
hope that perches in the soul

Author’s Note:
      Hi! Thank you to @SVERTYH on Twitter for commissioning this fic, I had a blast writing ayasara!

This fic is also based on a Japanese folktale called the Crane Wife. Here’s the Wikipedia article if you want a gist of it (I, of course, deviate a lot from the tale itself) but you don’t need to know anything about it to read this fic! All you gotta know is that all depicted characters are gay and in love.

    


    
    Winter was never a favorite in Sara’s books. It was too cold; the whiteness that stretched across the land was maddening, and the way the snow clung to her boots and all the way to her thighs felt neither pleasant nor good.

And, most of all, the season was lonely. 

Cool wisps of her breath tickled the air in front of her, turning into white smoke as it dissipated up towards the naked trees. Sara hiked her quiver back over her shoulder blade, its presence heavier with every step of her boot. Her face felt numb— the only thing she could feel around it was the quiver of her lower lip. 

She couldn’t turn around and go home now, however. She was running low on supplies, the food on her table dwindling with every passing day. Gritting her teeth, she pressed on, even as the toes inside her boots began to lose feeling. 

Her brothers and clan waited for her patiently beyond the horizon of the mountains. They, too, counted for her to return with an abundance of food and supplies that had been missing from their plates since the deep winter began. She would not disappoint them. She refused to. 

Sara continued to trek through the mountain forest with an empty sled and a full quiver. The wild life near the Tenryou Commission was equal to the life out in the mountains, it seemed. She sighed, feeling the exhaustion seep into her bones until her muscles were nothing but frozen masses of sluggish movement. How was she to feed herself or anyone, if no game would come out and present itself to her? She would even take a squirrel. 

Her answers were answered not long after. Out in the distance, its feathers camouflaged against the pristine snow, a white bird laid on the ground. 

Sara could only make out its appearance due to the crimson blood that seeped under its listless body.

 A crane, she mused. 

No. A white, beautiful heron. 

Sara moved her knees upwards and moved towards it as sneakily as she could. She reached for her quiver and pulled out an arrow, nocking it in place to ready it for release. Though it laid there unmoving, she could never be too sure when it came to the stubborn wildlife around Inazuma. 

She inched closer until she was only a few feet away. It did not move. 

It didn’t move an inch when Sara drew closer to it either, slowly aiming her bow to the ground in mild curiosity. 

Sara’s breath clouded in front of her thrice before she set her bow down and crouched. 

There was a hunter’s arrow struck deep in on the side of the heron’s wing. She believed it to be dead before Sara watched its nimble chest rise and fall, albeit slowly with shuttering intakes of breaths. The blood underneath it had tainted the snow around it in deep red, and Sara’s knees soaked the color as she crouched beside it to lift the wing. 

The arrow had not punctured the abdomen. Instead, it had clipped the meat of the wing and rendered the heron useless in flight. 

Sara dropped the wing carefully and lifted her head. She squinted in every direction, looking past the white hills to look for a hunter looking for their prey.

Four wisps of her cloudy breath passed. No one came. 

She looked back at the downed heron. Its eyes were closed, and it made no attempt in getting away from her even in their close proximity. It must have been minutes away from dying, from the looks of the blood and the blizzard that was beginning to heighten around the mountain area. It was too cold for a heron to be here. 

Sara put her bow behind her. She stripped out of her outermost layer, and then covered the heron with it. She lifted it and transported it to her sled, and then carefully ensured it was snuggled in before dragging it to the cabin that she had set up to rest in while hunting. 

She could always hunt more in the morning. A fallen animal’s life that was taken for anything more than sport was an unjustified act. 

They arrived at her cabin not long after. Her lungs were almost ice at that point, and she was more than grateful to haul herself and the heron indoors. The fireplace was the first thing she pointed her attention to, and Sara had a fire roaring in the room in less than a couple breaths. 

With the orange flickers of the fire lighting her way around the cabin, Sara picked up the injured heron and unwrapped it from her jacket. The blood had soaked through the furs of her outfit, but thankfully the heron was still breathing sluggishly against her palm.

Sara did her best to dress its wounds. She removed the arrow and discarded it, immediately pressing her hands against the wing and wrapping a gauze that she saved for her own injuries. The heron should be able to sustain itself after she wrapped up its injuries, but with the bitter cold outside and the blood that stained all over her knuckles, its fate was with the gods. 

Sara slumped against a chair. It scraped noisily against the wooden planks beneath her, but she barely took notice. She dabbed at her forehead with a clean cloth and prodded the fire with a rod, insulating the warmth within the cabin. Outside, the sky darkened with the impending night, the snow circulating around them as if threatening to come in. 

She craned her neck backward to look up at the ceiling. It shook gently with the sway of the wind, and the exhaustion was finally getting to her. She supposed that she could live off bread again for another day, and that her clan would simply have to wait. 

One more day was all it took, and then she can go back to hunting. 

 

Sara stirred by the sound of peculiar clacking on the floor. 

She wrenched her heavy eyes open, the strain in her neck heavy as she leaned back forward to straighten her gaze. Blinking, the world around her was light, insinuating that the morning had broken through the clouds and the new day was upon her shoulders. Sunlight danced along the wood in streaks.

