
terms of affection


    
    The first time Ayato calls her “darling” Sara, out of pure blind shock and reflex to said shock, almost kicks him in the kneecap. The only thing that spared him was the fact that they were sitting down, side by side, and they were among several other nobles from the Kamisato clan’s vassal houses. They have been married for less than a week and even Sara knows that committing physical violence against the spouse you’ve taken for a political marriage doesn’t bode well for any of the politics involved. Even if you have strong suspicions that they might be, possibly, possessed by a youkai, or otherwise compromised.

The other thing that saves Ayato from Sara trying to knock sense back into him, physically, is the fact that he looks like he’s going to be either throw up or faint after he says it. Perhaps not to anyone else, but Sara’s been allowed very close, very fast, to examine, study, and learn about the man underneath the mask. And while on the surface Ayato is maintaining a neutral, almost offensively polite smile, underneath it — in the slight tension in the tendons in his neck, the grip on his closed fan, and the almost painful rigidity of his shoulders — she can tell that he’s just as deeply disturbed and displeased as she is by the word.

Sara fumbles her way through the rest of the evening relying entirely on muscle memory. Not that Sara’s had many opportunities to have formal dinners with nobles before, but Sara’s a quick study and picks everything up by watching those around her. And at least some part of court etiquette comes into use here as Sara starts to build up the frame work for understanding the intricate network of connections built between the Kamisato vassals. Ayaka, of course, had given her a brief overview of everyone and everything — encouraging her rely on Ayato’s cues. No one would expect her to be familiar with the entirety of the framework of histories and grudges and favors that connects all the individuals that come together to form the Yashiro Commission and the Kamisato clan. Sara doesn’t even know the ones that form the Tenryou or the Kujou. She knows them, theoretically — can recognize the clan symbols, some of the more important and reoccurring names through written records, and can even put a few faces to current names. But she doesn’t know them. Not like Ayaka and Ayato know their houses and commissions.

She has taken to treating it like an assignment, a reconnaissance mission. In a way it is, she isn’t that far off the mark. And the skills she picked up in gathering intelligence from examining hostile, unknown terrain certainly translates over to gathering information in a stranger’s house, surrounded by people with unclear motives and connections.

It would, perhaps, be rude of her to spend the entire night simply eating, drinking, and watching people. But no one tries to engage her in small talk. Whether this is because they’re afraid of her or untrusting of her she doesn’t look into too deeply. The reason for this can be Kamisato’s problem. Sara’s barely keeping herself aloft as it is.

And then Ayato throws the word “darling” at her again and Sara nearly snaps her chopsticks. He even puts a fleeting hand on her arm — fingers over fabric, a quick and fleeting touch — that Sara forces herself not to stare at. They’ve touched each other. Certainly they’ve touched each other with more than that. But coupling that with the spoken word has Sara feeling dazed and a little like she wants to shove a bar of soap into his mouth.

They manage to escape staying too long after dinner, claiming a long road home and no, they can’t stay overnight, they couldn’t possibly impose, no really. And then finally, when their hosts seem insistent on being insistent, Ayato lightly puts his arm around Sara’s waist — barely even touching, and the parts of them that do touch radiate so much tension that Sara is pretty sure that if she pushed him he’d tip over like one stiff wooden board — and jokingly says, “Another time, perhaps, when my darling wife and I are settled. We’re just getting used to our own rooms, as it is.”

And of course, no one wants to fluster the couple that’s been married for less than a week, from their marital bliss, so off they go, released into the night. Even if said couple is Kamisato Ayato and Kujou Sara.

Ayato’s arm drops as soon as they enter the carriage. Once the carriage starts moving and Sara is fairly certain that the noise of the wheels and the horses will cover them she rounds onto him. She doesn’t even need to ask. She just looks at him and Ayato frowns at her, droppings his own mask —

“We have to pretend at least,” he says. “You know this.”

“What’s wrong with just calling each other by name?” Sara replies. Sara’s no expert in couples or marriages, but she’s fairly certain that there’s no reason why they can’t just call each other by name. They don’t even use honorifics with each other anymore. What’s more intimate than that?

“Nothing,” Ayato says, expression as sour as he’d allow it outside of the walls of the Kamisato estate. He looks so much like his sister. Sara stamps down on the small curl of fondness she feels in her chest. “But it has been brought to my attention that sometimes…extra steps need to be taken.”

Sara stares at him, keen eyes picking up every part of his face in the shadows of the carriage, illuminated only by the strips of light from the lanterns carried by their guards outside.

“I’m not happy about it,” Ayato adds on, entirely unnecessarily. As if Sara needed that particular piece of information told to her out loud. “But we do have to appear to get along.” 

They’ve gone from being colleagues who see each other approximately twice a year to married in the span of a few months. The fact that they haven’t fought in public should be enough proof that they’re getting along.

“That’s what the…” Sara fumbles for the word, searching her mind for any other word than the one she comes up with. “That’s what the dates were for.”

Sara honestly doesn’t even mind them anymore. She forgets what they’re for partway through some of them. Ayato is a frustratingly easy person to just exist next to. No need to talk, no need to even look at each other. They just sit in comfortable silence together interrupted by the occasional request of “pass the” or questions like “have you seen where I put my” bubbling up between them now and again. 

“And we’re going to continue to have to do those,” Ayato says. “But now we’re going to add this.”

“We?”

“We.”

Her own gut reaction says no. Absolutely not. And then her mind comes down over her instinct like a hammer to an anvil, like lightning to a tree, like a wave over stone.

This is what she signed up for. It’s what is necessary to maintain the illusion that she has agreed to cast over Inazuma. This is what she must do, this is what was asked of her. She has already agreed. This is not a hardship. Ayato is not asking her for anything more than a single word that thousands of people all over the world use all the time. He isn’t even asking her to mean it. Frankly, he doesn’t want her to.

Has Sara not done more, done worse, for relatively more questionable reasons? 

This, too, is another mission.

“Fine,” Sara grits out. And then, doing her best not to sound or look like she’s holding back a gag, she says. “As you say, darling.”

Ayato, across from her, audibly retches into his mouth. Sara, most definitely, should not feel as satisfied as she does. They’re going to have to practice this so they don’t ruin the entire charade the next time they have to do this in public.

As they say, misery adores company.

