
Thirteen feet apart



After joining, Ayaka had come to the conclusion that Aether’s humble little team wasn’t exactly what she dreamed it’d be like. She was just as charmed by the Traveler as she was back then, when he first arrived in Inazuma, after all, he hadn’t changed a bit and Paimon had been just as hard to silence. Both of them made a wonderful, albeit sometimes comedically tiresome pair. Especially when Aether had the opportunity to combine the topic of food with his floating companion.

They were exactly the same as Ayaka remembered them to be, even after what happened with the Raiden Shogun, and she was very glad to find that out. The problems arose when she met the last, and only permanent member of the team.

Aether had made it very clear from the very beginning how his party would change from time to time, and in theory, it sounded lovely. Having friends all over Teyvat had its advantages, it made no difference which corner of the world Aether ended up, he always had a group of people he could fall back on no matter the circumstances. It might’ve been selfish of Ayaka, but now that she was part of the team, she hoped to get into one of those adventures she’s been hearing about with some of these friends just so she could form a similar bond with them.

So when Aether mentioned he had a friend traveling with him she hadn’t had the opportunity to meet yet, she was even more excited to leave the Kamisato Estate behind. The thing is, the moment she dubbed the Traveler as her friend, she knew deep down it was just a polite gesture due to formalities and positions. She could feel this in her heart when he gave her a smile and her cheeks warmed, when he offered a hand and she’d jump to take it without hesitation. So to have a real, actual friend sounded actually…pretty nice.

When it came to people Aether regarded close companions it wasn’t hard to see the fondness in his eyes as he talked about them. Even when it came to Paimon and her annoying little habits his voice would soften, making Ayaka wonder if it ever came to her, would he use the same tone too?

So the moment she could walk alongside the young adventurer she didn’t expect to be met with disappointment.

Bennett wasn’t a bad person, far from it, Ayaka could tell. And she trusted Aether’s judgment. Yet, the image that was painted of him was not matching with his kneeled down form in front of her, head bowed as low as it could go. Was it a Mondstadt tradition or custom, she wondered as she made a mental note to ask Thoma about it later, when she got the chance.

However, as weeks went on by while they made their way back to the city of freedom she figured that couldn’t have been it.

Instead as described, Bennett spoke in hushed tones and only with Aether. Paimon was a different story, she always had a way of making people react, therefore, to ignore her would’ve proved to be an impossible task so the boy treated her all the same. However, talking with Ayaka was only reserved for short greetings without eye contact and combat, when communicating was necessary.

And those latter moments made Ayaka’s stomach clench with a familiar feeling as she was ordered to stay back, asking to let Aether and him deal with the situation. Just like how Ayato had done for her many years ago, when their grief had been so fresh he couldn’t even bear to see her with a sword in hand. If the Traveler brought freedom and Paimon gave unfiltered honesty, then Bennett was a reminder of the image of herself she wished to discard.

As a result of this came the haunting thought that maybe choosing to go on this journey had been a mistake, it crossed Ayaka’s mind often in the dead of the night when Aether’s barely audible snores told her he was having a dreamless sleep for a change. But watching the peaceful expression on his face as in her mind she compared the colorful green scenery to the purple one she grew tired of as she drifted off too, Ayaka knew she made the right choice.

She had enough practice keeping up appearances and if by doing just that for one person meant she could stay on this precious adventure, then she was willing to play the part, Ayaka decided not long after. Bringing up the issue to the Traveler wasn’t worth the trouble just to cause unnecessary tension, nor to make Bennett uncomfortable when he hadn’t actually done anything other than treat her with respect.

Instead, with an imaginary agreement between them, they had fallen into a routine, one where it was easy for Ayaka to forget the young adventurer even existed, as if it were only her, Aether and Paimon on the road. When she was talking to them, Bennett made sure to stay away, as far as possible and when he needed to have a word with them, she’d give them space. And it seemed like an invisible weight had been lifted off of both of their shoulders.

If the Traveler noticed anything, he sure didn’t show any signs of it. His floating companion however managed to allude to the fact that the two teammates did not seem to get along, but she stopped questioning after not getting a confirmation about her suspicions. It also might’ve been left alone because once her attention shifted towards something else, other things quickly got abandoned.