Among the streaks of sun stood the heron, its broken wing still cradled close to its side. The sling that Sara had given to her only hours prior was discarded on the floor. It had recovered much more quickly than Sara had anticipated, but she supposed that it was a good thing. She had more time to hunt, now without the worry of a broken bird in her cabin plaguing her mind. 

The heron circled in front of the door, its beady eyes locked on the doorknob and the windows that beckoned it to come outside. 

When Sara shifted, the heron flinched, its body turning to look over at her and its eyes staying upon her drowsy presence. They continued to lock eyes with each other, neither of them looking away. 

The heron had the most gentle eyes she had ever seen. 

It looked almost human in the way it looked at her, almost gratefully. 

Sara grounded her palms against the arms of the chair and pushed, forcing her up from her comfortable position on the chair to assist the poor heron. 

She opened the door without thinking, the cold greeting her exposed body immediately. Her teeth chattered as she held her ground, opening it wider to allow the heron access to the outside world.

The heron tilted her head at her. 

Sara jutted her head to the opened door, silently giving permission for the heron to leave.

The heron bowed its head to her, if only for a moment, then spread its wings and left Sara in her cabin. Sara shut the door as quickly as possible, her arm slung over her other shoulder in an attempt to stupor her shivers. 

Her feet dragged across the wooden floors. She made her way back to the chair and slumped against it, throwing her head back and closing her eyes. 

It was best to rest for a little while longer. Once she got back up for the day, however, she supposed it was only right to continue her hunt.

 


 

Sara was whittling a stick next to the cabin’s fireplace when she felt an odd presence around the mountains. 

She stopped whittling momentarily, placing her knife and stick in her lap while she craned her neck to look outside through the windows. There was nothing there but the greetings of the winter, its blowing window dwindling down for the day. In fact, she was certain that it was possible to leave the mountains in a few hours, sure that her clan would be pleased with the carcasses that she had managed to hunt down. It would be able to keep them fed for a week, if not longer. 

The unusual feeling tickled the back of her ears once more. 

It wasn’t the feeling of danger, no, it would force her hackles to raise and for her arm hair to stand up on end if that was the case, but it wasn’t a gentle feeling either. 

It was the feeling of being watched, as if someone had their eyes on her with an intent gaze. 

Sara put down her stick and tossed it on the table. She stuffed her whittling knife into a boot, just in case, and then crept just out of the view of the window to find her weapons. 

Her bow waited for her nearest the door, but she determined that it would be too difficult to handle during something close ranged. She felt the presence of a person nearby, almost as if they were standing outside of her door. It meant she needed something else. 

Sara pushed her bow aside to grab her hunting knife. She had sharpened it that morning, making it the perfect weapon if the circumstances allowed for it. 

Just as she inspected the knife for any dents or scratches, there was a knock on the wooden frame of the door. Hollow, with the gentleness of two raps against the wood. 

Like a deer in the headlights, Sara just stared at it. She didn’t know what to do. There wasn’t supposed to be anywhere out where she was for a few miles, with the closest village half an hour’s worth of trekking. No one would be dumb enough to stay out in the mountain forests.  Especially during the harsh winter season. 

She was almost convinced that it was an auditory hallucination, caused by the hours she spent outdoors hunting particular prey for miles on end, until the door knocked again. Louder this time, as if the person on the other end was getting impatient. 

Which, honestly, Sara wasn’t one to blame. The blowing winds were fierce, and it was enough to knock anyone off their feet if they weren’t careful. 

Sara got up and dropped the knife in a side pocket for easy access. She was still cautious, walking towards the door slowly for any sudden movements or calls from the other side, but she didn’t feel that sense of danger she usually felt when eyes of predators had fixed their gaze on her. 

Sara opened the door, her breath stuck in her throat. 

It continued to be stuck when she blinked, staring at a beautiful woman who wore a pure white kimono that almost mingled with the snow behind her. Her eyes pierced through her with a gentleness that looked proper and warm, a gratefulness behind them that indicated this woman’s familiarity with her. 

The woman was breathless, her hands almost blue from the cold, and Sara had to hold back the urge to pull her inside to shield her from the bitterness outside. 

“My name is Kamisato Ayaka,” she said quickly, still breathless. “And I owe you a great debt. Please, take me as your wife.”

Sara could only stare. 

It took exactly two seconds and a half for her to remember that she was staring at a woman who was freezing to death on the other side of the door, so she pulled her body to the side to allow Ayaka access to the home, in which she took the invitation gratefully. 

Sara was stunned beyond belief, watching as this unfamiliar woman looked around her cabin and spun around to look back at her, a question lingering in those silvery eyes. She was close enough to Sara that she could spot the mole beneath one of her eyes, and Sara continued to stare at it. 

“You must be… confused,” Sara said thickly, and she swallowed the bile that rose from her throat. “Are you lost? Shall I escort you back to your family? I’m sure they miss you greatly.”

Ayaka shook her head. “I’m not lost.”

That stumped Sara. If she wasn’t lost, then what was she doing here? “Then I don’t understand. What are you doing out here?”

Ayaka tilted her head at her, looking just as confused. “I came here for you,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “I wish to be your wife, if you would have me.”

Have her? Sara would be the luckiest woman in all of Inazuma to have a wife as beautiful and as seemingly kind as the woman in front of her. 

