
to break the bars wide open

Author’s Note:
      title from the song Who Else Could I Be by Peter Bradley Adams

    


    
    The Kamisato Estate, just like every other mansion where nobility lives, is home to an extravagant variety of precious things. This variety includes a large collection of woodblock prints, spread out and neatly stored between three different yumemiru libraries that are regularly kept clean by Thoma’s trusty duster. 

And varied, too, is the nature of what they depict: from delicate, ephemeral sceneries of the shores of Inazuma and the dragon-taloned waves that crash against them, to simple, mundane scenes of workers and common folk, to glorious and detailed sights taken straight from ancient tales.

There’s even a generous amount of books entirely dedicated to woodblock prints, and one of them in particular has edges that are more worn out than the others; this particular book had been the favorite of the oldest of the Kamisato siblings during his childhood. Ayato had spent hours upon hours with his nose buried between the pages, and the reason was quite simple: the prints contained in the book featured yōkai and all the strange creatures that populated the imagination (and the nightmares) of Inazuma’s people as their main subject; a series of illustrations of yōkai banquets, tournaments, and solemn processions through the woods. The array of the yōkai’s forms was both amusing and terrifying (except for a print that portrayed a small, pink-furred fox with comically large ears, that one was just extremely cute).

Ayato, who had been a very grounded and pragmatic person even as a child, knew very well that such creatures weren’t around anymore, or had gotten mixed up with humans to the point that their original nature had been diluted. None of the prints scared him.

Well, except for one.

It was a monochrome one and it was the portrait of an oni. Ayato had seen plenty of illustration that featured oni, usually inside temples and shrines, but they were gaudy, exaggerated things—oni tended to be pictured dismembering and devouring people alive, or torturing them in manners that, frankly, were so creative that they ended up being mildly hilarious to him, rather than terrifying.

But the one in the book was different. That particular oni was inside a cave, its entrance partially covered by a ravine; a makeshift trap. The inside of the cave was littered with human skulls, and the oni sat atop them like a sort of demented monarch. Its body was hulking, but lacked muscle entirely, so it was just rolls of fat stacked upon each other and bound together by skin that looked weirdly pockmarked, like a toad’s. It was staring in front of itself with eyes that were too little for its enormous, round face, framed by coarse hair that sprung up in all directions and that hid a pair of stubby horns. Eyes that, even in their simple composition of circle-plus-dot, managed to pierce the paper and stare right at the viewer.

You’ll pass through here, sooner or later  said that gaze.  You’ll pass through here and I’ll be here as well.  

Ayato always skipped the page as fast as he could, but he always ended up feeling those eyes on him even long after closing the book.

Mind you, the picture still wasn’t scary to him. Just… unnerving. Which, in Ayato’s experience, could be even worse than “scary”.

Scary  was an impact, a scream; it was the moment. On the other hand,  unnerving was the slow drag, the erosion, a constant weight in the stomach.

The book had been opened less and less while he was growing up. Eventually, once he had reached adulthood, only a vague memory of those tiny, hungry eyes lingered in the recesses of his mind.

And besides, the image of that oni had been replaced with a live specimen that was wildly different and much more interesting.

Ayato had got the opportunity to learn about  onizoku  firsthand. And many interesting discoveries he had stumbled upon, such as…









Arataki Itto has a tongue piercing.

Ayato goes to file that particular piece of information in one of the numerous drawers in his mind—like he does with every little thing that catches his keen eye, be it the most recent tax increase on lavender melons, or the grimace that cracks Kujou Sara’s face when she is asked what she thinks about the statues modeled in the likeness of the almighty Narukami Ōgosho. However, when he tries to close that metaphorical drawer, it gets jammed; as a result, the Itto-has-a-tongue-piercing newsflash floats back to the front of his mind.

Just how much does it hurt, doing something like that? The tongue is a very sensitive organ (or was it a muscle?). And how much does someone have to wait to eat again, after getting their tongue pierced? Would he ever do something like that? Probably not. Maybe if something really important was at stake. Like his sister’s life, or Inazuma’s entire supply of tapioca flour… Or maybe just to see the shock painted on the faces of his numerous advisors.

“Aniki?”

Ayato doesn’t startle. He never does. He slowly breaks the surface of the pond of his own thoughts and he languidly blinks a couple of times to bring the world back into focus, revealing his interlocutor.

Arataki Itto, seated next to him, is studying him attentively. One thick, sharp eyebrow quirked, eerily carmine eyes scanning his face.

