
the desiccation of desire


    
    “Ei, Ei, Ei,” the kitsune alighting upon the railing of Ei’s private quarters calls out. “You will not believe what’s going afoot among your little commissions.”

“Yae,” Ei replies after a long moment in which she and the Shogun debate on which of them should really be in control for this — Ei, because she’s clearly the one the fox wants to talk to, or the Shogun because if it’s concerning the commissions it concerns her; neither of them actually wanting to be the one in control because if it’s Guuji Yae sounding that excited and coming down Mount Yougou to deliver the news in person then it must be trouble. “The point of delegating duties to the commissions was so that I would not have to know about the various squabbles and indignities the politics of governance.”

Yae rolls her eyes, breezing past Ei to make herself comfortable in Ei’s quarters.

“We should have sake,” Yae says. 

“You should get to the point,” Ei replies. General Kujou has given her a status report from the commissioner’s less than two days ago. There was nothing worth noting. Some minor disputes regarding budgeting, but nothing that wasn’t on its way to already being resolved. The end of the war and the opening of Inazuma’s borders has brought in a new and steadily broadening boon of wealth to Inazuma and the current consensus of where this wealth should be focused remains a point of contention between commissions that have spent the past few years arguing over the exact same limited resources. Ei recognizes that this is her fault and she should step in to divide things fairly.

But at the same time — what is the point in assigning these tasks to other people who, in theory, have had years of practice to gain expertise, if they can’t decide their own budget? How is Ei supposed to know about it? The Shogun? How are either of them to know what a fair budget is?

“How bad is it?” Ei asks. And then — “Is it the Kujou clan again?”

The Kujou clan have been loyal to Inazuma since its foundations. And it is that history that keeps the Shogun and Ei from ripping them out of Tenshukaku and replacing them with someone else. There is no one else and neither Ei nor the Shogun have the patience to install anyone new. Trust can be rebuilt. History cannot. 

The Shogun has idly considered a simple reshaping of the commission and the clan that leads it, but it would remove Kujou Sara from their side. Ei has demurred on this decision for years now. Yes, it would be quite efficient in solving their problems and it would undoubtedly ensure loyalty and trust once more. But it would also remove Kujou Sara from their side. 

There is no one in Inazuma who could replace Kujou Sara. She is a one in a million existence. No one can compare. Frankly, it isn’t even about skill or capability. People can be trained. They can be taught. There are other warriors similar in levels of expertise.

It’s about the spirit. Kujou Sara is a person with a terrifying tenacity. The Shogun and Ei are both, constantly, found surprised by the reaches that tenacity can expand. All of it, for Inazuma. All of it, for the Archon of the land. All of it, for the people who breathe life into eternity. One person for the greater good of all. Ei has spent accumulative days trying to understand it. Kujou Sara, for all intents and purposes, has no wants. No desires. Everything about her can be filtered down to — whatever Inazuma needs. Whatever the Shogun needs.

Kujou Sara is not a person motivated by rewards. There is nothing anyone can give her. She is, on her own, complete and whole.

The Shogun, privately, has repeatedly asked Ei if she has anymore prototypes lying around that the Kujou might have gotten their hands on.

Ei, privately, had wondered very much the same and then did a series of tests to make sure that Kujou Sara was not, in fact, one of her old prototype puppets or even a new one the Kujou somehow managed to cobble together.

“Shockingly, no. At least. They aren’t the start of it,” Yae replies. The fox makes a sour face. 

“But it’s about politics,” Ei concludes. It’s the commissions. It has to be about politics.

“It’s about a whole lot of things,” Yae says slowly. “How caught up are you on the current drama that slathers itself over the tongues of your people?”

“If you’re asking me if I’ve read your latest list of publications and all of the salacious rumors and trends that tend to circulate after them, then no. And I do not appreciate you coming here to harangue me about your latest light novel.” Ei gestures to the as of yet still unfinished dozens upon dozens of books neatly stacked against a wall. “I have enough of them to get through as it is.”

“How are you such a slow reader?” Yae shakes her head. “No. This isn’t about that. But this may spawn several new publications depending on how it all plays out.”

“Guuji Yae.”

“The Kamisato boy has approached me,” Yae says, expression and entire manner going sharp and wary. Her eyes watch Ei’s face for tells.

“About?”

“He has asked me to serve as intermediary to broker a marriage contract,” Yae continues. 

Ei’s eyebrows raise. “Kamisato Ayato? For himself? For his sister?”

“Himself.”

Ei sits down across from Yae. “To whom?”

Yae’s mouth flattens as she purses her lips, brows drawing downwards.

“Who?”

“General Kujou Sara.”

Ei and the Shogun both slam their palm down on the table with a sharp crack, wood splintering under the pressure of the strike.

“What manner idiocy are the commissions up to now?” They snap. 