But still. She didn’t understand. 

“Why?” she asked. 

Ayaka just smiled at her. She looked stunning in that way, but Sara couldn’t help but wonder if she was freezing from making her way out there in nothing but a kimono. 

Sara looked at the fireplace, the fire dwindling in size and the heat escaping with it. She walked towards it to prod at it again, chastising herself for staring so blatantly at Ayaka. Surely, her first impression didn’t look so good in Ayaka’s eyes. It made her grimace to herself. 

Ayaka crouched down beside her to watch. 

Sara stiffened. 

“You—” She cleared her throat. “You didn’t answer me.”

She could see Ayaka staring at the paintings above the fireplace as she spoke. “You are the kindest person in all of Inazuma,” Ayaka told her softly. “What woman wouldn’t want to be your wife for that reason?”

Sara frowned, even as the fire grew under her tending. “What have you heard of me to hear such things?” she asked, and she turned her head to look at the beautiful Ayaka. She almost had to immediately look away.

“I’ve heard from the other birds that you take care of your clan,” Ayaka answered. Her answers were on her knees, and she wrung them out almost as if she was nervous. “You take care of others first before you tend to yourself, and I’ve also heard from them that you were— that you spent your days in solitude. I… I happen to be the same way.”

Sara listened to her astutely. She briefly considered asking her which “birds” in the country had told her such things about herself, but she found herself not caring much for it. They were all true, in a sense, but she just wished that Ayaka’s confidants had told her that she didn’t mind the solitude. 

At least, most of the time. 

“So you sought out my company hoping to remedy both of our loneliness?” Sara asked her. 

Ayaka looked away from her gaze. “In a sense,” she admitted, and Ayaka looked almost guilty of it. “But I also wanted to repay you for the kindness you’ve shared. I mean every word when I say that I would be honored to be your wife.”

She thought about the pros and cons of the situation. If she were to get married to Ayaka, no longer would her clan tease her about her intimate affairs, and she would be left alone to her own devices. But though Sara had no intentions of settling down and familiarizing herself with a wedded spouse, she couldn’t help but feel as if she was cheating Ayaka out of a life she might have wanted in the future. 

But then again, Ayaka was the one to offer. Surely, she had intentions of her own, and she had already thought it through.  Surely,  Ayaka didn’t hear rumors about Sara’s solitude and came to the conclusion that she would be a perfect domestic wife. Their marriage was transactional for the both of them, beneficial in their own ways that didn’t involve the intimacy that Sara had girls in her village vying for from her. No woman as beautiful as Ayaka would settle down for Sara if she only did it for the passion of marriage. 

Sara let the rod rest against the wall. She got up slowly, and Ayaka mirrored her. 

She mulled over Ayaka’s words in her head, wondering to herself if she was simply living out a dream, ones that were granted to people right before they died for a peaceful passing. 

And if it were— well, Sara didn’t find herself minding it all too much. 

Sara held out her hand, palm upwards, and Ayaka took it hesitantly. Sara’s thumb ran over her knuckles, smooth skin against her hardened calluses. 

“I can’t provide you with riches,” Sara warned her. “I can barely get by with putting food on the table. I cannot guarantee that you will have a comfortable life with me.”

Ayaka shook her head. “I don’t want to be with you for that. If anything, I can help you with it.”

Her chest felt lighter at that. 

“Kujou Sara,” she introduced herself, and Ayaka put her other hand against her chest with a smile. “We will have a ceremony to celebrate our union in three days’ time with my clan. If you change your mind and wish to leave my side before then, I will not be offended.”

Ayaka nodded her head in agreement, and Sara brought Ayaka’s finger up to her lips in apology for the missing ring. 

 


 

Three days passed, and Ayaka hadn’t left her side. 

They stood together under the archway symbolizing marriage, and the Tenryou Commission looked on as Ayaka and Sara were united in marriage. Ayaka’s family were too far from where they were, according to Ayaka, and Sara was almost guilty that she had taken a daughter so far away from home. Vows slipped past their lips as naturally as they came, and they kissed once under the strict directions of the officiant. 

The kiss was gentle, and Sara had even felt pleasantly surprised by it, but that was the closest thing to intimacy as they came. 

On their bed, Ayaka and Sara slept on their own sides, living lives of their own. 

Sara was content with it.

And yet, there was something in her chest that made her situation feel… odd.

 


 

Sara breathed heavily as she heaved a sack of rice over her shoulder and placed it next to the table. 

They were settling into the cabin, a suitable home for a couple that would make their living from hunting and selling things in the market. Sara’s bunk was much too small for the both of them, and Takayuki had given them a wedding present in the form of sacks of flour and rice to start them off in their new home. Others had given them utensils and tools to rebuild the cabin to their liking, and Ayaka and Sara took them gratefully.

“Do you need some help?” Ayaka asked her, her brow furrowed and her hand reaching out for Sara. 

It was the fourth time she had asked that day, and it was the fourth time Sara had to say, “I’ll be fine. You don’t need to worry.”

Ayaka relented once more, and continued to sew together a coat for Sara. 

Sara stretched her neck from side to side, feeling the soreness already creeping up her back. “An acquaintance of mine is coming with another sack of rice tonight,” Sara said, and Ayaka looked up at her from her sewing. “Do you mind putting that away while I go hunting?”

