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  Ei wakes up that morning and knows, instinctively, deep in the hardened marrow of her bones, that it is going to be a Bad Day.



  She does not even bother sitting up in bed. Just the thought of it drains more energy than she can spare, and the twenty pound weights that seem to be hanging off of her every joint immediately double in mass. She squints her eyes at the blinds she was too tired to draw the night before and the yellowing sun beyond them and pours as much strength as she can into rolling the ninety degrees it takes to land on her side.



  From this position, she can reach one trembling hand out and slide her phone from the nightstand. Ei tugs the charging lead out and lets it fall down the side of her bedside table; she can address those consequences later, and taps on the phone screen to wake it up. The tendon in her wrist twangs with the movement, aching in the old, long-suffering sort of way it always does. 



  On the screen, several notifications await her. The first: a system alert for a software update (the update has been there for a week. She has yet to bother to accept the alert and power her phone off for it to process). The second is from the calendar app, listing the few tasks expected of her today. One afternoon class later, proof-reading Sara’s economics essay for her, making a start on her own final project for this school year, and dragging herself to the nearest grocery store. 



  The rest are all from Messenger. There are multiple texts sat in her thread with Yae Miko, and a few in the groupchat with Miko and the rest of the group she’s cultivated around Ei. There’s one from Sara, mentioning something about coffee later, and another two from Gorou, talking about the same thing. 



  Ei ignores all of them except for Miko’s, clicking into the message thread. She scans over what Miko has sent (a gif of a spinning rat, something funny Kokomi did earlier that had ended in a fuzzy picture of her sitting on the ground clutching her ankle, a haphazard retelling of what Miko spent her evening doing after Ei had wished her goodnight, a blurry photo of the reheated pizza she had had for dinner–sent at 10:08pm–and a subsequent photo of the same plate, now empty. Following the photos is another long paragraph detailing something Itto had told her, the same gif of the spinning rat again, a dark photo of Miko’s forehead and hair spread over her pillow, a one second video of her alarm clock, red blinking numbers declaring 
  
    03:24
  
  , and then a short, final message to conclude the series: 
  
    goodnight Ei <3.
  
  )



  She will probably still be asleep by now. The chance of Ei still being awake by the time Miko wakes up is little to none. This means she will have to explain as much as she can as comprehensively as possible.



  
    Ei: 
    Good morning, Miko. Everything is awful. Nothing is good. This arduous mortal life is heavy and terrible and long. The door is unlocked if you decide to come and see me today. I am not sure I will be able to open it for you. Sara and Gorou have requested my presence at a… ‘coffee date’ later. If you see them, please let them know that I may not be able to attend. Alternatively, do attend in my stead. And please give Kokomi my best wishes. I hope her injury heals soon. And tell Itto that his orange backpack is probably still in Kazuha’s locker in the leisure centre. If he wishes to get it back, Kazuha’s pin for the staff entrance is 8739. Goodbye, my eternal love. If I am never to wake again, I will dream of you forever.
  



  Miko will understand. Ei’s work is done. She continues to ignore the rest of her outstanding messages, clicks the off button on the side of her phone, and falls back to sleep before the sun reaches thirty degrees in the sky. Sleep is a weak reprieve from the pain lingering in her body, but it is a short-term solution at least. She’ll feel even worse when she wakes up again, but right now, she is too tired to even begin comprehending that.


 


 


  Her tired is a different kind of tired. 



  Ei has spent a long time trying to describe it to people. Her tired is not the tired that is fixed with sleep, or with coffee, or with a week away in a cozy beachside cabin and a live-in chef. Her tired is not the sort of tired that gets better when the sun is out, or when she swallows down her prescribed dose of vitamin D (and vitamin C and B and A and the iron tablets when she can find them). 



  She has yet to meet anyone (who isn’t Sangonomiya Kokomi, with whom she is conducting a semi-friendly rivalry on principle of the fact that Kokomi has something going on with Kujou Sara, and Sara was Ei’s before she was Kokomi’s, goddamnit) that truly, fully, wholly, and entirely understands the very particular sort of exhaustion that manifests in Ei’s body. For what it is worth, Miko has managed to get the closest.



  (It’s worth a lot. And it’s not that Ei is deliberately trying to pick favourites out of their friend group–just that Miko is easier to love than the rest of them. Because Ei is Ei and Miko is Miko and loving Miko has been a part of Ei for just as long as the tiredness has been, and for just as long as Ei has been a part of herself too.)



  Loving Miko is easy. Ei does not have the energy to waste loving people who don’t love her back. And Miko loves her so undeniably that it is hard not to return it.



  Ei wakes up again two hours and forty seven minutes later. Her body still aches, but it is less like rubbing alcohol and embalming fluid and literal goddamn lava flowing through her veins like it has a vendetta against her, and more like the cold, elegant quiet that comes after the eye of the storm, the lull before it swirls back into something angry and personal. She hates them both - the first because it 
  
    hurts 
  
  and the second because it lingers. The first because it is loud loud loud, and the second because it is just subtle enough that she can almost ignore it, right up until she can’t actually move her joints. 



  She blinks slowly, doesn’t quite dare to move yet. Something beyond her bedroom door creaks, and then taps, and then keeps tapping the way Yae Miko’s heeled boots do as she approaches Ei’s bedroom. There is another creak. Yae Miko is in her apartment.



  Ei finds it within herself to call, “I thought I took your spare key away!”



  Miko’s laugh is high and muffled, right up until it isn’t and she pushes open Ei’s door with one gentle hand. Ei shifts enough to look at her–the pain in her joints twinge, but it is worth it to see Miko’s eyes soften in the midmorning yellowed sun. 



  “You said your door was unlocked,” Miko says, quieter than she normally speaks. She tiptoes into Ei’s room, taking careful steps on the balls of her feet to make sure her heels don’t clack in here. She always does, when the blinds in Ei’s room are drawn. It is an unspoken rule about Miko: if the light is dull, if the blinds are drawn, if there is any semblence of darkness around Ei, she will take monumental care of the volume of her actions. 



  “Did I?” Ei asks. Her fingers have the vague memory of typing those words, but waking up earlier seems so far away now she is awake here.



  “Yep,” Miko says. She sits on the edge of Ei’s bed, rests one hand on top of Ei’s knee. “You said a lot of things, actually. Since when have you known Kazuha’s staff pin at the leisure centre?”



  “Since we met,” Ei says. This is a fundamental truth; Ei knows things. 



  Miko’s eyebrows furrow. “Does Kazuha know that you know his pin?”



  “Of course he does.”



  “And how 
  
    long 
  
  has Kazuha known that you know his pin?”



  Ei blinks slowly again. Tries to blink. Her eyelids get too tired to open again, so she leaves them closed, and instead curls the corners of her mouth into a quiet smile. “Like a week.”



  (This is also a fundamental truth: Ei knows things. No one knows that she knows them.)



  Miko laughs again. The hand she has on Ei’s knee squeezes gently. “You know Itto has a theory you’re going to become a supervillain one day.”



  “Itto has a theory that the moon is a conspiracy and the government is made of lizards,” Ei says, “you shouldn’t listen to anything he says.”



  “That’s what a supervillain would say,” Miko says sagely. She shuffles across the bed, nudging Ei with soft hands until she can lie next to her. Ei puts her head on Miko’s chest and Miko’s arm slides under her shoulders. Something in Ei’s ribs loosen.



  “Mm,” Ei responds noncommittally. She is not a supervillain–at least not right now–but she does have a reputation to upkeep, and her reputation is somewhat nefarious (for various reasons. She doesn’t make an effort to refute any of them. It means she gets to skip the line at the campus Starbucks more often than not). If she thinks a little too hard about it, Itto’s trust issues about the moral compass of the general populace begin to become a more pressing matter than her inherent supervillainy, so she doesn’t think too hard. “Did Sara ask you about her essay?”



  Miko shakes her head. “No. Well, sort of. She kind of groaned about it. I don’t think there were any actual words involved.”



  “That figures,” Ei says. Miko doesn’t say anything after that, and Ei lets the silence linger for a second. Then she asks, “how much do you love me?”



