
River Crossing Rhythm

Author’s Note:
      inspired by Thoma dumping the Kamisato siblings on his birthday

    


    
    
  He returns home late that night. He returns home late most nights he gets to come home at all, but Ayato has tried to stop feeling bad for himself about it. Ayaka should already be asleep by the time he trickles in through the manor gates. He only sent word of his homecoming that afternoon, when he’d felt himself boiling under his skin, and the idea of having to deal with the Tenryou Commission one more time made him reel. Three housekeepers come to greet him at the door, and it’s two more than Ayato expects. It’s one less Thoma than he does, too. 



  Ayato curls his fingers into his psalm, just for a moment. He knows his smile is still fixed. He’s very good at that. He prepares to thank Sasaki for his efforts, when he sees Thoma crossing the garden toward him. He’s without his jacket, despite the chill, and his face is flushed when he stops short of Ayato and inclines his head. 



  “My Lord,” Thoma says, with all the warmth Ayato knows of him. “Welcome home.”



  Ayato lets himself look at the soft blonde of his hair, the gleam in his eye and the curl of his smile. He doesn’t consider Thoma any further, save to note that he looks healthy. Safe. 



  “How rude,” Ayato drawls, feeling his shoulders relax, “for the chief retainer to greet me so poorly.”



  Thoma’s lips curl upward. This is familiar, this is a years old conversation, born when Ayato still felt his newly inherited title wrapped around his neck. 



  “We didn’t know you’d be coming,” Thoma reminds him. Something in his face shifts. “We have a guest.”



  “That’s fine,” Ayato replies. It’s good that they do. He can’t remember the last time he saw Ayaka with someone besides Thoma. It’s good, and it’s no cause for envy, no reason for something in his chest to ache. “Anyone I should meet?”



  “The Traveller,” Thoma says, carefully. “You’re familiar with them?”



  He’s read about the traveller in a thousand different papers. Ayato’s dealing with the aftermath of him. The one time he tried to do something, tried to leave the ridiculous papers and sneering old men to meet the man actually fighting their battles, he’d hardly managed a step away. 



  “I’ve heard he’s something of a hero.” Ayato pauses, considers. He rests a hand on Thoma’s shoulder, squeezing it. “As are you, and my sister.”



  Thoma’s face is something unreadable, or maybe Ayato just won’t let himself linger on it. “We were part of it, yes. It ultimately came down to Aether and the resistance.”



  Ayato hums. They’re setting inward to the manor, now, and the moon glistens on Thoma’s headband. “And yet I heard you threw a polearm at the Shogun.”



  Thoma looks proud, if a little embarrassed. “I have to keep my secrets, too.”



  
    Not from me
  
  , Ayato wants to tell him. 
  
    We don’t play this game with each other
  
  . 



  “I’d just hope you don’t become too modest,” he says, instead. Thoma laughs, and says something about never possibly having an ego that could match Ayato’s, and Ayato chirps back that his is well-earned. Thoma laughs, and Ayato’s voice grows loud enough that it breezes through the thin doors of their home. He sees Ayaka’s silhouette rising to her feet through the paper of the walls. The figure by her tenses. 



  His sister spills into him. He laughs as she does it, wordlessly, and brings his arms up in what is—admittedly—a clumsy hug. She hasn’t done this in years, not since she was younger, and didn’t care as much for the eye of the public. She’s pulled away by the time that Ayato can figure out a proper position for his arms, and he’s left with his sister an arm’s length away, holding onto his forearm. She’s bright. Happy. Open, he thinks, in a way he can’t really recognize. She wears a wide smile, and her clothes are even a bit out of disarray, the knot on her belt sitting just a bit too far to the right. 



  “You’d think that I was the one off fighting a war,” he says.



  Ayaka huffs at him, just a bit. “You certainly look the part.”



  He looks awful, he knows, but he puts an indignant face on, anyway. The figure behind them—the Traveller—loses the stiffness in his shoulders, and loosens his grip on the sword at his waist. He’s shorter than Ayato thought he’d be, and younger too. He looks barely Ayaka’s age, if that. 



  Ayaka follows his line of sight, and she reels, just a bit. She gestures toward him, fan in hand. “This is Aether,” she says. She launches into a summation of his credentials, which Ayato is keen on hearing, and Aether seems to barely survive through. He thanks her when she’s done, says that he just did what he could. He introduces the pixie floating beside him as Paimon, and Paimon calls herself the best travel companion there is. 



  She could hardly beat out Thoma, Ayato thinks. He feels the words edge onto his tongue. He swallows them. He hasn’t gone anywhere with him or Ayaka in years. They all swore they’d go to Watatsumi Island together when they were kids, and Ayato overlooked the coral and swirling water three months ago, and tried not to break his own heart. He pushes the memory aside. Thoma has made a simple dinner, though Ayato knows his cooking anywhere. There’s enough food for all of them, even with Ayato, because that’s the kind of host Thoma is. 



  Paimon tells a story about their time in Liyue—a tale of an amnesiac stove god, which Ayato takes care to memorize—and Aether sits in comfortable silence, a soft smile on his face. He’s relaxed, and Ayato wants to call him naive for it. Ayaka and Thoma are kind people, the sort who would never betray their friends, but Ayato is nothing like them, hasn’t been anything like them since Mother was alive. It would hardly take a moment for Ayato to ignite his vision, or a power darker still. 



  Or maybe Aether has him figured out, and knows that Ayato has no more intention of drawing a blade on him, than his sister. 



  Ayaka smiles gently at Aether. She says that she’d like to try Liyuen food, someday. Especially if it’s made by Miss Xiangling. Paimon giggles at the idea of calling Xiangling 
  
    Miss
  
   at all, and Ayaka’s face tints pink. Her eyes are bright. After they’ve finished eating, and Thoma clears the food away, she shucks off her arm guards and takes her hair out of its ponytail. It falls free, and she looks years younger and years older all at once. 