“Let me,” Ayaka said with a reassuring smile. She put Sara’s coat on her lap to watch Sara pace the floor, looking for her bow. “You’ve been hunting every hour of the day. Aren’t you worried that you’ll break a bone putting yourself out there all the time?”

Sara slowed down to answer. Her fingers ran over the sharp points of her arrows on the table, checking them one by one. “It’s the only way I can contribute,” Sara murmured. “Other than commanding soldiers, but that doesn’t put mora by our bedside.”

Ayaka frowned at her. 

“Is there a market near this area?” Ayaka asked her.

Did she need anything? Sara supposed she could make time to escort her wife to the market for whatever she needed later in the day. “Are you looking for anything in particular?” Sara said. Maybe Ayaka wanted a new necklace, or a new blanket to commemorate their marriage. It would be a hefty price, but thus was the way of marriage. 

Ayaka shook her head. She put her sewing kit on the table and leaned forward, her fingers thrumming against her knees. Almost nervously. “I wasn’t asking for that,” she said, almost as quietly as a mouse. Sara had to tilt her head to listen better. “Do you think there’s a market for… silk clothes?”

“Silk?” Sara echoed. She pressed her lips together and thought about it. “It’s rare. But I know many wealthy women who would buy them to add to their collections, and men who want to impress the girls they had their eyes on. The few that get sold in the market don’t come cheap, that’s all I know. Why do you ask?”

Ayaka looked away from her curious stare. While she spoke, her fingers threaded around a piece of wool, over and over. “I know how to make them,” she said, finally. 

Sara was more than surprised to hear that. “I have no doubts in your skills. Your silk clothing must’ve looked beautiful—”  as you, she wished to add, “ but I can’t provide you with the silk to make them, Ayaka.”

It made her woefully contrite to say so. Though Ayaka was the one to ask, and a more than willing participant in their marriage, she felt as if it was her duty to give her wife the best things in life. After all, it wasn’t everyday that a stunning woman like her would show up on her doorstep and freely suggest they get married. 

Ayaka looked at her as if she had something funny. 

Suppressing a bigger smile, Ayaka got up from her seat and put her hand on Sara’s knotted shoulder. She kissed the top of her left eyebrow, her lips only barely brushing against the skin. “Let me take care of that,” Ayaka told her. “I’ll make some clothes while you go out and hunt. You can drop them off at the market tonight or tomorrow morning.”

“Are you sure?” Sara was dubious. There was no possible way that Ayaka would know, or even be able to  obtain, silk— but then again, she knew almost nothing about her wife, other than she had a brother that could seldom make time for her and that she had an affinity for birds.

“Yes,” Ayaka promised. “I’ll finish your coat before I start.” 

Sara wished she could protest against that, but it would be a greater help than she cared to admit. Her old coat was too stained with blood from the injured heron to recover, and not even hours of harsh scrubbing could keep it out.

Ayaka retreated to her comfortable position on her chair and picked her coat back up, humming to herself as she did so. 

If Sara looked back to her life even a week before, she was sure that her past self would have never believed that she was sharing her home with a wife that was tenderly fixing up a new coat for her. 

Sara grabbed her quiver full of freshly sharpened arrows and her worn bow, then bid her wife goodbye. Ayaka wished her the best and reminded her to be careful. 

And careful, she chose to be. 

After all, she had a wife to come home to. 

 


 

The silk that Sara carried in a wagon behind her was light, even as they came in the dozen. 

Women and children stopped to stare at her, mouth open in a blatant display of shock as she walked past them with the goods tailing right after her. In all fairness, Sara would have done the same thing. She had never seen a person carry such valuable things to the market in large quantities before, and most of all never from  her.  

She thought the image in front of her was a dream when she came back from her hunt and saw Ayaka sewing her fourteenth silk dress. Her wife was humming, her nimble fingers working expertly through the silk as if she was made as an extension of it. 

“Where did you get all of this?” Sara had asked her, only out of interest, and Ayaka only smiled coyly. 

She would have demanded the answers from her had it not been for the exhaustion that seeped through her bones, and the fact that she would rather rest than waste her energy on something that had already happened. For all she knew, Ayaka’s brother had sent the silk as a wedding gift. 

Now there she was, hauling her wife’s beautiful clothing in the bright morning to the hungry market that watched both her and the merchandise that she carried with curious eyes. 

The people of Inazuma were curious as to the whereabouts of the silk she brought. When Sara only responded with the fact that it had come from Ayaka, they were quick to take it off her hands. Ayaka had left a lasting impression on all of them, one of kindness and virtue, and it made enough sense for them to trust her capabilities with nothing more than the brilliant view of the clothing that Sara put out on a table. 

By early afternoon, all the silk clothing was gone, and she returned home with an overflowing bag of mora. It was more mora than she had ever seen in her entire life, save for the time a Liyuen woman had passed her along the roads. 

As soon as she stepped through the door, she embraced her wife. 

She let go of Ayaka the moment she realized what she had done. She cleared her throat, stepping away to give Ayaka her space, and mumbled about making dinner for the both of them. Brushing it off as exhaustion and the overwhelming feeling about not worrying about money for the first in months, Sara turned her back on her wife and began to chop up some carrots. 

