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    When Ayaka lifts her head, she’s kneeling in front of the mouth of a tiger.

She doesn’t know what she’s doing in these empty halls, her heart thrumming with the last bit of life that it’s been left with. Her heart’s lying shattered like the porcelain vase in front of her, come too close to cutting her skin. She holds these fragile pieces in her hands, nursing them against the creases of her palm, but as she’s watching them with teary eyes, it’s like they’re better off burned to ash. There’s not much for Ayaka to see in the world beyond this brevity of space—only a dark corridor, her maid standing in front of her with her tail tucked between her legs, and her mother’s spirit slowly fading out of these halls. 

Ayaka has tried so hard to hold herself together. She has done everything in her power to grow up good, so that she would never think of her mother’s death as a form of abandonment. She has done  everything, so she would never once blame her mother for circumstances she had no control over, and  that —that in itself was too much to expect from a child her age. She was eight when she believed, deeply, that she could not be loved. 

But she never blamed it on her mother. 

But as she’s sitting here now, in front of her mother’s favourite painting of a Bengal tiger, its fangs baring like it would leap out of the painting and consume her whole like her grief, she can’t find anyone to blame but her mother who left. When she died, there was not much left of her legacy but memories. She did not have many of them either. So young, and so busy growing up, Ayaka never had the luxury of time to spend with her dying mother. Her older brother had not even told her that she was living in the end until she saw her coughing up red on the whitest bed. In an attempt to salvage lost time, she kept what she was given. 

And of these attempts at salvaging, she found an old vase which was dear to her mother. It was a wedding gift that her mother received from her father’s side of the family, and she loved it as much as her heart would permit. She kept it in her room, even as her spirit grew fragile and tired—no longer able to fight for a life that could not keep her. She did not have many keepsakes, but that was one. 

It is no longer. 

Ayaka lets the remaining pieces fall through the gaps of her fingers. The edges of the shattered pieces chip off as they hit the ground, and for a moment, all that’s left on the ground is ash. Her thoughts come screeching to a halt, and her mind falls into a state of numbness; and maybe, this nothingness will be more welcoming than the devil that is sadness. She rises from her knees, her lips pursed together and tears gathering in her eyelids. She blinks once, inhales shakily and starts walking down the hallway again. 

Her maid, from whose hands the vase had fallen, scampers after her. She stops in front of Ayaka, right at the head of a spiral staircase, and bows till her head reaches her knees. “I’m sorry, my lady. I have made such a terrible mistake, so you may punish me, however you wish—” she stammers, tripping over her words. If Ayaka doesn’t punish her, her guilt will do so, on her behalf. 

Her gaze softens. “There is no need for punishments,” she asserts, her voice soft—hollow. “You may leave.”

Her maid straightens her back to look incredulously at her master, but by this time, Ayaka has already brushed past her shoulders and started to descend into the darkness leading down the spiral staircase. 

In the moments that she’s walking, she wonders if she should understand what she’s feeling. She’s feeling  something, and she’s quite well-aware of it, but she can’t quite put her finger on it. It’s an overwhelming kind of emptiness, like her heart had been ripped clean out of her chest, and now there is only a gaping awareness of that lacking left in its place. It’s not like she hasn’t felt it before.

She felt it for the first time when she was eight, when she heard in her brother’s words for the first time that their mother was no longer with them. She felt it for the second time when she understood her father was no longer the same person he was before their mother was shoved into the slow process of withering. She felt it, again, many other times after that, but it’s not something she’ll ever get used to. 

In a way, it feels like she’s feeling more of that emptiness than she ever has. Before the knowledge that she’s been foolishly clinging onto a woman who’s long been free from her life, she’s already been grieving the loss of her one that got away. It really shouldn’t have turned out like this—this repetitive cycle of mourning. She’s spent so much of her life losing pieces of herself to the gruelling experience of coping, she hasn’t been living much at all. It’s all some horrible disguise of surviving, and any more of this, it doesn’t feel like she’ll do that anymore. 

Ayaka pauses in front of the only door that’s ever familiar to her in this entire mansion. In any moment of sorrow, or feeling at all, her body leads her back here. A small, knowing smile curls onto her lips as she braves the room. Her heels click against the floor as she walks inside, the sounds echoing off the high walls. In the vast room, nestled right by the drawn curtains, is Ayaka’s only friend. She inches towards it, one step at a time, and runs her hand over the satin cloth draped over it with a wistful look dancing in her eyes. Pulling off the cover, she sees her grand piano resting in pristine condition from its lack of use. 

She has kept it for years, but it has been several months she has found it in herself to touch it again. When she can’t sleep on some nights, instead of playing a song like she used to, she would sit on the bench with her hands tucked between her knees and let the night pass by her. 

But right now, it doesn’t feel like she’ll make it through the night without a song. Once it sinks in that she’s alone, she curls over and the tears she’s been holding back come streaming down her cheeks. Ayaka buries her face into her hands, and sobs choke out of her throat with an unbearable amount of agony. Her guilt has been gnawing at her for so long, she doesn’t know how she’ll keep living like this. She has lost, and lost, and lost so much, she can’t bear to subject her heart to any more misery. 

She hasn’t spoken to her brother in a month, since it dawned on her that she’s teetering the edge of a relapse. She hasn’t made a public appearance in days, and the press had been cooped up in front of her house for weeks until the police determined the problem was bad enough to warrant their involvement. Without a statement, the public has been fussing over the postponement of her concert dates, but Ayaka doesn’t see how she can do them anymore. She can’t do this anymore—pretend like she’s perfect. 

She knows she isn’t, and soon, everyone else will notice it too. 

As an internationally-renowned pianist, and the second-in-standing heir to her brother’s company, she’s expected to be at her best, at all times. She’s never quite alone, even at home, because there’s always the risk of having a camera peeking in through the gaps in the curtains, waiting to catch her at her lowest. Her maids, as much as they pride themselves on their loyalty, will speak against her if she makes one misstep. Her entire career hangs precariously on the single thread of composure that’s holding her facade together, and it cannot be ruined. 

Bearing the Kamisato name comes with such pressures, and Ayaka can’t complain. She can’t think of it—especially when her brother bears these same pressures and a thousand times more. 

So in these moments, Ayaka lets herself crumble. When morning comes, she’ll have to return to the world which lies beyond the mess of this grief, because she can’t hide from it forever. She has concerts to practise for, interviews to attend, and a life to live. She lifts her head, and lets out a shaky breath. She sees her reflection in the floor through her blurred vision, scattered by droplets of tears—puffy eyes, red from crying and the obvious lack of spirit in her small body. She lets out a deep breath, and sits back up. 

Ayaka turns against the seat, and positions her hands gently over the keys over her piano. She lifts her hands, hovers them there for a while, and embodies the thorough process of losing herself. 

───────


   She was twelve when she learned that she was not wholly unloveable.  



   Ayaka had just returned home after a tiring day at the academy, and her back was sore from having to stack books atop her head for the entire day. Approaching teenagehood meant her father expected her to master the ways of womanhood as soon as possible so she could stand by her brother as the lady of the household in the absence of their deceased mother. There were duties in their home that were left unfulfilled, and those were promptly pushed to Ayaka’s shoulders at that age.  



   Back then, it was like the entire world was watching her every move, but she was not prepared to bear such pressure when she was already struggling to live without her mother. Her body was limp against the cushions of their family car by the time it turned into the estate, and she wanted nothing more than to run to her bedroom and sleep for the rest of the day. She could not take any more of these etiquette classes, or homework, or events, and she wanted one moment to feel like herself.  



   By the time the door of the car was opened, Ayaka understood that her dreams were only dreams. Her father would continue to expect nothing but the best from her, and her life would continue to be left with no space to do so much as breathe. She let out a sigh as she crawled out of the car, hands clasped around the straps of her heavy bag. She was ready to watch the ground on her way to the front door, when she heard her name called in a familiar, gruff voice. Ayaka raised her head, and found her father standing in the way of the door.  



   Her face lit up for a moment, because at that point, a simple interaction with her father was more than she could ask for, given he was always off in some corner of the house where she could not find him. More than that, her father had left the house to meet her—his daughter who he’d been treating like anything but his own child—and her heart leapt in her chest. “Ayaka,” he began in that same, stern voice of his. “This is Thoma, a son of my close friend’s. He will be living with us now.” 



   Ayaka’s gaze fell, and standing at the height of her father’s abdomen was a boy her age. He had blonde hair, one that reminded her of the summer sun, and eyes green like the matcha she so adored. Looking at her, he smiled in such a warm manner that Ayaka felt the shambles which had fettered her heart thaw away. “It’s a pleasure to meet  you, Lady Ayaka,” he greeted with a bow.  



   “The pleasure is mine,” she greeted back, and in that smile of his, she found the ability to be loved again.   


───────


   A week after Thoma moved into their home, Ayaka learned that she developed an unusual fondness for him. She found herself searching for him in the hours that they weren’t together, or wanting to bring him along with her when her father would require her to visit her brother at work. He never asked her to leave, even though she spent most of their early days of knowing each other watching him from afar.  



   Ayaka was interested in the little things that he did. She liked the way that he walked with his arms behind his hips, and his back straight, so she learned how to do the same. She liked the way that he sat on the windowsill in the afternoons, reading an English classic through till evening, so she bought a collector’s edition of those novels from the bookstore near her brother’s workplace. Most of all, she liked the way he played the wonderful instrument which sat lonely in their sitting room after her mother passed—a piano, they called it.  



   It was much more than that—it was her mother’s voice in the days that she didn’t have one. Her maids had told her, after her mother’s passing, that the piano was the only object that she loved as much as her two children. So, on some nights, when she missed the warmth of her mother’s body against her own, Ayaka would press herself against the legs of the piano, bring her knees up to her chest and sleep by it. The piano was never moved from its place, and continued to bask in the same sunlight it used to when it was watched over by her mother. It was never touched; not even by the maids, who knew better.  



   When she heard him play for the time, Ayaka was overcome with a feeling that she had not been privy to until that moment. She had just returned home after meeting her brother at work when she heard an unfamiliar melody palpitating through the walls of the house, and she remembered that such a song could only come from the heart of the house. She threw her shoes off her feet and started running up the stairs, her maids shocked by the impulse in her behaviour.  



   Ayaka was filled with rage at the thought of someone else touching her mother’s piano. She wished for it to remain sacred, like a relic, and she knew having it used by someone else’s filthy hands would mean losing it to age. She could not bear the thought of a person existing in her mother’s space, filling the house with the blessed sounds of the piano the same way she used to. Ayaka felt years of buried pain rising up her chest in the form of tears, and she felt the most brutal of words gather at the tip of her tongue. She was ready to unleash the harshest scolding yet—to send a permanent warning that her mother’s belongings should never be touched.  