“That’s why I’m asking you how much you know about what’s going on beyond the gates of Tenshukaku,” Yae says, eyes moving from the splintered wood to the Shogun’s face. “Your General could not have put a larger target on her back if she painted one on. The Kujou clan’s about to tip themselves over into a full on inter-clan war for succession. And before you say anything — you know that the tengu doesn’t want that. I know the tengu doesn’t want that. Anyone who’s ever spoken to her knows that she doesn’t want that. But there are a lot more people who have not spoken to her than those who have.”

“A Kujou problem. What does Kamisato have to do with it? I charged him with minding Mount Yougou, and the fights of dominance between youkai, the house and hearth of the people. Not these pedantic squabbles of the the rich and entitled who have forgotten that they have other duties to attend.”

And aside from that, Kamisato Ayato has been fending off marriage proposals for almost ten years now. Ei had half-thought that he’d die unattached, fully committed to working himself into an early grave as his parents did. The man has had Yae Miko turning down offers left, right, and center. Yae’s been serving as his intermediary to reject marriage since the boy was still a boy and still in his mourning period. No — Yae has been acting as his intermediary since before then. When his father was no longer capable of serving, his mother sapped of will and strength, and his own vassals were ready to turn on him as vultures to a corpse. In a strange way, Ei thinks it’s how the two of them bond.

Yae pretends to consider the marriage proposal for him, calls him up the mountain, and then the two of them proceed to debate like cheeky fox kits for several hours in between exchanging gossip like long-tongued birds interspersed with sharp back handed jibes. Then the Yashiro Commissioner goes on his way, secure in his bachelorhood, as Yae Miko sends back a response that is basically a standard template she could write with her eyes closed in her sleep.

All of Inazuma must think the man a celibate monk with the amount, speed, and concise efficiency to which he’s turned down men and women alike, regardless of supposed benefits attached.

Ei had, once, out of mild concern drawn the man aside and asked him flatly if he was turning down marriage proposals because of preference and concern for the stability of his household. At that point, the Kamisato household had returned to a reasonable level of stability. And the Shogun would not consider abolishing the household just for skipping direct inheritance to pass to a branch line, an adopted heir, or his sister’s line should she bear any heirs. He could marry a man if he wanted — it wasn’t as though he had been short of offers.

The boy stared at the ground, shock across his fine features before composing himself and replying that he simply didn’t have the time or mental capacity to consider marriage. 

The only reason why Ei didn’t call the boy out for lying to the face of his Shogun, his god, was because she didn’t actually care if he did or did not accept any of his offers and she had — until this very moment in time — no true opinions on the matter one way or another. It had been an idle moment of curiosity that caused her to even ask in the first place.

Yae brushes her thumb against her lower lip, lashes lowering as she watches Ei and the Shogun attempt to tamp down on their powerful urge to summon the Yashiro Commissioner right this instant to answer for this ludicrous move.

“There are things that are not my place to say, not even to you,” Yae eventually says. “Matters of the heart. You would need to ask him yourself. I’ve come to gossip with you and give you an early warning that things may stir themselves into quite a frenzy soon.”

“You think Kujou Sara will accept.”

“I think that even if she didn’t, her father would for her.” Yae sneers around the words. “And she wouldn’t dare to even think about speaking out against the man. Not unless you told her. Not unless this marriage somehow put Inazuma in danger. And frankly, if this strange farce manages to take off, it could pull Inazuma together in a relatively cost-less move.”

Yae looks like it physically pains her to keep talking.

“He isn’t a bad match. Chief Onmyouji, Yashiro Commissioner, Kamisato head — he even has that lucrative side business as a calligrapher and painter. His personal wealth is certainly greater than her own, even if his public persona falls behind in accolades. It might just be enough to calm those little leeches from their inane frenzy.”

Ei taps her nails against the table. The Shogun quietly contemplates it and determines that Yae is right, unfortunately. But the overall idea still leaves an unpleasant feeling.

“What is his reason?” 

The boy has been a dedicated servant to the throne since his early ascension to the post. He’s clawed his way out of despair and disrepute with his bare hands with the full weight of history’s failures choking him from behind and trying to drag him into irreparable ruin. He’s beautifully managed the affairs of man and youkai alike with near complete silence. He’s fumbled his way, blind, into the light. He has never once complained about his lot, he has never backed down from a situation, and not once has the boy ever given the Shogun even a tickle of a reason to turn her attention onto him. He has done a remarkable job of doing so well at his job that his post and his commission has been near forgotten in their importance. 

The people only know the Yashiro Commission for their festivals and their organization of events. They have forgotten that the commission and the families that support it stand as as a bulwark against less obvious threats that expand beyond the mundane and everyday. 

The people of Inazuma today have forgotten what it was like before the divide was enforced, when the youkai retreated to the mountains and forests and the humans were permitted to populate the abandoned land in their wake. And the onmyouji of the Yashiro Commission are a large reason for that. How short mortal memory is. How fickle a personal eternity is.

“Will you summon him to court?” Yae asks, fully committed to keeping this secret. Let it never be said that Guuji Yae did not take her duties seriously. 

