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Author’s Note:
      happy birthday to the bestest pyrotechnician <3

* ayaka happens to be a little drunk in one scene. do continue reading at your own discretion.

    


    
    
  The first time Yoimiya meets Ayaka, it’s at a party she can no longer remember the purpose of.



  If given the choice, she would’ve just stayed home. But Thoma asked and Yoimiya can’t say no to Thoma, who drops by the shop whenever he can spare a moment out of his busy schedule working as the Kamisatos’ valet, bringing with him treats imported from elsewhere and his homemade dango. So here she is, dressed in the nicest thing she owns—which looks like something picked out from the discount rack at the thrift store when it’s compared to all the glittering gowns in this massive ballroom—and hiding in a corner, because she’s not inclined to make small talk with the snobbiest of the snobs in high-class society.



  
    For Thoma,
  
   Yoimiya thinks, holding the flute of champagne tighter than is necessary. 
  
    I should at least wait for him to show up before I make up an excuse and leave.
  
   Her gaze darts between the live band playing on the other side and the small group of people who are hanging on to every last word from one of the Kamisato siblings—no one else can possibly hope to draw such a devoted crowd. From her inconvenient spot behind a thick marble column, Yoimiya cannot make out which of them it is, but they’re heading in her direction and there’s nowhere to escape to. Her free hand slips into her jacket pocket and withdraws the gold-embossed invitation envelope, signed with Thoma’s signature, just so she’s prepared in case any of the snooty women decide that she somehow managed to sneak past multiple layers of security into one of the most exclusive events of the year.



  The tittering gets louder as the small group approaches, and then they’re close enough for Yoimiya to get a proper look at them, and vice versa. Several men and women—business partners, maybe—are huddled like schoolchildren around someone in a suit, and Yoimiya’s first thought is that Kamisato Ayato, CEO of Yashiro Inc., is about to throw her out. Then he turns to face her, and with a start Yoimiya realises she’s in the presence of 
  
    Ayaka
  
  , heiress of the company and its director of publicity. She holds a folded fan in one hand, the other in her pants pocket, her blazer draped carelessly across her shoulders.



  “Good evening,” Ayaka greets politely, giving Yoimiya a nod of acknowledgement. “Thank you for attending our event.”



  Yoimiya blinks blankly as she struggles to register the lady before her. Ayaka isn’t tall by any means—if anything, Yoimiya’s convinced they’re actually of similar height—but something about the way she carries herself in this room makes her feel as if she’s looking down on Yoimiya. It doesn’t help that whoever styled the outfit also thought that it was a brilliant idea to attach as many silver ornaments and chains as possible to the collars of her blouse and blazer, blinding Yoimiya whenever she tries to look at Ayaka’s face.



  “Hi?” Yoimiya finally manages to say, her face flushing. “Thoma invited me here, I didn’t sneak in or anything! Um, thank you for hosting?”



  
    Archons above, if she hasn’t thought of kicking me out yet, she sure does now. I’m a 
  
  tattoo artist
  
    , not a socialite
  
  , Yoimiya thinks helplessly as she watches someone lean in to whisper in Ayaka’s ear, giving her a furtive glance. 
  
    Thoma, now’s a great time to show up before they all point and laugh at me. Then again, I’m sure it won’t be too bad. I’m ready. I can handle anything, even if it’s being frog-marched outside with insincere apologies
  
  .



  “Oh! You must be Miss Naganohara! Thoma has told me a lot about you.”



  
    I cannot handle everything
  
  . Yoimiya lets the words sink in, then answers as eloquently as possible, “What?”



  Ayaka offers Yoimiya her hand and her classic smile, one she’s seen on the television multiple times. Under the glimmer of the chandeliers, it looks more genuine than not. “May I introduce you to everyone else, Miss Naganohara? It would truly be a waste for you to stand here the whole night and not make a few acquaintances, don’t you think?”



  On the contrary, Yoimiya is perfectly happy to remain hiding in the corner until Thoma is done with whatever he’s doing and can join her for several rounds of drink, but the crowd is watching and only idiots turn down an invitation to do 
  
    anything
  
   with Ayaka. And so, against every instinct screaming at her to find a way to escape, Yoimiya shakes Ayaka’s hand firmly and musters a smile. “It would be an honour, Miss Kamisato.”