So the four of them continued to journey through the land of contracts with their odd dynamic, and due to Liyue’s terrain it came to no one’s surprise when the ground caved underneath them. To be more precise, in the moment Ayaka was in fact, unprepared.

A few things were registering in her mind in the moment however, which she was glad for. One, she was sliding down at a rapid speed, two, a warm hand was gripping her wrist and three, a high pitched voice alongside a deeper one called out her name. Then as she reached what she assumed to be the bottom, way too easily in her opinion, a loud rumbling could be heard from above. With that, the previously clear voices were muffled and the bright sunny day was replaced with cold darkness.

Though, not for long. “Lady Ayaka,” she heard a voice she almost didn’t recognize from next to her as the cave she found herself in lit up instantly in a bright orange color. “Are you alright,” these words brought her back into the reality before she could’ve taken a good look at the boulder they were lucky enough not be crushed by.

“I’m,” began Ayaka slowly as she moved her legs and arms slightly, “fine,” she decided once it seemed like nothing was fractured. She wasn’t sure when Bennett stood up, or if he even fell over in the first place only to quickly get up, but she did take his offered hand to get back on to her feet.

Before she could get used to the feeling of the warmth however, the young adventurer already moved on, taking a step towards where Ayaka assumed they fell down from. “Aether,” he called to his friend a few times, aiming his sword higher as if the flames somehow could reach the outside world, “Aether!”

His vision didn’t allow for a familiar like Oz that he could’ve sent to the surface, nor a cool-looking wolf that could’ve appeared behind him to push the stone wall that was above them, so they were left with only Bennett’s echo and the pitter-patter of the last few pebbles that were making their way down, both of which quickly quieted down.

Realizing they had to resort to something else in order to escape, Bennett lowered his arm and inspected their newly found surroundings, and due to his occupation Ayaka expected him to do the only thing they could, in such a situation. “Let’s sit down and wait for help,” which is not what followed.

“But we have to let them know we’re okay,” blurted out Ayaka as she recalled how Aether said her name just moments before. She knew very well why he sounded so panicked and she was sure, as someone who had been traveling with him way longer, Bennett did too. “They are going to have an easier job finding us, if we just stay still,” came the stubborn reply as the adventurer took a seat on one of the larger rocks nearby.

And when he turned his head away, Ayaka was once again reminded of the many futile attempts she made to befriend the boy.

In the beginning, she did ask Bennett to stop with the kneeling and bowing, which he thankfully never repeated after the request. Back then, Ayaka was hoping that’d be the end of the formalities. Yet, whenever she approached him, even with questions about his homeland which she assumed he’d love to talk about, the boy became a stuttering or rather, mumbling mess. Asking Paimon who had been a witness to one of these occasions proved to be useful, because she informed her that Bennett wasn’t shy, just humble.

So logic dictated the root of it all had to be Ayaka herself. To not to be met with adoration was certainly odd, as almost every Inazuman loved her but she supposed it couldn’t be helped. Everyone had a choice, which might’ve been a weird concept to those who had been conditioned to glorify never changing perfection, but Ayaka was willing to try. She tried to swallow down the animosity that was aimed at her.

Honestly, out of all the people in Teyvat, she was glad it was him. The only person who gained Aether’s trust to the point where he was considered to be the core of their team, someone who was irreplaceable. Ayaka just wished his dislike for her wouldn’t manifest in the sweet politeness she knew all too well.

While reminiscing about just that, “if you’re hungry, I got some apples and-” spoke up Bennett with a tone Ayaka could recognize anywhere. She was offered street food, drinks and small trinkets many times before which were given to her with forced smiles even if she expressed she didn’t have a need or use for them. To be looked at as someone who needed to be pleased at all times made her cheeks heat up and in the moment of rashness Ayaka raised her head, ready to firmly tell Bennett off.

At least, that was the plan until her eyes landed on the bruised legs which were completely scratched up, presumably by the rocks. How he managed to accomplish that when Ayaka landed so safely remained a mystery, that is what she wanted to fool herself with as guilt bubbled up within her chest.

“Your legs,” she exclaimed, cutting off his rambling about what else he carried in his small bag that could be of use, “why didn’t you say something-I’ll help you bandage it up,” she moved closer and thanks to the ongoing flames she could see the red liquid already escaping the wounds. This is why he didn’t want to move-was his lack of want to explore explained.

