
before we sleep


    
    Death is not an unfamiliar shape to him. He’s intimate with the curves and cutting lines it makes upon a body, a soul. Ayato has grown with death’s hand on his shoulder, sliding down his arm, twining their fingers together. He’s grown with it weaving itself into the shapes of his limbs, the curvature of his spine, the interwoven network of fibers that knit together over bone and vulnerable organ to craft muscle, skin — flesh.

As a young boy, he watched death eat his father away ounce by ounce. It supped on his father’s shoulders, whittled away at his voice, drained the man dry. Ayato keenly remembers looking at his father one day and realizing that ah, this is finite. This will be over soon. Ayato remembers sitting at his father’s sickbed and straining to listen to every thin-voiced lesson the man desperately wanted to impart on him, before departing himself. Ayato remembers the struggle between trying to engrave each soft spoken word into the blank pages of his mind and wanting to just let the sound of his father’s voice wash over him one last time, afraid that it would be the last.

Ayato watched death squeeze everything it could out his father and when that was done, turning to his mother and gobbling what remained of her, after his father passed. He watched death suck the color from his mother’s face, he watched it lick and savor the cartilage and fat that padded out her bones.

And then it turned onto him: always hungry, ever patient, never satisfied. And Ayato, unwilling to bend, unwilling to give, and overall unwilling, took their intertwined hands and turned onto others. Ronin. Traitors to Inazuma. Power hungry fools who thought that a young, grieving man would be easy prey.

What would these people know about death? Ordering it? Causing it? The abstract concept of names and lives as numbers and pieces to be shuffled around?

What do they know of the way death devours? What do they know of the aftermath? The dirty mess of bloating bodies, rigid joints, gaseous forms? What would they know of it?

Ayato rolls through the hallways of the estate, gliding upon the liquid force of his fury. He had used the name Nami as his little joke of a moniker. A wave cresting over Inazuma’s art scene. Quaint.

He is no wave. He is no boundless, ocean, ever changing, in flux and teaming with life and mystery. He is not nearly as grandiose as that unknowable stretch. Ayato is fully aware of how the people who actually know to put face to name think on him. It’s flattering, really. Such awe, such terror, such suspicion. What for? He’s very rarely ever done anything to actually earn it.

In truth, while he used the character for wave as his moniker — Ayato is not some crashing, revolutionary force. He leaves that to others better suited for looking forward, for holding up the betterment of others. At the end of the day, Ayato is a simple man. A selfish man.

At the end of the day, Ayato wants his family safe. He wants them cared for. He wants them where he knows that they’re doing well, cared and provided for and kept hale and whole. It’s not nearly so grand an ambition as one would expect from someone of his stature. But it’s something he’s repeatedly failed at. 

To do these things, he must lead his clan well. He must provide a strong, stable image of a man in control to the world so his vassals — only now within the past few years, truly and decently cowed into submission and loyalty — continue to support him. And as commissioner, he must balance the rituals that have kept the youkai satisfied with the vast hungers of a rapidly growing human based society. As leader of the Yashiro Commission, Ayato must put himself on the line between the mundane and the supernatural.

Here is the reality of things: he is no wave, roaring across an ocean surface, he is no tidal current crashing upon the shore and buoying ships hither and yon. Ayato is a lake. A pool. A steady trickling of streams. Ayato is the stillness. The silence. And underneath, within the dark, underneath that still mirror of a surface, where the corpses and the mud and the ugly slick-scaled creatures lurk — that’s where he is, clinging and snarling and entangling. Waiting. And when something breaks the surface, when something disturbs the silence beneath, he lunges to remove the offender. Here is Ayato, in the terribly messy truth of himself. The stillness, the silence — and as Sara often calls him, now with more affection than caution, the sibilant snake that waits. Ayato is the water that seeps into the ground, into the mud. He is the water that slides over river stone and rushes over the edge of waterfalls only to return to the illusion of stillness on the other end. He is that which quietly nurtures roots and rots them if they dare to overreach. 

Someone has overreached.

Whether this is the work of the house or not, Ayato is alone as he is pulled along by the dark outrage and possessive violence woven in his bones, through hallways and rooms until he stands in front of the one that Sara has taken as her office. Perhaps the staff were made aware that their lord was not in the mood for anything other than wakeful, watchful silence. Or perhaps the house could sense the turmoil between his self-control and his deeper fury and decided to pull everyone out of the way.

In the shadows behind him, are the Shuumatsuban that followed and preceded him into the forest today. Ayato raises his hand to open the door, blood soaked into the white of his sleeves and still lingering over the bare skin of his hands and wrists. Sara’s blood.

How fortuitous, Ayato thinks with cold and necessary detachment, that he had been on horseback today. 

He had taken a horse to ride out to Inazuma City. Taking a horse, of course, requires that he take a guard escort. It’s one thing if Ayato walks to Inazuma. Even with the high publicity of the marriage to General Kujou Sara — a woman hailed as both hero and villain and acknowledged as perhaps the last bastion of respectability among the Tenryou Commission — his name and face still haven’t managed to sink themselves into the public consciousness. Ayato could walk through Inazuma City and not be stopped or recognized at all. He may be given a few second glances because of his looks and the finery of his clothing. But wouldn’t he be just another rich young man among many?

But a horse changes things. Not just any young noble has a horse. And not just any young noble has a horse and clearance to ride it through Inazuma City. When Ayato takes the horse, he must also take an actual retinue, outfitted with he clear signs of the Yashiro Commission and the Kamisato clan. It slows him down, but it’s still faster than if he went alone and on foot. He would have foregone the horse, if not for the tight schedule he was under.