“When will he submit the proposal?” And then. “I assume he’s already guessed that you would tell me, if no one else.”

Yae taps the side of her nose. “You’ve got it in one, Ei. He knows there’s no way I would have kept silent about this to you. I might not tell you all of the reasons behind his motivations, but I would tell you about this in its fledgling state so you might strike it down before it gains wings. You are his first hurdle to cross. Perhaps the highest if this venture is to take flight.”

The Shogun speaks, “And it must be General Kujou Sara?”

“The situation has entered a state where it could be no one else but her,” Yae confirms.

“And your opinion on all of this?” Ei asks.

The fox examines her hands, picking at invisible and most likely non-existent dirt under a claw. Ei waits. The Shogun waits. Out of the three of them, the one who could never stand silence well was Yae.

“I’m not particularly enticed by his answer this this problem. It sparks fantasy and drama in the most depressive of ways,” Yae finally answers once she’s finished rallying her thoughts into order. “Not even worth the paper to print, really. I’ve spent the past decade or so swatting pests out for his hand to the side and the least he could have done was let me have a good story to print when he finally accepted one.”

“Yae.”

“His reasoning is sound,” Yae scowls. “And it’s such a tidy solution to several problems that one would think he’d worked backwards from his solution to find and create the problems so he could later present himself with all the answers and seem like some prophetic and well-timed boon to the nation. But even Kamisato Ayato doesn’t have that gift and so we can only consider this a miraculous happenstance of fate bringing all manner of situations into alignment for this one chance.”

Once, Ei entertained the idea of formally taking Kujou Sara as her own. As she was Makoto’s kagemusha, so too would Kujou Sara be Ei’s. The tengu has more than enough talent for it. And the devotion, the dedication, to carry all of Inazuma upon her winged back if anyone even hinted at her that it would be required. There is none in the entire outfit of Inazuma’s army that has half as much destructive and blind loyalty as Kujou Sara. 

But what Ei had come to realize, after years of observing and being observed by the warrior at her side, was that she could never exist in shadow. As Ei’s own right hand, Kujou Sara was her face, her will made manifest to roam Inazuma and act in her stead. And she did. Kujou Sara’s own name gathered its own wind, its own roiling thunder of respect, admiration, and awe. Starting from the throne’s side may have been a leg up on the rest of her generation, but Sara has taken off on her own through her determination to be the last remaining pillar of law and order no matter the cost. Kujou Sara’s directionless selflessness could only shine all the brighter against the backdrop of single minded drive of the civil war. In a clash of ideologies, Kujou Sara stood out all the more for the fact that she, herself, did not have any.

Kujou Sara did not fight for the Vision Hunt and the Sakoku Decree and everything they were meant to be because she believed in them. She fought for them because they were the word of the Raiden Shogun, and that was what she believed in. A faith that no matter what, the will and wisdom of god would somehow lead everyone else to some better future.

But — did the Shogun give Kujou Sara her directives? Did the Archon of Eternity personally step in to give her enlightenment to drive her actions through the war? Was it the Shogun who told Sara to be just, fair, and righteous in conduct? Did Sara’s faith in what was, ultimately, a flawed design crafted by blindness of grief cause her to broker, cede, negotiate, and flow over contested land and seas like some sort of zephyr?

The public masses do not speak of Kujou Sara for her loyalty and her devotion. First and foremost, they speak of her sharp eye, her blade, and her upright strength of character. Whether this character, itself, is on the wrong side of moral or not does not matter in this context. All that matter is that it exists and it has people talking about her. But when people speak or think on Kujou Sara, they are not referencing, first or primarily, her faith. 

Kujou Sara has not, unwittingly, landed herself into a labyrinth of political traps and intrigue and maneuvering because she had faith. 

The reason why they are all in this situation is because Kujou Sara is very, very, very good at what she applies herself to. There is an innate talent in her, that despite the lack of care and attention given to it, that draws people to her. It is part passion, part earnest sincerity, and part stubborn drive. There is a charisma to her that, in comparison to her more linguistically talented contemporaries, is often overlooked.

No. Kujou Sara could not be made into a shadow. Not by the Kujou clan and certainly not by Ei, herself.

Kujou Sara was a woman born to ascend and shine on her own. And it has made her a target for those who do their best work in the ambiguous fog.

But could marriage out put a slow, a stop, to the escalating situation Inazuma now finds itself in? This laughably perfect storm of circumstance and mortal woes?

“You would not have brought this forward if you did not think it was a viable match; if you did not, in some way, want this to go through,” Ei says. “You would not have brought this to me if you did not think Kamisato Ayato capable of convincing me with his reasoning. Convincing the Shogun. Tell me. What am I to expect once we bring him before the throne?”