-

That’s how Itto finds them a few weeks later. The two of them are sitting across from each other, eyes locked in a silent battle of wills. The first one to look away, flinch, or make any indication of revulsion loses and has to take a penalty. They’ve been slapping each other on the arms. Ayato has been relying on his habitual tendency to fake everything, though he’s slipped twice. There are two vivid imprints of Sara’s hand on his pale forearm that are just now starting to fade. Sara’s relying on every single skill she’s ever gained under Kujou Takayuki and by standing right next to the Raiden Shogun during some of the more absurd audience meetings and challenges in order to maintain a straight face. She’s slipped once and her arm still stings from where Ayato slapped it. The pain is helpful, it keeps her focused. Ayato probably thinks much the same, because the second time Ayato slipped up he’d practically thrust his arm into hers, expression just shy of eager.

“I’ll take that penalty,” Ayato said, “It’s worth it. I just — the way you said it. I almost believed it. We should have brought in buckets to throw up in.”

“No, that will become a crutch,” Sara protested, even though she wishes she could have agreed. What they really should have done was do this on empty stomachs.

Itto comes in, guided by Thoma, who just looks at both of them with fond exasperation before making himself scarce again. Itto stares at them, eyes moving from Sara to Ayato and back again. That’s what causes Sara to slip up and grimace when she says, “Itto’s here, are we done now, dear?”

Even as she’s grimacing, she’s holding her arm out for Ayato. Ayato takes her wrist in hand, slaps down hard and then offers his own arm.

“You looked fine,” she says.

“No, no, you flinched so you missed it, but I know I had to swallow something back down.” Ayato pauses, breathes out loudly through his mouth and adds on, “Dear.”

“Okay, what’s wrong with the two of you and why are you hitting each other?” Itto folds down next to them, but makes no move to stop either of them as Sara slaps Ayato’s arm. “Is this what they call trouble in paradise?”

They both turn to glare at Itto.

Sara turns back to Ayato, “We should stop now.”

“We’ve made no progress.”

Sara pointedly looks at Itto. “You want to practice calling each other pet names while your real lover is right here?”

“You have to practice?” Itto boggles at them. “Why do you need to practice?”

“Why do you think?” Sara throws back.

Itto squints at her, then Ayato, then their bared red forearms.

“You two,” he says slowly, “Are disasters. I do not know why people think you two are cool. But yeah, I guess you do need the practice because it looks like you two are dying.”

“Don’t you mind?” Sara hopes Itto says yes. If Itto says yes, Ayato will definitely figure a way around them having to pretend to be affectionate by calling each other things that aren’t “snake”, “general”, or “you”. Who’s even expecting them to appear fond of each other? Everyone knows it was just for politics. Isn’t it enough that they don’t fight in public? They don’t actually fight at all. All things considered, Sara thinks they get along quite well for two people who really only started to communicate with each other less than a year ago.

Itto gives Sara a confused look, turning towards Ayato who just shrugs, some opaque exchange Sara can’t parse going between them silently. Itto turns back to her. “Why would I mind?”

“It seems like something you should mind,” Sara says. “You should be the one he uses these on, not me.”

Now Itto makes a face, looking at once like he bit into an overripe and underripe melon — sour, bitter, mealy, and too hard, all contradictions that come together to make an entire unpleasantness with no reprieve.

“Eugh, no thanks,” Itto waves his hand in front of his face, trying to dispel the idea. “That’d be so weird. Look at him, you think he’s the kind of guy who says that stuff? No way. If he ever used one of those on me I’d worry he’s in the middle of having some kind of mental break down. It’s just not him. Not unless he’s being mean about it. And there’s better ways for him to be mean. You can keep this wreck to yourselves.”

Sara groans, shoving her knuckles to her mouth as she resists the urge to hit her head against something. Blunt force brain damage seems preferable to this death of a thousand cuts. She’s possibly exaggerating but good god — who wouldn’t feel like this if that snake of a man started calling them terms of endearment?

“Question,” Itto directs this at Ayato.

“Yes?”

“You could just call each other husband or wife, how come that doesn’t fly?”

Sara raises her head, waving her hand at Itto as she glares at Ayato. “Even he gets it. Who’s going to protest us calling each other by factual terms?”

“Call me husband,” Ayato says to Sara.

“What, now?”

“Do it.”

“Fine. Husband.”

Ayato turns to Itto and waves his hand at Sara. “That’s why.”

Itto turns to Sara with absolute exasperation on his face. “Oh come on, Kujou.”

“What?” The two of them just look at her with fond looks, the sort you would give to some hapless animal stuck in a pathetic situation. Sara knows this because she’s had to help small dogs and cats out of foolish situations for noble ladies more times than she can count. The trouble of being famous as the only non-corrupt ranking officer in the entire Shogunate is that suddenly everyone wants you working whatever case they have and they’re willing to use money to get that to happen. Even when it’s something as simple as a cat stuck in a tree that isn’t even that tall. “What?”

Itto turns to Ayato. “Okay. I think you’re gonna have to show her, because if that’s how she says it however you say it is gonna be way worse. Call her wife.”

“Wife.”

If the way Ayato says the word wife is anything like the way Sara says the word husband, then she gets it. There’s no way they can use those words in public without it backfiring on them spectacularly and starting terrible rumors. Ayato says the word wife like he’s saying the punchline or setting up the punchline to a very macabre and gallows humor joke. There’s certainly warmth to it, a kind of fondness. But something about the tone, the shape of the consonants, the look of his eyes, the contour of his mouth, that immediately trips an alarm in the brain that clamors with suspicion. Ayato says the word wife like there’s some unknown and greater meaning behind it, one that isn’t entirely benign. Ayato says the word wife and adds a layer of slithering bodies underneath unclear and frozen water. He says the word wife, and adds to it the glint of a knife in the dark. Ayato says the word wife and Sara thinks he’s saying something like “accomplice” or “conspirator” if such words could carry affection and a mutual sense of foreboding solidarity.

If Sara heard another couple calling each other husband and wife with the same tone of voice Ayato, and she supposes she herself, just used she would immediately launch an investigation on them. And alert their families. And probably send some detectives to research their recent movements and interactions.

“Fair,” Sara concedes.

“That’s for private use,” Itto decrees for them. “Because if you two called each other that in public I think your clans would immediately go to war thinking you two are trying to kill each other behind closed doors or something.” Itto pauses, eyes narrowing between them. “Are you?”

“Maybe,” Ayato says. “Not on purpose. But there’s some food for thought. It could be great fun if we planned it out right. What say you, Sara? Want to incite some rumor mill gossip by being incredibly honest in public?”

“You make me worse as a person,” Sara declares.

“Exactly like that, perfect. You already know what to say,” Ayato claps his hands together. “I really am regretting that it took an entire war to get us talking as people.”

