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The moon is high, swollen and overbright.

Ei and Miko sit atop the newly tiled roof of the Narukami Shrine, the rest of the world asleep and dreaming as they share a late night snack beneath the starry sky. Miko’s fingers are sticky, sweetness cloying on her tongue. For once, she is content with the stillness, the peaceful quiet. 

And then Ei ruins it, of course.

“We rarely meet these days, Miko,” she says. 

“Mm, and who’s fault is that?”

Ei laughs at the teasing barb without any sound, as if she’s only going through the motion. As always, there is a heaviness to her that she cannot shed, and which Miko has learned to loath. “Don’t bully me,” Ei chides. “Not tonight.”

“Would I be so cruel any night?”

“Yes,” is Ei’s dry reply.

Miko lifts her fingers, delivers her own loud, mocking laugh into her palm. Then she licks the sugar off her fingertips, says by rote, “So sensitive tonight, Ei. Is no one brave enough to tease you anymore in Tenshukaku?”

Silence answers her.

Miko realizes the carelessness of her words too late—and knows intimately the miserable answer, a grief that has long since burrowed into the marrow of her own bones, become a familiar ghost, an unwanted guest, left ignored except for on cloudy days when Miko’s whole body aches anew with the memory of all that they’ve lost. 

Aside from Miko, there is no one left to tease Ei.

That heaviness seems to press down harder. Miko clears her throat, uneasy beneath it’s suffocating pressure. “Perhaps you’re right,” she admits, a little more gently. “We see each other too infrequently. All these humans, well. They’re very fun to play with, but none of them remember. They’re all brand new, insignificant with their petty troubles, and so I forget that some wounds still linger. Are you sad, Ei?”

“Yes. I’m sad.”

“Well don’t be,” Miko tuts, reaching out to curl her hand around her god’s forearm. She gives it a little squeeze, leaving sugar and spit behind. She’s not doing this right, she thinks; but Miko has never been good at kindness, and Ei has always made it harder to think clearly. She carries on regardless, “No need to burden ourselves with nostalgia. Shall I tell you about the invention of the novel? It’s ever so diverting, dear Ei. I can let you borrow it.”

“Thank you, Miko.”

“Ah, you don’t sound grateful.”

“Sorry,” Ei says, and her smile is small and far away, lost in memory. 

Miko wants to crawl into her lap like she used to and demand attention. She wants to bite Ei’s throat and rip it out. She wants to hear Ei laugh again, to call her name joyfully, to look at her with brightness in her eyes once more, not this shadowy withdrawal she’s been enacting for years and years, no matter how Miko tries to drag her out of it.

She sighs. “Well, go on. Tell me what’s bothering you then.”

But Ei shakes her head. 

Miko speaks instead to bolster up the darkness, to give them fresh air to breathe. She tells Ei about the novel, about the new apprentice who can’t even sweep up leaves, about the way people have begun to call her shrine Grand, who journey far and wide to pay respects at the Sacred Sakura. Ei listens and smiles and nods along, and when the Raiden Shogun leaves that morning while Miko is still asleep, her only farewell is a note: As I view the moon, many things come into my mind and my thoughts are sad; yet it’s not for me alone that the autumn has come.


  Until we meet again, Miko.


“Dear Ei,” Miko breathes, stroking the dried ink with reverent fingers. “Hm. We really must work on your ability to communicate face to face. And maybe use your own words next time? Though I suppose karuta poems work well enough. How adorable.”

-

When Ei does not come visit for three years, Miko borrows the guise of a passing merchant and heads out, away from the Sacred Sakura and Narukami Shrine and all her duties as the Guuji. At Tenshukaku, she bends her disguise to that of a loyal samurai, come to beg audience of Her Excellency, the Almighty Narukami Ogosho.

“Well?” demands a puppet. “Speak now.”

“You-” begins Miko, staring in bafflement. “Where has Ei gone to now? Please tell me that girl hasn’t gone off to join another war because she’s bored and sad. And if the answer is yes, then I can’t say as I’m surprised. What I can’t believe, however, is that she left you in charge.”

The automaton is a terrifying replica of Ei, the best of all her attempts. It even breathes in the same slow, conscious way that Ei does, a warrior who has so fine tuned her body and control as to be precise and beneficial even in the most base of automatic bodily functions. It says, “Fascinating. You speak of things you should not know, and you even do so with a flippancy that attests either to your martial prowess or considerable foolishness. So tell me, are you an enemy of Eternity? A spy that has been living in my walls?”

