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Watching his classmates chatter and greet their friends as the school day lets out has something bitter settling at the back of Kunikuzushi’s throat, and the clear peal of the bell behind him does his already-foul mood no favours.

He can lie to the people around him all he wants—saying that when school lets out all the noise gives him a headache, that the lower years keep running into him during one of their games of chase as they wait for their parents to pick them up from school, that he actually—Archons forbid—likes staying at school because it’s the only place he gets any peace (though he’s sure that that excuse is stretching it a bit far, especially if even sweet, gullible Ajax is disinclined to believe him)—but there’s just no deceiving himself when he always knows better.

He’s jealous. Jealous that they have homes to go back to, that they have adoring parents and people to ask them how their day at school was.

At the sound of distant laughter, he curls further into himself at the reminder of everything that he doesn’t have. Overhead, the sky is a shade of ominous grey, thunder rumbling lowly in the distance. Despite the approaching rainstorm, haunting the empty hallways of the school still seems preferable when compared to going back to a house that’s too big for him to face a mother who barely cares about him anyway.

No, thank you. He’s perfectly happy to stay right here until it starts raining.

“The view’s quite nice from up here, right?”

Scratch that, maybe he will be heading indoors faster than he expects, nearly jumping out of his skin when a childish voice breaks him out of his brooding. He looks over, prepared to glare at the intruder until they feel bad enough to leave, and indigo eyes meet wide green ones. It’s a child about half his height, though she’s apparently from the class two years above him, judging by the colour of her uniform. He narrows his eyes at her, already suspicious.

“I’m Nahida! What’s your name?” she asks, smiling brightly, and Kunikuzushi can feel himself shrink further into the little corner he’s appropriated as his own.

“None of your business,” he growls, eyes narrowing at her sudden appearance. So much for peace and quiet. “Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to give your name out to strangers?”

And when her face falls, suddenly, he regrets saying that. He quickly quashes the feeling underfoot.

“I don’t have a mother.” She smiles, though the soft expression is tinged with a hint of sadness. “She disappeared a long time ago.”

Kunikuzushi looks away, not quite sure what to say in the face of such sincerity, and the girl—Nahida—takes the chance to sit next to him, close enough to be an annoyance but far enough that Kunikuzushi could pretend they weren’t affiliated if he so pleased. She hums a little song as she unzips her bag and retrieves a clear plastic box, cracking the lid open as the smell of tuna and seaweed fills the air between them, neat onigiris laid in a row.

…she’s a good cook. Better than Kunikuzushi’s mother is, at least. Not that that’s a high bar to pass.

“Are you hungry?”

“No,” he huffs, immediately wincing at the way his stomach chooses that exact moment to growl, loud and plaintive. Nahida just looks up at the sky and shakes her head.

“Sounds like it’s going to rain soon.”

A rice ball, sat neatly on a light green handkerchief, is slid across the rough concrete of the space between them. Kunikuzushi eyes it suspiciously, but Nahida’s voice is non-committal when she talks, slightly muffled by the food in her mouth.

“For later.” She shrugs, eyes fixed on the chain link fence opposite to where they’re sitting as she chews slowly. “When you get hungry.”

“I don’t need your pity,” Kunikuzushi snarls. To her credit, Nahida doesn’t flinch, but she doesn’t look up either, still nibbling away at her meal. “So just leave me alone, alright?”

“It’s not pity. It’s food. Do me a favour and hold on to it, okay?”

He hates how calm she is in the face of his anger, already unwrapping her second rice ball as she tries to make herself comfortable on the ground, and decides he’d be better off saving his breath. Plus, free food is free food, so he’s not going to turn it down.

“…only if you promise to pay it back in time,” he snorts. The seaweed is crisp and flaky under his fingers, and the rice is still slightly warm, the smell of tuna making him realise just how hungry he really is. With a sidelong glance at Nahida, who’s still entranced by a spot on the ground, he takes a bite.

It tastes good. Nahida’s an excellent cook. He’s pretty sure she isn’t trying to poison him because there are consequences for that kind of thing, and she hasn’t tried to convince him to go home, so that means she probably wasn’t sent by his mother. Which just makes her all the more suspicious to him, honestly; no one does things for other people out of the pure goodness of their heart—one of the rare useful things his mother had taught him—and yet Nahida hasn’t even so much as looked in his direction, let alone try to force a conversation.

All the same, he doesn’t let his guard down, and he doesn’t realise that he’s finished the rice ball until his hands are empty and the sun’s setting over the horizon.

He already has a whole list of prepared responses to whatever questions Nahida might try to ask—including but not restricted to “foolish question,” “it’s none of your business,” and his personal favourite, “shut up”—and yet she’s already standing up and dusting her skirt off before he can employ any of them. He glances up at her, surprised, watching as she hefts her bag over her shoulder.

“You should go home,” she says, pragmatic and logical. “If anything, at least you’ll have somewhere nice to sleep.”

“You don’t even know who I am,” he sniffs, but deep down, he knows she’s right. “Why are you worrying about me?”

Her green eyes are clear and bright when she smiles at him, cocking her head. “Well, do I need to know you to worry about you?”