“Are you talking as people though?” Itto interjects, sharing a look of dubious uncertainty with Sara.

“Does this sound like how I talk with the masses?” Ayato asks. 

And well. No one can argue with that.

-

Ayato’s eyes are flickering across the ceiling of the tea room, mouth and jaw tensing and relaxing as though he’s talking to himself. Sara watches him do this for another minute before nudging him with her foot, thankful that the Komore Teahouse has seating rooms with sunken floors. She’s also quite thankful that they serve food that isn’t hot pot. Itto’s warning from before still lingers in the back of her mind.

“If you don’t like the ones we’ve used so far, I don’t think you’ll like the rest,” Ayato answers her silent question.

“Like the rest of what? What have we used so far?” Sara frowns, and then — “Hold on. The rest of them? Do you have a list?”

“I don’t carry it with me,” Ayato replies and Sara’s expression goes flat. “Don’t look at me like that. Did you think I would come up with these on my own on the spot? Of course there’s a list.”

“Why,” Sara asks slowly, “Would you even come up with this to start with?”

Ayato glares at her as though she’s delivered a deep and cutting personal insult. “How much free time do you think I have to waste to think about these things? It’s Ayaka.”

The man reads the betrayal on her face because he just nods in agreement.

“It’s either the terms of endearment or physical displays of affection,” Ayato says. “One or the other. And I think, that for both of us, dropping in a single word now and again, and getting it over with immediately is much preferable than holding hands.”

Well. He’s not wrong, exactly. They’re both objectively awful choices.

“Tell me about the list.”

Credit due to Ayato where it’s due, he immediately answers every unspoken question with just that one prompt.

“I’ve been going down from objectively the most tolerable to the worst,” Ayato says, “Ayaka came up with the list with Yae Miko’s help, which is why it’s so awful. But I can’t think of any better ones and I don’t have any experience in trying to; so that’s why I’m stuck with it. In my opinion none of them are tolerable, but the first two were at least somewhat — I can’t say the word palatable, but they don’t make me actively want to consider faking some kind of illness or state emergency to avoid using.”

“The first two were dear and darling,” Sara replies. “They’re already bad. Where’s the list?”

“Bedroom,” Ayato says. “I’ll show you when we get back. But you won’t like it.”

“I already don’t like it. But if there’s more coming then I need to mentally prepare myself.”

“Speaking as someone who’s seen the full list, and had to argue about it with the list’s creators, I can promise you right now that there’s no preparing yourself for what comes next.”

“What’s number three?”

Ayato’s face puckers. “Honey.”

Sara’s own face does its own set of painful acrobatics before she wrangles her expression down into her usual bland throne room ready indifference. Sara is maintaining this expression through determination and that alone. Internally she’s screaming obscenities. She’s even more grateful now that they aren’t having hot pot. She sets aside her chopsticks and bowl, stomach threatening to turn over.

“It’s this or we hold hands,” Ayato says. “Or kiss.”

And of course when he puts it like that, what choice is there?

“Can’t we just stick to the first two, then?” Sara asks. “Why do we have to keep going?”

Ayato’s expression adopts a flat mein that on most people would seem uninviting, cut off and distant, unwilling to answer. It’s a cold and faraway look that discourages further questioning. Perhaps to other people it would even work. But Sara knows just enough about him, has been around him long enough, to now understand that what that expression really means is that he’s recalling something frustrating, unpleasant, and all around miserable and is doing his best not to beat the memory back into submission through sheer force of will.

“I am but a humble servant of our Shogun,” he finally says, which makes no sense, until he appends that with, “And of course, our Shogun’s most esteemed and wise and experienced high priestess.”

“You goaded her into something didn’t you?” Sara says. This is Yae Miko’s vengeance for something the man has pulled recently. Why does Sara have to suffer for it though? That seems incredibly unfair. Not that much of life is fair. And she supposes, to Yae Miko, if she’s punishing Ayato and causing Sara extreme discomfort at the same time then she’s accomplished hitting two birds with one oddly shaped stone; a grand success all around with minimal work done. “Surely she doesn’t expect us to cycle through an entire list.”

“No, but if we stop at number two she’s definitely going to make a very, very pointed fuss about it and contrive to shove us further down,” Ayato replies. “The farther down the list we go, the less chance we have of her feeling unsatisfied enough with our mutual torment that she’ll deign to stir up trouble.”

Sara barely bites back a question of how bored, exactly, Guuji Yae is that she’s messing around with Ayato and Sara’s lives. Followed up by, does the woman not have enough work to do? Surely being the head priestess of the Grand Narukami shrine requires some amount of work. Some sort of — well. Anything. Are there not any ceremonies she must attend to? Rituals? Prayers? 

Kokomi seems to be constantly going between different meetings, prayers, rituals, and other such gatherings. Although, that could also be because she’s also Watatsumi’s governing force on top of being their religious leader. Sara supposes, in hindsight, that Kokomi’s schedule might be so hair-pin precise because her duties conflate matters of religion and state.

“How far do you think we’d have to go for her to be reasonably satisfied?”

“Certainly farther down the list than number two.” He doesn’t know. 

“Are we just going to cross one off every time we go out in public?” Sara is already mentally planning all the ways she can avoid having to go out with him. It’s bad practice, certainly. And Sara wouldn’t actually go through with it. She is aware that she does need to be seen with him and not appear to be avoiding him. It does neither of them any good if Inazuma thinks they can’t stand the very sight of each other.

“It would get it over with faster.”

“I don’t think either of us are capable of handling the mental shock,” Sara points out. “You almost threw up when I called you darling.”

“That’s the point of us practicing.”

Sara can’t help looking at the door to the teahouse, hoping for an interruption. Whether that’s Itto barging in with his latest tirade about the injustices his gang face at the hands of every commission, or Ayaka coming in to complain in that strange way of hers where she talks around whatever is irritating her so later if it’s ever brought up again she can cleanly deflect by saying she was merely commenting, not complaining. Sara would gladly listen to Itto ranting about how ungrateful the Tenryou Commission is over how his gang is extremely helpful in providing low cost security for the poorer members of their community rather than have to talk with Kamisato Ayato about how they have to practice pretending to be one step above amicable in public because they’re married.

“Is it not enough that we go places together?” Sara asks. 

“You are setting a remarkably low bar for married couple that isn’t out for blood.”