  Ayato waits for a reaction from Thoma, or Aether, or even Paimon, and none comes. They don’t even note how lovely she looks—quite pretty, Ayaka’s hair is not suffering from the sleepy self-cut that Ayato’s currently is—and it takes a few, horrible moments for Ayato to realize that they’ve seen her like this. Of course they have. They are here and she is here and they’re familiar enough to call one another by their given names and to have simple dinners that the manor staff don’t attend to. They fought the shogun together.



  He must be more tired than he thought. These are basic connections. He shouldn’t need to realize them. He shouldn’t be feeling his heart slam against his chest because his sister and Thoma have friends. He should be happy for them. He should be asking Aether questions and offering Paimon more food. 



  He should be a lot of things. 



  Thoma’s hand finds Ayato’s, under the table. His fingers wrap around Ayato’s wrist, and his face is drawn into a gentle question. Ayato’s smile hasn’t slipped, he’s sure of that. It’s quite troublesome that Thoma can read him so well. Ayato slouches forward onto the table, the way that he and Ayaka were always told not to. 



  “Perhaps we’ll be able to reliably travel by the time of next year’s Windblume,” Ayato says, as Aether finishes a description of the festival. It’s not entirely a lie—no, it’s hardly a lie at all. It’s a promise. He will be able to make that much progress dissolving the decree, by then. “Wouldn’t that be romantic, Thoma?”



  Thoma sputters, and Ayato laughs. 



  “Don’t tease him so much,” Ayaka chides. He won’t stop, they both know that, and Ayato prepares to double-down. 



  There’s something in her eyes.



  Though Thoma has always been both their friends, Ayato thought, in some rotten corner of his heart, that he was Thoma’s 
  
    best 
  
  friend. But there’s a shine to Ayaka’s expression as she looks between him and the traveler. Thoma has the same look, all awfully familiar, and awfully comfortable. He gets it. He’s happy for them. He truly is glad that they finally found respite from the rigor of the Kamisato name. He truly is glad that the household has been a little less lonely for them. He doesn’t focus on the way the table seems so much wider than it used to, and that he feels so far away. 



  “You must be tired,” Ayaka sighs, eventually. Her voice is affectionate, a little exasperated, much more expressive than the last time he was home. “You never actually listen to me, when I say that.”



  “Forgive me,” Ayato returns, “I’ll be back in shape to prod Thoma by tomorrow.”



  “No, take your time,” Thoma says, automatically. Ayaka jolts. 



  “You’ll be here until tomorrow?” 



  “For a good while, hopefully. Even the Tenryou Commission gets tired of dealing with me. And I think we’ve made ample progress.”



  He has half a dozen more reports he intends to look at tonight, but that isn’t their concern. Thoma and Ayaka both offer him congratulations, and Aether looks wistful. Ayato heard that he’s looking for his sister. He has a few guesses where she may be. If he were a better man, he might offer Aether than information tonight. He’s not, and he’s by his family, and he has no desire to speak of such things in his own home. 



  “Progress?” Aether asks. 



  Ayato fixes his smile on his face, making it something more optimistic than he feels. “We’re working on the border-reopening policy. There are only a few parties still holding out.”



  Aether’s expression is thoughtful. Paimon makes some cry of 
  
    wow, important stuff! 
  



  “Dealing with the fallout must be a lot of work,” Aether says. He sounds apologetic. Ayato lets out a soft snort of laughter at that. 



  “For the first time in a long time, it feels worthwhile,” he says, and he realizes that he means it. 









  Ayato wakes up with his face on his desk, resting beside a request for increased support to outer-city merchants. He picks himself off the thing, and feels a pleasant jolt of surprise to see that it is the familiar wood of his home desk, and not one of the heavy, ugly things he spent the last three months working at. He runs his fingers beneath the edge of the table, and feels the carving of 
  
    Ayato + Ayaka + Thoma
  
   that they scrawled in seven years ago. 



  He yawns. The night comes back in a gradual wave. He got through the six reports, found that the Hiiragi’s were trying to sneak another relief decrease into their act, and began writing a countermeasure. More important still: he was home. He had dinner with his sister and Thoma and Aether. They were happier. They had friends. 



  He’s doing a terrible job being the Kamisato clan head, he realizes, dully. He has no idea where Aether is sleeping tonight. He did not even attempt to make plans with him. He rolls to a stand, hears his back pop in three different places, and makes it two steps toward the washroom when he starts spiraling toward the floor. The room is a blur around him, and the ground tilts beneath his feet. He’s on the ground with a thud within a second, and he barely registers the ache of the impact. 



  He doesn’t feel the dizziness getting any worse. He doesn’t feel particularly bad, nor does he have a difficult time breathing, so if he’s poisoned, it isn’t a very good poisoning. He doubts it, too. He made his own meals yesterday, save for the one that Thoma prepared, and if he can’t trust Thoma anymore he’s not sure there’s much point at all, so he’s going to ignore that possibility. 



  Sleep, then. He probably needs it. 


He wakes up again, and is glad to see that the sun is still cresting over the horizon. Thoma hasn’t come, yet, either, so he supposes that a few extra minutes of rest will hardly spoil the day. He pushes himself back up to his elbows, and rises to his feet gradually. He feels better now, more stable. Thoma likes to warn him that soon he’ll be less young and less resilient, and Ayato only thinks that he hasn’t gotten to feel young at all. He can’t remember how old he was when his father pulled him into his office, and told him that this would all be his someday. He’d been happy about it, then. He bragged to Ayaka. 


  There is a knock at the bedroom door. Ayato knows the rhythm of Thoma’s footsteps  and the cadence of his knock. He makes a vague noise of permission, and Thoma enters. He wears his jacket now, and bears a tray in his hand. A tea set lays atop it, as well as a small bowl of miso soup. 



  He puts the tray down on the desk, and comes to Ayato’s side. He steadies Ayato with a solid hand on his shoulder. His hands are calloused, more than usual. 



  “You don’t look well,” Thoma says. “Should I call for a healer?”



  Ayato shakes his head. “I may need to take your advice. Something about rest, I think?”



