
to lay bare


    
    Kamisato Ayato has come up the mountain ahead of schedule. Oh, he had sent prior notice before today requesting an appointment with her personally. It’s very suspicious.

Since when did the boy have the manners to do something like that? Yae has not summoned him personally; there are no matters of the mountain that require them to meet; and she can’t think of any reason why he would need to speak to her outside of his duties as Chief Onmyouji and Yashiro Commissioner. Everything else he would normally send his much more delightful sister for. Every excuse he can get to avoid her he takes, and Yae is all the happier for it.

Up until this moment, with him kneeling in front of her, she thought it was some kind of clerical error. It’s unlike him to book an appointment and not show up. But between the boy doing something as blatantly disrespectful as that to annoy her, and him booking an appointment just because, she would think he would do the former. Any chance to spare each other of the other’s company is one they’ll happy and unrepentantly take, after all. Kamisato Ayato going out of his way to meet her without discernible cause is suspicious.

What’s more — Ayato is not dressed as Yashiro Commissioner, nor is he in the more formal uniform of Chief Onmyouji. He’s dressed in formal, somber blue clothing. But she sees no mark of official office or position on him. His head is bowed to her and he has no sword, no weapon that she can see. All of this screams alarm at her.

“Are you dying?” Yae asks bluntly. She wouldn’t be surprised if he said yes, frankly. The history of this clan points to premature death. If she gets to see a child of this clan live to become grey she’d be pleasantly surprised. Sometimes she thinks that Ayato will be the one to break this truly unfortunate and miserable streak, but with the pace he sets she doubts it. Maybe it will be Ayaka. The women in this family tend to outlive the men. But not by much. And the young woman has so much of her mother in her.

“Are we not all dying?” Ayato replies, which does sound like him but his expression is much more closed off than usual. If that’s meant to be a joke it falls flat.

Even she has a hard time reading him at the moment, which irritates her even further. The brat is a few hundred years short of the experience and standing necessary to put Guuji Yae on a back foot. Ayato sighs, hands curling into fists in the sleeves of his dark haori before he pulls something out of them. 

He presents the scroll to her on his flat palms.

“I need your assistance,” he says. “As my intermediary.”

Yae’s eyebrows raise as she flicks her fingers, levitating the scroll into the air and summoning it across the small distance between them to land in her waiting hand.

“How did this get sent to you directly?” Yae asks, insulted more on her own behalf than she is his. What uncouth and desperate sort of fool would go around Ayato’s declared and publicly known intermediary to send a proposal directly to him? Who in their right mind thought they could slight Guuji Yae by ignoring her in such a way? And was short-sighted enough to think they could get away with it?

And a better question would be how is she going to get back at them for such a slight? Now that’s going to be an entertaining diversion from all the drudgery of shrine work. Especially with the mountain being overall quiet of anything interesting enough to warrant her personal touch.

Without waiting or particularly caring for the answer — it’s all the more fun if Yae gets to root out that answer herself — she flicks the scroll open and starts scanning it for any particularly juicy details she can make fun of.

She catches on the first few lines. And starts over from the beginning.

“Your terribly pretentious calligraphy has me momentarily illiterate. Perhaps I should have you and Zhenyu attending the same hand writing lessons, as it appears you’ve slipped into a terrible habit of trying to make all of your characters appear artistic. That little hobby of yours is starting to affect your work, Nami. As delightful as that whole business is to someone who’s in the know and as lucrative as it may be, you simply can’t overlook everything else for it. Now, tell me what’s written here because I could swear that this is a marriage contract penned in your own hand.” Yae says, “And that the other name on this marriage proposal is Kujou Sara.”

“It is.”

Yae looks up at Ayato and down at the contract again. 

“You’re joking. Surely.” 

And then, before he can answer she hurls the contract right at his head. He dodges, but she’s anticipating that so she follows up with a bolt of lightning. A mild one. She needs to hear him explain himself so she can properly disabuse him of whatever fool idea has taken root in his head now. 

“There are easier ways to call down the Raiden Shogun’s wrath. If you like, I can take you to Tenshukaku right now and just tell her that you want to witness the pinnacle of her swordsmanship yourself.”

She rises to her feet, throwing her arms out and casting wards around the room to cut off any potential interlopers who thought they could pry some choice gossip out of this incredibly unusual meeting. And to make sure that whatever strange bout of insanity that’s hit Kamisato can’t escape once she slaps it out of him. It must be possession. Or blackmail. But who has blackmail on Kamisato Ayato? She doesn’t even have blackmail on him — at least, not the sort that would get him drafting marriage proposals to the Raiden Shogun’s right hand.

Yae struggles, momentarily, to keep her youkai under control and that just adds to her temper. First he’s catching her off guard, then he’s practically slapping her in the face with this sort of completely out of character move, and now she’s slipping up. Her tails are weights at her back that gather in density and presence, drawing in light and air and power before she forcibly pushes them back into intangibility. Ayato’s energy has never done well with her own, and if he is to answer her for her to determine if she needs to organize an exorcism or do some sort of immediate and thorough investigation of everyone he’s come into contact with for the past year or so, she needs him alive to give her clues as to which of these two paths to follow.

