
1. Two Bottles of Champagne. Expensive.

Author’s Note:
After spending far too much time sorting out the plot in my head and hoping it’ll write itself, I’ve finally begun putting this idea on metaphorical paper

Some Stuff:

- A lot of NPC’s are present in this story, all of them in reference to their canon appearances (with some liberties taken ofc)

- I’ve left Ayato’s descriptions vague (incredibly vague) but it’s written under the assumption that he is at least tall, attractive, and of age -if mhy doesn’t make him all of those things i am going to obliterate them（╹◡╹）

This fic has translations in Russian/Русский язык (thanku cavey !! <3)


Notes for the Chapter:NPCs Introduced This Chapter (just for reference, assume all of them are far more modernized in this universe)

Nobumori

Kozue

Nakanishi

Taroumaru

ive decided, for my own sake, that the conversion rate of mora is 1 to 1 with jpy (ie: one mora = one yen)





The overpowering odour of liquor, tinged by the faint aroma of tea leaves left abandoned in stained cups –both scents desperately clung to the air, only to be washed over by thick perfumes that choked at the throat and mingled with the dim lighting of the teahouse.

Only it wasn’t a teahouse; not at that hour. The moment the clock struck  20:00,  and the sun had thoroughly dipped out of sight, the welcoming atmosphere Komore boasted in the daylight fell away to reveal something  hungrier.  The customers then craved a different service, one a handful of tea leaves could not provide.

Komore was ever too eager to appease these cravings, adjusting itself to the night’s desires as easily as one might adjust to a new coat. The teahouse gave way to a bar, embellished with large booths of plush velvet bathing in soft pink lights that were manufactured to scream  ‘Seductive Atmosphere Here!’  to any wandering eye. A stark contrast to the virtuous and airy environment the establishment proudly masqueraded itself as having mere hours ago.

There, Thoma leaned against a bar stool, fingers subconsciously tapping on his dog tags.

Only a few customers had arrived –typical, as the night had only just begun– and these were the exceedingly devoted regulars with deep pockets. They’d be immediately whisked away by their favourite servers into the private rooms. During the day, these functioned as the tea rooms, wherein groups would come to enjoy a lovely meal and discuss their daily lives, oblivious to the ‘meals’ that would be served in that same room later in the night.

Currently, the hallway leading to said rooms was blocked off by a burly man whose presence alone could scatter a pack of wolves. But that presence did nothing to scatter the  sounds.  Thoma was close enough to the hallway that, when the music at the bar faded between songs, intimate cries and rhythmic thumps drifted down to his ears.

He’d never quite figured out how to ignore it.

“Hey cheer up, foreigner!” a strong, buoyant voice sounded next to his ear, saving him from the rousing noises beyond. Nobumori slid onto the stool next to him with a coy grin. “You’ll get some loyal customers like that soon enough, eh?”

He made a crude gesture towards the source of the sounds, giving Thoma a wink before pulling out a small mirror. Thoma watched for a moment as Nobumori tastefully primped himself, tucking away any stray hairs and dusting off whatever impurities he found on his face with a frayed brush.

Kozue, resident cosmetic enthusiast and head of security, had already gone through the effort of caking makeup onto Thoma’s face, accentuating his native Mondstadt features to an unnaturally ‘perfect’ degree. She’d yelled at him multiple times in the past week for messing up her handiwork over the course of a normal night’s duties and constantly grumbled about him not doing it himself. Not that he refused to, just that he was beyond terrible at the artistry of it.

He couldn’t imagine how much he’d mess up the makeup with those kinds of ‘loyal’ customers; nor did he wish to imagine the scolding he’d get for it. So he sighed, “I think I’m good without them.”

Then his attention drifted elsewhere. His fingers drummed against the counter in anticipation. An unstoppable wave of people would flood the place soon, and his mind was beginning to wander as he stared blankly at the door.

Nobumori gave him an odd glance, tucking the makeup away before shrugging and following his gaze. “S’pose you’re popular enough without them. The appeal of exotic goods and all.”

“Right…” the response came out absent as Thoma’s mind continued its wandering. He wasn’t going to give Nobumori the pleasure of a reaction. And he was quite busy thinking.


 If Patron Z and Patron Y visit again tonight, and I please at least three additional customers… Should have enough to put aside a good chunk into those investigators… Maybe some into savings. And still be able to afford a nice breakfast. Then it should only take- 


Something hopped onto the bar counter, brushing against Thoma’s fingertips and causing his thoughts –and him– to flinch away.

“Ah, Taroumaru!” he exclaimed.

“Boss.” Nobumori dipped into a highly respectful bow, aiming it at the small dog settling between them before clicking his tongue at Thoma for not doing the same.

Thoma’s face went blank. All of his co-workers had this running joke where they pretended Taroumaru was the manager of the establishment, presumably out of the notion that Thoma was an easily fooled foreigner. It had been funny at first, he’d admit, but they’d refused to drop the bit since he’d started working with them.

He’d been there for nearly three months. They hadn’t given up. He still wouldn’t to fall for it. He wasn’t ever going to.

Worse yet, they seemingly managed to fool the only other host who hailed from beyond Inazuma –that, or he was just as dedicated to the bit as they were. Thoma wasn’t sure. Either way, he wasn’t about to bow to the Shiba. He wasn’t above providing head scratches, however.

He only managed to get one pet in when an older, greying man appeared from a small room behind the counter: Nakanishi, the  real manager. To Thoma’s dismay, he was also in on the joke, and he nodded politely at Taroumaru before sharply narrowing his eyes at Thoma.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Nakanishi grumbled, reaching his wiry hands across the counter to forcefully grab the collar of Thoma’s suit. In one agile action, he loosened the tie, tore open the undershirt enough to expose some chest, and lightly fluffed up the fabric.

Thoma remained still as Nakanishi scrutinised his look. His manager was never happy with his presentation and so this ritual had become a nightly routine.

“Hmph,” Nakanishi snorted, releasing Thoma once he was satisfied with the level of seduction he emitted. “I thought you Mondstadters were supposed to be rowdy. Stop coming in here dressed for formality, kid.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Thoma mumbled out. He’d given up on trying to please the man; one day his appearance was a bit too scandalous and the next he was too prude. Better to let Nakanishi sort it out himself.

Nobumori chuckled, giving Thoma a once over as Taroumaru sniffed at him, “You’ve been here for, what? Almost three months now? Hmm, tell you what, if you can pull more patrons tonight than me, I’ll buy you a celebratory bottle of champagne from Komore’s own pantry. What do you say, Thoma?”

Thoma stared at him, already queasy at the thought. The champagne at Komore was high-end and high-content. Drinking it was part of the job –a brutal irony as he wasn’t good with alcohol, nor did he enjoy the taste. Taking that alcohol home sounded absolutely horrid.

“Ah, I appreciate the offer, but-”

“Bah, I’ll buy you one too,” Nakanishi put in with a grumble, shooting a glare at the Shiba. “Taroumaru applauds your work.”

“But I-” Thoma started to protest, then came to a pause as a thought struck him. Two fresh, unopened bottles of Komore’s champagne? It’s not like he had to drink it. People paid upwards of 35,000 mora for those bottles, and by the Seven, he needed the money. “All I have to do is out-flirt you?”

Nobumori laughed heartily at that, giving him a firm nod, “That’s the spirit. We’re usually pretty equal in patrons, eh?”

“Ah yes, but I have an advantage… What was it you were saying?” A glint entered Thoma’s eyes as the sound of the door opening broke through the music, prompting Nakanishi to call out a string of names –theirs included. “Something about my… ‘exotic’ appeal?”

Nobumori’s grin only grew as their friendly competition ensued. He’d been the most welcoming to Thoma when he’d taken up hosting, and despite the excess ‘foreigner’ jokes, he was a decent friend and a solid mentor in the ways of nightly services. Thoma wouldn’t deny the fact he held a deep respect for him.

Just not enough respect to let him win.

The central focus of Komore’s hosting activities consisted of four large booths, each separated by elegant makeshift walls. A few smaller booths lay closer to the actual bar, where individual or recurring customers would come to meet their man of choice. The bar itself had seating of its own, though this was mostly reserved for employees. Taroumaru observed the entire room from there, with an array of four bells neatly situated at his paws.

The first customers of the night were a trio of women who Thoma estimated to be in their late twenties. He sighed inwardly as they giggled and whispered to each other, glancing at the various hosts around them: these were the type who lacked the mora to visit often, evident in both their age and unrestrained awe. He wouldn’t be able to make patrons of them, but could certainly leave an impression.

Each girl handed Nakanishi about a thousand mora as he greeted them, guiding the trio to one of the boxed-in booths shortly after. Once there, he placed down an array of heavy bottles, a sample variety of sparkling champagne, before turning to nod at the three hosts he’d called up. That was Thoma’s cue.

He sidled up to their table before Nobumori and the other host could outpace him, picking out the least bubbly of the three women and getting to work immediately. Sliding into the booth next to her. Brushing his leg against her thigh. Pouring out the champagne with expert precision and a smile. Offering the glass to her with utmost charm. The other two women, and the rest of the establishment buzzing around him, vanished from his mind as he fell right into work mode. She was the only person in the room.

“Such a beautiful girl you are,” his tone was soft as he whispered close to her ear, handing her a towelette. “Flowers like you don’t bloom often.”

 Success.  Although he was wincing internally, the woman blushed, giggling a little at his stuttered Inazuman –he spoke the language fluently, but if he stumbled on some pronunciation and slurred slightly between words, it only strengthened his appeal. As degrading as it felt for him, it sure paid the bills.

And it sure made her giggle. Really, she still hadn’t stopped.

His eyes didn’t leave her once, but Thoma’s mind had long since clocked out. He’d surely forget what she looked like come morning, the sound of her giggle dissolving into little more than a hazy mark in a hazier hangover. Recurring patrons held priority in his memory bank and getting attached to anyone was out of the question. It was all routine to him, and zoning out was necessary for both his sobriety and sanity.

Routine. Inanely routine. Flirt with her. Refill her glass. Drink the champagne. Ask her about herself. Refill her glass. Flirt with her. Drink the champagne. Brush against her arm. Refill her glass. Enthuse about her interests. Refill her glass. Compliment her hair. Drink the champagne. Refill the glass.

Drink the champagne.

Flirt with her.

Refill the glass.


 Drink. 



 Flirt. 



 Refill. 


A bell rang. His time was up.

“Darling, I’d love to see you again.” Thoma placed a dainty kiss on her knuckles as he slid out of the booth, leaving the ladies for the next group of hosts. He topped off her glass with a seductive wink and a very Mondstadt-esque cheer before slipping her his hosting card and waltzing away from the table with much more swagger than he had any business with.

He gave a nod to his awaiting coworker, preparing to replace his seat, before making his way to the bar to grab a fresh glass and towelette for the next group. Nobumori appeared next to him to do the same, grumbling, “Hate being the first for a group.”

Thoma glanced at him, downing a glass of water before responding with a friendly cadence, “Too forgettable are you?”

“Ha!” Nobumori puffed out his chest. “Always the comedian, eh Thoma?”

“I like to think I am,” Thoma shrugged, though he didn’t really like to think he was. What he actually was, was already feeling the buzz of alcohol. He thought he would’ve gotten a higher tolerance from how much he’d had to drink on a daily basis to get paid, but that theory had proven null.

Another bell rang out and one of Komore’s assistants appeared to guide the pair to a new group who’d been seated shortly after the first. This group immediately drew Thoma’s attention; all of them were older women, in their fifties to the best of his assumptions. They carried themselves with a bit more elegance than the younger girls had and were still sober enough for him to make an impression.

These were the types who often proved to be auspicious long-term patrons. Side-eyeing Nobumori, he could tell his fellow host had come to the same conclusion.

Thoma waited for a moment as the previous hosts cleared themselves away, using the time to pick out which of the five he could appeal to best. One of them glanced his way a few times while her host refilled her glass, her gaze curious and pointed.  You. 

He’d yet to decide if these older patrons were easier to talk to or not. They were often more interesting conversationalists, having lived longer lives, but flattering them required more thought. Until they were properly drunk, of course.

“I must admit, I’m a bit nervous.” Thoma averted his eyes and lowered his head as he offered his target the towelette and glass. “You seem a bit young to be here. And far more radiant than most, if I may be so bold.”

He paused between his statements, pretending to think hard about how to translate his thoughts into the right words. She ate all of those words right up. He applauded himself for guessing her tastes correctly.

Playing the role of ‘meek man from another country’ was his specialty.

His foot was in the door, now all he had to do was carefully slip in. He offered to pour her a glass but she rejected the advance, pouring him one instead before diving into several inquiries about Mondstadt customs. Not unexpected, these types often turned the conversation away from them at first, especially with Thoma. He had 15 minutes to change that. 15 minutes till the bell dragged him away.


 Easy. 


By the time the bell rang, she was pawing at his arm with heavy notes of champagne tinging her breath and heavier notes of fire in her eyes. Gently reminding her to stay in her booth, Thoma pried himself away and offered an apologetic look to the host replacing him as he passed.

It was going to be a boring shift.


In the dead of night, on the outskirts of Inazuma City, a fresh trail of dark, viscous blood dotted a blackened alleyway. The trail was small, only observable by those of the most perceptive intellect. Or those purposefully seeking it.

Those specks of someone’s pain continued beyond the city’s limits, ending on a cliff where the observant would only take the trail’s halt there as a sign of some poor soul who’d had enough. But the curious would note the faint pairs of footprints walking away from the base of the cliff and towards the sea.

No one would find the bloodstained path before the night’s rain washed it away. It had just started sprinkling from the sky, pattering against the heads of two men waiting by the seaside. One rested on his knees in the sand, where a squirming shape lay in front of him, obscured by a burlap sack soaked with the stains of fresh wounds. Behind him, his companion stood, a short, wooden beam in hand. The beam raised into the air before arcing down with a heavy  whoosh. 

“You’re too soft for this,” a harsh voice scolded after a harsher smack landed against the back of Ayato’s head. His vision blurred and the world spun, but he swallowed the pain with a deep breath. He’d braced enough to maintain his posture, though his head had forcefully snapped forward. He did not move to raise it. Reacting was a sign of weakness. The voice spoke again at his maintained silence, “Finish the job. Or do you want your sister to cry tonight, boy?”

Ayato said nothing; the scent of the sea mingled with a grotesque tinge of blood as raindrops tapped softly against him. His eyes lingered on the bloody sack. Slowly, he stood, straightening his posture to the elegant standards of the Kamisato Clan. He didn’t glance back at his father as he leaned over the body bag in the sand.

It writhed slightly as he pulled down the hood, revealing a bloodied man with fearful eyes. Ayato stared back at him, betraying no emotion. For if he did, his father would surely notice.

This man was already dead.

Or that’s what he told himself as he stuffed heavy cindered bricks into the sack, ignoring the way the man cried against his gag when one smashed against his feet or scraped his bare skin.


 He was already dead. 


“Any slower and I’ll shove you in too, bastard,” his father sneered sharply in his ear. It wasn’t a particularly empty threat.

Ayato offered no response, focusing instead on the strain of his muscles as he lifted the man. He just had to carry him to the skiff. Lord Kamisato was cruel in his punishments, watching almost gleefully as Ayato struggled against the sack and the shoreline’s waves. Had he been in a good mood, he would’ve had his son pack the cement in  after they were on the boat.

But he was never in a good mood.

The rain was pouring much harder by the time the skiff quietly surfed out of the bay. Patrol boats guarding the coast paid little mind to the black shadow skimming past them. The only light on the sea came from a shrouded moon and the faint aura of the city’s bustling nightlife behind them.

Ayato’s air of silence remained unbroken as he kicked the sack, still squirming, into the dark water below, his expression obscured by rain and shadow.


Thoma awoke around noon, his head pounding so badly he thought he’d been hit by a brick. The champagne hangovers were another thing he’d never get used to. He hardly understood how he ever made it home at all. 

Though he didn’t call it home. It was just… his momentary dwelling. Until he found his father. And made enough money to get back to his true home. Mondstadt.

He wasn’t sure which goal he wanted to achieve more at this point.

Rolling over in a pile of thick sheets, he found two bottles of sparkling champagne tucked in next to him, crisp and sealed and brimming with victory. Next to them were various gifts and a few flowers from some of his more frequent patrons, all of which he had tossed aside very haphazardly before passing out in his bed.

He didn’t remember this, of course.

 A typical night, he sighed.

Sitting up made his brain slosh around a bit too much and the nausea finally hit him. He steadied himself for a moment, one hand on the wall behind him, debating whether or not he could keep it down.

The answer was no.

Getting it over with always proved beneficial, and Thoma felt marginally better as he walked out of the bathroom and directly into the kitchen. Which also functioned as a living room. As well as his bedroom. Minimalism at its finest.

But he didn’t mind. He could’ve afforded something a bit more luxurious, if only he had intended to stay in Inazuma. His cramped little den was but a temporary residence, and the less money he was spending on rent, the better. It was easier to keep clean this way, too. Plus, he could reach pretty much everything in his room without leaving his mattress.

Thoma swung open his compact fridge to the sweet, sweet scent of absolutely nothing. He’d forgotten to get groceries. Again. Not like he had the room for it anyway. His fridge was pretty stocked, with two whole water bottles, a pack of probiotic milk, and some leftover rice from his pre-work snack. Figuring that would still be edible by the end of the day, he made the executive decision to treat himself to breakfast.

As he did. Every morning.

There were so many places to go for food in Inazuma, it was too tempting not to. He’d been stranded there for a few months and still knew very little about anything outside of his job. Seeing as he’d yet to exhaust the restaurants in his immediate area, he was determined to try everything he could while he remained.

Despite this desire to explore all of Inazuma’s cuisine options, he usually settled for the same three places anyway. A good miso soup is a good miso soup, he would tell himself.

And a good miso soup was exactly what he was going for right then.

The fresh air immensely helped his headache, and the smell of recent rain felt sweet in his nose. The sky was perfectly cloudy, just enough to keep the sun from scorching him as he slowly made his way down the various streets, eyes drifting every which way. He’d always be amazed at how huge Inazuma was. The city alone was massive and diverse, so much so that it was easy to stumble into a district that felt like an entirely different dimension after an hour’s walk. There was always something interesting to look at, people littered the streets throughout most of the day and long into the night.

Overall, the polar opposite of the rustic and spacey township of Mondstadt wherein he’d spent his entire life prior.

He missed Mondstadt.

Thoma shook his head, clearing the homesickness out of his mind and focusing on the task at hand: miso soup. He had a few hours before work and he needed to fully sober up and fill his stomach before the time rolled around. He’d learned the hard way that not doing so would prove problematic after a few glasses.

Humming softly to himself as he followed winding streets, Thoma compiled a list of all he wanted to accomplish before the sky darkened:


 1) He should try to pawn off his champagne bottles. 



 2) He needed to get some groceries. 



 2a) Maybe a new suit for work. 



 3) Contact Patrons B and X. 



 4) Check in with that Bantan detective agency for leads on his dad. 


He had a busy day ahead.

Thoma glanced down at his phone, it’d only been about half an hour since he’d woken up. Time was moving awfully slow. All for the better.

Paying little attention to the street, he replied to a number of texts from various potential patrons of the previous night. Telling them how much he hoped to see them again or how much he enjoyed spending time with them or how much, how much, how much, etc. He always felt so fake taking care of his host duties. Like he was leading them on for a living.

Of course, no one else saw it that way, and nearly everyone at the club had assured him on multiple occasions that it wasn’t truly ‘leading them on’ if that’s what they were paying him to do. That the patrons came in knowing they were merely accessing a service and nothing more. But Thoma still struggled with his conscience on it. Mondstadt didn’t quite have this type of work. Maybe he was too soft for it.

Regardless, he stuck with it. And, really, there were very few other places that would be so lucrative for a foreigner. Or even want to hire one.

A loud noise from a nearby alleyway, somewhere between a  pop  and a  crack,  drew Thoma out of his thoughts. The people on the street gave it no mind as they passed, ushering around him with grumbles when he stopped to stare. Near the end of the alley, a group of figures loitered, indistinguishable. He squinted slightly, trying to make out more details.

He’d only been able to discern a streak of pale blue before a wall of shadow surfaced in front of him, abruptly enough to send Thoma’s heart on a jog. He backed away quickly, eyes skittering up the burly man who’d materialised before him, seemingly out of nothingness.

“This is a Kamisa- Ah- Yashiro Commission affair,” a heavy voice rang out from wall-shadow-burly-man. “I ask you to leave.”

The threat that laced his voice was all too apparent, encouraging Thoma’s heart to pick up its pace into something that definitely wasn’t a jog. Thoma bowed stiffly, falling into his most broken Inazuman accent; for some reason, he felt that if he didn’t play dumb at this moment, he would experience a lot of pain. None of his words were intelligible, but the tactic worked.

The wall-shadow-burly-man’s features remained stern, but his brows relaxed by a fraction and he uncrossed his arms. He pointed away from the alley, speaking a bit slower and a bit louder as if to make himself more understood to this random, unfortunate tourist, “Go. That. Way.”

Thoma nodded profusely before scampering off –it just so happened to be the way he’d been heading. None of the street’s occupants made eye contact with him thereafter, and he wouldn’t feel safe until he reached his destination, firmly seated at a table with a steaming bowl of soup.

But the unease in his stomach didn’t vanish. Maybe it was just the hangover.

He’d surely made a mistake, hadn’t he?


“Young lord,” a quiet voice whispered from somewhere behind Ayato as he kneeled in front of a tea table. “It appears the foreigner works at Komore. He has no family. No signs of any other gang affiliation. But he’s been on edge since-”

“How much did he see?” Ayato gracefully lifted a cup of tea to his lips, giving an apologetic smile to his sister across from him. Their few free times together were so often interrupted by Ayato’s charges.

“Unsure. I dropped the trail after he entered Komore, if he sings in there, informants will tell.”

“Who has he met with following the encounter?”

“A shokudo waitress, not a threat. Two grocers, not a threat. A pawnbroker, potential threat, has ties to Tenryou informants-”

“What did he pawn?”

“Two bottles of champagne. Expensive.”

“Continue.”

“Bantan Sango, high threat. Lost his trail from there, picked it up back at his residence-”

“You  lost his trail?” Ayato slowly lowered his cup, deadly and elegant as a cobra poising to strike. “Do tell me how.”

Ayaka’s eyes fell on him across the table, brimming with fear and concern. It was clear to her that this conversation was about her recent mistake.

The voice cracked slightly as it continued to whisper, picking up its pace to rush out an explanation, “My lord, he simply vanished. He went into the agency and never came out– I stayed on watch until I was alerted of his return to his apartment.”

Ayato gave no response.

The voice rambled on, “He’s harmless. Most likely just a dumb foreigner who stumbl-”

“Idiot,” Ayato seethed, tilting his head ever so slightly to the side. It was a threatening enough movement that his informant backed away with utmost speed. “Has my father’s influence tainted the Shuumatsuban so? You cannot underestimate  anybody,  no matter how harmless they appear. Until we know what he saw, that man is a threat. Foreigner or no.”

“Yes, my lord. I apologise, my lord.”

“Who have you reported to?”

“Your father is already aware, my lord.”

Ayato hissed slightly at that. His father knowing meant there would be no peaceful resolution to this issue –he’d have the man tortured for fun, even if he truly  was dumb and harmless. “A pity. Leave before I tire of you.”

The informant made no sound as they vanished. Ayato would not speak until he was sure they were well outside the walls of the Kamisato estate. Ayaka was less patient, her guilt gnawing at her relentlessly.

“Did I mess up, brother?” her voice was quiet, her fists clenched in her lap. “I didn’t mean to get caught-”

They both knew the consequences well enough.

“No.” Ayato’s tone was sharp as he read the fear in her eyes, “I’ll take care of it.”

“But father already kno-”

He stood swiftly, cutting her off with a single glance.

“I’ve been meaning to pay a visit to Komore.”





2. Some Sadistic Retribution

Notes for the Chapter:NPCs Introduced This Chapter

Ramsay

Hiratsuka

Kamisato Kayo and Lord Kamisato - no images, they didn’t even give my boy a name… yet





“That one! Th-Thom-MA!” the lady’s voice came out with a slurred giggle as she picked him from a lineup at the end of her hour. The other hosts sighed, a couple offering him a polite nod while he exchanged numbers with her.

It’s not like it was a huge win, Thoma could already tell this girl wouldn’t make frequent visits in the future. Besides, he didn’t particularly enjoy the time he’d spent with her that night, she was somehow worse with alcohol than he. But he pulled the line anyway, flashing a charming smile, “You really love me that much, baby?”

 “hic- Yes!” she cheered, her face flushed red from champagne and general excitement. She had downed an  impressive amount from what he could recall, content to ignore how badly it affected her.

“Prove that to me next time you visit.” He winked, offering an arm to guide her to the door where a group of her companions waited. She gripped his bicep with the incredible force of someone sinking a bit too deep into the throngs of intoxication. How she didn’t collapse was a mystery.

Thoma exhaled audibly when he finally returned to the bar counter, alone and at peace. At the moment, all booths were full and he had time for a short break. A few of the other hosts on call were gathered around the stools nearby, having an unnaturally serious discussion with Nakanishi (and Taroumaru). Normally, he’d sidle up to Nobumori to ask what was going on so as not to interrupt, but his friend was nowhere to be found.

“Did something happen?” he inquired, drawing the group’s attention. They all shot tired glances his way, some even flinched. Whatever they were talking about had clearly been wearing on them. But it was Nakanishi’s gaze that bothered him the most, sporting an odd glint when he met Thoma’s eyes. He couldn’t place what it was.

The heavy atmosphere about the group suggested something sinister. For a quiet few seconds, it seemed as though no one intended to answer his question.

“One of Komore’s benefactors is stopping in tonight,” one host eventually spoke up. Ramsay. He was the only other non-Inazuman at Komore and Thoma got along with him well enough, generally polite and friendly as he was. However, his Snezhnayan accent was incredibly thick –despite the fact he’d been in Inazuma far, far longer than anyone could remember– and Thoma often struggled to understand him.

“Benefactors?” Thoma repeated back, unsure if he’d heard correctly. His confusion only grew when Ramsay nodded. “Why does Komore need benefactors?”

Nakanishi  tsked at him with one shake of the head, “It’s a natural part of business. Our benefactors are… very essential to us. Komore is forever in debt to their kindness and has maintained a partnership with them since our founding.”

“Oh- ah, right.” Thoma nodded, though he still wasn’t entirely clear on what that partnership entailed. This was the first he’d ever heard of it. “So, why is everyone so grim about this ‘benefactor?’”

“They can be a bit… How you say..?” Ramsay started, gesturing his hands in an unreadable motion before muttering something that definitely was not polite in Snezhnayan.

 “Unpredictable,”  Nakanishi finished for him, though Thoma presumed that was an understatement by the grimace that flashed across his face. “And we aren’t sure  which of these benefactors are coming.”

“There’s more than one?” Thoma raised his brows further; he’d assumed he would’ve heard at least  something of such benefactors at some point during his time there. Komore always found a way to surprise him.

“Yes and no,” Nakanishi sighed heavily, glancing at Taroumaru on the counter by his arm. He put his hands behind his back in thought, looking ready to start pacing, before speaking with the mechanical clarity of a man who’d explained something one too many times, “Our ‘benefactor,’ who holds stakes in the foundation of Komore, is one business entity. However, our ‘benefactors’ within this entity are a few different people. Depending on which of these individual benefactors are stopping by- things could get ah… volatile.”

Thoma was now thoroughly lost. Komore was a host club, yes, but also a mundane teahouse. It was a strange combo, he’d be the first to admit. Perhaps that attracted even stranger benefactors.


 What kind of people could they possibly be? 


“Nevertheless,” Nakanishi continued, straightening up and nodding to the group, “I expect you all to be on your best behaviour. If things go well, you won’t even notice when they’ve arrived. Please, carry on with your duties as though this conversation never occurred.”

At that, Taroumaru picked up one of bells on the counter with his mouth, shaking his head sharply a couple of times to ring it across the room. An action that effectively boiled down to ‘Get To Work!’ and scattered the rest of the hosts like a flock of perfumed birds.

Thoma was always impressed by this. How they trained a dog to time the booths, he’d never know. What he did know was that Taroumaru was very serious about this duty.

He fondly recalled an incident when he’d first started working there; he’d tried to pick up one of the bells after a minor misunderstanding and the Shiba had smacked his hand away with one deadly paw and a remarkably ferocious growl. Taroumaru left a bruise on his wrist that didn’t clear for weeks.

The buzzing of Thoma’s phone pulled him out of his memories. The message that flashed on his screen told him one thing: Patron X was stopping in tonight.


 Perfect. 


She was by far his biggest spender. And had proven to be rather interesting compared to most of the women he’d hosted, in that she seemed to come more for the conversation than the doting. Still, she was most certainly not immune to said doting.

Easy to flatter, easy to talk to, smelled of lilies and expensive perfume, loose pockets made looser by champagne: the ideal patron.

Her presence also meant he didn’t have to be on call for booths –or anything else– until she was taken care of.  Thank the Seven for that. 

He still had a few minutes till she arrived, so he took the opportunity to lean against the bar and observe the room at Taroumaru’s side. A part of him was hoping to catch a glimpse of Komore’s oh-so mysterious benefactors before his responsibilities whisked him away. But he’d yet to see anyone of note.

Then again, he didn’t really know what would be considered ‘of note.’ He had no idea what he was looking for. With how grim everyone had sounded discussing them, he suspected these benefactors may have horns.

As timely as ever, Kozue appeared next to him. She artfully ignored how hard he flinched when he noticed her presence, and droned, “Mr. Thoma, I must escort you away from the bar to make room for our benefactors. You may wait for your guest at the entrance.”

“Oh- Okay.” Thoma allowed her to lead him away, though he felt more like he was being dragged. He glanced back at the bar multiple times, expecting these mysterious benefactors to manifest atop the stools, horns and red tridents and all. They didn’t. Unfortunate.

Perhaps if he hadn’t spent so much time staring at the bar behind him, he would’ve seen the door coming. But he didn’t. Also unfortunate.

His head bounced against the frame as Kozue shoved him forward –not intentionally, he assumed, as the door had swung open faster than either could have anticipated.

“Thoma..?” A familiar voice forcefully snatched his attention as he reeled, “I- Are you okay?”

Patron X. She seemed to be in a hurry.

“Ah, miss Hiratsuka!” he responded with a forced grin, praying he didn’t look terribly ruffled as Kozue muttered a terse apology before vanishing somewhere behind him. He dusted himself off before holding out his hand to the woman in front of him, using the other to carefully shut the door behind her. “I am all the more okay now that you’ve arrived.”


 Work mode. 


She took his hand with a kind, apologetic smile. She’d been there enough to know the drill and was compassionate enough to ignore his fumblings. As long as he didn’t address the door, she wouldn’t either. Thoma led her to one of the private booths near the bar, trying his best not to stare at whoever may be at the counter. He needed to focus on Hiratsuka right now, no matter how much his curiosity was killing him. And killing him it was.

Hiratsuka didn’t seem to notice his uncharacteristic inattentiveness as she sat down next to him. Although, she did seem oddly distant herself. All the same, a soft expression danced in her eyes when she spoke, “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to stop by recently…”

“Tsk tsk.” Thoma shook his head, brushing her fingers as he handed her a menu and waved over one of the assistant hosts. “Lovely ladies like you should never apologise. I’ll wait for you, no matter how long the absence.”

She blushed a little at that. Thoma, on the other hand, wanted to stab himself in the foot and gut and vocal chords. He truly would never understand how the other hosts did this without  any discomfort. Nobumori had consoled him once, saying it took him almost half a year to really get used to it. That Thoma would reach that point eventually.

He was starting to doubt that. Continuing to doubt that. He’d started doubting ages ago.

“Ah, have things been any better with your boss lately..?” Thoma asked, recalling some of their previous conversations as she ordered them both drinks. He noted that she picked one of the more expensive options off the bat –normally, she wouldn’t pick the pricier liquors until she had tipped over the balance between sobriety and intoxication. And he’d never seen her order that particular kind before. He wasn’t sure he’d seen  anyone order that kind before.


 10,000 mora. 


“As stubborn as ever,” Hiratsuka sighed, setting her chin on her steepled hands as she met Thoma’s eyes. “But sales haven’t decreased… It’s just…”

“You can tell me anything,” Thoma’s words sounded genuine as ever, and a part of him  did want to assist her with her problems. Or at the very least, hear her out. Curse his morality.

This cursed morality –or as he liked to call it, kindness– was all it took to release the flood gates. Hiratsuka released one heavy sigh before breaking into a rant that would only get less and less coherent as the night went on. Thoma listened intently, asking as many questions as was reasonable while robotically pandering to whatever she wanted to hear. Everything was proceeding as normal, and yet he couldn’t help but feel as though something was off. Maybe he’d hit his head harder than he’d thought.


 40,000 mora. 


She was one of the few clients where he  wanted to drink alcohol; it made him feel less bad about the whole situation. If he couldn’t fully process his morals, he couldn’t be swayed by them. That was his theory, at least.

It wasn’t long before he lost count of how many times he’d refilled their glasses. Her rant about work turned into a rant about her week. Then about her family. Then about her childhood. Or maybe it was someone else’s childhood?


 80,000 mora. 


“Don’t overdo it, baby,” he murmured as she ordered yet another drink for them, much to his queasiness. His vision was threatening to rotate in ways it definitely should not. The materialistic part of him  wanted her to overdo it –it was the fastest way to make money– but Nakanishi always told him to ‘moderate’ them, if only to make them feel cared for. And the sympathetic part of him wanted much the same.

That’s the service Komore provided, after all. Maybe. At that moment, Thoma wasn’t quite sure.


 100,000 mora. 


By the time Hiratsuka had run out of wind and called for the bill, Thoma was thoroughly blitzed. This was how all of his meetings with her went. But still, that feeling of  offness  had persisted. Something was wrong, but what?  Oh well. 

Saying nothing, he watched blearily as she laughed a bit too loud while pulling out her card. He had absolutely no idea what she’d said. He had enough motor control to force himself to smile but it felt distant, drowned out by the champagne bubbling in his system. All he could really think about was water. He really wanted water.

But somehow, he managed to find it in him to guide her to the door. He then waited outside with her, inhaling the rich air of the night, as she called up someone to retrieve her. And slobbered on his arm. Or maybe that was his slobber? He was too plastered to sort it out.


 120,000 mora. 


Then he was back inside. He didn’t remember walking in, but he’d made it and that’s all that mattered. Mercifully, a glass of water was being shoved into his grip, and a strong, gentle hand was guiding him towards one of the booths.

“Th-hanku  hic Nooobumariiu,” he sang at the person next to him, raising his glass with a passable grin.

“Thoma, wait!” Nobumori’s distinct voice called out from the  opposite side of the room, having just arrived for his shift. Thoma wouldn’t register the panic in his coworker’s voice for another few minutes, “That’s not-”

Whatever Nobumori had been trying to say was drowned out by the music, and Thoma wasn’t in the mind to question anything. He had to take care of his next patron, whoever that may be. Nobumori was just jealous of his alluring charms and unbending work ethic.

He plopped heavily onto the soft plush of the booth, sinking into it for a moment before abruptly sitting up and turning to the girl seated next to him. He could really only make out her eyes as he squinted his own and set down his glass. Maybe it was the alcohol, but he found them wildly captivating. They reminded him of blank slabs, the kind yet to be carved or painted, yet somehow colour brimmed within them. A miracle of nature.

“And whooo might yoU be, my love?” he trilled, his voice getting progressively more melodic and bright as he drifted a finger down her shoulder. “Your eyes are farrr more striking  hic than any I’ve had the honour to lay my own upon~ Forgiv’me for my boldness. CHAMPAGNE?” One hand shot out for the bottle with expert precision –he’d been trained to do this even in the waves of blackout intoxication.

His free fingers continued to stroke her shoulder, trailing slowly down her side. Even in the state he was in, he could feel the quality of her clothes. And the definition in her muscles beneath. She’d yet to bat him away, so his hand continued its journey, pausing to rest on her inner thigh. He usually reserved such tactile treatments for lavish spenders, but he was a  bit too buzzed to care. Maybe she’d give him a tip.

“My eyes, you say?”

Thoma jolted to a stop. He’d never felt so self-conscious about the location of his hand before. But he didn’t have time to pull away as the thoughts in his head slipped out from his grasp.

His eyes locked onto the champagne bottle. The sounds and scents of the room, all of them it seemed, roared and raged around him. Smoke. Sweat. Alcohol. Perfume. He stared at the glass for what felt like an eternity as his mind spiralled.

That voice was rather…  deep. 


 Has the table always spun that fast? 



For Ayato’s part, the task of apprehending the Mondstadter had been surprisingly easy. Granted, Komore had no way of  stopping him; had he really wanted to, he could’ve stormed in under the pretense of the Yashiro Commission apprehending a potential suspect in an unfortunate murder case. But abusing his authority to that extent was his father’s duty, not his. Or that’s what he told himself to sleep at night.

Even so, he had not expected his target to quite so literally lay himself at his feet. Or on his crotch.

He slipped quietly into a sleek car outside of the teahouse as Nakanishi watched from the doorway, a grimace plain on his face. Colourful lights from inside Komore fluttered around him, mocking the dark expression in his eyes with a starkening contrast. Ayato responded with a lofty raise of the brows before clicking the door shut, offering Nakanishi no more of his time. He then muttered a command to his driver and the car zoomed off into the night, silent and swift.

“Tho-ma,” Ayato sounded out the foreign name, staring at the man sprawled across the backseat next to him. The man in question looked much like a rag doll, laying in an uncomfortable heap that was half on the floor, half on the cushion.

Despite the mangled position, Thoma was snoring softly. Pleasantly. His blonde hair had come out of its ponytail and his clothes were rumpled an extraordinary amount. By all accounts, a drunken mess. Ayato crinkled his nose at the intense scents of alcohol and cologne that he emitted. No way that scent would wash off easily.

Turning his attention to someone in the passenger seat ahead of him, Ayato spoke dryly, “I’ve issued a refund to your account… though your payment history suggested you didn’t need the reimbursement… Just  how often do you frequent there?”

“With all  hic due respect, young lord,” Hiratsuka mumbled, eyes shut tight as she huddled in the seat. “Shut up.”

“I’d have your finger off for that,” Ayato responded darkly, though they both knew he wouldn’t follow through with that particular threat. She’d done him a huge favour, and –apparently– sacrificed her favourite host for it. Quite frankly, he doubted that lacking a finger would trouble Hiratsuka in any way at this point.

A loud groan sounded out next to him as Thoma stirred. He mumbled something incoherent for a second before interrupting himself with a jarringly clear affirmation, “Car…”

Ayato’s attention returned to his captive’s face. His eyes were still closed, even as he mumbled and shifted. Some of his makeup had smudged beneath his eyes and his cheeks were flushed from alcohol. Quite frankly, he looked pathetic. To think moments ago, this same man had been caressing his thighs like he’d done it a thousand times before. It was hard for Ayato to picture him as a real threat, despite all his talk of never underestimating people-

Without warning, Thoma’s eyes shot open, revealing a bright emerald green and quaking pupils.

Ayato knew that look. He’d seen it on many of the souls his father had tortured beyond repair.

And he knew what came next.

“Stop the car,” Ayato barked, tearing open the door as they skidded to a halt. With a show of unprecedented strength, he grabbed Thoma by the collar, manhandling him over his lap to dangle him above the road.

Ayato watched in disgust as the Mondstadter retched onto the pavement, drawing terrified looks from the late-night wanderers passing by on the tight streets. The smell was rancid enough that he had to turn his head to the side to avoid gagging.

“Nasty…” Hiratsuka shuddered from the front, covering her ears. “I didn’t give him that much…”

She definitely had given him that much, if the puddle on the ground was to be believed. Ayato didn’t bother to argue.

Thoma passed out immediately, perfectly unbothered by the fact he’d just put his entire stomach on display for the residents of Inazuma. Ayato tossed him back into the car, though a bit more gently than he had the first time. He took a glance at the mess one last time before slamming the door. He could make out some blood. Too much champagne. And then some.

He almost felt pity for the Mondstadter.


 Almost. 


But he repressed those emotions. He had to finish his mission. Empathy would only get in the way. All for Ayaka’s sake.



 Gasoline? 


Thoma awoke with a painful gasp, choking as a foul liquid splashed against his head. The smell was overpowering, the taste even worse. If someone had told him it was the distilled version of death incarnate, he wouldn’t have doubted it for a second. His eyes remained sealed shut as the horrid liquid dripped down his face, falling onto his knees beneath him.


 Gasoline. 


He struggled to remember anything past his meeting with Patron X –the pounding headache slamming through his skull didn’t help much on that front. A vague recollection of a deep voice and sharp eyes struck him, who they belonged to he did not know. Given the situation he had awoken to, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to find out. Not that he had a choice.

Slowly, his other senses came to him. His throat burned, cracked and dry. His arms were entirely immobilised, tied behind him with rough rope that shredded at his bare wrists. He tried to move his legs, but the results were less than appealing. He couldn’t feel them at all. How long had he been sitting on them?

These were the least of his worries, however, only made apparent when something hard and fast struck him directly in the ribs. His eyes shot open, tears forced out of their ducts as the pain rattled his bones.

Everything in his line of sight was blurred and dark. Blinking away his tears did little to change that. The only light in the room came filtering through small egress windows on one side of the ceiling, mere slits that fought weakly at the encompassing shadows. They were clearly in a basement of some sort, though that was about the extent of what Thoma could comprehend.

As his eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness of the room, the locations of several figures came into view. One stood directly over him, a bucket of the foul liquid in hand. Thoma flinched sharply, expecting more of the oily substance to be tossed over his head. But the figure, seeing Thoma had roused, instead backed away, lowering the bucket much to his relief.

A second figure tossed that relief to the side, crushing it beneath his dreadful poise. Thoma hadn’t thought he could feel any worse than he already did, but the man above him maintained a presence that could’ve surely levelled an archon. The pain in his side and the acrid scents burning through his nose were swiftly washed away by a purely animalistic fear. He’d never seen this man in his life, yet only one thought echoed in his mind:  danger. 

“How long have you been in Inazuma?” The man’s voice was jarringly charismatic, soft, and deceptively kind. He asked the question as if he was having nothing more than a casual chat with a friend, catching up on the good old days over a drink or two. But there was something  violent in the edges of his words. Bloodthirsty.

Thoma shuddered, eyes glued to the obscured face above him. He opened his mouth, trying to form a response through the dryness in his throat and the panic in his mind, but the words didn’t come out quick enough.

The figure above him blurred before his eyes and whatever had struck Thoma before returned in full force against his crying ribs. White danced in his vison, a harsh gasp escaped his throat. He’d never felt closer to death than he had at that moment.

“Answer quickly,” the voice came again, just as sickeningly amicable as it had been the first time. “I’d think you’d know how important attentiveness is with your line of… ‘work.’”

Thoma’s body was still jittering from the pain coursing across him, his arms shook uncontrollably against his spine. “Inazu-”

“How long?”

Fear clawed the words out of Thoma’s throat as he envisioned the man’s arms raising, preparing to strike him again with that horrible, horrible pain. His Inazuman came out broken, and for once it was unintentional, “Thr-three months.”

He winced at the brief moment of silence that followed, expecting his ribs to be shattered any moment.

“Confirmed. By Komore,” another voice spoke up from somewhere in the room, though Thoma couldn’t bring his head to find who it belonged to. His eyes remained locked on the demon in front of him, for he most certainly resembled one more than a man.

“Lucky you,” the demon sneered, its voice dipping back into that disgusting facade of cordiality as Thoma tensed. “What brings you to Inazuma?”

“I w-was-”

 Bang.  That unbearably sharp pain found Thoma once again, forcing him to double over and cough against his knees, inhaling the overpowering scent of the gasoline that had pooled there. He was beginning to understand the phrase  ‘seeing stars’ and he certainly couldn’t say he was a fan.

“It’s impolite to stutter.”

“Looking for my father…” Thoma wheezed out, each syllable followed by a harsh rasp as biting pains hounded his every breath.

A  fwoosh sounded just above where Thoma kneeled; he was in too much pain to brace for whatever was about to strike him, and at that point he didn’t really care. He just wanted it all to go away. The pain, the demon, the basement. He did not dare to look up when the sound came to an abrupt pause.

“In Inazuman.” the voice commanded. Thoma hadn’t even realised he’d given his answer in his native tongue. With his mind shot beyond his reasoning capabilities and his heart pounding in his ears, his speech was not something he could control.

He repeated himself, shuddering as the object dangling over his head clanged to the floor nearby. It landed directly in front of his interrogator’s feet, a sharp blade glistening in the dim light. Heavy. Large. A nakiri. Its sturdy metal handle was scuffed slightly, presumably where it had struck many a man. The way it dropped had been a calculated threat, of that much Thoma was sure.

“Ah, a loyal son! How rare,” the voice jeered, and Thoma sensed something pointed in the exclamation, though he had little idea as to why. “Who is your father involved with?”

Thoma opened his mouth but found no answers. The fog of panic was clearing slowly as his thoughts found root.  Involved with? 

The nakiri clattered softly, kicked by an impatient foot –he was running out of time to form a response.

“I don’t know,” as the words finally slipped off of Thoma’s tongue, the oppressive weight of the room somehow tripled around him.

The friendliness of the demon’s voice vanished completely, replaced by what Thoma could only describe as an utterly venomous growl, “Do you understand the position you are in? Who is your father? What was his name?”

“I- I don’t know!” Thoma insisted, the panic threatening to envelop him again. It was the truth. He didn’t.

But that wasn’t what his captor wanted to hear.


Ayato paced the courtyard, servants and underlings skittering about around him. All of them avoided his path. The evening sky felt darker than usual. Though he supposed it always seemed that way on days such as these.

He’d come outside to escape. To escape the faint cries of the prisoner deep in the basement as his father drew answers out of his pleading lips. Lord Kamisato was not a patient man.

And neither was Ayato. He just wanted the sounds to stop.

It was the subject of much of his scolding, his inability to repress the emotions he felt. He was skilled at hiding them, but to stop feeling them?

“Ayato, dear,” a soothing sound shifted across the courtyard, halting his strides of distress.

Kamisato Kayo was an esteemed and beloved woman. The public saw her as the picture of grace and composure, beauty and humility. But in Ayato’s eyes, his mother was tired. Just tired. She spent half of her time grounded to the estate and looking after Ayaka, while the other half was spent upholding the image of the Kamisato Clan. The citizens of Inazuma could not hope to peer into the darker affairs of the Yashiro Commission if she blinded them with her purity.

And she certainly did blind them.

He could see faint bruises under the dark bags of her sleepless eyes, her lack of concealer told him she wasn’t allowed to leave the estate today. Each bruise represented a failure on Ayato’s part. Each bruise documented every minuscule mistake he made. Each bruise was a flag that waved loudly in the sky, saying,  ‘You didn’t keep him focused on you!’ 

“Ayato..?” his mother repeated softly, a pained look in her eyes as she neared him. Surely, the scowling expression on his face must’ve disturbed her.

There was a distance between them. One that had furthered over the years as Lord Kamisato pulled Ayato away to do his bidding. Ayato preferred it that way. Perhaps the less they interacted, the fewer opportunities for harm to befall her would be presented. And in turn, the fewer opportunities for that harm to land on Ayaka.

So, on the rare occasions her presence found him, he did his best to retain their separation. No matter how much he desired her maternal comfort. She must think him cold of heart.

For the better.