He had to report to the Raiden Shogun in the early morning, before she was expected to leave Tenshukaku to attend to godly matters outside of the palace. And then he had to handle matters near Amane and ride along the coast to check on reconstruction of barrier seals. By the time he was done and had reached the base of Mount Yougou and the outskirts of Chinju Forest, night had fallen and the lanterns lit.

Ayato was stopped by a patrol of Tenryou officers, four who were noticeably missing their fifth member. They informed him that Sara had gone on ahead, sending them back to regroup and end for the day. She told them that she would convene with the Yashiro patrol that was working its way throughout the mountain routes.

There was no such patrol, which Ayato knew Sara was aware of. Ayato had organized the patrols so that the Tenryou and Yashiro officers would have minimal chance of overlap; easier to spread out and cover more ground and avoid any unintentionally fraught confrontations.

He had nodded at them quite politely and ridden on until he was certain they were out of range of sight and sound, then spurred his horse into a gallop commanding his retinue to alert the estate to send a search party into the woods. It was not the thought of Sara in the woods after dark, when the youkai roused themselves, that concerned him. It was not the thought of treasure hoarders or Fatui or any number of vagabonds lingering at the fringes. None of those things would have caused Sara to send her own patrol away. The woman has always had a reputation for being a stickler to the rules — a point of contention between them now and again — and the idea that she would send her own patrol away, despite regulations, churned a cold and disquieting unease in his stomach.

If he was wrong and overreacted then he would rather be wrong and endure the embarrassment of being called fussy.

Contrary to popular belief and presumption, Ayato often wishes he were proved wrong about his own thoughts and conjectures.

Ayato dismounted his horse and sent the creature to find its way back home. Horses are clever beings, for all that they are often fraught by their own perceptions, and this one has been sent off in such a way plenty of times before. The charms that line and decorate its harness and saddle would deter the minor youkai and the major ones have other concerns than one horse picking its way back through the forest.

Another thing forgotten about Ayato, the Kamisato, the Yashiro —

For all that they are human envoys of a god, they are the ones who stand at the side of youkai and spirits and magic. The people know them as warriors and politicians, but at the very beginning of their history they were the priests, the celestial observers at court that the Shogun taught her divine arts so they could stand in her stead, maintaining Inazuma as its stewards of the spirit while she could turn her attention towards the heavens themselves.

Ayato has walked the forests of the youkai since he was a child. He has watched tanuki at play; he has traded riddles with foxes; he has bartered with spiders. Ayato has sat at the feet of spirits and listened to their troubles and he has been witness to acts of stunning impossibility. The boundary between man and spirit, to Ayato and those who’s footsteps he has followed, has always been more like a spring stream than a solid demarcation. It moves with the rain, choosing its newest shape and path based on mood and capricious designs of fate. Ayato has waded through that stream to come out the other end more times than he can count.

He lives in a semi-sentient house, made alive by the power of gods and the very lifeblood of the world. 

There are depths to him that the consciousness overlooks, and then there are depths to him that the unconscious chooses to avoid.

Ayato drew a shikafuda from his sleeve, and held it between his fingertips. He held the paper up to his face and drew in a deep breath, filling his lungs and cycling his energy before releasing it through his mouth. Before he was a Vision bearer, he was, like all those who came before him, an onmyouji. Perhaps the arts the Kamisato clan has carefully secreted and maintained aren’t as flashy or as well known as that of Kairagi and other practitioners of the Onmyoudou in Inazuma today, but they are meticulously preserved. While it is true that there are no masters of spell craft among the surviving Kamisato clan’s blood alive today, the art persists. Their clan may now be known for their tachi-jutsu, and with good cause — but before they were masters of the blade, they were masters of the spirit. The be head of the Kamisato Clan and Yashiro Commission is to be the Chief Onmyouji. And living as they do, charged with the duties they are, it would be suicide to allow those arts to fade, even if they are unable to master it.

Ayato murmured the sutra against the long strip of paper, infusing it with his life breath and feeling the heat of his own vital energy burning through the page, activating every Scrying Eye in the forest that was transcribed with his own blood. His mind recoiled against the sudden onslaught of blurry images, unused to so much sensation after so long. But like water through well worn grooves, Ayato soon parsed out what he need to know. Where Sara was not. 

Ayato fed the magic his power, as he stood forward and pushing his energy further and further outwards to reach different Scrying Eyes.

“Spread out,” Ayato commanded the Shuumatsuban that had been lingering with him. “I need them alive, first.”

Ayato had slipped through the growing darkness of the forest, Vision glowing at his hip, as water moves through dry and abandoned beds. Soaking, seeping, searching, consuming grain by grain. And as he walked further, as he seeped deeper into the darkness, he felt his mind focus, sharpen. He felt the not-sight of the Scrying Eyes get clearer. And then he activated the Little Ears, the small little bells that hung about the branches of the oldest cypress trees. 

In the moment that Ayato had activated the Little Ears, pausing to brace himself against the sudden flurry of sounds, he finally came upon the first of the night’s body count.

It would be vain of him to claim that he killed the man with little effort and no attention, to say that it was over before he realized.

Ayato has never killed a man without full, conscious, commitment. Ayato has lived with death long enough not to do it that disservice.

Was it easy? Yes. Was it incredibly, laughably simple? Yes.

But Ayato noticed the movement of his arms, the sound of his sword against sheathe, the feeling of his body going through practiced and well lived motions. He paid attention. He gave the small part of his mind that was not spreading through the forest, seeping up from the ground like a flood, to the man as he drew his sword and cut through skin and flesh down to bone. 