An hour passed in comfortable silence, their cozy cabin filled with only the sounds of boiling water, knives chopping against the table, and Ayaka’s beautiful voice as she hummed to herself. 

Usually, such noises were a hindrance to Sara’s concentration. She found the whistling and humming of her fellow soldiers a disturbance to the peace of her mind, but Ayaka’s tunes were much different than the ones of her bawdy comrades. Ayaka’s voice was gentle and sweet, just like the birds that gently woke her every morning at sunrise. 

Once dinner was put on the table, Sara couldn’t help but notice that it took longer for Ayaka to pierce the animal innards with her fork. She ate every bit on her plate, a fact that Sara greatly enjoyed seeing considering that a waste of food wasn’t something to take lightly, but the hesitation towards the little bit in her corner was enough to pay attention to. 

Sara made a mental note to put the cooked organs on her plate next time. 

For now, she placed more fish on Ayaka’s plate, lying through her teeth about not feeling up for seconds.

 


 

When Sara returned from her weekend hunt with two fellow soldiers, Ayaka was already well on her way through the eighth dress of the day. 

Though it had been over a week since they married and Ayaka began her silk endeavors, Sara had never stopped being fascinated with the speed and integrity of her wife. She was more fortunate than she had realized, and it was a piece of information that she prayed to her god that she would never take for granted. 

“Ayaka?” she called, shrugging the quiver off her shoulder. 

“Yes?” her wife called back, and she could hear the ruffle of silk as she placed it down. 

“Can I inquire about something from you?” Sara said with a slight frown, and she brushed off the dust from her shoulders. The warmth from their fireplace was welcoming and gentle on her skin, as if it were cupping her face in place of a greeting. “Where do you obtain the silk?”

When Ayaka grew silent, Sara did her best to backtrack. “I have no suspicions of you whatsoever,” she said quickly, and she rushed to her wife’s side to take her hands. “I was only curious. If you need any help gathering the silk, all you need to do is ask.”

Ayaka smiled at her, and it was as pleasant as the morning breaking through the horizon. “You’re just as kind as the day I met you,” she whispered. “Do you trust me?”

What kind of person was she to not trust her own wife? “Of course.”

“Then please, believe me when I say that you have nothing to worry about,” Ayaka assured her, and she reversed their hand positions to squeeze Sara’s palms. She seemed to think about something, hesitating with words on her lips, before she let them spill. “Can you do me a favor?”

“Anything,” was Sara’s automatic response. And she meant it. 

“Never watch me make my first dress,” Ayaka said simply. 

That was simple enough. Every morning, their routine consisted of breakfast, some chatter, Sara getting ready for her daily hunt and the trek towards her soldiers for morning training, and Ayaka shielding herself in a closed off room that was once a shed for gardening tools. Sara had never asked her about it until now, only due to the fact that she never wanted to make her uncomfortable. 

But this was as good of an opportunity as any. 

“Is there a reason why?” Sara questioned. “If… you’re insecure about it, then I—”

“It’s not that,” Ayaka said quickly. “I just don’t want you to see. You can see every part of me, but not that.”

Sara relented. “Okay.”

When they slept that night, Sara tried not to dwell on Ayaka’s words. 

(She failed.)

 


 

The backs of Ayaka’s hands were cracked with dryness and almost a muted blue. Sara looked down at them with a deep frown, and Ayaka tilted her chin up gently. 

“You’re asking me for help and you won’t even concentrate,” Ayaka accused, but there was a tease behind those words of hers. 

“My apologies,” Sara said, and she dropped Ayaka’s hands. They returned back to their dancing position, a swaying waltz that was required to be known by all soldiers in the morning. It was a stupid thing, and she knew that she and her soldiers could better spend their time training rather than mingling, but it was the orders of the Shogun, and she had no reason to defy such esteemed orders. 

Sara concentrated as hard as she could, her concentration especially focused on remembering not to stand on Ayaka’s toes. 

Once they got the rhythm of it, and their breathing synced together, Sara found the courage to speak.

“You should have told me your skin was drying,” Sara said quietly. 

Startled, Ayaka looked up at her, her eyelashes concealing most of the surprise from her eyes. They were so close together that Sara could feel Ayaka’s breath hitch against her collarbone. 

“The ointments are pricey, but your silk clothing has given us enough disposable income to take care of our bodies,” Sara told her, almost chastising. “You should have come to me right away.”

“It’s the middle of winter,” Ayaka argued. “It’ll pass soon. There’s no need for it.”

“Still—”

“Use the extra money to buy a better bow,” Ayaka said. “Yours is splintering to the point that it makes your palms bleed.”

Sara was almost embarrassed at the reprimand and her blatant display of hypocrisy. 

“I’ll get ointments for us both then,” Sara compromised. 

Ayaka seemed satisfied by it. 

It made Sara feel accomplished.

 


 

Ayaka’s cough was  horrendous when Sara opened the door to the cabin. 

She was immediately by her wife’s side, kneeling in front of the chair and pressing the back of her hand against Ayaka’s forehead. It was warming up, but nothing too bad yet. 

“You’ve been coughing all week and you didn’t think to take medicine?” Sara scolded. “You told me you would get some while I was gone.”

“Yes, but—” Ayaka waved her hand in front of her face, as if the cloud of sickness would simply dispel away from her with a wave. “I was under the impression that the cough would go away on its own.”

