
floating maple, flying arrow


    
    Captain Beidou drops his cut of the crew’s recent job into his hands, ruffling his hair as he passes her on the way off the ship. 

“Go buy your boy something nice,” she says, “Poor man’s put up with you going hither and yon like some dazed moth. Might as well get him something expensive but useless to show for it.”

“Yes, Captain,” Gorou says, “Should I get him one of your signed autograph cards?”

“Ha! Cute. I’ll have you know my autographs are very useful for bribing little kids around Liyue Harbor. And you’ll get one. But only if you pay for it. Now get out of here. I’ll see you in two months. Or not. If you don’t show up to fill your renewed contract I know where to find you.”

Kazuha, as always, has to take a moment, standing on the pier of Ritou, to orient himself. The same familiar air, the same silhouettes of buildings, the same trees — but all made new without the veil of oppressive control he was so used to seeing for years and years. Made new with distance, with time, with the lap of seasons over these pale sanded shores.

As Kazuha heads into Ritou proper, passing through immigration, his mind picks up on the subtle differences. Changes in goods on display, new styles of print on fabrics, flags and banners promoting this or that latest item or event —even the smells are different. There will always be the same basic base that he’s expecting — fresh cut otogi wood, damp leaves from the great maple in the center of Ritou’s main square, freshly wetted stones in front of shops, grilled yakitori, fish drying by the row —

Once, when Kazuha stood here on these stones, a tired and longing voice from within would carry the words into his ear —


  Tomo once stood here, and he pulled your sleeve and he pointed you to that stall. And the two of you shared sticks of dango because you could only afford one serving.


And the Kazuha of before would stare and his heart would yearn and he would have to look away and walk until the voice could stop pointing out — there, and here, and there, and remember when?

But now, Kazuha stands underneath the grand maple tree with its barrier of wooden placards and the voice, still tired and still longing, says —


  Do you remember that Tomo always wondered when the next festival would be? He wanted to go with you to see the Nagoya fireworks up close.


And now, Kazuha can continue to look up at the vivid red of the maple leaves and gently hold that tender part of himself in his hands and tell it —


  I remember.


And he can make peace with that voice as it looks around through his eyes and traces the paths that were once taken and will never be trodden again in that same way. And Kazuha, backseat passenger to it, can allow it to happen without feeling like he’s being drowned by time and fondness. Yes, Kazuha can think of the memories that flutter over his eyes like pollen and ash and dandelion seeds, that did happen, and it was lovely, wasn’t it? 

And the memory will always remain as it was, the moment repeating over and over in its own little loop of eternity in the memory of the world and the wind, whether Kazuha or Tomo or anyone else who happened to be there is there to remember it or not. It happened. It happened and it’s over now, but somewhen else the moment repeats itself again and again. Somewhen else, Kazuha and Tomo are here and are living their life as Kazuha does now.

Now, Kazuha can look around and wave towards Thoma, hitching his travel bag higher up over his shoulder and bending down to pick up the crate of goods that Captain Beidou insisted he takes to the Kamisato house because it’s good manners to bring your hosts gifts.

“Rough sailing?” Thoma asks, taking the crate from Kazuha’s hands as they meander towards the back roads of Ritou that will lead to Narukami island proper. “Welcome back, by the by.”

“Thank you. There was a rough patch, but nothing we couldn’t handle.” Kazuha takes his time, letting his eyes drink everything in, remembering and learning as he goes along. “A lot has changed since I’ve been back last. Are you taking me back to the Kamisato estate?”

“I won’t deny that. And yes. The ship for Watatsumi won’t be leaving until next week,” Thoma answers. “Sara-sama will be going with you, but she’s been on assignment at Jinren and isn’t due back until the day before the ship leaves. Cutting it close, but she’d never miss it.” Thoma pauses. “How caught up are you on Inazuman politics?”

“Caught up enough to know that I should probably ask what I should be calling the General.”

“She didn’t change her name,” Thoma replies. “You can still call her Kujou if you want. I’m not actually sure if she’d know that you’re referring to her if you called her Kamisato.”

Thoma leads them to a cart guarded by Yashiro Commission officers, adding Kazuha’s crate to several others. 

“Should we be expecting the usual from you?” Thoma continues, offering Kazuha a hand onto the back of the cart.

“That I’ll be coming and going as the wind wills me? Yes,” Kazuha replies. “How much do I owe for the boat fare? Ayaka-sama didn’t mention it when I wrote her last.”

“Because there isn’t one,” Thoma says. “We didn’t arrange the passage. Sara-sama did.”

Kazuha pauses in the middle or arranging his sword against his shoulder.

“I know I’m no longer wanted by the shogunate, but the idea of sailing to Watatsumi on an official ship does leave me a little apprehensive.”

“It’s technically not an official shogunate visit,” Thoma waves his hand in front of his face. “Sara-sama is using the flags — apparently the Shogun doesn’t care one way or another but if it helps Sara-sama get there and back easier she’s fine with it — and it’s a voluntary crew that she’s paying for. The trip was already planned, it was no problem for her to add one more person. It helps that you know how to sail. She always insists on a small crew and there’s only so many of our people we can sneak onboard before she gets annoyed.”

“Kujou-sama is going to sail herself?”

“She’s picked up some skills now that she’s found some free time,” Thoma says dryly. “Though I’m sure that we all wish she would pick a skill that didn’t immediately launch her into harms way.”

The idea of Kujou Sara picking up sailing just because she had some free time is simultaneously incredibly incomprehensible and entirely ticklish to the mind. Kazuha, despite his own reservations about spending prolonged time on a ship of unknown size with the general, is intrigued and imagines the archer swabbing the deck or checking an astrolabe up in the crows nest.

Truthfully, the idea of Kujou Sara doing anything that isn’t her job is a little daunting to try and envision.

It sounds a little cruel, but in Kazuha’s mind, Kujou Sara is a woman meant for the Inazuma of a few years ago. She was meant for that atmosphere of perpetual storm, and fear, and simmering tempers. Seeing her in front of a battalion, storming the front lines of whatever conflict she was aimed at, with the carved wooden face of an automaton set to its function, was as natural as looking up and seeing crows swarming a battlefield or seeing foxes around Mount Yougou. 

There are people who seem to thrive during times of strife and conflict. They aren’t necessarily violent or malicious people. But there is something in the steel of their temperament that shines when confronted with challenge and confrontation. Struggle seems to refine them, burning out the impurities and leaving them stronger for it. But outside of those conflicts the skills and sharpness and power that was revealed in them becomes unnecessary and leaves them floundering for ways to use their skills outside of war. It would be something like a blacksmith realizing that they’re a genius at forging swords. But without a reason for those swords to be used, there’s no need for a genius swords maker. 

Or, perhaps, more accurately — Kazuha would wonder about the sword. What is the purpose of a sword without a hand to wield it, or a foe to clash against?

Perhaps, the better subject in this analogy is not the swordsman, but the sword.

Kujou Sara is a sword without a war. And frankly, Kazuha had never really thought she would make it through it. Even during those few weeks he returned to Inazuma right when the war had ended, even when he returned again for that festival — seeing her, he wasn’t sure if she knew what she was doing. She was going through the routine of it all, but he couldn’t feel anything more from her.

It’s all fine and well for people to through their lives without ambitions or dreams — some people only want to drink good wine and have a good laugh when they can. There are people who’s dreams are to simply make soft memories with the people they care for. Kazuha, himself, doesn’t aspire to much. The Kaedehara house losing its prestige is possibly one of the best things that could have happened to him in that regard.

He was trained to take over the house. He knows he would have managed it, even if he never managed to bring it out of its fallen state as Kamisato Ayato managed with his own house. But Kazuha would have figured out a way to hold on and maintain it to pass it onto someone else. Kazuha would have done his duty, for lack of any other options.

But leading is not Kazuha’s dream, his ambition, his goal.

Kazuha’s dream is one of those quieter ones. It’s simply to live well. And there’s no harm in that. The world can’t be full of people who want to be the best — if that were true then there would be no best anything, and no one would learn or grow or make anything new.

Kujou Sara is not that type of person. Not that Kazuha knows the general, but from what he does know of her — Kujou Sara is not the type of person who would be content with a good meal in her belly and a roof over her head. Mostly because Kazuha isn’t sure if Kujou Sara is aware of what it means to be content. To be content, one has to know what they want to be satisfied with what they have. Kujou Sara is not a woman familiar with want.

But that’s not Kazuha’s business. If Kujou Sara has inexplicably taken up sailing and is willing to give him free passage to Watatsumi so long as he helps around the ship, then he’ll take it no questions asked.

“I will greet Kamisato-dono and then spend the next few days until departure getting my bearings,” Kazuha tells Thoma. “If you would be so kind as to fill me in on anything else you think I should be aware of?”

-

The Yashiro Commission’s front building is as intimidating as ever, but as Kazuha walks through it, navigating the maze of shoji screens and open walkways towards the Kamisato residence at the back, Kazuha can’t help but feel nostalgic. Once, years and years ago, he remembers coming here to play and train. To think, if life had turned out differently, he would still be walking these halls on a frequent basis. In another life, Kazuha is still a vassal of the Kamisato clan and the Yashiro Commission. In another life, Kazuha would be entangled in the complex tapestry of politics and traditions that sustain the land of eternity.

It would not have been a bad life, Kazuha admits. Who’s to say if it would be better or worse than the one he leads now? Is it possible to compare a what-if? By what measure?

Is there even a point? There’s no way to ascertain the theoretical conclusion, after all. And what could he do, one way or another, if it were possible?

Like the ghosts of what once were, better to let those thoughts drift idly by. Acknowledged but not entertained, lest they consume. Better to let them pass as amicable strangers, greeted with a bare nod and a glancing smile, rather than to let those thoughts sit at the hearth of your mind and take their repose.