How simple, to end a life when it takes so much work to preserve and maintain one. 

But more important than that, Ayato had found Sara’s trail.

He began to run. He ran because there was blood. He ran because there were traps. He ran because the closer he got, the worst it appeared to look.

Ayato had also felt Ayaka as she drew closer — her own energy had begun to spread into the forest alongside his own. Ayato closed off the Scrying Eyes and Little Ears, choosing instead to focus all of his energy on what his own body could see.

Ayato ran, no longer bothering with the bodies that attempted to block his way. Ayato became the stream, the torrent, the deluge. Ayato wove through them as clear water moves around stones and fallen trunks, as water surges over inclines with momentum and barely there acknowledgement of impediment. Those, he left to the Shuumatsuban, to Ayaka, to Itto, to Thoma, to Sayu, to Kuki. 

When Ayato could hear the sound of fighting ahead, Ayato pushed himself to move faster, to be the piercing geyser that unseats bedrock and shatters earth. He focused on nothing else, but the end., until he saw a figure falling. Then, Ayato blocked out everything else — including the body that caused that fall, knowing it would be handled by those in his wake —and he leaped after, not daring to take his eyes off of it lest he lose it to the depths below.

Sara had hit the water first, despite the greater height she had to fall — weighted more than him with her wings — and in the few seconds that he could not see her, could only see the quickly growing red cloud, already drifting with he waves at her point of impact, Ayato felt his chest seize with cold uncertainty.

And then he had his arms around her and he was kicking against water, darkness, their combined weight, and his own fear to get to the surface.

All of his paper talismans were soaked beyond use, but his Vision still gave him some measure of control over the water as he tried to hold Sara all in one piece, running towards the waiting shore. 

For a moment, when he held Sara in his arms, he was looking down not at her. He was looking at his father. His mother. She was not alive — she was his father’s white clothed body, ready to be wrapped in his funeral shroud. She was his mother, so horrifically thin and cold and wasted to nothing.

Ayato could not fight a disease. He could not fight grief. But he could fight, slaughter, and make suffer, a person.

In the present, Ayato stands in front of Sara’s office, blood on his hands, and the cold calculating outrage of his heart stirred to the surface of his skin.

He slides the door open, stepping over the threshold into the space Sara has made her own in the limited way that she knows how. He takes one look around, heart helplessly fond as he notes all the little details of her personality finally shining through. He moves to stand behind Sara’s table, using the tips of his fingers to move papers, eyes scanning through lines of bland reporting by candlelight. He does not sit. Ayato runs through document after document, mindful of where everything comes from as he picks up the little pieces that he has been unaware of until now. Most of this is not done in Sara’s own hand. Someone else was looking into this. For her? Or did she confiscate this from someone else?

How much was Sara aware of, when she walked into the woods?

He lets paper flutter down into stillness, drawing himself to his full height and closing his eyes. He coils control tightly around his heart and wills the churning of his temper to subside. It is not yet time. This is not the place. He only has part of a picture.

Ayato runs his fingers through the library of his mind, skimming over names and moments, pulling out anything that could be considered unusual. Anything that could possibly relate to tonight. Who would be bringing Sara reports? These aren’t official. These are gathered on the side, under the table. These are observational notes, conjectures —

“Find Shikanoin Heizou,” Ayato commands, not picking anything up or removing anything from where Sara had last left them. He has yet to wash her blood off of his hands and it wouldn’t due to smear evidence. “Do not make contact. Observe only. Be wary of other parties. Keep him alive.” He pauses, head tipping downward in consideration. “He is not, at this time, an enemy. Inform me immediately if evidence is found that could sway my opinion on this.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Ayato leaves the office, sliding the door closed behind himself and sealing the edge with a talisman. Thoma meets him on his way back to where Kuki and Ayaka are working to save Sara’s life.

“Yae Miko is coming down the mountain,” Thoma informs him.

“Allow her in and escort her through the wards,” Ayato answers, “Prepare my formal robes. I must attend to the Raiden Shogun. Have Ayaka handle Yae Miko. She may do as she will. I entrust things into your capable hands.”

There’s no time for a proper bath. Ayato scrubs the blood off of his skin and out from underneath his nails the best he can and knows it will not be enough. Thoma and four other attendants rush garb him in the thick whites robes of the head of the Onmyouji, so much simpler in cut but finer in the details. 

There’s no time for Ayato to take a horse or carriage to Inazuma.

Ayato feels the wards shudder as Yae Miko brushes against them, but turns his attention inwards, raising his hands to shape the hand signs as he mutters the spell for teleportation. He will never be a master of the spiritual arts, but with the help of his Vision, the ley line beneath his feet, and the teleportation sigil at Tenshukaku Ayato opens a golden portal to the Raiden Shogun’s throne room. He doesn’t think before stepping through and immediately going to his knees, forehead and palms to the ground before the portal can even close behind him.

Sara fights for her very life. He must trust in the powers of others to win that fight, and above all, Sara’s staunch and unwavering determination to move forward despite the odds and everything put in her way. He must believe in the woman he’s known and come to understand in clearer detail over the past few months.

The Narukami Ogosho stands before him, and divine fury would slam him flat into the tatami, turning his bones to liquid, if the god had even one less iota of control. As it is, Ayato struggles to breathe.

“What,” the god’s voice rolls over him like physical blows. Ayato’s eyes water under the oppressive wave of power that emanates down from above. “Is the meaning of this?”