“Lady Kamisato,” his voice came out far steadier than it felt as he met her gaze. “If you are inquiring about the incident, I have handled it. The… witness… has been apprehended and I will be taking responsibility for this mishap in Ayaka’s place, please go-”

“You don’t have to speak so formally…” the hollowness in her voice was ever-present, but she knew Ayato would not bend to it. She paused for a moment, looking around the empty courtyard in discontent. Indecision? Ayato watched her fists clench as she faced him once more. “I will be accepting the punishment for her.”

“No.”

“She’s my daughter, it is my responsibility,” her voice was barely above a whisper, but to Ayato, she may as well have been screaming. “Take me to him.”

“No.”

“As your mo- As the Lady of this clan,” she stuttered for a moment, sputtering on a light cough before her eyes sharpened. “I demand that you-”

“Please send Ayaka off estate grounds until tomorrow evening. Have Hirotatsu accompany her.”

Ayato had stalked halfway across the courtyard before his mother could recover from the interruption. She did not follow. Nor did she call out to him.

Just as he expected. She never had before, of course she wouldn’t now.

Theoretically, she held hierarchical power over him. Theoretically, he should’ve guided her to Lord Kamisato the moment she declared she’d take the punishment. But he wouldn’t. And she wouldn’t attempt to push her authority further.

Her will was too weak, too broken, to assert herself beyond a few pitiful attempts. And Ayato supposed that was for the best. It kept her out of his –and by extension, his father’s– way. For the most part.

She’d suffered enough. This punishment was now his alone.


Thoma couldn’t feel anything anymore. The pain that seared his entire body had coalesced into something beyond  feeling, some big incorrigable mass of soporous oblivion. He could no longer smell nor taste any of the gasoline they sloshed against him, nor could he feel the soaking chill of the floor he rested his forehead against.

He had almost physically felt his senses being stripped away with every blow the demon landed against him. Every strike clawed at his nerves until the pain was so great that he could no longer truly process it. Even now as he was still being struck, still being tortured despite his inert state, no more sensations blossomed from the impacts. Just sounds. His mind was flickering, in and out, desperately trying to retain a semblance of awareness. With every flicker, his thoughts repeated, a loop of questions that were killed and resurrected between every dwindling breath.


 What did I do? 



 Why am I here? 



 What time is it? 



 I want to go home. 


A creaking  thud  echoed across the basement, breaking the monotonous sound of each  thwack against Thoma’s helpless body. The thwacking stopped, dim ceiling lights flickered on. Until right then, Thoma had been convinced the room had no lighting –designed to be nothing more than a black hole of anguish– and the revelation of such almost drew him to raise his head.

Almost.

But his body was too weak for that now. And he would surely suffer a consequence for it. He’d already been struck for moving on more than a few occasions that night. Or was it day? He couldn’t tell.

“Where’s the bitch?” the terrible voice of the demon growled out, addressing the newcomer with more vitriol than Thoma would’ve anticipated had he the energy to anticipate anything.



The voice that responded was smooth, even, “I am taking her place.”

For a moment, the raw pain in Thoma’s body dulled as the sound of the newcomer’s voice sifted into his ears. It was silky and deep and  familiar. 

He shuddered, forcing himself to roll his head to the side, morbid curiosity overriding his fear and pain as he adjusted to peer at the speaker. The newcomer stood facing him, partially blocked by the demon. This was Thoma’s first opportunity to get a good look at his torturer, but his mind only focused on one thing.


 Eyes. You. 


There he was. The man that brought him here, it had to be. Those eyes had been burned into the muddied memory of the night prior. Those eyes were the catalyst between his peaceful life and his personal hell. Thoma didn’t know what he was feeling at the moment, something between hatred and rage. Whatever it was, it overtook the emptiness that the demon’s beatings had driven into him.

The man-with-the-eyes was poised and elegant, dignified in a way that Thoma would have found admirable had the situation been different. Yet he also carried that aura of danger about him, one uncannily imitative to that of the demon he was speaking to.

Thoma couldn’t read the man’s face at all, but for a lengthy second, their eyes met.

How disgusting to think he found those eyes so captivating before. How disgusting to think he’d allowed himself to be dragged to this torment by the man they belonged to.

Thoma wished nothing but pain unto him.

And as if by some sadistic retribution, that pain came the moment the thought brushed his mind.

Thoma’s eyes widened as the man fell to his knees, struck down by the demon’s merciless nakiri with a disturbing  crack.  He hadn’t been paying attention to the conversation, but he’d sensed no tension between them until the very moment of impact. Granted, he wasn’t in the state of mind to trust his ability to decipher body language. And the speed at which it happened was incomprehensible, especially so to his battered mind. Was this the same deadly speed he’d been subjected to?

The man made no noise, and his expression did not change. The poise he maintained was worthy of awe, never once cracking while the demon showed him just as little mercy as he’d shown Thoma. Thoma felt no awe, his thoughts only on guilt and pity as he watched blood spurt from this other victim’s nose. Bruises blossomed against whatever bits of skin were unfortunate enough to expose themselves, ugly and demonic.

A queasiness in Thoma’s stomach forced his eyes away from the scene. The taste of his own dried blood became far too apparent as he tried to block out the relentless sounds of the nakiri’s hilt against bone. Crack-crack-crack. He could almost feel each strike, reliving the beatings that had only just ended for him like some twisted echo.


 Crack. 


He wasn’t sure how much time had passed. He hadn’t been sure of that since he woke up. But the assault on the other man was ceaseless. Thoma had been able to ignore his own suffering after the pain surpassed his ability to feel it. But he couldn’t ignore the suffering of another, no matter how hard he tried. Or how lowly he felt about them.

Unable to bring himself to watch, Thoma squinted his eyes shut. His head swam, his body had begun to fully process the sharp aching in his sides once again. It was almost a mercy, this revitalisation of his pain, overpowering every part of him with unbearable excruciation.

Through it all, the screaming of his nerves was the only thing loud enough to drown out the never-ending rhythm of blunt force.
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The ceiling looked wrong.

Thoma couldn’t place what was off about it as the drowsiness cleared from his eyes. But it was wrong. It was the same ceiling he woke up to every morning. So why did it make him feel so apprehensive?

He lay flat on his back. Beneath him, he could feel the familiar ruffled sheets of his compact mattress. These, too, put him on edge.

Upon attempting to turn his head, intending to peer out into his dwelling and find  some form of comfort, the cause of his unease struck him. Much like the handle of a heavy knife. It had been such a minuscule movement, the merest of twists, and yet the pain that sprouted from it was gutting. Enough to lock him in place and strip the oxygen from his lungs for an agonising second.

Thoma’s heart pounded, rough and fast, sore shocks and hazy memories echoing through his body. This was a far different hangover than he was used to.

He gritted his teeth, waiting for the pain to subside enough to try moving again. His mind raced as he waited it out; he’d almost believe the night’s events had been nothing more than a nightmare if it weren’t for the very vivid reminders of it coursing through his bones.

Thousands of questions darted through his head while his eyes drifted along the ceiling. Primarily:  How am I alive? 

Wondering if he even wanted to know the answer, he carefully propped himself up, pausing every few seconds to grit away the aching in his ribs. It was a painstakingly slow task, every breath sent daggers into his guts. But by some miracle, he managed to sit up enough to examine his room.

Only to find it was exactly the same as always.

He wasn’t sure what he expected. Maybe a group of ominous men in black coats with a sign reading ‘We’re going to kill you.’

His pile of gifts from work was untouched –odd, considering the value of some of the items. In truth, that pile was worth more than anything else in his apartment. Maybe even the apartment itself. The bathroom door was open, just as he left it, and he doubted anyone would raid his fridge. Though, he’d also doubted that he’d get kidnapped and beaten within an inch of his life.

Best to double-check.

Reaching his arm over to pull open the fridge proved less painful than he expected –most of his soreness stemmed from his torso, and as long as he didn’t strain, his limbs worked fine. Mostly.

He was greeted by the same view of sparsity as always.

Except, he wasn’t. Not quite. It was somehow even more empty than the last time he checked. Two water bottles. Probiotic milk pack. Thoma squinted into the small space.

“Someone took my rice…”

He was more baffled about this revelation than anything else, he hadn’t taken his captors to be the food-snatching type, they seemed to think kitchen utensils were better used on people than food. His stomach’s sudden grumbling only added salt to the wound.

Then he noticed the note.

Fairly small and near invisible, a square of paper blending in with the white walls of the fridge. It dutifully marked the place where his beloved rice had once rested, a tasteless gravestone. He surely wouldn’t have noticed it had he not been staring so forlornly into the cold, empty space.

Thoma hesitated, a hazy memory of fear rippling through him. It was an irrational thought, but for a moment, he was convinced that touching the note would drag him right back into that dark basement. Right back to the hilt of that nakiri. Maybe if he just ignored it…

But he still needed answers, and this was the only lead he had.

With utmost caution, he pulled the note away, carefully closing the fridge and steeling himself before turning his attention to the handwriting. It was slightly messy, scratchy almost, but it held a certain calligraphic beauty. Had he not been flooded with apprehension, he would’ve admired it longer.

It read:


Go straight to Komore.

Do not stop anywhere.

Do not talk to anyone.


He read the note over once more, then again. A third time for good measure. The pit in his stomach only grew, void and tinged by the uncomfortable feeling of being watched. He’d never been one for paranoia. But perhaps it wasn’t paranoia if the threat was real.

Thoma instinctively reached for his pocket, only to find nothing there. He scoffed at himself for so much as hoping they’d left his phone on him, why would they?

All he could do now was consider his remaining options with a grimace. None of the outcomes that came to mind were pleasant. The note had not explicitly stated what would happen should he disobey nor how quickly any punishment would be delivered. Perhaps he could make it to Bantan or a police station-

As if sensing his doubt, a sharp sting blasted through his ribs. A cruel reminder, nothing less. He doubled over with a cough, sucking hard through his teeth as the pain subsided. Decidedly, the risk wasn’t worth it.


“Here to steal another one?” Nakanishi’s tone was sharp, his eyes cold as he wiped down the counter. Taroumaru growled next to him, flashing knife-like teeth to accentuate the old man’s ire.

Ayato didn’t bother to raise a brow, giving no reaction other than to slide his arm further away from the Shiba’s fangs. “No. To return one.”

Nakanishi’s eyebrows shot up, emphasising the disbelief in his voice, “He’s alive?”

“For the time being.” Ayato stared across the teahouse. He watched as a few employees busied themselves, prepping the place for the night services. Fascinating how quickly they morphed the building from warm and welcoming to ardent and mysterious in the span of two hours. They were efficient, almost more so than the Shuumatsuban. “My father cannot be bothered to waste energy removing him. He’s under my charge until further notice.”

Nakanishi paused, presumably processing the statement. Lord Kamisato rarely left people alive. Nakanishi knew that just as well as Ayato, and perhaps saw this oddity as an opportunity. He turned to face Ayato fully, assuming a position Ayato had not expected.

It was strange to see someone as dignified and tested as Nakanishi plead, but there he was: hands clasped in front of him and eyes brimming with feeble hope. “My lord, he’s an innocent kid. I can vouch for him-”

“He is lucky to have his life.” Ayato’s eyes were indecipherable when he levelled Nakanishi’s gaze. “Whether he gets to keep it or not… that is dependent on what he saw and who he may tell.”

“He doesn’t  have anybody to tell,” Nakanishi insisted, tone growing colder with each word. Ayato briefly recalled the days when the man had served as his mentor, that cold tone much more commonplace. He’d been a widely feared yakuza in his prime, one of Lord Kamisato’s most prized lieutenants. Pity to see him reduced to a begging old gaffer.

“Then what is there to fear?” Ayato shrugged, reaching for a glass he most definitely would not be paying for. Taroumaru, as observant as always, jumped in front of the beverage, hackles raised and eyes glistening. “What do you want?”

“He was rather fond of that boy,” Nakanishi spoke up for Taroumaru. His pointed glare did not go unmissed. “I imagine he’s revoked your drink privileges.”

After a moment’s thought, Ayato simply pulled his hand back. It wasn’t worth losing fingers to the dog for this. He shifted away from the counter for a moment, producing a small bag and a tied stack of paper from his robe. Nakanishi watched in silence as he lay them out upon the counter.

“No matter. Let us discuss your new orders, then.”


The sharp pains in Thoma’s body had lessened the more he moved, settling on a dull ache that he could mostly ignore. Sort of. In theory.

An overcast sky reflected the dread he felt as he made his way down the darkening streets of Inazuma. He kept his head pointed straight at his dragging feet, refusing to risk so much as  looking  at someone. That same feeling of being watched had clung to his skin since he’d read the note –only, it felt more  palpable now that he was in the open.

Palpable, and unpleasant.

He arrived at Komore just as the neon lights of the host front flickered on, his eyes finally lifting to stare at them.  ‘Open,’ they announced to the world in all their bright colours.

Before Thoma could consider hesitating to go inside, the door swung out and Nakanishi appeared in the frame, his posture suggesting nothing less than displeasure. He stared at Thoma in what could only be read as a mix of shock, trepidation, and guilt. But the moment of staring didn’t last long; Nakanishi ushered him inside with a grim set to his jaw before any questions could be posed.

“Naka-” Thoma began, voice far shakier than he intended. His vision went black and his words died, a heavy coat had been thrown over him.

“Shh, not yet,” Nakanishi hissed somewhere next to Thoma’s ear. His voice sounded urgent and imploring, “I’m sorry, kid.”

Thoma could only clench his jaw. He was too exhausted to do anything else and he wasn’t willing to argue with anyone as it was. He still didn’t understand what exactly he had gotten himself into.

Nothing felt real.

He just wanted to go home. To Mondstadt.

Unfortunately, the only place he was going was wherever Nakanishi was steering him. As he stumbled through the teahouse,Thoma could just make out the voices of some of the other hosts passing by. His co-workers, presumably unaware it was Thoma hidden beneath the coat. They all sounded the same as always. Cheerful and busy.

Thoma didn’t know what to expect when the coat was removed and his vision restored. What he found was a familiar pair of eyes that sent his heart pounding with unease, staring at him from the centre of one of the private rooms. Nakanishi gently pushed him into said room before vanishing back into the hall and shutting the door with a resounding click. Not a word of assurance spared.

Thoma ignored the door behind him, staring blankly at the man he now faced. Despite his vivid recollection of blood and bruises, the man didn’t appear injured at all. Thoma had felt bad for him, felt guilty for harbouring ill will, even. But now this strange man stood in front of him, completely unbothered, completely unmarked, as if nothing had happened.


 Did I imagine it? 


He was beginning to think this might all be some rancid dream that had stayed long past its welcome. The product of too much alcohol and too little hydration. But the soreness in his bones told him otherwise.

The moment of tense silence passed as the man took a step forward, pushing himself gracefully off the wall he’d been leaning against. He gestured towards a small table jutting out from the floor. Thoma instinctively backed away the instant his mind caught up to him.

No matter what he’d witnessed in that basement, this man had been the one to bring Thoma there. No matter what he’d witnessed, this man had a part in what Thoma had to endure.

He wasn’t about to let himself forget that.

“I’d like this to be as painless as possible,” the man’s voice came out as smooth as it had before and Thoma could just make out a trace of exhaustion within it. The former waited for a moment, clearly expecting something that did not come, before continuing, more pointedly, “I do not wish to defer to my father’s methods of information gathering. But if I must-”

Thoma’s entire body stiffened, and he took a step forward out of self-preservation more than anything. He could immediately place who this man’s ‘father’ was. He didn’t carry the same terrible air about him as that demon had, yet traces of it seemed to flit about him. The way he carried himself. The sharpness of his gaze. The resemblance was clear.

“Good,” the demon-spawn said once Thoma had sat rigid across from him. It was almost impressive how flat his tone remained as he spoke, “You most certainly have questions. I will allow you three. I suggest that you speak fluently, you may have fooled my father with your stuttering, but I will not tolerate poor acting.”

Thoma stared blankly.

Three was not enough.

Then again, he didn’t know what he wanted answers to in the first place. His mind was still too jittery to think straight, and a part of him was still desperate to believe none of this was happening. Naturally, he wasted his first question on the first thing that came to mind.

“Did you take my rice?”

For an odd moment, amusement flickered across the demon-spawn’s eyes –the only emotion he’d shown since Thoma was shoved through the doors. “You want to know if I… took your rice?”

Thoma shot a deadly glare at him, fists clenched as he reprimanded himself for the pointless inquiry. He didn’t even care about the rice. Neither should his tormentor, and yet he answered all the same.

“It was old,” the demon-spawn spoke with a shrug, expertly wiping the emotion from his eyes. “In all likelihood, you will not be returning there anytime soon, no reason to keep spoiled foods around.”


 Not returning? 


Thoma shot to his feet, alarmed, “Is that a threat?”

“Is that your second question?”

“No!”

The silence that followed was harsh, if brief. Thoma stared down at his abductor, unable to read his eyes. It was obvious he expected Thoma to level more protests, but what else was there to say?

Realising there would be no followup, the man exhaled through his nose, watching Thoma like a twisted, devil-fused cat but otherwise unmoving, “As you must have realised, your continued existence is only permitted under a new set of conditions. You have been marked as a risk factor. As such, I cannot allow you to do as you please. You may consider your freedom revoked for the time being. Surely, you Mondstadters understand the gravity of this. If you have no further questions…”

Thoma stood firm. The man’s words drilled into his head, clearing away the rubble of his scattered thoughts. He was stuck here, with a man who used phrases like ‘consider your freedom revoked’ instead of ‘I am holding you hostage.’ Wonderful. Still, anything was better than the night prior.

And as much as he didn’t want to play this stupid question game, he couldn’t let the opportunity slip past, “Why? That’s my second question. Why is this happening to me?”

The response came delayed; the demon-spawn appeared to carefully consider his answer, conflicted in some odd way, before finally lulling out, “You are not aware? Or are you playing the fool? I’ve told you I am not fond of poor acting-”

“You can’t even tell the difference between an act and reality!” Thoma snapped, unsure where this boldness came from. Perhaps he was too drained to be collared by his fear any longer. Perhaps the absurdity of the situation had gotten to him. Or perhaps it was because this demon-spawn –no, the man– felt  safer, more rational, than the demon, his father, had.

The room went silent for an uncomfortable period in which the demon-spawn-man’s keen eyes inspected Thoma’s face. He seemed to be battling with his thoughts, fighting to make a decision about one thing or another, though his expression betrayed few signs of this struggle.

Whatever conclusion he came to, his next words were calculated, “You witnessed something you should not have. Witnesses are dangerous. As it stands, on the off chance you truly are blind to  what you witnessed, it is too late to return to your normal life here. You have… experienced too much for that.”


 ‘Witness…’ 


“T-then!” the words abandoned Thoma while he tried to object, making him sound little more than exasperated and whiny as he dropped back into his seat. Naturally, the pain in his body flared up once again, forcing him to adjust. Everything was going terribly. He just wanted to find his father and go home. That was his sole purpose in Inazuma. He didn’t come here to be interrogated by the most insane family in the city. He didn’t even know these people.

What did he even ‘witness?’

One incident came to mind. An incident he’d almost forgotten.

There had only been a single moment in Inazuma where he’d felt as though he’d severely messed up.

A recent moment too, as he recalled that flash of blue in the alleyway. But he hadn’t really  seen anything… Besides, people were bound to glance in alleyways on busy streets; there’s no way that could’ve led to something as insane as his current circumstances.

His captor sensed his frustration –Thoma could tell by the almost pitiful glint in his eyes– but he said nothing about it. Instead, he steepled his fingers on the table and rested his refined jaw upon them, examining Thoma’s face with that cat-like scrutiny.

“There’s nothing to worry about, Thoma,” his voice came out as smooth as before, but the use of his name put Thoma on edge. “If you are as innocent as you wish to pretend to be, very little harm should come to you.”

“There’s a lot to worry about,” Thoma grumbled, warily sizing up the man. He couldn’t help but picture a panther stalking its prey, graceful, ready to kill. And he probably couldn’t take a panther in a fight. Maybe once his injuries healed.

“Hm,” was the only response that met him before the man moved on, “for the sake of saving face and keeping suspicions minimal, you will continue to work at Komore. You will act as though nothing has changed. You will be living within the Kamisato Estate for the foreseeable future. You will not leave the estate except to be transported here and back.”

“But-” Thoma exclaimed, already missing his cramped apartment. He cut his own thoughts off as he registered the name.  Kamisato. Where had he heard that before?

“If you so terribly desire to return to your little… box of a home… instead, I will allow you the choice to do so. But you would be living  with and tailed by adjutants and Shuumatsuban of my choosing. By my estimates, we could squeeze four people into that… house. That should be good, no?”

Thoma couldn’t hide the frown that crossed his face. Four people in  that  house? He could barely fit  one in there. The thought alone was torture. And what the hell was a Shuumatsuban?

“So, I’m just a prisoner then-” Thoma crossed his arms, feeling miraculously more fatigued than he had a moment ago.

“If that’s how you wish to see it. This is only temporary, however. Once and  if I am assured of your harmless intent, you will be shipped back overseas where you will never return to Inazuma. In that instance, you may pride yourself on being the only man who’s ever escaped Lord Kamisato’s cruelty.”

“And if I’m not determined to be harmless?”


 Lord Kamisato? Lord?? 


Thoma’s eyes flicked over the man in front of him. He should’ve been able to tell these ‘Kamisatos’ were fairly traditional by the way he was dressed, but the title seemed excessive. Though he supposed he wasn’t in the position to question it.

The man waited a beat or two before answering, and Thoma couldn’t help but feel as though he was being slighted, “If not… you will be stuffed in a barrel and buried alive in liquid cement. If I particularly despise you, I will rip off your fingernails and sell you to Watatsumi. You’d make a fine plaything until they sacrifice you to their gods.”

Thoma shuddered at the image brought to mind; it was abundantly clear that the threat was not a hollow one.

Or, at the very least, he couldn’t allow himself to bank on it being hollow. These people were too unpredictable and too unknown.

“You have one question remaining.”

Thoma thought hard, listening to the sounds of the club drifting into the room. He considered asking what exactly the Kamisatos think he ‘witnessed,’ but knowing the answer would, ironically, incriminate him. Decidedly, there was nothing he could ask that would help him out of this situation. Inazuma had proven to be shipwreck after shipwreck for him. In the end, he settled on the one question he truly didn’t have the answer to.

“Who are you?”

“I am Kamisato Ayato, to-be head of the Kamisato Clan. Commissioner-in-training of the Yashiro Commission.”


Ayato wasn’t sure how to feel as his driver pulled away from Komore. He didn’t trust the foreigner, he couldn’t afford to. But a nagging part of him couldn’t help but believe the man to be truly innocent. He appeared harmless enough, at least. There was an earnestness to his confusion that was hard to fake.

In his head, he could already hear his father’s voice reprimanding him for determining someone’s innocence so swiftly. And soon he was arguing with nothing more than his own thoughts.


 You were the one to let him live in the first place. 


No matter what his heart believed, he couldn’t just let the Mondstadter go. Not until his innocence was proven without any room for doubt. He didn’t want to think about what would happen to his sister should the foreigner tell someone what he’d seen in that alleyway.  Presumably, seen. 

Ayato glanced at Thoma next to him, staring out of his window in the backseat. He’d been silent since their chat had ended. Understandably so. Ayato had expected at least  some resistance. A snide comment on the way out, perhaps. But Thoma gave him nothing. He’d spent up all his fieriness on their meeting, as it were. Now he just looked weary.

The last time Thoma had sat beside him in that very seat, he’d been strewn across it like a wet rag, mumbling incoherently about nothing while Ayato stared at him in contempt. Ayato tried to summon that contempt once more, hoping to drive away his sympathy, but the feeling refused to take root. He could try to tell himself that this man was a mastermind, feigning innocence so as to spill the Kamisato clan’s secrets once Ayato let his guard down. That his father kept him alive because the information he holds is so vital that his death would destroy them all. That his “disappearance” from Bantan was an elaborate scheme and not an inadequate informant dozing off, as he was beginning to suspect.

But staring at Thoma’s profile, all he could see was a strange man who lived in a shitty house, had particular feelings about his rice, and possessed remarkably bold hands.

He despised it. Despised how empathetic he felt for this stranger.  A terrible weakness,  his father would say.

“I would suggest,” Ayato started, only breaking their silence as the car neared the outskirts of the city, “you stick to broken Inazuman around the estate.”

The glance Thoma sent his way was brief, but solid enough to suggest acknowledgment. Surely, he understood that his foreign nature must be part of the reason he lived at all.

The sky was reaching its darkest point when the car pulled into estate grounds, the whistling of mountain winds drifted softly across the windows. Ayato slid out of the vehicle with his usual grace, gesturing for Thoma to follow. With a slight grimace, he noted how sluggishly the man was moving.

He, too, recalled how long the pain from his first beating had lasted.

Ayato wasn’t sure when he’d learned to ignore such pain. His father had punished him too many times to count. But one day there came a point when the pain seemed to cease the moment the punishment stopped.

He didn’t want anyone else to reach that point-


 Stop. Can’t afford him any concern. 


The crueller part of Ayato, the one his father had been refining since his birth, reminded him how much easier everything would be if the foreigner had simply keeled over and died.

No.

He shook those thoughts away for the time being, watching quietly as Thoma’s eyes flitted around the estate yards. There were very few people out at this hour, barring several guards and some house servants playing cards near the edge of the gates. They laughed quietly among themselves. Happy.

Following Thoma’s gaze, he wondered how the place looked in his eyes. He supposed the estate was fascinating to outsiders –it was grand and spacious, strategically situated near the base of Mt. Yougou, overlooking the ocean to the north and the city to the south. The estate had persisted through countless generations; its traditional architecture remained just as flawless as the day it was built. A stark contrast to the cluttered, ever-changing streets of Inazuma City.

With the scent of the sea and the mountains mingling distinctly here, Ayato wondered if Thoma recognised the smell from his brief venture into the basement.

According to the tremble that momentarily shook the foreigner, he did.

Or maybe he was just cold.

“Follow,” Ayato commanded, striding across the paths and onto the porch that dominated the centre of the courtyard. He’d almost expected Thoma to bolt the moment he’d left the car; instead, he trailed Ayato without fuss.

It was rare for Ayato to deal with an intelligent captive.

It was rare for him to deal with a captive at all.

They usually didn’t live this long.

Thoma was a very special case.


 Unfortunate. 


Ayato led him further into the estate, giving a nod to the two men standing guard outside the sturdy doors. They bowed stiffly, overtly careful to avert their eyes when Ayato’s drifted their way. Inside the central estate house, darkness greeted them. This floor was primarily reserved for meetings, and the few people who held bedrooms here were surely asleep at this hour. A fact that mattered little. Ayato knew the way around the various folding screens and furniture by heart, not bothering to find a light as he put a hand on Thoma’s shoulder and began to guide him through the dark.

He could feel the Mondstadter tense beneath his grip, but again, he put up no fight and made no sound. He’d adapted impressively quickly to his predicament. It was oddly… relieving.  The less he struggled, the less force Ayato would have to exert.

How long would this last?

They managed to reach Ayato’s quarters with little enough incident, though the Mondstadter had stumbled up the stairs with very little class. Once inside, Ayato finally flicked on a light and went about unrolling tatami mats while Thoma gawked at the spaciousness that surrounded them. It was strange to see someone so fascinated by such an unkempt room. Ayato himself rarely spent time here, and what few possessions he kept within were strewn about with little purpose.

At present, it was a mess of papers and books and neglect, all sprinkled throughout what was an otherwise barren living space. He had a wardrobe and an antique stand, both sporting a thick layer of dust, and that was relatively it. Nothing about the room was particularly exciting, a reflection of how Ayato strove to present himself. Only a small corner sported anything of note, and these were items that belonged to another.

“My stuff…” Thoma muttered when he noticed the neatly stacked pile of commodities and hosting gifts. It was the first thing he’d said since they’d left Komore.

Ayato didn’t look up from his task. “Your apartment was cleared the moment you agreed to stay on estate grounds. Is that all you had?”

Thoma didn’t respond, opting to walk over to the pile and sift through it instead. Ayato glanced over as he adjusted their futons, the pile had seemed a lot bigger on his brief visit to the apartment. Back there, it had taken up most of the floor space. In that room, however, it barely blanketed the corner. His brief inspection had found it to consist mostly of faux bouquets and enough unopened candy boxes to feed the entire estate, as well as approximately four sets of clothing.

“Yes,” Thoma mumbled, replacing the items haphazardly. The only of these items he removed from the pile were the clothes, which he proceeded to meticulously lay out on the floor nearby. Ayato watched noiselessly as the foreigner carefully smoothed out a few wrinkles. There was a gentleness about his movements, as if these clothes had lives he dared not disrupt. Suddenly, Thoma’s shoulders tensed, his movements ceased. “My phone…”

“It is under Nakanishi’s possession,” Ayato responded, pushing himself off the floor once he was satisfied with the arrangement of the beds. “I understand you need it for your line of work, however-”

“Can’t risk me escaping with it.” Thoma finished for him, the discontent in his voice plain and clear.

“Yes. He will manage communication with your… customers… for the time being. When you return to your working schedule, he will likely update you on anything you must know.”

“Nakanishi… He works for bastards like you?” Thoma had yet to turn around, still staring down at his small ensemble of clothing. Had he met Ayato’s eyes, there would undeniably be a potent disdain in his expression.

“In a sense,” Ayato responded after a moment, ignoring the slight. “He is retired from this life. Though it is not a life one can retire from. You could say that Komore is an extension of the Kamisato Estate, however, its primary activities are its own entity. It just so happens to be a powerful magnet for all varieties of people. As such, I like to keep informants installed within it. Nakanishi is but one. If you are thinking of blaming him for your situation, I must inform you his involvement was minimal and… involuntary.”

Thoma murmured something in his native tongue; a most certainly unpleasant phrase.


“Wake up.”

Thoma opened his eyes with a start. He couldn’t remember falling asleep, though he remembered the moments before sleep stole him away. He’d been up for what felt like hours, staring at the unfamiliar ceiling until the sun began to peek through the intricate shoji windows. Too uneasy to rest, too acutely aware of the person sharing the room with him and the situation he’d stumbled into.

The person in question now leaned over him, those intense, emotionless eyes giving away none of his thoughts as he repeated himself.

“Wake up.”

“M’up,” Thoma’s voice came out panicked and slurred, still coated in sleep. He’d never been good at waking up, especially not so abruptly. Being greeted by the face of his captor was a new sensation, too. It’d take a moment for his heart’s thumping to return to a reasonable rate.

Noticing his eyes were finally open, Ayato’s head vanished from sight, and Thoma took this disappearance as an invitation to sit up. He bitterly recalled something his mother had taught him when he was young: some Mondstadtian proverb about never losing sight of a wolf, no matter how cordially it behaved. Paraphrased, certainly.

Sitting up as quickly as he did proved to be more taxing than expected. Excruciatingly taxing, to be exact.

He was still painfully sore from his last visit to the estate, his ribs hammering that memory in with every ache. When the aching persisted, he took a few heavy breathes in hopes of stabilising his nerves. If Ayato noticed his pain, he did not acknowledge it. Instead, he kneeled across from Thoma, holding out a small wooden bowl. Between breaths, Thoma noted his captor had changed clothes, his bed no longer on the floor. He wondered how long the man had been awake. Apparently, he wasn’t very good at this whole ‘not losing sight of the wolf’ thing.

Though, the wolf in question was currently staring at him, expectantly. Very much in sight.

“Rice,” Ayato shook the bowl slightly, urging Thoma to take it from him. The warmth of the gesture contrasted almost laughably against the coldness in the man’s expression. “Since you were so heartbroken about what I disposed of.”

It was unnervingly bizarre, the slight teasing in his otherwise flat tone. Thoma had yet to determine his thoughts on this man. What he’d seen in that basement suggested that Ayato was in the same boat as Thoma, a victim of that demon’s cruelty. Yet he clearly retained some power. And Thoma was at the mercy of it, as far as he could tell.

 To-be head of the Kamisato Clan,  he’d said.  Yashiro Commission. 

Thoma cautiously took the bowl, staring down at the cooked grains. Noticing the light dusting of powder mixed throughout, he spoke with an unimpressed glare, “Ah- trying to drug me?”

“It’s a painkiller,” Ayato responded tersely. “If I am mistaken about your soreness, I can have someone bring another bowl… And to be clear, if I intended to drug you, I wouldn’t make it so easily avoided.”

A part of Thoma did believed him, but he wasn’t willing to risk it, “And I should believe you wouldn’t say that just to throw me off?”

“If you do not wish to eat,” Ayato’s voice remained steady, but Thoma got the feeling he was starting to grate on him. “Don’t. You will be leaving for Komore soon.”

Thoma’s eyes widened slightly, he hadn’t realised how late it was. The shoji making up the back wall didn’t let enough light in for him to tell time. He’d slept the day away.

Much to Thoma’s annoyance, his treacherous stomach took the opportunity to rumble loudly. Ayato raised a lofty brow in response, once again offering up the bowl… But caution overpowered Thoma’s hunger and he pushed the offering away, sending his most spiteful look towards Ayato in the process.

The man didn’t react in the slightest, only moving to push himself off the ground and dust off his garments, “A retainer will come to get you within the hour. I implore you to get to know him, he will be your primary chaperone. I pray you are not foolish enough to try anything once you reach Komore.”

Before Thoma could utter a response, Ayato was halfway out the door. His lithe hands lingered on the antique screen, almost hesitant as his gaze drifted about the walls, “You may consider this your room. Though it will act more like a cell. You will not leave without myself or your chaperone accompanying you. That is all.”

And then just like that, he was gone, leaving Thoma ruffled and alone.

He sat there for a moment, uncertainty washing through him. There wasn’t much he could do in this situation, aside from politely following orders until he found some way out. Assuming he lived that long. But where could he even go from there? He had nobody in Inazuma aside from the teahouse and his dad. And both of those things had proven unreliable. He didn’t even know where one of them  was. 


 Thinking too far ahead. 


For now, he just needed to regain his bearings. First, he ought to figure out what exactly the Yashiro Commission was. He’d heard that name in passing a few times since he’d come to Inazuma, but he knew very little about what that name actually meant. He could almost swear he’d heard it in conjunction with ‘Kamisato’ before as well, but his mind drew a blank every time he tried to pursue those memories. Originally, he had assumed that they were some government agency, but now he wasn’t so sure.

Despite the distaste he now held for the place, Komore had to be his best option for getting information. He stared down at his small selection of clothes; his sour mood was making it difficult to figure out which was the least grungy. A part of him didn’t want to bother trying to look good, an act of rebellion against his circumstances, but the rest of him figured he had no choice. He wanted to avoid pissing off this Kamisato Clan as much as possible.

Eventually, he settled on picking at random. Each outfit was fundamentally the same dark suit and loose undershirt, the only variation coming in the differing tints of each top. It hadn’t occurred to him until then  just how badly he needed to get some new clothes.


 Too late for that now. 


Before he could process the door sliding open, two fairly imposing men had barged into the room. Although, Thoma didn’t find them all that imposing. Warily looking their way, he instead found the energy about them to be… harmless. Nothing compared to the air that Ayato and that demon presented.

But there was one thing that stood out.

Thoma’s eyes locked on to the burlier of the two men, a wall of a man with a deep frown etched into his face; he recognised him. A weight settled in his stomach.

 ‘This is a Yashiro Commission affair,’ the words rang in his mind.

His suspicions about what had landed him in this mess were suddenly presented before him, laid out plain as day. Some droll expression of fate. This one. This one had been the wall who’d blocked Thoma from the alleyway. This was the large, intimidating man who’d sent him away. That one small mistake. One flash of blue. That was why he was here.


 Bullshit. 


The weight in his stomach would not leave as they met eyes. His mind was eerily quiet. He had nothing to say. Slowly, he let his gaze drift to the other intruder. Smaller, another man in a similar uniform, bearing what Thoma suspected must be the Kamisato crest. This one maintained a slimmer frame, a looser demeanour, and appeared to be incredibly uninterested in the waves of tension that had erupted between his partner and Thoma.

“Well, you don’t look very threatening, huh?” the smaller man’s voice came out just as nonchalant as his expression suggested. He glanced at his companion with a shrug before gesturing at the door. “I think I can manage him alone, Hirotatsu.”

Hirotatsu’s eyes remained stern, locked on Thoma’s, but they didn’t feel  threatening.  He’d been much more intimidating when they’d first met, and Thoma wondered what had changed. A part of him wished he  had seen whatever they were holding him here for, if only to sate his curiosity. What could have possibly occurred in that alleyway that demanded the treatment he’d been given?

Their staring contest could only last so long. Thoma was pretty sure he’d won.

Hirotatsu left the room shortly after his loss, muttering something to his companion that Thoma didn’t quite catch before shooting a final glare back at him.

“An uptight one he is,” the remaining man spoke casually, giving an unbothered smile as he looked over Thoma. “I’m Hirano, my lord has assigned me to uhh- Babysit you? Keep you in line and the like haha. Oh, and drive you around.”

Thoma was utterly appalled at how untroubled Hirano was. A nice refresher compared to everyone else he’d met at the estate –granted, he’d met fairly few– but his friendly tone was not something he’d expected to find in such a place. Even more unexpected: Hirano was genuine about it, as far as Thoma could tell.

Why?

“Hah… Right,” Thoma hesitated, recalling Ayato’s words of warning about his foreign speech. Hirano read this hesitation with uncanny accuracy.

“You don’t have to be all Mondstadt-y around me, the young lord already briefed me, ah-” Hirano’s eyes suddenly darted around the room and he lowered his voice ever-so-slightly, “I suppose I’m not to be all loud about that. Haha, let’s get moving. Wait, I’m supposed to be threatening. Can I call you scum? No? Too soon?”


“Brother..?” a quiet voice sounded from the corner as Ayato paced across the floor, a neat stack of papers in hand.

“Ayaka.”

His sister peeked at him from behind a gaudy folding screen, eyes darting around the room. She was always nervous in the estate, and this hall in particular was an unpleasant one. Their father frequented the area, stalking across the antiquated flooring with little regard for anyone else.

The question in her eyes was apparent, and Ayato addressed it quietly, turning his attention back to his papers as he did so.

“He’s out. You should be asleep.” By his estimate, two hours had passed since midnight.

“I’m not a child,” she began to protest, but her heart clearly wasn’t in it. “I just- I saw that foreigner earlier. Hirano was escorting him…”

Ayato raised a brow, eyes scanning his documents as Ayaka fiddled with the folding screen in his peripheral. “Yes, as will become the routine. And do avoid crossing paths with them. If you have something to say, get on with it. I’m rather busy.”

“Sorry! I was just wondering- Why  Hirano?  He’s not very-”

“He’s not incapable at keeping things under control,” Ayato interrupted with sharp precision; he knew she was dancing around accusations. More precisely, she was dancing around her fear. “He needed something to do other than laze around here anyway.”

“It’s just… for something like this, I’d think you’d pick someone more dependa- more serious. If that foreigner spills anything to anyone I’ll- I’ll- Father will-” the sounds of her panicked breathing rung through Ayato’s ears, incredibly loud in the silent room.

The sound hurt him. Clawed at him. Always had. And every time, he wished above all that he’d never have to hear it again.

“Don’t question me,” he snapped, hating how his voice carried the same way their father’s did. But he knew she needed firm assurance at the moment. This was the best he could do, “If I thought Hirano unsuitable, I would not have assigned him. And…”

“A-and..?”

Ayato drew his eyes away from his papers for but a moment, considering how many ears may be listening in on them from the shadows. Too many, he decided. “Mm? Nothing. But I assure you, much thought went into this decision, and I am confident in Hirano’s abilities. I would not seek to endanger you like that.”

“Right…” her breathing relaxed considerably, though her words remained shaky as she began to dissipate into the darkness behind the divider. She paused before the shadows enveloped her, her silver eyes glinting across the room, flooded with all the things she wanted to say while Ayato shuffled through documents and paper clippings. But ultimately, she held her tongue, departing with nothing more than an “Um- Well, goodnight then.”

Ayato flicked his head in her direction with a soft exhale before returning his eyes to the papers in hand. His pacing had resumed before he even realised.

There was something that bothered him about his new prisoner. Something that had been gnawing at him since the very second Thoma was carted out of the basement.

Thoma was alive.

He shouldn’t be. His father would never allow it. And yet…

He’d told himself his father’s lowly view of foreigners had been the man’s sole saving grace. That his disdain for them meant he saw them as little more than stray animals and would rather direct his energy elsewhere. But Ayato knew better than that. He stared down at the top sheet of paper in his hand –an obituary on a scrap of newspaper. Taped to the top of a high-profile murder report that elegantly sported the intricate stamp of the Tri-Commission.

The newspaper read:



 Renowned ‘Tengu General,’ Sasayuri, found dead in Inazuma’s X District. Tensions between Watatsumi and the Shogunate escalate further with suspicions abound. 



This was what Thoma had seen. This was something Lord Kamisato could not ignore. Ayaka’s mistake, the careless assassination of a prominent official in a public space.

She was extraordinarily lucky that only one person stumbled upon her error. But such an error as it was, the incident Thoma had purportedly witnessed was something that should have resulted in his immediate execution, no matter how toothless his father believed him to be. The father Ayato knew, the one who had torn apart loyal agents who so much as looked the wrong way, the one who found pleasure in bringing his own children to the cusp of death for the smallest mistakes, would never allow someone like that to walk away. Mistakes were to be cleaned up efficiently and immediately, not a trace left behind.

Should the verdict of Sasayuri’s death land on the Yashiro Commission’s head, everything the Kamisato Clan had worked for –everything they had built over countless generations– would crumble.

Yet, despite everything, Thoma walked.

Shaken, perhaps. But alive.

Ayato needed to know why.
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Taroumaru snuffed loudly at Thoma’s hand, his curly tail swinging behind him before he sat down with a hearty snort. Thoma wasn’t sure why, but he felt as if he’d just gotten promoted.

It was peculiar. Realistically, he’d only been off work for a day or so, but it seemed far longer than that. Too much had happened. He still hadn’t quite processed it all.

Since his arrival, he’d yet to see Nakanishi. Unusual given it was nearly closing time. As much as he now distrusted his manager, Thoma couldn’t brush away the concern he felt for him. After all, Nakanishi had saved his life before. And gave him the means to survive in Inazuma after Thoma washed ashore. Nakanishi and Komore were the closest thing he had to friends here. Or they had been.

Either way, things that he would’ve thought little of a few days ago were now infinitely more ominous and foreboding. He was on edge, and he could only wonder if the Kamisato Estate had disposed of the old man for some variety of indiscretion. His fears weren’t eased by the way every other host was avoiding him, taking pointed detours when he walked past. Or they had been.

For at that moment, a stout figure was jogging directly at him.

“Ah, Thoma!” that familiar, drumming voice called out, slurred slightly by alcohol. “When did you get here?! I thought- Man, I thought-”

Thoma turned just as Nobumori clasped a firm hand over his shoulder. The glimmer of worry in his expression was clear, a shining beacon through his lack of sobriety. More apparent were the creases under his eyes. As though he’d spent a few hours glaring at everything he saw.

A weak smile of relief tugged at the corners of Thoma’s mouth, glad to see his friend was okay. And it was nice to have someone finally address him.

“I’ve been here all night,” Thoma articulated his response with caution. He didn’t know how much Nobumori knew about his situation, and he was afraid to risk endangering him. “I wasn’t working tables so we probably missed each other…”

Nobumori’s eyes held a certain clarity as he narrowed them. His voice lowered to a grumble, “Listen, you’ve never missed a day of work since I’ve known you. When you didn’t show up… after leaving with  that man…”

Thoma’s brow shot up. Perhaps his old friend could provide some of the answers he so desperately wanted, but he still needed to err on the side of caution,  “‘That’ man?”

Nobumori took a step away, eyes roaming the room, taking note of those around them. Satisfied with their lack of audience, his voice lowered even further, “I suppose you wouldn’t really know it, foreigner and all, but that man was Kamisato Ayato. He’s a  yakuza. A formidable one, too! I’ve got some scars from challenging him long ago when I was- When I- Well, look, I just didn’t think I’d be seeing you again… None of us did. I’m not even sure you’re real, to be honest.”

“Ah, haha.” Thoma rubbed the back of his neck; he almost expected Nobumori to get sniped then and there for so much as mentioning Ayato’s name –that’s what happened in all the mafia movies he’d watched, right? But no bullets came. “Yakuza, huh? Like a gang?”

Thoma had, of course, known such organisations existed, but he’d never been one to run in those sorts of crowds. He preferred avoiding crime syndicates, thank you very much.

It was clear Nobumori felt conflicted about the topic, hiccuping slightly as he whispered, “Yeah, yeah… It’s a, uh. Little-known-well-known fact that the Kamisato Clan  dabbles in less-than-pleasant activities. Or, it’s well-known here. At Komore. For ah- reasons… They’re our benefactors. Nakanishi tells us to look the other way.”

That much Thoma had figured. “… What exactly  is the Kamisato Clan?”

“Hah? Huh, you really know nothing. I truly do forget you’re not from here sometimes. Hah! If it weren’t for your-”

“Nobumori. The question.”

“Right! I’m not all too privy on that government bullshit and even less privy to the underground stuff. Keep my head low these days, y’know? But the Kamisato Clan oversees the Yashiro Commission-”

“The Yashiro Commission?” Thoma was growing anxious, noting the dwindling number of patrons in the bar. Nobumori was a bit too drunk to deliver answers at the speed he desired. And Thoma’s ‘chaperone’ would certainly be here soon.

“Ah! They’re a right important part of the Tri-Commission! That is to say, they are the government? Along with the other two commissions. They serve the Shogunate directly and uh- Thoma? You’re not looking too hot.”

An understatement. He wasn’t feeling too hot either.

“Haha.” Thoma was in the midst of a violent battle with his nerves, one which he had very little chance of winning.


 They are the government. 


His captors held a bit more sway than he’d hoped. After a second more of internal panicking, he found it in himself to urge Nobumori on, “Please, continue. The government. But you- you said that Kamisato guy was a yakuza… Isn’t that-”

“He is! And he’s also in line to be the next Commissioner. Um- Suppose it gets complicated here. I don’t think the rest of the Shogunate are aware of the Kamisato Clan’s back-alley reputation. But like I said, I don’t get involved with this stuff.” Nobumori was now looking even more nervous than Thoma felt. “And you shouldn’t either. Asking around- that’ll get you in a bad spot. You got awfully close to that bad spot already, involving yourself with the young lord. The fact you’re alive, here and now, is a miracle, and you should cherish that. I don’t know what happened there, but… Turn a blind eye to these things, for your own good.”


 Too late for that. 


Nobumori abruptly turned away, speeding off before Thoma had the time to consider another question. He’d looked incredibly nauseous and Thoma wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or the topic. Both, probably.

It didn’t matter either way. He’d learned enough for the time being. Most importantly, he now had a solid idea of exactly how screwed he was: very.

Just as this realisation was settling in Thoma’s gut, a voice called out, “Hey, scum!”

Thoma went flying, or maybe that was just his heart rate. He spun around, wild-eyed, to find his ‘chaperone’ lazily seated on the bar stool behind him, entirely unnoticed until then. The source of Nobumori’s sudden desire to leave, it would seem. Hirano’s attention was mostly on Taroumaru; he was trying quite hard to convince the dog to play with him. To no avail.

How long had he been there? How much had he heard? Thoma could feel the colour draining from his face.

“Woah! Haha, sorry didn’t mean to scare you,” Hirano spoke once more, giving up on the dog now that he had Thoma’s full attention.

“H-How long were you-” Thoma liked to pretend he wasn’t a jumpy person, but he always had been. It was evident in the palpitations rocking his rib cage that said jumpiness had only grown worse in the past few days. Wonder why.