“I grew up in the Kujou household,” Sara points out dryly, reaching over to stop Ayato from poisoning himself by mixing wasabi, Liyue chili paste, and vinegar to create tempura dipping sauce. Ayato lets her stop him but only because he uses her distraction to steal Sara’s untouched squash tempura. If he had asked she would have given it to him. He knows this. Sara bites back the urge to snap at him for being purposefully aggravating. Ayato and Itto really bring out the worst in her. And then they have the audacity to be amused by it. Like it’s some fabulous pastime, or like this is her rewarding them for their poor behavior.

Ayato hums, agreeing to the unspoken understanding that must come with that statement. Kujou Takayuki, even before the passing of his wife, was not exactly a role model for what a family man should be. An excellent politician in his own right, and a great clan leader depending on where you stand, but most certainly not the ideal to aspire to in terms of interpersonal relationships.

“Well. Considering that my own parents aren’t currently around to be much of an example for us, and the fact that we’ve already ruled out being comfortably ourselves in public, we’ll have to make do with what we have. We shall both boldly step into the unknown together, if not hand in hand then uncomfortable shoulder to uncomfortable shoulder, wife,” Ayato says, triumphant as he brings his stolen tempura to his lips. “Cheers to the new and unexpected.”

Cheers, Sara agrees, plucking up one of Ayato’s own untouched braised lotus roots for her own.

-

Sara will admit to full culpability for the next one. She’s at her upper limit for dealing with backtalk and circular attempts at trying to flatter, bribe, or otherwise trick her into slipping up to admitting something or other to provide fodder for the current rumor mills. Sara can’t tell if the people she’s talking to are trying to be subtle about prying information about the current state of her marriage or if they’re trying to force some kind of friction between them. Sara supposes she only has herself to blame. The last time she and Ayato were out in public together was before she took an extremely long and definitely suspicious leave of absence. Sara wonders how many people thought Ayato had her killed and was trying to cover it up by saying she was convalescing and then going on an extended vacation.

All of the lingering aches and pains that had stubbornly persisted since her close call with death have long faded, and after spending several weeks on Watatsumi soaking in the sunlight and Kokomi’s own healing powers have left her without an excuse for ditching this gathering. She certainly doesn’t look like someone suffering any setback in health. Sara, unfortunately, looks the very picture of health and vitality.

She, probably, also looks ready to lose her temper. Perhaps it’s just been building up over the past several years of her life — and her restraint against thinking ill against the cliques and circles of nobles has finally snapped after nearly losing her life once again; some invisible and unknown barrier between herself and her own frustration finally coming down with her acknowledgement that in truth she deserved better, she deserves everything she’s not allowed herself to think of before, and several things she never thought to think of. Or maybe with this strange boost in vitality that leaves her weightless and nearly iridescent with energy she doesn’t think she can ever remember having for herself is allowing her to spare some room for real frustration at her current situation.

The reason why she’s annoyed and grinding her teeth doesn’t matter. What matters is how she reacts to it.

And how Sara — fed up, tired of everything, and wanting to just go home to change out of these stuffy, heavy, and ostentatious clothes — reacts by meeting Ayato’s eyes across the room. They’d made a valiant effort at remaining side by side, a united front against the tidal wave of gossipers that make up the married circles of Inazuma’s ruling class, but inevitably they were dragged apart, the room naturally gravitating into groups of husbands with their sake and wives with their fans. Sara doesn’t have a fan — she’s certainly not manifesting her tengu fan for this — and Ayato hasn’t drunk a single drop of alcohol all night.

Sara catches Ayato’s gaze and hopes that she’s conveying how ready she is to be done with the evening with her eyes. If the expression of pure exasperation Ayato allows her to glimpse is nearly the same as what she’s giving him without attempt at hiding it, then she supposes she’s at least partway mollified by their mutual suffering. But that’s not enough to smooth down her curling edges — like thick paper to an open charcoal fire, like hair standing on end as electricity fills the air.

“Beloved,” Sara says, not raising her voice, but speaking clearly to cut across all chatter. Sara doesn’t need to raise her voice for it to carry. The room wasn’t that loud to begin with — noble ladies preferring to talk in whispering titters and noble men preferring to monologue at each other one at a time. The room was also not very large. Sara also has the advantage of having a rather deep voice for a woman, height that even when sitting puts her at least a full head above the women around her, and the assistance of the wind bending to her will to get the hell out of here.

The word feels like its physically stripping a layer from her tongue but she keeps her expression perfectly neutral as she would if she were standing guard at the Raiden Shogun’s side.

Ayato, himself, doesn’t obviously react negatively or positively, but he turns to excuse himself, swiftly extracting himself from the huddle of husbands to drift to her side, offering her his hand. Sara’s allows her blunt human nails to sharpen into something closer to truth as she digs her fingers into his skin, a warning about how far her tolerance has already eroded over the night.

“Pardon. Enjoy the rest of your evening.” Sara nods at the ladies. Truthfully, she hasn’t really been listening to anything they’re saying and has offered very little in response to their probing questions. She should listen more and be a more active participant, she’s certain that there’s something she could be learning from them. But this is well beyond her capacity even when she’s of a more accommodating mood. Sara leaves this sort of information gathering to people more suited to it — Kokomi, Ayaka, Ayato, even Kuki. After a moment where Ayato pointedly digs his elbow into her side, Sara turns to address the hostess, “I appreciate your invitation. Perhaps we can speak more about — “ she picks out some line she remembers hearing in the woman’s voice that seemed relatively harmless and boring but probably important “ — your plans for the back courtyard’s rock garden another time, when we are both available.”

Both of them manage to persevere through the small talk surrounding their departure for the night, Sara’s arm wound through Ayato’s as they make a hasty retreat.

“If you didn’t call out to me then I think I might have slipped and said something inappropriate. Probably something a little too dark for the current company. It’s so hard to find someone who shares my sense of humor,” Ayato admits as soon as their arms fall away from each other. “It was a lot of talk of…hunting and game season.” Ayato pauses. “Next time we should switch. Do I dare ask what they were talking about on your side to get you looking so agitated?”

“Was it obvious?”

“Not to them most likely. You looked the very picture of a regal tengu warrior. Very mysterious. What were they talking about?”

“Marital affairs,” Sara replies.

“Oh?” Ayato perks up a little. Predictable. The man really is too much like Yae Miko.

“Specifically our marital affairs.” 

Ayato immediately loses interest with a disappointed little hum, turning to rap his knuckles on the side of their carriage. He pushes back the window partition as one of their guards approaches on the horse. Ayato holds out a hand and — of course, the guard is a Shuumatsuban agent — receives several neatly folded and bound notes.

He quickly scans over the first few and holds out the others to her to sort through. Sara sinks into the the much more comfortable shared silence of work and duty.