“Kaedehara Kazuha,” Thoma announces him, both of them kneeling outside the door to Kamisato Ayato’s private offices. “Here to see you, my lord.”

Kazuha listens to the sound of paper, the quiet stroke of a brush, and the stiff movement of fabric on the other side of the screen door.

“Enter,” Ayato says after a few beats of silence. 

Thoma slides the door open and Kazuha bows before quietly entering. Thoma closes the door behind him and Kazuha waits in seiza, head lowered.

“Greetings to Kamisato-dono,” he says, “My thanks for allowing me to stay in your home as a guest.”

“As always, Inazuma welcomes you back to her shores, Kaedehara-san,” Ayato replies. “But enough with the formalities. Tell me of your travels. You write my sister enough, but I can barely get a haiku out of you.”

“How could I presume to send my humble poems to the great and revered Nami?” Kazuha teases, raising his head. Ayato sighs, shaking his head in mock dismay. “This poor traveler couldn’t possibly dare to show his own meager arts to the rising star of our nation. Captain Beidou still boasts about the painting you did of her and Haishan. Tianquan Ningguang asks after your next thematic moods every time we’re in port.”

“She’s free to put in a request,” Ayato replies dryly, “She’s certainly paying enough for me to consider a commission. Now, I know that despite the fact that you’ve just blown in, you’ll be wanting to go on your way. I won’t keep you. There are a few tasks I would ask of you to keep in mind while you explore Inazuma in the next few days, if you feel up to it. And I’m sure Ayaka will want to be seeing you to confirm that you’re in one piece with her own eyes.”

As always, Ayato only asks after the simplest of things. Just that Kazuha pay particular attention to certain areas he may wish to travel near and take note of any unusual goings on, and to bring back word of any rumors he may hear. As one who is not of any commission, one who is both a traveler from abroad and a born son of Inazuma, Kazuha is in the unique position of having both the insider’s view and the outsider’s perspective. Kazuha’s eyes and ears are fresh without former bias. He’s caught things that the Yashiro Commission and the Kamisato spies have overlooked due to proximity before.

As Kazuha listens, he breathes in, soaking in familiar smells and sounds. There’s a certain comfort to being in Kamisato Ayato’s presence. Even when they were young, he has always had a certain air of command and authority to him. Perhaps it is the burden of power being placed upon him at such a young age. Perhaps it is the accumulation of a great history passed down from one to another. Perhaps it is something innate to the man himself. 

Ayato finishes by opening one of the wooden boxes on his desk and pulling out a sealed purse and several shikifuda.

“Payment and allowance,” Ayato says, setting them at the edge of the desk. 

“Your favor is appreciated, but as always, one I’m not quite sure what to do with,” Kazuha sighs, taking the hefty coin purse and sliding the shikidfuda up his sleeve. The paper talismans will, no doubt, be necessary. Kazuha has no training in the onmyo arts, himself, but just carrying them and placing them around Inazuma doesn’t require any training.

“Buy your captain something nice,” Ayato advises. “Or perhaps that general of yours waiting for you in Watatsumi.”

“You say the same things as Captain Beidou,” Kazuha sighs. “Should I be expecting company while I reacquaint myself with Inazuma’s shores?”

“Do you want any?”

“If the company is willing to entertain this humble traveler in some conversation now and again,” Kazuha answers.

Before Ayato can answer there’s a scratching at the door. They both turn to see a dark black and brown muzzle stick in as a dog works the door open.

The dog glances a look at Kazuha, blinking at him and licking its snout. Kazuha waves.

“Hello.”

The dog dismisses him with a chuff and turns its gaze to Ayato.

“Well you know that she isn’t here, so I’m not quite sure what you’re expecting from me,” Ayato tells the dog, eyebrows raising. “If you’re so bored you can accompany our dear guest here around Inazuma.”

The dog’s gaze swings back to Kazuha and he feels oddly enough like he’s being judged.

The dog considers him for a beat, before withdrawing from the doorway and sliding the door shut with a paw. There’s the faint sound of little nails on floorboards before they abruptly cut off.

“The house is as lively as ever, I see,” Kazuha says. 

“I’m not sure if that dog is particularly laid back or perhaps incredibly snobbish,” Ayato says. “In any case, don’t take offense. Even if he decided to go with you, I have my doubts as to whether or not he would be engaging company.”

“Are you calling the dog boring?”

“Oh, not at all, the dog is a definite character.” Ayato pauses. “But between the two of you, I think you’d both be holding your breath for a first move that will never take place. On your way then, Kazuha-kun. I shan’t keep you longer. Although I do hope you’ll consider actually sleeping in the guest room provided. I like to entertain myself with the idea that our beds are better than whatever nice patch of grass you can find outdoors.”

“To each their own,” Kazuha shrugs, “It remains to be seen. Who knows what mysteries I will find myself pondering?”

-

Kazuha does end up spending that night at the Kamisato estate, because Ayaka comes to find him just before nightfall and brings him back, insisting on him taking a bath and letting them do his laundry before he sets off again. Kazuha has no reason to argue, and allows himself to be gently enveloped in the flow of the household. And even if he did, one would find themselves rapidly losing ground when attempting to argue against a Kamisato. And if he’s being incredibly honest, if asked, he would readily admit to being a little more wary of Kamisato Ayaka’s displeasure than her brother’s. After all, Kamisato Ayato would not deign to feign tears to get his way. At the very least, not with Kazuha.

Ayato eats with them, but has to depart in the middle to return to his duties. The Yashiro Commission never sleeps. In fact, it would be more accurate to say that the Yashiro Commission’s true duties rise with the saunter of the moon and the mercurial graces of the evening stars.

It’s quieter than meals aboard the Crux. It must be through plain circumstance. For one thing, they’re spread out over a much wider space. Kazuha can move without his elbows and sides brushing up against someone else. The ceiling isn’t low and there’s no sway of water and creak of wood underneath them. The air is not permeated with the sounds of many lives and the rhythms of them; hearts and breaths and mouths and clothes and the dance of warm air against cool salt-and-sky tinted breezes; the whistle through gaps in wood and the lap of water upon the curves of the hull, the sway of lanterns; the ever shifting and alive weight of cargo and people alike playing a dangerous gamble of balances to defy the dominance of the sea and the disregard of the sky.

It’s quieter, but no less animated. The dog from earlier in the afternoon has a place at the table, and is introduced to Kazuha as Jin. While Ayato was present, Jin was spoiled by Ayato’s own hand as he unashamedly slid the dog choice pieces of meat and unseasoned vegetables.

“Is he yours?” Kazuha asks Ayaka as he offers Jin his hand and is summarily dismissed once more, in favor of pawing at Thoma’s arm for something he undoubtedly should not have. He knows Ayaka has always wanted a ninja dog of her own, but has yet to find one that was willing to choose her as their partner. Not for a lack of trying. And not due to any real fault of her own. Most animals like Ayaka well enough. 

“No,” Ayaka answers, “We’re dog-sitting.”

“Jin is Sara-sama’s,” Thoma explains, putting a hand on Jin’s head to push him away from the table. “She doesn’t like taking him with her on her Tenryou patrols because he distracts her officers.”

Jin’s snout wrinkles in protest of this accusation and then he barks when no one attempts to speak up otherwise.

“Well, Jin, maybe if you considered actually helping on the patrols instead of complaining about them Ane-san would change her mind about it,” Ayaka says.

Jin gives Ayaka a withering look that succinctly expresses the dog’s opinion on that suggestion.

Kujou Sara sails and has a ninja dog. She’s also married to Kamisato Ayato, and appears to be on good enough terms that Ayaka refers to her warmly as sister.

What curious things he’s come across on this return to Inazuma. All such familiar things, once again made different by the slightest of adjustments.

Jin, thoroughly annoyed by the rest of them, gets up and moves over to sulk by the door, the picture of disappointment despite the fact that they had all watched him being fed from the clan head’s fingers not even half an hour ago.

-

Kazuha leaves early the next morning and spends the next few days taking his time making himself familiar again with Narukami island. He visits Tomo’s grave and spends some time there recounting some of his more exciting adventures and imagines the way Tomo would have reacted to them. 

It doesn’t hurt as much as he expects it to. Kazuha always expects it to hurt so much more than it does. He’s so used to the memory being vidid and fresh, like the burn on his hand. He’s used to working around it, avoiding it and treating it with the most delicate care — as though the hurt was a scattered field of glistening glass and metal waiting for him to fall upon it.

And every time Kazuha returns to Inazuma, every time his mind blows over the shape of Tomo, he finds himself taken aback by how it doesn’t bleed. The hurt will always be there, just like the pattern of healed skin on his palm and fingers. But it is no longer a blinding, oozing thing in need of treatment and attention. Kazuha can look at it now.

Just as he can look at the ghost trails of everywhere Tomo once was, Kazuha can now speak of him, to him, like this with minimal hurt. The grief has made itself part of him, but it walks alongside him, capable of carrying itself as a companion rather than burdening itself upon his shoulders.

Jin was sitting by the gates of the estate in the morning when Kazuha had left. Kazuha nodded to the dog as he left and the dog yawned at him in response.

They do say that animals take after their owners, but Kazuha can’t help but wonder about this specific instance. Does the same sentiment apply to ninja dogs? The ninja dogs trained by the Kamisato clan choose their partners. He wonders why Jin chose Kujou Sara.

As Kazuha makes his way up the coast from Tomo’s grave he spots Jin digging up crustaceans . There’s already a respectable pile of shells some meters inland, safe from the pull of the tide.

“Do you need help?” Kazuha asks.