Sara sighed. “You stay here. I’ll make you some food.”

As soon as her back was turned, Ayaka began to cough again, just a little bit harder. It made her shoulder blades stiffen. 

 


 

Her wife’s favorite meal was chazuke. 

She loved it especially when she was sick and her throat was dry, and when there were no international foods for Sara to trade at the market on such short notice. 

“You were supposed to go hunting today,” Ayaka said, her voice scratchy from misuse. Still, she gratefully took the warm soup in Sara’s hands and sipped at it. “I’ll be fine here.”

“There’s been a flu going around the area recently,” Sara said, a slight crease in her forehead. “I can’t leave you here to fend for yourself. We have enough food to sustain us for a week at the very least.”

Ayaka couldn’t come up with an argument against that. 

So instead, she asked, “Will you go hunting if I asked you to bring back some deer meat?”

Sara, unexpectedly to the both of them, barked out a laugh. 

“Of course,” she said sardonically, her fingers gently going up and down Ayaka’s silky blanket, “I’ll hunt a deer for my non-meat eating wife.”

It made Ayaka crack a smile for the first time that day.

And her smile was incredibly infectious.

 


 

“Ayaka?” she called through the door. Her knuckles tapped softly against the wood. “Will you be joining me for dinner?”

There wasn’t a sound on the other side for a long, drawn breath. Finally, Ayaka answered softly, “I will be out in a moment.”

Sara leaned her shoulder against the wood, hugging her arms to her abdomen. She knew it wasn’t something she had to demand from her wife, but Ayaka had been sick on and off for a week— the fact that she had returned to locking herself in that room to make silk as soon as her fever had swelled down enough for her to sit up was, bluntly, incredibly concerning. Sara wrestled with the question on her lips for a while, before she let the courage get the best of her. 

“Can I come in?” she asked. She shifted on her feet uncomfortably. “I understand that this room is your sanctuary, but I’m worried that you—”

“No!”

Taken aback, Sara took a full step backward from the door. 

She was met with silence.

And then, Ayaka’s voice muddled with sorrow and apology, she said, “Please, don’t. I know I only asked you not to enter while I weaved my first dress but I don’t think…”

Sara understood. She knew what it was like to be insecure in the things that people had told her she was talented in. It seemed as if Ayaka had a severe case of it, even as the market patrons continued to fawn over Ayaka’s dresses every time Sara had brought them over. Even as the quantity dwindled with each passing day, everyone was ecstatic to see the talent weaved onto such intricate clothing. 

As Ayaka’s wife, Sara had puffed out her chest on more than one occasion in pride. Ayaka was adept in the creations she made, and she was intelligent and beautiful nonetheless. Sara couldn’t ever fathom being on the other side of a door with her wife feeling as worthless as she did now. 

Her fingers wrapped around the doorknob, and she hesitated. It was Ayaka’s wish to keep her out, but what else could she do? Would she be a bad wife for not checking in with her? Would it be better for her to respect Ayaka’s wishes, even as the pit in her stomach festered with something miserable?

Sara unhandled the doorknob. She sighed, then pressed her forehead against the wood. Straining her ears, Sara tried her best to listen to Ayaka on the other side. She could hear slight tickles of coughs, along with the sound of the loom that Sara had gifted for her to support her dress making. 

Ayaka was working herself to the bone. 

But why? She couldn’t even think of a single reason as to why that was. 

So, Sara moved away from the door and decided to give her wife some space. 

Before she did so, Sara tilted her lips up to the crack of the door and kindly said, “I will leave you some food on the table, if you get hungry. Please, take a break at your earliest convenience.”

Ayaka didn’t need to say anything for Sara to know she was grateful. 

 


 

Ayaka’s health continued to get worse. 

 She would be perfectly fine on some days, at least fine enough to get up and lock herself in that godforsaken room, and Sara didn’t say anything. Ayaka seemed to use making those silk dresses as a type of therapy for herself, even as her fingers turned blue and shook to the touch of any kind of wind. Even as the numbers of her dresses dwindled, and Ayaka ate less and less. 

Once, when Sara brought home medicine for her to drink, Ayaka became upset with her. Ayaka’s fingers shook madly as she wrapped them around Sara’s strong wrist, and the squeeze that Sara felt was unbearably weak. The squeeze left an imprint on her heart, however. 

“How much was this?” Ayaka asked her, and her voice was faint. 

Sara bit down on the inside of her cheek to prevent herself from making a mournful noise. “Enough,” she replied. “We had just enough.”

Ayaka could see right through her.

“You were supposed to use that money for food and for things you need,” Ayaka pressed. She lifted her neck off the pillow to look at Sara better, but she began to gag as she did so. Sara put her hand behind her head to support her. “You were never supposed to use that on me.”

“You are my  wife,” Sara answered, and she surprised herself with the amount of anger that seethed through her teeth. “I would have broken every finger off my hands to help you.”

“But you shouldn’t,” Ayaka argued. Her voice was still so, so weak, but her persistence continued to linger. “I asked you to marry me so that I can compensate you for your kindness. You don’t need to burden yourself with anything more than that.”

Sara didn’t say anything. 

She wished she had said something, anything at all.