“Ah, a few minutes!” Hirano yawned as he spoke, struggling to adjust to the late-night hours. “That Nobumori fellow’s not very observant. But I’m hurt, Thoma! You could’ve asked me all your silly little questions.”

Again, with the unceremonious amiability. Thoma wondered if he’d ever get used to it. Then he wondered why he was already considering  ‘getting used to’ any part of this situation.

Hirano yawned again, stretching his arms back, “Well, I can’t force you to trust me. Don’t stop being shady on my behalf! But I don’t think the young lord will like you snooping around. It’s only fair to give you a warning.”

“I-I wasn’t,” Thoma’s mouth hung open as he struggled to find an excuse. “I didn’t mean-”

“Ha! Don’t be cheeky.” Hirano slid off of the barstool, watching as the more sober hosts began shuffling seats around and closing for the night. The sun would be rising within the next few hours. “I’ll let it slide jus’ this once, seeing as it was pretty boring info you were after. Like really Thoma. If you’re tryna be shady, go for the goods, not the low-shelf. Now, finish up your stuff here! I want to get some rest.”


Ayato tailed slowly behind his father as they walked down the paths of Tenshukaku’s headquarters, weaving quietly across the paved bricks that had been so carefully laid to reflect the glory of those who tread across it. They’d just been freed from the shackles of an exhaustingly drawn-out Tri-Commission conference, and Ayato’s spine was stiff after sitting still for so long. He barely got to say anything during these meetings as of yet, but they served as a ‘necessary’ part of his training.

He’d replace his father someday.


 Someday. 


He watched silently while Lord Kamisato gave polite nods to a few important-looking figures, men and women in tailored coats whose faces were about as unremarkable as they were patronising –more political affiliations Ayato would certainly have to memorise. They briefly stopped to chat, complimenting the reports the Yashiro Commission had delivered and applauding Lord Kamisato for his integrity. In return, he graciously declined the praise, only earning more in the process. Ever the humble man.

In these moments, when the facade of the Yashiro Commission was displayed proudly upon his father’s face, Ayato  almost  felt comfortable. Like the man before him was human, compassionate and kind. This was his father, this was the noble Kamisato Commissioner, beloved by all. This was an act. The act was so good, in fact, that he could  almost forget the things the man put his family through.

 Almost.  But he could never truly forget.

And his father would never let him.

The second they were out of the public eye, somewhere in a shaded alleyway that saw no traffic, Lord Kamisato’s kindly features dropped back into their natural state of resting: cold and vile. There were serpents in the world whose blood held more warmth.

He pulled out a cigarette with a grunt unbefitting of his status, “You saw her, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” Ayato’s eyes scanned the brick walls around them. There was nothing much else to look at in this alley, its proximity to Tenshukaku’s headquarters demanded the place be disgustingly clean. “She was… quiet.”

“Of course she was,” Lord Kamisato gave a heartless laugh, puffing some smoke into the air. “With that damned Sasayuri out of the way, Miss Torachiyo is now the only military general left in the Shogun’s pathetic inner circle. And what a blow that is, everyone in that wretched building knows it. Only a matter of time before another war breaks out. War means money. And Watatsumi has requested…”

“Watatsumi has requested…” Ayato repeated, trailing off as his eyes warily tracked his father. As much as he hated the idea of war –especially the idea of playing such a significant part in its causation– his father was right: war meant money.

He knew what Watatsumi wanted. What they paid his father for.

“She must die, yes. It can’t be messy this time,” Lord Kamisato’s eyes were dark, sinister, as he spoke. Ayato, sensing the blazing, boiling anger within his father, took a slight step away. When had he become so attuned to his moods? He didn’t have much time to consider it before his father continued, “We can’t have another Sasayuri. That damned child… A fucking wreck. Remind me to burn it into her skull when we return.”

Ayato’s alarm grew; foolish of him to think his father no longer cared about that incident. He swallowed the lump in his throat in a valiant effort to keep his voice steady, “I was the one who passed off the mission to her. I was careless to think she was ready for it. It was  my error-”

“It’s always your error, isn’t it?” His father turned with uncanny speed, reaching for Ayato’s wrist and painfully crushing it in his grasp before tearing the cigarette out of his mouth and dashing it into his skin. “Always  you…  I’m tired of you. You  bore me. Taking the punishment for everything all the time. It’s absurd. No one fucking learns when you shield them.”

Despite this critique, Lord Kamisato seemed perfectly happy passing punishments off to his son. Ayato would never understand him. Not that he wanted to.

Biting back at the searing pain against his flesh, Ayato’s tone was even, “I am not shielding. This  was my mistake. It was my duty to handle Sasayuri-”

“Then why didn’t you?” Lord Kamisato snarled, twisting the cigarette. “It should’ve been a clean execution. It should’ve been a  private  execution. You knew how crucial this task was and still you passed it on to that incompetent girl? Really, to be cursed with such a  useless bastard for an heir.”

 ‘A crucial task. So crucial that the one witness to it must be kept alive, father?’  were the words Ayato wanted to say. But he knew better than to raise the subject here.

Instead, he met his father’s gaze, unflinching. He’d prepared for this question and his words droned out accordingly, “I believed that-”

“I don’t want your fucking excuses. It’s too late for that,” Lord Kamisato sneered. He could tell Ayato had rehearsed this, of course he could. And he didn’t care to hear it, “Do you know what would make me  happy right now? You, burning. That’s all you’re good for, isn’t it? That’s the one thing you can’t possibly fail to do.”

Ayato couldn’t pull away from his grip if he tried. But that was fine, he knew better than to try. As long as he took the brunt of his father’s anger, he could bear any pain. That way, no one else would have to. A bruised wrist and some burnt skin were nothing. And it was an easy enough task, redirecting the anger that consumed his father so. Ayato made a great punching bag, it would seem. He often wondered if there was an invisible target painted on his face.

His father had always been a volatile man. Absurdly so.

Ayato’s earliest memories involved the same blood and violence he experienced so frequently to this day.

Something had broken inside Lord Kamisato long ago. Something had happened that drove his anger to flow, unrestrained. A tragic event that changed the course of his life. That was Ayato’s theory, anyway. He didn’t know anything about his father, in truth. It was hard to imagine that the man standing before him had ever been someone his mother could love, and yet he  must’ve been kind once. He must have been charming, he must have been capable of affection. What kind of person was he before Ayato came to be? What kind of person would his mother give her life to?

Did it even matter? The cigarette was sizzling.

Ayato counted the seconds until he was released.  112. He ignored the light bruising around his wrist and the blistering of his skin, opting instead to direct all of his attention on the path his father paced. He seemed to be looking for something to swing –his knuckles white, his fingers flexing hard. But the emptiness of the alleyway presented a merciful amount of nothing.

After a tense moment in which Ayato stood rigid every time his father’s pacing drew near, Lord Kamisato began to shake his head and mutter, lost in whatever madness accompanied him, “Never should’ve… Wretched…”

Normally, Ayato would’ve assumed the muttering to be directed at him. It usually was. But something told him that this wasn’t the case for once. The daggers in those eyes were aimed at another target, one Ayato could not see. It was almost relieving.

Knowing his father would only continue to fester without intervention, Ayato steeled himself and calmly spoke up, “I will call for a meeting. To make arrangements for Miss Torachiyo.”

Lord Kamisato stopped, pivoting his ever-so-murderous eyes to meet Ayato’s gaze. “Do be thorough. One more mistake…”



 One week. 


It had been one week since Thoma was detained by the Kamisato Estate.

He’d gone to work, same as always. He’d doted over countless patrons, same as always. He’d gone ‘home’ feeling nauseous and exhausted, same as always.

Except it wasn’t exactly the same. He hadn’t received a single mora. But he supposed that didn’t matter. He wasn’t allowed to go shopping, that would be silly. He wasn’t allowed to go anywhere outside Komore.

Instead of enjoying any form of locational variety, he returned to his wonderful prison-cell-plus-room combo. Every day.

On his days off, he sat in that room alone. As he did now.

He could feel the insanity of doing nothing creeping up on him by the hour. He’d taken to fighting off such insanity by aggressively organising the items strewn about the floor –truly, it was impressive how many near illegible papers were scattered about. Their contents were mostly childhood ramblings and messy transcriptions, attempting to decipher either would only result in a headache. Initially, he hesitated to handle these papers at all, seeing as everything in this room belonged to Ayato. These people were insane, and for all Thoma knew, touching them could count as an admission of guilt in their eyes.

But he hadn’t seen Ayato since that first day he’d been brought there.

Not once. Not even in passing.

Thoma’s only interaction within the estate was through Hirano –and boy did he love to interact. His lax demeanour notwithstanding, Thoma’s strange chaperone could go on about any topic endlessly. But even so, their meetings were brief, relegated to feeding and transport. Thoma had grown cautious of just how  unthreatening Hirano came across. The only aspect of that man that was cause for alarm was his insanely silent footsteps. Thoma found that trait to be more disturbing than threatening, frankly.

And that disturbance was overridden by another issue.

Thoma had diligently refused to eat the meals offered to him throughout the week, he couldn’t bring himself to trust anything at the estate. Instead, he’d survived off a very small portion of scraps from the teahouse and avoided drinking the champagne there as much as possible. Which, for his merit, was an incredibly difficult task. For a few days, he’d struggled with gnawing hunger pains, but at some point, his stomach quieted and that persistent hunger faded away, leaving him with a hollow pit that he could mostly ignore.

His mind was focused on other things.

Predominantly, how utterly  lost he felt. Disoriented. Helpless. He’d never felt this way before, not even when he’d first stumbled onto Inazuma’s shores. He’d woken up on a beach, choking on salt water and struggling to breathe, completely drenched and only alive at the sea’s great mercy. Completely alone and dejected, in a land he’d only heard stories about.

Even in those moments, when his consciousness first returned to him while the sun bore down on his soaked face, his resolve held. He knew he’d be fine. But now? Sitting in a room in a ridiculously lavish estate?

Back on that dreadful beach, he’d lain weak against the shore until a certain Shiba came running across the sand, barking madly with Nakanishi in tow. If only Taroumaru could save him from his problems now.

Maybe if he planted one of the four bells that dog treasured on Ayato, he would come charging into the estate, fangs bared…

The door slid open, drawing Thoma’s attention up from the floor where he sat, “Hey scum! Breakfast-“

“Thanks…” Thoma’s response was instinctual, polite. Though he had no reason to be cordial with these people, “I don’t want it.”

Hirano shrugged at the reply, unsurprised –this was their routine every day. Next, he would set the tray on the floor and plop onto the mat nearest Thoma. Then, he would launch into a lively conversation about his day. Or about the first thought that came to mind. He would probably knock over the bowl at some point, and then laugh as he cleaned up the ensuing mess.

Thoma braced for the inevitable chat, shifting into a more comfortable position. But then Hirano didn’t do any of the things he was supposed to.

Instead, he shrugged and stepped back out into the hall. Bowl and everything. The door hadn’t fully shut behind him, and Hirano’s voice drifted through the crack.

“See, he hasn’t eaten in forever.” Thoma strained his ears to catch the words, that damning curiosity of his would never abate. Despite where it had thus far gotten him. Hirano spoke with a whine, “Force-feeding’s a lot of work… No, I’m not being lazy..! I told you… He… Sure, my lord.”

Thoma winced, he didn’t know which ‘lord’ Hirano was talking to, he hadn’t been able to hear the other party. He was praying it was the lesser of the two evils.  Force-feeding,  didn’t sound pleasant.

His stomach growled.

The figure that then stepped through the door, tray in hand, was not Hirano. Nor was it the demon, much to Thoma’s relief. Though that relief was short-lived. Ayato stared down at him, an imposing figure framed by the hallway’s lights, his sharp eyes as inscrutable (and striking) as ever. One elegant movement of his hand, and the door slid shut behind him.

In that same elegant movement, Ayato stepped forward. Thoma didn’t back away when the man knelt across from him, placing the meal tray between them. A savoury aroma tickled his nose. He’d recognise that scent anywhere: miso soup. From the corner of his eye, he could also make out what appeared to be toast, neatly arranged on either side of the bowl. Perhaps if he looked at the tray directly, he would’ve started drooling like a mad dog –the scent alone dangerously stirred at the repressed hunger in his stomach. But he was too busy glaring at Ayato to examine it thoroughly.

Something looked different about him. Maybe it was the fact Thoma hadn’t seen him lately, maybe his mind had already distorted Ayato’s features. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d forgotten a face.


 No. 


He just looked drained. His lips were twisted ever so slightly into a frown, and a faint trace of darkness marked the bags beneath his eyes. Someone had tried to cover those circles with a concealer, but to Thoma’s host-enhanced perception, it was obvious the man hadn’t slept in days. If Ayato were a patron, Thoma would’ve taken the opportunity to tuck his hair behind his ears and ask if he’d been resting well lately.

“Starving yourself?” Ayato’s voice was wry, betraying little of the exhaustion his eyes suggested. “Is your will to live less firm than I believed? I can’t have my prisoners dying now.”

“Unless you kill them yourself?” Thoma clenched his jaws the moment the remark escaped his lips. He knew he shouldn’t be so testy with Ayato –the man had been lenient in their brief interactions before, but the visage of his demonic father was reflected in his eyes. Thoma had no way of knowing what would happen should he push too far.

And given the circumstances, he did not want to find out. It would be remarkably foolish of him to push his luck.

“Yes.” The remark didn’t bother Ayato in the slightest. He calmly reached for the bowl of soup, swiftly grabbing the ornate pair of chopsticks next to it in the same motion. This was enough to finally draw Thoma’s attention to the food.

A terrible cruelty. The soup looked divine.

He watched silently, his mouth beginning to water. It was getting increasingly difficult to ignore his famine, and Seven be damned, he craved miso. Ayato had clearly picked up on this, using one diabolical hand to waft the aroma of the food into the air while a knowing glint danced in his eyes. Temptation. He was trying to  tempt Thoma.

To Thoma’s distress, it was working. Surely, one meal would be safe… But his resolve held and the resolute glare he aimed at his tormentor could shatter glass.

“Do not make this difficult,” Ayato murmured after a moment, his keen eyes staring down Thoma. “I assure you this meal is safe.”

There was nothing wrong with the food as far as Thoma could tell, no strange dusting of ‘painkiller’ as there had been before. The broth was thick, the tofu flawless, the toast golden. Nothing stood out as particularly dangerous. That’s what concerned him.

With much effort, he tore his eyes away from the bowl, desperate not to fall prey to his stomach. “I’m not hungry.”

Ayato puffed some air out of his nose, returning the bowl to the tray and flipping the chopsticks between his fingers. “Do you recall my sentiments about poor acting?”

Before Thoma could respond, Ayato’s free hand clasped around his jaw, his thumb and index pressing against his cheekbones. Panicked at the unexpected contact, Thoma’s arms shot up to free himself. Just as he grasped Ayato’s wrist, a sharp flick of the chopsticks struck his fingers down.

“It’s rude to put your hands on another,” Ayato scolded, and Thoma wasn’t sure if he was oblivious to the irony or not. He couldn’t turn his head at all –Ayato’s grip was surprisingly secure, stabilising him in place while the man continued, untroubled, “It’s  rude to decline gracious offerings of food. I was under the impression you had a sense of manners.”

Thoma could do little more than scowl. He knew he wasn’t in the position to fight back. The devious glint in Ayato’s eyes assured him of that. And his stomach growled once again, far too loudly, at the sound of the chopsticks tapping the edge of the bowl.

“Open your mouth.” He met Thoma’s eyes, loosening his grip slightly. “I‘ve done some research. You always request extra tofu when you go out, do you not?”

Thoma’s lips had barely parted when a thick block of tofu was shoved onto his tongue. He very nearly gagged at the sudden entrance, barely holding himself together. After not eating for so long, the intense flavour of the broth was overpowering. It spread through him like a wildfire, burning away the hunger that he’d tried so hard to ignore. He wanted more. The starving part of him did, at least. The stubborn part of him considered spitting it out, if only to witness the shock on Ayato’s face. But as belittling as this situation was, he couldn’t bring himself to. Neither his mouth nor his stomach would allow it.

Ayato deftly pulled the chopsticks away, his eyes still locked on Thoma’s, daring him to react. His gaze was intense, unreadable, unblinking. He didn’t avert his eyes until Thoma had audibly swallowed.

“Lovely.” The faintest hint of a smirk decorated Ayato’s face, the only part of his expression not obscured by the shade cast down by his hair. “The poison should set in any minute.”

“Mmph!” Thoma’s eyes widened, his throat tightened. He struggled against Ayato’s grip with renewed vigour, clawing at his arms in a vain attempt to free himself. The poison. He could already feel it coursing through him. They’d finally decided to kill him. And to think they’d used tofu to do it. Just before he could kick out his legs to stand, a firm tug at his jaw pulled him down to reality.

“It was a joke,” Ayato announced flatly. Thoma stopped writhing, maintaining the vice grip he had somehow established on Ayato’s sleeve in his struggle.

Ayato’s eyes were blank, cryptic, accentuating the unreadable expression he boasted. But something in that expression told Thoma it  was a joke. And sure enough, with the alleviation of his brief panic, he realised he felt perfectly fine.

Still hungry, however.

He couldn’t do anything about that just yet, as Ayato was still holding his jaw and Thoma hadn’t detangled himself from his sleeves. They had entered some strange standstill, staring at each other in anticipation. It was clear Ayato was waiting for Thoma to let go first. Thoma wasn’t about to back down, Ayato had brought this situation upon himself. So he tightened his fist around the fabric and levelled Ayato’s gaze.

He wasn’t sure how long they’d been staring at each other, but Thoma found himself relaxing as he took the chance to examine the ever-cryptic expression decorating Ayato’s face. The sleepless circles beneath his eyes were even more apparent at this distance, but Thoma’s attention was drawn to the eyes themselves. Curse those eyes. Embarrassing to think how his drunken self had fawned over them.

There was  something  intriguing about them, he’d admit. Something that never failed to pull Thoma in. Mesmerising as they were, Ayato’s eyes had a  blankness about them. Not empty, per se. Blank. A canvas yet to be painted. Marble yet to be carved.

But at that moment, the canvas didn’t seem quite so blank. Not really. There was something there, the glimmer of a sketch.

First, Thoma pictured a child. A young one, eyes wide, begging for something. To play? To laugh? Whatever it was, his pleading was for naught, locked behind a wall of glass as he was. Painted over until nothing but white oblivion remained.

Then, Thoma pictured Ayato himself. A different Ayato than the one attached to the cold fingers pressing against his skin. This one was smiling. A faint smile, more of a smirk, really. But a genuine expression of content. He, too, was stuck behind the glass barrier.

Perhaps Thoma’s week of quasi-isolation had a more profound effect on his imagination than he’d realised. Regardless, the images faded as quickly as they came, leaving a peculiar seed of sympathy in his stomach. Thoma’s brows softened. Ayato’s tensed.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Ayato muttered, his tone far sharper than it’d been moments ago. If Thoma didn’t know better, he would’ve thought the man was  uncomfortable.

If he could speak, perhaps he would’ve remarked on it, but all Thoma could say was, “Hmph?”

The standstill came to its end.

The pressure around Thoma’s jaw disappeared as Ayato pulled his hand away, leaving a fading soreness under his cheeks. He seemed slightly rattled now, though Thoma couldn’t begin to place why. Either way, this was a win. One point for Thoma.

Ayato didn’t seem very happy about his loss. “Eat. Or do you insist on continuing with your childish obstinance?”

Thoma pointedly massaged his jaw, feeling the slight indent from Ayato’s fingers before responding. His options were currently very slim: to eat or to eat but with more resistance. “… Fine.”

Reluctant as he tried to sound, Thoma was starving. His stomach was far easier to win over than his mind, and that small bit of tofu had broken through his ‘obstinance’ and tossed all his reservations aside.

Before long, he was shovelling konbu into his mouth and popping tofu cubes like candy. He mostly ignored the way Ayato watched, it was easy with how silent he was. He would’ve expected the man to leave, but he was too hungry to question it. His attention would only return to Ayato once the greater part of his voracious appetite had been sated, accompanied by a slight nausea –courtesy of his brief fasting.

When Thoma finally set the bowl down, Ayato was looking around the room, his eyes moving slowly over the bare flooring. “You cleaned..?”

It hadn’t seemed like a pointed remark, yet something in Thoma decided to lace his response with defensiveness, “You said it was my room now. I like to keep  my space clean.”

An audacious thing to say, but Thoma was still riding the high of his ‘win.’ And miso always made him particularly bold.

Ayato gave him a mildly bemused look. He seemed to have shaken off whatever had unsettled him earlier.  “Yours?  You have grown accustomed to living here already? Broken in so easily…”

Thoma was appalled. “N-No! If you haven’t noticed, I don’t really have the choice  not to sit in this room all day. I had nothing better to do so-”

“And here I was thinking you’d have tried to stage at least one escape attempt,” Ayato’s voice lulled slightly, taunting.


 Another joke. 


“I’m not an idiot,” Thoma retorted, a painful memory tingling at his ribs. He’d thought about escaping multiple times. But he wouldn’t make rash decisions without a foolproof plan. Not with these people. Not with the Yashiro Commission.


 Not yet. 


“So it would seem,” the teasing lull in Ayato’s voice returned to flat nothingness. “Would an intelligent man starve himself to death in the face of danger?”

Thoma felt his cheeks go hot. “An intelligent man wouldn’t trust the food granted  by that danger.”

“Subjective.” Ayato shrugged. After a pause, he added, “But I must make myself clear- I will not allow you to die at any hand other than my own.”

“Ah,” Thoma wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Whatever feelings the statement elicited were illegible to him. “Flattered.”

“Don’t be. The moment I am given evidence of your guilt, I will not be merciful. I’ve little reason to believe you innocent as it stands.”

“I haven’t-  How am I supposed to prove my innocence to you if you’re never around?”

Or perhaps the more important question was:  How am I supposed to prove I  didn’t  see something? 

Ayato’s piercing gaze snapped to Thoma’s eyes, locked in a moment of silence before the response came, slow and hushed, “That is precisely how. When I’m ‘not’ around… People only truly let their guard down when they are alone, yes? How you act when you think no one’s watching… What you do and say to who and when… Of course, if only I could claw your brain out and pull your deepest, unfiltered thoughts to the surface on a whim, this process would be over by now-”

“Ah. You- say some unsettling things.”

“… I suppose. But trust when I say, your innocence is being evaluated every waking second.”

“That’s… also unsettling.”

And it was. Thoma was beyond tired of that incessant feeling of being watched. At this rate, he wouldn’t be surprised if the mat he sat on had a pair of eyes.

Ayato ignored the annoyance in his words, sending another lingering gaze around the room while Thoma plucked at what remained of his food. Now that the worst of the hunger had abated, the uncanny nature of the meal finally struck him. It had been  perfectly tailored to his taste. The ideal amount of extra tofu. Just the right level of crunch in the toast. Ayato’s ‘research’ had been thorough, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to know how it had been accomplished.

Thoma eyed him briefly, ultimately deciding not to ask before turning back to his food.

“I find you perplexing,” Ayato stated quietly, breaking the suspended silence they’d fallen into. Thoma had just lifted the lacquered bowl to his lips, making to drink the rest of the broth.

“What?”

Ayato didn’t respond, only moving to place his hand on the floor and push himself up. Thoma blinked, soup in hand, as Ayato drifted over to the door. He’d been under the impression that Ayato had more questions to ask. More evaluations to make. To see him leaving so soon was unexpected.


 I’m the perplexing one? 


Surely, Ayato was more of an enigma than he’d ever be.


The room was quiet and small. Ayato was certain it had been made under the intention of being a bathroom, but at some point in the Kamisato Clan’s long history, it was remodelled into what could almost be described as a closet. If he squinted hard enough, at least.

Currently, it contained only a sizable vanity, a couple of shoes too small for him to wear, and a wooden stool he had placed in there back when those shoes still fit.

He was the only one who used this particular room, servants were barred from entry, and thus he counted it as his only place for a modicum of privacy within the estate. The only place he could go to ruminate in his thoughts. Peacefully.

All this to say, it was fairly disgruntling when a burly figure stepped through the door.

“Hirotatsu, why aren’t you with Ayaka?” Ayato held back the alarm that threatened his voice with practised precision. He was in the middle of wrapping gaudy bandages around wounds on his arms, some fresher than others, having just finished caking heavy concealer onto his facial impurities. His eye bags were darker than acceptable, harder to cover than the bruises.

Hirotatsu was supposed to be on guard duty. As the head of Ayaka’s personal guard, he was  always supposed to be on guard duty.

He dipped into a brisk bow. “Apologies, my lord. Lady Kayo insisted upon taking her out this evening. She requested I turn my protection towards you for the time being.”


 … Me? 


Ayato was taken aback by this, slowly unravelling his bandages for a moment before tightening them once more. “Lady Kamisato requested… you  protect me?”

That was a new one. His mother never assigned guards to him, she could never spare the worry. Ayato could handle himself.

The look that crossed Hirotatsu’s face was somewhere along the lines of sheepish. “Apologies for the confusion, my lord, it was Lady  Ayaka that requested it not-“

“Hm.” Ayato brushed it aside; to think his mother would bother was his own fault. Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t seen her since the Mondstadter was first brought in for ‘questioning.’

He couldn’t recall when he’d seen her before that moment, either.  A couple months ago? 

Best not to think too hard about it. He couldn’t afford to claw himself out of the pit those thoughts would surely drag him into.

“I do not require your protection,” Ayato spoke calmly, ignoring the dry look that crossed Hirotatsu’s face as the man glanced at the bandages. But Ayato was not one to let opportunities go to waste, “Regardless, I have been intending to ask some questions of you. Humour me?”

“Me?” Hirotatsu’s stoic demeanour faded into that strange state of nervous fear every one of the Kamisato Clan’s underlings carried within them. Ayato normally ignored these things –he knew that in their eyes he was the mirror image of his father. There was nothing he could do to change the caution that was instilled upon them.

He had accepted this fact long ago. So why was he struggling to ignore these things today?

Hirotatsu recovered in record time and nodded sharply. “Yes, my lord. I will answer to the best of my ability.”

“You were the one who first interacted with the Mondstadt boy, correct? What was your impression? Do not withhold any thoughts, I am inviting you to speak freely.”

Hirotatsu’s hesitation remained, but he delivered an answer nonetheless, “My first impression… I took him to be a fool. But nothing more than an unfortunate one. He looked at me as though I was some ghastly spectre, and I could not understand the way he spoke. I admit I did not perceive him as malicious-“

His speech quickened as though he was already regretting his words, perhaps fearing he had spoken wrong. Before he could backtrack, Ayato persisted, “What do you believe he saw? When he looked at you, what did you see in his eyes?”

This threw Hirotatsu off.

“What do I… I don’t think I understand, my lord.” He took a step back from the door, overwhelmed by how intensely Ayato stared him down. “He- Could’ve seen anything, but I do not believe he had a  clear view. In his eyes..? My lord, I’m not sure what you’re asking of me…”

Ayato took a deep breath, collecting himself momentarily. Pulling back his stare. Where had his composure gone?


 In his eyes. 


He’d been fine until his visitation with that damned foreigner, much earlier in the day. Why had those eyes looked at him so… So  pitifully?  Ayato was not one to be pitied. Ayato was not one to be  looked at. Not once during this very conversation had Hirotatsu dared to meet his eyes.

 No one looked at him. And yet.

Thoma had looked at him. Held his stare, even. And when Thoma looked at him, not once did he flinch away. When Thoma looked at him, there was no fear. When Thoma looked at him, in that brief moment, it was as though Ayato was… himself. Not a reflection of his father. Himself.

Unnerving.

“Yes, in his eyes. Did you sense anything within them?” Ayato stared into the mirror in front of him, absently scanning his own face. Perhaps the lack of scrutiny would make Hirotatsu more comfortable. “Did it seem as though he may have been more… sinister? Intelligent? Like his motives lie elsewhere? Anything really.”

Hirotatsu didn’t respond right away, presumably recalling the event to more recent memory. When he settled on an answer, a reluctance trailed his words, “I am sorry, my lord, I did not pick up on anything of the sort. I will- I will be more observant in the future. I accept any punishment you feel-“

“You are dismissed.” Ayato raised a hand to his temple, shading his eyes while he rubbed at the tension blooming there. He was too tired for this.

Hirotatsu vanished into the corridor without protest.

Ayato had nearly forgotten about his menial task of covering the signs of imperfection on his body. He stared deeper into the mirror, though he wasn’t truly  seeing anything.

Even  he couldn’t look at himself.

The eyes on his mind were not those that stared back at him within the glass.

Absently drifting through his thoughts, he muttered to himself, repeating some obscure proverbs he’d been forced to read long ago, “I cannot bear it. Why does your gaze linger upon my soul?”
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 Ding ding ding. 


The sound echoed sharply over the crowded teahouse as Taroumaru’s head whipped back and forth, dutifully ringing his bell. It was only the second bell of the night, yet the place was nearly overflowing –the weekend crowd never ceased to amaze. So many people packed into one place, all here for the same thing: attention. Affection.

The air was quite… Musky.

Thoma had often found himself bewildered by how they managed these crowds at all. There were only so many hosts to go around. And he was one of them, he reminded himself, sidestepping as a fellow host guided two women past him. He watched absently as they disappeared into the sectioned off hallway. It would seem someone was getting well paid that night.

Not Thoma, though. He’d felt rather distanced from his hosting duties in recent days. Apparently, being on edge 24/7 wasn’t great for business. Go figure. He had to maintain his appearance of normalcy though, and so his eyes scanned the crowd, settling on some poor woman who had just stepped through the front door.

Just as Thoma started his communal, and entirely spiritless, beeline towards his target, a thin hand clapped his shoulder. Naturally, the unexpected contact set off every alarm in his body as his feet rooted to the ground.

 Hirano? But it wasn’t time for Hirano to pick him up.

“You’ve got work elsewhere tonight,” a voice muttered near his ear. A familiar voice. But one he hadn’t heard in ages now.

“Nakanishi?” Thoma spun around a bit faster than he intended, powered solely by his relief. He’d been starting to truly believe the man had been killed, or worse. Finally, his fears were assuaged.

Nakanishi looked as though he’d aged another ten years, the bags of his eyes far more prominent than Thoma recalled. The creases lining his face had deepened too, highlighting his perpetual frown. A dull glimmer in his iris spoke leagues of his stress.

Other than that, he seemed  relatively okay.

“Are you oka-“ Thoma forgot to be apprehensive as he scanned the man’s face, but Nakanishi didn’t have time for questions.

“You have a backroom customer tonight. Very high-paying.”

Thoma blinked, mouth hanging open while he processed the interruption. He had so many things he needed to ask Nakanishi about. So much anger and worry he needed to express. But the phrase ‘backroom customer’ was unexpected enough that all his prior thoughts simply danced away.

A few things stood out to him as his brain whirred:


 1) He had not received any payment since he’d been taken hostage. 



 2) He’d never done private rooms before, and quite frankly, he did not want to –taking into consideration that he had little idea how. 


All the static in Thoma’s head condensed enough to form a single response, “Huh?”

But Nakanishi would offer no answer, simply grabbing Thoma by the shoulders and pivoting him towards the hallway. Those ceaseless sounds of pleasure that his brain normally filtered out became vibrantly distinct as Nakanishi gave him a gentle shove. He could immediately pinpoint where the two women and his coworker had ended up.

Thank the Seven for Komore’s warm lights, Thoma suspected they masked the reddening of his ears.

“Last room on the left,” Nakanishi muttered, flicking his hand in a gesture that all-too-clearly read: shoo.

Before Thoma could raise any of the questions he so desperately wanted to ask, Nakanishi vanished behind the bar, only looking back once to pat Taroumaru on the head and a second time to flick an inscrutable gaze over Thoma. He seemed to hesitate when their eyes met.

But not for long.

He offered a sombre shake of his head –one so subtle Thoma thought he imagined it– and disappeared from sight.

Thoma only stared after him a moment more. When he did not reappear, he turned, inhaling the heavy scents of the club. Alcohol. Perfume. Sweat. Tea. All of it familiar. Poorly attempting to collect his thoughts, he glanced down the hallway. Unfamiliar. His palms had clammed up already as the task ahead filled his mind.


 Which patron? 


He considered simply backing away.

What was the worst they could do? Fire him?

He was as much a hostage here as he was at the estate, really.

Yet, something compelled him to take a few steps down the hall –morbid curiosity, perhaps. And maybe some boredom. Or some apathy. There was little in the world that could prove more dangerous than his current circumstances, after all. One handsy patron paled in comparison to the Kamisato head. And… he hadn’t had sex in ages, maybe it would do him some good. He’d take anything over staring at the blank walls in his room at the estate.

Letting out a breath, he took the chance to ruffle his clothes, giving himself a more wild look to receive his mysterious customer with.  The looser the clothes the better,  he thought, shrugging his shirt down enough to reveal his collarbone. It had to be one of his long-term patrons, and most of them shared a similar taste for the ‘rowdy Mondstadt blonde’ that he so often had to embody.

Before long, he was pushing open the door, last one on the left. What greeted him was… Well, he wasn’t sure at first as his eyes adjusted to the dim; the only lighting came from two moody wall lamps interposed across from each other. How sultry.

Then his eyes landed on the only figure in the room, seated gracefully at the edge of the roll-out bed dominating the centre of the floor. Long sleek legs, one crossed over the other. Expensive garments that perfectly accentuated their form. The figure was leaning back, pointing haughty eyes Thoma’s way.

And Thoma was rapidly fixing his shirt, covering his collarbone right back up as though Barbatos would strike him down then and there.

He didn’t know whether to be annoyed or distressed. So naturally, he settled on exasperated, “Here to ship me off in a barrel?”

At this point, he wasn’t sure why he expected anyone else. Much like with Nakanishi, he hadn’t seen any of his recurring patrons since he’d been taken in. So much for sex. Though, admittedly, he hadn’t found the idea too appealing. In fact, this was a mercy.

But he’d take any reason he could to glare at Ayato.

“Not until your guilt is assured.” Ayato’s eyes glinted at him, watching as Thoma debated slipping back out the door, “So eager to leave?”

Thoma shot a glare back at him, shrugging in abject irritation, “Every time you’ve shown up here,  specifically,  my life drastically changes for the worse so-“

“Very little about your life should change as a consequence of this meeting.” Ayato made no movements other than to swivel his head to the side –seemingly for dramatic effect– before returning his endless gaze to Thoma, “If you’re innocent that is.”

For the umpteenth time in the past few days, Thoma’s expression went flat. He was getting increasingly fed up with this ‘if you’re innocent’ business. There was a limit to how much he could handle, and they were rapidly approaching it.

“Right,” he muttered, stepping away from the door to cross his arms. “If you’re not here to- ship me off… What is it? Force-feeding again? I’ve been eating all my meals.”

“I am aware,” Ayato spoke in that obnoxiously matter-of-fact tone. As if it was totally normal to be fully keen to a stranger’s every mealtime.

That left only two options; Thoma was certain it wasn’t the raunchier of the two.

But that ever-rebellious part of him, the part that so desperately wanted to believe he still retained  some  measure of control over his life, posed the question anyway, “Here as a  customer, then? I’m quite popular for my Mondstadt techniques, you know…”

That was a bald-faced lie. He didn’t have any techniques. And he wasn’t quite popular in these rooms. Ayato probably knew this, with how much useless information he’d gathered.

Yet his eyes widened very briefly and he raised a hand to his throat, perhaps subconsciously. It was quite possibly the most staggered Thoma had ever seen him, and he felt all the more smug for it.

Ayato recovered in record time, long before Thoma could truly bask in the victory. “…No. Though if viewing me as a customer makes you feel more comfortable-“

Of course that bastard would try to turn Thoma’s own tricks against him. He simply scoffed in response, “Hah- no.”

“Mm,” Ayato nodded firmly, always the professional. He wasn’t nearly as bothered as Thoma hoped, “No, then. I am here to… Interrogate you. Thoroughly. I fear I have been lacking.”

Thoma froze, glued to the ground as the last ‘interrogation’ buzzed through his brain. Not enough time had passed since then for him to forget those biting pains. His eyes shifted around the room, seeking a hidden gas canister or some other variety of torture. He found nothing.

And this was Ayato, and they were in Komore. He wouldn’t dare follow that demon’s –his father’s– footsteps, especially not in such a public place… Would he?

Come to think of it, the choice of venue was awfully strange under any circumstances, let alone torture.

Thoma figured it wasn’t his place to question it –that and he felt generally safer in any location that wasn’t the estate. So who was he to complain?

No, he needed to steel himself.

“Interrogate?” he asked, keeping a safe distance between himself and the bed as he watched Ayato fiddle with something in his hands.


 A cup? 


Ayato glanced over at him, seemingly reading every thought Thoma displayed on his face with one piercing look. “Yes. You’ve had some days to adjust to your new… life. I was intending to question you at a time wherein your nerves had settled. Marginally.”

Thoma’s brows raised, almost amused at the idea of his nerves settling anytime soon. “Uh-huh. When’s the part where you tie me to the floor and beat me with a knife?”

Truly, Thoma could not stop the pointed remarks from flying whenever Ayato was around. Though, really, he was just trying to deflect his own fear with some level of cockiness.

It didn’t work very well.

He was still very much afraid.

But he’d be damned before he ever showed that fear.

Ayato, unbothered of course, promptly whipped a blade out of his sleeve.

Then, just as unbothered, tossed said blade behind him. It clanked against the back wall, far out of reach, “How many times must I say, I do not wish to follow my father’s methods. I am not the unfeeling monster you believe me to be.”

Thoma found no witty comeback; admittedly, he didn’t picture Ayato as a monster. But one didn’t have to be a monster to pose a threat. Therefore, Thoma’s guard would remain up. And sturdy. And fortified.

Until that moment, he hadn’t actually thought much about how he  pictured Ayato. He was just Ayato. The man holding him hostage. The man who boldly shoved tofu into Thoma’s mouth only to express discomfort when he held his stare. The man he’d seen suffer a merciless beating, only to walk the next day as if nothing significant had occurred.

The man who took his rice.

After a minute of silence, Ayato spoke up, quietly, “Do you enjoy games?”

“Huh?” Thoma would never understand him. He wasn’t sure where games fit into an interrogation. He also wasn’t sure what Ayato’s definition of ‘games’ entailed. He didn’t seem like the type to experience ‘fun’ which generally happened to be a fundamental part of ‘games.’

“Games,” Ayato repeated, flipping the cup in his hands to reveal the two dice that had been contained inside. “Chou-Han?”

…

Thoma squinted, eyes flitting between Ayato and the dice he held. “I don’t have money- What’s this have to do with-“

“We won’t be playing for money, just for… fun.” Ayato pushed off of the bed before promptly clearing a space on the floor and kneeling, “I’ll remind you, you don’t particularly  have anything to gamble with.”

 No thanks to you. But Thoma kept that thought to himself.

Ayato stared expectantly at him, waiting for Thoma to take a seat. And take a seat he did, though not without some hesitation. He didn’t want Ayato to think he was following his orders willingly. But he was desperately curious as to where this game was to lead.

“I trust you know how to play..?” Ayato tossed the dice in the cup, covering the open end with one hand.

Thoma nodded –the other hosts had insisted he learn when he’d first arrived. Gambling, but make it group bonding. He’d never been very good at it; considering the prizes they’d bet on were usually cheap bottles of alcohol, he’d never particularly cared.

But now, Thoma was filled with the fires of determination. He’d beat Ayato if it was the last thing he did.

The rules were simple: Ayato would stuff the dice in the cup, rattle them around, and reveal the results. All Thoma had to do was make a guess as to whether those results were even or odd.

Ayato seemed pleased at Thoma’s wordless response, though his expression remained flat. He gave the cup a shake, the sound of dice clattering around sparked through the air. Once he was satisfied, he set the cup on the floor, dice obscured. “Call.”

“Even.” Thoma watched intently while Ayato lifted the cup, revealing his success.


 Two. Two. Even. 


“It would appear luck is on your side,” Ayato murmured, promptly scooping the dice back into the cup and repeating the process. This time however, a question was involved, “How long have you been in Inazuma? Call.”

Thoma was struck still; for a moment, he could hear that demon’s voice in his head asking that same question. Judging his answers with the weight of a knife. This was an interrogation after all.

He almost expected Ayato to produce a second knife of his own. To strike him then and there for the hesitation. To start demanding answers about things Thoma had no answers for.

But Ayato simply stared down at the cup, waiting for a response with far more patience than his father had possessed. He didn’t acknowledge Thoma’s hesitation at all.

“… Three months. Nearly four, now. Even.”

Ayato lifted the cup:  Five. Three. Even. 

“Mm. Why?”

Thoma glared at him: he was almost certain Ayato already knew the answer to these questions, “To find my dad.”

“What do you know of him? Your father. Call.”

“What do I…” Thoma rubbed at his arm, uncertainty coursing through him as Ayato’s hand traced the rim of the cup. How much did he have to share to satisfy this line of questioning? “He came here when I was very young. I wanted to see him again. Odd.”

The cup lifted.


 Six. Six. Even. Point to Ayato. 


“Why did he come here?” Ayato didn’t express any satisfaction at winning the round. Somehow, that annoyed Thoma more.

That was a question Thoma had yet to find the answer to, and the Kamisato family had only stunted his search for clues, “Not sure. He was born here. Homesickness, maybe.”

“Born here… What’s his name? Call.”

“Odd,” and then Thoma waited, acutely aware of how Ayato’s eyes bored down on him. Eventually, he accepted that he had little choice but to answer, it seemed the game would not progress without his response, “I don’t know.”

Thoma braced, instinctively. This was the part that had sent the demon spiralling. Surely, this would be the moment Ayato let his true colours show… Ayato’s eyes were practically lasering through his skull, as it were. Thoma expected him to demand a different answer any moment now –how unsatisfactory ‘I don’t know’ must be– but after a moment his interrogator simply lifted the cup.

Thoma winced. Ayato’s eyes flickered away.

 Six. Three. Odd, “You don’t know..?”

“He was always just ‘dad’ to me,” Thoma responded, a bit more defensive than he intended to be, his shoulders tense. He’d never openly talked about this stuff with anyone before, and here he was doing it with a stranger. And with little choice. Fully ignoring the fact he could have simply lied.

Some part of him felt relieved to talk about it. Ayato clearly hung on to every word, a patient listener. It was… pleasant. He’d be long dead before he ever admitted that though.

“Your mother…?” Ayato wiped some dust off one of the dice, examining it between his fingers before tossing it back into the cup.

Thoma watched in silence, chewing over his thoughts. “Passed away before I could ask. That’s why I decided to look for him in the first place…”

“Hm,” Ayato betrayed no emotion as per usual, though he remained quiet for a moment as Thoma’s response settled in the air between them. Not for long, “You don’t know his name. Yet you seek him out. Do you… know what he  looks like? Call.”

Thoma tensed, “Yes… Or I remember what he once looked like. I’ve seen pictures… I don’t think he’d have changed much. Even.”

“Awfully thin basis to travel across the ocean on.” Ayato’s eyes flashed at him, sharp and disconcerting, “I’m told you didn’t quite enter Inazuma legally.”


 Four. Three. Odd. 


“If you consider a shipwreck illegal,” Thoma muttered, though he wouldn’t be the one to mention the boat he’d been on hadn’t necessarily been registered for foreign waters. “And I got everything sorted out…”

“Not quite.” Ayato raised his chin,  “Komore  got it ‘sorted out’ for you. Fascinating coincidence that you stumbled upon the  one place that could pull the necessary strings to do so.”

Thoma wasn’t entirely certain of what Ayato was implying, but whatever it was, he definitely did not like it.

“Are you- You think I  planned  a shipwreck? Planned to wash up on  one  specific beach at the  one specific time Nakanishi would pass by?” Thoma’s brows furrowed, entirely perplexed. He could barely imagine the amount of planning that would take. Nor could he imagine any situation in which he’d go to such lengths.

Ayato seemed to think him a mastermind. He struck Thoma with his most scrutinising look yet, attempting to parse his very thoughts. Before long, he gave up, rubbing at his temple with a sigh. Perhaps he’d recognised Thoma’s genuine bafflement at the suggestion.

“I suppose not,” Ayato relented, starting to sound impeccably tired as he gave the dice cup another shake. “My final question for the time then: what is your connection to Bantan? I suspect I already have the answer… Call.”

Thoma couldn’t even pretend to be shocked that Ayato somehow knew of his visits there. Of course he did. He probably had a list of every single stop Thoma had made since he washed up. “They’ve been helping me search- though ‘help’ is a big word. Even.”

“Then I am to presume you’ve never inquired about anything else with them. If I find otherwise-“

“Fingernails. Barrel. Watatsumi. Right?”

“… Yes.” Ayato lifted the cup one final time.


 One. Two. Odd. 


A tie.


Miss Torachiyo, for all intents and purposes, led a rather strict, and thus, rather boring life. She followed the same routine every. Single. Day. Her schedule was an iron pillar that she never dared deviate from.

She woke up at 6 sharp and she wouldn’t leave her house until (exactly) an hour after she was out of bed. Ayato couldn’t say he was surprised at her punctuality as he tailed her for the fifth day in a row –the rest of her schedule was packed with meetings, each of them barely a few minutes apart.

He supposed with Sasayuri gone, she had double the workload to manage.

All the better for his task. The more consistent she was, the easier for him to find the cracks. And to subsequently drip poison into them.

She was much clearer to predict –to understand– than Thoma and thus Ayato found the task of tailing her weirdly therapeutic following the previous night’s questioning. He paused as the thought entered his mind.


 Why am I thinking about you? 


He cleared his head with ease, focusing everything back onto Torachiyo. He couldn’t afford sloppy work. Couldn’t waste thoughts on his peculiar charge.

At present, he stood in Torachiyo’s apartment, brushing through numerous documents. These documents were sickeningly organised, filed alphabetically and everything. Ayato suspected the woman would have an aneurysm if so much as one folder was knocked out of place. Though, her cleanliness had thus far proven useful. It was much easier to replace things as they had been when they held such blatantly dedicated positions.

In the past few days, Ayato had acquired enough handwriting samples to easily create the necessary evidence for her demise –courtesy of the Naganohara family’s forgeries.  Simple. 

Conversely, planting these fabricated papers amongst the strict organisation was difficult at best. From his ‘research,’ she had a tendency to flip through every file she’d use in a day. Multiple times. He wondered if these obsessive behaviours were newly developed from paranoia. Or maybe she was just  that hardworking.

No matter, she couldn’t  always be diligent.

That, and he’d already determined at least ten places ideal for planting the seeds of mistrust.

He’d taken every care to avoid another Sasayuri situation. Avoid another Thoma. This execution would be perfect. Untraceable. Witnessless.

Torachiyo would be convicted of treason or dead, likely both, within a week. And not a soul in Inazuma would suspect the ever-loyal Yashiro Commission. His father would put on a big show of mourning this treachery. Of rousing the people’s spirits, allowing their distrust of the Shogunate to flourish. He’d probably even send an honour guard to the hanging.

And then the Kamisato Clan would get paid.

As Ayato understood it, removing the Shogun’s innermost circle meant more power to the Tri-Commission heads. More power to Lord Kamisato. Small as the circle was, their direct influence on the Shogun was palpable and oft overshadowed the Commissioners. The circle consisted of four figures, though Ayato would argue it was only three. The fourth didn’t bother to involve herself in governmental affairs, if she could avoid it. Thus, with Torachiyo’s ‘treachery’ and Sasayuri’s unfortunate demise, only one of the three who exercised any power would remain.