Jin looks at Kazuha then at his pile of goods and then pointedly looks at Kazuha’s empty hands before barking affirmative. But he sounds very skeptical of it and Kazuha isn’t sure if he should be insulted that a dog doesn’t think he’s capable of helping carrying some shells or if he should be thoroughly entertained by the novel experience. He can’t wait to tell Gorou about this. This, at least, seems more in line with what Kazuha would expect from an animal that’s chosen Kujou Sara.

Kazuha collects the shells, tying them in a spare cloth he’d found tucked into his sleeve when he’d dressed in a borrowed yukata this morning. Well. Kazuha considers them borrowed as he never takes them with him, but he’s fairly certain that they’re meant for him to keep. No one’s ever commented about the fact that Kazuha doesn’t take any of the things left in the guest room with him, despite the fact that they are always there whenever Kazuha comes to visit and it’s always the same guest room. Kazuha may need to start considering that as his room at the estate. He has a feeling that’s what it’s being referred to as anyway.

But there is enough debt, real or imagined, between Kazuha and Ayato. Personally, Kazuha has never thought of there being one. But trying to convince Kamisato Ayato of that is like trying to convince the ocean to cease its movements and for the mountains to get up and walk.

Jin barks his approval and starts to trot off towards the cliffs, easily climbing his way up the slope and leaving Kazuha to figure out his own way.

The dog leads Kazuha close to the estate, but stops him just shy of the roadside. He looks up at Kazuha expectantly until Kazuha lowers the cloth wrapped bundle. The dog picks it up in his jaws and trots off, leaving Kazuha to shake his head and go back on his way.

-

Kazuha returns to the estate the night before departure. He finds himself once again in the Yashiro Commissioner’s office. He passes back the spare shikifuda talismans he didn’t end up using and informs Ayato of the stray rumors he’s caught and the smallest little difference he’s noticed since the last time he walked Narukami. Ayato nods and doesn’t take any physical notes, but Kazuha has no doubt that every word Kazuha has said and hasn’t said is being committed to memory in real time, already being filed away and notated to be picked apart at the man’s leisure. 

Ayato invites him for a game of shogi before dinner, which Kazuha refutes with a suggestion of karuta.

“You used to enjoy playing with me,” Ayato muses, “You were so much cuter as a child. What’s happened to the boy who would run around with Ayaka, trailing after me and calling me Ayato-nii-san?”

“You were also cuter as a child,” Kazuha points out. “Though that may be me speaking with rose colored glasses on. I suppose I wasn’t as keenly eyed and observant as I am now.”

“You certainly didn’t have this amount of lip on you,” Ayato observes dryly. 

“But you think it’s funny. Which reminds me —” Kazuha picks up a few of the scrap pieces of paper half-heartedly piled up next to Ayato’s desk, shuffling through them. “Sign these as Nami for me. I’m going to bring these to Watatsumi. Unless there’s something confidential in any of these scraps I should know about.”

“Not exactly what I thought you would pick when I said get your lover something nice,” Ayato muses, “But to each their own. I was planning on having those sold at auction. Funding your own personal cohort of spies and saboteurs is awfully expensive, after all. Who knew?”

“Oh, no. I’m going to bring these over for Gorou to laugh at,” Kazuha corrects. “What’s better in this world than a beautiful laugh, after all?”

-

Kujou Sara returns to the estate with minimal fanfare after dinner, while Kazuha has been roped into playing a few games of go with Ayaka. 

The sliding door to the room opens, and Kujou Sara stands there looking quite haggard. Her uniform is splattered in mud, and there’s a bruise along one side of her jaw. Kazuha finds himself a little curious as to who could have landed a blow on the general.

“Charlatan,” she says to the room at large, and then glances at Kazuha. “Kaedehara-san. Welcome back to Narukami.”

“Always refreshing to return, General,” Kazuha nods at her and then grimaces when Ayaka makes her move. “Ayaka-chan, would you consider going easy on me? I don’t play go that often.”

“You play enough weiqi. The games are similar enough,” Ayaka replies, “Besides, what’s the point if I go easy on you?”

“You look filthy,” Ayato observes. Then takes pity on Kazuha by making his next move for him, causing his sister to shoot them both a dirty look. “I take it that it was not a pleasant excursion?”

“Understatement.” And then she tosses something large at him. It thumps to the ground next to him.

“Oh, lovely, presents,” Ayato visibly perks up, prodding the bundle with his folded fan. “Was it, at one point, alive? Shall I guess?”

“There’s a counterfeit market for your — “ Kujou’s nose wrinkles, brow furrowing. “I can’t even call them works. It’s just trash that you used a name seal on.”

“You’re not insulting me when you call it trash, you’re insulting everyone who’s ever bought it,” Ayato says and then opens the bundle to reveal several scrolls. “How did you know they’re counterfeit?”

“I know what your trash looks like,” Kujou replies. “I would have been back two days ago if I didn’t have to spend two days going through crates of these.”

“You could have just thrown them all out.”

“It’s evidence that needs proper documentation and — “ Kujou pinches the bridge of her nose. “There’s no talking to you. I need a bath.”

She closes the door and is gone just as fast as she came, a summer storm here and gone again.

Jin, by the door, farts in his sleep.

-

Ayato is there to see them off in the early morning before they depart for Ritou to catch the ship to Watatsumi. An impressive feat, since in Kazuha’s memory the man has always either left the estate before dawn or is sleeping in until noon with no real in between unless called upon by the Raiden Shogun herself. He’s also holding Jin cradled in his arms like a baby, but Kazuha has enough memories of this happening as a child to recognize this as normal Kamisato Ayato behavior, when feeling comfortable around present company.

“Come back safe and sanguine as you always do, send my regards to the rest,” Ayato says to Kujou. “The children and I will miss you terribly while you’re gone, dear wife.”

Kujou turns to give Ayato the flattest look of utter exasperation over her shoulder before turning to Kazuha.

“Ignore him. He’s under the delusion that he’s humorous.”

“And my wife suffers under one where she thinks she isn’t. I’m told that we shouldn’t depart each other on poor terms,” Ayato continues. “Lest our disagreements fester while we’re away and unable to work them out as mature adults do.”

“More of this happy wife, happy life business?”

“Exactly the same.”

“Your normal brand of foolishness, then. At least pretend in front of respectable company. Put the dog down, you look ridiculous,” Kujou says. “He’s capable of walking on his own, he isn’t an infant. A point that the rest of you keep stressing to me while telling me I need to give the dog a job.”

“I do not. I can spoil the dog. He’s not my dog, it’s different,” Ayato argues, but he does put the dog down. Jin looks mildly upset by this but when Kujou flicks her wrist, he sullenly goes over to her. “What respectable company? I don’t see any here.”

“Get your eyes checked while I’m gone. I told you not to keep reading so late at night with such poor lighting. Should we invest in night pearls from Liyue?” Kujou shakes her head, “Time and distance is what’s keeping this marriage functional.”

“Philanderer.” Ayato lifts his hand to give a lazy wave as he turns to return to the depths of the estate, “Don’t get thrown overboard. I do expect you back in one working piece.”

“Cuckold,” Kujou retorts, flicker of a smile tracing the side of her mouth and sparking in the depths of her eyes. “Don’t let Yae Miko bully you too badly.”

“Ignore them,” Ayaka says, linking her arm with Kazuha’s as they head towards the front gates. “Their favorite preoccupation with each other is bickering like that. You should see them when they’re in public. Sometimes you have to wonder if they’re getting along like a house on fire or if they’re just a house on fire.”

-

Kazuha will never be at ease with the tengu general. This is of no fault of her own, and any grudges Kazuha may have had against her have long been buried. There is a part of him that, for the longest time, could not shake the image of the woman standing over Tomo’s cooling body. She did not strike that specific, finishing blow. She did not instigate the duel. But between looking at her, at Tomo, and the god that could only deliver on the inherent promise one enters into when they challenge the throne, Kujou Sara was the easier face to put to blame. 

For all of this, Kazuha knows that the woman is honorable. She stood as a bulwark against corruption during and after the war. He knows that under Kujou Sara’s sharp eye, there would be no mistreatment or maliciousness. It was generally known by the members of the Resistance, that if they were to fall or be taken as prisoners of war, the best outcome they could hope for would for it to happen under Kujou Sara’s watch. Kujou Sara was not the sort of woman who would allow torture under her command, nor would she allow humiliation or degradation. Kujou Sara could be trusted to treat them as people, for all that they were actively moving against their shared god.

He doesn’t think he’s ever seen the tengu general out of uniform before. It’s a little strange, somewhat like seeing a dog walk on its hind legs. In theory, it’s possible — most things in this world are. But one generally doesn’t go around expecting to see it happen, and more often than not, one would be disappointed if they did go around hoping for that particular sight to unfold before them.

If someone were to tell the Kazuha of several years ago that in his future he would be sailing towards Watatsumi to rendezvous with his lover, the general and right hand of the leader of the new semi-independent colony of Inazuma, onboard a ship alongside General Kujou Sara, he would have called them an extremely imaginative free spirit and kindly directed them to the closest medical professional.

But here he is, finding his sea legs just as quickly as he had to find his land ones. And there is the general, dressed not in uniform but a lighter kimono and hakama, sleeves tied back, and not a single piece of armor on her. And there’s her dog, who’s doing an admirable job of handling being on a ship and is carrying around an astrolabe as though he were going to scurry up to the crow’s nest to use it right this instant. Although — seeing as Kazuha has never worked with a ninja dog, nor had the privilege of training with one, he wouldn’t actually know one way or another if Jin is capable of using an astrolabe. And at this point nothing would surprise him about the dog actually being capable of it.