  Miko’s eyes narrow. “That is a very suspicious question.”



  “It’s perfectly innocent,” Ei says, perfectly innocently.



  “I would do anything for you,” Miko says.



  “Will you proof-read Sara’s econ-“



  “-Except proof-read Sara’s economics essay for you.”



  Ei sighs. “I thought you were going to say that.”



  “Sara won’t mind if you can’t, you know,” Miko says softly. Stupidly soft. She manipulates her voice so easily and so naturally, turning it wry and dry and sarcastic, saccharine when it needs to be, blunt, passive, patronising. But the softness is a shade that only colours her tone when Ei is there. “She can do it herself. Or Kokomi will, you know Kokomi would do anything for Sara.”



  “Kokomi isn’t as good at economics as me.”



  “So? Kokomi makes up for it with enthusiasm. Kokomi could write it all in, like, Pamiguan, and Sara would keel over and die for her.”



  Ei laughs. It makes the dull ache in the back of her head echo through her skull, not sharp enough to be worth treating, but still there. “Sara can barely even talk to Kokomi without having a panic attack.”



  “Well, she’ll have to get over that eventually,” Miko says matter-of-factly. “Sara will be fine. She gets straight A’s anyway.”



  “If you say so. Did Gorou message you?”



  “Only about trivial matters. He said something about coffee at Aoi’s but I didn’t reply yet.”



  Aoi’s is off-campus, student-adopted, small-business, mom-and-pop coffee shop, five minutes from the main university building. It has become notorious amongst everyone, mainly because it is where Ei first met Miko, and also where Itto bumped into Miko and spilt mocha frappuccino down her, where Ayato met Kazuha and Kazuha met Miko, and also where Sara met Ayaka and Ayaka met Gorou and Gorou already knew Itto and Ei already knew Sara and Kazuha somehow knew Ayaka too, and it was sort of, almost, kind of like fate aligning that the nine of them really did become 
  
    nine, 
  
  instead of two and three and one and three.



  It’s also where Itto works, and Itto tends to follow no rules except his own, which means he puts his staff discount through on any order they make. Given that Ayato and Ayaka are the only two with relatively stable finances, and that is only courtesy of their inheritance, this is a monumental deciding factor in which coffee house everyone regulars. 



  Ei hums. “He wants my philosophy notes.”



  “Gorou doesn’t take philosophy.”



  “He still wants them,” Ei says, “I don’t know what he’s planning on doing with them. Will you pass me my phone?”



  Miko does, sliding the device between her hand and Ei’s. The silence that lapses as Ei squints against her phone screen and Miko watches her type out replies to the messages she had left abandoned earlier is comfortable. This is how things could be forever, Ei thinks, with the sparking ache in her spine and the pain between her ligaments and the soft, eternal love that flows between her and Miko, because loving Miko is easier than anything Ei has ever done in her life. 



  “Will you be leaving your euthymia today?” Miko asks quietly. “Because there’s no food in your fridge, except for sour milk and a cheese rind.”



  “We’ll see,” Ei says. She’s not sure yet. The grocery store is a terrible, looming force on the horizon, and Ei’s bedroom is warm and quiet and, well. Miko puts it best. Euthymic. Eudaimonic. Hedonic. Beautiful and forever. 


 


 


  The world starts up again the next day. 



  Ei wakes up with Miko still beside her, and the pain in her bones is lessened astronomically. She can stand up without feeling like death incarnate. She can live and it almost feels like she can live like everyone else. 



  There is a lot to catch up on in a day. Ei missed her lecture yesterday, and she needs to get the notes off of Kazuha somehow, and attend today’s class as well. Then coffee, finally, with Sara and Gorou and whoever else turns up.



  “I’ll go get groceries for you today,” Miko says quietly. She’s always quiet in the mornings–Yae Miko is three things, Ei thinks, and they are: beautiful, beautiful, and kind. She knows that mornings are harder than any other time of day (except for possibly very late evenings), and she adjusts accordingly. 



  “You don’t have to,” Ei says. She finds the energy, still in startlingly short supply but far more present than it was yesterday, to drag herself up and rifle through her closet. 



  “Will you get them if I don’t?”



  Ei purses her lips. She pulls out a rose-coloured sweater and jeans with big rips in the knees and smaller rips along the thighs. “Maybe.”



  “I have to get food anyway,” Miko says (because she’s good at that too, at making Ei’s chores sound like 
  
    her 
  
  chores at the same time, so Ei can’t feel too guilty when Miko ends up doing them for her). “I’ll pick stuff up after my lit lecture and bring it back here before yours ends.”



  “You don’t have a spare key.”



  Ei turns around to catch the suspiciously passive look Miko gives her. It is not reassuring in the slightest. And there are more important battles to fight. Ei turns back to her closet to pull it’s door shut, because what she pretends not to know when it comes to Miko won’t hurt her. 



  “Let me know what time you get to Aoi’s,” Miko says. “I’ll come meet you if I can. Defend you from Sara.”



  “I don’t need defending from Sara.”



  “Your economics notes do.”



  Ei laughs. “She doesn’t need my notes, she just needs me to proofread her essay.”



  Miko hums. Behind Ei, the bed creaks, and then Miko’s arms are sliding over her shoulders, slow and gentle like, and Miko presses herself against Ei’s back. There are a lot of times in their relationship where Ei has been glad that Miko is the same height as her (give or take a millimetre here and there). This is another, where Miko can hook her chin over Ei’s shoulder perfectly without having to lean too far or drag Ei to meet her. (It also means she can wear Miko’s jeans and sweatpants whenever hers are in the wash, and Miko can borrow her dresses and skirts when she wants them, and sometimes, if they’re lucky, the half-size difference between their shoe sizes is ambiguous enough that Ei can wear Miko’s heels and Miko can wear Ei’s sneakers). 



  “So she needs the byproduct of your economics notes,” Miko says in her ear. “I still think you should just tell Kokomi to do it. Kokomi would trip over herself to do what you say, and Sara wouldn’t know what to do with herself enough to stop you.”



  “You just want to watch Sara embarrass herself in front of Kokomi again,” Ei accuses, although it’s empty. There’s also a small part of her (a small part that is growing steadily bigger the longer the two of them keep dancing around each other) that also wants to watch Sara embarrass herself in front of Kokomi.



  She feels rather than sees Miko shrug. “What can I say?” she says easily, “sometimes I just wanna watch the world burn. If you get Kokomi to do it, make sure you record Sara’s reaction. It’d be funny to play it at their wedding.”



  Ei pulls herself out of Miko’s arms enough to drag her pyjama shirt over her head and replace it with actual clothes. She says, “you think they’ll get married?” through pink-dyed wool, and then melts a little under Miko’s eyes as the sweater falls down over her torso. 



  “I think they have a better chance than anyone else,” Miko says.



  “Better than us?”



  Miko sniffs. “Obviously not. We’re outliers to the rule. We don’t count.” She pauses for a second. “Did you just propose to me?”



  Ei just laughs. She keeps laughing as she pulls the jeans on, manages to avoid sticking her foot through any of the rips. Miko only kicks into action as Ei is tugging socks on, and then she’s chasing Ei out of the room as she packs up for the day.



  “Raiden Ei, did you just propose to me?!”



  (Ei keeps laughing. So much she can barely pull her sneakers on.)



  “Ei!”


 


 


  The Bad Morning’s always have knock-on effects that Ei never knows quite how to account for.



  Once Miko leaves her outside the main campus building, because Ei’s lecture starts in two minutes and Miko’s is in ten, on the other side of the university, it’s like every single sub-atomic molecule of energy and awareness and painless-ness leaks out of Ei’s body. She’s not sure how that works. There is practically no scientific basis for how Miko manages to contain all of Ei’s energy. It just 
  
    does, 
  
  and she slinks into the lecture hall feeling like her body weighs about ten times more than it actually does.



  (Gorou is there, waiting for her. Gorou still does not take philosophy, and Ei has no fucking idea what he’s doing here, but she sits next to him anyway.)