  Thoma’s eyes go wide and soft, all in a moment. He leads Ayato to the edge of his bed, and sits him down gently. It’s not unlike how the three of them would treat their mother. 



  “You were up late,” Thoma says. “I saw your light burning.”



  Ayato hums, leans into Thoma, who remains by him. He glances over the unmade sheets. “It seems you were, too.”



  “I had some housekeeping to attend to. Incident in the kitchen.”



  “Miya?” 



  Thoma shakes his head. “Miya’s actually gotten a lot better. There’s a new hire, Akihiro, who can’t seem to get the hang of things.”



  Ayato should know who works within his own household. He didn’t even know they were looking for new hands. Thoma seems to see it on his face, and he shakes his head. 



  “I should have let you know. I decided to open up some positions. There are more than a few people in need of work—well, you’d know best.”



  “I know it in numbers, only,” Ayato says. “You’d make a fine chief.”



  Thoma laughs. He stands, and grabs the teapot from the desk, pouring a cup. The liquid inside it is rich, and dark, and undoubtedly something entirely too bitter for Ayato’s tastes, which Thoma will pass off as being necessary for his health. 



  “You’d make a terrible housekeeper,” he says. He passes the cup to Ayato. It’s warm in his hands, perfectly made. Thoma used to boil kettles with his vision, just to show off. “Thank the archons you’re a good commissioner.”



  Ayato snorts, though the praise rolls through him. “Don’t thank the archon for that. I think she’s actively sabotaging me.”



  “Maybe Aether can talk to her.”



  Ah. Ayato still needed the Traveler’s account of his time with the Shogun. Ayato takes a sip of the tea. It’s disgusting. He smiles at Thoma, anyway. 



  “You think this is bad?” Ayato asks, pleasantly. 



  “It’s Fluorescent Fungus and Sea Ganoderma. I boiled it with some peppercorns, for good measure. It seeped for quite a while.”



  He is certain the taste will be stuck there until tomorrow. “I think I can do you one better,” Ayato says. 



  He acquired some dandelion tea and wolfhook seeds for Thoma. Ayato resolves to feed him his special onikabuto mix, before any of that. Thoma brings him the miso soup, and Ayato thinks that he must look awful, if Thoma is willing to let him eat on his bed. His hands linger where they touch Ayato’s, steadying the bowl. 



  “You’re close, then? With Aether?”



  Thoma makes the best miso on Inazuma. He knows it, too. “I think so. He’s a good friend.”



  Ayato makes some affirmative noise. “I’m glad.”



  “I’m happy you two can finally meet. I think he was getting sick of hearing about you only.”



  “Oh, I’m sure you were talking about me all the time,” Ayato says. “All good things, high praises.”



  Thoma laughs. “Oh, yup. How reliable you are, and how you never fall asleep with ink on your face.”



  “How clever, too, don’t forget,” Ayato continues. “Good-looking, to be safe.”



  “Modest,” Thoma adds. His face is tinted pink, like he’s the one drinking hot soup. He’s by Ayato’s side, and their knees glance one another. Ayato wants, so badly. But the bowl is in his hands, still mostly full, and he’s hardly in any shape for anything, and there is a country collapsing around them that Ayato belongs to. He’s a Kamisato before he’s Ayato, and he’s the eldest child before Ayaka’s older brother, and he once asked his father if he loved their mother when he married her. Father didn’t respond, not until days later, when he said that you learn to love someone. 



  Ayato wants, but he’s full of stupid excuses, and he’s barely home anyway. 



  “Do you have any plans?” Ayato says. He keeps tucked close to Thoma, delights in the way the red flush looks with his clothes. “I have a few suggestions, if not.”



  Thoma looks properly scared. He doesn’t pull away, either. 



  “There’s a festival,” Thoma says. Ayato does recall it being on the calendar. Ayaka had planned it quickly, efficiently, and Ayato needed only sign off on permission to use Kamisato ground. “I thought we should all go together.”



  “I didn’t know Ayaka went to festivals,” Ayato says. She used to tuck herself behind him or Thoma in their few visits as children, only coming out at their parents’ urging. 



  “She went to her first with Aether.” Thoma smiles, and drops his voice, conspiratorial. “She’s been much more open since he came around. It’s good.”



  There had been a festival in town the last time he’d been home. He’d meant to ask them to go. He’d come home, received news of an assassination attempt on Yashiori, spent the night writing his response to it, and slept through the next morning. By the time he’d awoken, Ayaka had been gone for meetings in Inazuma City, and he hadn’t seen her until nightfall. 



  “And you?”



  Thoma taps the bowl, which Ayato has left alone too long. “What about me?”



  “Much changed by the Traveler?”



  He considers it. Ayato sips the soup. It’s still perfectly warm, despite the winter chill. “He’s more of a fixer than me. It’s good to have a partner in arms,” Thoma laughs. 



  “A friend too, it seems like.”



  “A good one,” Thoma agrees. 



  Ayato doesn’t know where the rest of the morning goes. At some point, he finishes the bowl, and Thoma disappears with it, and the awful tea. He returns to help Ayato get dressed, and they both know it isn’t necessary. Thoma is looking for an excuse to check him for injuries, judging by his relieved look at the end of it. No one has tried to kill Ayato for a year now. 









  The last time Ayato went to a festival like this, he had long hair. He got it tangled in a sugar candy. It had taken a combination of Thoma’s careful efforts, his mother’s handiwork, and his new Hydro vision to untangle it. The memory trickles over him as they pass a candy stand, and Aether buys a candy for Paimon. Ayaka smiles at the two of them from behind her fan. She’s opted for a soft blue one today, something still in the Kamisato colors, but that matches her kimono. 



  Her clothing looks like something their mother would wear. Ayato wears more traditional clothing, too, though he’s avoided the dark fabrics their father enjoyed. He’s fixed a fox mask over his features. He’s still smiling. He doesn’t know how to stop, though it’s nice to know he doesn’t have to. Thoma is by his side, wearing his usual fare. The festival gleams gold on him and Ayaka. They look happy. 



  Ayato feels a bit lost. 