While the Yashiro Commission’s profits were obvious, he wasn’t quite sure what exactly Watatsumi gained. He presumed it was also a matter of power. And all the more to them –to be the only people actively and openly opposed to the Shogunate’s more repressive policies… Surely, they required as much power as they could get. They were waging a war after all.

Nevertheless, Ayato wasn’t to take sides, just to follow his father’s orders. He was part of the Kamisato Clan. That was all.

All he ever would be.

But still, he struggled to accept these things as he swapped out a file with its near-identical counterpart. He told himself, repeatedly,  you’re not the one killing her. 

But really, he was planting the bomb. Perhaps he wouldn’t light the fuse, but he certainly provided it.

Someday he’d be able to ignore the guilt. That’s what his father said. Granted, he’d included some harsher words when he’d said it.

He’d slipped back out of Torachiyo’s apartment in no time, silent as the evening sun. She wouldn’t return for another two hours, and most certainly wouldn’t notice the forgeries until it was too late.

Watatsumi requested Torachiyo’s removal be  far more subtle than Sasayuri’s. No mistakes, as his father demanded.

Subtle it would be.


Thoma was terribly bored. And weirdly jittery.

Having nothing to do in his room at the Kamisato estate felt like some variety of cruel and unusual torture. Never once in his life had he actively wished to go to work on his day off.

But as he paced in a circle, following the path he’d taken a thousand times probably, he decided he’d rather be doing anything else.

It’d gotten to the point where he was actively looking forward to Hirano’s inevitable arrival and the following –generally unbearable– chattiness.

Until then, he had few options. Perhaps he could trash the room, return it to the state it had been in before he arrived, and find entertainment in cleaning it up once more. The idea sounded incredibly appealing, a testament to the madness that was clearly overtaking him.

But before he could start throwing Ayato’s papers around, a small cough sounded outside his door.

He froze, holding his breath. Had he imagined it?

The door slid open, ever-so-slightly, and an unfamiliar pair of eyes peered at him. Wide. Silvery. Fearful? He had been under the impression that no one aside from Ayato and Hirano could open the door, and these eyes belonged to neither of them.

The eyes were just as still as he was. Evidently, they didn’t expect to find him staring right back..

After a tense minute, the eyes zipped away, and now Thoma stared at someone’s ear. Then the door flew to the side and his mysterious visitor slipped in, moving with impressive speed and immediately turning to close the door.

This intruder stood, back facing the room, ear pressed against the shoji and trembling slightly as they waited for… Something.

The first thing Thoma noticed, or processed really, was the hair. Long, blue, and pale. Suspended mid-air in a sleek ponytail. Well cared for.

He didn’t say anything, nor did he move. He didn’t know what this intruder was waiting for, but something about the fear emanating from them kept him silent.

That and he was partially in shock at the whole ‘unexpected stranger entering room’ thing.

And the hair.

He’d seen that shade of icy blue before. He’d seen it flashing through a dark alley, on a busy street.

But he remained still, waiting quietly, until his visitor shakily peeled away from the door and hastily spun to face him. Eyes just as wide as they had been, she raised her shoulders and bowed swiftly. Her posture was impeccable despite the tremors that still racked her. An apparent mark of status.

“S-sorry,” then she was back against the door, listening to whatever it was that scared her in the hallway.

Thoma could only gawk.

In the brief moment where her face was fully visible, Thoma found himself smacked by a very familiar–  Bone structure? He wasn’t quite sure after such a quick glance, but she undeniably carried a number of features that reflected those of Ayato’s. And the demon’s. This was another Kamisato.


 A sibling? 


For whatever reason, the idea of Ayato having siblings had never crossed his mind. To Thoma, it was a humorous thought. And a concerning one. That the demon had reproduced more than once was a terrifying idea, albeit comical.

But he wasn’t granted much time to bemuse over it as the girl whipped around again, still visibly tense. It was apparent that she did not wish to be so close to the door any longer.

She took a few steps into the room, eyes glued to the floor, before promptly sitting down and planting her hands in her lap. She did not look up, content to pretend she was alone. Thoma glanced around the walls, looking for an explanation where none could be found.

He supposed that fear had strange effects on people.

He most certainly did not wish to find out what this girl was afraid of. For her to trust the presence of a complete stranger, a dangerous prisoner, over whatever prowled the halls was telling enough. Thoma had a couple guesses as to what she was hiding from. Guesses that sent a chill down his spine.

If she was hiding from  him… 

But he forced himself to shake away those thoughts and his most protective instincts kicked in full-force. This girl was afraid. If he could help her in any way, he was going to. A part of him was relieved that he still held it in himself to feel such compassion for strangers. But another part of him was distressed at the possibility of this entire interaction being a trap. She was undoubtedly a Kamisato after all. This could be some dubious plan to make him drop his guard.

Nonetheless, he sat opposite of her, moving slowly and crossing his legs. She didn’t look up from the floor, though the way her fists clenched as he neared suggested she was plenty aware of his presence. Thoma wasn’t going to push her, so he waited silently, allowing her to take the lead if she so wished.

She said nothing. Not at first.

Thoma was very nearly dozing off by the time she finally spoke up. She whispered, “Kamisato Ayaka.”

Thoma frowned slightly, caught off guard by her sudden decision to speak. He wasn’t quite sure what she said at first, but he recovered quickly upon the realisation she was introducing herself.  Ayaka and Ayato? 

Cute.

“I’m Thoma,” he nodded, though she still wasn’t looking at him. She was quite busy staring at her sleeves.

“I know.”

“Hah. Right…”

“You won’t tell anybody I was here,” her whispering hardened slightly, as though she was trying to come across stern. But the command came out more like a question than anything.

“I won’t,” Thoma assured. It was clear she was still shaken by whatever had brought her into the room in the first place. She needed a distraction, and Thoma did too. “Ah- are you and Ayato siblings?”

For the first time, Ayaka tore her eyes away from the floor, fully meeting Thoma’s gaze with the same intensity Ayato often utilised. Obviously, it was a silly question, but Thoma couldn’t stand sitting in apprehensive silence. And he didn’t know what else to talk about, Ayato was the easiest topic.

He was just starting to believe she might call him an idiot for asking, when she nodded. One terse movement.

Thoma scratched at his wrist, stalling to find a new topic. He didn’t have siblings of his own, would it be weird to ask if they got along? Probably. He supposed, as a prisoner, it would be weird to ask anything of that nature. The only other questions on his mind were regarding his situation. And more pertinently, her situation. Why she was hiding here, sitting on the floor with her hands folded oh-so properly as she quivered like a taught bow. It didn’t feel like the right time to ask.

 Who are you hiding from? Was it you in that alleyway? Both felt a bit too insensitive and personal for the current energy in the room. She was stressed enough as it was, Thoma doubted she was in the mood to humour him. That and he knew nothing about this Ayaka –there was little to suggest how she might react. Ayato seemed to have knives hidden all over his person, why should his sister be any different?

Irregardless, she wanted nothing to do with him at the moment.

Which was fair, if not a bit strange considering he was the prisoner here. But a memory surfaced in his mind. It was a memory that had surfaced often as of late, one he’d had plenty of time to deliberate over but still could not truly understand. When he’d first come to the estate, when he’d endured pains like never before, Ayato had strode into that basement. A merciful distraction. Then he was punished. And now his sister sat before Thoma, reluctant to return to the hallways of her very home, sharing his cell…

She stood up then, completely derailing his train of thoughts with the action. One moment she was on the floor and the next she was halfway across the room. Her movements were a bit less fluid than Ayato’s, but no less fast. Did all the Kamisatos possess such unnatural speed?

She slipped back into the hall without further comment; apparently, the danger had passed.

Thoma stared after her. He didn’t have much else to do.

Once he was positive she wasn’t coming back, he pushed himself off the ground and returned to his pacing. Still bored, but now with new questions.

His thoughts only remained on the peculiarities of the interaction for so long, soon spiralling back into tedium and wishing she had stayed longer if only for the sake of not being alone. He was so desperate for more interaction, more stimulus, anything. Alas, all he could do was  think.  Sometimes, when his thoughts got away from him, he felt that he preferred the gasoline in the basement over his time stuck in this room.

He glanced at the clock. The imaginary one, that didn’t exist.

The frustration of being unable to tell time hit him once again. It was a frustration he’d become sickeningly familiar with, a frustration that arose on many an occasion now; each of these occasions having occurred within estate grounds. There was still light filtering through the shojis, that was all he had to go on. Hirano likely wouldn’t bring him his meal until that light vanished.

But he had no idea how long he’d have to wait till then. He needed something to do to keep his thoughts in order.

So he returned to the idea of trashing the room.

And cleaning it.

For fun.

It was better than nothing.

His situation wasn’t all that bad if he really thought about it. That’s what he told himself as he dumped the crumpled papers he’d so carefully straightened back onto the floor. He kicked some of them around for good measure.

The papers fluttered around his feet, settling on every inch of the mats. All those unintelligible scribbles upon them seemed to mock him.

His routine was fundamentally the same, right? And now he had a bigger, emptier room. A massive room in a lavish estate, where his every basic need was tended to by a personal retainer. He was given food on a schedule –good food that he didn’t have to pay for. No old rice. He had space to walk in circles, stretch his legs. This wasn’t so bad. Right?

The fact he couldn’t leave; couldn’t talk to people outside Komore; couldn’t do anything without knowing fully well he was being constantly surveyed, knowing  fully well  any misstep could result in his painful death… Surely, these were all negligible. For his sanity.

The only real issue was it restricted him from his search for his-

Like lightning, or perhaps Lord Kamisato, an idea struck him. The soft  crinkle of the papers he absently nudged echoed around his ears.

It was laughable that the thought had never crossed his mind before. These people, insane as they were, had connections in every corner of Inazuma. They were the government. They were ingenious, deceitful criminals. They had been able to pinpoint something as inane and unknowable as Thoma’s food preferences in a matter of days. They knew exactly when Thoma had arrived in Inazuma, and how. He could use them to find his father. He could turn this situation around.

They were obviously more efficient at information gathering than Bantan had been –more willing to use any methods necessary, laws and morals be damned. They were above both. This was perfect. Dangerous, but-

 Perfect, he told himself.

The perfect arrangement. If he could gain their trust.

He hesitated, there was no denying how risky his plan was. The Kamisatos had wanted information on his father as much as he did, for whatever reason. As Thoma recalled, the demon thought he might be working with someone. Thoma suspected the information he withheld and his foreign nature were the only things that had prevented the Kamisato Clan from identifying his father in the first place. Perhaps setting these people on the trail of the man he sought wasn’t the best idea…

His gaze fell on the papers surrounding him, letting his eyes dance across them, disorganised as they were. Disorganised, separate. Some featured harsh scribbles, frustrations vented out through a brush. Other scribbles were more delicate, orderly, subtle. All the same paper.

… Ayato was his best bet. His only bet, really. The demon, Lord Kamisato, was out of the question, and he didn’t know enough about Ayaka to factor her as a possibility. Ayato didn’t utilise his father’s harsh methods if he could avoid it, and there was clearly some rift between them. If Thoma could earn the young lord’s trust, gain his favour…

All his hesitation evaporated. He could do this.

He was, after all, a professional, glorified, ass-kisser for a living. Or he had been before his detainment. And he still was, in theory.

Why not put those Komore skills to use?


Ayato slipped through the back doors of Komore with little interference. The bouncers that guarded said door pretended he didn’t exist and went about their merry way.

How lovely.

Sometimes he considered using the front door –there was no reason for him not to– but he much preferred to avoid drawing attention to himself on his visits. Rare as they were. He’d been mistaken for a host once before and had decided a repeat experience would be less than ideal. Drunk people were quite  bold. 

These visits of his were becoming increasingly common, however.  Four times in the past few weeks? 

The lengths he had to go to in order to keep this Mondstadter in check.

But who was he fooling? He was barely doing anything to keep Thoma ‘in check.’ He didn’t really  have to. He still hadn’t tried to escape.

Tonight, Ayato was to continue his interrogation. His questions had been basic and obligatory last time –all things his father would demand answers to on any given day. Things Ayato didn’t particularly care for as he’d long since deducted Thoma truly hadn’t witnessed Sasayuri’s end. And if he had, he most certainly didn’t understand the gravity of it.

Unless, of course, Thoma was more malicious than his disgustingly genuine nature would have Ayato believe. But Ayato was no dimwit.

No, now Ayato wanted to figure out what was so  special about this foreigner. Special enough to spare his life.

He couldn’t ask his father why he’d kept Thoma alive; little more than a fool’s errand with painful repercussions.

And he couldn’t quite ask Thoma directly either. There were too many unknowns to this situation than Ayato was comfortable with. No, he needed to scope things out his own way.

He chose Komore for interrogations in the name of privacy; despite the place being fully under Yashiro supervision, its tenants were of the few who were more loyal to Ayato than the family head; many of them were his childhood acquaintances or otherwise owed Ayato their life. He could pose questions openly without fear of his father catching wind there. And being as his current line of questions involved his father’s motives, such nondisclosure was necessary.

For everyone’s sake.

So he slipped into one of the private rooms and waited for Thoma to pop open the door. And to glare at him. That glare was the only predictable aspect of the man.

Until then, Ayato sat in silence, rubbing his thumbs over each other as he considered what questions he’d need to ask. And how to ask them.

Last time, he’d drawn Thoma into a game to lower his guard. And to give Ayato time to raise his own. It had gone as planned, mostly.

But he wasn’t in the mood for games tonight. It didn’t feel right to play games when, somewhere across the city, the Shuumatsuban were enacting Torachiyo’s betrayal. By the time he left Komore, she’d be awaiting trial. And all for such selfish reasons. All so his father could have a little more power.

Just before he could drown himself in those dark and guilt-ridden thoughts, the door slid open.

Thoma.

Ayato noted the way he had his collar popped open, exposing the smooth skin of his neck and a taunting hint of what rested beneath. His patrons probably loved it. He’d styled himself similarly the last time they had met, though had promptly made an effort to adjust his clothing to be less ‘casual’ when he realised it was Ayato who awaited him. This time, he did no such thing.

But that mattered little. Ayato was expecting something.


 Glare at me. 


And… he didn’t? No glare came. Once again, Ayato found the man’s unpredictability rendering him blind.

Instead, Thoma nodded his head into a bow, giving Ayato a fuller view of his collarbone. The movement was unnervingly respectful, considering how most of their interactions went –Ayato had thought Thoma to be against such formalities. He watched in silence as Thoma seated himself on the floor. Exactly where he’d sat on their last visit. Quietly and with no protest. No hesitation.

Ayato was stunned. And in a strange way, disappointed. He’d come to enjoy Thoma’s fiery responses. To rely on them; the way he stood up for himself, and often forcefully placed himself on equal standing with Ayato. Unintentionally perhaps, but all in spite of his prisoner status. He didn’t show fear, nor did he show blind obedience.

To see him acting so deferential now reminded Ayato painfully of every servant, every guard, every underling,  everyone at the estate. Had he somehow broken the man? The one person who could look him in the eyes?

He swallowed nothing, scolding himself for these unnatural feelings of being let down. Thoma wasn’t his friend. Nor his equal.

A prisoner.

That was all.

 Too soft for this, his father’s voice rang through his head for the millionth time.

Of course, he wouldn’t let his composure slip in front of Thoma. Not again, “I trust you understand why I’m here?”

Thoma nodded, eyes unreadable in the room’s dusky lighting. He spoke carefully, almost sweet, “More questions?”

Ayato stared. Bewildered. He’d only heard Thoma speak in such a tone once: that first time they’d met. He’d been plastered and pawing at Ayato’s arm, trailing his hand down to places forbidden. Believing him to be a guest at the host club.

Ayato shifted.

“Are you… intoxicated?” he inquired, meticulously steeling his own voice. He supposed it wouldn’t be odd for Thoma, given the profession. But reports from Nakanishi suggested he’d barely touched the champagne in recent days.

Thoma gave him a quizzical look. A slight grin. Averted eyes. “No- Ah! Would you like a bottle delivered to the room then?”

Ayato raised the corner of his lip, blinking slowly and furrowing his brows. Thoma’s behaviour had effectively demolished all of his plans. He didn’t like it. He wasn’t even sure he  understood it.

“…No,” Ayato started, returning his expression to robotic flatness as he sifted through a thousand words, settling stiffly on a few, “Tell me… How much did you know about Lord Kamisato before you were taken into custody?”

Thoma’s response came delayed –his body went rigid for an imperceptible moment– yet he maintained that pleasant, pandering, tone, “I knew nothing about him. Didn’t even know he existed, hah.”

It was an honest enough response, though Ayato found himself conflicted. He didn’t know what he needed to ask anymore, he’d lost track of the plan he had going in. A plan which had dissipated the moment Thoma refused him his glare. Under normal circumstances, he excelled at pinpointing the exact phrasing required to get the answers he wanted. Whether he needed to be blunt or to skirt around, he could adapt as called for.

But nothing about this was a normal circumstance.

And thus his vexation grew.

“Why are you alive?” the question came out almost unintentionally, coaxed forth by a bout of frustration –it was the root of what he wanted to know. But who was to say that Thoma knew the answer himself? And if he did, why should he share it?

The look of surprise that crossed Thoma’s face, drawing his expression taut, suggested he  didn’t know. Maybe the question was too ominous for the night. Certainly, he would snap back with some incredulous retort, finally meet Ayato’s gaze with a sharp eye…

But his face relaxed, his eyes stayed low, and again, he answered softly, reverently, as if the question was to be respected. As if he owed it to Ayato to answer, “Sorry, am I not supposed to be..?”

No snarky response. No sneers. No eye contact.

Voiceless, Ayato could only stare at him. At the way he sat there so dutifully, letting his gaze wander politely away. He couldn’t stand such pandering from Thoma. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what he planned for.

He felt helpless, at a loss for what he needed to do. Never once in his life had he been unable to get answers. Unable to accomplish something. He was Kamisato Ayato, he’d orchestrated the death of the mighty Shogun’s compatriot with ease. And here he was, thrown off by a simple  man. 

Aggravation tugged at his insides, a feeling Ayato despised. He shouldn’t be bothered by such petty things.

He wasn’t his father.

And he’d find no answers here. Not tonight.

For the sake of pacifying his feelings, Ayato stood, ignoring the way Thoma followed suit. They met eyes only once. Once, and very haughtily at that. A passing glance, that was all.

“We’ll continue this another night. Return to your duties.”


Notes for the Chapter:
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in real chou-han games, money would be on the line and all sides would call (minus the house. often you’d have situations where every party lost/won as they’d call the same bet- ie. all evens or all odds) but since there was nothing to bet during thoma and ayato’s game, they played by rule of opposites (ie. thoma called even, therefor ayato called odd by default)

it’s a very simple game of chance, and pretty stereotypical in yakuza stories. but it was either that or chinchiro,, and i don’t have the mental capacity to write about chinchiro






6. Afraid

Notes for the Chapter:NPCs Introduced This Chapter

Furuta

Koharu





Confused.

That was the state of Ayato’s mind as he slipped into his room. It was more Thoma’s room than his anymore, he’d admit. But it was hardly a loss, the estate had plenty of other rooms for Ayato to occupy. His cramped closet, for example. And should he desire to, he could always transfer Thoma elsewhere.

But on that particular night, under that particular darkness, he was drawn back to that particular room. Thoma’s behaviour the night prior was far too suspicious for his comfort, a fact he could now acknowledge as he’d shaken off his initial perturbation. He intended to keep a closer eye on him for the time being.

He had little else to attend to as it was. Hobbies, duties, or otherwise.

Lord Kamisato was off in Inazuma City, under obligation to address Torachiyo’s trial and the aftermath along with other Inazuman officials. It was unclear when he’d return –given the magnitude of her ‘treason’ and the conviction of such, Ayato suspected it would be at least a few days’ time. That meant no outstanding orders for the rest of the Commission until he got back. It also meant some peace at the estate.

Of course, the servants wouldn’t be at peace with Ayato openly patrolling, thus he intended to stay out of sight. They had very few chances to feel at ease, he didn’t wish to disrupt those occasions with his dread presence.

But he had no objections to disrupting Thoma’s peace. It was only fair, given how much the man had disrupted Ayato’s.

Currently, the room was severely lacking in Thoma; Hirano had only just left to pick him up from Komore. That gave Ayato plenty of time to sweep the room for any hints of dissension –escape plans, and the like– without having his attention split by Thoma’s presence.

He really wasn’t used to the place being so clean. That cleanliness made it feel even emptier than it already was, stripped down to bare floors and even barer walls. Such emptiness reminded Ayato painfully of his childhood; there’d been a time when the room contained nothing more than his bed and himself.

Sometimes, that bed was removed too.

Then it was just him.

At least nowadays there was a wardrobe. And some shitty antiques. How enriching.

With the housemaids forbidden to enter the room, those antiques had never been so free of dust before. He would’ve never known how much they glittered under the smallest fractions of light if not for Thoma’s incessant polishing.

Ayato ran a finger across one of the items –a large, decorative fan laced with fine gold and amethyst, propped open on a sleek lacquered mount. How Thoma managed to clean it without crushing the century-old paper ridges, Ayato would never understand.

Everything else in the room had been tended to with just as much care -no dents, no scratches, no blemishes in sight.

Given that Thoma had access to a grand total of zero cleaning tools, all of this was beyond impressive. Ayato’s eyes flicked over to the pile of clothes and old gifts, still neatly stored in the corner. One of the undershirts was tossed to the side, separate from the rest and covered in dusty stains. A pity Thoma had taken to ruining one of his (few) outfits to clean a room he most certainly wished to leave.

Ayato shook his head before he could ponder his captive’s living conditions further, returning to his thorough examination of the room. Decidedly, after two passes in which Ayato entirely upturned the place, there was nothing to be found that suggested anything of Thoma’s plans -no smuggled weapons, no furious notes, nothing.

Ayato rubbed at his temples.

Maybe Thoma really wasn’t planning anything.

But then what could have possibly led to the shift in behaviour…

Behind Ayato, the door slid open with a soft  shhk.  He turned his head slightly, enough to watch as Hirano cheerfully stepped in with a large wash basin in hand, the water sloshing around carelessly inside. He had his head angled towards the figure accompanying him –a notably weary Thoma.

Hirano was in the midst of some glorious tale, oblivious to Ayato’s presence as he spoke, “And  then  he told me it was mint ice cream so naturally, I  believed him- Ah! Um. Hello, my lord. Haha! I was just talking about you- C’mon, tell Thoma about that time you tricked me into eating wasabi raw.”

Ayato turned fully now, ignoring the jubilant, expectant grin on Hirano’s face in favour of staring down Thoma. When they’d first walked in, the Mondstadter’s expression had been tired, and genuinely so. Now that he’d noticed Ayato, however, his brow twitched. His eyes too, like he was resisting the urge to narrow them.

Then his eyes softened. Just like in Komore.

He gave that polite nod, bowing forward slightly, “What do I owe the pleasure of this visit… my lord.”


 My lord? 



 My lord?? 


Ayato had expected Thoma’s weird behaviour to continue, he’d prepared himself for it even. But,  my lord..? Thoma truly was acting like everyone else. Falling into place, his father would call it.

But there was one thing about the way he spoke the title. One thing keeping Ayato’s annoyance from bubbling up. Perhaps Thoma had been too tired to mask it, but the slightest of grimaces had flashed across his face, and Ayato was not remiss.

Just as he’d expected –or hoped, really– Thoma’s sudden deference was an act. It must be. But what did he seek to gain? And how long would he keep it up? Did he think that this act would earn him his freedom?

He  was planning something, of that much Ayato was certain.

So he pretended not to notice. For the time.

His gaze turned over to Hirano, that beaming smile still raised his cheeks. But of course, his eyes aimed somewhere to Ayato’s left, elsewhere. “Must you insist on telling everyone about the wasabi incident, Hirano…”

“Yes.” Hirano nodded firmly, turning to carefully place the basin against the wall. The next words came out utterly quiet, his back turned as though he didn’t intend for Ayato to hear it, “It reminds people you’re human, my lord…”

Hirano spun back around, bowing deeply to Ayato before turning to Thoma with extra pep and a yawn, “Well! I’ll be going! Try not to spill this time, Thoma- Ah, you dastardly scum, I mean. Goodnight!”

“It was  one drop,” Thoma sighed after him, but Hirano was far out the door.

Now it was just the two of them, and a bunch of water. Thoma’s eyes flicked between the basin and Ayato, awkwardly almost, though Ayato was unsure if that was genuine or part of the act. Everything Thoma did from here on would require utmost scrutiny.

Ayato crossed his arms. Waiting for him to make the first move.

Or more accurately: testing him.

“Was there… Something you needed from me?” Thoma asked eventually, slowly removing his jacket before busying himself with the folding of it.

“Mm?” Ayato regarded him with feigned disinterest, “I don’t believe you’d have anything worthy of my ‘need.’”

This was the type of comment that should evoke a riposte from Thoma. But it didn’t, the bait bounced harmlessly off his ears. To Thoma’s credit, he was undeniably dedicated to his act. Ayato could admire that, only just.

“Of course, my apologies,” Thoma nodded, a complete lack of mockery in his voice. “Hah… Then have I done something wrong?”

Ayato paused, letting the silence settle around them while Thoma fiddled with his clothes. Pretending to busy himself by undoing every fold he made. Eventually, the silence got to him, and he glanced Ayato’s way. Finally meeting his eyes, if only for a split second.

Only then did Ayato speak, “Possibly. Carry on as though I’m not here.”

At that, Thoma’s brow twitched once more –the only sign that he was restraining himself. But again, he expertly sidestepped the bait, nodding his head with a pleasant smile before skirting around the room to place his jacket with the rest of his attire.

Ayato tracked him like a hawk, curious to see if he removed anything from his pockets or displayed any other signs worthy of suspicion. But alas, there was nothing of note. He sighed inwardly before plucking at some lint on his own outfit and striding to where Thoma had stored the tatamis and bedding. There’d be no chance for his act to slip if he knew Ayato was watching him so vigilantly. Ayato figured if he busied himself with a task of his own, Thoma might let his guard down.

Upon reaching the tatamis, he knelt, paying Thoma no obvious mind. Just before his fingers could clasp the mat, a smooth hand appeared to nudge his away. Ayato turned his head slowly, Thoma’s shoulder brushed against his own.

Their eyes met. Oh-so briefly.

Thoma’s mouth dipped into a honeyed smile, gentle and disarming. Ayato didn’t have the time to decipher how forced it was before Thoma turned his head towards the mats, speaking politely, “I’ll handle this. Wouldn’t want you getting your hands dirty.”

Ayato was speechless, and unintentionally so. Nevertheless, he pulled his hand back and stepped aside, observing in silence as Thoma dragged out their beds. He had both set up in little time, blankets and all. His efficiency was apparent, and telling.

Thoma turned to nod at Ayato, stepping away from the mats and gesturing to them as if to say: ‘all done.’

Ayato was used to people managing such menial tasks for him.

He was used to people stumbling over themselves to prepare rooms for his visits.

Used to people doing these things in hopes of appeasing him.

To doing these things out of fear.

What he  wasn’t used to was someone doing these things so… So contentedly. And eagerly. Eagerness driven by something other than their own fright.

He cautiously stepped over to the mats, keeping his posture straight and focusing much of his attention on maintaining a blank stare. Thoma smiled again, and this time his eyes lingered on Ayato’s. Up until that point, since this strange subservient act of his had started, he’d taken such care to keep his eyes away. To withhold that piercing stare he had burned Ayato with before. Now finally, those eyes pierced him again.

And Ayato didn’t know what to think. He was… Relieved? No. Disarmed.


 No. 


Ayato wasn’t used to eye contact. From anyone other than his immediate family. That was all it was. Thoma turned away, breaking the hold his eyes had on Ayato in favour of heading for the basin.

Before long, Ayato had sat himself upon one of the mats, observing as Thoma knelt in front of the tub and grabbed the small washcloth draped over the side. His fingers brushed through his blonde hair, loosening the short ponytail he favoured until the band freed itself. Ayato had never quite realised how long that hair was until it was drifting down Thoma’s shoulders in a golden cascade.

Then Thoma was unbuttoning his undershirt. It was clear he intended to bathe, regardless of Ayato’s intrusion. His hands moved slowly, deliberately, weaving past each button with a hypnotic ease. Completely unwarranted, Ayato recalled the way those hands had drifted down his shoulder upon their first meeting. The way they had danced across his thigh. Why was he thinking about that again? He hadn’t reacted to the ministrations then, he wasn’t going to now.

In all his determination to not think, Ayato didn’t process how intensely he was staring until Thoma was sliding the shirt off his shoulders. At which point, the shimmer of bare skin drew Ayato’s attention back to the present. With his dignity still intact, he made to look away. It was only polite.

But Thoma, always the observant one, glanced back at him before Ayato could fully turn. Again, he spoke with a soft smile on his lips, now accentuated by the lean curve of his chest, “Does this bother you? My lord..?”


 My lord. 


 It’s an act. All an act. All part of some plan. Ayato repeated violently in his head, his jaw clenching as the words ricocheted around his brain like a loose bullet.

But his face remained as blank as ever and his voice came out hollow, “No.”

Thoma shrugged, dipping his hands in the basin to slosh water on his face. In short time, he was scrubbing himself down with the washcloth –thoroughly at that. Ayato pointedly kept his eyes focused elsewhere.

A part of him felt bad. The estate contained far more luxurious bathtubs than that pitiful basin. Having Thoma wash in what was effectively a metal barrel felt barbaric.

Another part of him felt confused. He’d yet to find clarity on Thoma’s recent tone change.

Yet another part felt… something he wasn’t quite sure about.

For the sole purpose of not thinking about those feelings, Ayato patted his futon and lay down. He stared up at the ceiling with little interest; the sounds of water sloshing around were the only thing interrupting the silence of the night. If he strained his ears hard enough, perhaps he could pick up an owl screeching beyond the walls.

Eventually, the sloshing stopped, replaced by the sound of Thoma softly padding across the room –undoubtedly to his small pile of clothes. His footsteps were loud, easy to track.

Soon enough he plopped onto the mat next to Ayato which was, notably, a lot closer than the latter would’ve placed it had he been given the chance. The proximity was unexpected, to say the least.

He braced for whatever Thoma was about to say, fully intending to deflect whatever saccharine words came out of his mouth.

But he said nothing.

Ayato turned his head slightly. To his surprise, Thoma was facing him, damp hair framing his face. His eyes were unnervingly bright. Ayato considered rolling away, but could not bring himself to.

“Forgive me for asking again,” Thoma started. Ayato grimaced at the continued pleasantries. At the same time, it was almost charming how committed to this act Thoma was. “But there must be a reason why you’re here..?”

His tone held a certain allure, a certain  suggestion.  Thoma was toying with him. There was no conceivable way he wasn’t. Toying with people was Ayato’s job, not his.

“…” He filed away his thoughts until an acceptable response came to mind, “… It’s my room.”

Thoma’s brow twitched again, and this time, with him being so close, Ayato also had the pleasure of noting the brief clench of his jaw. It would appear his act wasn’t quite as flawless as it seemed. Though, Ayato ceded most would not be observant enough to notice these minuscule tells.

And those who were, would certainly be thrown off balance anyway. As Ayato currently was. He wasn’t used to this kind of attention. This weird twisted take on subservience where Thoma’s eyes held his instead of looking away.

“Right, of course, haha,” Thoma nodded, pressing his cheek into the pillow beneath him. The next part came out a bit stilted, though Ayato likely wouldn’t have noticed had he not been exerting all his effort into reading him then and there, “Well, I always welcome the comp-“

“Do you enjoy cleaning, Thoma?”

Ayato wasn’t sure where the question came from. It seemed to force its way out of his mouth in an attempt to cut off the words Thoma was obviously reluctant to say. It worked. For the first time that night, Thoma was the one to be thrown off.

“-Huh? Ah, I guess. Yeah, I do.”

“Mm,” Ayato returned his eyes to the ceiling, thinking for a moment to affirm the decision he was about to make. He wanted to observe Thoma beyond the cage of his room, wanted to see how well the act would hold together in a different scenario. And perhaps he felt bad about keeping him confined. “In that case… I will be extending the parameters of your… arrangement.”


By the time the sun breached the sky, flitting faintly through window screens and painting the walls with soft pinks, Thoma had a solid understanding of what ‘extending the parameters’ entailed.

Though, he was partially in shock at how well his plan was going. He hadn’t expected to be allowed to wander so soon.

Ayato had, in essence, given him free rein over the estate. And a broom. And a cleaning rag. And a duster. All kinds of cleaning supplies, really. Some of which he hadn’t known were products until that morning.

And it had only taken approximately two days’ worth of ass-kissing. He hadn’t even got to the complimenting phase. All it took were some well-placed glances and a show of undressing. He got the feeling Ayato wasn’t exactly used to such tactics. Surprising, given his status.

Thoma was still supervised, of course, currently by poor Hirano who had woken up mere moments prior, very disgruntled and utterly confused. For the first time since Thoma had met him, he was  quiet. 

The inside of the estate was vastly larger than Thoma imagined, with countless winding halls and rooms and floors. He’d only ever been escorted through said halls, rooms, and floors blind –whether that blindness came from an actual blindfold or simply a lack of lights was generally determined by Hirano before Thoma ever left the room.

Despite his unfamiliarity with the place, he was now expected to clean it.  All of it.

As daunting as that task was, Thoma couldn’t hide his grin. It was a genuine grin, too, the first one in ages. He was positively giddy to be out of that accursed room.

“Let loose already, huh?” Hirano was barely keeping his eyes open as he waved a hand limply at Thoma. ‘Barely’ in the sense that they were, in fact, closed. Fascinating how well he navigated through the estate despite the dreariness plaguing him.

Thoma shrugged, brimming with energy he didn’t know he had while toting a bucket of cleaning supplies behind him. “Keeping me locked up forever would be pointless, wouldn’t it?”

“…Yeah.”

“Ah- Not that it matters, but where are we going?”

“Mmm’ to find some house servants. So you can learn and stuff.” Hirano gestured outwards as though the servants would appear in front of them.

And strangely enough, they did.

Two women rounded the corner, one much older than the other. Her age didn’t seem to hinder her in the slightest; on the contrary, her younger companion was struggling to keep up with her pace, having to skip slightly as she walked in order to do so.

They both came to a halt as Hirano waved much too sleepily at them. “Ah, Furuta. Koharu. This one here needs some guidance from you ladies.”

He pointed each out respectively, though Thoma wondered if he was accurate –Hirano’s eyes were still closed.

Furuta and Koharu’s heads swivelled first towards Thoma, then towards each other, then back to Thoma. They seemed to be communicating telepathically. That’s what it felt like, at least.

He was certainly being judged.

The older of the two, Furuta, then regarded him with something akin to familiarity, though he couldn’t quite figure out why, no matter how many memories his brain churned through. He didn’t think they’d interacted before. Certainly not at the estate.

Koharu turned to Hirano, not bothering to disguise the perplexion in her tone, “Isn’t this-“

“Yeah, this is Thoma.” Hirano patted him on the shoulder for emphasis. “I know, I know! It’s weird, I thought so too. But the young lord has him on cleaning duty now.”

Furuta spoke up before Koharu could open her mouth. Her voice held a slow cadence, and despite her age, it was steady. Commanding almost, “Hehe, let’s not complain about the blessings we are given. More help is more help. Isn’t that right, Koharu?”

Koharu raised no objections, simply darting a glance between Furuta and Hirano before leaning over to examine the supplies Thoma had been given. “You good with heights?”

Thoma tugged absently at his shirt. “I don’t have  issues with heights.”

“Good enough.”

And then both women were dragging him down the halls, quite literally by the sleeves. Such treatment wasn’t exclusive to Thoma, he realised, as Hirano was jostled along next to him. As per usual, he didn’t seem bothered in the slightest. He could probably fall right back asleep like this.

“With the lord being out today-“ Furuta spoke, leading the group up some stairs. Thoma wasn’t oblivious to the way both Hirano and Koharu tensed, briefly, at the mention of the demon. “You should have plenty of time to acquaint yourself with the layout of the rooms. And with your tasks. Have you ever done professional cleaning, young man?“

“No…”

Hirano jumped in –it would appear his dreariness was wearing off, “He doesn’t need professional training to be good! You should see the state he left the young lord’s room in! Not a speck of dust I tell you, hah.”

Furuta and Koharu shared yet another, probably telepathic, glance. Furuta’s gaze then flicked back to him for a moment, eyes crinkling. “Then consider my expectations high.”

Thoma nodded astutely, he’d clean the entire state until it was spotless if he had to. Anything to further Ayato’s regard for him.

Was it selfish?

Thoma didn’t know.

He didn’t enjoy the idea of using Ayato to find his father. But, he reminded himself, his only other option was to remain a hapless prisoner until he was either killed or deported.

Was it selfish to want to survive? Selfish to want his life back?

In the deepest parts of his soul –and only there– he’d admit that befriending Ayato wasn’t purely out of a desire to help himself. No, Thoma felt  bad for him.

There was more beneath those expressionless eyes, more to Ayato. Buried under some oppressive weight that pinned him like a boulder. He’d only gotten a glimpse of what lay beneath. That was all he needed.

Thoma had never been one to look the other way, not when it came to someone in need. His mother had once teased him for his desire to solve others’ problems:

 A little fixer, that’s what you are, Thoma! she’d said, a glint in her eyes and a smile that outshone the sun.

Regardless of how prideful he’d felt back then at the praise, Thoma knew now that he couldn’t fix everything. And he’d never fix  anything again if Ayato decided he was a threat.

So, maybe it was selfish. But he couldn’t help Ayato if he didn’t help himself first.

“Th-Thoma?” a voice, brimming with shock, snapped him out of his thoughts as the group came to an abrupt stop. All three of his companions had their heads bowed towards the voice’s origin.

Hirano nudged him in the ribs, indicating for Thoma to follow suit. He complied, though rigidly.

“Hirano- Furuta-“ Ayaka anxiously pulled at her sleeve with one hand, the other was dedicated to hiding most of her face with an intricate fan –an outdated courtesy as far as Thoma was aware. Her voice held steadily enough, but the alarm surrounding her question was clear, “Why is he out of his room?”

The group righted themselves. Furuta met Ayaka’s eyes with a gentle smile. “My lady, as I understand, your brother has charged him with housework.”

“Mhm-“ Hirano piped up, giving her a friendly nod. “All under my expert supervision, haha. You should see what he can do with a cloth! You’d be amazed, my lady.”

Ayaka smiled politely at him, though her pupils remained wide when they flicked over to Thoma. She was just as difficult to read as her brother. Though with her, Thoma struggled more on determining her thoughts than her feelings.

One thing was abundantly clear: she wasn’t particularly overjoyed to see him.

“Would you happen to know where my brother is at present..?”

Hirano scratched at his chin. “He mentioned something about reports when he dumped Thoma on me so- could be anywhere. Sorry, my lady.”

“…” Her eyes travelled over the group, darting past Thoma as though to pretend he didn’t exist. “Koharu, would you accompany me?”

Koharu stepped up without question, positioning herself at Ayaka’s side. It was clear to Thoma how much these three respected her –cherished, even. Perhaps she wasn’t as dangerous as he’d first assumed. It wasn’t like all the Kamisatos could be a threat, right? Of a bushel of fresh apples, how many were bound to be sour?

Ayaka spoke a kindly pardon to Furuta and Hirano, lips still hidden by the fan, before she hurried off. Thoma’s ears strained, mostly unintentionally, as he picked up the sound of her whispering to Koharu behind them.

“… Shouldn’t be out..! What is he thinking…”

Whatever else they were discussing was beyond the range of Thoma’s hearing capabilities and before he knew it, Furuta had him climbing a large step ladder with a duster in hand.

Evidently, he was on rafter duty.


When Ayato set his mind to not being seen, not even the most omnipotent of gods could hope to pinpoint his location. Until the day Lord Kamisato returned from Inazuma City, Ayato would settle for wandering around the estate much like a ghost. Quiet, and only appearing in fleeting moments.

It was rather enjoyable for him.

It was also rather lonely.

He’d much prefer to socialise as everyone else in the estate did, at least to a certain extent.He could hear servants laughing with guards in every room he passed.

But he knew that such laughing would cease should he join in. So he continued his spectral wandering and told himself it was fun.

The estate really was quite beautiful when he thought about it. Without his father’s mere existence tainting the place with blazing anger, it was peaceful. The way sunlight faintly glittered through the windows, sparking gently off of the various decor that lined the walls. The intricate patterns that ornamented thick parchment paintings –some of which dated back generations and had been restored countless times. Beauty. Peace. Affluence.

But he’d seen too much in those halls for that peaceful feeling to stick around.

No matter where his gaze drifted, fragments of the past haunted his memories, shredding apart the illusion of tranquillity he so wished to bathe in.


 Bloodstains marked that corner once. 



 Someone died in that room. 



 Ayaka cried in this one. 


She cried in a lot of them, actually.

What a dreadful place.

There was no point thinking of such things.

But his thoughts had it out for him. They’d always drift away to the most tumultuous of seas no matter how hard he tried to steer them elsewhere. Did the estate’s other occupants feel the same? Did they see the same corpses littered across the floor? Did they too feel like a puppet, suspended between the unbending strings of a merciless puppeteer? Did they…

“Did you see? The young lady looked very distressed earlier,” a few Shuumatsuban underlings were gossiping to one another in a nearby room. Ayato could make out the soft  clicks of tiles as he leaned noiselessly against the outer wall –the group was gambling on mahjong, if he had to guess.

“I hear that Mondstadt vermin’s been given permission to roam ‘round as he pleases. Perhaps that’s why.”

“Pah! Telling me they haven’t put him six feet under yet?”

“They gotta do it eventually… Never seen the lord show mercy like this, something’s going on, I tell ya.”

“Lower your voice, dumbass! Ears… I reckon he possesses something invaluable. Knowledge and the like. That’s the only reason they’d keep ‘em alive.”

“Maybe they’re just keeping him around as a whore- Worked at Komore didn’t he?”

The whole group snickered at that before abruptly going silent. Ayato remained still, waiting for the conversation’s inevitable continuation.

“… I was there when they brought him down, y’know? Never seen the lord act so rashly. Only asked three, maybe four questions before he started goin’ in.”

“He’s  always been brutal. You see how he treats-”

“Right right, but use your head. He goes and gets this rat brought in for questioning, he does. For some high-profile shit too. Barely asks any questions, loses all restraint, beats him half to death, and then tosses him to the side. Still alive and everything! Now the boy’s strutting around the estate with a feather duster. Something’s not right, I’m telling you.”

“… You think he’s got something on Lord Kamisato?”

“I dunno. But from what I seen during his questioning? The lord was spooked. Thought it was rage at first- when he started going at it. But I got a glimpse of his eyes. Something about that rat had him frightened-”

“Hah! You tryna pull one over on us? Lord Kamisato?  Afraid?” 

“I’m serious! Stake my life on it!”

Ayato had heard enough. More precisely, he didn’t want to hear more.

Any other day, he would’ve brushed aside that conversation as little more than petty whispers. To so much as suggest the lord felt anything barring hatred and spite? Practically heresy.

Yet, the little voice in his mind whispered, resolute:  he was afraid. 


Notes for the Chapter:
thinking about. yae miko.

also wanted to do a little note on real host clubs for anyone who may be curious!

- they dont actually have secret backroom services like komore does (and if they did, definitely not legally- there’s lots of laws and standards for prostitution and neither host nor hostess clubs function as prostitution establishments) but this is a fictional story set in a fictional city and komore is a subset of what is effectively a boryokudan, so doing things outside the law is a given

- i cant think of a western equivalent to what exactly host clubs provide, but they essentially sell companionship (not sex). each club functions slightly differently, but finding recurring patrons is a huge part of making money as a host no matter where you go. it’s a difficult job that takes a lot of charisma and charm and hosts deserve just as much respect as anyone else






7. Two Demons / Petting A Puppy

Notes for the Chapter:NPCs Introduced This Chapter

Madarame Hyakubei

Thoma’s Mother

witness my shiny new title, fresh out the oven





The sky above the estate had adopted a morbidly grey hue precisely an hour before Lord Kamisato was slated to return. The charcoal clouds blotting out the sun served as the perfect subject for Ayato’s listless curiosity while he waited beneath the eaves. Incredible how they always managed to appear just before something less-than-pleasant was to occur.

These appearances were certainly an omen of misfortune, but whether that omen was one granted of benevolence or of mockery, Ayato did not bother to question.

Instead, he turned his attention elsewhere. Elsewhere being the courtyard around him, where various people –guards, house servants, and political representatives alike– fluttered about, all pretending to be as busy as possible with the imminent return of Lord Kamisato so close on the horizon.

One particular figure stood out to him.

 What’s so scary about you? He thought as Thoma stumbled across the expanse of the porch, a mop in one hand and a bucket in the other. Furuta and Hirano tailed him in earnest.

Well, Furuta at least was earnest. From what Ayato could hear, she was gently scolding every technique he tried before guiding him to the next section of the wooden boards and demanding he try again. She was born to be a teacher.

Hirano, on the other hand, was absently plucking at the wood beams, and based on how much his mouth was moving, seemed to be goading them both with idle conversation. Though when his eyes fell upon Ayato in the shadows, the movement of his jaw came to an abrupt standstill.

He gave a sheepish shrug and continued, carefully averting his eyes to quite literally anywhere else.

“Kamisato Ayato!” a sharp voice, tainted with exasperation, snapped his attention away from the group. The courtyard occupants had been mostly oblivious to his presence –they hadn’t seen him in days, likely assuming he was away with his father– thus the sound of his name miraculously spurred them into working even harder at their tasks than they had been. He hadn’t thought that possible.

Ayaka’s eyes were fierce, deeply contrasting the way she politely stepped around house servants, giving each a gentle nod, as she made her way to where Ayato stood.

She stopped directly in front of him, glaring up with one arm on her hip and the other clenched at her waist. “Where have you been?!”

“…Around.” He shrugged, briefly preoccupied with how much taller she’d gotten since they were children. She was still rather short. And still just a child, in his eyes. Though she’d yell at him if he ever mentioned either of those details.

“Brother, it’s been days since..!”

“I left a note in my study.”

“You- You expected me to dig through countless papers in that mess to find a  single note?”

“Yes.”

Before Ayaka could continue, a thunderous rumble sounded across the courtyard. The clouds in the sky responded with a deep rumble of their own, echoing the sound with unnerving clarity. Then the  bang of a car door, ringing like a gunshot. Then footsteps.

The giant iron gates of the yard walls swung open, decades of wear and repair made clear by the squeaks and groans of the massive doors.

Lord Kamisato had returned.

Ayaka’s face went pale, her demeanour instantly changing in a way that sickened Ayato to his soul. The folding fan she always carried shot up to her face, blocking all but her eyes as she shrunk next to him –her frustration immediately forgotten in the wake of the storm.

Years of practice kept Ayato’s eyes from narrowing as they landed on the gates.

If only he could kill someone with a single glance.

Lord Kamisato stepped into the yard with a dignified air, his head held high, his stature grand and imposing. He appeared calm though that was certainly an illusion. To believe the eye of a hurricane was anything other than perilous was the belief of a fool.

A pair of rather robust Shuumatsuban stood at either side behind him, respectfully out of arm’s reach. Ayato noted the smudged traces of blood on their sleeves. His father must have made an impromptu stop somewhere. The sinister energy about the trio was only balanced out –or more so, heavily polarised– by the squirrelly excuse of a man standing right at Lord Kamisato’s side.

Madarame Hyakubei was quite possibly the least intimidating person Ayato had ever laid eyes upon. Why Lord Kamisato had deemed him his right hand was beyond any reasoning Ayato could imagine. The difference in the way they talked, the way they carried themselves… It was entirely antithetical. Like a mouse striding alongside the deadly claws of a tiger. Or a finch fluttering in the great winds of a vortex.