“You’re right. If I thought that you would turn him into a smoking smear upon the floors of Tenshukaku I never would have even entertained this. I would have slapped the idea out of his foolish head and lectured him until he was insensate from blunt force reason,” Yae agrees with a short dip of her head. “But, as reluctant as I am to admit it, the boy is perhaps one of the best politicians in all of Inazuma. He’s drank of this poisoned well until it’s become the water of his body. And he’s just tenacious enough to pull it off. All he needs is a yes. Call him before the throne, Raiden Shogun, Ei. Hear him out. Tell him no if you are not convinced. Punish him for insolence if you really feel like it’s necessary. But do keep in mind, Inazuma needs him.”

“Noted.”

-

Yae comes with Kamisato Ayato to present his case before the throne. She enters the throne room first, closing the door right in Kamisato’s face before he can enter. 

“I’m not going to argue for him,” Yae says as she meanders up the stairs to indolently lounge upon halfway up them. “He can do that on his own. But I would like to make sure that he’s in one piece when he leaves. One functional piece. Because I’m not telling poor little Ayaka-chan that the Raiden Shogun executed her brother for daring to step out of place.”

“We would not execute him,” the Shogun says, gesturing for the steward to open the doors once again. Kamisato Ayato’s death, in most situations, does little for Inazuma’s stability as a whole. Frankly, if they weren’t expecting some kind of move on the Kujou side, removing Kamisato Ayato would definitely spark one on the other. “Send him in.”

Kamisato Ayato, dressed in his familiar white, passes through the threshold and takes his place waiting to be acknowledged at the foot of the stairs to the throne. Mortal man dressed as ghost and spirit.

They examine his bowed head and let the silence spread throughout the room. There are so many strange things about this situation. So many unusual ones. It all seems sudden and out of the blue. At least on Kamisato’s part. The issue with the Kujou clan has been not-so-quietly gorging upon itself for years now. Like a volcano letting off steam, there have been incidents over the years that have allowed tempers and attitudes to cool, calm, and reconsider. But merely venting the caldera is no longer doing much to settle the situation. They have reached a point that requires significant action.

But, to Ei, it doesn’t matter how good of a solution this provides. They must know the reason for it. What is the motive, here? The Shogun doesn’t particularly care about the specifics of the why. But Ei has spent years, now, avoiding the root causes and motivations that move mortals to action for it to blow up spectacularly in her face. Ei must look. She must question. She must know.

But neither Ei nor the Shogun know where to start, or how to begin. So for lack of anything else to proceed with —

“Don’t tell me about why this is good for Inazuma. You’re a shrewd man and a loyal subject. But you aren’t that devoted,” they begin. The only person possibly that devoted is Kujou Sara, who would have never even thought of something like this to begin with. Kujou Sara is a woman of implementation, not imagination. Ei and the Shogun know at least that much. “Tell me what you, Kamisato Ayato, desire from this.”

“Balance among the — “

Ei allows the slightest sliver of power out of the vessel of the Raiden Shogun. Less than a fraction. But it’s enough to turn the air in the room from an invisible understanding into a felt fourth party observer.

“I am fond of you,” Ei admits, “Yae Miko is fond of you.”

“A stretch of the word.”

“Do not sour that by ignoring what I have explicitly told you I want from you,” Ei warns. “In this specific instance, I am not asking you about the commission. I am asking about you. What do you gain from this, Kamisato Ayato? You have firmly held yourself out of the political maneuvering of matchmakers and aspiring houses across all of Inazuma for a decade and more now. You expect me to believe that you’re taking the initiative of your own volition now, for this? At this moment in time? You might as well save us all the time and call me a naive fool to my face.”

“Ei,” Yae hisses under her breath.

Kamisato doesn’t flinch. He’s served under her long enough to know when she’s actually irritated. If you put together all the time she’s spent with her commissioners and officers together, excluding Kujou Sara, they would not amount to the amount of time she has spent with Kamisato Ayato and his offices. The matters of youkai and spirit are often delicate and require her personal touch in many cases, after all.

“Your Excellency.”

“Boy,” Ei raises a hand to her face, pressing her knuckles to her forehead as though that could help ward off the headache of a spirit. The Raiden Shogun body doesn’t get headaches. How was Ei to know that headaches could develop in a manifestation of spirit alone? 

“It is not my intention to insult.”

“Your intention is to bring my right hand directly into your politics. And I want to know whatever for. She is not yet aware of this, is she?”

“With your permission to move forward, she will be.”

“I do want an answer sometime today, preferably now.”

Kamisato hesitates, spine going rigid. And then he answers, sounding very much like he’s being raked over coals with the vocalization of the sensitive, fragile truth — he and Yae Miko really are too much alike.

“There is another I need to protect,” he says. “I require a pretense, a facade. There is none other who I would trust to assist me in this, who fits the circumstances and criteria nearly half as well as General Kujou.”

“Out of the thousands of people who occupy Inazuma today, you cannot name one other?”

“No.”

The Shogun leans back, casting their mind elsewhere into running permutations and calculations of situations in which Kamisato Ayato is being hemmed into marriage to protect someone. In which he needs to do something that would draw him so far out of his familiar ambiguous shadows and toss him into the heated light of center stage.