 


 

Contrary to what Ayaka thought of her, she wasn’t anywhere as kind as she should be. 

She was ruthless to bandits and thieves, and she had killed more men than she could count in her lifetime. She had yelled at soldiers to break their own bodies to give them up to the Shogun, and she had broken hers to do the same thing. 

And now that she had a sickly wife back home, Sara had to break her body a second time. 

She didn’t know how long she was out in the woods for. All she knew was the stinging sensation on her back from the glare of the sun, and the way her arms ached from wrestling with dozens of animals to sell their hide and meat to markets that would give her half the mora in her desperation to sell them. 

How she longed to see Ayaka’s delicate smile again, or the bubbly laughter that she would hide behind a fan in her modesty. 

She wished, more than ever, to see her wife be healthy again, so that she could bring Ayaka back to the shrine where they had to marry her for a second time, for a reason that was more-so selfish than their last vows.

So when she returned home, her joints sore and the skin on her hands blistered and broken down into redness, Sara didn’t complain. 

She only walked to their bedroom, crouched down to Ayaka’s sleeping form, and kissed her on the forehead. Sara left the expensive medicine beside her to take in the morning, in which she would too long gone into the woods for Ayaka to be upset with.

She made plans to sell the dresses that Ayaka made tomorrow during her lunch break, but she first needed to interrogate the marketmen to find more cough syrup. The mora she would take from Ayaka’s beautiful dresses came last, for the seamstress who made it was more important to her than the florid clothes that she hauled down the mountain every morning.

 


 

Sara had saved up enough mora to bring in a doctor to their home. It was a relief to have him in the cabin to check up on her wife, to confirm that she would only get better from there.

But then he crouched by Ayaka’s side, fingers pressed against her pale neck, and his face dropped for a split second. A split second that Sara had the unfortunate luck to spot. 

“What is it?” Sara asked him, nearly demanding it. “What can I do for her?”

He shook his head, took her by the shoulder, and begged her to meet him outside their home.

When Sara returned back to the house, her heart heavy in her chest and the grief pressing down on her shoulders until she could barely breathe, she couldn’t find Ayaka.

The sounds of the loom moving was all she needed to know, and Sara sat down in front of the door, in case the loom stopped moving. 

She wished hopelessly that Ayaka could see her, that Ayaka could see all the things she had tried to do to help her. Maybe then, Ayaka would believe her when she said that she loved her through the cold whispers of the night.

 


 

It had been nearly two months since Ayaka had fallen ill, and her health was on the brink of collapse. Sara had tried everything for the health of wife, everything from foreign medicine to soups to doctors across the land and everything she had desperately sought out. She didn’t know what else she could try, other than to put blankets over her wife and beg her to sit up enough to keep liquids down long enough. 

Sara had spent every waking hour trying her hardest to find the cure to Ayaka’s illness, and Ayaka spent her conscious days still trying to make her dresses. 

They continued to turn out beautiful each day, and with each silky dress, Sara’s heart began to dwindle in hope. 

Her wife was sacrificing her health in exchange for these garments, and she was beginning to despise the look of them. 

Even the silky texture was enough to make her shiver, and the sounds of the loom’s wood clacking against one another was grating the insides of her teeth. Sara was at her wit’s limit, and she wasn’t sure how long she could watch Ayaka do this to herself.

And it came much faster than she realized, when she stopped to sit in front of Ayaka’s door to listen and eat, and heard nothing but the sounds of Ayaka’s hacking coughs and ragged breathing. 

She wished she could say why she didn’t know it took so long for her to snap, to finally tell Ayaka that what she was doing was the last thing she wanted to see happening— but Sara knew. She knew that it came from her own cowardice, a fear that Ayaka would turn her back on her. 

But still. She would much rather Ayaka hate her for the rest of their lives than to lose Ayaka to something so trivial. She will find a way for her wife to continue her passion for dressmaking without the detriment to her health, somehow. 

She knocked on the door, once. The loom continued to chatter away, and Sara grimaced. The sounds from inside were too loud for Ayaka to hear her.

She knocked, louder. It was almost as if she had pounded on the door, and yet Ayaka didn’t hear her. Or perhaps she was ignoring Sara. 

Sara had enough. She squeezed the knob and pulled the door open, and out came the sounds of the loom and the chatter of silk weaving together to the outside world. It pounded against her ears, and her first thought was of Ayaka, who must have been miserable dealing with the noises for the months they had spent together. 

And there, perched near the loom, was a beautiful white heron. 

It had its beak underneath its wing, wings that were bloodied red with droplets that had fallen to the floor below it. The heron didn’t seem to mind it, even with the sickly color of its eyes and legs. 

Sara watched in abject horror as the heron that she had saved all those months ago plucked out a perfect white feather, and then placed it carefully onto the loom to be weaved. 

“Have you been doing this the entire time?” she said, her voice bouncing off the walls of the room and too far away to be hers.

Stunned, the heron dropped its second feather, making its descent slowly to the ground, and it stared right at her. 

One blink was all it took and her wife was back in front of her, scarcely covered by a silky dress. Ayaka looked terrified. Heartbroken. 

It was the first of any unsightly emotion Sara had seen on her face in weeks. 

“Ayaka,” Sara pleaded. “You married me because you wanted to repay me for your life.”

She wasn’t asking.