   At the sight of Ayaka storming through the halls, the maids tried to hold her back, but she simply pushed past them in an attempt to find the criminal playing her mother’s piano.  



   But when she burst through the drawn doors leading into the sitting room, she felt herself standing still in her place. Although it was only for a second, Ayaka felt like she was trapped in eternity when she saw a glowing silhouette on the leather seat, golden hair blown by the wind. The windows were wide open, the spring breeze blowing leaves into the room, and the early afternoon sun was cascading onto the ethereal figure which graced the space with its presence. For just a second, Ayaka felt like she saw her mother seated in front of her, swaying her body with the music like she used to all those years ago.  



   Her hands which were balled into fists relaxed by her sides and her shoulders were no longer tense. Ayaka, till that point, felt like she had gotten good at holding her tears in, but any remnant of joy which existed in her soul came pouring out in the form of tears. An unusual feeling erupted in her chest, and her heart started thrumming loudly—it was as though he was playing the strings of her heart, instead of the instrument.  



   In those few moments, Ayaka could not move at all. She remained standing, basking in what was nothing short of glory, and in all her years of living, she was not as close to her mother as she felt at that moment. When the music stopped, and Thoma turned around to look at her, he found her standing in a puddle of her own tears; but it was the first of many moments when he saw her smile from the bottom of her heart.  


───────


   When Thoma discovered Ayaka’s desire to learn the piano, he offered to help. At that point, he didn’t know much about the former lady of the Kamisato house, nor had the courage to ask, but earnestly wanted to befriend the little girl he only found standing behind doors, or peering through windows. Ayaka was uncertain about accepting his help, but he had made the offer with such a dashing smile, she could not reject him either.  



   In Ayaka’s busy schedule, between lessons at the academy and tuition, there was not much time for her to pick up a new skill. She had also heard, from friends, that it would not be easy for her to learn the piano from scratch because she had not started since she was a child—and passions as taxing as music required that precise kind of training since she was young.  



   “I never said it would be easy,” Thoma had replied to her, when she expressed her concerns. “But you can’t give up before you even try. That would be such a waste, wouldn’t it?” he told her, standing behind her. He was not much taller than her at that age, even though he was a year older. When he stood behind her and guided her into facing the piano, Ayaka could feel his breath by the top of her head, his chest against her back and his hips against her back. He held her hand in his, and guided it until it reached the piano. There, he glazed their hands over the keys and even with such subtle effort, there was a sound.  



   It was not music, but a sound nonetheless.  



   Ayaka tilted her head to glance over her shoulders, where she found Thoma now standing much closer than he had been moments ago. Her heart was skipping beats in her chest, and she felt she was in a precarious position standing so close to the boy she should be considering a friend. And when she believed it could not get worse, he leaned his chin on her shoulder and interlocked their fingers. “You can make music, Aya. You have it in you.”  



   “I don’t think I do,” she replied meekly, trying to focus on the piano.  



   “You are your mother’s daughter, after all,” he told her after that, and that had been the genesis of her passion.  


───────

Ayaka stirs her tea as she gazes out of the window of the coffee shop, thinking. It’s been entirely too long she has had the urge to get some fresh air, so she puts this renewed motivation to use and allows herself to spend her time in a place that’s not her house, for the first time in months. It’s about time she let herself heal from a circumstance that certainly wasn’t of her making, even if it means leaving old memories in the past. 

Breakfast has been the same selection of items for the past few months—not because her maids are incapable of preparing anything else for her, but because she could never build the stomach for anything but tea, biscuits and the occasional accompaniment of oatmeal. So, she makes it a point to demolish this unhealthy routine, which she does by visiting the coffee shop which she and her brother used to patronise when they were studying in the college nearby. It’s not too far from where she’s staying at the moment, and it’s close enough to the concert hall which she planned on stopping by with hopes of reminiscing. 

The air outside reeks of exhaust as far as the city goes, but the interiors of the store feel more like home. In the caffeinated atmosphere, Ayaka feels mostly wistful at the memories that ghost over her mind in the familiar feel of the store. The coffee shop lost its lustre soon after she, Ayato and Thoma established this as their comfort spot during their college years, but it has certainly maintained that affectionate charm throughout the years. She fondly recalls memories of watching her brother rush yet another project before the deadline despite being warned against it, or Thoma getting a brainfreeze after insisting on chewing the ice in his coffee. She was no better than either of them—she was plenty mischievous, growing up around her brother. 

She watches a raindrop form a narrow path as it falls from the top of the glass to the ledge where it collects with other drops of rain. Ayaka’s not fully aware of the threat of rain until she briefly snaps out of her reverie at the sound of a voice beside her. “Excuse me, miss? Is this seat available?” she hears, and Ayaka promptly looks up at the young lady poking her head into her line of vision. 

A pair of honey brown eyes look at her expectantly for an answer, but Ayaka is reluctant to respond. She doesn’t like being sighted in public—and now is an especially bad time because she hasn’t mentally prepared herself for a conversation. She hasn’t spoken to anyone but her maids for a long time, and she might fumble up her words if she were to make an attempt, at the moment. She holds her silence, and a look of hesitance creeps onto her face. 

“I promise I won’t be any trouble. It’s just that the rest of the tables are taken and this is the only seat I could find. It’s also raining quite heavily outside, so I don’t have anywhere to go,” the woman begs, fidgeting with her collar. Ayaka looks up at her, and her eyes widen briefly at the look of her face. 

She looks a fraction more familiar than she would’ve expected—but it’s a face she can’t quite put a finger on. Her blonde hair is clipped back into a loose bun, and her blazer is unbuttoned. She’s already placed her bag on the other chair, supposedly holding her place, and her cheeks are flushed out of embarrassment. 

Ayaka doesn’t want to put her through any more trouble that she’s already in. When a quick scan of the coffee shop confirms that there are no other available tables, she nods her head in permission, and swiftly turns her head away again. Her fringe is the thin line of defence keeping her from being recognised, and she’s not about to wait around long enough to be found out. 

Ayaka raises the cup to her lips and sips, intending to escape from this precarious situation as soon as possible. 

Simply to indulge her curiosity, she shoots a quick glance at the other woman from the corner of her eye as she’s settling into the chair, still mumbling words of gratitude for being able to. The identification card hooked to her blazer is labelled “Lumine”, presumably her name.  It’s pretty,  she thinks, and looks away before she’s caught staring. For a few moments after that, nothing much happens. 

One time, Lumine accidentally kicks her when she’s trying to pry her shoes off to leave them to dry, apologises and Ayaka insists that it’s no problem. 

Another time, she accidentally knocks over Ayaka’s cup of tea by shaking the table too hard. 

And while Ayaka hopes that Lumine would ultimately leave her alone, a sinking feeling weighs on her stomach when she feels someone staring into the side of her head. She tightens her grip around the handle of her teacup and purses her lips, well-aware that it’s Lumine. “Can I help you?” she asks, smiling faintly. 

“Oh, was I staring?” Lumine flushes, rubbing the nape of her neck awkwardly. “You’re very pretty.” 

Ayaka’s caught off-guard by the compliment. She almost forgets to drink her tea once she holds the cup to her lips, that she narrowly dodges having the remnants of her drink pour onto her clothes. She clears her throat and is quick to hide her embarrassment by sipping on her tea. “Thank you,” she blushes. “You too, Lumine.” 

Lumine looks down at the tag pinned to her blazer. “Ah, you’ve found out my name. I suppose that ruins my hopes for small talk,” she sighs, a bashful grin replacing her gentle smile. She starts nudging her damp coat off her shoulders, and pulls the clip out of her hair. 

Ayaka shouldn’t be staring—there should be no reason for her to—but she can’t pull her eyes away from the young lady in front of her. There are a countable number of times she’s been captivated by a person, and a number of those times had long been claimed by her first love, so to be here in the same place where she spent so much time loving someone else, captured by a complete stranger, Ayaka’s shameful. She almost forgets the empty tea cup which she’s still holding in her hands, and it’s not until they lock eyes that she glances away. 

A snide smile curls onto Lumine’s lips as she asks, “Would it be too bold if I asked for your name?” 

“What was that about trying not to be trouble?” Ayaka hums, raising an eyebrow. She runs her fingers against the rim of the cup, feeling the brush of warmth against the pads of her fingers. 

Lumine leans back against the chair, combing her hands through her damp hair. “My apologies then, miss. I’m not looking to bother you,” she digresses, yet for some reason, there’s a mischievous grin playing on her lips. She’s confident for a lady who’s just been turned down—or maybe she knows that she wasn’t turned down.

Ayaka lowers her gaze for a moment, in thought. “Ayaka,” she reveals, tactfully leaving out her last name. It’s not as though her first name isn’t telling enough of her identity, but it’s as much as she’s willing to reveal to the young lady who’s charmed her heart. She looks back back at Lumine, searching for a look of surprise in her eyes that indicates an epiphany. She expects a slew of follow-up questions, or at the very least, a gasp of realisation, but it never comes. Lumine blinks, perhaps surprised that Ayaka spoke up after all. They both wait in a moment of unsaid words, before she chirps, “That’s a pretty name.” 

Ayaka’s eyebrows raise in brief surprise. “You don’t recognise me?” 

“No,” Lumine frowns. “But I might’ve seen you in my dreams.” And then, her smile returns. 

“That was horrible, Lumine,” Ayaka giggles, placing her hand over her mouth to hide her smile. Relief washes over her in waves as the realisation that she doesn’t have to fear being interrogated by the stranger she’s taken a liking to. As much as she loves being a pianist, her fame is something she likes to hide when she’s able to. It ruins the most sincere of things. 

Lumine slides forward against the table, holding herself up with her elbows. “Yet you’re laughing.”

“Because it was ridiculous!” Ayaka argues, unable to hold back her giggles. She doesn’t know it right now, but Lumine’s looking at her like she could spend the rest of her time just looking. By the time she looks back, the softness in Lumine’s gaze is long gone, and replaced by some kind of merriment. Although she’d like for the conversation to continue, when she’s about to speak up, a notification on her phone stops her. She glances at her phone, notices it’s a message from her brother, and realises she’s been here too long. 

Lumine, noticing the change in her expression, reads the situation. “Do you have to leave?” 

“Unfortunately,” Ayaka pouts, wishing she didn’t have to. 