Bennett did not answer immediately, something Ayaka was used to by now, and even then it was a simple, “oh,” as if a person could ignore the burning sensation with such an injury. “If it bothers you I can take care of it,” even though she did not look up, Ayaka could still see his shoulders rise in a shrug.

Despite the calm dismissal, Bennett shuffled his feet back until his heels touched the base of the very rock he was sitting on. As if he could hide it from her now.

Whether it was him trying to chalk it up as nothing or simply being tired of pushed away, Ayaka wasn’t sure, but she refused to let this one go. “You have a first aid kit, hand it over,” she demanded the tiny box she knew very well Bennett had with him, somewhere tucked away.

It paid off when Ayaka suppressed the surprise on her face caused by her own determination because the requested item was pulled out of the bag without much of a fuss, and Bennett’s silent obedience was met with satisfaction on her part. Unlike other instances, she had the upper hand this time and he was not even trying to argue his case. The fact he couldn’t walk off in a hurry probably worked in her favor.

Even with the dim lighting they had cleaning up remained easy, it only took a minute or two. Though, during the small timeframe Ayaka noticed how close they gotten, which was the closest they had ever been since starting their journey together. Due to this, the added anxiety made her hands shake, even if she couldn’t feel the gaze of the adventurer on her. She only hoped his current discomfort wasn’t going to be just another reason on the ever growing list of why he stayed away from her.

Thankfully, the legs didn’t budge as the contact was made to disinfect the wound, they remained as still as her brother did, whenever he was found in a similar situation with Thoma coming to his aid, while Ayaka watched from not that far away. Just like on those almost forgotten days, now too, Ayaka lifted her empty palms and concentrated cryo energy into her fingertips.

To the sudden touch, Bennett yelped and the sound was repeated through the walls of the cave the same way their friend’s name echoed earlier. “Sorry-” apologized Ayaka promptly, coming to the realization that the adventurer couldn’t have foreseen what she was planning on doing. Not like he was given the choice to refuse.

If Ayaka thought a bit more about what just transpired between them, it would’ve taken only a couple of seconds for her to be humbled by how incredibly rude she was being by forcing Bennett to accept her help in the first place. He was not one of her servants, waiting to be ordered around. “It didn’t hurt,” came his voice after his leg was lowered to the ground once more, “just didn’t expect it, apologies,” was his last word finished in an almost whisper.

Even if it did not sound like an invitation, Ayaka took it as one and put her hands near the scratched up knees again. This time, being prepared for the cool sensation the adventurer remained just as still as he did before, though, the flames of pyro beside them flickered every so often, in the much more familiar silence.

“It actually feels…nice,” admitted Bennett out of the blue. He was definitely onto something there, because the whole reason Ayaka ever thought about experimenting with her powers in such a way was due to reading countless books about the benefits of ice, as assassination attempts became a real threat the siblings had to wisen up to.

When the unfortunate time came to put knowledge to the test, Ayaka assumed Ayato was only trying to apologize for the scare by saying he didn’t feel any pain thanks to her. He hadn’t been bluffing. If applied in moderation, ice in of itself could help the recovery process, she came to learn. This alone didn’t turn her into a healer of course, deeper, more serious wounds still required many years of training in the medical field but in Ayaka’s mind, it was better to be prepared with something, no matter how small than to stand by and watch as someone you cared about bled out in front of you due to your impotence.

The situation wasn’t as dire right in this moment so Ayaka allowed her focus to shift bit by bit. For what reason, she did not know, Bennett decided to let his opinion slip past about something so insignificant and even more meaningless. Had he hit his head too, that he forgotten how even the most crucial information was delivered through gritted teeth, when it came to her?

Going from giving her the silent treatment on weeks on end to him willingly expressing what was on his mind, although it provided no use to their current predicament, was quite a switch in personality. So naturally, Ayaka’s curiosity was sparked. And as she continued to cool the reddened area with ice, she lifted her head carefully, just to see what else she’d find.

Has his eyes always been this shade of green, ran the questing through Ayaka’s brain instantly, drinking in the new sight. The bright color was almost identical to the one she grew used to seeing day after day in the Kamisato Estate, it was rather nostalgic as only now she realized that it’s been weeks since she last saw it. However that particular pair, belonged to another.