  “Hi,” Gorou says. “You look tired.”



  “No shit. Why are you here?”



  “Kazuha,” Gorou says, like that answers everything. “He’ll be here soon, if you want yesterday’s notes.”



  Ei hums. The professor–medium height, medium age, medium nice, and very very forgettable–opens the lid of his laptop at the front and connects it to the projector screen. If Kazuha is not ten minutes early, he’ll always be fifteen minutes late, so she settles in to listen to fifteen minutes worth of content she has yet to receive context for.



  She has had to get used to living life a few minutes behind everyone else. It still gets on her nerves, having to catch up to others rather than they slow down for her, but she 
  
    is 
  
  used to it. And her friends slow down for her. 



  Mostly Miko. Usually Kazuha. The others need to be reminded for it more often than not, but they’re getting better (and that’s really all Ei can ask from them. They’ve become good at making the accommodations she needs before she even has to ask for them. Miko, Sara, and Kazuha are the best–except for Kokomi, but Kokomi is like she is, so it doesn’t count the same way).



  As predicted, Kazuha arrives within the next fifteen minutes. He slides three pages worth of notes to her, along with the whispered promise to go over them with her later if she likes–and it goes unspoken if she can, if she’s up to it, if she wants to. Gorou glances at them and says with his eyes: ‘
  
    coffee at Aoi’s?
  
  ’



  Ei looks back and says ‘
  
    always.
  
  ’ Catching up on the days she misses is better when Itto keeps a steady flow of caffeine coming in their direction, and everyone crowds around the biggest table on the floor to help her drag her way through the lecture content she misses. It’s a little annoying, sometimes, when Miko starts drawing caricatures of John Mill and Berkeley in the back of her textbook, but it’s so, so much better than anything else.


 


 


  Ei likes Aoi’s better than the campus Starbucks. All of them do. It’s a little smaller, a little quieter, a little more socially conscious (somewhere in the back of her head, a tiny, chibi version of Sara recites ‘way less corporate. The social, environmental, political, and economic impact of us choosing this coffee house is practically revolutionary.’) and far, far more accommodating for her and for Kokomi when they both need it.



  (The one time Kokomi had tried to enter the Starbucks in her wheelchair, the emergency one decorated with pink Hello Kitty stickers, because her symptoms were flaring up and it was quite possibly the worst any of them had ever seen her, the baristas had floundered for five minutes straight. None of them knew where the wheel ramp was. Kokomi had been sitting outside the door, staring blankly at the twenty centimetres of concrete they had all been waiting at. Behind her, Itto had been practically steaming with his anger. And behind Itto, Ei had just felt empty and blank and really, really sad. So they’d gone to Aoi’s instead, and Aoi herself had procured the wheelchair ramp within five seconds of catching sight of Kokomi, before anyone even had to ask. It had been one of the only times they’d ever gone to the Starbucks, and once Itto got his job with Aoi, there had never been much of a reason to go back anyway.)



  Kazuha and Gorou escort her. Kazuha is beginning to rival Miko in his ability to notice how manageable her physical symptoms are. Gorou is perfectly adept at adjusting to whatever he needs to adjust to. When Ei’s knee threatens to give out as she crosses the threshold, Kazuha’s arm around her back is not demeaning, or insulting, or condescending, but simply There.



  They sit her down at the corner table. Gorou goes to order. Itto is working–Ei hears him greet Gorou. She’s reassured in the knowledge that their drinks will be fifty percent off today. Kazuha sits close enough that she feels a little safer, but not so close that it’s patronising, and Ei digs through her bag to pull out her phone (to text Miko and Sara), her laptop (to copy out Kazuha’s notes), and Kazuha’s notes themselves (which she pushes towards him in the hopes he’ll start explaining them a little). 



  She texts the group chat instead. Kazuha’s phone chimes as it goes through next to her.



  
    Ei: 
    itto is working today. Come forth and leech, caffeine addicts.
  



  Kazuha laughs. Gorou returns with something iced and vanilla-y for himself, something hot and hazelnutty for Kazuha, and something warm and a little fruity for Ei. He’s careful to place the cups out of the way of Ei’s laptop and Kazuha’s notes. 



  “What did you get?” she asks, sniffing tentatively at the mug in front of her.



  Gorou shrugs. He makes his bug-eyed face, the one he makes that makes it seem like he’s forgotten which way is up and down or left and right. “The menu said something about a new special. Orange hibiscus black tea? Itto suggested it for you.”



  Ei hums. She sniffs again. Then she sips. “Mmh.”



  Gorou’s bug face widens into his uncertain-bug face. “It’s okay?”



  She nods. It is. It’s warm enough and plain enough that it settles comfortably in her stomach, and doesn’t start churning it instead. The black tea is sweetened enough that it doesn’t stick at the back of her throat. Gorou’s uncertain-bug face settles back into his normal face. 



  “Good,” he says. “Did you text the group chat?”



  “Yes,” Ei says. She opens the lid of her laptop. She doesn’t want to say it, to admit it, but she does kind of miss them all on the days she can’t get out to see them (and she had very adamantly told Miko that if she ever bought any of them around to Ei’s apartment with her on the days that she can’t claw her way out of her bedroom, she would never speak to any of them again. There is a line Ei has drawn for the rest of them. Letting Kazuha help her when her joints make their stupid threats is just about the limit.)



  “Sara wants you to read her econ essay,” Gorou says.



  Kazuha groans. Ei looks over at him, and his arms are folded in a dangerous vicinity to his mug, and his head is balanced precariously atop them. “She kept going on about it all day yesterday. Ayaka offered to read it instead but she said it had to be you.”



  Usually Sara isn’t so adamant about who proofreads her work for her. Ei frowns. “That’s weird. Did she say why?”



  Kazuha shrugs, “not that I heard. I think we all stopped listening after she complained about it for the seventh time, though.”



  “Has she tried asking Kokomi yet?”



  Gorou scoffs, “believe me, it was the first thing Itto suggested.”



  “And no dice?” Ei checks.



  “No dice,” Kazuha says. His head is still pressed into his forearms. “She was, like, weirdly distant from Kokomi.”



  Which is even weirder. Ei says as much. Kazuha grunts into his sleeves in response, and Gorou shrugs in dismissal. She asks, “did something happen between the two of them?”



  Kazuha lifts his head. “Your guess is as good as mine. They were inseparable the day before, because Kokomi twisted her ankle–did Miko tell you?–and was totally milking it for Sara’s attention.”



  “But not yesterday?”



  Ei looks from Kazuha, who makes a face and shrugs at her, to Gorou, who makes his own face but mirrors Kazuha’s shrug. She texts Miko, into their personal message thread:



  Ei: 
  what on Earth happened between Sara and Kokomi. Gorou and Kazuha said Sara’s been distant from Kokomi. Is this anything to do with you. Do I need to damage control. Why can none of you survive a single day without me.



  “Maybe Sara is just stressed about the essay, and being around Kokomi is stressing her out more,” Gorou suggests. It is a reasonable suggestion. At least, it would be, if Ei didn’t know anything about Sara ever.



  As it is, she knows definitely enough to know that while Sara is stressed about the essay, and Kokomi does stress her out, it wouldn’t stop her from fussing over Kokomi or talking to Kokomi or being near Kokomi or doing absolutely goddamn anything with Kokomi. The reasonable suggestion would have been reasonable if Sara had been any sort of vaguely functioning member of society.



  But she isn’t that. And she 
  
    is 
  
  hopeless, and stressed, and very, very gay. And there is no way her economics essay is distressing her to such an extent that she’s avoiding Kokomi.



  Ei pulls a face at Gorou. She hates having to meddle. “I’ve never seen Sara, ever, get so stressed at an assignment that she starts avoiding things.”



  “Maybe it’s not just the essay, then,” Kazuha says (also reasonably). Ei turns to him at the same time Gorou does, but they can’t 
  
    say 
  
  anything because then Sara herself arrives at the table with Miko and Ei’s attention diverts to them on instinct.



  “Hey, Ei,” Sara says. She sits next to Gorou. Miko sits next to Ei. “You feeling any better?”