“Unfortunately?” the latter repeats. “So, you  did  enjoy my company.” 

“Now, when did I say I didn’t, Lumine?” she raises an eyebrow, a smile dancing on her lips again. It’s hard to want to frown in her presence, especially when she’s so good at making her laugh. It’s been a long time since she’s felt like this—happiness or even anything close to it. Even if it’s a taste she can savour for no longer than a day, she will remember it for as long as she can. “It was a pleasure talking to you,” she ends, gathering her things.

Lumine rises with her, pulling a napkin out of her pocket. “There’s something on your lips,” she blurts, reaching forward to dab the corners of Ayaka’s lips with the cloth, and Ayaka is, once again, surprised by just how many times a single woman can catch her by surprise; though by this point—she has gotten somewhat of the idea that Lumine is nothing like anyone she’s met. 

Although she’s not fond of such bold gestures so soon after being acquainted with someone, she lets Lumine. She looks at the earnest look in Lumine’s eyes as she gingerly wipes the smudges of coffee off with her napkin, raising her gaze for just one second in the middle of that action to lock eyes with her. When she does, her movements come to a noticeable halt. “Lumine,” Ayaka has to say, reminding her of their position. 

“Right,” she stutters, swallowing anything else she meant to say. She’s flushed, much more than Ayaka, at this point. She pulls back, but holds one hand out, with the napkin enclosed in it. “You can keep it.”

Ayaka accepts it, seeing as though the off-white colour has already been stained with her lipstick. She nods her head in an expression of gratitude and looks back at Lumine, one last time. Both of them stare at each other for a while, standing, and it’s like they’d do anything but leave this moment. In an attempt to break this cycle of awkward staring, Lumine raises her hand and flashes a wobbly grin. “Bye.” 

Ayaka reciprocates with a tight-lipped smile. “Bye.” 

───────

When she makes it home that afternoon and thinks about Lumine, she pulls out the napkin that she wedged in the pocket of her skirt. On it, she finds a number and a message that writes—


   Call me? 


───────

Ayaka doesn’t plan on calling. Trying to reconnect with a stranger who  happened  to make her laugh should not be part of the extensive list of things she has to fulfil in her day, and doing so would be an act of complete impulse. Her safety’s in question here—she can’t possibly be interacting with anyone outside her small, closed circle of affiliates, people who she is certain would not cause her harm while she is still trying to get herself back onto her feet. 

Yet, by the time the sun’s no longer in the sky and the stars have come out to shine, she starts reconsidering her initial decision. It’s not that she thinks about Lumine too much in her day—maybe once, when she was thinking about messaging her brother back, but instead thought about messaging her instead; maybe another time, when she was watching the city pass her by while sitting inside a taxi, wondering which one of these hundred buildings Lumine works at; maybe a third time too, when she was ordering dinner and wondered what Lumine would’ve eaten.

She spends so much time thinking about it, but never actually picking up the phone, by the time Ayaka is certain enough she wants to call, the hour hand of the clock has reached two, and calling at this hour would be most undignified. Although she can’t be certain that Lumine knows  who  she is, a simple browse through the internet would make her privy to Ayaka’s identity, and acting on impulse would ruin any impression she might have. She sits up in her bed, hands clasped around her phone and lips pursed. 

It’s not like she’ll be able to sleep, even if she tried. Her medication hasn’t been helping, and she doesn’t plan on returning to her doctor for a new dose, seeing as though every solution he provides leads to another prescription her body can’t stomach.  

Ayaka sucks in a breath and decides she’ll call. She keys the number into her contacts, and calls. She lets it ring once, twice, and when nobody picks up, she panics and cuts the call herself. She throws the phone to the side and buries her face in her hands, horrified by the fact that she has crossed such a boundary as to call someone at this hour—not even a friend, who wouldn’t mind such an interruption, but a  stranger , who might think she’s out of her mind to have called at this hour. 

She peeks at her phone through the gaps in her fingers, as if a monster will crawl out of the screen. Then, when she least expects it, the device starts to vibrate and the dim light of the blue screen scatters. Ayaka swipes the phone off her bed, and to her surprise, finds Lumine calling her back. She chews on her bottom lip, worried that she’d woken her up. She’s too embarrassed to pick up, but she knows it’s even ruder to decline. “Lumine,” she squeaks as soon as she accepts the call. “I’m so sorry that I called, I know it’s late and you must’ve been asleep—”

“I wasn’t, Ayaka, stop worrying,” Lumine chuckles into the phone, and hearing the sound of her voice warms Ayaka’s heart. She sinks into her bed, a wobbly smile growing on her face as a sign of relief. She swings her feet casually, and fidgets with the seams of her nightdress. “I’m happy you called,” she adds, a punctuated moment later. 

Lumine’s voice is deeper over the phone. It might be because it’s so late right now, and the exhaustion is showing in her voice, or it could just be the sound not translating properly over the phone. Ayaka doesn’t mind it in the least—if she had to be completely honest, she doesn’t think Lumine could’ve gotten any more attractive until she picked up the phone. “If you weren’t sleeping, what were you doing at this hour?” she asks meekly, not trying to be interrogative. It’s been a long time since she’s spoken to anybody over the phone, much less she’s newly-acquainted with. 

“I’m a writer, staying up late comes with the job,” Lumine sighs into the phone. Heard softly on the other side of the call is the sound of swift typing on a keyboard, and the occasional sound of objects being moved around the table. Ayaka raises her eyebrow at the new piece of information. 

“You’re a writer?” she confirms, and Lumine hums in confirmation. “Is it difficult?” 

“Tough question,” she states, then reserves a moment to think. Her voice softens for a bit as she holds the phone away from her to take a quick sip out of what Ayaka assumes is coffee. “Apart from the unreasonable deadlines and the fact that drinking coffee more than I do water has taken a good number of years off my life, it’s not so bad.” 

At the sound of her chuckle, Ayaka catches herself giggling. “I hope you’re taking care of yourself, Lumine,” she hopes, clutching onto the fabric of her nightdress shyly. 

“Less about me, though, what are  you  doing up at this hour?” Lumine questions. Ayaka holds her thoughts to herself, because there’s certainly no easy way for her to explain that she’s an insomniac who’s still hung up over an ex-boyfriend who’s already moved on, and her mother whose death she should’ve recovered from. Noticing the obvious silence, Lumine adds, “Thinking about me?” 

“Maybe,” Ayaka replies vaguely, circling the question without giving Lumine the satisfaction of a confirmation. She moves her hand up to her chest and falls back against her bed, a wide grin stretching across her face. She stares up at the ceiling, her eyes watery from exhaustion, and giddy with contentment. 

“I’m really tired,” Lumine mentions, out of the blue. Ayaka’s almost about to ask why, until she cuts in again and muses, “From running around your mind all day.” 

“God,” Ayaka grimaces into the phone, rolling in her bed. She pulls her knees up to her chest and drops her phone by the side of the head, laughing all over again. Her cheeks are starting to ache from so much smiling, but she doesn’t even think she can stop while she’s on the phone with Lumine. “Do you have them on hand every time you speak to me? I can’t deal with them.” 

“I’m pretty sure you’re smiling on the other side of the phone,” Lumine quips. 

Ayaka’s heart catches in her throat at the sound of her confidence. “Maybe.” 

“Hm,” Lumine feigns nonchalance. “Okay then. I want to know more about you.” 

“There’s hardly anything about me that you’d like to know,” Ayaka laughs, drawing circles on the sheets. She doesn’t think she’s an interesting person, even though there’s always reporters trying to learn as much as they can about her, or even friends who try to understand her. More than she is secretive, she is private, and there are many things about herself that she believes should be kept under the wraps of her own knowledge. But with Lumine, she can’t help but feel like the gentle curiosity is something she can’t simply turn away. “I think you’ll get bored of hearing me talk about myself.” 

“You severely underestimate my interest, miss,” Lumine replies. “I could hear you talk about yourself for hours.” 

Ayaka flushes at the sincerity. It’s been a long time since she’s found someone genuinely curious about her—not the part of her that she puts on display for the world to see, but the part of her that loves and wants to be loved for its authenticity. She rolls onto her back again, spreading her arms out against the sheet. “Well, if you really do want to know… I’m fond of music—the piano, especially. I have a brother, whom I love a lot. Some of my hobbies are window shopping, and reading luxury fashion magazines. That’s all there is to me, really.” 

“That can’t be all?” Lumine probes. 

“I don’t like talking too much about myself,” Ayaka confesses. “And there are some things I can’t share.” 

Lumine hums in understanding. “I get it. At least I know what you’re interested in.”

“And what’s that?” 

“Me,” Lumine interjects, and Ayaka can almost hear her smiling on the other side of the phone. She presses her hand over her mouth to muffle a squeal and rolls her face into her pillow. It takes her much longer than usual for her to regain her composure, and by the time she does, she hears Lumine laughing on the other side of the phone. She sits back up, a frown on her lips. 

“Goodnight, Lumine.” 

“Goodnight, Ayaka,” she musters through her laughter. 

When Ayaka cuts the call, she places her phone on her bedside table and proceeds to yell into her pillow. 

───────

It’s after her conversation with Lumine that Ayaka musters enough confidence to open her brother’s text. She isn’t usually worried about what he has to say, because he isn’t the kind of person to infringe on her personal space when she needs it. But for once, she fears having to face the consequence of disappearing for months, then a month from the same person who raised her in place of their absent father and deceased mother. She’s scared he’ll scold her, and she doesn’t know how she’ll defend herself. 

But when she opens the message after an entire hour of bracing herself, he finds,  hey, I’m worried about you. 

───────

Because it’s what she owes him after a month of ghosting him without an explanation, Ayaka agrees to meet up with her brother to salvage the mess she left behind when she vanished into thin air. 

Fifteen minutes after she gives her verbal confirmation, she hears a knock on her door and her brother’s muffled voice on the other side. When it takes her a moment too late to attend to him, he starts screaming her name, and she opens the door with a look of disapproval on her face. “Stop  yelling, the neighbours are going to hear you,” she grimaces, and in her brother’s hands, she finds a flamboyant bouquet of roses and poorly-wrapped gifts. His shoes have already been kicked to the side, and his coat is hanging on his arm, like he’s prepared to enter. 

“I missed you!” Ayato exclaims, handing the gifts to the maids to hold. Ayaka tries to dodge his hug, but he eventually finds a way to pull her into his embrace, regardless. He holds her in an almost suffocating grip, squeezing the life out of her. “My poor sister.”