Ayato’s brows furrow, jaw clenching. “Does this appear to be a joke to you?”

“I am having a hard time considering it as anything else,” Yae lets the scroll drop from her hand onto the floor. Ayato’s eyes trace it as it unfurls a little bit more. She reigns her shock and confusion in, pushing past it to further examine him as she steps in close. She walks around him, picking apart the details of his posture, the sound and speed of his heartbeat, the dips and flares in his weak spiritual core, the colors and cut of his clothes, even the fall of his hair. There is nothing jesting about any of this. All she can pick up are sincerity, dread, and the constant underlying backbone of determination that he’s carried within him since he was a child barely up to her hip.

Yae will never go around singing the Kamisato boy’s praises, or doing anything so wretchedly droll as defending him from well earned slander. But she will, under extreme duress, admit to some fondness for him. She’s watched over this child for years, since he was but a little hairless baby covered in his mother’s water. She’s watched time stretch those little limbs and light up those eyes. 

She has watched, at a distance, how time carved away at his parents — seemingly unnaturally expedited by the very natural progress of the boy’s own progression forward through time. Time made cold and sharp what was once soft and rosy, layered itself over what was once malleable and delicate until those same characteristics were turned into darker, stronger versions of themselves. Where once was a boy was then a man and then a creature. She can’t blame him.

Court is one wretched place to be. They can smell weakness in the air like youkai smell blood. What else was he supposed to do? Roll over and take it? No. Better that he tuck all those soft parts inwards, better for him to craft himself into something fine and precise.

Yae has watched what time has made of him, what time has taken from him. Just as she has watched those who came before him, who each in their own time have knelt before her and bowed their heads for one thing or another as Ayato does now. 

She isn’t particularly maternal but she has done what she can for the Kamisato clan when she could. When Ayato was young she stepped in for him as his intermediary in an attempt to ward off those carrion seekers, those buzzing flies, those dark-minded scavengers, who seemed to swarm about him to try and pick at his vulnerable and grief-soaked flesh, to suck the rich and sorrowful marrow from his very bones. It was too sad an end, she had reasoned. Too pathetic an end for the line of the Kamisato clan. Sure, they had made their mistakes, but there were others who deserved the fate of destruction more. The Kamisato clan wasn’t dying because of greed, they were dying out of selflessness.

Kamisato Ayato’s father worked himself into his own grave, eyes open, helpless to do anything but put one step forward at a time as he walked into the storm of court, the rot crawling up through the shadows to seize him whole and swallow him up. It ate at him — the dread, the stress, the never ever ending trials and pitfalls he had to dodge and endure, the heavy weight of his predecessors pressing him further and further down that dead end. The boy’s mother was no better. For all that she started off strong and brilliant, she could not face a life without the man who’d won over her heart and reason.

And Ayato watched, a helpless audience member that didn’t choose front row seats at the world’s most depressing stage play, and soaked that grief and tragedy into his young mind. Inazuma could not afford to give him the dignity of being able to process any of it. Inazuma’s politics — Inazuma’s needs and trials and never ending, but always self-perpetuating, tribulations bore down onto him and demanded his attentions.

So Yae, moved by pity, sympathy, and some resentful spite towards the disgusting court of Tenshukaku, persuaded herself to move her hand and step in front of him in this particular arena.

Is he not Chief Onmyouji? Does he not report directly to her and the Raiden Shogun? In a way, if Kujou Sara was the Raiden Shogun’s right hand, then Kamisato Ayato was her left. The pen to the sword, the shadow to the light. And as the head priestess of Inazuma, the mistress of the mountain, as the leader of Inazuma’s spirits, would it not have been appropriate for her to look after him? He who would report directly to her in all things spiritual — including marriage?

Yae, without explicitly saying any of it, has taught Ayato how to play the world of social intrigues. Ayato had to cut his own teeth at court and in battle, but in this field Yae gave him a small boost. The boy had no mother and no father, no surviving grandparents, and no close family members of any older generation who could be trusted to teach him of such things. Who else, Yae reasoned, could he turn to?

She knows that the boy is fully aware of what such a proposal would mean. How it would rock and shake Inazuma — perhaps not in overly visible ways. But it would shift the scales tremendously. Depending on how this proposal plays out, Inazuma could be looking down the path of another civil war. Or an entire change in commissions.

Yae stops circling the room, positioning herself directly behind him, looking down at the bared nape of his neck, exposed by his bowed head and the part of his hair.

“Explain this to me,” Yae demands, foxfire sparking along the edges of the abandoned paper. “I am not allowing that to be sent to the Kujou house unless you have a damn good reason. I should probably burn it right now.”

“They would accept,” Ayato says quietly.