Since she wasn’t suited for judging the look in these eyes when they were much closer to being strangers than acquaintances, Ayaka hadn’t dared to analyze the emotions which she still childishly yearned to understand.

When Bennett’s head moved she was completely ready for him to somehow make this serene moment disappear, so Ayaka remained still as the pupils wandered from her busy hands to her face. No word came from the boy. To not test fate, she quickly ducked her head and dressed the bruised skin in bandages then stood up, dusting off her skirt as if she cared about looking presentable. “U-um, thank you, Lady Ayaka,” managed the adventurer who seemed to slowly regain his senses. It was forced, but listening closely, she could hear some softness behind the words.

‘You can call me Ayaka’ was on the tip of her tongue, however they were way past being on such terms, so instead she replied, “now we can move,” then gestured towards his sword, “and you can light the way.” Putting her hands together, showing a perfect smile she patiently waited until Bennett came to the conclusion that she wasn’t taking no for an answer. When the mutual understanding happened, the first aid kit was quickly returned to its rightful place.

Ayaka did feel some remorse for asking Bennett to take the lead when he was the injured one, however this was the only way she knew he’d listen. He needed to be motivated as separation was no state they could stay in and Ayaka refused to wait around for another landslide that could be avoided by simply acting.

Without the sunlight or a watch to measure time, it felt like everything around them ceased to exist. Aside from the sounds of their footsteps, the silence was deafening and the way they walked without sparing the other a glance of reassurance didn’t help much. Total isolation, is how Ayaka would describe the companionship she was currently stuck with.

At the very least, navigating the cave proved to be quite straightforward as the path refused to give them an alternative way, it didn’t split nor bend in any direction. Whether it was a good thing or not was answered with a lot more steps than expected, when they eventually arrived to the end of the tunnel somewhere deep underground.

In front of them stood a stone wall, a sight neither of them were new to. Without much hesitation Bennett brought his sword forward and attempted to pierce through it to make a passageway to which, the rock pile didn’t budge an inch.

That’s odd, Ayaka noted. They encountered blockades such as these before and all it took was a few hits to take it down. Based on how linear their walk had been, it was almost as if this place had been created for and used by humans. So why block the only exit, Ayaka wondered as she placed her palm against the unbreakable wall.

It was really warm, “it’s infused with pyro,” Bennett put the puzzle pieces together as Ayaka noticed, he too, observed the strange phenomenon the same way. She wasn’t going to question the statement as their current light source was more than enough proof of the adventurer’s knowledge about the element. This meant they needed something other than fire.

Knowing very well water was more effective, Ayaka still grabbed her own blade to test the durability of the rocks which she neatly coated with ice. As to be expected, the lack of hydro refused to make the process smooth, multiple hits were required before visible cracks showed up on the wall. Eventually though, it gave away and they could emerge victorious as light finally seeped into the darkness.

With the opening of the next section of the cave came unbearable heat, something Bennett immediately identified as if the sight of a large red flower wasn’t enough to ring the alarm bells inside of him. They needed to get out of there, and fast, was something he failed to communicate with the Inazuman girl as he once again gripped her wrist, to guide her. If they could just stick close to the side without waking up the creature, they had a chance to peacefully reach another passageway that Bennett knew was there.

Slowly and surely, is what the plan was, until a loud crunch under the adventurer’s boot garnered the attention of the Pyro Regisvine. “Run, run,” was Ayaka finally included in the plan that had existed only in Bennett’s mind up until that point.

This was fine, they could still make it. After all, the flower has just risen! It has yet to release the small fireballs and avoiding the wave of flames wasn’t hard either, at least Aether made it seem very easy to dodge. It was doable, kept Bennett repeating this to himself because there couldn’t be a reality where they didn’t make it out of here alive. Getting closer, Ayaka noticed a tiny white light seeping in, presumably from the outside world, and finally, with a goal in mind she could move her legs more confidently.

As if mocking them, the flower suddenly blocked the view they desired to reach with its head, as it slammed down into the ground. It’s going to spin this way, Ayaka made a rough calculation but didn’t have the time to make sure she was right. Tugging back Bennett who had been slower to react, they managed to avoid the attack, only barely. This way we never make it back to him, appeared the fan in Ayaka’s hand out of frustration, “Kamisato Art, Soumetsu!”