  They’re milling from booth to booth. He knows what they do in the Kamisato Estate. He knows what he’d be doing with Itto. He’s not sure what to do with his sister in her open conversation with a shopkeeper, or Thoma and his fond looks toward the Traveler. He should’ve worn his normal coat. He could’ve hidden fidgeting hands in the sleeves. 



  Aether hasn’t changed his clothing. From what he’s heard, Ayaka did offer him Inazuman robes, which he rejected. It soured Ayato’s perception of him, just a bit, though Ayaka hasn’t mentioned it. Ayato drifts toward the traveler. He’s looking over the festival, something distant in his eyes. His mask hangs off the side of his head. Paimon says something about it looking a bit creepy, worn properly, which Ayato takes a bit of delight in. She shushes herself as Ayato approaches. 



  “Come with me?” Ayato asks. 



  Aether turns, nods. The two of them set off toward the opposite side of the festival, with a nod to Thoma and Ayaka. The two of them are concerned. Ayato realizes, following the line of their gaze, that it isn’t for him. 



  He settles the two of them beneath a tree, whose branches are low and curling, leaves thick enough to separate them from the noise of the festival. They’re just beside a dango milk shop. He’ll buy Aether a bottle after. He tugs the mask off, is sure to let his smile fall gently into place. Aether looks at him, and Ayato feels elemental energy crackle around his hand. 



  “I don’t intend to fight,” Ayato says. “I only thought we should get some privacy.”



  Aether purses his lips. “Is something wrong?”



  “Quite the opposite. I haven’t seen Ayaka or Thoma this happy in a long time,” Ayato says. 



  Aether nods. “They’re under a lot of pressure.”



  “I know. I’ve done what I can to alleviate it.”



  Ayaka shouldn’t handle Commission affairs at all. Ayato can barely remember the few years that he did, before she came of age. 



  “I want to thank you,” Ayato says. Aether’s frame stays tense. “As long as you remain on Inazuma, please let me know if there’s anything I, or the Yashiro Commission, can provide you.”



  “That’s too generous,” Aether says. 



  “I can’t understate the change you’ve brought to Inazuma. If it’s within my power, I want to repay you.”



  There’s a long moment between them. Ayato remembers the reports of the traveler, long and confused, drowning out Thoma’s name in the documents. He didn’t need a vision. He was an exception to eternity. He survived the Shogun’s strike. By the time Ayato arrived home, Thoma sealed himself in Komore Tea House, and Ayaka kept her sword summoned at her side. She kept it there as he entered the room, holding herself between Thoma and the door. 



  “You’re looking for your sister?” Ayato asked. 



  Aether’s brow furrows. “I am.”



  “I don’t suppose you’d want help.”



  “The Shogun didn’t know anything. I’m going to Sumeru next.”



  Ayato wants, for a single moment, to follow him, to spend a day of life anywhere but Inazuma. 



  “It sounds like you have some idea of where she is.”



  Aether’s smile is thin. “Barely. The archons can’t or won’t say.”



  Ayato hums his agreement. He resolves to look into it, even as Aether shakes his head, and tells him that it’s none of his concern. He’s heard that Ayato is busy enough, anyway. This shouldn’t be urgent. 



  “I would want my sister back too,” Ayato says.



  Aether nods. He turns back to the festival, some of the lantern light leaking through the leaves, and scattering across his face. Ayato can’t read him. He hasn’t had to guess in a long time. He thinks of one of the witness transcripts from the Vision Hunt ceremony. The Shogun had called him an exception, a threat to eternity. 



  “Ayaka misses her brother,” Aether states. 



  Ayato pulls the fox mask back over his face. He keeps his voice light. “I’m trying,” he says. He laughs, and it’s thin-sounding, even to him. “It must not seem that way to you, given everything you’ve done.”



  Ayato makes a general gesture toward the festival, towards the Liyuen goods that hang on stalls, toward Ayaka’s smile and Thoma’s vision, still hanging by his side. He has a stack of papers for a decree that won’t pass for another year on his desk at home, and there are twelve visions whose light dimmed in the Shogun’s statue. They’d returned them to the holder’s families, who said it was good to have this much, at least. 



  “It doesn’t seem like we have enough time,” Aether says. 



  Ayato doesn’t think he means to say it. He lets the words dissipate into the night air.









  Ayato took Nobumori’s vision when he was twenty years old. The man says he’s happier now, slower-going than he was before. The vision is still tucked into the back of Ayato’s desk, and he lingers whenever he passes the man, hoping for another request to spar. It never comes. He hasn’t picked up a weapon since then. Neither Thoma or Ayaka have ever said anything about him and the docile look in his eye. When Ayato tried to return the vision, rain-soaked, in the dark of a night that wouldn’t let him sleep, with the first reports of the Vision Hunt Decree flooding in, Nobumori had refused it. 



  The Shogun called him honorable, 
  
    good
  
   for taking it. He thought it was worth it, then. 









  Winter rolls over Inazuma. There is more snow than in past years. It falls gently, and fewer people look at the sky with that careful loathing. Ayato tries to come home more often, at least twice a week. The other commissioners don’t protest too much. Something about the cold makes them all want to go home. 



  He bears news of trip to Mondstadt. Re-establishing trade with Liyue is Inazuma’s first priority, so the venture will wait a few months still, but the knowledge of it hums in the back of Ayato’s head. It’s proof of some change—if he’s too hopeful, proof that Inazuma is advancing, not just returning to what it had been. The few letters of correspondence he’d shared with the Grandmaster were welcoming. Warm. It’s exciting. He’s excited. The people of Inazuma could stand to see life in the city of freedom. 



  He finds Thoma melting snow off of the pathways around the estate, and thinks that he had some more personal causes for investment, too. 



  “I’m so glad you have a pyro vision,” Ayato says. Thoma jolts, and turns to him, the heat still rolling off his hand in waves. “Unfortunately, my sister and I are fairly useless when it comes to this sort of thing.”



  Ayaka used to build snowmen with her vision. She once made a very convincing one of Guuji Yae, complete with the contempt for Ayato. 



