
1. Moon



 

Tengu Juurai is a peaceful little tattoo studio on the third level of a nondescript building just outside of downtown Inazuma City. 

This place is Sara’s heart and soul — she has poured blood, tears, and sweat into this place over the last few years, ever since striking out on her own. It has taken a while, but she is pleased with how all her efforts have paid off. She works hard to maintain a quiet and peaceful vibe in the studio. From the decor to the furniture, everything here intends for a visitor to relax and be at ease. 

Some studios like the more busy aesthetic, and Sara has found many talented artists thrive in that kind of an environment. Not her, though. This is her private studio, and it’s her private refuge. Nothing but things she enjoys, her art, and her.

Today, there’s only a single appointment between Kujou Sara and the weekend. 

Perhaps that’s bad business sense, but Sara thinks that she’s doing well enough that she doesn’t need to keep her schedule jam-packed. There are plenty of people out there who would tell her that a busier schedule meant more money and more money was better — Sara has no need or want for that, either. 

She leads a simple life, guided by creating interesting art that she  wants  to create and honing her craft. 

Unfortunately, the peaceful atmosphere of the studio is ruined by the harried tattoo artist in the bathroom. Grumbling to herself, Sara dabs a wet paper towel at the stain running down the center. If only she could get this damn coffee stain out of her shirt, then this would truly be a good afternoon. Some careless fool hadn’t been looking where they were going and ended up spilling their drink on her shirt when she had gone out for lunch. 

It’s no use though, her white shirt is ruined. There’s no hope of rescuing it now. Laundry is its only fate. Frustrated, Sara strips off the shirt and tosses it onto the counter of the bathroom — of course, her sports bra underneath is also soaked through by the mixture of the coffee spilled on her and the water she just used to try to clean it up. Maybe she should invest in one of those stain removing pens?

Even just standing here, it’s kind of uncomfortable just to wear the wet sports bra — probably even worse to try to work in the wet garment, though. Which would mean that she wasn’t working at a hundred percent. If there is anything that Sara despises more, it’s not giving her absolute best to the art she made and the clients she worked on. But she couldn’t just work completely naked. That would be inappropriate.

Maybe she could just use more paper towels to help dry it off?

She’s already taken off the sports bra when the chimes hanging over the door to her tattoo studio jingle gently, alerting her that someone has arrived.

A quick glance down at her watch confirms that her appointment is ten minutes early. A code is needed to get open the door to her studio, given only to her appointments and changed regularly. There is nobody else this could be. Normally, Sara likes it when her clients are early. It gives her a little bit more time to get a feel for the person she would be working with, but of all the times for one of her clients to be early-

“Hello?” 

“Be right out!” Sara calls out, hoping that she’s loud enough to be heard. 

Hastily, she pulls on the black haori that she had been wearing over top as a light jacket, tying off the strings in the middle with a few deft movements. That would hold it together over her body so that she wasn’t completely naked underneath. With a deep breath, Sara doesn’t know why she’s suddenly so nervous — maybe it’s because she’s nearly half-naked. She steps back out into her tattoo studio proper. 

“Hi!” 

Whoever Sara is expecting, it’s not this pretty lady. 

The woman standing on the other side of her counter beams at her, bright purple eyes lighting up when she spots Sara. She’s definitely not Sara’s usual crowd, dressed in lilac jeans and a baby pink crop top. Sara doesn’t miss the hint of some abs peeking out at her from behind the oversized blue cardigan either. The way that the thick fabric dwarfs this girl’s form makes her look much younger than she probably is. Almost shyly, this girl tucks a strand of her pastel pink hair behind an ear, which is also turning a little bit pink. 

Sara’s heart does a little flip in her chest to the beat of the nervous tapping of a sneaker on the other side of the counter, too. She gives the girl a quick up and down: the looking around everywhere at the studio, the nervous fidgeting — Sara has seen this before. Getting a first tattoo could be intimidating. Sara usually suggested bringing a friend along just for the nerves, but this poor girl is alone. 

That’s alright too. 

She’s in Sara’s hands here. If she has anything to say about it, they’re pretty good hands.

(It also explains all the questions that she asked over text while they were still discussing designs.)

“Miss Sangonomiya? I’m Sara.” Sara asks, trying to give this girl her most reassuring smile. A few quick clicks at her computer pulls up the appointment booking, including a picture of the ID that had been required — just a few years younger than Sara herself. 

“Just Kokomi is fine!” The girl interjects, still smiling brightly. 

Sara can feel Kokomi’s eyes keep wandering over the studio, taking in the cleanliness and decor. Samples of Sara’s work in various golden frames hang at regular intervals all across the wall. The small waiting space just off to the side even has several albums of more of her own work on the wooden coffee table. Kokomi seems to nod to herself as her eyes pass over each item in the room, like she’s cataloging it for later.

“Yes. I will need you to sign these waivers. Once we get those out of the way, I’ll show you the design and we get to work. This is all just standard stuff, making sure that you know what you’re getting into. Nothing too scary.” Sara slides a tablet over the front counter. It’s a beat-up old thing from Sara’s younger days — the first tablet that she had gotten when she started out as a tattoo apprentice. 

It had long outgrown its purpose as something that she could create art on, but it certainly served getting waivers signed well. Not to mention that Sara is a bit of a sentimental fool and felt bad about just tossing it out.

The two of them lapse into silence as Kokomi goes over the waiver. The usual person would skim over the words, barely even reading what was said, and then sign quickly at the bottom, eager to get to the actual tattooing part of the appointment. Kokomi takes her time, reading the words to herself, all the while tapping out a quick rhythm against the counter top with her free hand.

After a few more moments, she signs at the bottom with a flourish. 

“You’re very thorough,” Sara comments. “Most people just skip straight to the end.” 

Kokomi grins, “I pride myself on understanding everything that I’m getting into.” 

“Well, if you want to come through here,” Sara leads her to the back, an area sectioned off by a navy curtain embroidered with crows for privacy. “You can put your jacket and bag on the chair in the corner.”

Like everything else in her studio, the place is simple and decorated with her art. A large potted plant sits in one corner just to add a little bit of life to the space, to make it cozier.  

“I have some snacks and drinks over here. Feel free to help yourself.” Sara gestures over at the mini fridge in the corner. 

She likes to keep the fridge well-stocked with a wide assortment of juices, waters, sparkling waters, tea, and pop — anything to keep her clients comfortable. She spares no expense with the snacks either, keeping a steady supply of chips, granola bars, fruit cups, and candies in the bowl on top of the fridge. It’s not an entirely selfless act either though, she just preferred if her clients didn’t pass out in her chair or get too antsy in the chair. Sometimes a snack and a drink went a long way.

“You are very thorough,” Kokomi comments teasingly. 

Sara catches the reference to her own words quickly. “I can see we have that in common.” She gives Kokomi a wry smile. “Have a seat in the tattoo chair. I’ll pull up your design.” 

Kokomi makes herself right at home, placing her bag on the little seat in the corner and hopping up into the padded chair in the center of the room. The whole little action is very cute — she sits sideways on the chair so that she’s still facing Sara, legs swinging freely over the side. It takes Sara a moment to stop staring and pull up the file that she’s been working on on her tablet. The gentle rattle of the wheels of her own chair as she slides across the laminate floors is the only sound to accompany them.

The tattoo that Kokomi wants is simple enough: a crescent moon with little lines of light radiating from the center with an ocean wave coming up across the bottom like it’s reaching up for the moon. Just on black and grey, basic shading. nothing overly fancy or complicated.  If Sara is being honest, and she always is, its the simplest tattoos that are often the most difficult. But there’s something beautiful in its simplicity.

Very minimalist, clean and simple. Sara likes that. She also likes that Kokomi reached out to her with a clear vision of what she wanted while giving her enough creative freedom to really make a piece of art — there were only so many infinity symbols and anchors that Sara could do before they got boring. 

“I know you okayed the design I sent you last week. But I just wanted to make sure — you’re still okay with this, right?” Sara tips the tablet so the image rotates to face Kokomi. 

Kokomi leans in, strands of her hair falling between the two of them like a curtain as Kokomi examines Sara’s sketch. She’s close enough that Sara can smell the faint scent of strawberry shampoo that she uses and see the way that her eyes catch the light, shimmering like ocean waves at dusk. Something about Kokomi makes Sara lean in, too. Like waves reaching for the moon, Sara is inexplicably drawn to her. 

A gentle smile spreads over Kokomi’s face. “Exactly as I wanted.” 

She looks up, startling Sara when she realizes how close she had gotten. Strands of Kokomi’s hair that had fallen out of her elaborate ponytail now tickled Sara’s cheek. 

Sara coughs awkwardly as she leans back. “Good. Uhm, you said you wanted it on your ankle?” 

“Yep! I noticed you included a section in the waiver about ankles,” Kokomi chirps, still smiling down at Sara. She twists the hem of her sweater in her hands. 

“Ankles, feet, hands — they see a lot more use than other parts would and sometimes tattoos fade faster in those spots. Not all the time, but they just naturally fade quicker. It’s nothing to worry about. I just like to have all my bases covered.” 

“Very…”

Sara glances up as Kokomi trails off. Sara can see her trying not to say the word thorough again.  

“…astute.” Kokomi finally settles on with a smirk. 

“Can I see your ankle? I’m just going to prep the area.” 