“You’re acting like I died and came back to life,” Ayaka sputters, barely able to talk with the way she’s being held. 

“Which is  basically  what happened,” Ayato scolds, pulling away from her. “Who knows what would’ve happened if I didn’t send you that message—which, by the way, you took an entire day to respond to—”

“I was  busy,” Ayaka interjects, frowning. 

“Hm,” he makes an insincere sound, shooting her a disbelieving look from the side. He brushes past her shoulders to enter the house, where the maids bow in greeting. He flashes them a smile, the kind he does when it comes down to business, but it’s only a facade he puts up with everyone but his dear sister. “For someone who’s been in a slump for the entire month, your place looks practically untouched.”

“They do a good job at keeping the place clean,” Ayaka smiles at the maids, closing the front door behind her.

“So, will I ever get an explanation for what happened to you?” Ayato asks, turning around. They’re alone in the lobby now, but even then, Ayaka finds herself squirming at the thought of having to remember what the past month was like for her. She doesn’t remember too much of it, nor in the depth to which she suffered, but to bring her mind back in memory of that time is something which requires too much strength. Ayaka falls silent at the question, the same way she would when her father would scold her as a child. “Aya, you know I don’t ask difficult questions, unless I need to know. You’re a grown woman now, and that comes with responsibilities. You can’t disappear without a word, without explanation—”

“Can we talk inside?” Ayaka interjects, raising her head. 

Ayato nods in agreement. It’s hard to be light-hearted when there’s nothing easily forgiven about what Ayaka did by completely brushing her responsibilities  and  career to the side. It was a personal choice to live on her own, without depending on her brother like she did all her life, but she’s coming too close to making him want to revoke that permission.

She leads her to the study, where the piano exists in its quiet glory. Any reminders of the Kamisato generation before them exist in this room, apart from her mother’s favourite painting which hangs in the middle of the hallway, and the porcelain vase which is now broken. It’s Ayato’s favourite place in Ayaka’s home, and the only place she’s ready to feel like herself. 

Ayaka sits down on the leather couch, pouring herself a cup of tea from the thermos on the coffee table. Her brother stands over her, arms folded. She pours him a cup as well, which he accepts, and continues to wait in expectant silence. “I wasn’t doing well, after…” she explains. “I couldn’t take the pressure anymore.” 

“Did something happen?” Ayato asks, eyebrows furrowed. He knows just as much about the breakup as the rest of the world—only the surface details. He was there during the nights that she couldn’t stop crying, and he sent her flowers and so many gifts, but she could never tell him much about it. She didn’t have the heart to confront old memories, and more than that, she was scared of showing the vulnerable part of herself which is so fragile. He knows enough to not have blatantly assumed Thoma was in the wrong, but not much more. 

He doesn’t know that, when he left, she could not touch the piano anymore because it reminded her too much of the two people she loved and lost. He doesn’t know that the sweetness in voice when he said there wasn’t a future for them haunted Ayaka for months, because she couldn’t help but feel like she wasn’t good enough for him. He doesn’t know how close she’d come to letting herself go. 

With the media watching her every step, Ayaka couldn’t handle the pressure anymore. Every other question was about her breakup, even though the relationship had been very private and the breakup was not meant to be made privy to anyone but the two of them. 

She looks up at Ayato, her eyes wet with tears. 

His gaze softens at the sight. He places the cup down on the table, and pulls Ayaka into another hug. “Oh, Aya,” he coos, and this time, he’s much gentler. 

Ayaka closes her eyes and leans into her brother’s embrace. “I’m sorry, Ayato.” 

And to that, he holds her tighter. 

───────


   Ayaka hadn’t seen the breakup coming when it happened. He had called her out to their favourite café, one which they came by much less after it became famous after she rose to fame, and her fans found out that it was a place she often used to visit. Because of this, she had learned to look forward to the handful of occasions that they agreed to meet up there, and she was excited about spending an evening out of her packed schedule with the one she adored.  



   When she arrived, she found him seated by the corner window, where they would spend their years together. He was seated on the couch against the wall, and there was an empty chair on the other side of the round table waiting for her. It was winter then, so she pulled off her thick coat after entering the warm atmosphere of the café and ran her hands through her hair which was made messy by the knitted cap she wore. Thoma never cared about how she looked because he always thought she was pretty, but she wanted to look good for him anyways.  



   As soon as she walked inside, she knew something was odd the second she found Thoma looking down at his hands instead of looking up at the sound of the door. Any other day, he would look up the moment he heard the chime of the bell, get out of his seat and walk the entire way to meet Ayaka halfway in a hug. She didn’t question it at the time, and continued to wear that warm smile on her face, grateful enough to see him even though they hadn’t seen each other in weeks leading up to then.  



   She’d met him after some of her concerts, briefly, before she had to leave. He wasn’t allowed to come by her house, at the time, because she was worried about reporters following him.  



   Instead of getting up to greet her, Thoma looked up at Ayaka and forced a smile, gesturing for her to sit down in front of him. Her smile faltered at the gesture, and noticing the way his cheeks seemed to have sunk into his face, and he looked nothing like his usual spirited self, she didn’t speak anything of it. “We haven’t seen each other in a while,” she said, still trying to keep a smile on her face. She slid the menu towards her, scanned over it like she didn’t have the entire thing already memorised, and looked back up at him. “Did you order anything?”  



   “A matcha latte for you, as usual,” he replied, and even then, he seemed like he didn’t want to speak. “It should be here soon,” he added, fidgeting with the cutlery on the table.  



   “Thank you,” Ayaka gushed, pulling her mittens off her hands. She observed him for a couple of moments, noticing an odd string of behaviours which led her to believe he was nervous. She leaned forward in her chair, and rested her hand over his. Thoma retracted his hand at the gesture, placing it by the nape of his neck instead. When Ayaka seemed visibly stunned by the gesture, he laughed awkwardly.  



   “Are you okay?” she asked. 



   “I’m fine,” Thoma averted his gaze. “Really,” he assured, noticing the uncertainty in the way she looked at him. 



   “Ah, okay,” Ayaka’s voice softened, looking down at her hands. They fell quiet for a couple of moments, but such awkwardness was unusual for them when they always had so much to talk about. They’d been dating since she turned sixteen, and they were in their mid-twenties at that point, but they’d never quite reached the point where they would be at a loss for words. “So, what did you want to see me about?” she asked, because it seemed like Thoma didn’t intend on speaking unless he was asked.  



   “Uh,” he stammered, clamping his mouth shut soon after. He sucked in a breath, then met her eyes. “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, and whatever it is I say after this, I promise we’ll always be friends—”  



   Ayaka furrowed her eyebrows. “Thoma, you’re worrying me,” she cut in.  



   “I don’t think we’re right for each other anymore,” he ended up blurting, then.  



   Ayaka knew exactly what she felt in the aftermath of hearing those words, and it was the exact feeling she had sworn she would never let herself feel again. She looked at him, astonished. Her hand which had been reaching out for him closed against the table, and started to tremble faintly. She searched her mind for any words that would string itself into a response, yet she could not find it in her. It was as though the entirety of her world had fallen to ash, and the loneliness which she spent all her life running from had finally caught her.  



   By the time she gathered the words, one of the staff came between them to slide a cup of coffee in front of her. “Your order, ma’am,” he said, looking between the two and promptly excused himself after realising what he had so unceremoniously interrupted.  



   Ayaka remained quiet after that.  



   “Why?” was all she managed to say, wrapping her hand around the coffee holster.  



   Thoma didn’t seem to have an answer to this as well. If he had gone there prepared, it seemed like all the words he meant to say were already out of his mind. “It’s not because I don’t love you anymore—and I promise that it isn’t. That could never be the case, because I don’t think I could love anybody like I love you, but it’s just things, and it doesn’t feel right anymore.”  



   Ayaka shook her head, her eyebrows knitted together. “I don’t understand.”  



   Thoma took a deep breath and sat forward. “Your schedule and mine don’t work at all.” Before Ayaka could speak up in protest, he continued, “I know this sounds shallow, and I sound like an asshole right now, but we haven’t seen each other in weeks! And you’re getting so much busier, it feels like we can only see each other a few times in a year. I can’t kiss you backstage because you’re scared someone’s going to take pictures of us, and I can’t even bring you home because you’re worried someone will follow us. The last time we went on a proper date was our anniversary—which was in November. November of last year. Aya, I love you so much, I swear I do, but I can’t like this. Loving you is becoming so hard.”  



   Ayaka didn’t even feel the tears in her eyes, but when she looked up at him, they were already falling. They were warm against her cheeks, but with the way the world felt so cold all of a sudden, she couldn’t feel them at all. Her chest started to ache, but all she could do was sit there with that pain and hope it would go away. When Thoma saw her crying, he tried to reach forward to wipe them away, but she pulled away.  



   “I understand,” she said to him, her voice stretched thin. But deep down, she didn’t quite understand. She didn’t understand what she’d done to have deserved this pain, to have been so unloveable. She had loved him with all her heart, but in moments, they would walk out that door and they would walk in separate paths, no longer what they used to be. “And I’m sorry.”  



   “Aya, no—” he sighed, clenching his hands. “It wasn’t your fault. It was none of ours.”  



   “Someone is to blame that we ended up like this,” Ayaka muttered between tears. “It isn’t you. It isn’t me. Because I loved you, and you loved me, so what happened in between all that love? Was it not enough?”  



   Thoma tried to speak up, but she rose from her chair before he could say anything. She held the cup in her hands, and reciprocated his tight-lipped smile. “I said too much,” she apologised, sliding the chair back. “Thank you for the coffee.”  


───────

A week passes since the night they called, and nothing happens with Lumine. They don’t send each other texts, or even try to call again. Ayaka thinks about her sometimes, but is quick to push stray thoughts to the back of her mind. There’s too much about her life she’s focused on getting together, she can’t risk getting caught up in yet another fury of emotions. 

Although Ayato promises that he won’t feel bad about not being around when she needed the support, Ayaka receives a delivery of her favourite items every other day for the next week, until she decides to call him up and lets him know that she’ll let him pay her back with a meal at their favourite restaurant. He readily agrees to the deal, and Ayaka can only be relieved that her house won’t be stuffed with more gifts than it already is. 

When Ayato asks her about why she’s always glancing at her phone, she tells him it’s nothing and he accepts it with a lasting look of suspicion. 

By the time that they reach the restaurant in time for their reservation, it’s already drizzling outside. Ayato holds the flap of his coat over his sister as they rush across the pavement and into the doors of the restaurant, held open by a waitress. They’re greeted with their names as soon as they enter, to which Ayaka returns a polite smile.