After the quick, blinding icy storm, the warmth still lingered, but it became much more bearable. Despite this, Ayaka held onto her transformed weapon which she slowly moved back and forth, out of muscle memory. “That-how did you-” the sudden voice reminded her she wasn’t completely alone. That’s right, Bennett was still very much next to her.

A little surprise was to be expected as it had been a while since she let out her power in such a way, though the lack of practice was nothing to be proud of. However that didn’t stop Ayaka from being pleased with how efficiently the threat had been eliminated. So she stood just a tad bit taller, glancing over to the boy who seemed to be loss for words.

“That-was…amazing,” exploded Bennett once he could articulate what he had in mind, “the Regisvine didn’t stand a chance-I mean, Aether defeated it very fast too but you just, just moved your hand and whoosh-it was out cold in a sec’,” he kept adding details as if Ayaka had not been present herself. She might as well not have been, since what caught the adventurer’s interest was paid no attention to by her, as it was nothing special.

What was out of the ordinary however, sparkling eyes and a ridiculously big smile from the adventurer next to her. All of it was welcomed of course, yet the fan in her hand had been brought ever closer to her face. “Barbara often came with us and she could knock it out, but it would get up after a while,” went on the boy, even leaning forward in his enthusiasm.

“She’s my very good friend, you see, she works as a Deaconess in Mondstadt and I often…o-oh,” trailed off Bennett suddenly, probably realizing who he was currently addressing. Bringing up a hand to his neck, his gaze lowered to the floor. The adventurer’s brows furrowed deeply, then he opened his mouth only to close it once more.

What was he trying to come up with so badly wondered Ayaka who remained patient as always, in the hopes of chasing away whatever blocked him from continuing. “Ayaka, Bennett,” a high pitched voice made their heads turn into a certain direction, then both of them were enveloped into a tight embrace, forgetting everything within a moment. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” mumbled Aether into their shoulders.

“You guys scared Paimon so much,” spoke up the little fairy once her smaller arms found a way to hug her teammates too. “Didn’t mean to, sorry,” replied Bennett and understanding the weight of what exactly his companion implied, Aether let go of it easily, “it’s alright,” he whispered before giving one last squeeze to both of them and advised to leave the area before trouble found them again.

Flowers that regained health after being defeated was not what Ayaka expected to learn about in the land of geo but she did not want to stick around to see it for herself after the encounter. She was just very glad, that the pyro energy mixing with her ice gave the Traveler an easier way to find them. If roles were reversed, Ayaka wouldn’t have been so sure which way to head especially in an unknown terrain.

Under the blue sky she also learned they haven’t really lost as much time as assumed and could still reach Mondstadt by nightfall. Being the caring person he is, Aether offered to make a stop at the nearby inn, delaying their arrival. Paimon agreed, not only because the image of warm dinner was already clouding her judgement, completely wiping her memory of the dangerous predicament from before but because it was less of a hassle.

As Ayaka weighted the options with care, her determination to reach Mondstadt refused to waver. Giving her reply, she kept to herself that she didn’t wish to hinder the Traveler just because she wasn’t looking at where she was stepping. Aether nodded along approvingly as he claimed he wouldn’t mind an extra hour of walking if it meant they’d reach their destination as planned. With that being said, there was one last member left who hadn’t given their opinion on the matter.

Glancing over the adventurer, who was now back to keeping at least five steps away from the group, came a voice matching the serious look on his face. “Whatever you guys want, it’s fine by me,” offered Bennett despite Paimon giving him the biggest eyes she could manage. Since two of the four votes didn’t match meant the plan to make it to Mondstadt was back on the menu, the team decided to not waste the daylight.

Paimon of course loudly expressed how unfair the voting was at which Bennett just sighed, attempting to brush her off. When she came to tug on the back of his shirt complaining, Bennett let her know they would’ve been tied so it wouldn’t have made a difference. The tiny fairy of course took it as him siding with the Traveler and Ayaka and flew ahead to her companion’s side with a loud huff.