  Ei makes a non-committal sort of groan. Miko giggles beside her. “Yeah. Are you okay?”



  The answering thud as Sara drops her forehead down against the table says enough. She continues to speak anyway: “this stupid essay is fucking me up,” and something bitter and sharp and ugly worms it’s way into her tone.



  Next to her, Miko shifts a little. Ei says, “what’s so bad about it? You’re good at economics.”



  (She ignores the patented you’re-stepping-into-
  
    dangerous-
  
  territory look Kazuha gives her. If she doesn’t do shit around here, no one does.)



  Sara shrugs, face still on the table. “I don’t know. I spoke to my parents the other day.”



  And 
  
    now 
  
  everything seems to fall into place. With Sara’s eyes still on the wood grain, Ei is free to glare at everyone else. She says, carefully, “What did they say?”



  (Sara’s parents; trouble wrapped in more trouble wrapped in some kind of homicidal tendency. Her father inherited a big security company and Sara is in line to inherit it next. Sara does not want to inherit it next. Her parents are still trying to get her to take over. If she doesn’t take it, she’ll sell it off, and selling it off means it’ll go to the biggest rival company which means it’ll go to 
  
    Kokomi
  
  . Or at least, Kokomi’s family, which is why–Ei assumes so, anyway–things are always so tense between Sara and her parents and Kokomi.)



  “They think I should switch majors to law and business,” Sara says. This is a shocking enough revelation, that Sara’s next statement goes almost unnoticed: “they also said I should stop hanging out with Kokomi. At all.”



  “Law and business?” Miko repeats incredulously. “Are they out of their minds? You already take econ!”



  “That’s ridiculous,” Kazuha says, “what would you even need law for? You have more than enough qualifications to take over the company if you ever wanted to.”



  Gorou makes his bug-face. Ei says, “they want you to do 
  
    what 
  
  with Kokomi?”



  When Sara lifts her head from the table, there is a red mark in the centre of her forehead. Her eyes are also a little red. She looks exhausted. “Stop hanging out with her. Transfer to law. Sign the company over to me so it’ll be mine as soon as I graduate. Then I move out, move into the city, become some corporate sell-out and never see any of you again, because I’m too busy lying to people about what our security offers and convincing them that they’ll be safe if they pay me enough.”



  Kazuha frowns. “Can’t you just cut them off?”



  Everyone looks at him. Ei is sure that, if she were looking at them from the outside, it would probably be funny, watching the four of them swivel around in unison. 



  “What,” Sara says.



  “He has a point,” Miko says, “you could just ghost them. What will they do if you don’t sign over for the company? Leave it in their wills?”



  Sara blinks. “I don’t…”



  “If they’re already dead, you can do whatever you want with it,” Miko says bluntly, “Kazuha’s right. Cut them off.”



  “But my tuition…?” Sara says.



  Miko shrugs. “Ayaka and Ayato will help you. Or you can get loans like the rest of us. You already pay for your own accommodation. It’s not like they could kick you out of your apartment because that’s 
  
    yours
  
  .”



  “They’re right,” Ei says gently. “You can cut them off. You’ve never wanted the company. You should do what you want.”



  “But…”



  “If you’re worried about it, you can talk to admissions,” Gorou says. “We did this for Itto in first year. They’ll help you sort out loans and stuff while everything goes through.”



  “And if they don’t, we’ll all pitch in to cover you in the meantime,” Kazuha says. 



  “Oh,” Sara says.



  (Behind her, the door opens. Kokomi is there, with Ayaka. Ei meets her eye; Kokomi looks at Sara; Ei looks at Kokomi. Ayaka steps forward and gives Kokomi little choice about whether to follow or not.)



  They stop at the table. Ayaka opens her mouth like she’s going to say something but the words don’t leave her throat. Instead, she says, “everything okay?” like she’s a little nervous.



  “Sara is cutting her parents off,” Gorou says. 



  It’s blunt as fuck, but it breaks the ice. Kokomi’s hands fly to her mouth, and she says, “oh, God, really?” and pushes Sara far enough over on her chair that she can sit on it next to her.



  “I haven’t actually decided yet,” Sara says weakly. If Ei didn’t know better, she’d say it’s like Sara’s entire world has just been shifted five inches to the left. “Just… thinking about it.”



  “I think that’ll be great,” Ayaka says. “They’re still bothering you about the company, aren’t they?”



  “And the rest,” Sara mutters darkly. “They wanted me to change major.”



  Kokomi pushes herself even closer to Sara. “That’s stupid. You should take whatever classes you want.”



  “But they paid my tuition,” Sara says.



  “Which is why you’re cutting them off,” Kazuha says matter-of-factly. “Once they no longer pay for you, they can’t have much say over what you take. And it’s not like they ever really respected your autonomy or your academic ability or your educational freedom.”



  (Buzzwords, Ei thinks. It’s easier to get Sara to agree to things when they emphasise that it’s well within her own authority to undertake them.)



  “I think you should do it,” Ayaka says. “All in favour?”



  “Aye,” Gorou says. “You deserve to pursue whatever you want to do, Sara.”



  Miko nods sagely. “Aye, aye. Gorou’s right. Kazuha’s right. I never thought I’d say that.”



  “Aye,” Kazuha agrees. He puts his hand out on the table, taking Sara’s into it and squeezing. “You deserve more than whatever they expect from you.”



  “And you’d hate to overtake the company and run it one day,” Ei says, “aye.”



  Kokomi whispers, “aye,” into Sara’s shoulder. She doesn’t give a reason (she doesn’t really need to), but Ei thinks her approval is the most important one for Sara. She watches in real time as all the tension in Sara’s spine starts to leak out of it.



  “Fine,” she says. “Fine! I’ll… I’ll do it. I guess. God. What am I doing?!”



  They don’t give her time to worry. Gorou starts cheering. Itto hears the commotion and starts cheering from all the way at the cashier bar even though he has no idea what they’re cheering for. Miko cheers too, because she’ll never shy away from making a scene. She eats public humiliation for breakfast. Ei does not cheer, because she has far more dignity and self respect than that, and Kokomi doesn’t because she’s too busy wrapping her arms tight around Sara, and Kazuha doesn’t either, because Kazuha doesn’t 
  
    shout 
  
  (and Ei has a working theory that his voice is physically incapable of breaching anything louder than sixty decibels.)



  “You’ll still read my econ essay, right, Ei?” Sara asks a few minutes later, tentative and shy even if it is a substantial amount less stressed.



  And Ei might pretend to be cold-hearted and uncaring and all the rest, but she’s not evil all the time, so she sighs, and she nods, and she really does care about Sara, so she holds her hand out for the stack of paper Sara gives her, a stack that turns out to be twenty and a half double sided pages of Times New Roman twelve point double spaced font about Pakistani exchange rate and inflation, and she doesn’t even feel that annoyed about it.


 


 


  
    Miko: 
    ur going soft lol
    
  

  
    Ei: 
    I have no idea what you’re talking about
  


 


 


  “Are you a brain in a vat?” Kazuha asks.



  Ei frowns. Kazuha’s handwriting has slowly gotten more and more intelligible throughout all the years she’s known him, and yesterday’s philosophy notes are no exception. “No,” she says. It feels like deciphering ancient Akkadian text.



  Kazuha nods. “Okay. And why?”



  Ei blanks. She scans through Kazuha’s notes again. At least, she scans through the half of them that she can actually make out. “Because I can’t know that I am.”



  “Sure,” Kazuha says. He jabs the point of his pencil in the margin of his notes. “Except you also can’t know that you’re not not a brain in a vat, so it’s a catch twenty-two.”



  “‘Catch twenty-two’ is not a philosophical term,” Ei says, to be pedantic.



  Kazuha jabs his pencil directly at her this time. “Scepticism. Brain vat. Descartes’ malicious demon. Tell me everything you know.”



  “Um,” Ei tries, “nothing?”



  “Lies. Tell me more.”