“Are you okay? I kinda lost you a little bit just now.”

They’re sitting at Ayato’s favorite stall, tucked away in downtown Hanamizaka. The owner makes the best milk tea in Inazuma City and is enough of a good person to tolerate Itto without Ayato having to shoot warning glares over his shoulder in order to deter anyone from protesting the oni’s presence.

It’s one of their usual meeting places. Or, well, more like the only one. It’s quiet enough that Ayato doesn’t have to worry about bumping into someone he knows, and Itto doesn’t risk disturbing anyone when he laughs several decibels above the threshold of human tolerance.

It’s his personal zen garden, except that, instead of neatly polished stones, he has several pounds of oni muscle and enthusiasm to keep him company.

“I’m fine. Just a bit tired, but it’s nothing I haven’t felt before.”

Itto’s eyes scrunch in sympathy. He’s so expressive. It’s almost scary, how openly he wears his heart on his sleeve, proudly on display like the golden Vision dangling from his collar. 

“Aw,” he drawls. “I don’t know what you do for a living, but it must suck. You should take a page from my book and take some rest. Just sit on your ass for three days straight or something like that.  And if someone nags you about that you just tell them to shut their trap!”

Itto tilts his chin up and flashes a smile, revealing canines that are a little bit too long to be fully human.

If only it would be so easy, Ayato thinks. He’s always amazed by how  little  Itto seems to care about his personal life. That kind of treatment would elicit some degree of rightful dismay if it came from someone else, but Itto compensates by caring about him as a  person. To him Ayato is the man that dragged his spirits up from the abyss of low self-esteem, and he doesn’t need to know anything else. Apparently. 

Ayato is happy like this.

“Do you like the candy?” he asks, changing the topic.

Since Itto doesn’t take well to milk tea, he had offered him a piece of shioame candy on a whim. If there is something he knows about Itto is that he likes candy, given how often he tries to use it as a bargaining chip. 

Itto ponders the question, jaw moving slowly. There are some faint, clicking noises, and Ayato knows, with thrilling certainty, that it’s the candy bumping against the barbell piercing through Itto’s tongue; hard sugar against metal.

“It’s good, but a little weird,” is the final, solemn judgment. “I had never eaten one of these before, even if Granny eats them all the time. I had automatically classified them as ‘old people’s candy’, y’know?”

“But if I give one to you it’s different? Am I  old people as well?” Ayato teases. It’s not his fault. His mind is trained on spotting logical fallacies, and Itto is a goldmine of those.

Itto, ever the illogical creature, just shrugs it off.

“Nah, you’re  you , so it’s cool.”

“Hmm, I see.”

“Why do you even carry something like that around?”

“It’s a habit I picked up from my father. He always had a few pieces of candy on his person at all times.”

It’s not a lie.

While he was still alive Ayato’s father had liked shioame candy a lot and had never seemed to grasp the reason why children scrunched up their noses when they were offered some (Ayato and Ayaka, at least. Thoma had been too polite to refuse food even at a young age).

Ayato had passionately tried to explain that it was because shioame candy wasn’t entirely sweet, like good, inoffensive candy should have been. It was betrayal in confectionery form. However, his father had just shrugged and lifted his hands up to his mouth to hide his laughter at his son’s childish disdain; and, in doing so, more pieces of candy had tumbled out of the long sleeves of his hakama.

“You’ll understand when you’re grown up,” had been his enigmatic answer.

The first time Ayato had eaten a piece of that candy had been at sixteen, kneeling by his father’s deathbed and listening to his inexorably fading breaths.

The taste had been contradictory, mirroring the state of his emotions. Salty like the tears rolling down his cheeks. Sweet like the awareness that, thankfully, the man he had looked up to his whole life would have someone by his side in his last moments.

At one point, while staring through a veil of tears at his own trembling hands, he had thought he had swallowed the candy whole by mistake, but the tiny pebble lodged in his throat had been nothing but his own anger and sadness, somatized. And so he had kept rolling the candy in his mouth, mechanically, seething and sniffling at the injustice of it all, until it had been completely consumed.

And in those crucial moments he had finally understood his answer.

“I think I know why only ‘old people’ like shioame candy,” he tells Itto, in the present. “It’s because growing older means coming to accept and appreciate that all aspects of life can’t always be black or white… Or sweet and salty, in this case. Sometimes it’s a mix of the two and you have to learn how to live with that.”