  And that is how Yoimiya finds herself on the arm of Kamisato Ayaka, getting more self-conscious by the minute as she’s led around the ballroom to be introduced to the heads of companies and the biggest influencers of society, including children of the country’s leaders. Yoimiya loses track of the number of times she’s shaken someone’s hand with a murmured “nice to meet you”, immediately forgetting their names within five seconds of walking away. Her now-permanent smile feels like it’s being held up with sheer amounts of tape, glue, and prayers to whoever’s listening, clutching Ayaka’s arm as tightly as she dares—her sole lifeline in this impossible game of etiquette and pretence.



  “There he is!” Ayaka suddenly says, nodding in the direction of the stage, where the small audience is turning their attention to someone standing next to it. “Miss Naganohara, though you can’t see him very clearly right now, that’s my brother Ayato.”



  “Really, you can just call me Yoimiy—”



  “That would be quite improper of me,” Ayaka cuts in smoothly, but her eyes twinkle mischievously. “Come on, before he gets swarmed with his admirers again.” She leads Yoimiya to the front of the crowd, which disperses almost immediately, as if sensing that she intends to have a private chat, then disengages her arm from Yoimiya’s to walk into Ayato’s embrace.



  “Hello, Ayaka,” Ayato greets warmly. “Having fun without me again, I see. The stagehands just told me about you sneakily hiring the band.”



  “Someone has to fill in the space you leave when you’re not here for the functions in your honour, Ayato,” Ayaka says. “Don’t pretend you didn’t spend the last half hour enjoying the music from a hidden corner.”



  Ayato laughs and raises his hands in surrender. “You caught me. Now, is this the great Miss Naganohara, dear friend of our Thoma?” He offers Yoimiya a gloved hand, and she shakes it hesitantly. Is her grip too weak? Too tight? Is her face red? She hasn’t actually drunk any of the alcohol, but perhaps the embarrassment of being treated like a guest of honour when she’s all but a nobody has gotten to her.



  Yoimiya brightens her smile and says with as much enthusiasm as she can, “It’s great to finally meet you, Mister Kamisato. Thoma has told me many stories about working with you.”



  “Has he, now?” Ayato shares a knowing grin with Ayaka, then gestures to someone standing behind Yoimiya. “Come on out, Thoma, and show yourself to your poor guest.”



  Thoma materialises before Yoimimya, dressed in a crisp button-up shirt and black vest paired with black pants, and bows politely. “I’m glad you decided to come after all, Miya,” he says, straightening and slinging an arm around her shoulders. “Have you experienced the legendary teasing from the Kamisato siblings yet?”



  Yoimiya processes the question to no avail. “No?” she hazards. Judging by the way Thoma appears to be near laughter, she supposes the answer is yes. “I don’t know.”



  “Oh, you poor thing,” Thoma says. “I promise Ayaka is very sweet and polite. She only becomes a menace when she’s not around those snobbish clients of hers—”



  “—Thoma!” Ayaka snaps her fan open and lifts it to obscure the lower half of her face. “Don’t say such things in front of the guests.”



  “Ah, so you agree with me. Besides, there’s nothing to worry about. The guests I assume you’re referring to are too far away to hear,” Thoma answers jovially. “And the one present probably agrees with you. Don’t you, Miya?”



  At last, something Yoimiya can speak on with confidence. “They’re like sharks circling you,” she says, dimly aware that she should watch her words. “Waiting for a mistake to be made, just so they can be the first to put it on the news. Something like ‘darling daughter of Yashiro Inc. not as perfect as she seems’ or similar, printed in bold words and plastered all over.”



  “An astute observation.” Yoimiya can still see Ayaka’s smile, despite it being covered by the fan, and she feels as if she’s achieved a particularly grand feat. “What other things did you notice while you were watching the attendees? I would love to hear your thoughts on the matter.”



  “Those thoughts will have to be heard another time, I’m afraid,” Ayato cuts in, ushering Ayaka away. “My sister has some very urgent business to attend to. Please accept my deepest apologies, Miss Naganohara. I do hope you’ll enjoy the rest of the party nonetheless. Thoma, see to it that she has a good time.”



  “Of course, Ayato.” Thoma winks at Yoimiya and leads her in the opposite direction towards a set of double doors labelled with the sign “to balcony”. “I think you just made a new friend.”



  Yoimiya thinks of the blur of faces the past two hours and comes up short. “Who?”



  ***



  The second time Yoimiya meets Ayaka, it’s in a convention hall.