“There’s a reservation under my name,” he tells the concierge, straightening his back once they’re inside the restaurant. He brushes his hands against his coat, mildly irked by the rain that stained its colour. Ayaka folds her hands in front of her hip, scanning the restaurant with a look of mild awe. She’d been here just last month, but the interior has just been refurbished with brand new wallpaper and decor more fitting for spring. 

Tucked away at the back corner, Ayaka catches sight of an unmistakable shade of blonde. She squints her eyes, but the wall in front of her obstructs her view too much for her to see properly. 

Once Ayato turns back to her, he starts talking about whatever it is that he has on his mind, but Ayaka’s far too distracted to pay attention. She follows the waitress down to the available table, refusing to pull her eyes off the silhouette for even a moment. 

And when she’s close enough, she ascertains that it  is  Lumine seated over there. She slides into her seat, the one which would allow her a proper view of Lumine, while her brother sits across her. It doesn’t take long for him to notice that she’s looking elsewhere, and hasn’t been paying much attention to anything he’s saying. He snaps his fingers in front of her face. 

When his attempts at catching her eye fail, he looks over his shoulder—where in Ayaka’s line of sight, he finds a woman he’s never seen before. 

“Now that you’re all grown up, you’re busy staring at women instead of your own brother,” Ayato grimaces, sitting back in his chair with a melodramatic huff. 

Ayaka snaps out of her daze to glare at her brother. “Stop being so dramatic.” 

“You’ve wounded me,” he continues to weep, wiping fake tears away from his eyes. 

Ayaka rolls her eyes and kicks him beneath the table to get him to sit up. He lets out a chuckle at her reaction and ends up correcting his posture anyway, taking a sip out of the complimentary cup of tea served to them. While he scans the menu for what he’d like to have, Ayaka occupies her time by staring at Lumine. From her impression of her, it didn’t seem like she was anyone well-known, or rich enough to be able to afford such a restaurant—not that her assumption necessarily has to be right. 

It isn’t that which is rubbing Ayaka the wrong way, though; it’s the fact that Lumine’s smiling. It’s not just any smile, and not the kind you’d uphold for a conversation strictly about business, rather one that indicates she’s having the time of her life. It’s undeniable, really—she’s  flushed. Her hair’s pinned back into a bun, and she’s wearing an elegant midnight-blue dress which is hardly fitting for anything professional. Ayaka’s lips unknowingly pull down into a pout. 

Ayaka lowers her gaze to her phone, flipping it over in contemplation. 

“Aya,” her brother calls out to her, interrupting her mid-thought. “Your order.” 

“You can order for me,” she dismisses, and Ayato learns that her mood has soured. He orders on her behalf while she frequents between looking at her phone, then at Lumine, wondering what she’s come here for.

 Could it be a date?  Ayaka’s poorly-concealed disturbance eventually warrants a reason for concern. 

“Are you still staring at that lady? You look like you’re about to cry,” Ayato points out, poking her nose. 

Ayaka swats his hand away, feigning ignorance. “I’m fine.” 

“You know you can tell me anything, right?” 

“There’s nothing to say,” Ayaka grumbles, pulling her gaze away from Lumine. She swipes her phone off the table and opens Lumine’s contact, despite all rational brain cells advising her against it. Her brother elects against disturbing her while she’s annoyed and decides to browse his phone instead. 

 Are you busy? Ayaka writes, and looks back up. 

Lumine flinches upon receiving a notification. She holds up a hand to whoever’s seated across her, politely apologising for the interruption. Upon realising it’s a message from Ayaka, her expression settles in one of brief surprise, before it’s replaced by a smile. She types something, and tucks her phone back away. Ayaka looks down at her phone, where a message reads,  slightly. 

 Sorry, she writes back and proceeds to spend the rest of their lunch hiding a scowl. 

───────

That night, while Ayaka’s tucking herself into bed, she receives a call. She picks her phone up from her bedside table and slumps onto her bed. She turns it over, and when she notices that it’s from Lumine, her frown deepens. It’s not like she has a reason to be annoyed—after all, they’ve had  two  proper conversations and it’s not like she considers them close enough to even be friends. 


   (She isn’t even possessive over friends, so why exactly does she care so much about Lumine?) 


Reluctantly, Ayaka accepts the call and holds it to her ear. She doesn’t say anything until Lumine speaks up with a greeting and a later mention of, “Are you okay?” 

Ayaka’s inclined to be nonchalant about the question. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 

“Look, if it’s anything I did, I’m sorry—” Lumine apologises, sounding genuinely worried about the fact that she’s done something wrong, as if Ayaka’s reason for annoyance isn’t completely unreasonable. Seeing her so sincere about something she didn’t even do wrong, a subtle sense of grief starts to coil around Ayaka’s heart. She sighs at her change of heart and insists that Lumine has nothing to apologise for. 

“It’s not about anything you did,” she clarifies, but doesn’t elaborate. 

“Really? Because you sounded off after I told you I was busy—” Lumine mentions.



“Can I be honest? I saw you at the restaurant earlier today when I was there with my brother, and I saw you with somebody else. You seemed like you were having a lot of fun with whoever it was and you were dressed up to the occasion so I assumed you were going out with somebody,” Ayaka blurts in a moment of impulse. Lumine remains silent on the other side of the phone, allowing room for her to continue. “I’m not mad about it. I just—I got the wrong idea about you; about  us  . It’s my fault. I’m just not sure why you wouldn’t tell me that you were already speaking to somebody—”

“—Because I’m  not, Ayaka,” Lumine laughs. Ayaka falls silent, not understanding how anything she said could’ve been a reason for such amusement. It takes some more time for her to catch onto what Lumine added after that, which then leads her to a moment of confusion. “That was my  client. I’m a journalist, and I write for a lifestyle magazine. That was an interview, and to put it plainly, I’m very single.” 

Ayaka stumbles over unsaid words. She cups her hand over her mouth in shock. She can hear Lumine chuckle on the other side of the phone while she reels from mortification, wishing the ground would open up beneath her and consume her whole. “I’m so sorry,” she fumbles out. 

“Instead of apologising, I’d like to know what exactly was the idea you got about us.”

Ayaka’s head snaps up. She lowers the phone from her ear, blinks at the call and lifts it back up. She remains silent, and all of a sudden, everything she’d blurted out in her moment of panic comes back to bite her in the back. “Nothing. I didn’t mean what I said,” she clarifies. 

“It didn’t sound like nothing,” Lumine corrects. 

Ayaka blushes so red, she feels the heat reach her ears. “Lumine…” 

Lumine chuckles again, amused by her shyness. Neither of them say anything for a while, and Ayaka thinks it’s maybe better that way. And when she thinks it can’t possibly get any worse, Lumine clarifies, “By the way, you didn’t get the wrong idea about me. I was definitely flirting with you. Though, it makes me wonder what you think about us.” 

Out of instinct, Ayaka cuts the call. She stares at her hands, her mind blank. 

Seconds later, she receives a message from Lumine. You don’t have to answer. 

And another.  Goodnight, Ayaka. 

───────

Soon after that revelation, they become much closer; but never really as friends. Although Ayaka never confronts it, there’s something undeniable that exists between them, waiting to be ignited. She knows of its presence, but she pretends it isn’t there for as long as she can—thinking she’s not ready for something so serious so soon. Lumine’s fine with it, and she’s understanding of Ayaka’s boundaries too, even though it’s obvious how much she wants something to happen between them. 

Soon, an entire year passes since the breakup and Ayaka thinks maybe the reason her heart feels lighter is because she has long begun the journey of healing. 

One of these nights, Ayaka calls even though she knows Lumine’s busy at work. “Can I know your favourite song?” she asks hastily before she can be spoken over, even though Lumine tries to tell her that she doesn’t have the time to talk at the moment. 

Hearing the urgency in her voice, Lumine pauses to think. “You belong with me.”

“By Taylor Swift?” Ayaka perks up, relieved to have recognised the song. 

The former sighs affectionately at the reaction. “Sometimes I wonder if you don’t know or choose not to.” In the background, there’s the faint sound of chatter, and a voice calling out Lumine’s names. It sounds like she’s still at the office, but Ayaka assumes it’s one of the late-night assignments she’s been complaining about lately. She’s too absent-minded to pay much mind to what Lumine mentions before that. 

“Hm?” she makes a sound, not thinking too much about what Lumine said. 

“My favourite song’s actually All Too Well, also by Taylor Swift,” she corrects. “Anyways, I have to go now; I can feel my boss glaring holes into the back of my head.” 

Ayaka giggles. “Goodnight, Lumine.”

“Goodnight, Ayaka.” 

───────

On one of these nights, Ayaka picks up a call without looking, thinking it’s Lumine. She smiles into the phone, waiting for her to open with yet another one of her cheesy pick-up lines, but when she hears the voice that calls back instead, her heart falls to her stomach.

“Aya,” it says, and Ayaka knows the voice too well. “I didn’t think I’d find you again.” 

“Thoma,” she utters his name like a prayer, her hands trembling around her phone. She can’t wrap her head around it by the time that it happens, and it soon becomes obvious that no amount of mental preparation would have prepared her for a moment like this. All of a sudden, nostalgia comes washing  over her in waves and it becomes obvious how much she missed him in the time that they were apart. More than he was his first love, she was his first friend—and the only one who taught her love as she knows it now. 

“How did you get my number?” she asks, her voice so thin that it’s almost unheard. 

“I recently reconnected with our friends from college. Miya said she had your new number and gave it to me when I asked,” he explains. “I hope that’s not a problem,” he notes, quieter, some time later. 

“No,” Ayaka softens her voice. “It isn’t.” 

She stumbles to the couch in the study and sits down before her knees give way, still trying to grapple with the tumultuous feeling in her stomach. There are too many questions and too few answers, yet Ayaka isn’t even sure she needs them right now. They’ve spent a full year apart from each other, which is the longest they’ve been separated ever since they were teenagers—and even with that much time gone, she’s not sure she’s ready to hear his voice again. He’s soft on the other side of the call, careful. 

It’s devastating to learn that, after all this trying, Ayaka hasn’t really healed after all. 

“Why did you call?” 

“I was wondering how you’re doing,” Thoma admits, honest. “I hated seeing you so sad, and even if I tried to make it better, there was no way for me to do it, so I left you alone. But I guess I’m selfish, because even though I told myself that we’d be better off apart, I miss being a friend to you, Aya.” 