-

Ayaka’s arms link them together as she practically drags them away from the rest of the assembled party goers, “If this is the two of you trying I would hate to see it when you two throw all pretense to the wind.”

“Was it that bad?” Ayato asks, knowing very well that yes, it was that bad.

“We should stop at this point,” Sara says, “Go back to the first ones. No one is going to believe that we’re sincere with these anyway.”

“She’s right, even if the two of you sounded as uninterested in each other as dogs and cats, at least you two didn’t sound like you were undergoing torture,” Ayaka says, expression morphing from exasperation to fondness. “Is it really that hard to call each other by terms of endearment?” 

She glances between them; Ayato on her right, pulling his fan out of his sleeve to snap it open and gently wave it over his face; Sara on Ayaka’s left casually resting her own on the hilt of her sword. It would be improper of her to carry a sword into a private gathering, but Sara had come straight here from an emergency summons from the Raiden Shogun and thus she is in full uniform. Polished vambraces, white paneled over skirt and sleeves, Archon crafted sword, and Tenryou Commission insignias on proud display. The others assembled seemed nervous at first, but Sara wagers that it was either this or not showing up — by the time she circled back to the estate, changed into something appropriate, then took the long trek out here Ayato would have been on his way back with Ayaka. She’s seriously considering not having shown up at all. Let the hosts think of that as a snub. It wouldn’t be anything Ayaka or Ayato couldn’t smooth over with their silver tongues and keen graces.

Ayaka pulls her own fan out — the panels painted in what Sara can now unfortunately recognize as Ayato’s own hand — fond as she keeps her arm linked with Sara’s, slightly leaning into her.

“My wife is plenty endearing,” Ayato drawls. 

“My husband endears himself to me without trying,” Sara replies, narrowing her eyes at him. She’s long gotten a nose for detecting his more capacious moods. Sara should have just gone home. She could be writing to Kokomi right now. She could be sparring with Itto in the woods. She could be doing anything that isn’t enduring Kamisato Ayato feeling inclined towards playfulness. “Especially when he doesn’t try.”

Ayato demurs with a soft dip of his head, a lowering of lashes as his own fan hovers over the lower half of his face. This one isn’t a Nami design, the blades of it more similar to Ayaka’s usual lacquered ones than the painted silk most of the others at this gathering sport. Sara narrows her eyes at him. It’s unusual for him to concede ground so easily. Either he’s up to some other trouble she’s not yet caught onto, or he’s more tired than she thought. Maybe it was Ayato who should have stayed home tonight.

“In any event, we’re barely at number seven on the list,” Ayato says, addressing his sister. “If we stop now, do you think Yae Miko will leave it alone? This is the only interesting thing going on around Inazuma for her to feast on. Unless you have something you want to bring up?”

Ayaka makes a face that she hides behind her fan. “Hm. That is unfortunate. But surely she doesn’t have you on a schedule for rotating these names out. You can spare us all this one evening, no?”

Sara and Ayato both look down at Ayaka. Ayaka closes her eyes, fan slowly fluttering over the lower half of her face in a less offensive version of her brother’s movements. The same elegance and grace Ayato affects somehow always comes out with a subtle overhanging sense of suspense. As though everything he does is just one smaller step towards ensorcelling some hapless victim into an unknown ploy. Sara is, now after several months of exposure to this, entirely certain that he fakes all of it for his own amusement. Ayato rarely has any true ulterior motive when it comes to these parties and appearances other than getting them out of his way so he can avoid attending more later. 

Of course Yae Miko has them on a schedule. It’s an unspoken fact, but the last time they went a few weeks without showing their faces in public or letting a new term of endearment slip through gritted teeth, Yae Miko had called them up the mountain and spent about five hours spinning their heads around with nothing but her mouth. They walked away from that with pins and needles in their bloodless legs — because they were stuck in seiza the entire time — barely able to comprehend any of the time that just simultaneously blew past them and crawled over them like a particularly indolent slug. Sara’s not going to make another trip up the mountain for Yae Miko’s amusement any time soon. Not when she can just — say a single word and have that send gossip sparking through Inazuma’s gossip circles like sparklers or an ember to dry summer grass.

After that meeting Sara and Ayato argued for a full hour on what, exactly, Ayato did to annoy Yae Miko so throughly to start with to get them put at the start of this long torturous road and why he hasn’t done anything to fix it. They then went their separate ways to be appropriately annoyed and fed up with each other for about a week, and then made up by silently agreeing that if they were in this then they were in it and they weren’t going to get through it alone. At the end of it, when it came to this extremely specific situation, they had no one but each other after all — seeing as how everyone who does know about the truth of their relationship finds the situation fantastically hilarious, and everyone who doesn’t thinks it’s the height of fascination.

Misery creates company.

“For all we know they’re feeling tense and tittering like nervous doves because of my wife’s cutting image,” Ayato says, twisting his wrist to flick his fan towards Sara’s uniform. “Surely you could have sent your sword back to the estate.”

Sara rests a protective hand over the hilt of the blade and ignores how every other party goer within line of sight of her goes tense and does their best to disappear post haste. “The Raiden Shogun personally gave me this blade, husband. I’m not letting anyone else touch it.”

“Alright, alright, put that tone away,” Ayaka chides them both. “I don’t know how you two make the words husband and wife sound so threatening, but you do. Go back to using your names for the rest of the evening. I think the collective crowd here is more likely to fall into a mass fainting spell rather than overlook it as normal behavior if you either of you use the word ‘sweetheart’ again. You both sound like you’re announcing your time of death when you say it.”

The blades of Ayato’s fan rasp softly as he flicks it closed, lightly tapping Ayaka on top of the head with it before drifting back to join the crowd. “You’d think that after an entire war they’d be made of sterner stuff. Fainting just because General Kujou Sara and Commissioner Kamisato Ayato call each other sweetheart. What an easy way out for them. I certainly wish I could get away by fainting. Darn my sturdy constitution. You two keep each other busy here, I’m going to see if we can escape this before they start serving digestifs.” 

-

The realization hits her as her eyes make out Kokomi’s shape on the horizon. It’s her first visit to Watatsumi with Ayato present, and while she knows that Kokomi, Gorou, and Ayato have their own strange sort of dynamic going, she has no idea how any of it has played out with everything else added on. Sara has written Kokomi and Gorou both enough about the current situation and knows the pair find it the peak of comedy. Kokomi has beseeched Sara multiple times to sell tickets and send her the mora. 