As the days pass, Kazuha falls into a rhythm with the crew. They’re good sailors with interesting stories. Falling into amicable silence with Kujou Sara is something he didn’t think he would ever be able to do. But sometimes at night, when most of the crew has gone quiet, Kazuha will find himself leaning against the deck railing and staring up into the night. And Kujou Sara would be right there with him, eyes focused into the opaque and blind distance with the calm, steady poise of someone with the devoted certainty already proven true by miracle.

The war changed them, the entire nation, as a whole. Even those without Visions were affected by it. Kazuha likes to think that, ultimately, most people were changed for the better and that their overall trajectory has been moved on a path headed towards somewhere brighter than it was descending towards previously.

Not all changes are visible. There are some things that are not meant for eyes to see, some things not meant to be shared.

Kujou Sara, next to him, with Jin lying down with his head rested on one of her feet, is and is not the general he was familiar with. She looks the same. She sounds the same. But he knows — has known since she first returned to the Kamisato estate and opened the door — that she is not. It is not Kazuha’s place to ask about it. They aren’t friends. He barely even knows her. That she’s giving him a lift to Watatsumi is an unexpected favor that he could never have anticipated or asked for.

But Kazuha can tell. The wind about her is freer, now. He remembers the Kujou Sara of before and the near stagnant bubble that seemed to follow her. There was a stillness to her that spoke not of peace or silence or even inaction. It was simply nothingness. It was such a strange thing to see, for someone who’s roots trailed into the sky. Because he could tell, even then, that the wind around her wanted to move. It wanted to shift and slide and slip. But something had drained it, weighed it down and made it inert. Whether this was the war or something else Kazuha could not guess.

It had made him feel sorry for her. A strange thing to think about the right hand of the Raiden Shogun, the Narukami Ogosho. But when he was near her, around the dull throbbing wound in his heart, around the well-earned respect, there was a lingering overcast haze of pity. And a silent wonder as to whether or not that wind would ever move again.

It’s moving now. And with every wave and undulating roll of the sea beneath them that brings them closer to Watatsumi, that wind stirs lighter and lighter. Something in Kujou Sara becomes, — not quite alive, no. Alive isn’t the word. In contrast to how he remembers her, certainly. But he had already seen her alive, more present, at the Kamisato estate. He had seen her interacting with Ayato and Ayaka and Thoma, and had even felt it in her brief interactions with him. He had already noticed the difference between memory and present. The Kujou Sara he remembers would not joke or banter as this one does. She wouldn’t have known how. So no, alive isn’t the right word. Perhaps vibrant is what he’s looking for.

The conversations between them are not particularly deep nor do they carry much, if any, substance. She politely inquires about his travels, work on the Crux, the types of jobs he’s taken on. Kazuha is more than happy to skim over the things that have passed between them to talk about the rolling fields of Mondstadt and the towering mountain ranges of Liyue and all the wonders he’s encountered in between. Kazuha doesn’t have much to ask her about, which he thinks may be something Kujou is a little relieved by. 

“Have you ever considered traveling?” Kazuha asks her. “Outside of Inazuma.”

“If the Raiden Shogun required it of me,” she answers immediately. And then, surprising him, she continues. “But I see no need to. It is not for me, not when everything I want is here. It is well and good enough for me to hear about it from others. I do not desire the world beyond Inazuma’s shores, not when I have yet to understand and make good on the promises that are contained on our own native soil.”

Her yellow eyes slide over to him and then away again. “Does that seem strange to you, Kaedehara-san? To be content with so little?”

“Not at all,” Kazuha responds. “After all, is it not people like you who build the places that would call out to the hearts of travelers and wanderers like mine? If everyone wished to travel and find something new, who would be there to shape those new things and maintain them? For every drifter that meanders through this world of ours, there must be someone and somewhere for them to meander to.”

That’s possibly the most either of them will ever open up to each other about. It’s more than Kazuha thought either of them would ever exchange. It’s precious insight that Kazuha folds away into his mind.

-

Well, that’s new, Kazuha thinks as he watches Kujou climb onto the railing and then launch herself off the side of the ship. Deep black wings flutter out of her back with a plume of dark, crackling smoke, the sudden manifestation of limb echoing in the air with a sharp crack. Heavy wing beats thump through the air, loud like the sibilant rush of foam waves dashing themselves upon sand breaks. Kujou’s body rises, just before she crashes into the water, glistening sea spray glittering in the air as she defies the grip of sea and earth to gain altitude.

Generally speaking, Kujou Sara’s tengu heritage was not a secret. It was not some great unknown mystery or rumor. It was confirmed fact. Is, confirmed fact. But Kazuha doesn’t recall if she’s ever actually done anything to confirm that other than to let that particular fact circulate. The most of her tengu self that he’s ever heard of is when she would use her tengu’s fan, or when — occasionally — a feather or two could be found in her wake. Animals — Jin, seeming to be an exception — don’t particularly care to be near her, either.

Kazuha thinks, that if the general had at any point during the war, taken to the skies in such a manner, there would be more stories about it. It is, after all, quite the striking image.

Tengu warrior, bearing an electro Vision, sword at her hip, and mighty bow and arrow drawn, descending from the storm filled skies to herald victory, to portend doom.

Kujou gains speed and height, not straying too far from the ship as they draw closer to Watatsumi’s shores. And just as the first edges of land and port become visible, Kujou glides ahead, high up enough now that those thunderous wings need only to spread out like a lazy scrawl of dark cloud to gather wind underneath them.

As the pier comes into view, Kazuha sees Kujou and Gorou standing side by side, watching and waiting. Kazuha can’t help the smile that breaks across his face, pinching at the salt and wind touched corners of his eyes, pulling at the sun-hot skin of his cheeks and throat.

Gorou raises his hand, and Kazuha raises his own back.

Gorou and Kujou help them secure the boat from the dock. Kujou’s wings are folded away and made invisible and intangible once more. There’s a certain energy to her that Kazuha can’t help but notice. The wind around her is electric, buzzing, like a summer storm — not the sort you run and hide from, but the kind you watch through open windows, breathe in through the mouth, and luxuriate in. Kazuha can feel it, circling around her and stirring the languid winds of Watatsumi, rousing the offshore whispers into jittering murmurs.

By the time Kazuha is off the boat with his bag, Kujou has collected her own and Sangonomiya has arrived at the edge of the pier.

She looks at him, giving him a brief nod. “Kaedehara-kun.”

“Sangonomiya-san,” he nods back, mindful of the brush of Gorou’s arm against his as the man falls into place next to him, fingers tapping over the back of Kazuha’s hand as he attempts to get Kazuha to surrender his travel bag. Kazuha doesn’t let it go without a playful fight that jostles their elbows against each other’s ribs and and at least one fond, but exasperated, sigh on Gorou’s part. But Kazuha lets the thing go and Gorou slings it over his shoulder.

While the two of them are having their well worn and true comedic routine of who gets to carry the one extremely lightly packed travel back between them, Sangonomiya turns to address Kujou. Kujou, who, in the moments that none of them were looking at her, has collected her dog and is now holding him under one arm. Jin lets out a wheezing chuff, looking and sounding deeply wronged by everything that has and has not yet happened, but is very sure will occur in any matter of moments.

Sangonomiya observes the unlikely duo with a glimmer of amusement in her eyes as she nods at the sullen dog.

“You look as lively as ever, Jin. That is to say, not at all,” she greets him. Jin sneezes in response and Sangonomiya just nods. “Yes, I can’t say that I agree, but to each their own. As one can tell from the two men over there, it takes all sorts to make the world.”

Kujou sets the dog down and the dog immediately flops down onto the boards of the pier, rolling onto his belly and whining.

“Stay here then,” Kujou tells Jin, expression flat as she starts to walk away. “I’m not carrying you all over the island. You have four perfectly use-able legs.”

Jin, reluctantly, rolls onto his feet and trots over, trotting to catch up to her and butting his head against Kujou’s leg before running off on his own.

“Where’s Juuga?” Kazuha asks Gorou.

Gorou shrugs, “Around.” He raises his free hand to brush his fingers across the back of Kazuha’s neck, arranging the flyaway hairs that have escaped the hair tie. “You got tan.”

“You say this every time,” Kazuha replies. “It shouldn’t be a surprise to you anymore.”

Gorou flashes him a grin that glitters like the prized pearls of the island. “The freckles are a little different every time though. The dog is somewhere. Probably waiting back home. You haven’t eaten yet, have you?”

Ahead of them, Sangonimya and Kujou depart and Kazuha’s eyes linger on their retreating backs for a moment. Intuition sparks something strange in the back of his mind, a lightness where he expected nothing at all. They’ve been on warm terms since the war ended, he knows — bonding together over mutual frustrations of bureaucratic pedantry, political posturing, and plain simple and easy to understand mutual distaste for the resistance of the old guard of Inazuma against any type of change. Gorou, has, of course, written to tell him of Kujou’s visits to the island and he’s offered Kazuha brief lines about his own correspondences and interactions with the general post-war. Kazuha, in the back of his mind, was aware of the warm relationship between the three. Although warm, perhaps, is a bit of stretch on Gorou’s part. Polite and casual, probably are more suitable words, for all that Kazuha is still struggling to see Kujou Sara as anything casual.

“It’s too early to eat,” Kazuha replies following after Gorou as they start the walk back to Bourou village. “But I’m sure I’ll get hungry eventually. Let’s go. I’ve missed Juuga. And I want to see the progress on your water lily pond.”

“It’s been set back,” Gorou says, “Some specters started investigating it and I keep having to shoot them down. It’s disrupting the beds.”

As they walk Gorou points out the changes to the island, big and small. People wave to Kazuha, some of them stopping him to ask about the Crux and her crew, asking him how long he’ll be around this time. He’s introduced to a few new faces, who — somehow —, seem to already know of him.