  Truth be told, she’s surprised the head of publicity is so willing to cram in with the rest of the convention goers and try to make sense of the teeming swarm of people instead of watching it all from the viewing gallery reserved for important guests four floors up. Then again, perhaps it’s not Ayaka. Dyeing one’s hair that exact shade of blue and tying it in that exact hairstyle has been the trend for quite some time now, after all.



  “Miss Yoimiya, can you pass me the catalogue?” Albedo stretches his hands out and Yoimiya hurriedly dumps the heavy binder into his grip before turning back to the little kid sitting in front of her with teary eyes and trembling lips. The mystery of whether the person she saw just now was Ayaka or not can be solved later, after she gets herself out of this mess.



  “I want the butterfly!” the kid cries, a sticky finger pointing insistently at one of the temporary tattoo sheets laid out on the table in between him and Yoimiya.



  “No,” comes the firm answer from behind. “I’m sorry, but that one’s not within your budget. Only five dollars, remember?”



  Yoimiya shifts uncomfortably in her chair, a placid smile affixed on her face as she listens to the mother and child argue. She wonders why she’s even here in the first place, then remembers that temporary tattoos are a lot more acceptable in public than proper tattoos. She rubs her arms self-consciously, acutely aware of the flowers that bloom on her shoulders and trail down to her elbows, now covered up by a woolly sweater. Besides, no one gives up an opportunity to run a booth with 
  
    the
  
   Albedo, illustrator for the famous novel series in Inazuma. Even if it means having to deal with kids on a tight budget, because getting to design with him has been a dream come true.



  “For the last time, Farrer, you only have five dollars to spend, and this is seven dollars,” the mother says, exasperated. “Either you pick something else that’s actually within your budget, or you find another booth to spend the money on.”



  “Pardon me,” says a semi-familiar voice, “but I would like to offer to gift you the temporary tattoo.”



  “Miss—Miss Kamisato!” the mother sputters, bowing low. “It’s an honour to meet you.”



  “Good afternoon,” Ayaka greets warmly, slipping out of the stream of people passing by the booth. 
  
    Potential customers
  
  , Yoimiya thinks mournfully as Ayaka bends down to the child’s eye level and says, “Farrer, is it? I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation with your mother. Do you know what the meaning of a budget is?”



  “A limit on spending money,” the child answers grumpily.



  “That’s correct, yes. But you must also consider this: no one’s money is infinite. How you use your finances will affect how much you have left for emergencies, and careless spending only leads to regrets in the future. You must always save for a rainy day. And someday, when you’re the leader of a successful business, you also have to budget well, so all your employees are paid fairly for their hard work. Do you understand?”



  “Yes, Miss Kamisato.”



  “Good boy. Now, with your mother’s permission, I’d like to buy you that butterfly tattoo, to thank you for being so attentive.” She looks towards the mother, who nods stiffly, then turns back to Farrer. “Pinky promise you’ll learn to manage your money well?”



  “I promise.” They lock pinkies, then Ayaka stands and leans over the counter to hand Yoimiya the money, but it’s quadruple what she expects. “A butterfly for little Farrer, and three of the holographic dango, please.” She checks her watch, then adds mournfully, “I don’t suppose you can teach me how to put these on yourself?”



  Yoimiya takes the money and exchanges it for the tattoos. She motions for Farrer to place his arm on the table, then asks him to point out a spot for her. He picks his wrist, then she takes a clean cloth and gently wipes his skin before peeling off the protective foil and carefully sets the tattoo face down. Yoimiya dips the cloth in a bowl of water, wrings it out, then places it over the tattoo and presses down firmly, counting down thirty seconds under her breath. After that, she removes the cloth and carefully peels the backing off, revealing the iridescent butterfly now on Farrer’s skin.



  “It’ll wash off with water and soap,” Yoimiya tells Farrer, dropping the trash into the bin and draping the cloth over the makeshift laundry line stationed in front of the fan. “Miss Kamisato, did you get that?”



  Farrer waves goodbye and skips off, his mother trailing after him. Ayaka watches them go thoughtfully, then answers, “I think so. Thank you for the demonstration, Miss Naganohara.” She collects the tattoos and slips them in her jacket pocket. “I’m sure Thoma and Ayato will have a grand time figuring out how to use these, though.”



  Yoimiya laughs. “Perhaps when you’re less busy, I can tell you about my opinions on the guests at your party,” she says, already preparing for the next customer. “Thank you for your patronage, Miss Kamisato.”