“Your Excellency, this servant requests you stay your hand.” The words come out breathless, frail despite Ayato’s best efforts. “At this moment, your general fights for her life. Her assailants are dead and captured. We will do our utmost to uncover the rot that has perpetuated such an assault upon the Shogunate.”

“As if you don’t already have some inkling. Now is not the time for coy words. Do I seem to be in the mood for such frivolity? A blow has been struck against the Shogunate on sacred grounds. You waste shadows, Kamisato Ayato, when that is when darkness does its best work.”

“Begging your Excellency’s patience — “

“Treason. Treason from my own Commission,” the Shogun thunders, cutting him off. Ayato can’t even flinch under the pressure the god is exerting on the room. “And you would have me stay my hand? Am I fool to you? I show mercy once and you lot believe you can cry and beg and have me change my mind again? God you call me, then turn around and have the audacity to act as though I am some forgiving matron to overlook your selfishness and your sacrilege? I repeat myself again and find myself tired of doing so: shameless!”

“There is…circumstantial evidence. It is unverified. The source is questionable. It is all part of a greater scheme that must be unraveled down to the last thread. I beseech the Raiden Shogun’s patience and understanding, so that I might deliver the most complete and accurate assessment possible.” Ayato’s vision blurs, at once watering and too dry. There is a weight upon his chest, slowly crushing down upon his bones. Every muscle tightens to the point of pain. It takes all of the focus and discipline he’s drilled into himself over the course of his lifetime to keep his wits functional when all he wants to do is let the force overtake him and turn him into nothing but a smear of ash upon the tatami flooring. “And, respectfully, I believe the testimony and the thoughts of the one who has been targeted by such nefarious plots would be most crucial to delivering the critical pieces to understanding, and dealing with, this situation.”

“Kujou Sara is my hand. Any move against her is a move against me directly. I will not tolerate it. I will not forgive it. And you wish me to wait? You are telling me, your Archon, your Shogun, to wait?” The Shogun, audibly, crackles and Ayato can smell burning wood and fabric. He can feel heat radiating from the metal in the room. Sweat begins to bead on the back of his exposed neck. His own breath dampens his lips with every exhale. “For what?”

“Please wait for General Kujou Sara to regain consciousness to speak on her own behalf,” Ayato begs. “Allow her to have some in put in what happens next. As the Shogun says, this was a crime unto your representative among the people. This is a crime of treason against the very state. However, it is still a crime perpetrated onto an individual. Kujou Sara deserves as much of a say in this as anyone. Even you, Narukami Ogosho.”

Silence storms through the room, shaking the walls and undulating through the air. It boils the tatami and curls the very wind on itself. Silence inverts gravity as Ayato feels light headed, dizzy and nauseous with vertigo, sinuses turning painful as the overwhelming gravity of a god’s attention is focused onto a singular point.

Ayato cannot see. He cannot hear. He can barely think. He isn’t sure if he’s breathing.

The Raiden Shogun looms over him, at once literally on top of him and also far away.

“And if she does not live?” The Raiden Shogun asks. “If the General does not survive this. What then?”

“She will.”

“You seem so certain.”

“She is in the care of Yae Miko. She is being tended to on the third most spiritually charged site in Narukami, perhaps all of Inazuma.”

“Do not dare to presume that death can be dissuaded by trivialities such as the skill of healers and history of a location.”

Words try to scatter in his mind, hiding and all of them fearing inadequacy as he struggles to string them together into any kind of feeble argument capable of withstanding a god’s scrutiny.

“She’s Kujou Sara,” Ayato finds himself saying, helpless to think of anything else. What else is there, to describe the hope and confidence that war with facts in his mind? 

The pressure in the room, momentarily, eases. And for just a brief moment, the two of them — god and man — share a common fond and tired sense. Yes. She is Kujou Sara. 

A one woman war against the world and herself. A one woman army dedicated to one higher cause and ready to cut anything and everything loose in favor of it. People like Kujou Sara do not die like this. They do not succumb to machinations of small minded men. Fate, destiny, karma — whatever powers dictate the mechanisms that drive the world and those on it to move, would not allow such a person to die so miserably for such a petty reason.

“Yes,” the Shogun’s voice softens. “And knowing that, knowing what Kujou Sara has brought onto herself thus far, knowing what inaction has already caused — knowing what we, of Inazuma, all stand to lose if one such as herself falls — you would still have me stay my hand?”

“Respectfully, your Excellency, I do not believe Kujou Sara would want the retribution that is unquestionably deserved in this instance. But she would not want it, all the same.”

“You dare to presume to tell me what Kujou Sara wants?” Unspoken, when Kujou Sara, herself, does not know her own wants?

Ayato breathes in, eyes closing as he collects himself under the momentary respite from the god’s fury.

“She is my wife,” he says slowly. “She is my friend. She is my family. I do not dare to presume what she wants. But I know her character. And from what I know of it, I know that she would not wish to be the impetus of another civil war.”

The pressure, finally, eases off almost entirely. The Archon’s wrath is, for now — certainly not appeased, but dissuaded. This is only the delaying of a calamity, not the offsetting of one.

“Very well. For now, you will have your way. Collect the evidence you need. Align your arguments to the trail left behind. Do as you must, Commissioner.” The Shogun’s attention turns away from him but Ayato doesn’t dare rise to his feet just yet. “But make no mistake. If Kujou Sara dies, it will not be a war.”

-

By the time Ayato returns to the Kamisato estate, feeling thoroughly sick from the experience of facing god’s displeasure and teleporting back, Yae Miko has finished with Sara. She’s waiting for Ayato outside of the warded room keyed to the teleportation sigil back in Tenshukaku.

