didn’t let me go. Despite my worst efforts, you didn’t let me ruin this. You didn’t let me give up. I’m only here because you held me accountable, at this point, until I could be strong enough to stand on my own two feet and take control for myself. But what was it for you, Kokomi? As you and many others have said and will say, I’ve been cruel to you.”

As Kokomi walks over the water, leaving rippling trails in her wake and frightening small crabs and shallow sand dwellers into scuttling away, Sara takes her in. Sara drinks in the sight of her with the strange, giddy certainty of this being something attainable.

Perhaps not in the way anyone would expect. Not wholly, not completely. But it’s possible. They are possible. All Sara had to do, this entire time, was try.

Sara spreads her wings, shaking her feathers out as she lifts off the ground. The water ripples and sprays with the wind she generates as she flies out over the water to join Kokomi. She can’t exactly hover, but she circles Kokomi slowly. Close enough that she can feel the stray droplets that scatter from the water surface with every down stroke. Kokomi watches her, expression hopelessly fond.

“The sound of my name in your mouth,” Kokomi answers after a long moment where she just stares into the darkening sky. As night spreads, stars blink into being one by one. Kokomi raises a hand towards the sky, fingers spread as though she could touch it. Sara lands, water up to the middle of her shins, putting her below Kokomi as she gently rests her hands on the woman’s hips. Kokomi looks down at her, taking Sara’s face into her hands once more and carding her hands over Sara’s hair, over her neck, her shoulders.

“Every time I thought, enough, you’re hoping to steal stars out of the grip of heaven, I would hear your voice in my head. I would remember the way you would say my name, and the expression in your eyes when you said it. As though you were saying a dozen other things that weren’t my name, but still somehow irreversibly tangled into it. You would say my name and at the same time say entire letters, novels, worth of sentiments in one fell swoop. I could divine entire conversations out of the syllables from your mouth. I could see entire exchanges in the path of your ink. I would remember the feeling of holding your letters in my hands, my name crafted in your hand. And I would think to myself: Kokomi, you’ve already wrestled an island from the Raiden Shogun herself, you can catch one bird. And I could hold on and ride out the waves of disappointment and anxiety on that alone, buoyed by memory upon memory. Ridiculous, isn’t it? Holding on for something so intangible.”

Sara’s throat closes as she closes her eyes, helplessly overwhelmed. She tips her head forward until there’s nowhere to go, pressed against Kokomi’s breast and feeling the steady pound of her heart.

“Then we are both ridiculous,” Sara whispers. “And, I think, happily so.”

Here’s them: Kokomi, daring to hoping against heaven and winning that gamble, arms open. And Sara, surrendering to the gravity of her own want, wings closed.

Finally.

-

Before Sara is due to leave for Narukami, Gorou presses a new message box into her hands.

“Don’t let this one break,” he says, shooting Kokomi a pointed look. “I’m not playing messenger for you both again. As much as I value the both of you, I don’t really enjoy being toyed with by Yae Miko.”

“It’s good practice for you,” Kokomi says.

“Someday she’s going to lock me up in her publishing house and I’ll never escape,” Gorou complains. “Then what?”

“Then I’ll send Sara to get you,” Kokomi replies. “Right, Sara?”

“I would sent Ayato to get you,” Sara tells him, cradling the box in her hands. It’s not quite the same. Still birds over the sea, still pearl and silver. But a glittering vishap has been added to the bottom panel, claws curled around a star.

“That doesn’t help me,” Gorou groans. “Then I’d be stuck between both of them.”

“You’ve been through worse,” Sara says without even a shred of remorse. “At least you wouldn’t be held as a war criminal.”

The box thrums in her hands and Sara opens it, blinking at the sight of a pale silver-blue eel jerking its head to unfurl a thin scroll from its mouth.


  Yes or no?


“I’m just testing it,” Kokomi says, slipping her own box up her sleeve. Gorou murmurs “unbelievable” under his breath, rolling his eyes at them.

“Yes,” Sara says and then quickly closes her box and tosses it back to Gorou when Kokomi takes Sara into her arms to kiss her.

“Don’t throw the box! It was just made this morning,” Gorou groans, completely fed up with them. “You two can’t just cut me out of every conversation by kissing.”

And then they proceed to do just that.

-

She thought she would feel at least a little sad upon returning to the Kamisato estate. But much to her surprise, she feels some small and strange part of her relax. It feels, strangely enough, like coming home. She is sad to leave Watatsumi behind but — all things considered, this specific departure was much better than all the other ones she’s been through. Especially with the reassurance that she can return. No excuse needed. No pretense. Only: I want to see you.

