
1. Sara

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Not your kind of trouble. He’s been summoned to meet Yae Miko and wants me as back up,” Sara says. And then thinks it over, staring down at Shikanoin. “Have you ever met Guuji Yae?”

Shikanoin immediately crosses his arms over his chest. “Nope. No thanks.”

“It could be your kind of trouble,” Sara says.

          


    
    Sara wakes up precisely at five, rolling onto her side to examine the time piece by her head, mind alert and flying through her schedule for the day. She rolls up onto her knees, slowly rotating her shoulders and stretching her arms. The scar tissue feels tight over her back, but with every passing day she grows more and more used to it. What is another scar over the dozens she already bears? 

She sits back onto her heels, stretching her neck, tipping her head back to face the ceiling and slowly rotating her head one way and the other. She doesn’t have to go all the way to Tenshukaku today, but she does need to meet up with a patrol route midway across the plains on the roads to Ritou to oversee how the latest batch of field officers are integrating with the established squads in the area.  Afterwards she may head further towards Ritou to see if she can glean anything off of the officers in charge of overseeing the joint works between the Tenryou and Kanjou officers. It might not be possible for her to do this today, but she’s been putting it off for a while and by the time she’s expected to report back to Tenshukaku the Shogun will be expecting some form of status update on this. This requires some form of prolonged interaction with representatives from the Kanjou Commission, and possibly even some sort of face to face with Hiiragi Chisato.

Sara slowly stands, and resignedly opens the door to see the attendant already waiting there.

“Did you draw the short straw?” Sara asks them, mentally commending them for not somehow having fallen asleep waiting here. Sara’s not sure how early the attendants who get sent to her have to rise and how long they wait. She’s afraid to ask because if she knows then she’ll only feel guilty about it. 

Sara knows Thoma rises much earlier than everyone else in the household, and that already has her fretting about oversleeping. Every morning feels like a little race between Sara and Thoma as to who can get to the kitchen to start meal preparations first. Sara, more often than not, has found herself the loser in this venture.

“It is an honor to serve the lady of the Kamisato house,” the attendant replies neutrally but then smiles up at her. “It was either this or laundry.”

Well. If it was either sit around and wait for Sara to wake up or laundry, Sara can understand the choice there. Laundry has never been a particular favorite for Sara, either.

The woman yawns, rising to her feet and following Sara back into her room to help her dress. Not much help is actually. Sara will be changing into her Tenryou uniform later on anyway. Sara directs the attendant to putting the futon away and taking Sara’s sleeping garments as Sara quickly dresses herself. If she doesn’t give them something to do, and Ayato finds out about it, there’ll be no end of it. Next thing she knows, she’ll have an entire entourage of them following her all around Inazuma threatening to hold parasols or grind ink or any number of inane tasks she can do by herself. Sara knows because he’s already done this before, and the only reason why he called off the figurative hounds was because Sara conceded to having one attendant help her when she rises in the mornings and when she returns in the afternoons. Sara and Ayato then entered a cold impasse when they were discussing having her have an attendant in the evenings as well. 

That impasse lasted for two weeks and was only broken when Ayaka lost her temper at the two of them ignoring each other in complete, perfectly civil, but tense silence. She pointed out that Ayato, himself, doesn’t have attendants at night because of his odd hours and that Sara’s hours tend to be just inconsistent as his own.

Sara sends the attendant away after she’s completed her ablutions, completing the finishing touches of checking items on her person and around her room. As Sara leaves her room, entering the shared sitting room between hers and Ayato’s, she cocks her head to focus her senses and listen. She can hear the sound of two people breathing in the other room, both deeply asleep.

Ayato’s own schedule, she knows, is relatively free this morning. He did promise Ayaka a sparring match after breakfast. And then he has to do a tour of renovations in a shrine near Byakko before reporting to Tenshukaku for an audience with the Shogun. Although, his past few nights have been taken up by patrols of the mountain, so that may change.

Sara leaves their quarters to head to the room where she’s put her Raiden Shogun statuettes. She had originally wanted them closer to her own quarters, but Sara didn’t want them in the same room she slept in.

“It would be improper storage,” Sara said to Ayato.

“Well I don’t want them where I am, either,” Ayato replied, gesturing around the sitting room. “It’s a shared space. You put up a fuss about my calligraphy supplies.”

“You don’t know the meaning of organization,” Sara groused, “If it was up to you, we’d have ink stains on everything and garbage all over the floor. The room would turn into a cluttered, uninhabitable mess.”

“It isn’t garbage, I think we established that,” Ayato turned his nose up. “Would you call something worth over a hundred thousand mora garbage?”

Sara, at that point, bent down and plucked one of the half finished transcriptions off from the floor. Ayato had abandoned it halfway due to distraction and then resumed it with a completely different pen and ink type, and then further disrupted the page by experimentally cleaning off some of his brushes on the lower corner. He then had the audacity to still sign it with the name Nami. There was no doubt in Sara’s mind that she would later be seeing this piece of scrap paper up for auction or in display in some private estate.

“Yes,” Sara said to Ayato, and attempted to crumple it over Ayato’s protests, “I would.”

And Sara was right, because within the week she’d seen it on display in the storefront of a Ritou merchant’s stall and overheard them gossiping about the acquisition with some customers. It took a ridiculous amount of self control not to go up to him and apologize for the fact that her husband is a charlatan with no shame.

The two of them later agreed to cleaning one of the storage rooms and renovating it for Sara’s collection.

Sara runs into Thoma on her way down to the room, nodding her greetings at him.

“Will you be helping with breakfast today?” He asks.

“Yes,” Sara answers, resigned to another day where she’s lost this admittedly one-sided battle, “Don’t do everything without me.”

Sara’s daily ritual of cleaning the statuettes has become more meditative than actual worship. Maybe it’s because of the change in scenery. Or perhaps it’s because of her shifting and slowly evolving view of the god these figures depict. 

The Shogun will always be the almighty god of Inazuma, the ultimate pinnacle of power and authority in Sara’s eyes. But Sara is slowly, step by step, coming to realize that the distance between god and mortal is not so much vast and uncrossable as they are parallel and observable. The distance, unquantifiable as it may be, is not nearly as unfathomable as one would think. 

The Shogun is fallible. The Shogun is moveable. She can be wrong; she can change her mind; she can be vulnerable. Her omniscience and omnipresence do not necessarily provide her with answers. There is a mind, a soul, a heart, judging and weighing information behind the exterior presented to Inazuma. It is biased. It is flawed. It is growing, changing, learning as the rest of them do as it feels its way through life, just as blind as the rest of them are.

Eternity does not equate to impermeable existence. Eternity, in its long and ardent stretch across every horizon and axis, can encompass every paradoxical ideal and conflicting outcome.

What Sara once considered an act of worship, Sara now partakes in as an act of moving meditation. A time to gather her thoughts and examine them as she examines these artworks. 

When Sara is done she heads to the kitchen, mind settled and in theory ready to face the chaos of the day. She falls into step with Thoma, drawing the apron over her head and quickly tying it off as he nods a greeting to her, otherwise occupied with the minding of the grilling fish. Sara leaves him to that in favor of setting up the trays of food that need to be taken to their respective rooms and pulling out various dishes to begin sorting out side dishes from those already assembled at the table. 

While Sara and Thoma work on the meals for the main family, there are others who come in to give Thoma idle reports and comments, as well as to sneak food from the separate platter that Thoma keeps for those who come to visit him in his most sacred of spaces.

Many are long used to Sara being there and working alongside them, although there continue to be playful murmurs half-heartedly thrown her way about how the lady of the house shouldn’t be ruining her hands on menial tasks.

And Sara, equally inured to such things being outright said to her face, just levels a flat gaze in their retreating directions as she pointedly continues doing whatever she’s doing.

“I’ll go down to the mountain with you,” Thoma tells her as they share their own meal together. “I’ve business with the outlander merchants so I’m going to Ritou for the day. There’s to be an incoming shipment of ores from Liyue. The quality is supposed to be on par with that of the ones coming out of Tatasuruma.”

“It is the nation once blessed by the Archon of stone and earth,” Sara says dryly, “I wouldn’t take that much offense by their ores being of higher quality than ours.”

“Do you think we should invest in procuring some?” He asks, knowing full well Sara’s answer will be — 

“Do you think I have thoughts on investments?” Sara raises her eyebrows at him, setting her dishes aside and gathering the trays for Itto and Ayato. “I’ll leave the business of lining the coffers to you and Ayato. Stop trying to bring me into it.”

“We’ll find a side business for you yet,” Thoma assures her.

“Not all of us want to make hobbies out of the accumulation of mora,” Sara replies, leaving before Thoma can continue.

Sara sets the trays down on the table in the sitting room, rapping her knuckles on the wood edge of the door to Ayato’s room.

“I’m going to give you thirty seconds to be decent before I open this door,” Sara announces. 

Her ears pick up on the sudden sounds of movement, increased heart rate and waking breaths as bodies lurch into clumsy motion. Sara counts down in her head, leaning against the door. As she hits thirty she slides the door open, eyes ready to look away but she comes face to face with Ayato as he primly walks past her to sit at the table.

“Philanderer,” Sara greets.

“Cuckold,” Ayato returns, yawning.

“You two have the weirdest way of talking to each other,” Itto says as he follows Ayato out, stretching his arms with audible pops of his joints. “Did you already eat?”

“How long were you two planning on sleeping in, layabouts?” Sara returns, retreating into her own room to change into her uniform. She leaves the door cracked open so they aren’t talking through walls. “Ayaka is going to be here any minute to make you own up to your promise of a morning spar with your Visions. Don’t give either of yourselves a cold.”

“Yes, wife,” Ayato replies, “Don’t fuss. Are you meeting with Chisato-san?”

“Possibly, do you have any messages you want sent on?”

“I do — personal correspondence, not official,” Ayato replies. “Itto, you’re going to Ritou to pick up Kuki-san later, yes?”

“Yeah, Shinobu-kun’s boat arrives almost at sunset,” Itto answers. “Neither of us will be back tonight. We’ll probably go head over to Yashiori to visit Takuya-kun and Obaa-san on the next boat tomorrow morning, too.”

“We’ll probably miss each other on the way through,” Sara muses. “Thoma-san, as well.”

Sara goes to her drawers and pulls out a few letters. As she slides her sword into the belt at her hip, she walks out of the room and lightly taps the letters to the back of Itto’s head. “Pass these on for me while you’re at it.”

Itto, nosy oni, immediately shuffles through them, passing over the letters Sara has for Takuya and his grandmother, to land on the one Sara has addressed to Masahito.

Itto pointedly looks up at her. Sara, equally as pointed, doesn’t give him an answer. She owes no one any explanation. Besides, he had written her first. What is she supposed to do, not answer?

“It sounds like we’ll all be apart for a while,” Ayato says. “The letter for Chisato-san is on the desk in my study.”

“Where on your desk?” Sara asks, “What does it look like and what do you last recall it being surrounded by? Are there any witnesses?”

“Don’t take your General Kujou investigative tone of voice on me, at least, not for a letter,” Ayato rolls his eyes. “You’ll find it easily. It has her name on it. What good are your tengu eyes for if not to read my letters for me?”

“I’ll help you,” Itto offers, “If we both go down in that deathtrap of an office, at least we’ll be together.”

“You two exaggerate.”

“Meet me by his office, I have to leave soon,” Sara says to Itto as she tucks her vambraces and gloves underneath one arm. She’ll fasten them on later. “I’m just going to greet Ayaka-chan first and let her know that Ayato is awake and she doesn’t need to come up here to pelt him with ice.”

-

Letters acquired, Sara makes her way down to Byakko for the morning inspection. She makes sure to leave a note behind for Thoma, as she’s running late after having to sort through Ayato’s office to find his note. It was, much to Sara and Itto’s mutual dismay, halfway buried underneath an entire pile of unanswered reports and what appeared to be some kind of sludge in a jar. 

Sara’s latest assignment of aides and assistants meet her at Byakko with minimal fanfare. 

“They’re very excited to meet General Kujou,” one of them tells her as he hands her the list of freshly graduated soldiers assigned to this route. “Though there is some confusion on rank and title.”

“Leave it be.” While Sara did marry into the Kamisato clan, she has not officially switched to using the name. And no one has ever confronted her about it one way or another, so she’s simply remained as General Kujou on official documentation. Sara knows that she probably should change it. But some part of her has yet to let the Kujou clan go.

Despite everything they did and did not do to her, for all of their faults, and for all that Sara has done everything she’s possibly could to detach herself from the name, Sara can’t bring herself to actually get rid of this last part of her. She’s spent almost her entire life under that roof, living as that not-person. Some habits are hard to shake.

And maybe, just maybe, this is Sara’s own way of claiming her own, quiet form of disobedience and rebellion. Sara’s done what she can to help the Kujou clan out of their own mess.

Morning inspection goes by with minimal fanfare. There are, unfortunately, a few wet about the ears recruits who look at her like star struck adolescents. Sara pointedly looks at their training officers. There’s no room for hero worship in the line of duty. Sara can’t stop anyone from seeing her as something she isn’t — gods know that she’s tried and look where that got her — but she can at least try to keep that off field where it’s less of a distraction. Sara offers a few tips to some new archers — strangely enough, it’s always archery practice that proves to be difficult for commoners and infantry coming in from non-titled families. One would think that with hunting and foraging being predominant methods of food gathering in Inazuma, archery would be a basic skill. Not so.

There’s a difference between hunting an animal and firing at a person. It takes time to unlearn habits and practices picked up in those more rural settings and outposts, and to teach, instead, the more formal and precise practice of shooting at a sentient person. There’s calculations of fatal shots, where a person will dodge, how a person will counter, how a person might fight back — all sorts of factors to consider that are not applicable to a pheasant, a deer, even a wolf. And of course, there’s training several soldiers to fight and fire together at once without accidentally killing each other. Sara doesn’t envy the officers tasked with training their juniors those particular drills. Sara remembers enough of them from her own brief stint in the infantry ranks. From both sides of trainer and trainee.

Partway through Sara’s discussion with more senior officers for how to break up the training recruits for practical field exposure while still balancing out actual staffing needs — she has no doubt that before they were sent to her and approved for field work outside of their training base in Inazuma City that they were thoroughly vetted and prepared for at least minimal field work outside of the main city and larger villages. But at the same time, things work differently in the outposts outside of Inazuma and away from the more military focused forts. The beats have different attitudes. — Detective Shikanoin meanders in with a piece of straw hanging out of the corner of his mouth, swinging his jitte in one hand as he waves lazily at her.

“You can’t get mad at me,” are the first words out of his mouth. 

Which Sara answers with a raised brow, unspoken are the words — I most certainly can and I will. 

Shikanoin reaches into the folds of his uniform which, for once, perhaps in deference to the current weather, he’s wearing properly. He pulls out an envelope that he waves at her. “Your husband caught me and sent me off with a message for you.”

“What is it?”

“What kind of boor do you think I am?” Shikanoin asks. “It’s for you. Why would I read your mail?”

“Because you’re you,” Sara replies, taking the note from him.

Shikanoin wrinkles his nose. “Yeah, but the note sender is Kamisato Ayato. I’m not messing around with that.”

“Well, what would you know? You are capable of learning,” Sara muses.

“Curiosity killed the cat, but I don’t think satisfaction would bring anyone back after Kamisato Ayato is done with them,” Shikanoin says, shamelessly edging around her side to read the note as she opens it. Sara, using her greater height, holds the note away from him as she reads it. “Hey!”

“If you’re here go help,” Sara jerks her head in the direction of the training recruits who are doing their best not to gawk at her and the commission’s most eccentric member. “I haven’t tested their hand to hand. Make them work for it.”

Shikanoin sighs, and immediately shucks his uniform jacket off, throwing it over his shoulder. “Fine, fine. I guess I should get in there early to impress upon them my skills aren’t to be messed with.” He pauses to try and snoop again once Sara starts to lower her arm. Sara swings her free hand out under pretense of adjusting her sleeve and slaps him in the face with the end of it.

“Your dodging needs work,” Sara says as she scans Ayato’s brief note, grimacing at the contents. “Shikanoin, take over for me here. I have to go back to Mount Yougou.”

“Trouble?” Shikanoin sounds entirely too pleased by this. Sara levels an annoyed look at him that she knows won’t do anything to deter him.

“Why do you fear Kamisato Ayato more than me?” Sara asks. “I’m in your commission.”

Shikanoin squints at her. “You’re funny, you know that? What do I have to be scared of you for?  You’re only scary to people who do something wrong. Kamisato is terrifying as a general concept. And I’ve actually met him and had the dubious honor of talking one on one with him when he was in less than a stellar mood. Yeah I’m scared of him. I’m not ashamed of it. Anyway. Trouble?”

“Not your kind of trouble. He’s been summoned to meet Yae Miko and wants me as back up,” Sara says. And then thinks it over, staring down at Shikanoin. “Have you ever met Guuji Yae?”

Shikanoin immediately crosses his arms over his chest. “Nope. No thanks.”

“It could be your kind of trouble,” Sara says.

“You just told me off for being nosy. Now you’re inviting me to take your place? No thanks. Nope. I’m out. I’m going to go put some of those greenhorns in choke holds.”

“No choke holds,” Sara sighs and scowls down at the note as Shikanoin starts jeering at the gawking recruits. She turns towards one of her aides. “I don’t suppose you could go for me, instead.”

“No offense, General, but you could not pay me enough to take your place,” the aide replies with serene impertinence.

-

Sara flies straight to the top of Mount Yougou, or at least, as far up the mountain as she can before the wards around the mountain start warning her off. She lands, human skin covering tengu feather once more, as she finishes the climb on feet instead of wind.

On her way up she casts one of the tanuki that had set up its little prank close to the stairs a stern look. The disguised youkai shivers in place, shifting back into its tanuki form in a puff of smoke, bowing low.

“Not near humans,” Sara reminds it as she passes. “And not on Yae Miko’s doorstep. Or are you that fond of foxes?”

The tanuki whines and immediately scurries away, transforming transforming a pebble into a large leaf as it jumps off the edge of the mountain and uses the leaf to glide down to safety. At least this new generation of tanuki has some measure of danger, even if they’re a bit lacking in sense.

Ayato’s note was brief, only telling her to come to meet him at Mount Yougou and come with him to meet the summons of Yae Miko. It could be about anything. Sara doesn’t know why she has to attend, other than as Ayato’s moral support to keep him from snapping and doing something regrettable. Or perhaps for him to throw her at Yae Miko as a distraction while he makes his own getaway. 

She runs into Ayato at one of the several winding crossroads of stairs and tori gates leading up to the main shrine entrance.

“Oh good, Shikanoin-san delivered the note,” he says.

“What happened to you?” Sara asks, eyebrows raising as she falls into step next to him. “Why is your hair wet? Your lips are blue.”

She flicks her tengu fan out, raising it to pull down sun-warm air for him. The wards of the mountain momentarily protest against her use of youkai, but upon sensing out her benign intent allow the wind to move as she wills. Ayato shivers, eyes closing with relief as she curls warm air around him.

“Yae Miko thinks she’s funny,” he says. “She says that my energies are causing imbalance whenever I come see her. So I have to be cleansed in the cool springs.” He gestures over his shoulder down the path he came form. 

“Every time?”

“Well. Not every time.” Ayato pauses. “She might actually be telling the truth. Because she only has me go through this drama if I’m seeing her after being with Itto. Surely there must be at least a small grain of merit to her complaints if she’s only bringing it up whenever — ”

Sara immediately starts walking.

“You’re no fun,” Ayato calls out from behind her.

“I don’t want to hear about your fun,” Sara replies.

“Husbands and wives share everything.”

“Not this husband. Not this wife. Have some sense of decency. The disparity between your public and private persona gives me whiplash. Why would I want to know about any of your private affairs? Do you see me telling you about mine?”

“If you deigned to share any details about your affairs I would happily listen,” Ayato says. “After all the work I put into it, I’m highly invested in knowing that the fruits of my labor are going well.”

Sara resists the incredibly petty urge to send a harsher gust of wind to blow him off the edge of the cliff. Knowing that snake he’d probably be fine. By some twist of fortune, Ayato somehow always manages to land on his feet when it comes to matters of disaster. She would liken him to a cat in that regard, except everything about the man calls to mind cold-blooded, closer to the ground images.

“What are we being summoned for?” Sara asks, slowing in her aggressive ascent of the stairs for Ayato to catch up to her.

“Well. I’m being summoned because there’s reports of some of the more energetic youkai calling for their own night parade. And I’ve called you to come along because misery adores company,” Ayato says. “And between you and me, and possibly Itto, we could probably manage to subdue those youkai and come to some sort of compromise before it becomes too big of an issue.”

“Unofficially or officially?” Sara asks.

“We’ll see. I prefer for it to be unofficial,” Ayato admits. “It’s a hassle to get this sort of thing down onto paperwork. And if it becomes official then it’s a production. You know how I feel about those.”

“Frivolous waste of time and energy and a sign of failure unless you specifically want someone to have the worst time of their lives?”

Ayato beams at her, elbow nudging hers as he passes her on the stairs. “Have I mentioned that you’re my favorite wife?”

“I pity the poor women who proposed to you before this,” Sara says, “None of them would be able to handle you.” Frankly, Sara can’t handle him either. This is why she’s started using her vacation time. Him and Itto, and Ayato and Itto combined, actually.

They quiet down as they approach the shrine entrance, a couple of bold foxes coming up to nip at their heels and the edges of their clothes before Sara sends them off with flicks of youkai.

“Handy trick,” Ayato comments. “Have you ever been told off for it?”

“No,” Sara answers. According to Yae Miko, if the foxes are daunted by a mere tengu’s twitch, then they ought not to be messing around to start with. It’s a lesson in getting in over their heads. Or something. Sara is fairly certain that Yae Miko just doesn’t care enough to be bothered by what are — in all likelihood— regular foxes who’ve been spoiled by shrine maidens and now think any human shape coming around the mountain is there to spoil them. The real foxes that have started cultivating usually know how to annoy people better and how to push their luck.

Yae Miko is waiting for them in her offices, sitting at a table laden with food, scrolls, manuscripts, ink stones, and what looks like to be an entire box of shikafuda.

Ayato and Sara bow their heads and then sit on the waiting zabuton across from her. Ayato sits forward to pour tea from the waiting tea service at a smaller waiting table as Yae Miko finishes off with whatever she’s doing.

“Boy,” she says, sending off the now finished letter or note with a flick of her wrist, the paper curling up with purple-black flame as it’s vanished off to whatever it needs to go. She nods at Sara. “General.”

“How come Sara gets General and I get boy?” Ayato asks, setting a cup down on the clearest edge of the table closest to Sara. 

“Because she’s earned her title,” Yae replies. “Meanwhile you’ll always be a boy. I’m calling you what you are. What did you even call her for? Good of you to. We could use her influence for this one. Well. You could.”

Ayato sighs as he pours himself a cup. “It’s children trying to play at becoming adults. I hardly think that this is going to go anywhere. Some of them haven’t even cultivated more than one tail. This is hardly worth summoning me over. The lower ranked Yashiro officers on the onmyouji side can handle it, if it doesn’t fall apart on its own.”

“Children at play is all well and good until some of the older youkai jump on that bandwagon to make a scene,” Yae chides. “If they want their own night parade so badly they can come up the mountain and ask me about it. Their elders should have taught them that. And if their elders are up to something, thinking they can get away with it because it’s lower down the mountain than where I normally care to interfere, then I’m going to remind them of their place. I’ll not have unruliness on the mountain under my watch.”

Sara only pays partial attention to the technical discussion Yae and Ayato delve into — talks about current social strata of the youkai, population density, active rivalries, adjustment of the wards to accommodate, acceleration of training and recruitment of new onmyouji and such. As she expected, Ayato and Yae only really bring her in whenever their arguments start to stray away from actual business and more onto the personal side. It happens with surprising frequency. For two people who Sara would consider some of the most efficient servants of the throne, they are also fascinatingly easy to distract. Perhaps it’s only when it comes to each other. The pair seem to get under each other’s skins so easily. And it becomes up to Sara to forcibly drag them back to the topic by killing whatever back and forth they fall into before they get so involved in one-upping each other they lose track of time.

The folly of putting together two masterminds of plotting and manipulation, veritable paragons of double-talk and passive aggressive snide-ness, is that they will inevitably turn it on each other. Sara is fully confident that if she was not here to interrupt and cut them off at the knees, they would go on well into the evening hours without getting anything done.

This is why Ayato, whenever possible, sends Sayu or Ayaka.

It only takes them two hours to come up with a plan. The Yashiro onmyouji will set up barrier rings closer and rising upwards on the mountain to make sure that fewer low ranked youkai are able to slip through. The youkai of the mountain aren’t technically banned from leaving it, only discouraged. If only one or two are leaving at a time it’s no issue. The barrier should stop a full parade of them and alert the Yashiro Commission of any action needed. 

Meanwhile, stronger spells will be set up along the mountain following the ley lines to monitor and record youkai passages. A dedicated group of onmyouji will be assigned to that. The higher ranked onmyouji with bound youkai partners will attempt to gather more information and begin a counter-campaign, spreading false information about the possible night parade, and creating rumors to dissuade other youkai. If all goes well, the talks of a night parade will fizzle out. And if things do not go well, that’s when Sara will get involved.

“I am consistently shocked that the two of you ever managed to get anything done together,” Sara says after they’re practically thrown out of the shrine, plans now firmly set and list of actionable items determined.

Ayato links arms with her before she can escape. “Let’s return to the estate. I’m famished. She kept us overly long on purpose. She knows the purification springs drain me to near nothing. And then she went and dragged me through two hours of roundabout circling because she’s bored of talking to people who look at her like she personally hung the moon. You know that’s the real reason why she drags me up the mountain right?”

“For conversation?” Sara repeats dubiously. But she doesn’t remove her arm from his. She had felt Ayato’s energy flagging during the meeting. She was unsure if she would have to intervene before Yae Miko decided she was bored enough with them for one day. Sara shortens her steps, allowing Ayato to lean some of his weight onto her. Even after tea and a few hours of sitting down there’s still a sharp chill clinging to him. “With you? If you said that about your sister I would believe it.”

“She needs someone to talk to her like a real person. Ayaka’s too polite.” Ayato brushes a hand over his face. “Speaking of Ayaka, she’s going out with some of the more tolerable peers in her generation to the theater. Apparently there’s a new play fresh in from Mondstadt. Would you consider going as one of the chaperones?”

“I can consider it, but I won’t say I will,” Sara says. She estimates the time it will take them to get down the mountain and return to the estate at the pace they’re going. Living with the Kamisatos has spoiled her. Peace has spoiled her, really. She used to go entire stretches of shades of blue in the sky without eating. Three meals a day was a luxury. Now if she skips a meal her body and her aides throw a fit. Sara swears that they’re all keeping some schedule of her eating habits. Whatever for she can’t begin to guess. “How many of them will be there?”

“Confirmation from at least three of the other women,” Ayato says, “Two unattached men, and two pairs of matched couples. Responses pending from a few others.”

“The matched couples are the odd ones out,” Sara opines. “I’m surprised they were included.”

“All to, presumably, make it seem more innocuous. Ayaka wouldn’t have agreed to attend otherwise. That and it really does sound like a good play. Should we go ourselves, sometime?”

“And have to suffer through your judgmental silences the entire time? Go in disguise with Itto when he returns. You can both have strong opinions about it together.” Sara sighs, bringing them both to a stop. “Do you want me to carry you down?”

If she doesn’t they won’t reach the estate for another two or three hours. Ayato does need food and ideally rest in the sun to put his energy back in balance.

Ayato makes a pinched face of annoyance. Sara waits for him to admit that he’s already come to the same conclusion she has.

“Be gentle with my dignity,” Ayato says. Sara resists the urge to roll her eyes and moves back from him. Her wings manifest with a hissing rush of air, flaring out and up as she soaks in tendrils of stray energy emanating from the mountain and the tangled roots of the ley line underneath it.  Ayato pulls his sword out from his belt and secures the ties of his haori shut. She holds her arms out for him and Ayato reluctantly steps into them, body rigid as she lifts him off his feet. She refuses to look at his face and Ayato’s head is pointedly turned away from her. 

Sara doesn’t say anything as pointless as “don’t squirm” because with the way Ayato holds himself while she’s holding him, she might as well be carrying a rock. A rock dressed with silk. 

It doesn’t matter how close they get, Sara thinks, there are just some forms of contact neither of them will be particularly at ease with. 

It’s not often that Sara has to fly with extra weight — especially not weight to this degree. There was one rather memorable flight where she did end up carrying a deer carcass back to the estate. But Sara was fully transformed so she isn’t sure if it counts. Her wings are stronger in her full tengu form. But Sara keeps to the skies with minimal struggle, though she does struggle to maintain a consistent height and steady rate of decline. Gliding is a little more difficult to control, even if it would technically save her some trouble.

She lands them about half an hour’s walk from the estate because neither of them would be able to bear with it if she landed right there. Ayato did ask her to be gentle with his dignity, after all. 

Ayato straightens himself out as Sara folds her wings back. Some color has returned to his face, but not much. Choosing to spare them both, Sara returns to the earlier dropped point in their conversation.

“How many chaperones are needed? I’ll ask Ayaka-chan if she wants me there. I don’t imagine it would be a very fun outing if I were to attend. We should send Thoma-san.”

“You’re technically the matriarch of the house,” Ayato points out as they walk towards the familiar path that leads to home. “You’ll be an excellent deterrent to people who think this is their chance to make an impression. Either they’re very certain of their chances or they’re very stupid. Ayaka isn’t actually going to this for the purpose of matchmaking. She really does just want to see the play and catch up with a few of the friendlier faces she hasn’t seen in a while. One of the young men from the matched pairs used to go with Ayaka to poetry recitations. Apparently they have similar tastes.”

Sara makes a faint noise of acknowledgement to let him know that she’s listening. Nothing to say, but she’s listening.

“She ended up helping him set up a good match with a landowner’s second daughter,” Ayato continues. “They’re a serendipitous couple. I think they’ll be singing Ayaka’s praises until they’re old and gray and senile. They’re to be formally wed next year.”

“A long engagement.”

“Compared to ours? Certainly. Frankly, if we weren’t who we were, people would be wagging their tongues about impropriety. They asked Ayaka to get a divination for them for best time to marry. She pulled a favor with Yae Miko to get one of the shrine maidens to check and the best time for those two would be near the tail end of harvest. But by the time they found that out, harvest was already starting for the year and they wouldn’t have time to put together a proper ceremony. Then there was a health issue with the bride’s younger sibling so they delayed one more year after doing another divination.”

“Did you even do a divination for ours?”

“A divination was done,” Ayato replies, pulling his fan out of his sleeve and snapping it open to obscure his face. As though that would hide the fact that he’s a charlatan and fraud. Sara doesn’t know how he gets away with it. There are confidence men currently serving time in prison that would sell their livers to have a fraction of whatever Kamisato Ayato has going. “But the veracity of said divination is a mystery.”

Sara turns to him, mouth flat, answer already clear in her mind. “You made one up.”

“Who’s going to challenge the divination of the Chief Onmyouji himself?” Ayato replies, fan fluttering away coquettishly. Ayato knows that doing that annoys her. When Ayaka does it — something she no doubt learned from watching him — it comes off as intended. But when Ayato does it, it makes her think of Yae Miko, which is no doubt where he learned it from. Sara is saving this particular comparison for when he’s being especially irritating. She’ll just say it and leave immediately, possibly by throwing herself out a window before he can rally to fire back with any number of deeply inappropriate responses to what is an unpleasant truth. See how he likes it when someone’s going around saying wretchedly accurate and distasteful truths about you to your face. “Besides, Yae Miko signed off on it. So maybe it was one of my rare flukes of actually pulling the whole thing off.”

Sara narrows her eyes at him before turning away. After this many years of living and with the amount of mistakes she bears the scars of, if Sara didn’t know a lost cause when she saw one she’d be an embarrassment to herself and everyone who helped her get this far.

“I’ll go if Ayaka confirms that’s what she wants,” Sara eventually says. She supposes that it would be something interesting to write Kokomi about. It takes ages for any new plays or scripts to make their way to Watatsumi. At least they’re getting them now, but for a long period of time Watatsumi was starved of the more intangible luxuries of a post-war life. Sara remembers Kokomi’s several frustrated letters about that, all those years ago. “But I make no guarantees about my ability or patience to socialize.”

“I’m sure that you won’t need to. They’ll be too busy fawning over you,” Ayato says. “Will you be going out again after we eat?”

“How urgently did you need your note to Chisato-san delivered? You should have passed it to Thoma-san.”

“I don’t like sending personal correspondence with Thoma. People think it’s official if I send it with him.”

“It’s official if you send it with a courier bearing your state seal.”

Ayato’s eyes curve over the tines of his fan. “I sometimes wonder what it would be like if everyone thought as cleanly as you. I’m not quite sure if it leaves us in a better place or a worse one. Have I recently told you how glad I am that we’re married?”

“Have I recently told you how suspicious you are whenever you do?” Sara replies. “I don’t have to go to Ritou in the afternoon if your letter isn’t important. But I’ll still be going out. I have other duties to attend to. You?”

“The house is always so empty without you or Itto in it,” Ayato comments. “I suppose I’ll get started on what we discussed with Yae Miko and then gather my thoughts.”

“You ought to give yourself a sun bath,” Sara says. “Your skin is gray.”

Ayato hums. “I can rebalance my energies and do other things at the same time.”

Sara wonders if she could drag Itto back from Ritou to have him talk sense into his lover. 

“Go and faint then,” Sara declares, deciding that Ayato is a grown man who’s lived his entire life thus far managing himself. Somewhat. More importantly, even if his spiritual power is awful, he knows the techniques. The Chief Onmyouji certainly knows his own limits and the appropriate treatments when it comes to matters of youkai and spiritual energy. If he does actually faint or fall ill, she’s sure that someone else will be around to take him to task over it. It is unbecoming to gloat. Sara will just be there in the background to observe. “It would be preferable if you could do that where there are other people around to assist you in picking up the pieces of your ego.”

Ayato laughs. “I wish you’d talk like this in front of other people. How am I supposed to talk about how delightfully humorous my wife is if she doesn’t grace the rest of the people with her remarkably sharp tongue? People will think I’ve lost my own humor.”

“You never had any.”

-

Within the walls of the Kamisato Estate, seated with Ayato as they pick over a late lunch, it is tempting to fall into bad habits. Ayato, himself, certainly doesn’t help any. In between slowly chewed bites of food and sips of soup he’s writing out new directives, flipping through missed notes, and reading over one of the news leaflets that get dropped off every day. Sara’s still not sure if these are legitimate news sources or if they’re disguised reports from his network of informants. Kokomi’s message box is currently tucked into Sara’s sleeve, a constant weight and companion that Sara is mostly used to except for when it faintly thrums out a notice of a new message received and waiting. 

But one should not be reading private correspondence and writing back during an official meal. And Sara really does have to leave after this. She hasn’t the time to be absorbed into Kokomi’s easy thread of banter and delights. That she must save for when she has more free time later in the day. Sara pointedly continues to eat, working her way through all of her dishes and ignoring Ayato’s incredibly slow progress at eating his own meal.

“When you faint,” Sara says as she stacks her dishes together for ease of clean up, “I hope Ayaka-chan is there to see it.”

There is no one in this house — not even Thoma — who’s indignant fury about someone falling under the weather because of their own stubborn malpractice and self-sabotage is more frightening. Sara, herself, has been the target of Ayaka’s scathing brand of bedside manner on the occasion. If someone were to see the Frostlake Heron during one of these bouts of pique, they would probably liken her more to a pyro whopper flower or perhaps one of Liyue’s mythical phoenixes.

Ayato shudders, momentarily looking away from whatever he’s working on to give her a deeply wronged and offended look.

“See if I help you out the next time Detective Shikanoin decides to make a scene,” Ayato replies. And then he glances down at one of the notes and passes it to her side of the table. “You’ve certainly made an impression on Sayu-chan. I’m considering having her assigned to you permanently.”

“I don’t need a shadow guard,” Sara picks the note up. “And I can’t imagine what I could have possibly done to warrant her attention.”

“Are you not General Kujou Sara, right hand of the Electro Archon, leader of the Shogunate’s army? I know this is hard for you to believe, but you are considered something of a warrior of legend. Surely you get your share of adoring looks from your recruits as you pass.”

“Unwarranted,” Sara dismisses, “Rumors exaggerate.”

“Not when it comes to you.”

“Sayu-san really wants to learn archery?” Sara doesn’t doubt that the young girl has the strength for it. She may have originally relied heavily on her Vision to wield her claymore, but she’s certainly developed the upper body strength and learned a solid stance that would transfer over well to archery. But Sayu already has an arsenal of long distance weapons with her kunai, shuriken, and the odd use of traps utilizing wire.

“You’ve revived the art.”

“When was it ever dying?” Sara shakes her head. “If she’s certain she wants to, I won’t say no. But there are better teachers.” 

Sara has taught archery and various combat lessons before. But she’s not unaware of her own shortcomings. She’s often blunt and has no skill for mitigating critique with praise — a skill she knows is fundamental to teaching. And Sara’s ability to empathize with others is somewhat limited. Archery and all forms of combat tend to come naturally to tengu. She can’t say she’s ever struggled to master any of the forms she was taught. If she were a human she supposes she could have been considered a prodigy. But praising a tengu for being a keen shot or a fast draw is somewhat like praising a whale for its capacity to hold its breath or a bird’s instinct to calculate angles of dive and twist. 

Both of these abilities seem fundamental to being a teacher — the ability to hold softness along with regimented critique, as well as the ability to understand things from a beginner’s point of view. Going in without either in order to train a young girl with a case of possible hero-worship seems incredibly ill advised. 

After everything she’s gone through these past few months, Sara has made a greater attempt at seeing things from other people’s point of views. She has come to realize that she is incredibly biased against herself and has a poor look on herself. She has been attempting to see herself as others see her, but finds this to be even more of a struggle than she anticipated. People’s perceptions of her seem so ridiculously grandiose. She has always just been — herself. But apparently other people see her as some living legend and Sara has no idea how to dissuade them otherwise. 

Gods above know that she’s tried. She tried to be unobtrusive and she tried to erase her presence and look where that got her. 

Ayato, as always, just nods his head and grants her the grace of not outright telling her that she’s being incredibly unfair towards herself. He saves that for Kokomi and Itto, their, clearly, better halves. 

“If it doesn’t detract from her current duties, I will set time aside for it,” Sara concedes. “As long as she knows that I won’t be offended if she changes her mind. I can be harsh.”

Sara has a feeling that the only reason why people don’t quit after going through her training in the army is because the pay is too good.

She checks her pockets to make sure that Ayato’s letter to Chisato is still there, pulling it out and setting it on the table. “I’m skipping Ritou, if you want to send this via courier. I need to make sure that Shikanoin didn’t do anything absurd and catch up with my aides.”

“It’s Shikanoin-san, Sara. Of course he did something absurd. Safe travels. If I don’t see you before I head out tonight, then have a good evening. Eat with Ayaka and Thoma, if he’s back. Don’t forget to discuss the matter of chaperoning with Ayaka.”

-

Shikanoin did, in fact, do several things without her there to curb his more mischievous instincts. The fact of the matter is that among the ranking officers above the detective currently stationed on Narukami, Sara is the only one with any success rate of getting him under control. He doesn’t even report to Sara directly — she doesn’t have any detective ranks under her. She’s strictly in charge of field officers and infantry. Unless they somehow end up in another war, in which case Sara will end up taking charge of all of it again. Sara’s rank within the Tenryou Commission and as the Raiden Shogun’s direct hand remains, as ever, a complicated formula of external factors that leaves people assuming she has more authority than she actually has in certain situations. 

Sara spends the rest of the afternoon hours untangling the mess Shikanoin’s left for her — most of it is scattering rumors, befuddling her aides by talking circles around them regarding the staggering amount of paperwork he has yet to submit and court appearances he’s avoided, and unceremoniously dumping several reports of unofficial cases that he’s both submitted the charges for and resolved on his own. The man is a nightmare to bureaucracy but a boon to the more hopeless locals with little to no trust in the commission. Sara is of half a mind to speak with his actual superiors and have him shot up the ranks so he becomes his own problem and he can get a taste of what it’s like to have to explain his own actions to the Raiden Shogun. Take that problem out of Kamaji’s hands, and hers.

But she doesn’t trust him not to figure out a way to get himself stuck to her like a stubborn burr, if only to have some company as he spreads his misery. 

Sara spares a moment, in between distributing the tidying of Shikanoin’s mess to her different aides, to wonder what it is about her that attracts the more troublesome personalities. Her life is a revolving door of colorful characters who appear to take delight in poking her with the sharp end of their eccentricities to see how she cleans up the mess for them. No one ever thinks to explain to you the downsides of being competent, Sara mourns.

Sara sorts matters out with enough time to swing by a few other outposts along the way back to the Yashiro Commission. She spends about another hour discussing training maneuvers with another general stationed in the area. This year the Shogun has agreed to allowing the previously defunct practice of exhibition matches and competitions between the branches of the Tenryou Commission to resume. Before the civil war, they had become intense beyond acceptable inter-department rivalry and felt more like what everyone thought actual war was supposed to feel like — until real war broke out. There wasn’t the time or resources to organize the matches after the war in the reconstruction.

This year, by whatever metric the Shogun uses to determine such things, appears to be the first year in which the exhibition matches and training sessions can be conducted without risk of censure or sparking conflict. Sara, herself, only participated in a few of these back when she was of infantry rank. They weren’t particularly fun but that could be because no one ever wanted to have to race a tengu.

The other general brings up some valid concerns regarding the poor state of their cavalry — that couldn’t be helped. War horses are expensive and the civil war itself was fought on poor terrain for such matches. Between the beaches and the sticky clay embankments, the horses were more of a liability than an advantage. As such, the army’s current numbers of enlisted troops and horses is particularly meager. Individual clans probably have more horses and trained riders than the army does. That’s an issue that she’s sure Kamaji is going to be bringing up the closer they get to the start of the matches. Unlike the land branch of the Tenryou Commission, the navy is thriving. Inazuma’s navy straddles a strange boundary between the Kanjou and the Tenryou Commissions, their duties and loyalties equally split between the branch of the government that regulates commerce and permeability of Inazuma’s borders, and the branch that actively enforces law and order. 

Sara admits that she’s rather interested in seeing what sorts of matches are put forward this year. She’s less interested in the two mock battles that will be conducted — she’s lived enough of them to have no taste for the concept of practicing a war — and rather more interested in the synchronized drills. She’s always been fascinated over how the navy manages to maneuver themselves so well despite the multiple obstacles obstructing lines of communication.

But Sara has to excuse herself from the conversation, just when things start to get truly interesting. If she doesn’t leave now she’ll end up having to fly back to the estate. And truthfully, Sara doesn’t feel all too confident about flying through Inazuma outside of the shadow of Mount Yougou and the Yashiro Commission’s unofficial boundary lines. Not with threads of daylight present. And if she were to wait for night to really all to take to the sky then she’ll be beyond late. She might as well just join Ayato on his night patrol.

-

It’s actually just Sara and Ayaka for dinner. Thoma ended up staying in Ritou — his work as resident fixer piling up after he’s spent so long on the southern side of Narukami. Apparently, what started off as Thoma discussing ores and import rights, devolved into him arbitrating some sort of convoluted mix up in Outlander Affairs that the local merchants want done off the books without the Kanjou Commission’s interference. The Kanjou Commission, in recent years, has further loosened its grip on handling individual affairs and allowed for a more tolerant policy of self sufficiency. All things considered, it works pretty well.

When it works.

“This is what he gets for being overtly competent and friendly about it,” Ayaka says with a sharp click of her tongue. If Ayato were here he would shoot Sara a pointed look, as if to say — look at what you’ve taught her. Sara would bear this accusation with grace. It’s better than all of the habits Ayato’s ever taught her combined.

“Ayato mentioned you needed chaperones,” Sara says as they make their way to the private dojo at the back of the estate. Neither of them are very hungry; Sara due to her late lunch and subsequent light afternoon, and Ayaka because she had spent the afternoon attending tea ceremonies in Ayato’s place. 

“It seems silly at this age, doesn’t it?” Ayaka muses, tying her sleeves back as she takes one of the training swords down. Sara, now changed out of her uniform and into a more casual hakama that today’s attendant had laid out for her, removes Kokom’s message box and sets it down before pulling out her tusaki to tie her own sleeves back. “If you don’t want to go you don’t have to. I think the numbers will still turn out balanced if you don’t come. But it’s a highly anticipated script. You might like it.”

“You say that about every play and reading you end up taking me to,” Sara points out.

“And am I wrong?” Ayaka replies, stretching her arms and doing a few practice swings while Sara does some more thorough stretches and kata run throughs.

“You’re not exactly right,” Sara concedes. “You want to go see your friend.”

“I do,” Ayaka agrees. “But I don’t have to see him at this gathering. Or. I could go without a chaperone.”

“How late will you be out?”

“You’re starting to sound like Onii-sama.”

“I’m slow on the uptake regarding political maneuvers and social niceties. But I’m not entirely ignorant. Most of that is your doing,” Sara reminds the woman. “You’re of the age for tongues to wag. And it’s been particularly peaceful lately, people have forgotten how much of a pain your brother can make himself into when provoked. Do you think Inazuma will still be left standing if rumors start to spread about you?”

Ayaka’s nose scrunches up as she takes her stance in the middle of the drawn out practice ring. “Someday the rest of you are going to realize I am not a child.”

“Someday,” Sara agrees. In truth, Ayaka has not been a child for a very long time. Not as long as Ayaka thinks, but long enough. Sara, intellectually, knows this. She’s sure that Ayato does too. Sara mostly, sees her as the adult that she is. The benefits of getting to know her only now, in these past few years. But Ayaka is still several years younger than her and Sara can’t help but mentally align her with some of her newer officers.

It might be more complicated than that for Ayato. He’s watched her grow, been at her side for her entire life. He of all people should know that Ayaka is an adult capable of her own decisions and handling her own affairs. Why else would he have trusted her to become the face of the Kamisato clan, the face of the commission? Sara has no experience with being a sibling, and no comparison for how families should grow and act. But she has a theory that it is because he has been with her this entire time that he struggles to relinquish his tight and fierce caution over her. The man has spent the past several years of his life — several of those years where he, himself, was not yet a fully grown man — watching over her and guiding her. When their parents were no longer able to be that, he became them for her. She supposes that for him, it must be very hard to step away from the mindset of a guardian, even when that which he guarded no longer needs it.

“But not in this specific instance,” Sara continues, taking up her own stance across from Ayaka. “If you disarm me I’ll consider only keeping half an eye on you when I go.”

“You’re not a very good negotiator,” Ayaka laughs. “A better deal would be to say you would say you’re going and not go.”

“I am a tengu of Inazuma. I am not a liar nor do I go back on my word,” Sara frowns. “And in regards to my ability to negotiate — did I not sit at the table to negotiate our current peace?”

“I think that part has less to do with your skills as a negotiator and more to do with your reputation for being intolerant of underhanded means.” Ayaka sighs. “Well. Let me think some more about the offer and where I can bargain you to.”

And then the woman lunges forward. The air of the training room fills with just the sound of wood cracking against wood, the swish of the looser segments of their garments, and the occasional thud of their feet as they shift through stances and gain and loose ground upon one another.

Sara, again, wonders if it’s possible for her to convince Ayaka to come with her during one of her inspections and unleash her on some of the more…comfortably seated officers, who have shown signs of not having physically left those seats in some time. 

Or.

Sara could aim her in Shikanoin’s direction. Now that would be something.

Sara snorts. Her inner voice is starting to sound like Ayato now.

Ayaka doesn’t pause her relentless assault, but her expression does shift minutely into one of curiosity, upon somehow sensing Sara’s idle thoughts.

“Distracted?” Ayaka asks, putting enough force in her next blow that there’s an audible cracking sound from one of the bokuten. 

Sara grunts, shoving Ayaka back and quickly examining the wooden blade. There’s a fissure running along it, still very fine. Sara does a quick swing to the side, listening to the whistle of air and deeming the blade capable of taking a few more blows before it snaps. Ayaka looks to her own sword which is visibly dented. 

“If Onii-sama is going to keep treating me like a child maybe I should ask for a greater allowance,” Ayaka muses. As though she isn’t in charge of her own various businesses that are bringing in respectable gains for her. “Would you consider coming along and waiting at one of the restaurants or tea houses for it to be finished?”

“Is that what your other chaperones are going to do?”

Ayaka doesn’t visibly react with her face but Sara can hear the now familiar tell of her shifting her weight onto her heels, the smooth and polished wood of the training room floor underneath them almost inaudible when it creaks just slightly. 

“You would have me look so blasé when the rest of your chaperones will undoubtedly be holding fast to their duties?” Sara raises an eyebrow, lowering her sword and tilting her head towards the rack of replacements. “Replace that. The last time we broke one while sparring the splinter almost got you in the face.”

“I would look very rugged with a scar,” Ayaka says, not meaning it at all.

“It’s unbecoming on a lady,” Sara says. “Or so I’m told. What would I know about aesthetics? Either way, your brother will be annoying and fussy. Change your sword.”

They break another two swords, excluding Sara’s first one. One of the swords does snap mid-swing but neither of them are struck by it or the scattered splinters. 

After freshening up for dinner they reconvene in one of the smaller, more private rooms of the estate, both of them reasonably hungry after an hour or so of relatively light exercise.

“We should use our Visions,” Ayaka says as she carefully picks bones out of salmon daikon. “It would be interesting.”