“You’ve been telling stories about me again, haven’t you?” Kazuha says to Gorou, who seems to take particular pleasure in blending into the background for these little sidebars. Especially when these new faces seem to fluster over nothing and insist on shaking his hand.

“I don’t need to,” Gorou replies. “You’re famous everywhere for being the man who blocked the blade of the Narukami Ogosho. I just happened to be right next to you when it happened so everyone asks me to confirm.”

“And let me guess,” Kazuha shoots the man an exasperated glance, “Your affirmation and your testimony goes something along the lines of, ‘yes, the wandering maple samurai was very dashing as he threw himself into the fray ahead of everyone else. He did not show even a moment of hesitation as he valiantly drew his blade on the Archon of Eternity.’”

“And this is why you always get teased for your longer poems. Stick to haikus,” Gorou scoffs, bumping his shoulder against Kazuha’s. “When have you ever heard me use any of those words? Valiantly? Dashing? Wandering maple?” He pauses, tail softly swaying from one side to the other. “But the rest of it sounds about right. And it’s true. You didn’t hesitate at all. One second you were right next to me, and then the next you had your blade drawn on the Raiden Shogun.”

Gorou holds his hand out for Kazuha to take as they descend down steep, water-smooth stairs hewn into the cliffs.

“Whenever I talk about you it’s in the realest of terms,” Gorou continues. “But no one believes me when I talk about how the famous swordsman who stood against the Shogun is also a terrible poet who can’t do laundry.”

“I can do laundry,” Kazuha protests.

“You want to tell me how often you were assigned laundry duty on the Crux this time? Is the number such that I would need both hands to count them?”

“My talents are simply stronger in other arenas. But I can do laundry.”

Tomo was never here. He had never traveled as far as Watatsumi before. Tomo has never walked along the white sanded shoals; never stood in the thin, cool streams with blue and grey river stones underneath his feet while shifting sand from shells; never sat on the edges of the cliffs with sea level on one side and a sudden plunge on the other. 

Kazuha wonders sometimes if Tomo would have loved it or not. Tomo had always felt at home wandering through forests, climbing up trees, luxuriating in the thick shade of overlapping foliage. Not much of that to be found on Watatsumi.

On the other islands of Inazuma, it is so easy for Kazuha’s old grief to find him and to fall in step with him. It is so easy for that grief and longing for a time already lived to rest its cheek on his shoulder and whisper, “Remember when?”

It’s harder for it to find him here. Part of it is the fact that Tomo never set foot upon these shores.

And another part is how hard it is to grieve the past when the present is so consuming. Life on Watatsumi is so demanding of Kazuha’s attention. He looks around and soaks in the unique sights Watatsumi holds and notes all the little changes. Gorou points out new houses and tells him about the new families. Kazuha is drawn in by the colors, the smells, the feeling of the wind as it gets caught in Watatsumi’s vortex of water and stone, all woven together in a beautiful spiral of living island. How can grief catch up to him when Kazuha is busy catching up to the here and now? It lingers behind him, where Kazuha has slowly learned it should be after all these years.

Gorou’s fingers squeeze his and Gorou pulls them off the main path to the village to go among the smaller, overgrown routes that skirt around the edges — closer to the fields and the overlooks.

With increased proximity to Gorou’s home, things become more familiar. They walk faster away from the potential well-meaning villagers who would want to stop and chat. Wind picks up at their heels, brushing cool and delighted against the back of Kazuha’s neck.

The years have been kind to Gorou, as Kazuha likes to think they’ve been to him. As Kazuha has been further shaped by his time at sea, wandering with the sea breezes to all corners of Teyvat, the growth of Watatsumi has further carved itself into Gorou’s body with the tender care of a mother to child. When they first met, Gorou had, of course, been very fit. He was a general and he was on the front lines constantly. Then, as now, Gorou runs lean, all fine cords of muscle wrapped around solid bone. But with the arrival of peace and trade to the island, with the growth of agriculture and the import of farm animals, the leanness of Gorou’s frame has been bolstered by a thin, healthy layer of fat, and a glowing, healthy tan. The wonders of being able to have a consistent diet of protein and vegetables that weren’t scrounged up from the bottom of a stolen crate, or miserably pried from the earth before they’re ready.

Gorou had already hit his height when the war happened, but the years have filled him out, padding the lines of his ribs and belly, generously apportioning themselves to the firm muscles of his shoulders and chest, building themselves in protective layers over his back and thighs. 

Every time Kazuha returns to Watatsumi there’s a moment where he’s surprised at the man who greets him. Some part of him keeps expecting to see the wan, war-thin stretched archer, geared for war and roughing it through sludgy storm and blood soaked sand. But what greets him is Gorou, the farmer, the fisher, looking so beautifully at peace with peace that it makes Kazuha feel like he can be bowled over by the lightest of breezes.

The Gorou who built the house that Kazuha can see through the trees as they quickly step off of the path and navigate their way down the steep incline and jump the fence around Gorou’s back garden. Both of them laugh when they hear Juuga going off inside of the house, impatient and excited — definitely knowing exactly who the intruders to his territory are.

Gorou unlatches the back door, quickly stepping aside. The dog, no longer a puppy but still thinking he is, bounds up to greet Kazuha, all wagging tail and lolling pink tongue. He jumps up, paws hitting hard against Kazuha’s chest as he nearly stumbles back out of the house.

Kazuha laughs, accepting the slobbering licks as Juuga lunges up for Kazuha’s face over and over again.

Gorou takes Juuga by the scruff and firmly pushes him out of the house, closing the door on him even as Juuga barks in protest.

“I haven’t even gotten to kiss him yet,” Gorou tells Juuga through the door.

“Are you jealous of the dog?” Kazuha laughs as Gorou grabs his face to rub his sleeve against Kazuha’s cheeks. 

“Well I’m not going to kiss you while you’re covered in dog spit,” Gorou replies. “He can have your afterwards.”

“Oh? After what?”

“Dinner? A bath? You showing me that you can actually do laundry?” Gorou shoots Kazuha a crooked grin that makes Kazuha’s stomach swoop delightedly, brushing against his heart and ribs, even as Kazuha pulls the man in close to try and kiss it off of his face. He’s not very successful at it because Gorou keeps turning his face away so all Kazuha can catch are the corners of his lips and the edge of his jaw.

“Don’t tease,” Kazuha chides. “You’re not as good at it as you think you are.”

“But what if I’m being completely sincere?” Gorou’s ears flick back playfully, eyes widening in one of the most insincere and ridiculous displays of false hurt Kazuha’s ever seen. At least, not since the last time Gorou pulled this face.

“I’ve been gone almost two years.”

“Yes, and?”

“You want me to do laundry first?” Kazuha slides his arms around Gorou’s shoulders, sliding his fingers over the edge of the man’s kimono collar, thumb pressing just so against the nape of Gorou’s neck. Gorou shivers against him, pushing into the touch.

“Dinner was first on the list. But the idea of you doing laundry properly is one that has me intrigued.”

Kazuha pushes Gorou hard, knocking him against the closed door — but quickly moving the hand he had at the back of Gorou’s neck to the back of the man’s head. Thus pinned, Kazuha manages to finally catch Gorou’s mouth with his own. The other man practically melts into it, his own hands moving over Kazuha to pull them closer together.

They kiss slowly, hands mostly still and holding each other in place as they soak this moment in together. When their lips break apart Kazuha presses their cheeks together, burrowing his nose in the juncture of Gorou’s throat and shoulder, nosing down at his clothes to get to the warm smell of his skin. Gorou’s own jaw and cheek nudge against the side of Kazuha’s head, strong hands sliding up Kazuha’s back to press them heart to heart.

“I’m home, Gorou,” Kazuha says into the man’s neck.

“Welcome home, Kazuha,” Gorou replies, kissing his hair. And then Gorou is pulling him away to kiss him again. This time, their hands roam, pulling at clothing accessories and trying to slip under edges of layers to get closer to skin. Or at least, Kazuha’s do. Gorou’s stay right where they are unless Kazuha is nudging his arms out of the way.

“Food’s waiting,” Gorou says, hands eventually settling to press in close over Kazuha’s waist, hips, completely at odds with the dissuading tone of voice he attempts to put forward. Kazuha pushes a hand down the front of Gorou’s collar, shoving that entire side of the man’s kimono down, fingertips brushing against Gorou’s nipple before pressing his thumb over it in rough circles until Gorou groans.

“Sometimes life is waiting,” Kazuha has, affecting mystery and light wonder that has Gorou laughing, choking on a moan even as he continues to laugh, while Kazuha lowers his head to put his teeth to Gorou’s neck.

“That’s terrible,” Gorou whines, pulling Kazuha in by the hips even as he pushes Kazuha away to walk him backwards towards the bedroom. “Tell me that you weren’t practicing that line on the way here, Kazuha. Tell me that you didn’t pick that up from your Captain or someone else.”

“Life,” Kazuha traces his teeth along the side of Gorou’s neck, nosing the soft skin just underneath his jaw, “is all about practice.”

One of Gorou’s hands tugs at the base of Kazuha’s ponytail in protest and Kazuha laughs into Gorou’s sun blessed skin, delighting in the feel of warm skin against his own.

“The worst,” Gorou sighs, “I don’t know if it’s your Captain’s influence or if it’s all just you.”

“Should I call my Captain over so we can find out?” Kazuha asks, pulling back and pretending to try and step out of Gorou’s hold. “She’s got an excellent vintage of baiju from our last port in Liyue. She’s been saving it, but I think I could convince her to part with it for the occasion. I’ll go do that right now — “

Kazuha yelps when Gorou’s grip shifts, sliding down over his waist and ass, pressing him in close and picking him up by the back of the thighs.