Sara meets Thoma in the main hallway and listens to his idle comments about things she’s missed as they both make their way to the more private areas of the compound.

“I’ve been saving a good batch of miso for you,” Thoma says. “Do you want to make the rice balls together? It’s going to be a clear night. We could grill them together and eat outside.”

“Sounds good,” Sara replies. “Gorou-san had me bring back dried squid. There’s a batch that’s been seasoned and some that’s not.”

“I take it that you’ve been enjoying some good drinks while you were out of reach from our particularly enthusiastic healers?” Thoma asks dryly. “Should I take that as a sign of full recovery?”

“Do you really think Sangonomiya Kokomi would let me drink if it was going to be detrimental to my health?”

“I think after all this time waiting, Sangonomiya-sama would permit you anything out of sheer shock.”

Thoma opens the door for her, cheerfully ignoring the sour look she sends his way, and Sara waves a hand in greeting when Ayaka looks up to smile at her.

“Back already?” Ayaka asks. “The weather must have been nice. We were worried about rough seas coming back. You look tan.“

Before Sara can set foot into the room, before she can answer that question — the answer would be yes. The weather was pleasant and although it was quite bright out, the offshore winds mitigated most of the heat. There was some rough weather on the trip back, but they avoided the worst of it. — Ayato is hauling his sister up by the armpits and practically throwing her out the door.

“Thoma, this is a direct order from your lord. Take my sister and detain her at the other side of the estate until I send someone to fetch the both of you,” Ayato orders. Ayaka squawks as she’s tumbled into Thoma’s arms. Ayato uses his now freed hands to yank Sara into the room.

“What’s going on with you?” Ayaka kicks out, just barely slamming the door back open withher foot as Ayato tries to close it on her.

“Your brother needs to talk with his wife about things,” Ayato says. Sara just stares at him. “Marriage things. Couple things. Important private things.”

Thoma and Ayaka are giving Sara perplexed looks as though she can explain what’s going on here. In the few months they’ve been living together it’s like she’s somehow become their translation guide for Ayato, despite the fact that they’ve lived with him their entire lives.

“We’re going to talk about sex,” Ayato says. Ayaka makes a horrified sound, cringing and giving Ayato the opening to slam the door on both of their faces.

“We are not going to talk about sex,” Sara says, voice raised to carry.

“Speak for yourself. I’m definitely going to be talking about sex and whether this is a conversation or a monologue is entirely up to you,” Ayato says, dragging Sara to take Ayaka’s place. He drops her without any warning and Sara almost slips on the cushion and breaks her nose on the go board. Ayato quickly steps out of reach from her retaliatory kick at his kneecaps and sticks his head out the sliding doors to the veranda. “Itto, come down here. Sara is back from Watatsumi.”

There’s a thud of the wooden boards. Sara rights herself just as Ayato takes his seat in front of her and Itto comes in from, presumably the roof.

“Was wondering what was keeping you,” Itto says to her, “You stayed longer than usual. Any problems?”

“The opposite, I think,” Ayato says, leaning forward. “Did you have sex with Sangonomiya Kokomi?”

Sara snatches the fan that Ayaka left behind. But before she can start hitting Ayato with it, Itto’s scooped her up into his arms from behind, quickly dragging her to as far across the room as possible. Sara tries wrestling out of his grip to no avail. She even allows her wings to materialize, beating them furiously against Itto as she hurls the folded fan at Ayato with all the strength a tengu who’s practiced archery for almost thirty years can muster. Much to her disappointment, the fan embeds itself in the wood beam behind him instead of in his skull.

“I’m going to be a widow,” Sara declares. “I’m going to be a widow and it’ll be the happiest I’ve ever been.”

Ayato slaps his palm down on the table, eyes bright, “You did. You did have sex with the priestess of Watatsumi. That’s why you’re looking so particularly cheerful. You had sex in her little cave hide out like truants — “

Sara feels herself coloring. “I — you — what do you know about it?”

How do you know about it? That’s a stupid question to ask, though. It should generally be taken for granted that Ayato knows something about everyone, everywhere, all the time.

“Why do you even know about her cave?”

“You had sex in a cave?” Itto says, arms tightening around her as she attempts to throw an elbow back into his throat. “Fuck, Sara. I know people call me the rough and tumble guy, but you had sex with a priestess in a cave? Isn’t that some kind of sacrilege? Or is the cave thing like. A metaphor.”

“No, no, she has an actual cave,” Ayato says. “I’ve seen it. On the rare occasions when I visit Watatsumi we skip some of the more tedious meetings and work through riddles and puzzles there. It’s very cozy. Well done, Sara.”