Admittedly, he’d never seen much of Hyakubei. And on the rare occasion he did, the man was too preoccupied to interact. It was no different then; Hyakubei vanished shortly, exchanging some hushed words with Lord Kamisato before slipping off into the estate grounds.

With his trusted advisor gone, Lord Kamisato’s attention now roamed freely. Ayato instinctively stepped forward, half-shielding Ayaka from view as their father scanned the courtyard.

The clouds above rumbled again. A low, baleful sound. Perhaps they sensed the tension down below.

Before Lord Kamisato’s eyes could find Ayato, they stopped, pinning something –someone– else in their scrutiny.


 Shit. 


Thoma was pale, distressingly so. He seemed to be in a trance, stiff and unmoving.  Unable to move. Even from where Ayato stood, the white of Thoma’s knuckles was glaringly clear as he gripped his mop and stared at the Commissioner. Ayato had almost forgotten the two had not crossed paths since their first meeting.

Lord Kamisato breached the distance of the courtyard in a heartbeat, boots slamming against the hardwood of the porch with resounding  clank s that all but drowned out the complaining thunder above.

No one batted an eye at this, of course. Some hunched shoulders even relaxed slightly, seeing the lord’s wrath channelled against someone that wasn’t them. In any other instance, Ayato would have simply waited in the shadows, keen to observe before acting. He was not one to get in his father’s way, not unless Ayaka’s safety was on the line.

But he had questions. And Thoma’s wellbeing was vital to answering them.

Lord Kamisato slammed Thoma into the nearest wooden column, sending a terrible shudder through the porch’s entire foundation as it groaned. Of course, it held fast –this wasn’t the first time someone had been knocked into the timber.

Furuta and Hirano had retreated a safe distance away, bowing deeply with their hands stiff at their waists. The two Shuumatsuban trailing the Commissioner stood at either side of the column, ready to act at the utterance of a single word.

Ayato was on the deck instantly, gliding across the pathways like an arrow cutting through the wind. He was fast. But his father was faster.

Moments before Ayato could reach them, he heard the soft  chrk of a switchblade, just barely grazing into Thoma’s throat as Lord Kamisato shoved him into the pillar a second time.

Ayato could see the faintest splotch of blood bloom forth as Lord Kamisato purred out, spitting in Thoma’s face, “What are you doing out here, my friend?”

Thoma didn’t respond, his eyes wide and shimmering. From Ayato’s experience, he was likely too dazed to speak. He was already struggling to keep his head straight after its collision with the wood.

“Step aside!” Ayato’s voice, blunt and sharpened all the same, ricocheted across the beams.

Everyone froze.

The two Shuumatsuban, previously so menacing to behold, now shared a fretful glance. They stumbled slightly, whipping their heads back and forth between the two Kamisatos. The lord’s orders were not to be contested under any circumstance. Ayato’s orders were not to be contested under any circumstance either.

How could one choose between obeying their master or obeying their master-to-come?

The entire courtyard went morbidly silent. Even the clouds pooling above lost their will to speak.

Whispered conversations ceased as father and son met eyes. The blade remained poised at Thoma’s throat, a thin crimson line trickling down his skin and growing more vibrant by the second.

The clash of a cyclone and a tsunami most certainly meant destruction for those unfortunate enough to wander the vicinity of their meeting.

Ayato never opposed Lord Kamisato so openly.

So bluntly.

He took his father’s punishments.

He  dealt his father’s punishments.

But he  never raised objections against them.

In fact, no one raised objections against them. No one who wished to remain within the plane of the living, at least.

Not a soul in the yard knew how to react.

Even Lord Kamisato was stunned, however briefly.

That ‘charming’ tone the Commissioner so loved to adopt vanished in the wind. His lip curled ever-so-slightly into a cruel, incredulous grin. “How curious…”

Somehow, those two words dug further into Ayato’s skin than any of his father’s blades ever had.

And yet…

“Step aside.”

To order the Shuumatsuban away was one thing.

To order Lord Kamisato himself away was beyond the capabilities of any sane mind.

Ayato barely registered the urgent tug on his sleeve. Ayaka was behind him, having pushed through her fear of imminent danger in favour of silently begging him to stop. But he had a theory to test.

Ayato continued without hesitation, “You assigned  me  to determine his innocence,  didn’t you? I’ve determined it.”

He hadn’t  quite planned on executing his theory that day. Yet the words shot out like the shards of a shattered window, unstoppable, beyond his control. There was no unbreaking that window now.


 If Lord Kamisato was really so scared of you… 


Thoma was trembling, his eyes frenzied as they shot back and forth.


 So afraid, that he must keep you alive… 


The blade dug deeper into Thoma’s neck, just enough to cause pain without debilitation. A technique Ayato had both experienced and utilised countless times.


 Then… 


The blade retracted into Lord Kamisato’s sleeve. His arms dropped, releasing Thoma so that he may crumble to the floor, clutching at his throat with a sharp gasp.


 I see. 


“Oh? ‘Determined it,’ have you?  Do tell me, boy. What brings you to such a verdict?”

“Surely,  Lord Kamisato, you’d trust the judgement of he whom you relegated such a task to. Unless you are implying your own judgement is flawed-“

The Commissioner’s jaw was clenched, teeth bared as veins popped in his neck. After so long dealing with his fellow officials over the Torachiyo situation, it seemed his father had lost any ability to mask himself.  How undignified. 

Ayato was on auto-pilot at that point, fully bracing to receive retribution then and there. He could sense his father’s fury overflowing already.

The statement he had so audaciously made was an open challenge. Unforgivable.

“What happened to Sasayuri no longer matters, yes? Inazuma has moved on to the next interesting thing. The  Shogunate has moved on to the next interesting thing,” Ayato persisted, ignoring the increased urgency of the tugs at his sleeve. “I have found no reason to treat him as a threat any longer. It would be prudent to return him to Mondstadt.”

It was a bluff. Of sorts.

Ayato didn’t want to send Thoma back. Not yet. He still needed answers.

No, Ayato was simply stirring the waters. How willing would his father be to let this man –this man who he was most  certainly afraid of– leave?

Lord Kamisato straightened in his poise, eyes screaming of cold hatred. Ayato flinched internally, this was the part where the blows surely must come.

But Lord Kamisato spoke little more than a hardened “No,” before following up with a bewildering, “Perhaps my judgement  was,  as you say,  flawed.” 

Agreement on that front was not something Ayato had anticipated. “…No?”

Ayaka slowly released his sleeve, equally thrown off guard.

“He will not be going back to Mondstadt,” Lord Kamisato stated, his composure returning in full. “You’ve passed judgement too quickly. As such, he will remain until further notice.”

No one in the courtyard dared discuss the abnormality of the conversation, not while the two Kamisatos still stood off. They weren’t very good at disguising their shared glances, however.

“Then,” Ayato meticulously chose each word. He very well knew he was pushing his –and Thoma’s– luck with what came next, “Why not kill him? I assure you my judgement will not shift. He’s harmless. His death would make things simpler, would it not? I can dispose of him here and now.”

Thoma inhaled sharply from the floor –it took much of Ayato’s willpower to not glance down. He couldn’t afford to break eye contact with his father. Not after getting so far. That would be backing down.

Lord Kamisato’s eyes glistened like bloody daggers. He was fully aware that every word of Ayato’s was edged by a razor of his own design.

His voice lowered a deadly octave, “Don’t question me. He will remain here  alive…  You forget your place too quickly in my absence. How… riveting.”

Ayato said nothing. Any further comment would snap the thin line he’d strung himself upon. He would most certainly pay for this transgression later. He had little inclination to make that payment any worse than it had to be.

Then his father turned, heading towards the grand doors of the mansion and snapping his fingers to signal for his retinue to follow. The two Shuumatsuban bowed their heads low and hurried after; Ayato could see the fear that now bent their stature.

The moment his father disappeared, followed by the resounding  clang of the doors, Ayato’s eyes shot first to Ayaka. Unharmed.

Then to Thoma. Unconscious.

Whether he passed out from fear or pain, Ayato wasn’t sure. Hirano rushed over then, producing a roll of gauze from somewhere in his coat. Before he could move to apply it, Ayato held out a hand.

Hirano skidded to a halt, squinting deeply into his palm before he realised what was being asked of him and offered up the bandages.

Ayato took the roll and knelt, ignoring how both Hirano and Ayaka’s eyes dug into him. Ignoring how  every eye in the courtyard now tracked him, accompanied by critical whispers and soft thunder. The wind was starting to pick up, carrying droplets of ocean spray up the cliffside.

He ignored it all.

The wound on Thoma’s neck wasn’t terribly deep, much like Ayato predicted. He hadn’t sensed killing intent from his father. But he knew plenty well the man had no reserves about dangling Thoma off the precipice of death –no reserves about torturing him until his mind was irreparable. Ayato couldn’t have that.

To deliver pain so precisely that death became an unattainable and desperate desire was a skill Lord Kamisato excelled at. Not many were strong enough to withstand that kind of torture mentally. And even if Thoma was, Ayato certainly didn’t want him to experience it. Ever.

He slipped his hand around the back of Thoma’s head, massaging deft fingers along his scalp to feel for any cuts, fractures, or otherwise from his impacts with the wood. His hair was thick, a bit messy, and rather soft.


 Like petting a puppy. 


The thought popped into his head without warning, bringing about some unwarranted hesitation as that soft hair glided between his fingers. He crushed that hesitation swiftly enough. Thoma was injured, he didn’t have time to dwell on such things.

Once he was satisfied with the lack of obvious damage, Ayato carefully entangled his fingers further in Thoma’s locks and propped him up slightly, using the leverage of his nape to hold him steady.

Treating the wound on his neck was an effortless task, something Ayato had plenty of experience doing. The blood flow was minimal compared to most cuts he treated, thus it didn’t take long for him to wash and suppress it. Soon enough, he had snuggly wrapped the gauze around Thoma’s throat. Some of the blood had gotten onto that chain he always wore. Thinking back, Ayato had never seen him without it. He’d never looked very closely at it until then either.


 Dog tags? 


He lifted the chain with one hand, wiping off the blood with his thumb. On closer inspection, the tags were decorative, nothing more than an accessory –an expensive one from what he could gauge. Despite the quality of the metal, years of wear and tear had rendered any words that had been engraved into it illegible. A faint design, simple and black, was all that remained clear. It reminded Ayato of  something, but he couldn’t quite place what.

So he tucked them back into Thoma’s shirt without much more thought. He then loosened his grip on Thoma’s hair, letting his head rest in a more lax position against his palm now that he’d finished dressing the wounds.

Ayato couldn’t help but stare. Just for a moment. His eyes flickered over Thoma’s face as he held him, that soft hair spilling over his fingers again. He was just checking for overlooked wounds, that was all.

“By the Seven, would you look at that, it’s raining,” Hirano coughed rather pointedly, drawing Ayato’s attention up. “We should get you inside, my lord.”

It was indeed raining. He could hear it pelting against the veranda, clearly now. According to the lack of people occupying the yard and the wet footsteps painting the wood around him, it had been for a while.



 Thoma was a clumsy kid. A curious one, too. And Mondstadt never lacked in things that sparked his curiosity. 


Three ingredients that served as the perfect recipe for disaster.

He wasn’t sure what to do when he got caught in the thicket that day. The shiny little thing he’d dove in after was nothing more than a broken arrowhead, likely left behind by woodsmen hunting partridges in the winter.

Of course, any cool shiny thing was the biggest prize to a child, so he held onto that arrowhead for dear life as the thorns of the thicket cut into his neck.

Every movement brought stinging pains as he tried to wriggle out, but nowhere hurt quite as bad as his throat. It was the first time he ever felt true terror. But he got himself into that mess, so he had to get himself out.

He didn’t want his mom to worry. And he had to get back before bedtime. He was going to go home that night even if he had to lose some skin to do so.

But there was only so much he could do. And eventually, he resorted to panicking and wailing. Which ultimately brought him more pain. Each twist and turn of his flailing  hurt. It hurt so bad. Yet he didn’t stop –couldn’t, as his fear heightened– and his screams only grew louder.

But he hadn’t gone that deep into the woods. Someone would find him. Would hear him.  Right? 

And eventually, someone did. That someone being his very own mother, a woman with the innate ability to hear his cries from halfway across the universe. Probably.

“Thoma, hun! Stay right there- and stop moving, alright?” she called, not an ounce of panic in her voice. He immediately relaxed, his rapid heartbeat soothed by her confidence.

She always saved him. She was a knight. Nothing could stop her. Not even the evil beasts of the woods.


 Cursed vines, count your days! 


Before he knew it, Thoma was latched onto her back, swinging his feet and happily singing about her glorious deeds as she hiked them both home. Truly, she was invincible.

Of course, he didn’t get away with his escapade into the woods scotch free. Metaphorically and physically.

“Thoma,” she spoke gently, though her exhaustion was clear as she rubbed his wounds with an antiseptic cloth and let him pick out whatever bandages he wanted to use. He was a huge fan of the colourful ones and since he was a big boy, he got to put them on by himself.

“You can’t keep going into the woods alone, okay? It’s dangerous… and someday I might not be around to find you.”

“But you always find me!” he countered. Why did she look so sad?

“Yes,” she sighed, sitting back and massaging her eyes as Thoma started sticking the bandages wherever he saw fit –including the table he sat upon. And her face. “But sometimes stuff happens that we can’t control. People disappear without warning… And those vines weren’t very nice to you, were they?”

“No… They were scary. But I only cried a little!”

“Yes, scary vines. You were very brave, but-“

“And look!” He proudly stuck out his hand, a toothy grin adorning his face. The arrowhead glimmered under the soft lamplight above.

She smiled wearily, nodding at his prize, “It’s very pretty… You really like shiny things?”

“Mhm!”

She thought for a second before getting up from her chair and wandering away. Thoma watched her go, swinging his legs off the table ledge and picking at bandages until she reappeared.

“I can’t force you to stop going into the woods. But if you ever get stuck again, or you find yourself in a scary situation, hold on to these and try your very hardest to stay calm until help reaches you, okay?” She held out a silver chain; two metallic tags dangled at the bottom. It was very shiny indeed –Thoma’s face lit immediately.

“I can have it?!” Thoma’s eager eyes jumped between her and the chain. He was practically bouncing by the time she draped it over his head.

“Yes, but it’s very delicate, Thoma. If you get so scared that you start to thrash around again, it’ll break.”

“I won’t break them!” Utter determination crossed his face. With all the seriousness of a child renewing his life’s purpose, he stated, “I’ll protect them with my life!”

His mom sighed quietly, poking him in the chest where the tags rested. “No, they’ll protect  you.  You’ll always be safe as long as you have them, got that mister?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he laughed, the pain of his cuts and bruises almost entirely forgotten as he played with the glistening chain. “Thank you, momma!”

She shook her head, carefully tucking away the bandages, “That was your dad’s. Save your thanks for him, alright?”

Thoma nodded astutely, “Are we gonna see him soon, momma?”

She didn’t respond right away, fiddling with the box of bandages instead. She always took a little while to respond when he asked about his dad, though, so he waited patiently. When she did respond, her voice was thin, uncertain, “When you’re older, we’ll go find… We’ll go see him together, okay?”

“Okay!”


Thoma didn’t move when he first woke up.

His head was too busy swimming in a dull ache for that. His neck felt itchy, plagued by a stinging pain he was more familiar with than he’d like to be. How many times would he wake up hurting?

The sound of rain pitter-pattered the walls around him, oddly calming as he took a deep breath in the darkness of Ayato’s room. Awful, how he’d gotten so acclimated to the place that he could recognise he was in it –even in the pitch black of night.

He didn’t remember passing out, only remembered how his body shut down the moment the demon appeared in his line of sight. To think how quickly reason fled from his brain, chased away and replaced by terror. A terror much alike that of a rabbit in the jaws of a panther.

Then he remembered the strange feeling of relief when Ayato intervened. When he proclaimed Thoma’s innocence. Even if it meant going back to Mondstadt, meant losing the chance to find his dad. He was  relieved.  Ayato had saved him.

But then that relief crumbled into utter horror when Ayato offered to dispose of him. To kill him ‘here and now.’

His tone had been callous, aloof. Like he truly held no reservations about the idea. Within that moment, the resemblance between Ayato and his father had become uncanny. Two demons out for his throat.

Thoma almost felt more  disappointment  than fear. More so at himself, really. He had no reason to believe Ayato  wouldn’t kill him without a second thought. It was senseless of him to think he’d earned some of Ayato’s favour.

Obviously, every interaction with the man had been out of obligation. For the sole purpose of determining Thoma’s innocence.

Obviously, every conversation and every small kindness –it was nothing more than part of a test.

So why did he feel so disheartened?

No matter how much of that glorious ass-kissing he did, or how much progress he felt he made, he was still the prisoner here. And Ayato wasn’t someone to befriend. He couldn’t forget that. Why did he forget that?

But another thought wormed into Thoma’s brain, a much brighter one.

He wasn’t dead yet.

Or he assumed he wasn’t, given the pain still parading around his skull. And the coldness of the tags against his chest. The warmth of his blanket. The rain against the roof. All those tangible aspects of life.


 Definitely alive. 


But how much longer would he last?

Lifting a hand to the itchiness at his throat, Thoma found it wrapped in gauze. He recoiled as his finger brushed over where the knife had dug into him, repelled by a snapping pain. The wound was still remarkably tender.

He’d simply have to resist the urge to scratch at his bandages.

Which was very much not a  simple task. He fully intended to go back to sleep, hoping doing so would help him ignore the prickly sensation. But no matter how tightly he closed his eyes, that terrible itch clawed ever more vigorously at his skin.

But he powered through. Or tried to.

Adjusting slightly.

Clenching his fists.

Changing position.

Adjusting again.

Nothing worked. His neck: still itchy.

Defeated, he let out the deepest, most irritated exhale he could muster as his eyes shot straight open to stare helplessly into the dark room. He raised his hand, slowly this time. Perhaps if he was sneaky enough, he could scratch his wound without it hurting…

“Ow,” he hissed when his stealth, to no one’s surprise, proved fruitless. It still hurt. And touching it had somehow made it itchier.

“Silence.”

Thoma wanted to launch across the room at the voice near his ear. Instead, he settled on shooting straight up and halfway off his futon. Somehow, he’d failed to notice Ayato in the bed next to him. Failed to remember they’d been sharing the room for the past few days, even.

Maybe Thoma assumed he’d have the room to himself again, now that the demon had returned.

Evidently, that wasn’t the case.

“Ay- my lord?” Thoma habitually fell right back into host mode. He wasn’t about to give up his pandering, no matter how much that little incident had gotten to him.

Even if Ayato had no qualms about killing him, even if Ayato truly was the mirror reflection of the demon he spawned from… Thoma just had to keep it up. Keep it up until Ayato had no choice but to feel  terrible about killing him.

So that’s what Thoma was going to do.

Or that was the plan.

But Ayato gave no response, so he tried again, “My lord..?”

Thoma could just barely make out his silhouette on the futon. Ayato was certainly there, obscured by the covers and darkness. Had he imagined his voice?

The response he received could only be described as a very grumbled and very dubious, “Hmk?”

 Asleep. Ayato was still asleep. Or 95% asleep by Thoma’s estimate.

His eyes had adjusted a bit more clearly now, enough to make out Ayato’s face on the pillow. Silky hair spilled around his features, unnaturally flawless as always. The man did not suffer the woes of bedhead –a woe Thoma suffered greatly from himself.

He’d never seen Ayato asleep, come to think. They’d shared a room on multiple occasions, yet Thoma had never once gotten up before Ayato had already tucked away his own tatami and vanished. Granted, his hosting duties generally placed Thoma on a vastly different sleeping schedule than that of the young lord. But still.

Then Thoma noticed the bandages.

A pristine roll of gauze rested under Ayato’s hand near his pillow; a few scraps of excess wrap littered the area around him. On the other side of Ayato’s futon: a bowl of the same wrapping, but far messier and stained with what Thoma could only assume was blood. It didn’t take long for him to put two and two together; his hand subconsciously raised to the gauze around his own neck.

Now he was even more confused. Did Ayato want him dead or not? Why go through the effort of dressing his wounds? Unless-

Ayato flinched. A movement so fast and unexpected it startled Thoma. Looking down, Ayato was still asleep, his features blank as though the movement had never occurred.

Then he flinched again, his jaw tightening enough for Thoma to see the strain this time.

Then again. But now Thoma could make out the soft  click of his teeth clashing. Just watching was making his own jaw hurt. Was the man’s brow… sweating?

Without much –or any– forethought, Thoma reached out to wake him from whatever dream agitated him so.

The instant his hand contacted Ayato’s shoulder, Thoma was flipped and slammed onto his back; the wind abandoned his lungs for a rapid moment as his head bounced safely against the pillow and his heart rate went for a run. The hand that had so foolishly sought to comfort Ayato in his nightmare was now pinned to the futon by the unbelievable strength of a half-conscious man.

Or was he fully conscious now? Ayato’s eyes were strained wide, aiming at Thoma below him with the ferocity of all the world’s disasters.

At that point, Thoma forgot how to breathe. Ayato was breathing fine –incredibly harshly, though. He looked ready to break him in two, beastly and demonic. Thoma couldn’t gather anything other than that from the expression. He should be afraid. And a part of him most definitely was. Ayato indeed possessed the same strength as the demon, the same ferocity.

But unlike with the demon, Thoma found his current situation remarkably exhilarating. As opposed to downright petrifying.

It couldn’t have been more than a few seconds before the violent tension around Ayato’s eyes faded into recognition. Then back into their predominant state of indecipherability. The harshness of his breaths softened as he released the stranglehold on Thoma’s wrist.

“Ah-” was all Ayato said, immediately sitting back to give Thoma space.

Neither spoke, and when Thoma sat up again he found Ayato with his head in his hands. It was too dark to pick out much else.

But he was shaken in a way Thoma hadn’t thought possible. Vulnerable. Surely this was something Thoma shouldn’t be witnessing. It was nothing short of disturbing.

And now his inner conflict only grew –maybe comparing Ayato to the demon had been too harsh.

“Are- Are you okay..?”

Ayato stiffened as the question found him, and Thoma was certain he was being glared at.

“What is it you seek… What is it you want from me?” Ayato scoffed icily into his hands. His shoulders shook the slightest amount.  A dry laugh? 

Thoma froze, there was little else he could do in the face of such a frigid, sub-zero response. That time, he really hadn’t been asking for his own gain. The thought hadn’t even crossed his mind. He’d asked fully out of concern.

“Huh?”

“Don’t play me as a fool. Like I haven’t noticed your little act? You have no reason to care otherwise. You want something from me. What is it? Freedom? You know it’s not my place to grant.”

“Oh.” Thoma’s stomach dropped.  Of course, he’d noticed. Maybe Thoma wasn’t as good of an actor as he thought. But if he’d noticed, why mention it now of all times?

And why did it sting to be accused of not caring?

All Thoma knew for certain was that something was  severely wrong. Maybe whatever nightmare Ayato had been trapped in had been too much. Hard to think of what would constitute as ‘too much’ for someone as stoic as he, though.

“So?” Ayato muttered, still jaded. “Lie if you must. You can only hide so much.”

Weighing his options proved more stressful than Thoma liked. The discomfort around his neck started up again, making things worse. And his newfangled worry for Ayato provided approximately zero stabilisation for his racing thoughts.

Great.

Ultimately, he decided there was no point lying. No point furthering the charade. Ayato was, in his most vulnerable state, giving Thoma an opportunity to ask, and so-

“Help me find my father.”

“Making demands now, are we?”

“Y-You asked…” Thoma deeply hated how terrible he felt as he stared at Ayato’s slumped form. “That’s what I want. But really, my lord-”

“Stop calling me that.”

“… Really, Ayato,” Thoma paused, expecting protest over the informality. But none came. “You don’t seem okay-”

Ayato finally moved –on his feet before Thoma could so much as blink. He didn’t look back as he strode towards the door. There was something odd about his gait, like he favoured one leg as he went. But it was too dark to see clearly and the dull pain in Thoma’s head returned just then to obscure his focus with much tact and timing.

The sound of the door sliding open was dreadful. Ayato’s words struck like arrows, hitting an unexpected and painful mark, “Stop faking your kindness. You’ll waste it.”
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Ayato wasn’t upset about Thoma’s attempts to use him.

Not in the slightest.

Thoma had every right to use him. And, really, there wasn’t much else he  could do, given his hostage status.

Ayato had been undeniably  pleased to know Thoma wasn’t crumbling in the rabbit hole he’d fallen into. Pleased to see him adapt. To see him attempt to turn things around for himself. To see him survive.

Thoma was strong in that regard. Ayato admired that strength of his. He’d need that strength. Especially now that Lord Kamisato refused to set him free.

So it was all a good thing, really. That Thoma could do what was necessary to protect himself. Ayato took comfort in that.

But then… he’d felt so terribly dejected when it fully struck him. When it struck him that Thoma didn’t care for him in any capacity. There was no  reason  for Thoma to care. Quite frankly, there were more reasons in favour of him  not caring.

All Ayato had brought him was pain. He’d brought Thoma to this wretched place. A place that could only function on the blood and tears it collected from others. And now Thoma couldn’t leave. He was just as chained to the Kamisato Clan as Ayato was.

Ayato provided those chains.

So why was Thoma the one asking if Ayato was okay? The answer was obvious.

Thoma shouldn’t  care. And he didn’t.

Ayato shouldn’t care either.

It’d been maybe an hour, maybe more, since he’d left the room. And yet the scene he’d awoken to played back in his mind, over and over, as he staggered through the lightless void of the estate halls.

The nightmare that had entrapped him was barely comprehensible anymore, something painful he simply forced himself to forget. He had plenty of nightmares. Nothing to dwell on.

But the frenzy he’d experienced upon waking was not nearly as forgettable.

He could’ve hurt Thoma. He very well almost did. What if he had grabbed his throat instead of his wrist? What if his head had hit anything other than that pillow?

To think he couldn’t even sleep next to someone without causing further grief –Ayato loathed it.

Loathed himself.

He really was his father’s son.


 Are you okay? You don’t seem okay. 



 Are you okay? 



 You don’t seem okay. 



 Are you… 


Ayato hissed as his injured foot smacked into a room divider. He paused. Not because of the pain that coursed out from his ankle. Not because of the way it shot furious, scorching sparks through his calf.

He knew the exact location of everything in the estate. He’d walked through here, blinded by the stillness of the night as he was now, innumerable times.

And never once had he misstepped.

“Lost in thought? So very unbecoming,” a chuckle in the dark. Somewhere to his right. Humourless. Cold.

Ayato didn’t respond. There was no reason to.

A brief silence followed. Then his father’s voice sounded again, now directly at his side, “Let’s take a walk, hm? While you’re still able.”

For emphasis, Lord Kamisato tapped Ayato’s wounded ankle –forcefully– with his foot. He’d been the cause of that wound. Ayato could barely put weight on it without his leg giving out. He didn’t really care, wounds recovered in time. But his father had called it the ‘first part’ of his ‘corrective punishment.’ Which suggested the existence of a second.

Ayato was unsure as to what that second part would be. All he knew was that it had to be worse than torn ligaments. And that he was likely to find out what ‘worse’ meant very soon.

His father clicked his tongue –a signal for Ayato to follow. The frustratingly quiet  tck tck of his footsteps was the only guidance offered as Ayato tailed him through the estate. It took approximately thirty seconds for him to ascertain where his father was leading them.

The basement was never a particularly fun place to go. Perhaps it was fun for Lord Kamisato, with the sadism that tainted his soul, but surely no one else had a good time down there.

It was buried beneath the weight of a mountain and surrounded by thick cliffs of sheer rock. Not a sound from that basement could be heard by anyone residing outside of the estate’s interior halls. As long as the doors were closed, courtyard visitors and passersby would be wholly oblivious to the happenings beneath their feet.

The Kamisato Clan wasn’t fond of firearms –they drew too much attention in places where a knife and some creativity worked just fine. Yet that basement had been built to mask the explosive sounds one might produce.

But more importantly, it masked the screams.

Ayato couldn’t stand the place; the stairway alone made him feel indescribably… gross. He avoided it as much as possible, only entering when forced to give discipline or when offering to take discipline. That’s what his father liked to call it.

‘Discipline’ was just his fluffy way of referring to torture.

The basement lights flickered alive with a half-hearted  bzz as Ayato limped, gracefully as possible, off the last step. A repugnant draft hammered his nose, carrying the scents of damp metal and gasoline throughout the cavernous space that greeted him. The basement was bland –barring the pipes, ropes, and various metal barrels scattered throughout. It had to be empty, too much decor would make bloodstains and body bags a pain to remove.

Sectioned off from the main floor were a number of other rooms, each of which sported their own variety of monotony and unpleasantness. The larger of these rooms contained storage containers holding all varieties of contraband and weaponry –these could only be accessed by a select group of people. The smaller rooms were utilised not unlike temporary holding cells. Ayato, however, viewed them more like morgues. They often served to preserve bodies until the organs could be harvested and sold.

At present, Ayato and his father were the only living things standing in that bleak graveyard of pipes and static. Or they were until someone else came stumbling down the stairs, long hair flowing freely over her shoulders as though she’d not had enough time to make herself presentable.

Kayo. And behind her, Ayaka.

The door atop the stairwell closed with a weighty  click. 

Ayato stared at them, eyes bleak. The last thing he wanted was to see them dragged into this.

But to his great relief, neither looked injured. Just disgruntled. And afraid. Ayaka’s eyes were pinned to the floor, though Kayo held her head high; she placed herself in front of Ayaka, pulling them both away from where Ayato stood as though he was a disease to be caught.

It was only fair.

His father indicated the pair seat themselves against the wall, facing the centre of the room. Ayato then gleaned what was to happen. This was a spectacle. His punishment was the main event. He was to serve as a message.

“You’re a  terrible influence, you know that?” his father crooned, attention snapping back to Ayato once the other two had quietly sunk to the floor. “I can’t have these swine getting any ideas out of your amusing little stunt, so do pardon me for making an example of you.”

Ayato felt his body tense –he hardly had the energy to hide it. He just wanted to get his punishment over with.

But his father loved fanfare.

“It really was a challenge -thinking of a suitable discipline for you,” he started, pacing slowly across the barren floor. “See, it’s such a shame when the dog bites its master’s hand. You’ve been so good and obedient lately. A bit of a stubborn pussy, but you’ve always been that way. Frankly, I was  impressed with how you handled Torachiyo. Almost started to think you were finally shaping up- finally getting over those presumptuous morals of yours.”

Lord Kamisato paused, rubbing his chin while he stared down at a pile of concrete blocks and rope. Appraising them.

Ayato remained silent. There was nothing good that came of interjecting. With Ayaka and Kayo in the room, he especially didn’t want to risk angering his father further.

As it was, Ayato could sense that anger had surpassed its limits. Surpassed it to the point of tranquillity. He’d grown so angry at Ayato’s ‘stunt’ that he’d simply… detached from the feeling. From the explosive parts of it at least.

“But maybe you were just growing- Restless? Defiant? Really, what made you think your little outburst served  any purpose, boy?” His father scooped up one of the bricks in a swift motion before returning to the centre of the room and commanding him to kneel. Ayato strode forward with grace, ignoring the pain in his leg as much as physically possible; it was easy as long as he kept the weight on one side. He obediently dropped to one knee, planting the upright –and uninjured– foot firmly against the cold floor. He’d already pieced together what his father intended to do. It was the same thing he’d done earlier.

But now it was to be done to the foot he’d spared.

Ayato glanced over once, finding Ayaka’s eyes. She angled them away. She hated witnessing these things. His mother’s eyes met him with a strange sorrow. She was not one to look away.

Lord Kamisato placed the brick none-too-kindly atop the dorsal region of Ayato’s foot. Carefully, as to not break the delicate bones there, but harshly enough to scrape his exposed skin.

The weight of it hurt, though that pain would be little more than a joke compared to what would soon follow.

“And I’ve been thinking. Why would you feel the blatant need to announce something so ridiculous as ‘He’s Innocent!’ then and there?” his father drawled, meandering back to the pile to weigh two more bricks. “The ridiculous nature of your decision isn’t the problem. It’s the ‘then and there’ part that really…  really  gives me a laugh. You could’ve shared that  any  other time. At any other time, the repercussions would’ve been minimal. I’m not an unreasonable man. But even if you absolutely  had to do it then, with half the damn courtyard watching, you could’ve taken it upon yourself to not outright disrespect me.”

Ayato grimaced as his father placed the chosen bricks on either side of his foot, sliding them along the floor and grating his heel until it was effectively shredded and bloody, encased by three immovable weights. Ayato was now locked in place, pinned to the concrete floor in his genuflection.

And of course, his father continued to draw out the process with his ridiculous monologue –certainly, he got off on hearing himself talk while others were powerless to silence him.

“But- instead you went through the concerted effort of making a fucking scene. To brazenly contest me in front of my own people. In front of my own… precious… daughter. Do you understand how many Shuumatsuban were in that yard? How many affiliates and petty servants? Do you understand how fast word spreads down the line? How poorly it reflects on me? Answer.”

Ayato’s foot was starting to ache under the weight of the brick. He answered immediately with an empty, “Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, I understand.”

His father stopped in front of him, staring down with darkened eyes. Was that frenzied expression painting his face the same one Ayato had made mere hours ago? Was that what Thoma had seen?

“Of course you do.” His father knelt then, clasping both hands around Ayato’s knee; his fingernails dug sharply into the back of the joint. “So then  I understood, maybe it wasn’t about making a scene. No one of my blood could be so stupid as to throw a tantrum for the sake of it. And so the question became: what made you feel the need to stop me from having a little… fun. What reason would you have to give a single shit about… ‘Thoma’ was it?”

Ayato couldn’t really tell if it was a rhetorical question. Not like he’d share the honest answer either way.

 ‘I’m trying to figure out why he intimidates you and if you torture him beyond repair, I won’t ever find the answer’ would certainly make his current circumstances worse. But then another answer flitted into his mind, temporarily blinding him with its sincerity:


 I don’t want him to hurt. 


His breath caught as the thought spun around him. That couldn’t be it. That would mean he cared for him. But he  shouldn’t care. He’d spent the past hour scolding himself for caring. Why couldn’t he stop –his father was about to take away his ability to walk, and here he was thinking about a bloody Mondstadter.

Lord Kamisato sneered, making a point to spit in Ayato’s face as the grip around his leg tightened, coaxing forth an inevitable bruise. “Don’t tell me you’ve developed  feelings for him. He’s not your friend. You do know that, right?”

He paused, watching every movement of Ayato’s eyes. Watching as every venomous word dug in. He wanted to see Ayato hurting, wanted some form of pain to reflect in his expression. Ayato wouldn’t give him that. He was spouting nonsense in the hope that something would stick.

“Do you think, honestly, that you’re capable of any kind of affection? Worthy of it? Or maybe… My my, Ayato, have you made him your whore? I didn’t think you had it in you. You don’t want the whore getting hurt? Is that it? So worried about the sanctity of your sex doll that you’d disrespect me over it? If you were so fucking horny, I could’ve ordered you some real merchandise. Things far less pathetic than that foreigner. Or maybe you like them pathetic. Easier for you to control.”

Ayato didn’t have any time to respond –not like he knew how to. He felt… he wasn’t sure. Like the sea itself was boiling inside him, bashing away his thoughts with scalding waves that set the shores aflame.

Before he had any chance of processing the feeling, his father spit out one last word.

“Tragic.”

His fingers clasped tightly beneath Ayato’s knee, digging in even harder than before. Then he yanked sharply to the side, dragging the knee along with, in one swift, violent arc. It was a simple movement. One done with so little resistance, it was almost laughable.

But with his foot rooted in place by a cindered shackle, a sickening  pop sounded at Ayato’s ankle as the rest of his leg pivoted sharply outward with the motion, tearing free of the weak ligaments that once connected them. A burning pain blasted up from the area, radiating through his entire right half; his vision stirred, sending alarms through his entire body as an uncontrollable tremble took him. He could feel involuntary tears trying to force their way out of his ducts, pushed forward in a desperate attempt to escape the cry of his assaulted nerves.

But he couldn’t cry out, he could not free any tears. He wouldn’t let himself. To be betrayed by his own body into showing a weakness, that would make his father all too pleased. They both knew it wouldn’t happen. It hadn’t happened earlier, it wouldn’t happen now.

Ayato shut out the pain with a clench of his jaw, keeping his head level with his father’s even as his eyes struggled to focus. He knew this was only to cripple him for the time being. To cripple him in a way he could recover from –after all, how unsightly it would be for the Yashiro Commission’s beloved next-in-line to sport any permanent injuries. Like all the pain his father so enjoyed inflicting on him, it was only temporary.

There was only one lasting effect that Lord Kamisato wanted to achieve. His eyes drifted away from Ayato, watching as waves of nerves and nausea passed through Kayo and Ayaka both. He was making a statement to them, and them alone. Using Ayato to say: this could be you. And to remind them that he could always do worse. The only reason Ayato’s leg hadn’t snapped in two was because of his  benevolence.  His precision. His mercy.

A threat.

Apparently satisfied that the recipients had received his message, Lord Kamisato haphazardly pulled away the bricks, only taking care to ensure he grated Ayato’s raw skin further in the process. He watched almost amused as Ayato fell forward, his leg having collapsed when the bricks could no longer support it.

Then he uttered one word. A sadistic and serpentine command.

“Walk.”

Ayato struggled against bare concrete, pain shooting out from both ankles as he staggered up. Or attempted to. He fell hard almost instantly, catching himself with his hands.

Then he fell again.

And again.

Until miraculously, he could push through the searing at his ankles enough to get off the ground. It was mind-numbing: the blasting pulses of pain that shot up through him while his feet so desperately tried to withstand his weight and his legs struggled to find purchase within themselves.

Walking would be even harder.

His father gave him a sickening smile, eyes intense and destructive as the winds of a cyclone. He gestured towards one of the open rooms, a small one the size of a storage closet.

Ayato tried to brace himself against the pain, dizzily glancing down at his barren ankles and bloody feet. Aside from the bleeding of his scraped skin, this type of injury wasn’t a visible one. He’d only bruise slightly –maybe swell a bit if he stressed it enough. A cruel understatement to the vicious pain that spiralled up from it.

His father loved anything that masked the severity of what lay beneath. Just like the Yashiro Commission hid the crimes of the Shuumatsuban, this wound functioned much the same, flawlessly posturing as though everything below the surface was just fine.

Ayato’s every step shook him as his ankles strained to support the movement, screaming and threatening to snap under the weight forced upon them as they bled from within. He stumbled. Over and over. Barely staying upright. It took everything from him to keep his head high.

And then he was crawling. He couldn’t do it.

He couldn’t walk.

The pain didn’t bother him quite as much as the humiliation of it. Of knowing Ayaka watched as he so pitifully made his way to the room. Knowing how much joy his father took in ensuring this demeaning act carried on.

That was the worst part. That’s why they were there.

His father knew very well that physical punishment meant little to Ayato. He would gladly take ten beatings a day if it meant Ayaka didn’t have to –and he often did just that. But this time, he wasn’t just ‘standing in’ for another’s punishment.

This time the punishment was tailored to him.

Corrective punishment. Humiliation.

But as long as they walked away unscathed he… he could put up with that humiliation.

He’d only barely reached the room when his father pulled him up by the back of his collar to toss him against the wall just outside the door. Ayato leaned heavily against it, still keeping his chin as high as he could. Anything to retain the scraps of his shredded dignity.

“I do pray you learn from this,” his father spoke pleasantly, practically cooing as though he was comforting a child. “Everything I do is for your own good, I hope you see that. For the Commission’s good. One must know when not to overstep… When to hold one’s tongue. You’ll thank me someday.”

In his daze, Ayato could only leer, watching as his father beckoned Kayo and Ayaka over. They obeyed immediately. Ayaka tightly held Kayo’s sleeve, practically burying herself in it. Her face had gone white, bloodless as a corpse.

Lord Kamisato muttered something to them, something Ayato couldn’t quite catch. But he saw the way Ayaka’s eyes widened. The way they quaked as they jumped between everyone in the room.

He strained his ears, pushing back the sound of his aching blood. He just managed to catch the last words –or maybe they had been purposefully spoken loud enough for him to hear. His father had his hands clasped over his mother’s, pressing the long handle of his nakiri into her palms.

“It’s him or Ayaka, my beloved.”

Kayo’s eyes drifted over to Ayato, slowly.

Unreadable.

His father stepped away. Merciful enough –for once– to command Ayaka to leave. She hesitated, despite all her fear and disgust, she managed to give Ayato one final, helpless look.

Kayo stepped forward.

She always made the same choice.


Thoma’s vision danced with nothing but flowers and glitter and a kaleidoscope of bubbly colours. The world was beautiful, brimming with vibrant scents of floral perfume and the heavenly sounds of pleasant music thumping against the air.

Everything was wonderful. He was untouchable.

That is to say: he was aggressively drunk. For the first time in a while.

His current drunkenness was entirely of his own volition, surprising as it was. Not for the sake of his hosting duties. Just for the sake of not wanting to think.

Though, it did prove excessively useful for aforementioned hosting duties as he sashayed around Komore with a bright smile plastered across his face. He didn’t have any patrons at the moment and all the booths were full –meaning his current tasks consisted of ferrying around extravagant bottles of liquor and wine while offering seductive winks to the ladies ordering them.

They ate that shit up.

Hosting was rather enjoyable when he didn’t have the capacity to think about it.

Unfortunately, not having the capacity to think came with a number of cons because Thoma could never simply enjoy himself. To exemplify such cons, he immediately stumbled into a fellow host for the nth time that night, smacking into a lean shoulder and losing his balance. The tray positioned so precariously on his fingertips began a dangerous wobble, bottles tipping all over the place while he struggled to right them.

“Alright jackass, that’s enough champagne for you,” the victim grumbled, catching the bottles in an incredible display of skill before pulling the tray out of Thoma’s hands with long-honed finesse. Thoma would’ve protested had his thoughts not been submerged in the very drink now removed from his fingers.

It took a moment for his inebriated mind to put a name to the slender face that glowered at him. He knew the man well –he was Komore’s most popular host: aloof, mysterious, always sticking it to the man. The bad boy type. A private room regular with the wealthiest patrons. He also had a penchant for winning every gamble he made on coworker bonding nights, which was the main thing Thoma associated with him. Quite unfair.

“Ah!! Heichi~ M’sorry.” Thoma gave an unnecessarily deep bow, one hand resting against his chest as he entirely ignored the glare he received.

“It’s Heihachi,” he muttered before nudging Thoma over to the bar.

“Heichi~” a new voice parodied in a strong accent. In short order, Ramsay was cheerfully swinging an arm across both of their shoulders.

Ramsay had been the one to designate the ‘Heichi’ nickname, an action that did nothing to settle the weird tension between the two. Thoma didn’t know if the tension was imagined or not. All he knew was that Heihachi was always glaring at Ramsay, and Ramsay didn’t particularly care. Also that Ramsay’s gambles on bonding night were  always  terrible. Foreigners at Komore were apparently cursed with bad luck.

“Pah!” Ramsay sniffed at Thoma, nose wrinkling as he directed his first question at Heihachi, “How much he drink?”

“Why would I know that?” Heihachi shot back. Thoma had bumped into him one too many times. And the night was barely over. He was not in a good mood. But his patrons found his bad attitude charming, so really, he should be thankful.

Ramsay artfully ignored the bitterness, posing his next question at Thoma, “What has you indulging so much, little man?”

Thoma opened his mouth, intending to respond once his brain understood what was being asked of him. But he only had one brain and it was deeply struggling to process anything, so instead, he just hiccuped.

Then he was seated atop a bar stool, staring directly at Taroumaru’s paws. Someone patted his back –Ramsay probably– before a glass of water was presented on the counter in front of him.

“Either sober up or stay out of the way,” Heihachi’s voice ripped through the music pounding about the air. Thoma gave an affirmative nod, unwilling to tear his eyes away from the drink. Water was so hypnotic, in all its… clarity.

In approximately five seconds, he’d entirely forgotten about his coworkers –all of his attention had locked onto the glass. It was awfully silly how it distorted Taroumaru’s paws. He couldn’t stop himself from letting out a tired  giggle.  Which evolved into a hiccup.

Which also sounded funny.

So he giggled again.

And hiccuped.

And giggled.

The only thing that stopped him from falling into an endless loop of laughs and hiccups was the sound of Taroumaru ringing a bell. He instinctively stood –conditioned to react to the melodic  ding the moment it sounded. He had a job to do. The ladies needed him, he couldn’t let them down.

Before he could bolt off into the club, a hand pushed him back down. Ramsay again?

No, the eyes that stared at him suggested the wear and tear of a longer life.  Nakanishi. 

Thoma plopped back onto the stool, giving an exuberant grin. Although, his exuberance levels were dropping steadily by the minute. His feelings towards his manager were still in turmoil.

“I’m told you’re bothering my moneymakers,” Nakanishi sighed. Thoma was too drunk to discern the expression on the old man’s face as he continued, voice lowering, “How’s your neck, kid?”

Thoma squinted, slowly raising a hand to his throat. In order to cover his bandages, the collar of his undershirt was buttoned up, tightly, perfectly obscuring what lay beneath –excessively formal by Komore standards. He’d almost entirely forgotten about the wound in his drunken state. He’d like to forget about it again.

But instead, thinking about forgetting the wound had the terrible effect of forcing Thoma to think about how he’d acquired it. Which, in turn, forced him to think about why he’d drunk so much in the first place. Which also happened to demolish the purpose of said drinking. There was no winning.

He had his forehead against the counter before long, staring dolefully at his feet and the legs of the stool. The sounds of glasses clinking and people laughing felt faint in his ears. The sparkly effects of the alcohol were wearing off faster than he’d hoped, leaving a hole in his stomach that his body didn’t agree with. He was already regretting his choices.

Perhaps he could find something else to regret.

After winning an internal debate with the contents of his stomach, he turned his head, still resting it on the counter but now staring at Nakanishi on the stool next to him. “Why… Why do you work for them?”

The emboldening effects of the alcohol had yet to wane, brushing aside the restraint Thoma usually possessed. He tried his hardest not to breach the subject in his sober state precisely because that sobriety came with too many  thoughts.  Too many conflicting feelings that he continued to avoid sorting through. But with his inhibitions stripped away, he couldn’t stop the words from dripping out.

He could vaguely recall Ayato saying Nakanishi’s involvement in his predicament was insignificant at best. But…

Nakanishi glanced down at him, exhaling heavily before reaching out for a shot glass behind the bar counter. “Why do you think?”

The question wasn’t rhetorical, nor was it aggressive. Perhaps he was genuinely curious. Thoma’s head swayed slightly as he swam through the fuzziness in his mind. Why  did he think?

His first thought was a lust for power. Lord Kamisato seemed to like hurting people… perhaps joining the clan offered opportunities for one’s violent fantasies to play out. But then Ayato mostly scorned those fantasies as far as he could tell, what with his silly games and stupid dice. And someone like Hirano most certainly didn’t care for such violence either.

He opened his mouth, closing it shortly after. The more he learned about the Kamisato family, the more he understood no one’s reasons were quite as simple as he wanted them to be. And the more he thought about it, the more he realised he barely knew  anything  about the clan in the first place. The perks of being a prisoner.

“Dunno-“ It was the honest truth.

Nakanishi poured out his glass, taking one swift swig before examining the crystalline engravings on the side. Even in his drunken state, Thoma could see the gloom coating his eyes.