Hearing that reduces Ayaka to tears. She buries her face in her hands and forcibly holds back a sob, broken by the sheer amount of love he still holds for her in his voice. Maybe it’s not the same kind of love that she’s used to, or the same kind of love that she wished she still had—but there’s still a fraction of that love which lies in this new kind, and she’s willing to hold it close even like this. “I’m sorry,” she cries. “I was so bad to you.” 

“You had every right to be sad, and take as much space as you needed,” Thoma clarifies. “I wasn’t any better to you, but there’s no point trying to push the blame on either of us when we knew, back then and even now, that there’s no one to blame for us not working out.” 

“I know,” Ayaka replies, still so defeated.



“I know,” he echoes. 

He stays with her on call for as long as it takes for Ayaka to regain her composure, through the tears and the many unsaid regrets. He doesn’t say anything, but a part of her knows that he’s grieving with her too—it’s always been that way, since they were children. Although they’ve both moved on from that past that they shared together, there’s always going to be that unresolved guilt about not being able to work things out when they should’ve. Somewhere along the next hour of wistful thinking, Ayaka realises that they’re way past the stage of counting on what-ifs, and she needs to find forgiveness for herself before she ruins the little bit of love that  can  exist right now. 

“I see you’ve got a concert next month,” he mentions, some time after she stops crying. “Can I come to watch?” 

Ayaka laughs in the face of old memories. “Why would you?” 

“For old time’s sake,” he insists. “And also because I’ve missed hearing you play.” 

“Isn’t it strange?” Ayaka questions. “Attending your ex-girlfriend’s concert.” 

“Nothing wrong about supporting a friend,” Thoma quips, and Ayaka chuckles. The silence which rests between them thereafter is nothing like the silences they’ve experienced as of late—it’s not tense, or uneasy, but for once, it feels like they can exist with each other without feeling so horrible about it all. “By the way, there’s something I wanted to tell you. If you’re alright with listening to me,” he elaborates. 

“Alright,” Ayaka sniffles, blowing her nose into a napkin. “I’m listening.” 

“I’m committed now.” 

“Oh my god,” she gasps, sitting up against the back of the couch. “Really? How long?” 

“It happened last week,” he reveals, his voice sounding much lighter than before. “We were good friends before he confessed, and I guess I didn’t know how much I liked him until he put it into words for me. I’ve been much happier since it happened, so I’ve been hoping you find your somebody too.” 

It doesn’t feel as bad as she thought it would. After breaking down at the sound of his voice, she was convinced she wouldn’t be ready to bear the weight of such a revelation; but as it stands right now, she doesn’t quite mind. She can’t say she’s entirely glad that he moved on, but she’s happy that he’s happy, and that’s the way they’re supposed to be. “If I’m being completely honest,” Ayaka begins. “I might’ve found that somebody already.” 

She can hear him grinning into the phone as he gasps, “Really?” 

“I’m not sure if she’s the one yet,” Ayaka smiles into the phone. “But she makes me happy.” 

───────

Fifteen minutes after they end the call, Ayaka finds herself standing at her somebody’s doorstep, a scarf around her neck and a tub of ice-cream weighing in the plastic bag in her hands. “Hey,” Lumine smiles at her, leaning against the doorframe in nothing but a tank top and a pair of sweatpants. “I didn’t think you’d come.” 

“Hi,” Ayaka smiles. “I brought ice-cream,” she blushes—

—and soon understands that the love that she’s been yearning for is right here. 

───────

It’s not too long after that when Ayaka lets Lumine into the doors in her life she once kept tightly shut. There are some boundaries that are never crossed between them, like truths about their personal lives which are better left subtext than said out loud, and other things that they’re not ready to share—but Ayaka, after some thinking, determines that this part of herself that the entire world loves is one that she wants Lumine to love just as much. 

Although she expects an adverse reaction, when Lumine hears about it for the first time over the phone, she lets out a gasp and screams, “I’m pining for a world-renowned pianist? Damn.” 

“Stop teasing, Lumine,” Ayaka groans, hiding her reddened face in a pillow. “And  yes  , I am, even if it’s difficult to believe,” she laughs, and she learns that it doesn’t feel so bad sharing these parts of herself with Lumine, even though she once thought that they were better off hidden away. Maybe it’s out of complete luck that she managed to find someone who’s obsessed with her not because of her fame, but because of the way she is—and  oh, she could really get used to this. 

“Do you think you’ll let me attend one of your concerts?” Lumine pleads.

Ayaka swings her legs and starts fidgeting with her hair, which has, over the last few months, grown long enough to brush her shoulder blades lightly enough. “I don’t know,” she sighs, her voice softened to a whisper. She looks at the selection of framed photographs in a cabinet beside her bed, each of pictures from her numerous concerts, and she wonders if she’s ready for Lumine to see that side of her in person. “Do you really want to?” 

“Is that even a question?” Lumine snaps, incredulous and Ayaka can almost see her frown in her mind.

“I’m having a concert next month,” she ends up admitting. “I don’t know if there are any tickets left, and you might not get a good seat but if you want to come anyway—” 

“I’m going to call my boss right now and I’ll get a front-row ticket right now,” Lumine squeals so loudly, anything Ayaka tries to say after that goes unheard. In a failed attempt to remind the overenthusiastic woman of social etiquette, and all the reasons not to call her boss at such an hour at night, she ends up getting spoken over and decides to keep her advice to herself. “I’m going to call you tomorrow, okay?” 

“Goodnight, Lumine.” 

“Goodnight, Ayaka.”

───────

Ayaka inhales deeply as she hovers her hands over the piano in front of her. She’s seated at the heart of a stage she’s all too familiar with, silence pulsating throughout the room as a thousand souls remain waiting for her grace. Her heart’s hammering in her chest like she’s a novice who hasn’t done this her entire life, and being here after months of running away from this reality, it feels like she’s no longer the woman she was before. 

Her hair’s not as short as it was a couple of months ago, and she’s been wearing suits a lot more since liking how she looked in them a lot more. A lot more has changed since these simple things, and time makes it feel like she’s not the professional who lets music fall like water between her fingers. Her hands are trembling because of her nerves, and it’s far from a good sign before such an anticipated performance. 

She’s acutely aware of her surroundings from the one glance she took in its direction when the curtains were pulled up to reveal her presence. Her brother’s seated at the front row, in the very centre, which is always reserved for him when she performs in this hall. Thoma’s nestled somewhere in the middle—she knows because he sent her a message before the performance with a selfie, so that she’d know he actually came. 

Lumine’s seated somewhere nearing the end of the front row, a notepad in her hands. She’s dressed up in a suit out of respect for the occasion, a silver coat with tinges of blue and a white collared shirt beneath it. Her hair’s pinned up in the way that Ayaka likes it, and beyond the unease of being looked at by so many strangers, is the exhilaration of being looked at by the only one that matters in this hall. 

Ayaka glances at her over the dreadful sound of a ticking cloth, fingers tapping impatiently against wrist watches, and when she sees Lumine smiling at her with the warmth of a fire, she finds the confidence within herself to continue. 

She returns her gaze to the keys and presses her fingers in a memorised arrangement of motions. Once she starts, there’s no stop to the endless symphony of a beautiful song. She has studied for so long to become the musician that she is today, training for hours and hours at a time till every strand of her bones was etched with a different note, and every miniscule space of her mind was occupied by the overwhelming desire to become better. Yet she could never muster the confidence to believe in herself. 

Of course, such a self-sacrificial pursuit wasn’t for nothing, and now, Ayaka truly feels like she’s become what her mother can call her own—

Maybe somewhere in this perpetual cycle of yearning, she’ll learn to love herself like her mother did. 

Ayaka gives in to her subconscious during the next hour of playing, trusting her instincts to guide her fingers across the board. Even a pin’s drop would echo through the hall in the complete silence which holds throughout the room, and not a single soul whispers to interrupt. Somewhere between dancing the two versions of herself she brought with herself on the stage, Ayaka learns that this part of herself which she had been so adamant on hating might not be so bad. 

Maybe this is a realisation that comes with closure; she understands now that what is gone, is not necessarily lost. 

Her internal measure of time reminds her once the hour is nearing its end, and Ayaka lifts her hands from the keys to mark the end of her performance. She closes her eyes and basks in the loud silence which is left in the aftermath of the conclusion, and soon replacing it is the sound of thunderous applause. She sucks in a breath, and it’s as though she hasn’t been breathing at all, but when she looks at the crowd risen to their feet with looks of contentment on their faces, Ayaka feels alive. 

In the entire crowd, Ayaka searches for only one person—her heart’s desire looking at her like she’d hung the stars in the sky. Lumine’s face is lit up by the gentle yellow of the hall’s lights, the tears on her face glistening in its pearlescent glow. In that moment that they lock eyes, it’s with absolute sureness that Ayaka knows that their hearts are intertwined.

She doesn’t rise from her seat, even though she’s supposed to. She gestures for a staff member to hand her a microphone. She waits for the moment for the applause to falter before speaking up, and upon hearing her voice, the hall quietens down out of respect. “Good evening, everyone. I would like to start off by saying how much I appreciate all the love that has been shown towards me these past few months, and for the space that I was given to sort out some matters in my personal life. Now that I feel much better about myself, I’m more confident in becoming the Ayaka that you all love and cherish, while also learning how to love the Ayaka that my close friends and family know and love.” 

Nearing the end of her speech, the audience erupts into thunderous applause to express their support towards her. Ayaka smiles politely, glancing at Lumine before continuing the second part of her speech. “Before tonight comes to an end, there is one last song I would like to play, in honour of someone special. I’ve never done anything like this before, and as I’m saying this right now, I don’t know if she’ll like the arrangement but we’ll never know if I don’t try, right?”



There are some sounds of agreement heard among the crowd as Ayaka returns the mic to the staff and faces her piano in preparation. She re-arranges the scores laid out in front of her, skims her eyes over them to ensure that she hasn’t sifted out the wrong arrangement and breathes. “All Too Well, by Taylor Swift—arranged by Ayaka Kamisato,” she introduces, and commences her song of deep love. 

At the start of the song, Ayaka’s so jittery with apprehension that she has to hold herself back from peeling her eyes away from the keyboard to look at the reactions splayed across the audience. She knows that the silence is out of respect, but she can’t help but feel like it’s unnerving—especially when she has done the opposite of what she swore to never do. Although this was far from an impulse decision, as she’s living with the weight of making it, it dawns on her that she has never done anything like this before. 