Having a first tattoo on the ankle wasn’t exactly… the gentlest experience, but Kokomi definitely could have picked a more sensitive area as well. While Kokomi takes off her socks and shoes, Sara turns to face her workbench, pulling black nitrile gloves from a drawer and an alcohol swab. 

“I’m not here to dissuade you from getting your ankle tattooed, but I will say that many people find this spot to be kind of painful.” Sara speaks as she pulls the gloves on, punctuating the end of her sentence with a loud snap.

“I’ve heard. One of my friends got an ankle tattoo a while back and he cried like a baby,” Kokomi replies. 

That makes Sara laugh. “Well, men are different. Some of them don’t have nearly as high of pain tolerance as women tend to.” Sara can hear the sound of two shoes hitting the floor with soft thunks behind her. “Don’t worry, though. I’ll take care of you.” 

“Thanks, I really appreciate that.” 

Even the soft tone of her voice is enough to drive a warmth rushing up Sara’s neck. There’s something else in her voice, almost like she’s suggesting something  else,  but Sara isn’t quite sure  what . If nothing else though, she’s quite sure that if had been actually facing Kokomi, the redness creeping across her skin would be much worse. 

Lots of really pretty women have sat in Sara’s chair before, she reminds herself sternly. This is not her first time and certainly not her last. She could do this. With a deep breath, Sara turns around.

Kokomi flashes Sara a nervous little smile, suddenly making the room seem a lot brighter and warmer than Sara is used to. Sara swallows as warmth rushes across her cheeks, suddenly nervous herself — not about putting something permanent on someone else’s body, but about… something else. Her heart flutters in her chest like nothing else Sara has experienced. It’s like it’s finally broken out of whatever chrysalis that it had been existing in for all these years and just now spreading its wings to fly, bumping clumsily against her ribcage. 

It’s okay, Sara tells herself. She’s only being paid to be in very close proximity to  this  very pretty lady for an hour. 

Only an hour. 


 Only an hour. 


 


 

There’s something about the sound of a tattoo machine humming that puts Sara at ease. The steady hum of the machine in her hand, crisp black lines etching into smooth skin — this is exactly where Sara wants to be. This moment and countless more in the future is all that she has ever wanted. Something about the permanence of her art in someone’s skin just calls to her.

Every pulse of nervousness that Sara had felt before falls away the second she starts working. Carefully, she exhales as she carefully pulls another curved line across the creamy expanse of skin beneath her gloved fingertips. Her canvas — a bizarre thought on most days, but truly Sara cannot even begin to describe it in any other way, doesn’t move as little droplets of blood beads up on the skin. 

She wipes the blood away with the paper towel in her other hand, taking some of the excess ink with it. Kokomi didn’t even flinch when the needle first entered her skin, staying completely still and relaxed, not even a wince. Sara’s quite impressed, actually. 

“Are you still doing okay?” 

“Yes. Thank you for checking in again,” Kokomi chuckles from the head of the chair. “I promise you if anything is wrong, I will let you know.” 

She has the chair reclined all the way back, pointed, looking everywhere but Sara as she works. Sara gets it — not everyone wants to see the needle as the tattoo is being done, just like how people don’t enjoy watching the needle when they get a shot or blood drawn.

To each their own. 

They lapse into a brief moment of silence, accented only by the faint rhythmic tapping of Kokomi’s fingertips against the arm of the chair. 

“So, why did you decide on a moon?””

Sara has never been much of a conversationalist while she worked, but something draws the words from her chest — the urge to try to soothe some of the nervous energy that ricochets off the chair with every tap of Kokomi’s fingers. 

“Sorry?” Kokomi replies, surprised.

“If you don’t mind me asking, why did you choose this for a tattoo?” 

Sara’s heard all the different reasons a plethora of times — she usually doesn’t ask, but clients end up spilling their entire story and then some while they’re under the needle. 

“It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me, too. No pressure,” Sara adds hastily. 

As many people liked to talk about all the different meanings (or lack of meanings) behind their tattoos, there were also just as many who didn’t want to talk about it. Sara respected both. 

Kokomi laughs, the sound lilting and melodic. “Do you know some people see their body as a temple?”

Sara nods, unsure of where this train of thought is going. 

“Well, I see my body as a monument and I’m going to cover it with things that I love.” Kokomi shrugs as if that was the most obvious thing in the world. “It’s a testament to all the things that make me who I am and make me happy.”

“I see,” Sara says slowly, pulling another curve across Kokomi’s skin. Her skin is so pale that it might as well be canvas — no, that’s not quite apt, more like clay, the way that it’s so soft and pliant beneath Sara’s fingers. It holds ink so well. Sara feels like a sculptor, carving her vision into the soft skin, molding the creamy expanse as she saw fit. 

“So you really like astronomy?”

“No,” Kokomi giggles, the rhythmic drumming of her fingers pauses for a moment. “That’s not why I’m getting this tattoo. Nice try though.”

“So you just like the moon and the ocean?” Sara passes the paper towel in her other hand over the tattoo gently. This whole tattoo is going swimmingly. 

“Closer,” Kokomi sighs. “I grew up near the ocean and I’d watch the tides go in and out all the time. Whenever the moon would draw near, the waves grew taller and bigger — it felt like even for all that the ocean had, she was always reaching for the moon. She will never reach the moon, but she’s never going to stop, you know? And I think that’s admirable.” 

Whatever argument Sara had about that’s not actually how tides or the moon worked dies in her throat. It’s a very poetic way of viewing it, Sara supposes. Beautiful in its own way. Instead, Sara just nods. “Even if it seems impossible, you should never stop trying.” 

“You get it!” Kokomi exclaims, delighted. “Besides, the moon is the lesbian.”

“Sorry?” Sara sputters. Any thoughts that she had about Kokomi’s view being poetic immediately go out the window.

“The ocean is a lesbian too! They’re lesbian icons,” Kokomi tells Sara resolutely, challenging her to disagree with her.

“I’m sorry. I’m not sure that I follow,” Sara says. She can feel Kokomi’s gaze on her, but she ignores it, starting to work on the series of radiating lines of light. She needed to make sure these were perfectly straight and evenly spaced.

“Everyone knows that the moon is a lesbian,” Kokomi says matter-of-factly, leaving no room for any argument. “So if the moon is a lesbian, and if the ocean is always trying to reach her, then she’s  clearly yearning and that is peak lesbian behaviour. In this essay, I will…” 

Sara lets out a short bark of laughter. “Okay, okay. You’re a scholar in lesbian icons. It all makes sense to me.”

“I knew you would understand,” Kokomi says smugly. 

Sara falls silent as the lines she’s drawing gets closer to the malleolus. The area around the little bone that protruded out the inside of the ankle could be a little more sensitive than some of the other parts of the ankle and Sara wants to make sure that she isn’t going to cause too much distress there — especially because of how thin these lines were going to be, she’s only using a single needle instead of her usual machine. 

She knows from personal experience that sometimes the single needle lines hurt a lot more than the thicker one. Perhaps it’s something about the pain being focused on one point rather than being spread out a little bit in multiple points like some of her other machines. Something like the difference between a paper cut and being stabbed — no, getting stabbed definitely would hurt more than a paper cut.

So maybe her analogy doesn’t work all the way here — she mentally slaps herself. 


 Focus.


She needs to get this tattoo right. Nobody wants their first tattoo to suck. She needs to be careful because she promised Kokomi that she was going to take care of her. That thought sends a jolt of something through Sara’s spin and she nearly wavers in the line that she’s working on.

Actually, she isn’t going to think about that last part at all. 

She lets out a long exhale. 

It’s just her and the art. No pretty lady in the chair under her hands. No Kokomi.

Kokomi, for the most part, seems content just to lie back and let Sara work in silence for the time being. She reclines back in the chair, twirling a strand of hair idly between her fingers as she resumes tapping her fingers on the armrest.

“Hey, do you mind if I put headphones in?” Kokomi speaks up a few minutes later, breaking through the steady hum of the tattoo machine.

“Could you keep one ear free? Just in case I need to talk to you?” Sara doesn’t even look up, tongue sticking out the corner of her mouth in concentration. 

She has to get these lines right.

“Yeah, of course.” Kokomi shifts slightly to pull out a cell phone and headphones from her pocket. The ankle that Sara is working on doesn’t even waver. 

Sara lets herself go, finding herself slipping into that flow state. The optimal state, the peak that Sara was always chasing. Here, nothing else existed except Sara and the ink. The wave materializes before her eyes: the dark waters of the ocean, cresting into a splash of white sea foam just below the moon.

She leans back to give herself some perspective over how this tattoo looked and to switch from her single needle machine to a thicker one for some shading. Her spine pops in protest from sitting hunched over for so long. 

“Are you still doing okay?” Sara asks, turning to face her work bench.

There’s a pause. 

No answer. Alarmed, Sara turns back to face Kokomi. Her head is lolled over to one side, eyes closed.

Ah shit.

Sara has never seen someone pass out in the middle of a tattoo before. Sure, she had heard stories about it from some of her artist friends, but she had never thought that it would happen to her. 

Electro Archon above, her first tattoo and she passes out? So much for being in good hands. She rips her gloves off.

Hastily, she comes up to Kokomi’s side. “Hey, Kokomi?”

No response still.

Sara reaches out and touches Kokomi’s shoulder.

Nothing.

She shakes Kokomi.

“Wha-” 

“Oh, thank the Electro Archon,” Sara sighs in relief. 