Itto nods at every word, bringing a black-nailed hand to his chin to stroke an invisible beard.

“Wise words from the wisest man I know,” he says. “You’re so cool, aniki.”

Ayato swats away the compliment with a lazy wave of his hand.

“Nothing of the sort. I’m just old enough to understand.”









Later, when Itto has long excused himself to go hunting for onikabuto in “the most secret place in Inazuma” (which is just a small cave under the cliff that houses Inazuma city and thus not a secret at all) and Ayato is leisurely chewing on the last of his tapioca pearls, someone comes to sit on the stool that Itto had previously been occupying.

Ayato doesn’t even look at the person to ascertain their identity. He just makes a discreet gesture behind his back, in order to signal the hidden Shūmatsuban members tasked with watching over him (and poor Sayu, who has long fallen asleep disguised as a barrel not even ten feet away from him) that they don’t need to act.

“Deputy,” he greets. “Lovely evening we’re having. What brings you here, to this humble stall? I’d offer you something, but I have a feeling you’d rather avoid removing your mask to eat in front of a stranger like me.”

“Commissioner,” Kuki Shinobu shoots back. “It’s rare to see you out, strolling the streets. And thank you for the offer, but you’re absolutely correct”.

Ayato turns around. Kuki Shinobu sits in a way that betrays her past as a shrine maiden in training; back straight, chin held high, hands parallel on her tights. The picture of propriety. The demure posture clashes with her demonic mask and the steel in her eyes.

“Well, if you’re looking for your boss,” Ayato tries after a beat of silence. “He has already left.”

“Oh, I know that.”

And he knows that she knows. But the game of straightforwardness has never been fun for him.

He stares at her in silence with his best expression of polite confusion plastered on his face, until the corner of one of her eyes twitches, and she caves in with a sigh.

“You have been meeting with him for a while now, Commissioner. Pardon me if I ask, but just what do you want from him? What use is he to you, especially kept in the dark about your position like this? I have tried answering these questions on my own, but the answer still eludes me.”

Ayato hums.

“Ah, I see how it is. You’re worried for his safety.”

“Yes. Why wouldn’t I be? I’m his second-in-command, after all. And,” Shinobu pinches the bridge of her nose like she’s trying to stave off an impending migraine “he’s also my friend. I will  always  worry about him, even if I trust him unconditionally.”

“What admirable loyalty. You can rest assured, then. I’m not using him at all, neither for the Yashiro Commission’s sake, nor for my personal gain. I simply enjoy his company.”

Shinobu doesn’t look too convinced. Her forehead wrinkles in confusion; to Ayato’s amused eyes, each wrinkle could as well resemble a question mark.

“You” she states, deadpan.

“Me?”

“You… enjoy his company?”

“Correct. Is it really that difficult to believe?”

Shinobu’s frown deepens. Her jaw moves a few times, and Ayato can’t see it behind the mask, but he pictures her opening and closing her mouth without any sound coming out, as if she was one of the koi fish that roam the ponds of the Kamisato Estate.

Opposite to her, he keeps his usual, seraphic smile on his face. He can’t really blame her for her suspicion, but he’s telling the truth.

Nothing but the truth, for once.

“Y—you know what?” Shinobu huffs in the end, lifting up her hands in a  damn it all gesture . “Okay, fine. I believe you. But I must ask you something, if you’re going to keep this up.”

Then Shinobu does something very uncharacteristic of her, and it’s Ayato’s turn to be surprised.

She slides off the stool with a single, fluid motion, and ends up  kneeling  in front of him, her head hung low, her hands clenched into fists on top of her thighs. When she speaks again her voice is hushed, meant to be heard only by him.

“Please, whatever you do… don’t hurt him. I know he can be stupid, and irrational, and childish, and a hundred other negative adjectives, but… he’s also incredibly kind-hearted, and loyal, and altruistic… and a thousand other positive adjectives. He’s suffered a lot in the past, but all that suffering has never turned him bitter, unlike others I’ve seen. I can see he likes you a lot and holds you in high regard, so  please  treat his feelings with the utmost care. He will always do the same with yours.”

Shinobu lifts her head. Something cold glints in her eyes.

“And if you do hurt him…”

However, she leaves the sentence unfinished, drawing a sharp breath and shaking her head.

“My deepest apologies. I’ve spoken out of turn.”

“Oh no, Deputy. Don’t apologize.”