“Your walls,” Miko sniffs. “I’ll have you know that I had the run of this place long before you came along.”

The puppet considers her.

Those eyes make Miko’s skin crawl, her fur bristle all up and down. There’s no light in them; no soul, or whatever it is you want to call it, hidden within. “Who are you?” it asks, and the tone is one of the things that Ei got all wrong—too low, too stern, none of that secret kindness at the heart of her, light and lilting. 

Miko says, “This is boring. Tell Ei to bring fried tofu when she comes to apologize, hm?”

“Stop-”

Miko does not listen.

-

Seven more years pass, and in the interim Miko is lonely enough to join her own war: that of transforming Narukami Shrine into the grandest, holiest, and most lucrative of tourist attractions in all of Teyvat. It keeps her distracted most of the time, but the loneliness fails to abate. When she lost Saiguu, lost Chiyo, lost Sasayuri—when they all lost Makoto and innocence and the beautiful way things once were, Miko at least didn’t lose herself. 

She thought at first it was because she was kitsune, her morals always a little left of center to most. Then she thought it was because she was strong, strong enough to stand against the tide of loss. 

Now, she realizes it’s because she still had Ei.

When storms rage, Miko takes comfort in it—even if Ei is not with her, she’s not yet lost to her. Her master is still out there somewhere. Licking her wounds. Healing, maybe; growing into the shape of the Raiden Shogun, a burden once shared by two. 

Maybe she is carefully filling in the empty spaces. She’d better be, Miko thinks. It’s the only thing that will make this neglect tolerable.

All around her the seasons change. Shrine maidens come and go, advance rank or retire, fall in love and leave, lose their passion for service. Tethered and bound, Miko is as the Sacred Sakura, rooted in place, the one unchanging thing. Sakura petals fall atop her sleeves as she kneels in prayer at the top of the newly built steps at the base of the Sacred Sakura. All eyes of the devout are upon her; the bells of the kagura suzu chime rhythmically in her ears, and Miko’s back aches, her tail longs to lash, and still she remains stationary, bound to duty and, despite all odds, willing to be so bound.

As she watches the petals gather on her spread sleeves, Miko is reminded of the fifteenth poem in karuta: It is for your sake that I walk the fields in spring gathering green herbs, while my garment’s hanging sleeves are speckled with falling snow.

Once, before the great darkness fell upon them, before the world was broken and then reforged, Raiden Ei would sit amongst friends and play the game of a hundred poems, determined to excel even at this task. Miko remembers curling atop Makoto’s lap during matches and watching the kagemusha bent low, expression serene, serious, her eyes like a flash of lightning beneath her lashes.

Chiyo chants: “Kimi ga ta-”

Ei sweeps her hand across the mat, the karuta cards like petals in the air. 

“She’s gotten better, hasn’t she, Miko?” Makoto murmurs, sounding delighted. “A decade ago she wouldn’t have known to strike yet. Oh, aren’t you proud of her?”

“Hmph,” replies Miko, licking a paw. 

But Makoto only laughs at her affected disdain, all hushed and sweet. Curls her arms around Miko and snuggles her closer, sun warmed silk wrapping her near. Miko closes her eyes. Breathes in the scent of family, of contentment. “It’s a lovely poem,” the Electro Archon continues, even though Sasayuri is no doubt giving her a quelling look. “For the sake of you… isn’t that why anyone does anything? The humans, I think, know it best. The beauty of enduring tribulation for another. I worry…”

Miko opens her eyes. Peeks up at Makoto. The Electro Archon’s liquid gaze is downcast, lovely and troubled. 

There is only one thing that can make Raiden Makoto look so troubled and helpless.

“Oh, don’t worry about Ei,” Miko whispers, nuzzling under Makoto’s chin to try and perk her up. “That idiot is the kind of simple and straightforward that is immune to real problems.”

“Miko…”

“What is it?”

But Chiyo’s voice rings out: “Tsu-” 

Again, Ei’s hand darts out, slapping atop a card. The wrong one, if the relief in Saiguu’s shoulders is anything to go by. “Drat,” Ei huffs, scrubbing the heel of her hand against her forehead, damp with sweat. Her cool facade wavers, letting everyone see beneath to the grim disappointment in her mistake.

“Almost,” Saiguu grins.

“If someone would just let me finish speaking,” Chiyo jokes.

Ei’s expression smooths out. She lowers her eyes and smiles faintly, picking up the card and handing it over to Saiguu. Makoto murmurs like a guilty secret into the fur behind Miko’s ear: “I hope Ei learns to wear snow on her sleeves.”