The latter glanced over at their teammate who was trailing behind them keeping a lengthy distance, the memory of a person that had been underneath his exterior still fresh on her mind.  Whether or not Bennett was intentionally looking at the sky which was now starting to be colored in pink and orange, he hadn’t shown the slightest hint if he noticed. Seemingly the words he had for Ayaka were left back in that cave, along with the Pyro Regisvine. So Ayaka moved her head forward.

Dwelling on missed opportunities was not something she wanted for this journey.

As the ever green land came into view, the Traveler’s whole demeanor was washed over by nostalgia, even passing his cheery mood onto his other teammates with how he moved with a spring in his step. Being more familiar with every nook and cranny of the land, he lead them to the city of freedom without any interruptions coming their way.

People nodded, waved and greeted Aether with warm smiles, ones that made Ayaka’s eyes glint at the welcoming faces wistfully. It also didn’t slip by her how the adventurer behind them was offered the same treatment, as if he was walking alongside the Traveler. It’s like Aether read Ayaka’s thoughts because he stilled, spun around on his heels waiting for the last member of their team to catch up.

“Gonna do the usual, right,” asked the outlander his longest known teammate. There was an automatic nod from Bennett, “you know it, see you later,” was the glowed hand raised giving a small wave. Ayaka was lost on what just transpired between the two, although she hadn’t had a second to spare to decipher it as golden eyes fixated on her. “Shall we have dinner, I have a few places in mind,” Aether offered an arm with already listing off the restaurants with the best menus. If their floating companion hadn’t chimed in, Ayaka surely would’ve been rooted to place, lost in the moment.

The tables were close, the atmosphere was cramped even though not many people were dining, yet Ayaka wouldn’t have had it any other way. The late night bustle helped to muffle her conversation with her teammates from prying ears and the food was simply good as it was expected of the modest city of freedom.

Neither of them were surprised when they found themselves in one of the Guild’s dorms after their meal, already nestling into the sheets. Murmuring a good night to each other, silence fell over the room. Paimon’s snores were the first to reach Ayaka’s ears and as she laid there, hoping the Traveler would soon join the pixie in her slumber.

The wait was worth it, since as soon as the quiet breaths left the Traveler’s mouth, so too did Ayaka’s held breath release. Tilting her head she could see his form curled around the tiniest travel companion, face having gone soft. Ayaka has shifted, now completely turning to her side as she often did. Waiting, for something. She was happy to be left with nothing but slow steady breaths.

Although she could’ve been satisfied with this alone, Ayaka still pulled off the covers and placed the tip of her toes onto the floor, scurrying over to the other side. Not daring to get closer, she kneeled next to the bed, studying the expression from up close. Was he truly sleeping as soundly as it appeared, Ayaka wondered. Even if he showed no signs of discomfort, her chest remained tight while looking for clues.

A click from the doorknob broke Ayaka’s concentration and if it were any other person she would’ve felt she was caught red handed in that moment. But the Inazuman girl knew better than that, Bennett wouldn’t converse with her. Maybe he’d suggest going to sleep but wouldn’t press the issue if she refused. What he was doing here in the dead of the night was another matter entirely.

“Has he woken at all,” was whispered after Bennett stopped next to her. He was here to check on Aether too, Ayaka realized as she answered with the shake of her head. The adventurer in response folded his arms over his chest, a movement that crumpled his loose shirt.

In the calmness Ayaka found herself wondering how long they’ll be stay like this, sharing a moment of protectiveness over the only thing actually connecting them. Nights like these one of their presence would overpower the other based on what their friend needed. Often it was Bennett who won that race. But this time, no competition was required. Not as long as the Traveler’s eyes remained closed.

She was ready to keep it that way, in that tiny room where just two beds were placed. It was Ayaka’s turn. Yet, Bennett walked in like it was his place to be, filling the void where she couldn’t be. With a well practiced delicacy the Traveler’s hand which had been hanging off to the side was placed back onto the mattress, tucked under the blanket. A loose hair strand was also brushed away before it could get any closer to his nose. Then, the adventurer withdrew as a content look shown up on his face.

Perhaps he was admiring the touches Ayaka couldn’t bring herself to do. She knew, deep down she did too.

So what now? Was he going to take over, she looked up at Bennett. He had to have known Ayaka wouldn’t get up from there until her own nerves were put at ease. Was there anything to say, something she could offer to justify her stance on keeping an eye on Aether? If not to Bennett, then at least to herself.