“If she makes it through the night, she might have a chance,” the fox tells him without preamble, expression cold and approving. Her eyes slide over his heavy white robes. “And? Seeing as you’re in one piece and are capable of standing on your own, I take it the Shogun has decided to listen to your petition?”

Ayato closes his eyes, legs giving out underneath him. He’s caught by the Miko’s fox attendants before he hits the floor. Their spectral purple forms push against his arms and steady him before slowly lowering him into a sitting position.

Yae Miko sighs, striding over to him and kneeling, jabbing two fingers against his forehead and another two against the area over his heart as she starts to channel energy into his depleted core.

“Pathetic,” she sneers, “If your ancestors could see you now, they would be crying at the disgrace. Two short distance teleportations and you’re already this drained. Stick to swinging around that cute little stick of yours, foolish boy.”

“Thanking the ever generous Guuji Yae for imparting such words of wisdom and advice to this lowly servant,” Ayato mutters, grimacing at the feel of her energy pushing through him. 

Yae Miko clicks her tongue at him, claws curling into he thick fabric of his over robe and hauling him to his feet once she has him somewhat stable.

“Don’t pass out now,” she tells him, “You’ve much work to do yet. I’ll keep sending my shrine maidens down the mountain to check on the tengu. But the night is only just begun. Tengu blood was spilled on the mountain. The youkai are frenzied. I’ll do what I can from the top with the more troublesome bunch, you work from the bottom with the little rascals.”

Before Ayato can protest Yae Miko gives his shoulder a rough shake.

“What can you do for her right now? Nothing. Leave the surgeons and healers to their tasks and do yours, Chief Onmyouji, Yashiro Commissioner. I’ll leave you to command your shadows to begin the hunting. But I expect you in the woods doing your due diligence.”

“I understand,” Ayato sighs, eyes closing as he rubs the heel of his hand to his temple. 

Yae Miko’s cold expression softens, just a little. She smooths out the wrinkles on his shoulder.

“She’s very strong,” she tells him. “Even among the tengu on the mountain, I think she would be among the ranks of their strongest warriors. And do you doubt my abilities? You’re a hundred, no, two hundred years too early to even consider it. Get some water in you and collect your tools.”

Yae Miko leaves, disappearing in a rush of youkai that has the house quietly protesting in the faint squeeze of space between wooden panels before sighing and returning to normal again. Ayato walks to the wall, bringing two fingers to his lips and whispering the start of the wards renewal spell before pressing the palm of his other hand to the wood. The wards of the house rise once more, sealing against the entry and exit holes Yae Miko made. Of course she couldn’t leave through the same one she came through, perish the thought of making something easy on him. Even after scolding him about how poor he is at the onmyouji arts.

Ayato leaves the room and sees Ayaka waiting on the other side. She moves to him immediately, letting him lean on her as he staggers out of the room. Even with Yae Miko’s loaned energy he feels exhausted.

“Should I go in your place?” Ayaka asks. Ayato shakes his head, raising a hand to his head to press down at his temples.

“Stay and maintain the wards. Yae Miko is right, tengu blood would spark a frenzy. We must be wary of anything that comes down the mountain. The traps may overflow. You need to be here to empty them and monitor the ward levels. Who’s with Sara?”

“Itto-kun,” Ayaka says. “Kuki-san is asleep. Thoma has organized the Shuumatsuban and begun issuing directives. Shikanoin-san has been found and is under observation. Nothing to report so far.”

Ayato nods and starts to walk towards the armory, Ayaka steadying him as they go.

“Before you leave — Sayu-chan wants to speak with you.”

“Can it wait until morning?”

Ayaka hesitates. “It can.”

“But?”

“But it probably shouldn’t.”

Ayato releases a long sigh. Ayaka’s arms squeezes around his waist, as much comfort as she can give him with the current matters at hand.

“I tried to talk to her already,” Ayaka says quietly. “But I think she needs to talk to you.”

Of all the days for Sayu not to be skipping her duties, it had to be today, Ayato thinks grimly.

“Go,” he raises himself up so he is no longer leaning on his sister. “Find her and send her to me in the armory. That’s the most attention I can give her right now. Tell her that if she wants more than that, to wait for tomorrow.”

-

Sayu appears behind him in the middle of him pulling out stacks of talisman papers and stuffing them into his sleeves and searching out where, exactly, the youkai binding cables were left from the last time he had to go out to subdue unruly spirits.

“You should have let me help.” Sayu says immediately. “It is my job as a member of the Shuumatsuban to support you to the best of my abilities.”

“It is not you who decides how to support me best,” Ayato replies to her, focusing on keeping his voice even. “My orders to you were to stay back and assist in the fighting and capture.”

“But I could have stayed,” Sayu protests. “I could have helped Kuki-san and Ayaka-sama.”

“You could have,” Ayato agrees easily. Over the years, Sayu’s healing ability has grown in leaps and bounds. She’s a valuable support asset on any mission where skirmishes are to be expected.

“Then why wasn’t I allowed to assist?”

“Because it was not something you should see,” Ayato answers her. It is the same reason why he had ordered Ayaka out of the room — although she didn’t listen. It is the same reason why, for the longest time, Ayato held Sayu back from most of the Shuumatsuban’s missions. It is the very same reason why, until this day, Sayu’s main focus as a member of his shadow corps is reconnaissance and information gathering and why he frequently allows her to go off to accompany the Traveler when they’re in Inazuma.

“I am not a child. I am a full member of the Kamisato clan’s Shuumatsuban,” Sayu protests. 