There is, of course, the near painful feeling of euphoria she gets when she sees Kokomi. Sara feels like her hollow bones have been filled with compressed air, like an Anemo Slime, ready to send her floating into the sky. Into Kokomi’s arms on the distance. It bubbles and catches within her, the quiet, waiting ember of her heart sparking on the kindling of their long distance correspondences that sustain them between the days when they can reunite in person. It buoys Sara, straightening her spine if that were possible, drawing her head back, pushing against her shoulders and the soles of her feet. Sara sees Kokomi, waiting, and wants to rush to her, to fall into her, to be caught by her.

Sara’s mind is immediately lining up all of the things she’s been longing to say in person, all of the little remarks that seemed better spoken than written in paper. She wants to make good on the promises she’s written down — the threats of tease and touch. 

But seeing Kokomi in the distance, Sara is also reminded of the teasing she’s received in return. Especially over one specific topic as of late — and that’s partially her fault. Sara had made the mistake of bringing the topic up once more in one of their more recent letters, not even a few days before today. Sara had offhandedly made a comment about how Itto had made another valiant attempt at getting Sara and Ayato not to sound like they were reciting execution orders when trying to use terms of endearments for each other, and it devolved into their habitual sniping in a three way match of banter and bravado.

Sara reaches out to her side and grabs Ayato’s wrist, squeezing hard enough it must be painful.

“Ayato,” Sara hisses out of the corner of her mouth. Ayato goes stiff at her touch, immediately on alert for a threat, free hand drifting towards the sword at his hip. She tugs at his wrist, tearing her eyes away from the distant horizon to look at him. Ayato looks at her with concern, brow faintly furrowed, as he moves close enough that their shoulders just brush. 

“I can’t do it,” Sara whispers to him. Because she knows what name is next down on the list and maybe if they were back on Narukami surrounded by people neither of them really care about, people who don’t know them, people who haven’t seen behind the carefully constructed stage she and Ayato have built together, she’d somehow manage to grit her teeth and go through with it. People who would probably take just as much damage hearing Sara or Ayato say these things as Sara and Ayato take having to say it — Sara will admit that there’s a certain miserable and sadistic satisfaction in seeing people look just as horrifically dazed as Sara feels every time she has to get through another word on Yae Miko’s list of torture via endearments.

But it’s Kokomi. It’s Gorou. Sara can’t do it. Even if they went back up the list to the less excruciating monikers, Sara still couldn’t do it. But it’s not possible to just skip it all entirely. Sara and Ayato have reluctantly run themselves into a corner. If they drop all use of nicknames here and now, with the way gossip moves through the islands, it’s going to come around to the idea that the two of them are fighting when it couldn’t be further from the truth.

Ayato blinks at her. He knows that Kokomi and Gorou know. He knows that they find it incredibly hilarious. Ayato and Sara have exchanged their letters in commiserate silence to read over and think on semi-fondly. 

Gorou has politely but subtly teased Ayato saying that now Ayato should consider scaling back on the sheer amount of teasing he sends Gorou’s way, lest he bring this situation up with Yae Miko in person. Kokomi has asked Ayato for photographic evidence of the faces he and Sara make. Sara even shared with Ayato the note Kokomi sent Sara in response to the retelling of their last practice session with Itto. Ayato had made her send a note in his own hand that passionately refuted Sara’s telling of events. They had stayed up late that night, the two of them and the silver eel passing notes back and forth between all three of them. At the time, it felt like a strangely warm and soft bonding session between the three of them. Sara caught glimpses of how Ayato and Kokomi poke and test at each other, like a pair of sinuous and sharp toothed eels. Sara supposes Kokomi and Ayato got their own glimpses of different sides of her as well. But now Sara can only think — I’ve given her ammunition. And Kokomi is nothing if not excellent with utilizing everything that passes into her hands to inflict the maximum intended effect. Especially when that effect is flustering Sara beyond reason and words.

The only people who would suffer here are Sara and Ayato if they continue along with the list on Watatsumi.

Ayato’s expression turns grim and he nods in understanding, mechanically breaking his wrist free of her death grip and clumsily putting her hand in his. Their sleeves somewhat cover their joined hands, but to anyone looking it’s going to be obvious that they’re actually holding hands.

The two of them have walked arm and arm before. Sara is no stranger to Ayato’s touch, the feeling of his skin against hers. With time and repeated exposure, she’s grown used to it enough that she doesn’t find it strange. She’s come to accept his touch the way she accepts Itto’s chin resting on her head, or Kuki’s hand on her arm, or Ayaka’s fingers in her hair as she helps Sara create simple hairstyles out of her short hair. 

But holding hands seems terribly intimate. Sara’s only ever held hands with Kokomi before.

Ayato’s hands are terribly cold, Sara constantly wonders after his health. It’s not something to do with his Vision, Kokomi doesn’t run cold after all. It’s something about him specifically. Itto complains about Ayato’s cold feet and legs and arms all the time, except during summer when everyone — even Sara — can’t help but shift a little closer to him, much to his own consternation.

That’s how Sara and Ayato disembark the ship, hands held and obscured by the folds of their sleeves. Gorou’s eyebrows have disappeared into his bangs, and Kokomi’s eyes sparkle with barely contained laughter as the formal greetings are exchanged. 

As they walk Sara tries not to think about the feeling of Ayato’s callouses against hers. She tries to keep her hand relaxed, but it’s just so — it’s so uncomfortable. They’re of similar heights that they keep pace with each other without issue. But it’s — it’s too much. It’s too intimate. Of all the things they’ve ever done together this —

The man has literally held her innards in these hands and pushed them back into her failing body. And yet him holding her perfectly whole and healthy hand seems a step too far. Ayato is possibly the only person in her strange family that didn’t hold her hand when she was actively dying. Even Thoma held her damn hand at one point. But something about that was different. It was comfort. That was in the privacy of their home, ensconced within heavily protected walls where the only witnesses to such acts of care had sworn their lives to the Kamisato name. It wasn’t for show then. It wasn’t for people to see and note and draw conclusions on. It wasn’t to add some credence, some ethos, to her reputation and current political standing.

Sara can feel every shift of Ayato’s bone, she can feel the friction of their callouses, the bump of their knuckles, she can feel the twitch of his fingertips. Sara is hyper aware of every part of their skin that touches.

Maybe if either of them had experience holding other people’s hands this wouldn’t be so awful. Maybe if either of them were the sort of people who were prone to casual touches. They would be desensitized to it. But Sara’s only other experience with holding hands is with Kokomi, and even then she still isn’t used to it. Granted, she’s much happier about acclimatizing to the feeling of someone being linked to her when it’s Kokomi. But still. 