  “I do my job well,” Thoma agrees. “Ayaka has locked herself in her room. She won’t let me enter. I suspect she’s wrapping my birthday present.”



  Ayato laughs. His gift for Thoma is already tucked up in his desk, in a drawer that even Thoma doesn’t have the key to. His condensed slimes for Thoma are packed similarly. “Do you have any plans for your birthday?”



  Ayato has resolved not to do any work tomorrow. He’ll devote the day to Thoma and Ayaka, and keep his duties so far out of their minds that guilt isn’t a question. He owes them that much. He waits for Thoma’s reply, watching his face twist in cute consideration. 



  “I’d like to check in on Aether, actually,” Thoma says. 



  Oh. 



  He looks a little sheepish as he says it, not quite meeting Ayato’s eye. They’ve spent a few years of birthdays together—at least, Thoma’s and Ayaka’s, Ayato’s tends to fall around the end of the tax collection period and the Hiragi family enjoys being difficult. Ayato doesn’t let his surprise show on his face. It’s natural that Thoma should check in on his far-traveling friend. It’s natural that he should move on. 



  It’s fine. 



  Ayato tells him as much. It’s fine. He should let Aether know that it’s his birthday, to ensure a gift from the outlander. But it’s fine, and he and Ayaka will be home still, to celebrate when Thoma returns. Thoma can count on that much. Thoma inclines his head, thanks Ayato for it. 



  “For what?” Ayato asks, making his voice as light as possible. “I’m not so strict that you have to work on your birthday.”



  “You know what I mean, my lord,” Thoma says. There’s something in his expression that Ayato can’t read. 



  He does. He doesn’t want Thoma to thank him for letting go. 









  Ayaka takes the news of Thoma’s visit to the Traveler about as well as Ayato does. Which is to say, she gives a thin-lipped smile, and moves her fan to carefully obscure her face. The siblings sit there, for a moment, letting the silence roll over the two of them. They’re eating Thoma’s cooking, but Thoma himself is away. He had something in the city that he needed to attend to. As far as Ayato knows, it’s some favor for Beidou, though Thoma was tight-lipped about it. 



  “Perhaps we should also spend our birthdays with Aether,” Ayato proposes. Ayaka lowers her fan, carefully picks up a piece of fried tofu. “I’m sure it’s life-changing.”



  “It is,” Ayaka says, firmly. 



  Ayato hums his acknowledgement. He drinks a bit of soup—something with apple and mushroom in it—and tries to figure out how to politely ask his sister when Aether became a bigger part of their lives than him. 



  “Are you busy?” Ayato asks. 



  “I pushed my meetings to free up today and tomorrow,” Ayaka says. “I suppose I could get ahead with my work.”



  “Likewise,” Ayato lies. He doesn’t think he ever actually gets ahead of his work. He just falls less behind. “Unless you’d like to do something?”



  “We could go beetle-hunting.”



  “We could do something you 
  
    also 
  
  enjoy.”



  “I don’t mind beetle fighting.”



  “Yes you do,” Ayato says. “Last time, you purposefully found a weak onikabuto so you were eliminated faster.”



  Ayaka blanches. “It wasn’t intentional.”



  “Ayaka.”



  “We can do something else.”



  Ayato laughs, and sets his attention out of the estate windows. Even as kids, they had hardly any hobbies in common. He’s a poor dancer, and she has no appreciation for the finer elements of trading card games. Mother used to have them do calligraphy together, and Ayaka would be devastated that her five-year-old hand wasn’t as steady as Ayato’s, some six years older. 



  “We’re so sad without Thoma,” Ayato sighs, dropping his chin into a hand. Ayaka rolls her eyes. “Can’t even think of something to do.”



  They both enjoy theater, but it’s the middle of the day. 



  “Are you still practicing Shamisen?” Ayato asks. 



  Ayaka smiles. It’s a small, shy thing. “I thought it was supposed to be something we both enjoy doing.”



  “I enjoy listening to you play.”



  “You sound like Mother.”



  “High praise.” Ayato pauses, considers. “She always had time to listen to us play. I don’t know how she did it.”



  “She divided the work more equally with Father,” Ayaka says.



  “I suppose so.”



  Ayaka presses her lips together. Her fingers close around the edge of the table, and she takes a deep breath before she speaks. “I would want to, as well.”



  “Want to?”



  “Ayato.” Ayaka’s voice is steel, harder than he’s heard it in years. He snaps toward her, the years between them dissolving. “You know what I mean.”



  “That’s the second time I’ve heard that, today. I think people need to stop crediting me with such insight.”



  Ayaka taps her fan against the table. It might as well be a firework, with the way the sound rings in Ayato’s ears. 



  “Lord Commissioner,” Ayaka says, in words that sound so terrible, addressed to him. They called their father 
  
    that 
  
  only a few times, their mother never. “I’m asking to increase my duties.”



  Ayato’s smile doesn’t waver. “You do ample work for the commission. There’s no reason to get involved in further affairs. The face of the clan should keep in her best shape.”



  “You don’t need to protect me.”



  “And you don’t need to protect me.”



  They look at eachother. Ayaka’s features look sharper than he remembers them. He doesn’t know how long they’ve been that way. Her expression doesn’t waver. He wonders what she sees in him—the circles beneath his eyes, the barely-there tremor in his hand. He doesn’t look like the older brother she grew up with. 



  “Your role is important,” Ayato says, lowly. He levels his voice, and he hates speaking to her like this. He hates speaking like this in their home at all. 



  He hates this. 



  “Our family has come into a favorable position after the fatui dealings,” Ayato says. “We need to appear perfectly composed.”



  “There’s no reason we couldn’t.”



  “You are the beloved Shirasagi Himegimi, and I’m the commissioner. Inazuma trusts you. I won’t allow you to compromise that role.”



  Ayaka narrows her eyes at him. The pressure of his gaze almost makes him turn away. “You’re home more often now. The other commissioners are listening to you. This is the most flexibility we’ve had in years. We should make use of it.”