“This again,” Ayato can’t help but slip. He finds the youkai binding cords in the same drawer as the nets and grabs both of them. He’ll untangle them as he walks. 

“Kamisato-dono — “

“It was not a pleasant sight, Sayu-chan,” Ayato tells her. “If I could, I would have spared my sister from seeing it as well. Frankly, I didn’t want to see what I was seeing.”

What did he see? Father. Mother. Pieces. Fragments. Literally.

His hands, until Kuki and Ayaka arrived, held Sara together. With these hands, he pushed her torn guts together and held them in place. He held her against his chest, literally scooping her into his arms like a toddler would scoop sand into mounds to shape castles and towers. And later, Ayato’s hands curled around sharp, jagged bone — each touch and breath and shiver of the air pulling deep, dark spurts of blood and revealing different angles of glistening flesh. Ayato, along with Itto, Kuki, Thoma, and Ayaka, literally held the woman together as her body fell apart at the seams. Kuki managing to just barely and tenuously do a patchwork job to hold her over until Yae Miko arrived.

Ayato will not forget what it felt like, to hold the delicate parts of the strongest person he’s ever had the privilege of knowing in his hands and have to physically stuff them back inside of her. He will not forget the way she screamed through the bit as they reset bone and popped her shoulder back into place. Ridiculously, the sound of her talons tearing through tatami was somehow audible and painful to his ears even with everything else going on around that.

This he could ask of Itto — wouldn’t dare ask the man of anything otherwise. Itto’s seen and tended to his own share of battle wounds. And he would not be parted from this best friend. Not for anyone or anything.

From Kuki Shinobu, he had to ask it of her. She was the only one available capable of the scale of healing and with the appropriate emergency treatment knowledge he could trust. Sara would not want anyone else to see her so vulnerable and out of control.

From Thoma, the man had already expected it. He’s done worse, seen worse, and almost entirely voluntarily without Ayato ever having to ask.

Of his sister, as much as he wouldn’t want that from her, she forced her way in to a point where he could no longer deny her.

But Sayu? Sayu he could spare. And Sayu, for all that she may hate him for making the choice for her, would not dare to disobey. She may disagree with his choices and his orders, but ultimately she would concede to him as her lord. There are uncomfortable parallels here, between himself and Kujou Takayuki. Ayato acknowledges that much.

But he likes to think he’s doing a little better in terms of thinking of his people as people and not moldable materials.

“I’ve killed,” Sayu says.

“I know.”

“You’ve sent me on assassinations. You’ve permitted me to choose assassinations.”

“I am aware.” The former under extreme duress, when his only other options were to send himself or higher ranking and more high profile members of the Shuumatsuban when their attentions could not be spared elsewhere. The latter once she was older, and always weighted against missions of similar relative complexity to offer the fairest choice he could afford to give a young adult reaching out into branching paths.

“Then what’s the difference?” Sayu asks, stepping aside from him as he walks out of the armory, turning to seal it closed and lock it.

The difference is that killing someone you don’t know and watching someone you do know, and care for, die under your hands are completely separate beasts. The former can eat at you. It can haunt you. Your mind wonders. Your mind can conjure all sorts of ghosts to speak your doubts and uncertainties. The former can not touch you at all, if you’re of the right mindset. The former be can incredibly clean, depending on how you do it.

Sayu has killed in self defense before. And she’s been the first to strike, usually at his command. Ayato’s guilt on putting her in those situations is only offset by the fact that he’s done everything in his power short of kicking her out to make it so that it was possible to avoid having to face these situations with any kind of familiarity.

The latter situation —

Oh, it stays with you. It haunts you and it drags at you. It’s a different sort of haunting. A different sort of guilt. Both animals have teeth, but by god —

Ayato doesn’t want to think of what he could do to trade the memory of his mother’s last breath in his arms for anything else. What wouldn’t he do, to rid himself of the memories of his father’s slow desiccation? The withering and the whittling away of his life, even as Ayato watched?

He draws in a breath that fills his lungs and draws his spine up tall and unwavering. Ayato shakes his sleeves out straight, feeling the weight of the items he’d pulled from the armory settling in place. Thoma is waiting for him at the end of the hall, Ayato’s sword in hand and an wax sealed mantle, liberally lined with blessed cypress.

“Lower level youkai have begun to get caught in the outter edges of the traps. Fleeing the higher ranks as they fight, most likely,” Thoma tells him as Ayato carefully slides his sword into his belt and turns to allow Thoma to settle the cloak over his shoulders. “Ayaka-sama has taken the lower ranked onmyouji to start filtering out the smaller ones and relocate them.”

“Any damage to the wards?” Ayato asks.

“None that anyone can observe so far.”

“Send a contingent down to trace the ley line paths down the mountain,” Ayato says. “So long as Yae Miko holds the pinnacle of Mount Yougou stable, we will not allow any youkai to slip the boundary.”

Ayato turns to Sayu, who glares up at him, mutinous in her self-certainty that not only is she justified, but she’s also ready for what it would have meant if he followed her wishes.

“Sayu. I am well aware of the fact that I am not a kind man, but I am trying to be a good one. Do you understand?” 

This question shocks her out of her determined stance, rearing back and shoulders loosening as she tries to put together what any of that has to do with what they were talking about. He doesn’t blame her for not being able to connect them together.

“You might think you’re ready, but I can assure you — you never are,” Ayato says drawing the mantle closed. “Blame me, if you like. Think of it as me babying you and treating you like a child. That’s fine. So long as you do your job. Now go. Your part in the night is over. This is something that I could not ask you to help with even if I wanted to.”