“No practicing with Visions indoors,” Sara recites. “But yes. It’s been a long time since we’ve been able to practice with our Visions. Perhaps sometime this weekend — we could ask Kuki-san if she would like to come.”

“I’ll ask Yoi-chan,” Ayaka says. “She doesn’t have sword training but she goes to her local judo dojo when she has time. It might be fun to change things up, no?”

Sara has no idea how the fireworks maker finds time for anything. Every time Sara sees or hears about her, she’s working on something different or surrounded by a gaggle of children. She reminds Sara of Thoma in how many directions she seems to be pulled at once, seemingly unbothered and brimming with unfathomable amounts of patience and energy to handle it all. Sara gets annoyed if she’s been booked for more than two meetings in one day. Ayato, she knows, doesn’t exactly lose his temper if he’s requested for multiple meetings or discussions in one time period, but he will make sure that whatever is going on was truly worth his time. Sara’s heard horror stories about what happens if he’s called in unnecessarily. He turns into he most petty, meticulous, pedantic, thorough, and obsessively nit-picky nightmare manifest in physical form possible.

Sara inclines her head in agreement, breaking apart tofu with her chopsticks.

Ayaka lightly quizzes Sara bout the poems she’s supposed to still be trying to learn. Sara only gets the wording off on two of them, but she isn’t terribly off the mark. She gets the gist of the content at least, and she’s not in any danger of confusing poets or mistaking the era of their origins. To Sara’s disappointment, this does not release her from her studies, it only causes Ayaka to decide to move her up to studying philosophical treatises. 

Sara retires to her room for the evening, leaving Ayaka to her own devices.

Once freshly bathed and changed with today’s attendant dismissed for the evening, Sara opens the window to the shared sitting room between Ayato and her bedrooms. The evening breeze is cool, just sharp enough to keep Sara alert and awake. Sara gathers her writing instruments and sets Kokomi’s message box on the table. 

Thus settled, Sara opens the box. The silvery eel within looks quite cross with her as it brandishes the curled up paper in its sharp teeth.

Sara quickly plucks the message from its fingers, avoiding getting her skin shredded by the vindictive little creature that sullenly retreats back into the magical depths of the box, thus thwarted from its petty vengeance. And then it immediately comes back with the rest of the message backlog, tossing a final total of five of them out of its jaws into a neat pile next to the box.

The first of the notes is a hurried retelling of Kokomi’s morning adventure of sneaking out of Gorou’s house and back to her private quarters as the shrine. She almost got caught twice, but she remembered the advice Sara gave her about the loose floorboard on the other side of the engawa the last time Sara visited, and used that as a distraction to send the early morning patrol the wrong way. Sara jots down a quick note to point out that the reason she told Kokomi about that floorboard wasn’t so Kokomi could use it to assist in her habitual truancy, but to get it fixed. Sara, even as she writes this note, can hear Kokomi laughing.

Kokomi’s letter, and her response to Sara’s as of yet unsent one, conjure the woman into the room. The spirit of her. The soul of her. Sangonomiya Kokomi, the configuration of memory and dream, is a rippling curl of sea foam glinting every color and no color at once as it tumbles in. Sara braces for impact and sighs against the gentle, warm lap of waves over her shoulders, trickling down over her collarbones, the swell of her breast, dripping onto her thighs. Sara is the sand upon which the wave breaks, gladly, playfully, lovingly. The warm lap of waves becomes a body, breathing with her, the water becomes hair fine and thin like silk strands, not yet woven.

Kokomi’s voice, in Sara’s mind, reads the letters, lips soft against the shell of Sara’s ear. Her hand covers Sara’s hand as she writes the fragmented thoughts of her own responses to draw together in her own reply. 

The second note follows up the first with a smug examination of her ability to pull the wool over the eyes of her entire shrine, and then a curious questionnaire of whether this is a tactical disadvantage she needs to solve. After all, does Kokomi need her guards and servants and staff and various attending ladies to be oh so very alert? Certainly them being not quite up to standard is good for Kokomi’s agenda of being able to sneak out at her own leisure. And, on another hand — perhaps Kokomi is biased. Maybe they’re all actually very, very good at their jobs and Kokomi is even better at being sneaky. What is Sara’s opinion on this? Perhaps Sara should test Kokomi’s skills the next time she comes.

It could be like old times, Kokomi muses. Don’t you sometimes miss the thrill and simplicity of the chase? 

The third note is very brief, and written using charcoal instead of a brush. Sara isn’t sure if Kokomi meant to send this one, actually. It looks like a rough sketch of a map. It’s too rough for Sara to place it, though she has a few guesses as to where it is. There’s nothing else on the scrap of paper aside from the gesture sketch and a few numbers to the side that Sara can’t guess at.

The fourth note explains the third. The numbers are degrees of incline, as well as measurements of top soil depth, among other geographical features. Kokomi writes to ask Sara’s opinion on this land being suitable for construction of any buildings. Watatsumi had finally managed to save a decent amount of treated wood from the repairs and construction of other, more necessary buildings. Now, with the excess, they can start considering tackling construction of buildings that were of less import than warehouses, residential homes, barracks, and shops. Things like formal school houses, luxury stores for food and craft items. Perhaps they might even be able to negotiate for the construction of an Adventurer’s Guild office.

Sara wouldn’t consider herself an expert in architecture or city planning, but she does know a few things from having to oversee the construction of military forts and encampments during the war. The Resistance and their smaller groups of guerrilla fighters mainly used established or abandoned villages or were incredibly mobile units. They rarely had to build anything permanent. Sara asks a few questions regarding more precise details of the surroundings — how high does the slope go up in total, what is the vegetation like in the area, which cardinal direction does the slope face, what is the relative altitude of the intended build site, what are the conditions of the roads nearby, if any, so on and so forth.

The fifth and final note is Kokomi’s last letter of the day, possibly having been penned only moments ago. This note is quieter in atmosphere than the others; less the telling of an event, and more a soft open to question of mood and tone and color.

The Kokomi that Sara conjures within her mind, draped over her back as Sara reads, rests her cheek against Sara’s, arms loosely held around her waist. She murmurs into Sara’s ear, bringing texture and timbre and depth to the black ink strokes on the page before her.

Sara, Kokomi writes, does it seem very vain of me to look about Watatsumi and think of it as mine? Is it terribly heretical of me? Do you think that this is what gods see, when they survey their people — what they feel? Or perhaps that which I feel is closer to a climber, a swimmer — so long facing down an immeasurable distance and focusing only on the highest peak, the farthest shore, than once they’ve arrived and they turn around to see the distance crossed, it boggles the mind? Of all the islands that make Inazuma, Watatsumi has always been the poorest and the most strange, most distant in the ways that would bind a nation. But I did not feel it before. Not really. Or perhaps I did and I did not know the words to say it. I still feel it now — but now I have the words, and with the words I have the ability to change it. I am Inazuman, I am of Watatsumi, I am both and neither at the same time. How contradictory am I?

And wouldn’t Sara know all about such a thing?

Enough with me. I’m sure you must have been busy all day today, Kokomi continues. You had an inspection to conduct of your latest graduates from basic training. Did the war games for the summer get approved? Do you think your wet about the ears greenhorns will be able to keep pace? I wonder if the Shogun would allow Watatsumi’s militia to join in on these exercises. Would you consider putting a word in?

Sara shakes her head, fond and hopelessly filled with burning adoration. She channels this suffusion of warmth, this singing vibration in her blood and chest and youkai, into lifting her brush to a blank page. The Kokomi Sara conjures withdraws, watching as Sara quickly writes up a neater analysis of Kokomi’s questions to architecture and planning, then follows up with a chiding but not all too serious rebuke of Kokomi’s lax security. 

And then, she begins —


  I rose at five today. I do not now how the attendants Ayato has strong armed me into accepting are keeping up with me. I am afraid to ask. Apparently waking up before me and waiting outside my door to attend to my toilette is preferable to laundry duty. Do you suppose I should take this as a compliment? Personally, I would also choose sitting outside a door while someone sleeps over having to scrub stains from white linens…


  



2. Ayato


    
    Dawn is set to begin its languorous entrance in a few more hours. The sky will first turn the muddy purple tinge of disturbed waters, and then clarify itself as the sun dispels the night and bids its denizens to return to their abodes. Stars will flicker out of perception, the moon will exit the stage of the sky to prepare for its eternal encore.

And Ayato will hopefully be in bed: clean, unbothered, and ideally, with his arms around Arataki Itto’s warm condensed sun of a body.

But that’s an aspiration to look forward to.

Currently, night still has a firm grip on the waking world — only dreams could speak to what their own minds conjure — and Ayato is covered in sweat, river muck, algae, and mud. His onmyouji uniform is ruined. Thoma is going to suffer a heart attack trying to convince himself that this is a lost cause, but knowing the man he’s going to still try to attempt to salvage something out of it and when he inevitably realizes the futility of it all, he’ll take it as some sort of personal slight. Either Thoma will take this as Ayato really putting his back into giving him a hard time, or he’s going to take this as some sort of strange and backwards sign that perhaps he hasn’t been practicing enough at doing laundry. It’s most likely going to swing towards the latter and it’s just going to be something the man has to work out of his system while the rest of the house suffers through extremely starched everything. 

Now, if someone were to ask Ayato about it — this, all of this, would be Guuji Yae’s fault entirely. Firstly, because she designed the onmyouji uniforms sometime back in the original founding era of the Tri-Commission and aside from a few minor alterations for updated types of armor, it hasn’t been updated since. Ayato has repeatedly put in requests to at least get the color changed to anything that isn’t pure, blinding white. Perhaps a darker accent color, or switch the white to being the accent instead of the main and only color at all. But no luck. 

Personally, Ayato doesn’t think the uniform looks terrible when it isn’t covered in filth. And Ayato is of the firm belief that white is definitely his color. But surely there’s a time and place. The ceremonial garb when Ayato is attending formal summons to Tenshukaku as Chief Onmyouji, or when he’s assisting in actual important ritual ceremonies, for one. Ayato’s own personal manner of daily dress as he conducts Yashiro Commission business, another.

But whilst doing active field work in a forest? Surely there’s a better color for this. Yet every time he’s brought it up to her she’s cruelly shot him down by reminding him that white is a sacred color and has inherent symbolism and protective properties.

Does symbolism know how to remove a blood stain? Ayato asked, and was immediately shocked with electricity.

Ayato grunts as he levers himself out of a deeper part of the river, thoroughly soaked fabric slapping against rough hewn stone. He turns his head to the side and spits out what he hopes is water and not slime. The water isn’t actually that deep here, but there’s a particularly annoying youkai living amongst the water grass that’s having a delightful time hugging his legs and leeching at his already drained spiritual reserves of positive energy that he’d painstakingly gathered for the past week. Not that Ayato can be particularly spiteful about this. If he was a youkai stuck living at the bottom of a river in an extremely densely wooded forest, he too, would be particularly starved for light. But really. There’s such a thing as asking permission, even among youkai, no?

One of the foxes Yae sends to check on him periodically throughout his evening patrols — never to actually help him, of course, but to report back any delightfully horrendous messes he gets himself into, such as this one — yips at him from the safety of being several meters into dry land and up a slope.

“Yes, I am in quite a state,” Ayato says carefully, trying his best not to think about what sort of grime is on his mouth and if he’s consuming any of it when he speaks.

His teeth feel gritty and his tongue…filmy. One should never actually feel their teeth. Ayato’s stomach turns over on itself.

Ayato, through strength of arms torso alone, drags himself further onto the rock, grimacing when he hears the fabric snagging on rougher corners. So. Permanent stains, stretches, and rips. Ayato doesn’t even know how he’s going to be able to drag himself back to the estate looking like this. Thoma might not even let him in the doors.

Ayato is mostly out of the river now, but the youkai below is stubbornly clinging and trying to wring every last grain of energy from him. Ayato has to take care of this before he goes numb and starts getting unnatural for this time of year frost bite.

With one hand gripping hard to the rock, Ayato raises the other to his lips — all of his blank shikifuda and talismans are ruined, but the youkai ropes are fine as long as they aren’t on fire — and uses an incantation to send the binding rope shooting out of his sleeve and clumsily breaking the water’s surface to coil around the youkai below. The youkai slips Ayato’s grip twice before he manages to get the cables firmly bound around it. Thus freed, Ayato now pulls his legs out of the water and turns to survey the damage.

He peels the leg of his hakama up and does his best so smear mud off of his skin to check for curse marks or miasma damage.

“My lord.” Ayato grunts in acknowledgement, using some of his own hydro Vision’s energy to splash clear water onto his skin. It’s not helping much. The mud is thoroughly caked on. He’s going to have to bathe twice to get this all off. His hair must be a mess. “The rest of the onmyouji have finished with their patrols and wrapped up their current investigations and hunts. They’re ready to report in.”

“Do I appear to be in a state where I can receive reports?” Ayato drawls. “Have them finish the night and compile everything for me to read later. Unless there’s anything important I need to know about right this very second.”

“Rumors of lower ranked youkai trying to start a new night parade,” the Shuumatsuban agent answers. “Multiple reports have been received over the night from different areas on the mountain. Rumors are coming in from lower ranked manifestations to mid-range ranks slipping in from the dimensional doors.”

“The young ones always talk about starting their own night parade.”

“It may be worth investigating, my lord. It’s not just one or two types of youkai among the lower ranks. It’s several. And mid-ranks are coming through with this main purpose.”

Ayato almost runs a hand through his hair, but remembers better just in time.

“Very well. Anything from the mundane side?”

“No news to report sir. Do you require assistance finishing the night?”

“If one of you could warn Thoma to brace himself and to think kindly on me for having had the distinct pleasure of experiencing what these clothes went through, I would deeply appreciate it. Notify the other onmyouji that I’m done for the night. One of them will need to see to this youkai here. There isn’t much I’m able to do in my current state.” Ayato slowly rises to his feet, shuddering at the feeling of so much mud and slime and river water sticking to him and weighing him down. “Is there anything you need to tell me before I resolve to having to scrub down until I’m as red and shiny as a crab?”

The fox that had been watching these proceedings tilts its head to one side, then another, then laughs at him. And then it speaks with Yae Miko’s voice —

“You aren’t going to be able to take a bath, you know that, already,” she says through it. “If you bathe now you’ll tip over the wrong side of negative energy.”

“I’m not going to wait for dawn,” Ayato protests. “You can hardly expect me to just sit in this filth.”

And then Yae, through the fox, says the worst possible thing Ayato could ever want to hear in this situation.

“Suana.”

“No,” Ayato says immediately. “It will crust. It will harden and crust and then I would literally have to be carved out of the solidified grime. No.”

“Who has more experience in these matters, you or me? Sauna until dawn, catch the morning purification rays, and then you can bathe. Now get to it. You move like a turtle carrying an ox. If you’re to make it to the sauna before dawn you’d best be going now.” And with that, the fox cackles again, once more with its own voice, and darts off into the night.

Ayato closes his eyes, breathes in through his nose and tries not to be deeply repulsed by literally everything going on lest he send himself into some ill advised temper tantrum.

“I’m returning to the estate. Inform Thoma that I will be using the sauna and that I will need several baths drawn for me. Please emphasize to him that it is baths plural. As hot as he can get it without boiling me alive. I doubt that we’ll need any medicinal additives.” Ayato’s only wound is his pride and dignity at this point. His spiritual energies will recover with the heat and with the sun. And ideally, with plenty of sleep.

True to Yae Miko’s estimate, Ayato barely makes it to the estate in time. Dawn is not quite yet here, but he’ll be cutting it close if he’s to use the sauna first.

Thoma is at the gate waiting for him. And upon seeing him, he blanches horribly. As do all the other guards posted there.

“Let’s not talk about it,” Ayato suggests, walking past all of them, jaw tense to keep his teeth from chattering. The water has long since dried, sapping any residual heat from his limbs. His clothes are stuck to him and make the most dreadful squelching noises every time he moves. Ayato’s at his upper limit for this sort of thing. If he has to actually talk about it while still in it, he might say or do something unbecoming. 

Three of his poor attendants have been roused from their beds to assist him in disrobing. All the credit to them, they don’t even so much as blink when they see him. They just tie their sleeves back and get to the grim work of peeling him out of his clothes while Ayato holds as still as possible. With each layer that comes off Ayato feels an incredible weight lifted from him, but he also feels that much colder.

Thoma comes in to assist as they struggle with the ties for the armor plates that have pretty much glued themselves to the last two layers of his clothing. He uses his Vision to stoke the burners. Ayato’s attendants are already sweating but Ayato is just beginning to feel his fingers again. Though he’s certain that once he’s in the sauna itself he’ll be complaining about the heat.

The ties to his armor pieces are caked in mud and slime. Attempts at picking the knots loose have thus far been unsuccessful, except at slightly fraying the cords.

“We don’t have time to be delicate about it, my lord, if we are to get you taken care of before the sun rises. We may have to cut it,” one of them says, even as Thoma produces a sharp knife.

“Needs must,” Ayato laments even as Thoma quickly, but carefully, cuts away at the cords holding armor pieces in place. The attendants are careful as they hold the armor up. 

All of them go still as the first piece is cut free, releasing a gout of brown-green water sluicing down Ayato’s body and splashing onto the floors.

Ayato closes his eyes, pushing down at the dueling feelings of mortification and revulsion. There’s no reason the two can’t get along. He can be both. Why not? “Continue.”

Thoma is quick about cutting the smaller parts free, the other three attendants even quicker to strip Ayato of his last layers. The good news is that while Ayato is soaked thoroughly to the bone, those layers did somewhat protect him from the dirt. It’s mainly his legs, his hair, his face, and his arms that are slathered in the drying mud.

Thoma bustles him off into the sauna.

“I think I’m going to need to heat more water for the baths,” Thoma says. “Also. Respectfully. I think I need to burn your clothes. Don’t fall asleep. I’ll leave one of your attendants at the door if you need help. He’ll bring you out once dawn is here.”

“I’m glad that you’ve realized there’s no fixing some things,” Ayato replies mildly as Thoma retreats, orders already forming on the other man’s lips. 

The first few minutes are relaxing. Warmth returns to him and Ayato tries to absorb, to the best of his meager ability, some of the positive energy from the heat of the coals and the heat in the air. But after that, the entire thing becomes an exercise in stretching his own patience and endurance. The humidity in the room means the mud that had previously dried becomes wet and sticky once again, running off of him in rivets with his own sweat. But some parts remain firmly stuck to his skin. His hair plasters itself to the back of his neck and his face. Ayato tries not to think too hard about what his lips and teeth feel like. It feels like every single part of his body is tense and completely aware, and screaming about, the smells and tactile sensations plastered to it.

Ayato’s jaw is now clenched to stop himself from moving overly much rather than to prevent himself from shivering. He uses this time to focus on the several things he’ll be doing today. Itto is leaving to pick up Kuki and visit his grandmother. He had hoped that he could catch a few hours of sleep with him before he left — some time together at least. With any lucky Ayato might be able to snatch a few moments in Itto’s arms, or maybe — if he’s quite lucky — a kiss or five, before Itto has to leave.

The heat does an excellent job of giving him a few scraps of positive energy, but the overall balance is still heavily skewed towards negative. The heat of the room can’t seem to penetrate down to Ayato’s bones, his core. It’s superficial healing. He really will need to catch the sun’s first rays for this.

Soon enough, the door to the sauna opens again and two attendants are helping him to his feet, drawing a thin robe over his shoulders and helping him out to the viewing platform. Ayato’s teeth chatter, again, against the morning cold.

They get him settled just as the sun’s first rays touch the polished wood floors and Ayato closes his eyes to absorb as much of it as possible.

“Perhaps half an hour of this,” Thoma says, pressing a teacup into Ayato’s clumsy fingers. “And then a bath. Several baths. I think we’ll have to break out the stiff bristle brushes for you.”

Ayato doesn’t speak, he just lets Thoma’s words wash over him as Thoma informs him of the reports that have come in from the field, the various matters he’s scheduled for later, and smaller things that Ayato has missed while on his night patrol. 

“Ayaka wants to see a play,” Thoma says, listing off the names of other possible attendees. They ping faintly against Ayato’s internal list of available and decently appointed nobles around her age. Another matchmaking scheme, no doubt. Knowing Ayaka, she probably wants to go anyway. For the play. And perhaps to see some of her more closely held acquaintances and friends. “Maybe Sara-sama should chaperone.”

Ayato dips his head in consideration of the suggestion. He’ll bring it up with her later. Sara being present would be an excellent deterrent to weeding out any half-hearted suitors. Also Sara needs to get out of the house more. Sara can’t possibly think that her seasonal visits to Watatsumi are enough of a breather for her. Although, considering her past record for taking time for herself — there’s a distinct possibility that yes. She does think that going on vacation for a few weeks once or twice a year is enough to excuse a daily routine of doing nothing but going to work and going home.

Thoma helps Ayato to his feet once more as he’s quickly rushed to the steaming baths waiting for him. It takes all three attendants and Thoma to help Ayato scrub enough that he’s able to see the color of his own skin again. One attendant and Thoma to help Ayato in one tub, then the other two draining, cleaning, and refilling the other as they switch between the two as the water dirties and turns murky with every pass of the bath salts and the stiff bristle brushes.

By the time Ayato’s feeling reasonably clean again, his skin feels tender and looks about as pink as Ayaka’s favorite sakura deserts. 

Now dressed, Ayato makes his way back to his own quarters, thoroughly exhausted. Sara’s attendant for the day has not yet taken up her post by Sara’s door, so Ayato estimates that he might have another half an hour to doze before the rest of the house returns to its full waking schedule of quickly moving parts and persons.

Itto is laying on his side, deeply asleep. Ayato is careful as he moves Itto’s hair so that he might lie down at Itto’s back. Itto stirs as Ayato lies down behind him, drawing Itto in close and pressing his face into the juncture of shoulder and neck. Itto’s hand finds his, clumsily weaving their fingers together over his belly.

“Morning,” Itto rumbles. “You were out late.”

Ayato presses his lips to Itto’s skin. “Go back to sleep.”

“You go to sleep,” Itto mutters back, words halfway trailing off again as he returns to unconsciousness. 

Ayato really does try to sleep, but knowing that he’s going to have to wake up in less than an hour or so later, he ends up just catching brief snatches of dazed napping. He hears it when Sara’s attendant for the day takes her post waiting outside of Sara’s room, and then stirs a little bit when he hears Sara herself waking and speaking to the woman in low tones. Ayato drifts off a little bit more, and he must get somewhere deeper than just a nap, because the next time he comes to, his head is tucked underneath Itto’s chin, and the man’s arms are fully around him, the bared skin of one thigh heavy and almost unbearably hot draped over Ayato’s legs. 

Ayato feels much better now, spirit veins greedily sucking in tendrils of Itto’s overflowing youkai to balance out Ayato’s own starved reserves.

Itto’s throat bobs, weight shifting as he rolls half over Ayato in a delightful press of skin and warmth and weight. Ayato exhales, eyes sliding closed again as Itto rouses to half-wakefulness. Ayato presses a more intentional kiss to the exposed skin of Itto’s throat, and when Itto just hums, he adds in a little teeth, worrying at a thin pinch of skin. Pressed this close, underneath Itto’s body, Ayato can feel the entire full body shiver that rolls through the man’s broader frame as Ayato soothes the sting of teeth with tongue, hands slowly and purposefully moving to slide underneath whatever fabric hasn’t managed to unravel and spill off of Itto’s shoulders in the man’s sleep. Itto always starts the evenings properly dressed, but somewhere in between sleep and waking, all of his clothes start to become undone and slip off of him. Ayato can’t even take credit for it, because it happens whether Itto is sleeping alone or not.

But Ayato can most certainly take advantage. 

“I meant to come back sooner,” Ayato says, faculties much sharpened after around an hour of dozing, “But I was in quite a state. I’m half surprised that Thoma even let me into the estate. Some part of me thought he was going to tell me to jump into the ocean and stay there until I was fit to walk among civilized people again. It might have saved me some time, actually.” 

Itto’s breath is so warm against Ayato’s skin, just like the rest of him, as Ayato’s hands splay flat against the curve of muscle and joint, feeling out the solid frame of bone. Itto’s hair forms a thick, light and sound dampening curtain over both of them as Itto rises up onto his forearms, thighs spread to bracket Ayato’s hips.

The man’s mouth, as always, is so very careful as he takes Ayato’s lips between his own. Always so careful with the sharp edges of his teeth. Cautious, despite knowing how much more Ayato can take, wants to take.

Ayato curls his fingers into Itto’s thick hair, just at the nape of his neck, and pulls him in deeper: invitation and demand.

“Kujou Sara is about to knock on that door.” Itto’s voice is still rough, like unpolished but ruggedly enticing stone. Sleep doesn’t soften his edges so much as it makes them dangerously tempting to catch oneself on. “And she’s going to kick both of our asses to hell and back if she catches us at it.”

Ayato shrugs, free hand moving down to undo the ties on his own garments — much easier to do on clothing that isn’t soaked with mud. “So don’t let her catch us.”

Itto laughs against his cheek, pressing hot open mouthed kisses across Ayato’s jaw, trailing down his neck, his shoulder, down lower still —

And then Ayato’s traitorous body does the worst thing possibly by yawning and Itto is no longer mouthing pleasantly over the fluttering muscle and skin of his stomach, but watching him with narrowed eyes.

“You can ignore that,” Ayato says, even as he muffles another yawn while tugging at Itto’s hair, urging him to continue. “And that one too.”

Itto’s expression softens from intense scrutiny to fond and adoring. Ayato’s feeble heart thumps with shocking force against his ribs as Itto moves back up his body to kiss him, slowly, shallowly. But with no less care, no less heat.

“Sleep some more,” Itto says, “I heard Kujou leave. You’ve got maybe another hour to nap.”

Ayato tries to deepen the kiss but Itto is as immovable as a mountain. Ayato sighs, letting his head fall back against the bedding. Both of their clothes are already halfway undone, and Ayato is sure if they go back to sleep now they’ll be all the way undone by the time Sara returns to force them into being productive with daylight hours. Or at least. She forces Ayato to be productive. No one can force Arataki Itto into doing anything he doesn’t already want to do.

Itto shifts his weight so that he’s leaning on just one arm, the other stroking a soothing line over Ayato’s shoulder, bicep, and elbow, and back.

“But you’re leaving today, aren’t you? Don’t I at least get to see you off?” Ayato asks, eyes sliding shut against his will as Itto nuzzles their faces together, tipping onto his side and half dragging Ayato over his chest.

“You sure can,” Itto says, “But your eyes are going to have to be open for that.” Itto’s hand moves to palm the back of Ayato’s head, fingers carding through Ayato’s hair. “I won’t be gone that long. I won’t even give you time to miss me. You can save it for when I come back. Relax, Ayato. We have time.”

-

“I’m going to give you thirty seconds to be decent before I open this door.”

Ayato’s eyes fly open, sitting up and nearly slamming his head against Itto’s as they scramble to pull clothes on. Ayato can’t resist giving Itto one more long kiss on the mouth, unfortunately sans tongue, as he helps Itto tie his yukata firmly shut, adjusting the man’s collar as Itto pulls his hair out from the back of it and quickly runs his fingers through the tangled ends.

Itto, in turn, helps Ayato shove his arms back into his yukata’s sleeves and find his obi from wherever it got tangled in the futon and bedding earlier.

Ayato makes it to the door — shaking his sleeves out after firmly securing his own obi — in time for Sara to slide the door open, face pointedly turned away from him. She glances at him out of the corner of her eye, deems him appropriate enough for her to look at directly, and steps out of his way.

“Philanderer,” Sara says as he passes her.

“Cuckold,” Ayato tosses back easily, yawning as he sits in front of one of the breakfast trays Sara brought up.

“You two have the weirdest way of talking to each other,” Itto declares to them both, before addressing Sara, “Did you already eat?”

Sara’s already eaten, and she leaves her door partially open as she changes into her Tenryou uniform while the three of them discuss their plans for the day. Itto saves Ayato from nodding off into his — is it breakfast? Ayato never knows what to call any of his meals. He supposes that this is his lunch. — food twice before Sara returns to the main room to hand Itto some letters she wants passed on while he’s away from Narukami.

Ayato, himself, has a note for Chisato that he asks Sara to take with her if she’s headed down towards Ritou. He would ask Thoma, but whenever Thoma does anything for him people think it’s official business and Ayato would really prefer not to have people make a fuss about him asking Chisato about whether or not she has any more of that plum wine they had last time they got together left over, and how the hells she got that made because he only had to drink one bottle to start feeling halfway to drunk. He sailed straight past tipsy on that one. Anything that can get him halfway to drunk on a full stomach without him mixing liquors should come with a warning label. It would also make an excellent present for a few of his friends who he’s not had the time to catch up with recently. Let them have a terrible hangover in his honor and remember why they don’t exactly miss him when he fails to come around for drinks.

-

Much refreshed from food and an extended nap, Ayato is fully willing and ready to send Itto off with he warmest send off possible. And Itto, mostly, seems entirely receptive towards this as he shifts his legs apart to let Ayato stand between them, pressing their bodies close together as he crowds Itto against the closed door of their room. Sara’s already left for the day and Ayato doesn’t have any further plans that don’t involve Itto and or the bed.

One of Itto’s hands rests heavily on Ayato’s waist, curving over the small of Ayato’s back and slipping a finger underneath the edge of his obi. The fingers of his other hand lightly trace across the back of Ayato’s nape, claws gentle as he feels through Ayato’s hair and presses the pads of his fingers against bone and shifting muscle.

“Your sister,” Itto says, quickly turning his face to avoid Ayato’s mouth after they break apart for air. “Is not gonna be thrilled if you ditch her.”

“Someday she’ll learn that she doesn’t get everything she wants,” Ayato replies, trailing open mouthed kisses against the side of Itto’s jaw. Itto hasn’t shaved today, and the rough grain of stubble makes Ayato’s mouth tingle. Now that he thinks on it, there’s probably some lovely pink along his skin where Itto was kissing earlier. Unfortunate that it must have been covered by his clothes. Sara would’ve had quite a time nagging them both about being indecent.

Itto laughs, “You’re the one who would’ve spoiled her to start with though.”

“I have never spoiled my sister,” Ayato protests. “In fact, I’ve made quite sure to be appropriately teasing and frustrating to her at every turn I could possibly get away with so she’d have something to struggle against.”

“You bully her,” Itto corrects. 

“It builds character.”

“Ayato, I don’t think she can build any more character.”

“She’s an over achiever,” Ayato replies. “Don’t underestimate her when she’s working off of spite. Yae Miko corrupted her.”

Itto pushes Ayato back by the shoulders just so he can fix Ayato with a searching look.

“You honestly believe that’s got nothing to do with you?”

“I’m not a spiteful person,” Ayato lies, hands resting over Itto’s hips, digging his thumb into the divots of bone and muscle, feeling out their grooves and tracing out the lines of brilliant red ink on the man’s skin. 

The corner’s of Itto’s lips twitch up as he tries to suppress his laughter. Ayato leans forward to catch each sound with his own mouth.

“Okay. But seriously. I’ve got to go,” Itto says after a few more luxurious presses of tongue and lip and roving hands. “And I’ve seen your sister when she’s pissed and I don’t want that aimed at me.”

“Ayaka could never be mad at you.” Well. She could. But not really. It’s very hard to be mad at Arataki Itto. Annoyed and flustered, yes, but not actually mad.

“No, but she can be mad in my direction while you’re hiding behind me. And I’m not getting in between that,” Itto says. “I mean. I would. But I’ve gotta pick up Shinobu-kun. I’m gonna pick up the rest of the gang on the way up to Ritou and stuff, too.”

Ayato sighs. “I suppose we can’t risk Kuki-san’s displeasure.”

He steps back, allowing Itto to straighten up to his full height. Ayato fixes the skewed and ruffled parts of Itto’s clothes, the man holding patiently still under Ayato’s hands. Once finished, Itto immediately seizes Ayato by the shoulders, kisses him square on the mouth — one of the good kisses, the sort that makes the mind go blank and delightfully blurry around the edges, involving both teeth and tongue, and lasts just long enough that it leaves you on just the right side breathless — , and pushes him in the direction of the drawers that contain Ayato’s looser, worn down clothes that he uses for training.

“Alright. I’ll be back in a few days,” Itto declares, pointing at the bed. “After you and Ayaka-chan trash a training ground you better get your ass back in that bed to sleep.” Itto’s eyes gleam. “Because you better believe you aren’t going to be having much of that when I come back.”

“Promises, promises,” Ayato sighs, flapping his sleeve at Itto. “Safe travels. I expect you to do much the same. Even if your grandmother stays up later than you, it isn’t a contest to see who goes to sleep first. I’m sending you off with a full night’s sleep, I expect you to return in similar condition.”

-

Ayato meanders his way through the halls down towards the training grounds he and Ayaka have restricted for their own private use. Training grounds is perhaps too formal of a word for it. At one point it was certainly a formal training ground. Complete with lines drawn into the even and well packed ground with perimeter established by low fences. But after gaining her Vision, their clashes of sword and pole arm and every other kind of melee weapon they could get their hands on to practice their family’s various forms of martial arts have practically turned the area into a haunted disaster zone.

There are deep grooves into the ground, scarred pits of slashes and explosions, that dug into the harder rock and soil underneath. The fencing had to be moved several kilometers further out — to the point where they actually had to tear down a few surrounding buildings. Thankfully, those buildings hadn’t been strongly attached to the main house, the wards, or the traps build within. They also had to affix stronger wards and talismans around the area to prevent people from getting injured by the blasts of energy or any stray flying debris. 

Ayato, himself, has very few scars, but there is one on the outside of his left thigh from an explosion of stone - soaked in water, rapidly frozen and unfrozen by Ayaka and Thoma’s Visions, further super-heated by ambient energy, causing it to explode under pressure — that caused shards to pit into his skin. It is, perhaps, one of the more serious injuries from these training and sparring matches.

This is also why, now, the three of them no longer fight each other at once. It’s only ever one on one, now. He wonders if Sara would like to join in on them. He knows that she and Ayaka have taken to sparring with their Visions — usually out in the woods, rarely on the estate grounds. Itto’s come to join them on occasion. He’s more likely to do it if Sara joins as well. And with Sayu’s recent request it’s entirely possible that she might end up coming along as well.

That does open things up a bit more. Ayato’s never had a chance to really study up against anemo or geo Vision fighters. He’s been thrown around by Yae Miko enough to have some inkling of what to expect from electro Visions.

Ayaka is waiting for him, face flushed from either annoyance or prior exercise or maybe both, training sword held in hand. Ayato pointedly slides his sword into the side tie of his hakama, pulling his tusaki from his sleeve and putting one end in his mouth to begin tying his sleeves back. He says nothing. Ayaka doesn’t tap her foot, but it looks like she might any second. Ayato takes his time as he finishes tying his sleeves, then does a few warm up stretches. Here, Ayaka does roll her eyes, soundlessly mouthing something that’s no doubt unsavory and something she picked up from either Yae Miko or one of Itto’s friends.

“I heard you came back looking like you lost a fight with a puddle,” Ayaka says as Ayato draws his training sword out and gestures for her to precede him into the training area.

“It was something a touch more serious than a puddle,” Ayato replies. “And I prefer to think of it as a draw. Now. Let’s see what sort of tricks Sara’s been teaching you.”

Predictably, both of their training swords get broken along with the other ten that Ayaka had brought out. They’re both soaked in sweat and Ayato’s own reserves of energy are much bolstered by the morning sun, and the excess physical exertion. With any luck his internal balance will be somewhat close to normal in time for him to commence tonight’s patrol. 

He tosses the last of the broken swords over his shoulder, listening to it clatter to the ground as he gestures for Ayaka to come close. Ayaka examines her own sword, which is hanging onto existing as one functional piece by mere splinters worth of wood fibers, and sets it down on the ground. She comes over to him and immediately offers both of her hands for his inspection.  He checks her hands first for any damage from frostbite — even with her enhanced durability from her Vision and her onmyouji training, the rapid application of hydro and cryo can still be troublesome — and then moves on to guiding her through the exercises for checking her range of movement for any strains. Ayaka bears with all patiently as she slowly catches her breath.

Ayato has her swing her arms in wide circles, watching her face for any signs of tension before nodding his approval. He then begins to check himself over as Ayaka undoes her hair from the now very loose and messy braid, to pull it back into her more usual high tail.

“Tell me about the play.”

Ayaka immediately reports the names of everyone attending, their expected chaperones, as well as all of the various little pieces of gossip Ayato doesn’t normally pay attention to. Ayato knows plenty enough gossip, but he usually focuses on actively caring about the gossip related to people in his own age group and those he interacts with regularly. He leaves it to Ayaka to care about everyone else and let him know if it’s important. After all, there’s only so much Ayato can fit into his head at any given moment. And people of Ayaka’s age and younger tend to move through gossip so much faster than people of his own. Not to belittle the romances of youth, but they also tend not to have overly interesting or important impacts upon things he finds relevant.

Ayato nods along, keeping an ear out for any information on anyone he does know and routinely interact with. It’s been some time since he’s had a chance to get together with his own coterie. Though he doesn’t think they could blame him considering the events of the past year. He really should find the time to drop in on one of their gatherings at some point though. Just so they know he hasn’t forgotten them, and therefore it would be unwise of them to get comfortable with the idea of them talking about anything whilst his back is turned. Not that they would.

But they absolutely would.

The trouble of finding yourself deeply embroiled into Inazuma’s high stakes game of marriages and alliances when one’s tastes run contrary to the traditional and expected norm is that you create bonds with people entirely too much like you, but you’re all stuck in the same slowly sinking boat so you stick it out anyway out of a perverted sense of solidarity.

Delightful times.

“You want me to ask Sara to go with you?” Ayato asks. He rarely goes to chaperone any of these events himself — most of them happen when he’s just waking up or going to sleep, or when he’s the middle of talking down youkai from doing something particularly ill advised. And the ones he does go to tend to go remarkably off the rails because no one ever expects him to turn up for them, so when he does everyone present loses all sense of reason trying to impress him or spontaneously turn invisible. Attempts at either usually result in the opposite.

“I’ll ask Ane-san myself,” Ayaka says. “My chances of persuading her to go are much higher than yours.” This is very true. “But if I don’t succeed, can I go without a chaperone?”

“If you want to be engaged that very night then certainly, be my guest,” Ayato replies, eyebrows raising at her. “Should I begin double checking the state of your dowry and trousseau? I haven’t checked the ledgers for either in some time. I’m sure that the dowry has accrued some interest since I last looked.”

Ayaka rolls her eyes, sighing. “It’s one play. I can hardly find myself the topic of engagement after attending one play without a chaperone.”

“You’re the most eligible lady of marriageable age in Inazuma now that Sara is married and Chisato-san has been faithfully engaged for the past several years. If you attend without a chaperone people will either think you’ve gone loose or you’re sick of me interfering in your marriage offers and are now taking matters into your own hands.”

“It’s one play.”

“It’s one play with several eligible bachelors of close enough rank and prestige to yours that they could, if one squints and excuses many follies, theoretically be considered suitable matches.” Ayato’s spent the past several years of his life as Inazuma’s most desired hand for marriage from women and men alike. He knows how this goes. 

“Have you considered that you might be overprotective?”

“Yes. But you’ll still go with a chaperone, whether it’s Sara or not,” Ayato says. “Besides, the chaperone isn’t really for you. It’s for my peace of mind.”

Every time Ayato gets a marriage proposal for Ayaka there’s a part of his mind that peels away like the thin layer of skin over an onion and bursts into flames. The idea of his sister marrying anyone makes him want to lie down for an extended period of time. The more amusing proposals he brings to Yae Miko to rip apart. The rest he doesn’t even dignify with an answer. The only marriage proposals Ayato will ever consider for Ayaka are the ones she mentions to him directly — of which there have been none, even with his careful questioning of whether there’s anyone in her life she’d like for him to meet.

“You can just ignore them,” Ayaka shakes her head in fond dismay, “Just like you ignored your own.”

“I did not ignore mine, I made mine into Yae Miko’s problem,” Ayato corrects. “Which we’re not going to do with yours, because I’m perfectly capable of handling yours until you give me a direction to go with.”

Ayaka immediately makes a face of extreme discontent. Ayato reaches over to her and flicks her nose.

“And that is exactly why you’ll continue to have a chaperone for these little matchmaking schemes everyone else is putting together. If you really wanted to meet with your friends without one, I won’t protest against you inviting them out for a more relaxed gathering, or even a smaller one at the estate where intentions are made perfectly clear to anyone with sense.”

Tongues will always wag in some way or form, but what’s important is who those tongues belong to and whether or not they’re so hungry for gossip they’ll risk incurring Ayato’s attention upon them.

Ayaka rubs her nose, following after Ayato as they return to the estate to clean up. Ayato is looking forward to getting some well deserved sleep —  not naps and light dozing, but actual sleep — before tonight. 

As Ayato and Ayaka get into a more technical discussion over their sparring, one of Ayato’s messengers apologetically comes up to him, bowing.

“A summons has arrived from Mount Yougou, requesting your presence as Chief Onmyouji.”

Ayato valiantly refrains from making a face at that. If it was as Commissioner he could send Ayaka. 

“She can’t possibly miss me already,” Ayato says instead.

“It could be about the night parade rumors.” Ayato casts a sharp look down at her. Ayaka meets his gaze. “If it’s circulated enough that I’m hearing it from the low ranked youkai I run across when I’m in the forest around dusk, then it might actually be serious enough to move Yae Miko into demanding action.”

“I long for the day when I can put you in charge,” Ayato declares, running a hand over Ayaka’s hair and giving her a gentle nudge in the direction of her quarters. “Off with you then. Think on what compelling argument you’ll be giving Sara to get her to go see a play surrounded by gossiping mothers and aunts.”

To the messenger he says, “Understood. Send word back up the mountain that I’ll be there before noon, ideally. And send for one of my attendants to set out some clothes suitable for meeting with Yae Miko. No need for a uniform. I’m going to refresh myself.”

-

On Ayato’s way out of the estate, he comes across — of all people — Detective Shikanoin Heizou, who immediately looks like he’s plotting at least ten different escape routes that may or may not involve property damage as soon as the man’s eyes meet his. Ayato adjusts his haori, wondering if perhaps he was a little too…much with the detective the last time they had met. He supposes that considering their prior interactions were all very superficial, it would be something of a sudden jump in intensity to be abruptly exposed to Ayato’s more sincere personality. Especially under such dire circumstances.

“Detective,” Ayato nods in greeting. “And to what does my humble commission owe the honor of Inazuma’s rising star?”

Shikanoin’s face twists like he’s just bitten into raw, fresh from the sea, kelp. Ayato tamps down on the instinctual urge to tease and push further. As much as he doesn’t want to make the trip up the mountain, if he shows up late it’s only going to be worse off for him. And after last night’s particularly humiliating spectacle, Ayato is sure he’s in for a fairly rough meeting involving several stabs at his much abused pride.

“I assure you, Lord Kamisato, that this wasn’t intentional. I just so happened to be minding my own business — “

Now, the members of his own commission aren’t nearly so ill mannered as interrupt a distinguished person such as Detective Shikanoin while they’re speaking, but Ayato is entirely certain he hears someone behind him choke and start coughing harshly as someone else pounds them on the back.

Undaunted, the detective continues.

“ — and I was interrupted from my musings by a patrol of your officers. Sometimes I like to take a walk about outside of Inazuma City to clear my thoughts and gather a new perspective. I’m sure you know how it is. And must all travel have an end goal in mind? Is it so unusual to meet a wanderer on the path of life such as myself?”

Ayato, hums, tipping his head towards the closest guard who isn’t doing their level best to not interrupt and casually dash every single word the detective has said against reality. 

“He was found along the cordon,” one of them says, a meaningful inflection upon the word and a subtle sign of fingers on the side of the body not facing Shikanoin. Ayato nods in understanding.

While Ayato doesn’t doubt that Shikanoin is more than capable of holding his own in a fight, a run in with an ambitious youkai with its blood up with the thoughts of making a name for itself in a possible night hunt might have more dubious results.

Ayato waves the officers off, gesturing for Shikanoin to follow him off of the commission grounds. The man continues to talk, as though he thinks that if he talks long enough it will annoy Ayato enough into just letting him go. Even if Shikanoin didn’t say anything, Ayato would have let him go anyway. But now Ayato is going to drag this out because as much as Shikanoin is doing this to weasel his way out of trouble, he’s also doing it because Ayato makes him uneasy. And Ayato knows it.

So Ayato maintains perfect, calm, polite, and terribly bland and unhelpful silence as Shikanoin does a remarkable job of somehow not tripping himself up into saying more than he should while also definitely saying a lot more than necessary. The man is an incredible talent and if Ayato ever thought he’d have a chance, he would absolutely snatch the man out from the Tenryou Commission. It’s just terribly unfortunate that Shikanoin has a strict and woefully heroic dedication to chasing down wrongdoers and punishing criminals. Ayato could have used him as a delightful youkai deterrent.

“Detective,” Ayato smoothly cuts in as Shikanoin draws breath to continue his veritable barrage of empty commentary. Ayato pulls a blank piece of paper out from his sleeve along with a small pencil and scribbles down a note to Sara on it. “If I might trouble you to find my wife and deliver this note to her. It would be most appreciated.”

He folds the note and hands it over to Shikanoin who stares at it like Ayato’s holding out an unmarked bottle that could contain either the most dangerous poison or the most wonderfully delicious additive.

Shikanoin plucks the note from Ayato’s fingers, stares at the blank exterior, and then promptly shoves it into some pocket on his person.

“You may leave,” Ayato says as Shikanoin stares at him. “It would be most ideal if you could deliver that soon.” Ayato checks the position of the sun in the sky. “Before noon, really.”

“And…I’m not in trouble,” Shikanoin squints at him, trying to pick Ayato apart. In a few years, the young man might be on par with him. He’s already frustratingly close. But in a few years, Ayato himself will also, hopefully, have grown a few years sharper and keener of wit. It really is a shame the Tenryou Commission got him first.

“As you said, you were simply wandering to wander,” Ayato says. “And since when was that a crime? But do be careful of just where your wandering takes you in the future, Detective, lest you find yourself in a situation that requires a little more effort than simply wandering about in hopes of an exit appearing. On your way now.”

-

 

Ayato makes it all the way to the shrine’s back entrance in record timing, before Yae Miko appears in a ripple of youkai that has Ayato’s skin crawling. He would think she does it on purpose, but she’s told him several times that his own spiritual energy is just as revolting to her as her youkai is to him. It’s a great deal of unpleasantness for them both that they strive to avoid whenever possible.

Yae Miko stands between him and the warded entrance, appraising him with sharp eyes, fingers tapping the side of her face as she belatedly assigns evidence to support whatever negative conclusion she’s already come up with in her head before even seeing him.

“You did well,” she admits. 

“Thank you. But not well enough, apparently, to avoid an early summons,” Ayato puts his hands in his sleeves, resisting the urge to yawn in her face. “Do I get to come in or are you did you just call me up the mountain to look on me?”

“If I wanted something to look at I wouldn’t be calling you,” Yae huffs, beckoning forward with a curl of fingers. “You did well. But not well enough. There’s a stubborn spot.”

Once Ayato is in arm’s distance, she strikes out with two fingers, jabbing straight into his chest with a mixture of youkai and electricity. Ayato feels something in his spiritual veins jolt, and then suddenly rush up from his stomach, his chest, swelling into his throat —

He turns his face aside, leaning over and retching as something very cold, very bitter, and extremely sticky bursts out of his mouth and splatters onto the stone stairs. 

Both he and Yae Miko stare at the brackish muddy ball of youkai that Yae had knocked loose. To Ayato’s slightly distant horror, the ball twitches. Ayato’s hand moves on reflex to shoot a talisman out of his sleeve at the same time Yae sends a sharp needle of electricity at it. The ball is promptly purified and burned off of the stone.

“Your prompt treatment is what saved you from having that grow in your lungs,” Yae says, now in the mood to be conciliatory after having had the pleasure of watch him vomit that out. “I’m not surprised that you didn’t catch it.”

“Was that all?” Ayato asks, wary as he does a meager inspection of himself. He didn’t catch that earlier so he doubts he’ll find anything else.

Yae waves a hand to the side, summoning forth several shrine attendants, holding towels.

“Cute of you to think that I’ll let you step foot onto my shrine after carrying that around in you,” Yae says. “To the cleansing pools with you. Don’t come out until you’re numb and about to faint.”

“I just got myself near balanced,” Ayato sighs, turning around to go back down the way he came.

“It won’t kill you. You won’t die of something that simple on my mountain,” Yae says to his back. “As if you would let the rest of Inazuma be that lucky.”

-

If there was any lingering ill effects from last night’s youkai encounters, Ayato isn’t sure if he’s feeling them now or if he’s just feeling objectively terrible from not having slept and then having to sit in a freezing cold pond in a near pitch dark cave for almost an hour, after having climbed an entire mountain, after sparring with one of Inazuma’s rising sword masters with the use of Visions for almost an hour.

Detective Shikanoin did manage to find Sara after all, because he runs into her as he’s heading back towards the shrine again. Hopefully Yae Miko doesn’t decide that he could use another purification of some kind because he doesn’t think he’ll survive it. As it is, Ayato’s limbs feel ungainly and a touch less responsive — his nail beds looked particularly pale and it took him a truly frustrating amount of time to tie his clothes back together.

“Oh good, Shikanoin-san delivered the note.”

First Sara’s face opens with surprise at seeing him in such an unusual state outside of the safety of the walls of the house. Then Sara’s brows furrow downwards, mouth pulling out of its neutral line into a worried and disapproving frown as she, no doubt, notices his slight shivering.