Kokomi lets out a jaw cracking yawn and stretches. Sara tries very hard not to look down as Kokomi’s sweater rides up a little bit with her stretch, revealing more of the strip of skin just above her jeans. 

“You’re finished?” Kokomi mumbles, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes.

“No, no. I still have the shading to do. I thought you had passed out. I’ve heard it can happen to some people.” Sara had been ready to call an ambulance at that moment. It would have been embarrassing yes, and everybody else in the building that her studio was in would have teased her relentlessly for months afterwards but the idea of anything happening to anyone, nevermind Kokomi, is terrifying enough that Sara would have swallowed her pride and faced up to the roasting. 

That’s a thought she’s going to file away and lock in a box and never reexamine. 

“Oh,” Kokomi gives her a sheepish grin, “Sorry, I was exhausted, and I found the whole tattoo very soothing.” 

Sara stares at her, stunned. 

Dumbfounded.

Absolutely at a loss for words.

Of all the things that she has heard her tattooing referred to as,  soothing has never been one of them. 

“Don’t look at me with those eyes!” Kokomi grumbles. 

“I only have the one pair” Sara replies unthinkingly, mind still reeling with this revelation. 

“Yes, and they’re very pretty,” Kokomi mumbles, looking away from Sara pointedly.

Sara closes her eyes, frowning deeply. Her head is in a panic, adrenaline still coursing through her veins from the moment that she thought Kokomi had passed out. She counts to five in her head. Five like the bites of porridge she took this morning. Five like the time that she would be finished work and can go to the archery range. 

She takes a deep breath and opens her eyes. 

Kokomi is still looking away. 

Good, Sara doesn’t think she would be very focused if these eyes of hers kept getting lost in the very pretty shoals of Kokomi’s. 

“Do you need anything? I’m going to do the shading and then we’ll be all done.” Sara pulls out a fresh pair of gloves and settles back down in her chair. 

“No, no. I’m good.” Kokomi finally turns back to look at Sara. She nods, indicating that Sara should go ahead. 

“Alright, please, tell me if you need anything.” 

When Sara resumes her work, Kokomi’s drumming picks up again. Sara doesn’t say anything though, glad that she can hear the drumming. It means that Kokomi is still awake and not possibly asleep, not possibly passed out. 

Soothing, Sara thinks to herself, still very thrown off by this whole incident. Sangonomiya Kokomi thinks getting poked repeatedly by a bunch of needles is  soothing. 

Sangonomiya Kokomi certainly is something else.

 


 

“There we go,” Sara announces, smoothing a piece of film dressing over the finished tattoo. “I’ve got some tattoo aftercare lotion samples out front for you, too. There are lots of brands out there, but I swear, this stuff is the best.” When she looks back up, she finds that Kokomi is very pointedly staring up at the ceiling, arms folded tightly across her chest, cheeks bright red. 

“You okay? You look a little warm.” Sara asks, straightening up. 

Kokomi coughs. “Yeah, I’m just feeling a little warm.” Like she’s trying to prove a point, she shrugs out of her fluffy blue sweater.

Sara can feel her eyes pop out of her skull at the sight of Kokomi’s bare arms — bare only in clothing. Both arms are covered in black and grey tattoos, full sleeves that wind their way down the arm, stopping just shy of her wrists. A giant snake winds around some kind of a crest at Kokomi’s left shoulder before the rest of its body disappears through a series of waves, making their own waves with the smooth curves of its body. The giant dragon on Kokomi’s other arm is equally intimidating, body looking like a constellation — bright spots of Kokomi’s pale skin stand out starkly as stars against the darker composition of clouds. 

Sara’s mind feels like it’s tearing itself apart, trying to wrap her head around the juxtaposition of the Kokomi who had walked in, soft and sweet, and the sleeves of beautifully done, hard tattoos on both arms. They would have taken hours, multiple sessions, and hundreds of thousands of mora — and they looked like they were very very good tattoos. 

These sleeves explained so much, but also so little at the same time. Sara can’t think straight at all right now. How could she have misread this so badly? Kokomi had been so nervous, and fidgety. This  had to  be her first tattoo? Why else would she be so nervous? She absentmindedly adjusts her jacket, retying one of the straps that prevented her from flashing everyone. None of this makes sense.

Sara knows that she’s staring. She knows that her jaw has fallen open somewhat. She knows that she should say something,  anything.

“This isn’t your first tattoo?”

Not that. Shouldn’t have said that.

Kokomi blinks at Sara, head tilting to the side, curious, in such a way that reminds Sara of a puppy seeing something for the first time. 

“Actually, please forget I said anything. I’ll go get your invoice sorted out,” Sara turns on her heel, practically fleeing out to the front counter in embarrassment. 

“You thought I was getting my first tattoo?” Kokomi steps back into her shoes, forgoing socks completely and follows Sara out to the front counter, placing her little backpack on the counter. She leans on the counter, the defined lines of her arms becoming more prominent as Sara busies herself on the computer.

Sara makes the mistake of looking over at Kokomi, who’s smiling at her like a cat who caught the crow. The snake coiled around Kokomi’s left bicep grins dangerously at Sara, fangs bared. 

“…I should’ve asked beforehand. My apologies.” Sara tears her gaze away, pulling up the invoice on the tablet screen instead. She slides it across the counter to Kokomi, keeping her eyes down. 

“And here I thought you were being sweet,” Kokomi sighs dramatically as she takes the tablet. “But you thought I was just a baby.” 

Sara raises her eyebrows faintly. “Who says I wasn’t being sweet?” As if to prove her point, Sara slides two sample packets of Bubu Pharmacy Healing Lotion across the counter. 

It’s Kokomi’s turn to be flustered. In lieu of a response, she looks down and picks up the two packets of lotion. “Bubu Pharmacy,” Kokomi reads, “I think I’ve heard of them before.” 

“Yes. They are the best. The lotion works wonders on tattoos but also any other scrapes or cuts you might have.” Sara nods earnestly. She’s used this multiple times for her own tattoos as well as various bumps and bruises over the years. Not only is it unscented, but the medicinal ingredients in the lotion really helped speed up the healing process. 

“Thanks! I’ll give it a shot. An infection would be the worst.” Kokomi tucks the two packets into her bag and turns her attention to the invoice. 

Sara squints at the snake on Kokomi’s arm a little bit more as she reads through the invoice. She’s definitely not just staring at Kokomi, but she swears. She recognizes that line work, the way that the snake curves so perfectly over the arm, the fusion of traditional Inazuman style and more modern tattooing.

 “Sorry, but did Ei from Tenshukaku do your snake tattoo?”

Kokomi brightens, “She did! I had it done a few years ago. Isn’t it lovely? And it’s held up so beautifully over the years. I would go back for more, but I like getting my work done by different tattoo artists.” 

Some small part of Sara sinks at the latter part of Kokomi’s words. This would probably be her first tattoo and last tattoo here then.

“Yes,” Sara stares at the snake, a little more fond of it now that she can see pieces of her mentor in the art. “She does beautiful work. She was my mentor when I started out as an apprentice. Taught me everything I know.” 

“Oh! That’s really cool! Ei has a good eye then,” Kokomi grins at her and pulls out her wallet. 

“A good eye for…?” Sara asks, puzzled. She quashes the sinking feeling, shoving it behind another locked door that she will never reopen. There’s no point in trying to figure something out if she’s never going to see Kokomi again. Sara reaches for the card machine but finds Kokomi pulling out a thick wad of bills from her wallet.

“For pretty artists,” Kokomi flicks through the pile of bills with the air of a bank teller, faster than Sara can even keep track. Realization at what she had just said seems to hit her. “I mean. Like for artists who do pretty art, not that you aren’t pretty either. But your art is gorgeous and I think that Ei is absolutely right in taking you as an apprentice. I’m rambling now. But here, the amount agreed upon in the invoice and a tip.” Kokomi hurriedly shoves the stack of money across the counter in an effort to distract Sara.

It works. Sara stares at the tall stack of thousand mora bills. Even she knew that this is way too much just by looking at it. “This is way too much,” she protests.

“It’s a tip for what a good job you did,” Kokomi insists, zipping up her oversized wallet and shoving it back into her tiny backpack. The wallet is almost the same size as the bag, which is kind of comical.

“I can’t take all this money,” Sara argues. She takes a pile of it off the top to start counting it — the amount in her hand was already enough to cover everything. 

“Donate it to charity then, but that’s the amount I’m giving you. What you want to do with it is none of my business,” Kokomi shrugs nonchalantly. 

She pushes off the counter. “Thanks for the ink.” 

“Thanks for coming in,” Sara replies, reluctantly collecting the money and shoving it into her cashbox. 

Kokomi waves and exits the shop, the jingle of the chimes a sad goodbye.

Sara stares after her, trying to wrap her head around the ocean storm which has just blown through her storm. She remembers Kokomi’s earlier words about her tattoos.

“She loves snakes? And dragons?” Sara asks out loud like the tattoo studio that she has always found refuge in might provide her some insight. Tengu Juurai remains impassive as ever, the answer to Sara’s art, not her confusion.

She has so many questions and none of the answers. 

Her job isn’t to find the answers though, she’s just here for the next tattoo — whoever else that might be on. 






 


 Tengu Juurai Tattoo Studio // 15:56: Attached file: Sangonomiya Kokomi Invoice 01.09.22.pdf 
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 Sangonomiya Kokomi // 15:58: Thank you! I think the tattoo looks great! 
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 Sangonomiya Kokomi // 03:42: Do you have any openings for a large piece in the next few weeks?  