As Ayato approaches the gates he turns to Thoma and gestures towards the Little Ears hanging at his own waist.

“Tell me if anything changes,” he says. “Take care of them for me.”

Thoma bows, fist to his chest, “Yes, my lord. Please — come back in one piece.”

-

Ayato disperses the Shuumatsuban to follow at a distance, most of them are not trained in the spiritual arts, more honed in on ninjutsu and other martial techniques. He, himself, begins to activate the Scrying Eyes and Little Ears around the area to figure out where to start. Sure enough, little fights have begun to break out all over the mountain — the youkai stirred to action over the blood of a powerful tengu spilt by humans.

Ayato moves through the forest up towards the mountain, dispersing the smaller fights and subduing the participants in larger ones. When he finally makes his way to the beginning of Sara’s real fight he starts to burn her traces. His spiritual power, bolstered by Yae Miko’s assistance and the loaned strength of the ley line beneath him, help. But Ayato needs the fires to burn hot, hot enough to burn even spirit. Every fire he sets and focuses on before dispersing drains him more and more.

Yae Miko sends a few of her lower ranked kitsune to check on him. They watch him from afar as he progresses through the forest before darting away to report back to their mistress. A few of the braver, but younger, youkai follow in his wake, trusting in him to guide them through the safer paths of the forest or at least clear them of bolder youkai fighting.

One of the young tanuki cautiously sidles close to him.

“Unusually far away from your grandfather, aren’t you?” Ayato asks it, pausing to catch his breath. 

Unwittingly, his hand goes to his waist to touch the Little Ears. No news about Sara’s condition just yet. But the faction behind this has been located. Shuumatsuban are tailing them now and working on infiltrating their homes and offices to make quick copies of whatever they can find. The Shuumatsuban have also begun work on identifying the bodies of the dead assailants recovered in the woods. The ones who were captured have been stabilized but are not yet conscious. Itto is, understandably, furious with no true outlet. He’s temporarily been appeased by helping Ayaka with the more unruly youkai that have gotten pulled into the Kamisato estate’s trap.

The little tanuki, after a moment of hesitation, reaches out to tug at the hem of Ayato’s cypress mantle to make sure he’s looking and then taps its head with its paws.

Not yet old enough to speak, he supposes. At least, not in a way humans can understand.

Ayato sighs, pulling a blank talisman out from his sleeve. He bites the pad of his thumb, wincing at the sting before quickly drawing the binding characters over the paper. He kneels down and turns the paper towards the tanuki, who slaps its paw against the blank space with a quick surge of energy. Ayato wrinkles his nose as he feels the temporary bond connect.

“Chief Onmyouji — We found the tengu’s bow,” the little one tells him, pulling at his sleeves. “It’s all broken, but we found it. Don’t be mad. We didn’t know it was the Ogosho’s Tengu.”

Ayato sighs, patting the tanuki on the head. “Have your friends bring the bow pieces down the mountain and leave them at one of the shrines. I’m not mad. Go home and tell your grandfather that as long as he keeps the rest of you out of trouble tonight, he’ll not be hearing from me.”

The tanuki nods and the temporary bonding talisman flares up into blue smoke. Satisfied that the bond is broken, the tanuki disappears into the forest, hurrying back on its way towards safer territory.

Ayato continues onward. Hours march on as he does, the darkness of the night broken only by the light of his Vision, the flash of the paper talismans, and the clash of youkai. For every fight that Ayato breaks up, it seems as though two more arise. But Ayato begins to make headway. Slowly, steadily, calmly, Ayato settles the youkai of the mountain with word, talisman, and when necessary — blade. There is nothing for it but to just — keep going. Ayato moves through the forest without any real path, flowing from one fight to another and keeping track of the time the best he’s able. 

The heavy robes protect him from the cold of the night, but they make traversing the forest tedious work. He’s sure that washing the dirt out of the ceremonial whites isn’t going to be a particularly easy task.

By the time he’s done, dawn is just beginning to peer out from far edge of the sea. But it’s over. This part, at least. He feels part of himself calm and settle, at peace with the mountain’s dwellers now that things have been put to relative rights. Sara’s blood and the traces of the fight have been removed. The youkai are back within their territories. Ayato can go home.

Ayato collapses onto the ground, uncaring of the stains that must be covering his white robes by now. He’s almost entirely out of talisman paper — useless to him at this point, considering he’s entirely out of usable energy. He’s used up all the nets and binding cables. Someone’s going to have to go retrieve those at some point and Ayato wonders who’s annoyed him enough, recently, or their handlers, that he could put them on that duty.

Sweat makes his inner layers stick to him uncomfortably, cool and making the early morning air even colder. It feels as though he’s been hauled out of a frozen pool in the middle of winter. He clenches his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering.

Ayato hears the jingle of bells before Yae Miko deigns to physically appear in front of him. She examines him with a slow once over, before gracing him with a reluctantly satisfied nod of approval.

“You held up well enough,” she declares. “I’d stabilize you again, but you’re drained of the wrong kind of energy. I’d probably kill you if I tried helping.”

“That sounds like a normal occurrence between us,” Ayato points out, leaning back on his hands, head tipped back towards the sky as he attempts to suck in lungfuls of air. 

“Fair,” she concedes. “Borrow your lover’s power if you need to. I’m sure he has plenty to spare. And it may just be compatible enough with your own. Do I need to tell you the rest?”

“Warm food, a strong wine, and a soak in sunlight?”

“At least you learned something.” She raises her hand, flicking her fingers at him. Ayato doesn’t yelp when he’s dropped through the ground to land right outside the outer edge of the Yashiro Commission’s boundary wards but he does bite his tongue rather hard. Obnoxious hag.