  “Good luck with your booth, Miss Naganohara,” Ayaka says sweetly. “I hope you and Mister Albedo sell out.” In a flash, she’s gone. If not for the fact that Ayaka just bought the only dango designs Yoimiya made, she would have convinced herself that it was all a hallucination.



  ***



  The third time Yoimiya meets Ayaka, it’s in a tiny bar tucked away in a corner of the city.



  A week has passed since the convention, and although the booth raked in a sizeable profit (even after splitting it half-half with Albedo), it doesn’t make up for the fact that most if not all of her customers were kids and kids do not get proper tattoos. The shop—occupying the first floor of a small two-storey building, wedged like an afterthought between a grocery store and the laundromat—is still lacking customers (Thoma dropping by with a take-away box of steaming Liyuen 
  
    bao
  
   doesn’t count) and Yoimiya has exhausted all possible forms of garnering attention.



  And so, instead of slumping over her worktable agonising over what to do next, Yoimiya heads to the tiny bar in the hopes that a drink will miraculously clear her mind. She claims her usual seat in the corner of the bar, at the very edge of the L-shaped counter, and glares mutely at the still surface of her glass of sake. Perhaps she could have flyers made up—but no, they’re too bold. It will only attract derision and a good amount of suspicion, which is the last thing she wants. Perhaps online ads? Most people spend the majority of their waking hours on the internet now, anyway. But the online scene is too fast-paced—small businesses are always eclipsed by the ads larger corporations can afford to post, like Yashiro Inc., and they aren’t even doing anything significant other than being the leading company in nurturing bright individuals who make great assets to any team, or something like that.



  Just as Yoimiya frowns and looks up, about to call to the bartender and ask for another round of sake in advance, the door opens and in walks a now-familiar face, though her signature hair is tucked under an unassuming beret. Yoimiya squints to check that yes—that’s Ayaka—then makes eye contact with the heiress and pats the free seat next to her.



  Ayaka approaches on silent feet and slides onto the barstool next to Yoimiya, placing a crisp note on the counter and ordering a glass of juice.



  “Do forgive me for my bluntness, but what are you doing here?” Yoimiya asks, throwing back her old glass of sake and accepting the new one. “I thought high-class ladies like you patronised the luxury wine cellars in penthouses, not some hole-in-the-wall with supermarket sake. And juice, apparently.”



  “Good evening to you too, Miss Naganohara,” Ayaka replies graciously, receiving her glass of juice with a nod of thanks. “Thoma brought me here once. It’s nice to be surrounded by a little quiet, for a change.”



  Yoimiya spins around to look at the bar, trying to see it through Ayaka’s eyes. Worn-down walls, the panelling old and faded; creaky chairs and tables that have withstood years of drunken fist-thumping and arm-wrestling matches; framed paintings of various flora and fauna, the rice paper yellowed and wrinkling; and the patrons themselves, mostly grumbling retirees who arrive in the morning and only leave at night, after a day’s worth of conversations. Perhaps it’s not exactly 
  
    quiet
  
  , but Yoimiya can see how it’s different from the atmosphere in the ballroom where that long-ago party was held. It’s less stifling here, with no one caring who you are or where you’re from—as long as you know how to take part in the conversation. There aren’t any prying eyes, waiting for your next mistake, nor are there the ones who would love to push you off the pedestal you were so unfairly placed on.



  “I suppose we have different ideas of quiet,” Yoimiya finally concedes. Quiet, for her, is the whirr of the fan as she sketches out new tattoo designs on rough paper, Pa snoring peacefully in the upstairs apartment. Quiet, for her, is the way she can listen to her previous customers talk over the phone on end, updating her about everything that’s been going on in their lives: new partners, new homes, new starts—and the peace that comes with knowing her art has and always will be there with them for the rest of their lives. Quiet, for her, is the buzz of the needle as it dips in and out of skin, scarring it in the most beautiful way it can—with ink and love.



  “I suppose we do,” Ayaka replies, and the smile she gives Yoimiya is contagious enough that she can’t help but smile back. “I must say, I do have you to thank.”



  “Whatever for?”



  “Ever since Thoma went to you for his tattoos, I noticed that he’s much more pleased with himself. Like he’s finally allowing himself to let go and do what he wants, regardless of what others say,” Ayaka explains. Yoimiya distinctly remembers the way he burst into the shop, panting as if he’d run all the way there, and then, without any preamble, asked for a tattoo. “Perhaps it’s the way we were all brought up together, taught not to ‘sully our skin’, as one might put it. I will admit that I did believe in it for most of my childhood, but I have since come to realise that we shouldn’t dictate what people should and shouldn’t do.”