 

 





2. Jellyfish

Summary for the Chapter:
Kokomi returns for a second tattoo. Sara learns more about her.





 

Sara can’t help the way that her leg bounces nervously under the front counter. Sangonomiya Kokomi would be arriving for her appointment today. In — Sara glances over at the large minimalistic clock on the far wall — fifteen minutes. The sun is beginning to set now, warm rays soft against the worn laminate floors. Outside, the fall leaves have fallen, leaving all the trees bare in what little warmth the sun can offer.

 

Sara doesn’t ordinarily book appointments that started so late in the day — especially a piece as large as the one that she would be working on today. But Sangonomiya Kokomi has somehow snaked her way into Sara’s thoughts and day, regardless of Sara’s usual habits and proclivities. (Kokomi’s also only in town today apparently, pushing Sara to finish this piece in one session. Not that she minds.)

 

She unlocks her tablet again, staring down at the design that she had come up with in the weeks prior and Kokomi had approved of. A jellyfish sits on the screen. It’s a beautiful piece with flowing lines and fine shading and the faintest hint of neon blue, outlining some of the drifting tendrils, so subtle that it almost seemed like a trick of the light. One of her favourite pieces of nature that she has designed so far. 

 

Usually, Sara was more comfortable tattooing things like storms or birds when it came to nature. Something powerful and airy, sharp talons and tearing beaks, bolts of lightning running jaggedly across skin. This is different. Something softer, something with a lot more of a rhythmic flow to it, like the jellyfish is bobbing across the creamy sea of skin. 

 

It’s a very Kokomi tattoo, Sara will admit. 

 

But also because it was a very Kokomi tattoo, Sara had spent hours and hours designing and redesigning, trying to get this sea creature to look the way that Kokomi made her feel. Like you could take one look at this tattoo and only this tattoo and just  know  in your heart and soul that this tattoo was Kokomi’s. 

 

She tries very hard not to think too hard about  how  Kokomi makes her feel.

 

Their simple messages back and forth over the last few weeks have been interesting — definitely different from the messages that they had exchanged for her first tattoo. Maybe it’s because Sara feels like she knows Kokomi a little better now. Maybe something  has  changed between them since their first appointment. 

 

Sara tries very hard not to get bogged down in the technicalities of everything. They are tattoo artist and client. Nothing else, nothing more.

 

It’s so simple when Sara looks at it like that.

 

Sara likes simple. 

 

She’s so entranced by her own thoughts that she misses the chimes above the door ringing softly as the very subject of her furrowed brow walks in, ten minutes early. A gentle knock on the counter in front of Sara makes her look up, blinking dazedly like she had just woken up from a nap. 

 

“Something wrong with the design?” Kokomi gestures at the image that’s still sitting on Sara’s tablet. She’s dressed simply, in grey sweatpants and a baby blue sweater. The loose neck of the sweater doesn’t hide the dragon tattoo on Kokomi’s shoulder, peering at Sara menacingly from behind the fabric.

 

“Oh,” Sara feels her ears heat in embarrassment for being caught zoned out while staring at her work. Of course, that would imply that something was wrong with the design. She could only imagine the expression she had on her face as she had gotten lost in other thoughts while her eyes remained fixed on the art without really seeing it. 

 

“No, nothing is wrong. I was just getting into the right headspace,” Sara lies. Suddenly, Sara feels too warm in her tank top and haori. “Here, why don’t you fill out the waiver. You know the drill. I’m going to use the bathroom really quickly and then we can get started?”

 

Her hands move with practiced motions, pulling up a blank waiver on her other tablet and handing it across the counter for Kokomi’s thorough examination. Their fingers brush momentarily, sending sparks shooting up Sara’s arm. 

 

Now, that’s new. 

 

Kokomi smiles gently at her, “Alright. I’ll be quick reading through this.” She looks at Sara expectantly. 

 

Sara stares back. 

 

“Didn’t you need to go to the bathroom? I’m not going to disappear if you take your eyes off me for a second,” Kokomi teases with a laugh. “Object permanence and all.”

 

“Ri-Right.” Sara practically leaps to her feet as she ducks into the bathroom, the melodic sound of Kokomi’s laughter ringing in her ears. 

 

Archons help her.

 


 

The Archons do not help her. 

 

Because after the forms are signed, Sara has to get the stencil on the front of Kokomi’s thigh. It’s a good spot, Sara will admit. Not just because it’s Kokomi, but in general — a soft fleshy part of the body with no bones that would need to be taken into account. It’s a large bit of real estate too, just wide open space for Sara to work on without worrying about wrapping her design around musculature.

 

The only small issue that Sara finds right now is that well, it’s a thigh. It’s  Kokomi’s  thigh. She has tiny booty shorts on, stripping off her grey sweats the second that she entered the back room, in a move that completely short-circuited Sara’s brain. Yes, it gives Sara unhindered access to her canvas, but it catches her so off guard that she ends up staring blankly at Kokomi for a few moments.

 

Now, it takes all her concentration to press the stencil on, making sure that it’s centered on the thigh, with the tendrils drifting slightly towards the outside of Kokomi’s left leg so that it would look like the jellyfish is moving along as Kokomi walked. 

 

Her skin is soft, Sara can tell even through the rubbery material of her disposable gloves. She almost feels delicate, like silken tofu. If Sara presses too hard, she might slip out of her grasp as much as she might crumble. Blood roars in her ears as her heart thumps loudly against her ribcage, threatening to jump out of her body and reveal itself in a messy splatter at Kokomi’s feet.

 

“You alright down there?” Kokomi asks. 

 

Sara looks up to find Kokomi watching her with a bemused look on her face. “Just making sure everything is exactly where it should be.” 

 

She tucks her hammering heart back into its place. Anything less would be unprofessional. Sara doesn’t pretend that she understands everything that’s going on in her head but she knows that she has a job to do. 

 

The only job that she ever does. She gently peels the slightly wet stencil off. If putting the stencil on Kokomi was an experience, pulling it off is a whole different realm. The white paper backing peels away easily enough, but the slow and methodical process reveals the skin underneath inch by inch. 

 

Even though Sara has seen the tattoo before — she designed it herself, and she can see the dark outline of the tattoo through the semi-translucent nature of the backing, seeing the jellyfish on bare skin is something else.

 

Yes, Sara pats herself on the back mentally, this is definitely Kokomi’s tattoo.

 

“It looks great!” Kokomi twists in the mirror, looking at the stencil from different angles with an awed expression. “You really knocked this design out of the park.”

 

“I’m glad you think so,” Sara says, tearing her eyes away from Kokomi and trying valiantly to fight the rising blush on her cheeks. “If you want to take a seat, I’ll get started.” 

 

“Ah yes, my throne,” Kokomi says with a laugh, hopping up into the tattoo chair. She smiles invitingly at Sara as Sara takes her rightful place on her stool. It takes a few minutes to mix the inks on her little stand, but the few minutes feel like an eternity. Sara can feel Kokomi’s gaze settle on her, watching, waiting. 

 

This is just a tattoo, Sara tells herself. She has done hundreds before, and dozens of thigh pieces on top of that. It’s just a tattoo. Kujou Sara is an expert at that.

 

“Ready?” Sara asks, looking up into trusting lavender eyes. 

 

“Yes!” 

 

The first jab of the needle into the skin is always the most difficult. Even if the person is expecting it, sometimes limbs twitched and jumped under her palm. 

 

Sara begins to work.

 

Kokomi is perfectly still. The only thing that thing that gives away that anything has even happened is a little sigh. 

 

A delicate little exhale. 

 

It’s like she’s settling into her own skin like this is where she belonged — the sigh of someone coming home after a long day and sitting in their favourite seat on the sofa. Sara tries very hard not to think too hard about Kokomi going home and what she would be like at home, would she be as comfortable as she was at this moment?

 


 Focus. 


 

Sara exhales too, letting the tension bleed out of her body like ink and blood being wiped off of a tattoo. 

 


 

Fortunately, once Sara has her tattoo machine in her hand and humming, all other distractions seem to fall away. 

 

A small blessing, Sara decides. She would need all of her attention for this tattoo, more so than usual. 

 

She starts with the broad outline, long flowing lines of ink trailing down the thigh. She has never felt this way when she has tattooed anyone else before but this suddenly feels intimate. Like Sara is laying claim to this particular patch of skin with her ink, her art. Kokomi would walk out of her shop today with this piece on her thigh. Anyone who would see this tattoo would know that there was an artist behind it, that  someone spent hours labouring over this work of art on Kokomi’s thigh.

 

And she was that someone. Whether someone sees this tattoo for the first time knows it or not.

 

Settled into the flow of the piece, Sara speaks up. “First a moon, now a jellyfish. Are you some kind of marine biologist?”

 

That earns her a little peal of laughter. “No, unfortunately not. Although I had considered it when I was younger, I was never very good at biology or statistics.” 

 

“I didn’t know you had to study statistics to study fish.” Sara doesn’t mean to sound completely ignorant, but with all her attention on the tattoo, her mind doesn’t have time to put together more intelligent answers, not if she wants to keep this conversation flowing as well as this jellyfish is. 

 

“Yes. There are so many statistics, especially for the stuff I was interested in. You had to track populations and migratory patterns. The amount of numbers and formulas that you had to keep track of would have made me cry if I had to do that every day.” 