“What happened to you?” Ayato holds himself carefully still as she falls into step next to him, torn between leaning into her body heat and leaning away from even the faintest threads of her youkai. Sara’s control is exceptional, he can barely feel any youkai from her most days. But he’d rather not risk Yae Miko deciding that once again he must take another dip in the springs. “Why is your hair wet?  Your lips are blue.”

Ayato holds back a grimace at the comment. Sara raises her left hand, youkai gathering as she summons her black feathered fan. And then with a gentle wave of it, Ayato feels warm, soft curls of air gathering around them both, filled with positive energy from the sun. Ayato sighs in relief, feeling both the energy and the warmth begin to combat the cold that’s sunk into him.

They begin to make the journey the rest of the way up the mountain together. There’s some fun banter between them. Always a shock, even after all this time. Kujou Sara, tengu general, right hand of the Narukami Ogosho, a delightful conversant and a subtle master of the word in her own right. He’s sure Sara wouldn’t think that of herself though. And maybe most other people wouldn’t either. But Ayato is not most people. Sara’s candor and biting rebukes don’t do much but glance and slide off of his thick skin.  

Sara starts walking faster than him in an attempt to cut off some of his more playful comments, but she doesn’t go too far ahead and she checks on him with swift glances over her shoulder to make sure he’s keeping up. That is, perhaps, one of the other reasons why her remarks don’t land so harshly. She’s much too considerate of others for her own good.

“What are we being summoned for?” Sara asks as they reach the final stretch of stairs that will lead them to the main entrance, slowing her pace to allow him to close the distance.

Ayato explains to her the rumors of the night parade, and admits without much guilt that he only called her because he didn’t want to face Yae Miko on it alone. Ayato’s tired enough as it is, even if he’s sitting face to face with Yae Miko, he might fall asleep sitting straight up. Or worse, slip up and say something he’d truly regret. If Sara is there she can cover for him. Or at least, pinch him if he starts to drift off.

Thankfully, Yae Miko doesn’t show up again to send Ayato off for another purification. This time they meet her in her offices. Ayato takes a seat and immediately moves to pour tea. He could use the liquid and the warmth. He ignores Yae Miko’s probing youkai checking him over. She must deem him tolerable enough or she wouldn’t have let him in to start with. This is just her being overly anxious.If he said that to her face though, she’d double down on it just to be insufferable.

Sara stays quiet for most of the discussions, sipping at her tea or gazing into the middle distance between Yae and Ayato. But for all of her silence, they both know she’s paying keen attention to what’s being said. One does not have to speak in order to be involved in a conversation after all. 

Sara does speak up now and again to push Yae and Ayato back on track when they start veering off into other topics. She curbs a few of their idle thoughts and more fragile of plans, sliding in helpful comments and insights to bolster or turn aside theories and thoughts.

Yae and Ayato manage to come up with a tentative plan to deal with the rumors of an unsanctioned night parade that involves Ayato not returning to living among mortals in daylight hours anytime soon. It’s not that much work and honestly it’s one of the least demanding solutions they could come up with. Ayato supposes he’s just a touch peeved that he’s going to be regulated to a nocturnal cycle for the foreseeable future. Despite what others may think of him, he isn’t actually some fiendish youkai in the disguise of a human and he does enjoy looking upon that which he’s worked to safeguard in the daylight hours.

As Ayato’s energy begins to wane, Sara cuts in to tie things up and stop them from digging into each other for the fun of it. As tired as Ayato is, Yae Miko is excellent at digging under his skin and prodding him into juvenile exchanges of wit and back handed commentary. He’s fairly certain, that after all these years, that this is how they show they care for each other. The thought of being plain and straight out asking Guuji Yae how she is and if anything interesting has happened in her life recently makes his skin crawl. And the idea that she would answer back honestly makes his innards try to rearrange themselves. They’re simply not those sort of people. At least, not with each other.

“I am consistently shocked that the two of you ever managed to get anything done together,” Sara sighs, shaking her head as they leave Yae Miko behind to begin work on her side of the plan. 

Ayato links his arm with hers. After so long sitting down and having to engage his wits with Yae Miko he’s feeling light headed. It’s taking him a worrying amount of effort to keep his eyes open and vision focused. Sara allows him the touch, shortening her steps and gently pressing against his side in a quiet offering. Ayato leans on her without comment, body relaxing just a little as she takes some of his weight for him. Sara can handle it. Ayato shivers. Even after numerous cups of tea, he feels the dregs of cold making him clumsy.

To give himself something to stay awake to, Ayato brings up the topic of chaperones with Sara. Ayato doesn’t actually know what the material of the play has, he only knows that it’s new and it’s from Liyue and it’s probably going to have at least one person falling off a cliff. It seems most stories from Liyue involve such an invent happening. Somehow it’s still a surprise every time.

The topic is temporarily dropped when Sara stops walking, turning to pin him with a flat look that betrays both the deeper wellspring of her concern as well as her discomfort with whatever she’s about to say next.

“Do you want me to carry you down?” Sara asks. She says the words with the confidence and surety she says everything, but Ayato knows that this isn’t an offer she makes easily. Ayato looks back the way they came and mentally tracks how much farther they have yet to go. Hunger is starting to gnaw at him, draining his already depleted reserves into dangerously thin territory. If Ayato was fool enough to put pride before wellbeing, he wouldn’t make it halfway back to the estate before collapsing. He’s stretched himself too thin today. For the past several days and nights, really. He’s not as young as he used to be. And without the tenacious bite of danger and ruin constantly snapping at his heels Ayato admits to having allowed himself the luxury of relaxation. Perhaps the Ayato of five or six years ago, maybe even the Ayato of two or three years ago could have made the trek through sheer will power. But he is not that man anymore.

In this incredibly specific moment, he can afford this weakness. 

“Be gentle with my dignity,” Ayato says by way of answer. Sara steps away from him, making sure he’s steady before she fully steps out of reach. As always, feeling and seeing Sara’s wings manifest is awe inspiring. She could be a painted figure out of a book of legends, from some ancient mural. Ayato busies himself with adjusting his sword and securing the ties of his clothing. Once there is nothing left to fuss over, there’s only moving forward into Sara’s waiting arms. Neither of them look each other in the eye as she easily lifts him, tipping his body into the curve of hers.

The flight back to the estate is silent save for the heavy downstroke of Sara’s wings. Ayato is not a man prone to a fear of heights — he’s spent his entire life going up and down a mountain nearly every day after all. Ayato spends most of the flight in quiet contemplation, trying not to fall asleep or squirm in Sara’s hold. He thinks Itto might have met up with Kuki by now. Her ship in wasn’t due until late afternoon, but the seas have been quiet as of late. Perhaps her ship caught a good wind. Hopefully the weather maintains its calm peace, allowing for a smooth voyage for the pair to and from Narukami. Perhaps he should carve out some space in his schedule to go with them . He hasn’t seen Itto’s grandmother in some time. And the way she fusses over him is quite novel. Ayato isn’t used to anyone being particularly soft on him like that. He doesn’t quite know what to do with himself. It’s no wonder that Itto is such a wonderfully kind person, despite everything, if she’s the one who helped raise him. Itto’s grandmother is a woman of impeccable fortitude. If she had a Vision, it would be geo too, he thinks. Or perhaps cryo.

Sara brings them back to ground about half an hour out from the estate and immediately picks up on their previous conversation. Sara doesn’t commit to it outright, and Ayato supposes she wouldn’t be herself if she did. At some point Sara’s going to have to realize that for all that their marriage is a facade, the rest of Inazuma is going to continue to acknowledge her as the Kamisato matriarch.

“She ended up helping him set up a good match with a landowner’s second daughter,” Ayato explains to her. He’s met the young pair once or twice, when Ayaka has hosted gatherings in their estate. Ayaka had even asked him to open their halls to host a congratulatory banquet for the two. Ayato had neither heart nor reason to refuse. Ayaka has so few peers that she considers close — as actual peers and not political assets. It couldn’t hurt any, he had reasoned to himself. The future bride and groom weren’t from vassal families, nor were they of any particular distinction to warrant his caution. “They’re a serendipitous couple. I think they’ll be singing Ayaka’s praises until they’re old and gray and senile. They’re to be formally wed next year.”

“A long engagement,” Sara observes from ahead of him, navigating through the cool shadows and shapes of afternoon light against shadowed forest.

“Compared to ours? Certainly. Frankly, if we weren’t who we were, people would be wagging their tongues about impropriety. They asked Ayaka to get a divination for them for best time to marry. She pulled a favor with Yae Miko to get one of the shrine maidens to check and the best time for those two would be near the tail end of harvest. But by the time they found that out, harvest was already starting for the year and they wouldn’t have time to put together a proper ceremony. Then there was a health issue with the bride’s younger sibling so they delayed one more year after doing another divination.”

“Did you even do a divination for ours?” 

“A divination was done,” He pulls his fan out of his sleeve, snapping it open to obscure the lower half of his face. Sara is already turning to scrutinize him over her shoulder, gait slowing to a stop as he catches up to her. Ayato can’t help but smile, the one that she scoffs at and calls his snake’s grin. Although she’s started to lose some of her disapproval and heat when she says it. “But the veracity of said divination is a mystery.”

Sara comes to the not entirely false conclusion that Ayato made it up. Sacrilege, Ayato would never dare falsify the results divination. The ramifications of such a slight against heaven would probably kill him. But that would only happen if Ayato did a real ceremony. It’s sacrilege if Ayato does the divination and then lies about the results. But if Ayato just does a fake ceremony to start with, avoiding just enough of the usual steps that would tap into the unseen forces of stars and fate but keeping enough to make it look somewhat legitimate, then he’s not exactly lying about anything, is he? Besides. If anyone were ever to bring it up, Ayato would point out that Yae Miko was giving him advice on how to make it look more legitimate the entire time he was doing the divination. So. He had, in his own way, the approval of heavens — or at the very least, the Archon of Eternity’s chosen priestess.

They return to the estate, talking about a few other household details that need ironing out. Ayato has some of his work brought from his office to the private room where he and Sara sit to eat. Sara, as they eat, sends him sharp looks of disapproval as Ayato works through reports and the daily news briefings. He knows she wants to tell him off for working while eating. It’s terrible manners. But she refrains from saying anything until she, herself, is done.

Before Sara can get very far into one of her charmingly stern lectures on etiquette, Ayato brings up a topic that’s been lingering at the edge of his priorities for some time now.

Ever since the attempt on Sara’s life — should he even call it an attempt? Attempt implies failure. Sara’s heart did, technically, stop for some time. Attempt seems like too feeble a word to encompass the violence of that night, the chaos, the entire swath of destruction and outrage. — Sayu’s been unusually active. She’s been volunteering for more combat oriented assignments, and her handlers have observed that she’s been less likely to dodge extra training. She still skips and has to be hunted down frequently. But Sayu’s also been putting in extra hours at the training facilities and the quartermaster for the Shuumatsuban has marked a noticeable uptick in her equipment requests. Most notable among said requests, an application to learn archery. 

Somewhere along the way, some combination of idle awe and possible hero worship mixed with Ayato’s possibly curt and brusque handling of Sayu’s own pride have combined to light a fire under the normally laid back Shuumatsuban operative. Ayato supposes he only has himself to blame for that.

Ayato, himself, is uncertain if actually telling Sara about Sayu’s desires is a good move. Sara isn’t exactly a teacher or a mentor in either temperament or training. She’s a master of the bow, and she’s a paragon of a soldier. But these things don’t necessarily translate towards being able to pass skills or lessons onto another. But Sara does have something that most teachers need, and very few actually have.

Patience. Sara, herself, might not realize this, but the woman is terrifyingly patient and capable of enduring much more than people give her credit for. She certainly does have at temper, but she rarely allows herself to indulge in it. Against Ayato and Itto, certainly. But Ayato thinks that they’re exceptions to the rule — people who have managed to wiggle past Sara’s fortress of control to make themselves comfortable where the true brilliance of her passions rage.

The worst that can happen is that Sayu loses interest and decides to quit. It would be a blow to her pride, possibly, but nothing she couldn’t recover from with the right encouragement. Sara may take that as another part of her invisible burden to carry, but that too can be mitigated if Ayato throws Itto at her long enough. Sara is a ridiculously soft touch underneath it all.

“If she’s certain she wants to, I won’t say no,” Sara says slowly, shaking her head, expression closed in contemplation. “But there are better teachers.”

Ayato just nods. He’s presented Sayu’s request. He can’t force Sara into it and the tengu is so stubborn that actually trying to persuade her on the topic more than he already has may backfire.

“If it doesn’t detract from her current duties, I will set time aside for it.” Soft touch Sara. “As long as she knows that I won’t be offended if she changes her mind. I can’t be harsh.” This is said with a quick twitch of lip before Sara’s expression is brought under strict control one more.

Sara returns the letter he had passed her earlier — he’ll find one of the Kamisato couriers to have it delivered later — and excuses herself to return to her interrupted Tenryou duties. Ayato doesn’t see her out, he’s not done eating yet himself, after all. And Ayato’s feeling rather tired and relaxed, sitting here like this.

It takes a certain amount of his own stubborn will to finish eating and lever himself to standing. Ayato sorts out a few more notes for his aides, directing messages to different teams of onmyouji to prepare for tonight’s change in patrols and directives, a few probing questions as to the current ongoing projects he’s delegate to his subordinates within the Yashiro Commission’s members who operate during the daylight hours among the mundane, and a few other — he hopes — ameliorating and appeasing notes to various vassals and other nobles he’s put off on meeting with for the past few weeks. 

By the time all of that is sorted and done, he has perhaps four or five hours to well and truly pass out before he has to rise once more to begin the next night’s work. The sun remains high, and one of his attendants had the foresight to keep all the windows of his bedchamber open. His bedchamber doesn’t receive much in the way of direct sunlight — a true boon during the height of summer, when the cicadas cry and the sun beats down upon Inazuma as though it were trying to roast them all like sweet yams — but enough has been absorbed into the spelled  yumeru wood to make the air within instantly calming. Ayato’s barely on his feet, eyes drifting closed even as his hands fumble for the ties on his clothes.

It is by some grace of an unknown power that Ayato changes into the waiting sleep attire and manages to get himself somewhat onto the waiting futon. It’s definitely improper sleeping posture, his neck is uncomfortably turned to one side and he definitely didn’t secure his yukata properly, but as soon as Ayato’s body leans out of being upright it’s an uncontrolled fall that Ayato can’t be bothered to worry about. As with most of his worries, they’re for the future Ayato to fret over. Future Ayato can lament his lack of energy and foresight in arranging himself into a position that didn’t give him a definite strain in the shoulders and cramp in the neck. He can also wonder about arranging Sara and Sayu’s archery practices together and making sure Sayu’s schedule is free enough to actually get the practice hours in among with her other duties. He also has to make some appointments to call upon his vassals and various other ranked houses to reassure them that no, he hasn’t been ignoring them, no, he isn’t upset with them or plotting against them in some dastardly way they need to blindly apologize for, and no, he isn’t abandoning them in favor of a Kujou aligned replacement. Future Ayato also has Itto’s return to look forward to, if Yae Miko doesn’t further ruin his current schedule by shoving him into night hunt duties for the next month.

But again. Those are problems for future Ayato, who’s going to wake up in about four to five hours from now as the sun is beginning to set with terrible muscle cramps and aching spirit veins.

Present Ayato is beyond his own limits and is humble enough to concede to that. His eyes are already closed before his head is on the pillow. Sunlight spools over his back and the bedding feels so comfortable against his skin. There is enough conscious thought left to mourn the fact that there isn’t another body in bed with him, providing an extra and much more solid source of warmth and comfort.

He sleeps.

  



3. Kokomi

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Last night was a full moon,” Kokomi remembers her thoughts from this morning. “If you hurry I think you can still get a good amount of — “

“You’re going to ask me to cook for you tonight, but I can’t,” Gorou interjects. “It was good sailing, apparently. The delegation from Liyue is arriving early tomorrow. One of your secretaries should be telling you this later. I heard it because I was there when the messenger bird arrived. You won’t have time for dinner at my place.”

Kokomi curses under her breath. “I really should fire you as a general. You’d be so much better as an attendant. Sara cooks for the Raiden Shogun.”

          


    
    Kokomi wakes up, prompted into rousing by some measure of hers that she hasn’t been able to shake since the war. She doesn’t even remember what her life was like before the war — did she sleep in? What did she consider sleeping in? Now, sleeping in for her is waking up any time after the sun has turned the sky a soft and hazy yellow-pink, and shadows are a strange and syrupy shimmer rather than an absolute weight. Juuga, to her right, is snoring away. Gorou, on her left, is curled onto his side, breaths slow and even. He’d been up late last night, finishing up some responses as Miss Hina and reading and re-reading Kaedehara’s latest letter. Kokomi still isn’t sure why they don’t want to have a message box crafted for each other. Really, they’d just need to make one for Kaedehara, Gorou’s existing one could just have its enchantments updated to have an additional link to the newer box. It’s like how Kokomi’s can get messages from both Gorou and Sara.

Gorou’s main excuse has always been that it was a waste of resources, a frivolous expenditure. As though the man’s own coffers aren’t comfortably fattened between his salary as her general, the wages he earns during harvest, the smaller hauls he brings in when he assists the fishing boats or the small hunting bands around Watatsumi, or even the much more generous cheques with his name coming in from the Yae Publishing House. His second excuse has always been that the message boxes are a precious resource, not meant for personal use.

Kokomi figures that she’s just thrown that reason under the figurative ox cart because she’s had not just one, but two, crafted for Kujou Sara and Kokomi definitely isn’t using them in a professional manner. Not primarily, at the very least.

But Gorou’s stubborn and Kaedehara is focused on indulging the man whenever he’s able, and so Kokomi doesn’t have room to step in there and meddle. Not that she could. Who ever said anemo and geo were so incompatible? They’re a terrible pain together. They’ll drive Kokomi half mad one day.

Kokomi carefully gets up. Juuga’s a heavy sleeper but Gorou is a notoriously light one. He almost never slept during the war. Kokomi would always feel guiltily relieved when he would just pass out from exhaustion or injury. At least then he was resting.

True to form, Gorou grumbles, next breath coming in quick and sharp as he starts to roll onto his back, ears flicking towards her. Kokomi runs her hand down the side of his arm, pushing him back into his comfortable curl, giving the bend of his elbow a firm squeeze. Once certain that it’s just Kokomi, Gorou burrows his head underneath his pillow and drops back to sleep. Or works on it.

Kokomi quickly changes out of the soft, old sleeping clothes she keeps at Gorou’s and into the finer, more delicate ones she has from the shrine. She folds the older clothes and stores them back into the drawers at the side of the room along with the rest of the clothes and plainer accessories she keeps at Gorou’s house. 

She had once asked Gorou — “What does Kaedehara-san think of the fact that you have women’s underclothes and night things mixed in with yours?”

“That they’re uncomplimentary to my coloring,” Gorou replied dryly without missing a beat. “Do something about that next time, won’t you? Not all of us can pull of pastels.”

The room is so quiet, filled with the sounds of Juuga’s snuffling snores, Gorou’s deep breaths, and the whisper of Kokomi’s silks as she wraps herself back up in the garments of Sangonomiya Kokomi, leader of Watatsumi, and High Priestess. It’s not that the sleeping yukata she has from the shrine is particularly bad. It’s incredibly comfortable, especially in the heat. It’s fine against her skin and light. But there’s something infinitely more comforting in a worn down cotton with carefully tended and patched hems, and the faint smell of a person you love seeped into the fabric. The clothes smell like Gorou. They smell like comfort. They feel it: the difference between comfortable and comfort.

At one point, Kokomi has to convince Sara to leave some of her own clothes behind. Once Sara has enough clothes to leave behind, of course. Ideally clothes that aren’t part of a uniform. Although — well. Kokomi wouldn’t be entirely honest if a certain white front paneled uniform didn’t feature prominently in Kokomi’s idle fantasies. That white square and those long sleeves were practically beacons in the dark. There is some sort of trained instinct in Kokomi, now, an expectation. She sees those cuts of cloth and her heart rate spikes, her hands surge with power, her mouth runs dry, and her pulse pounds like waves on the shore. 

And that flash of muscled thigh through the slits of Tenryou Commission amber-brown and ochre —

Priestess Kokomi may be, but no one ever decreed that priestesses couldn’t have eyes.

Kokomi is never going to tell Sara any of this, of course. The woman would be scandalized beyond speech. Kokomi can hear it now —

“Improper!” Sara would flounder, shocked into possibly fluttering her dark wings. “The cut of the uniform is for mobility!”

“I never said it wasn’t,” Kokomi would reply. “Though I must question why no one else has the exact same cut as you. Are you the only flexible one in the entire army, general? My, just how far above the rest are you? Over achiever.”

Kokomi slips through the mosquito netting, pouring herself a cup of water from the kettle over the iori. She checks the ashes from last night — she’d snuck in after Gorou had already eaten. He’d already been dressed for bed, Juuga sleepily gnawing on a left over bone he must have cajoled Gorou into giving him rather into feeding into a soup stock. The embers of the fire are still sleeping underneath their white bed of ash, and sure enough, as Kokomi searches the hearth, she finds a pot near the embers buried under ash. Kokomi uncovers it to find a softly steaming stew. She sneaks a couple spoonfuls before carefully burying it again, making sure that the embers aren’t disturbed.

There’s something special about Watatsumi in the early morning hours. It’s so quiet. Watatsumi, overall, is quiet. Or at least, quiet compared to the other islands that she can tell. Not that Kokomi has much experience on the other islands. She’s only been to Narukami a few times. Of all of the islands that make up Inazuma, that one is probably the one furthest advanced. The rest are rural, focused on harvest and refining of craftsmanship. It felt like Narukami was a city that did not sleep. Even as far as Ritou, Kokomi could — in the slope and valley formed by Narukami’s mountains and plains — see the flickers of city lights through the gathering dark.

As Kokomi carefully navigates her way back to the main shrine she takes a moment or two to look over the slowly waking colony. Once she gets high enough up the cliffs, she’ll be sea level and able to look out across the horizon. She knows that one or two of the smaller vessels will be out, checking and replacing nets, hauling up traps, so on and so forth. Last night was a full moon. The crab traps must be full today. On her way to Gorou’s house, Kokomi remembers seeing the glitter of shrimps in the waves, even from so far inland. It will be a good haul. She has to remember to ask Gorou to buy some for her later, and to wait up for her for dinner. She doesn’t normally sneak out so many days in a row — but goodness, if the haul is this promising then she has to, doesn’t she? It’s not that the food at the shrine is bad. It’s just —one could forget that they aren’t in the middle of rationing is all. And gods forbid that Kokomi gets her own shot in the kitchens without the cooks and maids and lower ranked apprentice priestesses throwing some fit about propriety or Kokomi wasting her time.

Kokomi fought a war against god so she could have moments of peace like these. She ought to get to enjoy them. But Kokomi doesn’t have the heart to say that out loud to any of them. She has an image to maintain, she supposes. Pearl diving and assisting with the harvest she can get away with — though perhaps not for much longer. As Watatsumi grows, the need to draw Kokomi away from matters of religion and state lessen. They have more hands now than ever. And with Watatsumi’s carefully planned and growing infrastructure and renewed investment in trade crafts, they’ve begun to retain their population. The latest census Kokomi reviewed showed a marked increase in settlers from outside of Watatsumi, and returnees who had left before and during the war, seeking out less fraught places to settle as their home. Now that the island is free of the threat of divine punishment, Watatsumi has returned to becoming a place viable as a home. 

Kokomi pauses to catch her breath — or more accurately, to simply taste the air. She’s spent her entire life scrambling up and down these steep cliffs. She thinks it would take a little more than a morning stroll to get her out of breath. Maybe that’s why Gorou is so enthusiastic about mountain climbing. It gives him a challenge. 

She straightens up, arms stretched to touch the slowly shifting sky as the stars fade and the sun starts its gentle ascent to crown the sky. Kokomi breathes in the humid, but fresh, air that rolls in from the sea. She can hear gulls starting to wake and stir. Everything smells green and blue, so clear and vibrant against her mouth and nose and lungs. You could get drunk on this air, she thinks. You could lose yourself to it.

By the time Kokomi has made it back to the shrine, Watatsumi is truly starting to rouse itself from its slumber. Kokomi sneaks in through the back, condensing the water in the humid air to muffle her steps and help her glide down from the higher slopes right into her own back courtyard. There’s a touch and go moment where Kokomi thinks she might be caught — Not that anyone could do anything to her if she was, of course. But she’d rather not send her attendants into a tizzy just because she wanted to sleep somewhere else for a change in pace. — but Kokomi remembers a creaking floorboard that Sara had pointed out last time and she uses that as a distraction to sneak back into her rooms.

Kokomi uses her Vision to clean out any grass stains on her legs and shoes, flicking the dirty water outside her window just in time for her attendants to quietly knock on her closed door. Her secretary — or at least one of them, Kokomi’s personal growth in terms of delegation has grown in leaps and bounds since the end of the war. Part of it is Gorou’s repeated lectures, and part of it is seeing firsthand how refusal to delegate can go rather poorly, Sara — quietly recites today’s schedule to her as Kokomi is dressed. 

There isn’t much in terms of official appearances today, so Kokomi gets away with directing her attendants away from anything more formal and firmly declines the use of any accessories. Some days Kokomi can’t tell if she’s a priestess or a princess. She would prefer the term Commander, but you don’t always get what you want in life. Kokomi will simply have to shape Priestess and Princess into Commander by force of will. Water adapts, but water also shapes.

Morning toilette completed, Kokomi conducts morning prayers and breaks her fast with a few of the middle to lower ranked shrine maidens who have completed their indoctrinations. There’s soft discussion regarding the repairs of some of their auxiliary shrines and maintenance of the barrier to Enkonomiya. They’re nervous about her for the most part. But slowly Kokomi will ease them into speaking with more confidence around her. After all, Kokomi is young but she won’t be around forever. Who knows what the future holds? 

Rex Lapis is dead, Inazuma has just gone through civil war, the Archon of Eternity has reversed her course, Watatsumi has broken into a semi-independent colony, and the Fatui have slowly but surely been gaining ground among the seven nations of Teyvat. 

After a simple but filling — and how Kokomi wishes she could’ve taken more than a few spoonfuls of Gorou’s breakfast when she had the chance — meal Kokomi returns to her rooms. She pulls out her enchanted message box. She hadn’t a chance to read Sara’s latest message before she’d snuck over to Gorou’s last night. 

The silvered eel slithers its head out, message in its waiting jaws, giving her a rather annoyed look for having kept it waiting. Kokomi isn’t sure if this is the work of the arcanist she had craft the box, showing how annoyed they are with having to craft an extremely delicate and sensitive item under such time constraints by grafting some sort of personality into creature or if this is something entirely unique to the eel itself. Kokomi’s messages to Gorou are passed through a fish and she’s never gotten attitude from that one. Or maybe Gorou’s the one who receives the fish’s displeasure.

In Sara’s note, she explains that tomorrow — or today as it were — will be rather busy from her. She, most likely, will be unable to respond to any of Kokomi’s messages until evening and not to worry for her. She has a full day of travel ahead of her, inspections across Inazuma’s plains and training reviews. But her evening will be free to respond, and the day after she’ll be mostly stationary. Or so she hopes. Sara dryly comments on the several invitations she has sitting on her desk requesting her presence and dinner parties and such. 

As if they would actually be able to eat with me present, Sara muses. Their jaws would either be too slack to chew, or they would be biting their tongues off trying to ask me any number of questions without exposing their foolishness further. How lucky for you that Watatsumi’s gossip is so much more mundane in nature. I, personally, would not nearly be so adverse to wagging tongues if the topic of conversation were say — a controversial coupling of prized hounds, and not the current mood and favors and opinions of the Raiden Shogun.

Typical Kujou Sara, Kokomi thinks with a fond shake of her head. 

Kokomi writes quickly, telling Sara of how she snuck back into the shrine with not a single guard or attendant any the wiser as to her absence, and how Sara’s pointing out of the loose floorboard proved to be just the tactical advantage Kokomi needed to complete her deception. Kokomi can already imagine Sara’s response to that: I pointed that out so you could fix it, not exploit it. Kokomi, what if someone else were to use that and not you? Have a care.

She imagines Sara’s fond shake of head, her exasperated sigh, and the rueful tip of her lip into a reluctant grin.

She can’t help but add a second letter, focused more on the rebuttal she knows Sara wont be able to help but pen, even knowing Kokomi’s own response. That’s the thing about knowing someone so well, Kokomi thinks. That’s thing about Sara. About Kokomi. About them. After so long like this, Kokomi could almost write to herself in Sara’s voice. And so Kokomi goes all in on the second letter, throwing in uncharacteristically playful boasts of her own skill. She plays with half-serious questions about her staff’s capability to keep up with her. Kokomi plays up her own war-sharpened talents, setting them against the backdrop of sleepy Watatsumi at peace.

She slides in the invitation, the enticement. Of course, to knock some humility into her, to bring Kokomi’s perspective back into the bounds of the realistic, Sara should come over. And they should have a match, just the two of them. Kokomi and Sara.

It could be like old times, Kokomi writes, hand speeding up with anticipation. She’s already picking a location, she’s thinking up rules. There’s a nice stretch of wood to the south west of Borou village they could go at it unimpeded. It’s wooded enough to pose a challenge for Sara’s mobility, but it’s not too close to any water sources that would give Kokomi too much of an advantage. It’s far enough away from the roads that they could really go at it, without having to drag themselves back too far if they really get overboard. Not that they would, or at least — well. Kokomi has hopes towards a loss of control in a different way. 

Kokomi ends that note: Don’t you sometimes miss the thrill and simplicity of the chase?

Kokomi certainly does.

Sometimes Kokomi thinks that perhaps she was born for war. For someone with no teacher, no formal education in such an enterprise, she flatters herself into thinking she did very, very good at waging it. There is very little that overlaps between Commander and Priestess, after all, outside of the necessary silver tongue and careful negotiation of need and want. There is a part of her that feels guilty — war was simple, in its own way. It was two sides fighting. It was food and it was land and it was weapons and it was capture and release. There was no consideration for feelings, for motivations, for softeners. It was simply survival. For a long, long time it was just survival.

The Kokomi of now has to think about so much more than that. It’s survival in a different sense. It’s rebuilding. It’s forging and strengthening connections, nurturing atrophied muscles of diplomacy and trade back into working order. It’s not easy — none of it is easy. But the machine of war was —

It was a different sort of complexity. Kokomi finds it hard to put to words. They exist, certainly. But to put it to word feels like confronting something about herself that she isn’t quite yet ready for. Some hidden beast of muscle and scale that’s had its first taste of flesh and can’t quite satiate its self on the clear water of peace. It’s about balance, Kokomi knows. She needs both.

This is perhaps a point where she and Gorou diverge. Gorou because he did what he did out of necessity just as she did. But he could put it down. Gorou finds pleasure in fishing, in farming, in his acts of craft and creation. The war left scars upon him, it hooked itself into his softness and drained it from him cut by cut. It did change him. Impossible for something that literally changed a god not to change a mortal man. But Gorou could — he could do something that Kokomi could not.

Once it was over, he was able to lay it to rest. The nightmares, the moments of weakness and sudden shock and fear return now and again, certainly. It was not easy for him, and there were times when it looked and appeared that defeat was imminent for him. But he persevered. Geo to the end. They clung to him and they overcame him but he continued to resist their pull. Gorou refused to indulge them. Gorou lay down his arms with the full intent to raise them again if needed, but no desire to do so.

He didn’t turn back to them and hold them in his hands. Not like Kokomi did — does. Kokomi looks at the war and she thinks: I woke up. I woke up for the first time then.

Oh there’s plenty for her to fight for still. Plenty of battles yet unwaged, stratagems and tactics that she has yet to paint over Inazuma. But it’s a different fight. It’s a different sort of war. It can somewhat soothe that strange curl of fraught and frothing energy within her, but not fully. It’s like running water over a burn. It soothes, but it does not heal.

Today as with most days, Kokomi puts these thoughts aside with the gentle care one would handle an explosive: fully aware of their danger, knowing that it must be handled with respect and caution, but not ignorance or denial. Perhaps this is something she can bring up to Sara. Not now though. Not until Kokomi is able to figure out the words, the shape of it. Sara, she thinks, may be able to understand this better than most. Sara too, after all, was an instrument that found its edge in the tangle of bodies and ambitions that is war.

Today, Kokomi carefully puts these thoughts aside; still within clear view but no longer that which preoccupies her. 

With one last careful look over her message, she carefully rolls it and passes it onto the waiting eel before shutting the box. She runs her fingertips over the lacquered wood with its pearl inlay — a detail she only had put in after the war. Gorou’s, she knows, is still the plain box with a latch from when the technology was first developed. The wood is well cared for but it’s suffered scratches and dents. Some of them from Juuga’s curious teeth, some of them from more malicious incidents.

Kokomi slides the box up her sleeve. Sara will not be the only one busy today, although Kokomi’s work will be much more stationary — in multiple meanings of the word — than the other woman’s. 

What no one tells you, when you start setting up your semi-independent colony, is that a lot of what you will be doing is planning buildings and roads. Kokomi has studied the arts of war, spirits, sailing, fishing, and healing. She’s had a crash course in rudimentary architecture and urban development — though Kokomi doesn’t think Watatsumi will ever develop far enough for it to be considered urban. They are a predominantly rural island. They fish, they farm what they are able (which is, very, very little), and there isn’t much for them in anything else. Kokomi has ideas about steering the island towards honing their artisans and becoming some sort of focus where craftsmen to come and study. But of course, this requires that they first gain enough skill and importance as artisans instead of just raw material suppliers.

Tourism, as an export, can only take a place so far. And there’s only so much of her people and her culture that she’s willing to allow to be exploited as a commodity.

The first meeting of the day is a review of the island’s current agricultural progress. Kokomi meets with several farmers and merchants. There’s been limited success in finding arable land and balancing the needs of the people versus animals and potential crops in terms of both real estate and potable water. It takes time and energy to turn sea water into usable water, and they have to do something with the salt afterwards. The process of removing salt for sea is time consuming with less reward than one would think. Thus far they’ve managed to sell some of the salt back to the other islands. They could brand it as Watatsumi salt and attempt to export it further out, to other nations. But realistically, the salt isn’t terribly refined nor does it differ in any significant way from regular salt. Perhaps if it was a different color, like the salts from Liyue, they could have something there. But alas, it’s regular salt.

Gorou arrives midway through a heated debate between three of the farming representatives and two of the merchant ones. Kokomi, herself, has not yet stepped in because she isn’t sure of which side she’s on. It’s not an new topic of debate and it’s likely to continue to be one at these meetings in the future until a decision is reached.

Gorou’s eyebrows raise as he enters the room, still at it?

Kokomi covers her mouth with a knuckle as she pretends to lean closer to the table to analyze the current distribution of land. Gorou comes to stand at her right, greeting a few of the farmers as he passes.

“We’ll be overrun,” Haise says, arms crossed as he stares down Minamoto. “Chickens are all well and good. We can handle chickens. A goat or a cow here and there isn’t so bad either as long as we’re careful about the grazing. But pigs? You know it’s not a good idea.”

“Why not? We’ve got the land for it. And pigs bring in more money than goats or cows,” Minamoto argues. “And they’re easier to feed than cows. We don’t have to worry about grazing land if it’s pigs. Plus — pigs reduce waste.”

That’s the issue. Kokomi — and the rest of them here who aren’t extremely well studied and versed in the matter — aren’t sure which is the higher expenditure. They currently have a few dairy cows on Watatsumi, but more in the way of oxen. A few pigs. A few goats. All of them are private property belonging to the few family farms still left. There had been more before the war but not by much. During the war most of the animals were butchered for food and material. It was mainly the chickens and pigeons that escaped that fate. Both because they were so low investment and because they breed incredibly fast. Fowl were the staple protein of the Resistance when fishing got scarce. Kokomi, at the advice of her more knowledgeable advisors, also put a strictly enforced and carefully worded ban on hunting on wild game, lest they demolish the natural population of wild boars, fowl, and other game animals beyond recovery.

The Watatsumi of before would have been fine with the current number of livestock they have. But that was a Watatsumi with a declining population, where their key export aside from fish and pearls was their own people. Now, as Watatsumi gathers new blood and calls home the old, some new equilibrium must be established. The seas are bountiful, but even that must be watched over carefully lest they over-fish themselves to nothing. Then they’d be really in trouble.

Kokomi has been waiting to make a decision on this for months now. They’ve only gotten to a point where they’re capable of subsistence farming. And just barely. Rice is one of their main imports by a wide margin. Grains just don’t grow on Watatsumi at the volume they need. It costs too much water, too much space, too much time. The work needed to even get started on creating suitable paddies is too high — even if Watatsumi has its own natural terraces. Kokomi’s waiting on answers from some letters she’s sent to allies on other islands and as far as Liyue and Sumeru for input. Based on her gut instinct alone she would say no — needs must, but this is too risky and Watatsumi’s closed cycle of consumption and creation is already so precariously balanced. 

“Sangonomiya-sama,” one of the softer spoken merchants, Saitomo, turns towards her. Kokomi nods at him. “No word has returned from your inquiries?”

“None yet,” Kokomi confirms. She would be nervous about it, except she knows it takes several months for one letter to get one way. And the information she’s asking for would take time to compile properly. Granted, Kokomi also sent this letter almost six months ago. At the earliest, Kokomi wouldn’t expect it back for another two, really. Watatsumi is the furthest point from Ritou after all. And there are no ships who would sail directly to Watatsumi from Liyue. The journey is just too far and Watatsumi isn’t strong enough of a port to restock any ship willing to make that trip. Except for the Crux, but the Crux doesn’t just come by to deliver Kokomi’s mail.

Kokomi straightens up, sliding her hands up her sleeves. The movement causes all the arguing and frustrated discussion to die down as everyone assembled turns towards her.

“Saitomo-san, put in an order for a dozen pigs, three male and the rest female,” Kokomi says. “We’ll do a trial run. Haise-san, speak to the rest of the farmers who you think would have space and see if anyone wants to volunteer. We’ll need two or three willing to volunteer. We’ll split the pigs up between them. One male each and we’ll see about the females. Iishida-san, I want you to set aside part of the empty land we’d apportioned towards compost. We’ll put a pig pen near there and we’ll reserve two of the female pigs for observation and communal use for composting and food waste recycling. If this proves to be too tenuous on such a small scale then we’ll have our answer. Until I hear back with further news this is how we will proceed. Does anyone have any suggestions they would like to share?”

There are, of course, questions as to the communal use of composting and food recycling. They can’t overfeed the pigs. But if it’s all left to random chance and unregulated the pigs might starve or eat something they shouldn’t. Firm guidelines and care taking rules will need to be set down. Kokomi passes the establishment of this to Iishida. 

With that, they’re now able to move onto their next topic, which Kokomi is a little better versed in handling on her own: defenses of the fields from curious specters and raiding bands of hilichurls. And of course, the ever present slime problem. Kokomi mostly cedes the floor to Gorou on this as he reports in on current measures and possible theories for deterrents that don’t require constant patrol and fighting that disturbs the farms, but is able to follow along much better than with the questions of animal husbandry.

She does interject once, when Gorou glances to her for support on the matter of barrier and patrol gaps closer to the main shrine. Setting up farmland so close to the shrine had been something of a debate when they first started clearing ground. But when there was so little arable land to begin with, the question of scenery and aesthetics had to take back seat to the need to actually feed people. The trouble with Watatsumi being run by the shrine and half-way privatized and half-way communal in a strange hybrid system that’s grown and taken root during wartime rationing and communal solidarity is now without that wartime pressures it’s harder to split things up again. The result is that everything is very complexly tangled together and falls under a messy and opaque system of organization.

“The shrine can send some of our mid ranked apprentices to adjust and maintain current barriers,” Kokomi says. It’s good practice for them. There are actual stakes involved that require them to take that extra level of care, but it’s close enough to the shrine that if something goes wrong it won’t be too much trouble to send someone out to fix it. “But I think it would be unwise to use the shrine’s established guard for the official patrol posting of that area. I’ll leave this in the hands of our militia squads. Gorou, I trust you to organize ranks and routes to strengthen this weakness in our defenses. Hopefully the barrier is enough to deter elementals. The patrol forces can handle the more material disturbances.”

“It’s unlikely that the elemental disturbances will die down,” Gorou says. “This may be a permanent thing we’ll have to anticipate as we expand. We don’t know where the hilichurls are coming from — they must be moved here by the Abyss through the domains. That we can try and funnel or work on. But the elementals are here to stay.”

Kokomi nods in agreement. “I’ll work with my shrine maidens to focus their skills on barriers and alarms. Perhaps we should contact the Grand Narukami shrine to borrow some of their onmyouji for tips. There’s not much cross over between our disciplines, but we might be able to come up with something.”

Kokomi debates between sending the request through Sara or Ayato. Or she could have Gorou send one to Yae Miko. It’s all going to have to get to Yae Miko anyway. The question is which pathway is the one that will cause the least amount of grief for everyone involved.  She’ll send it through Ayato, she thinks. If she sends it through Gorou the poor man will have to endure no small amount of teasing that he will gamely put up with, but it will ultimately draw it out too much. At least Ayato has the teeth to fight back against Yae Miko’s taunting. But it will take some time for her to work with her priestesses to understand what they’re looking for in terms of technique. 

They break soon after, the farmers back to their work, the merchants to their ledgers, leaving Kokomi and Gorou alone together and looking down at dozens of pages of revised and marked up maps.

“Is this a social visit?” Kokomi asks. “If you’re mad about a few spoonfuls of soup you should have at least have brought me some more of it so it’s worth it. You also could’ve put in some more ginger.”

Gorou rolls his eyes, leaning his hip against the sturdy table as he flips through topography maps, sighing as he taps one of them. “We’ll have to redo this one. I just found out there was a mudslide yesterday. No, I’m not here to complain about you sneaking my food. Have you gotten any response from the Tenryou Commission about — “

Kokomi groans, rubbing the heel of her hand against her forehead.

“We need them to approve a naval outfit,” Gorou says. As though Kokomi doesn’t know that.”It’ll at least help us cut down on all these raiding parties of treasure hoarders and ronin that keep coming here. This is the third request we’ve sent over. Are they just ignoring us or are they seriously talking about it?”

“They’ve already conceded to allowing us an independent militia and the rights to our own trade negotiations.”

“They’ve allowed to the latter because they have sea control. It doesn’t matter what trade we negotiate if our trading partners still have to pass through Shogunate protected waters to get here. The former because it spares them having to send and station anyone here.”

“Are you asking for my permission to sail for Narukami and knock on the doors of Tenshukaku during court?” Kokomi asks dryly. “Considering our new connections to Narukami, maybe you’ll get away with it with only a singe or two to show for it.”

Gorou rolls his eyes. “Is that your way of saying there’s been no response?”

“Sara’s already looked into it as far as she could,” Kokomi says. “It’s gotten up to Kujou Kamaji’s attention and he’s currently discussing with the the Kanjou Commissioner. That’s as far as Sara knows and that’s after she checked the Shogun’s schedules and asked Ayato-san if he knew anything.”

Gorou grunts in surprise. Whether that’s at the fact that Kokomi had asked Sara, Sara had answered, or that Kamisato Ayato got involved and came up with nothing, or all three, is unclear. If Kokomi had to pick one it would be Kamisato Ayato having no answers. Or at least, pretending not to. No one knows what he actually knows except the man himself.

“And your spies?” Gorou asks.

“It can hardly be a clandestine network of informants if you’re bringing it up in broad daylight,” Kokomi says dryly. “Have a care to some subtlety, General.”

Gorou waves his hand around the empty room, ears swiveling on top of his head. “It’s just you and me, Commander. Fine. I’ll drop it. But I’ve got platoons getting annoyed with having to scour the smaller islands and beaches for unwanted crossers at all hours on small private vessels that can barely fit three men and that’s with two of them rowing. It’s hardly efficient. At the very least, the Shogunate could send their own navy vessels. Or send them out to us on loan.”

“You’re not saying anything I don’t already know.” Kokomi gestures towards the hallway. Gorou falls into step behind her. “But until Tenshukaku issues their decree on this matter there isn’t much else we can do. I have a feeling they’ll be announcing something soon though. Has Sara mentioned the joint trainings to you?”

“Yes. She’s interested in how the naval exercises are going to be conducted,” Gorou says, following Kokomi towards the private sitting room where Kokomi’s taken to having her meals in between meetings when she doesn’t ensconce herself within her offices. “I’m rather wondering how they’re going to balance out the numbers. Recruitment’s been deeply unbalanced. It’s put the Tenryou Commission in an awkward spot.”

“Oh?” Kokomi hasn’t heard about that part. In Sara’s letters to her there had been general interest, yes, but Sara had also mentioned that she wasn’t sure if she would be allowed to participate in any of the events or if she would be standing aside as an observer. Sara wrote, as frustratingly humble as always, that it may not be proper for her to participate and it would put other generals and commanders in a tough spot. She did not want anyone to accuse her of winning due to favoritism, or be handed a win due to fears of repercussions for striking against her. 

Kokomi pointed out that most people would leap at the chance to fight Kujou Sara, practitioner and of the Shogun’s very sword, hero of the war, paragon of the law, in a sanctioned non-lethal fight. And that, if Sara went in seriously, she would most definitely win the entire thing by herself. Sara, if she chose to participate, would have to hold back to spare everyone else from being stunned into dumbfounded silence at her martial prowess.

Sara wrote back to this, it would be dishonorable of me to hold back when someone comes at me with their full strength and intent to test and better themselves.

Oh Sara, Kokomi remembers replying, I’m so glad that this side of you is so unknown. If the rest of Teyvat even knew of a fraction of your chivalric graces I might have competition.

When Kokomi sent that, the Sara in her mind split between two responses. One, flustered denial and stammering and clearing of the throat. And a scoffed — don’t tease me, Kokomi.

But Sara, surprising Kokomi, replied: Who would dare contest themselves against Sangonomiya Kokomi, Priestess of Watatsumi, Commander of those who would defy eternity?

After reading that response Kokomi had to sit back. Then lie down. And then put her hands over her face to smother the unbearably obnoxious grin she knew was spreading over it. If Gorou had been there to see, he would have groaned and rolled his eyes and teased her for it. Lucky for them both, he was not there, because if he started in on her with that Kokomi would have been forced to retaliating in kind by bringing up Gorou’s own sappy exchanges with his poet.

“The navy was cut down on during the war, most of their forces and budget aimed towards the army,” Gorou shrugs. “Not much need for the navy when all outside entry was blocked and leaving was banned. The storms the Raiden Shogun summoned around Inazuma were good enough deterrents. Now there’s been a boom in investment into the naval branch, especially with the need for escorts along the reopened trade routes. The golden age of pirates in the waters between Liyue and Inazuma’s never been more interesting than now.”

“You got all that from Sara?”

“Kazuha, too,” Gorou admits.

There’s already a second place set for him. Gorou sighs looking at it.

“Makes you miss army rations, doesn’t it?” Kokomi remarks. Who said that priestesses had to eat so simply? Kokomi can’t find anything about that in any of the preserved records.

“Maybe I need to quit as your general and sign up as your personal attendant. I feel sorry for you having to eat this every day,” Gorou says with a shake of his head. It’s not even that the food tastes bad.

It’s just that it’s —

It could use a little more taste. In any direction.

“You can’t tell me I’m not using enough ginger when your meals have no seasonings at all,” Gorou chides. “The rice is good at least.”

The rice is mixed with some of the wild grains flecked with dried and shredded fish. It’s very good. It’s also the only thing in the meal that stands out. The broth is clear made from fish stock. It’s warm and goes down smooth, but doesn’t have much else going for it. The vegetables are boiled with only a faint sprinkle of salt.

“Last night was a full moon,” Kokomi remembers her thoughts from this morning. “If you hurry I think you can still get a good amount of — “

“You’re going to ask me to cook for you tonight, but I can’t,” Gorou interjects. “It was good sailing, apparently. The delegation from Liyue is arriving early tomorrow. One of your secretaries should be telling you this later. I heard it because I was there when the messenger bird arrived. You won’t have time for dinner at my place.”

Kokomi curses under her breath. “I really should fire you as a general. You’d be so much better as an attendant. Sara cooks for the Raiden Shogun.”

“I already cook for you.”

“There’s a difference between you knowing I’m going to eventually find my way over to you to take your food and you making food just for me on purpose,” Kokomi mutters. “Well. Either way, you could probably still get yourself some nice shrimp for your own dinner. And then eat it while thinking of me fondly. Maybe eat an extra helping. You could use the indulgence. Don’t think I’m not going to bring up how you’ve been working almost from dawn to dusk the past week to help break ground on the fields, when you aren’t sitting in on meetings with me. You haven’t even done patrols. The platoons are getting nervous without you, you know.”

“The platoons get nervous if I so much as sneeze,” Gorou points out, eyes rolling. “They fuss.”

“You’re their precious general, their symbol of victory and good fortune. Can you blame them? Besides, if it’s not your men or me, there’s no one else brave enough to fuss over you. Well. There’s Kaedehara-san. But he’s currently — where was it, Natlan? Fontaine?”

“Fontaine. His last letter has a sketch of either a pastry or a very uniquely evolved slime. Back to food — the food here isn’t that bad,” Gorou says as though he hadn’t just been lightly poking fun of it. 

“It’s too healthy.” In the past two weeks Kokomi has woken up from troubling dreams involving pork katsu, shrimp tempura, and lotus petal crisp. She’s not sure where the lotus petal crisp part came from. She’s only had the dish twice. It wasn’t even that good. She thinks it’s that she just misses food that’s been fried for longer than strictly necessary.