With a heavy sigh, Nakanishi spoke, “Most people don’t join for the fun of it, kid. You know that. Some of us were born into it. Hell, I don’t remember a time I wasn’t connected to this in some way. Some don’t have a choice. I didn’t. Others join for security- whether that be financial or physical. The promise of camaraderie, too. There’s countless reasons for it. Everyone has their own. And most people aren’t all that terrible- just trying to survive, same as you. It’s just that those running the show… Well, when you have access to every prop, you can set the stage as grim as you’d like. The audience will still pay to see it.”

Thoma closed his eyes, doing his best to drink in everything being said. He knew in his heart Nakanishi was right. Everyone just wanted to survive. Thoma especially. It was a fact of life he’d long since acknowledged. But he supposed sometimes it slipped his mind. Especially when his life was so suddenly leashed.

Truthfully, he couldn’t hate the man. Nakanishi had always been good to him. He’d given him a job, helped him find an apartment. He’d gone completely out of his way to help some random dumbass he found washed up on a beach. And Thoma now understood, even if Nakanishi had smuggled him out of Komore that night, warned him of what was to come, the Kamisato Clan would’ve caught up to them both eventually. Blaming him would do little more than plant a baseless hatred in his heart.

He opened his eyes, still chewing over Nakanishi’s words, “Don’t remember a time when you weren’t..?”

“Hm. I was alive when the old boss croaked, you know? Then his son stepped up as the Commissioner- ah, and there’s another reason people join.” Nakanishi set his glass down, now steepling his fingers as he examined the wall of alcohol behind the bar. “Some people become a part of the Yashiro Commission, completely oblivious to what happens beneath. I’d reckon half of the Yashiro representatives remain oblivious till they die. To them, they work for someone as ‘dignified’ as any other government official. The Kamisato blood runs deep and whether that blood is red or blue depends on where you stand.”

Thoma stared at him, cycling the response through his head. The scent of alcohol at the bar had become much less pleasant than it had been moments ago. Nauseating. But he managed to ignore it enough to form a response.

“Old boss…” he mumbled out, eyes drifting to the faint wood grain on the counter. “So you were around  hic  when theee~ current Commissioner was a kid?”

“That I was. Was never very high up in the uh- ‘ranks’ back then. Too young and scrappy. Couldn’t tell you much about what he was like, if that’s what you’re after. Never worked directly with the Kamisatos myself till sometime after the young lord was born.”

“Ayato…” A pit dug itself into Thoma’s stomach, uprooting the bubbling champagne in his system and forcing him to recall the last time they spoke. He wanted to say his drinking spree was caused solely by how close he’d come to death at the Commissioner’s hands.

But truthfully, it was Ayato’s words that had stung worse than the knife.

He wanted to help him. Even if Ayato  was  a reflection of the demon, a mirror of his father’s making, he wasn’t his father.

And mirrors could be broken.

But Thoma had no place to shatter that mirror.

He’d looked so scared when Thoma had woken him. A realisation he hadn’t processed until after Ayato had left him in that room, staring into the dark. In the moment, pinned to the floor, he’d thought those eyes of Ayato’s were bloodthirsty. The same bloodlust his father’s eyes held. Fierce and dark, focused like a starving beast.

But then Thoma had the rest of the night to think, alone. Thinking about the way they’d glinted down at him. Thinking about the way the demon’s had done the same.

And he’d realised they  weren’t  the same.

Ayato’s expression had been that of a dog backed into a corner, forced into a frenzy if only to protect itself from the source of its fear. His father’s expression was less… cornered. More calculated. Like he wanted to play with him, to hunt him for sport. But he held back. Would he have held back if not for Ayato?

These were of the many thoughts that had swayed Thoma into his drunken stupor. By the Seven, he’d rather think about anything else. But he continued the topic of Ayato anyway, slurring only slightly over his words.

“What was… ‘e like? As a kid?”

Nakanishi gave him a shrewd glance. “Quiet. Odd. Unpredictable. Never interacted with him much, no one did. We weren’t allowed to. Except… suppose there’s no harm in telling you. Furuta, you know her? She was charged with changing his diapers and everything else Lady Kamisato couldn’t do. She could tell you more about him than most I’d wager. But… When I did see him, he just seemed  off.  Like he was always in the middle of a pit of vipers. Suppose he was, in a way.”

“Furuta..?”

“Yes. She and I go back, hah,“ he muttered the last part quietly, a pointed look crossing his face. “She still keeps me informed on estate happenings.”

“Fffh-“ Thoma’s head was starting to throb –one of many reminders as to why he’d rather drink  anything  else. Another reminder came in the form of his ricocheting thoughts as Nakanishi’s words caught up to him one by one. “Pit. Pit of  hic vipers?”

“What else would you call Lord Kamisato?” Nakanishi huffed, reaching over to give Taroumaru a gentle scratch on the ear.

“A demon.”

Nakanishi stared down at him, perhaps taken aback by the solemn response. Thoma shrugged before slowly peeling himself off the bar to down the glass of water he’d abandoned. It was jarringly cold.

“Fair enough… But what I want you to understand- He may be a demon. A cruel and selfish one with the morals of a rabid jackal. But without him, without the Kamisato Clan, a lot of people would wake up starving and desolate. That’s how it’s always been…”

The two stewed in silence after that, Nakanishi absently tapping his glass while Thoma stared down into nothing.


 Ding. 


Taroumaru tilted his head with a puff, returning the bell to the counter and prompting the two to get back to work. Maybe he was tired of their sulking.

Nakanishi shuffled off of his stool, giving one final nod to Thoma before turning to do manager things, presumably. He paused before he got far, tilting his head back to offer one last piece of advice.

“Stay out of the lord’s way as best you can, kid. I couldn’t tell you whether it’s a blessing or a curse he’s let you live this long.”

Thoma was then thrust back into his drink delivery duties. With notably less spirit than before. Now that he was moderately sobered up and ready to go, the colourful nature of everything had dissolved into something more foggy. As if the alluring lights of the club had a blanket of thick silk wrapped around them.

He could survive with a little less colour if it meant not bumping into every living thing in the establishment. He still bumped into things, of course, just at a much lower frequency. That was good enough for him. It would keep Heihachi from shanking him at least.

By the time the last bell of the night finished vaulting around Thoma’s ears, he was barely keeping it together. Both his stomach and head felt entirely nonfunctional to the point where he could only take a few steps without needing to pause for a breather. He was positive that any sudden movements would result in a puddle of all the champagne he’d drank splattered on the floor.

Decidedly, this was not the night for him to help with closing tasks, so he hobbled his way over to a handful of equally wasted hosts; such hosts were relegated to a corner while the ‘sober’ employees helped club assistants with cleaning and rearrangement.

That’s what he intended to do at least, but he only made it about halfway across the teahouse when a burly figure came barging through the entrance-way. The not-so-subtle  bang of the door brought every pair of eyes in the room directly to the culprit.

The culprit in question froze on the spot, looking around with an embarrassed expression that didn’t match his rugged appearance in the slightest. Thoma squinted blearily; there was something familiar about him.

The man awkwardly closed the door –incredibly delicate with it now that he had the spotlight. Some people just weren’t meant for the stage.

“Who the fuck are you?” a voice snarled somewhere to Thoma’s right. Heihachi stepped around him, stalking towards the interloper. “We don’t  take  men. And if you couldn’t read the sign: we’re  closed.” 

“Stop doing my job, numbnuts,” another voice zoomed past Thoma, carried by the familiar stature of Kozue. He often forgot that typical assistant duties weren’t all that Kozue did. She was the head of security for a reason.

If Heihachi was a knife, Kozue was a missile.

With there still being a few highly intoxicated patrons left in the building –and never a lack of perverts waiting to take advantage of them– that missile was nuclear.

She gave Heihachi’s ear a scolding tug as she passed, then squared up with the newcomer without a moment of delay. In her hand, something metallic reflected the club’s moody lights.

Thoma was still squinting, struggling to place the man as the relentless sea of alcohol washed away his senses. He seemed profoundly apprehensive of Kozue, taking a cautious step back despite the way he towered over her.

His eyes flickered between her and the room before eventually settling on Thoma and hardening.

Then it clicked.

“Hiro… tatsu?” Thoma blinked, just managing to recall the name.

Hirotatsu straightened fully, clearing his throat and giving Kozue a deep bow before saying something to her that Thoma had no chance of hearing. She turned, looking a bit more relaxed but peeved nonetheless as she gestured for Thoma to join them via a simple flick of the head.

With the situation seemingly resolved, the rest of the club’s occupants promptly forgot any of it happened and resumed with their night.

Hirotatsu looked grim as ever. Though Thoma had only seen him… twice? He really couldn’t remember and he was too hammered to try.

“Time to go,” Hirotatsu commanded. Despite his muddled mind, Thoma could pick up something sombre in his tone. There was a tension pulling at his eyes.

The hair at the back of his neck raised as a slew of unease washed through him.

Something was off.

It took a moment for his brain to comprehend it, but eventually, the most ‘off’ part about the situation smacked him in the face. “… Where‘s  hic Hirano? And… I’m not supposed to leave for- another hour.”

Kozue had her arms crossed, eyes narrowing almost fatally at Hirotatsu again. Her protection duties extended to the hosts as much as the patrons, and Thoma’s discomfort was all too visible in his drunken state.

But before she could threaten anyone’s livelihood, Hirotatsu rushed out a response, “Something’s uh- come up.”

Thoma absently pressed a hand to his chest, feeling the familiar lump of metal tags under his clothes. He gave Kozue a half-hearted nod. She read the message clear enough, shooting one last glare at Hirotatsu before marching back into the teahouse proper.

Maybe it was the alcohol, or maybe it was the blurred memory of the prior evening’s events. But Thoma couldn’t shake off the deep sense of foreboding that flanked him as he stepped outside.



 To show emotion is to admit to weakness. 



 The only exception is hatred. 



 Hatred begets apathy. 



 Apathy is strength. 



 Strength is… 


A soft  drip –a leaky pipe vying for attention– was all it took to interrupt Ayato’s mantra. His father’s mantra, really. But Ayato was forced to repeat it.

He’d been repeating it for three days straight now. Whenever he got tired of vacantly staring at the murky shadows surrounding him at least. At first, he’d repeated it only as a mockery. It was a ridiculous set of beliefs. But after so long…

Lord Kamisato truly loved to design ‘discipline’ methods. As Ayato saw it, the man had an abundance of creativity when it came to such things. Though rarely was such creativity needed. Most people learned their lesson after a short beating session –the loss of a finger or two proved very effective. If not, they were simply killed or sold.

Ayato, however, presented him with the perfect opportunity to put his abounding creativity to use. Effective discipline of his son required three crucial criteria to be met that were  oh- so-fun to play with.


	Ayato had to be kept alive as his heir.

	Ayato could not sport obvious injuries.

	Ayato was not swayed by physical pain.


And so Lord Kamisato had settled on a four-part disciplinary plan.

Humiliation had been the first fragment of this plan. And by far the worst.

Debilitation had been the second –Ayato’s legs still throbbed when he put pressure on them, though now he could at least bring himself to stand steadily. For a minute or two.

The third fragment fell along the lines of isolation. He hadn’t once left the wretched basement cell they’d placed him in nor did he interact with anyone; whoever dropped off his food simply slid it under the heavy metal door and promptly dashed away.

The mantra’s repetition was the fourth and final part of the discipline. Ayato  hoped it was the final part, that is. It was carved into the walls around the small room –painted on the floor and ceiling too. And his treacherous eyes couldn’t help but read it.

Piecing all those fragments together created the perfect picture frame for the perfect punishment.

Or maybe Ayato was just going crazy.

Splitting the torture he was experiencing into the arbitrary ‘fragments’ of an arbitrary ‘plan’ just to pretend it was rational. To place a method to his father’s madness as though it was something any sane man would inflict on another.  How foolish. 

He’d spent three days alone in a cold room with nothing for stimulation but the bucket he pissed in and the food he ate.

He wanted out.

Surely his father wouldn’t keep him there long. Ayato was too important to the Yashiro Commission for that. Past confinements he’d been put through had only lasted a week at most.

Ayato could wait.

All he had to do was meditate and sleep and it’d be over soon enough. That’s how he’d made it through before.

But this time he was plagued by a churning in his stomach. By the pestering unease of the thoughts in his head and the feelings in his chest. Both things made it entirely too difficult to meditate, much less sleep.

If it didn’t hurt so much to walk, he’d certainly be pacing. As it was, all he could do was clear his throat. Trace circles on the ground with his hands.

He had no way to distract himself from such things in that sunless little cell.

Therefore, he’d spent much of the past three days agonising over his father’s words.


 He’s not your friend- 



 Not capable of any kind of affection- 



 Not worthy of it- 


Ayato had told himself those same things many times. Why did hearing them aloud cause him so much… hurt? Why did it hurt coming from someone as contemptible as his father? Like he knew anything about affection.

He scoffed at himself. The sound echoed around him, distorting against metal pipes. Almost like the room itself was laughing at his pain. He shot a glare at the scratches in the walls, expecting them to lash out.

They were just words. Really. And yet Ayato found himself despondent. To be upset over such petty things was shameful.

But even more shameful was how agitated not being able to keep an eye on Thoma was making him. Since his detainment, he’d had a constant stream of reports on Thoma’s actions. He could go watch him himself at any time he so pleased, and he often did. But now he had nothing. Where was he? What was he doing? Was he starving himself again?

He tried not to care. He really did. He knew he shouldn’t. And he hated himself for being unable to stop. Such feelings were nothing more than a weakness… Hadn’t he said that before? How many times did this conflict play in his head? Was he so unstable that madness had come for him already?

It’d been three days since he’d seen Thoma. Three days since Lord Kamisato had attacked him in the courtyard. If he knew his father, and he unfortunately did, he would take this opportunity to wreck Thoma’s mind beyond comprehension. He’d catch him off guard, trap him somewhere, put him on display. And Ayato could do nothing to stop it.

Was he being tortured too? Was he alone in a cold room, unable to move? Bleeding out? Was he in pain?

Ayato had been raised in such conditions. Thoma surely had not. Lord Kamisato’s presence alone was already enough to root Thoma to the ground. How much would he be able to take before he broke?

Regardless of how little Thoma cared for him, Ayato was worried. Terribly so. He couldn’t deny it any longer. If he lost Thoma, he lost the one weapon he had against his father. Of course, he was worried. That was natural.

But the thought of Thoma in pain sent an unpleasant reaction throughout his entire body.

He really… hated it.
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Ayato’s eyes shot open to find the oppressive door of his cell ajar. Just enough to let the smallest sliver of light shine through.

His time was up.

As expected, his confinement had been brief. Six days by his count. Nearly seven.

He forced himself up, using the wall as a crutch. He winced as his feet found purchase and a hot flash of pain rang through his lower half. The sensation of standing had just begun to feel foreign. He’d spent most of his time sitting cross-legged on the cold floors, hoping to allow his ankles a chance to recuperate.

Of course, six days wasn’t nearly enough for them to recover, and the prospect of walking across the basement and up the stairs was a daunting one.

He’d receive no assistance to ease his pain, he knew that well enough. His father had likely ordered the estate to forget about Ayato’s misstep –meaning the gritty details of his punishment were left to the vibrant imaginations of servants.

All they knew was that the young lord made a grave mistake, one no one had dared to predict. Then he’d vanished. And when he returned, they would pretend nothing had ever happened –thus they followed their orders and ‘forgot.’ But in the eyes of the everyman, such orders only applied to what they whispered around higher-ups. When those higher-ups weren’t around, they’d spread enough disturbing rumours amongst themselves and down the lines until the entire commission was drowning in unease. Just enough unease to strengthen everyone’s resolve about staying on Lord Kamisato’s good side.

Exactly what he wanted. The less Lord Kamisato had to do to keep his people in check, the better.

Ayato nudged the door open further, allowing himself a brief scan of the basement before pushing out of the room. There was no one around to watch as he limped alongside the walls, bracing heavily against them until he reached the foot of the stairs. Once there, he paused to collect himself, slowing his laboured breathing and correcting his posture as best he could. Sweat had begun to bead across his forehead, and he wiped it away in disgust.

The moment he ascended those stairs –the moment he pushed open the door at the top of the landing– he was expected to be the blindly obedient paragon of his father’s creation. Refined, commanding, and worthy of awe. Worthy of respect. And worthy of fear.

If he didn’t perform to the high standards he was subject to, his father would certainly put him through further discipline. Ayato couldn’t go through that again. Not when it meant being isolated from the people he wished to protect.

Before he could think further on who ‘wished to protect’ applied to, Ayato forced himself up two steps. By the third, his legs were blaring with so much pain he couldn’t attempt to think about anything other than keeping his balance. Ideal. The pain managed to carry him all the way up to the landing, though the task was intensely slow and gruelling.

Then he was in the hall, surrounded by the flawless warmth of the estate. An almost-violent contrast to the bleak room of cement and steel he’d been forced into. Despite the fact servants rarely entered the hall leading to the basement, it was just as well furnished as any other room, filled with intricate paintings and ancient shoji that cost more than most people would see in a lifetime.

It took an uncomfortable minute of staring at these shoji for his brain to break out of its pain-fuelled disorientation. When it did, Ayato felt rather empty. Or blank. As though his discipline had served to wipe the unruly stains off the canvas of his mind.

The trek down the hall and into the next was almost as arduous as going up the stairs had been –he could only use the walls to support himself so much. And once he was in the more inhabited sections of the estate, he’d be expected to indicate no such injuries.

So he did just that, pushing through his pain with unrivalled mastery as he passed silently through hallway after hallway. He came across a few servants and wandering guards at intervals, all of which averted their gaze and offered polite bows before hurrying past. No different than usual. From what he could make of the light filtering through outer window screens, it was sometime around noon. That meant most of the estate help would be on lunch.

It also meant Thoma should be in his room.

That was Ayato’s current destination. Obviously, he  wasn’t just going there to check on Thoma. He also intended to change his clothes and take the opportunity to treat his injuries –something he’d normally do in his private stowaway room. But he wasn’t too fond of small spaces at the moment, and that room wasn’t all that much bigger than his basement cell.

Being able to check on Thoma after his week-long departure was just… a bonus.

But as he rounded the hall leading to his room, a lean figure came hurtling towards him.

Hirano, much like Ayato, had been raised on estate grounds, an orphan plucked from the streets for training. Naturally, their upbringings had been vastly different and Ayato was never allowed much time to interact with other children. Hirano had  plenty of time, and Ayato always envied how carefree he had looked –playing in the courtyard and merrily strolling down the halls with little integrity.

The kid had always been one to lounge, a trait that followed him into adulthood. And although he tended to be lax in his methods, every task given to him was accomplished nonetheless. With much ease.

Never once had Hirano looked as stressed as he did now.

“MY LORD, I DEEPLY APOLOGISE!”

Ayato stared at him, watching silently as Hirano dropped onto his knees and into a low bow. He wasn’t sure how to respond right away –having no interaction with anybody in days and drowning in pain where he stood did very little for his social skills. So he simply waited, shifting slightly on his feet and folding his arms.

Hirano remained bowed, glancing up only once before slamming his head right back down. “I have no excuse. I understand the consequences of failure- I’ve been looking for days, my lord.”

“Looking..?” Ayato held his tone flat, belittling the way a pool of dread flooded his stomach.

“Thoma’s missing,” the words dropped out of Hirano’s mouth like twigs snapping off a tree, rigid and sharp. “He- He wasn’t at Komore when I went to pick him up.”

“What.”

Ayato’s voice came out distant to his ears, as though spoken by the mouth of another. He’d been repressing his apprehension as much as possible but now it swirled up through him at full force. He really didn’t like the way it made him feel. Combined with the pain in his legs, his mind was trapped in a red fog.


 Missing. 


Hirano’s bow deepened. “I arrived at the same time I always do. They said someone had already picked him up and- and Thoma recognised him so…”

Ayato’s first thought –or hope– was that Thoma had run away.

Where he intended to run to, Ayato did not know. Thoma was smart enough to realise how difficult running away from the Kamisatos was. He certainly wouldn’t make such a decision without having full faith in his plan.

Ayato’s thoughts were racing, flashing through every possibility. As far as he was aware, Thoma’s only confirmed connections in Inazuma lay with Komore and Bantan. Both of which had only been established  after he’d landed onshore. Of those two, Bantan was the most capable of getting him out, though he’d had no way of communicating with them since his detainment. There was also his missing father but-

“They said it was someone from the Commission, my lord- I don’t know who,” Hirano cut through his thoughts quietly. That had been the last possibility Ayato wanted to consider. The possibility he’d  known was most likely, but the one he least wanted to be true.

Someone from the Commission. Hirano was uninformed. Only three people had authority over matters regarding Thoma: Ayato, Hyakubei, and Lord Kamisato himself.

Ayato wasn’t around.

Hyakubei only followed one man’s orders.


 Father. 


Why had he even entertained the idea of nothing bad happening in his absence? Ayato truly despised his optimism.

And he despised how much he cared. Still.

But he spoke void of all emotion, barely processing how unstable his legs felt, “Stand. How long has he been ‘missing?’”

Hirano stood immediately, keeping his eyes pointed down and his voice at a whisper, “The night after the… confrontation. I took him to Komore, like always- Nothing else had happened that day other than you vanishing so I’d kept a close eye on him. I thought he’d be safe at Komore-“

“You didn’t receive orders from  anyone else?”

“No, just the orders you’d given me before. And I followed them more dutifully than I follow my own life!”

Ayato had no idea what that meant. But he did know Hirano had a tendency to spit out random things on the incredibly rare occasions where he was  genuinely bothered. Which did very little to ease any of the fears tugging at Ayato.

“What  exactly did Komore say?” Ayato asked slowly, now leaning against the wall to stabilise himself. His thoughts were jumping too much for him to care how undignified the act may be.

“All security said was a ‘rough-looking’ man busted in a bit after they stopped accepting new patrons- Thoma was familiar with him. They didn’t catch names. And Thoma was pretty smacked outta his mind too.”

“Where was Nakanishi?”

“He said he ‘wasn’t watching’ but -and forgive me for suggesting this, all respect to my superiors- but he was  definitely lying.”

Ayato’s gaze shifted, eyes narrowing when they landed on the door to his room. Nakanishi wasn’t the type to turn a blind eye to  anything.  And Ayato had explicitly ordered him to watch over Thoma with utmost diligence. To not let him leave with anyone other than Hirano or Ayato himself, no matter the circumstance.

For Thoma’s safety.

Komore-  Nakanishi  had always been far more loyal to Ayato than his father. He was even  more loyal to those he took in. Everyone at Komore had his utmost protection and care –including Thoma.

Or that’s what Ayato had been led to believe.

Maybe he truly was too optimistic. Maybe the old man needed to die.


“Hahh- So I know I asked yesterday… and the day before… but why  exactly am I here?”

‘Here’ was an eclectic little shop somewhere near the outskirts of Inazuma City. Admittedly, Thoma wasn’t sure if it was  actually near the outskirts as he couldn’t recall the drive there at all. He’d taken one look out of a moving car window while a bit too drunk and immediately blacked out.

When he’d come to, the first thing he’d processed was heavy air, smelling distinctly of sulfur and charcoal. He’d then found Hirotatsu glaring at him from the corner of a cosy little room with countless wooden boxes, charms, and colourful streamers sprinkled around. Thoma didn’t know what half the curios scattered about were, but the overall atmosphere of the place was unexpectedly festive, warm, and a little bit smoky.

All of this festivity severely mismatched the grim energy Hirotatsu seemed to permanently emit. Thoma had no idea if that was just a natural part of the man or if it was an indicator of how grave the situation was.

They’d been in that room for a few days now and Thoma had yet to be harmed, so he  supposed that was a good sign.

But the fact he was unharmed didn’t do much to ease the tightness in his chest. Being relocated so suddenly with no explanation was  really not a fun thing, he’d decided. Plus, he had no way of contacting anyone that might ease his fears of imminent danger.

And Hirotatsu gave him the same answer day after day, “Hmph.”

“Ah. Right,” Thoma sighed. He was certainly going to ask again in a few hours. And he’d certainly get the same response.

He got the same response no matter what he asked or how he asked it. At first, he’d tried to stick to broken Inazuman, vaguely recalling how it had saved him in his first meeting with Hirotatsu. Thoma had fallen right into the clueless foreigner stereotype then and wasn’t sure how safe it was to break out of that now. Ayato  did advise him to dumb down his fluency around the estate.

But they weren’t at the estate and he’d thought that maybe Hirotatsu’s short responses were because he couldn’t understand him. So after a day or so, Thoma corrected his speech.

Only to quickly learn that Hirotatsu just wasn’t a talkative fellow. And he’d come to appreciate Hirano a little more for it. What he wouldn’t give to have some sociable answers.

Hirotatsu wasn’t all that terrible though. He’d diligently supplied Thoma with fresh bandages for his neck and had even gone so far as to set up a makeshift bed for him between the rows of wooden boxes. The bed consisted of the few scavenged moving blankets they could find and Hirotatsu had selflessly kept almost nothing for his own sleeping space. Thoma had tried to offer him some of the blankets but the man had aptly refused. Trying to convince him to do anything felt much like trying to convince a boulder to roll itself up a hill.

A pity, considering Thoma could barely sleep anyway with so many nerves jittering about. Hirotatsu would surely make more good of the blankets than Thoma had. Weirdly enough, he was starting to miss the estate.

It wasn’t the whole ‘new place’ that bothered him; he was perfectly fine with new places –he never would’ve come to Inazuma if he felt he’d be unable to adapt. It was the lack of answers that made him uneasy. He really didn’t like not knowing things, especially when those things related to the Kamisato Clan. And by default, his well-being.

The door flew open with a  bam, causing various charms in the room to clink against each other. All this fanfare was to announce the entrance of a very enthusiastic girl sporting a cheerful smile, “Dinner is served! It’s dango again, that’s all you get. Just kidding, pops whipped up some soba.”

The girl immediately hopped through the doorway, expertly balancing two sizable containers of noodles, each with a plate of dango stacked on top. She did this every day. And every day, it stressed Thoma out.

He himself could barely handle balancing a single tray, let alone stacking them; and although she was incredibly adept at the task, he couldn’t stop himself from moving to assist.

She gladly handed him one of the boxes before trouncing over to Hirotatsu with the second. Normally, she’d bounce right back out the door once her delivery was complete, but this time she stayed. Thoma watched, partially amused, as she slid a few boxes out of her way to make space on the floor before plopping down and blowing a raspberry at the ceiling.

“I’m pooped,” she chirped, leaning back on her hands. Then her eyes lit up like a sparkler, jumping between Thoma and Hirotatsu. “Hope you like the dango, I made these ones myself! But anyway, when are you leaving? You’re kinda hogging up our warehouse space. Not that it’s an issue, but I’m just a bit in the dark here.”

Thoma’s ears perked at that. Maybe Hirotatsu would answer her. They were  her guests after all.

Or something. Thoma still had no idea what was happening.

All he was certain of was that this girl was Naganohara Yoimiya and she’d  insisted they call her Yoimiya. She’d been effectively babysitting them since they’d taken up residence. From what Thoma gathered, they were staying in the backroom of a family-owned firework shop. The shop also dabbled in various souvenirs, imported knickknacks, and… possibly other things based on what he’d glimpsed in some of the storage boxes.

But overall, the place seemed aggressively civilian. Just a comfy shop he might’ve stumbled upon any other day.

It was quite literally the last place he’d ever expect the Kamisato Clan to transfer him to. He was partially convinced that he’d pissed off Ayato so much that the man had thrown a dart at a map and sent Thoma wherever it landed. But that sounded too straightforward.

“Did lady Kamisato not inform you?” Hirotatsu’s brows furrowed as he split apart the chopsticks balanced neatly atop his soba container.


 Lady? Not Ayato..? 


“Nope!” Yoimiya replied before abruptly sitting up straight and adopting a slightly more put together tone, “She was all-



 ‘Yoimiya, I need a favour.’ 


and I-


 ‘Yeah, of course, anything for you! But I have to say we’re low on powder stock and pops is raising forgery prices-‘ 


and then she was all-


 ‘No, no not those kinds of favours. I just need a safe house for a few days- I can’t explain right now and I deeply apologise for troubling you.’ 



-So I said she’s welcome to use the shop anytime and went about setting up precautions. And now you guys are here! But that’s all I know.“

Hirotatsu plucked at his food, deep in thought, before giving an affirmative grunt, “We shouldn’t be here long. I don’t know what the lady is planning. Just know my orders.”

“Right-o.” Her attention turned to Thoma, giving him a thorough once over. This was the first time she’d stuck around long enough to talk to him, “Hey blondie- it’s ‘Thoma’ yeah? I’ve never seen you before. You don’t seem very Shuumatsuban-y either… New recruit? In training? You  kinda look like you’re not supposed to be here if I’m being honest.”

She wasn’t particularly wrong.

But Thoma had no idea if he was allowed to admit that.

“Ah.” He rubbed his neck, wincing at the slight stinging sensation that came with the contact. Glancing over at Hirotatsu for support was a fruitless endeavour –he seemed completely fine with letting Thoma struggle over how to respond. “Well, I uh- I do some cleaning at the estate…”

“Servant then?”

“Hah…”

Hirotatsu carefully set his chopsticks aside, speaking up and mercifully sparing Thoma from dancing around the truth, “He’s a prisoner.”

Yoimiya stared at him.

Then she broke out into a damn-near contagious laugh, “Hirotatsu! I didn’t know you were the funny type! I thought you were too tough to make jokes!”

“I’m not the funny type.”

Yoimiya’s laughing faltered and her expression stilled. She then peered at Thoma, giving him yet another once over before whipping her head back to Hirotatsu. Her voice brimmed with disbelief, “You mean it? Like for real?”

“Yes.”

“Since when does the old toff- I mean  his excellency- take prisoners alive??” Yoimiya was beyond bewildered at this. Thoma, meanwhile, was beyond tired of being reminded of his situation.

He’d met Ayato’s criteria, hadn’t he? He’d been painted an innocent man.

So he should’ve been sent home. Back to Mondstadt.

And yet the demon had demanded he stay.


 Blessing or a curse… 


Yoimiya glanced back at him again, her eyes soft and sympathetic. “Huh. That’s… something. But then why are you  here?” 

Thoma shrugged, shooting a pointed look at Hirotatsu before turning his attention to his meal. “I’m just as uninformed as you- but you said something about a lady Kamisat-“

“You do not have permission to speak of her.”

Thoma’s attention snapped back to Hirotatsu, noting the stern set of his jaw. It was the same scowling, fearsome expression Thoma had met when he’d first crossed paths with the man. When he’d first crossed paths with his new life.

Yoimiya’s eyes jumped almost comically between the two before she let out a low sound somewhere between a whistle and a sigh. “Ah, don’t mind him. While you’re on my turf, you have permission to speak of whatever. Hirotatsu, I know you mean well-”

“Apologies for the late arrival, I wished to come earlier but- Oh my, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Every head in the room turned towards the open doorway where an elegant figure now stood. Thoma recognised those grey eyes immediately. Hirotatsu rose to his feet, dipping his head into a respectable bow. Yoimiya jumped up with a grin before capering over to the newcomer without a second thought.

Ayaka gave her a soft smile before her eyes sharpened and her gaze locked with Thoma across the room. He slowly set down his food, not oblivious to how irritated she seemed. Or maybe fretful was a better word to describe her expression. Like she feared his presence –a bad omen she wished would vanish. He was starting to think she didn’t like him.

They’d only interacted twice, so he couldn’t blame her. Despite that, she looked like she had a lot she wanted to say to him.

But she bit her tongue, instead turning to politely nod to Yoimiya and Hirotatsu, “I must apologise to you both. This was all very short notice and I am deeply sorry for the lack of transparency.”

“Don’t sweat it!” Yoimiya’s laugh was gentle; Ayaka’s shoulders relaxed at the assurance. Then Yoimiya turned slightly, gesturing into the room. “I’d love to have some answers, but let me get you some food first. Ah! If I knew you were coming I would’ve made chazu- Something else.”

Ayaka blinked at her, cheeks growing pink. Clearly, the aside was some inside joke Thoma was most certainly not a part of. The two were close, that much was obvious. It felt strange to see genuine expressions of warmth plastered on the face of a Kamisato. When he tried to imagine that warmth on Ayato’s face, his mind faltered.

He couldn’t picture it. But he wanted to.

Ayaka stepped further into the room, gracefully taking a seat atop one of the sturdier boxes Yoimiya had pushed aside just for her. Hirotatsu returned to the floor, once again plucking at his food while Yoimiya stepped out of the room.

Now Ayaka’s full attention was directed at Thoma, who was halfway through his soba and doing everything in his power to not ask five hundred questions. Her eyes weren’t narrowed, but he wasn’t blind to lines of tension surrounding them. Like she, too, was holding something back.

Hirotatsu was apparently not perceptive enough to notice her struggling to restrain whatever it was that bothered her. “My lady, may I ask when we will be returning to the estate..? We’ve been here for nearly a week.”

It was an innocent question, one spoken so politely and with utmost formality. But that was all it took to snap whatever dam had been holding Ayaka back. A dam that had been holding back far more than Thoma anticipated.

“You wouldn’t  have  to be here if it weren’t for- for him!” her voice came out shaky and tense, a bowstring pulled too taut. Thoma froze as she stared him down –the expression in her eyes almost looked  hurt like he’d committed some grave offence he’d yet to be trialled for.

Even Hirotatsu came to a halt, stuck in place like he too found the outburst entirely unexpected.

Ayaka continued, ignoring their silence; her lip quaked ever-so-slightly as she addressed Thoma directly, her voice progressively growing more strained, “If it weren’t for  you,  my brother wouldn’t be- We wouldn’t be in this situation! Do you  know what you’ve put him through? What’s he’s gone through these past few- He wouldn’t be hurt right now if you weren’t here!”


 Hurt? 



 This situation? 


Thoma stared at her, mouth agape as she glowered. She was deeply upset, of that much was obvious. She’d seemed impressively put together, if not emotionally transparent, the few times he’d seen her –this interaction was not one he’d expected. Things hadn’t been going how he’d  expected for a while now.

Thoma was still entirely in the dark about everything. Her. Her brother. His situation. And quite honestly, the notion of causing his  captor pain was morbidly absurd when he thought about it from any other perspective. A part of him nearly chuckled at the irony of it.

But from his own perspective, he hadn’t seen Ayato since the man stormed out of their room. And before that, their last interaction consisted of Thoma nearly dying while Ayato faced off with his father. That face-off had surely been an act of disobedience…

A vivid recollection of Thoma’s first meeting with the demon burned across his vision just then –he hadn’t shown mercy to his son in that basement. And Ayato hadn’t even done anything back then.

Thoma liked to think he was skilled enough at solving puzzles to string a  few pieces together.

Though he had to admit, he hoped the answer he’d come to was wrong.

“He’s… hurt?” he asked with some hesitance.

Ayaka was still fuming, her fingernails digging sharply into her arms as she hugged herself. Perhaps she hadn’t expected a response, or perhaps the one he’d chosen fuelled her irritation further. “Obviously! Do you not… Of course, you don’t! Why would you!”

Thoma glanced over at Hirotatsu –he was still too taken aback to react. Thoma wasn’t surprised, he didn’t seem like the type who knew how to respond to intense emotions. Not that Thoma himself knew how to respond either.

“… Look,” he started, doing his best to sound as passive as he could, “I won’t pretend to know  anything  about what’s going on… And I  especially  don’t know what’s happened with Aya- your brother. But I don’t have any autonomy in what I do or cause here. I didn’t  choose to be here-“

“I know you didn’t!” she snapped and now her lip was trembling even more; she was about to break into tears at any minute. Thoma couldn’t begin to imagine what stress she was feeling. “If I hadn’t- If I hadn’t- It was me who-“

Before she could finish, the tears had pooled in her eyes and the words escaped her. Thoma could only stare. What else was there for him to do in this situation?

He’d dealt with people crying before. Plenty of patrons came burdened with life’s stresses, and alcohol tended to bring those stresses to the surface. But Ayaka wasn’t a patron.

She was just a child. And whatever she was going through was assuredly more than a drunkard’s lament.

Yoimiya returned just then, a ray of sunlight in the midst of heavy clouds. Seeing Ayaka in tears didn’t bring her any pause –the plate of food she’d been carrying was set swiftly to the side, and just as swiftly, she took up a position next to Ayaka on the crate. Not once did she falter in her motions, moving with far more intuition than Thoma had ever witnessed. Half his job was intuition.

And then she just sat there, bumping one knee into Ayaka’s and humming softly at her side.

No one said anything.

A few silent, angry tears curved down Ayaka’s cheeks.

Hirotatsu shot a glare at Thoma before turning his attention away.

Thoma did little more than blink in utter confusion.

But after a while, Yoimiya’s presence and melodic hums seemed to soothe Ayaka and the tears stopped.

Ayaka spoke up softly, her tone steady and sincere, “… I’m sorry. That was improper of me. I- I know you don’t have any… control over anything. I realise it is unfair of me to direct my anger at you-“

Thoma couldn’t begin to think of a response, and much to his relief, he didn’t have to. Hirotatsu spoke first.

“My lady, forgive me for assuming what may be on your mind but… What happened with Sasayuri wasn’t your fault.”

 Sasayuri? That name again.

Ayato had mentioned it when he’d confronted the demon. Thoma  thought he had at least, but he’d been running on pure fear and adrenaline as his neck bled under his fingers. So maybe he’d imagined it.

Regardless, Thoma had little idea as to what ‘Sasayuri’ had to do with anything. Or who ‘Sasayuri’ was.

Ayaka’s eyes drifted slowly in his direction and her voice came out hoarse and utterly quiet, “I… It  was, though. I messed up. And now… Now we’re here.”

“Hm.” Yoimiya frowned, squinting at Thoma. “Ah!  You’re the infamous ‘witness’ then! Half the Shuumatsuban was in an uproar over you! But that makes you being all alive even… weirder than it already was.”

“Yoimiya!” Ayaka huffed.

“What?” Yoimiya shrugged, giving a half-hearted smile. “It’s  true, isn’t it? Or wait- was I not supposed to say that? Is he not??”

Ayaka glanced between her and Thoma, still notably tense. Then she let out a heavy breath, and her eyes softened the smallest amount as she examined his face. “I don’t even know anymore… Brother said- He said he’s innocent, he’s been watching his every move. But I  know he was there when… the incident occurred.”

“Well, even if he was there, what’s to say he knows anything? You Kamisatos sure have a complicated way of going about stuff.” Yoimiya quirked a brow at her before turning to face Thoma again. Her eyes still held that kind sympathy within them. “You want to know if he saw anything? Let’s do it the Naganohara way. Hey, Thoma? What happened to Sasayuri?”

Thoma stared at her, expression blank. It felt like a trick question –something he  should know. Yet he didn’t. He wasn’t prepared for a quiz. For all he knew Sasayuri, may as well be the name of some bird. Or plant. How was he supposed to respond?

But apparently he had no need to fret, his confusion  was  a response. Yoimiya gestured towards him with one hand before sitting back. “Oookay then… Thoma? Do you even know  who Sasayuri is?”

He shook his head slowly –this question felt even more like a trap than the first one.

Yoimiya gestured again, half shrugging as she looked at Ayaka. “See? He doesn’t even know who the man is.”

“Yoimiya, people  lie… ” 

“Of course they do, but why?  Most, if not all, of the time it’s to protect themselves, yeah? And anyone with half a brain who wanted to protect themselves in  this  situation wouldn’t try to play dumb about one of the most  renowned  political figures in Inazuma. I can tell he’s got more than half his brain. So that leaves two options: he’s genuinely oblivious.  Or he’s so immensely intelligent that he knew exactly how to respond to get me to believe him, despite knowing absolutely nothing about me or my beliefs.”

Thoma hadn’t thought much about it before, but he had  excessively  little knowledge of Inazuman politics. He hadn’t been there long enough to be affected by them. Well, until he’d gotten himself wrapped in the Kamisato web. Nobumori had said the Yashiro Commission was practically the government –meaning Thoma was, in fact,  very affected by Inazuman politics.

Amazing, how much knowledge he lacked despite.

Ayaka closed her eyes, turning her head towards her feet with a weary sigh.

“… I think you believe he’s innocent too.” This time, the voice came from Hirotatsu –he did not dare look up from his food. He sounded nervous, breaching some unspoken protocol.

Ayaka lifted her head to watch him, her face tensing for a moment as though the statement had been accusatory. Insulting.

Thoma decided then: if he had to hear people debate his innocence in front of him one more time, he was going to walk into the ocean and never return… He probably wouldn’t. But he’d definitely want to.

Hirotatsu spoke once more, “If you didn’t think he was innocent, you wouldn’t have brought him here, my lady. You wouldn’t be protecting him like this. Keeping him away from your father-”

Now Ayaka seemed mildly offended. “I’m- Don’t get it mistaken… I- I’m only doing this because my brother protected him! If Thoma means that much to him -so much that he’s willing to go through…” she stuttered and her face went white; recalling some gruesome memory,  “that. If he’s willing to go through that for him, I cannot let his suffering go to waste.”


 That. 



 That? 


Thoma had been mostly fine letting everyone else do the talking, but now an intense unease struck him. Whether it was curiosity or concern that drove him to ask, he didn’t care to question it. Nor did he care to question how troubled he sounded as the words slipped out, “What happened to Ayato..?”


“Please don’t make me do this, my lord.”

“Drive.”

Hirano sighed impeccably loudly, resting his head against the wheel as Ayato stared at him from the passenger’s seat.

“I don’t want Thoma to be hurt either, but if your father has him there’s nothing-”

“Drive.”

The car started with a rumble that sounded almost as reluctant as Hirano himself. Ayato kept his focus ahead, eyes drifting slowly between the mountains and the cliffside. The sky was dark, the sun having only just vanished behind the horizon. Even from where the estate was located, the soft glow of Inazuma City was clear in the distance. Thoma was somewhere out there.

According to Hirano, Lord Kamisato hadn’t been around the estate much in the past week. Granted, that wasn’t unusual, he rarely stuck around one place for too long with the sheer number of tasks he had to oversee. But he also hadn’t employed any extra assistance on estate grounds –something he often did when conducting torture and containment. Hirano had combed through the entire manor multiple times to no avail.

The obvious conclusion was that Thoma was elsewhere. Ayato knew the locations of fifty-seven clan subsidiaries scattered across Inazuma. He’d visit every warehouse, safehouse, and headquarter if he had to.

His first stop would be Komore. He wanted to have faith in Nakanishi, the man had never let him down before. But the concern –the fear– he was feeling for Thoma’s wellbeing drove out most of his coherent thoughts.

If Nakanishi couldn’t provide an answer… Ayato couldn’t promise the old man would walk away.

Hirano side-eyed him as they pulled further away from the estate. “Haha… It’s not my right to ask, but you’re kind of currently endangering me, so I’m asking anyway.  Why do you care so much about finding him?”

“I don’t care.”

Hirano fully pivoted his head, lip raised and brows furrowed as he leaned back. “Uh-huh.”

He turned to face the road again, silent.

Then he spoke up again, because of course he did, “Theoretically- if we find him. What’s the plan? You can’t just uh- Well, frankly I don’t see what it would accomplish. If your father has him and you take him… isn’t he technically still under your father’s jurisd-”

Ayato silenced him with a glance.

Hirano was right. It would change very little. But even if that was the case, Ayato couldn’t just do nothing. As long as he could keep an eye on Thoma –keep his father from causing too much damage– that was enough. For now.

Hirano didn’t speak for a record-breaking ten minutes. But when he did, his voice was more solemn than Ayato’s own.

“Again it’s uh- not my place, I know. Chop off all my fingers if you must. But… I think you should know that it’s not a  bad thing to care about people.”

“I don’t…” but Ayato’s throat tightened before he could finish the thought.


 Liar. 



Notes for the Chapter:
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10. Righteous Asshole




 Willing to go through that for him. 


“I won’t- I cannot give you details. And don’t call him ‘Ayato!’ That’s not proper, you don’t have the right. All you need to understand is that he’s done  very  brash and  very  foolish things for you… and he’s been punished for it. He  knew he’d be punished for it.”

That’s the answer Ayaka had given him. It wasn’t much of an answer, really, but Thoma figured pressing for more would be a waste of energy. And he needed that energy so he could waste it on other matters.

Such as trying to fathom why Ayato would do those ‘very brash and very foolish things’ for him, especially knowing the consequences.

He assumed it was just because Ayato didn’t enjoy violence. As cold as his exterior was, and despite how difficult Thoma found it to read him at times, one thing had always been clear: Ayato did not enjoy hurting people as his father did. Not to the same degree, at any rate.

On the other hand, he was also an incredibly calculated man. Everything he did seemed so deliberate. Ayaka acknowledged that he knew the consequences, yes, but the statement had not been a testament to his deliberation. It had been critical of his ignorance.


 Brash and foolish. 


But why such brash foolishness for Thoma? For his prisoner?

Maybe his ass-kissing skills had been more potent than he’d thought.

But that didn’t really matter.

Thoma just hoped he was okay.

He wasn’t aware of the frustrated sigh he’d emitted until a hand waved in his face, joined by a voice, “You alright? You’re kinda getting spacey on us, blondie. Carsick?”

Yoimiya stared at him, leaning forward to hug her knees on the seat next to him. On the other side of her, Ayaka sat staring out the window while Hirotatsu in front of her drove them through crowded streets –a glittering nightscape of people moving like ghosts beneath the lights of the city, only overshadowed by the glow of the moon.

All it took was one glance at the way Yoimiya was sitting for Thoma’s ever-worrying instincts to kick in. “That’s dangerous, put your feet down and buckle up…”

Yoimiya glanced down at the floor before letting out a soft laugh, and to Thoma’s relief, plopping into a much safer position. “I can’t say you’re wrong, but you’re the first person I’ve ever heard fret about it. Hmm- oh! Is Mondstadt tight on seat belts then?”

Thoma thought for a moment, caught slightly off-guard. He got plenty of questions about Mondstadt at work, but seldom outside of it. “Ah- Tight? Yeah, I guess- it’s for safety. You say that like it’s not ‘tight’ here..?”

“Mmhm.” Yoimiya nodded, tapping her belt for emphasis as she clicked it over her waist. “The Tri-Commission only made it illegal a bit ago for us. In my pop’s days, you’d get some looks for using one in the backseat! But nowadays- I just don’t get to ride in a car enough to remember to use mine. I prefer walking, that way I get to explore and socialise and wander without restriction.”

“I prefer walking too-” Thoma paused, glancing almost longingly out the window as they passed by various nightclubs. His next words came out wistful –he missed walking freely, “I haven’t gotten to explore much lately, hah…”

Yoimiya’s brows furrowed, apologetic, “That was a bit insensitive, wasn’t it? Hmm… well, I think you’ll be able to explore again someday!”

She gave him a hopeful smile before turning to Ayaka to start a new conversation. Something about food.

Thoma only realised that she’d been intentionally offering him a distraction once she turned her attention elsewhere. Had his distress over Ayato really been  that noticeable?

“We’ll arrive at Komore shortly,” Hirotatsu’s gruff voice announced from the driver’s seat. “Nakanishi will facilitate your return to the estate. If you share with anyone of the lady’s involvement, there will be consequences. They will not be pleasant.”

Before Thoma could give his word, Ayaka cleared her throat.

She’d been silent throughout much of the day and for the majority of their car ride, especially avoiding addressing Thoma. Her struggle against her thoughts and feelings hadn’t abated much since her outburst, so he’d mostly left her alone out of consideration.

“My brother should be freed soon,” she spoke softly, no longer staring at the streets passing by. “Tomorrow, I’d expect. And… I suspect father’s rage has lessened by this time- his rage against you, at the very least. Just… don’t be stupid. Follow your orders. I can’t do anything else for you.”