“And when the Raiden Shogun finds out she will have you dragged before the throne to answer for this,” Yae replies. “You and I aren’t ever going to be best friends or bossom companions, boy. But I’ve put too much into you to have her melt your bones and leave me without a Chief Onmyouji and Mount Yougou without a steward. Don’t talk to me as though I were some daft foreigner, unfamiliar and strange to Inazuma’s court. Who was it who first taught you to take your feeble steps onto this trap-infested stage?”

“Is it a poor match?”

She barely reigns in the urge to kick him.

“It is not, which you know already. Don’t ask questions like that to buy yourself time.” Yae leans forward and presses the tip of a claw to the back of his neck, dragging down and pushing at his kimono to expose the sharp knob of bone that marks the top of his spine. She presses her claw down over it, denting skin. “Do not condescend to me, child. I will freely admit that you’re very good at this horrible game of sword-swallowing and poison-drinking that is court. You’ve managed it well enough on your own, keeping your own nose clean and becoming something that even the eldest of those poison-glutted rats has come to think twice about incurring the attention of. But I have watched this dance for centuries. I seclude myself on this mountain and leave the politicking to the Yashiro Commission because it bores me, not because I am incapable of it. Explain yourself or I will get my answers my own way.”

Yae presses the thinnest, faintest needle of youkai underneath Ayato’s skin, not deep enough to pierce the spirit veins, but enough for it to be felt and deeply uncomfortable. Ayato’s shoulders and back tense, body going stiff at the intrusion of foreign energy.

“Does it really matter why?” Ayato asks, because he would not be himself if he didn’t go about things with a certain level of frustrating evasiveness. That’s one dubious point against possible possession or an imposter. “Does it not solve so many of our festering problems?”

And isn’t that the most confounding and suspicious part? It does solve so many problems. 

The Kujou clan would most certainly be falling over themselves to accept — or at least one specific faction of that clan. There’s another part that would be frothing at the mouth and white about the eyes with terror at the idea of Kujou Sara gaining even more power. But they would accept. 

And it would solve so many problems until it created new ones. The first and most important one being, drawing the Raiden Shogun’s possessive gaze.

Yae has no doubt in her mind that the Raiden Shogun, the vessel in which Ei spends countless hours thinking and pondering over her philosophical quandaries, would approve. The Shogun would perform its rapid calculations and theoretical analysis and come out the other end with a solid confirmation of benefit to Inazuma with minimal cost. It would be an excellent match and the Shogun would immediately stop thinking there and leave it to the rest of them to figure out the rest. The risk, of course, would be calculated as high, but the solution itself costs nothing to the throne and requires essentially no intervention from the Shogun and therefore no disruptions to the current pondering of eternity and what shape that is supposed to take.

But Ei —

Ei would not.

Ei, for all that she has changed — or perhaps, returned to someone closer to the person she once was, someone Yae knows she will never be again, as the shattered glass can never again be whole, but can be still remade into something new and familiar — still carries within her the same fearful care she’s always had. Ei would, of course, see the same benefits that the Shogun would be able to calculate. She would be able to trace the logic of it all and understand it as a tactically sound move to stabilize Inazuma’s already frail and flaking infrastructure. But there would be a part of her, a part made all the more raw and vulnerable after the slow path of remorse, that would hold the key to this potential path for Inazuma in her hands and say — No.

There would be a part of her, made soft by compounded guilt and frightened awareness of just what it means, exactly, to be god and custodian of potential, that would hesitate and turn fierce like the edge between the night and the strike of lightning, to try and protect something that isn’t her duty to protect. That’s the thing about guilt. It makes you overcompensate in the most trying and unnecessary ways.

“It matters why,” Yae says, “Because depending on how you answer, you may create a bigger problem than what you think you’re solving. Talk me through your process, Kamisato Ayato. You don’t actually want to get married to the tengu general. How many years have you two served together? Tell me, have the two of you ever spoken to each other outside of court?”

Yae pauses, bending over his still bowed back.

“I am not unaware of where your preferences lie. I have been rejecting marriage offers for you since even before your parents left this world to re-enter the cycle. We disagree often and find each other horribly unpalatable in personality. But I do know you, boy. There are easier ways to get out of whatever it is you’ve gotten into. Ways that don’t involve placing yourself directly in the path of a lightning strike.”

“Easier yes, but with much higher risk and lower rate of success. Don’t condescend to me by talking as though I haven’t thought this through before coming here.” Ayato’s shoulders hunch further, resisting her youkai as he defiantly raises his head and straightens his shoulders against the press of her youkai. “It can only be her.”

“Why?”

Ayato turns to look at her over his shoulder with the eyes of some wild animal caught in a hunter’s trap and ready to gnaw its own leg off to escape. Who in the world could get Kamisato Ayato into such a frightfully tight corner?

“Kamisato Ayato,” Yae presses down with just a touch more of youkai than would be polite. But there’s no need for politeness between them. Especially not now. And for all the grief Yae knows she’s given him over the years for his poor spiritual abilities, he’s possibly one of the few living humans in Inazuma today who’s actually capable of holding his own against youkai. She’ll give him that much. It would take actual effort on her part to get him to start feeling it. “Am I not asking very nicely? Did you think you could slither past something this tumultuous without even giving me a glimpse of what’s going on behind that opaque curtain of yours? And before you say that it’s a human affair — it is not. It is a godly affair. That is the Raiden Shogun’s own hand, her sword. And for all that the Kujou sharpened her, she is still a tengu of Mount Yougai. I am not out of bounds in pressing you.”