  Ei groans. She has to strongly resist the urge to slam her head into the table. “Fine. Descartes says that… he’s challenging empirical knowledge, and, um, doubt and certainty. In his three waves of doubt.”



  “Right,” Kazuha says. “And?”



  “He doesn’t doubt every belief. He doubts… the principles of his beliefs,” Ei says. Finding the words feels like drawing blood from a stone. She hates epistemology. Kazuha nods, though, and that is a tiny, fractionally small amount, encouraging. “His argument from illusion. That our senses can and have deceived us. At least, his did.”



  “What does he say about that?” Kazuha prompts.



  Ei scrunches her face up. “That strange perceptual conditions and experiences shouldn’t give us a reason to doubt all our perceptions. So perceptual illusions don’t undermine perception.”



  Kazuha sits back in his chair. “For someone who claims to have no idea what they’re doing, and misses a lot of class, you pick it all up really quickly. You know I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”



  “It’s not that I worry,” Ei says. Kazuha puts his pencil down, and it’s like some unspoken timer goes off, and they both relax out of work-mode. “I just… don’t wanna miss things. Or have to catch up too much. I already spend enough of my life running behind everyone else.”



  The gentle silence Kazuha leaves after her words is, like, kind of soft and kind. Eventually, he says, quietly, “do you ever feel like that with us?”



  “Like what?”



  “Like you’re running behind us.”



  Ei shrugs. Kazuha’s notes go forgotten. “Not really. Not anymore, at least.”



  “Because you know we’ll all slow down for you,” Kazuha says, “as much as you need. Just say the word.”



  “I know,” Ei says, and this time, she actually sort of does.


 


 


  An entire week passes uneventfully, which is surprising and unheard of and a little suspicious when it comes to Ei’s friends. She attends all her lectures, has no more flare ups, manages to catch up on Kazuha and Gorou’s joint effort on notes in philosophy. Miko stays one more night at Ei’s apartment before she goes back to her own. Sara hands her essay in and takes Ei out for evening taiyaki as a thank you.



  Kokomi turns up at Ei’s door on Friday evening with her crutches.



  It’s not that Ei doesn’t like Kokomi. They’re perfectly civil. It’s more that… Kokomi is so 
  
    nice 
  
  all the time, and Ei is sometimes too tired for that and it tastes all sour in her mouth, and Sara is positively obsessed with her so maybe Ei is a little jealous. Their friendship is mainly one of solidarity. Ei has no issue with that.



  It means, usually, that Ei never sees Kokomi unless someone else is with her. It’s just how things have worked out. 



  But now she’s at Ei’s door. And Ei is not a heartless bitch all the time, especially not for people who have crutches and chronic fatigue and pain just like her and look absolutely dead on their feet. So she lets Kokomi in.



  It’s a little awkward.



  “Can I help you with something?” Ei asks, once Kokomi is situated on her couch, one leg bent a little and one dead straight the way Ei puts hers when the joints are acting up. She sits down too, because standing takes a lot of energy. 



  Kokomi looks at the carpet. Then she looks at the wall. Then she looks at Ei. She says, “how do you do it?”



  Ei blinks. “What?”



  “Just… all of it,” Kokomi says. She shrugs. “You and Miko. Your lectures. You go out and do things all the time. How do you manage it all?”



  (It’s, like, kind of not a secret that Ei’s symptoms are more manageable than Kokomi’s. At the very least, Ei doesn’t have a wheelchair and she uses a cane more than she uses crutches and her spoon reserves (trademarked) are slightly bigger than Kokomi’s. But it’s all, kinda sorta, in the long run, the same.



  They’ve never actually talked about it. Ei thinks maybe they should have done.)



  Ei blinks again. “Um. Prescription painkillers, mostly.”



  Which is–not a lie. She thinks about the empty blister packets scattered about her bedroom, and the bathroom. Two in the morning, one at lunch if she needs it, two more in the evenings. Miko keeps a sheet in her own purse, with her at all times just in case. 



  Kokomi looks a little lost. Now Ei really looks at her, she can see the half-crazed exhaustion settled across her eyes like a fog, dark with equal measures of pain and insomnia and unfixable tiredness. There are dark blue-purple circles under her eyes, setting them back deep in the sockets. Her skin is thin and pale. Some days, Ei thinks, Kokomi looks fine. The other day, at Aoi’s, with her hair pink and soft and styled, and her clothes comfortable but still chic, and her eyes bright and awake, even with the ever-present undercurrent of suffering. Now, she looks…



  “Is that it?” she asks.



  With sudden clarity, Ei realises, this is Kokomi desperate. She’s pained and exhausted and desperate. Ei has very little to offer her.



  “I’m sorry,” she says. “Yeah. Do you not…?”



  “I have opioids,” Kokomi says. All the fight sort of starts to leak out of her. “Not that they do shit. My doctors keep talking about a TENS unit but I don’t know when or how. The flare ups just keep getting sort of worse, you know?”



  (Ei does know. Each flare up is worse than the last. Her body keeps aging, and breaking, and suffering, and the longer it goes on, the harder it is to manage all the storms she has to weather.)



  “I don’t even know if this counts as a flare up anymore,” Kokomi says, “it’s been going on for, like two weeks. At what point does it just become my new normal?”



  “Yeah,” Ei says. “And then when the flare up ends, everything hurts a little more than it did when the flare started anyway.”



  “Everytime, I want my dosage to go up, but it’s already maxed and the pain just keeps getting worse,” Kokomi says. She sighs. “Did they ever prescribe you physio or anything?”



  Ei nods. “Back when it started, yeah. But doing the exercises always took more energy than I could afford to give them. I’d go for one session a week, and that would, like, take me completely out of commission for the rest of it.”



  Kokomi inclines her head like the exact same thing happened to her. Ei wouldn’t be surprised if it had. “Yeah. It’s just so tiring all the time.”



  “Have you thought about using the wheelchair full time?” Ei asks carefully. Kokomi doesn’t usually like when the others talk about it to her, but Ei thinks maybe she’ll get special privileges in that regard.



  “Sort of,” Kokomi says. “Sara said the same thing. It’s not the same when they say it, though.”



  “Because they don’t get it?”



  Kokomi laughs, once, and quietly. “Yeah. Because they don’t get it.”



  “Kazuha said something like that too the other day,” Ei says, “he asked if I felt like everyone was leaving me behind.”



  Kokomi groans and covers her face with her hands. “Ugh. What did you say?”



  “I said no,” Ei says, “what else do you say? You can’t just tell the people who are trying really hard for you that their efforts are totally in vain and that you’ll never not feel that way and that their attempts to try and make it otherwise feel demeaning sometimes. Then they feel bad.”



  “Sometimes it feels like they’re more fragile than we are, you know?” Kokomi says. Ei laughs, because it’s true. “As much as I wish neither of us had to deal with any of this, I’m glad I’m not the only one here.”



  “Yeah?”



  Kokomi nods, sort of to herself. “Yeah. Like, when Sara said I should use the chair full-time, it was weird because she means well and I know she’s just trying to help, but it feels kind of insulting for her to suggest that for me because she has no idea what it feels like. And, I don’t know. They all look at it funny sometimes. But when you suggested it, I know you’re only saying it because you 
  
    do 
  
  get it, and you’re not gonna look at me weird if I do use it more, because you use the stick, or you might have a wheelchair someday too, and we’re on an equal level with it.”



  Ei hums. “Like, sometimes, Miko offers to do my chores and get groceries or whatever for me, and I know she only says it because she can see I’m tired and in pain and feel like shit, but it’s still a little insulting when she says it like I’m physically incapable of doing it. Even though I am physically incapable of doing it.”



  “Yeah!” Kokomi giggles. “Yeah. You don’t wanna be treated with accommodations, but also you know you have to be because they’re all able-bodied and you’re really not.”



  “At least if you start using the chair full-time, you could put in for a motor one,” Ei says. “Or we can crowdfund for it. Then you wouldn’t have to, like, rely on everyone to push it or break your arms trying to wheel it on your own. Insurance might cover it.”



  “That’s a good idea,” Kokomi hums. “If I did get a new one, would you want the one I have now? Just as a backup, or something. If the flares keep getting worse.”