“Everyone wants you around for a very long time,” Gorou says smoothly. “If I have left overs I’ll consider bringing you something tomorrow. If Juuga doesn’t get to them first.”

Kokomi can’t believe she has to compete with a dog.

“Do you have time after this for me?” Gorou asks as he finishes the last drops of his broth, neatly stacking his dishes to the side for clean up later.

As much as Kokomi wishes she could say she always has time for Gorou, they both know that isn’t true going in either direction. Who knew that peace times would involve even more complex scheduling than war and reconstruction?

“I’m supposed to review a new land survey later,” Kokomi says, “Not the one you were talking about earlier. It’s towards the south west of Borou. Closer to the port down there. We’ve got enough spare lumber and material after finishing the construction of the store houses and with the land apportionment temporarily settled for crop distribution it was agreed that we could start working on something a little beyond our norm. I just need to review the land survey — it’s taken a while because of the rain, to make sure it’s somewhat consistent. What do you need?”

Gorou reaches into his sleeve and pulls out a folded piece of paper. He moves over to sit next to her instead of across, spreading the page out on the table.

“I have an idea,” he says. 

“Oh, so you meant time time,” Kokomi teases. Gorou, when struck with an idea that he can allow to let sit and afford to give proper attention, will pour over it for hours and days and weeks before he thinks it’s ready to present to another person. He’ll pick it over himself and only when he’s run out of arguments that he can think of against it will he consider sharing the thought with another person to see if they have anything they can bring to the table.

Gorou nudges his elbow against her ribs as he flattens the page out, tapping it with the tip of his clawed finger.

“We have a lot of soldiers who don’t necessarily want to continue as they are. Or — shouldn’t continue as they are,” Gorou says. “I’ve been thinking about how to help them aside from just discharging them and sending them on their way with a pension of some sort. There are only so many desk jobs to go around. And I can’t just keep diverting them to low-risk trade patrols or domestic postings to investigate minor grievances and affairs. It’s a small miracle that this problem hasn’t really blown up in our faces yet. There are some people currently serving that are suitable to continue — there are just some issues they need to work out. And there are others who really aren’t fit for it all but are kind of stuck with it. This is a possible solution, but it’s broad and a little messy. It’ll take trial and error but if we can get it right I think it’ll really help balance our distribution of people.”

Unspoken is his main worry: I don’t know how much error will be involved here, just that there will be a lot of it. Is it worth it?

Kokomi rests her hand on Gorou’s knee, squeezing through the fabric of his hakama, a silent reminder that both of them struggle with every day: you can’t save everyone.

“We need artisans,” Gorou continues. “We’re attracting some back from the other islands, but it isn’t enough. Not if we’re trying to build ourselves a reputation. So, in addition to offering prime access to material goods at the source, we offer apprentices? Tailors, blacksmiths, carpenters — we don’t have nearly enough journeymen or masters. But if we’re attracting a few masters here and there, we could establish schools. Trade guilds. Our people already know the land, they’re trained in mining and foraging materials, recognizing them and handling them. This gives them a leg up on most other people looking to apprentice. Think about it — who would you rather take on as your apprentice, if you’re a craftsman that works with crystal marrow? The guy who’s never seen or touched it in his life, or the one who knows exactly how to find and mine it with minimal material damage?”

Kokomi waits because she knows Gorou already knows her question: what does this have to do with their soldiers?

Sure everyone here is more or less slightly above average skilled labor in terms of gathering materials. But how does this help them aside from acting as a potential lure for skilled masters?

“Something to do with the hands,” Gorou answers, “Something to do with the hands and the mind. Something entirely new. We have all of these soldiers who, more or less, have some kind of heart or mind sickness. But for a lot of them, when we try to discharge them or put them on enforced rest it backfires. When someone is wounded with something they can’t see, can’t feel, can’t touch — after so long working without rest, with constant pressure, it feels like a waste. They’re left to idle and that’s the worst enemy for someone who’s hurt like that. So we give them something to do with the hands, something new so that they have to focus on it instead of just doing something mindless. Something that can’t be considered a waste of time. After all, most of it will go back towards Watatsumi in some way, right? So it’s not like any of them could say that they aren’t helping, aren’t contributing, aren’t filling some kind of duty. Maybe it can be a part time thing. This is where the trial and error starts to come in. But I think that if we create a program, some sort of official process to allow soldiers access to training and apprenticeship it would help. At least they would know that there are options for them.”

It’s a good idea. “To start — it would be optional? Not mandatory?”

“I want to say optional, but maybe we could steer in some…specific cases as examples. It might be something we have to decide from the top down in the beginning. Just to get it going,” Gorou says slowly. He already has people in mind. Kokomi doesn’t question it. Gorou, better than she, knows the minds and hearts of their soldiers and the internal battles they go through every day. But Kokomi believes that this idea has merit. It provides a back door for all of those who signed on thinking they had nothing else to offer aside from their bodies and their capacity for violence, for all of those who had nothing else for them where they came from and nothing to return to now.

When Gorou started building his house — truly building it into a real house with walls and a roof and floors — after the war she could visibly see something in him changing. Not healing. Not relaxing. Not calming. But — shifting. Transmuting. Working on that house was like some quiet communion with the questions and nightmares and regrets Gorou couldn’t speak with her or anyone else about. With every piece of wood sanded and painted, with every nail hammered, with every pass of saw and chisel, Gorou negotiated something within himself and untangled something from deep within. He lay something to rest as he lay the foundations from which he built the rest upon. It was that act of creation, more than anything else, that helped him. Kokomi understood that then, as she does now whenever he invests himself in another project — garden, training dogs, building a water lily pond.

Sometimes, the best way to leave something behind is to grow something over it.

Kokomi reads over the page. It’s a rough idea of what the program would entail. A full establishment of Watatsumi craftsmen, dedicated to the maintenance and upkeep of Watatsumi’s militia, and possible naval forces if that ever gets approved, as well as the maintenance of communal and governmental buildings. And with proper expansion, and time, the establishment of Watatsumi’s own trade guilds based on the export of luxury goods.

It’s a clever solution, one that Kokomi hadn’t thought about. But from this point of view it makes perfect sense. The only part of Watatsumi’s population that had maintained growth and stability over the years was its armed forces. Without a war to feed bodies to, what would one do with so many people? The only solutions they’ve had were to send them home against their will, or funnel them into menial labor and boring almost unnecessarily crowded patrols.

Aside from easing the pressure on their bloated militia and bolstering their otherwise faltering list of vacant job roles, Kokomi is deeply interested in how this would work as a sort of therapy. That aspect would have to be some sort of of part time voluntary program, for those who just wanted to pick up an extra skill, or for those who were looking to retire from active duty but need some other job to fall back on, or something to do. There are questions on how to implement this, how many people exactly would be needed to make this program viable to sustain Watatsumi’s infrastructure, questions of space and materials, length of training needed, so on and so forth —

But it’s a good idea. It’s a good start. It’s something that they’ve been lacking for years. And most importantly — it’s a solution that carries heart within it. Something that Watatsumi needs.

Kokomi leans against his arm.

“We’ll bring it up at our next meeting,” she promises. “Compile a list of potential volunteers — see if you can talk to some of our soldiers about this. Quietly. We don’t want people making the wrong assumptions, or spreading misunderstandings. Draft some letters to craftsmen and guilds you think who would be interested. Test the waters. I’ll keep this.”

Kokomi folds the paper again and slides it up her sleeve. Gorou nods and Kokomi turns to brush her mouth against the seam of fabric at his shoulder.

“It’s good,” she assures him. “You know it’s good.”

Gorou’s hand finds hers, linking their fingers together as he brings the back of her hand to press to his forehead.

“It’s good, but is it good enough?” Gorou sighs. “I know. I know. No one knows. We just have to find out. The only way through it is through it and all. Do you want me in your meeting later?”

“To keep me awake and to pay attention to everything I can’t fit in my head anymore, yes,” Kokomi says. “But only if you don’t have anything more important.” She pauses. “If you do have something more important than this, tell me now so I can say I’m going with you.”

Gorou nips the edge of her wrist before letting her hand go.

“Unfortunately for you, I don’t. I’ll attend the meeting. But just so I can stop people from suggesting we build more warehouses. There’s no point in building them if we don’t know what’s going to go in them. We can’t just build them to have them. Do you have a copy of the old surveys so I know what we’re looking at?”

Kokomi nods. Together they walk to Kokomi’s offices and she pulls out several pieces of paper and hands them to him. Gorou takes one of the few available seats — the rest of them either occupied by books, equipment, or both — and starts browsing through them. Kokomi turns her attention towards the silent message box up her sleeve.

Sara did mention she would be busy all day.

Kokomi sits down, drawing out a blank piece of scrap paper, taking up a short stub of charcoal pencil and starts to sketch out a rough relief of the land in question. Sara would, in hindsight, have some advice to give on this topic. Kokomi’s skills as an artist leave a great deal to be desired, but she thinks she gets the rudimentary essence of the area down. Kokomi pulls the message box out of her sleeve, carefully folding the note so that it won’t smear, and passes it to the eel.

And then Kokomi quickly starts writing an explanation on another sheet of paper.


  Sara, if I could borrow some of your more technical experience for a moment. What are your thoughts on this area? It’s one of the few suitable for building close to our port. We’ve managed to save treated woods from our other projects and our craftsmen are ready to divert some of their resources to begin the planning and building of some new structures. No warehouses though — we’ve plenty enough of those for our needs and Gorou has strong opinions on building warehouses that have no known purpose. I can see his point. There’s a distinct difference between a warehouse needed for food storage versus one for material storage — and even then, crystal marrow and pearls require different storage needs. 


At the first pass, Kujou Sara might not be the first person one would ask for advice on city planning. But she’s lived in the heart of Inazuma most of her life, and she was responsible for the establishment and maintenance of several forts and camps during the war. Plus, Sara has the distinct advantage of knowing Watatsumi’s general layout with an insight as to what their general goals are through Gorou and Kokomi’s messages.

“Are you good here?” Kokomi asks as she passes her finished note to the silver eel. It takes a quick attempt at nipping at her fingers before disappearing with its charge, to hold it along with the rest of Kokomi’s notes until Sara is able to take them on her end.

Gorou grunts, waving her off as Kokomi leaves him to his slow self study. She’s sure that by the time the meeting rolls around Gorou will either have several pointed questions or dry observations.

In the meantime, Kokomi takes some time to walk the land. There’s no point in anything she does if it isn’t with her people and her home in mind. And how can she be expected to carry out any of her duties if she doesn’t know her people, her home? It changes constantly. The land, the people, the overall feeling —

Kokomi nods and exchanges polite greetings with those she runs into on her way out of the shrine, heading out through the back entrance. Thankfully these outings of hers have happened often enough that people no  longer stop  her.  Or, they do sometimes, but not nearly as often as they before.  Somewhere along the way, Kokomi gathers two of her attendants and one of her silent guards following in her trail. But for the most part, they keep their distance and talk amongst themselves, giving Kokomi distance to sort herself out on her own. She appreciates it.

As Kokomi traverses the slopes — the sharp inclines and harsh juts of stone and shell that craft Watatsumi’s many layers — she looks down and up in turns. Down at what is being built, up at what has yet to be completed. She can see the shapes of buildings starting to form. Kokomi can imagine it — the rising of walls, the thatching of roofs, the laying of foundations, the slow and careful carving of roads and stairways, the stringing of bridges and careful placement of evening torches. 

A few years ago, Watatsumi was a collection fishermen’s huts, a wet market, and old shrines struggling to maintain some semblance of respectability. A few years before that there was more with small fisheries and artificially created breeding ponds. Could the Watatsumi of Kokomi’s parents have imagined that they would become a site of resistance, a beacon in the dark storm? Could they have imagined that it would decimate them so thoroughly in terms of people and resources? Could they have imagined the shape recovery would provide?

The Watatsumi Kokomi is actively working to shape and guide is one that will surpass that upon which it is built on. And in the future, who knows what further shape that Watatsumi will take, as it grows beyond Kokomi, beyond Gorou, beyond all of them? Perhaps in the very distant future Watatsumi will be the next Hanamizaka district. Perhaps Kokomi will even be around to see that happen.

Kokomi looks upon the shades of what could be, what once was, what has the potential to be — and she wonders. They are in uncharted territory. Ever since Oroboshi brought them to the surface, piercing the border of Teyvat to rise among the established islands of Inazuma, their path has been more or less known and set. A life under the Shogunate, the Electro Archon. But this Watatsumi of now is not under the Shogunate. They are rising to become equal, gaining ground in terms of ability to bargain and negotiate and compromise. 

Perhaps the Sangonomiya’s of before would have cautioned her — you are asking too much. You are pushing your luck, and with it, Watatsumi. You move too fast, you cut through waters without a care for what other bodies are already there. Advance yourself with caution, with care.

Goodness knows that Sara has advised her of that several times. And there’s certainly merit to that advice. Kokomi knows it. She didn’t go through an entire war rushing in and seizing every chance that came her way. She knows caution. She knows the slow and steady advancement that raises the guarantee of success. But there are some things, where it you wait for a better opportunity, a better chance — it will never come. You’d have lost your best chance waiting for something better. There are some things that you must, despite all odds, leap for.

Perhaps Kokomi is getting greedy about it. Perhaps Kokomi is meant to quit while she’s ahead. But is Kokomi not a descendant of Enkonomiya? Reaching always upward? Rising through the depths, seeking light — and creating it when it cannot be found?

Kokomi stops midway up the island, she won’t make it back in time for her afternoon conference otherwise. But at Kokomi’s stopping point she turns to look out over the island. In the distance, fuzzy through the strange humid haze of Watatsumi’s internal atmosphere, Kokomi sees the glimmer of water, of shell, of sea and sky. Kokomi breathes in deep, tasting the air. The same air all over the world, and yet here it tastes and feels different. Kokomi spreads her arms, stretching bone and muscle and closes her eyes. Kokomi draws the strange peace and serenity that can only come from looking upon what you have made, knowing that there’s far yet to go, but you’ve already crossed leaps and bounds. For goals such as these, there is no halfway point, not concrete finish line. There is only where you were, where you are, and where you hope to be. Always, like water, cycling through states, changing and advancing and returning.

Worth it. Worth everything given and fed into it, though.

Kokomi descends much quicker than she rose. Gorou is already waiting for her in the conference room along with their motley collection of architects and general labor managers, as well as representatives from the various groups of people on Watatsumi.

The meeting is much the same as the morning’s assembly. Except this time instead of farmers and merchants arguing between pigs and cows, it’s a little bit of everyone arguing over what would best benefit Watatsumi. There’s a good argument for building a standing medical center. But most of Watatsumi’s medical professionals are also shrine maidens, and the main shrine and auxiliaries have been functioning as medical facilities for decades now. They don’t have any medical experts who aren’t also shrine attendants and priestesses. They’ve been serving both the local population and the growing militia force. It’s possible that with the influx of returning people and an increase in new members to their population they’ll need a non-shrine affiliated center to handle these cases.

There’s another case to be made for a school of some sort, but they lack actual teachers. And if their intent is to orient Watatsumi towards being an artisan centered economy, it might be in their better interest to start building workshops. Gorou, she knows, will have the same protest against building workshops as he does towards building new warehouses. If they don’t know what the purpose of these buildings will be yet, it’s better to avoid building structures that would have specific purposes in mind. A potter and a jeweler and a blacksmith will all have different needs after all, and all of them will differ from a trailer or embroiderer. And within those disciplines, a blacksmith who deals in weaponry will differ than one who crafts armor or more common place items like nails and tools.

Kokomi has a feeling that Gorou is going to lean heavy on trying to attract their own branch of the Adventurer’s Guild and offering this site as the real estate for it. It’s a good location between the port and Borou’s main thoroughfare. While Watatsumi isn’t lacking in manpower for defenses and various tasks the Tenryou Commission normally would handle, bringing in adventurers and commissions is another step towards opening Watatsumi further. It invites people from beyond Inazuma to travel here and explore.

Kokomi, personally, is hoping for some sort of establishment of shops. A book store would be nice, wouldn’t it? Watatsumi could look into printing their own literature, but paper becomes something of a hard resource to import at that bulk level. Ink, too. Those are goods that Watatsumi isn’t quite at the level of bringing in at those numbers just yet. Not when they have so many other things they need to work on establishing. It’s an idle dream for the future. Especially if they manage to attract some painters to Watatsumi.

The meeting goes on for a while. It’s agreed upon that the land will not be used for storage. It’s in a good location where they can adjust bridges and roads to direct foot traffic towards it. It could be some sort of inn or rest stop. Or maybe some kind of store. Gorou’s suggestion of an Adventurer’s Guild outpost is also well received. But it all depends if they’re able to convince the guild that it’s worth it to have one built out here. They would also have to discuss it with the current base in Narukami.

There’s an idea to make it like Ritou on a smaller scale — several smaller storefronts, an inn, and a small Adventurer’s Guilt outpost. Proceeding down that path would require they clear much more land for building and another set of surveys. But Kokomi likes it. Their ports are rather barren in terms of buildings and while it would benefit them to develop them more, having some kind of waypoint between port and inland villages is promising. Especially if they create some sort of crossroad around it. It’s a good location to build around.

After that meeting everyone splits to return to duties and family. Kokomi retreats to her office once more, Gorou in tow along with a few of her personal attendants who she’d sent off to other duties over the rest of the day. Kokomi and Gorou discuss potential plans further and hammer out a series of letters and messages to send out to various persons to see how much water their plans even hold. Kokomi’s message box remains dormant, though Kokomi doesn’t expect Sara to have anything for her just yet.

Gorou excuses himself just before Kokomi is due to meet with some of her other shrine maidens and various attendants. It’s been a day full of meetings for Watatsumi overall, now she must attend to more spiritual matters. Kokomi, once more, toys with the idea of contacting the Kamisato clan for some sort of information exchange. She’s certain that the Sangonomiya style of Tatarigami purification is one that they would find intriguing. And from the sound of things, Kokomi may need to invest more in youkai subduing techniques and talisman creation. Especially talisman creation.

She shares supper with them. Eating and idle chatter with the others makes the food taste somewhat better, she supposes. The company makes up for the lack of strong flavors. Kokomi even agrees to go with a few of the ones she’s closer with to the baths and relax in the hot springs for a while.

After a while, Kokomi returns to her rooms to retire for the evening.

There won’t be any sneaking out tonight, unfortunately. Kokomi has an early morning tomorrow and it’s already quite late. Tomorrow a trade ship from Liyue is scheduled to land at their port along with several negotiators from the Feiyun Guild. Kokomi needs her beauty sleep if she hopes to be able to match wits with merchants hailing from the home of contracts after all.

But the very fact that Watatsumi is able to pull their negotiators over at all is a sign of progress.

She sets herself up at her small writing desk for one last letter to Sara before she sleeps.  As Kokomi settles herself in front of her little table she imagines the image of Kujou Sara settling in across from her. All proper and stern angles and straight lines. Kokomi’s ears whisper with the rustle of Sara’s wings and the sound of her sleeves as she brushes them to the sides. Sara’s eyes catch the light in the room and gather them up like the heart of a flame, holding them steady in her face. Sara’s image looks at her, waiting, anticipatory, and dips her head, listening.

Sara, Kokomi writes with her previous thoughts in mind, filling her with a suffusing warmth as though she’d drunk amazake. Sometimes when Kokomi writes Sara — alone, with the contemplation of her thoughts and her time gathering about her — it feels like the beginning of something sacred. Some ritual. It is not unlike writing in a journal, she supposes. But there’s something much more intimate to it. After all, a journal is written to no one, except perhaps some prying eyes or some distant and future reviewer who stumbles upon the weathered pages. But Kokomi writes to Sara. She writes for one person. For and to, for and to. Such a distinction the intent makes. It elevates the vulnerability, the sensitivity — the intimacy.


  Sara, does it seem very vain of me to look about Watatsumi and think of it as mine? Is it terribly heretical of me? Do you think that this is what gods see, when they survey their people — what they feel? Or perhaps that which I feel is closer to a climber, a swimmer — so long facing down an immeasurable distance and focusing only on the highest peak, the farthest shore, than once they’ve arrived and they turn around to see the distance crossed, it boggles the mind? 


Kokomi thinks of the sight of Watatsumi from the cliffs just above sea level. It’s an appropriate likeness to Watatsumi’s own situation. So long, behind all the other islands, the rest of Inazuma, trying to make up for their own strange and unusual start from outside of the Seven. Rich in so much, just nothing conventionally Inazuma. And slowly, but surely, rising to meet the rest of the nation. Compromising, negotiating, acclimating. Mixing and combining even as they worked to preserve what they carried with them in new ways. 

Building new over old. Recycling and repurposing.

And yet so much farther to go, building into the sky, into the unknown and previously unimaginable. Perhaps if Kokomi wasn’t so used to facing down the impossible, perhaps if Kokomi didn’t sharpen her teeth on a war on the side against gods, perhaps then she would be disheartened. Perhaps if Kokomi had lived in any other time than this one, she would look at what is here and think: it’s not enough. Perhaps Kokomi would feel tired, perhaps she would be full of dread for the long road that is yet to come.

But she did. She is in this time, she went through that war, she sat at the table to negotiate, and she stood behind raised swords and shields and issued the commands. Kokomi raised a banner and a hand to question that which should have been unquestionable.

And so Kokomi can only look at what is around her and feel a possessive, proud curl of warmth pool and stream and evaporate and lightly diffuse throughout her, lifting her gaze forward and up.


  Of all the islands that make Inazuma, Watatsumi has always been the poorest and the most strange, most distant in the ways that would bind a nation. But I did not feel it before. Not really. Or perhaps I did and I did not know the words to say it. I still feel it now — but now I have the words, and with the words I have the ability to change it. I am Inazuman, I am of Watatsumi, I am both and neither at the same time. How contradictory am I?


Ah, Sara would know about such contradictions, no? Such conclusions and configurations. Better than most, she would imagine. Kujou Sara, of the sky and the mountain, of the youkai and the mortal men. The Kujou Sara Kokomi conjures in her mind shakes her head, quiet smile playing at the edges of her lips.

Kokomi and Watatsumi, with the strength of will to not just survive thrive are seizing the world of today and the Inazuma of today and dragging themselves forward and closer to them with every passing moment. 

And just as Kokomi and Watatsumi are reaching out and up to seize their future, the rest of Inazuma is finally turning their gaze inwards, to carefully tend to their own matters and affairs. And together, all the islands of Inazuma, including Watatsumi, may reach with stable hands out towards the rest of Teyvat to offer what they have.

Enough with me. I’m sure you must have been busy all day today, Kokomi continues. You had an inspection to conduct of your latest graduates from basic training. Did the war games for the summer get approved? Do you think your wet about the ears greenhorns will be able to keep pace? I wonder if the Shogun would allow Watatsumi’s militia to join in on these exercises. Would you consider putting a word in?

  



4. Thoma

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I think they send you to give me bad news because you’re the only one fast enough to dodge me when I just wake up,” Thoma says. It’s not a joke. There have been rookie agents they’ve sent to him who accidentally tripped his instincts and gotten burn scars to show for it. It’s only the fact that they completed their training with high enough marks to warrant them being assigned to Ayato’s personal retinue that saved them from losing limbs. Hachi’s had his own close calls, and that’s why he keeps his hair unfashionably short. “Alright. How bad is it?”

          


    
    Thoma’s body does not wait for the door to slide open. He’s moving, body preceding the mind as he is snatched out of sleep before he’s due to wake. The round handle of the kunai spins underneath his fingers, the sharp blade settling into the grip of his palm as he super heats it. Eyes still closed, Thoma settles into a crouch, head tipping to the side as he feels his hair slide over his shoulders, his neck.

He slides one eye partway open, taking in the state of his rooms, and the waiting crouched figure in the barely open doorway. 

Shuumatsuban agent, one of the ones assigned to the lord’s night patrol. Agent of the Shuumatsuban on active duty after passing training for about the past six years. Code name of Hachi. Excels in speed and interception, most often used as a courier when Lord Ayato is in need of word to travel fast and for rapid changes in already in motion plans.

No sign of hostility. No weapons visible. No visible signs of distress or injury. If the lord had been injured or otherwise incapacitated, Thoma is certain that Hachi wouldn’t be waiting there for Thoma’s fight instinct to settle and rationalize itself.

Thoma sighs, relaxing his grip on the kunai and letting it cool back to normal temperatures. He also rocks out of his crouch to drop back down onto his rumpled sheets. He runs a hand down his face. He doesn’t even need to look towards his window to know it’s early. Much earlier than he would normally rise. Probably earlier than most of the actual servants of the house who aren’t working in service of the Yashiro Commission’s night division.

“I think they send you to give me bad news because you’re the only one fast enough to dodge me when I just wake up,” Thoma says. It’s not a joke. There have been rookie agents they’ve sent to him who accidentally tripped his instincts and gotten burn scars to show for it. It’s only the fact that they completed their training with high enough marks to warrant them being assigned to Ayato’s personal retinue that saved them from losing limbs. Hachi’s had his own close calls, and that’s why he keeps his hair unfashionably short. “Alright. How bad is it?”

Hachi has the grace to sound sheepish. “Kamisato-dono asked us to send ahead to warn you to brace yourself. And in his words, to think kindly upon him for having had the distinct pleasure of experiencing what his clothes just went through in the flesh. He will need the use of the sauna and — he stresses — multiple baths. Hot.”

Thoma sighs through his nose, spreading his arms to the sides and stretching his neck, his back.

“I’m going to ask for your honest opinion. How bad is it really?”

“Kamisato-dono appeared to be physically unharmed,” Hachi answers, averting his eyes as Thoma rises to quickly change out of his sleep clothes. “However he did have to drag himself out of a rather stagnant looking stretch of water. There was a youkai involved.”

Of course there was. Thoma runs a hand through his hair, ruffling his bangs before drawing it back into a quick tail.

“You’re certain he’s unharmed?”

“Well enough to argue with one of Yae Miko’s attendants,” Hachi says.

So he’s perfectly fine then, Thoma concludes.

“He should be here within the hour,” Hachi says, stepping back as Thoma leaves his room to wake Lord Ayato’s attendants.

“Thank you, Hachi,” Thoma says, strides quickening, taking a glance out through a passing window to gauge the moon. Some sort of dark water dwelling youkai at night, bad enough that the lord needs both a sauna and a bath. Thoma may not be an onmyouji in practice, but after so long working in the Kamisato estate next to the Chief Onmyouji he’s picked up a thing or two. He had sent the lord off the night before in his official robes of office — not the formal ones, but still. Thoma grimaces, dread pooling in his gut as he considers the damage done. Maybe if he’s very lucky some of it can be salvaged.

Thoma raps his knuckles on the wood frame of the door to the lord’s main attendant, Minamoto. To his credit, he’s up and answering within the minute, rubbing sleep from his eyes but awaiting orders.

“Wake two of the others,” Thoma instructs, “The lord is expected to return within he hour in…some sort of state. Unharmed, but in need of a good scrubbing. River youkai.”

Minamoto grimaces. “Multiple baths?”

“And a sauna treatment,” Thoma confirms. “I’ll meet him at the entrance and begin organizing breakfast and a change of clothes. You and one of the others start on the drawing and heating of water, the preparation of salts. Send another to begin preparing the sauna. Brace yourselves for the worst.”

Thoma departs for Ayato’s private chambers, carefully easing around the edge of the room where Itto sleeps. Itto stirs, briefly, eyes sliding open long enough to recognize Thoma, before grunting — “What’d he do?”

“Played in the water a little too much,” Thoma says, quickly drawing out two changes of clothes. He’ll need one for after the sauna and another for after the bath. “He’s on his way back. Go back to sleep.”

Itto throws an arm over his face, sighing loudly. “Isn’t he too old for that?”

Thoma laughs quietly, “You could tell him that.”

“I’ll save it for when I really need it,” Itto replies with a jaw cracking yawn. “You need help?”

“We have it under control,” Thoma says, getting close enough to pat Itto’s leg. “Seriously. Go back to sleep. You’ve got a long day of travel ahead of you.”

Thoma carries the bundles of clothes with him, stopping to check in on the state of the bath and leaving a set there, and then checking the sauna.

Dawn is just beginning to touch the edge of the horizon in the distance by the time Lord Ayato arrives at the front gates. Thoma, along with the morning guard, grimace at the sight of him. There isn’t a single bit of him that looks remotely like what it should. Where the mud and the slime aren’t caked in, there are streaks of it turning his skin and clothes a murky gray. Every step he takes echoes with a soft slap of wet fabric. Th original color of his uniform is indistinguishable. Even his hair is in a right state.

Ayato’s expression is strained, eyes tight at the corners, and mud visibly flaking and cracking on his face as he speaks.

“Let’s not talk about it,” he says calmly, striding past them in stiff, sharp movements.

Thoma stops to get further details of the youkai from the Shuumatsuban trailing in his wake.

“He’s going to get hypothermia,” Ieda, a senior agent who’s been serving for close to ten years, says. “It wasn’t too strong of a youkai. But it’s been soaking in that water for a long time, gathering energy from the trickles coming down the mountain that turned dark from lack of sun exposure. It got him and kept him under for a while. It might have sunk some miasma into him, but he checked earlier and it appeared fine.”

“Should we send word up to the main shrine?”

Ieda shakes his head. “Yae Miko spoke through one of her foxes, advised him a sauna and morning sun as treatment. She must not have thought it was that bad. Should I send agents up the mountain for healing talismans?”

“No, no,” Thoma shakes his head. If Guuji Yae already gave her personal input there’s no need to be overzealous about it. If she has anything further she wants to add, she’ll either send word herself or summon someone up the mountain later. “The youkai wasn’t the possessive sort?”

“If it was, it wasn’t strong enough to fully bind itself to Kamisato-dono,” Ieda says. “He was able to capture and isolate the main body. It’s being purified by one of the other units. The area of the river is also being checked over for any lingering miasma or other offshoot youkai. Reports should start coming in by mid-morning.”

Thoma nods, mentally adjusting the menu for this morning to involve more heat. He thinks that there’s some cinnamon tea from Sumeru that should still be good. He’ll have to leave instructions with the kitchens to cook plenty of warm foods for the lord while Thoma is in Ritou.  He’ll have to send someone out to do some shopping in Inazuma City.

On his way back to the private quarters of the estate, Thoma sees Ayaka watching him from her window. She waves her hand to him.

“My lady, you’ll let in a draft,” he scolds, jogging over to stand beneath her. “What woke you?”

“What’s my brother gotten up to this time?” Ayaka asks, holding the thick fabric of her futon around her shoulders. 

“Nothing to be overly concerned about,” he reassures her. “River youkai.”

Ayaka wrinkles her nose. “And he walked down the mountain afterwards? He must be thrilled.”

“Oh he’s something alright,” Thoma agrees. “He’s on his way to the sauna, and then the viewing platform to catch the dawn.”

“A sauna after a river youkai attack?” Ayaka shudders. “Well he’s going to be in a delightful mood. Do you think he’ll use this as an excuse to conveniently forget he promised a spar with me later today?”

“I think that if he tries it you’ll be dragging him out of bed by the hair,” Thoma replies. “Get along with him when I’m not here, please?”

Ayaka sighs, waving her hand at him in dismissal. “You should be telling him to get along with me. Good luck with Onii-sama, Thoma-kun.”

By the time Thoma reaches the dressing area outside of the sauna, Lord Ayato is stripped down to his last layers and the protective armor. Minamoto is currently struggling to undo the knots holding the lord’s cuirass flush against his water logged inner layers as the other two hold the cuirass up, trying to relieve some of the weight and hold it steady.

Up close, Thoma sees that Lord Ayato’s face has turned a little grey, with touches of blue around his mouth. Thoma grimaces, stoking the flames in the room with his Vision. The poor attendants are already working up a sweat from having to peel their lord out of his clothing.

Thoma draws a knife, gesturing for Minamoto to move aside. “We don’t have to be time to be delicate about it, my lord, if we are to get you taken care of before the sun rises. We may have to cut it.”

“Needs must,” the man says faintly, looking ready to be done with the indignities of the day. Thoma carefully gets the knife between the knot and Lord Ayato’s inner layer, adding just enough heat to the knife to make the cut sharper as he carefully saws at the threads enough to get them to fray, and then release. Thoma, Minamoto, and the two others, quickly step back as a rush of liquid falls from within the trapped layers, pooling on the ground around them.

Thoma risks a glance at Lord Ayato’s face, the man’s eyes are now closed and there’s a prominent clench in his jaw that speaks of later aches.

“Continue,” he says, voice faint and edged with annoyance.

Thoma quickly starts cutting off the smaller pieces, the arm guards, the hidden chest plate underneath the second layer, the shoulder padding, handing them off to the others and helping Lord Ayato literally peel himself out of the final inner layer of clothes.

“I think I’m going to need to heat more water for the baths.” He seriously underestimated the damage done. “Also. Respectfully, I think I need to burn your clothes.”

If Thoma attempted to pass these off to one of the laundresses they’d probably kill him. That’s not a joke. They would plot to murder him for real.

Lord Ayato hums in acknowledgement.

“Don’t fall asleep,” Thoma warns. “I’ll leave one of your attendants at the door if you need help. He’ll bring you out once dawn is here.”

“I’m glad that you’ve realized there’s no fixing some things,” Ayato comments, eyes still closed as Thoma leaves the sauna room.

“Minamoto-san, come with me. We’ll need to bring a second tub and start preparing more water. We’ll have to wake some others, but by the time Lord Ayato is ready for an actual bath it’ll be close enough to morning — well. Real morning for sensible people — that it shouldn’t disturb too many people.” Thoma then turns to the other two. “Soma-san, stay here with the lord and make sure he doesn’t fall asleep. Once dawn gets close help him to the viewing platform. Okkotsu-san, I want you to start drawing water and stir the fire in my kitchen. I’ll stop there to prepare some tea and simple broth. Wake who you need if you can’t manage on your own. Get that started then return here to assist Soma-san in helping Kamisato-dono to the viewing platform. Carry him if you have to.”

Once Thoma and Minamoto have set up two large tubs some distance from each other and several buckets and towels, Thoma leaves Minamoto to the choosing of salts, oils, and bath formulas while Thoma quickly hurries towards the kitchens. The house is just beginning to wake up now. The main kitchen and the laundry rooms are starting to stir, with the youngest and more junior staff set to the tedious tasks of starting the fires, boiling water, and preparing of ingredients and such. In Thoma’s own, smaller, kitchen, he starts together a basic tea service.

He goes through the cabinets and finds that he does have the cinnamon blend. It’s not anyone’s preferred flavor — too strong for either of the Kamisato siblings, too sweet for Sara’s, and Itto isn’t fond of tea in general — but he’d kept it just in case.

Thoma checks in on Minamoto, before he goes to the viewing platform. Minamoto has had the forethought to light some scented candles, making the room even warmer than it already was.

Okkotsu and Soma have managed to get their bedraggled lord to the viewing platform just as the sky has begun to lighten and turn pale. The poor man is bundled in a thin robe and looking rather pitiful. Thoma resists the urge to have someone fetch a kamera.

“Perhaps half an hour of this,” Thoma says, passing a teacup into Lord Ayato’s clumsy fingers. His hands are frigid and clumsy as Thoma forces the man’s hands closed around the cup. “And then a bath. Several baths.”

Thoma wrinkles his nose as he looks at the dried and caked on mud and remains of murky water that have clung to Ayato’s hair and skin. 

“I think we’ll have to break out the stiff bristle brushes for you.” The exfoliating salts will not be enough. He sends a mental apology to whoever he sends to clean up the sauna and the baths after Lord Ayato is done with them.

Thoma sits next to Lord Ayato, waving the other two off to join Minamoto in his preparations. Lord Ayato’s eyes are still closed as he breathes in the steam from the cup, slowly raising it to his lips and taking small sips. There’s a slight furrow between his brow.

“The report on the river youkai should be in by mid-morning,” Thoma says. “And I think the rest of the onmyouji patrols should start coming in from their shifts by now. I’ll have the reports compiled on your desk and inform the squad leaders not to disturb you.”

The man doesn’t speak or otherwise respond to acknowledge that he’s listening, but he doesn’t have to. Thoma continues to talk, to provide something for Lord Ayato to focus on that isn’t the fact that he’s still covered in grime that’s now hardened and caked itself to him twice over. 

“Last night, after you left, Sara-sama and Kuki-san agreed to spar together. Hand to hand, no Vision, no weapons. I don’t think it should surprise you that Sara-san won, but Kuki-san had her on a back foot for quite some time. It was actually very close. Kuki-san trained with some martial artists from Liyue when she was studying law. I think Ayaka-sama is going to try and convince them both to teach her hand to hand. Not that Ayaka-sama needs more proficiencies in combat. But I think she gets bored without the challenge. Ah. That reminds me, my lord. Ayaka wants to see a play.”

Thoma recites the list of attendees who were invited to the outing. It’s been a while since Lady Ayaka has gone out to meet with — well. Thoma is hesitant to call them her friends. She’s cordial enough to them. She remembers their birthdays and sends letters and notes and various gifts often enough. But overall it seems like she’s just being polite about it. He doesn’t think she relaxes around them the same way she does around Yoimiya, or the Traveler, or even Itto and Kaedehara. There is a distance there that she does not allow these other people to cross, or even notice. 

Thoma supposes that he can’t really begrudge her that barrier. It’s not like Lord Ayato is any different. There’s a certain degree of distance and professionalism expected from them in every quarter. And it’s very hard to relax, indeed, when you know that the other party is waiting for you to slip. 

But still. It’s good for Lady Ayaka to go out and meet people in her general age group to just — see a play, get some food, take a walk, listen to some poetry, play some games. It’s so rare that she gets to do that. Outings with Yoimiya and the Traveler’s eclectic cohort aside. Thoma isn’t sure if the young lady considers her outings with the other nobles and merchant class ranked people of Inazuma as fun and freeing as she does the ones she attends with her real friends. But surely there’s some reprieve to be found, some sort of gentle breath of fresh air among all of the stiff and strangling appointments she normally attends. At least, Thoma hopes so. 

“Maybe Sara-sama should chaperone,” Thoma suggests. After their marriage, the general has only gone out on a few outings as the new matriarch of the house. Most of them at Lord Ayato’s side, or with both Kamisato siblings present. She has rarely gone to any on her own. It’s a definite uptick from when she was a lady of the Kujou house, that’s for certain. Thoma can’t recall Sara going to any events or gatherings — well. She has, but as security. Those don’t count. And, well. She did attend funerals. But again, Thoma isn’t sure if that counts at all.

It would be good for her, he thinks, to get out and meet more people. Although Thoma isn’t sure if the people she would meet while chaperoning for Ayaka are the right kinds. But it’s a start for who not to meet, isn’t it? Maybe she’d actually find someone to talk to; establish some sort of metric for who’s who and who to avoid and who can be tolerated to a degree. That’s what Lord Ayato and Lady Ayaka tend to do when they’re put together with various configurations of nobles, merchants, and scholars trying to get introductions and feet in the figurative door.

It’s also supposed to be a damn good play, and Thoma sort of wishes that he could go instead. Alas, he’s been very busy handling various affairs in Ritou and within the Kamisato estate. He hasn’t had much time to assist Lady Ayaka as of late. She’s assured him repeatedly that it’s not his job and Thoma’s well aware of that. He’s steward of the entire house and vice-captain of the Shuumatsuban. But he does feel bad for not being able to attend to the siblings as closely as he used to.

Who knew that having to sort out assassinations and political marriages would involve so much work? Ever since the marriage was announced Thoma’s been working double time to reassure the various trade guilds and try to manage the family finances and investments as the market took a strange and unpredictable journey of swoops and crashes. Thoma’s head is still spinning from the whirlwind of rumors he’s had to sort through. Not to mention the fads — he’s fairly certain that Sara still hasn’t noticed that women all over Inazuma have taken to copying her almost severe style of dress. Ogura’s been torn between being particularly upset about this , considering that almost all of the hard work she’s invested into creating new prints and patterns with exotic ingredients and motifs has practically gone out the window, or giddy over the windfall of the popularity gained by being the provider of the fabric that General Kujou Sara wears.

“If this had happened during the Sakoku decree it would have been so much better for business,” Ogura said. “Of course the sudden reversal in fashion had to happen after the import-export balance was reached.”

After a moment, Lord Ayato dips his head in thought.

Thoma helps Lord Ayato to his feet, frowning at the man’s stiff movements. His lips are no longer blue or grey, which is a good thing, but Thoma can still feel a lingering chill even through his clothes. By the time they reach the baths, Lord Ayato isn’t quite swaying, but he’s leaning heavily on Thoma to remain upright. Thoma would just sling the man’s arm over his shoulders and drag him except he’s worried that focusing on walking is the only thing keeping him awake at this point. Night patrols are always harsh on Lord Ayato’s schedule.

It takes all three attendants plus Thoma and Lord Ayato to scrub all of the crusted grime off of his skin and rinse it out of his hair. Soma and Okkotsu focus on emptying out the other tub and refilling it with clear water while Thoma and Minamoto work on helping Lord Ayato scrub layers of caked on sweat, river water, and slime off of himself. It takes four tub changes before the water finally runs clear and their Chief Onmyouji looks decent again. Once the water runs clear all four of them heave a quiet sigh of relief and Lord Ayato lets his head tip back and rest against the edge of the tub.

“Should I thank you again for not immediately barring me from entering the grounds when you first saw me?” Lord Ayato says. “Good work all of you. I feel as though I should give you three the rest of the day off, but with the way things have gone thus far I expect I’ll be calling upon you again.”

Minamoto and Thoma help Lord Ayato stand once more, drying him off and quickly bundling him into the night clothes Thoma had brought down earlier. Thoma directs Minamoto to flagging some of the lower ranked servants to cleaning the room and disposing of the left over water, dismissing Okkotsu and Soma to return to any other duties they might have. Lord Ayato, when Thoma goes to assist him back to his quarters, waves him off.

“You have to attend to the rest of the house,” Lord Ayato says, “And I imagine you were woken quite abruptly. I’ll manage to my room. And if I do not I think our floors are quite clean and more than suitable for a morning nap.”

“My lord,” Thoma sighs, exasperated even as the man pushes him in the direction of the kitchens. 

“I’m sure I’ll be ravenous by the time I’m able to keep my eyes open on my own,” he says. “What will you do if Sara beats you to the kitchens and you find everything already done?”

“Sara-sama isn’t going to be awake for another hour,” Thoma says, but allows himself to be pushed away. He lingers at the end of the hall just to make sure that Lord Ayato doesn’t fall on his face as he strides back towards his quarters.

Unfortunately, Lord Ayato is correct in pointing out that Thoma has several other things to attend to with he rising of the sun. Namely, the sorting of the staff for the day. They’re all aware that he’ll be leaving for Ritou after breakfast and won’t be back until tomorrow at the earliest, end of the week at the worst. While he’s away they know who’s in charge and who’s supposed to be doing what. But Thoma does have concerns now that the Lord has had a rather, to say the least, troubling night. He has a feeling that the nightly activities of Inazuma’s Chief Onmyouji and the Yashiro Commission are going to be on the rise for the foreseeable future. 

Thoma’s main duties and priorities lie as the Chief Retainer of the household, vice Captain of the Shuumatsuban, and head of the house staff. This roles involve tasks that range from the mundane to the clandestine, giving him both free reign to decide how to handle matters on his own without bringing them to the clan head’s attention and a measure of independence to steer and guide the vast and complex body that is the Kamisato house and its various affiliates.

However, these duties and roles of his have little to no say in what goes on in the Yashiro Commission. And with good reason. Thoma has no talent for using spiritual tools and little no capacity for being able to cultivate any measure of the spiritual power necessary to work with or around youkai. What Thoma learns through observation and careful study of the Kamisato archives is an entirely different story. Thoma can study until he goes blind, but all of the knowledge he gathers is of little use when he can’t see, touch, or otherwise interact with the spirits themselves. So the best Thoma can do to help his lord and lady, in this case, is to make sure the house is ready for whatever they might possibly need.

Thoma pops into the main kitchens where food for the entire house — sans the highest ranked members of the Kamisato family: Lord Ayato, Lady Ayaka, General Sara, and now by default Arataki Itto and Kuki Shinobu, whenever they’re in residence — is being prepared. By now the main cooks of the estate are awake and are taking charge of directing the younger staff members.

Thoma does a quick check of the laundry rooms. The top of the pile are the towels and the robe that Lord Ayato had used just this morning. Thoma wonders who got the dubious pleasure of getting to burn the unsalvageable uniform the Lord had worn to last night’s patrol.

The house cleaning staff have also just begun to start their duties, getting the large dining rooms for the rest of the staff prepared for breakfast and starting on raising the thin wooden blind on the engawa.

Thoma returns to the back of the house to the room that’s been claimed as his own little office to wait. He isn’t waiting long. The first to arrive is Shiori.

“I’ll be attending to Sara-sama today,” she tells him. Thoma isn’t surprised. Shiori was part of the group of ladies in charge of gathering laundry and competition to serve at Sara’s side is always fiercest when laundry duties are at stake. It’s one of the harshest jobs on the hands and the senses.

“Congratulations on winning that fight,” Thoma says. Shiori grins at him. At some point they’re going to have to assign Sara permanent staff, and look into bringing in actual ladies in waiting. It’s a topic that Thoma knows Lord Ayato and Lady Ayaka have brought up previously to no avail. Their general is just too used to being self sufficient. 

Sometimes Thoma has half a mind to go up to the Kujou estate and demand what hell their chief of staff was doing. Kujou Sara is one of the most decorated members of the entire shogunate, and one of the highest ranking Kujou mainline house members. How could she have not had any ladies in waiting? No permanent staff? And how did they keep this so quiet until now? How has it now, only after her marrying out, become a topic of concern?

Shiori leaves after Thoma gives her a brief rundown of the general’s schedule — that he’s aware of at least. He’s had a devil of a time trying to coordinate with her official Tenryou staff, because apparently she didn’t have any permanent ones there either. It’s astounding how the General has been set up for failure and yet climbed to such heights despite it all. If she had a real contingent of permanently dedicated staff to her, Thoma is a little concerned for how much she would accomplish. Kujou Sara might not be an ambitious person, but she’s definitely the sort who would take on way too much. 

Ha. Would. She already has.

If she had more staff to facilitate it, it could only get worse. At least Lord Ayato and Lady Ayaka are excellent at delegating to others. And they’ve managed to create a work-life balance of a sort. The senior staff members in charge of the various departments of the house soon come in after Shiori takes her leave — Thoma estimates that he has another half an hour before he has to literally race Sara to the kitchens to begin meal prep for the main family members.

“This morning the lord was involved in an incident with a cold water youkai,” Thoma says, addressing the head chef. “You’ll need to adjust the menu I left behind for the next few days while he recovers. There will also, most likely, be a change in menu needed for our onmyouji. Warm foods to generate heat and positive energy, I don’t need to tell you what sort.”

Thoma turns to the house steward, “If more ingredients need to be sourced allow access to the  monthly allowance I set aside for situations such as these. I give my advance approval. Act within reason, of course. I trust you all to use your better judgement on this while I’m away.”

Thoma then addresses the head maid, “Do your best to connect with the head of staff in charge of maintaining the Yashiro Commission buildings. I have a feeling that we’ll be seeing an influx of staff members staying on the grounds while this is being sorted out. They may need to borrow some of our staff and vice versa. As long as it doesn’t interfere overly with our schedules do your best to cooperate with them. Divert hands away where you can. Our laundry team might have their work cut out for them for some time, if the work really does pick up. Hopefully it isn’t and I’m reading too much into the situation.”

The various senior staff members assembled before him exchange wry glances.

“Thoma-san, when it comes to you, I don’t think you ever read too far into something.”

“Wouldn’t it be nice if I did for once though?” Thoma returns dryly. “If there are any further concerns or questions I should be here until after breakfast. You all know how to reach me in Ritou if something goes wrong and you need me back immediately. As always, on behalf of our lord, I thank you for your hard work. Dismissed.”

Minamoto comes in as Thoma finishes reviewing staffing rotations that need to be reshuffled last minute due a family emergency cropping up for two of their junior staff members.

“I see that Shiori-san got the winning lot today,” he comments, kneeling in front of Thoma’s writing table. “Do you think that Lord Ayato will be awake today?”

“For breakfast, and then sparring with the lady,” Thoma says. “I don’t think she’ll let him skip even if he’s tired. You and the rest should have an easy morning, with any luck. Send someone down to the armory to see what we have in spare uniforms and armor for him. I’ll take the ones with the cut ties with me to Ritou for repairs.”

“Not in house?” Minamoto asks.

Thoma hums, running a finger over his lower lip.

“You’re plotting something.”

“I’m not our lord, I don’t plot things,” Thoma replies. “I simply take advantage of opportunities. We should have a spare fitting of armor available for Ayato-dono in the private armory. Assemble a kit for him for later. Aren’t we lucky that when he went into the water he had the foresight to not bring his sword with him?”

“Both us and the youkai, I imagine,” Minamoto replies. “I’ll attend to arranging a new outfit myself and assign Okkotsu to standby in case something happens that requires assistance. Soma-san is already working with the lord’s Yashiro Commission counterparts to check and arrange his schedule and procure any documents he can work on while on bed rest.”

“Good, good,” Thoma nods. “Any luck in finding anyone for the general’s retinue?”

“We have a few names shortlisted for a permanent staff, but in terms of actual ladies in waiting it’s proving to be a little more difficult. The head lady is what’s giving us issue so far. I don’t suppose that Lady Ayaka has turned up anyone in her search?”

“No one she’s felt worth telling me about at this point,” Thoma shakes his head. “We’ll. Let’s just be grateful that the general’s acquiesced to allowing us this much so far. Baby steps. On your way, Minamoto-san. You’ll be having a time of it going through the vaults. I keep trying to get Lord Ayato to have it reorganized but you know he is about — well. Organization.”