A hundred years later and Miko is the one watching the petals gather, like snow on a field. For the sake of you, she thinks, and stays locked in place even though she’s so terribly bored she wants to cry, to rip off her human guise and flit away, find trouble on the wind to entertain her. 

Her vow to serve Ei sustains her. And yet, there are quiet moments between her duties when it is not so easy to remain, times when Miko is heartsore and angry, when she is lonely and sullen, liable to bite. When she loiters near the Sacred Sakura not for ritual, but because it’s as good a medium to speak to the dead and gone as any: “Saiguu,” she whines. “Ei is being stubborn or foolhardy or both. Why won’t she come visit? I’m her familiar, aren’t I? Well, how am I meant to stay familiar when she won’t even come to pull her fortune!”

There is no answer, of course.

Across the yard, a shrine maiden sweeps up leaves. High in the branches of the surrounding trees, crows caw and rustle their wings. Miko has sent countless missives over the last decade.

In this, too, there has been no answer.

“Guuji Yae,” calls another of her shrine maidens, a first year apprentice still tongue tied and nervous when reciting her prayers. “Ah, please. There’s been an incident in the kitchens, and I- I really think-”

“Yes, yes,” Miko sighs. “I’ll be with you in a moment. Go on now. Hurry back, and be sure to put out any fires you see.”

With a hasty bob, the girl scurries off. Miko rests one hand on the smooth bark of the Sacred Sakura, listens to the wind in the branches rattling about. “I miss our old tree,” she murmurs. “When we used to be together, all of us. Ah, those were happy days, weren’t they? Even for us, the ravages of time really are inescapable.”

Sighing, Miko closes her eyes, dips her chin a little, and prays: “Bring Ei home to me. Sooner than later, if you please.”

-

But the years keep slipping by like moonlight on water, wavering reflections that shatter again and again, memory scattered against the dark. Miko has her pride, but beneath that she has her love: she goes again to Tenshukaku, begs an audience with her Divine Eminence, the Everlasting Eternity. 

A puppet greets her: “Well? Speak now.”

“Was that line scripted for you?’ Miko ponders, dispensing of her guise with a quick flick of her fingers. “Because if Ei wrote it, I’m not surprised it’s so repetitive. Dull. Abrupt and without an ounce of charm, etcetera. She never has been one for the more intellectual pursuits, always focused on the physical. Cute of her, really, don’t you think?”

“Ah. Guuji Yae,” says Ei’s lookalike. “I see.”

Miko shudders theatrically. “No matter how often I teased her about addressing me with the proper forms of respect, Ei’s never called me that even once, I’ll have you know. And now you’ve gone and entirely ruined the game for me! You’re a terrible impersonation.”

“I am not Her, nor am I meant to be,” says the puppet.

“And thank goodness for that.”

“I am the Raiden Shogun, Ei’s vessel, Her guardian of the rules set down in pursuit of Eternity. I safeguard Her against all erosion, and I am to lead Inazuma along the path that She has ordained, and you are to be given special liberties and authority. A dispensation I argued strongly against.”

“Mm, tell me how you really feel,” Miko simpers.

The empty shell stares at her, not even a flicker of humor or shame to be seen. “I am an automaton created for the sole purpose of assisting Her in the pursuit of Eternity. I have no emotional capacity of my own. I believed you familiar with such vessels, Guuji Yae. Was I wrong?”

Well, it’s no fun toying with someone who can’t even understand they’re being toyed with. Miko sighs, examining her nails. “Yes, yes. I helped her in her earliest attempts, so don’t you lecture me.” 

“And yet, you said-”

“It was sarcasm, you pathetic heap of spare parts!”

The puppet tilts its head. “Hm.”

It takes a moment for Miko’s outburst to fade; the reception hall of the Tenshukaku is dark, empty of even ornamental guards, and echoing. Miko tries not to remember bygone years, when Makoto piled the throne with silk cushions and the high ceiling was full all the way to the top with the chatter of her retinue, petitioners, workers. Miko loves Ei, probably more than she should. But it’s too sad what her master has done to this place.

“About Ei,” she says. “I want to know when she’ll be back. Surely she gave you an estimation in the midst of all your useless, stupid instructions. When will she be done with this little trip, hm?”

“She has not left Inazuma City. Not since my installation.”

That gets Miko’s attention.

“Really? And you expect me to believe that there’ve been two of you wandering about and absolutely no one noticed? I know she misses her shadows, but Ei wouldn’t do that. Don’t be coy. I know you’re lying.”