He’s struck speechless at that.

“…thank you,” he mumbles stiffly, and she turns back to shoot him one last grin, one hand already on the door.

“You’re welcome!”

-

In the end, he does go back to his mother’s house—it’s the furthest thing from home to him—slinking in through the back door and heading up the stairs immediately, tiptoeing and holding his breath. He spots the door to his mother’s office ajar, her cold voice faintly audible as she talks to someone on the phone, and breathes an inaudible sigh of relief.

Good. It’s better for everyone this way. She doesn’t have to see the eyesore, and he doesn’t have to be seen.

-

A week passes. He doesn’t expect to see Nahida again.

Admittedly, that might also be because he doesn’t go back to the roof, though it’s his favourite spot. Still, this little nook he’s managed to dust off in the stairwell behind the stage of the auditorium is a close second, especially when it’s nice and quiet.

Unfortunately, by the sound of light footsteps and a familiar humming from around the corner, Nahida disagrees. Soon enough, a familiar head of white hair and green eyes peek around the corner, and Kunikuzushi rolls his eyes, moving over to make space for her on the steps.

“I brought tahchin,” she calls, trotting down the hallway and sitting down with a huff. “And a box for you to take home.”

He’s too tired to argue, having missed getting an A+ on his paper by several marks, and he can already see the disappointed expression on his mother’s face when he goes home and inevitably ends up being told to show her. He just takes the box, and her face falls slightly, apparently unused to him just… doing what he’s told.

“You alright?” Nahida asks, inquiring but not pushy, and Kunikuzushi sighs.

“Physics.”

She nods in understanding like that explains everything, and a slight smile tugs at the corners of Kunikuzushi’s mouth when he sees her being so serious.

“I see.”

She slips a fork into his hand before tapping her spoon lightly against his.

“Eat first, and then we can go over my notes from that year.”

“Are you even good at physics?” he prods, ignoring the fact that the majority of the trophies in the school cabinet from the science and mathematics olympiads have her name on them. “And do you still remember things from that long ago?”

“I can try,” she laughs, rubbing the back of her neck. “Come on, what do you stand to lose?”

Kunikuzushi knows the answer to that question is ‘nothing.’ He stands to lose nothing—excluding his dignity—if he takes this deal. He just doesn’t quite want to face that truth yet.

“I don’t need your help,” he huffs, cracking the plastic box open and taking the first bite, though both of them know he doesn’t really mean it.

“I know.” Nahida smiles. “But I want to help you anyway.”

-

Perhaps Kunikuzushi is foolish for thinking that no one notices where he sneaks off to every time school lets out—assuming that no one cares enough to take note. He knows Rosalyne worries about him, and Ajax is smart enough to avoid showing up at his mother’s house and asking where he is—but they know better than to push when he forces a smile that’s more of a grimace every time they ask. He likes their company too much to unload his feelings on them, and all he does is bring misfortune to the people who get close to him anyway.

Ajax and Rosalyne deserve better than that. Ajax and Rosalyne deserve better than him.

So, better foolish than heartbroken and disappointed when inevitably, no one shows up.

…and yet Nahida seems bent on proving him a fool—because somehow she finds him again, squatting down to peer into the little fort he’s constructed for himself out of gym mats.

“Hi.” She grins. Kunikuzushi grunts and rolls his eyes in reply but moves the mat that serves as the ‘door’ to the side, admitting her. She wriggles into the fort and sits down, handing him the fork that she’s deemed ‘his’ along with the plastic box full of food that he’s grown so accustomed to receiving.

“It’s butter chicken,” she continues. “I’m testing out a new recipe. Tell me if it’s good.”

“What am I, your guinea pig?” he grumbles, and Nahida practically beams at him.

“I owe you so many favours, anyway. What’s one more, right?”

They both know it should be the other way around—but if Nahida isn’t going to be the one to expose the truth, then he’s more inclined to keep things the way they are right now.

“Was your physics midterm alright?” she asks—and the unspoken question, how did your mother react? runs like an undercurrent parallel to her worry. “Wait, no, ignore me. Finish your lunch first.”

“…she wasn’t happy with the previous paper,” he sniffs, worrying at a piece of chicken with his fork, and Nahida sighs. “And I ranked first in my class for the midterm, but she was still disappointed that I didn’t get full marks.”

“Then we’ll get full marks next time,” Nahida decides, bright and easy. “And if your teacher gives out extra credit, we’ll get that as well.”

Kunikuzushi sighs. “Knowing my mother, she won’t be happy about it no matter what. I’m starting to think it’s a problem with me, not with my grades.”

“Maybe so,” Nahida agrees. “But that gives her one less thing to yell at you about.”

“…hey, you’re not supposed to agree,” he scowls. “You’re supposed to say something like ‘aww, don’t say that.’”

Nahida laughs at that, patting his elbow. “I don’t believe in empty words of comfort.”

“How cruel,” he mumbles, muffled around the food in his mouth, and she shrugs.

“Maybe so. Don’t talk with food in your mouth.”