Being adjusted to the darkness by now the familiarity of the situation made her forget how she should keep facing forward. In the past weeks no matter how many times she told herself what she should do her attention was drawn back over and over, never learning the lesson and remaining just as naive. This is how Ayaka came to face those green eyes once more.

“Well,” came the voice from him with a baited breath as he plopped down next to her, “then let’s make sure it stays that way,” Bennett used a softer tone. There was no me or I, or an us in the sentence. Still, Ayaka felt included in it.

So the reply came quick. “Yes,” she affirmed the adventurer’s words, not missing the nervous smile on his lip. “Aether will sleep peacefully,” Ayaka told Bennett with certainty. There were a lot more she had on the tip of her tongue that didn’t involve their friend’s condition. Neither was said to preserve the quiet of the room.

Then as the soft puffs of air left the Traveler, Ayaka found some boldness laying around and placed her head on the nearby shoulders. From this position she could see the bandages clearly. And when there was a warmth on her back, returning the gesture, Ayaka let out a barely audible sigh too. The picutre she envisioned in her head didn’t live up to the dream. Maybe it wasn’t even obtainable.

However the fragmented pieces already started to form something after the day’s events. It was going to lead somewhere eventually.



And Ayaka was going to wait for the end result, with reignited hope.
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A few tidbits about the fic;

This is set sometime after the Inazuma story.

Why is Bennett so unfriendly to Ayaka in this fic?

Bennett IS nice to Ayaka, however due to him being a magnet of bad luck, bad experiences and the combination of Ayaka being a noble he decides to keep his distance. He’s actually nice to Ayaka just doesn’t want to be near her to cause problems. As explained in the fic he’s just distant but still polite and mindful.

Why didn’t Aether say anything if he noticed Bennett’s behavior?

At this point in this fic Bennett has been a long time companion of his, Aether trusts him and knows of his struggles. Aether won’t force Bennett to get along with Ayaka and respects if he wishes to stay away, even if he wants them to get along. Also Aether knows Bennett won’t hurt Ayaka so he just lets it be and hopes for the best.

Does Ayaka hate being in Inazuma and being the Shirasagi Himegimi?

No, I feel like these are the things she still cherishes even if it gives her a headache sometimes. But also I feel like a part of her wants to shed the title and just be herself, and it frustrates her. It’s a new thing she learns about herself-that she can feel anger towards it because Bennett is a person she has to deal with constantly. It’s different than being out on the street for one hour talking to people and acting proper vs. not being able to escape it since it’s her teammate doing it.

I’m going to be honest, I’m not 100% familiar with Ayato’s personality he feels like a mystery to me still even after reading his lore, but I feel like it’s beliveable that he had weaker moments in his life, that he slipped up once or twice. That is not me saying he’s weak but the siblings did lose their parents relatively young. So I feel like young Ayato could’ve been emotionally hurt for a while as in the fic he did not allow Ayaka to hold a sword until he grieved properly. It’s not meant as dramatic moment in their life like Ayato yelling ‘you’ll never fight because I don’t want to lose you too’. And I definitely think even if he’s skilled at fighting he could still retain a few scratches in the past.

And Ayaka learning about taking care of wounds feels like something she would do, or have studied about.

Aether has nightmares about losing his sister, Ayaka and Bennett both know since it can’t be hidden if they travel with him as he woken them up by accident a few times. It’s not constant but it can get bad.

This is why Ayaka is so worried and annoyed when Bennett just wants to sit and wait in the cave. She doesn’t want Aether to feel like he lost his teammates like he lost his sister and have to deal with bad nights for a couple of days.

Ayaka has a slight crush on Aether, but it’s not love. It’s more about Aether being her first friend and her not having sort her feelings on the matter yet since it’s so new. To her it feels like it’s love so that’s why she put Aether into a different category than friends and this is why Bennett’s friendship is a big deal. But she still treats Aether as a friend.

Bennett isn’t crushing on Ayaka, however he feels deep love and admiration for Aether.

Art related to this fic I’ve made can be found here;

https://theashop.tumblr.com/post/708459355459174400/

https://twitter.com/TheasTeaShop/status/1622374442121699328