“I do not lie,” says the automaton. “But if you require further assurance, then as per the rules set down for me, I am obligated to acquiesce: I know it to be true because this body has not left in all these years.” It hesitates a moment, then admits in a low, richly irritated voice, “As there have been no instances of erosion or enemies to Eternity within our realm, I have not needed to leave these halls.”

“You sound bored,” Miko says sharply, stalling for time as she attempts to untangle those words for the meaning beneath.

The puppet crosses its arms. “As I do not feel, I cannot be bored.”

“What did I say about lecturing me? But really, you silly puppet. Would it be that surprising? You’re nothing but a pretty, fancy toy,” Miko mocks. “You’re meant to be played with, it’s in your very nature. Someone needs to pull your strings now and again, don’t they? But never mind that now, quickly—whatever do you mean? What’s the connection between your location and Ei’s?”

The puppet lifts one hand, rests a fingertip lightly to her forehead, ruffling her bangs. Then she drops it to her chest, grinding knuckles against the creamy skin. “She’s there, and here. Inside a sword that’s sheathed within this body. Her voice echoes occasionally.”

“…What.”

“She is meditating,” says the interloper. 

There is a sudden ringing in Miko’s ears and her mind is too blank, empty of reason, entirely devoid of perception. She is floundering at the implication being presented to her. 

“You mean to say…” Miko begins, faltering and weak, but she doesn’t know how to be strong when there’s a slow chasm of horror screaming open inside her. “…that she…”

“To attain Eternity, one must step outside the reach of time,” the puppet says, that low deep voice, that lack of inflection. Pitiless eyes stare back at Miko. “Raiden Ei has shed Her flawed form and become pure consciousness. I am the temple which houses the god of Eternity. Decay cannot touch Her now.”

“…the body…?”

“Do not worry,” says the puppet. “I disposed of it well. Not even ash remains.”

Miko stares and stares and then, when the silence all around them wounds too deeply and she fears she might sob or scream, Miko throws back her head and laughs. A twist of her trembling fingers and foxes leap into form, crackling with a mimicry of her god’s power. “She’s truly in there?” she asks, and it feels like madness settling in, this fear and rage and love boiling up. 

“She is,” the puppet confirms.

Could it be true? 

Ei into a sword, the sword into an empty shell?

Miko taught her that trick two centuries back. Oh, how proud she’d been during it too, slyly showing off for Ei, greedily hoping for a smile, a gentle word as she taught her master the secret of it. And all this time Ei has been lying to her directly, hiding in plain sight her intentions? Miko had thought only that it made sense for a twin to be lonely; for Ei to want her own kagemusha, a shadow at her side.

Not a vessel to house her, to hide her, to keep her unchanging and alone with her sadness forever. Oh, Ei. Always so thoughtless, prone to decisive action without thought for consequence. Without understanding the simplest things.

Like Miko, left behind.

“Right. Well, if she’s in there already then she may as well control the vessel. No reason she can’t be in charge, hm? I’m bringing her out,” Miko rasps, and the foxes scream at her feet. 

But Miko is reeling too much to be as quick as she needs to be, and the puppet has time to set herself into a ready stance, like and unlike Ei’s own. The warping of a mirror image is further disorienting as the smell of ozone gathers, electricity crackling, sparking in defiance. 

“I cannot harm you,” it says. “This was one of the rules set down. But I cannot permit you to disturb Her.”

“And why not.”

“Because this is the path that She chose.”

Miko feels something break inside, hearing the hard, undeniable truth of that statement. Ei chose this. She chose-

“She’s really gone?”

The puppet frowns. “Of course not. As I have been telling you, Guuji Yae—Raiden Ei has been here all along.”

The foxes scream denial. If Ei were really, truly still here, then she would not have ignored all of Miko’s letters. Would not have left her alone and lonely, comforted only by duty. Would not have refused to be woken. Miko banishes the foxes with a cruel twist of her hand, before she allows herself to bring the hollowed out shell of the Tenshukaku and all of Inazuma City down with her in her rage and grief.

Without another word, Miko leaves. 

-

Eternity.

What drivel, thinks Miko, sour and sullen, and when the thunder rumbles she feels no comfort, only wronged, sick to her stomach with anger. Duty gives her no solace, and she stops caring about her plans for the Grand Narukami Shrine, as it’s now called. For the time being, at least until Miko figures out what to do next, she still performs her duties as Guuji, but the motions are all empty, her smiles brittle. 

Every shadow reminds her of what she’s lost.

Ei, who will never understand.