  Yoimiya nods—Thoma said almost the same thing when she’d blinked blankly at him—and stays quiet, recognising in the distant way in which Ayaka watches her drink the gaze of someone who’s had to pent up too many of their thoughts, and now they’re all finally pouring out. A surprising number of her customers have all been the same way—perhaps her calming nature (Pa’s words, not hers), combined with the fact that they need a distraction from the constant pricking of their skin, gives them the perfect opportunity to talk. But Yoimiya knows how to listen, so it’s okay. She’s been listening her whole life, careful to never overstep her boundaries, always watching her words, even when they appear to flow freely from her mouth. Yoimiya is an expert listener.



  “Allow me to use my own life as an example,” Ayaka continues. “As one of the children of the Kamisatos, it’s my duty—my birthright, even—to one day be a part of the committee that heads the leading corporation in team-building, human resource management, and other related things. Then again, no one asked me if 
  
    I
  
   wanted this, did they? Just like nearly everything else in my life, it was planned before I was even conceived.” Ayaka lets out a humourless laugh and sips her drink. “While I’m grateful for the opportunities I’ve been granted, I still chafe against the restrictions that I must follow down to the letter. I’m sure it was like second nature to my late parents, may they find happiness and peace in their next life, but I will confide in you now, Miss Naganohara—”



  “—Yoimiya, please,” Yoimiya interrupts. “If you are to confide in me, at least confide in a friend. Of course, that is if you accept me as one.”



  “Of course, Yoimiya,” Ayaka says. “As friends, then, I will confide in you now, and admit truthfully that I have never quite felt right in this life. It’s all very grand and lavish, yes, but all good things hide dark secrets. And mine is thus: I despise the constant judgement and the way the world is watching and waiting for me to slip up and fall. I know that I would be happier in a different line of work—in a different life entirely, perhaps, one with less fortune and fame—but I was born to do this, and do this I will. Perhaps it’s not what I want, but for the sake of my family and their legacy, I must carry on as best as I can…” Ayaka trails off. “Ah, there I go again, wishing for a simpler life. How very greedy of me.”



  “I understand,” Yoimiya says, half out of instinct, then realises she 
  
    does
  
  . She understands Ayaka, for she’s there, too. Maybe it’s not quite on the same scale—a tattoo shop is, after all, tiny and insignificant compared to a large corporate chain—but it’s still the same, when distilled down to what it really 
  
    is
  
  : the heiresses of family businesses, their paths in life already decided on before they had the chance to open their eyes to the world for the first time.



  Suddenly, a third round of sake doesn’t sound so bad.



  “I do apologise,” Ayaka says after a pause, her hands wrapped around the cup of juice. Yoimiya tries not to stare at the way her slender fingers curve around the glass. “I quite unfairly imposed my problems on you without asking first, which is rather ironic, considering the nature of said problems.”



  Yoimiya laughs, not unkindly. “It’s okay, I don’t mind. I listen to my customers talk most times, so we’ll just pretend we’re catching up as old friends. Besides, it did feel good, right? To talk?”



  “Of course. The weight is still there—I do not think it will ever truly go away—but I am glad for your presence and your listening ear, nonetheless. You will have my eternal gratitude.”



  “Eternity’s a long time to be grateful, but I’m glad that I can help ease part of your troubles, however small a contribution that may be.”



  Ayaka smiles again, then reaches into her coat pocket and draws out an embossed card. “I almost forgot. Here’s my business card. I know it looks like I’m reducing our newly-defined friendship to merely a formality between the company and a client, but I would very much like to be proper friends with you, Yoimiya, and not just as speaker and listener. I am not one for destiny—I’m sure you understand, and maybe you even feel the same way—but perhaps just this once, when I needed it the most, our strings of fate have entwined.”



  Yoimiya accepts the card gratefully, doing her best not to break down crying in the middle of the bar, though she’s sure no one will care. Her, a nobody, holding 
  
    Kamisato Ayaka’s business card
  
  . She feels the way the letters are slightly raised under her fingers and studies—no, admires—the glossy black ink. “Such poetry is wasted on me,” she says, laughing lightly (for Yoimiya cannot think of a more suitable response in this situation). “I have nothing of equal value to offer you, but perhaps we could meet again, on purpose.”