“Alright, definitely her influence,” Gorou grunts, tossing them both down onto the futon, maneuvering them until he’s between Kazuha’s legs, kneeling over him. Gorou is quick to shed his top layer, tossing it aside and starting to work on the simple leather vambraces on his arms.

Kazuha swats his hands away to work on the knots and buckles himself, hooking a leg around the back of one of Gorou’s thighs and pulling him down.

“As if you don’t approve,” Kazuha teases. As soon as one of Gorou’s hands is free, vambrace disposed of in the same direction as his kimono, he starts pulling at the ties of Kazuha’s haori and kimono. “You love it when I tease. I’m better at it than you are.”

“What do you even wear so many layers for?” Gorou grouses, “If you ever went overboard with this much on you, you’d drown.”

“I’m a strong swimmer,” Kazuha argues, throwing the other vambrace off, hearing it thump and roll against its brother. He turns and presses a quick kiss to soft, sensitive skin of Gorou’s inner arm. “I had an excellent teacher, although his breast stroke is somewhat lacking.”

Before Gorou can dodge, Kazuha reaches up and flicks his thumb over one of Gorou’s nipples, laughing when Gorou jumps.

“Not for lack of material though, certainly,” Kazuha continues, smoothing his palm over Gorou’s chest to ease the sting.

“I cannot believe,” Gorou says, coaxing Kazuha into sitting up so he can pull the haori off and throw it in the way of his own clothes, “That you’re supposed to be some mysterious, wandering poet.”

“I’m not very mysterious at all,” Kazuha sighs. “I’m a very simple man with incredibly simple wants.” 

Kazuha, pointedly, rolls his hips upwards, just barely catching against Gorou’s hip. They both pause, shivering against each other, Gorou’s hand unwittingly straying to grip Kazuha’s hip and hold him there.

Kazuha presses his leg along the side of Gorou’s thigh, nudging him into tipping to the side and rolling Gorou onto his back; climbing over him, feeling the familiar and comfortable way their bodies lock together. Kazuha runs his hands over familiar stretch of skin, feeling out the fading scars that mark of Gorou’s victories, familiarizing himself as though he doesn’t dream about this whenever the sun hits his skin just right, and the ocean breeze curls in carrying the soft breath of morning mist.

“If you want poetry I did write some while I was away,” Kazuha says, relaxing under the feeling of Gorou’s own hands traversing his sides, his hips, his thighs. “I have it — somewhere. And I brought some of Ayato-san’s scrap paper we can make fun of. Oh, and I have letters for you. Apparently you haven’t picked up your mail in some time. Is farm life really that busy?”

“Don’t,” Gorou warns, although he’s still smiling, blue eyes brilliant like some of the purest Noctilucous Jade of Liyue. 

“Or did you simply run out of advice to give, Miss Hina?”

“I advise you to put your mouth to better use, Kaedehara.”

Kazuha laughs, trying to duck his head to kiss this wonderful man beneath him, but Gorou’s hands skate up his bare sides, feeling out the flesh grown over his ribs and his belly, tracing along and over the planes of his back and shoulders. Kazuha laughs and it feels so good to laugh, to have this, to have him. 

Years and years ago, when he and Gorou first fell in together, he remembers how much it hurt — not in a physical sense. It hurt in a strange place in his heart and his head because every time he would think of Tomo and how it would never be him again. It would hurt because it felt like he was doing a disservice to two people at once, and he told Gorou up front —

I don’t know what I can give you, if anything. He told him, Inazuma is not what it once was, and I look around and am unable to recognize it. He let Gorou’s hands touch along his skin, reaching underneath bandage and armor to feel the lingering scar of the burning hot Vision as it died in his hands. And Gorou said —


  You don’t have to give me anything. Let me give this to you. You don’t have to give to take. I understand.


It sounds unfair, Kazuha said.

We’re at war and I could die tomorrow, my body lost to waves to feed fish, was Gorou’s response. What does fair have to do with any of it? Just tell me if you want this. Yes or no?

Kazuha, hurting and tired and just wanting to be close to something — anything — and to not think, remember, for a while, whispered, yes.

At the time, it seemed so unthinkable that sex could be something light again. It was pleasure, it was relief, it was release, it was a distraction from a greater and overwhelming certainty that at any moment one or both of them could cease to exist; erased from existence with a single fell stroke of the Shogun’s hand. Kazuha had been so, so certain that even if the world continued to turn, even if the Resistance somehow managed to eke out a win, even if the war ended, the world would carry with it some terrible, dull scar and Kazuha would carry it with the world forever. There was a large part of him that could imagine a happy ending, a necessity because if there was any sort of justice and truth to the codes of honor, the atrocities Inazuma was being pushed through would not stand. But Kazuha could not imagine himself at the end of it. Whenever he thought of the end, he saw a world removed from himself. Kazuha did not necessarily imagine himself dead — but some part of him thought, peace and freedom will not be accomplished in his lifetime; if it should ever happen it would be with his own life as part of its foundation, his lifeblood part of the currency paid to bring it to fruition; when peace comes I will be somewhere far away from here.

Kazuha could not imagine ever being in Inazuma again, and being happy and free of ghosts. 

And yet here he is, half naked and entirely hard, with the man who helped make all of this possible plaint underneath him, pushing into his hands, seeking out his mouth.

“I thought you were hungry,” Gorou pants out, stomach fluttering against every brush of skin against Kazuha’s.

“I thought you weren’t,” Kazuha returns, pointedly pressing the heel of his hand down and earning a sharp jerk of hips upwards and a quiet curse. He smiles against Gorou’s lips — attempts at disrobing each other paused in pursuit of trying to mutually silence each other’s bubbling laughter.

Gorou is warm, hot, beneath him and delightfully solid. Kazuha pushes a hand between them as Gorou’s fingers make quick work of the ties of their pants; horribly distracting as he presses his smiling mouth to every part of Kazuha’s skin he can reach. By the time Kazuha gets his hand around the both of them, they’re both achingly hard and wet. Kazuha’s touch has them both groaning into each other’s mouths. Gorou’s palms splay over the backs of Kazuha’s thighs, pushing down his hakama and the sides of his rumpled kimono, as he pulls Kazuha up and close; the points of his claws scratching lines over every nerve in Kazuha’s skin that’s turning hypersensitive to this long missed and awaited for touch, reminding Kazuha that it’s been a very, very, long two years since he was last in Watatsumi.

“Hands,” Kazuha mumbles against Gorou’s cheek, head bowing as he works them together, clumsy before he finds the right angle for them both. Gorou groans head tipping back, throat straining, but quickly pulls his hands away, reaching back to plant them flat on the futon behind himself, inadvertently arching his back and pushing up into Kazuha’s moving hand. 

As much as Kazuha enjoys every part of Gorou — and has missed his touch after so long apart — Kazuha doesn’t look forward to the sting of salt on the scratches he’ll inevitably leave behind. Nor is he particularly excited for the inevitable visit to the hot spring, dragged by the numerous curious and well meaning uncles and grandfather’s of the island who will undoubtedly take extreme delight in being able to tease Kazuha and Gorou alike about their intimate affairs.

Kazuha doesn’t last long, he knew he wouldn’t. It’s been a while since he’s had privacy — space to take care of such private matters on the Crux is limited and as much of a natural thing it is for the body, there’s no avoiding the teasing looks one would inevitably get afterwards. And truth be told, Kazuha’s been looking forward to this particular sort of welcome since the Captain confirmed that they’d be heading back to Inazuma.

Heat, overwhelming heat, traces up and down Kazuha’s spine as Gorou’s hips buck up into his, the feeling of Gorou’s skin against his makes Kazuha’s head spin. He is autumn hurtling over the side of Mount Yougou, he is the spring blossom drifting over waves to distant shores, he is the sprinkle of summer showers glistening like false gold over the sea, he is the crackle of winter fires. 

“Shit, shit,” Gorou groans, trying to catch Kazuha’s mouth with his own. Kazuha can practically taste the sharp whine Gorou is holding back, in the sharp relief of the tendons standing out on his throat. Kazuha turns to meet him, pressing their lips together, swallowing down Gorou’s gasps. “Kazuha — “

Later there will be time to go slow. To really savor this. Later, Kazuha will run his hands over the shapes of Gorou’s limbs and look for new freckles and new marks of life; a fading scar from where he’s nicked himself on coral while diving, scabs from scraping his arms on stone and wood, tan lines that never even out properly, sensitive skin revealed from recovering sun burns; slide his thumb against the dull edge of that particular divot of skin on Gorou’s back just underneath his right rib where a barbed arrow lodged itself and had to be cut out, leaving a pitted scar with no feeling. 

Later, Kazuha will become a wave of wind over open grassland over and under Gorou, letting the current flame quiet from this giddy euphoric spark into a soft glowing ember. Later, he will kiss his way into Gorou’s mouth until both of their mouths tingle and the feeling of Gorou’s teeth is just as familiar to his tongue as his own. He will make everything new, familiar and everything familiar, comfortable. 

Later, Kazuha will spread his body out over Gorou’s like sunlight over Watatsumi and maybe he will tell Gorou some of his more awful poems that he picked up while traveling Mondstadt just to feel the sound of the man’s laughter shake from bone to bone, like the strange stones of Liyue’s Chasm. 

But right now, Kazuha’s mind is overcome like wind rolling out over the sea, a wave generated with nowhere to go until it builds so high it crashes under its own momentum.

“Kazuha,” Gorou’s lips shape the sounds against Kazuha’s, but Kazuha doesn’t hear them. Not over the sound of wet skin and heated breathing and the pound of his own heart in his ears. 

“Gorou,” Kazuha exhales, entire body locking up, vision going odd around the edges, lungs turning temporarily turning to shocking mist in his chest and dispersing the shock throughout him.