When the kagemusha first began to seriously train for karuta, stubborn and intrigued by her losses, the physicality and stillness inherent in such a game, she’d done so with the single minded focus of a born warrior. Miko remembers her grunting out a hundred poems by a hundred different poets in time with her katas, mumbled around food at her secluded lunches, how her voice would rise and fall, fall and rise at night when she couldn’t sleep, Miko curled at the foot of her bed with her ear twitching in irritation.

Ei did not get better.

Game after game is lost, and while her sister and friends would laugh and cheer, congratulate her on a worthy battle, Ei only gets more sullen, more reserved, frustrated at her inability to conquer what should have been easy. “You simply listen and then you strike,” Ei mutters, cross legged in the air in her meditation room, the black sands carefully combed in their pretty concentric circles.

Miko scampers across them, kicking up fine grains and ruining the perfection of them. “Maybe you should clean out your ears,” she teases.

Ei snorts. “Is that a request, Miko?”

“If I want pampering, I’ll go to your sister,” Miko says, nose raised loftily into the air. But still she leaps, lands on one strong thigh. Her tail undulates in a happy display behind her that is impossible to control. “She has the nice hands, kind and gentle. You don’t know what to do with yours when they’re not wrapped about your polearm.”

A twitch of Ei’s mouth. “Is that so?”

Miko preens, pleased she nearly made her master smile. “Well, I suppose if you want to practice being good at something other than hitting people, you can pet my ears. But only if you pay attention this time. They’re sensitive, Ei!”

“I’ll be good,” Ei promises, and the fond twitch at the corner of her lips pulls again but this time it stays, a gentle curve to that somber mouth. Miko stares up at her face, beautiful and serene and so loved that Miko has to look away again, blinking the afterimage of stars from her vision. “Perhaps it is as simple as that—cleaning my ears. Won’t you hurry and grow another tail, Miko? If you had human hands I could have you do it for me.”

Miko’s fur shivers, toes flexing against Ei’s thigh. “You can’t rush me,” she says. “That’s not how growing up works.”

“No?” 

The smile is too indulgent. Miko rankles now, where moments before she thrilled to see it. Her toes flex again, claws dimpling skin. “Don’t tease me,” she says. “I’m not a child, Ei.”

“I apologize,” Ei says, dutiful and easy.

Miko can feel her ears droop. “That’s the problem with you, dear Ei,” she says, and doesn’t even care that the slow lilt in her words is openly mean. “You listen, but you don’t hear. Of course you lose every match. How could you ever hope to understand those poems if you don’t ever see the real shape of them, hm? Really, it’s almost cute how hard you keep trying when you’re only destined to fail.”

Ei’s hand lifts, settles atop Miko’s skull. It’s large enough to cover the whole of her head, her eyes and her snout. Miko goes still with outrage, ready to bite. But then Ei’s hand smooths back, slow and sweet, stroking down her pinned back ears.

“I’m sorry,” she says again, heavier and true. “You’re right. I should listen better.”

And Miko had been tongue tied then at all that coveted tenderness, but she wishes now that she had pushed the point, then or one of the other countless times Ei had failed in this regard. 

Because that was always the problem with Ei, wasn’t it? She should have listened better, but somehow she never did. 

Hidden away in her room Miko can slip her careful Guuji mask and allow herself to wallow. She wilts, snarls, curls up in a ball of miserable pink fur. When she is especially weak or masochistic, she takes out the last message Ei gave her and reads it, over and over. “Yet it’s not for me alone that autumn has come,” she whispers aloud, and where once the words had been an acknowledgement of their connection, now it reeks of inadequacy, the callous truth that Miko must admit, even if only to herself. 

A kitsune familiar is not enough reason to stay, it would seem.

“I thought you heard me calling,” Miko says, and the dark sky is an endless abyss outside her window, the moon a pitiless eye staring down. “I thought maybe, just maybe, you heard what I was saying, what I was asking, what I wanted-”

You, she thinks.

That’s all I’ve ever wanted—just you by my side, always and forever.

-

Miko’s nature does not usually allow for lasting grudges or deep depressions—they’re too boring, require too much work. But Ei is different. Ei has always been different. Miko regrets this fact, and that over the last fifty years she’s still not rid of the pain of heartbreak, of Ei’s betrayal, no matter how viciously and thoroughly she lashes out in retribution, and also: she regrets that the latest batch of shrine maidens don’t keep quality wine in their secret stashes. “What is this abomination?” she asks, wagging the bottle in the air. 