“You mean I know how he isn’t?” Minamoto jokes, standing up. “Safe travels, Thoma-san. You’ll be very much missed. Would it be remiss of me to tell you that there’s currently a betting pool or two involving your extended absence?”

“It would be if you told me the details of the betting pool, exactly,” Thoma answers. “Best not to tell me, Minamoto-san. I’d hate to accidentally skew the odds by being overly self-conscious. Although — is one of the bets regarding whether or not I’ll take a vacation any time soon?”

“That’s no longer a bet, Thoma-san. That’s a sincere hope that the rest of us are holding for you. Maybe I should set someone to hiding secret notes in the lord’s clothes that suggest giving you some time off.”

“I have time off.”

“Allow me to rephrase: giving you the opportunity to actually take that time off. The Sakoku Decree’s been lifted for years now. And between your own connections and Ayaka-sama’s, I think you could get yourself passage to Mondstadt if you liked.”

“Tempting as that is, I’m not fully confident that I could leave for that long without returning to a house in shambles,” Thoma says. “I trust everyone of course. It’s just that — “

“Without you around to curb the lord and lady’s more fast paced methods you might come back to all of us at our wits end trying to keep up with the improbable? Understandable. Consider it a trial by fire for some of the newer staff.”

Thoma narrows his eyes. “I think you’ve worked with Ayato-dono for too long. He’s started to rub off on you.”

“I would ask if it was in a good way, but your expression already answers that.” Minamoto grins, pushing himself to his feet once more. “Alright, best get started on the armory. See you soon, hopefully. If I’m not here when you come back it’s because something in there came to life and killed me.”

After Minamoto come in the squad leaders of the Shuumatsuban, who Thoma gives a flat look at.

“So,” Thoma crosses his arms, “Who let him get in the water?”

“Bold of you to say that we let the lord do anything.” Hisashi grumbles, getting an elbow in the ribs from Ieda in response. 

“Right,” Thoma pinching the bridge of his nose. “Are there enough members among the Shuumatsuban to carry on with the current rotation, or has he ordered any of you to follow after me to Ritou?”

“Who would dare trail the vice captain?” Ieda asks. “You’re the only Shuumatsuban among your guard this time. We’re spread a little thin as it is.”

Thoma knows that, which is why he patiently, carefully, stubbornly argued with Lord Ayato for the past two weeks to make sure he didn’t sneak someone into Thoma’s guards and various personnel for this little Ritou excursion. Whether the man actually conceded or not remains to be seen. Thoma suspects he won’t find out for certain if his arguments were successful until he comes back.

“There’s a graduating class of ninja dogs coming up,” Hisashi says, “Partner matching is due to start in a month or so. Should we consider roping a few of those into the honor guards?”

“We’ll discuss it when I come back,” Thoma says, quickly going through the summaries of the evening’s operations the other leaders hand him. He nods, slipping one of the reports into his pocket and handing the rest back. “Proceed to hand these in. Let the Lord know that I’ve taken the conclusion report from last night’s reconnaissance mission. I’m taking it over and I’ll fill him in on the particulars when I return. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got breakfast to start before General Sara thinks I’ve surrendered my kitchen to her.”

Thoma does run into Sara in the hallways as she makes her way towards the room that houses her statuettes, just barely beating her out in time on his way to his own private kitchen. Thoma immediately begins to prepare breakfast, rice will come from the main kitchen but the dishes are his to prepare for. 

He makes quick work of lighting the stove, mind already rummaging through the contents of the cupboards, pantry, and ice box that he has cataloged by heart. One of the junior staff members was kind enough to come in and refresh the water vessel standing against one of the walls. 

He sets aside the cinnamon tea he’d made earlier. No one else will drink it and what remains is definitely too strong for Lord Ayato’s taste, even if it would, technically, be better for him to drink now that it’s steeped so long.

Instead, Thoma sets out a mild, slightly less effective, sweet tea from Liyue blended with chrysanthemum and honey for Lord Ayato, and by extension Itto. After a moment of thought he pulls out enough blossoms and leaves for Lady Ayaka as well, who’s notorious sweet tooth is going to get her into trouble one day. He and Sara will drink green.

Thoma prepares a simple soup, mindful of the time as he lets it simmer, pulling out other ingredients: eggs, sugar, salt, tomatoes, a few squares of simple laver, mushrooms. Thoma lays these out on the hip high table in the middle of the kitchen. He pulls out the heavy jar of pickled cabbage that had been preserved with sharp flavors of peppercorn and carrots cut in the shape of five petaled flowers and sets it aside for a side dish. The heat of the pickled cabbage and the crunch of it should go well with the salt-sweet of the fish.

Last, Thoma sets out a platter of dried fruits, an experiment of his where he cut the fruits fine and let them dry out before dusting them in sugar and syrup. Not quite the tanghulu of Liyue, which Kuki and the Traveler both had done their best to describe to him, and not quite like the candied apples he remembers only as concepts from his own childhood. Something different. This batch isn’t as good as he thinks it could be. He didn’t wait long enough for the fruit to dry, and the fruits he used weren’t ripe enough. But they still taste good. He can do better though.

Thoma sets to work cleaning and seasoning fish to be grilled, Sara coming in just as he’s about to set them over the small grill of charcoal he had built into the counter top. Sara gets to work pulling out dishes and trays.

As they work in companionable half-silence, broken by the small request or comment here and there, various staff members drift in and out. Most of them drop off little messages for him before he leaves, mainly well wishes for a save journey and half-joking requests for him to return back slowly. A few of them slide some sly comments in Sara’s direction, which she pointedly ignores with the ease of someone who’s slowly but finally grown used to being teased for entirely innocuous reasons. The plate of candied fruits dwindles down to nothing, and by the time Sara is carefully cutting rolled omelette and Thoma is arranging side dishes of cabbage and radish the platter is entirely empty.

Sara and Thoma themselves, eat quickly standing on opposite sides of the large table in the center of the kitchen. It’s terrible manners, but they’re both on tight schedules and it’s part of their routine at this point. If this was anyone else, Thoma thinks he would be having an internal fit about the impropriety of it all, and how he’s being a terrible host. And he seems to recall it was like that the first few times this happened. But not anymore. How strange it is, the changes that life brings.

Thoma offers to go down the mountain with her, they’ll split off soon enough, with Sara going south and Thoma north. He’ll also have Itto with him. An unusual crew for certain, but one that’s become increasingly common over the past few months. He and Itto had already been known to hang around each other previously, and Itto and Sara are infamously famous as a strange duo. Well. The three of them can’t possibly be any stranger than the groups the Traveler brings around. Thoma seems to recall that at one point, the Traveler had been going around with a Knight of Favonius, a Fatui Harbringer, and an adeptus of Liyue. 

Sara casts Thoma a dubious glance as she shoots down another attempt to draw her into business. He’s fairly certain that Sara thinks that he’s trying to get her to invest her money into something out of kindness, some attempt at reaching out and creating further bonds between her and the rest of the house. The Kamisato house, under Lord Ayato’s watch, has carefully cultivated its wealth and distributed it well, investing in multiple businesses across multiple markets. Lady Ayaka, personally, invests a decent portion of her private funds in theater groups and oversees a translation company. Lord Ayato has several businesses, and of course he has a lucrative income as the renowned calligrapher Nami. Thoma, himself, doesn’t invest but only because he has so many ties to merchant groups in Ritou that it wouldn’t seem fair. If he were to invest in any of them it’d be taken as insider knowledge and he’d be hounded all the way to the Kanjou Commission for accusations of insider trading and market manipulation. He does find odd satisfaction in assisting the lord and lady with their own investments when they aren’t able to look after them directly.

It is, partly, an offer of further connection. But mostly Thoma keeps offering because for someone who claims to have little to no interest in business or any acumen for it, Sara has remarkably keen insights. He’s confident that if he could just find something that would perk her interest, she’d make a wonderful time of it. And it never hurts to have your own private funds that aren’t tied to your employment. It’s a nice safety cushion, and it helps build a wider range of contacts. 

Sara leaves with the trays for Lord Ayato and Itto, Thoma sighing and taking up the tray for Lady Ayaka. And after a moment of consideration, he also brings the over steeped cinnamon tea. Perhaps one of her attendants will favor it.

“How bad was it after all?” Lady Ayaka asks him as he sets her breakfast down in her sitting room. She’s mostly dressed, except for her hair. She’s dressed for training and is already fastening her sleeves back. Her lady in waiting is still with her, though the rest of her attendants seem to have been dismissed already. 

“Would you consider excusing him from sparring?” Thoma asks, already knowing the answer.

“It’s good practice for him,” Lady Ayaka says, sitting at the table as Thoma finishes laying out the dishes. “He’s been cooped up in his office when he isn’t traipsing about the mountain. You and I both know he isn’t getting in the sword practice when he’s on night patrol. Did you have a chance to bring up the topic of chaperones with Onii-sama? I’ll ask him about it later today.”

“Yes, he’ll bring it up during your spar, if you don’t distract him,” Thoma answers. “I already suggested having Sara-sama go.”

“You couldn’t have suggested me going by myself?” Lady Ayaka sends him a bemused glance. “When will the two of you realize I’m not a child, hm?”

“That’s the point of why we need to send you with a chaperone,” Thoma turns towards Ayaka’s lady in waiting for support. But the woman just gives him a tight lipped smile, clearly unwilling to step into this particular arena. “Besides, if Sara-sama agrees it’ll help her, too.”

Lady Ayaka sighs. “Yes, I know. But sometimes I like to imagine that the two of you have called it quits on being overly anxious. I’ve been going to official meetings and gatherings by myself for years. Since before the civil war.”

“That’s official business, it’s different,” Thoma argues, but neither of them press any further. “I’m heading to Ritou after this. Do you want me to bring you anything, or check in on something there for you?”

The lady shakes her head, “Safe travels, Thoma. Try not to get yourself involved into too many trifles. Fixer for Inazuma you may be, but before that you’re ours.”

Thoma gives the lady a salute with his fingertips, “Yes, my lady. Please just make sure that the house is standing for me to return to.”

“We’ll find out,” she laughs, waving him off and turning towards her lady in waiting so start chatting with her about further plans for the day.

-

Sara, evidently fed up with Itto and Lord Ayato, elected to depart on her own. She did leave behind a message with one of the Shuumatsuban agents to pass her apologies onto Thoma. These were delivered with a barely suppressed switch of the lips as the agent attempted to imitate the general’s original dry delivery of the lines. 

Thoma ends up only waiting a few more minutes for Itto, who meets him at the secret back entrance to the estate. The man claps Thoma on the back with a broad grin.

“Sorry for the wait, he got clingy,” Itto declares. Thoma can’t quite picture Lord Ayato clingy and he doesn’t really want to, either. He has his own doubts as to whether Itto’s use of the word clingy even applies or if he — like the lord — has a wildly different mental dictionary than the rest of them. It would explain so, so, so much. “Let’s go?”

Thoma nods and they head off to meet the rest of Thoma’s travel party, a carriage and a couple of carts that he’s taking along. The carts are for the ores that he’ll be checking from Liyue. The carriage is because Itto isn’t very good at riding horses and it’s always a little weird to be riding while Itto keeps pace walking. It’s not that Itto couldn’t do it. He could, so long as the horses were kept at a light canter — which is another thing that Thoma finds baffling. Sure, Itto’s tall and fit, but to keep up with a horse at a canter with no problem for hours? Goodness.

He and the Lord really are a fortuitous — literally — match.

Itto breaks off from Thoma to go further down the road and pretend to appear coming from further up the mountain. Thoma had made sure to include Itto in his travel plans previously, so everyone knows they’re waiting for him. Itto’s appearances around the estate and friendship with Thoma are established enough after all these years that no one really thinks too much of it when they both climb into the carriage, chatting about Kuki’s latest trip abroad and Itto’s own potential travel plans.

“You should come with me,” Itto says. “The Traveler’s been making noise about meeting up and going to Liyue and then Mondstadt. When was the last time you did something fun?”

“I do plenty of fun things,” Thoma protests. 

“I don’t mean playing cards after dinner or going out for lunch,” Itto rolls his eyes. “I mean a real vacation.”

“How could I possibly go on vacation when it hardly feels like I’m working?” Thoma jokes. “I’ll think about it. Who else is the Traveler going around with?”

“Shinobu-kun for sure,” Itto starts to count off on his fingers, “Yoi-chan might go. Apparently she’s got a friend in Liyue. A grave digger, or something like that. I didn’t ask too many questions. But her pop’s getting on in years and the business isn’t exactly calming down, so she might stay behind if they can’t find anymore people to help out around the shop.” Itto pauses, expression going glum. “I’m not sure if I’m going yet, myself, either.”

Thoma can pretty much guess why, based on this turn in conversation. Itto’s grandmother really is getting on in years. She’s the picture of health, though. And it’s not like she’s by herself.

“Any luck in persuading her to move to Narukami?”

Itto groans, putting his head in his hands. “Who does she take after? Was she always so stubborn?”

Thoma laughs, poking Itto’s shin with his foot. “What do you mean who does she take after? You’re the one who takes after her! Where else did you think you got your stubborn streak from, huh?”

The rest of the carriage ride passes in much of the same manner. They don’t run into any trouble along the way. Between the official seals marking the carriage as belonging to the Kamisato clan and the increased attention given to this pass by the Tenryou Commission’s forces there hasn’t been much record of trouble along this area in some time.

Thoma and Itto leave the carriage at the water pass between Ritou and Narukami, electing to walk with the carts. Itto and Thoma bump fists as they part. Itto towards the docks and Thoma to arrange for the storage of carts before he heads to the Outlander Affairs office to check if there’s anything new there for him, and then to meet up with his Liyuen contacts to check the freshly imported ores.

Thoma gets stopped no fewer than four times by various acquaintances who badger promises of a future meeting out of him through sheer tenacity and politeness. Not that Thoma minds. He needs to catch up and keep his ears fresh for information. This is a good opportunity for him to check the figurative pulse of Inazuma in person, instead of relying on Shuumatsuban reports and gossip from maids.

Speaking of Shuumatsuban reports, Thoma turns his mental attention back to the one he’d taken with him from Lord Ayato’s incoming messages. Lord Ayato had sent a small unit to check up and monitor activity on one of the persons of interest in an old investigation of theirs. The person was cleared of any direct wrongdoing in that specific case, but there was enough evidence of suspicious behavior that Lord Ayato had them flagged for routine check anyway. It’s been long enough without any real activity that they’re ready to stop the checking in. 

Except for this last report. Thoma doesn’t know if he’s acting with bias or not, but he’ll need to do a few investigations on his own to see if he needs to push further on it. This might be something that they have to turn over to the Kanjou or Tenryou commission, depending on what Thoma turns up here. Hopefully he finds nothing, though. Is that strange? To hope to find nothing?

He’ll meet up with a few of his own contacts while he’s here and make some inquiries of his own. Ideally they provide something different, or shed some different context on the activity the Shuumatsuban found over the past three nights of observation. Either way, Thoma is sure that Lord Ayato will want to continue observation for a few more months to ascertain if things are going one way or another. It never hurts to be safe, after all.

Thoma nods towards the receptionist at the front of the Outlander Merchant’s guild offices. She smiles at him and directs him towards the usual private room in the far back used for more private discussions. There’s always something for him to do and Thoma mentally revises his time table for how long he’s going to stay. In hindsight, it’s been a very long time since he was able to attend to matters in Ritou personally, it makes sense that so much has built up for him. Thoma jots down a few notes for other leads he needs to check in on, and a few people he has to visit to smooth their ruffled feathers. Thoma also makes a mental note to send word back to the estate that he’s definitely not coming back tonight or tomorrow.

“How long has this one been waiting?” Thoma asks, reading over a request for him to come and mediate between two arguing parties. It’s not exactly the topic that strikes his attention so much as it is the names of the people requesting him as a third party.  These two particular parties have been business partners and close friends for years. Since before Thoma even came to Inazuma. If the stories he’s heard from the older members of the Outlander guild and the residents of Ritou are to be believed, these two groups have been closely knit for generations. He hadn’t heard anything about any kind of friction between them and he can’t possibly begin to think of what would require them to call in Inazuma’s Fixer. Thoma will attend to that one after his meeting with the ore dealers. He wonders if Lady Ayaka would have any insight into this from the things she’s heard among her peers. Lord Ayato might have some missing piece of this puzzle as well, from his strange and eclectic cohort. He might ask if he can borrow a Shuumatsuban agent to investigate this if it turns out to be as serious as he thinks it is. Once again, he hopes he’s wrong. The worst part about being a fixer is the knowledge that something broke to start with. 

Thoma has word sent ahead to the two that he’ll meet them later in the afternoon at the main square, but if either of them need to reschedule he can be reached at the merchant’s guild building down by the port.

He arrives early enough for the meeting that he’s able to catch up on some small talk with a few of the dock workers on break, make his rounds of the docked ships he recognizes, deferring promises of dinner parties or drinking games under the extremely valid and true excuse of a tightly packed schedule.

“No rest for Inazuma’s favorite fixer, eh?” One of the sailors jokes, jovially clapping Thoma on the back hard enough he almost stumbles forward. Thoma trains with Lord Ayato, Lady Ayaka, General Kujou Sara, the Shuumatsuban, and Arataki Itto. But he swears that sailors are some other kind of strong because no matter how strong he knows he is, Thoma always ends up losing out like this. “Well don’t be a stranger. Glad we got to see you this time around.”

(Thoma does glance around for Itto’s distinct head of hair, normally standing literal heads and shoulders above a crowd. But either Itto is further down the port or he got distracted elsewhere because Thoma doesn’t see him.)

By the time Thoma makes his way to the reserved room for his meeting he feels like he’s practically buzzing with energy. It’s always nice to catch up with familiar faces, even if it’s only for a few snatched moments at a time. It’s nice to be known — not in the way Lord Ayato and General Kujou are known, or even the way that Lady Ayaka is known. But to be known so familiarly. So warmly. It’s…soothing.

The merchants bringing in the ore from Liyue are, technically Inazuman so they shouldn’t have to use the Outlander Merchant Association for help. But the issue is that their headquarters for business is in Liyue Harbor, and as such they spend most of their time there. They haven’t officially changed their personal identification to lose their Inazuman citizenship, but one of the qualifiers the Kanjou Commission had to institute post-war for declarations of economic source was a standard guideline for how a business would qualify to bypass Outlander Affairs and be recognized as native Inazuman business with foreign branches. Sadly, these merchants don’t qualify through any of the implemented guidelines, so they have to go through the Outlander Merchant Guild. They’re relatively new in the business, but Thoma’s been working with them for a few years now and they absorbed some of the contracts and former employees from a couple of other merchant groups that didn’t survive the Sakoku Decree. 

Thoma may or may not have assisted in helping these groups find each other — combining the newer group’s standing transport fleet and available funds for an initial expedition with the older group’s experience and established connections to create one newer and potentially stronger group — and while he’s never explicitly asked for that credit it’s given to him in the form of first choice on stock once they return to Inazuma. Thoma does his best not to exploit such favor, but now and again it does pay to have high connections.

“Before we get to the ore,” Momohana says, drawing out a lacquered box and setting it on the table between them, “I wanted to give you the first look on a new product we’ve gotten contracts for. We were able to nab a contract to produce and refine the pieces for the Tianquan’s latest edition of the Liyue Millennial. An anniversary set to commemorate the passing of Rex Lapis. We’ve begun the preproduction and have been allowed advanced copies to pass onto a few of our valued clients and connections.”

Momohana pauses. “The pieces are beautiful and no doubt that they will sell well. It’s just — well. In Inazuma, there’s really no one who would play or…”

Thoma laughs, pulling the box closer to himself to inspect the pieces up close.

“It’s a complicated game for people of certain tastes.” 

Lord Ayato is the only person Thoma knows who actually knows the rules to the game. He doesn’t play often, but that’s only because there’s no one else for him to play it with, aside from the Traveler and any of the strange Liyuen companions the Traveler sometimes brings along when they pass through. Thoma has a very loose grasp on the concept of the game and an even looser grasp of the rules. Lord Ayato has attempted to teach both him and Lady Ayaka multiple times to no avail. Thoma can’t tell if this is due to the complexity of the game, a lack of aptitude on Thoma’s and Lady Ayaka’s part for it, or perhaps on Lord Ayato’s for teaching it.

He thinks that Lord Ayato actually has an ongoing game with the Tianquan, herself, through their correspondences. But it’s conducted entirely in their heads and is slow going due to distance and delay in the passing of their messages.

Strangely enough, he thinks that Lord Ayato and Sara have had one or two extremely simplified games with each other. Or at least, he thinks they were playing Liyue Millennial. It’s entirely possible that they were just using the pieces to illustrate some other plan or theoretical concept for real world Inazuman politics. With the way Liyue Millennial is structured, it’s near impossible to tell.

“May I?” Momohana nods and Thoma takes one of the carefully carved pieces out of the cushioned box. “Are you expanding your business into stones as well as ore now?”

“Yes, we were able to get access to the Chasm. Finally. One of the older mining groups suffered a loss in manpower and put their rights up for auction. We somehow managed to win the bid. Originally it was just for precious metals and iron, but their original rights were for all Chasm resources and it was too much of a hassle for us to split the rights with someone else. Too messy Not if we wanted to do it properly, and it would have taken too much time..”

“Congratulations,” Thoma says, giving her a quick smile before he picks up a piece that could represent the Crux or just Captain Beidou herself. “The craftsmanship is outsourced though, isn’t it? How much is that cut?”

“Not so bad. Tianquan Ningguang is only ordering the raw materials from us,” Momohana explains. “She has her own craftsmen working on the processing. Transportation cost for the material is covered as well. The final version is not yet ready, so far only these pieces have been finalized. Do you think you’d be interested in a copy?”

“I would,” Thoma says, “But only one. I’m afraid if you’re trying to offload these copies you’ll be hard pressed to find people in Inazuma who would appreciate them.”

Momahana laughs, sheepishly scratching the back of her neck. “This is not exactly the right  market for it, no. But it’s better than trying to give them out in Liyue. It seems everyone there is always scrambling for the latest copy of this strange game. I’m not sure if they even play it or if they just want it to say they have it. Copies just fly off the shelves back there. But gods forbid you give a copy to someone who already has it. It’s the height of insult. I will have one of our final copies reserved for you.”

“Thank you. But now lets get to the real business, shall we?”

The next hour and a half are filled with samples of ores, maps, and pricing charts with Thoma and Momohana firing numbers back and forth at each other at rapid speed. Momohana has an abacus at her side, the beads rapidly clacking even as Thoma’s own mind flies through the same numbers. By the end of it Thoma has agreed to a one year exclusivity contract for white iron and copper, with supplemental orders of iron at a discounted rate as needed. Thoma has, unofficially, also agreed to introducing Momohana to luxury goods craftsmen in Inazuma who might be interested in getting their hands on precious jewels and stones from Liyue.

“Has anyone told you that you bargain like a Liyuen?” Momhana says, sounding fully exasperated but satisfied by the time they’re both satisfied with the current bargain enough to put their official seals on the page. 

“The mentality of a Mondstadter and the passion of an Inazuman,” Thoma counters. “Always good working with you Momohana-san. Say hello to your brother for me. Have a copy of the contract forwarded to the Kamisato estate. I’ll send some people to collect the first shipment and hand over the first payment later this afternoon. I’ve got another appointment to prepare for.”

“Busier than a Qixing agent,” Momohana teases. “Pleasure doing business with you, Thoma-san.”

Thoma makes a quick stop back at the small house that he and other Shuumatsuban and Yashiro Commission agents use in Ritou to collect Lord Ayato’s ruined armor. It was crafted by Shuumatsuban armorers, but if it’s just the ties it would be faster for him to have it repaired in Ritou and he has just the person for the job. He leaves the armor at their place with a deep apology for handing the armor over in such a poor state. In the stronger light of day it somehow looks worse than Thoma remembers. He had hoped that his tired mind was dramatizing the — well. It’s not quite damage. It’s just filthy.

Thoma scratches the back of his neck, sheepish as he and the blacksmith look down at the armor pieces. The cloth Thoma had wrapped it with to transport over is soaked with mud and dirty water. The ties look about a century older than they really are.

There’s a shared silence between them, not quite broken by the sounds of other blacksmiths at their work, and Thoma mentally tells himself that apologizing now isn’t really going to help anything. And it’s not like this is Thoma’s fault. It’s not even Lord Ayato’s.

The blacksmith just raises his eyebrows and says, “Well. If it’s in this bad a shape and the wearer survived, it must have done the job. Just the ties? Shouldn’t take too long. Send someone over tomorrow. We’ll have it cleaned, polished, and ready for you.”

“Always appreciated.”

That out of the way, Thoma heads out to get started on a few of the smaller tasks that have been waiting for him while he was away, and to see what he can gather by way of gossip and rumor. As Thoma exchanges greetings with various people, catching up on their lives and what he’s missed over the past few weeks and offering a little of his own life in return, the picture of Ritou clarifies itself in his mind. The convoluted network of people and business and mora and thoughts strengthens itself: a spider’s web that starts out thin and turns into a veil of complicated gossamer as strands layer over and over each other; crossing and crossing, no two exactly the same, no single strand without intersection or careful divergence. Thoma feels around the edges of it, running his own thoughts and observations along the opaque and vague borders of the larger picture as he connects it to the larger framework of Inazuma. And of course, as always, to the central frame of the Kamisato house and its own dealings.

Thoma stops to graze on simple skewers at one of the newer food stalls. With his luck, the next time Lord Ayato comes to call upon the Kanjou Commissioner, he’ll run into this vendor and convince the woman to do something ludicrous and then try to get Thoma to recreate it later. 

As always, when he’s in Ritou, Thoma is careful of what he says, what he asks. The Kanjou Commission has always given him a remarkable amount of slack to act with, but Thoma would hate to find out where that slack turns taught. Ritou is the Kanjou Commission’s own little domain. A different Inazuma than the rest of the country due to the high volume of outlanders and constantly changing population. The Inazuma contained within the boundaries of this small island is at once so far flung out, so ahead of the rest, and at the same time so strangely timeless. Inazuma as a whole has taken tentative strides towards a new future, and the only reflection of this change in Ritou is a larger number of ships in the docks and a wider reflection of variety in the stocks of the stores that populate Ritou more than houses.

Before Thoma heads off to this meeting of merchants — and this is a little tangle that he’s a little excited to sink his teeth into, for the sheer novelty of it — he makes his way to one of the highest points of Ritou. Just to look. Just to see. There’s something about seeing the sprawl of the land, that makes his mind go quiet. Thoma loves the Kamisato estate and the Yashiro Commission. He really does. They’re his home, his family, his purpose. And there’s something truly beautiful and serene about the strange corner of the world they’ve carved of themselves. Some-part modern and some-part strange, one leg on this side of the boundary of human and youkai and one leg on the other. There’s a timeless sense of peace there. Weeks and weeks can pass without Thoma leaving the estate and he wouldn’t realize how far the world has moved forward until he did. There’s a certain kind of comfort to that kind of quiet, that kind of eternity.

But the one here, in Ritou, with its change that isn’t change, its perpetual cycle of new and old, in and out, is another one. One that almost reminds Thoma of Mondstadt. Timeless and constant in its change and adaptation. If the Raiden Shogun really was pursuing eternity, she should have come to Ritou before the ports were first shut down. Here is where eternity can be found, in its most beautiful, it’s most vicious and demanding. 

Or at least, that’s what Thoma would say if anyone were to ask him.

In the distance, Thoma spots approaching ships. Some of them bear the flags of the Tenryou-Kanjou joint navy. One of the ones approaching is of Mondstadt make, but he doesn’t recognize the flags or the escorts. Most have flags he can’t yet identify. Thoma should stop by some of the guilds and offices to catch himself up on the current standards and routes. And maybe he could book passage back to Mondstadt. Just for a little while. It wouldn’t hurt to ask the cost or the time frames for such a thing, right?

He wonders which of these ships is the one meant to be bringing Kuki back home, if any of them. Does Itto even know? Or is he just going to wait for a familiar splash of vibrant green to enter his field of vision? He’s certainly got the height advantage to be spotting anyone that’s for sure.

Thoma rests his hand on one of the stone partitions that lines the stairs that turn Ritou into a tiered and multi-storied puzzle of people and places. Breathes. Sea and sky, city and quiet, Inazuma and not. Lady Ayaka doesn’t meditate, but she says that flower arranging is something like that for her. For Lord Ayato it’s calligraphy and painting. Actions that center, that quiet, that clarify. Communion with the self, resolution to the unasked and uncertain. Thoma never got the hang of meditation, flower arranging is something he can appreciate though he falls behind Lady Ayaka and many of her peers in the actual implementation, and Thoma’s not exactly the most artistic of persons. Maybe this is the closest he’ll come to it. Walking, speaking, breathing, soaking in and appreciating the world around him as it comes to him and he goes through it.

He certainly feels much calmer now. Thoma’s thoughts still flicker and weave themselves around his mind, carefully stitching themselves into the established weave of his thoughts and understanding. But they’re quiet now. Thoma, now, doesn’t feel like he’s hurtling through it all. Now, for the first time since he was woken this morning, catches his breath.

Oh, he’s certain that that feeling will resume shortly. Work is work, busy is busy. But for now, standing here, it quiets. It settles. Thoma closes his eyes, head tipped back to catch the sun on his face and feel the off-shore wind against his shoulders. 

Savor this moment.

Then, once Thoma’s internal clock gently nudges him, he slaps his palm down on the stone. Ready.

“Alright,” he nods to himself. “Back to work.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I know Itto sleeps with his eyes open but I like to think that when he feels safe enough he sleeps with his eyes closed.

        




5. Ayaka

Summary for the Chapter:
            For all that Ayaka’s teased about her brother possibly growing dull due to lack of practice or need to draw a sword, he’s as horrifically good as always. It really does take all of the things Ayaka has learned from Sara, her brother, and everyone else she’s matched blades with to keep up with him. And still, she knows, he’s holding back. Not because she’s his sister, not because this is a training bout, but because he’s very tired and he’s also interested in seeing what new patterns she’s developed when he was pretending not to look.

One would ask what kind of monster of a man goes up against his younger sister at full strength, Vision and onmyouji arts and all? The answer is, obviously, the man who wants his sister to survive.

          


    
    Ayaka wakes to one of her shikifuda crumpling and burning up into ash in her palm. She sits up immediately, sleep banished from her along with the remnants of whatever dream she’d been enjoying, if any. She pushes the blankets back, quick to dispose of the ash and open her window. The wards feel fine. It’s only an hour or so before dawn. Ayaka carefully stretches as much of herself as she can to sense out the ley line. She’s only a little bit better at this than her brother, but overreaching will give her a terrible headache.

Now, Ayaka is fairly certain that nothing truly terrible has happened. The shikifuda alert that just went off was not a particularly urgent one. If it was a true emergency she would have woken to a painful shock.

Tonight, as with the past few nights, the mountain is alight with only the most minor of disturbances. Ayaka can feel where the barrier between mortal and youkai is thin, made almost tangible in the way that morning fog or an incoming storm are weighted on the tongue and lungs. Nothing, she thinks, that would warrant one of her minor alarms going off. She pulls out the rest of her shikifuda alerts. It wasn’t for a breech of wards — she would have felt that stronger and so would have the rest of the onmyouji stationed at the Yashiro Commission, triggering a quick rousing of the entire grounds, commission and clan alike, to deal with the threat — and it’s not any of the personal alerts she’d set. It’s not for Thoma or Itto, it’s not for Sara, and it’s certainly not for her. It must have been her brother’s, but between the quiet of the mountain and the general lack of urgency she’d felt from the alarm, she can’t imagine what happened.

Ayaka moves to bundle herself up by her window, resting her chin on the edge, futon pulled in close around her shoulders and partway over her head. She yawns, looking out onto the estate. Ayaka’s window has an excellent view of passageway that connects the Kamisato family’s private quarters to the rest of the estate. She’ll just wait to see if anything happens for a while. There is a faint string of worry in her heart for what could possibly have happened. Someone would have come to wake her if it was serious. Her brother is not the strongest onmyouji in the corps, not by any stretch of imagination. But he’s certainly one of the strongest swordsmen in perhaps all of Inazuma. This, combined with his truly formidable ability to use his Vision, on more than one occasion, has more than made up for his weak spiritual core.

It’s part of why Brother has always pushed her so hard, she knows. In most aspects of Ayaka’s life, her brother has been — by the standards of most noble families — remarkably lax in his expectations of her. Ayaka was still a small child when their parents passed, one after the other. Her lessons until then had been par for the course, if a little more thorough. Ayaka had learned most of her characters, she’d learned the basics of the onmyouji’s crafts — in theory, she was still too young yet to try it in practice — and she’d been taught mathematics and history. She’d learned, by then, approximately one fourth of the standard poems of the Sanjuurokkasen. And she’d begun to learn dance and how to play the koto. 

When their parents passed, the overseeing of Ayaka’s education fell onto her brother’s shoulders. For a period of time, all of her lessons stopped altogether. Her brother, in between trying to wrestle his rightful position into his own control without the carrion birds threatening to dive and pry it from his very hands and doing doing his level best to stand among men and woman several times his age with the experience to back it up, did not have the time for it. Ayaka still had tutors, but once her current courses completed, without direction from her parents on where else they should lead her, she was essentially left to independent study.

Ayaka no longer remembers how long that period of time was. As a child, surely, it must have felt endless. She remembers at times being excited that she had no classes, that she was free to play and explore and go about as she pleased to do as she wished. Her main irritation was that her brother could not play with her and that she barely saw him for any significant period of time. She didn’t even see Thoma as often as she used to. Then the excitement broke to anxiety. Why weren’t Brother and Thoma around as much? Would they, too, disappear like mother and father did? 

Ayaka wasn’t there when either parent died. In her father’s last weeks, she was only allowed to speak to him through a closed door.

“He doesn’t want you to remember him this way,” Brother had told her then. 

Ayaka understands, now, and is somewhat grateful for it. In her memories, her father is a tall man who lifted her onto his hip and tickled her under the chin and fed her sweets by hand. In Ayaka’s memories, her father walks with her mother at his arm through the gardens, and he clips hydrangeas with large dew-spotted blooms and folds origami frogs for Ayaka to play with. 

That is not the man she knows Thoma and Brother remember. She knows that without asking. She doesn’t know what they remember of her father. Just that it isn’t — not primarily at least — what she remembers. 

In Ayaka’s memories, aside from that voice from beyond the paper door that was to thin it wobbled in the ear, her father is the man who carried her on his shoulders so she could reach the lavender melons that grew sheltered by branch and height in the middle bought of trees.

But back then, as a child, Ayaka could only be sad and afraid. Had she done something wrong? Why wouldn’t father see her? Couldn’t he tell her if she had done something wrong? When would they fold frogs and cranes and stars together again? She had learned a new poem that day, she wanted to recite it to him in person.

“You can tell me instead. I’ll tell him for you,” her brother said, drawing her into his lap. It wasn’t the same, she protested, squirming against his arms. He tried to hold her, but Ayaka remembers that she cried. She cried and fought against him until she wore herself out and gave herself a headache. And still he held her, withstood the unrestrained blows of her fists and elbows, knees and heels. And when she was done he still held her and he never stopped.

And then Father was gone.

Mother followed shortly after, but Mother, until the last day, had wanted Ayaka close.

“You’re so much like him,” Mother would say to her, stroking Ayaka’s head and shoulders as they lay together in her Mother’s sickbed. Ayaka lay over her mother’s body, underneath the covers, head pillowed on Mother’s chest, straining to hear her heartbeat. Brother, sometimes, would sit with them, holding Mother’s hand as Ayaka lay in their mother’s arms. Ayaka would fall asleep there, and wake to her brother carrying her to her own room. And when Ayaka would protest, he would bring her to his room and brush her hair and dress her himself, and then put her head onto his own chest, with his strong heartbeat drowning out Ayaka’s thoughts until she went to sleep again.

Ayaka will always remember those nights, those — what feel like — stolen moments.

And then one day, several months after their parent’s deaths, Brother sat with her for breakfast and she almost didn’t recognize him. He looked so old. 

He sat across from her at what used to be a vacant breakfast table and asked, “Do you have any poems for me?”

The lessons picked up again after that. And every morning her brother would ask her, “Do you have something new for me?”

But he never pushed her. If she struggled in one aspect of her studies he would look over the assessment from her tutor, ask her what she thought, and then offer to help her work through it or offer to cancel the class entirely. It had seemed, then, that no matter what Ayaka said or did, her brother would just look at her, looking so old and strange, and nod, and take whatever she did or didn’t do in a stride. 

Brother’s lessons, she remembered, were not like this at all. He was always studying, always reading, always writing, always training, always working on one thing or another. She had halfway expected her own lessons to be like that. But they were not and for a while Ayaka had though that he was simply giving her space, giving her time. That he, himself, wasn’t sure yet, either. 

But Brother was so sure in everything else he did. She would sometimes overhear him talking with their retainers, his aides, the Shuumatsuban, to Thoma. And that brother, the Commissioner, the Chief Onmyouji, was so much more decisive.

He did not ask them things. He did not accept things from them. He told them things. And if something was not up to par, he would give them, in no uncertain terms, all of the ways it was not acceptable to his standards and how it should and would be fixed and in what time frame that would be.

Ayaka did not get a glimpse of that Ayato until the first time she picked up a training sword. Her brother was not her first teacher with the sword. She was training, originally, under one of the elder instructors in the basics. Brother set up a table next to the training grounds, and under his watchful eye, Ayaka learned her first forms. 

Until that point, Ayaka had carefully toed a line between obedient and stubborn; testing the boundaries of this strange adult who had taken her brother’s name and was commanding people on missions and directing important pieces of paper and having meetings with the Raiden Shogun and Yae Miko in person and the tired looking person who ate breakfast with her and sometimes came into her room at night to adjust her blankets and brush her hair and would stop in on her at random points during the day every so often to check in on her progress but never comment about it except to say she was doing well and ask if she needed anything.

She put a turtle in that polite stranger’s office. She left ink to dry out on his table. She put dried up chili — the expensive ones, imported all the way from Liyue, saved for special occasions — into his tea. She opened the windows of his office during a storm. She would hide pieces from his game sets and shuffle about his papers. But he would just sigh and apologize to the servants for the mes. Then he would give Ayaka this flat look and quietly ask her if she was very bored, or if she wanted a pet, or if she wanted to invite any friends over to play, and he wouldn’t say anything else about it. 

He never got mad at her. He never chastised her. He never punished her for any of those things.

Before their parents died sometimes she and her brother would fight. Sometimes he would get annoyed with her and he would scowl at her and Ayaka could remember their parents having to intervene between them at times. Ayaka could remember it. She remembered her brother being mean to her sometimes, teasing her, snapping at her when his temper was short and she was being especially persistent in whatever she was doing to get on his nerves.

But this polite and well meaning stranger with her brother’s face, made wan and haggard, didn’t do any of that. He never even raised his voice. He wouldn’t even frown.

The worst of it, the one that Ayaka was so sure would get some sort of reaction — and even doing it made her feel a little sick and a lot afraid — was when she went down to the armory, a place that had always been forbidden to her, and stole her brother’s sword.

The armory was sealed with a special magic, some kind of ward, that would only allow people with the Kamisato blood to enter, and a select few who bore exception talismans. Ayaka, before then, had never explicitly broke any rules and no one had thought to put some kind of obstruction to prevent her from entering and taking anything. 

Some part of her child self had thought that the second she passed the wards some kind of alarm would come up, her brother would come rushing in — furious — to lecture her and finally reveal himself to her. Finally. Finally.

Somehow Ayaka got the sword all the way up to her room. She hid it in her closet feeling giddy with the apparent success of her little heist, and incredibly sick with the guilt of it.

She spent the entire day on pins and needles, waiting for something, anything, to happen. And it did not.

That night Brother quietly came into her room, very, very late, and Ayaka didn’t wake up because she hadn’t’ been able to sleep at all. She pretended to be asleep. If he knew she was faking it, he didn’t make any mention of it — just like all the times before. He just kneeled at the edge of her futon and carefully arranged the blankets around her, brushing some hair from her face. Ayaka’s heart hammered away in her chest, but once he smoothed the blankets out around her one last time he got up and left.

Almost three days went by and Ayaka knew for a fact that her brother had gone into the armory but he didn’t say anything.

And on the fourth day, her brother came home in the early hours of the morning with a broken arm and bruising along his back and side of his face. Ayaka was woken by the flurry of servants rushing to prepare his room for rest, and Thoma coming in to stop her from investigating further what the fuss was.

That afternoon, as her brother dozed in his room, Ayaka brought the sword out of her closet and brought it to Brother’s bedside. She held it in her hands and lay it down at his side, guilt churning her stomach to bits and making her eyes burn and throat constrict.

“I stole it,” Ayaka said to Thoma as he sat next to her, changing out the now tepid water waiting at brother’s other side for when he wakes. 

Thoma hummed, not angry, not disappointed. Like he already knew. He probably did.

“I stole it three days ago,” Ayaka continued. Brother continued to sleep, dark circles vivid under his eyes, the newer and sharper cut of his lean jaw frightening, as were the sharp and distinct angles of his wrist bones. It reminded Ayaka of their mother. 

“He was waiting for you to say something,” Thoma tells her when she couldn’t say anything further. Her reasoning, her logic, her motives. All of it seemed so petty in the face of her brother’s slowly rising and falling chest.

“If he had it,” Ayaka whispered, “He would be okay.”

Brother had gone out with a regular sword and a few basic onmyouji tools that night. No one had questioned it.

“He’ll be glad to see that it was well taken care of,” Thoma said. Ayaka drew her arms cross her eyes. “And if he did have it, I can assure you it wouldn’t have made that much of a difference.”

A regular iron sword versus one of the Raiden Shogun’s own craft? Ayaka glared at Thoma through her tears. A mundane piece of metal against one forged by the art of god, imbued with magic across centuries? Of course it would have made a difference.

“Talk to your brother, my lady,” Thoma said gently, no judgement, no reproach. “Just talk to him.”

I don’t know how, Ayaka almost confessed; the greater sin. She hadn’t known how to talk to him for a long time.

Brother woke up soon after, and if he was surprised to see Ayaka or his sword at his side, he did not show it.

“Water,” he rasped as he slowly rose up, hand of his good arm running through his hair as Ayaka quickly poured him a cup.

Ayaka didn’t say anything. And neither did he. But as he lay down again, Ayaka lay over the blankets, careful and mindful of his injuries as she lay her head over his heart. Brother’s uninjured hand immediately went to her hair, her back. 

“I’m sorry,” Ayaka must have said at some point, because she remembers him saying, “So am I.”

I missed you, Ayaka didn’t say. I can’t lose you, too. Don’t leave me behind like the rest.

After Brother recovered he added swordsmanship to her lessons. 

“If you find a weapon you like better you can switch,” Brother said, which was a way of saying, You can still choose, but you will be taught in this specific field whether you enjoy it or not.

Ayaka took up the sword. And once she had mastered the basics, her brother took over the teaching of her lessons. To this day Ayaka has yet to find a harsher teacher than he in this particular field. 

Again, he would say, correcting her posture with infinite patience for what was probably the tenth, twentieth time of the day. Again, he would say like some kind of repeated recording as her arms trembled and the sun beat down on the back of her neck.

Again, his voice would repeat in her ears over and over as he tapped her ankle, her knee, between her shoulders, to correct her posture.

Again, his voice came down on her as she dragged herself, breathless and aching and bruised, to her feet.


  Again, again, again.


Here was the one thing her brother would not relent to her in. Here is where her brother was close enough to the same man who was slowly but surely carving a space for himself in Inazuma’s politics.

Brother allowed her freedom of choice to pursue whatever she liked however she liked in every field except this one. In this one, he held her fast and close to an ever increasing expectation. In all the rest, it was always Ayaka who chose her own metric of success and mastery.

“You will someday carry the same burden as I do,” Brother told her as she gasped for air, sweat sticking her hair and clothes to her body, lungs burning, legs aching. “We are not as we once were. Not as a Commission, not as onmyouji, not as a family. You must be able to defend yourself. If not with word or reputation, then with sword and fist.” Brother’s expression when he said that to her, was cold and fierce and more like her brother than anything. Ayaka, despite the tone and the warning, felt herself more comforted by that than anything else.

“I understand,” Ayaka said and meant it.

“Not yet you don’t,” Brother replied, and then swung down hard, so hard that it knocked the sword out of her hands, made her wrists tingle, and had Ayaka diving to grab it up once more as he was moving into another blow.

Ayaka is drawn out of the memory of all of this by the flash of blond moving through the corridor.

She waves her hand when she sees him glance in her direction and he jogs over to stand underneath her window.

“My lady, you’ll let in a draft,” Thoma scolds. He doesn’t sound too upset, so it really can’t have been that bad. A knot of tension in Ayaka’s back eases as she lets out a small yawn that she barely swallows. “What woke you?”

“What’s my brother gotten up to this time?” Ayaka asks, pulling her futon closer around her as she ducks her head into the edge of the fabric to blow warm breaths into it, feeling the air rebound and fan across her mouth and nose.

“Nothing to be overly concerned about,” Thoma answers, and then, smile just barely playing across the edges of his face, he continues, “River youkai.”

Ayaka wrinkles her nose. “And he walked down the mountain afterwards?”

Ayaka wonders how annoyed he would be if she were to wait for him at the gates, just to see what the damage is. If it’s was a river youkai and it tripped her alarm then it must be quite a mess. Her brother has always been so fastidious in his appearance, and she’s been witness to more than one of his several shouting matches with Yae Miko about the official onmyouji uniform. A river youkai? Goodness. If he was lucky it was in clearer waters. If he wasn’t — and Ayaka has a feeling he wasn’t, when her brother’s luck with youkai is tested it really is the worst — it was probably some portion of the river filled with muck and algae and weeds.

“He must be thrilled.”

“Oh, he’s something alright. He’s on his way to the sauna, and then the viewing platform to catch the dawn.”

Ayaka shudders, imagining it. “A sauna after a river youkai attack? Well. He’s going to be in a delightful mood. Do you think he’ll use this as an excuse to conveniently forget he promised a spar with me later today?”

She might even permit it, depending on how much teasing fodder she gets out of the maids later.

“I think that if he tries it you’ll be dragging him out of bed by the hair,” Thoma answers, clapping his hands together as he bows to her. “Get along with him when I’m not here, please?”

Well. He did say please.

“You should be telling him to get along with me. Good luck with onii-sama, Thoma-kun.”

She watches him disappear out of view, torn between going back to sleep or staying up to see if something further happens.

After a moment or two of consideration, Ayaka slips out of her blankets and pulls on a shawl, pausing at the door of her room to listen. Thoma is most likely off to either alert her brother’s attendants or her brother is already back and Thoma’s gone off to assist them. Ayaka decides to take a chance and slips out of her room, carefully sliding the door closed as she makes her way to her brother and sister’s quarters. She pauses at the threshold of their door, listening hard. And then carefully, she opens the door just enough for her to squeeze through and closes it again behind her. Sara must still be asleep.

Ayaka turns away from Sara’s closed door towards her brother’s. 

She opens it just enough to peer in, eyes squinting as she sees Itto’s sleeping silhouette, listening to the inhale and exhale that fills the room. Deep and steady. But awfully quiet, in comparison to how it would normally sound if he was really asleep.

“Itto-kun,” Ayaka whispers, “Did Thoma-kun pass by already?”

The mountain ridge of shadows that makes up Itto’s body shifts, a rock slide in reverse as he rises up into sitting. The faint light from the open window just barely catches upon the white of his hair, lining the edges of his body, the light also briefly catches on his eyes as he turns to her, reflecting like a cat’s. He raises a hand and beckons her into the room, yawning.

Ayaka shuffles in, sitting next to him.

“S’just a water youkai,” Itto says, hand resting on top of her head. He ruffles her hair with slow, sleepy movements, Ayaka’s head bows under the comforting weight of it. She wrinkles her nose, eyes closing as he messes up her hair. His hand is warm, like stone that’s been basking in sun. Ayaka swallows down her own yawn. “Don’t worry ‘bout it. Nothing on this mountain is dumb enough to fuck around with Kamisato Ayato on purpose.”

 

Ayaka stays there, soaking in the warmth of Itto’s hand as they both share the unspoken understanding that if something ever did try itself against her brother on purpose then they would have a much bigger problem on their hands and they would not be sitting here like this.

Logically Ayaka knows that. If she really had cause to worry, there would be much more noise around the estate. Thoma would not have been so relaxed. Itto and Sara would not be in their rooms. Ayaka knows this. But some part of her also doubts. It doubts very strongly, strongly enough that it moves her to act against reason.

Her brother and Thoma still think of her as a child. For all of her accomplishments, for all of the things that she’s done and continues to do, they look at her and they see the round faced, soft handed child from years and years ago. She knows that there are things they hide from her, things they choose to downplay and talk around. Ayaka doesn’t know how to break them out of that mentality. Perhaps, to them, she will always be a child in the way she thinks that her brother has always been a grown up, an adult fully formed for as long as her memory has held him.

Logic states that this cannot be true. At one point her brother, like her, was a child who played games and had temper tantrums and suffered from strange and inexplicable fears. And Ayaka, at a point in her life, gained enough experience and learned enough that she no longer needed the protective shelter of her brother’s shadow hovering over her to stand on her own. And yet, Ayaka thinks of her brother and all she can think of is a tall man with a straight spine and clear eyes and a set jaw. And her brother, she’s sure, when he looks at her, sees the young crying girl who clung to his clothes and asked him why Father wouldn’t play with her any longer.