Ayato’s next breath shudders through his body, his head suddenly sinking down like a puppet with its strings cut; like some kicked dog. Yae is now seriously considering dunking him in one of the clear springs around Mount Yougou and performing a full exorcism. There’s really no other explanation for this peculiarity.

“Arataki Itto,” he finally confesses after another few moments of tense silence.

That’s all he needs to say.

Yae stands up, moving her gaze from the back of his bowed head and shoulders to the wall across from her as her brain goes white and blinding with shock. She pulls her youkai back, curling it down tight lest she accidentally set the entire room on fire with the profound degree of her dazzlement.

“The crimson oni boy?” Her voice sounds distant and, thankfully, composed. She doesn’t need him to answer that question. There’s only — as the little rascal is proud of declaring to anyone in earshot of him — the one and oni. She moves around Ayato to sit down and take the marriage contract up again in her hands. Just for something to do that isn’t grabbing Ayato by the shoulders and bodily shaking him until he either reveals himself as a face-changing youkai up to some stupid prank or his brain knocks itself back into the realm of sense and reason.

“Yes,” Ayato answers, his own voice uncharacteristically small. He sounds miserable. Good.

“How long? Ignore that. That isn’t important.” Yae pinches the bridge of her nose. “Have you ever considered coming to me with problems that aren’t sitting prettily at the ledge of the most extreme? This is part of why I like your sister so much better than you. Her problems don’t give me nearly the same amount of grief as yours. Don’t speak. I need — just don’t speak.”

He’s said enough without saying anything at all.

There is no way — no possible way — for Yae to broker a marriage between Kamisato Ayato and Arataki Itto. Putting aside the fact that Ayato is the Chief Onmyouji, the Yashiro Commissioner —

He’s a Kamisato. His family would have to disown him entirely for it to even be something they could consider. And even then —

“You don’t need to be married to have him,” Yae says, tapping her clawed finger on the edge of the scroll. “If it’s serious enough that you’re taking these measures, I’m going to assume that you’ve been together for a while now. You could continue as you have been.”

Ayato raises his head, mouth a grim and determined line. Yae has seen this face on a hundred, a thousand, others before. Love and desperation are so similar, and so horribly universal.

“How?” Ayato asks quietly. “I need to marry. I have put this off for so long that it’s become a necessity. My vassals have me on a deadline.”

Now this is the first Yae has heard of that.

“I could decree that I require you unattached to fulfill your more sacred duties,” Yae says. “I’m sure we could even convince the Shogun of it. Leave the matter of heirs to your sister. Or one of your distant cousins. There’s got to be at least one or two of them laying about somewhere having babies that aren’t dead-set on running themselves into spring-faced graves.”

“That solves nothing. Then Ayaka is forced to start entering marriage talks. I did not spend the past twenty or so years of my life doing what I’ve been doing just for her to be put up on the butcher’s block in my place.”

“She’s old enough for it, if need be. I’m not exactly fond of the idea either. I actually like her.”

“She will not go through the same thing I am currently going through. I am not here to talk about my sister’s marriage prospects. And adopting in or transferring succession doesn’t secure me nearly as well as a marriage. If it did that’s what my vassals would have demanded of me and I would have done so.” Ayato’s eyes close, and he breathes out sharply through his nose. “We are past the point of appeasement. I need this chance. I cannot risk this becoming a matter for the clan elders and vassal houses to become directly involved in. I cannot let them be the ones choose.”

“So you pick Kujou Sara.”

“Her rank and mine are similar enough. My personal wealth is more than enough to make up for my lack of military status and accomplishments. Our commissions balance each other out. The Kujou want to get rid of her. And she would not refuse something that would protect Arataki Itto.”

“How do you know that?”

“He considers her his best friend, his rival.”

“Is that a two way street?”

“It is.”

“Did you and Kujou Sara become familiar with each other when no one in Inazuma was looking? How do you know?”

“Arataki Itto may not be particularly intelligent in the ways of politics or business. But he is extremely keen at reading people and being able to see past their pretenses,” Ayato replies. “If he says that she’s his best friend, then she is. I’m willing to believe that. And from what I do know of Kujou Sara is that she’s incredibly loyal. She would not let him suffer if it was in her power to prevent it.”

“Did she not take his Vision?”

Ayato’s eyebrows raise, “And are you going to pretend that you don’t know why? That was not in her power to prevent. What I know is this — this marriage benefits us both. She is not unaware of the political issues surrounding her. She needs an out. The only reason that no one else has asked for her hand is because they don’t realize it’s an option one has to be willing to risk to take. And the only reason why she hasn’t realized that this is an option is because when it comes to her own personal welfare she has been trained not to think of options for her own.”