“You are not an ambitious man,” the Shogun says, conclusions drawing up empty even as she begins to run her calculus of soul and fact again. “Your dreams are so small, in comparison to your reality. Elaborate on this need of yours.”

“My clan elders and vassals remain uncertain of the stability of the Kamisato main line,” he says quietly. “My work to date has done enough to stabilize my position as head and chief for now. And my sister’s public reputation is boisterous enough to maintain the both of us. But my people wish for…insurances. My father died young of stress, overwork, uncertainty — my mother followed soon after due to grief. In the recent generations we have already lost the Kaedehara clan. The people turn increasingly towards the Tenryou and the Kanjou for their troubles as the supernatural slips from conscious thought and limits itself to the shadows of the sable night.”

“And?”

“There is no way forward for me as Inazuma is now,” Kamisato says bluntly. “The man in my heart is not someone I could ever get any of my vassals or subordinates to agree to. They would sooner oust me than allow me to marry him. I could bring in a dozen heirs through adoption to secure the line, I could bring the Yashiro Commission to new glories and secure a greater share of importance, I could accomplish feats of majesty for them to bring prestige to my name. But they would sooner burn my name off of the register than permit me this.”

Ei’s fingers curl into her palm, eyes narrowing.

“It is unlike you to covet that which is out of your reach,” she opines. 

The Shogun’s assessment of Kamisato is correct. He is not an ambitious man. He does not dream of great things. If she were to strip him of title right this moment and promise no repercussions against the rest of his clan or any marks against his name, he would go merrily on his way to retire to some little countryside estate to practice calligraphy, play board games, and pass his days in sanguine contemplation. The only thing that moves his passions and his temper are attacks upon what he has worked so hard to secure over the years. And that is not his name, his wealth, or even his own safety: it is the security and comfort of those he has taken under his wing and chosen as his own.

Kamisato’s prestige and power have only been gathered and cultured out of necessity — the greatest defense for a young man, alone in the world, with a household to protect and feed, is to turn himself into something more than just a man; to turn himself into a greater mystery, some unknowable depth that deepens the further one probes, until the fear being unable to retreat overcomes the desire to push further.

“My mother died for want of love,” Kamisato says quietly. 

“You are not your mother.” He’s not his father, either. An intimate and prolonged tutelage under death, and the subsequent crucible of a young inheritance have burned those particular vulnerabilities out of him, leaving behind something cooler, harsher.

“If I lose him.” Kamisato pauses. Ei can practically taste the dread in the air around him, the sharp horror. His voice is tight, as close it ever gets to being undone, when he simply continues with — “I cannot.”

Unwittingly, Ei turns to Yae.

Were they ever like that? That young, that terribly infatuated? Ei does not know if she’s ever felt such strong emotion as the kind Kamisato Ayato displays before her right now. Perhaps she simply doesn’t recall it. In the centuries since Makoto’s passing, Ei has not allowed anything to reach past her grief; to eclipse the memory of that vicious loss. Even when she left Yae her gnosis, turning her back on the seat among heaven that could not bring about what Ei required, she doesn’t remember feeling the sort of hurt Kamisato seems to be going through now. Is there truly such a disparity between mortal and god?

Yae’s eyes move from Kamisato’s still bent head, up the throne, to hers.

The fox’s expression betrays no one, and is not charitable enough to give anything away, either.

“You still have not explained why it must be Kujou Sara.” It’s true that Kamisato Ayato would normally on the higher end of the marriageable age. But he has the benefit of being a man, a wealthy man, and a wealthy man with title. Him being a man is possibly the most important part of the marriage criteria here. There’s no real age limit to a man’s marriageable age. And if it ever became known that he was actually willing entertain suitors she would be willing to wager that people of all ages would be ready to line up in single file from one end of Narukami to the next twice over just to put their name in the running.

“I need a match who would allow me to keep the one I already hold in my heart,” Kamisato says. “Someone who would not begrudge him a place I cannot give to any other. I — I do not trust any other person to be kind to him. To be understanding of the situation. To not aspire to more than I can apportion. I need to be certain that he is safe and not endangered by my marriage.”

“Who, exactly, is this lover of yours, this keeper of your attentions, that you would put so much into keeping him safe?”

“Arataki Itto.”

Ei turns to the Shogun in their private connection. The Shogun quickly goes through the list of notable names in Inazuma. And then less than notable. And then vaguely noticeable. The Shogun comes up with no face and no commentary.

“Who?”

Yae sighs and creates an illusion to match the name with an impatient twist of her wrist.

Ei stares at the violet tinged image. And notes the horns.

Ah. 

Even if Ei, herself, were to intervene and proclaim this a sound match, it wouldn’t go over well. The mixing of youkai and humans on such intimate terms is, to say the least, fraught. A union between one of the highest profile names in Inazuman history to one — when that name’s charge is to the minding of the boundary between youkai and man? 

No. It would be impossible.

“Surely there are others,” the Shogun says. 