Ayato reaches down to gently grasp one of her shoulders. She nods and stands up to sit back on her stool.

“Like I said, I find your loyalty to your Boss nothing short of upstanding. I’m happy that he has such a caring and level-headed person to support him. I will keep your words in mind… including your last warning.”

The faintest hint of red peeks out from under Shinobu’s mask.

“Ah,” she scoffs. “Forget about that last part. But I’m glad you understand. If the Boss troubles you, or if you need to know something about him, you can always ask me.”

“Thank you. I do actually have something to ask, now that I think about it. I hope it’s nothing too private.”

“By all means, ask away.”

Ayato sticks out the tip of his tongue and points to it.

“When did he get his tongue pierced? It wasn’t, the last time I met him.”

If Shinobu deems it a strange question, she doesn’t show it (but then again, her mask makes it a little difficult to glean her emotions, even to someone as skilled in people-reading as Ayato).

“You’re interested in that? It’s fine, I suppose I can tell you. You see, the Boss gets involved in all kinds of stupid bets and always ends up losing them. However, no matter how harsh the punishment is and as long as it doesn’t involve beans, he always faces it bravely. He’s that kind of person. Luckily for him I am also a certified piercer, so he’s in the right hands whenever something like that happens.”

“I see. It does sound like something he would do.”

Shinobu stands up and casts a glance at the darkening sky.

“Well, Commissioner, if you’ll excuse me now I still have some errands to run and a Boss to retrieve, wherever he might be. Thank you for lending me your time and listening to me.”

“Oh, the pleasure is all mine. Have a safe trip back, Deputy.” 

Shinobu bows and is about to plunge back into the busier streets of Hanamizaka, but she stops after a couple of steps.

“One last thing. I really meant it when I said that you can always come to me, if you need help with the Boss. Because, you see…”

Shinobu turns back to face him, lifting a hand to her face and removing her mask just enough for her mouth to be fully on display. When she speaks again, Ayato sees the glint of a metal barbell on her tongue.

“… we members of the Arataki gang stick together through thick and thin.”









Ayato’s farce falls on the last day of the Irodori festival. In the early evening, to be precise.

After overseeing the festival for most of the day, he and Ayaka find themselves sitting at the counter of Komore Teahouse for a well deserved rest, even if they are both still buzzing with leftover energy; Ayaka even more than him, after days of being involved in the poem mystery that he had oh so cleverly set up. 

(She jokingly tells him that she will never live it down, but she admits that running around and reenacting the story of the Five Kasen  was  a lot of fun. Also, now everyone keeps comparing her to the graceful Sumizome, and Ayato can tell she appreciates it, even if she’s too humble to state it out loud).

“I wish we had more festivals like this one, where people come from abroad,” she confesses while she picks up a freshly baked dorayaki from a plate that lies between them on the counter. “Meeting the Traveler’s friends was the most fun I had in years, I think… Mm, this dorayaki is delicious. The right degree of soft and spongy. Thank you, Taroumaru.”

Taroumaru, magnanimous provider of their afternoon snack, wags his tail from behind the counter, where he’s perched on top of a high barstool. He barks a short affirmative that could mean anything and nothing at all—only Sangonomiya’s right hand man would be able to tell—before nudging the plate of dorayaki towards Ayato with his nose.

Ayato nods and picks up one of the sweets. He can’t refuse the master of Komore Teahouse, can he?

“Then you’re in luck, dear sister. With the Sakoku Decree out of the way we are free to organize more festivals like this one. I have to start plotting the next poem hunt to keep you occupied.”

Ayaka rolls her eyes and smiles. Her smile has been changing a lot, recently, growing larger and larger every day that passes—unfolding like a spring blossom. She has more friends now, and more confidence as well. Their mother would be so proud. 

Ayato briefly pictures her sitting between them, laughing with Ayaka and reaching over the counter to pet Taroumaru’s head. 

“Brother?”

“Yes?”

“You’re spacing out. Are you tired? You should eat that dorayaki, you know. You need the sugar.”

“Yes, yes. It’s true that you’ve been growing awfully strong recently, but I know that you won’t be able to carry me home, if I faint.”

He’s right about to take a bite, when the door suddenly slides open behind them and a familiar voice, breathless with exertion, asks: “m-my Lord?”

In a flawless show of sibling coordination, Ayato and Ayaka whip around at the same time. Taroumaru barks.

Thoma is standing in the doorway, or, well,  slouching  under the weight of a body much larger than his.