It’s not an inaccurate judgement of Kujou Sara.

But still — Yae waves the scroll in her hand before firmly setting it down on the table between them.

“You are perhaps one of the few people in all of Inazuma who does not have to marry to rank. There’s essentially no one else above you, and the only ones of near equal status are attached and spoken for. Why must you strike for the moon when you could simply reach the low hanging fruit that would practically fling itself off the branch if you so much as glanced its way? If you must really marry I can reach into one of the several dozen piles of rejected letters and pick whoever you find least offensive to your senses. All of those families would be so low in rank that even if you stuck your bride or groom in some corner house and spoke to them once a year they would be tumbling over themselves to thank you for the honor. And surely you have some female acquaintances in your little club of like-minded souls that could use a cover of their own?”

“I do not trust them,” Ayato says flatly. “I do not trust any of them. Not with Itto. Kujou Sara is the only one among all of them who I could trust not to be cruel to him — to treat him well. She would not expect anything from me nor I her. She would not abuse the situation. Yes, I know women who are looking for their own covers. And yes, I know that there are plenty of men and women alike who would not care how I treated them so long as they were able to claim the Kamisato name as legitimate spouses. But I would be gambling on their potential ability to grow past the ingrown racism and suspicion humans have towards youkai. And I would be further gambling upon their ability to keep a secret. Who’s to say that it would not become something to be held over my head?”

“At least you recognize your weakness. And in recognizing it, I believe you can see the simplest solution.”

Ayato’s mouth deepens into a scowl, brows drawing downward as he curls his hands into fists, wrinkling his sleeves and hakama.

“I am not letting him go. That is not a solution.”

“He’s a complication. Since when did you like complications?”

Ayato’s eyes are defiant, vivid with determination. It reminds Yae, oddly enough, of his expression when he was new to his post. When his father had passed and his mother was halfway to joining him. His face, by then, had already been thinned. Grief and stress and sleepless nights devoured the remnants of baby fat and the sanguine color of childhood from his face, sucked it down like the sweetest milk. Ayato had paid the debt of his father and his mother and all those who came before him using his own body and soul to balance that ledger. And he managed to make those years stretch into enough of a currency to buy his own sister some pale semblance of a childhood. He bought his sister time.

Ayato’s face, she remembers, had been made alive with the impending threat of having to watch his sister and those few who remained loyal suffer along with him. He was determined to claw his way out of that devouring hole with the weight of an entire household clinging to his back by himself at whatever cost. He was determined to survive all of it no matter the cost.

He did not have a choice.

Out of everything Kamisato Ayato has ever done, out of everything she’s ever seen him do and heard him say, the look in his eyes from that time is the real reason why Yae trusts him. He has made himself too dangerous not to. In all of Inazuma, if she had to choose one person, aside from Ei, to stand by her it would be him for the sole reason that having him stand anywhere else is more liable to backfire tremendously.

“Since him,” Ayato answers, voice flat and brokering no argument and allowing for no question to pierce his certainty. There is no crack to put a seed of doubt. There is no weak point for Yae to pierce with reason.

This is the expression of a man who recognizes the futility of his own argument, the absurdity of his reason, and the near impossible risk of success he is attempting to undertake. This is a man who is committed to fighting a one man war against logic, reason, sensibility, and expectation.

Yae can feel the headache setting in. And the dizziness of the entire improbability of this surreal conversation making her light headed. She’s seriously wondering if this is all some bizarre lucid dream. She holds up one hand to him, the other pressing against her eyes as she tries to regroup. Damn this boy and his ability to throw her off in the worst possible ways. Impertinent brat.

“Fine. Fine. Assume I indulge you in this. Assume that by some miracle you manage to convince the Shogun to agree. And fine — perhaps Kujou Sara will also say yes. What of Arataki Itto? Is he alright with this? It is a lonely life. It is a sad life. It is a miserable life you would sentence him to when you could let him go to find a freer, kinder, happiness. He could leave you. He could find someone else. Someone he is free to love without pretense, without such drastic measures to hide and obscure. He could love someone who would be free to share his affections in front of the world. Can you compare that life to your pale and costly compromise? Are you so sure that his feelings for you are to this degree? Does he even know what you are attempting to do for him? Do you think he will thank you for it?”

And even still, there is no doubt in Ayato’s eyes, if anything, he looks more determined. 

“I don’t care if he would thank me for it. He would never even ask it of me. Perhaps it’s true that it would be better for him if I just — stopped. If I gave up. If I gave him up. If I cut everything off now and sent him away. But what if it works? What if — what if everything goes right, and he chooses me? I would have a chance then. I would have a chance with him. I would have time.”

“Time to find out all the ways love can spoil, like meat in the sun? Like a bloated corpse on the shore? And then what happens after that, when the love has faded and gone? You and Kujou Sara both would be stuck together. You would not be able to leave each other.”