  “I’d like that,” Ayaka answers eagerly, and Yoimiya will never forget the way her face lights up—like she’s a child again, experiencing untold wonders for the first time.



  ***



  The fourth time Yoimiya meets Ayaka, it’s at a quiet cafe two streets down from the tattoo shop and many highways away from Yashiro Inc.’s headquarters.



  Ayaka’s schedule is infinitely more packed than Yoimiya’s, but they managed to make it work and now Yoimiya sits across a young lady of similar height, bearing features that one would call 
  
    just like Miss Kamisato herself
  
  , wearing a stylish knitted red high-collared coat with cropped brown hair. Steaming teacups sit before them, but neither moves to drink, instead choosing to watch the happenings on the other side of the tinted floor-to-ceiling window.



  “We are so insignificant,” Ayaka sighs, leaning back in her chair and gesturing at herself. “I wonder why we try so hard to be otherwise. Look at me, disguising myself for a day of peace and relative solitude. And the people outside—what they’re doing now will become useless in a few centuries or so. Why are we working ourselves to the bone?”



  “Because what else is there to do but try to be remembered even after you’re long gone?”



  “Don’t you find it a waste?” There it is again—that look in her eyes. Yoimiya allows Ayaka to speak; Archons know she deserves it. “Our lives are so 
  
    finite
  
  . I am sitting here now, but I could—touch wood—die at any time. Why am I spending my life working on something that wasn’t mine to begin with?”



  The company. The tattoo shop. Their lives, crossing over and over, messages hidden in the stars for them to find. What 
  
    is
  
   the point of it all?



  “We have become so enamoured with the idea of continuing our families’ legacies,” Yoimiya ventures, “that perhaps we have given too much of ourselves. How much do I—do we—dedicate ourselves to these things that are ours only in name and in legacy before we lose ourselves entirely?”



  “The fact that we have only ever known such legacies is the reason why we are lost at all.”



  When put that way, Yoimiya can see why Ayaka feels so helpless. Their parents trained them for the legacies they were to inherit, not once ever stopping to wonder if this was what they wanted at all. And because they have nothing to gain and everything to lose, they stay.



  Out of familial duty, they stay.



  Out of foolishness and naivety, they stayed.



  And now, there is nowhere to go.



  Yoimiya finally picks up her teacup and, relieved to find that it’s still warm to the touch, takes a sip. “Or maybe we’re looking too much into it,” she says. 
  
    You’re avoiding the problem, Yoimiya
  
  , a little voice in her head chides. 
  
    Again
  
  .



  “I’m rather inclined to disagree,” Ayaka rebutts, copying Yoimiya’s movements. “After all, all we’ve ever known is inheriting. But what about all the things we’ve yet to see; the opportunities and experiences we’ve yet to discover? What about the childhoods we lost to lessons on the importance of continuing the family legacy; what about the rare free days spent dreaming about different lives—
  
    normal
  
   lives—with changing dreams and ambitions instead of fixed predetermined ones and—” Ayaka stops herself, flushing red. “I’m sorry. I got carried away again, being greedy.”



  
    Is this what they taught you, too?
  
   Yoimiya wonders sadly. 
  
    To withhold your thoughts, lest someone twists your words and turns it against you. To suppress what makes you 
  
  you
  
    , and instead to present what others want you to be. In that regard, I suppose we aren’t the same at all.
  
   Out loud, she chooses to say, “You shouldn’t define yourself greedy when what you want is to be able to make your own choices. Please, speak freely in my presence. I will swear by my heart and on my honour that I will never repeat your words or take them out of context in any way, shape, or form to anyone else without your explicit permission.”



  That elicits a laugh from Ayaka. “My goodness, you can speak just like a lawyer when you want to.”



  “I’m acquainted with one, yes. She was an old customer of mine. But my point still stands. If you think that you can still change your life’s path, however small a chance that might be, then as your friend I must implore you to go. Change it, and do it without regrets. After all, this life is finite.”



  “Thank you.” Ayaka catches Yoimiya’s gaze, and she finds it impossible to look away. “Truly. You have given me the greatest gift of all.”



  “And what may that be, Ayaka?”



  “Understanding.”



  ***



  The fifth time Yoimiya meets Ayaka, it’s at the doorstep to the tattoo shop, in the pouring rain.