  That’s not a bad idea. “That’s not a bad idea,” Ei says. “I guess. I don’t know. No offence, but I never really thought I’d ever get to the point where I’d need one, but…”



  “Neither did I,” Kokomi says quietly. “It just kind of happens.”



  “Yeah,” Ei agrees. “Can I ask you something?”



  Kokomi nods. She doesn’t really look at Ei though.



  “Do you think it’s ruining your life?” Ei asks.



  (It’s kind of a bad question to ask. Ei has no idea what her own answer would be, and she knows this is the kind of talk all the psychotherapists and CBT experts and GPs and specialists try to turn her away from. But sometimes, she thinks, it needs to be thought about.)



  Kokomi, to her credit, thinks about it for a while. When she finally answers, she says it quietly and carefully. “I don’t think it’s ruining my life. It’s just sort of always been my life, anyway, ‘ruining’ implies that there was something better beforehand to be ruined in the first place. It’s just… you know. Different. And I don’t really know anything different to be able to miss anything better.”



  “Yeah,” Ei says. Yeah.


 


 


  “Was Kokomi here earlier?” Miko asks later that day. She bought dinner with her, something still warm and picked up from Kiminami’s, which she puts on dishes and gives to Ei before Ei realises there’s even anything in her hands.



  “How did you know?” Ei asks.



  “Pillows smell like her.”



  Ei frowns at Miko.



  “I’m kidding,” Miko says. “No, there’s a Hello Kitty sticker on your coffee table.”



  “Oh,” Ei says. She leans around a little to see the sticker in question, and sure enough. Yep. The edges are peeling up and Hello Kitty is making a shiny plastic grin at her. “Yeah. She came over for a bit.”



  “Is she okay?”



  Ei picks a lump of tofu out of her dish. “I don’t know that it’s really my place to say.”



  “So she’s struggling,” Miko concludes on her own. 



  “A little,” Ei says. “I don’t know. You probably wouldn’t get it, anyway.”



  Miko makes a face at her. A strand of pink hair falls in front of her face, almost dragging it’s way through her bowl before Miko catches it. “Are you just saying that so you don’t have to talk about it or do you really think that?”



  Ei shrugs. “Both?”



  “Okay,” Miko nods. “I won’t push, then.”



  (It lasts five minutes before Ei cracks a little. She just can’t keep things from Miko. It’s, like, against the laws of nature, or something.)



  “She just wanted to talk about chronic illness stuff,” Ei says. “That’s why you wouldn’t really get it. Things are bad for her right now.”



  Miko nods. “Anything we can help with?”



  “Not really. I don’t think so. Unless you can replace her entire body with a new one.”



  “Damn,” Miko says, “I ran out of those just the other day.”



  Ei laughs. She moves her chopsticks around her bowl a little. “She’s been thinking about using the wheelchair full-time.”



  “Okay,” Miko says. That’s it.



  (This is what Kokomi was talking about.)



  “Her doctor wants to get her a TENS unit.”



  “A what?”



  “For pain management,” Ei says, “it administers mild electro-stimulation to try and manage pain and stuff. And she might use the wheelchair full-time,” she says again.



  Miko frowns a little. “You know none of us will think anything weird about that.”



  “I know,” Ei says. “Kokomi knows too. It’s just, like… confusing for us.”



  “I know I– we– I can’t understand the way you will and she will,” Miko says, “but you know I’ll always try to, right?”



  It’s cute. It makes Ei’s heart feel all melty and gooey. “I know,” she says. “I don’t mean to make you feel like… excluded. But even if you try, you won’t always get it fully, and it’s nice to be able to talk about it with Kokomi sometimes. And you do try better than, like, everyone. So.”



  Miko frowns a little harder. This time, it feels kinda angry. “Everyone, like our friends, everyone? Because we can talk to them. If they’re saying or doing anything.”



  “They’re not,” Ei says. “Saying or doing anything. Actually, they’re great. It’s okay. Things are just hard right now. For Kokomi.”



  “And for you?” Miko says tentatively, like she isn’t quite sure if it’s her place to say it or not. Even though she’s seen more of Ei’s bad hours and days and weeks and months than possibly anyone, ever. She probably remembers more of them than Ei herself does. 



  “Yeah,” Ei says. She drops her gaze to the carpet. To the corner of the Hello Kitty sticker on the table, slowly starting to peel up as the adhesive dries out. To Miko’s knees, which are covered by soft, worn denim and her bowl. “And for me.”


 


 


  Ayaka’s living room is not, in any stretch of reality, big enough for all of them.



  By some stroke of magic, she has a three-seat couch, and Sara sits squished on the middle cushion with her laptop on her knees. Next to her on the right, Ayato, with Gorou smushed halfway between the arm of the couch and halfway on his lap. On her left, Kokomi, and leaning over the arm on Kokomi’s side, Ayaka. Sprawled across the back of the couch, Itto, and sitting on the ground leaning back against Ayato’s knees, Kazuha. Miko stands sentinel behind Kazuha, and Ei watches them from the armchair on the other side of the room.



  Sara’s filling out the online forms for tuition loans. Miko had suggested sorting out all the technical financial-y aspects of everything before actually breaking the news to Sara’s parents and there hadn’t been a good reason to disagree. They have cheap wine and cheap beer and cheap pizza to celebrate later, when the applications go through. 



  (
  
    If, 
  
  Sara’s chibi-self in Ei’s head mutters, 
  
    If 
  
  the applications go through.)



  “What does this even 
  
    mean
  
  ,” Sara’s human-self moans, outside of Ei’s head. Ayato (tall, dark, business major) leans over and scans his eyes down the screen. Ei can see them moving from the armchair. 



  “It just wants to know if your income is supporting children or a spouse,” Ayato concludes, pushing the laptop 10° back towards Sara. He looks, blink-and-you’ll-miss-it, at Kokomi, too. “Also if you receive any disability support or benefits, or are supporting someone who does.”



  Sara looks forlornly at the screen. “Why do they have to word it like that, then.”



  “No idea,” Ayato says. He leans over and clicks the correct buttons for Sara anyway.



  “Are you sure this is the same as what we did for Itto?” Miki asks doubtfully. “It looks… longer.”



  (Ei is very, very glad to be sitting on the other side of the room.)



  “Probably because Itto applied right at the start,” Kazuha says, “and Sara is doing it mid semester.”



  “What difference does that make?” Ayaka asks. 



  “You’d have to ask admissions,” Kazuha says, at the same time that Ayato says:



  “It’s protection against fraud.”



  “Does he actually know that or is he just guessing shit?” Miko asks Ayaka. 



  Ayaka makes a face, one that is strangely and impressively reminiscent of Gorou’s surprised-bug face. “Guessing,” she stage-whispers, but honestly, it’s a reasonable enough guess that Ei is inclined to believe him anyway.



  “Oh!” Sara says. “One more page!”



  Miko and Itto cheer. Itto cheers so much he unbalances from the back of the couch and falls forwards onto it, sliding between the cushions and Sara, Ayato, and Kokomi. There is a brief, hurried rescue mission for Sara’s laptop. Ei holds safely onto it while Kazuha damage-controls and everyone resettles. 



  She takes a quick look through some of the forms Sara’s filled out so far, mostly about her identity (the boxes for 
  
    lesbian/gay
  
  , 
  
    female
  
  , and 
  
    Japanese 
  
  are all checked), her right to live and work (including a scanned copy of her driving license and most recent bank statement as proof of address), and her current income and tax bracket (another bank statement, her tax history, and no mention of her parents).



  Sara takes back the laptop and reads the final questions aloud. “‘Please give the reason why you want/need this loan.’”



  “Because you’re poor as shit,” Miko says. 



  “Don’t put that,” Ayato instructs quickly, just as Sara’s fingers poise to type. Kokomi giggles. “Say something about how… your parents are cutting you off, and you’re really passionate about learning, and having the loan would continue to give you the opportunity to do so.”



  “But that’s lying,” Sara says. 



  “Not really,” Itto says. 