Even with Thoma, their relationship had been kept so private, she would hold herself back from speaking details about it although they dated for years before Ayaka rose to fame. But she’s here right now, doing so much as professing her love to someone she can’t even be sure loves her back, in front of her brother, who must be sitting astonished in his seat, and Thoma, whose expression she can’t even imagine.

Not to mention, Lumine, who must’ve realised that the song is about her.

Ayaka guides herself through the song one note at a time, braving each second with a bit more confidence. As she’s living in the moment since making a choice she can no longer take back, she tells herself that there’s nothing she can do right now—whether Lumine returns her feelings or not. Even if she doesn’t, it’s not the end of the world. Someone she knows for a few months can’t be the end of her world, after all. 

When the song reaches its end, Ayaka feels at peace with her decision to confess. She lifts her hands from the piano and steps out of her seat, bowing in front of her audience. A second time that night, she receives a standing ovation from her audience, each soul commending her for reaching their hearts. Ayaka glances first at the end of the row, where Lumine is supposed to be seated, and instead of finding her like she hoped, there’s an empty seat. 

“Ah,” she notes, and undeniably feels a sting in her chest at the sight. She searches for Ayato in the crowd, and when she sees the look of pride on his face, she doesn’t know how she doubted for a second that he wouldn’t love her the same. 

As the applause calms down, Ayaka is escorted backstage to be brought down to the lobby for signings. She lets out a sigh as she loosens her collar, wondering if she has ruined her friendship with Lumine. If even for a second, she regrets not putting more thought to it, or even asking someone about it before going ahead with her rash plan and putting her under the pressure of accepting a confession made public for the entire world to see. 

Ayaka raises her head to the cacophony of voices just outside the door leading backstage. And arguing with the staff, right in front of her, she finds Lumine. “Lumine,” she gasps, her eyes stinging with the threat of tears.  

The three staff members that were trying to hold her off from entering snap their heads toward her, then at Lumine, who reciprocates their shock with a look of blatant confidence. “I told you she knows me,” she smirks, and shrugs their hands off her. 

Ayaka excuses them from the area, and the three men mumble apologies while scampering away. “Lumine, what are you doing here? I thought you left—”



“Yeah, uh, that’s because I came to see you,” Lumine explains with an airy laugh. Her hand’s in her hair, pushing her fringe back and her neck’s damp with sweat. Her collar’s loosened too, and some part of her coat has slid off her shoulder, revealing exposed skin by the nape of her neck. Ayaka  knows  she’s flushed, but among the disbelief of seeing Lumine right there, and the thrill of having just stepped off the stage after an hour-long concert, her mind’s racing with more important questions on hand. 

Lumine walks toward her, and stands before her. She looks into Ayaka’s eyes, and looking into them, Ayaka suddenly gets the feeling that maybe,  maybe  this wasn’t for nothing. Then, a pair of cold hands reach out to cup her warm cheeks, softening at the sensation of her skin. And not long after that, a pair of warmer lips are pressed against hers, and Ayaka is certain nothing will ever feel better than this. Lumine snakes a hand down to the small of Ayaka’s back, pulling her closer—so much closer—the heat in their stomachs come close to igniting a fire between them. “I’m so obsessed with you, Kamisato Ayaka,” she groans. 

“I’m obsessed with  you , Lumine,” Ayaka smiles, pulling away when Lumine tries to steal her lips again. She looks at her in such closeness, running her hands through her hair, their bodies pressed so tightly against each other, slotted together like the two broken halves mended, and she is certain that she has found her somebody. She kisses Lumine again, hasty and yearning. 

Behind them is the faint pattering of the late-night rain, drowning out the sounds of the traffic. Every corner of this room is cold, but Ayaka feels like nothing would be strong enough to dim her warmth. Lumine walks her till her back hits the wall, and a feeling in her gut tells her that her night’s going to be long. She’s held in between two arms, pinned right in a position where there’s no space for her to move, and for once in her life, she forgoes any thought about dignity to focus on the heat of this moment. 

Ayaka feels fire at every inch of her skin, and it  hurts, but only ever because she wants so much more than she can have. She’s obsessed with the feeling of Lumine in her hands—the curve of her hips, and the flesh of her cheeks, and the sin in her eyes when Ayaka holds her like she means it. 

Lumine’s far from gentle—she’s never given the impression that she is. Ayaka doesn’t hate it though, even if being handled gently is all she’s been used to her entire life. She doesn’t mind being treated like she’s wanted,  yearned for, for feeling like she’s someone worth pining for. She doesn’t mind when Lumine’s hands brush places she’s always kept to herself; hell, she might like it too. 

The curtains open then behind them, forcing them to break the kiss. A string of saliva connects their lips, and the mortifying realisation of it has Ayaka hastily pressing her handkerchief over her mouth. She snaps her head in the direction of the sound, quickly burying Lumine’s face in the nape of her neck despite her protest. She musters the strength to maintain a neutral expression despite the warm breath sending goosebumps prickling against her skin, and soon enough the culprit reveals himself from behind the curtains’ fabrics. 

None other than Thoma comes walking down the stairs with a bouquet of flowers in his hands, calling out words of praise about the performance. Moments later, he slows down and pauses some distance away, noticing Ayaka in a  compromised  position. “I walked in at the wrong time, didn’t I?” he laments. 

“Yes, you did,” Ayaka lets out a struggled laugh. “Thank you for the flowers.”

Lumine pokes her head out to glare at the flowers, then at Thoma. “Who is he?” Instead of awaiting a response from either of them, she stands up and wraps her arms tighter around Ayaka’s waist protectively, as though fearing Thoma’s trying to hit on her.

Ayaka lets out a chuckle, realising now might not be the best time to reveal the truth of their relationship. 

“I’m just a friend,” Thoma raises both of his hands in surrender, backing up towards the exit. “But I’ll leave you both to it. Have fun, Aya,” he winks and scampers away. 

As soon as it’s only the two of them left in the dimly-lit backstage, Ayaka feels a pair of warm lips press chase kisses against her neck. She muffles a groan and nudges Lumine away. “Not here,” she warns, but Lumine turns her around and tries to kiss her again. With the strong grip around her waist sending an army of butterflies erupting from the pits of her stomach, Ayaka can’t help but wish she could give in right now. “Bring me home,” she whispers against their parted lips, pressing her hand against Lumine’s to hold her away. 

Although she can’t see clearly enough, she can feel Lumine smirking behind her hand; and if there was ever a time she believed she couldn’t fall in love with a person more than once, she knows it to be wrong right now. 

───────

Ayaka wakes up the morning after to the deep buzz of a phone’s notification against the bedside table. She grimaces against the pillow as she pushes herself up from the bed, blinking slowly as she takes in her surroundings. She inhales deeply, and recognises the faint scent of Lumine’s perfume in the sheets. She rolls her head to the side, and finds Lumine sleeping next to her, her breasts just barely covered by the covers. 

Ayaka falls back into the pillow, a smile growing on her face. It’s still so bizarre how they were once stuck talking on the phone, to now waking up next to each other in the morning. She lies there, staring at Lumine’s face lit by the gentle glow of the sunlight, when another notification snaps her out of her reverie. She sighs and pushes herself up, trying not to move too much to avoid waking Lumine. She holds the sheet up to her chest and grabs the vibrating phone off the bedside table, thinking it’s her own. 

It’s only when Ayaka notices the wallpaper that she discerns the phone isn’t her own. By the time she thinks about putting it away, the notification catches her eye.  Do you have any updates on the article?  the message reads, likely from her boss. A follow-up message adds,  I heard you were at Ayaka’s concert yesterday. Send me a report on what you find out. 

Ayaka frowns at the text, wondering what could ever require  Lumine’s  boss to inquire about her, especially if it’s a question completely related to business. Caught up in her thoughts, she doesn’t notice Lumine stirring awake in their bed until she sneaks up behind her, pressing a kiss to the back of her neck. She hastily closes the phone and returns it to the bedside table, forcing a smile onto her face. “Morning, beautiful,” Lumine greets deeply in her morning voice, still not fully awake. 

“Morning,” Ayaka replies insincerely, taking Lumine’s hand in her own. 

“Is everything alright?” Lumine asks, sitting up in her bed. She presses her chest against Ayaka’s back, wrapping her other arm around her waist. 

“Yes,” Ayaka lies. “Everything’s alright.” 

───────

Ayaka decides to let it go. It’s not an easy decision to make, but she knows how one wrong gut feeling will send her into a spiral of overthinking, overanalysing, and the little bit of trust that’s holding her faith together will dissipate. Her trust in Lumine is the least that she can give, and all that Lumine’s ever asked from her. Trust isn’t something easily earned from someone like Ayaka who’s so cautious with her heart, but she has learned that loving Lumine is worth letting herself go places that she wouldn’t normally. 

And soon, it becomes a decision she doesn’t regret making. 

Lumine’s an angel to her—she’s everything Ayaka has ever dreamed of. She’s sensible, and so incredible, and all her friends gush over Lumine like she’s the best thing that has ever happened to Ayaka. She says everything she needs to hear, and it’s like she couldn’t possibly ask for any better. Lumine makes sure she’s always walking on the inside of the sidewalk, and she holds open the door to their car for her to get in first, and it’s like she knows every rule of dating by the book. 

Everything that went wrong with Thoma feels like it’s right with Lumine. Even on busy days, Ayaka finds her girlfriend waiting for her backstage, or in the lobby, and sometimes at the front row of her concert beside her brother, always wearing that grin as dazzling as stars, and a bouquet in her hands. Ayaka keeps each and every one of the bouquets she receives, even though she keeps telling Lumine to stop buying them. She continues to do so, either way. 

Lumine gets along perfectly with Ayato—even though that’s something Ayaka would’ve never seen happening from even miles away. They’ve adjusted to this perfect rhythm of arguing every time that they’re around her, constantly bickering over childish things like who Ayaka loves more (even though she answers ‘Lumine’ every time). They get along during the few times that they sit beside each other during her concerts, but when they go out for dinner after that, they end up fighting over who enjoyed her performance more after that. Ayaka, for a bit of time, suspected Ayato didn’t like Lumine very much, but when he starts coming over with three flasks of coffee instead of two, and an extra tub of ice-cream, she realises he does love her in a way of his own. 

An entire year goes by in the midst of all this loving, and Ayaka thinks she can’t possibly be any happier. She’s at the peak of her career, she’s moved on from her ex-boyfriend—whom she’s best friends with again—and she’s healing from her mother’s death. 

Lumine saved her in every way that a person could be saved. 

───────

The first time Ayaka notices something wrong, it’s when Lumine doesn’t show up for their anniversary dinner. 