And Sara highly doubts Ayato’s had recent experience holding anyone’s hand.

He probably held Ayaka’s hand when she was younger. But neither of the Kamisato siblings is overly expressive when it comes to sharing physical touch. They’re very reserved, preferring to express their care for each other through actions and swift flowing exchanges of words.  Ayato’s most likely held Itto’s hand now and again, as his most frequent and most recent experience with the gesture. Knowing Itto, Ayato’s been exposed to all sorts of casual touches and affections. It’s not the same though — it’s not the same at all.

Sara uses every single shred of her control to keep a consistent grip on Ayato’s hand: not too tight, and not too loose. Ayato seems to be doing very much the same, but unfortunately he also has to deal with the added distraction of making small talk — a societal necessity that he loathes in the same way most people dread but endure the removal of a rotten tooth. No one ever expects Sara to engage in small talk. Not even Gorou or Kokomi, and the two are currently occupied in teaming up to exploit the extremely unusual and rare opportunity to fluster the Yashiro Commissioner. At least someone is having a good time here, Sara supposes. Even if it is at Sara and Ayato’s gross expense.

Every time Sara thinks she’s gotten somewhat used to it, every time Sara finds herself relaxing and thinking that she’s doing fine, some minor jostling of their bodies or unwilling twitch of their palms will remind her that no. She’s still here. Still in this exact moment. Still holding Kamisato Ayato’s hand. And she has to start the entire process of forcing her mind to think about anything else while simultaneously trying not to crush his bones between her fingers at the same time.

Together, Sara and Ayato endure each other as they make their way further from the port, away from curious eyes and whispering tongues.

As soon as they’re far away enough from anyone and Sara’s senses deem it an all clear — Gorou’s eyes meeting hers and affirming her own senses with a sharp nod of his head — they break apart like oil and water. They rip their hands apart and Sara immediately doubles over to put her head between her knees, taking shallow breaths. Ayato isn’t much better, crouched down next to her with the hand that she wasn’t holding pressed hard against his forehead, like he’s trying to ward off a headache.

Sara shakes her hand out to her side, the limb feeling strangely numb. 

“Next time,” he grinds out through his teeth, “Just rip off the figurative bandage, wife.”

“What, like you could do it, husband?” Sara snaps back.

Meanwhile, Gorou’s claws are digging deep grooves into the tree he’s clinging onto as he wheezes, doubling over and hiccuping with laughter. Kokomi isn’t much better than him, draped over Gorou’s back and pressing her face into his shoulders as she muffles her cackles.

“It’s not that funny,” Sara and Ayato say at the same time, decisively not looking at each other.

“Your face,” Kokomi groans, sniffling loudly as she furiously scrubs her arm over her face. She looks sunburned she’s turned so red with laughter. She and Gorou both turn to look at them again, and what a miserable sight they must make, because the Watatsumi pair bursts into renewed peals of laughter. Gorou sinks down to his knees, slapping the ground as Kokomi collapses over him in a pile of delicate silk and shimmering hair. Kokomi gasps for air, sounding much like a dying creature.

“I could do it,” Ayato says to Sara as they watch the other pair repeatedly try and fail to compose themselves. 

Sara cocks a brow at him in a silent challenge.

Ayato opens and closes his mouth a few times. Sara flicks her wrist at him, see? He can’t do it either.

Ayato raises his hand to her, gesturing for her to wait.

“Let me — I just. I need to mentally prepare myself. Don’t look at me, it makes it harder.”

That sends Kokomi and Gorou off onto a new spiel of crazed giggling. The two are practically flat on the ground.

“I can do it,” Ayato insists. “It’s one word.”

“I know it’s one word,” Sara says. “It’s just the worst one on the list so far.” Sara can’t believe there’s still more to go after it. She can’t believe Ayato thought they could get through this to keep going onto the rest. The hubris, really — Sara thought he knew himself better than this. Sara’s under no illusions. She knew they’d never make it through the whole list. She’s just been trying to figure out if Ayato was being willful or deluded. And now here they are.

“I can’t believe you two are using a list to determine what term of endearment you use,” Gorou groans, sniffling loudly as he gasps for breath. 

“They need to make a kamera that records entire moments complete with sound,” Kokomi says. “I need to preserve this.”

Ayato closes his eyes, expression going completely blank as he turns his entire body towards Sara, and eyes still closed says, “My dove.”

Gorou and Kokomi are practically screaming with laughter now. Sara doesn’t know why guards haven’t come descending upon them to defend them from assassins or ambush with how loud they’re screaming.

Sara thrusts her hand out at him. “Shut up and just hold my damn hand. You managed to get it out but I can’t. There’s no way. It’s not possible. I know my limits. This is beyond me.”

“My dove,” Kokomi repeats through extremely painful sounding hiccups, beating her fist against Gorou’s back. “Who made this list?”

“Yae Miko,” Ayato and Sara answer. “And Ayaka.”

“I think I suddenly like her now,”  Gorou says, while Kokomi nods against his shoulder. Both of them are now struggling to their feet, legs wobbling, visibly leaning heavily against each other. Every time their eyes meet they start giggling and swatting at each other to get each other to stop laughing. “Don’t laugh, you’re going to set me off again.”

“Don’t look at me when I laugh then,” Kokomi says, eyes streaming with tears. She looks some unknown degree past sunburned. Is there a word for an intensity past sunburned? 

The two of them make the fatal mistake of looking at Sara and Ayato, who are locked in their own silent contest of wills. They collapse back onto their knees in laughter once more, holding onto each other for dear life to stay upright. At least someone here is happy with this, Sara thinks miserably.

“We need to go back to the top of the list,” Sara declares. “I can’t go farther down than this. This is the absolute bottom line, husband. I don’t care if Yae Miko holds us captive for a full day. I’d rather take that than do go through this. Just admit we lost to Yae Miko and move on.”

“Fine. For the sake of our marriage I’ll concede,” Ayato replies with all the dignity of a man not currently crouched over on himself and looking like he’s going to be violently ill. “Happy wife, happy life and all.”

Sara is hit with a sudden wave of vertigo that causes her to almost overbalance and fall onto her ass. Kokomi and Gorou sound very much like they’re lunatics or escaped parrots. Escaped lunatic parrots.

“I’m glad we can come to an agreement, darling,” Sara hisses through her teeth, willing herself to standing. She gets her hand around Ayato’s bicep and hauls him up, taking his weight as he sways precariously, hand still held up to his head. Both of them are breathing shallowly through their mouths. Sara and Ayato then go to help up the Watatsumi pair, who are possibly going to be useless at ambulating on their own for the foreseeable future, considering how whenever they open their eyes beyond tearful squints they lose their composure all over again.