  “Embellishing the truth, then,” she counters. “I don’t want to lie.”



  “Well, you can’t tell them you’re just ‘poor as shit’,” Kazuha says. 



  “It’s closer to the truth than not,” Ei says. 



  Her word is the nail in the coffin. It’s a power she possesses for most of them, actually. Her word taken as some kind of law — if Ei says it’s okay, it must be okay. 



  “Fine,” Sara says. She types out something, waits for Ayato’s hum of approval, and moves onto the next. “‘What will you use this loan for?’, what kind of a question even is that!”



  “You’re gonna use it to continue funding your access to education, including tuition, textbooks and resources, and curricular activities,” Ayato says. 



  “Am I—?!”



  “You are,” Ayato says. 



  Sara stares at him. She blinks. She turns back to her laptop and she types. 



  “Is it just me,” Miko says, “or is anyone else a little afraid of Ayato right now.”



  “The line between fear and attraction is a thin one,” Itto says wisely. Kazuha snorts. Ayaka covers her face with her hands. 



  “Is that it?” Sara asks. She angles the laptop a little more towards Ayato for proof reading. The tension in Ayaka’s living room skyrockets. 



  (Ei amends her previous statement. Ayaka’s living room is not, in any stretch of reality, big enough for all of them 
  
    and 
  
  a healthy dose of anticipatory tension.)



  “Looks good,” Ayato says. “Here, Sara, you do the honours. Click submit.”



  Sara puts her fingertip on the trackpad, moves it a little, and Ei feels like holding her breath. The mechanical click of her mouse button feels uncharacteristically loud. 



  Itto cheers again. Kazuha manages to fish Sara’s laptop out the way and into the safety of Ei’s lap again before Itto rolls fully onto the sofa this time, squishing everyone on it. Miko crawls on top of him, until Sara is adequately squashed beneath the two of them, and Gorou, and Ayato’s arm, and Ayaka, and Kokomi. 



  On the screen of her laptop is a cheerful screen, announcing: 
  
    Your application has been submitted!
  
   And Ei can’t help but smile. 



  She gets up to put Sara’s laptop in the kitchen, since they won’t need it anymore tonight, and also turn the oven on for pizza. And also get a break from the noise. There’s cheap prosecco in the fridge, wine coolers, and a bottle of red somewhere, as well as a crate of beer cans. While the oven heats, Ei busies herself collecting the only three champagne flutes owned between them all collectively, fills the gaps with novelty mugs and china teacups, and beers, and twists the cap off the red.



  She pours a mug of it and leans back against Ayaka’s kitchen counters. The oven is still preheating, and Miko and Itto and Gorou are still cheering. Ayaka appears in the doorway. 



  “You okay?”



  Ei gestures vaguely with her mug. Swallows a mouthful of the wine, and focuses on the warmth of it through her oesophagus. “Yeah. Just tired.”



  Ayaka’s eyes turn a little more sympathetic. “Like… tired-tired or..?”



  “Or ME-tired,” Ei fills in. “I don’t know yet,” she says in lieu of Ayaka’s silence. “Both, probably.”



  “Yeah,” Ayaka smiles a little. “You should go sit down then. If you want.”



  She does want. There are two fabric-covered barstools in Ayaka’s kitchen, framing the tall circular table that they’d managed to get for free from some closing-down pub ages ago. Ei sits. She puts her mug on the table. There’s probably years worth of sticky alcohol worked into the wood grain, and she wonders if the ring of red left by her mug feels at home there. 



  Ayaka leaves Ei’s place in front of the oven to rifle through her fridge-freezer for pizza. The silence, broken only by choral echoes from the other room, and Ayaka moving shit about in the freezer, is nice. Calm. Welcome.



  Until Ei breaks it. She asks, “how do you feel about Sara and Kokomi?” bluntly, and watches carefully for Ayaka’s reaction.



  Which is lacklustre. In fact, the distinct lack of reaction could almost count for a reaction in and of itself. Ei waits for Ayaka to speak. 



  “I think they’re good for each other,” she says. “Isn’t it obvious how much Sara loves her?”



  Yes. Painfully so. “Yeah,” Ei says, “but that’s not what I asked.”



  Ayaka turns around. She looks. Her eyes—actually, Ayato’s too—always seem to see so much more than is there. “They’re better matched than most people. I’m glad they have each other. I don’t think they could fit so well with anyone else. What is this about?”



  Ei shrugs. It’s about, mainly, what Kokomi said the other day. It’s also about Sara’s loans, and the way Ayato looked at Kokomi when he said ‘spouse’ and ‘disability’ and ‘support’, in the casual, able-bodied way they look at people. And about Miko, and what that could mean for her and Ei together, even though that isn’t fair to either of them. To any of them. About Kokomi’s TENs unit, and the blister packets all over Ei’s apartment, and 
  
    spouse
  
  .



  “Nothing,” Ei says. 
  
    A lot of things
  
  , she means. 



  Ayaka just looks at her. The preheat light on the oven turns off. The conversation is, for all intents and purposes, very effectively over. 


 


 


  The semester is nearly over.



  “You’re moping,” Miko announces.



  “I don’t know the meaning of the word,” Ei says. She hasn’t moved from her couch for so long she thinks she might be becoming part of it. 



  “You’re moping,” Miko says again. “What’s wrong? Are you hurting?”



  “Always,” Ei says bitterly.



  “More than usual.”



  She shakes her head. “Less than, actually.”



  “So what’s the problem?” Miko asks. Her roots are all brown and grown out. She’ll redye her hair again soon, and Ei can already see the pink staining her bathroom sink as she looks at Miko. 



  “It’s just… hard,” Ei says. Bitter. “Everything is hard.”



  Miko swallows. Ei watches the movement of her throat and thinks about kissing it. And then abandons the thought when her joints ache like someone’s shove metal rods into them. “Want to talk about it?”



  “What is there to talk about?” Ei says, “my body is slowly giving up on me. Kokomi’s is slowly giving up on her. All I’ll ever be to you is a burden.”



  “You’re not a–”



  “No, let me finish. If we get married, if we have children. If you want children,” Ei says, “if we get a house, if we do anything together for the rest of our lives. My body is deteriorating. There’s no two ways around it, Miko. My body is deteriorating and it will be burdensome to you, if it isn’t already. Sara needs to know it, and you need to know it, and–”



  “Ei, what are you talking about?” Miko interrupts. “I know. I knew when I met you, and I knew when you asked me out, and I knew when you told me things were getting worse. Why would that change now?”



  “I–”



  Miko kneels beside her. Having her here, below, looking up from her knees on the floor, at Ei like she’s the only girl that exists in the universe, is strange. Miko doesn’t belong on her knees. “Why would I ever stop loving you?” she whispers. “Why would I ever love you less?”



  “Sometimes, you don’t choose that–”



  “Ei,” Miko says. Ei stops. Miko stops too. She slouches a little, makes herself smaller. Takes Ei’s hands like they’re as fragile as glass and holds them. “Ei.”



  “It’s so much,” Ei whispers.



  “Don’t tell me how to love you,” Miko says. Ei reaches out one shaky hand to loop one of Miko’s pink-brown curls around her finger. “Ei. Just let me do it.”



  “Sara’s form wanted to know if she was supporting anyone with disabilities,” Ei says.



  Miko frowns. “So?”



  “I’m scared.”



  “What about?”



  She… doesn’t know. Ei blinks. “Sara. I don’t want her to get hurt.”



  “You think Kokomi would hurt her?”



  Ei shakes her head. “I don’t want Sara to hurt Kokomi either,” she says. She’s not 
  
    close 
  
  to Kokomi, not close the way she is with Sara or Miko or… Sara… or Miko. But there’s the unspoken solidarity, a force to be fucking reckoned. 



  “She won’t,” Miko says.



  “It’s not the same.”



  “They’re in love,” Miko says, “so much of it. We’d keep them safe if they ever did get hurt, you know? Just like we’d do with you. And you with me. That’s what you do when you love someone.”


 


 


  Itto gives her a sheet of stickers.