 

“So you just like jellyfish then?”

 

This makes Kokomi smile. “You remembered.” 

 

Of course, Sara would remember. She doesn’t say anything though, option for a small shrug as she continues working.

 

“I think that jellyfish are just magnificent creatures. They just go wherever the ocean’s currents take them and live in whatever piece of the sea they end up in.” Kokomi stares off into the distance wistfully. “Sure, they can swim, too. But there’s something so carefree about just letting whatever comes to you, come to you.”

 

“That feels like a rather passive approach to life, don’t you think?” The words are out of Sara’s mouth before she can stop herself. “Sorry,” she amends hastily. “I didn’t mean to offend you in any way.” 

 

“No, no. That’s okay. I like a woman who speaks her mind.”

 

She likes a woman…? No, no. That’s taking things out of context. Sara pointedly ignores the follow up thoughts that rush into her mind. 

 

“I guess some people might see it as passive,” Kokomi shoots Sara a wry grin. “Maybe so. But I really like that they can end up wherever, take whatever life has to throw at you and keep living. It’s like they make the best of the situation that they’re in. And I think that’s pretty incredible.” 

 

“You don’t think it’s worth it to try to swim to some place better?” Sara asks quietly. She pulls another curving line across Kokomi’s thigh. 

 

The limb under her hands twitches. 

 

“I think it gets tiring.” 

 

Kokomi falls silent after that and Sara is afraid to look up, afraid to find disappointment or hurt facing her. 

 

“What’s your favourite animal?” 

 

“Sorry?” Sara asks, startled. 

 

“Your favourite animal. You know that I like jellyfish. What’s yours?” Kokomi repeats, watching Sara’s every move expectantly. 

 

“Uh, I like crows.” She hasn’t really given this much thought to be honest but her answer isn’t a lie. She does like crows. There are a handful of them who lurk around the parking lot and the roof of her studio.

 

“I could have guessed as much. Though I can’t blame you. Crows are fascinating creatures.” 

 

Sara nods in agreement. “They’re smart and they remember if you’re shit to one of them. The whole murder will be out for blood.” 

 

“That kind of loyalty is inspiring,” Kokomi comments wistfully. 

 

Something in her tone makes Sara look up. The other woman is staring off into the distance, eyes focused on something that Sara cannot see, something beyond the confines of this tattoo studio. 

 

Sara checks the clock. A couple of hours had gone by. The skin that she’s working on is pink from being pulled this way and that. 

 

“Let’s take a break.” Sara suggests. She steps on the pedal next to the chair, calling the buzz of the machine in her hand to a halt. Her hand tingles from holding the machine for so long. Even her back pops loudly in protest as she gets up from her seat. 

 

From the mini-fridge in the corner of the room, she pulls out a bottle of water and twists off the cap before handing it to Kokomi. “Hydrate. Don’t want you or your jellyfish friend to dry up,” Sara tells Kokomi sternly. 

 

“Thank you.” The delight in Kokomi’s eyes is unmistakable. She takes a long pull from the water bottle. The growl of her stomach makes both of them look down in surprise. A faint shade of pink washes over Kokomi’s cheeks, colouring them the same hue as her hair. 

 

“Hungry?” Sara asks, digging through the large bowl on top of her mini-fridge. She’s not sure what Kokomi would like to eat, grabbing a bag of chips, a granola bar, and a package of fruit gummies as offerings to the woman sitting in the tattoo chair like it’s her throne. 

 

It’s not a far off comparison, Sara surmises, Kokomi really does look like she belongs right at home in the chair. 

 

“A bit,” Kokomi admits sheepishly, scratching the back of her neck. 

 

“I only have snacks here,” Sara holds out all three of the options to the other woman. 

 

Not surprisingly, Kokomi takes the fruit gummies. 

 

“You must be hungry too,” Kokomi says, ripping open the package with gusto and popping a handful into her mouth. She sets the package on the chair, one leg hanging off the side to make room for it. “Do you mind if I order AutoCook?” 

 

“Oh, that’s fine.” Sara shrugs as Kokomi pulls out her phone. 

 

“What do you want to eat?” 

 

“I’m fine,” Sara says, waving her hands in protest.

 

“I insist. If I’m going to eat, I want you to eat with me.” The look on Kokomi’s face is set in pure determination. She picks up her water bottle, lifting it to her lips like she’s about to take a sip. The bottle doesn’t make it there, hovering halfway. Her expression softens a moment later. “Unless you really don’t want to. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.” 

 

“No, no. It’s fine. If you could order something simple? I don’t have any particular preference aside from that. Maybe something with eggs? I like eggs.” Sara closes her mouth with a click, she’s rambling now and she doesn’t know why.

 

“Oooh, eggs. A woman after my own heart.” 

 

Kokomi is too busy flipping through all the different options on her phone to notice whatever expression flits over Sara’s face. 

 

Small miracles. 

 

She doesn’t know what the feeling is but only that she’s certain her face moved. 

 

“Do you like egg rolls? Teyvat fried eggs? Bird egg sushi?” Kokomi asks without looking up.

 

“Egg rolls,” Sara affirms. “I’ll eat anything, really. You just order what you like.” 

 

“Hmm, okay, okay.” Kokomi continues to tap away at her phone with one hand. “I’ll just have them bring it to the door downstairs.”

 

“Let me know how much it is, I’ll deduct it from the costs for today.” 

 

Kokomi shakes her head, “Nuh, this is my treat.”

 

Sara taps the bottle of water that never made it to Kokomi’s lips, indicating for her to drink more water. Kokomi shoots her a small smile but acquiesces, taking another long pull from the bottle. 

 

“Okay, the food will be here in twenty minutes.” Kokomi yawns and stretches, leaning back in her chair as her baby blue sweater rides up over her midriff. 

 

Sara politely averts her gaze. 

 

“Do you want to keep taking a break, or would you mind if I continued working on the piece until the food gets here?” 

 

“Can’t keep your hands off me, I see,” Kokomi teases. 

 

A flash of heat crosses Sara’s face. “I’d like to get some of the finer lines done while I’m still in the zone. 

 

Kokomi gestures openly at her thigh, “Who am I to refuse a pretty lady?” 

 

Sara smiles, eager to get back to work. If she’s tattooing, she’s tattooing, and that means that she isn’t thinking or overthinking. 

 

That’s a good thing, Sara decides. Her tattoo machine hums in agreement. 

 




“Wow, this is really good,” Kokomi mumbles, halfway through a mouthful of her bird’s egg sushi. 

 

They’re sitting in the waiting room of the studio, takeout containers spread on the coffee table as they eat. It feels a little strange to not be working when she was supposed to be on the clock. But Kokomi had insisted that Sara eat. She just wouldn’t charge her for this little break. She’s okay with that. 

 

Sara says nothing, nodding in agreement, her own mouth full of the egg roll Kokomi had ordered her. She swallows the bite of food, washing it down with some tea. “Shimura’s is one of the best places around here. The old man knows how to cook.” 

 

“Yeah? You’re a real food connoisseur then?” Kokomi picks up another piece of her sushi delicately. 

 

“No. But he’s never messed up my order, and that’s all that really matters,” Sara says simply. She leads a simple life and takes pleasure from the simple things. 

 

Nothing like a simple meal to keep her happy. 

 

“Have a bite,” Kokomi holds up the sushi to Sara’s lips. 

 

Sara shakes her head. “You eat it-”

 

She’s cut off by the food bumping insistently against her lips and she has to eat it or let the sushi just be squished into her face.

 

“I got extra sushi to share,” Kokomi says smugly. “You didn’t think that eating some egg rolls was going to be enough, did you?”

 

The look on Sara’s face is apparently enough of an answer for Kokomi. 

 

“Kujou Sara.”

 

Sara swallows stiffly. “Sangonomiya Kokomi,” she replies in the same even tone.

 

“Are you not eating proper meals?”

 

“I am!” Sara protests. “I have five bites of rice porridge in the morning and an onigiri for lunch.” 

 

“Sara,” Kokomi deadpans. “That is not a proper meal.”

 

“That’s actually two whole meals,” Sara quips back between more bites of her eggroll.

 

“Where are the vegetables? The fruits? The protein?” Kokomi looks aghast.

 

“Sometimes the onigiri have tuna inside, or pickles.”

 

“I’m going to start sending you food,” Kokomi tells her. “How are you still alive right now?” 

 

Smiling to herself, Sara nudges Kokomi with her elbow, nearly sending the smaller woman sprawling off of the couch. 

 

“Guess you’re fine if you’re strong enough to push me,” Kokomi says with a laugh. “Have another piece of sushi.” 

 

“You eat it,” Sara says. 

 

“Look out, it’s a waverider!” Kokomi makes a rumbling noise that Sara supposes is the motor of the boat. 

 

It’s surprisingly endearing. 

 


 

They return to the tattoo chair and the tattoo soon enough. The sun has long set, and Sara turns on more lights around the room instead. 

 

She notices Kokomi shifting around in the chair when she returns though. 

 

“Something wrong?” 

 

“No, everything is fine,” Kokomi says, waving Sara’s concerns away as she tucks her arms beneath her legs. 

 

Sara notices the faint shiver that runs up her legs. “Are you cold?”

 

“It’s a little chilly,” Kokomi admits sheepishly. “These shorts are kind of thin.” 