The body, predictably enough, belongs to an unusually pale and bleary-eyed Arataki Itto, who lifts his head from Thoma’s shoulder at the sight of Ayato. 

“Aniki!”

“A-aniki?”

“Itto?” 

Ayaka doesn’t add any confused exclamations of her own, too occupied looking between the three of them with eyes as wide as saucers. 

Ayato is the first to get his bearings back.

“Good evening, Thoma. And Itto as well. May I ask what exactly am I looking at here?”

“I… uhm…” Thoma starts, before a flash of realization crosses his face. “Wait, my Lord, you know him?”

“Of course he does,” Itto croaks, perking up and detaching himself from Thoma’s support, wobbling a little as he straightens his back. “Everybody knows me. I’m even more famous than the Raiden Shōgun.”

“That might be a little of an overstatement.”

Ayato wants to speak, but Itto beats him to it.

“Wait,” he blurts out. He’s looking straight at Ayato, who finds himself weirdly pinned in place by those red eyes. Almost… caught.

“Thoma, my dude, the Traveler told me you are the retainer of the Kamisato clan. And you just called aniki  my lord . Then… this means he’s…”

Ayato feels a vague sense of dread creeping up his back.

They have the first row seats to the spectacle that is Itto slowly putting the pieces of his real identity together. Under those red horns of his, his brain must be working at full capacity, but all that leaves his mouth after coming to the obvious conclusion is a faint  oh .

Silence falls after that. Even Taroumaru must sense the tension in the air; he doesn’t move at all, not even for an ear flick. 

Ayato is still held at knife point by Itto’s eyes. A hundred sentences crowd at his lips, but they wither and die right before leaving them.

Ayaka, Archons bless her, is the first one that breaks the weird impasse. 

Impeccably polite as always, she stands up and bows, before pointing to the plate of dorayaki. If Ayato wasn’t occupied by trying to come up with something to say, he might applaud her for not batting an eye at the sight of a full grown oni. 

“Itto, was it? I’m Kamisato Ayaka, honored to make your acquaintance. Pardon me If I point this out, but you’re looking a little pale. Are you feeling well? Please, have a dorayaki.”

Itto’s eyes slowly move to where she’s pointing. His face lights up at the sight of the dorayaki.

“Whoa, nice! What’s the filling?”

“Red bean paste” Ayaka answers before Ayato can stop her.

Itto nods. His lower lip trembles.

And then his eyes roll back into his head and he crumbles down to the floor.









After fifteen minutes of panicked explanations (on Thoma’s part), horrified realizations (on Ayaka’s part) and barely held back laughter (on Ayato’s part), the recent developments are clear to all of them. Thoma tells them about his encounter with Itto at the Irodori festival, about the volunteering contest and the unfortunate allergic incident that had followed. His reason for being at Komore Teahouse is that he wanted to apologize for Itto’s near-death experience by treating him to dinner.

Itto conveniently regains consciousness when Thoma is done speaking, and they all relocate to a low table in one of the innermost rooms of the Teahouse.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry, kid, it’s nothing. I know you just wanted to help me. And besides, it takes a lot more to hurt the mighty Arataki Itto! I once ate thirty-two bowls of kitsune udon and  that  wasn’t enough to make me kick the bucket!”

“I’m so terribly sorry.”

The more Ayaka runs out of ways to apologize, the redder she gets. Her face is partially hidden behind one of her silk fans (that was also used to fan Itto while he was unconscious) and she can’t bring herself to look anyone in the eye. 

“Still,” Thoma intervenes with a shudder. “It was another close call.”

“Yeah, if I had mora for all the times I was offered something containing beans today I’d have two mora, which isn’t much… But it’s still weird that it happened twice, you know?”

Thoma shoots Ayato a weird look. It’s a look Ayato sees often on his face, namely when he’s presenting him with some food of dubious composition to try out.

“I agree. If only  someone  had told me that he was acquainted with you, maybe I would have known about the fact that oni are fatally allergic to beans.”

“Now, now,” Ayato replies, lifting a glass of sake to his lips. “Nothing too serious happened. It was just some ordinary miscommunication… and we are apologizing by treating Itto to dinner like the civilized people that we are. Speaking of which, Thoma, what are we having?”

Thoma gives a long sigh and stands up, dusting himself off. 