“There are not,” Kamisato argues.

Before the Shogun can ask something as tactless as if Kamisato has actually tried to move his own heart, Ei takes control of the body back.

“There are other alternatives to a facade of a marriage,” she points out. “You could resign your post. Your sister is slightly more talented in the spiritual arts than you are, if I recall. And she has done well to circulate good will among the public. There would not be much in the way of shifting powers.”

“Ei,” Yae interrupts here.

Kamisato concedes this point with a dip of his head.

“No,” Yae sits up straighter, turning to face her. “You know I like her better by leaps and bounds. And she is better with the techniques of an onmyouji than this one here. But she could not replace him. The youkai of the mountain would not listen to her. They are not afraid of her.”

That can be changed, Ei thinks.

It would take too much time, the Shogun points out. Time that will only continue to cause the current situation to tangle itself up further. The Kujou clan and Tenryou Commission’s anxieties will only fester. This particular maneuver must be executed with precision. The window for it is narrow. There is an expiration date on this marriage offer. 

“There is no one else,” Yae hisses. “He cannot leave his post. Not at this time. It would take years for the mountain to accept Ayaka-chan as Chief Onmyouji. Do you not remember how long it took the mountain to accept this boy before you — even with my help? They don’t like change.”

“I cannot leave, and I cannot lose him,” Kamisato repeats. “I have escaped my father’s fate. And I know I will not meet the same as my mother’s. But if I lose him, I do not know how much of me will remain and how long it will last.” His voice trembles uncharacteristically, head sinking further towards the floor, face entirely hidden. “I am alive with him in ways that I have never been before. I could go back to the life I had prior. My life was not poorer before. I was not incomplete before. But — “

Kamisato Ayato seems like a proud man. He carries himself as one. Humble, yes. But proud. He wears the dignity of commissioner and head of house well. But as with any mantle, that too can be shed. 

He is a man of small dreams. He is a man who has crawled his way through derision and destruction. When a man goes through the things Kamisato Ayato went through to get to where he is today, there are no depths to which they will not be willing to lower themselves. There is no illusion of superiority, of greatness, of goodness. They are under no impression of a lowest depth. They have already been there, beyond it, below it. There is no reason why they would not return — not to accomplish something they deem fit. After all, morals and ethics make poor currency indeed when they cannot be used to barter with.

Ei knows this well enough. 

Desire ruins. Desire drains. Desire destroys.

Look at what Ei has done to Inazuma with her own desires, her own grief.

Kamisato raises his head, voice cracking and expression so viscerally raw that Ei and the Shogun both feel honor bound to witness this baring of the soul.

“Do I sound foolish to you? I could live without him. I wouldn’t die. I could let him go. I should, probably, let him go. As you said, it is not like me to covet. But I cannot. I look within myself and I cannot. I cannot explain it. You could have me before you for years and I wouldn’t be able to articulate myself — and not for a lack of trying.”

“You will not apologize,” The Shogun concludes.

“I cannot. I would not apologize about this to anyone. Not even you. I am not sorry,” Kamisato replies. “And I will not dare to lie or offer false platitudes before the Narukami Ogosho.”

“But you will dare to try and claim our right hand as yours.”

“They are fond of each other,” Kamisato says. “She would not hurt him. She would not turn him away.”

“And if this Arataki Itto of yours desires something else — if his desires should change and he should no longer want you, should no longer care for you, what then? Would you cast aside our General once she is no longer needed?”

Kamisato’s expression hardens.

“I would still proceed,” he says calmly. “I must go forward with this. I have no other options. In order to even have a chance at a future with him, I must take this gamble. And if it should fail then at least I know I did everything I could. I would not be left wondering. And I would keep my word. I am not asking General Kujou to marry me because it will keep Arataki Itto at my side. I am asking her to marry me so I can have a chance at keeping him.”

“You will bind yourself for the rest of your life to a marriage to a woman you haven’t even spoken to outside of an exchange of names and casual pleasantries, for a chance at him loving you enough to stay?” Ei’s eyebrows raise, grudging respect and admiration for the man in front of her raising. “How bold of you. You would risk the wrath of your Shogun, your god, for this.”

“Respectfully, your Excellency, there is only this before me. What other choice do I have? If I leave my post, I am leaving my sister and those I have sworn to protect to pick up the pieces. If I try and force my way through with him, it would bring ruin upon both the Commission and Arataki Itto.” Kamisato’s expression wavers once more. “Give up before I even try? Now that, above everything else, is what strikes me as most out of my own character.”

“Your love is a selfish one, Kamisato Ayato. And you would drag in others to try and keep it. And still you come before the throne to plead its case.”

But what love is truly selfless? Is there not always some small grain of selfishness to everything? A desire for attention? Affection? Notice? Some small kernel, nursed softly and carefully as some hidden treasure, to exist?

Ei would have doomed all of Inazuma for the loss of hers.