  Ayato presses his fingers against his temple. It’s their father’s habit, which he mimicked until it became his. “Then what we’re doing is working. We don’t need to fix anything.”



  “It doesn’t work.”



  The winter chill sinks into his skin. “The Yashiro Commission has more power than before. You know—we both do—that progress is slow.”



  “The Sakoku Decree is finally revoked. That wasn’t us. That was Aether.”



  Ayato barks a laugh . It’s a short, mean thing, nothing he ever wanted Ayaka to hear. He knows it, and he can’t stop himself. Can’t stop himself from speaking. 



  “I’m sorry I’m not Aether,” 



  Ayato says it just a little too loud. He’s standing. He doesn’t know when he started standings. He looks down at Ayaka, still seated. The ice of her face has shattered, and she looks at him with a mouth curled down, eyebrows pinched together. 



  He sits. Ayaka offers him a piece of fried tofu, which he takes with a low 
  
    thank you
  
  . His blood is still loud in his ears, and the air in his lungs swirls, violent. 



  “This is a nation of eternity. Change doesn’t come quickly,” Ayato says.



  “But it does come eventually.”



  Ayato doesn’t want to argue with her. He argues enough with everyone else. He wants to pretend he’s fourteen and the most pressing thing in the world is how he can avoid the kimono fitting tomorrow. 



  “Please consider it,” Ayaka says. “I want to do more for Inazuma. For you.”



  “I will,” Ayato says. He might. He should. 



  He eats. He buries his free hand in his robes. He tries not to think of his father, of the way he was more the Lord Commissioner than his parent for five years, of the hours Ayato spent learning customs and bladework and diplomacy, of the resentment. Father died three months after the first time Ayato told him that he wasn’t sure that he wanted any of this. Father died three months after telling Ayato that it was a matter of duty, not pleasure, that him and his sister had to be there for Inazuma. Father died three months after Ayato said that wasn’t fair. 



  He doesn’t think of himself as a selfless person, exactly. He tries not to think of himself much at all. But he wants Thoma to celebrate his birthday with them and he wants Ayaka to stay his little sister, and he thinks he might be selfish, after all. 









  Thoma leaves early on his birthday. He eats breakfast with the siblings, and tells them that he’ll be back in the evening. He doesn’t cook it himself, though he still indulges them in personalized meals; Ayaka’s breakfast is something light and filling, and Ayato’s is three kinds of herbal remedies wrapped in rice. If he notices the tension, he doesn’t say anything. Ayato sometimes snaps at him for trying to get too involved—
  
    siblings fight
  
  , Ayato would sneer. It’s been years since they had one of those arguments. Ayaka and Ayato don’t give him gifts before he disappears. They both watch his figure vanish into the treeline. 



  After they spoke yesterday, they both returned to their rooms. Ayato worked through paperwork until he couldn’t think about Ayaka in Commission negotiations, couldn’t think about attempts on her life, or about the fact that Thoma wouldn’t be there tomorrow. 
  
    Today
  
  . Midnight came and went, and he swears that he heard the echo of its footsteps below him. He woke up on his desk again, and Thoma scolded him for working so late, when he swore he had less to do, these days. Ayato hadn’t meant to sour his birthday morning. He’s not sure how Ayaka spent the remainder of her day, though she arrived at breakfast as perfectly composed as always. 



  Face of the clan. She’s good at that.



  “If it’s not too much trouble,” Ayaka says, eventually. “I’d like to spar.”



  He offers her a one-sided smile. He has a headache, though he’s used to the ringing. “Who am I to refuse?”



  She brings him to a cave beneath the estate. Ayato knew it was there—he’s found Sayu stealing a nap in its crevices—but he had no idea about Ayaka’s fondness for it. She settles the two of them beside a stream that runs through it. The grass is thin, and sound echoes against the walls. She draws her blade, and stands three meters from him. Ayato pulls his own. 



  He’s faster than Ayaka. He’s been training for longer. He’s also been spending the majority of his recent training time forlornly carving crystal flowers, and she’s been supporting the Traveler. 



  Right.



  Ayaka slips into the ground, her body dissolving into frost and snow. Ayato never learned Senho. He readies his own vision, and begins gathering water from the air, condensing it over his skin and blade. .Ayaka breaks from the ice. Ayato pulls himself away from his Hydro duplicate, and Ayaka’s swipe cuts through its empty body. 



  She’s gotten better. Smarter. She dodges some of Ayato’s strikes with Senho, throws up Hyouka when she can’t. He feels the glimmer of pride—as much as he can, at least, between evading her strikes. He knows her form well, he was taught the same, and he knows where Ayaka has streamlined it, made two motions into one perfect cut. Her blade nicks on the sleeve of the coat. He should’ve removed it. Arrogant. 



  He narrowly sidesteps a slash, and buts her with his pommel. It’s enough to stagger her, just for a moment, and Ayato dulls the water up the edge of his sword, before swinging it toward her midsection. She still doesn’t cover her left side enough. He’s just at range to pin her. She slips into the ground once more, and white fills his vision. He turns away from it. The cave is dark, rich green around him, and Ayaka’s blade is driving toward his throat. 



  He leaves a duplicate of himself behind, throwing himself backward. He’ll summon rain, find a way around her in the shadow of it. He knows the feeling of each movement in the water. The calm never lasts long enough. 



  Ayato is on his ass. 



  It takes a moment for him to realize it. His heel must have gotten lodged in the earth, and he must have fallen backwards, and for a moment he thinks about how displeased Thoma will be about this laundry, and then Ayaka has her sword at his neck. 



  “You win,” Ayato says, easily. He’s proud of her, as much as he’s thoroughly convinced of his own idiocy. Foot in the dirt. 



  Ayaka narrows her eyes at him. “Are you feeling alright?”



  “I can handle a bruised ego.”



  “You weren’t—,” she pauses. “You seem off.”



  “Don’t be so modest.”