Sara thinks about the jellyfish and how it floats wherever the ocean currents take it, surviving on whatever meagre scraps life offers. “Here,” Sara strips off her haori and drapes it over Kokomi’s bare legs, leaving the section she was working on exposed though. There’s no reason that she can’t help it along too. 

 

“Hey, you don’t have to. You’re going to get cold!” 

 

“I’ll be fine,” Sara insists. “Tattooing keeps me warm.” 

 

She doesn’t miss the skeptical look on Kokomi’s face as she settles back down on her stool to work. 

 

“Let me know if you feel uncomfortable.” 

 

Kokomi gives her a small smile and a nod. Sara takes that as permission to finish her work. The shading is easy compared to the line work. She can follow along the lines that she had already laid down. 

 

Sara lets herself be taken away into the curves and twists of her work. The machine humming away happily in her hand is like a natural extension of her body. Like how a voice is part of a singer or graceful limbs part of a dancer. This is Sara’s art. This is her medium. 

 

It’s not until she pauses, ready to add the faint neon highlights that she notices Kokomi is watching her, one earbud in. 

 

Suddenly, Sara is self-conscious. The weight of Kokomi’s gaze on her sits heavy across her shoulders like this might be the most important thing that she has done. Honestly, it might as well be. 

 

“You good?” Sara murmurs, she doesn’t dare look up at Kokomi. To meet her gaze would be too much. She might catch fire like dry grass under the intense glare of the sun. 

 

“Yeah. You really like tattooing, huh?” 

 

“Yes, I love it.” Sara replies, still intensely focused as she returns to her work, neon blue thrumming in her machine. “I get to make art that lives with people. It goes wherever they go, sees whatever they see. Some people can pull strength or hope or whatever else they might need from it at any moment they need it.” 

 

“I think that’s a really beautiful way of looking at it.”

 

Sara shrugs, pulling another thin blue line across pale skin. “It’s how I see it. I know some people think it’s useless or I’m throwing my life away doing this. But I’m making a living doing what I love to do. Hard to say that for a lot of people.” 

 

“That’s true.” Kokomi hums thoughtfully. “I’m glad that you found what you want to do in life.”

 

She falls silent, lost in her own thoughts as Sara continues tattooing the fine blue lines. It’s a fine line to walk, making sure that there were enough faint blue highlights to make the piece really pop but not so much that it looked like a neon sign. 

 

Perhaps another twenty minutes pass, perhaps an hour, perhaps an eternity but by the time that Sara is finally done, all of her joints creak in protest. She gives a final wipe over the tattoo with her ink stained paper towel, giving a long exhale to see that this tattoo had turned out exactly as she had wanted it. 

 

“Oh wow,” Kokomi breathes. Nothing short of awe is written all across her face. “That’s so perfect. It’s even better than I imagined.” 

 

“I’m glad,” Sara says, helping the other woman out of her chair so that she can get a better look in the mirror. She tosses her haori into the now empty chair behind them.

 

Kokomi doesn’t say anything else as she looks at her new tattoo in the mirror, turning slightly to get a glimpse of the sides. But even in her silence, Sara can see her tracing the lines of the jellyfish in the mirror with small finger movements at her side. Satisfied, she turns back around to face Sara, throwing her arms around the tattoo artist in a move that surprises Sara.

 

“Thank you so much,” Kokomi mumbles into Sara’s shoulder. 

 


 

When Kokomi leaves, Sara is once again nearly a hundred thousand mora richer in thousand mora bills.

 

She sits quietly behind her front counter, counting it all in silence, thinking about the ocean storm that was Kokomi that had swept through Sara’s peaceful little shop. Really, she should clean up and go home. It’s late. Far later than she is accustomed to staying up, never mind working. 

 

Her thoughts keep drifting back to the feeling of Kokomi’s arms around her — how she still smelled like strawberries and the sea, how warm she felt in Sara’s arms. 

 

Not that any of this matters. She is nothing but the artist, and Kokomi is just the client. The fact that Kokomi came back for a second tattoo means nothing. Sara has lots of clients who get one or tattoos and then disappear, off to find new artists to display on the art galleries of their bodies. 

 

“Forget about it,” Sara says out loud to the empty shop. 

 

She had done her job. It’s time to move on to the next piece. Even so, the jellyfish lingers in the back of her mind, bobbing by itself in a lonesome current. 

 

There is something powerful about the grace of a jellyfish, Sara decides. 

 


 


 TenguJuurai: Some flash available for walk-ins. 
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3. Dendrobium

Summary for the Chapter:
A storm rolls into Inazuma City, bringing an unexpected guest to the tattoo studio.






Sara is in the middle of tattooing when the bell above her shop door jingles loudly. This startles her. Not enough that she messes up any of the tattoo that she’s inking, but her mind races with the possibilities. 



She isn’t expecting anyone else today. Nobody else should be able to get into her studio without the buzzer code too. 



“Sara?” A familiar voice calls out. 



This gives Sara pause. Her machine whirs to a stop with a low whine. 



“Kokomi?” She calls back hesitantly. 



Footsteps pad across the wooden floor of the studio, stopping just shy of the threshold of the side room that Sara does all the tattooing in. 



“Hi! Sorry to just drop in, but I saw that you were doing walk-ins for flash today and wanted something.” 



Sara looks over at the clock on the far wall. Was it really that late already? This touch up had taken longer than she wanted. 



A low rumble of thunder from above makes her frown. Much longer than she wanted. The weather forecast had stated that there would be a chance of a thunderstorm later in the day. Sara had hoped the storm would roll in after she had gone home. 



“Yes, of course. I’ll be another fifteen minutes.” 



“I’ll just hang out in the waiting room.” Kokomi replies cheerfully and her footsteps wander off, back down the short hallway to the couches outside. 



“She sounds nice,” Sara’s canvas mumbles. 



Sara looks down at the partially naked woman in her tattoo chair. Kokomi showing up out of the blue had surprised her, and she momentarily forgot what she was doing. 



“What?” Shinobu says, “Don’t look at me like that.” 



“Like what,” Sara asks with a long sigh, she starts up her tattoo machine again. 



Shinobu only raises her eyebrows at Sara but otherwise falls silent. A wise choice given Sara is the one with the tattoo machine in her hands right now. 



“Ow,” Shinobu grunts as Sara presses the needle to her skin again. 



“Sorry,” Sara murmurs, wiping away some of the blood. “Scar tissue is more sensitive than normal skin.” 



“I can tell,” Shinobu says dryly. 



“Nearly done though.”



Sara pulls another line of ink across the skin, careful of how the needles move across the scar tissue. Shinobu had come to her for a touch up. She had an unfortunate motorcycle accident a few months ago, the resulting surgery left a nasty scar up her hip and side, crossing right over her tattoos. 



They were simple enough, just a matter of matching the colour of the ink to the tattoo and making sure that the ink was taking to the scar tissue well. Nothing fancy or intricate but delicate work, nonetheless. Not to mention that Shinobu was in her underwear for this, the other woman was an immensely private person and Sara is honoured to be trusted enough to be the one who got to touch up her ink. (Granted, she only needed to roll up her shirt and remove her pants but Shinobu had shown up in just a sports bra for a top so she truly was just in underwear at this point.)



The two of them lapse into an easy silence, content to let the humming of the machine wash over them, a perfect symphony blending into the steadily increasing pitter patter of the falling rain on the roof above them. 



It’s moments like these that Sara is reminded why she likes tattooing so much, the way that she slips into that flow where nothing exists except her and the art before her. 



By the time that Sara is wiping the last of the excess ink away from pink tinged skin, she’s entirely relaxed, one and whole with herself. Sure, her body is tense from hunching over her work like this, and she could definitely use a long and hot bath, but there is nothing that she would rather be doing. 



“Looks good,” Shinobu says, twisting to get a better look. 



“It’ll look better too if you keep the second skin bandage on for the full six days instead of tearing it off after two,” Sara admonishes, unwrapping the grip tape around her machine. She tosses the used tape into the bin next to her work station. 



“It starts peeling after two days and then the loose edges irritate me,” Shinobu grumbles. 



The thunder outside grumbles in agreement too. 



“Just stick some medical tape there to hold them down.” 



Sara gathers up her tray of used equipment, ready to bring it into her backroom to be sterilized at the end of the day. Her spare machine is sitting in a sterile drawer at the moment, ready for immediate use. 



A gentle ping from her phone draws her attention away from cleaning up. 



Kokomi? 



Sara picks up her phone from the shelf in the corner where she left it. 



It is not a text message from Kokomi. She frowns.



“I just Venmora’d you the money. Don’t look so disappointed.” Shinobu says. She’s still laying down on the chair, making no move to get up, but she does fix Sara with an unreadable expression. “Expecting something else? Or should I say 

someone

 else?”



“No,” Sara replies. “I don’t know what you’re insinuating, but I was not disappointed.” 



There was no reason for her to be — there was no reason for Kokomi to message her, she was sitting right in the waiting room outside — Kokomi was still waiting outside. 



“I’m going to go see what Kokomi wants,” Sara tells Shinobu before she can say anything else, hurrying out into the main area of her tattoo shop. 






The other woman is sitting patiently in the waiting area. She has both of her chunky pastel pink sneakers on the floor, legs curled up underneath her as she flips through a thick book. It almost feels like she’s waking up from a long nap though as she blinks up at Sara’s approach. 



“Sorry about the wait.” Sara smiles gently at her, retrieving her table from behind the front desk on her way over. 