“Ayato — “

Itto rushes out of the gate, quickly helping Ayato to his feet.

“You’re freezing,” Itto frowns. “And you’re covered in sweat. Shit. We have to get you changed.”

Ayato leans into him, eyes drifting closed. “Give me a moment.”

“I can carry you.”

“Just — give me a moment. I can walk,” Ayato lets his eyes close completely, breathing in deep and soaking in the warmth that comes off of Itto’s body. A not-so-miniature sun. Itto’s hands are careful as he runs his fingers over the back of Ayato’s head, cupping the back of his neck. Itto’s youkai carefully washes over him. Ayato’s unbalanced energies latch onto it and draw it in immediately.

“Good?” Itto asks, uncertain even as Ayato feels his own body temperature rising back to near normal under the attention.

“Better,” Ayato whispers. “Sara?”

“Asleep,” Itto says. And then he gathers Ayato into his arms, coaxing Ayato into fully resting his head on Itto’s shoulder. “A fever set in, but why would we think otherwise? She hasn’t woke up at all, since. Nothing Thoma-kun hasn’t already told you. But what about you?”

“Ah. You know. The usual,” Ayato mutters. Now that he’s no longer on his feet and his eyes are closed, it feels like he’s really going to fall asleep whether he wants to or not. There’s still so much to do. Ayato needs to hear the formal reports and tallies of the night. He has to confirm with the Shuumatsuban what they’ve heard. He needs to consult with Thoma and Ayaka how much the staff are aware of and how hard they need to work to shut this down. He needs to check in on their captured assailants and review the evidence. He needs to draft some kind of report to the Raiden Shogun to confirm to her that he’s working on this and not hoping for a miracle. He needs to — “

“Hey,” Itto’s voice cascades over him like a sun shower, like steam from a hot spring, like the gentle warmth that comes from heated stone. “It’s alright. It’ll get taken care of. Ayaka-chan’s got a handle on the spooky side of things and Thoma-kun’s got a lock down on the not-spooky side. Kuki and the shrine ladies have Sara. And I’ve got you.”

“Itto,” Ayato mumbles, feeling his body slowly going limp, melting into the man’s arms and hands. He is rapidly becoming insensate. The sounds of the commission and estate that never truly go quiet, seem muffled and like they’re drifting far away. It’s Ayato who’s drifting, but it certainly feels like it’s everything else that’s making itself scarce right now. Itto must be walking so slowly right now, Ayato can barely even feel it. “Itto.”

“Yeah. Yeah, Ayato. I’m here. I have you. It’s okay. Rest now. You won’t miss anything, I promise. Have I ever broken a promise to you? I’m Arataki Itto, I’m a man of my word. Trust me.”

Ah Itto, Ayato thinks, trust you? I’ve never trusted anyone so quickly and so happily in my entire life.

And with that thought warming its way through his body, from the top of his head, spreading downward like drinking warm tea, all the way to the tips of his fingers and toes, Ayato, finally rests.

  
Author’s Note:Onmyouji in Japan, China, and Korea were astrologers and conductors of religious rituals/ceremonies (though they were only called onmyouji in Japan, I’m not sure what they were called in Korea, I think in China they were sometimes referred to as fashi, do not cite me on this, I am not an expert). 

In ancient Japan/China they were appointed to court as masters of divination, astrology, astronomy, and advised the shogun/emperor on important matters. They were spiritualists who assisted in the standardization of religious ceremonies and the establishment of court systems, before eventually being absorbed into official court systems as a position held by members of noble families. Over time the role became political in nature. Eventually, in Japan at least, the onmyouji were eventually replaced in importance by samurai, but still maintained a presence in the governing and maintenance of court systems. 

In popular fiction today onmyouji are portrayed as masters of magic, demon hunters, etc. etc. One of the most popular among them is Abe no Seimei, a real onmyouji during the Heian period and is often portrayed in popular culture.

I think it seems fitting for the Yashiro Commission to be in charge of the onmyouji of Inazuma — which we know to exist in Genshin Impact because of the Kamuna Harunosuke, the shikifuda events/dungeons and the Kairagi. Ayato’s in game model’s sleeves are reminiscent of traditional onmyouji garb. I borrowed elements from the Yin-Yang Master (scrying eye, little ears) series which is based on the novel series by Baku Yumemakura (the main character of which, is Abe no Seimei). The Yashiro Commission is in charge of all religious affairs and topics of cultural importance to Inazuma. With the nation’s rich history of youkai, the location of the Kamisato estate/Yashiro Commission, the in game lore that says that the Yashiro Commission is the one closest to the Raiden Shogun in terms of work relations, as well as their relationship with Narukami Shrine, for Ayato to be the Chief of Omnyouji (which could pretty much be just another monicker for Yashiro Commissioner) — even if he isn’t particularly good at it — seems like it falls into place. It explains why he seems to always be behind the scenes and knows so much about everything. And it would also partially explain why the Yashiro Commission held onto their neutrality through the entire civil war. Their main tasks involve working on the spiritual/youkai management side of things, not the human part.

Consider this me crossing wires in my brain and being very indulgent towards my own tastes. I am not very well researched in the topic and I’m drawing a lot from wikipedia, cursory google searches, and my adoration for the Yin Yang Master movies (both the one with Chen Kun and the other one with Deng Lun/Mark Chao. UGH THAT SECOND FILM. GETS ME EVERY TIME. GORGEOUS. STUNNING. WISH THEY’D JUST RELEASE THE SECOND ONE ALREADY.)