Is she throwing stones from a glass house? Yae pauses to look within herself. Never a fun experience, but frequently a necessary one. Who is Yae to preach to Ayato of spoiled love, of parting, of the miserable fate that awaits those ill-matched in longevity? Is Yae not clinging to a similar fate? The disparity between youkai and humans is a large one, for certain. But what of that between youkai and gods?

Even if Ei did not inhabit the body of an unchanging puppet — even before then. Even before it all, Ei was…Ei. She looks today as she did years ago, when Makoto was still alive, when all the rest were alive and well. Ei has not aged a day since Yae first met her, when she was a young kit cultivating her third tail.

Is it not because Yae, herself, is also on this same path — as someone who is currently walking it, that she can lecture? Of everyone in the world, would she not be the one with the right to say all the terrible things and air all the unpleasantness for him before he commits to it forever?

Is it not Yae’s responsibility, as one who has reluctantly taken post as his guardian in the past and one who is currently much further ahead than him on this incredibly specific journey, to warn him off? But is it not hypocritical of her to do so, when she continues down that same path she’s trying to put him off of?

“That is a risk I will have to take. It doesn’t matter if Itto and I don’t work out. That has nothing to do with Kujou at all. General Kujou is — a tool I am using to build an opportunity. And wouldn’t I, in turn, also be a similar thing for her? They’re separate issues. Don’t try to make me doubt myself by pushing them into one. You asked me for my reason. Itto is my reason. Marriage with Kujou Sara is simply a vehicle for me to get to a better position.”

Yae runs her claws through her hair, dragging their points along her scalp for grounding pressure as she tries to put it all in order. It all just seems so — it seems so strange. So sudden. It feels as though she’s been slapped upside the back of the head by a baby. Who would expect such a sudden move? Who goes around thinking they’re going to be hit by an infant?

If Yae is being generous, she would consider Ayato to be a proficient, but tiresome, necessity to the governance of Inazuma. He does his job well. He does it with minimal fanfare. And he’s probably the only one currently capable of handling it as well as he does. The tiresome part is his personality, which, despite her efforts, still turned out to be incredibly unpleasant and quarrelsome to her own. But he does a good job and before now she’s never had any real problem with his methodology.

“This is unlike you,” she says. She’s said it before. It bears repeating. “I can’t figure it out. Why would you go this far? Of the choices in front of you — rather than the selfless and much kinder option of letting go of what is most likely a doomed affair, and rather than try to salvage it with the much safer and to risk option of picking some lower ranked family you could bully into obedience, you would face the possible fury of lightning? On the chance that he’s willing to stay with you through all of it? On the chance that your love will be enough?”

“A friend of a friend once said that there will always be those who dare to face the lightning’s glow,” Ayato says.

“And how did it turn out for that friend. Hm?” Yae shakes her head, closing her eyes. Her tails want to lash over the tatami, they want to curl and hit. She hasn’t been this frustrated and annoyed with anyone in decades. Even Ei, at the height of her stubborn self-destructive grieving and denial didn’t drive her nearly this insensate with baffled annoyance. “Listen to me. The relations of youkai and mortals never ends well. We’ve both seen the records, heard the stories, watched them play out in real time. In the end — well. They end. This whole enterprise, on your side, is a lost cause. There’s never a happy ending.”

“Why? Just because you don’t know of any, it must be impossible?”

“You dare to think you’ll be the first?”

“If no one dares, how can there ever be a first?”

“Curb your ambition, boy! Where does this confidence of yours come from? This arrogance? Since when were you this recklessly brazen?” Yae snaps, exasperated in this never ending circle of logic beating itself against the stone wall of his determination to run himself to ruin. Gods, it’s like talking to Ei at her worst. Both of these two — made calamitous by love.

And again, there is a part of her that aches with the impact of his boldness. He’s so young. So terribly young. How will this sour him? Make sincerity turn bitter? Yae was not like this when she started down this path. She wasn’t so jaded, so sharp, so quick to deflect and turn and point fangs and fingers. But this is what time and uncertainty and the improbable do to a person. The only difference between them is that Yae has a certainty. She’s Ei’s familiar. That is a bond Ei couldn’t severe if she tried.

Ayato has no securities. If he slips from this path, or if it suddenly rots and falls beneath him — what will he have?

“You would squander future on a chance? Boy — I have lived for generations. I have seen this specific bitter plot of romance and doomed love cycling over Inazuma in every permutation and possible combination you can think of. I am not saying all of this to be cruel to you. I’m not saying it because I want to. I am trying to tell you what I have seen for myself. Can you not trust me when I say that from my own experience, which is several times yours, that this is too great of a risk? Your life is so frustratingly short. Like a firefly. Like a little bug. You’ve already accomplished so much with it. You’ve bought your sister time. You’ve pulled your clan out of ruin and far away from the precipice of danger. You have established balance and peace upon Mount Yougou. Do not squander all of this on something so uncertain. In time you will look back at this moment and wonder what moved you to such extremes. In a few years from now you will be hunched backed and blood-spotted and he will still be as he is now. Do not waste your efforts on something he will not thank you for, on something that will be as fleeting as a dream.”