“Lady Guuji,” her disciple complains, red faced and kneeling. “The merchant, he- he said that it was of fine quality. Sweet as nectar, divinity upon your lips. He said-”

“That you’re a simpleton for believing him,” Miko interrupts.

The girl flinches.

“Mm. What was your name again?”

“O-oh. Uhm, it’s- it’s-”

“Dear me, have you gone and forgotten your own name, little one? No wonder that man swindled you.” Miko can see the shiver in her frame, the tears gathering wet in her lashes; she can’t resist smiling, cruel and sharp. “Here, let me help. Lift your face up—yes, like that. Now say ah.”

“A-ah!”

Miko sets the mouth of the bottle against a tender bottom lip, bitten red. Tips it slowly, reveling in how the whites show in the girl’s wide eyes, how her chest shakes with the violent thrash of her frightened heart, fingers clenched into helpless fists against her thighs. How the first splash of wine across the girl’s tongue spills messily out the corners of her obedient mouth, dribbling down that wobbling chin.

Miko coos, “Drink your medicine, there’s a good girl.”

When the bottle is half empty, she pulls it back. Lets the shrine maiden gasp for air, blink back her tears. She looks flushed; dizzy. “Guu- Guuji Yae,” she entreats.

Smiling still, Miko reaches out and uses the sleeve of her own robes to wipe clean the girl’s face. “Now, isn’t that a little better? I know the world can be scary. You’re so terribly afraid of disappointing me—as you should be, of course!—and I understand it can be overwhelming at times, all too easy to get a little tongue tied, hm? But you’ve been such a good girl letting me help. So let’s see if this piss poor excuse for wine has helped loosen you up a little, shall we? Your name.”

“H-Hotaru. My name is Hotaru, my lady!”

“Ohh,” Miko breathes, cradling that still wobbling chin with her palm. “What a pretty name. Now then, Hotaru. Have you learned your lesson about the quality of your illicit goods?” At a frantic nod, Miko tightens her grip. “Tell me what it tasted like.”

“It…the wine,” Hotaru whimpers. “T-tasted. Uhm.”

“Like piss.”

Crying, it takes Hotaru five attempts to say it. By the end, even Miko has grown bored of breaking her, and she lets her go with stern instructions to be more selective with her money and cultured with her taste. The shrine maiden flees, bowing and stumbling her way out the door of Miko’s private chambers. If Hotaru remains in service at the Grand Narukami Shrine, she’s braver or stupider than the other half dozen shrine maidens Miko’s bullied into early retirement this year alone. 

Miko doesn’t care about that, though the shrine grounds are less than pristine, the rituals lacking, the Sacred Sakura standing a sentinel of disapproval over it all.

But what she does care about is the emptiness that sets in. 

It’s like a living thing, coming in and crowding close to her any time she’s alone, taking up all the air. Miko doesn’t understand why nothing helps—no matter how cruel she is, how powerful she feels, she never finds satisfaction. She never attains peace. There is always the anger, always the bitterness, always the longing to punish Ei for what she’s done that remains at the end of it all, so that she’s only hollowed out, left gutted like a fish. 

It’s a cycle she’s growing tired of.

With a sigh, Miko gets up and paces the room, restless. Drains the rest of the bottle in harsh swallows, licking a bead of plum dark wine from the corner of her mouth. It tastes sour; like promises unfulfilled.

“I hate this, Ei,” she says. 

She flips the bottle in the air, flicks her fingertips together and shatters it apart in a cascade of purple light. A shard cuts her cheek, hot sting of pain. Slow drip of blood. “I don’t want to stay mad at you anymore,” she admits. “I don’t like it. I feel bad all the time. I want- I want to love you again. I want the thunder to lull me to sleep. I want to think of your face and smile. I want-”

Miko cuts herself off.

The time for wanting is long past, isn’t it? There is only what Miko will do next. 

She leaves her room and stalks her way out to the Sacred Sakura, indignant and exasperated. There is a fox chasing its own shadow over the roots. At Miko’s approach, though, it slinks away, wary of her mood and of her power. Miko smiles grimly at the flick of tail as it disappears.

Ei always tried to convince her that the Sacred Sakura was born of Makoto’s death; some last valiant effort to watch over Inazuma, though the former Archon had been slain far away, long after Miko’s first memory of the great tree. For her part, Miko has always suspected some trick of Saiguu: the foxes and lesser kitsune all flock to it, after all, tend its keeping, and only partly because Miko commands it.

But she says, “Makoto,” on a tremulous breath.