“No worries! I should have messaged you to see if you were free today.” Kokomi returns the smile, practically beaming with the full force of the sun. 



Sara can feel her cheeks warm under the attention. 



“It’s alright. What kind of flash were you looking for?” Sara sits on the sofa next to Kokomi, tablet already on the page with all her flash work. The weight of the two of them on the sofa causes the cushions to dip towards the slight gap in the center, pulling them closer together so that Kokomi is practically curled against Sara’s side. 



“I saw on Insteygram that you had some flowers.” Kokomi leans in even closer, abandoning her book on the coffee table in favour of peering at the tablet in Sara’s hand. 



“Oh, yes. I remember those,” Sara murmurs, thumbing through all the different images until she finds the exact image that she had posted onto social media a while back. 



A half dozen flowers are scattered across the page in various shapes and sizes, bending and swaying to unseen winds of their own imagining. It isn’t often that Sara does any floral art really, her work leans more into the more powerful and forceful facets of nature, like the storm which pulls at the petals of these flowers, seemingly tearing them right off the page. 



“Oh, yes. I was looking at this one.” Kokomi points at a lone red flower in the center of the page. 



Ah. That one had been Sara’s favourite. 



She had been hesitant to let it go to flash, but something pushed at her until she planted the seeds onto the page and then online. Clearly this had been a good decision. 



“The dendrobium,” Sara states, flipping through the pages until she finds the one with the red flower on it by itself. It’s a simple design, mostly in varying shades of reds and black, with a single fallen petal laying on thinly lined ground that the flower grew from. 



“Yes. It’s a good flower. Excellent design.”



If Sara is being perfectly honest, she’s a little bit surprised that Kokomi was picking this flower. The harsher blood-red tone is not the colour that Sara would have predicted that Kokomi would 
choose. 



Not that Sara thinks Kokomi would look bad with such colours. Kokomi could probably pick a palette of the most contrasting, harshest, loudest colours for a piece and it would still look beautiful on her skin. Part of it is in the hands of the artist behind the needle, of course, and Sara did not gravitate to such palettes, but she has every confidence that if push came to shove, she would shove. 



And she’s damn good at what she does, even if it is a bit outside of their comfort zone. 



“Where did you want this?” Sara asks instead, dipping her head slightly so that Kokomi couldn’t see the rapidly diffusing heat across her cheeks. 



“I think on my other ankle,” Kokomi says nonchalantly. She brings that ankle out from where she had been curled up on top of it. It dangles over the edge of the sofa, heel bumping lightly into Sara’s knee. “Same placement as my first tattoo that you did for me, just the other ankle.”



Another surprise. 



Though Sara should really stop being so surprised by the things that Kokomi decides on. The other woman is like a box of mysteries and every layer is something new, something different. 



“You don’t think that it would look good on the ankle?” Kokomi asks. 



Sara blinks, realizing that her face must have shown some kind of expression that she wasn’t aware of and Kokomi has misinterpreted. 



“No, I think this design flows nicely up the ankle. The curve of the flower frames the ankle perfectly.”



“Perfect then-”



“-Not to interrupt you lovebirds in the loveseat, but I’m heading out.” 



Sara nearly jumps out of her seat, not realizing that Shinobu had finally gotten her things and comes out of the back room. 



“Easy,” Shinobu grins slightly, a canine poking slightly over her bottom lip. “I’m just leaving.” 



“Okay. And for the record, this is a sofa, not a loveseat,” Sara sighs, closing her eyes in irritation. 



“It’s got two seats. Therefore, loveseat.” Shinobu rebuts, pulling on her leather jacket and wincing when the garment brushes up against the fresh tattoo left exposed by her sports bra. 



“Keep the second skin on for six days,” Sara warns her again.



“I got it,” Shinobu huffs.



“Be careful riding in the rain,” Sara calls out after the woman with her final remark as she exits the studio, motorbike helmet over one shoulder. 



There’s no response, only the slamming of the door. 



“You two seem close,” Kokomi murmurs from the sofa beside her. Her eyes don’t quite meet Sara’s but remain still pointedly fixed on the tablet screen before her.



“I’ve known her for a long time.” 



Maybe too long. Sara has known Shinobu since they were in school together, and the younger woman was always bailing her group of friends out of trouble. Sometimes, she still was. 



Kokomi nods slowly, still not looking up. “So ankle?”



“Yeah, that sounds good. I’ll pull the waivers for you to go through. Do you mind waiting a few minutes for me to wipe everything down and print a few stencils off for you?” Sara stands up, the sofa groaning at the sudden movement. 



“For you?” Kokomi smiles, finally looking up. “Anytime.”


 


 


It feels good to have her tattoo machine back in her hand. 



There’s nowhere else that she would rather be than to be working on a new piece. Her eyes flick up from the delicate lines of red that she’s putting down into bare skin. She’s careful around the ankle bone. Even though this isn’t Kokomi’s first tattoo (a mistake that Sara will never make again), the ankle could still be differently sensitive from one leg to the other. But Kokomi doesn’t really seem to mind, calmly reading the thick book that she had brought in, engrossed in the world within the pages.



“You like dendrobiums?” Sara asks quietly. 






There’s a pause, just long enough for Sara to consider that maybe Kokomi hadn’t heard her or that she was asleep. 



“I do,” Kokomi says. 



Another page turns.



Her answer seems unusually curt. 



“You feeling alright?” Sara can feel her brow furrow as she inks the delicate lines of the leaves. 



Kokomi is perfectly still under her hands. 



“A little tired.” 



“You can close your eyes if you’d like,” Sara murmurs. 






“You’re not going to ask me why I like dendrobiums?” Kokomi muses. 



Another page turns. 



“They’re nice to look at?” Sara offers. She wipes away the excess blood and ink, the red of the two swimming together into one stain on the paper towel. 



“I mean, you’re not wrong.”



“But I’m not entirely correct?” 



That earns her a laugh from the woman in her tattoo chair. “Do you know what dendrobiums stand for?” 



“They were found on battlefields in the past. Aren’t they a flower in remembrance of the fallen?” Sara takes a moment to straighten up, rolling her shoulders back in an attempt to get them to loosen up. 



“Yes. They were said to be formed from the blood of fallen soldiers.” The book in Kokomi’s hands closes with a loud thud, the weight of the words inside heavy against the pages. 



“That’s a beautiful way of looking at them.” The words tumble from Sara’s lips before she thinks them through. 



She remembers when she was younger, having to go visit shrines and monuments with her adoptive family. Her father had been a strict military man, intending for all of his children to follow after him. Sara had wanted to go along with his plans for some years.



But the older that she got, the more that the act of paying her respects to these shrines and monuments felt hollow to her, just actions for show. These names engraved on metal plates that meant little more to Sara than the name on the back of a book or a passing road sign. 



Sara was certain that the names on these monuments of all the men and women who had died all meant something to someone, just not to her, not like this. This felt empty, to pay lip service to their sacrifice and then live a life that wasn’t true to herself. 



She had left whatever plans her father had for her behind for a life that she wanted. If these soldiers had made a sacrifice for her to live whatever life she wanted, then she would.



It was as simple as that. 



Kokomi gives her a strange look and Sara knows that she has said something wrong. She steals herself and readies the needle again. If she’s tattooing, she doesn’t have to think too much about what was said and unsaid. 



“I study them.” 



“Sorry?” Sara pauses, needle millimetres away from Kokomi’s skin. It hums angrily, so close to its intended target. A clap of thunder makes her tighten her grip on the machine. 



“The fallen soldiers. That’s what I study.” 



“Oh, that’s interesting.” Sara lowers the needle again. “I’m going to resume tattooing.” 



“Yeah, of course.” 



Carefully, she begins tracing one of the petals, lining it in red as bright as the blood that the flower was supposedly made of. It’s easy to fall back into the groove. 



“What made you want to study fallen soldiers?” Sara asks once she’s comfortable in her rhythm again. 






“Well, Watasumi Island is covered in different war memorials and old battlefields. I grew up surrounded by them and I read so many books on them. I just wanted to know more. Eventually, I branched out to study historical artifacts and then started working in the field for research.” 



Sara looks up in time to see a wistful sort of expression flit over Kokomi’s face. 



“You’re from Watasumi?” 



“Born and raised,” Kokomi replies with a rueful smile. 



“You don’t sound too happy about that.” Not that Sara really had any right to be commenting on such things. She had spent much of her life in Inazuma City. There was never any reason for her to leave the city — she’s comfortable here.



“There’s not a lot going on there. Fishing, fishing, and more fishing.” 



“You have a tattoo of a jellyfish,” Sara points out in lieu of a real answer. 



“I have many tattoos,” Kokomi replies with a smirk. “Doesn’t mean I like fishing.”



“Point taken.” 



“Watasumi is great and all, don’t get me wrong. But sometimes I just want to be by myself and do whatever I want and not have everyone on the island know who I am, you know?” 



Sara exhales slowly. “I understand. The anonymity of the city.” 



It’s partially why she stayed in Inazuma City. She could do whatever she liked, live the life that she wanted, hidden in the safety of the crowds and concrete maze of the city. There’s a strange kind of peace being in the crowds. 



“Yes. It’s kind of freeing.” 



They fall into a comfortable but wordless lull, the sounds of the pelting rain and tattoo machines now an expected backdrop, as Sara changes her lining needle for her thicker one that she liked to use for shading. Just a little delicate spots of red in the petals, with enough of the skin peeking through as highlights. She doesn’t often get to work with such a palette of colours, but she relishes in the challenge. 