“Freed?” The question slipped off his tongue before Thoma could remember how pointless it was to ask. She wouldn’t give him an answe-

“Yes, he’s been confined for days. Isolated.”

“Oh, I see…“


 Confined? 


“I took you away from the estate because he wouldn’t be around to protect you.” Now her steely eyes stared into him, harsh and certain –the eyes of a Kamisato. “I do not know why he wants to protect you so badly. I do not know what about you is so special. And I do not know why he’s putting himself through this. But I trust my brother. So I have to trust you too. Don’t make me regret that.”


 Clang- the sound of a glass being slammed against a wooden counter.

“I’ve had enough of this shit,” the slurred shout of a debauched man. His eyes fixed themselves angrily on Ayato’s face as he emerged from the back of the teahouse –somewhere near the bathrooms where the hosts freshened up, along with the private rooms that Ayato often ‘forgot’ the purpose of.

He walked slowly so as to not stumble over his aching legs; Hirano was at his side, grim and apprehensive. His face plainly displayed how badly he wished to be any where  else doing any  thing else. But he remained with Ayato. There was no question of his loyalty.

Ayato knew the names of everyone employed at Komore -the one currently yelling at him was a piece of work who went by Heihachi. Ayato rarely interacted with the hosts personally –or anyone at Komore other than Nakanishi and Thoma– but his profiling of Heihachi found him to be generally put together. And lucrative. He’d had a rough start: a terrible upbringing and a poor family life. He had his hostile moments, but he was overall a reserved man. And his hostility only ever came with a perceived reason.

Cursing at a Kamisato was well outside of reason’s authority, so Ayato quickly determined him to be wildly drunk.

He wasn’t in the mood for this. He needed to find Nakanishi and get answers.

He needed to find Thoma.

He needed him to be okay.

So he strode forward, ignoring how Heihachi stormed after him.

“What are you doing!?” Someone intercepted Heihachi’s advance, holding him off for his own safety. Nobumori, the one host Ayato knew personally –prior to joining Komore.

In fact, he’d been the one to employ Nobumori at Komore. It had originally been a punishment; the man had been foolish enough to challenge Ayato, driven by the overconfidence of receiving his first promotion through the ranks. He’d lost every game he’d dared Ayato to play, eventually proposing to a bare fist sparring match. Ayato was younger then, and he’d never been the type to put on much muscle. Compared to Nobumori, who had been built like a bulldozer, the winner of such a match was obvious.

Nobumori lost.

To both of their musings, his three-month punishment turned into full-time employment. Neither anticipated him finding more fulfilment in the hosting life than he did in the yakuza.

Clearly, his combative skills had lessened even further since then, as Heihachi weaved out of his grip with little resistance.

“Why are you people- always here?” Heihachi demanded, tilting slightly. “I don’t cAre who you think you are- I don’t cAre what happens. Nothing good  ever happens when you’re here. You’ve broken Thoma, you’ve broken families and- You know what?? Someone needs to tell you to stick it-”

Heihachi took one step too close. One hand raised a bit too high in accusation.

Then he smashed to the floor with a painful  thud, face forced into bare wood as Hirano pinned his spine down with one knee. Using his other foot to support himself, he hitched up Heihachi’s arm and landed one solid, resounding strike against the softness of his armpit. All in one smooth movement.

Heihachi screamed.

Though the sound was partially muffled by the floor, it would surely draw the attention of the club’s occupants in the main body of the establishment. Including Nakanishi. That was a good thing, he supposed.

Then Heihachi passed out. The sensation proved to be a bit too much suffering for a drunk man to manage.

Ayato had never been subjected to the pain that most certainly paralysed the host’s arm just then, but he’d seen Hirano execute the move on rare occasions before –every single time, without fail, the target lost their will to fight.

And so did Hirano.

He gently placed Heihachi’s arm back down before scrambling to place a pile of mora next to his face and offer him a half-hearted apology. As well as a stiff pat on the head.

Then he returned to Ayato’s side, mumbling, “You don’t think he’ll remember that, do you?”

Ayato simply eyed him. He’d intended to go straight to Nakanishi. To demand he tell him Thoma’s whereabouts.

But…  ‘You’ve broken Thoma.’ 

“Ah, my lord?” Hirano glanced at him. Finding no response, he turned to Nobumori, who now crouched at Heihachi’s side. “Haha sorry about your buddy… Well, we’re here to see Nakanishi-“

“What in the name of-” Nakanishi’s voice, tired and fearsome, cut through the conversation as the man in question came storming around the corner and onto the scene.

Ayato faced him, watching as the old man’s eyes took in the situation before him with ageless wit. Nakanishi had a thin knife in his hand, retracting it so quickly Ayato almost failed to note its presence –his past would never leave him, his reflexes were a sign of that. Then he tucked his arms behind his back and his face settled into a frown.

“Whatever he did,” Nakanishi nodded to Heihachi’s form, sighing with a grumble, “I apologise and ask that this mistake falls on  my grave, not his. Nobumori, please get back to work.”

Nobumori gave a solemn nod before returning to the front, out of sight. As expected, Nakanishi was ever-willing to stake his own well-being over that of his charges. So why had he let Thoma go?


 You’ve broken him… 


And then a horrible thought slammed through his skull:  Nakanishi thinks my father is safer than me. 

What other reason would he have to let someone else from the Commission take him. No, the more likely scenario was that his father had taken advantage of Nakanishi’s kindness, threatened to injure everyone else in Komore if he didn’t pass Thoma over. He was a businessman; it was only natural for him to minimise losses.

But that was a rational thought, and Ayato had yet to relearn how to process those. So the smallest voice in his head magnified itself tenfold:  you broke him.

Maybe he had.

“Um. My lord..? We came here for a reason right,” Hirano spoke up, giving a pointed nod to Nakanishi. Then his eyes brightened. “Or did you change your mind and realise how pointless this… is…”

“Where is he?’ Ayato’s voice was hushed and plain, brimming yet so-very empty all at the same time.

Nakanishi was a man of many talents. One of those talents being how well he could feign innocence. How well he could mask the feelings that he normally so openly displayed. Or to contort them to express some falsity, “I’m not sure I know what you’re asking.”

“Then it would seem I miscalculated where your loyalties lie.”

“How often do you miscalculate such things?” There wasn’t an ounce of mockery in Nakanishi’s voice.

Ayato felt his brows tense, betraying his frustration more than he liked. Maybe it was the pain in his feet –the way his legs felt faint beneath him. Maybe it was the fact he’d been cut off from the world for days. Maybe it was that nagging concern of his, the one he couldn’t shake off no matter how hard he tried.

He couldn’t think straight. He felt anger and guilt and a terrible uncertainty. There was a knife in his sleeve.

He just wanted to find Thoma. But what if that made things worse?


 You broke him. 


A warm draft sifted its way into the room just then, flowing past as the faint sound of the front door closing thunked through the walls. Customers leaving. Or entering. Women cooed. Someone dropped a glass.

The sound of Taroumaru letting out an excited  yip  followed. He didn’t yip for just  any reason.

And then another sound. One that snapped Ayato’s attention so fast he nearly gave himself whiplash.

“Thoma, where have you been? Cheers!”

Hirano took a step in the direction of Nobumori’s voice, glancing between Ayato and the hall before wordlessly slipping around the corner. Ayato just barely turned his head, eyeing Nakanishi. The old man shrugged, maintaining that stilled expression.

“For the record,” Nakanishi drawled out, just before Hirano returned from the front, “my  loyalties lie with Komore… that extends to those who keep Komore in business. And keep my host’s alive and kicking.”

Ayato’s response was silent, nothing more than a subtle nod as Nakanishi turned to cart Heihachi away. His eyes turned to Hirano, whose face was alight. And relaxed again. A good sign.

“It’s really Thoma. And he doesn’t look injured.”

That was all Ayato needed to hear.

He entered the bar in silence, scanning the room as powerful scents of bubbling champagne and mottled perfumes struck him full force. It wasn’t an unpleasant scent, though he generally preferred the calming notes of herbal teas that dominated Komore’s daytime activities. It was more peaceful when the sun was out… less lusty.

Hirano pranced past him, making a beeline towards a small group near one of the empty booths. The group consisted of a small number of hosts and in the middle: Thoma. Nobumori had an arm flung across his shoulder, shaking him rather gaudily. Thoma gave his companions a soft smile, though he looked a bit worn even from where Ayato stood. He hadn’t been sleeping well in his absence, that much was obvious. But otherwise…

The feeling that flooded Ayato’s stomach was hot, burning away much of his fears in a river of relief. Thoma was okay. Physically, at least. And he still had it in him to smile. Genuinely smile.

He had such a charming smile… Something about it, or perhaps something in Ayato himself, drew him in painfully. Did he just want to be able to smile himself? Or was it Thoma’s smile that he wanted?

The group parted as Hirano slunk into their ranks. Thoma’s eyes widened a little, then softened. Relieved. And he smiled again. Would he have the same reaction when he saw Ayato?

When he saw the man who broke him? Who ruined his life?

He considered turning away. Hirano could manage to bring him back to the estate just fine on his own. Ayato would question him there. Pretend he hadn’t felt so much worry for Thoma’s well-being. Treat him like the prisoner he was and cut off that bond that was driving him to such irrational thoughts. Thoughts that had almost led him to disembowelling Nakanishi. He’d remind himself they  weren’t friends. Remind himself how Thoma would have been better off had they never met.

Hirano’s head flicked back –Ayato’s only warning. His only chance to vanish before Thoma noticed him. But for once in his life, he wasn’t quick enough to decide.

Thoma’s eyes met his across the club-the teahouse-the whorehouse-whatever the hell Komore was. It didn’t matter. All he could see was a sea of emerald green, mixing so easily with the haze of muddy pink cast down from the lights. Splashes of ardent reds and faint oranges. Every single light in the room seemed to focus on Thoma. Framing his face in something more divine than the celestial seats above. In that moment, everything about him, from the curve of his nose to the sculpt of his neck; the softness of his lashes to the certainty in his stance; everything, all of Thoma, could rival the very heavens in their beauty. Ayato’s mind went blank.

Beautiful. He was beautiful.


 Why. 


Ayato often resorted to staring. When he did not find words acceptable or felt sharing his thoughts held no purpose: he stared. But this time, he stared because something in him  wanted to. Not because there was nothing to be said –there was so much to be said, so much he didn’t understand. Thousands of thoughts swimming through the still water of his head, yearning to reach the radiance before him.

He stared because he couldn’t bring himself to do anything else. He didn’t want to look away.

Six days wasn’t that long. Not in theory. And yet it had been long enough that Ayato had developed a great fear. A fear that this radiant figure would disappear the moment he looked away.

And there was no one to say if he would or not.

So he kept his eyes locked on Thoma.

And Thoma returned his stare, though Ayato could not read his face. Not with his thoughts so disorderly and washed out and blinded and overwhelmed.

Thoma looked away first. Their gazes no longer met and an uncomfortable pang hit Ayato’s throat, a tightness, a dryness. Not willing to be ignored. Hirano was nudging Thoma forward, lightly reprimanding him in the process. Scolding him for disappearing and begging him to have an acceptable answer. Talking about how worried he’d been and how hard he’d searched.

If only Ayato could speak so openly.

“You should sit, my lord,” Hirano called as they neared, gesturing towards one of the barstools. “You’re still in-”

“Silence.” Ayato’s voice came out ever-so-slightly cracked, and a bit snappier than he’d planned. The thought of Thoma seeing his weakness –his shame– was appalling enough. He’d been too vulnerable with the man on one too many occasions.

He needed to stop. To stop feeling so strange. Acting so strange.

But Thoma’s presence alone was enough to burn away his resolution. His certainty.

 Why was it so hard?


 He’s using you to find his father. 



 He has no choice. 



 You’re using him against yours. 



 You have a choice. 



 Stop feeling- 


“Can I get you a drink?” Thoma spoke hesitantly, pausing slightly over his words as his eyes flicked over Ayato’s face.

“A drink…” Ayato repeated, still horridly dazed by nothing more than his own boggy mind. But something about Thoma’s voice was grounding, an anchor in the endless sea, providing just enough weight to keep him from drifting away. So he cleared his throat, straightened his poise, and droned with dignity, “This is not a recreational visit. We will be returning to the estate to discuss matters shortly. I hope… you have been well.”


Thoma had so much he wanted to say. To ask.

So much.

But he bit his tongue. For the time.

Ayato was… off-kilter. His eyes looked strained and his voice sounded less secure in its commands. He’d looked at Thoma like he’d never seen him before, and spoke like he’d forgotten how.

Thoma supposed he’d be much the same if he was ‘confined’ for six days in a row. He  barely  managed to go a  single day locked in a room. Any longer than that sounded excruciating.

He couldn’t imagine what exactly Ayato had gone through, and he didn’t quite want to.

There was also the limping. The way his feet caught every so often and he faltered the slightest amount in his strides. The way those strides were slower than usual –like he was putting more effort into determining his steps than any healthy man ever would. The way his shoulders tensed at intervals when he grazed the ground a bit too hard.

He was trying to hide that limp. Trying. Thoma hadn’t the slightest idea why. The fact bothered him.

But he doubted Ayato wanted to hear him fret over his well-being. He wouldn’t believe the fretting was genuine anyway.

Though at that point, Thoma didn’t particularly care how genuine Ayato thought he was –he just wanted Ayato to stop straining himself.

Physically and mentally.

But he’d wait until they got further into the estate. He was patient like that. Sometimes.

They’d only  just stepped through the gates leading into the courtyard. Despite how the sun had yet to rise, an impressive amount of people loitered about –at this hour, most of them weren’t terribly busy, doing little more than lounging, spreading idle gossip and the like. Still, they kept their wandering eyes off the group as best they could. Strange.

Thoma had nearly forgotten how massive the place was. What he hadn’t forgotten was the smell of the sea breeze though; and for a fleeting moment, he found the familiarity of the scent almost soothing.

His eyes landed on a burly figure as they neared the front doors. The figure looked his way once, meeting his gaze like a clash of steel. Then Hirotatsu looked away, staring off into the night as though he’d been guarding that door for days. The message was clear enough: a reminder to ‘forget’ where they’d been.

Before Thoma could turn his attention elsewhere, Hirano appeared in front of Hirotatsu –immediately asking something he could not hear. Hirotatsu’s face betrayed nothing of the conversation, though he sent a second, narrowed glance in Thoma’s direction before Ayato guided him through the door.

Thoma figured he was just glaring to glare. It wasn’t like Hirano knew anything about the situation.

As per usual, the estate’s interior was unnecessarily dark and Thoma found himself blind.  Would it kill them to have some lights? 

He hadn’t quite memorised the layout; he’d barely had time to get used to the cleaning tools that’d been thrown at him, let alone map the place. And the gods knew how terrible Thoma was at navigating through lightless spaces.

Ayato seemed to forget this. His halting footsteps had taken a few strides forward already, leaving him behind.

“Ah- Lord Ayato?” Thoma’s voice came out squeakier than expected as he tested the title. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

Then he decided he wasn’t particularly a fan.

But Ayato didn’t like ‘my lord’ and Ayaka said he didn’t have the right to use ‘Ayato.’ The Kamisato’s had a lot of rules and etiquettes and Thoma didn’t understand half of them. Especially when they clashed with preferences.

 “‘Lord Ayato?’”  Ayato returned to him, close enough that Thoma could make out his dark form. The slight lull of amusement in his voice was intensely relieving. Thoma hadn’t heard it in a while. And the last time they’d talked, there was nothing to amuse about.

Recalling the ‘last time’ hurt. The last words Ayato had spoken to him still held a faint sting.

But who was Ayato to determine whether kindness was wasted or not? Or how real that kindness was? From what Thoma could gather, Ayato didn’t know much about kindness.  At all. 

Which was a realisation that swirled murky feelings of concern and compassion through his gut. Thoma’s mother had always been very kind to him –kind to his father too, despite how entirely absent he was. She’d  never talked poorly of him, and she’d made a point to drill Thoma about the importance of such things. He took those drillings very seriously and tried his best to act in accordance.

But what had Ayato been taught of kindness?

How did the demon view kindness? And how many of his views had he forced onto Ayato’s childhood?

Thoma stared at the shadowed figure in front of him. It was hard enough to make out Ayato’s expression in direct lighting, let alone pitch blackness.

“I can’t see…” Thoma muttered, watching as the shadow shifted. Ayato was still struggling to hide the discomfort in his legs.

“Neither can I.”

“… Lord Ayat-“

“Why are you calling me  that now?”

Thoma blinked into the darkness –he  really  was not keen on getting scolded about names again. “Look, I don’t know. What am I  supposed to call you?”

“Supposed..?” Ayato’s tone was dry, “I would  rather you-“

He cut himself off abruptly, catching himself on some formality. Or something like that. Thoma took the opportunity to make a mental note just then:  Ask Hirano for a list of appropriate titles. 

Ayato spoke again, now significantly quieter. And a lot closer. Thoma flinched as a whisper tickled his ear, becoming accutely aware of the  presence at his side, “Just ‘Ayato.’ If you will…”

Then he backed away. And spoke again, louder; almost as though he was speaking to someone elsewhere in the room, “You will refer to me as ‘my lord.’”

Thoma couldn’t do much other than sigh inwardly. It felt so strange to be in a house where words were so… laced. Where he was constantly being surveyed. Come to think of it, Ayato  always spoke rather hushed around him. Even when they were alone.

“Okay then…” He nodded, though he doubted Ayato could note the movement in the dark.

Thoma took one hesitant step forward, watching as Ayato’s shadow shuffled to the side, giving him space. Then a guiding hand was on the small of his back and Thoma couldn’t stop himself from jolting at the contact.

Ayato’s hand retracted quickly and an inexplicable wave of guilt sloshed through Thoma as he turned to apologise.

But there was nothing to turn to. Ayato’s shadow had merged with every other shadow until his form was practically invisible.

“I’m sorry-“

“I apologise-“

Both of their voices came out at the same moment, tumbling over each other in the otherwise silent room.

Maybe it was just Thoma, but by the Archons, everything felt  awkward. Like he was learning to dance for the first time with some poor stranger in tow, tripping over each other’s feet.

But  why? 

Figuring Ayato was not the type to swallow his pride and attempt to help again, Thoma cleared his throat, chuckled wearily, and spoke, “Please guide me.”

Ayato reappeared faster than expected –if Thoma didn’t know better, he would’ve thought the man was eager. The awkwardness did not abate, however.

“I am going to touch you now…” Then Ayato’s hand slowly grazed Thoma’s back, settling between his shoulder blades.

Thoma didn’t even register the contact that time, he was too focused on the words.  Why does he sound so cautious? 

It wasn’t like him. Or at the very least, he never came across that way.

Thoma spent the rest of the walk churning over his thoughts. Thinking about all that Ayaka had said and all that Ayato had done. The way he’d treated Thoma, the subtle ways he reacted to things, how much went on beneath his blank eyes.

Thoma decided he’d never take simplicity for granted again. Maybe too much complexity was bad for the soul.

Speaking of simplicity, his room was just as he’d left it. Simple, spacious, and clean. Again, weirdly comforting given that he had no choice but to be there. But comforting nonetheless. One of the lights flicked on, painting the floor with hazy oranges as Ayato stepped past him. He turned his back to Thoma, aiming for the pile of mats.

But he didn’t turn fast enough for Thoma to miss the sickly pale hue on his face. His legs were shaking. Badly, as he took a few steps into the room. The walk up must’ve taken a toll.

Thoma was a creature of instinct. The moment he saw Ayato tilt forward, he was there. He slung one arm around Ayato’s back, weaving himself in such a way that Ayato’s arm rested across his shoulders, secure. With his other hand, he pushed up against Ayato’s sternum, just enough to stop his fall as he collapsed. Beneath his fingers, he could feel the rapid rise and fall of his chest. Then that stopped.

Unlike the last time Thoma attempted to assist him, Ayato  didn’t pin him to the floor in a violent frenzy. How kind of him. Instead, he petrified on the spot. That’s what it felt like at least. Thoma could’ve been convinced he was holding a marble statue if they stayed there long enough.

“Stop holding your breath…” he muttered after a moment, a bit concerned as he lowered them both to their knees. “Breathing’s good for you-“

“What… are you doing…” Ayato’s voice was so  small, so vacant. Near unrecognisable. A little bit ominous too.

Thoma swallowed, still holding Ayato like he’d crumble to stony bits the moment he let go. “Ha- Helping..? I hope..?”

“I don’t need-“

“You shouldn’t walk on an injured leg. What if it gets worse?”

“I don’t want-“

“And pretending it doesn’t hurt won’t help anyone. You’ll just let the wound fester that way.”

“…”

“Look, I didn’t wanna say anything until we got here. I know you’re trying to hide it, but see where that’s gotten you!”

“Did you forget already?” Ayato stared blindly at the floor; his tone was weak yet barbed –as though all but one of the barbs had been sheared away, “I don’t like poor acting, I don’t like fake kindne-“

“Did  you  forget already?” Thoma shot back, far more livid than either of them, expected. “You can’t tell the difference between an act and reality. And everything  you  do is an act, isn’t it? And you know what? I think you’re a  terrible  actor. Good actors don’t shun the people helping them. Good actors recognise the importance of the stage crew. The other cast members- whatever! You don’t! You  insist  on taking every task yourself. You- you righteous  asshole.” 

Both went silent. Thoma was staring so intensely, watching as his grip on Ayato’s shirt tightened before he could stop himself. He could feel his heart beating beneath his palm. Proof that Ayato had one. It was beating so fast, like it wanted to escape.

And Thoma was so… upset.  Remarkably upset.

He knew he’d allowed the tension inside himself to build too much, but there was little else he could do. He’d had no way to release it, and now here it came, tumbling out with reckless abandon.

Ayato forced himself through pain to protect him.  Why couldn’t he let someone else help  him for once? It was unbearable. It wasn’t fair.

It made Thoma seethe.

The way Ayaka cried. The way she couldn’t control when her emotions flooded out. The way Ayato  refused to cry. The way he wouldn’t allow his emotions to show.

The way everyone at that damned estate put on an act to survive. They were  all prisoners there. He knew that now. And what was there to do about it.

Thoma breathed out once, releasing his anger in that single breath; his grip loosened and his hand dropped as he slipped his arm off of Ayato’s back. Ayato’s hands fell limp to his thighs, but much to Thoma’s relief, he did not crumble on the spot.

Thoma lowered his voice –he didn’t care about the way it cracked, how stupid he sounded, “Let me help you just this once. Please, Ayato.”

Ayato’s expression was cold –he still looked nauseous from the pain in his legs. Again, his voice was distant and empty, “You gain nothing from doing this.”

“And you’d ‘gain nothing’ if I didn’t. Does  everything have to be about gains and losses? And if it does, why are you the one taking the losses? Be selfish!”

“… Thoma, I  am  selfish. I’m not a good person. I’ve  broken people, I’ve killed people, you know that?”

“You’ve  saved  people, too. But honestly, I really  don’t care right now. I’m not here to debate morality with you.”

Thoma shot to his feet before Ayato could protest further. He quickly strode over to his pile of belongings, untouched since he’d last been there. Ayato had left a few rolls of gauze bandages when he’d been treating Thoma’s neck and so he made a beeline towards those. He wasn’t sure what kind of injury Ayato was sporting, but the bandages could provide some level of compression and –hopefully– relief.

He mostly just needed Ayato to stop walking on it. Which he’d apparently succeeded at, as Ayato had not moved from his spot on the floor. Though it was also possible he just  couldn’t move.

Thoma crouched in front of him once more, gesturing towards his legs. “Could you extend them… please? And show me where it uh- hurts?”

Ayato glowered at him, his expression nothing less than dark and dubious. But he slowly complied nonetheless.

Thoma, for all his talents, was not a medical expert. But he’d received plenty of injuries in his childhood, all from chasing curiosities and not paying attention to things as much as he probably should’ve. He’d picked up enough watching his mom treat said injuries that he could generally sort out what he needed to do.

And he  did sort it out. He just wasn’t very good at putting things to practise.

Nonetheless, he went to work, gently lifting Ayato’s leg and rolling back the cuffs of his pants. His skin was smooth, unexpectedly delicate. Cold. Thoma was able to pinpoint the problem areas quick enough, though all he had to go on were the faintest hints of bruises, rather high above Ayato’s ankles. The skin there was notably a bit warmer, and Ayato winced sharply every time Thoma’s fingers pressed against the area, which didn’t particularly help in the whole wrapping thing.

Thoma wasn’t very good at wrapping gauze, he’d recently learned. In the past week, he’d been attempting to wrap his own neck by himself and it’d never been nearly as well done as Ayato’s original artistry.

Thoma would learn eventually. He was determined.

But not right then. He was too busy wasting more bandage than necessary and apologising profusely to Ayato whenever he started to rewrap. He wasn’t making a very good case on the whole ‘let people help you’ thing.

Eventually, however, he had one ankle swathed and propped up on his knee. Thoma smiled at the gauze, proud of his success. He allowed himself a little celebratory huff for his effort before finally raising his head to look at Ayato, seeking some praise. Or critique.

Instead, he found Ayato staring back at him, looking a bit startled when Thoma’s gaze met his –flushed almost, as if he’d forgotten to breathe again. The moment was so incredibly brief that Thoma probably imagined it. Probably.

“Is that good..?” he asked, watching as Ayato’s eyes drifted away from his face and down to his handiwork.

Ayato leaned forward a bit, suffering a wince in order to examine the wrapping more closely. Thoma felt a bit anxious, he was certainly about to receive a terrible report on how badly he’d done. He’d redone the wrap so many times that he’d lost all confidence in the end product.

But Ayato just shrugged, offering a silent nod of approval before his eyes locked on the bandage Thoma had wrapped around his own neck.

Ayato’s arm shot out. Thoma’s breath hitched. Lithe fingers slid under the gauze, grazing against his throat and the sensitive skin over his wound. The sensation drew a shiver across his arms. Then Ayato pulled his finger back –the entire wrap came undone.

He sat back, raising a brow at Thoma. “It’s better than that, at least.”

Thoma glared at him, though the sentiment held no anger. Ayato was right –he hadn’t put much effort into wrapping his own wound, after all. To be fair, it had  mostly healed. And it no longer itched. It hadn’t been a terribly deep cut, he just hoped it wouldn’t scar.

But the slight fuelled Thoma’s determination further. He moved onto the other foot with vigour, hoping that wrapping that one would be a smoother task than the first and now dead set on making it perfect.

A soft  thud drew his eyes up to Ayato again. Or down? Ayato was on his back now, staring up at the ceiling with both arms resting on his stomach. It was probably more comfortable than sitting up while Thoma tugged at his leg.

“Where do you- Who… who took you away?” Ayato’s murmured voice hit the ceiling after a minute or so of quiet. Thoma almost didn’t realise the question was for him.

He’d been waiting for the man to ask –there was no way he wouldn’t– though he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to answer. Telling him wouldn’t endanger Ayaka, would it? Hirotatsu wouldn’t bust through the walls with a sledgehammer if he did… right?

 ‘I trust my brother,’ that’s what she’d said.

That was enough confirmation for Thoma. And maybe  he trusted Ayato, too.

But he still mumbled the answer, like a child admitting to stealing snacks and hoping they wouldn’t get caught if that admission was fast enough, “Your sister, haha…”

Ayato stiffened, something Thoma certainly would not have noticed if he wasn’t manhandling his leg just then.

He raised his head to peer at Thoma, eyes ever-unreadable. “Hm.”


Notes for the Chapter:
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11. Deal - Delusional - Deadly
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The speed at which Thoma fell asleep was incredible. Admirable, even.

Once he’d finished his gauche and disorderly wrapping of Ayato’s ankles, he’d hurried about setting up their beds, generously constructing Ayato’s right where he sat, still immobilised.

Then Thoma proceeded to dim the lights and promptly passed out mere seconds after his head hit the pillow. Without so much as another word. He hadn’t even grabbed himself a blanket. Ayato supposed he was correct on his assumption that Thoma had slept poorly in the past days.

He hadn’t slept that well himself, his basement cell saw no sunlight –his only method of counting time came from how many meals he’d been given. His body didn’t quite know when to sleep in there, and whenever it did manage to doze off, he’d wake shortly in cold sweats, paralysed by paranoia and shame and worry all at once.

He couldn’t sleep just then either. The sun would be rising within a few hours –approximately two by his guess. He’d been so caught up in finding Thoma he hadn’t had the time to sort out his plans. His father had likely left orders for him in Ayato’s study. Probably some form of warning too, a final nail in the coffin of his discipline.

And then there was the issue of Ayaka.

And the issue of Thoma.

And the issue of… well, Ayato himself.

Distinctly, his feelings. They seemed to be in an eternal state of disarray since his punishment. Perhaps he just needed time. Time to readjust to his previous routines. He was expected to resume them as though nothing had ever happened. As though he’d never challenged his father.

He could do that. Now that Thoma was okay, he could do that.

But the fact Thoma’s well-being was now a significant factor as to what Ayato could do was a problem. He’d been a factor before –Ayato was dutiful with keeping an eye on him– but now it wasn’t just a matter of duty but a matter of… affection? 

No.

It wasn’t any form of affection. It couldn’t be. His father’s words taunted him. The thought would’ve never even crossed his mind otherwise. Surely.

Ayato flicked his eyes over to Thoma’s sleeping form, watching slow breaths raise his shoulders. He’d placed his mat fairly close to Ayato’s again, though that was perhaps a matter of habit. Ayato couldn’t see his face –it was smashed into the pillow and angled in the opposite direction. All he had to look at was that mess of blonde hair. It appeared as though he hadn’t been taking good care of it recently, and Ayato wondered where exactly Ayaka had taken him.

And why.

If his legs weren’t stinging so badly, he’d have stalked over to her room the second Thoma told him she was the culprit. It was reckless. She was reckless. That recklessness would get people hurt. Get  her hurt. Thoma was Ayato’s problem, he didn’t want his sister risking herself for their prisoner, too.

Thoma shifted slightly, burying his face further into his pillow and pushing around his messy hair in the process. A few thick strands stuck up at the sides, propped up like ears, and for the second time, Ayato was smacked with the image of a puppy. It’d been peculiar enough the first time, but this was getting absurd. Worse, a strange feeling buzzed at his fingers. A pull. An innate desire to  pet. 

He wanted to brush his fingers through that soft hair again, more thoroughly this time. To gently untangle the knots and smooth over every flyaway. To comb through it and feel its thickness beneath his fingertips.

Ayato stared down at his hands, dumbfounded by the sensation.  Absurd. He flexed his fingers, digging into his palm until his entire arm threatened to shake from the strain.

Maybe he  had gone insane. Maybe his stay in the cell had been longer than six days. Maybe six months had passed and he’d fully lost his ability to reason or comprehend anything anymore. Obviously, his mind had broken down so terribly that he now found everything about Thoma… beautiful. Soft.

Or maybe the food he’d been given had been laced with poison, intended to befuddle his mind –these feelings were the after-effects.

Thoma had quite literally berated him just a few moments ago and what had Ayato done? Nothing. No retaliation. He’d taken in every word, accepted them, and refused to fight back. Like he’d  wanted to hear them. Or needed to.

Ayato had definitely lost it. He was now delusional. That had to be it.

But that wasn’t it, and he knew it wasn’t. He didn’t know if he wished it  was. 

Something about Thoma made him feel weird now. Like someone had dumped a bag of feathers into his stomach, and every time he met Thoma’s eyes, those feathers fluttered about. No matter how hard he guarded himself, no matter how many screens he set up between them, Thoma found every small fissure with just a glance and saw right through his defences like they were barely there to begin with.

Ayato had never felt so vulnerable in his life.

He didn’t want to feel that way. The concept was too foreign to him, too unknown. He didn’t want to feel those strange flutters that he felt when Thoma insisted on taking care of him. Didn’t want to feel such an uncontrollable desire to protect him. Didn’t want his rationality burned away at the mere thought of Thoma getting hurt. Again.

He couldn’t afford to feel those things.

Such things placed a fog over his mind that obscured his ability to reason. Such things drove him to act on brash emotion.

Why did he feel such things in the first place?

Thoma had shifted again, now exposing a small fraction of his face under the dimmed lights. His nose was squished up against the pillow and his mouth was partially open, a dash of drool glistened on his lip –by all means an inelegant sight.

And yet the feathers fluttered about, carrying with them the memory of Thoma’s face when Ayato found him that night. The way he smiled. The feeling of his hands as he wrapped Ayato’s ankles, clumsy, yet tender. And firm. The way his eyes widened when Ayato had reached out to touch his neck.

Ayato forcefully turned away.

He had work to do. The pain from overexerting his wounds had mostly dissipated, taking the initial nausea along with it.

He’d be fine leaving then and there. He’d be able to make it to his study without collapsing, at least. And then he could force his mind to focus on work and work alone. That would surely help readjust him back into his normal self. He’d find time to sleep later-

But his traitorous eyes glanced back at Thoma.

He didn’t want to leave him alone. Didn’t want him to disappear again. Didn’t want him to be where Ayato couldn’t reach him.

He supposed he could stay a little longer.


“You wake him up.”

“It’s  your job. And aren’t you guys friends? Why are you being weird?”

“I’m not friends with him! Well, okay, I  thought we were, but then he ran away without telling me! The fact I didn’t get my ass beat by either of the lords for losing him?? A miracle, Koharu, a miracle.”

“Oh  please , I can’t even think of the last time you got punished.”

“Listen though. Dunno what the young lord went through, but he looked  mean when I told him- That’s not important! My life was in danger, so I’m revoking friend privileges!”

“You liar. You’re a liar. A liar who tells lies. You know what they’ll call you in the servants’ quarters, buddy? That’s right, a liar.”

“Okay, fine! But  he’s  gonna revoke the friendship privileges if I wake him up. Clearly, he’s very tired- how would you like it if I woke  you up after nights of restless sleep??”

“You’ve done exactly that on every day off I’ve ever had. And hold on! Why should  I be the one to annoy him then?”

“Well, clearly because  I don’t want to annoy him. And you lose nothing if he’s annoyed!.. Flip a coin?”

“It’s  YOUR job, Hirano! But tails.”


 Clink. 


“Damn!”

The bickering voices in Thoma’s half-conscious mind came to a pause. He’d thought he was still dreaming, the conversation felt like little more than a remnant of his subconscious as he drifted between waking and sleep.

Then he was being nudged. Or jostled more like. Hirano’s voice blared against his ears like a siren, “Good morning, scum! I regret to remind you that you are back on estate grounds, so now you have to work! Again!”

Thoma stared into his pillow, forced awake and wildly disoriented as fractals of sleep still fettered his mind. The conversation had not, in fact, been a dream.

“He’s awake,” Koharu’s voice, flat and bored. Her statement was a merciful one, having stopped Hirano’s jostling in its tracks and saved Thoma’s poor, not-quite-awake-yet brain in the process.

Thoma flipped over heavily, only to find himself tangled in a thick blanket. He didn’t recall using a blanket that night, but he didn’t have much time to consider the fact.

Koharu stared down at him from the open door of his room, a bucket in hand and a voice planer than plywood, “It’s noon. You’ve slept in late enough.”

Thoma squeezed his eyes together, giving himself a moment to wake up his senses before offering her a bleary nod and making to move.

After a brief struggle with the blanket, he managed to sit up; his limbs felt stiff from sleeping so heavily after days of doing just the opposite and the dry taste of drool felt crumbly on his lips. He stretched carefully, letting his gaze zip between Koharu and Hirano –the latter of whom was squatting where Ayato’s futon had been. Thoma squinted at the current lack of futon, wondering when Ayato had left and if he had been in the right state to do so.

He probably hadn’t been.

But he supposed Ayato was not one to remain for long, and there was little he could do about the man’s actions. So after a moment of deliberation, he mumbled out “I still- I’m still supposed to be cleaning? Out there?”

“Yeah, the orders were never withdrawn-“ Hirano hopped to his feet with a shrug. “I imagine you’re stuck with ‘em till the lord sets you free or someone says otherwise. Kinda surprised the young lord’s cool with letting you wander after all the…” He paused, drawing a line across his throat to mirror where the demon’s knife had been. “But I’ll take this as him putting his trust in me, so I will do my best to keep you uhh- alive? Out of the way? Both.”

“You’ve missed a week’s worth of training,” Koharu cut in, setting down the bucket in front of Thoma’s futon –a clear sign for him to pick it up. “Furuta’s busy with other matter’s today, so you’re stuck with me.”

Thoma’s eyes fell on the bucket presented. It was stuffed with cleaning supplies at the moment, much as it had been a week ago. He didn’t quite feel inclined to reach out for it.

The whole situation felt odd. To jump right back into what he’d been doing before? Like nothing had happened? He’d only just got back and from what he’d gathered, he was suspended in a constant state of danger.

And he still hadn’t gotten any answers as to why Ayato was protecting him. Or answers to anything. He was very tired, metaphorically and physically.

Thoma stood slowly, eyes flicking between his two companions and the bucket. “I feel like I shouldn’t be roaming the halls-“

“Did you think your disappearing act would get you off work?” Koharu quirked a brow. Her tone did not once fluctuate into any emotion other than dry and uninterested, “People disappear around here all the time. Once you’re back  -if you’re back- you pretend nothing’s changed. That goes for everyone, no matter where you stand. That’s Kamisato 101. Got it?”

Hirano came to Thoma’s defence, sticking out his tongue in feigned distaste, “Ah. So blunt! He’s new and not from here, cut him some slack, Haru-“

“That is a full-grown man. He can handle a little bluntness,” Koharu responded with a scrunch of her nose, “besides- if he doesn’t get the rules sorted out, he’ll cause more problems than he already does. He pisses off the lord by just existing. I’m doing him a favour here.”

Before Hirano could execute a retort, Thoma waved him off with one hand and slipped the other under the handle of his bucket. “Thank you, miss.”

 “Miss?”  both Hirano and Koharu choked in perfect sync. Hirano barely held back his laugh as Koharu shot him a mock glare.

Thoma wanted to facepalm, though he resisted the urge –first Ayato and the title incidents, now this. “Is that not proper?”

“Ha! No, it  is proper-“ Hirano waved his hands in appeasement, grinning ear-to-ear.

Koharu picked up where he’d left off, “-just a bit more formal than necessary.”

“It’s very host-y of you,” Hirano continued with a laugh, “but you don’t have to be that proper with the women here, talk to them the same way you talk to me! Except for the Kamisato ladies  -always be proper with them.”

“Ladies?” For whatever reason, Thoma had assumed there was only  one Kamisato lady –Ayaka. Though now he realised how silly that assumption had been; the demon couldn’t reproduce by himself. Probably not, at least.

Ayato had never mentioned a mother, and for the few days Thoma had been allowed to roam, he’d never seen any sign of her.

Koharu took a step out of the room, gesturing for the other two to follow as she talked, “You’ve met the young lady already -lady Ayaka. Or you have in passing, at least.”

Thoma nodded as she glanced back. He’d met her a bit more than  ‘in passing’ probably entailed, but that wasn’t for him to share. Then her eyes flicked to Hirano at his side before she continued; her tone was still flat but now a bit more circumspect.

“As for her mother… She’s a busy woman. She saves face for the lord. For the whole Commission really, and- well. She’s busy. Very busy. That’s all I got on her. Hirano, you can take it from here.”

Hirano shrugged as the group slipped around a corner, heading for some stairs. “I dunno. The lady’s very kind to all of us low-lives and her daughter, haha. Not around much though- she does a lot of public management things, but that stuff’s not my forte. I have a lot of respect for her, just don’t know much about her. So uhh- not much else I can tell you.”

Thoma furrowed his brows as they continued on. There wasn’t anything wrong with their answers per se, and their responses hadn’t held any contempt within them. But it was this lack of contempt that brought a sense of ambivalence to Thoma’s mind. He couldn’t blame Ayaka and Ayato for the sins of the father, but he couldn’t imagine what kind of person would marry that father.

Was it a ‘like attracts like’ arrangement? Or the magnetic pull of opposites instead?

He’d likely find out, eventually. He wasn’t particularly looking forward to that.

Koharu and Hirano came to an abrupt stop, causing Thoma to stumble over his own feet before halting himself. They were in the middle of a hall Thoma didn’t recognise –or maybe he did recognise it; a lot of the halls looked fairly similar and he hadn’t yet memorised all the distinguishing furnishings of each individual section of the estate. He very well could’ve passed through there. But if he had, he could not recall.

He wondered how many of these halls and rooms were actually used. If he wandered enough, would he find a place no one had touched in years?

Hirano proceeded to pull open the door they’d stopped at, surprisingly delicate with it given how he tended to fling the door to Ayato’s room open with little caution. Koharu stepped through the threshold, turning to flick on the lights in the vast room now presented to Thoma.

It was huge. Practically glistening with soft marble and lacquered wood –an aggressively contemporary contrast to the atmosphere of the hallways. Thoma figured a party of twenty could comfortably share the room if they so wished.

A bathroom. It was a bathroom. A bathroom more spacious than the house he’d shared with his mother and far larger than the apartment he’d rented for himself.

The bathtub, if he dared refer to it as such, took up an area larger than one of Komore’s booths. It was practically a swimming pool. He was exaggerating, but it certainly could fit at least six people at a time.


 Huh? 


His mouth was probably agape but he didn’t care enough to close it as he goggled at the surrounding room. He shouldn’t be surprised, he was fully aware of how rich and powerful the Kamisatos were. But this just seemed  excessive. 

And the bathroom he’d been allowed to use was reasonably small –a half bath with a toilet and a sink and weird soap that looked incredibly expensive yet smelled like utter garbage. Overall, modest and reasonable. Very unlike the place he currently stood in.

“Fancy, right?” Hirano’s voice broke through his bewildered stupor. “There’s two others like this. Would you believe this is the smallest of the three?”

“The…” Thoma trailed off, making a defeated gesture with one hand as his eyes drifted around. A huge mirror made up half of one wall and he shortly met his own eyes within it. He hadn’t bathed in a few days and was, unbeknownst to him till then, an absolute mess. Far too grubby to be in such a lavish room.

“The other two are elsewhere -one’s attached to the lord and lady’s room and one’s for lady Ayaka’s.” Hirano perched himself on the edge of the steps surrounding the bath. “This one’s for the young lord, his study’s the next room over.”

“Why not for his actual room?”

Hirano perched a chin on his hand, using the other to accentuate his words, “That  is  ‘his actual room.’ He’s in that study more than his  actual bedroom -he sleeps in there, you know? Heh, did you think he’d given up his primary room for the Kamisato Clan’s first living prisoner? That would be a bit silly- Until you came around, that bedroom hadn’t seen much use.”

“But he…”  does sleep in his bedroom, was what Thoma intended to say. But if Hirano was unaware, that was likely classified information; thus he let his confusion burn out on his tongue. Ayato did a lot of things that perplexed him. He’d add this revelation to the list.

“Stop chatting,” Koharu heaved a sigh, voice full of tedium. “We’ve got two hours. I expect you to pick up on everything quickly, you’ll need what you learn for every other bathroom. Hirano- go wait outside or something, you’ll be in the way.”

Hirano stretched out his legs, taking his sweet time before abiding by her request and strolling over to the door; he offered a toothy grin and a “Behave, scum!” before slipping out and sliding the door shut.

Thoma could make out something that sounded like a quiet  thud . By his guess, Hirano was now seated on the floor outside.

He turned to face Koharu, only to find her constructing a step ladder before him –he’d no idea where she’d gotten the ladder from, both her and Furuta seemed to pull these things out of pocket dimensions he could not see. Or they just kept them stored around the estate. But the pocket dimension thing was more fun to believe.

Looking up, he noted a small vent and quickly sorted out what he was intended to do; they’d had him cleaning high places before. Apparently, his height was very useful. Koharu gave him a firm nod, turning to fill the sink while he took to the ladder and made to remove the vent cover.

Cleaning wasn’t all that bad, Thoma decided as he worked through the room. Not that he’d had issues with cleaning before, but there was a certain measure of stress that came with being supervised and assessed.

Koharu’s critiques were never unwarranted and her blunt nature proved helpful whenever he got stuck; she was a surprisingly good teacher and helped out plenty herself. Before long, Thoma doubted they’d need the full two hours to straighten the place out. It hadn’t been terribly dirty by any means –he found it unlikely that anyone other than the Kamisatos used it, so that wasn’t all too surprising.

“I’ll be back in a minute,” Koharu announced after about half an hour, just when Thoma started on the mirrors; she hauled a bag of trash over her shoulder and picked up a now-empty bottle of cleaning solution before giving him a nod. “Keep at it, we’re almost finished.”

It grew much quieter without anyone else in the room, though he and Koharu hadn’t been talking much in the first place. The lack of squeaks and spritzes of sponges and bottles was almost eerie now. It was such a large area that being the only person in it just felt wrong.

But Koharu would return shortly, and he knew Hirano was still outside the door. Therefore, it wouldn’t feel wrong for long. Hopefully.

For the time, he could mostly ignore the feeling if he focused enough on the task at hand.

So he did just that.

The mirror, he determined after a moment of spot cleaning, was probably the messiest part of the bathroom. Not in the sense that it was  messy by any definition –he hadn’t noticed any of the dirty spots until he got up close– but there was an unexpected amount of smudges and stains from various products and liquids. Also pools of dust and what Thoma presumed was blood. All barely noticeable.

Realistically, it wouldn’t take all that long to clean, but it spanned much of the wall from the floor to the ceiling and required an extensive amount of up and down between squatting, climbing, moving the step ladder, and climbing again.

Thoma started from the top.

As he sprayed some solution onto a smudge near the uppermost corner, a sound caught his attention. Faint and muffled, fluctuating in a back-and-forth conversation through the walls. Two people? No, three.

Hirano had mentioned Ayato’s study was nearby, could that be the source of the voices?

Thoma didn’t fully intend to listen –in fact, he’d initially shaken his head and returned to scrubbing at the dirt spots. But his ears couldn’t help but tune in when they’d heard his own name.


 ‘And what about Thoma…?’ 


“… let him wander so freely? You’ve lost your sense!” That voice was familiar, though the wall between him and them dulled it too much for him to be certain.  Ayaka? 

The next voice was also familiar, albeit more distant in Thoma’s memory, “Defying your father for him is…”

Her voice was too low for Thoma to discern what followed.

But now he was intently focused on the conversation, absently rubbing a circle on the same spot of the mirror as he pressed closer against the wall.

Then ?Ayaka? spoke again and Thoma strained his ears to listen, “Have you truly gone mad?”

The third person must’ve responded to the statement in silence as Thoma picked up no words before ?Ayaka? continued.

“You have no right to scold me! I took every precaution to keep him safe for you. Th-there’s no conceivable chance of father discovering my involvement!”

 Definitely Ayaka. That gave Thoma a solid guess as to who the third voice was.

But the third voice still had yet to speak. Thoma wondered if it had somehow sensed his intrusion.

The second voice, again painfully quieted by the walls, spoke, “You must realise you’ve grown attached to him-“

“Not another word…” the third voice finally revealed itself, clear and exactly who Thoma suspected it belonged to –Ayato. His command sounded awfully hostile. Defensive and harsh. It was a tone Thoma hadn’t yet witnessed from him.

At that point, he’d stopped scrubbing the mirror altogether. They were undoubtedly talking about him. About Thoma. But-


 ‘Grown attached to him…’ 


What was that supposed to mean?

Ayato spoke again, pulling Thoma even closer to the walls,  “Attachment? Nothing of the sort. I was tasked to handle his imprisonment, I am obligated to look after him-“

“If it was a matter of obligation, you wouldn’t have done what you did,” Ayaka retorted, and despite how muffled her voice was, her frustration rang true. “May I remind you, he was- he  is  a prisoner? Our  father’s prisoner?”