“All we have are dreams. Wouldn’t you understand that better than anyone else? Gods sake, Guuji Yae, you run a publishing house. What is that if nothing but a seller of dreams?”

Ayato’s open palm slams down onto the floor, voice cracking sharp with the raw passion that’s sent uncountable thousands to their doom. Of all the things to fell Kamisato Ayato — Yae had never imagined it would be love. She’d thought that whatever fierce passion he inherited from his mother died with her, survived only in his sister.

“It is because I don’t have the time,” Ayato protests, voice raised louder than Yae has ever heard it before. “I don’t have the time! You don’t need to remind me of that. I know that — I know that fact intimately. I’ve lived it, known it — I am reminded of it every moment of the day, like it is some incessant fly buzzing about my ear. That is entirely why I’m throwing myself at this last ditch effort. I know it’s a risk. I know it’s a gamble. But it’s my only option to move forward. I need — whatever I can get from him. Whatever time there is left. I can’t squander it any more than I already have. You — him — Sara — the Shogun. All of you have so much time. You have so much time to sort out your troubles, to feel the course of your woes and your longing. You have the time to wait them out, to think them over, to examine them as they age to predict their changes and cultivate them as one would do prized bonsai or the perfect hunting dog. I don’t have that. It’s finite for me. It’s always been finite for me.”

Ayato’s face turns ashen. And just like that he is not looking at her. He’s looking at someone else. Somewhen else. Yae turns her face away from his to give him the privacy of that horrible haunting. Ayato draws himself together, ragged inhale by shaking exhale. When he speaks again, his more familiar composure is drawn back over him but Yae can still feel the wild animal underneath that mantle, struggling for thin gasps of air.

“My father. My mother. Itto, too. All of it is finite. Fixed. There is a definite end date to all of it. I can’t waste it. What does it matter if it goes badly? I should stop trying? Stop wanting? Stop dreaming? For the past twenty years I’ve had my life on hold. I’ve given it all to Inazuma, the Shogun, the commissions. Twenty years I’ve given and I would gladly give the rest of it. But surely — surely this isn’t all there is for me. This can’t be it.”

“And if it is?”

Ayato, horribly, laughs. He laughs, a breathless wheezing.

“Then I suppose I shall be going in the same way my mother did.”

“Don’t be dramatic. It isn’t in you to waste away — to yearn. Not when there’s work yet to be done. You’ve too much of a sense of duty for it.” What a wretched fate, Yae thinks. Eaten away at both ends by duty and love. What is it about this specific lineage of humans that causes them to suffer so? “You cannot yet leave your post — by abdication or destruction. Inazuma needs you.”

“Inazuma needs me, but what about what I need?”

“Don’t confuse needs and wants.”

“You survive on needs,” Ayato refutes. “But you live on wants. We fought an entire war for the right to our own desires, did we not? The removal of them almost caused this entire country to face its collapse — almost ended eternity.”

They did do that. And it did almost do that. Yae admits that much.

She really has no high ground to lecture him, does she? Half of her wants to call the little brat out for being so particularly difficult. Of course he had to fall in love with a youkai. Of course he had to have the gall and gumption to pick the most dangerous solution to it all. Of course he had to dig his heels into the ground and set his jaw over this.

Of course he had to be just like her in all the most inconvenient ways. This is exactly why they don’t get along. How are you supposed to get along with the most frustrating parts of yourself? Couldn’t he have picked up on her excellent taste in literature and wine instead? No. He just had to pick the most stubborn, romantic, and hopeless parts instead.

“So you think this is what you deserve? That this is your reward?” Yae asks, provocative and purposefully aiming to miss and hurt with those misses because this is a losing battle and Yae’s never liked losing. But she knew what she was going to do the second she saw his face when he said Arataki Itto’s name. And maybe Ayato knew that, too. “I don’t have to tell you that people don’t always get what they deserve in this world.”

“It doesn’t matter if I deserve it or not,” Ayato says. “I’m going to work for it. Just like I’ve worked for everything else. I just need a chance. If it goes poorly, so be it. Let the consequences fall upon my shoulders. It’s nothing I haven’t had to deal with before.”

Ayato pauses, posture going a little loose, not quite soft — but perhaps more open. She might refer to him as a boy — and he always will be in her eyes — but now, with the slight loosening of his brow, his shoulders, even his thighs, she can see flashes of the young man he could have been. In another life — where his parents survive, where he is not the leader of arguably the most vital branch of government, where he did not have to raise a sister and defend an entire house — he might have been soft. Not in this one. In this one he is something a step to the side, a shade more calloused and scarred. Soft, maybe, in the way scars can be soft after a few years of healing and growth.

“You took a chance on me once before,” Ayato continues. “I’m not asking you to hold my hand through this. I’m not even asking for you to argue my case. All that I’m asking from you is that you simply…stand aside.”

Yae clicks her tongue. As if she wouldn’t try to help him. After all the effort she put into getting him to where he is now. As if it wouldn’t break Ayaka’s sweet heart if her brother got turned into a pile of ashes at the base of the throne. As if the youkai of the mountain would know what the hell to do with themselves if their number one deterrent and confusion suddenly disappeared.