  Yoimiya shouldn’t have stayed up, but the ideas have her in a death grip and she can’t sleep until she sketches them out, so she pads down the stairs to the first floor and finds a nice spot to curl up in while rain lashes against the windows, rattling the panes and making a racket. Her eyes are just beginning to droop, head bobbing along to the music the rain makes, when she realises it’s not the drums of her imagination going wild but rather someone pounding incessantly on the closed door.



  “Coming!” Yoimiya yells, though whoever’s outside definitely can’t hear her over the sounds of the thunderstorm, then drops her sketchbook and pencil and hurries to unlatch and open the door. “Ayaka?”



  The heiress stands before Yoimiya—dressed in a now-useless raincoat, drenched and shivering, with a fist still raised, poised to knock again—in the dark, dripping water onto the welcome mat. “Good evening—”



  
    Even in this state, she remembers to be polite?
  
   Yoimiya shoves her astonishment down. 
  
    One thing at a time
  
  . “Archons, you’re going to catch a cold, Ayaka. Shit, okay, come in before it gets worse. You can leave the umbrella by the door, and—oh. Are you 
  
    drunk
  
  ?” Yoimiya stares, dumbfounded, as Ayaka—stately, elegant, gracious, poised Ayaka—stumbles ungainly across the room and collapses onto the couch Yoimiya vacated, barely missing the sketchbook and pencil.



  Yoimiya slams the door shut against the rain, cursing under her breath all the while. She dashes upstairs, retrieving the heavy quilt set aside for nonexistent guests and hastily makes a cup of hot cocoa, wondering why Ayaka—who has not once deviated from the strictest etiquette and courtesy—has shown up unannounced. She heads downstairs again, passing the cocoa to Ayaka and ordering her to drink before sitting down next to her and draping the quilt around her as best as she can without touching her accidentally. In the time that she was upstairs bustling around, Ayaka managed to sit up and remove her raincoat and set it near the door, where it’s now forming a steadily-growing puddle. 
  
    At least the floor is cement
  
  , Yoimiya thinks.



  “Ayaka, answer me: are you drunk?”



  “Maybe.” The reply is mumbled and Ayaka averts her eyes, pointedly looking down into the cocoa instead.



  “How much sake did you drink?”



  “Only a bottle.”



  Evidently, she didn’t drink juice exclusively in rundown bars. “Why are you here, Ayaka? Is something wrong?”



  “Just thought…here was the best—no, only—place to go.” Ayaka sleepily passes Yoimiya the now-empty mug—Yoimiya has no idea when she drank it all—and leans on her shoulder. “Sorry…for not giving notice. My phone ran out of battery.”



  
    Trust Ayaka to still apologise even while drunk,
  
   Yoimiya thinks wryly. 
  
    Some things just never change.
  
   And it looks like she’ll be couch-ridden for the night (unless she wants to startle Ayaka awake) but Yoimiya doesn’t mind. Besides, something has to keep Ayaka warm, and it won’t be the breezy draft that gets in on rainy days.



  Yoimiya wakes to a heavy weight on her shoulder, and she grunts as she turns her stiff neck to see what it is. A quilt-covered Ayaka dozes softly, curled up in a tight ball. Her hair has dried, and now it’s in a tangled mess that will probably take ages to brush out. Yoimiya glances at the clock on the wall—it’s way past opening time—then at Ayaka’s peaceful face. She decides against getting up and closes her eyes again. Business can wait.



  When Yoimiya opens her eyes again, Ayaka has already gotten up and claimed a spot at the other end of the couch, sitting stiffly with the quilt folded neatly on her lap. “Good morning?” Yoimiya asks groggily.



  “Good afternoon, Yoimiya,” Ayaka corrects, looking straight ahead and staring a hole into the wall opposite. “I’m glad to see that you’re awake. There’s brunch on the coffee table. I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty of using the shop’s phone to order in.”



  Right, because her own mobile is dead. Yoimiya glances at the coffee table, then rubs her eyes before taking another look. A mini feast has been laid out, though half of everything has been eaten. Steaming 
  
    bao
  
  , soba noodles, rice cakes, tea and dango.



  “Brunch, you say?”



  “My apologies. I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I got the most popular dishes, as gathered by the trending keywords on social media platforms,” Ayaka explains. “I hope the food is satisfactory.”