Ayaka didn’t know what to say. She still looked ailed, her sunken eyes looking between her and everywhere else that wasn’t here. 

Sara stepped forward in the same way she did with any spooked animal in a trap. She had heard stories of herons that turned into women, women that turned into herons, and everything in between. Her shock was only a background for her outrage, one aimed directly at herself.

 “Ayaka,” she said again, and her wife’s name was a gentleness on her tongue. “Were you going to let yourself  die to repay me for what I did? Don’t you see that it does nothing for either of us?”

Ayaka found her voice then. She clutched her clothes further into her chest, as if willing it to mend back into herself. 

Sara felt nothing but despair when she noticed. All those dresses, all those beautiful costumes that she carried to be sold by those who came to see them outside of Inazuma— they were made out of Ayaka’s own blood and body, feathers that should have been kept closely under her beautiful wings. 

Sara compared the image of the heron she saved and the heron she saw. Ayaka’s white feathers were too filthy now, too stretched thin that she could see the skin underneath when Ayaka ruffled them. 

She almost let out a cry. 

“I’ve never met someone kinder than you,” Ayaka said, and her voice was tender as always, even as it scratched from the illness. “I mean that with every part of my soul. I wanted to give you a good life for what you’ve done for me.”

“And you  did,” Sara argued. She reached her hand forward, clutching Ayaka’s wrists and begging her to look right through her. Ayaka’s legs gave out right then, and Sara held her firmly to keep her from hurting herself. Now on the ground, the uneven wood scratching against her skin, Sara said, “You gave me your love and your loyalty. Do you think this makes me happy? To watch you torture yourself for me? If you think that’s what a kindhearted person would do, then you have nothing but a warped sense of humanity.”

“I wanted to help you!” Ayaka argued. 

“And I wanted to feel like I deserved marrying you!” Sara looked at her imploringly. The loathing in her heart was greater than she ever imagined that it could be. What had the world done to Ayaka to feel as if she owed anyone her own soul? 

Ayaka looked like she couldn’t breathe. “You broke our pact.” She shook her head, as if she couldn’t believe it herself. “I can’t be here anymore.”

It was like Sara’s worst nightmares were unfolding in front of her. “Please,” she pleaded, and she had never been so desperate in her life. “Let me take care of you. No more silk weaving, I will—”

“I can’t stay here,” Ayaka said again, and she sounded just as desperate as Sara. “I can’t be with you if you’ve seen me.”

“Why does that matter?” Sara asked, exasperated. “My perception of you is unchanged.”

“That’s not why I—” Ayaka looked so close to tears that Sara felt helpless. “You broke a  pact, Sara. There’s nothing I can do about it. I must leave, at once—”

“Marry me.” Sara held her hands tightly, almost as if expecting Ayaka to take flight right then. “Marry me, sincerely this time, and I will give you everything you can dream of. You have my word for it, my real truce, my unbreakable bond.”

“I can’t abandon being what I am forever,” Ayaka begged. “I wish that I could, Sara, so  much—” 

“Then marry me, tomorrow,” Sara told her. She couldn’t imagine being more straightforward than she was. “I will find you the silk you need to weave. I will do everything I can to stop you from plucking your feathers, I’ll buy you whatever you need. Anything you could ever dream of.”

Ayaka’s voice trembled ever so slightly. “I just want to be with you.”

It was the purest of dreams, one that a beautiful heron could only think of, and to be able to mean it. 

So Sara cupped her face, and decided that she was not someone who could deny such a divine heron her wish. 

“Then let me mend our promise,” Sara said, delicate as a feather falling from the sky. 

 

She made a solemn vow never to break a pact with her wife ever again, her words slipping through her lips as solid as the foundation of the archway above them. 

They eloped in a secluded forest. The herons that visited them throughout the ceremony were kind to both of them, and the smile that graced on Ayaka’s lips were nothing short of beautiful; it only grew each time Sara leaned in and whispered to request a kiss from her beloved. 

Now wedded with the sincerity and freedom of their hearts, Sara felt more than happy to watch Ayaka turn into an elegant heron. 

Ayaka bowed her head towards her, wings tucked under to demonstrate that she had no wish to fly away, and Sara obliged to her invitation.

 


 

Herons were common in Inazuma, always watching and looking from a vast distance. Many loved to frequent the waters near the outskirts of the islands, and others liked to nest in the trees. They came in all colors, some in pairs and some alone in their solitude.

But the pure white heron was a rare sight, and was often regarded as a sight of good luck to those who gaze upon her rows of beautiful feathers. 

Even more good fortune rained down on lovers who looked towards the treeline and found the white heron with another, mingling and always looking as if they were attached to the hip. The black heron looked as beautiful as her lover, and their black and white feathers often came in pairs to the morning doorsteps of those preparing for marriage. 

When daybreak would reach the horizon, the two herons painted the backdrop of the Inazuman sky with their love.

  
Author’s Note:In this fic, Sara isn’t a tengu and is just a Normal Hunter who lives in Inazuma. Or she is, and she can turn into a heron too. Whatever you want to interpret it as, just don’t question the forces of love pls LMAO

Also the title is from this poem if you were curious.

Consider following my Twitter (@arsonide_) if you would like! Have a nice day, and remember not to overwork yourself for the people you love :)