Schedules have never been a problem between them, as busy as they could get at times, since the two of them always found a way to make time for each other. Ayaka cleared the day so she could spend all her time preparing for the night that they had planned out, and although her girlfriend let her know beforehand that she’d be running late because of a major deadline she has coming up, Lumine promised she would come. 

Ayaka reaches the restaurant in time for their reservation, and waits. The restaurant that they’ve chosen opened only a couple of months prior, but quickly gained a reputation for its peaceful atmosphere and delightful service. Ayaka has been meaning to come here for a while, and no better occasion than her anniversary with the one she adores most. She drums her fingers against the table in waiting, turning her to look at the view of the beach just beyond the railings marking the boundaries of the restaurant. 

Ayaka’s smile doesn’t leave her face for the first ten minutes, then thirty, until the waitress attends to her table for the third time that night. She sends her off with yet another polite smile and an apology, turning her attention to her phone for the umpteenth time that night. She sends yet another message after the ten that she’s already sent, asking,  Lumine, are you coming?  

Ten minutes ago, Lumine said she was on the way. 

An hour later, she doesn’t come. 

───────

Ayaka cries for the first time that night—the first time in a year. 

“Sorry, something came up at work,” Lumine explains when Ayaka calls that night. “Anyways, I can’t talk right now. There’s something I have to submit.” 

The conversation seems to end there. Ayaka sinks into her bed, fidgeting with her dress. It’s been a long time since they’ve talked, or done anything, really. She doesn’t care so much about their anniversary gone to waste, but she really, really misses Lumine. “Goodnight, Lumine,” she sighs, defeated, into the phone. 

When the call cuts abruptly, Lumine blames it on the midnight rain. 

───────

The second time Ayaka notices something wrong, it’s after Lumine doesn’t return her calls for a week. 

She doesn’t know where Lumine works, because she was always private about that information, and mentioned not liking her job enough for it to rarely become a topic of their conversations. As such, Ayaka’s stranded with only a few options on hand, and the only one plausible enough is leaving her phone on her bench while she plays the piano for hours at a time, waiting for a call back. 

When Lumine finally calls, she doesn’t say anything in greeting. It’s four in the morning, Ayaka wakes up to the sound of her phone buzzing by the side of her head, and her body’s cold because of the heavy rain outside. She picks up the phone indignantly and holds it to her ear, too dazed to wonder who the call’s from. On the other side of the line, all she hears is heavy breathing—

—“Lumine?” the name spills out of her lips, and upon careful listening, she hears the sound of sobbing. 

“I’m so sorry, Aya,” Lumine sobs, and Ayaka recognises the unmistakable quiver of guilt. She sits up in her bed, hand clenched around her phone tightly. She runs her hand across her face, then through her hair, searching for a single coherent thought to pluck from her mind in response. “I messed up. I messed up so bad,” Lumine cries, and Ayaka doesn’t know what for. 

She tries to make a sound, but Lumine hushes her instead. “Do you think we could stay like this for a while?” 

So that’s what they do—they stay. Ayaka, listening to Lumine’s unsteady breaths and Lumine, taking in what would eventually become the last of their time spent together. At some point, it feels like their hearts intertwine, like the first time they did in that theatre, but that revelation doesn’t come easy to either of them. Ayaka has questions, so many of them, but she’s so scared of asking them—


   Because what if Lumine slips away again? 


She can’t do anything but hold onto this precarious chance of hers in the messy state it’s been shoved into her hands, even a second with Lumine is all that she’s ever asked for. 

It remains unrecorded how much time passes as they exist in each other’s quiet company over the phone. 

At some point, when they both know that they have to go, Ayaka whispers, “Goodnight, Lumine.” 

“Goodnight, Ayaka,” she whispers back, and never calls again. 

───────

There’s never a third time because it all ends after that. 

Ayaka remembers living in the moment of it all and wondering where everything started to go wrong. Being ghosted isn’t easy—she learns now that she’s on the receiving end of this cold, unexplainable behaviour and there’s nothing she can do that will cushion that feeling of helplessness. The nights she used to sleep easy are now filled with restlessness and unease, and it’s like all the misery she managed to narrowly escape from have caught her by the ankles and are yanking her into that cycle of anxiety once more. 

She doesn’t know how much time she spends checking her phone. She has it by her on her bench when she’s playing the piano through her sleepless nights, and as soon as she’s done performing, she runs off-stage to glance at her phone with hopes for a missed call—even a voicemail. She checks it between meals, between conversations, between every other action because at some point, she convinces herself that something horrible has happened to  Lumine  and instead of doing anything, she’s waiting for things to fix themselves. 

She doesn’t know what happened, and that’s the worst part of it all.  Did Lumine fall out of love with me? Ayaka sobs into her hands when she’s sitting on her windowsill during a rainstorm, thinking about Lumine. Sometimes there’s sadness, other times there’s regret but most of the time, she doesn’t know what to make of the incomprehensible cluster of feelings in her chest. 

Lying to Ayato hurts much worse than having to keep it to herself. It’s within his habits to ask whether Lumine’s going to join them every time they’re out for dinner, or hanging out at Ayaka’s house, and even when she tells him that she’s not going to come around, he insists on calling her number. She has to stop him before he can, because she knows his calls won’t go through and he’ll recognise faster than her that something’s wrong. 

It’s the same with everyone else in her life; they ask about Lumine and she can’t say anything about what happened because  what does she know about her own relationship anymore, except the part that it has fallen apart? 

 Have I been abandoned? Does she not love me anymore?  Ayaka cries as the weight of her tears play a discord of their own on the piano.  All Too Well  falls between the gaps of her fingers, solidifying in her bones as a final reminder of Lumine. 

Ayaka reluctantly accepts the dreadful process of letting go. 

───────

In the morning after she first catches a wink of sleep since Lumine’s disappearance, everything goes wrong. 

Ayaka stirs awake to the hollow vibration of her phone on her bedside table; and while once is ignorable, ten times isn’t. She sighs, wishing she could’ve snuck in a little more sleep when she hasn’t gotten much of it recently, but decides to sit up before her phone breaks from the number of notifications it’s getting. She swipes her phone off the table and rubs her bleary eyes, looking dazedly at the screen. 

It’s at that moment when she notices a hundred messages from her manager, and at least a thousand more emails from companies she’s working with. Ayaka’s heart sinks to her stomach in her attempt to grapple with the surreality of this moment, even though she doesn’t fully understand it yet. Her mind rushes, and her thoughts are so full that she can’t pick one that makes sense. Her phone receives a call which she immediately picks up, because someone has to give her an explanation as to what’s going on— 

“Thoma?” she asks, desperate for an answer. 

The door to her bedroom bursts open as one of her maids comes scampering inside. “Lady Ayaka, your brother is waiting for you at the front door,” she explains. She glances at the calendar tucked among other knick-knacks on her bedside table, and notices that today should’ve been the day for her brother’s important meeting—one where he was meant to sign a partnership with another multimillion dollar company. But instead of his office, her brother’s at her  front door, for reasons unknown, and that can’t mean anything good. 

“Thoma, what happened?” Ayaka pleads as she scampers off the bed in her nightgown, throwing on a cardigan as she rushes down a flight of stairs to meet her brother. 

“Did you read the article?” 

Ayaka slows in her steps, tightening her grip on the railings of the staircase. “Article? What article?” 

Thoma falls silent.

“Thoma, what article?” 

Ayaka’s heart leaps in her chest once she hears the furious banging on her front door, and is forced to cut the call so she can see what her brother has to say. She slips her phone into the pocket of her cardigan and runs to the door, where Ayato’s standing with the least composure she has ever seen him. His hair is a mess, his skin is flushed, and he’s holding a magazine in a deathgrip. “Ayato,” she gasps, concerned. Ayato pushes past her and slams the door firmly behind him, not providing her an answer. 

He storms all the way to the study, with Ayaka following in his trails. “Ayato,” she demands once they’re in the closed walls of the study, her hands trembling with fear. “You’re scaring me,” she states, a quiver in her voice as she observes the magazine in his hands. 

“That girlfriend of yours is a traitor.” 

“What?” Ayaka frowns, taken aback by the insult seemingly pulled out of nowhere. Ayato slams the magazine down against the table and sits on the couch, his arms folded in frustration. She picks up the magazine gingerly, glossing over the cover page for a moment— Teyvat Tabloid, it reads, the country’s most infamous lifestyle magazine, known for its saucy gossip and its tendency to ruin the reputation of celebrities. So, when Ayaka discovers that she’s on the cover of said magazine, her heart stops, along with the world around her. 

One look at the picture of her on the cover and she’s sent reeling,  panicking. 

The magazine trembles in her shaking hands as she flips over one page, then the next, and the next after that, and all she hears is the sound of blood gushing in her ears. Even the feeling of her phone vibrating in her pocket numbs as she takes in the cruel reality that she’s been subjected to. 

Right there, a page after the cover, is an article dedicated to her, and everything she had once thought to be a secret is now known to the world; her breakup and the messy overcoming of it, her mother’s death, her deep belief in being unloved. It has all been broadcasted for the world. The world pities her now. They don’t see her for the Ayaka that they saw on stage, but the Ayaka she tried to preserve for the eyes she trusts. 

And if it could not get any worse, nestled right beneath the header of the article is “Lumine”. 

The grief that comes with that revelation is like no other, as Ayaka gives into the weakness in her knees. The magazine falls out of her hands and a tear slips off her eyelid, wetting its open pages. She watches the patterns on the wooden floor beneath her until the sight is blurred into an array of indescribable colours. She lets out a tortured sound as she leans her forehead against the ground, balling her hands into fists.  You betrayed me,  the thought sinks to the very fibre of her being.  You betrayed me, Lumine. You betrayed me. You betrayed me. YOU BETRAYED ME, HOW COULD YOU BETRAY ME?— 

 I LOVED YOU, I LOVED YOU, I LOVED YOU .

And soft like the petals of a flower, a pair of arms envelop her cold, trembling body. Ayato rests his chin in the crook of her neck and leans his head against hers. For a moment, all that’s heard between them is the sound of their slowing breaths, and the sound of the ticking clock. “I’m sorry, Aya,” he whispers against her skin as she falls apart in his arms. “I thought you knew.” 

“I didn’t want to believe it,” Ayaka whimpers. “I loved her.”  

“I know you did,” Ayato holds her tighter. 

“Do you think she loved me back?” 

He doesn’t answer. 

  
Author’s Note:i promise i love them, even if it doesn’t seem like it
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