The things Thoma and her brother would not tell her, she’s sure, they would tell Itto or Sara.

So here is Ayaka, in her brother’s room while Thoma is somewhere else on the estate tending to the man while Ayaka checks in with Itto to see if perhaps, maybe, he knows something she doesn’t.

“You want to wait here for him?” Itto asks, already starting to get up to pull out extra bedding from the closet. Ayaka stops him with a hand around his wrist, pulling him back down. 

“I’ll go back to my room,” she says, leaning in and giving Itto a glancing kiss on the cheek. “Thank you.”

As comforting as it would be to get her own confirmation with her own two eyes that her brother is in one piece, Ayaka also knows that Itto is due to leave the estate today for a few days and her brother is going to be awfully clingy about it. She’d rather not be here for any of their…pre-departure goodbyes.

And if her brother finds her here, she’s sure he’s going to worry something awful. And he’ll start over thinking and being anxious in that overbearing way of his and it really just wont be worth it.

If Itto isn’t worried and no one woke Sara up, then it must be fine. Ayaka can wait to ascertain her brother’s health with her own eyes for later, when everyone is supposed to be awake.

“Don’t tell him I was here,” Ayaka says.

“I’m not a snitch,” Itto grumbles, “You want me to walk you back?”

Ayaka pinches Itto’s arm and he swats at her hand.

“I’m trying to be a gentleman,” he grumbles.

“Try it on Onii-sama,” Ayaka replies, already halfway to the door. She pauses, halfway through it, turning back to the man inside the room. “Safe travels, Itto-kun. Send my best to Obaa-san and Takuya-san.”

“Will do,” Itto says, “Now get out of here before someone catches you. You being awake and sneaking around the house at this hour is going to make way more noise than whatever dumb stunt Ayato’s gotten himself out of.”

Ayaka returns to her room, slipping back into her bed and going to sleep after a few more minutes of worry that she calmly talks herself around. The next time Ayaka wakes, it’s morning and her attendants and lady in waiting are gently rousing her. Ayaka gives into the urge to roll over onto her face, burrowing deeper into her covers for just a moment. And then she sits up and throws her covers back to get rid of the temptation altogether.

“Alright,” Ayaka says, turning towards her attendants, “I’m to be sparring with my brother with our Visions after breakfast. So we can leave the proper dress for after that. Chi-chan, I’ve two tea ceremonies and a small gathering of artists sponsored by the clan to attend to later today. If you could assemble together something suitable for them. The invitations for the tea ceremonies should be on my desk over there. I’ll need something I can move in as I expect that I’ll be on something of a time crunch with these. Everyone always has questions for me and I tend to stay overly long. Aoi-chan, were the hosting gifts for the tea parties acquired? Have them sent to the carriage for me, please. And I want you to go down to Ogura’s today and see if the clothes I had commissioned are ready. If they aren’t I want you to add onto them another order. The same but with that fabric I decided against — both you and Ogura-san will know the one — and have it done up as a haori. If they are, by some miracle, already done, then there’s a list on my desk next to the invitations. The haori was really the priority on the list, but if she’s able to take a new order so soon then give it over to her. It’s Kaedehara-san’s measurements.”

“I take it his latest letter back and good news?” Aoi-chan asks, as Ayaka and Momoko quickly work on divesting Ayaka of her sleeping garments and putting her in more appropriate training attire. 

“The armor we can put on after you eat,” Momoko says, “Are you quite certain you and the lord will be training today? I heard he had…somewhat of a rough time on last night’s patrol.” 

Ayaka shoots a sharp glance over her shoulder at Momoko, and behind her, Aoi and Chi, who both look guilty.

“What have you heard and from whom?”

“Nothing alarming,” Chi says, sounding guilty, “Apparently the lord’s clothes from last night needed to be burned.”

“They were un-salvageable, according to Thoma-san,” Momoko presses her hand down on Ayaka’s shoulder, urging her to sit down before the mirror. Ayaka does, holding still as Momoko takes her place behind her to start brushing her hair.

“It was a river youkai, supposedly. Caught him and dragged him in,” Aoi adds on. “Poor man had to walk all the way back to the estate. The guards on duty said he was a sorry sight. Though I think the sorrier sight must be the state of the sauna and baths after he went through them. Poor Minamoto-san.”

“And that’s why Kamisato-dono’s attendants are paid so well, even when we think they’re not doing anything by sleeping almost all day.”

“As if you don’t dread the days when our lady has to stay out all night and we have to wait for her to come back,” Aoi rolls her eyes before turning to give Ayaka a sheepish glance from under her bangs. “I mean. Apologies, my lady. I don’t mean to complain. We do worry for you when you have the longer nights out. Even when one of us is with you.”

“I appreciate the care,” Ayaka assures her. “Now if we can go back to how my brother was apparently an incredible mess?”

“Is he not always an incredible mess?” Momoko asks under her breath. Ayaka reaches around and pinches the woman’s arm. “Am I saying lies?”

“You aren’t,” Ayaka says, “But I feel like we ought not to be having so much fun at his expense. At least, not until I get to look at him myself so I can pitch in with an informed opinion. Chi-chan, can you check my schedule for the rest of the day and make sure I haven’t forgotten anything?”

“My lady, the day you forget something is the day this entire house goes to ruin,” Chi jokes. “Between you and your brother, I’m fairly sure you could give the Shogunate archives a run for their money in collective recall.”

“We received a note from the Yae Publishing house,” Aoi says, “Do you want me to go with Chi-chan to the city and check on things there for you?”

“Yes,” Ayaka says, “And then whichever one of you is free — go to Komore Teahouse and collect anything for me there. I haven’t been there in person for some time, I’m sure I’m missing quite a few messages. Momoko, you’ll come with me today, yes?”

“As my lady wishes,” Momoko says, “Braided or tied?”

“We’ll leave that for after breakfast. Let’s see if Thoma has something else for us,” Ayaka says.

Aoi and Chi both excuse themselves to start work on their tasks, and after a few more moments of discussion with Momoko, Ayaka enters the sitting room adjacent to her bedroom.

Thoma arrives a few minutes later, bearing Ayaka’s breakfast with him.

“How bad was it after all?” Ayaka asks, tying her sleeves back to eat as Momoko takes a seat on her left.

Thoma’s expression is rueful. “Would you consider excusing him from sparring?”

Well, if Thoma’s asking like that, the answer is of course not. It really must not have been too serious. Any further worries Ayaka had from earlier that morning settle down to almost nothing. 

“It’s good practice for him,” Ayaka replies. “He’s been cooped up in his office when he isn’t traipsing about the mountain. You and I both know he isn’t getting int he sword practice when he’s on night patrol. Did you have a chance to bring up the topic of chaperones with Onii-sama? I’ll ask him about it later today.”

Ridiculous. At the age she is and needing a chaperone. Besides, it’s not as though anyone is seriously attempting to match their children with her. If this were a serious attempt it would involve a lot less people and probably wouldn’t involve a theater show with a main plot-line that revolves around a doomed love affair. Really.

“Yes, he’ll bring it up during your spar, if you don’t distract him. I already suggested having Sara-sama go.”

“You couldn’t have suggested me going by myself?” Of course he wouldn’t. Thoma and her brother both fret over her like incredibly anxious hens. Though Thoma is always more likely to cede to Ayaka’s pleading than her brother, if only because Thoma’s still got some part of Mondstadt’s free spirit in him. “When will the two of you realize I’m not a child, him?”

Ayaka wonders if the cinnamon tea is a bribe or not. It’s not their usual morning fare. It must be left over from her brother’s treatment, but Thoma’s always been careful with Ayaka’s sugar intake. He must have meant it for Momoko or her other attendants. Ayaka shoots Momoko a look that she hopes conveys how much she wants that tea for herself, seeing as her chances of getting Thoma to make some for her without Ayaka first being nearly getting hypothermia is rather slim.

“That’s the point of why we need to send you with a chaperone,” Thoma turns towards Momoko, expecting support from her. But Momoko knows better than to side with Thoma and her brother, at least, not in front of Ayaka. Momoko just smiles at him, saying nothing. “Besides, if Sara-sama agrees it’ll help her, too.”

Ayaka sighs. It’s true. Getting Sara out into the public doing casual things is a trial. Sara’s focus goes from work, home, work, home, and occasionally Watatsumi or the mountain during youkai hours. Sara is not for much in the way of actual socialization.Sometimes it’s helpful, other times it isn’t.

“Yes, I know. But sometimes I like to imagine that the two of you have called it quits on being overly anxious. I’ve been going to official meetings and gatherings by myself for years. Since before the civil war.”

“That’s official business, it’s different. I’m heading out to Ritou after this. Do you want me to bring you anything, or check in on something there for you?”

If any of her businesses currently working out of Ritou have something to report to her they’ll most likely send word through the Komore Teahouse first.

“Safe travels, Thoma. Try not to get yourself involved into too many trifles. Fixer for Inazuma you may be, but before that you’re ours.”

Thoma salutes her, grinning. “Yes, my lady. Please make sure that the house is standing for me to return to.”

“We’ll found out.”

Sara arrives as Ayaka is finishing the cinnamon tea — strong, even for her tastes, but leaves a very pleasant tingling sensation upon the tongue — dressed for her Tenryou Commission duties and in the middle of fastening on one of her arm guards.

“Your brother may be late, but he’s awake and fed,” she announces to Ayaka from the open door. “You won’t need to be dragging him out of bed.”

“So if he keeps me waiting that’s just him being his usual self, is it?” Ayaka sighs.

“Unfortunately,” Sara confirms, nodding at Ayaka. “I’m leaving for Byakko. I should be back in the evening, barring anything unusual coming up.”

“And now that you’ve said that, something unusual will definitely come up.”

Sara doesn’t exactly scowl or otherwise express her dismay over that fact. But Ayaka, over the past year or so, has gotten much better at reading the general’s facial expressions. It’s all about the eyebrows with Sara. Sara’s control over her expressions and body are just too good, but sometimes she lets her eyebrows do the talking for her, when she thinks she’s in relaxed enough company to do so.

Sara hums a sound low enough that you could almost mistake it for some kind of machine of some sort from another room, or perhaps a rumble of geo energy. And then she nods her head at Ayaka and turns around, and leaves.

“The lady is a character, isn’t she?” Momoko says dryly. “No wonder she’s so popular. Quite an air of mystery about that one.”

Sara, Ayaka knows, thinks that her rumors of her popularity are either extremely exaggerated in a poor attempt at flattering her non-existent ego, blatant lies, or some kind of joke at her expense that just isn’t landing. The truth of it is that Sara is probably one of the most popular names in all of Inazuma. For some, popular in a good way. For others, popular in the sense of the word that her name is a hot topic of controversy and heated discussion. The latter group Sara is probably more familiar with. The general is too pragmatic and humble to a fault. Leave it to Sara to only acknowledge those who hold grudges towards her for her actions in the war, and not all of the people she’s actually helped, saved, or protected with her staunch and unyielding stance towards honor and personal conduct.

Momoko assists Ayaka in braiding her hair, sweeping all of it back from her face and weaving it into a tight and heavy rope that hangs down the center of Ayaka’s back. Ayaka dismisses Momoko soon after to have the breakfast dishes returned and to make preparations for later. 

Knowing her brother, and knowing Itto’s indulgences towards her brother, the two will most likely be very much caught up in each other saying their last goodbyes before Itto heads out towards Ritou. Ayaka believes that her early morning well wishes towards Itto were enough and that she’s doing them both a favor by not marching up to her brother’s rooms to drag them both out by the hair.

Once Ayaka reaches the training grounds reserved for her and her brother’s private use — and sometimes Thoma’s, if he has the time to carve out of his schedule to spar with them — and starts to stretch. And once suitably warmed up she begins to do a few practice swings, running through a few forms. She remembers as a very, very young girl, when her parents were still well, she would watch her mother and father spar. Sometimes brother would spar too. And she would watch them in their various permutations going up against each other. Ayaka can still hear the clack of their wooden training swords, even if the words, the sounds of their voices, have begun to fade.

Some days Ayaka panics, struggling to dredge up the echo of the sound of her parent’s voices. Sometimes she can only remember a syllable, a single fragment of a word, sometimes she can remember whole sentences. Their faces aren’t as clear as they used to be. There are a few portraits of her parents that survive, but no kamera pictures. By the time the kamera had reached Inazuma, Father was no longer willing to be seen by anyone except Brother.

Increasingly, whenever Ayaka tries to think of something about her parents, her brother comes up instead. The older she gets the more she realizes the extent of the weight her brother shouldered when he was a child himself. He’s been her brother, her guardian, her teacher, her mother, her father, her clan head, Inazuma’s Chief Onmyouji and Yashiro Commissioner, for almost twenty years now. Ayaka likes to think that some of the things she’s taken onto herself in his place have helped him. And she knows that if she ever asked him about it he would say that she’s helped him tremendously. But she still thinks about it. The weight. 

Who was there for her brother? Thoma? Guuji Yae? Were they enough?

Enough. These thoughts lead nowhere. Ayaka’s learned that the hard way. She shakes her head, lowering her training sword and moving to wait facing the path towards the grounds her brother will take.

He arrives a few minutes later and Ayaka takes him in for any sign of injury. Aside from how tired he looks, he moves well. No limp, no stiffness of limb or join that she can discern. No bruising. She can’t sense anything off about him, either, aside from a general coldness that would come from his spiritual reserves being drained.

He carries his own training sword, which he slides into the side of his hakama so he can pull out his tusaki and start tying his sleeves back. His hair is already bound back at the nape of his neck. And he certainly takes his time with it. Ayaka murmurs a half-hearted prayer to the archons to grant her patience.

“I heard you came back looking you lost a fight with a puddle.”

“It was something a touch more serious than a puddle,” Brother replies, sounding much aggrieved, which means he’s perfectly fine aside from being exhausted from a night patrol. “And I prefer to think of it as a draw. Now. Let’s see what sort of tricks Sara’s been teaching you.”

For all that Ayaka’s teased about her brother possibly growing dull due to lack of practice or need to draw a sword, he’s as horrifically good as always. It really does take all of the things Ayaka has learned from Sara, her brother, and everyone else she’s matched blades with to keep up with him. And still, she knows, he’s holding back. Not because she’s his sister, not because this is a training bout, but because he’s very tired and he’s also interested in seeing what new patterns she’s developed when he was pretending not to look.

One would ask what kind of monster of a man goes up against his younger sister at full strength, Vision and onmyouji arts and all? The answer is, obviously, the man who wants his sister to survive.

Ayaka knows that for all of her brother’s strength and experience, there are still so, so, so many things in Inazuma that could put him flat on his back with a flick of their finger. And he walks into their homes almost every night. He has the scars to prove it.

They break all ten of the training swords Ayaka had sent over earlier this morning. The air around them is a strange array of misty from the collision of their Visions and clear from the morning sun getting stronger. Her hands are numb, but in the pleasant almost tingly way they get from a good fight. She can feel her sweat making her hair and clothes stick uncomfortably. The tight braid Momoko had woven earlier is now partially undone and loosening.

Brother casts a glance at the other broken training swords before throwing the one in his hands over to join them. He then beckons her to his side. Ayaka looks down at her own sword, the poor thing hanging on by a literal thread, and sets it down on the ground. If she throws it, with their luck, it might shatter. She goes over to her brother and offers him her hands for his inspection. Again, the man is a fussy and over anxious hen in how he worries at her, but she’ll admit that these post sparring examinations of his have some merit. There have been too many times where one or both of them have walked away from a spar not realizing they had injuries because of the numbing factor between their Visions.

Brother runs her through cool down exercises, eyes sharp on her face and limbs as he looks for any sign of injury or hurt. Once satisfied, he begins to do his own checks. Ayaka undoes the braid and retires her hair up into a high ponytail, subtly fanning the back of her sweaty neck.

“Tell me about the play,” Brother commands, outward attention focused on his own body.

Ayaka recites the details of the attendees who’ve confirmed thus far, certain Thoma must have already given her brother some of these details and his own opinions before. But the information Thoma has through his network and the Shuumatsuban is going to be framed differently than the information Ayaka’s gathered firsthand, and through her own framework of noble men and women of her age. Gossip moves and shapes itself depending on the mouths and ears it resides in. That’s a lesson her brother was careful to teach her early on. And that is why it helps to have ears in all sectors.

Brother nods along, and once she’s done he asks, “You want me to ask Sara to go with you?”

“I’ll ask Ane-san myself,” Ayaka says. “My chances of persuading her to go are much higher than yours. But if I don’t succeed, can I go without a chaperone?”

Brother turns to look down at her, eyebrows slowly raising. “If you want to be engaged that very night then certainly, be my guest. Should I begin double checking the state of your dowry and trousseau? I haven’t checked the ledgers for either in some time. I’m sure that the dowry has accrued som interest since Iast looked.”

Why does Ayaka even bother asking sometimes? She rolls her eyes and tries not to sound as petulant as she feels when she argues back at him. Hardly the most filial behavior, but they’re hardly the most traditional house.

“It’s one play. I can hardly find myself the topic of engagement after attending one play without a chaperone.”

“You’re also the most eligible lady of marriageable age in Inazuma now that Sara is married and Chisato-san has been faithfully engaged for the past several years. If you attend without a chaperone people will either think you’ve gone loose or you’re sick of me interfering in your marriage offers and are now taking matters into your own hands.”

“It’s one play.” It’s not even a romantic play.

“It’s one play with several eligible bachelors of close enough rank and prestige to yours that they could, if one squints and excuses many follies, theoretically be considered suitable matches.”

“Have you considered that you might be overprotective?”

“Yes.” Of course he has, but as usual, Brother is going to proceed onward as he pleases anyway. And he has the audacity to call her the stubborn one. “But you’ll still go with a chaperone, whether it’s Sara or not. Besides. The chaperone isn’t really for you. It’s for my peace of mind.”

“You can just ignore them.” Ayaka shakes her head. “Just like you ignored your own.”

“I did not ignore my own,” Brother sniffs, chin tipping upwards as he sweeps his own hair back from his neck, pulling it over his shoulder. “I made mine into Yae Miko’s problems. Which we’re not going to do with yours, because I’m perfectly capable of handling yours until you give me a direction to go in.”

Another attempt at fishing on her brother’s part. Ayaka wrinkles her nose. Brother flicks her. Ayaka scowls, rubbing the tip of her stinging nose as she follows her brother back into the estate.

“You’re adapting Sara’s bad habits into your sword form,” Brother tells her.

“Ane-san doesn’t have bad habits.” She barely has habits at all.

“She’s does when it comes to sword forms,” Brother replies. “But that’s only because her skill level is high enough that it’s permissible for her. There’s hardly anyone who would be able to exploit them. She makes up for it with her talent in hand to hand and her tengu abilities. If anyone gets close enough to make use of her bad habits she can always maneuver out of it. Your Vision allows you some measure of ability to dodge, but you don’t have her build and you’re trying to absorb her style into your own. It will not come out as intended.”

“Have you told Ane-san any of this?”

Brother glances over his shoulder at her, expression fond, “Not yet. I see you’ve also been borrowing a few of the Kaedehara techniques. Try not to rely on those too much;  their swordsmanship is branched with ours, but it has a different mindset and purpose in mind when implemented.”

Before they can get further into that, a messenger approaches them, looking incredibly contrite as he bows.

“A summons has arrived from Mount Yougou, requesting your presence as Chief Onmyouji.”

Ayaka’s eyes flick from messenger to her brother’s stiff back. 

“She can’t possibly miss me already.”

“It could be about the night parade rumors.” Brother’s eyes slide back to her, sharp. Ayaka meets his eyes steadily. “If it’s circulated enough that I’m hearing it from the low ranked youkai I run across when I’m in the forest around dusk, then it might actually be serious enough to move Yae Miko into demanding action.”

“I long for the day when I can put you in charge,” Brother sighs, turning back to run his hand over her hair, before gently pushing her shoulder in the direction of her quarters. “Off with you then. Think on what compelling argument you’ll be giving Sara to get her to go see a play surrounded by gossiping mothers and aunts.”

-

Ayaka doesn’t think she’ll be seeing her brother for the rest of the day until possibly tomorrow afternoon. She’s several appointments today and by the time she returns to the estate she suspects that her brother will either be passed out cold, holed up in his office, or on his way for another night patrol. 

Her attendants have her dressed and ready for the first of her meetings, bustled into her carriage and on her way, within the hour of her brother’s summoning to Mount Yougou. Ayaka spends most of the carriage ride spending idle thoughts on what sort of plans they’ll be drawing up to address the night parade rumors. It’s certainly worth addressing but Ayaka isn’t sure if it’s actually worth the worry. Maybe they should let a night parade happen, a small one. A controlled one. It’s been a while since the last one, hasn’t it? And the youkai get so bored if they don’t have a tournament or a game or a feast or some kind of distraction to occupy their countless hours. 

Ayaka turns the rest of her mind towards reviewing her mental notes on today’s appointments. First is a small gathering with a collective of artists the Kamisato clan is sponsoring. Collectives are a new thing that have been cropping up in Inazuma, something inspired by Mondstadt but they’re creating some absolutely fascinating works. Ayaka isn’t sure if she understands most of it, or any of it really, but she’s not even sure if the point of art is to understand. 

(She’s sure if she said this out loud she would be calling down the most frightful of debates to hit Inazuma’s philosophical circles.)

There’s a tea ceremony she’s promised to attend as a secondary guest, as a favor to a friend. She’ll neither be doing the serving nor the hosting, but she’ll be there as a good social lubricant to get discussion moving or direct around difficult topics. Ideally she’s able to get out of that meeting rather quickly because the third tea party promises to go overly long and may turning a strange hybrid of lunch, mid-afternoon refreshments, and early dinner. And she knows she’ll be staying at that one late because half the attendees are around Ayaka’s mother’s age — or what her mother’s age would have been — and that means she’s going to be politely questioned every which way about her current marriage prospects, her brother’s marriage, her sister in law, and everything else under the sun from her weight (being simultaneously both too much and too little, with her needing to eat more and also to be careful with her portion sizes) to what hair products she’s using.

“Momoko-chan, do you think I could fake an injury?”

Momoko, bless her heart, pulls out an acupuncture needle. “Say the word and I can have you limp and swooning.”

It’s not a joke but Ayaka and Momoko laugh anyway.

Ayaka is not laughing approximately six hours later when she’s seriously considering if she should have Momoko hit her with that needle. 

The gathering with the artist’s collective turned out to be rather interesting, if rather fraught. She’s not sure why, but they didn’t seem to expect her to show up in person. They were rather expecting her to send one of the ladies in waiting or one of her clerks or some other such representative on her behalf. They spent the almost the two full hours she was there swinging between clumsy, but sincere awe, and apologetic, dumbstruck silence. Ayaka, for her part, could make neither literal heads nor tails out of any of their works but was gifted what is either a vase, rock sculpture, or odd Liyuen preservation jar as a token of appreciation for the Kamisato clan’s continued patronage of the collective.

It’s certainly aesthetically interesting, to say the least. Not that she can really say anything else about it. She’s just not sure what to do with it. Does she keep it inside? Can she have it added to one of their gardens? Does it matter which direction it faces? If she sticks this in Brother and Sara’s shared quarters who will seriously maim the other first trying to either keep it or have it moved elsewhere?

The tea ceremony she attended afterwards was perfectly perfunctory and required very little of her own intervention aside from the initial small talk. She spent just long enough there for everyone present to be served and be settled into the opening of whatever discussions were planned. And on Ayaka’s part, staying that long would delay her arrival at her final appointment until after the initial arrival of the first guests. Ayaka anticipated being comfortably late, allowing for everyone else to be settled in and well over and done with the opening array of small talk and various pleasantries. It was a calculated arrangement on Ayaka’s part to avoid the worst of it. Thus, with that goal in mind, Ayaka managed to excuse herself quite neatly from the tea ceremony in order to make her way to the final appointment of her day, feeling overall very accomplished and like her day’s been fantastically average. 

And now she’s been in this circuitous ring of passive aggressive comments, blatant fishing for gossip, and speculation for three hours. 

The best laid plans, or so they say.

At least she isn’t hungry, Ayaka muses darkly as she samples another cup of tea — some Liyuen blend with osmanthus, too bland for her tastes but she thinks Sara would like it — that’s been placed in front of her. But it does pair wonderfully with the light dishes that have been pouring out of the kitchens to replace every single emptied dish. Ayaka’s slowly working her way through everything, taking advantage of not being even close to the center of the attention at this particular gathering. For once. Thoma could make half of these dishes better, but not everyone has a Thoma so Ayaka supposes she can be forgiving. As for the other half, Ayaka hasn’t tried them yet and she is a firm believer in not jumping to conclusions without first doing her own investigations.

And at least she isn’t of the age where people think they can pinch her cheeks. Ayaka spares a moment to feel some sympathy towards one of the younger attendees, who’d come along with her elder sister. Poor thing is in the possession of two extremely rosy cheeks, made even rosier by the multiple pinches they’ve endured since arriving.

Another thing to be grateful for is that not much attention is coming to her directly. Apparently one of the hostess’ sister’s cousin’s niece’s best friend’s school mate had a rather illicit affair and now may be facing a child born out of wedlock. The father of the child has gone mysteriously quiet and hasn’t been found since the initial reveal of pregnancy. It’s all incredibly fascinating, Ayaka just wishes that whenever she’s brought into the conversation it’s not with veiled questions on whether or not her brother and sister are expecting to be expecting any time soon.

There are only so many ways Ayaka can dodge being outright with that question that aren’t just to smile and wave her fan and clearly that isn’t doing the job of dissuading anyone from continuing to ask and press the topic.

This is why Sara needs to go out and mingle more. And why Sara and Brother should go out and be seen in public together more often. If either of those things started happening no one would be asking Ayaka about it. Isn’t it at least a little embarrassing to ask a person’s younger sibling about their sex lives? Or. At least, the potential byproduct of a sex life?

Although, Ayaka supposes that if Sara or Brother went out more she’d still be fielding these questions because neither of them are what anyone would consider approachable: for gossip or otherwise. And realistically, Ayaka understands that it’s her job in both the commission and within the clan to be the approachable face of things. But she didn’t think that it would put her in these situations. How was she supposed to ever anticipate that? Is there a way for her to be less approachable in this incredibly specific circumstance without losing her efficacy in her other roles?

Food for thought.

Ayaka only manages to make it another hour before she mentally taps out — they’ve now moved onto talking about fashion trends and the current rise in the use of monochromatic colors with metallic threads, and Ayaka knows this is entirely Sara’s doing. She just wishes Sara could take credit for it. It takes another half hour to fully extricate herself from the network of ladies with vague promises of meeting up again soon and assurances of a wonderful time had.

“It could have been worse,” Momoko mutters to Ayaka as they’re retreating back towards the carriage.

“How so?”

“They could’ve asked you to stay for dinner,” Momoko answers. “They have a son your age.”

Ayaka shoots a sharp look at Momoko over the edge of her fan. “You’ll have to define what you mean by my age, because their son is most certainly not that.”

“He’s within twenty years of you?” The hosts’s son just lost his first milk tooth a month ago — which Ayaka knows because Inazuma’s waterwheel of gossip is one of the most formidable information network she’s ever been part of, bar none.

Ayaka wrinkles her nose, banishing the thought with a flick of her wrist. “I can’t tell if you’re trying to cheer me up or not. Let’s head back home. Have the sculpture we received from the collective sent to temporary storage. We’ll ask Brother what he wants to do with it later. Or I’ll just have it moved up there if he proves to be intent on being stubborn about this whole chaperoning business.”

“Understood. Will you still be needing dinner?”

“I drank half my weight in tea and ate a fourth of it in sweets, but used all of the sugar up doing my best to evade accidentally laughing in someone’s face when they attempted to ask me about my brother’s marital affairs. Yes, I’ll be needing dinner. Hopefully Ana-san is back. I’ll see if I can get her to spar with me. Have another set of training clothes set out for me. I’ll be needing to burn off the energy anyway, even if she isn’t available. Goodness that entire gathering was a fantastic mess of nerves, wasn’t it?”

Ayaka gets a note just as she returns to the estate mentioning that Thoma’s absence will be longer than just today after all. As if Ayaka wouldn’t have guessed that already. It’s some shade beyond optimism and bordering on delusional to think that after so long absent from Ritou, that Thoma would be able to manage all of his business affairs within one day.

Aoi and Momoko help her change out again into another set of training clothes. If she’s lucky, Sara will indulge her in another spar. This morning’s match against Brother was good and his feedback was helpful, though she’s not sure how true it is. She needs to take another look at Sara’s form and see if she can find those openings he mentioned. If she’s not so lucky, maybe she can at least get Sara to offer her some other tips.

Chi is, presumably, caught up in organizing Ayaka’s schedule and making sure she has the proper attire for the events scheduled for tomorrow and something appropriate if Ayaka is able to convince her extremely protective family into letting her go watch the damn play. That’s what she’s supposed to be doing, but honestly, Ayaka is fairly certain that Chi’s caught up in another argument with the stable hand in charge of Ayaka’s horse. Ayaka appreciates the concern but, frankly, she wishes the two of them would just admit to having feelings for each other rather than put Ayaka’s poor horse in the middle of it as an excuse to talk.

Chi arrives as Momoko is finishing pulling all of the pins from Ayaka’s hair to brush it out and pull it back into her more standard high tail.

“The General has returned,” Chi says, face flushed and rosy in a manner that means either she talked to the General face to face and is having an internal crisis over whether or not she managed to be suitably impressive as a member of Ayaka’s retinue, or she won whatever shouting match she had with the stable hand. Or both, really.

Ayaka feels Aoi and Momoko exchanging a pointed look behind her back as Chi hurries about with helping Aoi put away Ayaka’s accessories.

“And how did Ane-san appear to you?” Ayaka asks, holding her hand out to Aoi to unfasten her bracelet. “Do you think I could convince her to spar?”

“Probably,” Chi says, “She didn’t look too tired. Should I go and let her attendant pass on a request?”

“If you would, sooner rather than later.” Sara might go off on her own if she doesn’t think there’s anything else at the estate for her tonight before dinner. “Tell the chefs that dinner can be pushed back an hour.”

Chi nods and is off again. Ayaka turns to look at Aoi and Momoko.

“We need to get her properly set up with that stable hand,” Momoko says, pulling the words out of Ayaka’s mouth.

“And you all called me bad when I had that crush on Kamisato-dono’s aide,” Aoi mutters darkly, “At least I wasn’t actively running after him to argue.”

“No, you were just going slack jawed every time you caught a glimpse of him,” Momoko says, eyes rolling. 

Sara, herself, arrives at Ayaka’s rooms minutes later dress in a combination of her Tenryou uniform and the more relaxed, worn out clothing she uses when they spar.

“It’s just us, no Thoma,” she says with a cursory nod towards Momoko and Aoi. “He doesn’t expect to be back until the end of the week.”

“That’s what he gets for being overtly competent and friendly about it,” Ayaka clicks her tongue, following after Sara as they make their way to one of the training private training rooms.

“Ayato mentioned you need chaperones.”

“It seems silly at this age, doesn’t it?” Ayaka ties back her sleeves, moving to take down one of the training swords. Sara pulls a few loose items out of her sleeves and sets them aside before tying her own sleeves back. “If you don’t want to go you don’t have to. I think the numbers will turn out balanced if you don’t come. But it’s a highly anticipated script. You might like it.”

Sara scoffs, a quiet sound that echoes in the room. This is accompanied by a faint tossing of her head. “You say that about every play and reading you end up taking me to.”

“And am I wrong?”

“You’re not exactly right. You want to go see your friend.”

“I do. But I don’t have to see him at this gathering.” It’s just a convenient way to meet up with him without having to carve aside time elsewhere. That’s probably a little cold on Ayaka’s part, but her duties as the public face of the commission have only increased over the years with Inazuma’s growth and slow but steady investment into its previously much starved and neglected arts and cultural sectors. “Or I could go without a chaperone.”

To Sara’s credit, she doesn’t shoot the idea down right away. But she doesn’t say yes. “How late will you be out?”

“You’re starting to sound like Onii-sama.”

“I’m slow at the uptake regarding political maneuvers and social niceties,” Sara grants, as always, perfectly blunt and cutting towards herself just as much as she is towards anyone else. “But I’m not entirely ignorant. Most of that is your doing. You’re of the age for tongues to wage. And it’s been particularly peaceful lately, people have forgotten how much of a pain your brother can make himself into when provoked. Do you think Inazuma will still be left standing if rumors start to spread about you?”

“Someday the rest of you are going to realize I’m not a child.” Ayaka takes her stance in the middle of the ring.

“Someday,” Sara agrees. “But not in this specific instance. If you disarm me I’ll consider only keeping half an eye on you when I go.”

Half an eye for a tengu warrior who serves directly under the Raiden Shogun is still more attention than an entire room of gossiping busy bodies.

“You’re not a very good negotiator. A better deal would be to say you wold say you’re going and not go.”

“I am a tengu of Inazuma. I am not a liar nor do I go back on my word. And in regards to my ability to negotiate — “ Sara lets slip a faint smirk here. “ Did I not sit at the table to negotiate our current peace?”

“I think that part has less to do with your skills as a negotiator and more to do with your reputation for being intolerant of underhanded means. Well. Let me think some more about the offer and where I can bargain you to.”

And then Ayaka lunges forward, not giving Sara the chance to press her advantage of height, strength, or reach. For a while there’s only the sounds of their breathing, their bodies, and the echo of wood on wood. Sara’s expression is as intimidating as Ayaka’s brother’s when he’s focused on a fight, all clear and brilliant. Like unmoving water under moonlight. An intense tranquility that conceals a storm. And then Sara’s tranquility ripples, Ayaka reads a flash of unexpected amusement on Sara’s face.

“Distracted?” Ayaka’s next blow audibly cracks the bokuten. Sara pushes Ayaka back with a soft grunt, examining the wooden blade before doing a few test swings. Ayaka looks at her own training sword and sees the wood is dented.

“If Onii-sama is going to keep treating me like a child maybe I should ask for a greater allowance. Would you consider coming along and waiting at one of the restaurants or tea houses for it to be finished?”

“Is that what your other chaperones are going to do?”

The wood underneath Ayaka’s soles creaks softly as she shifts her weight front to back, front to back.

“You would have me look so blasé when the rest of your chaperones will undoubtedly be holding fast to their duties?” Sara gestures for Ayaka to fetch a replacement blade. “Replace that. The last time we broke one while sparring the splinter almost got you in the face.”

“I would look very rugged with a scar.”

“It’s unbecoming of a lady,” Sara says blandly, reciting without actual belief. “Or so I’m told. What would I know about aesthetics? Either way, your brother will be annoying and fussy. Change your sword.”

They keep going long enough to break a total of four swords, before agreeing to stop there in favor of freshening up for dinner.

As they eat, Ayaka suggests that they should use their Visions, Sara suggests inviting Kuki. Ayaka considers inviting Yoimiya. Then Ayaka lightly quizzes Sara on her progress making her way through the classic poems, and is always, surprised at how fast Sara’s progress is. She’s covering literal years worth of study in months. Ayaka wonders if anyone has ever told Sara how amazing she is. And then Ayaka quickly rethinks the question into if Sara’s ever believed it when someone’s told her how amazing she is. Ayaka suggests a few philosophical treatises for Sara to add into her reading list. Sara looks a little disappointed by that — the learning never really ends, which is a lesson that Ayaka only just recently discovered herself — but nods her head gamely.

Sara excuses herself after dinner, bidding her good night and Ayaka debates between gathering her own gear to follow after her brother on a night patrol or turning in. There should still be a few squads of onmyouji left at the Yashiro offices that she could tag along with. But annoying her brother by tagging along on night patrols isn’t exactly going to endear herself into his good graces.

Bed then, she supposes. Ayaka will change for bed and dismiss her attendants until tomorrow, giving them whatever remains of the night off. She’ll make some new shikifuda to replace the one that burned up from last night and then go to sleep. And with any luck, tonight won’t be as eventful as the last.

  



6. Gorou

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Something to do with the hands,” Gorou finally admits. And he doesn’t have to say anything further, not really. Because Kokomi knows. She’s always known. She knew before he did, even.

          


    
    Gorou stirs to movement behind him, neck already turning as his ears swivel to track the movement, already rolling halfway onto his back when Kokomi’s hand runs down the side of his arm, coaxing him back onto his side and his previously curled up shape. 

Even without her soothing and familiar touch, Gorou had already known it was her. Who else could it have been? Kazuha’s been gone for months — the smell of him already faded from the room, except for the few clothes he’d left behind from last time — and the only other person who Gorou ever allows in here is Kokomi.

He would know her dead, anyway. He would know the smell of her — salt of Watatsumi’s sea that’s permanently fixed to her body as it is with his, a faint and lingering smoke of incense about her hair that never quite fades as much as Kokomi hopes it would, and the soft strange smelling scent of the hair and body oils used at the shrine for the shrine maidens. All of it combined is Kokomi.

Gorou is attuned to Kokomi as he is to the sea, to the land, to the air. 

(Once, when he and Kazuha were laying against each other, bodies cooling and growing soft but neither of them quite yet ready to separate, Gorou through some kind of inexplicable instinct had reached around Kazuha and pulled the kicked aside blanket over them just in time for Kokomi to come in through the back, look at them through the door, and then roll her eyes and declare that she would be back in five minutes exactly and she didn’t actually care if they were decent or not, but she thought that one of them might like a chance at pretending to have any sense of shame or decency.

Kazuha, as they quickly cleaned and dressed, asked — “Did she tell you she was coming?”

She did not.

“I’m surprised you didn’t sense her on the wind,” Gorou had said in return.

Kazuha smiled, which meant he did sense her and he was exactly as shameless as Kokomi implied because he really was fine with her walking in on them like that. Not that Gorou wasn’t either, because if Kokomi got weirded out by it then that’s her fault for walking in, not his and she knows that.

“At least she waited until we were done,” Kazuha laughed, and kissed Gorou’s cheek.

“Stop coming in without knocking,” Gorou later said to Kokomi when she returned at the five minute mark.

“Lock your door,” Kokomi retorted.

“I do lock my door, you just pick the lock.”

“When I say lock your door, I mean get a better lock. Stop looking so smug, Kaedehara-san. Yes, yes, yes, we can all see that you’ve marked your man. Which one of you has the tail and ears of a dog again?”)

Gorou lingers in a state of half-sleep, dozing and ready to drop off into unconsciousness, but pulled back by the faint sounds of her movement against both his will and hers. If she could move soundlessly she would —

Not, no she wouldn’t. Because if there’s one thing that stresses Gorou out it’s knowing something is off and not being able to put his finger on it. If he knew she was here and moving around but couldn’t pinpoint her with his senses he’d be even more tense and definitely all the way awake.

Gorou dozes. Juuga is somewhere in the room still, snoring away. He hears Kokomi getting water from the kettle and then rustling through the ashes where he’d put a pot to quietly stew the night before. She’d come in late last night, too late for dinner with him. Gorou had been reading over some letters he’d gotten back from some of the soldiers who had taken leave of absence. On one hand he’s honored that they write to him, that they think to reach out and communicate with him as someone trusted, someone they feel they can go to with their thoughts and their problems, someone who might even have a solution for them —

Sometimes Gorou fears the responsibility of that identity. General Gorou, bringer of victory, symbol of fortune. It’s all exaggeration. Gorou’s track record isn’t perfect, not by even the furthest stretch. He’s failed terribly before, made awful mistakes of judgement and recklessness. 

Sometimes Gorou fears that all the can do for these people is be a warm body to listen. No comfort. No solution. No response. Just someone capable of understanding words. A bottle, a shell, tossed into the sea to carry away the darkness. There’s something cathartic about that, certainly. Gorou’s done his own fair share of venting at nothing with no expectations. Sometimes that’s all someone needs. And still, Gorou fears.

The door opens, closing softly, and Gorou breathes out long and tired, rolling more fully onto his side, almost onto his knees and elbows with how he tries to curl up and go back to sleep. But soon enough Juuga is squirming awake, nosing at the back of Gorou’s head to be let out.

Gorou groans, shuffling fully onto his knees, running his hands through his hair and then rising to his feet to stretch his arms towards the ceiling. He yawns, stretching his arms as he sends one last longing look at his futon before moving to roll up the mosquito netting around the room. 

He pushes the door to the main room open his his foot, stretching an arm across his chest and holding it with the other, feeling something in his shoulder pop pleasantly. He repeats the stretch with the other arm as he goes to open the front door. Juuga is instantly out of the house, going nuts over his morning freedom. Gorou doesn’t expect to see the dog again until later tonight, maybe he’ll catch a glimpse or two while he’s going about the island. Juuga’s taken to wandering around with some of the other trained dogs. Some of them Gorou’s trained for the militia, some of them belong to other members of the former Resistance, and some of them are just regular dogs. At least Juuga isn’t lonely during the day.

Gorou lingers in the doorway, listening as Juuga gets farther and farther from the house, eyes closing as he listens to the sounds of the morning. Birds, the quieter sounds of leaves and grass and branches moving to wind and the small weights of squirrels and rabbits and snakes, the sound of water — a constant on Watatsumi, everywhere —, and the whistle of wind over the cliffs.

He retreats back into his house, stoking the embers in the iori back to life as he switches out the kettle for a pot of soup. While that warms Gorou heads to the back of the house, carrying with him the bucket of water to wash his face before replacing it with fresh water.

He scrubs the remainder of sleep from his eyes, running damp hands through his hair to press down at the unruly locks that he knows are sticking up at the back. If Kokomi or Kazuha were here they’d be cheerfully flicking the wayward strands even further out of order.

Gorou changes and puts away the futon, before having his breakfast, sitting on his front stoop balancing bowls and chopsticks in his hands so he can take in some more of that early morning peacefulness before the rest of the day sweeps him up in its tides.

His mind drifts back and forth, like waves. He finished his latest project a few days go, and he doesn’t need anymore arrows — he’s behind on the fletching anyway — and in regards to meetings he doesn’t have any that require him today. He could just pop in on Kokomi’s, he supposes. There’s probably one or two that while not necessarily interesting, would be something to keep his mind occupied. He could get some groceries, too, swing by the wet market to see what came in. Or he could go out one of the boats, himself.

No. Those are idle excuses. He knows what he wants to do today, but nerves, as always, seize him with tremors of an earthquake that render him immobile: neither moving forward nor backward, progress stalling for an uncertain calm.

There’s a certain project he’s been working on for months and months now, thinking of for years, but only had the courage to put to word and then later ink as he slowly hacked and whittled away at its nebulous form to create something somewhat tangible. 

He knows that Kokomi knows that he’s been thinking on something that he hasn’t shared with her for a long time. She hasn’t asked of it, because she knows that he wouldn’t want to tell her unless it was as close to perfect as he could get it by himself. She knows it’s something personal, something close to his chest; something that isn’t pertinent to the current issues that they face down. 

He’s told Kazuha bits and pieces of it, to get his input, but only fragments, when it was in the beginning stages of the carving of idea to form. Who said anemo and geo were so incompatible? Kazuha coaxes shape from thought he were a master with chisel, carefully taking away the excess stone that freezes Gorou’s thoughts in place, chipping away at Gorou’s mental insecurities and fears and blowing away the unnecessary details that clutter the figurative workroom of the mind.

Gorou now has the rough shapes of something he wants to do, something he wants to give to others. He’s uncertain of it, and there’s much refinement to be done yet. But he knows that he’s reached the point where it is not longer something he can work on alone. Now is when he brings in Kokomi.

Gorou brings his empty dishes inside, resting them in the basin he’ll later take to one of the streams with the fat catfish to rinse out and feed them his leftover scraps. But for now Gorou lingers in his house, wind of the morning on one side, the quiet and promising warmth of his hearth on the other, and in front of him the open doorway to his room where he can see the notes he’s been working on for months on his desk.

Today, Gorou understands, is the day he brings them to Kokomi and finally allows her to touch upon this secret he’s been holding from her. She won’t judge him, he knows. She won’t think anything strange of it, or him. But this little project, this idea, of his is so close to the heart he feels it brush against organ and bone with every beat. To reveal it to others, even Kokomi, feels like baring some ugly and raw part of himself that should never be exposed; something more vulnerable than a heart, something more tender than the gut, something more delicate than the throat.

“I am being a fool,” Gorou murmurs to himself, setting about preparing things to take to the stream to wash up.

He exchanges small talk with the others he finds there already, watching as one of the lazy carp swims to the shallows to take a whole lettuce leaf right from the hand, gaping lips mouthing fingers as it gobbles the thing down. Gorou tosses in his own scraps of unused eggplant from the night before, rinsing out the remainders of rice sticking to his bowls while being peppered with questions on when Kazuha will come back, if Gorou has any plans to go on another trip, and if his pond project is doing well.

To the first of those questions: in a month or so with luck and the grace of sea. Who is Gorou to predict the wandering of the wind itself?

To the second: not a long one, a trip to Narukami island is due soon — he needs to stop by the Yae Publishing house in person to review promotional materials. Not by choice of course, but if he doesn’t show up they’ll just do whatever and Gorou’s learned that lesson. He’s not risking Miss Hina gaining a new personality trait when he isn’t looking. 

To the third: it’s taking form. He thinks that the water lilies he’s planted have taken root, and he’s managed to get some insect eating fish from someone and they appear to be doing well. Gorou’s problem, now, is that specters keep coming to investigate the new topographical feature and fighting them next to the pond is something he’s wary of. He’s certain he could shoot them from afar, but he doesn’t want their elemental energy sinking into the pond itself. That’s only asking for more trouble — probably in the form of slimes, which could disrupt his garden.

Gorou finds himself sidetracked by this conversation, exchanging tips on the management of the little fish, possible ways for him to improve his pond — to which Gorou ends up extending tentative invitations for people to come over to look at it to give him better matched advice —, and complaints about similar issues with specters and slimes. And this goes off onto a tangent about recipes because adding slime concentrate to foods is a new fad that’s been spreading out from Liyue for the past few years, but only really started gaining traction with the rising popularity of tapioca pearl drinks in Narukami during festival season. Kokomi told Gorou that for the last major one there was an entire festival game booth dedicated to people guessing if they were eating tapioca or if they were eating slime. It was ridiculously popular and also strangely addicting. Gorou’s thinking about giving it a shot himself, just because.

Of course, talk of food on Watatsumi will always circle around towards the sea. It was a full moon last night, so the tide pools and shellfish traps must be quite full. It’s a good day to buy shellfish from the market. Gorou has a few recipes he’s been meaning to try if he could get a good batch of shrimps. He’s not quite sure if he has the time for that — his ice box is rather full as it is, the benefit of doing odd jobs here and there and being generally well-recognized and well-liked is people just giving him things and it’s hard to refuse when he knows he’s very much the same towards others. And chances are if he waits for later most of the good catch will be gone.

He’s certain that when he sees Kokomi later she’s going to be asking him to make her dinner though. 

Gorou sighs to himself, and decides he’s just going to be late for any morning meetings. It’s not like he’s expected at any of them. He doesn’t even know what’s on the schedule for the morning.

He drops his things off at his house, double checking the ashes around the iori are secure and goes off to the pier itself. If he’s lucky he can catch one of the boats that he’s worked on before and he’ll be able to cut a deal before they pass their catch off to their marketplace counterparts. Not that the stall keepers wouldn’t bargain with him, it’s just that if one of them sees him the others will converge on him to try and get him to buy way more than he needs and that’s also why his ice box is so damn full. 

Gorou can’t even begin to count the amount of times he’s gone to market for one or two things and come away with an entire armful of “extras” that people claim that they can’t sell so they’ll give him a good deal if he’d just take it off their hands and Gorou’s not yet quite broken out of the mentality of scrapping and scraping together to get ends to meet so how is he supposed to say no to that?

People don’t do this to Kokomi. He knows why, and so does she, but he can’t help but wish they would anyway. Gorou almost always comes away with not just an armful of goods for himself, but several intended for Sangonomiya Kokomi as well.

Gorou makes his way down to the closest docks, skirting wide around the paths used to transport towards the market areas and the roads he knows merchants and shop-keepers use. Who knew that all the stealth skills he gained and trained so hard during the war would come in so handy as a daily practice?

Lucky for Gorou, he catches sight of one of the ships he sometimes works with, flagging them down just as they’re about to leave to, presumably, collect their traps.

“General.” Natsume nods at Gorou with a lazy salute, yawning.

“Gorou,” he corrects, squinting out against the deceptive glitter of the calm morning sea. He tips his chin towards the water. “Just going out to collect the traps?”

“You here to offer help?”

“Unfortunately not,” Gorou replies. “Was hoping we could cut a deal, actually. Save me some of the catch? Not a lot. Just enough for two. Shrimps, and if you catch any, some good crabs. Heavy. You know I don’t mind if they’re damaged.” A crab that’s missing a leg or two is still going to taste just as good, fresh, than a crab with all legs present. “You know I’m good for it.”

Natsume rolls his eyes, gesturing for Gorou help him load empty baskets onto the ship.

“It’s not a question of you being good for it. And even if you weren’t, you know that wouldn’t stop us anyway,” Natsume says. “Yeah, I’ll set something aside for you. What’re you making? I’ll be on the look out. You should come out drinking with us sometime. My Uncle keeps asking after you. He’ll be upset he missed you today.”

“How’s his knee doing? Nasty spill,” Gorou says, wrinkles his nose at the memory. The man got caught in a coil of rope and fell overboard during particularly rough waters. Wrenched the knee out of joint something nasty, but his recovery looks good.

“He’ll be back on the ships soon. Trust me, I don’t think my Aunt can handle him sticking around the house any longer. She might throw him on the ship herself if it comes to it. So, what’re you making?”