“I have never wanted to rip your mouth off of your face more.”

“So, what was it? What finally tipped you both over, literally and figuratively speaking?”

“If I had known that your most annoying trait wasn’t the fact that you’re an incurable sadist, but a habitual gossip, I might have reconsidered this entire charade of a marriage from the start.”

“But really,” Itto doesn’t let up on holding her back, but he does try to maneuver her so it’s more like he’s giving her a hug from behind rather than a full body bind. “Was it the advice I gave you?”

“By advice do you mean the multiple times you told me to challenge her to fights with the stakes being the loser does whatever the winner says? No.”

“Was it my advice to communicate in a clear and concise manner?” Ayato asks.

Sara jabs her finger at him. “Shut up. What do you know about communicating in a clear and concise manner? It took me five tries at talking to you to figure out if you had an opinion on the color green or not.”

-

“General,” the Raiden Shogun dismisses the attendants in the hall with a wave of her hand. Sara salutes and falls into step behind her, following the Shogun into the main audience chamber. “I take it that your time in Watatsumi went well, seeing as I’ve heard no news on that front.”

“Yes, Your Excellency,” Sara says, moving to take her position at the base of the Shogun’s throne. “Thank you for your patience.”

“And your injuries are suitably recovered?” The Shogun turns to glance over at her briefly. “Are you quite certain that you’re ready to return to your post?”

“With respect, Your Excellency, if I have to stay home for one more day I may return no longer sound of mind,” Sara says flatly. Between Ayato and Itto’s insufferable attitudes, Thoma’s fussing, and Ayaka’s absolute — and well deserved — disgust with all of them and their bickering, Sara would have gladly flung herself at any chance she could get to escape.

The Raiden Shogun does not physically react to that, but Sara can almost feel the tickle of laughter in the air.

Before Sara can signal for the doormen to allow in the first audience seeker for the session, theShogun gestures for an attendant to come forward.

“It is my understanding that your bow was lost. I may be presumptuous in this — my skill with crafting bows is not as keen as my skill with blade and spear.” The Shogun stands and takes a sheathed sword from the attendant’s hands, holding it in her palms before holding it out to Sara. “And this is long overdue. You have acted as my sword for years now. It is time that you had a weapon befitting of your post and your new place among the elite of Inazuma. This bladeis parallel, if not exceeding, the strength of your husband’s Haran Geppaku Futsu. It is my hope that it will serve you well.”

Sara stares down at the sheathed sword in her hands, dazed.

“I leave the procurement of a new bow to you,” the Shogun continues. “Whether that is from my own armory or commissioned through your own preferred contacts or by any other means. But I hope you will keep this sword at your side as well, as you continue to serve at mine.”

“Your Excellency. I cannot — I am undeserving of such a gift,” Sara kneels, holding the sword up in her hands back towards the god. “This is a gift best suited for a master swordsman, not one such as myself.”

“You are a master marksman, General. But have you not also acted in my stead in numerous duels against masters of all arts for several years? Have I not tasked you, multiple times, with drawing a blade in my name? You are a master of the blade as well as the bow, General. I have seen it with my own eyes. All of Inazuma has. It is not a question of whether you deserve this blade, but if this blade will serve to your standard.”

“But — I thought the Raiden Gokaden was lost?”

“Lost? Do I not sit here before you, or have I been misplaced?” The Archon’s eyebrows raise, amusement now discernibly present in the corners of her mouth and eyes. “How can it be lost when I am here? Does my memory seem so questionable to the eyes of others? True, it has been several centuries since I saw fit to take my own hand to forge. But my skill with steel remains as it once was, undiminished and unforgotten.”

She is certain that her mouth must be opening and closing like a beached fish.

“When the arts of the Raiden Gokaden began to die out and fade, I did not teach them anew because I believed that it perhaps it was the time. Perhaps I had not chosen the right people to pass them onto, or perhaps they were not meant to survive,” the Shogun explains. “And I feared that reintroducing them again would once again bring ruin as it did to the original families that I had entrusted the techniques to. But make no mistake, General. The rest of the world may not have access to these techniques but I do. And now you shall benefit from such exclusivity.”

Sara stares down at the blade in her hands. Gifted to her and crafted by the Raiden Shogun’s own hands.

“If such a gift burdens you,” the Shogun continues, “Think of it as me equipping my most loyal of soldiers with the proper equipment they need to execute my will. But it would please me greatly if you would consider it a token of my respect towards your skill, your character, and your service.”

Sara raises her eyes to the Shogun.