  She puts her sword away, like an afterthought. She helps Ayato up, a moment after. She’s stronger than she looks, has been for a long time. He bites the inside of his cheek. She’s never been faster than him. He’s been too negligent with his combat training. 



  “You were using water to dull your blade,” Ayaka says. “You made it soften the edge.”



  “I wasn’t aware you wanted an actual death match.”



  “You didn’t need to.”



  She smiles at him. There’s an ease in her frame, a kind of confidence that Ayato hasn’t seen his sister wear in—he’s not sure he ever saw it. The same thing would look like arrogance on him. 



  “If you’re done beating your poor, beleaguered brother,” Ayato drawls, “I do believe there’s a new Mondstadter food vendor in town.”









  The Mondstadter’s name is Henry, and he sells food that is decidedly richer than eighty percent of what Inazuma has to offer. Ayato is making his way through an immense sandwich—who can actually eat the sandwich regularly, he doesn’t know—and Ayaka is having a much more reasonable potato hash dish. Henry has brown hair, soft dark eyes, and he’s not much older than Ayato, himself. He’s quite attractive, but perhaps Ayato has a bit of bias toward Monstadter features. 



  He debates relenting, and splitting the sandwich into pieces. It seems to be two sandwiches stacked together. The ease of eating would be increased, but that would compromise the integrity of the sandwich. Henry doesn’t seem like the type to be insulted—no, Ayato would be upset if an outlander took apart Inazuman food, fully compromising the intention of it, at first taste. 



  It occurs to Ayato that he’s been looking at this sandwich for a full minute.This is just how his head works now. 



  “It’s very good,” Ayaka says to Henry. She’s right. It tastes excellent, even if it hurts Ayato’s jaw to eat, and isn’t sitting well in his stomach.  He thanks her, not quite with the reverence that the other Inazumans do. “Why have you decided to travel to Inazuma?”



  They launch into a conversation. Henry heard about the lessening of the Sakoku decree, and elected to try to set up shop. He thought there would be a good market for foreign food in Inazuma. And he’s keen on taking Inazuman flavors and techniques back home. Ayaka is good at this. She’s charming and asks the right questions and Henry falls over every word. She tells him about the local commerce, tells him that they have a very dear Monstadter friend who will be glad to try the shop.They talk about Dandelion Wine and culture differences and frying techniques; she’s actually quite interested in learning how to cook. He flushes, says that he’d be happy to show her what he can. Her smile is true, but it isn’t as loose as it was before. She stands a little straighter and masks her disappointment when he tries to let them go without paying. 



  “There’s this cream soup,” Henry says. “I don’t have it today. But it was my mother’s specialty. She’d be glad to know I’m still serving it.”



  “I’m sure she’d be proud,” Ayaka replies, with just the perfect amount of empathy. 



  She cried long, hard, at their mother’s funeral. They clung to each other, and Ayato didn’t know what to do as his sister shook to pieces. She’s buried her grief since then, tucked it where no one can see, not even Thoma and Ayato. Ayato’s fallen apart against his empty bedroom wall a dozen times. He doesn’t think Ayaka even gives herself that luxury. There’s a city of people to perform to, a household to impress, a housekeeper to tell not to worry and a brother to not concern. 



  Ayaka’s expression of sympathy returns to her perfect, neutral face, and Ayato knows that he did this to her. 


 


  One of the Shuumatsuban is hidden in the shadow of the gate to the Kamisato Estate. He recognizes her long, sharp silhouette as they approach. She’s strong, and has been part of the organization longer than Ayato has. She trained him in dagger usage, taught him how to conceal a weapon within his jacket quickly, and how to draw it faster. Mihara has no love for his work in the Commission, and he can see her scowl, even from here, at the pretty, 
  
    impractical
  
   clothing he wears. 



  “Is it more bad news?” Ayato asks, brightening his smile. Ayaka’s brow furrows. 



  “Yes, My Lord,” Mihara says. She says 
  
    My Lord
  
   like an insult. “Someone broke into the estate.”



  Ayaka winces. Ayato lets his smile drop, wears a considerate face, instead. “Elaborate.”



  “We found her beneath the floors of the estate. She’s been taken in for questioning. We’ve done a sweep of the estate, but have not yet found any signs of thievery or otherwise.”



  
    Or otherwise. 
  
  She’s either failed to kill him or his sister, or she’s entirely too close to succeeding. 



  “Thank you,” Ayato says. He glances at Ayaka. She’s drawn her fan, and her eyes are frozen, fixed. “I expect an update as soon as possible.”



  Mihara scowls at him. “You won’t come.”



  “I see no reason to,” Ayato lies. The unease twists in his stomach, claws at his throat. It’s his home. He should see to its security. But he knows Ayaka is watching him from the corner of his eye. He knows Thoma will be home, and he knows that if there’s an attempt on either of their lives tonight, Ayato will be by his sister’s side. “I trust that your team is competent enough to handle a single intruder.”



  She gives him a hard look. He returns it with the same ease. 



  “Don’t be arrogant,” Mihara says. “Anyone can be killed.”



  “I’ll see to it that I’m not.”



  Mihara ducks her head. It’s a shallow movement, done for only a moment before the woman disappears with the wind. The siblings linger at the gates for just a moment, watching the sunlight scorch through the tree leaves. Their home is beautiful. They’ve seen more hurt there than anywhere else. 



  By the time Thoma returns, Ayato has convinced Ayaka that he needs to hear her play the shamisen, lest he die, to which she mercifully decided to let him live. She plays beautifully, each song clear, resonant. Her teachers say she has a remarkable sense of rhythm, and an innate understanding of dynamics. She forgoes the technical precision they praised her for, now. The notes are wild, running into one another, matched with a volume that rises and falls in an instant. He hears a warfront burning through the mountains. They’re singing victory. 



  Ayato clamps a hand over his mouth, as a wave of pain jolts through him. 



  His threat to die for lack of shamisen was inspired by the stomach ache that sought to kill him. It was hardly the first time he’d known the nausea, the kind that came after neglecting to eat for two days. It makes sweat glimmer on his brow, makes him wrap himself in his sleeves and bury his face into his desk. He only leans forward on the low table that he sits at now, keeping his face as placid as possible, and trying to hide the warm orb of water he was pressing against his stomach. 