“I am not a selfless man. Ambition-less, yes. But I am not without my own dreams. My own wants,” Kamisato says. “Call it my mortal folly. Everything about me I have given to someone, something else. And I will continue to do so for the rest of my life. Except this. This I cannot concede. This and this alone, I am unwilling to capitulate on. For him I will be selfish. For him I will fight. For a chance at being able to be with him, I will be ruinous.”

The Shogun has already made their own ruling and has been waiting for Ei to agree to it. After all, there is no practical reason why they should refuse this. The offer does benefit Inazuma as a whole and it does solve, quite neatly, many of its current simmering problems.

“Kujou Sara must consent with full awareness of the situation beforehand,” Ei declares. “She must be fully aware of the web you are about to draw her into. The yes must be hers to give and hers alone. Not because someone else told her to say yes. Not because you blackmailed her into it. The yes must be Kujou Sara’s yes with no other voices behind hers. And I will ask her myself, personally, to ascertain it. If she says yes then I will support you both in this endeavor.”

Kamisato bows low and is dismissed. He retreats as quietly as he came, leaving Ei to ruminate on the events that are about to pass.

Ei wonders, momentarily, what would have happened if she did not give her permission. Would he dare to go forward with it anyway, knowing she would stand in his way? 

There are some things, the Shogun tells her, that are not worth thinking about. It is a futile exercise. As Kamisato said, there is only that which is front of them.

“If she says no,” Ei says to the empty room, “What do you think he will do?”

“She will not say no,” Yae replies. “Let’s not think about it. Trust me, it’s not a road worth exploring. This is a thread that serves no purpose in unraveling, not even for entertainment.”

Ei stands from the throne, descending to sit next to Yae on the stairs. Yae turns onto her side a little, lounging with her head propped up on her palm.

“You knew that I would agree,” Ei says.

“I knew that the Shogun would agree,” Yae corrects. “It’s a logical solution to a very intricate problem. And it’s neatly fallen into your lap without you having to do any real work for it. Of course the Shogun would agree. You, on the other hand, I wasn’t so sure on. You’re always been so terrible at sharing.”

Ei shoots Yae a sharp look and the woman titters, turning away from it.

“Always so unhappy to hear the unpleasant truth,” Yae scoffs, “As if it wasn’t your problem to start with. In any case — the tengu will say yes, because that’s what she’s been trained to do her entire life. Lucky for the rest of us, hm?”

“General Kujou knows when to refuse when it counts.”

“In favor of you,” Yae points out. “The tengu knows when to say no when it suits Inazuma, and you, specifically. Again. It’s what she’s been trained to do. The Kujou did some real work on that one. I’m almost impressed. They did even what you couldn’t do with the power of a god. Such a complete and total removal of desire!”

“Kujou Sara is not completely without desire,” the Shogun says. “If she was without ambition, the Vision she bears would not exist. The General would not have risen to her current status if she was lacking.”

Yae’s face sours with annoyance. “Did you not program your automaton to not butt in on conversations without invitation?”

“She has a point. Kujou Sara is not without desire.”

“Fine, if you want to be technical with it, she is not, entirely, without desire. It’s simply that she’s grown so starved and deprived of ability to have it that the fire of ambition and the spark of passions have been banked to near fading embers. Her wants are buried down so deep that she can no longer recognize them as wants. And even if she did, she’s too afraid to actively reach out and grasp them. She hasn’t a single clue as to how she would bring those fires back to life. Is that specific enough for you? It’s the same result.”

“No,” the Shogun and Ei say together, causing Yae to throw her hands up and shift to lying on her back, muttering annoyed and unflattering commentary towards the high ceiling.

“If she was entirely without desire there would be no problem with the situation and the solutions at hand,” the Shogun continues. “There would be no concern with allowing the marriage proposal to go through. Nor would there be any concern with the Kujou and Tenryou Commissions — it is unlikely that they would be as frustrated and concerned as they are if that were true. Frankly, if she was without desire entirely, it would be easier to just put her in charge of all of it and solve things that way.”

“But she is not without desires,” Ei says. “She is simply unaware of them. That can change. It should change.”

Yae scoffs. “And who’s to help her with that, hm? I’m not nearly as charitable as to hold the hand of every youngling that crosses my path. I haven’t the patience, time, nor the care. And you? Ha. As scintillatingly entertaining as that would be, it could only end in disaster. Two half blind fools bumbling around trying to describe a forgotten color to each other.”

“If I allow this,” Ei continues, ignoring the fox, “And later on, she realizes that there is something she wants — something not this. What then? She will not be able to leave. I cannot dissolve the union without causing more problems and causing the original ones to resurface.”

“That seems like a problem for her to figure out on her own later. As you’re so fond of remind your commissions, you aren’t their mother. They got themselves into this situation, they’ll have to get themselves out of it.” Yae sits up, resting her chin on her folded hands as she rests her elbows on her knees. “You have enough problems on your own.”

Ei sighs, leaning back upon the stairs and raising her arm to cover her face with her sleeve.