Reaches out and lays her hand atop the bark, watching as the crevasses pulse violet in reply, like blood beneath flesh, a heartbeat answering Miko’s call. Sighing, she leans her forehead against the warmth of the Sacred Sakura, closing her eyes as her ears flick back, listening for eavesdroppers. But the shrine maidens know better than to approach her unless they have to, as wary of her mood and power as the foxes are.

“You must be disappointed in me,” she tells Makoto.

There is no answer.

Miko smiles, because it’s what she expected: Raiden Makoto is long gone from this world, after all, truly and forever. But despite everything that makes it feel as though she is, Ei is not gone. Not completely, not truly. 

Not yet, at least. 

The wind whistles by, a merry tune in the leaves. A flurry of pink petals cascade downward, catching on Miko’s sleeves.

A line of poetry pops into Miko’s head; the first time she’s given thought to any save Ei’s farewell in several decades. For the sake of you, she thinks, and then immediately after that comes, It was not for this I prayed at the holy shrine: that she would become as pitiless and as cold as the storm’s on Hase’s hills. 

She laughs a moment at the phrasing, the wicked ways in which she intends to twist the knife in her own back. “Don’t worry, Makoto,” Miko whispers. She lifts her head, opens her eyes. Pulls back from the Sacred Sakura with a vicious urge thrumming through her, plans slowly taking wretched shape in her mind. “I’ll be nicer to the shrine maidens, but I’m not done punishing Ei for what she’s done yet, so I’m afraid you’re about to be much, much more disappointed in me.”

-

At Tenshukaku the Raiden Shogun presides over an empty chamber. The quiet of it grows teeth, unrolls a slavering tongue, and threatens to devour anyone’s courage who dares approach her. Miko sniffs in disdain instead, strolling calmly across the echoing floor and up the wide steps.

“Guuji Yae,” says Ei’s puppet. “No disguise this time?”

“Oh, liked them, did you?”

“Not at all. I have no particular care for them,” the Raiden Shogun corrects. “Except for how your trickery may cause me to misconstrue you as an enemy of Eternity. ”

“Blah blah blah,” Miko mocks. “Eternity this, Eternity that. How eternally dull.”

It stiffens. “Watch your tongue.”

Miko taps a finger to her cheek, thinking it over. “No,” she decides, winking. “Actually, I don’t think I will. Not like you can do anything about it, hm? Silly Ei went and hobbled you where I’m concerned, or so you say. Do you know why, little puppet?”

A familiar mouth purses in an unfamiliar way. “You are necessary,” it guesses.

Miko has to wrap her arms tight around her belly, bent over laughing in outraged delight. “Me? Goodness no, I may be Guuji of the Grand Narukami Shrine, but I’m not really anything special. Not like that at least.”

“No? Then tell me, Guuji Yae, exactly why am I forced to follow a different set of rules around you?”

“Hm? Do you really want to know? I’m not sure you’re ready for the real truth yet. What if instead I tell you that I’m nothing more than a little kitsune kit that Makoto picked up one rainy day and gave to her sullen, antisocial twin in the hopes of making her crack a smile for once. I’m a pet. So you’re going to have to play with me if you’re pretending to be my master.”

“…I do not have time for such things.”

“Oh, yes.” Miko rolls her eyes. “I can see that. You’re so busy. The halls are bursting with citizens desperate for your attention—oh wait.”

“Allow me to rephrase. I cannot be distracted from my duties, and so I am above such trifling concerns as the care and feeding of pets,” the Raiden Shogun thunders, hands clenched on the arms of her chair. 

Miko stares at those white knuckles, the dip in it—in her—brows, and makes one more choice, one last exhilarating, selfish decision.

 “Then you’ll just have to be mine, I suppose,” Miko says with a carefully careless shrug. “I’ve never really wanted one, I’ll admit. So tiresome. But if Ei’s left you here, then I suppose I must once more roll up my sleeves and help her out of this mess she’s made. After all, you’re no Ei and you’re certainly no Makoto. You’re hardly even a person! But don’t fret, for I shall teach you.”

“Leave,” the puppet says, tone flat as hammered steel. “If you will not answer seriously then I see no point in prolonging this audience. Your presence is not required here and I will not listen further to such- such nonsense.”

So there are cracks in that armor, Miko thinks, and feels a smug smile curl her mouth. 

“Oh, very good,” Miko praises. “That stumble there almost sounded like real frustration. But I think we can do better, can’t we? Oh, yes. We’ll make you into a real girl yet, just you wait.”

The Raiden Shogun’s eyes narrow. “And why would I let you?”