Kazuha spills into his hand, catching most of it, and Gorou isn’t that far behind. Maybe he wasn’t the only one who missed this. Kazuha strokes them both through the aftershocks, turning his head to press a damp open mouthed kiss to the side of Gorou’s bared neck. Gorou groans softly, slumping down and throwing an arm over his face as he tries to get himself back under control. Kazuha follows him down, laughing when Gorou makes a feeble attempt at pushing him off. Kazuha pushes his luck with another few, quick, kisses to Gorou’s chest, catching his breath as their legs tangle together. But he does eventually roll off of the man: a combination of the uncomfortable stickiness between them and on Kazuha’s hand and the humidity of summer. Kazuha closes his eyes as he breathes in the familiar smells of Gorou’s home. Dog and fresh tilled earth, ash from the cooking fire, the strange clear smell of the air around Watatsumi, the scent of Gorou’s favored wood polish, and underneath that a softer, cooler smell that Kazuha has only ever associated with the general.

Gorou stretches his arm towards their abandoned clothes, pulling a handkerchief out of Kazuha’s discarded kimono sleeve and tossing it at him to clean off with.

“That was certainly a warm welcome,” Kazuha says, turning onto his side. Gorou quirks an eyebrow up at him, also turning onto his side, moving in close to press a chaster kiss to the corner of Kazuha’s mouth. “I don’t dare ask if you’ve missed me after that.”

“Now that you’re welcomed back, do you want your dinner? Or are you going to be showing me those laundry skills to clean up the mess you’ve made of the both of us? Or now that you’ve gotten what you really wanted you’ll be on your way again?” Gorou asks dryly. “Really living up to that rogue drifter lifestyle, aren’t you? Tumbling into bed with someone at every port? Do I have to worry about someone turning up to threaten me about seducing their man?”

Kazuha swats Gorou’s stomach with the back of his hand. “Drifter I may be, but my heart isn’t that fickle. Are you going to threaten yourself? By all means, it might be inspirational for my writing. Shouldn’t I be the one asking about the esteemed and much beloved war hero and his army of suitors lining up from as far as Jinren?”

“For me or for Miss Hina?” Gorou grouses. “Do you want that dinner or not? I’ve been slaving away over a hot stove for you.”

“I could eat. I’ve been at sea for two years; I’ve missed your cooking.” Kazuha sits up, “More importantly: are you going to let the dog back in?”

“Are you going to keep your hands to yourself?” Gorou retorts, “Did you miss me or the dog more? Juuga’s probably already gone off to find Jin. They’re friends, apparently. I don’t know who’s the worse influence on who.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask — Jin isn’t one of yours, is he?” Kazuha remembers Gorou mentioning a few litters of puppies that he’s been helping train for the Watatsumi’s burgeoning independent militia. He’s surprised that the shogunate allowed it, but who is Kazuha to look a gift horse — or dog, in this case — in the mouth?”

“No, he’s one of Kamisato’s,” Gorou replies, not bothering to properly retie his kimono after pulling it on. He steps around Kazuha, leaving the bedroom door open as he starts collecting items around the main room of the house for dinner. Kazuha follows after him, carefully taking down the wooden table leaning against the wall and setting it down near the irori. 

When Kazuha doesn’t say anything Gorou looks over and smiles knowingly.

“It’s a long story,” he says.

“We have a long time together,” Kazuha replies. “And I certainly shan’t be interrupting. I have a dinner to savor. And what goes best with dinner if not for good company and a good story?”

“Later,” Gorou demurs. “I have my own questions for you. Starting with those scrap papers from Kamisato-san. You can’t just mention those and think I wouldn’t want to see them right away. Did you know someone tried to trade one of those for an entire dozen pink pearls? It’s crazy! The man is a total charlatan, charging mora for his scrap paper and actually turning a profit.”

-

After dinner is eaten and dishes are washed — and after a quick trip to the public baths, where Kazuha does indeed get his fair share of light hearted teasing from the local uncles and grandfathers — Kazuha settles down on the floor of their bedroom to unpack. He’d handed Gorou his letters and he’d already pulled out the scrap paper for them to make fun of over dinner. Now he’s putting away his clothes in the drawers while Gorou explains to him the incredibly intricate goings ons of the past few years.

And here Kazuha had thought things couldn’t get any more complicated since the end of the civil war. 

He had, realistically, known that Kujou Sara and Kamisato Ayato weren’t married for love. No one would have believed that. But he hadn’t looked closely as to why they would enter an arranged marriage with each other at all. Kazuha has hardly been paying attention to the power plays between Inazuma’s nobility. Most of his attention, when it came to Inazuman news, was on the Watatsumi side because that’s where Gorou is.

But after hearing what he’s sure is a very abbreviated summary of events, it makes a remarkable amount of sense. As Gorou explains to him the context that required a marriage to be put forth Kazuha finishes unpacking and settles down with a brush to groom Juuga. Gorou settles down at his little desk to start opening his mail. Kazuha lets the facts and speculations and various details Gorou lists out for him settle in together in his mind as pieces of a puzzle clicking together.

By the end of the long explanation, Kazuha is filled with a stunned disbelief that all of this happened under the noses of the general public, and that the Raiden Shogun hasn’t obliterated the entire Kujou estate.

“How long ago, exactly, was this resolved?” Kazuha asks, “You tell this story with remarkable ease, Gorou.”

Perhaps, if Kazuha wasn’t looking, if he wasn’t so used to looking at Gorou, if he didn’t know what to look for, he would have missed it: a moment where the corner of Gorou’s lip curls downward and a flash of fang eases over his full bottom lip, before it’s quietly disappeared beneath his normal serene expression.

“Oh,” Kazuha turns, moving closer to him over the tatami, ignoring how Juuga whines about being jostled from his favorite pillow after months of being without. “Oh. That isn’t everything, is it? Something upset you.”

Gorou hesitates, the tip of his brush dipping downward as he hesitates in the middle of writing drafts of his responses.

Kazuha arranges himself at Gorou’s back, leaning against him and feeling the bump of their backs, the alignment of their shoulder blades, and the gentle touch of hair. He waits, beckoning Juuga to come over to him in this new spot.

The real story comes out in carefully worded trickles, Gorou clearly weighing what is and isn’t his to tell against what Kazuha needs to understand Gorou’s own responses. By the time Gorou is finished, Juuga is half dozing on Kazuha’s thigh, leaving an uncomfortable damp spot of drool and every time Kazuha stops petting him, the dog stirs enough to whine and make a fuss until Kazuha resumes.

“Gorou,” Kazuha says when it seems like the man is done, “I’m noticing some uncomfortable similarities between their situation and ours.”

“But you’re also seeing the difference,” Gorou points out cooly, a faint trace of the fury that must have been slowly burning within him for months rising to the surface. Kazuha winces.

“I’m seeing some differences,” Kazuha demurs, the familiar guilt and shame curling up his insides like dried leaf set to tinder. “Not enough that I would consider them valid excuses.”

He hears Gorou set his brush down with a definite click of wood on wood, reaching around to offer his hand. Kazuha takes it, threading their fingers together and quietly marveling at the differences in texture: the callouses of a swordsman and an archer, a sailor and a farmer, the blistering tan of salt and sea against the softer brown of back breaking earth.

“You were honest with me,” Gorou says quietly, “From the very beginning you told me how you felt. You never tried to pretend or hide from me. I never had to guess where I stood with you. I knew you were trying, you were doing what you could in your own way.”

Kazuha turns his head until he can get the faintest wisp of Gorou’s sun bleached hair into his peripheral view. “Gorou, me telling you that I wasn’t sure if I could ever bring myself to connect with another person again like this is hardly a glowing example of being honest and giving you a chance.”

Sure, eventually it worked out; they worked out. Eventually. 

With time and distance from Inazuma, Kazuha was slowly able to — piece by tender piece — reconcile the events of the Vision Hunt Decree, the civil war, that final fight upon the steps of Tenshukaku. With distance, as the scar on his hand healed, Kazuha was able to speak of Inazuma and the people he left behind with more warmth and less lingering regret. The hurts that remained hurt less. The memories were laid to rest, sleeping moments that existed within his heart and soul, to be revisited upon his convenience rather than demanding ghosts that dogged his breaths at every turn.

Gorou’s letters helped. Gorou’s letters would find him at every port, battered by wind and water with faded and smudged strokes of ink, but still calmly and proudly bearing Kazuha’s name across them. Gorou’s letters, writing in a language decidedly foreign and out of place in every port Kazuha visited, would carry Inazuma back to him. Through Gorou’s letters, Kazuha slowly learned of the changes their country was going through, the changes their people were bringing in. Inazuma was being dragged out of status and into modernity, one stroke of ink at a time. With the distance, it felt easier to understand, to envision the difference without the sudden flash of blood, of fear, of the near certainty that yes, this is where it would end.

And when Kazuha would allow himself to be pulled back to Inazuma, to allow the wind and the sea to bring him back to the place everything began, it became easier and easier to let the new overlay the old.

“But — how did you know?” Kazuha asks dislodging Juuga for the, apparently, final time. Juuga rolls to his feet, sullenly making his way to the curtain of mosquito netting by the door and pushing his way through it to the other side to escape his chatty humans. “Gorou. I didn’t even know.”

He was so sure. He had been so, so sure. It was impossible for him to think of anything else at the time, the grief and the sorrow was so profound. It felt like the wind would never return in the way it used to, Kazuha would go on but he thought it would be like he would always be carrying the ghost of the flash of the divine extinguishing life with him forever.

“Gorou, you couldn’t have known,” Kazuha insists, on his knees now and pulling Gorou’s arm to get the man to face him. All these years — based on what certainty? Even now Kazuha finds himself stunned still with what he has before him, confounded by its completeness, its cohesiveness. Some days his heart feels so full that he swears he must be dying from the vivacity each pound sings with.