“All of this for a chance,” she mutters.

“You did more for your own chance,” Yae points out after a long and somewhat strained silence between them. 

“Is it worth it? All of this — for one man?”

Ei doesn’t expect Yae to respond. She knows the other woman hasn’t left yet, but Ei thinks that she’ll be ignored for being tactless, or perhaps ignorant, or both.

“Yes,” Yae surprises Ei by answering, voice low and thin. A hand curls around Ei’s wrist and moves her arm off of her face. Ei opens her eyes to see Yae leaning over her. “There are some things worth everything. Every trouble, every fight, every battle. If they were not, then this world would be in a very sorry state indeed. Sorrier still than your drab and lackluster astral realm of grief and contemplation.”

Ei lies still as Yae moves her hand aside, letting Ei’s wrist go to place her palm against Ei’s cheek. Yae’s eyes, half lidded and as ever hard to read, take in Ei’s face. Ei feels Yae’s gaze slowly roving over the crafted nose, the sculpted cheeks, the carefully assembled eyes, the immaculately detailed lips. Yae’s thumb brushes against the outside corner of Ei’s eye, sharply pressing down over the beauty mark there before continuing onward.

“If the Traveler never came,” Ei begins and is cut off by Yae’s hand sliding over her mouth, pressing it closed with the gentle curve and flex of palm and finger against the well formed jaw and lips. Yae’s hair is a thick divide that shadows them both as she leans in close, the faintest glimmer of cold purple-white sparking in an otherwise indifferent expression. Yae leans in so close that Ei can hear the faint, wet sound of fangs lengthening, of electricity creating static over fur, and the dull rasp of claw against artificial skin and hidden mechanical plating.

Ei can picture the possessive sprawl of tails that would gather and arch and splay over and around their bodies into a shield, a prison, of fur and bone and muscle. She can almost feel the phantom gravity they create, each one their own miniature lightning storm gathering in air and generating their own sparks.

“I would have waited,” Yae says against her lips, each word relaying sensations of touch and temperature and texture back to the complex system of the body’s core processing mechanics; heat of breath, dampness of exhalation, smoothness of lacquered and well tended lip. But there was no way for Ei to write a formula for the complex calculations needed to even begin to establish a baseline for identifying the infinite spectrum of the wants of body and soul. The Raiden Shogun body has no way of quantifying or understanding the intensity of Yae’s face so close that Ei can see the faint sheen of youkai energy that coats the fox’s skin — her little bit of vanity that makes her, in her words, dewy and effervescent.

“For you, my god,” Yae continues, “And for you alone, I could wait out even eternity. To speak to you once more, to hear you call my name, to taste these lips — yes. I will wait.”

Yae’s lashes lower, not quite obscuring the glimmer of foxfire in her eyes; it casts shadows upon her lashes, painting hues of pink and purple against the delicate skin of her eyelids, the ridges of her cheekbones.

Her hand slides over the Shogun’s — Ei’s face, palm moving to cheek as fingers press against lips, lining up parallel. Yae’s middle finger presses to the crease of lip, ring and index cupping perfectly the soft bow of the upper lip and the fuller curve of the lower against each other. Yae’s own lips press against her fingers — the only thing between the kiss Yae’s hand.

Ei raises her hands, one to Yae’s waist over the thick layers of sturdy embroidered fabric, thumbing over the knots of white fixing complex layers of cloth in place. And another slides around the back of Yae’s neck, the heavy weight of her pink hair like a solid wash of steam. The Shogun’s fingers are so finely tuned that they can count the strands of hair they brush against, can calculate the dimensions and volume they take up. Ei uses those sensitive hands to press against Yae’s skin, to find the pressure points that she knows by heart to exist. Centuries in meditation, cutting herself off from everything new and everything changing, and she could not forget this. 

She meets Yae’s gaze with her own, longing and defiance. Who is who?

Yae’s tongue flicks over her lips, her fingers. Ei fights against the urge to arch up, to lean into Yae’s hand, to part her lips, her teeth, and draw those fingers in, to claim the promise of that mouth as she once did. In a different body. In a different time.

“I would have waited. You couldn’t stay in there forever. Even grief wears thins and proves to be poor substitute for stimulation and substance. You would have left. Or weakened. Do you think that you’re better at grieving than I am at plotting? Did you have more faith in your craftsmanship than in my ingenuity?  I would have found a way in. All I needed was a chance. The Traveler was an unexpected one. I calculated my odds and I took it.”

Ei pushes Yae’s hand off of her mouth.

“And did that gamble pay off for you?”


  Are you not still waiting?


“Hm.” Yae tilts her head, moving back — a storm in reverse, a tidal wave being played backwards — and rising to her feet as she shakes her sleeves out and adjusts her clothes. “It remains to be seen. As do the results of Kamisato’s gamble. Well. I better get on actually reading his contract. Good talk, as always, Ei.”

  
Author’s Note:Free me from this universe. I am being hunted by the “character study” tag for sport.