“Ayato,” she pinches the bridge of her nose, picking up and brandishing the contract in her hand like a sword as she jabs it in his direction. “You have to be sure about this. There will be no going back. This is something that, once set into motion, can only grow bigger until it is unstoppable. And whether it is your ruin or your success at the end is entirely out of anyone’s hands. This is not a controlled fall. It doesn’t matter who helps you. It doesn’t matter what you plot or scheme. Once this begins, it will not be just about your desire. This is all of Inazuma at risk for this — for him. You are certain? It’s worth it?”

“If not this, then what? If it goes badly at least I tried. At the very least I know I tried. I won’t spend the rest of my life wondering and regretting — I would know.”

Ayato straightens, shoulders drawing back, chin held level, eyes as steady as mountains, as unknowable as springs.

“I am putting my trust in those around me. I am choosing to trust my heart, my instinct. Arataki Itto does not speak of a one sided bond with Kujou Sara. Kujou Sara is a person of honor and integrity. And most of all, loyalty. I am willing to gamble everything on the assumption that she holds him just as closely in her esteem as he holds her.”

“You are placing the cart before the horse. It will most likely end poorly. You will suffer. He will suffer. And in the end — you will leave each other. Whether that’s because you two split like a stream cleft by stone, or because of the natural difference in your allotted time. And still — this is your choice?”

“I am choosing to try,” Ayato says. “I don’t want to give up on this. On him. On myself. So what if the odds aren’t in my favor? So what if there’s no precedent for success? I just have to set it myself. Yes. My answer will not change. Ask me again in ten years — whether it’s all gone to ruin or it’s managed to take wing — the answer will still be yes.”

Yae sighs, summoning up her red ink and her preferred pen for marking edits. She gestures him closer with her free hand as she spreads the contract out. Ayato immediately shuffles against the other edge of the table, drawing his sleeves back and pulling out a blank scroll and his infamous pen case to start copying notes or to start on a new draft.

Impudent. He knew she would cave. Yae shoots him a dirty look as she starts to mark up the beginning of the contract. After all these years mutually making fun of all of the proposals he’s been sent and he couldn’t have picked up a thing or two about writing one? Hopeless.

“Who taught you to gamble? They should be fined and charged with fraud,” Yae mutters.

“You did. Shall I take you down to the police station right now?” Ayato replies immediately, the familiar banter and sharp tongued jabs between them quickly smoothing over the raw edges of everything laid bare and soft and wretchedly bloody in just the few seconds prior. And then, just as those sharp and vulnerable edges are about to be cleanly hidden by their usual routine of jabbing and picking and hectoring, Ayato reaches across and touches the table near her elbow. “Thank you.”

It’s unnecessary gratitude. As sharp and painful as Yae may choose to dig her words into him, she would have done this. She may strongly disagree with his choices; she may talk down to him and flay open every attempt at concealing the tender and uncertain; she may disparage him and speak to him as if he were nothing more than a simpleton aiming himself at the wrong end of a sword. But at the end of the day, Yae would not stop him from making the choice. As long as the choice was his. 

And after all their years together, he knew this. If he could weather the storm of her criticisms, her harsh presentation of reality and improbability, she would stand aside with minimal fuss. After all, she’s never said to him anything he hasn’t already thought before. She just makes all of those doubts harder to ignore by saying them to his face. But Yae has never been cruel to him for the sake of being cruel. She has never cut him to see him bleed. 

All their differences and similarities aside, several years ago Yae offered a young child the shelter of her tails and he, without much of a choice, took it. She is not a fox that goes back on her word.

Yae allows her elbow to brush against his fingertips before roughly shoving his hand away under the pretense of flicking a sleeve. “Thank me if it actually works. You know I’ll have to tell the Shogun of this. And she will want to hear this from your mouth directly. I won’t be able to help you in Tenshukaku.” 

And then, because he gave her more than a glimpse of the shining, soft, and unarmored parts of himself, Yae allows him a sliver of that in return.

“If you are the first,” Yae says to him as she marks up the wording on the contract’s introduction for tense usage and improper order of titles — of course the tengu being the General comes first in order of address, but only to people with common sense. This is an appeal to the Kujou’s, they don’t need it rubbed in their faces any further. He’s supposed to be getting them to like him, not feel like they’ve bitten into an unripe sunsietta. “If you are to be the first, then I hope that you are also given the time to enjoy it.”

Yae pauses, brush hovering over paper. She doesn’t look at him and she knows he isn’t looking at her. They are both looking at the contract.

“All things considered,” Yae says, “You are deserving. And perhaps someday Inazuma will be able to afford to return to you that which you freely gave it. But for now, this will have to do. Now give me the real details. I assume you have a secondary contract you want to present to Kujou Sara before she can take your head off for the audacity of asking for her hand. Let’s see if you’ve learned anything from me at all, aside from how to make a terrible gamble based on a horrible bluff.”

  