“You are deserving of this and so much more, General,” the Archon says. “You do your entire generation proud. May all of Inazuma learn from watching you.”

-

Ayato’s long fingers still the strings of the koto. Sara pauses in the middle of writing her next message to Kokomi, ignoring the way the eel in the box stretches out its neck to snip at her wrist to get her to write faster, and hands him a cloth to wipe the instrument down as he sits back, drawing in a long deep breath. She watches him roll his shoulders, flicking his sleeves as he stretches out of his stiff seated position. Sara returns to her letter, sending a threatening flick of ink at the eel. She’s entirely sure that Kokomi had the new box designed with eels on purpose. As odd and unnerving as the fish were, they never tried to bite her.

“You’ll take care of him when I’m gone, won’t you?” Ayato says suddenly, breaking the silence they’ve been sharing for the past several hours. “I don’t think I need to ask you that, but I’m going to anyway.”

Sara doesn’t ask him what he means. Ayato doesn’t offer to elaborate further. In this age of humans, it seems easy to forget that people like Sara and Itto and Guuji exist as something beyond their appearances. After all, there are so few of their kind left that still walk among the humans like this. Sara meant it when she said that the age of youkai was over. But just because their time is over doesn’t mean it’s quite yet done. There’s still centuries to go before that happens.

“I will,” Sara says, looking away from him and turning towards the open window, shifting over to catch more of the cool breeze. She leans over to stretch her arm out the window, fingers splaying to feel the cold morning wind blowing off of the sea.

What a peculiar position to be in, she thinks. Your husband asking you to watch over his lover when he passes away because both of your life spans are greater than his. Sara holds back a shudder.

In a few decades Ayato will be silver haired and wrinkled. Sara and Itto will probably be a little older around the eyes, but otherwise unchanged. Ayaka might have children. Grandchildren, even. And Sara and Itto will still be walking around looking middle aged at the oldest. Sara will most likely still be serving the shogunate in whatever capacity her role evolves into. Itto will be doing whatever Itto feels like doing. The world will have moved and changed and shifted around them, but they would still remain.

And what of Kokomi, Sara wonders. There’s definitely something of the deep in her. How strong that something is remains to be seen. Perhaps Kokomi is a regular mortal human. Perhaps she isn’t. Only time will tell. And the most important thing is that they do have the time now. Sara will be there, with Kokomi, to find out. Someday, their lives will part forever. But until then, Sara has full intention of making every moment of it count.

“Of course I’ll take care of him,” Sara says. “He’s family.”

-

“Do you resent me?” Itto goes rigid next to her, every muscle of his body so tense that she can feel her own tendons and joints ache in sympathy. “For taking him from you. For holding him away from you in the public eye. Your time together is so short, and most of it is spent with me.”

Some part of her thinks that they should be having this conversation face to face. Eye to eye. But a greater part of her is deeply afraid of what she might see.

Arataki Itto, despite everything she’s said and done — everything he’s said and done —, is her best friend. He used to be her only friend. He isn’t that, any more. But he’s still her best friend. And for the entire time that she has known him, she had never seen him pretend to like something he doesn’t. He’s a straightforward man. If something offends him he’ll say so.

But somehow the idea that he’s been holding this situation against her, quietly nursing some grudge in his heart against her over this, frightens her to her very core.

“It is,” Itto says slowly. “Short. I mean. But I’ll take what I can get, you know? And it’s because you’re here that I’m even able to get this time with him. I’m not completely stupid. I do pay attention when you guys talk about politics and stuff. You both needed this to happen. I wouldn’t have this time with him — not like it is now — if it weren’t for you. You gave us this time. And you have no idea how grateful we are to you for that. I don’t hate you, Sara.”

Itto’s shoulder knocks against hers hard enough that she stumbles forward, just a little.

“Did you really think I would?” Itto asks, hurt bleeding through his voice.

“I’ve tried to imagine it,” Sara admits. “Being in your position. And if you did hate me. I’d understand. I wouldn’t begrudge you that. In the eyes of the world I’m his wife. I’m the one who’s with him everywhere. I’m the one who’s name is tied to his.”

“I don’t hate you,” Itto says more firmly. “Besides. You know that our time together — as in you and me — is a lot more, right? As in — we have more of it.”

It is unspoken, but acknowledged, that between his oni blood and her tengu ancestry that they will still be around long after Kamisato Ayato and the rest of this generation fades from memory.

“We’re best friends forever, right Kujou?” Itto nudges her shoulder again, softer this time. Sara bumps him back. “We have a lot of time on our hands. And I wouldn’t put us through a lifetime of hate for something like this.”

“We’ll take care of each other. We’re family.”
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