Eventually, Sara wipes away the last traces of the ink on the skin, the dendrobium sits proudly on tender pink skin. When the skin heals up though, the red of the flower would definitely be more pronounced. Perhaps Sara should ask her to return when it’s healed so she could get some pictures for her portfolio. 



Wordlessly still, Sara gently wipes down the inflamed skin and applies the second skin over the fresh ink. 



Yes, this looks beautiful. 



“All done,” Sara finally announces, pushing away from the chair and letting the wheels of her stool carry her backwards.



Kokomi smiles, having seemingly long abandoned her book in favour of watching Sara work. Thank goodness that Sara hadn’t really noticed, the flow of her work taking her far away from the physical confines of her studio and to somewhere that she can only describe as ethereal. 



“This looks much better than I could have ever imagine-” 



Thunder loud enough to rattle the whole building echoes, shaking everything inside the studio. For a second, Sara expects to hear the crash as something falls off her wall — the hazard of having so much art hanging in the space. But thankfully, none comes, just more rain assaulting this building like they might actually be able to pierce through the roof. 



Sara hopes there won’t be any leaks come tomorrow morning. 



 “When they said storm, they really meant it,” Sara sighs. “I’ll go get your receipt and everything ready out front. You take your time getting your shoes on and call me if you need anything,” 



“Yes, thank you!” 



It’s colder out in the waiting area compared to the back room, and Sara draws her haori a little closer across her chest. 



It hardly takes her any time to pull up the receipt and file away the waiver forms that Kokomi had filled out earlier. Even as her body goes through the familiar motions, Sara finds that her thoughts kept drifting toward Kokomi. What an interesting woman. A historical scholar studying ancient battles. 



Sara wonders what her favourite battle might be. Did she even have a favourite? Or was she like Ei when Ei’s asked which of her tattoos that she’s ever done is her favourite? 



Every time that Sara thought that she understood everything that there was to understand about her, she smiles and another facet reveals itself to her. 



“-Sara.”



Sara blinks. Kokomi is standing in front of her at the front counter. Deep in her thoughts, she hadn’t noticed that the other woman had left the back room at all. 



“Yes?” 



“Can I get the receipt?” she has her giant wallet out on the counter.



“Right, yes, of course.” Sara fumbles with the tablet for a second, turning back to the page with the receipt. 



Kokomi takes a moment to skim over the words on the screen before pulling out a hefty stack of bills. “There you go. Thirty thousand with tip.” 



“That’s too much!” Sara protests, feeling like she’s already lost this argument before it has even started. 



“You do good work,” Kokomi tells her firmly, leaving no room for questions. “As expected of my favourite tattoo artist.” 



She zips up her wallet with a grin. There’s little else that Sara can say or do but wave back at her pathetically when she stops at the threshold of the studio just to give Sara another little smile that makes her guts twist strangely. 






Her favourite tattoo artist?



Sara stares at the closed studio door in a daze, those final few words echoing around in her head. She doesn’t think that she’s ever been anyone’s favourite before. 



Perhaps it’s the long day at work finally getting to her. 



Quietly, she goes about cleaning up. 



It’s not nearly as quiet inside her head though. 


 


 


By the time Sara finishes cleaning and locking up, she’s tired and just wants to get home. The rain hasn’t let up any but the thunder and lightning has drifted off into the distance. She makes sure to button up her long windbreaker as she steps out into the street, combat boots immediately splashing into the shallow pool of water that was now the street.



The streets are relatively quiet, the rain and later hour have driven everyone indoors, and there’s hardly even a car passing by the near-flooded streets. Her umbrella (thank the Archons that she thought to bring one with her) is a welcome blessing. The black material expands into a perfect octagon of dryness above her head.



It surprises her then, to see Kokomi huddled under a nearby awning, looking at her phone with much consternation. 



“Kokomi?” Sara thought that she had left a while ago. 



Has she just been standing outside this whole time?



The other woman looks up in surprise. “Oh, hey Sara.” 



“Have you just been waiting outside?” Sara takes a few steps closer to her, careful to angle her umbrella away so that the rain doesn’t get on her. “You could have come back inside. I know it’s cold out here.” 



“Well, I thought I could just catch a Euber from here. But so far, I’ve got nothing.” Kokomi’s frown deepens at her phone.



“Where are you headed?” 



“Komore Teahouse,” Kokomi tilts her phone towards Sara so that she could see the little red pin on the map. 



“That’s not too far from here,” Sara notes. The teahouse is a well-known landmark and establishment. She’s only been inside a handful of times, but it’s a pleasant enough place. 



“Yeah, I was originally going to walk. But-” Kokomi gestures helplessly at the falling onslaught. “-I didn’t think to bring an umbrella with me.” 



“I’ll walk you,” Sara says before she can stop herself. 



“Well, I wouldn’t want to trouble you.” A small canine pokes out over Kokomi’s lip as she rubs the back of her neck sheepishly. 






“It’s no trouble,” Sara finds herself saying. The teahouse is in the opposite direction of where she was going, but she wasn’t going to say anything now. 



“If you’re sure,” Kokomi says uncertainly. 



“Yeah.” Sara tips her umbrella slightly, gesturing for Kokomi to join her. 



She probably should have thought about this more before she decided on such a course of action. Her umbrella is much smaller than she originally thought, she realizes once Kokomi joins her. 






They have to walk shoulder to shoulder, arms and elbows bumping as they walk. It’s much colder than Sara anticipated and she notices the slight shiver that runs up Kokomi’s spine. She’s wearing a thick pastel purple cardigan but no outer layer. She moves the umbrella over slightly so that it covers her a little more, not minding that some rain falls on her sleeve. 



A hand on her hand holding the umbrella nearly makes her jump. 



She looks down to see Kokomi smiling at her. 



“Your arm is getting wet,” Kokomi says.



“You’re cold,” Sara replies evenly. 



“Walk closer then.” 



It’s a quiet reply. So quiet that Sara thinks that she must have misheard but Kokomi glances over at her briefly and then looks away. 



Sara takes the step closer, feeling slightly awkward in spite of herself. 



Slowly, they pick their way through the streets, avoiding the worst of the puddles. Sara’s boots are soaked through, and she can’t imagine that Kokomi’s sneakers are fairing any better, but they plow on determinedly. 



They cross another intersection and then turn down a side street, Komore Teahouse just up ahead. 



“Careful,” Sara’s arm shoots out, pulling Kokomi to the side to avoid a particularly deep puddle gathering in a well-known pothole in the street. It’s deceptively deep — she would know, she’s reported it to the city at least three times now. 



“Oh, thanks.” Kokomi presses close against Sara’s side as they step carefully through what little shallow spots they can find. Even after they reach the relative safety of the sidewalk, Kokomi still clings close. 



She smells nice, Sara notes with some embarrassment at how close they are. Something 

fruity

 and floral. It’s a lot warmer to walk like this, Sara realizes somewhat foolishly. She could have done this from the start. 



They walk the last block to Komore Teahouse like this, falling into perfect lockstep. 



“Here you are,” Sara says as they finally stop in the entranceway. “Are you going to be alright from here?”



It seems to take a moment for Kokomi to realize that they’ve arrived, staring blankly at the warm glow of the teahouse before her. 



“Thank you,” Kokomi says after another moment. “You didn’t have to walk me.”



“I wasn’t going to let you just stand in front of my studio,” Sara argues. 



Kokomi lingers in the entranceway of the teahouse, almost hesitant to exit the shelter of Sara’s umbrella. 



Sara eyes the teahouse and the still heavily falling rain around them, pitter-pattering loudly on every surface it can find. “Are you going to be okay here?”



“It’s a teahouse,” Kokomi laughs, “I think I can handle that.”



The sound brings warmth to Sara’s wind-chilled cheeks, a warmth that pushes her to take another step, another step closer. 



“Here.” Sara closes up her umbrella, ushering Kokomi under the overhang of the teahouse roof. She presses the black umbrella into Kokomi’s hands. “It’s going to keep raining for the next few days. Take my umbrella with you.” 



“What? I can’t take your umbrella. It’s still raining, what are you going to use?” 



It’s too late though, Sara is dancing out of Kokomi’s reach, back into the rain. “Give it back to me next time that you see me.” 



And then she’s running down the street, further into the rain before Kokomi could say anything. 






Had she been too presumptuous, to say such a thing? To think that she would run into Kokomi again?



She hopes not.




She hopes not.



 


 



kokonomiya: a little dendrobium from @TenguJuurai. I love the way that it looks like the flower is blooming with every step I take — a reminder of our history wherever I go. 
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Notes for the Chapter:
Wooooo! 

I thought I would never be done with this chapter lol. We are slowly inching toward the end of this gay fic. If you like my stuff, you can follow me on twitter and on tumblr. 

Thank you for reading! As always kudos and comments are much appreciated!


Author’s Note:Hey!!! 

Thanks for reading! I’m trying something different with this fic, so please bear with me as I figure things out. If you would like to yell at me about this AU or about other AUs or just how gay Kokosara is, please feel free to find me at my  twitter . This fic is partially inspired by that one reddit post/ tiktok going around (I have lost the post please send it to me)

Anyway, thanks again for reading. Any comments or kudos is greatly appreciated! 

Stay safe out there <3