“You already knew about this,” Ayato says to Kokomi. “You were prepared.”

“Nothing,” Kokomi says, arms squeezing tight around Sara as she presses her face into Sara’s chest to muffle her laughter, “Nothing in this world could prepare me for that. I should have had a kamera ready. Good gods, you two are hilarious. How does anyone even believe you’re carrying on a civil marriage? I thought you two were better than this.”

“You try calling Kamisato Ayato darling and see how well you do,” Sara mutters, petulant as she runs her hand through Kokomi’s hair, attempting to smooth her rumpled clothing out as Kokomi clings onto her.

“Oh no thank you, that’s what you’re around for,” Kokomi teases, stretching up on her toes to peck Sara on the side of the mouth. The entire time Sara can feel the woman’s body quaking against hers with poorly contained mirth. “I’m very proud of you for being able to get through it. I wouldn’t be able to keep a straight face.”

Gorou wheezes for air, hiccuping loudly. “Everything hurts. I don’t think I’ve laughed like that ever in my life. If I had eaten something I think I would have thrown up because I laughed so hard. Ow.”

“You’ve broken them,” Sara says to Ayato as they help Kokomi and Gorou hobble along the path.

“I believe in giving credit where it’s due,” Ayato replies, “We broke them.”

“You’re the one who insisted you could do it, don’t put this one on me, charlatan.”

“They were already like this the moment they put eyes on us, philanderer,” Ayato points out.

“Again, you two are so weird. No one calls another person the things you two do and sounds so happy about it.” Sara and Ayato look away from each other to see Itto and Shinobu jogging towards them. “The noise was just laughter? I thought a donkey was being killed by — I dunno. Actually. Hey, Shinobu-kun, are there any big predators on Watatsumi?”

“No, that’s why there’s an overpopulation of boars,” Shinobu answers, holding her arms out in Ayato’s direction. “Alright, give him here.”

Ayato drops Gorou — carefully and with some modicum of care — onto Shinobu and petulantly holds his now freed hand in Itto’s direction.

“Hand,” he commands. Itto immediately takes Ayato’s hand in his own, holding it up to his face for inspection.

“What, you get bitten by someone’s dog? What’s wrong with your hand?” Itto asks, “I told you that not all dogs are as nice as yours. I mean. All dogs are great, but sometimes they get nervous if you just go after them trying to get a hug or whatever.”

Neither Sara nor Ayato are going to say out loud, with their mouths, that they had held hands for approximately half an hour, and it’s brought the both of them to one of the lowest points in their lives that doesn’t involve a civil war, death, or indiscriminate violence.

They don’t have to, because Gorou says it for them.

“They were holding hands. I don’t know why people think the two of you are in a peaceful marriage. The looks on your faces the entire time — is this why you tease people, Kamisato-san? Is this why you poke people’s weak points for fun? I’m starting to get it. Can you do a recreation for Itto-kun right now?”

“Excellent idea, Gorou. It’s really something you have to see with your own eyes. Kuki-san, you own a kamera right? Are you carrying it with you now, by chance?”

Kokomi, her hand now in Sara’s own, squeezes tightly and moves to let go to find out. Sara instinctually clenches down hard, pulling Kokomi closer to her side. Ayato, at this suggestion, immediately turns his hand in Itto’s and clamps down, long fingers sliding through Itto’s as he brings the back of Itto’s hand up to his mouth. On anyone else the gesture would be an intimate and tender display of affection. Somehow, Ayato manages to make it look like a threat.

“Okay, relax,” Itto concedes, squeezing Ayato’s hand in his own. “Shinobu-kun left her kamera behind. Takuya-kun wanted to borrow it for some stuff. No one’s going to force you to hold the tengu’s hand. What, was it sweaty? It can’t have been that bad.”

Itto and Kokomi then turn towards each other to exchange some sort of commiserate look that Sara can’t read. Since when were Itto and Kokomi so friendly?

“I have a present for you,” Ayato says instead of answering. He’s not looking at Gorou, but everyone knowing that he’s addressing the other man by tone of voice alone. Ayato has a distinct talent for that. “It’s from Yae Miko.”

“Wonderful,” Gorou says, clapping his hands together and turning around to face away from all of them in what looks to be a random direction. “Goodbye then. Have a nice stay. See you in about a month when you’re about to leave. Good talk.”

Shinobu and Itto reach out to grab Gorou by the arms to stop him from retreating.

“You’ve been on Watatsumi for less than an hour, spread your chaos out a little, won’t you? I need my general in one piece by the time this motley gathering of ours is over and done with, as you do yours,” Kokomi reminds Ayato. Then she turns to Sara, pressing their joined hands against her chest as she pulls Sara even closer to her. “And here I was worried that all of us gathering together was going to be awkward. if I had known that you would be bringing entertainment I wouldn’t have been nearly so stressed about how we would all be getting along with each other. Just ask Gorou. I think he was ready to swim his way to wherever Kaedehara-san is currently lazing about in order to escape the rest of us. Perhaps permanently. I might have even let him.”

“Is it too late for me to make a break for it?” Sara asks, suddenly wary of the fact that she’s never been in the same vicinity as Ayato or Kokomi at the same time. She feels a sudden and unwelcome feeling of sympathy for the other general. It’s unwelcome in the sense that if Sara remained unaware of it she would have been in bliss. But now that she recognizes the feeling she is honor bound to acknowledge and mitigate whatever happens next to the best of her abilities, which is definitely going to backfire terribly upon her. Ayato and Kokomi, in the flesh, will either get along too well, or turn into another Ayato and Yae Miko situation. Although, knowing Kokomi’s own relationship with the kitsune, Sara can only hope that Ayato and Kokomi lean towards mutual understanding in the face of a shared opponent.

Kokomi brushes her lips to the back of Sara’s hand, eyes dancing beneath her pale lashes.

“Most certainly it is,” Kokomi says. “My dear general, shouldn’t you know by now that the sea doesn’t readily surrender what it has already claimed? Come on. I think those four will be distracted with each other for a while yet. We have catching to do, you and I. You were particularly evasive about this list of yours and Kamisato-san’s. Knowing that Guuji Yae and Kamisato Ayaka were the minds behind it, I have — no, I must know what else is on there.”

  
Author’s Note:Congratulations. We’ve made it to the part of my creative process where I now do stupid shit like this. Does this mean I’m winding down with this series? No. Sadly it actually means I’m gearing up. I’m in hell.