They sit there in a comfortable silence, broken only by the sound of chewing and cutlery against plastic. Nahida swirls her fork idly through what’s left of her meal before looking up at Kunikuzushi, who shies away instinctively.

“Can you tell me about your mother? You don’t have to if you don’t want to, but—”

He sighs, and Nahida stops talking, fiddling with her fingers as she waits for him to start.

“Well, she’s the CEO of the Shogunate Corporation and overall head of the Tri-Commissions. She’s capable, smart, and calculating—and she trusts practically no one. She lost her twin sister Makoto in an accident a couple years back and was forced to take over after the fact.”

“I didn’t mean like that,” Nahida murmurs, shaking her head. “I don’t mean to ask about who your mother is as a person. I’m interested in what she is to you.”

He stills at that, turning his fork over in his hand as he thinks.

“…she’s not a good mother, if that’s what you’re asking. Aunt Makoto was always more suited to taking care of people and she spent the most time with me, but after her death, I don’t think my mother could have looked at me without thinking of her twin. I always liked Aunt Makoto more. We got along.”

Nahida hums at that, sounding slightly disappointed.

“No, not at you,” she hurries to say, at Kunikuzushi’s inquisitive glance. “At your mother. She should… hm.”

“On good days, she looks at me,” he murmurs, affixing the lid back on top of the lunchbox and handing it back to Nahida, who takes it absently, still deep in thought. “I know better than to go home on bad days.”

“You can come over to my house if you need somewhere to stay.” Nahida shrugs. “Or even just to eat. My door’s always open.”

“You don’t have to.” Kunikuzushi winces, waving his hands.

“But I want to,” Nahida replies, in an odd reflection of a conversation from their past.

How far they’ve come.

Quiet fills the spaces between them after that, Kunikuzushi fiddling with a stray beanbag from the full basket between them, poking holes into the filling before shaking it out again.

“I think my mother might have known your mother,” Nahida giggles, breaking the silence, and Kunikuzushi reels back at that revelation. “I vaguely remember her talking about a set of purple-haired twins at her workplace. I guess that makes us de facto siblings, huh?”

“I don’t think that’s how it works.” Kunikuzushi frowns.

“You’ve always felt a little like a younger brother to me, anyway.”

“What,” Kunikuzushi finds himself saying before he can think, a wicked smile on his face. “You’re an entire head-and-a-half shorter than me, and you want to be the older sibling?”

Nahida glares at him, huffing in affront as he tries to hold back a laugh.

“You—”

She reaches for a nearby beanbag, throwing it at him.

“I’m never making you food again!”

And he cracks at that, laughter bubbling and spilling over as he tries to dodge her barrage of attacks, the fort falling apart around them as he tries to get away.

“I make you food, I check on you, I help you with homework, and this is how I’m treated?”

“No!” he yelps, raising his hands in an attempt to ward off the attack. “I’m sorry!”

“I don’t think you are!” Nahida shoots back, but mercifully, the beanbag stays in her hand instead of being used to launch yet another artillery attack on him.

“That’s because I’m not.” He smirks, and she gasps in mock-offence.

“Start running,” she threatens, pointing her weapon at him like she actually intends to use it. And, ever the one who has to get the last word in, Kunikuzushi sniggers, and—

“We’ll see if you can reach me first!”

He’s missed feeling like this—cheeks aching with the force of his smile, breathless and hair tousled and more happy than he’s ever been with anyone else outside of Rosalyne and Ajax. Another beanbag narrowly misses his ear, and laughing, he ducks into the brilliant sunshine of the day outside.

-

“Why are you doing this?”

Nahida pauses in her movements, cocking her head to look at him.

“Did you think I was serious last time when I said I was never making you food again?”

“No, not that,” he snorts, waving a hand at the two of them and gesturing at something intangible. “I mean like… all of this.”

Her mouth forms a round ‘o’ briefly before she laughs sheepishly, rubbing the back of her neck.

“Well, I thought you looked lonely and would appreciate having someone to talk to.”

He knows what could have happened that day—maybe he would have given up on his dreams, never seen Rosalyne and Ajax again in favour of becoming his mother’s perfect child, simply going through the motions of daily life day after day. Maybe he would have given up on living, and settled for just surviving.

He thinks she knows that, too.

“How am I supposed to repay you, then?”

“You don’t, but a name would be nice,” she hums, and it’s only with that request that he realises how long it’s been since their first meeting—and how long she’s been interacting with him without knowing what to call him. “Your preferred name,” she adds, smiling softly. “Doesn’t have to be your real name.”

“…my name’s… Scaramouche,” he finally says, and Nahida takes the hand he extends in her direction, shaking it seriously like it’s their first meeting all over again.

“It’s very nice to meet you, Scaramouche. Will you do the fan—”

“No.”

“No dango, then?”

“No, actually. I don’t like sweets.”

Nahida grins at that, tilting her head, and it feels like the end of something overdue and the beginning of something new—like spring has finally arrived, flowers bursting into bloom in the strange thing in his chest. So, with his new name, he sheds his yearnings for his mother’s approval and learns to live for the people who love him—Ajax, Rosalyne, and now Nahida.

“I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.”
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