Gorou lists off a few of the dishes he’s been meaning to try making, Natsume nodding along before turning to yell down the wooden pier.

“Oi, Miyamura-san, your old man got relatives from Liyue, right? Come over here. The General’s being adventurous. Come give us some tips.”

“No, no, he’s just got friends who’ve got kids who do business in Liyue sometimes. But sometimes they send him spices and sauces. Their soy sauce is a little different, did you know? Anyway, General Gorou? Where’ve you been? Haven’t seen you around here in ages!”

By the time Gorou’s haggled himself a good selection of the catch — more than he needs as always, but at least he was able to talk them down to something reasonable. There’s no way Gorou’s eating an entire basket of whatever catch they haul in by himself — it’s already mid-morning and whatever meetings Kokomi has scheduled for the day must be well underway.

Gorou stops by his house again to pick up the necessary documents, taking one of the shortcuts he mapped out during his explorations of the island. He makes a mental note of a mudslide disruption the land survey markers — that’s going to be annoying to redo if the map has already been submitted, but it’s hardly unexpected with the recent rains. There’s no point in procrastinating. His ideas aren’t going to get any better on their own, he knows this. And it does no one any good just sitting on his desk while he dithers about.

-

Gorou’s flagged down by one of Kokomi’s several aides on his way in, just past the gates of the main shrine. Gorou waits for the aide to catch up to him, messenger bird sitting on his shoulder that squawks unhappily at the jostling motion of the aide’s half-jog.

“General,” he dips his head, the bird’s message held in one hand, “Fortuitous timing. You’re attending this morning’s meetings, I presume?”

“Whatever’s left of them,” Gorou confirms, offering his own arm out for the bird to transfer onto. It does so happily with a sharp glance back at the aide. “Was there something else that needed my attention? I have nothing urgent of my own to report.” His free hand twitches towards the papers he’s carefully folded and stored in his satchel. He could always give them to Kokomi later.

“No, no. Just could you pass along a message?” The aide looks a touch harried — they all do, really but this one is practically bouncing in place like a slime — as they hold up the note. “Word just came in. The Liyue delegation is going to be early.” Ah, that explains it. That’ll be setting off Kokomi’s aides, scurrying like ants on fire. It’s an important meeting that Kokoomi’s been planning for months now. “I’ll pass her the official details that got sent ahead once she’s out of her meetings, but if you could?”

“Give her a heads up so she doesn’t start planning ahead with time she no longer has? Yes. I can do that.”

-

Maybe Gorou should be keeping better tabs on Kokomi’s schedule. Just so he knows when he really isn’t needed. He’s not sure what he was expecting her morning meeting to be about, but he wasn’t really expecting to walk in on an incredibly heated argument between Watatsumi’s farmers and merchants. Kokomi is seated at the far end of the room, doing an incredibly admirable job of appearing to be deeply invested in this conversation and an active listener. Her eyes meet his as he walks in and she covers her mouth to hide her frown, disguising the motion as she leans forward over the long table filled with documents, maps, and countless little map markers. Gorou walks around the edge of the room to stand over her right shoulder.

Gorou listens in on the conversation, trying to gather what he can as he looks over the map that this conversation is presumably about. Or maybe something in this conversation is related to it. Or maybe Kokomi’s just thinking about something else that hasn’t come up yet. 

After a few minutes of listening to Haise, from the farmer’s side, and Minamoto, from the merchant’s side, Gorou realizes that they’re back to an older topic of debate. 

Livestock on Watatsumi.

Gorou lets out a quiet sigh.

If you want to grow a population you need the food, land, and money to do it. The islands of Watatsumi have all three of these, except all of these statements can be append-ended with conditional clauses.

Watatsumi has food, if you’re considering a controlled population that relies mostly on hunting and gathering with a heavy reliance on imports.

Watatsumi has land, if you’re looking for land to construct buildings on and not farm or otherwise use for agricultural purposes.

Watatsumi has money, if you’re counting how almost all of it is locked and invested in import-export agreements and what’s available in liquid assets are entirely useless in a closed economic system of one island where most of the people rely on bartering and trade of like-goods.

Now Gorou is not a merchant. And he is not a farmer. He’s a guy with a garden that he experiments with and a guy who’s got a lot of people looking out for him due to a combination old fashioned country-side hospitality and the civil war’s “we’re in this together” mentality.

But the thing about being a general, or really anyone, on the underdog side of a fight between mortals and gods, is that you kind of learn skills and information and thought processes from walks of life you would never expect.

So Gorou is not a merchant. But he’s done his fair share of bartering, negotiating, and reviewing contracts as General Gorou, representative of Watatsumi and Sangonomiya Kokomi, here and abroad. Gorou’s had his own fair share of listening in on various merchant woes and grievances as both the person they’re complaining to for direct action and as a simple sympathetic ear.

And Gorou is not a farmer. But as a private citizen and as a soldier he’s learned to grow and gather his own food. He knows a thing or two about land management and the conditions needed for crops to grow. Gorou’s studied books of agriculture and spent cumulative days listening to advice from those more experienced than him in this fields so he could better understand what he, himself, needs to do for his own needs and for Watatsumi.

Gorou is not an expert in either of these professions, not like how he is an expert with bow and arrow, with map and direction, with sail and sea. And he never will be, not when so much of himself is dedicated to statecraft and military measures. But he knows enough that he can, unfortunately, understand both sides of what’s going on here. And he knows that this is the same struggle Kokomi has.

Neither of them are experts, but unfortunately, they’re the ones who are going to end up making the decision one way or another. And there’s no way to predict what a good middle ground is, if one exists.

Watatsumi has proven itself time and time again to be abundant in gifts from the sea, the stone. It is not an exaggeration to say that Watatsumi is the pearl of Inazuma, the cradle of treasures. But you can’t feed people on mora, on pearls, on gemstones, on crystal marrow. And there’s only so much of the natural resources they can rely on before they risk doing irreversible damage to the balance of life on Watatsumi. And there’s only so much they can do on Watatsumi in terms of terraforming and cultivating new and…innovative ways of farming.

Some form of animal husbandry has to be brought into Watatsumi. Import of meat from the other islands is a luxury no one here can afford. Fowl are all well and good, but larger sources of meat would also be much welcomed. And a great leverage on their trade books.

Gorou watches Kokomi, waiting for her decision. She’s been quietly working on this topic for months now, she’s been more preoccupied with the question of grains. 

It’s been years since Narukami’s begun to actively work with Watatsumi in order to ease the burden of trade restrictions. The relaxing of tariffs and implementation of tax exemptions did a lot in the beginning. But as the situation changes, so too has the feeling of relief. Watatsumi can no longer lean on that economic crutch. 

Kokomi presses the flat of her thumb to her lower lip, resisting the urge to bite her nails.

“Sangonomiya-sama, no word has returned from your inquiries?”

“None yet.” If Kokomi were a person with lesser control of themselves, her knee would be bouncing. If it were Gorou, he knows his ears or tail would have given him away. She straightens up, pulling her hand away from her mouth to slide both hands up her sleeves, bringing the rest of the room to a waiting silence.

Watatsumi’s Pearl of Wisdom speaks, delivering their directions with the decisive confidence they’ve all come to expect from her.

To one of the merchants goes to the first directive: “Saitomo-san, put in an order for a dozen pigs, three male and the rest female. We’ll do a trial run.”

To one of the older representatives from the group of farmers who came today, one Gorou knows is well liked for being a moderate in terms of political stances: “Haise-san, speak to the rest of the farmers who you think would have space and see if anyone wants to volunteer. We’ll need two or three willing to volunteer. We’ll split the pigs up between them. One male each and we’ll see about the females.”

And finally, to one of the Kokomi’s aides, who’s responsible for handling Kokomi’s orders regarding Watatsumi’s land apportionment and surveys: “Iishida-san, I want you to set aside part of the empty land we’d apportioned towards compost. We’ll put a pig pen near there and we’ll reserve two of the female pigs for observation and communal use for composting and food waste recycling. If this proves to be too tenuous on such a small scale then we’ll have our answer. Until I hear back with further news this is how we will proceed. Does anyone have any suggestions they would like to share?”

And thus everyone is set to task, allowing this specific topic to progress onwards and usher in the next on the never ending list of things that must be done.

This one, at least, Gorou has some slightly more pertinent experience on: defense, which Gorou can actually report on. He’s fairly certain that this topic was not actually on the docket for discussion at this meeting. Either Kokomi wants something she can actually sink her teeth into or Kokomi feels that this is a topic she needs addressed now for lack of time. It could very well be both.

Kokomi cedes to him, listening with her eyes mostly focused on the maps in front of her as Gorou’s hand sweeps across it, tapping and circling the areas that they’ve been having trouble with recently. With the slow and purposeful changing of Watatsumi’s topographical landscape to adapt to their changing and growing needs, there’s been a natural shuffling of hostilities.

Hilichurls, now realizing that they could more easily raid food from the clusters of vegetable fields and carefully curated orchards, have taken to popping out of domains, slipping through established defenses with small and inconsistent raiding parties. Specters and slimes, of course, are also a natural expectation. The elemental creatures are curious — just like with Gorou’s pond, they want to investigate the changes in the land, and what he supposes they must feel as changes to the ley lines and elemental energy around them.

And this is why, Gorou thinks with no small measure of annoyance, he was so vocal about them not shaping any of their fields — especially the outlying ones — using Visions. He gets that it’s much, much harder. It’s back-breaking work, quite literally where they had to carve into the sides of cliffs. It’s terrible, draining, taxing work with very little payoff when done by hand.

But the use of Visions on such a large scale to permanently alter the land would leave a lasting imprint on elemental energy. The fields and orchards and the dozens of places they’ve worked on are going to be drawing elementals for years. It was just asking for trouble. And it’s made all the more intense with how close some of the fields are to the main shrine, which just oozes elemental power. Small blessings that everyone managed to agree on not trying to set anything up near the ancient seals. They’d really be in trouble then.

“The shrine can send some of our mid ranked apprentices to adjust and maintain current barriers,” Kokomi offers. And before Gorou can say anything she concedes, “But I think it would be unwise to use the shrine’s established guard for the official patrol posting of that area.” She turns to look at him. “I’ll leave this in the hands of our militia squads. Gorou, I trust you to organize ranks and routes to strengthen this weakness in our defenses. Hopefully the barrier is enough to deter elementals. The patrol forces can handle the more material disturbances.”

“It’s unlikely the elemental disturbances will die down.” Especially if Vision holders enter combat in the area. “This may be a permanent thing we’ll have to anticipate if we expand. We don’t know where the hilichurls are coming from.” Gorou has his guesses, but as he hasn’t seen it happening with his own eyes they can only remain guesses until he can carve out the time to do a proper reconnaissance mission. “They must be moved here by the Aybss or through the domains. That we can try and funnel or work on. But the elementals are here to stay.”

And would it really be Watatsumi without the hovering little menaces?

“I’ll work with my shrine maidens to focus their skills on barriers and alarms. Perhaps we should contact the Grand Narukami shrine to borrow some of their onmyouji for tips. There’s not much cross over between our disciplines, but we might be able to come up with something.”

Gorou barely manages to reign in his incredulous look. Kokomi actively inviting Yae Miko or Kamisato Ayato to meddle? How bored is she? Does she miss Kujou Sara that much?

Kokomi sends him a considering glance and Gorou attempts to convey with his eyes, only, how much he doesn’t want to be the intermediary for whatever exchange Kokomi is planning. Kamisato’s easier to work with than Guuji Yae, especially now that they’re all sharing this one ridiculous secret with each other, but it’s not that much of a difference. The two of them really are just two peas in a pod. 

Coloring aside, Gorou sometimes wonders if they’re actually related. He’d once brought this up to Kujou and she’d choked so hard that he she had to sit down and put her head between her knees. And then he realized she was laughing and it was his turn to sit down. That’s probably the closest the two of them have ever come to actually killing each other, sincere yet impersonal attempts on each other’s lives on the battlefield during the civil war included.

“It can’t be that irregular of a comparison to make”, Gorou said as they both recovered from their surprised delight (Kujou) and stunned confusion (Gorou). “They have the same smile. They hold their fans the same way and gesture with them exactly the same in the same situations. Archon’s sake, they even talk the same.”

“You’re not wrong, and there’s an entire list of people who would agree with you,” Kujou said, face flushed as she gasped for breath. “And that list is everyone who’s met the both of them. They know it too, they just hate having it acknowledged.” A faint spark of mischievousness entered Kujou’s eyes, making her look eerily like Kokomi. “If you’re ever in a situation where you need a quick escape from them, some sort of distraction, just bring it up. They’ll be so busy trying to verbally tear each other to pieces in an attempt to prove their differences that they’ll forget you entirely.”

“But what happens when they remember?” Gorou asked.

Kujou’s lips twitched upwards before leveling again. “Hopefully you’re back on Watatsumi. Just be wary of their grudges. I don’t think I need to explain why.”

After a few closing remarks and assignments, the meeting breaks up, leaving Gorou and Kokomi alone. Kokomi sighs, leaning back and stretching her arms with an audible pop and crack of stiff joints.

“Is this a social visit? If you’re mad about the few spoonfuls of soup you should at have at least brought me some more of it so it’s worth it. You also could’ve put in some more ginger.”

Gorou rolls his eyes, leaning his hip against the edge of the table. He doesn’t know where Kokomi’s palate comes from. He could feed her an entire ginger root — raw, unpeeled, whole — and she’d complain it’s lacking. He pauses in the middle of idly flipping through their maps.

“We’ll have to redo this one. I just found out there was a mudslide yesterday. No, I’m not here to complain about you sneaking my food.” The complaining would never end if he nitpicked her over such things. His clothes, his food, his writing supplies, it’s never ending. That said, now that he’s looked over some of the maps and they’ve recently been on the topic of defense — 

“Have you gotten any response from the Tenryou Commission about — “

Kokomi cuts him off with a groan, pressing her hands to her head to ward off Gorou and a headache. 

“We need them to approve a naval outfit.” 

It’s not her favorite topic to talk about, he knows. This has been dragging on for ages now. Every time they appear to gain ground Tenshukaku stalls, offering them some kind of smaller consolation prize in the form tax relief or the passing of a smaller law that subtly tips favor in their direction. But this major pain point of theirs hasn’t come any closer to resolution in all the years they’ve been building their foundations of peace one carefully inked character at a time.

Gorou, unfortunately, understands some of the rationale from the other side. And if it were just him, he’s sure that he could wait them out until they came to the reasonable conclusion of Watatsumi needs some sort of official naval force. But it’s not just Gorou. It’s dozens upon dozens of soldiers and sailors out there every day and night, feeling a compounding of multiple issues bearing down on them with no respite or solution in sight. And on behalf of all of those people it’s Gorou’s duty to bring this up and continue to hound after it until he gets something back.

“It’ll at least help us cut down on all these raiding parties of treasure hoarders and ronin that keep coming here.” He has no idea how they hell they keep getting here or what they think is going to happen once they do. Watatsumi has extradition treaties in place and Tenshukaku has given them provisional autonomy over the implementation of judicial punishment due to the distance from Narukami. “This is the third request we’ve sent over. Are they just ignoring us or are they seriously talking about it?”

“They’ve already conceded to allowing us an independent militia and the right to our own trade negotiations.”

Gorou and Kokomi have talked this over so many times that it’s practically a routine of its own.

“They’ve allowed to the latter because they have sea control. It doesn’t matter what trade we negotiate if our trading partners still have to pass through Shogunate protected waters to get here. The former because it spares them having to send and station anyone here.” Gorou doesn’t even feel particularly passionate about his responses anymore, that’s how many times they’ve gone through this.

“Are you asking for my permission to sail for Narukami and knock on the doors of Tenshukaku during court? Considering our new connections to Narukami, maybe you’ll get away with only a singe or two to show for it.”

“Is that your way of saying there’s been no response?”

In a rare act of concession, Kokomi admits, “Sara’s already looked into it as far as she could. It’s gotten up to Kujou Kamaji’s attention and he’s currently discussing with the Kanjou Commissioner. That’s as far as Sara knows and that’s after she checked the Shogun’s schedules and asked Ayato-san if he knew anything.”

And. Well. That’s a lot more than he thought Kujou would know. Or give to them. He also didn’t expect that Kujou would actively look. He wonders if Kokomi asked or if Kujou did that on her own. A year ago he would say it had to be because Kokomi asked, as ridiculous as that sounds, because Kujou Sara doesn’t just do things. She doesn’t take the initiative. Not outside of a fight, not outside of her job duties.

“And your spies?”

“It can hardly be a clandestine network of informants if you’re bringing it up in broad daylight. Have a care to some subtlety, General.”

“It’s just you and me, Commander.” Gorou sighs, rolling his shoulders with weary energy. He doesn’t exactly enjoy hashing through the same topics over and over again. “Fine. I’ll drop it. But I’ve got platoons getting annoyed with having to scour the smaller islands and beaches for unwanted crossers at all hours on small private vessels that can barely fit three men and that’s with two of them rowing. It’s hardly efficient.” Or safe. “At the very least, the Shogunate could send their own navy vessels. Or send them out to us on loan.”

“You’re not saying anything I don’t already know.”

They rise to leave the room, Gorou falling into his natural place just behind her. 

“But until Tenshukaku issues their decree on this matter there isn’t much else we can do. I have a feeling they’ll be announcing something soon though. Has Sara mentioned the joint trainings to you?”

Gorou’s still a little unused to having a line of personal correspondence with Kujou Sara. They’ve exchanged letters over the years and whenever they meet in person they’re more than civil. But it’s — it’s just a strange situation he’s found himself in. One he never thought to expect and one he’s certain Kokomi could never have planned for either of them.

“Yes. She’s interested in how the naval exercises are going to be conducted. I’m rather wondering how they’re going to balance out the numbers. Recruitment’s been deeply unbalanced. It’s put the Tenryou Commission in an awkward spot.”

The two of them enter Kokomi’s private sitting room. Gorou can’t hear anyone around them, ears careful to pick out the sound of breathing, the faint shifting of weight — nothing.

“Oh?”

“The navy was cut down during the war, most of their forces and budget aimed towards the army. Not much need for the navy when all outside entry was blocked and leaving was banned. The storms the Raiden Shogun summoned around Inazuma were good enough deterrents. Now there’s been a boom in investment into the naval branch, especially with the need for escorts along the reopened trade routes. The golden age of pirates in the waters between Liyue and Inazuma’s never been more interesting than now.”

That last part is Gorou borrowing words from Kazuha. The Crux, on any given day that Gorou can tell, oscillates wildly between a band of honorable rogues and outright criminals. It depends very much on where the sea takes them. They operate on a code of ethics that exists outside of law, using their conscience rather than the letter of law to dictate their actions. It’s not a terrible way to live, but it must be incredibly exhausting to explain.

“You got all that from Sara?”

Kujou is remarkably easy to read if you come to the understanding that she’s always going to be particularly straightforward and blunt with you, and it’s almost never going to be with malice or personal insult in mind. Really, she’s too honest sometimes. That, too, must be incredibly exhausting.

“Kazuha, too.”

Gorou glances down and sees that, unfortunately, whoever set up Kokomi’s meal has made a place for him as well. Not that he’s ungrateful. That’s awfully nice of them and a fair assumption to make. Except he’d really rather make the trip down to the officer’s mess or the servant’s quarters.

“Makes you miss army rations, doesn’t it?”

The food isn’t bad. It’s a perfectly balanced meal. And Gorou really shouldn’t be picky with food, he’s known starvation and he’s known famine and he’s known war. But —

Would it really hurt for them to use a seasoning? Any seasoning? Any at all? There can’t be a rule against that, can there?

“Maybe I need to quit as your general and sign up as your personal attendant,” Gorou jokes. “I feel sorry for you having to eat this every day. You can’t tell me I’m not using enough ginger when your meals have no seasoning at all.”

And because he was taught to, at the very least, temper everything sour with a touch of sweet for fairness, he adds on, “The rice is good at least.”

That’s not a concession. The rice is good. It’s been mixed with wild grains and dried fish and little tiny strips of laver and some nuts. That Gorou would happily ask for seconds of. Maybe even thirds. At some point he’s going to be trying to recreate this himself. Maybe he’d add some mushrooms to it. 

“Last night was a full moon,” Kokomi says drawing Gorou out of his thoughts on how he could modify this recipe. “If you hurry I think you can still get a good amount of — “

“You’re going to ask me to cook for you tonight, but I can’t,” Gorou cuts her off, remembering the message her aide had asked him to pass on earlier. “It was good sailing, apparently. The delegation from Liyue is arriving early tomorrow.” Gorou watches in real time as Kokomi’s face goes from hopeful to baffled and then annoyed. “One of your secretaries should be telling you this later. I heard it because I was there when the messenger bird arrived. You won’t have time for dinner at my place.”

“I really should fire you as a general. You’d be so much better as an attendant. Sara cooks for the Raiden Shogun.”

“I already cook for you.”

“There’s a difference between you knowing I’m going to eventually find my way over to you to take your food and you making food just for me on purpose. Well. Either way, you could probably still get yourself some nice shrimp for your own dinner. And then eat it while thinking of me fondly.” Kokomi pauses, tapping her finger along the edge of her bowl as she surveys her food. “Maybe eat an extra helping. You could use the indulgence. Don’t think I’m not going to bring up how you’ve been working almost from dawn to dusk the past week to help break ground on the fields, when you aren’t sitting in on meetings with me. You haven’t even done patrols. The platoons are getting nervous without you, you know.”

They don’t actually need him on the patrols, Gorou doesn’t say. Is it vain of him to say his martial powers aren’t exactly in high demand? Or of appropriate use in the current clime? It’s good practice for their newer recruits and the ones recovering from injury, as well as an excellent team building exercise, for them to be doing these things without him. Gorou has any number of reasons that aren’t excuses for why he’s been focusing more of his active duties on construction. And he supposes today is when he tells some of them to Kokomi. Or reveals to her the silhouette of the beast that he’s been — taming? Hunting? Tracking? Communing with?

What is the word to describe that which scrapes caverns in his head with the irregularity of a living thing, and the equal temper of one?

“The platoons get nervous if I so much as sneeze. They fuss.”

“You’re their precious general, their symbol of victory and good fortune. Can you blame them? Besides, if it’s not your men or me, there’s no one else brave enough to fuss over you. Well.” Kokomi’s expression pinches. “There’s Kaedehara-san. But he’s currently — where was it, Nathan? Fountaine?” She waves her hand at him for the answer.

“Fontaine. His last letter has a sketch of either a pastry or a very uniquely evolved slime.” With Kazuha it could be either and if Gorou ever asked he’d probably answer the opposite just to mess with him. Kazuha has too much fun sometimes. “Back to food — the food here isn’t that bad.”

He really should be nicer about it. Kokomi just shoots him a flat look and then pointedly takes a long drink of soup without breaking eye contact with him.

“It’s too healthy.”

“Everyone wants you around for a very long time. If I have left overs I’ll consider bringing you something tomorrow. If Juuga doesn’t get to them first.”

Kokomi scowls, deep divots forming at the corners of her mouth. Gorou resists the urge to tease her further. 

Before he can be distracted further Gorou asks, “Do you have time for me after this?”

He busies his hands with stacking their dishes.

“I’m supposed to review a new land survey later. Not the one you were talking about earlier. It’s towards the south west of Borou. Closer to the port down there. We’ve got enough spare lumber and material after finishing the construction of the store houses and with the land apportionment temporarily settled for crop distribution it was agreed that we could start working on something a little beyond our norm. I just need to review the land survey — it’s taken a while because of the rain, to make sure it’s somewhat consistent.” Kokomi’s clear eyes rest on his. “What do you need?”

Gorou sits next to her, pulling out his latest draft of his plans — the clearest and most concise, too — spreading them out on the cleared table.

“I have an idea.” A hope, really.

“Oh, so you meant time time,” Kokomi says, eyebrows raising even as she begins to skim the documents.

Gorou resists the urge to fidget, he knows his tail is already a tight coil of muscle at his back, just barely being held in check from giving away how agitated he is. He nudges his elbow against Kokomi’s ribs, gesturing towards the the page where he recorded rough numbers and approximate calculations of distribution of people and resources.

“We have a lot of soldiers who don’t necessarily want to continue as they are. Or — “ Gorou takes in a breath, drawing down deep for the rock steady certainty that comes from reviewing facts over and over again. 

His reasoning is sound. His goal is clear. His research is thorough. He knows this. And even if they weren’t — this is Kokomi. Kokomi is safe to be wrong with. Gorou can be wrong, he can be flawed, if it’s Kokomi.

“ — shouldn’t continue as they are. I’ve been thinking about how to help them aside from just discharging and sending them on their way with a pension of some sort. There are only so many desk jobs to go around. And I can’t just keep diverting them to low-risk trade patrols or domestic postings to investigate minor grievances and affairs.”

It takes a special kind of mindset to be alright with those after all. And most of the people who shouldn’t be on active duty as they are won’t be the type of person who can acclimate to the quieter, slower, pace of those routes. Gorou knows this from firsthand experience. The first few quiet patrols after the official declaration of peace — ha, the first few months of patrols — had Gorou feeling worse than when he was roughing it in trenches and half assembled tents, shoulder to shoulder with the dead and dying. He was snappish. He was paranoid. He was short tempered. He wasn’t pleasant to be around by the longest shot. And Gorou knew it. And he knew he could stop it or try and control himself but he didn’t. He couldn’t. Those patrols nearly drove him over the edge in ways actual near death and constant running didn’t.

“It’s a small miracle that this problem hasn’t really blown up in our faces yet,” Gorou continues. “There are some people currently serving that are suitable to continue — there are just some issues they need to work out.” 

Broad strokes, Kazuha says to him in one of their letters. You’re focusing too much on the smaller details. You’re trying to think of solutions to every situation that could possibly come up — infinite numbers of problems in every combination. You’re trying to catch every leaf before the wind even takes them from the branch. Broad strokes, Gorou. Broad strokes. You’ll get nowhere, trying to pluck rain from clouds like that. There is no such think as perfection in this world.

“And there are others who aren’t really fit for it all but are kind of stuck with it. This is a possible solution, but it’s broad and a little messy.”

Sangonomiya-san isn’t expecting you to have every answer, Kazuha reminds him. Especially when she hasn’t even brought the problem up to you. Do you expect it from her? Lower your standards. Have mercy on the rest of us, won’t you? Breathe.

“It’ll take trial and error but if we can get it right I think it’ll really help balance our distribution of people.”

Kokomi rests a hand on Gorou’s knee, no doubt feeling the tension in his thigh.

“We need artisans,” Gorou continues, roughly clearing his throat as he steadily moves forward with his explanation. A more elaborate explanation of the raw numbers he’s written down.

Kokomi waits and she listens to him pour all of the things she’s already reading and probably already knew and can put together on her own. 

Part of Gorou is sitting here with Kokomi, speaking. And another part of him is in the moment of sleepless nights, hands running through his hair, fangs chewing on his already ragged lip and claws as he tries to put thought to word to paper. And there’s another part of him that’s not here or there; that’s somewhere with his body plastered with sweat and mud, muscles aching and burning as he breaks ground.

Kokomi listens without interrupting because she knows that if he doesn’t get through it at once then he might lose the thread and fall apart into some kind of rambling mess of excuses and qualifying statements and half-defensive apologies. He resists the urge to take her hand in his, to twine their fingers together and fidget; tracing the sides of her fingers with the pads of his fingers, pressing and squeezing knobs and bumps of bone and callous, tracing over the round, blunt tips of her fingers compared to his own.

“Something to do with the hands,” Gorou finally admits. And he doesn’t have to say anything further, not really. Because Kokomi knows. She’s always known. She knew before he did, even.

When Gorou was building his house, after the war, when he was kicked off of patrols and other official work to rest, but couldn’t sleep, couldn’t rest, couldn’t focus his mind on anything at all — 

Kokomi was the only one who ever understood — understands — what that house is to Gorou.

He’d picked the land way back in the beginning of the war, staked it out with tent poles and salvaged scraps of canvas, treated water-proof hide, and scraps of wood from broken barrels and ruined wagons. He’d traced out that patch of mud and rock and trampled grass and claimed it as his. A space just for him, where he could lick his wounds and be furious and seethe and tuck his tail between his legs and his head against his knees and be whatever he needed to be in order to walk right out of that ramshackle assembly of rope, wood, and fabric to be whatever anyone needed him to be the next day, night, whenever. Gorou shaped himself from a man into a general within the motley put together conglomeration of materials.

And when the war was over and rebuilding began to happen, he looked at that plot of land that he bled on, cried on, vomited on, slept on, had sex on — did basically everything on — and couldn’t bear to leave it. It was ugly and it was pathetic in the light of days blessed by peace and quiet. In comparison to all of the other buildings that were starting to grow and flourish under the well paced care of craftsmen and experienced hands, it looked like such an ugly thing. It looked like a scar, a blight, some infected and disease carrying blot. 

The fabric of the tents he’d sewn and patched together to create some of his walls and part of his roof were faded beyond colors. The wood scraps he’d salvaged for his own were just as bad, looking half rotted for all that they remained standing. The complex tangles of rope and pole that held it all upright looked like the bones of a rotting carcass, wood and fabric hanging from that skeleton like the unwanted remains of a picked at corpse. 

But it was his. 

That was his ghost, his grave, his pyre. It was his home for better or worse. In all the world, in all of his life, Gorou couldn’t truly claim anything as entirely his except for that blight upon the eyes. Every single centimeter of it was his in design and use and care.

So when Gorou wasn’t allowed to do anything for anyone else, when it was just Gorou and his thoughts —

Gorou sat there in the dirt, dragging his claws through the mud as he sketched out plans and ideas. And Gorou bargained with himself, with the land, with the heavy weight of war that had dug itself into his scars and his bones. All of that energy that would go into helping others, he finally turned onto himself with the grim jaw-setting stubbornness that he used to set his own bones, cauterize his wounds, and put the dying to rest when they were beyond help.

We will eat each other alive if we don’t learn to live with each other, Gorou realized of his shadows.


  So let’s talk.


As Gorou lay down the foundations for his house — dug and flattened and leveled the land, picked out rocks and roots and broke down hard clumps of soil, gathered the wood that would later become the base, cut and sawed and sanded and coated with weather resistant lacquer — he was building and tearing down something within himself. With every board he finished he was laying down another line in an ongoing peace discussion with the nightmares and the sharp-toothed thoughts that dogged his heels at all hours. 

He wasn’t short on hands offering to help. Soldiers, residents of Watatsumi, various people from the Resistance, other builders and architects who had come to assist in the reconstruction — everyone wanted to help him and Gorou had to dodge their well-meaning efforts with the same calculation he learned to dodge between volleys of arrows and invisible pit-traps of words, all of it made all the more cutting and dangerous because of the kind intent behind it and the strange, intimate darkness that fed Gorou’s desire to do it alone.

The thought of anyone helping him, of asking questions, of touching the wood and the stone and the grass reeds and the paint, made him want to snarl. It made his stomach clench into knots and his shoulders push up towards his cheeks. It made him want to ruin. Gorou couldn’t explain it. He still can’t.

All Gorou knows is that it was a vulnerable time. The act of creation is messy work.

Kokomi offered to help him once, and only once, and her offer of help was just to help him move in furniture that he’d bought and bargained for second hand. He’d refused her and because it was Kokomi he didn’t have to tell her why and she didn’t ask and after that refusal she would only ever ask him how progress was going and when she would be able to sleep over again.

The progress of building his house and putting his literal blood, sweat, and tears, into it was something sacred in the way Gorou had only previously understood prayer to be sacred. Maybe even more potent than that because it was a communion that cleared his head more than praying to Oroboshi or the Raiden Shogun ever had and if that’s sacrilege then he’ll just have to suffer for it because that’s the truth.

It was a conversation. It was the understanding that the place he suffered for several years could also be a place of growth. That he, himself, was capable of creation. Victory, he slowly came to understand, was more than who was still standing at the end of a fight. It was also making a cabinet and it was marking the edges of a garden and it was thatching a roof. 

He loved Watatsumi before. Gorou never stopped loving it. He hurt on it. He hurt with it. But hurts can heal. Hurts can ease over time. Hurts can change into something new. Words gain new meaning. People gain new purpose. 

And so, this plot of land that no one wanted, that became Gorou’s, could become something else. 

Once he came close to bleeding out on that corner here if he had not cauterized the wound with an arrow shaft held between his teeth and geo constructs from his own Vision holding him in place so he wouldn’t thrash. And now it is where he keeps his rain barrels. And there is where he threw up until he passed out and now it is where he keeps his firewood. And this little patch here, where he once lay Kokomi down when she was still High Priestess Sangonomiya when he found her half-unconscious, shivering, and bleeding from the nose, became the hearth of his home.

Growth. Change. Construction. Not forgetting, not forgiving, not even ignoring or denying — but incorporating. Taking that which once was, breaking it down, and combining it with newer parts to establish the foundation for something new. Something he needs now, rather than what it used to be.

Gorou no longer needed the shabby little half broken crate where he kept his emergency medical supplies — he’d managed to barter for a much more suitable cabinet — so he broke that down to build a table. Gorou no longer needed the unstable shelf that wobbled precariously on its uneven legs that he used to create one wall of his strange tent-shack so he made it into a drying rack for clothes.

Transmutation, transfiguration — transformation. 

It’s not a perfect solution for everyone. He knows that. But he thinks — he thinks that this is an idea that can help a lot of people. And benefit Watatsumi as a whole.

They need craftsmen, they need artisans, they need trades that don’t rely on fishing and mining and hard labor. And so many of their soldiers need to come to peace with themselves, with the war, with each other. They need their minds busy at the same time that they need proof of a life beyond trenches and blood-slurried sand. This could be something for them. This could be that peace.

Finally, Kokomi speaks. “To start — it would be optional? Not mandatory?”

“I want to say optional, but maybe we could steer some…specific cases as examples. It might be something we have to decide from the top down in the beginning. Just to get it going.”

Kokomi falls silent against, eyes carefully scanning the pages of Gorou’s notes, leaning against his arm. He leans back against her, breathing in her familiar smell of incense and perfumed oils and damp paper.

“We’ll bring it up in our next meeting,” she says. “Compile a list of potential volunteers — see if you can talk to some of our soldiers about this. Quietly. We don’t want people making the wrong assumptions, or spreading misunderstandings. Draft some letters to craftsmen and guilds you think who would be interested. Test the waters. I’ll keep this.”

Gorou breathes out slowly, nodding. Kokomi turns her head to kiss his shoulder.

“It’s good,” she runs her hand up and down his thigh, a comforting weight that eases the nerves that make him want to pace. “You know it’s good.”

‘It’s good,” he gives in to the urge to take her hand in his, pressing her cooler hand to his forehead to ground himself. “But is it good enough?”

Gorou speaks before Kokomi can.

“I know. I know. No one knows. We just have to find out. The only way through it is through it and all. Do you want me in your meeting later?”

Kokomi examines him, considering if she’ll allow his deflection or not.

“To keep me awake and to pay attention to everything I can’t fit in my head anymore, yes,” Kokomi allows him. “But only if you don’t have anything more important. If you do have something more important than this, tell me now so I can say I’m going with you.”

Gorou brings her hand to his mouth, lightly nipping at her wrist before letting their hands fall apart from each other. He takes her out, carefully drawing and reeling in all the tender and vulnerable parts he knows have become exposed from this proposal of his. He tucks them back into himself, all that blood facing inward.

“Unfortunately for you, I don’t. I’ll attend the meeting. But just so I can stop people from suggesting we build more warehouses. There’s no point in building them if we don’t know what’s going to go in them. We can’t just build them to have them. Do you have a copy of the old surveys so I know what we’re looking at?”

-

Gorou settles into one of the unoccupied seats in Kokomi’s office to read through the documents Kokomi passes him.

“Are you good here?” Kokomi asks him after she finishes whatever she’s writing to General Kujou. 

Gorou watches the silver eel take its message, retreating into the box with a soft click. Gorou grunts, waving her off so he can focus on studying up. He’s not as fast about thinking around these sort of things as Kokomi is. He needs time to review and examine things in his head. He’s certainly not going to be taking several months over this particular subject, but he does still need some time with himself to think over his own opinions first.

And, honestly, he’s still feeling a little raw after the earlier discussion. They could use with some time apart. 

Gorou’s also sure that Kokomi’s been cooped up in here all day. She must be itching to get out of here for some fresh air. For all that Kokomi looks the part of Head Priestess, the Kokomi Gorou knows is the one who splashes him in the surf and helps push ships off the strand and crouches down to dig her fingers into the wet mud to pluck out shells. Kokomi is as much child of Watatsumi as Gorou is, and basks in every chance she can get to enjoy the land’s natural wonders of sky and sea, air and earth.

It does no one any good, all of this statecraft and negotiation, if they don’t take the time to look upon what they build. If they don’t take a moment to partake and enjoy.

Left alone with the documents, Gorou sets half his focus to learning what’s on the page and the other half to calming his nerves. He’s presented his thoughts. Kokomi’s confirmed what he already knew. The rest will slowly be carved out over time, now that he’s taken the first steps forward. In the mean time — there’s other progress to be made.

Gorou rummages around Kokomi’s desk to find spare paper and one of her fancy pens from Fontaine — it uses neither quill nor brush and has some sort of internal inkwell that doesn’t spill out. He can’t remember if she bought it or if it was given to her as a gift. She’s not very fond of it, but she keeps it around anyway. It’s nice for taking quick notes like he is now, when he doesn’t feel like grinding ink or searching around for one of Kokomi’s numerous ink wells.

He can already guess some of the suggestions that will come up for how the land should be used. A school, some workshops, a medical center that isn’t reliant on the shrine, maybe some free standing shops with the idea of creating a real market center beyond the well established wet markets at the ports and piers. 

Gorou rubs the pad of his finger over his lower lip, examining the documents as he shuffles around Kokomi’s reams upon reams of paper for a larger map of the area. One that includes the altitude markers. It’s a relatively good position, all things considered. Lower down in elevation than the outer ring of Watatsumi, so the transport of trade in should be relatively good — moving goods out will be harder, so that’s a strike against possible warehouses or craft centers. And there’s a pretty good distance and orientation around it to reach some of their more established clusters of residents and the main road heading towards the Watatsumi Shrine.

It’s the ideal spot for an Adventurer’s Guild outpost. Close enough to the port, on its way towards the shrine, in reach of both residential areas and shopping centers. 

It would, of course, depend if they could negotiate one down here, of course. It’d have to be run through Tenshukaku before anything could be sent off to the main guild headquarters. Politics aside, Gorou’s fairly certain there’s no reason why Tenshukaku would deny the request. Watatsumi’s so far from Narukami that there wouldn’t be much overlap in terms of resources being split. Tenshukaku has already allowed them their own trade negotiations, this shouldn’t be too much different from that.

Gorou taps his claw against the map, tracing the invisible and hypothetical paths of roads and bridges, people, that would be moving through the space. It could be done. And all things considered, even if the Adventurer’s Guild says no, if Tenshukaku says no, or if it goes poorly and the decision needs to be reversed, it still wouldn’t be a bad idea. The construction of a guild outpost here doesn’t require anything too special — not like with a storehouse or some kind of smithy or workshop. The building could, later, just as easily be converted into a store or an inn.

An inn would actually be an excellent idea as well. They don’t have very many places for visitors to stay on Watatsumi. Tourism, while being one of their biggest sources of income, isn’t exactly something they’ve been capable of seriously investing in. But if they could create some kind of center that attracts not just tourists but actual business — merchants, brokers, adventurers — that could really hit something off for them.

He runs a hand through his bangs, pushing them off of his forehead as he jots down a few ideas and does a rough mock up of possible roads and bridges that would need to be adjusted or established for his idea. Kokomi will probably be hoping for some shops — real shops, not market stalls. 

It could be like a little mini Ritou, he supposes. They just need to come to a consensus on it which is never a smooth process. Case and point, the earlier discussion regarding animal husbandry on Watatsumi he’d walked in on.

Ideally this discussion goes a little smoother than that. And ideally it also won’t end up being dragged out over multiple meetings. Or at least, not multiple meetings that number into the double digits.

Gorou doodles a small picture of the Adventurer’s Guild logo on the corner of the page he’s taking his notes on and turns his mind back to numbers, proposals, and lines upon lines of research and observational notes. It’s going to be a long meeting and he needs to have some semblance of order in his thoughts before he’s in there.

There will be time later, he assures himself, to dream. When he walks back to his house, when he collects the catch that he’d bartered for earlier in the day, when he checks his pond for any specter visitors, when he washes Juuga’s paws before letting him into the house, when he goes down to the public baths —

There will be time, then, to dream. To look out and around at all that has been built and imagine what could, with time, continue to grow upon the foundations being laid.

There will be time, later, to dream. But first, they must work to craft a place for those dreams to rest upon. 

  



7. Itto

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Wait, how did you get Ushi all the way over without me?” It’s not that Ushi isn’t a really chill dude, but he and Itto are usually a package deal. 

“We asked Kamisato-dono to convince Ushi for you,” Shinobu says, scouting out a place for them to sit on the ship. It’s not very crowded, thankfully. But people give the three of them a wide berth anyway, gathering their belongings onto their laps and shuffling children to their other sides as Itto and Takuya join Shinobu in the back. 

“What, Ayato knew?” Itto blinks. “Ushi listens to Ayato?”

His heart feels a little goopy hearing that.

          


    
    Itto wakes up as soon as the door to Ayato and Sara’s shared sitting room opens. But he lays still, listening. It isn’t Ayato, Itto can already tell that much. It can’t be a threat, at least not a real one, because if it was the tengu would’ve been up before Itto was. And he can feel that she’s still asleep. 

Also this house is weird so if something dangerous were to somehow make its way past the dozens and dozens of guards the house probably would’ve turned them around a few dozen times and kept trying to spit them out in the direction of someone carrying something pointy. Itto knows because he’s actually seen that happen once or twice. To himself, at first —  still now, honestly, though not as much as it used to happen. Ha. That’s one thing he has over Sara. In their current tally of who’s gotten lost more Sara’s definitely leading by a number with double digits and boy is she fucking peeved about that. 

Itto’s actually seen a few people who Thoma later told him were spies sent by rival clans getting spun in circles around the corridors like drunk goldfish. Either Ayato is wearing off on him or it was legit funny because he remembers laughing at watching their confused face get more and more panicked as they kept having to dodge being seen by the same patrol guards over and over again. Credit due to the patrol guards, they definitely caught on the first time around but they were also probably getting a kick outta seeing this unfold during an otherwise dead shift. Part way through, Ayato and Ayaka came to join him in watching the house playing with its food, Ayaka leaning against him on one side and Ayato draping himself over Itto’s back, sharp chin carefully resting on his shoulder as the siblings started to make bets on what would happen next.

So whoever this is can’t be a threat. Or if they’re a threat then they’re somehow good enough to trick a house with territorial issues, the dozens of guards that have magic powers, and a tengu’s instincts.

Itto holds still as the door to Ayato’s room opens and someone eases in around the edges of the room towards the drawers where Ayato keeps his more commonly used clothes for regular stuff — it must be Thoma then. Itto cracks an eye open — and isn’t that a weird thing. He hasn’t slept with his eyes closed since he was a little kid. Even when he sleeps with Granny he keeps at least one eye open, just in case. Her walls are like, literally paper thin and her door’s latch is basically a piece of string she loops around a hook. He keeps telling her that he could definitely build her a better door but she’s worried that with her poor eyesight and her weakening hands she wouldn’t be able to manage it, which is totally fair. But also he’s kind of terrified that she’s going to be robbed.

“What’d he do?” 

“Played in the water a little too much,” Thoma whispers, pulling clothes out of the drawer where Ayato keeps some simple yukatas and then a couple of Ayato’s haori and shawls. “He’s on his way back. Go back to sleep.”

Itto throws an arm over his face, rolling onto his back. “Isn’t he too old for that?

Thoma snickers, “You could tell him that.”

“I’ll save it for when I really need it.” Ideally when Ayato is on an enthusiastic roll teasing him or someone else. It’ll stop him dead in his tracks, Itto knows it. “You need any help?”

“We have it under control.” Itto feels Thoma pat his leg. “Seriously. Go back to sleep. You’ve got a long day of travel ahead of you.”

He does. Gotta pop down to Ritou and pick up Shinobu, pick up the rest of the gang, and then they’re off to visit Granny. With any luck, Itto will finally convince Granny to pack it up and move to Narukami island. 

Itto grunts in acknowledgement, closing his eyes again as he listens to Thoma leave. But he can’t exactly sleep now, knowing that Ayato’s on his way back. Energy buzzes underneath Itto’s skin. Thoughts of Ayato coming back to bed, vague worries about what kind of youkai thought to mess with Kamisato Ayato, curiosity about why Thoma needed two changes of clothes, so on and so forth and all that. He kind of half-dozes because he is tired and he does have a lot to do today aside from. Like. Waiting for a boat. He’s got to get to the place where he has to wait for the boat and collect the rest of his gang. He’s also probably, in between now and then, say goodbye to Ayato which always sucks.

(There is a quiet part of his head that reminds him that this is how it works. They are goodbyes. That’s what their life is going to be. And it’s no one’s fault. Itto never chose to be born an oni and Ayato didn’t choose to be born human and no one ever told anyone that those two things had to be so stupidly far apart in like. Aging. There’s going to be a day where they say goodbye forever and that thought always makes Itto’s heart clench in his chest like it’s being punched a really, really mean one. That makes all of the “welcome back”’s and “hello”’s all the more important. Because there’s always going to be one more “goodbye” than those.)

For the second time that night, Itto is roused by the sound of someone coming in. Except this time Itto can feel the faint traces of spiritual power from them, so it’s got to be —

“Itto-kun,” Ayaka whispers, “Did Thoma-kun pass by already?”

Itto gives up on sleep or pretending to be asleep and sits up fully, waving towards the door to get her to come in instead of lingering in the cracked open doorway like a zashiki-warashi. She shuffles in, closing the door behind herself before moving to sit next to him.

“S’just a water youkai,” he promises her, ruffling her hair. He feels her letting him move her head with his hand, thin neck bowing as he messes her hair up. “Don’t worry ‘bout it. Nothing on this mountain is dumb enough to fuck around with Kamisato Ayato on purpose.”

It’s true. Ayato’s spiritual power is basically nothing, but the youkai on Mount Yougou always think twice about fucking around with the Chief Onmyouji. Even when Itto didn’t know the face that went with the title, even he was kind of wary of crossing paths with the man. The youkai of the mountain whisper about him the same way that humans whisper about the meaner, more malicious youkai. Kamisato Ayato is one scary guy to run across. Day or night. So if someone ever did decide to fuck around with the guy they’ve either got bigger balls than an entire mountain of youkai or they’re like. Yae Miko.

“You want to wait here for him?” Itto shifts to stand and get some more blankets but Ayaka tugs his wrist.

“I’ll go back to my room,” she says, leaning up onto her knees and pulling him down further to kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

She hesitates for a second before adding on. “Don’t tell him I was here.”

“I’m not a snitch. You want me to walk you back?”

Ayaka’s sharp little nails pinch Itto’s arm and he half-heartedly swats at her hand, damage already done.

“I’m trying to be a gentleman.” He rubs his arm. He sees Ayaka rolling her eyes as she turns towards the door.

“Try it on Onii-sama. Safe travels, Itto-kun. Send my best to Obaa-san and Takuya-san.”

“Will do. Now get out of here before someone catches you. You being awake and sneaking around the house at this hour is going to  make way more noise than whatever dumb stunt Ayato’s gotten himself out of.”

Itto lies back down, curling onto his side, and dozes for a little before he must really fall asleep again, eyes half-way shut. The next time he’s roused is from the feeling of a familiar body laying at his back, carefully arranging his hair so it won’t be pinned. Ayato’s arm curves over Itto’s waist, sliding up underneath his arm to loosely curl fingers around the fabric covering his chest to pull him back against the cradle of Ayato’s cold — even through these layers — body. Ayato’s face gently presses against Itto’s shoulder. Itto catches Ayato’s hand, pushing his hand open to replace fabric with Itto’s own fingers, drawing Ayato’s hand down to rest over Itto’s belly.

“Morning. You were out late.”

Ayato’s cool lips press to a bit of exposed skin at Itto’s neck. “Go back to sleep.”

“You go to sleep.” Between the two of them, Ayato’s the one who needs it more anyway. But Itto feels himself drifting off again, just a little, even as he starts to carefully let out threads of his youkai to feed the starving body against his back.

Itto would be the first to admit that his control of his youkai isn’t that great. He can mute it, keep it real low and muffled. Not as good as Kujou can, but that’s because Kujou grew up with the fucking Kujou house so like. Go figure she’s as repressed and anal about that as she is about everything else. But Itto can do it, too. He had to learn that. Any youkai who doesn’t live within the protective boundaries of Mount Yougou or any of the other thin spaces still left among the humans has to learn that. It’s survival.

But aside from that Itto’s really only got like, four levels of control of his youkai. All the way there, trying to scale it down from that to muted, muted, and muted scaling up to all the way. He’s not like Kujou, who can just have a little bit out and keep it at that level. Once the figurative tap opens on his side it’s open. And the only way to stop it is to close it off again and then start over.

He’s been trying through. He’s been trying to get better control over it.

There’s just a lot of it is all. He knows this without anyone having to tell him. He’s got like, a fraction of oni blood in him, but he must’ve been really lucky or really fucked over by fate or karma or whatever. Because that one little bit of oni blood is super strong in him. His youkai is as strong as any full blooded oni except it’s in a partially human body.

And lately, when he’s been trying to use it, he’s been mostly using it on other humans.