  Yoimiya leans over and removes a 
  
    bao
  
   from the take-away box. She peels off the sodden parchment paper and takes a bite, her eyes widening as the barbecued meat filling melts in her mouth. “Oh, this is beyond satisfactory,” Yoimiya breathes, hastily stuffing the rest in her mouth and reaching for a second one. “These have got to be the best 
  
    bao
  
   I’ve eaten.”



  “I’m glad,” Ayaka says, staunchly gazing ahead. “Do try the rest of the food as well. I told Thoma not to hold back.”



  
    That explains the lack of logos on these boxes, but what’s with Ayaka refusing to look at me?
  
    Yoimiya wonders. Self-consciously, she touches a finger to her lips, checking for the telltale marks of drool. “Ayaka? Did I do something wrong? Why are you avoiding my gaze?”



  “Ah…it’s not you. If anything, it’s me. You’ve been most gracious and accommodating, but I must protect what’s left of my image. I hope you understand and forgive today’s distance. Last night was a misstep on my part, and—”



  “—Ayaka—”



  “—as you know, this can’t be leaked to the press. Ayato would be terribly disappointed in me, and I fear I cause enough problems for him as it is, and—”



  “—
  
    Ayaka!
  
   Please listen.” Yoimiya sets the 
  
    bao
  
   down and reaches for a napkin, wiping her hands before taking the other’s hand and gripping it tightly. “I am 
  
    not
  
   selling you out to the press. Not today, and not ever. Whatever happened last night happened 
  
    here
  
   and nowhere else. I swear that nobody knows about it and nobody will. I gave you my word to speak freely, but that doesn’t mean you have to restrict your actions while in my presence. Please, Ayaka, don’t do me this disservice. I have offered you space, listened to you, conversed with you first as a stranger, then as a friend, and shared a night’s sleep with you. For you to distance yourself so, just because you showed up partially drunk on my doorstep in the pouring rain—archons. I’m 
  
    honoured
  
   that you thought of me first, and not someone else. Please don’t make me second-guess our friendship.”



  “I don’t—all this is such a mess,” Ayaka cries, turning to face Yoimiya at last. Tears well in her eyes, and with a start Yoimiya realises this is the most 
  
    normal
  
   image of Ayaka she’s seen. No disguises, no exquisite clothes, just a wrinkled dress, tangled hair, and enough helplessness to rival Yoimiya at her worst. “I thought about your words. About still having the chance to choose what I want, after all these years. Last night, I thought about what I wanted. I thought, like a coward, that I wouldn’t be able to do it without drink. But I was wrong. I could do anything, Yoimiya, if only you were by my side, looking on.”



  “And what do you want, Ayaka?”



  “Right now? I want you to help give me a tattoo, please.”



  “Are you sure you’re sober? This isn’t something you can undo once it’s done, you know, and what with all the taboo surrounding tattoos, and with you being a public figure and all that—”



  Ayaka closes the distance between them and leans on Yoimiya’s shoulder. “Let me lean on your shoulder one more time, Yoimiya. I’m going to start making my own choices whenever I can, instead of giving up before anything concrete happens and saying that there’s nothing for me. And I would like to start by doing something I’ve always wanted, deep down in my heart. I’m sure. Will you do it for me?”



  “The press—”



  “—It’ll be our secret.”



  ***



  The sixth time Yoimiya meets Ayaka, it’s across a crowd, with her as a part of the audience and Ayaka on the podium, standing next to the rest of the directors that make up the leading team for Yashiro Inc.



  “We’re very pleased to announce the opening of our newest department building,” one of them says, leaning into the microphone stand. “The directors of Yashiro Inc. wish nothing but the best for the Department of Publicity and Social Media, led by none other than Miss Kamisato Ayaka.”



  The announcement is met with cheers from those gathered, and Yoimiya claps along, a small smile on her face.



  “May we now invite Miss Kamisato to do the honours of cutting the ribbon.”



  A stagehand runs up bearing a pillow, and Ayaka lifts the pair of scissors into the air for the cameras filming at the back. The sleeves of her dress shirt slip down, revealing the silver bracelet on her right wrist. Yoimiya waits for the moment when Ayaka’s gaze meets hers, then raises her hand in a wave. Ayaka subtly waves back, and the bracelet shifts, glinting under the sunlight. The movement is enough for Yoimiya to catch a glimpse of the tattoo that winds its way around Ayaka’s wrist, and she lowers her hand, absently running her fingers over the matching one on her own wrist: a single, looping line that joins up perfectly with Ayaka’s when they link hands.



  Of course, no one else will know. It is, after all, their secret.
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