“Since it’s a celebration, I thought I could ask Taroumaru if we can arrange some hotpot—without tofu, of course, and with extra cuts of meat. And  definitely  without the weird stuff that you and the lady like to try. I’m going to check up on that.”

“What are we celebrating, exactly?” Itto asks.

Thoma, who is already at the door, turns back to look at them over his shoulder, and his eyes land on Ayato. His lips stretch in a fond smile.

“We are celebrating me not murdering you via accidental bean administration… and my Lord finally introducing us to one of his friends.”











All in all, it’s the most fun Ayato has had in a while. It doesn’t take much, since his life is the definition of “boring” by most people’s standards. But then again, his definition of  fun  is also pretty different from what is considered “normal”.

He was never the type to put himself at the center of attention anyway.

Also, who says you can’t have fun by looking at others having fun?

Itto monopolizes the conversation–and the food and drinks, but they cut him some slack in light of his recent traumatic experiences–immediately, retelling the tale of his unfortunate encounter with the limited edition drink at the Irodori festival to a shocked Ayaka. Thoma has to intervene more than once to correct a detail here and there (“no, you weren’t coughing up blood…”) and Ayato contributes with a gasp or a  ooh of his own when the narration reaches its moments of dramatic climax, since the feedback riles Itto up even more and it’s pretty entertaining to witness.

At some point Itto gets asked by both Thoma and Ayaka about his first meeting with Ayato and he immediately goes on a tangent about onikabuto and the epic dynamics of beetle fights and trading card games, painting Ayato as the savior of his fighting career.

“Honestly, I wasn’t really surprised to learn how important aniki is. Part of me always knew that. I mean, you just need to hear him  speaking. ”

And when he thinks Ayato isn’t watching he looks at him out of the corner of his eye as if he’s searching for something; his speech, normally so loud and boisterous, falters only for a second.

And Ayato, behind his amiable mask, feels something heavy—something that could be guilt—settling in his gut.











Later in the night, when Thoma escorts Ayaka back to the Estate and it’s only the two of them left, Itto drowsily states, with his cheek half-smushed against the table and eyes glazed over by alcohol: “maaan, to think I’ve been friends with the Yashiro Commissioner all this time. Now I understand why Granny and the boys looked a little puzzled when I prattled about you. And yet nobody said anything.”

Itto sighs and thunks his head against the table. One of his horns leaves a tiny indent in the wood. 

His next words are uncharacteristically quiet.

“I really am an idiot.”

Ayato, next to him, looks at his hunched shoulders and the way his mane of pale hair falls down his back. The red streaking through it reminds him of crimson algae swaying gently with the tide.

“I believe I owe you some excuses.”

Itto turns his head to look at him, eyes wide.

“Ah? What are you saying?”

“I’m sorry for not telling you who I was from the beginning.”

“Ah, that.”

Itto huffs out a little, drunken laugh from his nose. But the hilarity, when he stares back at Ayato, is absent from his gaze.

“It’s no biggie. I understand why you did it. Some big shot like you, hanging out with an oni—a demon like me? You can’t afford that. People would talk. I’m… it’s fine if they talk about me, I don’t care, but… I don’t want them to think badly of you. You don’t deserve it.”

The words are muttered and hesitant, but each one of them—coupled with the downturned corners of Itto’s mouth—manages to sink deep into Ayato. Down to the marrow.

His lungs feel weirdly constricted when he tells Itto: “you really are an idiot.”

“Hey, wha—”

Ayato removes one of his gloves and reaches out with his left hand, settling it over Itto’s head. His pinky brushes against a horn, and finally he gets to experience how it is, touching one of them: it feels satiny and suffused with warmth (blood?) against his skin.

“Silly oni. I don’t care what people think about me. I’ve spent most of my life being the object of gossip and speculation, as well as multiple attempts on my life. I had to fight tooth and nail to carry the weight of my family’s legacy and to be where I am now—“

“That’s so cool.”

“—perhaps. But what I want to say is that I couldn’t care less about a few slanderers. And you shouldn’t pay them any attention as well.”

Itto blinks. His brow furrows.

“But then why do you hang out with me? I mean, I’m the greatest and all, but so are you, and—“

Just what do you want from him?  echoes Shinobu’s voice, somewhere in Ayato’s memories.

He could lie. He could let out an artificial laugh and deflect the question. But that would just be running away: Itto is being sincere with him, bleeding and golden-hearted like he always is, so the least that he can do is return the favor.

“You’re refreshing.”