Namely, Ayato. Ayato, who’s own human energies swing towards the cold dark, and who’s usual activities don’t really help in balancing him out all that much. Itto’s not an expert in youkai and onmyouji stuff, but if a guy predisposed to being cold walks around at night in the cold, it doesn’t take an expert to say “hey, throw him in some sunshine, he’s going to fucking freeze his dick off”.

And Itto’s got to be so, so careful with Ayato. He can’t just flood the guy with youkai. He’ll fry to a fucking crisp, which would be a really funny way of showing he cares.

So Itto is careful, so stupidly careful as he waits for Ayato to finally drift off before he slowly starts to turn over to gather Ayato into his arms, tucking the man’s chin underneath his own, sliding a leg over Ayato’s and grimacing at the cold he can feel rolling off of the man through both of their clothes. It’s not even really cold. It’s like — a weird absence. Emptiness. Itto can feel it start to catch on the strands of youkai he’s already started to let out, sucking them in and pulling at the warmth, the heat. Itto slowly, carefully, starts to let more of his youkai out, feeling all of it getting caught up and pulled in. Ayato’s body, against his, relaxes even further.

Itto closes his eyes again. He’s not going to fall asleep. He won’t. He just needs to focus on doing this right and not accidentally flash frying the guy.

Okay maybe he actually does fall asleep because the next thing he knows is that he’s lying down half on top of Ayato, who feels a lot better in terms of not feeling like a walking ice cube, and Ayato is pressing a kiss to Itto’s throat. Itto hums against the feeling of lips on skin and shivers when Ayato adds just a little bit of teeth. Ayato’s hands start to move, fingers sliding into the gaps of unraveling fabric to seek out skin.

“I meant to come back sooner. But I was in quite a state. I’m half surprised that Thoma even let me into the estate.” So is Itto. “Some part of me thought he was going to tell me to jump into the ocean and stay there until I was fit to walk among civilized people again. It might have saved me some time, actually.”

Itto shifts part of his weight onto his knees and forearms, moving to take Ayato’s mouth with his own because the idea of Ayato covered in gunk and shivering in the night tide is kind of funny but also a lot miserable sounding. And if Itto says anything one way or another Ayato’s going to definitely take it and run with it because he’s a little shit like that. Ayato’s fingers move to the back of Itto’s neck, winding through his hair and pulling him in for something deeper.

“Kujou Sara is about to knock on that door,” he remembers hearing Sara and her attendant for the day — which is fucking hilarious to him, Kujou Sara with attendants — up and moving. “And she’s going to kick both of our asses to hell and back if she catches us at it.”

Ayato shrugs, free hand working on the ties of his own sleep clothes that have somehow fared much better than Itto’s own, which are already threatening to slip open and off of him. “So don’t let her catch us.”

Itto snickers. Such an Ayato response. Damn, he loves this guy. Itto starts to trail open mouthed kisses over Ayato’s exposed skin, imagining that with just teeth and tongue he can coax warmth back to energy starved skin. Itto makes his way down Ayato’s body, hands and mouth finding their way from one patch of skin to scar to skin like a little sampler of all the places Ayato likes to be touched the most, until he’s mouthing at a nearly faded scar that cuts over hip and stretches onto the soft skin of belly. He wonders how Ayato got the scar. He wonders how bad it was. Surely Ayato would remember, the guy’s got a mind like a hunter’s trap —

Ayato yawns, Itto feels it through his lips even as Ayato tries to swallow it down. Itto raises his head just enough to look at Ayato’s face.

Sleepy sex with Ayato is good. But that’s not to say that there’s sex with Ayato that’s bad. Itto’s had like. All the sex with Ayato. All of it. And it’s never been bad. Weird and leaving him with muscle pains in weird places, sure. But it’s never been bad. Itto isn’t sure if this is because Ayato is like, as scarily good at sex as he is literally everything else he does, or if this is because it’s Ayato in the sense that Itto’s fucking stupid for the man in every single meaning of those two words combined.

Anyway. Sleepy sex with Ayato is good. But even as he watches Ayato through his lashes, his own mouth pressing against Ayato’s stomach, he knows that if they keep going it won’t be sleepy sex so much as Ayato falling asleep in the middle of it and there’s like. Only so much Itto’s ego can take you know?

“You can ignore that,” Ayato says, turning his face to the side to try and hide the next yawn he tries and fails to swallow down, free hand lightly pulling at Itto’s hair. “And that one too.”

Nope. Not happening.

Itto kisses his way back up the way he came, stomach, ribs, chest, heart, collar bones, neck, jaw, cheeks, lips.

“Sleep some more,” Itto says, careful with his teeth as he presses soft kisses to Ayato’s neck and jaw. “I heard Kujou leave. You’ve got maybe another hour to nap.”

Ayato turns, trying to catch Itto’s mouth with his and Itto’s just a guy, so he lets him. What was he supposed to do? Deny the really sexy, beautiful, willing Kamisato Ayato who’s underneath him, all pliant and adorable? He’s an oni, not a monster. But he doesn’t let Ayato deepen the kiss any further than a little bit of tongue. Just a little. Again. Itto’s just a guy.

Itto leans all of his weight onto his right arm, using his left to run his palm up and down Ayato’s shoulder, and all of the exposed skin that’s still too cold for comfort. With every pass of his hand up and down this short stretch Itto pushes more of his youkai into Ayato’s skin. He can’t tell if he’s imagining the man starting to warm up close to normal or not.

“But you’re leaving today, aren’t you?” Ayato asks, but his eyes are already closing as he stretches up to press his cheek to Itto’s. “Don’t I at least get to see you off?”

Itto tips fully onto his side, dragging Ayato on top of him, tangling all of them together into a mess of arms, legs, fingers, hair, clothes, blankets.

“You sure can,” Itto promises to the side of Ayato’s head. “But your eyes are going to have to be open for that.”

He slides his fingers through Ayato’s hair, still slightly damp from the bath, but wonderfully soft and fine. “I won’t be gone that long. I won’t even give you time to miss me. You can save it for when I come back. Relax, Ayato. We have time.”

-

“I’m going to give you thirty seconds to be decent before I open this door.”

They do not have time.

Ayato’s head nearly crashes into his own as they both scramble up to put clothes on. Sara is not kidding about the implied threat of what’s going to happen if she opens that door and they’re not at least covering the important parts. Ayato turns his head to catch Itto’s lips for one lingering kiss, even as his hands make quick work of relying Itto’s yukata and fixing his collar. Itto quickly pulls his long hair out from where it got stuck behind his back flipping it over the fabric of the yukata before grabbing Ayato’s own clothes to shove the man back into them. Man. Itto didn’t even really get Ayato out of them to enjoy it — neither of them were even really awake — and he’s got to put him back without messing him up even a little? Unfair. Totally unfair.

They make it just in time for Sara to slide the door open, pointedly looking away from them.

“Philanderer,” Sara greets, voice bland as anything as Ayato passes around her.

“Cuckold,” Ayato returns.

Itto rolls his eyes, following after Sara as they sit around the breakfast she brought up for them. “You two have the weirdest way of talking to each other. Did you already eat?”

“With Thoma-san,” Sara confirms, retreating to her own room to change into her uniform while they talk about plans for the day. Itto volunteers to go with Sara to try and find Ayato’s letter in his office. You gotta use the buddy system to find shit in there. You might not walk out of it alive if you don’t.

“Safe travels, my regards to Kuki-san and the rest,” Sara says, after they’ve finally retrieved the letter. “Don’t cause any trouble.”

Itto rolls his eyes, shoving her shoulder with his. She stumbles forward a little and then shoves him back just as hard.

“I’ll miss you too, featherball,” Itto says. “I promise not to cause any trouble that I can’t get out of.”

“Good enough,” Sara sighs. “Tell someone right away if you get seasick.”

“It was one time.”

Sara’s lips twitch upwards at the corner. “It was very memorable.”

“Okay, yeah, don’t you have a job to do, tengu? Get going before you’re, horror of horrors, a whole five minutes early for whatever it is instead of half an hour. I’ve got a really handsome lover to appease before I get going so that’s what I’ll really need the luck for.”

“My condolences,” Sara intones instead, already making her way towards the general direction of the front of the estate, leaving Itto to meander his way back to Ayato’s room. He only gets turned around once which is a whole new record for him that’s totally going to brag about to Sara as soon as they meet each other again.

Itto instantly forgets that as soon as he’s back in their rooms because Ayato — now fully awake, fed, and keenly aware of the fact that they’re on a deadline — pushes him up against the door as soon as it’s closed and starts kissing him like he’s trying condense all the make outs and sex they could’ve had last-night-slash-this-morning into the one kiss. Itto’s legs spread to let Ayato’s body come even closer to him. Itto’s hands find their natural place on Ayato’s waist.

Itto is always surprised by how hard Ayato is. Not in like, the aroused sense. But in just the physical sense of bodies. In Itto’s mind, Ayato is layers of silk and cotton. Nobles, in Itto’s mind, are made fat and soft like lap dogs, sitting pretty with on their perfumed viewing decks looking down at the rest of them, being waited on hand and foot. Spoiled like prizes. And Ayato is definitely spoiled, but the difference is that there’s also something dirty about him. Ayato, unlike most nobles Itto’s seen from and heard speak sounding like extremely out of touch hens who have no idea what a fox is, isn’t afraid or overly concerned with getting down and dirty to get what he wants.

Kamisato Ayato is the type of man who would toss aside his own blade to wrap his hands around your throat if he thought it would solve a problem faster, ignoring the cleanliness of the situation. He would tear your throat out with his teeth if he had to, if he had no other options. And that is, Itto isn’t like any bit ashamed to say this, wicked hot.

Putting his hands on Kamisato Ayato is a shock of cold and sharp every time. Ayato is all muscle, no softness to him at all. Not even his mouth is soft. Smooth, yes. But not soft. When they kiss Itto feels the press of teeth through lips and feels giddy at maintaining the fine line of control that keeps every kiss from tipping over the edge of something more. Ayato’s skin is a satin and silk cover over muscle, tendon, bone, liberally scored with scars that for the most part have healed cleanly and are on their way to fading, but there a few that left deep impressions on him. It makes Itto wonder what the fuck was strong enough to get through Ayato’s formidable guard. And who was the real winner there?

Ayato’s strong. Lean muscle with very little fat, if any. All that muscle packed lean and pressed up against his bones, wrapped in tight like the coils of snakes. Any softness to the man is an illusion he creates by layering his clothes, cinching the fabric at the waist or allowing for a looser drape at the arms, the shoulders. Ayato disguises the broadness of his shoulders, the sharp cut of his joints, the coldness of him, with misdirections of brocade and golden tassels.

But underneath all of that, he’s strong. Really strong.

Itto doesn’t remember how it came up, but once he’d jokingly asked Ayato if those shoulders were strong enough to carry Itto, too, on top of everything else. And Ayato, instead of taking the joke, looked curious and then said, “Well. If you hold still and I put my back into it, I don’t see why not.”

And then he’d bent, one arm underneath Itto’s shocked knees, and the other at Itto’s back, and literally swept Itto off his feet.

Itto knows he’s a big guy. He’s big, heavy, and bulky. But Ayato held him in his arms, looking satisfied like a cat with a sparrow in its mouth, like it was the easiest thing in the world.

“Well this provides for some interesting thoughts,” Ayato said. “We should explore more of this later.”

Itto’s blood couldn’t decide where to go: his head, his dick, or his heart.

“Yeah,” Itto could only croak, brain flashing him a billion different scenarios in which Ayato’s newly confirmed ability to literally hold Itto up like this could come into play. And yup. Dick won out on that fight.

And this could very well be one of those scenarios where Ayato’s hands curl underneath the meat of Itto’s thighs and he raises him up off of his feet and just holds him against the door until Itto forgets literally everything else but also, if Itto is late for picking Shinobu up Itto will be fucked in all the he not fun ways. Also —

“Your sister is not gonna be thrilled if you ditch her.”

“Someday she’ll learn that she doesn’t get everything she wants.” Ayato’s mouth is so stupidly warm, tongue and lip and teeth tracing down the side of Itto’s jaw, his throat. 

“You’re the one who would’ve spoiled her to start with though.”

“I have never spoiled my sister.” Itto cannot believe the guy has the balls to lie to Itto’s face like that. This guy is the most overprotective sibling of all time. Sure, he bullies the poor woman every chance he gets, but in the same breath he’d turn around and rain down absolute horror on anyone else who so much as blinked wrong in his sister’s direction. Itto knows because he’s seen that particular scenario play out too many times to count. Poor Ayaka. “In fact, I’ve made quite sure to be appropriately teasing and frustrating to her at every turn I could possibly get away with so she’d have something to struggle against.:”

Which is all just really a fancy way of saying — “You bully her.”

“It builds character.”

“Ayato, I don’t think she can build any more character.”

“She’s an over achiever. Don’t underestimate her when she’s working off of spite. Yae Miko corrupted her.”

Okay, now that’s a load of horse shit. Itto pushes Ayato’s shoulders back just far enough that he can see the man’s face.

“You honestly believe that’s got nothing to do with you?”

“I’m not a spiteful person.” Ayato’s hands rest over Itto’s hips, thumbs pressing in nice and firm against the divot of muscle and bone there. 

Itto, through a display of self control that would have Kujou Sara praising him, does not laugh in Ayato’s face.

“Okay. But seriously. I’ve got to go.” Itto then does the opposite of what he would need to do to get out of what might very quickly become a dick-wins-Shinobu-gets-mad situation by leaning down to snag a few more kisses and a grope of Ayato’s ass. “And I’ve seen your sister when she’s pissed and I don’t want that aimed at me.”

“Ayaka could never be mad at you.”

“No, but she can be mad in my direction while you’re hiding behind me.” Absolute worst place to be. Stuck between the Kamisato siblings when they’re mad at each other. “And I’m not getting in between that.” Again. “I mean. I would. But I’ve gotta pick up Shinobu-kun. I’m gonna pick up the rest of the gang on the way up to Ritou and stuff, too.”

“I suppose we can’t risk Kuki-san’s displeasure.” 

Ayato lets him go, stepping back to start fixing up Itto’s clothes again. Itto holds still long enough for Ayato to finish before grabbing the man’s shoulders, lifting him up to kiss him one last time, and then pushes him towards his clothing.

“Alright. I’ll be back in a few days. After you and Ayaka-chan trash a training ground you better get your ass back in that bed to sleep. Because you better believe you aren’t going to be having much of that when I come back.”

“Promises, promises. Safe travels. I expect you do much the same. Even if your grandmother stays up later than you; it isn’t a contest to see who goes to sleep first. I’m sending you off with a full night’s sleep. I expect you to return in similar condition.”

-

Itto sneaks out the back entrance, where Thoma is already waiting.

“Sorry for the wait, he got clingy. Let’s go?” Itto swings his travel bag onto his shoulder, giving Thoma a second to process the thought of Ayato and clingy in one sentence. Thoma doesn’t look like he believes it but that’s his problem. Whether anyone else believes Itto about it or not is their issue, his is working through and around it when he, himself, also wants to cling back.

They make their way towards the front of the estate, but Itto hangs back and then does a quick circuit up the mountain so it can look like he’s coming from somewhere else. Itto’s pretty sure he knows who knows about this whole — everything by now. And he’s got an idea on who’s guessed. And that’s like, a lot of people, but no one’s saying shit so he’ll leave that be. 

They pile into a carriage which is all kinds of weird to Itto because he’s so used to just walking everywhere and it’s not like he couldn’t jog to keep up with the horses, but whatever. He’s not going to complain about not having to walk all the way to Ritou. 

Itto ends up talking about his own travel plans for further than Ritou — “You should come with me. The Traverler’s been making noise about meeting up and going to Liyue and then Mondstadt. When was the last time you did something fun?”

“I do plenty of fun things.”

“I don’t mean playing cards after dinner or going out for lunch. I mean a real vacation.” In the entire time Itto’s known Thoma he’s never heard about the guy going on a break for fun. He’s never heard about Thoma doing anything for fun. Period. The closest thing he does for fun is hang out with stray animals which is totally relaxing but also not the same as going on a sight seeing trip or just taking a week to yourself. Itto’s surprised the guy hasn’t had a mental break down yet.

“How could I possibly go on vacation when it hardly feels like I’m working? I’ll think about it. Who else is the Traveler going around with?”

Itto goes down the list, ticking people off on his fingers. “Shinobu-kun, for sure. Yoi-chan might go. Apparently she’s got a friend in Liyue. A grave digger, or something like that.” Itto would question how that kind of friendship comes up but Yoi’s just like that when it comes to picking people up and of all people Itto probably shouldn’t talk about weird friends considering the life he’s found himself living and the company he keeps. “I didn’t ask too many questions. But her pop’s getting on in her as and the business isn’t exactly calming down, so she might stay behind if they can’t find anymore people to help out around the shop.”

At the thought of Yoimiya and her old man, Itto’s mind turns again to Granny.

“I’m not sure if I’m going yet, myself, either.”

Thoma’s expression turns sympathetic. He’s not new to Itto’s ongoing, losing, argument to get Granny to come somewhere closer to Itto and all the people who could help her.

“Any luck in persuading her to move to Narukami?”

Itto puts his head in his hands. “Who does she take after? Was she always so stubborn?”

Itto doesn’t remember Granny being this head strong when he was a kid. He’s pretty sure she caved to him a lot more then for stuff that was a lot less important than this.

“What do you mean who does she take after? You’re the one who takes after her! Where else did you think you got your stubborn streak from, huh?”

They talk about possible strategies for Itto to persuade Granny to move — it can’t be nostalgia that’s keeping her in that house. She’d only moved to that village a few years ago. The original house Itto grew up in, the one she had before, ended up getting trashed in a land slide during a heavy rain season. Itto managed to salvage most of their stuff — the important stuff, at least — but she decided to pick up and move somewhere new. The rest of the village hadn’t fared much better so pretty much everyone was just calling it quits and finding better pastures.

It can’t be finances, because Itto’s told her that the gang’s got that covered. Even if Ayato wasn’t ready and willing to help — and look, Itto’s even got Ayaka in on this, she’s come with him to try and convince Granny a few times too and this just proves how scary Granny is because she can say no to Ayaka’s big baby deer eyes which is something even Ayato has trouble doing sometimes. — Itto’s been saving money of his own. He could buy her a nice place in Hanamazaki if she wanted to be closer to the city. The gang also has a little house that they worked together to buy. Sure, Granny might want a place of her own, and they could afford that, too. Itto’s not the little punk who spent most nights in a jail cell anymore. He could take care of her, if she’d just frickin’ let him.

He has no idea what’s keeping her there.

Itto and Thoma part ways just outside of Ritou. Thoma off to do whatever it is he does — Itto genuinely hasn’t a fucking clue what he does, because on any given day he can be doing literally anything.

Itto heads to check the docks first to see if any word has come in about possible ship delays or anything. And maybe if he’s lucky he could find some more work for the gang.

-

“You tricked me!” Itto gapes, eyes flicking between Shinobu and Takuya. 

“You’re welcome,” Takuya yawns, jaw cracking as he wrestles Itto’s travel bag from his hand and slings it over his shoulder while Shinobu leads them both onto the boat that’s going to take them to the closest port to Granny’s house. “You have no idea how early I had to wake up for this. It was yesterday. It was yesterday, Arataki.”

“How?” Itto asks at Shinobu’s back, because he’s not getting anything out of Takuya other than him grumping about having to be awake.

“A friend of a friend helped me switch my tickets for an earlier transport ship out,” Shinobu answers. “I just had to do a few favors for some people. Nothing major, don’t worry about it. I already collected Ushi and the rest of the gang. They’re with Granny right now. I know how much you hate having to wait for the boat to come in.”

Itto considers pressing his luck and pulling Shinobu up off her feet into a hug and maybe even kiss, but decides against it last second.

“Thanks,” Itto says instead, slinging an arm around her shoulders and pulling her into his side instead. It’s the safer bet and he’s proven right when she leans in, arm going around his waist to squeeze back before she shrugs him off. 

“Wait, how did you get Ushi all the way over without me?” It’s not that Ushi isn’t a really chill dude, but he and Itto are usually a package deal. 

“We asked Kamisato-dono to convince Ushi for you,” Shinobu says, scouting out a place for them to sit on the ship. It’s not very crowded, thankfully. But people give the three of them a wide berth anyway, gathering their belongings onto their laps and shuffling children to their other sides as Itto and Takuya join Shinobu in the back. 

“What, Ayato knew?” Itto blinks. “Ushi listens to Ayato?”

His heart feels a little goopy hearing that.

“Well. It was a tough bargain. Apparently he had to ask Kujou-san to assist to close the deal,” Shinobu admits, eyes crinkling over the curve of her mask to show her grin. “And boy do I wish I was there to see that happen. You’ll have to convince them to do a reenactment for us.”

“Oh for sure, for sure,” Itto agrees. 

Ushi sometimes listens to Sara, but only sometimes. Itto’s now imagining Sara and Ayato talking to Ushi in that serious way of theirs. Because when Sara talks to animals its like she’s talking to other people, she doesn’t do that baby talk thing people do. It’s fucking hilarious. Ayato’s the same, but he has a way of making it seem — just different. Ayato doesn’t do anything like most people. Or at least, when he does it doesn’t feel that way. He’s a special case. But Ushi is an extra special case and the thought of two of the closest people in his lives having a good relationship with his cow, who’s been at his side since Itto was a snot nosed brat with all his milk teeth and barely up to Granny’s hip, makes him feel like he’s going to combust. He could run all the way to the top of Mount Yougou with this joy.

“But how?” Itto asks again. Because, sure, when Itto’s at the Kamisato estate Ushi is either in the private gardens or in the areas of the forest closer to the back walls so it’s not like Itto’s got eyes on him the entire time. But it’s not like Itto doesn’t go to check in on his buddy.

It must have happened in the past few days. Because these past few days are the only time he hasn’t seen Ushi. Yesterday he was helping Yoimiya and her pops move some of the bulkier supplies around so they could clean out their shop — the entire place is a giant hazard and Itto doesn’t know how they haven’t blown themselves and their entire neighborhood sky high aside from pure skill and luck — and that took the entire day. 

And the night before he and Kujou went a round or five in the forest to let off some steam. Kujou’s been anxious about the Tenryou Commission exercises coming up, though she won’t say it in those words. She’s hoping they’ll let her join in this year but she’s ready to be disappointed when she’s tapped as an observer. And frankly, neither Sara or Itto could blame the organizers for that because Kujou’s a beast when it comes to any kind of fight. Now, Itto’s not a coward so he relishes any opportunity to go up against Kujou Sara even if he gets his ass handed to him — which he doesn’t, he’s currently in the lead for current wins, not by much, but a lead is a lead — but the rest of the commission is full of babies who wouldn’t recognize a good thing if it punched them in the nose. 

Earlier in that day Itto remembers that he was doing some odd jobs to burn off his own excitement for a match with Kujou, which led to Yoimiya asking him for her help later.

“You got Sara and Ayato to convince Ushi to sneak away from me onto a ship in less than two days?”

“Well. The rest of the gang went with him,” Takuya points out. “Also he knew that he was going to Granny’s. So he knew you’d be right behind him.Might’ve been harder if we were trying to convince him to go somewhere else without you.”

“Fair,” Itto admits. “Damn. Was there a special reason for the sneaking around? Or did you just want to surprise me?”

“You’ll get complacent if we don’t surprise you now and again,” Takuya says. “This is how we keep you sharp.”

“Can’t have you going soft, Boss,” Shinobu says, knocking her knee against his. 

“Yeah. What if people think the Arataki Gang’s gone docile? We have a reputation to uphold.”

Shinobu reaches around Itto’s back to pinch Takuya’s side, because that’s what Shinobu wants more than anything. Well. Most things. Itto snickers as Takuya shoots an annoyed look at Shinobu around Itto, too chicken to try and get her back but too much of a stubborn oni to just let it slide. 

For all that neither Takuya nor Shinobu are entirely thrilled with everything the Arataki Gang is — they both have opinions on what they could be doing, on directions they could be going, on literally everything — they know that at the end of the day this is less of a gang and more of a family. Itto might call it a gang but that’s just because he doesn’t have any other way to say it to make people understand that these are his people and he’s theirs. And families don’t really have goals to seek out so much as they have homes to return to. And that no one can argue or disagree with. If they did, they wouldn’t be part of this gang.

Itto needed a place to exist on his own terms. So he made one. And he said fuck you to everyone who ever tried to make him anything else and told the rest of the outcasts to come join him because if the majority were going to exclude them they might as well stick together to tough it out. And here they are.

It’s not a glamorous life and it’s not the best life but it’s a good one and Itto wouldn’t trade any of them or any of this for anything else.

Itto reaches over, one arm around Shinobu and one arm around Takuya, drawing them in close.

“You two fight like an old married couple,” Itto says, causing the two stuck in his grasp to gag and start fighting against his hold. But they can’t because he’s Arataki Itto and he’s got plenty of experience wrangling the bull headed. He holds them, one on each side, and begins to regale them about all the ways that they’re exactly like an old married couple and how he knows this complete with examples. Shinobu should be thrilled. He’s using evidence to back up his claims. He’s being very, very logical and thorough about all of it.

-

Shinobu goes off to find some food — the boat ride is pretty long, would have been done overnight if they’d stuck to the original schedule, but as it is Itto guesses they’ll hit port by sunset. They still need to eat lunch first. — leaving Takuya and Itto lingering towards the railing and staring out into the sea. Sometimes Itto still gets shocked when he looks onto the horizon and doesn’t see a giant freak storm looming over them all like some giant wall daring them to try and leave.

Takuya’s elbow bumps Itto’s as they lean at the railing. Itto rambles a little about things on Narukami — Takuya’s taken to spending most of his time with Granny. They’re good for each other, Itto thinks. It’s good to know that Granny isn’t alone and Takuya needs someone to teach him that not every hand held outward is a fist or a slap waiting to hit. Itto knows what it’s like to learn that lesson firsthand — it took a while. But Granny got through to him and all of the other misfits and strange folks Itto’s managed to gather under his name, she’ll get through Takuya, too. In time. Itto’s chest stings when he thinks about the future. When she isn’t here anymore.

That day approaches closer and closer, looming ahead of all the other literal deadlines in Itto’s life. Sometimes Itto wants to curse up a storm — why’d he have to take so long to meet the best people in his life? How could he have wasted so much time not knowing them? Not letting them in? But how could he even go around fixing that? Even if he could go back in time —

He wasn’t ready for Granny’s kindness. He was ready for it when he was ready for it and not a second sooner.

He wasn’t ready to fall in love with Kamisato Ayato. And Ayato definitely wasn’t ready to fall in love period. 

Without the slow build up it took to make those relationships they would have never existed to start with.

So what else could Itto have done?

This is it. There’s no point in thinking about all that other stuff. Itto just has to — he has to make due with what he’s got now because that’s literally all he’s ever going to get. Someday, once he’s lived past those deadlines and accumulated new ones, he’ll only have whatever he did with the present to draw on.

Itto updates Takuya on stuff with Sayu — he firmly believes that the two of them would get along if Takuya would just pop over to visit the Kamisato estate or something, but Takuya’s remained adamant about avoiding Narukami in general. — and Thoma. He talks a little about Yoimiya and the fireworks shop and her worries with her pops. Takuya is quiet, absorbing Itto’s updates on these people he only vaguely knows in passing. 

He goes on to talk a little bit about Sara, who Takuya does know, and Shikanoin Heizou, who Takuya only kind of knows about but only because Shikanoin is sort of friends with Shinobu.

Itto gets around to talking about a future trip to Watatsumi — Shinobu, Itto, Ayato, Sara — to meet up with Gorou and Sangonomiya. What an unlikely group that is, huh? And in the corner of Itto’s eye he sees Takuya’s fingers curl around his bent elbows, claws digging into his skin just shy of breaking. Itto’s stomach turns bitter and flops over on itself in ways that have nothing to do with them being on a ship. Itto’s seasickness is greatly exaggerated and it’s been smooth sailing so far.

A quick glance around shows that they’re pretty much alone, most of the other ship passengers have stuck to giving Takuya and Itto a large circle of space, and for the most part everyone else has gone to the ship’s galley to get some food like Shinobu did earlier.

Takuya returns Itto’s updates with small stories about the Blue Oni he’s been keeping in contact with: a baby has been born. The father is human. They don’t have horns yet.

They both fall quiet at that, both of them wondering which is better: to pass, or the passing of.

Itto wonders if this is the struggle of every oni parent. The hope that their line continues, that their heritage remains strong, that their connection to their roots has been passed down to survive another generation — or the quiet and burning hope that it’s gone quiet. That this kid will be the one that escapes the cycle of hate, fear, and disgust. Even if it means the fading of one more thing in Inazuma. Even if it means the breaking away from something in your heart.

For a land that strives to nail eternity down into an unmoving, frozen moment, a lot of things sure seem to end and change and disappear.

“Is the baby cute?” Itto asks, instead.

Takuya’s answering scoff is softened by the way his entire face goes sappy. The guy’s so painfully awkward about the things he likes it makes Itto almost embarrassed, too. Almost. Arataki Itto does not get embarrassed by the things he likes, because there’s no shame or guilt in liking something. That’s just not his way. Takuya’s different though. He keeps everything close to his chest, like Sara, like Ayato. For them it’s easier to hide all their soft parts. It’s how they survived.

“All babies are cute,” Takuya says, mouth turning sly when he nudges Itto’s shoulder with his. “Bet you I can teach this one to say my name before you can.”

“What baby’s gonna say Takuya before they figure out Itto? You’re lucky I’m a man of honor otherwise I’d be taking that sucker’s bet.”

They trade a few more stories like that, back and forth, little updates on their lives and the people they don’t share with each other except like this. Itto’s people on Narukami. Takuya’s Blue Oni everywhere else.

It’s always so tricky, talking with Takuya about people outside of the gang, outside of Granny, outside of the small number of people Takuya’s chosen to allow himself to care for. He’s calmed down about it. But Itto’s pretty sure that’s because he’s worn the guy down over it. Tired him out. But Itto still catches it. The little sharp shards of disapproval that Takuya can’t quite hide.

Itto pauses in the middle of telling Takuya about how he and Ayato are thinking about trying to get Sara to adopt a dog. A ninja dog, to be fair, because Itto’s not sure if a normal dog would be able to keep up with General Kujou Sara. Thoma gave Itto the idea and he and Ayato have been talking about it for ages now. Itto had thought about it when she’d fist seen those Shuumatsuban dogs he and Ayato were playing. Apparently those puppies are ready to graduate from their ninja dog lessons — the idea of dogs going to school and getting grades and report cards is still so beyond hilarious that every time Itto tries to think about it his brain blanks out and he just starts laughing — and partner up. 

He may have gotten off topic a little bit, talking about how Ayato loves dogs and most dogs love him, even the ones he doesn’t send to ninja school. Ayato doesn’t look like the type of guy who likes animals, but he really does and it’s cute. Itto once brought home a hedgehog by accident — don’t ask — and it made its way to Ayato’s office and no one found out about it for like a whole week and a half and it was only because Thoma walked in on Ayato having a serious conversation with the hedgehog about the price of rice and the expected year’s crop. The hedgehog had to be strongly convinced to go home, by which Itto means Sara took the hedgehog back to where they think it came from four separate times but it came back three times on its own. Itto and Sara are still half-expecting a fourth return.

Somewhere between Point A (Sara and possible future ninja dog) and Point B (maybe Ayato and Guuji Yae don’t get along because they’re actually competing for the affections of the woodland animals that populate Mount Yougou) Takuya’s expression went from amused and interested to gloomy and closed off. 

Itto takes in a deep breath of ocean air, fingers curling over the ship’s railing.

“Whatever you’re thinking, knock it off,” Itto says firmly, refusing to frown or scowl or get mad. It’s a good day. He and Ayato had a warm and kind of lazy morning that left Ayato with beard burn (he wonders if anyone’s noticed yet); Itto hasn’t gotten sea sick; his family has planned a surprise for him. These are all good things. These are all the things that Ito collects in his head and make every effort worth it. 

Takuya bites the inside of his cheek, jaw working for a moment in an effort to keep his upset on the inside. Sometimes he manages it. Sometimes he doesn’t. This is going to be one of those times where he doesn’t. Itto can tell just looking at him.

“Realistically, thirty years.”

“What?”

“That’s how much longer of this I’ll have,” Itto says, not looking at Takuya. Not looking at anyone or anything in particular. The dark and ugly part of him that he doesn’t try to hide so much as he tries to negotiate around makes his voice sharp. “With Granny, maybe another ten if I’m really lucky. But with the rest of them? Thirty, forty, with Ayato. If we’re crazy lucky maybe fifty but I doubt it. You see the shit this guy gets into? I’d be lucky to see him with liver spots and cataracts. Yeah, sure, probably thirty or forty with Ayaka-chan and Shinobu-kun. With you and Sara? A century, maybe longer than that. But Ayato? Forty is going to be stupid lucky. I’m pushing it with thirty.” 

Itto blinks and he sees it. Ayato, silver haired, wrinkled, bony, body made soft in the way only time can make bodies. Skin like paper. The smell of age, of death and weariness that can only come from having lived. God. That Ayato lived this long for them to even meet is a miracle. Itto’s seen the records of the guy’s family. They die young. They die really, really young.

Itto blinks and he feels it. The last breath that leaves Ayato’s lips and the stilling of his chest. He sees it. Itto blinks and he can see all the ways it can go down. Old age. Disease. A fight with the wrong youkai. A fight with the wrong person. An assassination. Some freak accident. Ayato’s own stubborn streak pushing him too far, too fast with no way to stop except to fall against the wall of some immovable force.

Takuya falls silent, all the tension and fight drained out of him like if someone carved a hole into a bucket.

“It’s going to suck,” Itto acknowledges, remembering the first time they had this conversation years and years ago, when Takuya first found out about Itto catching feelings and not doing anything to stop them from taking root, growing, blooming, bearing fruit; when he realized Itto was actively cultivating them, tending them, shielding them.

“He could reincarnate as something stronger,” Takuya had said. “You’ve caught him too late in this life. He can’t stay with you. You deserve — “

“Fuck off,” Itto interrupted as he felt the tremors of his anger start to shake his bones, turn his voice to gravel, and catch sparks of flint against the backs of his molars. “I know this is coming from a good place. But you need to shut up.”

Takuya, that stubborn fuck, did not shut up. He pushed. He needled. He poked. Archons, Itto’s surrounded himself with people who don’t know how to leave shit alone.

“Sure, he could probably reincarnate and if we’re lucky we’ll find each other again and we’ll fall in love again and maybe we’ll have longer,” Itto finally acknowledged. “But so what? I should back off now because maybe I’ll have a chance at something better during the next go around? That’s so unbelievably stupid, Takuya-kun. Look, I’m down for a gamble, but not when it’s this. There are just some things you don’t gamble on. I’m not going to test my luck on something like reincarnation. Not when it’s him.” 

Then Itto turned and grabbed Takuya by the back of the neck before the other oni could respond, knocking their horns together with a sharp crack that had Takuya going cross eyed.

“Listen to me,” Itto shook Takuya by the neck, even as Takuya let out a low snarl. “I can’t gamble on this. Not when I have the certainty of now. I’m not going to risk losing him forever on the hope that maybe later something better will come along. We met now. We fell in love now. We’re together now. If he’s willing to try then so am I. And lucky me, he’s willing to try. If it turns out to be the worst mistake of my entire stupidly long life then that’s just going to have to be something I live and die with. You can judge me and you can judge him for being idiots all you want, I do not care. But you don’t get to try and talk me out of this. This is not a situation I need saving or rescuing from. I do not need or want anyone’s commentary on this unless it’s to tell me about how fucking lucky I am to find a guy like that in any lifetime. Okay? Okay. Good talk. The next time you try to talk to me about what I deserve I am going to knock your teeth out. Try me.”

“I know you don’t like it,” Itto says in the present. 

Takuya looks stricken because he might be one awkward loser but he’s Itto’s awkward loser and he really cares. He’s just really bad about showing it. That’s okay. Itto’s best friend is Kujou Sara, so like. He’s totally gone through this entire song and dance before. There are just some people who are weird about caring about other people and that isn’t their fault, not really. The point is that they care and they’re trying and when they hurt you with how they care you tell them and you have them course correct and hopefully they learn from the mistake so they don’t repeat it again.

Itto breathes in, reaches over and lightly knocks his knuckles against Takuya’s arm.

“I know you don’t like any of this, but you won’t have to be dealing it with too long, okay? Thirty, forty years. And then he’ll be gone. It’ll be over.” Itto’s voice wobbles and he’s man enough to know that he’s about to start crying and it’s going to be unstoppable. “So can you cut me a break on it, dude? Because when it’s over it’s just going to be me, his grave, his widow who’s also my best friend, and you. And if you want I’ll let you slide in a few ‘I-told-you-so’s’ when we get to that point without punching you. We’ll have the rest of our fucking lives for it. But right now — right now lay off. Please.”

Takuya sighs. And then he’s dropping a handkerchief on top of Itto’s head. 

“Okay. Fine. Okay. Fuck.” Softie can’t take it when anyone cries. Itto pulls the fabric off his head and presses it against his eyes. “I just — “

“You don’t want to see me hurt, yeah. I get it. I’m not exactly looking forward to it, either,” Itto grumbles, blowing his nose. “But if you go your entire life avoiding things because they’re going to hurt you’re going to end up living one boring life, you know? Not even sure if that counts as living, actually.”

Itto sighs, scrubbing a hand over his watering eyes — because whenever he starts thinking about it he gets sad and mopey and anxious. But what’s he supposed to do? Stop loving Kamisato Ayato? Stop caring about anyone? What about his Granny? What about Shinobu? Ayaka? Yoimiya? Sayu? The rest of the gang? Hell. Ushi? He’s just supposed to not get attached to anyone or anything ever? No fucking way. He might as well just die because there’s no way he could do that.

“Thanks,” Itto says. “For caring. Can we talk about literally anything else now?”

Takuya sighs, turning around to pull Itto back towards the benches near the shaded part of the boat. “You never finished telling me about the hot pot game that had you passed out for two days. You started and then you got distracted talking about Kujou’s possible new dog.”

“That one is entirely Ayaka-chan’s fault,” Itto grumbles, letting himself be led. “Even Ayato was behaving himself by putting in regular shit and then I guess he must have pissed her off earlier because her revenge was dumping in a whole sea ganoderma. Fresh. I could smell the frickin’ ocean on it, Takuya-kun.”

-

Shinobu returns, and explains how she somehow landed herself three new jobs while getting them food. Said food is a little cold because of how long it took for Shinobu to bring it back but that’s not a complaint, that’s an observation.

“No jobs for the gang?”

“We’ll see,” Shinobu says, quick to scarf down her portion so she can secure her mask again. Itto doesn’t know why she bothers. If anyone’s gonna recognize her it’s gonna be because of the hair, not her nose and mouth. But Shinobu’s weirdly stubborn sometimes and Itto personally thinks she just likes that it makes her look bad ass and the mask hides it whenever she smiles at something inappropriate. “Might have a few jobs for individual members. I’ve got to sort out further details. But we’re good on money right now so if things don’t pan out we should be fine.”

Takuya hums, shoving an entire rice ball into his mouth and looking like a squirrel. Itto resists the urge to poke his finger into the guy’s cheek.

“Any progress on helping me convince Granny to move?” Itto asks.

Takuya and Shinobu both grimace.

“Right, cool. Cool. Cool,” Itto groans, rubbing his knuckles to his forehead. “Any luck in convincing her to like. Spend money on actually repairing the house? Or at least letting us do some repairs?”

“She gets this from you,” Shinobu says.

“How can she get it from me?” Itto protests. “I’m reasonable!”

Takuya kicks Itto’s ankle. And, to prove Itto’s point of being reasonable, Itto doesn’t kick back. He just snags some of Takuya’s uneaten pickled daikon and eats it. 

“She likes the house as it is,” Takuya says. “It’s not even that bad. I’ve lived in worse.”

“I don’t want to talk about the places you lived,” Itto says, cutting off that line of conversation before it can grow legs and start running away from them. Because Takuya’s lived in some pretty shitty living situations. It’s a low bar for him. Itto’s also had some pretty questionable uh. Places of rest. But he doesn’t use those places to set the standard. “I want to talk about where my grandma is currently living and the fact that you have to half-lift the door in the frame to get it to fully open and the leak in the ceiling that I’m pretty sure comes from some kind of defect from when the house was built and won’t get fixed with a simple patch job. Also, while we’re at it — the really bad repair jobs on the paper screens. Since you two got so good at planning things behind my back, why don’t you two plan on getting her out of the house for a bit so I can fix some of this?”

“Maybe you should consider asking one of your other family members for help on this, since none of us have gotten any success in this battle so far,” Takuya says. 

Itto’s throat threatens to close like he’s just eaten tofu. He clears his throat, ignoring the faint stining in his eyes. Shinobu graces both of them a fond crinkle of her eyes. She stretches her leg out just a little to press it against Takuya’s before leaning over and flicking Itto’s knee.

“He’s right. Have one of the Kamisato’s ask. Or better yet - have Sara-san come over. Maybe on her way to Watatsumi?”

“How come she listens to them more than she does to me?” Itto asks, swallowing down the bright hot sun of love that threatens to burn him from tongue to toes. His family. “I’m her favorite.”

“You’re her one and oni Arataki Itto,” Takuya confirms. “But Kamisato Ayaka has weaponized the ability to look like a distressed herbivore. And her brother has a tongue that suggests he was either a fox or a snake youkai in another life. Frankly, I’m pretty sure he’s one of those in this life and he’s just waiting for the rest of us to call him out on it.”

“As someone with firsthand experience of feeling that tongue, I can confirm that it is entirely human,” Itto protests, earning loud groans from Takuya and Shinobu. “Yeah. I’ll try asking Sara when we get back. Granny might actually listen to her. And if she doesn’t it’ll be hilarious to watch Sara try. Nothing flusters that feather ball like being treated like a kid. She has no idea what to do with herself when it happens.”

“You’re the only one in the entire country with the guts to call General Kujou Sara a feather ball.”

“I call it like I see it.” Itto crosses his arms, raising his chin in defiance. “And I’m not the only one. Ayato would do it too, if I asked him.”

She’d probably kill the guy though. Or like. Think really, really, really hard about it. Their weird ways of talking to each other are already messed up. Why not throw in a few more? Feather ball is just as much an accurate assessment of Sara as Sara calling Ayato “snake” is. And it’s gotta be a step above “philanderer” or “charlatan” right? There’s something weird about how they call each other stuff like that and make it sound like they’re best friends.

Then again. It’s Kujou Sara and Kamisato Ayato. As long as you don’t think too hard about it, he supposes it kind of fits.

“Wait. So you explained how you got Ushi to go ahead with your surprise and I guess I can figure how I got too busy to figure that part out. But how did you get the rest of the gang not to spill?” 

Itto loves his people, from the tops of their mostly empty heads to their toes. But fuck they are shit at keeping secrets from him. They can keep their mouths shut just fine around most people. But Itto’s learned to read them all. He knows when they’re keeping secrets from him. He doesn’t usually pry, because he figures if he needs to know they’ll tell him. But usually he at least knows that there’s something they aren’t saying.

“Oh,” Takuya shrugs. “We just told them that there’s gonna be food so they had to come over and help prepare it. You know. Granny can’t cook for all of us at once in her little house, right? We needed more hands.”

Itto squints. “You got our entire gang to pick up and go over to Granny’s house early by telling them they needed to go and cook? And somehow they didn’t spill that to me?”

“Look, we just needed to get them on an earlier ship,” Takuya says. “One that you weren’t on. It wasn’t that hard. All anyone ever has to do is mention free food and the entire gang is moving before you can point which direction it’s in.”

“Do we need to have a talk with the rest of the gang about stranger danger?” Itto asks Shinobu. “We should ask Shikanoin-kun to put together a skit for it.”

“Stranger danger? It’s Takuya-kun,” Shinobu deadpans. “If anything we need to have them get together for a reprise of the how to spot a scam skit that Shikanoin-san puts on every year. Maybe an especially…exaggerated one so they can pick up on what they’re really supposed to be learning.”

“Another thing to ask Kujou-san about,” Takuya muses. “Considering that she’s the only one with any track record of hunting down Shikanoin-san.”

“And how do you know that?”

“Shinobu-kun told me,” Takuya points at Shinobu.

“Shikanoin-san told me,” Shinobu shrugs. “We talk sometimes. He’s an interesting guy. If he ever quits the Tenryou Commission I offered him a place in the gang. But I think Kamisato-sama is trying to scout him. I don’t think it would work. Shikanoin-san’s too wary of him, now.”

Yeah, if Itto’s introduction to Ayato was anything like Shikanoin’s he’d be on guard too. It wasn’t Ayato’s best night, for sure. But honestly, Ayato was probably way nicer to Shikanoin than Itto would’ve been if Itto got there first. Whenever he thinks about Sara’s death — in his head he can’t call it a failed assassination because her heart stopped and there was a horrible stretch of ringing in his ears and screaming in his head before Ayato and Shinobu were able to get it going again — and how Sara knew something was coming but didn’t say anything to anyone about it, and purposefully stopped Shikanoin from digging deeper, he feels his youkai rising and rumbling to the edges of his control. Ayato might not have the access to youkai Sara and Itto have, but even without that or his Vision he’s one scary guy when he’s pissed off.

And he was beyond pissed at that time.

“Anyone else you’re scouting that I should be aware of?” Itto asks dryly, swatting Takuya’s hand away when he tries to go in to steal a rice ball. Shinobu’s hand, snake fast, slides underneath their outstretched hands to take it for herself. 

“If I told you then it wouldn’t be a surprise,” Shinobu replies. “And if it isn’t a surprise you can’t accidentally startle them into running away.”

“I would never.” Itto takes a swig from the water gourd. “Anyway. Once again. Back to Granny and her house that could definitely use some improvements. Can we focus our brains on that instead of all the other stuff? I feel like maybe if we put in a concentrated effort on this it’ll pay off. I mean. If all of us combine our powers together we should definitely be able to get her to cave, right? Right. So. Plans. Takuya, you start because you’re the most awkward duck of us all and we can use whatever you come up with to get rid of the obvious answers and spring board onto some actual useable plans.”

“Dick,” Takuya mutters, grabbing the gourd from Itto’s hand.

“No, he’s right,” Shinobu says, absolutely demolishing her rice ball in five perfect bites. “Just say whatever comes to mind so we can say that we talked about it and they’re off the list. Then Itto and I will think of the real viable plans.”

“I can’t believe people think you’re the nice one,” Takuya huffs. “What if we accidentally broke part of the house. Then she’d have to move.”

“You’re so lucky you’re pretty,” Shinobu says, reading over to pat Takuya’s cheek. “I have no idea what you’d be able to do with yourself otherwise.”

Takuya snaps his teeth at her hand. Shinobu zaps him. Itto laughs.

“I mean, he’s also pretty strong,” Itto pinches Takuya’s arm and gets kicked in the ankle. “I’m trying to help you, dude.”

“Yeah, well, you can stop. Are we absolutely sure that we can’t just unleash the Kamisato siblings on her? And then Kujou? And then you can go in at the end to wrap it all up with the rest of us behind you. All of it at once, you know?”

“Teamwork makes the dreamwork,” Itto muses. “Let’s call that our last resort because it’ll be a pain in the ass to get everyone over there.”

“What if we just started doing repairs on the house. She couldn’t stop us.”

“Could she physically stop us? No. But she could just look at us and be disappointed and upset with us and that’s a billion times more effective. Try again.”

“I’ve got nothing then,” Takuya shrugs, passing the water to Shinobu. Itto grabs the last rice ball before Takuya can. The guy’s a fucking glutton. He’d eat his way through Inazuma like a plague if no one stopped him. “Have you tried asking the rest of them their opinions?”

Ayato said they should just buy Granny a house and move her in slowly. He said it would be like boiling a frog alive, which is not a comparison Itto was too thrilled about. Sara just stared at him until he was forced to realize that the bird brain has literally nothing in that skull of hers to compare this situation so she’d only be useful if someone told her what she needed to do. Then he asked her to write her girlfriend who’s supposed to be a genius tactical strategist or something and she just said what Ayato already said. So Itto then made Sara send a message with her magic box to her girlfriend to pass to Gorou and the guy just said do whatever Sangonomiya said which is so unhelpful. 

And then Ayaka said that maybe they should listen to Granny because she must have a reason for being stubborn, which is fair but also Itto also has a reason for being stubborn and it feels like he should have the common sense bonus points on his side.

And then Thoma said maybe they should listen to Shinobu and Shinobu pointed out that Granny hasn’t listened to her so far, either, and Thoma said maybe they should give up on this one because it’s a losing battle which is quitters talk and not what Itto expected to be hearing.

“Do you think Ushi could convince her?” Takuya asks.

Shinobu and Itto share a glance to the side. Could Ushi convince Granny to move? Probably not. But could they use Ushi to get Granny out of the house so they can start doing sneak repairs and improvements? Maybe. Given the right circumstances.

“We can work with that,” Shinobu concedes. “But we should prioritize which parts of the house we want to improve so we know what kind of distraction we’re going to be doing. Door or roof? Roof for general weather protection and overall safety risk, or door for everyday needs and precautions?”

“We’ll check what supplies we have on hand and what we can buy and then decide,” Itto says. “We’ve got until the end of the week. At least one thing in that house is gonna be fixed by the time I head back to Narukami or we’re a failure as a gang. Shut up, Takuya.”

“I didn’t — “

“You were gonna, though. You were gonna. Use your pretty blue head to think positive thoughts for once. Also, you’ve got seaweed stuck between your teeth. Go fix that while Shinobu and I do the real planning.”

  