Gorou’s expression, whatever it was before he turned, melts into something soft and frightfully tender as he allows Kazuha to manhandle him into facing him fully.

“I didn’t,” Gorou confirms. “But it doesn’t matter, Kazuha. The point was you told me that you would try and I believed you. And you did try. You tried so hard. And look where you are now. Look where we are now. We made it to this point together. And it could only happen because you were willing to put in the effort. You were willing to try, even though you were sure it wouldn’t go well.”

“Trying hard at something isn’t a guarantee of success.” 

Tomo tried hard, too. And Kazuha supposes that the man succeeded in one of his goals, although not with the outcome anyone would have preferred.

Gorou reaches up to brush the back of his hand across Kazuha’s cheek. Kazuha swats it away, urgency blowing through him like a storm. Because the idea that Gorou — all these years, did all of this, based on nothing but hope, just because —

“I’ve kept you waiting,” Kazuha says. “And you’ve let me. I’m not quite sure I’m understanding it — this. You put your life on hold — for what, hope?”

Gorou rolls his eyes, flicking Kazuha between the eyes. Kazuha is too overwhelmed to stop him. 

“Don’t think so highly of yourself, oh mysterious poet,” Gorou replies dryly. “Does it look like I’ve put my life on hold for you? Does it look like I just sit here and twiddle my thumbs, waiting for you to blow back into port? Of course not. You told me that you would try, but not to hold my breath. And I didn’t. I don’t. Every time you leave I’m not anxiously praying for you to return or biting my nails and fussing over it. You want to travel, so you travel. I don’t want to travel, so I don’t. It’s not that complicated. You want a life at sea and I want a life in this house. That’s not the important part. The important part is that you know that you can come back here when you feel ready, and I know that you will. That’s always been the important part between us, hasn’t it? The security and the trying. Whether you choose to come back to me or not is all up to you. I’ve done what I could and that’s all I’ve ever asked of you in return. That you try. And you do.”

Kazuha seizes his shoulders, shaking him. He laughs, although he’s not sure why he does. There’s really nothing funny about this sledgehammer blow of a revelation Gorou has just delivered him. He wants to kiss the man. He wants to throttle him. He wants to pull him into his arms and press their chests so close that with every thrum of the strings of their hearts, the tenacious organs glance against each other. “You!”

Gorou also looks like he wants to laugh, lips pressing together and eyes curling at the corners. Fair enough. Between the two of them, the one who’s usually more liable to piques of energy and bursts of exasperation has always been Gorou. If someone were to introduce Kazuha to someone the words they would use are usually along the lines of “laid back, serene, even tempered, as unburdened and untroubled as a meandering breeze”. Kazuha feels none of those things right now and it’s probably quite the sight. If Kazuha were a third party observer to this situation he’d be laughing at himself, too.

Gorou lets him have this moment of sheer panic. Months in between letters — a mixture of distance, time, lack of supplies, and on the occasion simple laziness. Whole months in between correspondence shared between them. Years between Kazuha coming to Inazuma, or Gorou visiting some other country at the Traveler’s or Sangonomiya’s request. And before then, before Kazuha was able to make peace with his past, with his hurts — even before then —

“But what if I tried and nothing happened?” Kazuha asks, bringing a hand up to run through his hair, pulling at the ends to relieve some of his nerves. His Vision rattles against his hip and he quickly shakes wind away from his finger tips lest he accidentally blow the entire house down on them. “What if even after all that trying, after everything we both put into it, it didn’t work out?”

“Would you still be my friend?” Gorou asks. “If it didn’t work out like this, if you decided you still didn’t want to come back to Inazuma, if you decided you didn’t want to sleep with me anymore — would you still be my friend?”

“Yes.” That’s the truth. They were friends before they started having sex and even before Kazuha started to quietly consider Watatsumi Island as his returning point. They were friends and comrades long before they were bed partners. 

“Then what’s the problem?” Gorou asks, as opaque and mysterious as the amber that grows out of the karsts of Liyue, as serene as the soft springs of Watatsumi. “Is all love meant to be returned? No. It doesn’t matter if we stop sleeping together, if you decide never to come back to Inazuma. As long as you would let me into your life in some way I’d be happy. I would stay with you in whatever capacity you could tolerate. You don’t need to love me back, Kazuha, not the way I love you. I don’t love you like this because I expect it to be returned. I do it because I want to. Whatever you could spare to give me, I would gladly take. And if that was long distance correspondent, occasional sparring partner, bed warmer, or any combination of the above, I would be happy with it so long as you were.”

Kazuha sits there, letting his hands fall from Gorou’s shoulders as he absorbs the impact of each word that falls from Gorou’s mouth: gold, like the mora of the Golden House of Liyue, providing the currency that fuels the systems of Teyvat. 

He likes to think that he’s open minded and that he’s seen all sorts of people in the world, that he’s gotten some experience with rolling with the punches and being blindsided by all manner of outrageous, outlandish, outstanding situations.

But this?

“I don’t know if I deserve you,” Kazuha finally says, running his hand through his hair again before letting it drop to rest on Gorou’s bent knee. “But I do love you.”

Gorou blinks, surprise spreading across his face, lips parting and blue eyes going wide. And Kazuha stares at the growing flush of pink, quickly turning brilliant scarlet, that spreads over his face and down his neck. Why does he look so shocked?

Has Kazuha really not said that before? Out loud?

“Gorou,” Kazuha says, voice softening, “I return it. I love you. I’ve loved you — not this entire time, not like you have, and I don’t know when it started — but I love you. I do love you. I’ve loved you. Did you — did you really still think that — ?”

“I — “ Now it’s Gorou’s turn to be flustered tonight, apparently. The man’s eyes flick over Kazuha’s face, down his chest, over Kazuha’s limp hands, back up to Kazuha’s face and then down to the letters he was drafting and then to his own clawed hands. He laughs, voice a little high and breathy as he scrubs a hand over the back of his neck. His tail swings over the tatami, sweeping from one side to the other in a dead giveaway to the man’s emotions. “I mean. I know you — I know I’m important to you. I know you value me. And I know you care for me. And of course I knew that you love me, it’s just that — “

It’s just that Kazuha has never actually said it. And, there are some things, like poems and plays, that must be said out loud with the voice to be truly appreciated.

“I love you.” Kazuha takes Gorou’s face between his palms, waiting until Gorou’s eyes rise to meet his. “And I’m sorry I kept you waiting; I’m sorry I didn’t make that clearer sooner. Goodness, we’re quite a matching pair, aren’t we?”

“Who said geo and anemo were so incompatible?” Gorou agrees, eyes closing as Kazuha leans in to kiss his cheeks, his forehead, the soft corners of his mouth. “Well. This has been an eye opening first night back for you. And for me.” He cracks an eye open. “We cannot, under any circumstances, let Kokomi know that tonight is the first night we actually said the words I love you to each other for the first time. Out loud. She’d be absolutely insufferable. I’d never hear the end of it.”

“That hardly seems fair, since you’ve been holding your tongue on her for quite some time.” Kazuha replies. But Kokomi and Gorou’s relationship with each other is a strange, convoluted tangle of things. They live with a foot in the door of each other’s hearts, constantly poking their heads in and out while maintaining a firm and solid hold on one another. If there is envy in Kazuha’s own heart about that pairing of souls, it is only because he wonders if he will ever find that kind of kinship for himself. “But I promise she won’t be hearing about this from me. You’ll have to watch your tongue, General, when I’m not here to mind it for you.”

Gorou laughs, hands stroking down from Kazuha’s wrists to his elbows, fingers curving around his biceps.

“You know that mysterious poet act of yours drives her crazy, right? As soon as you leave she’s going to look at me and start listing off all of the reasons why I need to convince you that you aren’t actually a light novel protagonist and to act like a regular person.”

“Ah, then we probably shouldn’t tell her.”

“Tell her what?”

Kazuha beckons Gorou close, to bring his ear to Kazuha’s mouth. Curious, but as always willing to indulge Kazuha in whatever manner of play he’s instigating, Gorou shuffles forward, one hand resting on Kazuha’s thigh as he leans in, head dipping down to bring one of his ears level to the Kazuha’s cupped hand by his mouth.

“Novelist Zhenyu and artist Calx are good friends of mine,” Kazuha reveals. “We write each other often and they frequently ask me for stories of my journeys and to give them details of the scenes I have wandered through.”

Gorou goes still, the hand on Kazuha’s thigh clenching down before releasing.

“She loves those two,” Gorou whispers. “Kazuha, Kokomi adores their work. She has me go and use my status at the Yae Publishing house to get her advanced copies. Limited editions. Box sets. She’s even gotten Sara-san in on it, Kazuha.” Gorou sits back to meet Kazuha’s eyes. “I can’t believe you’ve been sitting on that particular bit of information for years.”

“If she ever mocks you for falling in love with a wandering poet, you know how to counter,” Kazuha replies, kissing Gorou’s cheek. 

Gorou grabs Kazuha’s shoulders and kisses him full on the lips, but it’s more like he smiles against Kazuha’s mouth, nuzzling their faces together as he bursts into uncontrollable laughter. Kazuha brings his arms up around Gorou’s waist, holding the man as he descends into uproarious and wheezing bursts of giggling and cackling.

“Forget everything else,” Gorou says as he tries to catch his breath, “This specific piece of information, over everything else we’ve said and exchanged tonight, is the most important thing you could have ever given me. Ow. My ribs. I think I’m crying I’m laughing so hard. Kazuha, I need to lie down. You actually made me light headed. Damn. I love you.”

 

  
Author’s Note:You’re wondering about Sara having a dog. Continue to wonder. I’m working on that specific fic. 
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