  This is unprecedented territory. Ei takes them gingerly, like they’re a bomb. Knowing Itto, they might be.



  “Wh…y…?”



  Itto grins. This is not unprecedented territory, but somehow just as unsettling. “I just saw them and thought of you! Maybe you can put them on your cane, you know?”



  Ei blinks. The stickers are purple and holographic-shiny and in all sorts of shapes like flowers, butterflies, rainbows in exclusively shades of violet, and (for some reason) a bunch of cartoon-ish guns with purple camo designs on them. “Thanks.”



  “I also heard Kokomi was thinking about getting a new chair and giving you her old one,” Itto continues. “You could save them for that.”



  “Maybe,” she allows. “Thanks… Itto.”


 


 


  Gorou also gives her stickers. And five rolls of different patterns of washi tape. One has smiley faces on and it’s the ugliest thing Ei has ever seen.



  “Are you plotting something?” she asks. Gorou can’t lie. He bug-eyes and shoves the stickers at her and doesn’t open his mouth, so Ei takes this as a yes. “What is it?” she asks, even though she can kind of guess. “Is this about Kokomi’s wheelchair?”



  Gorou’s bug-eyes get even bug-eye-ier. “No,” he says, suspiciously.



  “Yes, then,” Ei says. She takes the stickers and the washi tape, and then, when Gorou isn’t paying attention, slides the one with smiley faces on back into his pocket. “Thanks.”


 


 


  “Staples has a sale,” Kazuha says, the second he sees Ei. He’s holding the most stationary of the three of them and he pushes all of it at Ei, over the desks in the lecture theatre on campus.



  “What.”



  “Staples,” Kazuha repeats, “has a sale.”



  “Why did you get me stickers,” Ei says. “And tape. And glittery hot glue. I don’t even have a hot glue gun. And… are these bicycle handlebar streamers.”



  “No,” Kazuha says, very convincingly. He snatches the purple tinsel (bicycle handlebar) streamers from her hand. “No way.”



  His washi tape is better than Gorou’s at least–as in, Ei doesn’t have the urge to forcibly hide it somewhere on his body. And his stickers are more cohesive than Itto’s (there are no purple-camo guns, and Ei is simultaneously pleasantly surprised and a little sad). Instead, Kazuha’s have little cat faces and a fox, who’s coat is a salmon-y sort of colour, close enough that she can definitely tease Miko with it. He has proper rainbows, too, and little clouds. And an entire separate sheet for dinosaurs. 



  “What are the three of you doing?” Ei asks.



  “…Nothing.”



  Ei doesn’t even have to say anything. Kazuha just speaks.



  “We want to make you feel better,” he admits. “Miko said you were sad. Ayaka said you were sad. Sara said you were sad. Sara wants you to proofread another econ essay, by the way. Then Kokomi said she was looking into another wheelchair and we put two and two together and figured you’d want something that isn’t her Hello Kitty stickers. All the fates aligned, and here we are.”



  “That’s so fucking stupid,” Ei says. Kazuha looks a little hurt, and he moves to take the stickers back. Ei snatches them to her chest and holds them there, and then he looks like he gets it. “Seriously. That’s so stupid.”


 


 


  In the end, Kokomi’s insurance approves her TENs unit 
  
    and 
  
  agree to fund half the cost of a new chair. Which is great news for all of them.



  What’s less great is the collective ten hours of work they put in to working her Hello Kitty stickers off of her old chair, once the new one arrives. She, at least, has the grace to look a little embarrassed. She says she doesn’t have the spoons to do it herself, otherwise she would, and Ei barely has the spoons to peel off more than one and a half herself before her hands cramp up and she has to force her thumb back into the joint, otherwise she would too. So they sit together on her couch and watch Miko tackle one wheel, Sara tackle the other, and Kazuha and Ayato take the handles.



  Itto’s working, but he promises coffee once he finishes, and Gorou is lurking at the cafe with him, ‘studying’. No one believes him. Ayaka is in the kitchen, watching water boil to put in a hot water bottle for Kokomi’s aching joints.



  Her TENs unit helps, she says. But it’s not enough. And it’ll never be the same.



  Ayaka returns from the kitchen with two hot water bottles. And Ei’s current open box of painkillers. And Ei’s wrist and finger braces. Miko and Sara are making good progress on the wheels. Kazuha and Ayato are making less progress on the handles. Ayaka sets Kokomi up with one bottle pressed to her knees and the other resting on her stomach. Then she turns to Ei, asking with little more than her eyes and the tiniest quirk of her lips.



  Ei holds her arms out. She barely even lets Miko do this, but Ayaka sits on the edge of the couch and starts fixing the braces to her fingers and her wrists.



  “How did you know?” she whispers.



  Ayaka shrugs, tightening the velcro just enough. “Thought you might need them,” is all she says, but Ei hears so much more.



  “Thank you,” she says. Miko looks up, frowns at her.



  “You okay?” she asks, when she notices the pills, the braces, the pinched skin on Ei’s brow.



  Ei does a brief run down of all her current bodily functions. She can still feel her feet; she doesn’t have a migraine right now; her fingers ache but she can still use them; her jaw is loose in her skull but she’s not too worried about it; all things considered, she nods at Miko. 



  “Good,” Miko says. Her wheel is almost completely devoid of stickers. Sara is well on the way to be finished too. “You wanna wait till tomorrow to put the new stickers on?” she asks.



  Ei considers again. “Yeah,” she says. “If Kazuha and Ayato are even finished by then.”



  Miko laughs. Sara giggles. Ayaka laughs, Kokomi smiles, Ei can’t help but grin too. Kazuha ignores her, playing along in the prim way he does when he’s trying to be funny. Ayato mutters a curse under his breath, and then another louder.



  “My nail just broke!” he says, lifting his hand up to the light. 



  (The five of them laugh harder. It’s not even a bad break, Ei thinks. Just the corner, and not much. But she’s fairly sure Ayato is putting most of it on, just to see them laugh.)



  By the time Itto and Gorou arrive, carrying coffee and pastries and unharmed nails, Ayato has given up and Kazuha wastes no time swapping his role with Gorou (who enjoys fiddly, detailed, labour intensive work). Instead, he curls up next to Ei on the sofa, and Miko abandons her post and leans back against Ei’s knees too. Sara squishes next to Kokomi, puts her feet in Kokomi’s lap where they can rest by the hot water bottle too, and Kokomi giggles at her.



  (Ei wonders if she and Miko were like that when they first started dating. She hopes not.)



   It’s nice. Her fingers don’t hurt as much with the braces. Miko’s weight is warm and comforting against her ankles (which–maybe she should invest in ankle and knee braces at some point).



  Whatever. Gorou is making better progress on the wheelchair handles than Kazuha or Ayato did. He’s been picking off the tiny white sticky scraps they’ve left, as well, and doing it way quicker. Her fingers don’t hurt as much but they still hurt enough, and she’s kind of dreading taking the chair out for the first time, but… There’s a whole myriad of things Ei can worry about, but for now. For now.



  For now she wiggles her toes against Miko’s back until she laughs and swats at her shins. She leans a little closer to Kazuha, a little closer to Kokomi, and breathes. She watches Gorou scratch of Kokomi’s stickers, and then grimaces at the ever-growing pile of decimated Hello Kitty faces on her coffee table. She looks away when Sara kisses Kokomi, for the first time in front of all of them, for fuck’s sake, and looks back when the room goes up in raucous cheering, just in case someone breaks something. She groans in harmony with Miko when, as predicted, Itto kicks a leg out excitedly and it hits the coffee table and one of the take away coffee cups goes flying. Caramel macchiato will take forever to come out of the wall.



  So. Yeah. The entire universe is waiting for her to worry about it. For now, she just… doesn’t.


  
Author’s Note:cfs (chronic fatigue syndrome)/ME (myalgic encephalomyelitis) is so… kokomi. the reason ei has it too is because she said this one thing in the archon quest that i dont remember and i was like OMG. so.

anyway come find me on tumblr. will have another instalment whenever inspiration strikes (maybe beiguang? maybe someone else)
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