Miko feels her heart pick up it’s pace, exultant; the trap ready to spring. “Why, isn’t it obvious, puppet? If you are meant to keep Inazuma and all its denizens eternally unchanged, then should you not also remain unchanged from the Ei of before? Already rumors are circling at your uncharacteristic reclusiveness, nasty little whispers that could lead to an uprising. You wouldn’t want things to change, now would you?”

“Hm,” replies the Raiden Shogun. On the arm rests of her borrowed throne, the tendons in her hands relax. Soften. The trap snaps shut like a fox’s clever teeth, and a puppet is none the wiser. She concedes, “A valid point. The essence of change is indeed anathema to everlasting Eternity. Very well, there may be merit in your riddles, Guuji Yae. I will listen.”

“Good girl,” Miko breathes.

-

The years come and go, autumn always returning. Miko now has a direct supply of the finest quality wine shipped to the Grand Narukami Shrine directly from Inazuma City. The Tenshukaku is alive with servants, with members of the Tri-Commission, with a rotating honor guard that Miko likes to watch squirm in discomfort whenever she visits. And visit she does. The Raiden Shogun has cracks, yes, but she is a being made to be invulnerable; it takes coaxing and the slow erosion of time to build up enough pressure for those cracks to yawn a little wider, reach a little deeper. There is no changing the puppet’s nature, but Miko learns the shape of her, the truth and how to warp it. 

“Have you finally accepted Her decision as the correct course, Guuji Yae?”

Kneeling at a low table, Miko pours them both tea, even though the Raiden Shogun will not drink it. Outside, a waning moon lends its faint light. Smiling, Miko says, “Are you still worrying about that? Silly puppet.”

Raiden’s empty eyes narrow. “That isn’t an answer.”

It makes Miko laugh, which spills the tea. As Miko cleans it up she begins: “Ei suffered the loss of her twin greatly, you know. I tried, once, to offer up some comfort in the form of a poem Makoto loved especially. Would you like to hear it?”

“If it will help you in your explanation, then so be it.”

Miko folds the dirtied cloth over neatly, setting it to the side at an imprecise angle. “If it should happen that we never meet again, I would not complain; and I doubt that she or I would feel that we were left alone. But Ei could never understand the freedom of that sentiment—she was good at having, not so good at losing, you see.”

“And you expect me to believe that you’re good at losing?” the Raiden Shogun asks, watchful as always.

But Miko doesn’t mind being watched. She leans back on one hand and winks at her puppet. “Oh, I’m a terrible loser,” she admits, “But I’m not alone, now am I? I have you, giving me everything that I could ever have wanted, just like Ei did. And you go along with it like the good girl you are, all so that your precious Eternity remains untroubled. Isn’t that so?”

“It is.”

“And unlike Ei, I am not a fool who can’t listen, and you are wonderfully entertaining,” Miko continues, slithering up onto her knees, sliding around the table. The tea will go cold, but the tea was only ever for show. The Raiden Shogun watches her calmly, expectantly, and Miko thinks about the tender gratitude captured within that poem of parting. How like Ei, Miko has never been able to align her heart to that calm acceptance of having and then losing and somehow letting it be enough; she feels as if she is starving instead, desperate for Ei’s touch, her warmth, her awkward smiles.  

Until we meet again, Ei wrote. Not goodbye, not sorry, not If it should happen that we never meet again, I would not complain. 

A promised meeting that Miko means to fulfill, and if it takes a thousand years of careful watching, quiet planning, then so be it. Miko is tired of wanting. She is a kitsune familiar and in love with her foolish master, brilliant and clever and the Guuji of the grandest, holiest, most lucrative shrine the world over—she will win it all in the end.

And in the meantime, she doesn’t see the harm if she has a little fun. Ei has been quite a brat in all this; she deserves to be punished.

So Miko reaches out, strokes her fingers along the Raiden Shogun’s jaw, tilting her head back. She straddles her lap, pleased when Raiden’s hands come up without prompting to steady her there, big and surprisingly warm on her waist. That low, too empty voice sighs out: “You never change, do you, Guuji Yae?”

Laughing, Miko mocks back, “Isn’t that what you wanted, my dear puppet? Now, go on then, don’t keep me waiting. You want to keep me happy, don’t you? A happy Guuji is a happy Ina-aah, yes, there you are.”

-

In the spring, the Sakura blossoms bloom, petals falling like snow to speckle Miko’s sleeves. Autumn will come again soon enough, the moon too big and too bright. It is an endless cycle, eternity as it’s meant to be, and Miko stands through it all, a love that’s rooted deep.
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