“Duh. Of course I am. The freshest guy in all of Inazuma”

“Of course you are. However, I meant your presence. You and I are quite different. You’re free, and honest, and selfless. Nothing ties you down. You are generous, both with your resources and with your trust. I find you interesting because there’s never a dull moment when you’re around, and I can forget about my obligations for a little while.”

Itto’s face grows redder and redder until it matches the color of his horns. As soon as Ayato is done speaking, he buries his face in his hands with a muffled whimper.

“Oh? The great Arataki Itto can’t handle a few compliments?”

“Shut uuup. I’m just… I’m just… I mean, it’s  you  we are talking about here. No, wait, maybe I’m just too drunk for this.”

Ayato shakes his head. His hand, still on Itto’s head, trails down to his nape, fingers carding through hair that’s both thick and silky—until they bypass the spiked collar from which his Vision hangs and they get stuck on something… metallic? 

A shudder goes through Itto’s body when Ayato carefully parts his hair to reveal a shining barbell piercing the back of his neck.

“Looks like you found one of my piercings. I’m running out of hidden places to put them. Stupid bets.”

Ayato’s mouth is suddenly very, very dry. 

“Whoever won that particular bet can certainly say that they have, ah, taken the oni’s head. Literally.*”

It takes Itto a second to parse the meaning of those words, but when he does he groans like he’s in unimaginable pain, rolling his eyes.

“Aniki,  why. Of all the proverbs about oni you had to choose the most humiliating one.”

He’s  pouting.

The oni from the book looked nothing like this, Ayato thinks. He’s never been happier about humanity being wrong about something in all of his life. 

The sudden giddiness is probably what makes him bend down to Itto’s level, bracing himself with a hand on the table and tightening the hold of the other on Itto’s nape. 

Tethered. 

Itto’s eyes are nothing like those of his printed counterpart. His pout is already gone—faster than the clouds on a windy day—peering up at Ayato in some sort of hopeful, almost religious adoration. It’s the kind of gaze people usually reserve for something like the Narukami Tree, or the—now visionless—statue at Tenshukaku.

And Ayato, upon realizing that, finally gives in to whatever brand of fascination has been coursing through his veins since the first time he met Itto, and pushes their lips together.

It’s quick, close-mouthed and fleeting—he barely has the chance to feel the prod of Itto’s sharp teeth against his lower lip before he straightens back up. What a pity.

“There,” he murmurs, his voice coming out lower than intended. “Am I forgiven now?”

He expects stunned silence, or panicked stuttering, or even some more fainting (you never know), but nothing of the sort happens.

“Wow,” Itto exhales, bringing a hand to his mouth. It’s a weird reaction for someone like him to have after being kissed out of the blue, but it’s explained with the next words that come out of his mouth.

“I must be dreaming. I’m probably still in prison and this is all a dream. Someone’s gonna bang on the bars to wake me up, any minute now. But wait… Miss Hina’s horoscope did say my luck for today would be half-and-half…  atrocious in the morning and stellar in the evening .”

Itto presses the tips of his long nails against his lips, as if he’s trying to keep the feeling of being kissed trapped there.

He looks a bit lost, swaying slightly in a stunned, tipsy stupor, but then his eyes regain their focus. He sits bolt upright, tossing his hair over his shoulder with a wild shake of his head and nodding to himself all the while.

Then he turns towards Ayato, shuffling on his knees until they’re facing each other, sitting seiza.

“Aniki!”

“Yes?”

“You should prove to me that I’m not dreaming!”

“And how, pray tell, should I do that?” Ayato asks, knowing exactly what Itto is about to say and feigning ignorance anyway because that, naturally, is half the fun. 

“You should do that again!”

Do what?  Ayato could ask, just to tease him a little. But Itto looks so excited—he’s practically  vibrating  with it—that for once he foregoes the torture and just leans in, relishing the way Itto’s breath audibly catches in his throat.

He has all the time to do that later. 

  
Notes for the Chapter:*Ayato’s joke references one of my favorite Japanese proverbs: 鬼の首を取ったよう (Oni no kubi wo totta you = “As if having taken an oni’s head”). It is used to refer to someone who is boasting about an incredibly minor accomplishment. Get it? Because Itto always loses. I swear I’m funny.

Anyway, I wanted to write something about Ayato and Itto because I find the clash of their personalities very refreshing. I honestly can’t tell if I did a good job, but it was good exercise as always and I hope you liked the scenarios I put them in.

Thank you for reading!