  Ayaka stops playing. He’s made no sound, he’s sure of that, and he thought her attention had been too fixed on the instrument to notice his less-than-pleasant expression. He smooths his features out now, even as some organ of his decides to betray him, and he nearly loses concentration on the water. He needs to speak to Sangonomiya, and learn how she convinced her vision to heal. 



  “Is something wrong?” Ayaka asks. 



  “Hardly,” Ayato says. “You’ve gotten better. Could put some local troupes out of business, if you’re not careful.”



  He expects her to roll her eyes. They don’t shift away from him. “You don’t seem well. I’ll find a medic.”



  “I’m fine. You’re always telling me about,” he waves his free hand, “the health risks of sleeping too little, and all that. I suppose you may be right.”



  She lays the shamisen down. “I’ll be back in a moment.”



  “Remember when you listened to me?”



  “I will when you’re being less dense,” she sighs, and the door slides closed behind her. 



  Well, that’s perhaps the most unwelcome change yet. Or most. He’ll decide when he’s more confident than the lower half of his body isn’t trying to declare independence from the upper. He drops his head onto the table, presses both hands against his stomach, and warms the water further. Sangonomiya’s general can also heal, he thinks. He doesn’t know why his family didn’t deem that necessary and important knowledge. He’ll learn and he’ll make that a new Kamisato art, and future Kamisato’s will never have to worry about worrying their little sister over something as silly as a stomachache. 



  He should lay down. That will help. It’s hardly right to rest here, so he’ll go to his room, and he’ll wake up better, and Ayaka will see that she hardly needed to worry at all. He presses his palms against the table and forces himself upright. 



  The pain is burning. He loses his focus on the water, loses his focus on anything but the shock tearing its way through him. He drops back to the ground. The contact only makes the hurt blaze hotter, and he feels himself slump back over the table. He hears the ring of his head against the wood more than he feels it. He stays. He shouldn’t stay but he can’t move and he’d cry if he were any more pathetic than he already is. 



  The doors slides open. Ayaka’s voice rings like a bell or a clap of thunder and there’s a pair of footsteps beside her that Ayato doesn’t recognize and he wants, he wants 
  
    so badly
  
   to pull away from this stranger with his sister and to lay down until it’s alright. His sister’s hands touch his shoulders, calloused and cool to the touch, and he hears her say something about burning. It’s strange, she shouldn’t know what he feels, but she’s always been very smart. The other voice doesn’t make much more sense. Ayato sees something silver in the corners of his vision, and—metal isn’t good, metal is drawn against his family.



  He’s throwing up a barrier of water. Ayaka tells him to stop. He tries to look through the curtain of his hair and the blur of the liquid. It’ll help, Ayaka is aying. Trust him, it’ll help. She stands, she crosses to the other figure. It’ll be very embarrassing if he turns out to have misunderstood. He should apologize. His throat is tight and hot and he can’t speak. Ayaka’s grip is unshakable around his arm. 



  There’s a prick. The feeling of a needle, he realizes.


 

 


  For a while—he isn’t sure how long—there’s a haze of soft blue in his vision, and a small voice in his ear. Ayaka fusses with her skirt, fusses with one of her fans, fusses with the ends of her hair, as she speaks. He can’t see who she’s discussing with. She’s saying wrong things, like how she should’ve noticed earlier, or how she shouldn’t have asked to spar. Ayato means to comfort her, though something in his blood doesn’t let him do it. 


 

 


  When Ayato wakes up, this time, Thoma is there. There is a light flush on his face, like he’s gone drinking, but he rarely drinks outside of holidays, and—right, Ayato remembers now, it’s his birthday. 



  “Sorry about this,” Ayato says. His voice cracks. Thoma’s attention shoots to him, eyes wide. “I had been hoping you could enjoy a simple birthday dinner.”



  “Don’t worry, my Lord,” Thoma says. “Are you in pain?”



  It doesn’t feel 
  
    good
  
  , but it’s nothing compared to before. He tells Thoma as much. 



  “It was poison,” Thoma says. At some point, a doctor comes and her assistant comes in, and Thoma tells the assistant to retrieve Ayaka. “Before you get any ridiculous ideas about how this is your fault, it was poison. Word came back from the Shuumatsuban, and was confirmed by the medic.”



  It’s a funny feeling, knowing that someone wants you dead. Ayato doesn’t know if there’s any getting accustomed to it. “Only me?”



  “You’re the only target,” Thoma confirms. “Kanjou Commission, we think.”



  Ayato smiles. Thoma doesn’t do the same, when he sees it. “I suppose it’s nothing new, then. No fun surprises. Is it still your birthday?”



  “Just past,” Thoma says, gingerly. He takes one of Ayato’s hands in his own, examines it. 



  “Was it a good one?”



  It was, Thoma says. Ayaka is in the room not long after, Aether at her heels. Her eyes gleam, her face is red. Ayato does his best to straighten himself, to look alight in little but a thin kimono. He doesn’t think of how he resembles their mother, of how many rooms Ayaka chased a doctor’s promise into. 



  His sister spills around him. Thoma follows. It’s the first time he’s hugged all of them since he’s been home. He doesn’t know how he forgot that. 



  “You have gifts,” Ayato observes. 



  Thoma blinks at him. 



  “To open.”



  “My Lord, I don’t think that is too important right now.”



  They’re all looking at him. Ayaka wears her worry on her face, in all the ways that Father told them not to. Thoma’s expression is exasperated, something like concern in the back of it. Ayato can’t read Aether. He hates that he can’t. 



  He fixes his smile. “We’re already late,” Ayato says. “And I won’t die.”



  He nods to Ayaka, waits for her to return the motion. She doesn’t. 








  
Notes for the Chapter:Might be a one-shot. Might be the start of a fic. I baselessly believe in my heart-of-hearts that Ayato knows about the Abyss. I cannot wait to see this guy in the special program