“I am  well aware!”

The second voice interjected once more, seemingly serving as a mediator, “You two are working together, you’re on the same side- I ask of you to lower your tones and take a deep breath. Remember where we are.”

Finally, the voice’s holder clicked into place: Furuta. He hadn’t talked to her quite enough to recognise that low tone easily. He was almost thrown off by her presence, only barely managing to recall what Nakanishi had shared with him so many days ago. That would explain the almost motherly tone she had adopted. And her willingness to ‘ask’ the two Kamisatos to do anything. He wondered how many of his questions she could answer…

But he didn’t wonder for long, as the conversation only grew more intense, if marginally less strident.

“Look me in the eyes and tell me!” Ayaka, her voice now quaking slightly, yet just as imposing as her brother’s. “Was it true? What father said? Is he your whore? You’d endanger yourself over a-”

Thoma choked hard. Unsure if he’d heard correctly, he unintentionally backpedalled, which caused him to tip dangerously off balance on his ladder. With much effort, he managed to drag himself back to the wall –mostly unscathed. Incredibly lucky. For once.


 Whore?? 



 What??? 


Was that the demon’s impression of him? He was Ayato’s whore? Just how common of an impression was it? And how did he even reach such a conclusion in the first place?

He had no time to mull this over before Ayato shot back, seething from what Thoma could make out, “Don’t  ever call him that again- and don’t let me hear that type of language out of your mouth.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“The answer is no! Why would you believe him?”

“I have no one else to believe! You’re hiding things from me, I can see it! You don’t tell me anything lately. You’ve been hiding so many-“

Ayato’s next words came out utterly sarcastic, “Apologies, I was unaware that I was required to  share every thought with you.”

“Is it because of Sasayuri?” Ayaka snapped, and again, her voice shook. “You don’t trust me anymore because I messed up?”

“My lord, don’t…” Furuta stepped in with a more cautious tone than before. Thoma figured one of the two Kamisatos was damn near about to explode and felt a surge of pity for the old woman.

“Don’t talk to me about that mess,” Ayato’s voice had lowered yet another octave, enough to where Thoma now had to press his ear directly against the mirror, undoing his hard work. “That mess would not have happened if I had never shared my concerns with you.  That  mess resulted in  this  mess. You’ll  have to pardon me, as I’m not inclined to share my concerns with you any further.”

“I just wanted to help you! Father puts so much pressure on you all the time and I can’t do  anything-  no one lets me! Mother won’t let me and  you  won’t let me! I  hated  seeing you so low- I  hated seeing your face every time he made you hurt people! I wanted to bear the load with you. To help!”

“And you  didn’t!  I would’ve handled Sasayuri just fine, thanks! I would’ve never allowed you my discomfort if I knew you’d decide to do  my job  in my place  without telling me!” 

Thoma’s stomach was churning; he hated to hear people argue, especially knowing how deeply those people cared for each other. And he also knew this was not a conversation he should be a ‘part’ of. This was about what brought him there in the first place.

He probably wasn’t supposed to know this. Ayaka, the Yashiro Commission, had killed Sasayuri. Someone important, apparently.

Knowing this meant he was no longer ‘innocent’… didn’t it?

But did that even matter anymore? Considering how he wasn’t allowed to leave either way, he doubted it. And for how secretive the Kamisatos were, Thoma had picked up an awful lot of information in his time under them. Information he had very little use for, of course, but information nonetheless.

“I know that, I know I shouldn’t have! I see that now- But I did it because I  cared-“ 

“That’s the problem! When you care for things, when you feel so strongly you must act in favour of that care- you make bad decisions, such emotions are foolish!”

“Oh please, ‘such emotions are foolish?’  You sound like father.” 

The argument paused. Ayaka had struck an open wound.

Of the room’s three occupants, Thoma had no idea who would break that pause. No idea what was happening beyond the wall. But his heart felt heavy in his ears. And a twinge of guilt rocked his stomach. This conversation was a private one and he certainly had no right to hear it. His curiosity stuck him in the strangest positions time and time again. And did he ever learn? No.

When someone did speak up, he’d almost thought it was Furuta from how hushed they sounded. But the melancholic voice that pushed through the wall belonged to none other than Ayaka.

“I apologise. I won’t press you any further as I do not think you are in the right state of mind- you’ve only just returned to us and I understand you have much to do. I-I do not believe you truly think it’s  so terrible to care- Because whether you intended to or not, you’ve come to care about Thoma. Goodbye, brother.”


Ayato watched, entombed in a dark silence as Ayaka stormed out of his study, hair streaming behind her like a bolt of lightning. ‘Stormed’ wasn’t quite the way to put it –she left rather elegantly with her head held high, only she made certain to stomp her foot every other step. Furuta followed with her hands clasped behind her back. She gave Ayato one last frown before shutting the door. He was alone. Nothing but countless papers and manuscripts and uncouth arrays of books to keep him company.

He felt sick, in a way. An oily feeling plagued his throat, his mind. He hated arguing with his sister; he did so much just to keep her away from their father’s rage, so much to give her even the slightest freedom from the darkest parts of the clan. But then he was so deeply tied to those darkest parts. They were intrinsically part of him and he couldn’t tear them away.

Directing frustration at her was letting those parts win. It was exposing those parts to her directly… through himself. He’d gotten far too defensive. Felt far too cornered. And he’d lashed out as a result. He would have to find some way to make it up to her.

And he was such a hypocrite too, even Ayaka saw that much. To berate her for acting foolishly out of care when he was no better?

Everything he did for Ayaka was out of care. Every beating he took in her place. Every lie he’d told to shift the blame to himself.

And the things he’d done for Thoma…

What even happened? When had he started to care for the man? The prisoner?

Thoma’s eyes flashed into his mind, demanding his attention with a keening ferocity. They’d done that a lot in the past few days, but this time the image was substantially vivid. A memory of that first time Thoma had  looked  at him. Looked at him so…  pitifully.  Ayato had been the one in control. Thoma had quite literally been in his hands back then. Starving and weak. Still, Ayato felt exposed. As though  he  was the one starving.  He  was the one weak. He was at  Thoma’s mercy in that brief moment. Why had he looked at him like that?

He could pretend he  just wanted to use Thoma against his father. He could pretend his reasons were entirely self-serving. But he wasn’t a good enough actor for that. Apparently.


 One. 



 Two. 



 Three. 


Three deep breaths, an adamant attempt to centre himself once more. His legs were beginning to ache again, the gauze wrapped around them vying for his attention, scratching at his skin. Granted, they’d been aching almost nonstop since he left his cell. His grand idea of overexerting them the very moment he’d been given the chance was eminently not a good one.

Despite that, he had the overwhelming urge to  move. Just to step out of his study for a moment –the energy was too heavy in there following his argument. And the books and treatises staring down at him offered no comfort. He needed a different atmosphere, something to distance himself from his anger, and maybe that would help soothe his thoughts.

Thus, he stepped into the hall. It was entirely empty, save for a few Shuumatsuban and servants flitting around the far ends, passing by to manage various tasks. He’d ordered his bathroom to be cleaned that morning, and whoever had taken the task had likely finished by then.

So he stepped over to the door, careful not to limp in case any eyes passed his way. Then he slipped inside. And froze.

The sight that greeted him was a curious one. Thoma, hair tied neatly back. Pressed up to the mirror adjacent to his study, a cloth in his hand hanging limp at his waist. His eyes were wide, his face pale, his body rigid. A man realising he was caught in the sights of a crosshair.

Two possibilities flashed through Ayato’s mind, only one of them felt correct as he observed the incredibly guilty expression on Thoma’s face.

“Back for one day and already taken to eavesdropping..?” Ayato shut the door behind him, keeping his eyes on Thoma who’d somehow grown even paler.

Ayato didn’t look great himself, he realised as he caught his own reflection in the mirror. He looked dreadfully worn –something he’d try to mask in any other circumstance but currently had not the energy to do. Not like it mattered, Thoma would’ve ripped that mask away if it was there.

He didn’t know whether to be pissed off or impressed. Ayato did his fair share of eavesdropping, everyone at the estate did. That’s exactly why he didn’t share things. Still, he was taken aback. Perhaps it was just something he hadn’t expected of Thoma.

How much had he heard?

“Hahahh…” Thoma breathed out, still locked to the mirror like it’d become part of him. He wasn’t stupid, he knew when he was caught. “You wouldn’t believe me if I said I wasn’t… would you?”

“Most certainly not.” Ayato stared up at him, now watching as Thoma robotically wiped at the mirror. “I was under the impression you had finished cleaning. And do share, where is Hirano?”

Thoma’s brows furrowed at himself in the mirror, then at Ayato. “He’s not out there anymore..?”

A tired exhale puffed its way out of Ayato’s nose; he’d have to have a chat with the man later. “There’s no one supervising you then?”

“Ah, Miss Koharu was here just a few minutes ago- she should be back soon… I think. She was refilling the sink cleaner and taking out trash.”

“Mm.” Ayato glanced back at the door. Koharu and Hirano were a combo prone to mischief and distraction. On numerous occasions, Ayato had found them daring each other to accomplish insane tasks he could barely comprehend, regardless of how pressing their actual duties were. And often enough, they’d  genuinely forgotten about such pressing matters in favour of a little fun. Neither had a great sense of time.

If both had been working on this room, and both had mysteriously vanished… Ayato sighed. Hirano wouldn’t forget about Thoma, and they probably hadn’t gone far, they’d be back in an hour or so at most.

Until then, Ayato had Thoma alone.

Thoma was still wide-eyed, glancing his way every few seconds as he scrubbed at the mirror. The action was oddly endearing, much to Ayato’s annoyance. His confusing feelings were getting worse by the moment, it would seem. And the feathers were once again fluttering through him like some bird had just exploded in his gut.

“You needn’t be so agitated,” Ayato stated after a moment, choosing to examine the bathroom carefully in order to look at anything but Thoma. Despite Koharu’s retreat, the two had made significant progress on their deep cleaning and the air smelled rather chemically and fresh. “You were yelling at me mere hours ago, where’d that energy go?”

Thoma relaxed a bit at that, though not much; he shot a half-hearted glare his way. “That’s different- and I really didn’t mean to pry. Sorry…”

Ayato glanced back over at the mirror where Thoma’s reflection watched him. Based on how cagey he was acting, Ayato concluded that Thoma had heard a bit more than he liked. But just how much, exactly?

And how much of that conversation was Ayato even  against him hearing..?

He didn’t quite want to think about it. He’d rather pretend Thoma heard nothing. It was easier that way. That way, he wouldn’t have to embrace the things said just yet.

“Draw the bath for me,” was all he muttered after a quiet few seconds of pondering. His legs were still painfully hammering away at his stability, and a cursed pain had started to bloom behind his eyes. Too much stress and confusion for the day. Nothing a hot bath wouldn’t fix.

Thoma hesitated before hopping down to the floor. He made a few uncertain paces towards the bath before making his way up the steps and over to the faucet nestled into the corner. He seemed lost for a moment until his eyes fell on the drain. Finding the shining stopper valve sat beside it, he awkwardly closed it off before twisting the release and watching silently as the tub filled.

The sound of moving water dampened the air around them.

“Ayato?” staring into the rising pool, Thoma spoke quietly –chewing over his words, perhaps.

“Hm?”

His answer was delayed.

“Why are you protecting me? You’re protecting me from your father, I think. But why?”

Now Ayato was the one hesitating. A subtle  ding of alarm went through his mind as he once again considered what Thoma may have heard. Or how much Ayaka had shared with him in the past week. Did he know how much he… how much he cared?

The way the question bludgeoned into his mind with so little regard. It felt strange. Embracing that he cared for once. His entire body wanted to reject the thought. And yet the thought remained nonetheless, ever persistent.

“I don’t know what you’ve heard, but do not be mistaken,” he stared at Thoma’s profile, levelling his voice to hide the half-truths and white lies slipping off his tongue, “my reasons are… selfish. You are just a pawn to me- I do not intend to be your friend. Nor your enemy. I simply don’t want you- I don’t want  innocents to suffer at his hands.”

The water stopped. The bath was full. Ayato’s throat felt burnt. Why did such lies burn so badly? He’d lied before, hadn’t he?

Thoma finally looked at him, eyes full of that uncomfortably sharp wit that tore through Ayato’s being like a wildfire. He didn’t believe it. He didn’t. Ayato knew he didn’t.

And then Thoma’s eyes softened into that disgusting  pity , that single expression that tipped Ayato’s whole being upside down and sent his breath staggering and the feathers whirling.

“Sure, my lord.” 

With three simple words, Thoma had once again shifted the balance, evened the field. Ayato could not comprehend it.  Sure, my lord. That was it. That was it? No further comment? That ‘my lord’ had certainly been pointed.

And then Thoma returned to the mirror, right back to cleaning. All too content to drop the conversation.

But Ayato couldn’t leave it at that.

He didn’t want to leave it at that. Because it wasn’t true.

“… Your circumstances. They are unnatural, I am sure you are aware.”

“So I’ve been told,” Thoma spoke over his shoulder, not bothering to give Ayato his full attention anymore.

That would not do.

“I do not understand why you are alive.” Ayato made it across the room in two shaky, but powerful strides, standing before Thoma. He turned swiftly at the sudden approach, meeting Ayato’s eyes once more mere inches away. Ayato continued, hushed, pushing down the flutters at their closeness for the sake of secrecy. “I intend to find out why. I cannot do that without you-”

“Ha.” Thoma raised his brows, entirely unbothered by the breach of personal space. He crossed his arms and Ayato envied his lack of concern. “Like  I can do anything. I understand less than you- and you’re the one with any power here. What’s this really about?”

Ayato remained quiet.  What’s this really about? 

Then he stared, eyes taking in Thoma’s face as though it was the first time he’d ever looked upon it. As though he was looking upon a carving of the gods’ own design. He squinted, only the slightest amount, cursing internally at himself in an attempt to dissuade the sensation. It almost felt like Thoma was testing him.

And he was.

The logical part of his brain, the part he cherished most, felt defeated: it was true that there wasn’t much Thoma could necessarily do to help Ayato find answers. But he still needed him to be safe… For the sake of the answers.

He wouldn’t be able to investigate if he was too busy worrying. He couldn’t say that. Ayato would rather bury himself in the mountains than admit to that.

So he chose a different route. One that could sidestep his answer and save him from confessing to those unfathomable feelings that plagued him. Save him from that accursed bird fluttering around his chest.

“I suppose that’s true… Even so, let’s say we make a deal?”

“A deal?”

“You wish to find your father, do you not?”

Thoma perked up, eyes glinting the slightest amount. A spark of interest, surrounded by a sea of crystal green. His expression was intent, entirely focused on Ayato, like the world had vanished around them. And fuck did that expression make Ayato’s heart jump in a way it’d never jumped before.


 Delusional. Poisoned. 


He must be on the verge of death.

Ayato bit his tongue sharply, releasing once he tasted blood. His heart’s beating was consequently thrown off by the metallic pain. Only then did he continue, holding his voice flat and praying his face had not betrayed the deadly leaps in his chest.

“… I will assist you. But in return, you help me find the answers  I seek.”
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Once again, Thoma was questioning the potency of his ass-kissing skills. Perhaps they really were just  that good. He’d achieved his goal and felt all the closer to finding his father, after all.

But considering he’d never gotten the chance to use his best cards on Ayato –those cards that made nearly all of his patrons melt under his fingers– he found it difficult to believe this sudden ‘deal’ they’d made was entirely a product of his efforts.

Ayato wasn’t the type to give in to something so benign as simple flattery; given his status, he could demand such simple flattery at any time from nearly anyone. Or so Thoma figured. That, and he hadn’t had the time to utilise much flattery overall. And when he  did have the time, he’d been prone to genuinely worrying about Ayato’s well-being instead.

So much for ass-kissing.

But if it was not the result of Thoma’s brief deference, what exactly was it that made Ayato so keen to protect him? And to care for him, according to what he’d overheard.

He’d overheard a lot of things –the fact Ayato had not questioned him over it felt odd. The man had avoided the subject rather tacitly, in fact.

It wasn’t the only time he’d avoided something.

Thoma wasn’t blind to the way Ayato had entirely sidestepped his question over true intentions.

Ayato could change the subject all he wanted, and Thoma would certainly go along with it, he knew when not to push. But he’d find his answers eventually.


 Eventually… 


As per usual, Thoma walked away from the conversation with more questions than answers. Although he didn’t walk far –a few feet at most as he returned to his task of cleaning the mirror after the tub had filled. He could tell by the tautness of Ayato’s eyes that the man had more to say, and yet he’d said nothing further after Thoma had accepted his deal.

He wasn’t entirely certain on how wise it’d been to agree to terms as vague as those that Ayato had offered; there’d been no details on how exactly their answer-seeking would work and Thoma was still suspicious over how exactly he’d be of any help. But given that his other option was rejecting the chance to further his search for his father, he didn’t really  care all too much about the details.

Ayato was on his side –kind of– and offering to work together. That’s all that mattered.

An indiscriminately soft  thump  met Thoma’s ears, drawing him out of his thoughts before an equally soft  splsh followed. He froze, staring into his own eyes in the mirror and glueing them to the reflection. He’d figured Ayato intended to bathe, that much was evident. Just hadn’t figured he’d do it right then. Not with him in the room. He’d clearly been uncomfortable when Thoma had bathed in front of him before. Theoretically, the reverse should’ve been true as well.

What was the proper etiquette on how to react when someone so esteemed as a soon-to-be Commissioner was naked in the same room?

“Is something the matter..?” Ayato inquired, having noticed Thoma’s sudden lack of movement.

Thoma’s eyes drifted across the mirror, landing on a pile of clothes unceremoniously dumped on the floor. He couldn’t see the bath from that angle. “Nothing at all. I just didn’t take you as the public bathing type…”

“I wouldn’t say this is a public residence.”

“You know that’s not what I meant.”

For a moment, the only sound that came from Ayato’s direction was the quiet  shh of the water moving around him. Then he spoke in that even tone with the slightest hint of amusement tinging the edges, “Does this bother you, Thoma?”


 ‘Does this bother you? My lord?’ 


He was being mocked.

Thoma couldn’t stop himself. Couldn’t resist the urge to snap his neck around, shooting a dull glare Ayato’s way. His glare vanished the second his eyes found the target, sizzling out to give way to shock. Then pity. Then guilt. He wasn’t nearly fast enough to mask the expressions that flashed across his face just then.

Ayato was in the farthest corner of the massive bath, opposite Thoma and the mirror. Much of his body was obscured by water, but from the ribs up, everything was blatantly on display. Everything. His muscles were toned, tested, lithe, carving out his fine form. But Thoma only registered that in passing. Innumerable scars lined much of Ayato’s chest, curving around his shoulders and sheering his skin in sharp, glossy lines. Multiple bruises branded his torso, sitting alongside the scars in a gruesome show of cruelty. Sickly, green, and dark. Some more faded than others.

So many wounds, yet not a single one spread up to his neck or dared to spoil his face. All of them arced cleanly around the base of his throat, grazing his collar bones in an artificial and crude barrier that separated the blemishes from untouched skin.

The wounds were intentional. Calculated.

The vast majority of them at least.

Why else would they cover the parts that Ayato never exposed in his daily wear? Why else would they leave that unnaturally perfect ring of unblemished skin?

“First eavesdropping, now gawking..? It’s impolite to stare.” Ayato’s voice cut sharply through the daze that had enveloped Thoma. He didn’t sound upset –his tone was levelled as always. Yet something in it felt like a warning.

Thoma’s eyes shot back up, now flicking silently over Ayato’s face. Perfectly undamaged. At least it appeared that way. Thoma didn’t really care where the damage was, it didn’t matter. Something dark and sinister planted itself in his gut just then.

He didn’t get angry easily. He never had. He got annoyed and he got frustrated. But never really  angry. 

He’d never had much of a reason to feel such anger.

But lately, something searingly hot had been growing inside him, something that flashed out in fiery bursts every time he witnessed the demon’s impact on another. Seeing the mess of scars and bruises plastered across Ayato’s body lit a dangerous fuse under Thoma’s skin.

Ayato’s eyes drifted away just then; swiftly, as if he could no longer hold them up against Thoma’s heavy gaze. “I did just say it’s impolite- If you  must stare, at the very least be more subtle.”

“I’m sorry,” Thoma’s voice came out uncharacteristically hollow, drained by the festering anger the sight brought him. Ayato was right, it was rude of him to stare. Insensitive. With some effort, he pushed his anger down and looked away. Then he bowed slightly, hurriedly as he adopted a more apologetic tone, trying to find some words that could possibly provide comfort, “It’s hard not to-“

Ayato puffed slightly, glancing back at Thoma once before returning his gaze to the mass of water around him. “Hard to  not look at me? If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to adopt flirting into your little act-“

“Oh, c’mon! You  still  can’t tell the difference?” Thoma’s exasperation was rampant and sudden, forcing back the apologetic tone he had so carefully constructed, “And in  what  world is that flirting? I was flirting for a living before you brought me here, you know that? I can do far better than ‘it’s hard not to stare’ and I  would  do far better if I  was. I’m not acting! Or flirting.”

Ayato did not look his way again, though his brows raised and he sunk lower into the water. “… I see.”

He clearly did not see. But Thoma already figured the man was too stubborn to be fully convinced that anything he did  wasn’t an ‘act.’

He couldn’t really blame him.

But if Ayato viewed everything Thoma did as an act, it would make working together more tedious than it needed to be.

And yet this predicament was another thing he could do little to change; so instead, he turned away, intending to finish off the mirror –for real this time. But before he could scan the glass for any missed spots, Ayato’s voice lulled out again.

“You sounded rather appalled at the idea of flirting… Considering you do it for a living.”

Each word felt deliberate, like Ayato was biting his tongue to keep them in line. Walking on glass, tip-toeing around whatever he truly meant to say.

Thoma’s shoulders tensed, the overheard conversation echoing through his mind.


 Whore. 



 ‘Is he your whore?’ 


Thoma didn’t care all that much if that’s how people viewed him. Everyone at Komore got called things like that, usually by drunken strangers passing the streets. Sometimes by patrons who’d gotten a bit too tipsy and subsequently a bit too possessive. Sometimes by each other for fun. If he was a whore, so be it.

In general, he figured people could call him whatever, and that was fine. But it’d been shocking to hear such a statement from someone of the Kamisato status, enough to throw him off. Aside from the unexpected nature of it, there was also the matter of how  venomous the statement had been; from what he’d heard, it was meant more as to insult Ayato than it was to insult him.

And he didn’t like that. Combined with the fuse of anger that burned forth when he saw the marks on Ayato’s skin –he  really didn’t like that. He didn’t want to be the cause of any more bruises, if he could help it. Among all that marred his skin, the freshest marks were undeniably a product of what Ayato had ‘gone through’ for him. He needed to make a concerted effort to appear like the opposite of ‘Ayato’s whore,’ whatever that may be.

So any ‘flirting’ was out of the question. It would only further the rumour. Besides, he had no reason to flirt. Ayato wasn’t a patron.

“Doing something for a living doesn’t necessarily mean I  enjoy  doing that something. A lot of people prefer to keep their work  at work, y’know?”

“I don’t think I do know,” Ayato responded. His voice distant, matter-of-fact, “I am rarely not ‘at work.’ Even now, I am observing my prisoner. That is part of my work.”

 Prisoner. It was odd how easy that was for Thoma to forget. Whenever he talked to Ayato, the fact seemed to fade away until the conversation ended. Perhaps it was the camaraderie of it all; the way Thoma could not picture Ayato as his captor any longer, but instead saw him as a prisoner, just like himself.

“Right…” Thoma nodded half-heartedly, finding a smudge on the mirror and absently spritzing some solution at it.

He was starting to wonder when Koharu would return. And Hirano too. It was all so strange that they’d disappear without warning. Especially when they were supposed to be watching him.

“Right…” Ayato echoed after a while, always keen to interrupt Thoma’s musings. Thoma waited. And waited some more as he scrubbed away at the smudge.

But Ayato said nothing further. Despite undoubtedly having more to say. Why did he keep doing that?

Thoma shot a glance in his direction, only to find Ayato leaning back far enough to rest his head against the tub’s edge –staring at the ceiling, lost in thought. Once again, Thoma was struck by that  awkward feeling. The air around them felt so dense lately. Hazy. There was a distance between them; there had been since the moment Ayato had dragged him there, frankly. But now that distance was obscured by a fog of uncertainty and hesitation, like they were doing something fundamentally wrong and waiting for someone to scold them.

Or maybe Thoma was thinking too hard about it. Realistically, he shouldn’t care about how ‘distant’ they were. He probably should only care about living another day and making progress on finding his father. The living part, especially. But that ever nagging desire to  help Ayato persisted and Thoma decided there was no reason to fight against it.

If they were going to work together, there was no reason to deny his most basic desire to care.

Though,  if they were going to work together,  Thoma needed to know  how. Ayato still hadn’t given further details. With how much clarity he lacked, he was starting to think the man really just came to bathe, and the deal had only been one of his strange ideas of a joke.

So he turned, tossing his rag on the rim of the sink and staring across the room at Ayato’s jaw until the man had no choice but to tear his eyes away from the ceiling and glance over. Ayato raised his head slowly, beads of water dripping down a few strands of hair as he met Thoma’s eyes with the ever-blank canvas of his own. His brow quirked, nigh imperceptible.

Thoma took that as an invitation, striding across the ridiculously vast room in a second. He placed his hands firmly on the edge of the bath, leaning forward enough so that his whispers could reach Ayato. Ayato, in turn, did not react other than to shift slightly beneath the water, sending the faintest ripple across the surface.

Thoma spoke quietly and purposefully, uncertain how quiet was quiet enough, “About this deal-”

The door flung open with a  shhc. 

Thoma paused, still bent over the bath, as he turned his head to the side.

Hirano and Koharu. Cheeks flushed and puffed like they’d gone for a jog around the entirety of Mt. Yougou. Both collapsed immediately, Koharu leaning against the door frame while Hirano plopped to the floor like a discarded rag.

“Sorry, Thoma, there was a detour-” Koharu exhaled harshly, breathless. She and Hirano froze at the same time, eyes snapping to the man in the bath.

So in sync as they were, the expressions they made were carbon copies of each other. The moment they processed who it was, both of their faces morphed into a near-perfect parody of a fish –wide eyes, glassy, completely void of emotion yet somehow disgruntled all the same. Thoma would’ve laughed had they not seemed to be in complete fear for their lives.

He glanced at Ayato, then back at the door. In the brief span of that glance, the two had respectfully bowed their heads and pinned their hands straight to their sides. They did not move further.

Thoma wasn’t sure how to react, he slowly pushed away from the tub, standing upright once more. Were they really so afraid of Ayato? Hirano always spoke rather highly of him, though Thoma had certainly noticed how flighty  everyone  seemed to be around the man. Having interacted with the servants in person, he’d noted that even the mere mention of Ayato’s name sent a tautness through some of them. That same tautness was present in  all of them when referencing the demon. But Ayato wasn’t like the demon-

“Did you have fun?” Ayato spoke dryly, directing the remark at Hirano before sending one last glance to Thoma, acknowledging the interruption. Thoma interpreted the glance as ‘we’ll talk later.’ Or he hoped that’s what it meant, at least.

Koharu and Hirano responded immediately, stumbling over each other’s words as they spoke in chaotic tandem.

“My lord, I didn’t mean to leave him unsupervised-”

“My lord, he was helping me with the trash-”

“We came back as soon as possible-”

“But there was an issue with the water pumps-”

Ayato took a remarkably deep breath –an action that was somehow subtle to boot. He looked suddenly very fatigued, more so than he had been. Before he could respond to the pair, another figure stepped into the bathroom between them.


 Furuta? 


Everyone’s attention turned to the old woman. She gave Thoma a keen look that he didn’t quite understand and eyed the two bowing next to her. Unbothered by the tension permeating throughout the group, she stepped fully into the bathroom, directing her attention at Ayato alone.

“Awfully crowded in here all of a sudden,” he muttered darkly, now sitting up straight. He shared one last look with Thoma before giving Furuta a short nod.

Furuta bowed her head ever-so-slightly, grimacing as the words came out, “The lord requests to see you. Now.”


The Shogun’s Inner Circle: an unofficial name for a group with no ‘official’ power. Consisting of four close advisors –or more accurately, close friends– of the Shogun herself, the circle enjoyed much political prominence despite their informal status.

In theory, none of the group’s members held authority over the Tri-Commission. In practice, their closeness to the Shogun gave them significant sway over her decisions, and such decisions  were the authority. Thus, these four sat at the top of the governmental ladder, one rung above that of the Commissioners.

The unofficial status wasn’t to say the four weren’t without their merits: Sasayuri and Torachiyo were both important, decorated military generals with boundless wit, known for their infallible strategies. Their advice provided much needed guidance in these areas and they were widely respected among the people as a result.

Unfortunately, such advice  exclusively applied to war and foreign affairs. Internal dissent fell far out of the range of their expertise, and thus their weakest point was their ultimate downfall. Trust in the Yashiro Commission was often a double-edged blade. Their deaths certainly were not the first to be executed by the Kamisato Clan.

As for the remaining two, Ayato currently sat staring at their photos, both of which were splayed before him on a low table. While Sasayuri and Torachiyo had made up the ‘military’ half of the circle, the remaining two could then be considered the ‘religious’ half. As a result, they were more closely tied to the Yashiro Commission’s legal affairs. A pity for them.

On the other end of the table, his father stared him down, hands folded under his chin as he leaned forward on a sofa that rarely saw any use. Ayato himself knelt on the floor. Intentionally positioned to always remain below his father.

The room was dark, lit only by the shaded light ever-vying to shine through the shoji. Various decor spaced the walls at intervals; but much like most of the rooms scattered about the estate, it was an overall plain place.

Plain, but not vacant.

Ayato and the Commissioner were not the room’s sole occupants.

Two Shuumatsuban leaned against the corners, the same burly ones that always followed his father around. The pair were supposed to be bodyguards of sorts and often handled the dirtiest parts of his father’s will -gods forbid he sullied his sleeves outside of estate grounds. They were a menacing sight to most.

Ayato found them laughable though. And sad. He didn’t even know their names, his father only ever referred to them as ‘one’ and ‘other.’ He likely never  would know their names –both had their tongues cut off, and neither had learned how to write. Their price for working directly with the lord. A safety measure, he called it.

That ‘safety measure’ did not extend to the fifth person in the room. Madarame Hyakubei had a distinct  lack of safety measures placed upon him as far as Ayato was aware. His tongue was intact, his fingers undamaged, his capabilities were sharp, and his authority was virtually without peer.

On paper, Hyakubei did have  one  peer. But despite the fact they stood upon equal footing, Lady Kayo would not exercise that authority of hers. Leaving Hyakubei,  alone, one step above Ayato and one step below Lord Kamisato.

And still, Ayato hadn’t the slightest idea as to  why this man held so much power.

“The hall has been sufficiently cleared,” Hyakubei nodded once, his voice sounded just as taut as he looked. Ayato wondered how overworked he was. “we should have utmost privacy, my lord. One of you two, please take the corridor…”

The two Shuumatsuban showed no hesitation, one immediately went out to guard the door while the other remained firm next to the wall, positioning himself slightly more centrally to make up for his companion’s absence. Neither directed any attention toward the group in the middle of the room as they shuffled about.

Once the door had shut, Hyakubei let out a low whistle before taking a knee at one of the table’s corners, equally distanced between Ayato and his father. Ayato watched him closely; this was a rare opportunity to assess the man. Already, he didn’t like him.

“I trust you’ve enjoyed your… recess,” Lord Kamisato growled out, eyes pointed at Ayato, “or perhaps we’ll call it a vacation?”

Ayato did not respond; the statement held no invitation for a response. It was simply a reminder of his discipline. A warning to not repeat his actions. As long as Ayato held his tongue, it would be the  final reminder. They would not discuss it again. Ideally.

Ayato certainly did not require a reminder –his injuries would not heal swiftly and he was not the type to truly forget  anything. So he considered the sentiment more of a jeer.

Movement from Hyakubei drew Ayato’s eyes back to him. He had produced a thick file, bound by loose string. The seal of the Tri-Commission fixated itself on one of the corners, adjacent to it was the seal of the Tenryou Commission’s Kujou Clan. These were court records. Likely transcripts from the trial. And the evidence he’d planted in Torachiyo’s home.

Ayato hadn’t had much opportunity to review his ‘success’ with Torachiyo’s incrimination.

“You did well, sir,” Hyakubei rushed out, nodding to Ayato as he slid the file across the table. His voice was somehow both uncertain  and  steady and his eyes darted between both Kamisatos as he spoke, “Tenryou investigations found no reasonable doubt, all three Commissioners gave a guilty verdict- and four of the six lay judges agreed. Of the two that protested…  unfortunately , one was found to be in collusion with Miss Torachiyo.”


 Dead. 


“The other..?” The question was arbitrary. Ayato had already sorted out the answer. They were likely a Shuumatsuban plant if they hadn’t met an unfortunate end as the first one had, drafted there to avoid a completely unanimous vote.

He just wanted to see how Hyakubei would respond. To weigh his answers on an impalpable scale.

“The other… an innocent civilian with a good heart. Couldn’t  bear to believe that such an esteemed figure would stoop so low as to kill her own compatriots. To think Torachiyo would murder Sasayuri and plot to remove the Shogun herself, too? Unbelievable. Tragic.”

For a moment, Ayato almost believed it. Hyakubei’s tone was beyond convincing, solemn, as if even he believed the lies spilling from his own mouth. Then his brain wrung out the words, squeezing away the colourful language until the colourless truth was all that remained.

In the process of sorting through the statement, Ayato found that Hyakubei was more fond of euphemisms than he liked. Not that such euphemisms were uncommon in the Yashiro Commission  or the Shuumatsuban. Both halves of the Kamisato Clan had excessive amounts of code, whether it be for political repute or for keeping things quiet.

But most people did not bother to mask their speech so  excessively. Nor were most people very good at it.

Hyakubei, however, was an adept. His speech felt entirely natural and full of truth despite none being present.

Ayato understood his undertones well enough. But he would not have, had he been raised in any other environment.  Very few others would be able to decipher his statements, he realised.

And so Ayato determined at least two reasons why Hyakubei sat as his father’s right hand. He could be both manipulative and subtle. Expertly so.

His fidgety nature also added a measure of harmlessness to his appearance. Harmless people garnered more trust. Ayato himself had nearly overlooked him, hadn’t he? How genuine was that fidgeting anyway?


 Interesting. 


What Hyakubei meant was:  ‘The other was a Shuumatsuban charlatan. We placed them specifically to protest the others. To give the appearance of an unbiased verdict as we were confident everyone would agree. The people love disagreement in a courtroom.’ 

Tired of analysing Hyakubei, Ayato shifted his attention to the file in front of him. He lifted his hand, slicing through the string with a blade concealed in his sleeve. “And Torachiyo’s fate..?”

“Capital punishment,” Lord Kamisato was the one to respond, still looking down upon Ayato with that ever-present disdain, “to be executed at the Shogun’s own hands. The evidence you sowed was near indisputable. In the eyes of the public and under the verdict of the law, Torachiyo has grown bitter of her  dear friends, covetous of their merits…”

Ayato waited for his father to continue. The pause was unnatural, there was undoubtedly more he intended to relay. When Ayato looked away from the pile of transcripts, Lord Kamisato was simply staring down at him. An icy wrath boiled in his eyes, though Ayato did not know why. Perhaps there did not have to be a reason.

Hyakubei chuckled nervously, shifting slightly on his knees and reaching over to shuffle out one of the files in front of Ayato. He placed it on top –a photocopy of one of the very letters Ayato had forged. A letter between Torachiyo and-

“A contract killer.” Hyakubei leaned back, wringing his hands. “She hired a contract killer. Truly, my lord, your work on this case was impeccable. The plot against the Shogun’s life was rather ingenious, I must say! Torachiyo ‘gets away with one murder and aims ever higher.’ It caused quite an uproar. The Tenryou Commission’s efforts are focused solely on finding her collaborators and they would not dare look inwards.”

That meant the Yashiro Commission’s involvement with Sasayuri’s death was out of the question entirely. Ayato did not glance back at his father when the urge struck then. The look would be taken as pointed. And it would have certainly  been pointed.

There was even less reason to keep Thoma around if Torachiyo had now officially,  in the eyes of the public and under the verdict of the law,  taken the fall for the Kamisato Clan’s actions.

She was guilty without room for doubt. Even if Thoma decided to share what he knew, he no longer had the power to change that verdict. No one would believe him. The proof was incontestable.


 Thoma… 


Hyakubei paused, picking at one of his sleeves and giving Ayato a quick once over.

“Watatsumi sends its highest praises.”

Translation:  ‘You did well. But our agreement with Watatsumi has not been fully settled.’ 

The agreement to disable the Shogun’s inner circle. An agreement that benefitted Watatsumi’s fight against the Shogunate while boosting all three Commissioners at once. Knocking out the top rung and finding an ally within the rung just below it.

Ayato hated politics.

He wondered if the other commissions were just as corrupt as the Yashiro Commission was. They were, they had to be, but certainly not in the same way. The formation of any other yakuza group was near impossible with how swiftly the Shuumatsuban would and could crush them.

He carefully returned the shuffled papers to the file, he’d have to look over the entire court transcript at a later time. But for now, his attention turned back to the two photos on the table. He was vaguely familiar with both women. One more personally than the other. Already, his mind was raising concerns.

If they were  both  targets that Watatsumi aimed at… something didn’t sit right with him. Ayato only recalled the original agreement having  three targets.

His father spoke up once again, eyes still burning with disdain, but that strange icy wrath seemed to have vanished, “Praise means nothing until the last marks are made. Torachiyo and Sasayuri were sightless fools. These two will not be so easy. I leave the Saiguu in your…  capable hands. I do not expect her removal to be executed anytime soon. She’s an elusive bastard.”

Hyakubei reached over again, adding a new photo to the pile. He placed it next to one of those already on the table, overlapping them slightly to show their similarities. These were two pictures of the same woman, sporting the same fox-like grin. In the first photo, the woman’s hair was pure white; the second was pitch black. Ayato recognised her appearance in the first, though he’d only ever seen her at a distance. This was the Saiguu, infamous for her refusal to surface around anyone other than a select few people. In the second photo, she looked like any other Narukami resident. An everyday woman, easily overlooked.

Ayato would’ve thought they were two different people had he not been looking at both photos simultaneously.

Hyakubei spoke quickly, nose twitching slightly as he tapped the two photos, “Informants still have not discovered her true identity -or name. Even after all these years, she retains her privacy…  However, we’ve reason to believe this woman here is one of her ‘personas.’ A disguise. Under the pseudonym ‘Kazari.’”

Ayato pulled the photo away, ignoring how Hyakubei awkwardly tore his hand back to give him space. On closer inspection, he could see the resemblance between the Saiguu and this Kazari more clearly, but that resemblance was  incredibly vague. Her disguises were unmatched. She’d gone by various different personas in the past, never one to reveal her true self to any outside the inner circle.

Yet in spite of her slippery nature, she would certainly not be the hardest of the remaining two targets.

“Guuji Yae will require far more deliberation,” his father voiced Ayato’s thoughts the moment they crossed his mind. “Her ties to both us and the Shogun herself are far deeper than any other. Her crafty nature doesn’t make things any easier… I am inclined to believe she has her eyes on our movements.”

Three targets. Not four. Because of those very ties.

The agreement had definitely been three. Ayato was even more certain of it as he recalled the meeting so very long ago. He didn’t remember much of it as he hadn’t wanted to be there, but he distinctly remembered the Sangonomiya representative laying out three marks.

Against his better judgement, Ayato spoke up, “I was under the impression Lady Yae did not consider herself an active part of the inner circle. She mostly keeps to her own devices-“

“As the Guuji,” his father’s voice sharpened considerably while he shifted, lifting one leg over the other and tapping pointedly on his ankle. A mimicry of the dull pain that still flooded Ayato’s own, “she has  substantial  influence on both our almighty ruler and civilian life itself. Removing her would leave the Shogun entirely exposed. Without  anyone at her side.”

Ayato peered down at Miko’s photo –she looked coy as ever. He could almost imagine her listening in on their conversation right then.

More and more of the meeting with Watatsumi came back to him, wave after wave crashing into the shores of his mind. Miko was surely not part of that agreement. She’d been  explicitly excluded from it.

He didn’t keep up with Watatsumi’s actions as much as he should. Being the commissioner-in-training, he most definitely should’ve paid more attention back then.

But he knew one thing: Watatsumi’s fight was against the Shogun, not the people. They’d been at each other’s throats for centuries –conflicting religious views didn’t sit all too well with the Shogun’s theocracy and physical conflicts were not uncommon between the two.

And things were only getting worse.

However, Watatsumi had no reason to remove Miko. They knew how intrinsically tied to the people she was; she had more effect on the ordinary citizen than the rest of the circle combined. The other three circle members were widely known and respected, yes, but their removal had little real impact on civilian life other than providing a new topic to whisper about. Their deaths were only a loss to the Shogun, not the everyman.

But as for Yae Miko, they knew her death would be widely felt. Damaging. And with the other three out of the way, that extra damage would be unnecessary to their fight. The Kamisato Clan was only to exact as much death as necessary for their partnership.

So the agreement had been  three. 

Sasayuri. Torachiyo. And the Saiguu.

Ayato stared back up at his father, both of their eyes were cold. He picked his words carefully.

“Did Watatsumi request additions to the agreement?”

Hyakubei almost spoke, but whatever lies he intended to spout dropped away as Lord Kamisato raised a hand. A command to silence.

“It would seem you retain some intelligence.” The Commissioner leaned forward once more; the corner of his lip twitched into a slight grin, and yet his voice held not an ounce of humour, “The agreement has not seen any adjustments. No, this is my own decision. Watatsumi would only benefit from it.”

No. The only person who’d benefit from the Guuji’s death was the Yashiro Commissioner himself.

Religious and cultural affairs were under  his domain –if the head of the most prominent shrine in Inazuma were to die, all that she controlled would, by default, fall under his dominion. He’d have full jurisdiction over who gets appointed and who gets removed. The Tri-Commission was intended to balance each other, and the other two Commissioners had no hope of offsetting the added weight of Grand Narukami Shrine should Lord Kamisato ‘acquire’ it.

Not even to consider the additional influence he’d gain if Yae Publishing House found itself needing a new owner.

Ayato said none of this, of course. The risk of another punishment was too high. He needed to stay on his father’s good side, for both Ayaka’s sake and Thoma’s. He had a deal to uphold, after all. He couldn’t uphold anything if he went through another confinement.

And his father spoke again, “Do you have an  issue  with this? You seem to have a habit of raising pointless objections lately.  Do speak your piece. Or do I need to summon an audience for you?”

“No. I have no objections.”

No objections. But what he did have was a problem. A problem with his father’s actions. He just couldn’t say that.

His father was putting his own interests before that of Inazuma’s people. He’d been terrible before. Selfish too. But never quite to this extent. He grew more deplorable by the day.


 Disgusting. 



“Thank you for selecting me this evening.” Thoma averted his eyes, batting them while he gracefully placed a glass in front of the woman who’d chosen him. In one swift motion, he’d poured out the champagne she’d ordered and slipped into the booth next to her. “I would recognise your radiance across any room, and yet this is the first I’ve been blessed by it… Is this your first time here, miss?”

Despite his situation outside of work, Thoma had still managed to make improvements on his Komore methods. He’d made an awful lot of money lately, none of which he got to keep. Splendid. According to Nakanishi’s sales chart, he currently held the third spot at the top in terms of income.

But just like always, his heart wasn’t in it. Everything he did was entirely a product of his brain committing to ‘work’ and following the same patterns over and over, only adapting to mould into someone’s specific taste.

Maybe it was a side effect of being a Kamisato prisoner, but he felt like he’d gotten even better at reading people. Especially at work.

The woman who’d picked him for the evening was calm in appearance, though her demeanour suggested some form of stress. Anxious probably –a lot of first-time patrons fell on the nervous side of things. She wasn’t terribly old nor terribly young, and she had very little on her person to suggest her line of work.

Just your everyday woman.

“Ah- was it that obvious?” Her voice was quiet, jaded. Tired. By his guess, she’d had a rough week and took a chance on Komore because of it. Common enough scenario.

“Hmm…” Thoma paused, artfully pretending to think over the question before giving her another pleasant smile. “Not obvious in the way you’re thinking, no- my eyes were drawn to you the moment you stepped through the door, and my eyes are  only drawn to beautiful things. Surely, I would have noticed you before.”

A light blush dusted her face now, and Thoma drew that blush out further with a clumsy shrug and a quiet laugh. She’d chosen him from the menu at the front. Patrons who chose him from there were  always looking for one of two things: his ‘soft, modest, and complimentary personality’ or his ‘Mondstadt origins.’

It was always a dice roll as to which criteria a patron desired, but he’d gotten very accurate with his predictions over time. Usually, the answer was in the way they stared at him. Or didn’t.

His current patron was still quiet, still nervous. She’d have him all to herself until she stopped paying for drinks, and she’d likely stop fairly quickly if he couldn’t get her feeling a bit more comfortable. So he jumped right back into it with his most harmless grin.

“I’m Thoma, but you, my darling, can call me whatever you’d like. Please feel free to indulge- I’d love nothing more than to fulfil all your wishes. And whatever ails you… allow me to whisk it away. Tonight’s all about you and me.”

The lady hesitated, reaching for her glass. Maybe he’d need to take another route-

“… May I request something?” Her voice still sounded rather tired and unsure.

“Anything.”

“I just want you to sit with me…” For the first time that night, she met Thoma’s eyes directly, though only fleetingly. “Just to sit… I’m not in the mind for flattery or conversation, I’d just like someone to be there.”

This was new. He’d thought he’d discovered every archetype of patron, but apparently, he’d missed one. And he felt a bit bad. If all she wanted to do was sit, he couldn’t make a profit, and by Komore’s rules, he’d have to ask her to leave. But she clearly needed the companionship and he didn’t have it in him to abandon her like that. Curse his persisting morals.

Then again, he wasn’t  really getting paid…

“Three million.”

Thoma’s mind shut off as her whisper hit his ears. “Huh?”

“I will pay three million mora for three hours of your time… Will that be enough?”


 3,000,000. 


The number was big enough for Thoma to forget he wouldn’t be seeing any of it. Bigger than any price he’d been offered before. That was the type of money people paid for the private rooms, and here this woman asked only to sit in silence.

His conscience felt a little disturbed at the thought of accepting the offer –he was practically shorting her of her money, wasn’t he?

It’d gotten marginally easier for him to accept his work wasn’t exactly ‘leading people on’ in exchange for money, but all his progress on that front crumbled immediately at the proposal.

Nakanishi’s grumbly voice popped into his head as if on cue. A memory of something he’d told him the very day he’d started working there.


 You give ‘em exactly what they ask for once the numbers hit six digits, I don’t care if it’s sex or a single pat on the shoulder. I’ll set the dog on you if you don’t. 


Thoma’s eyes flicked over to Taroumaru across the bar. Taroumaru stared back.

Adorable. But suddenly very unnerving. His throat was dry.

“That’s- more than enough, hah…”

Thoma wasn’t very good at doing nothing for hours at a time.

But he did his best.

At least at Komore, there were plenty of things to look at. Other patrons, other hosts. Watching them interact proved decently entertaining. Was this what Ayato did on the daily?

He always seemed to be  watching things. Like he existed in a constant state of surveying his surroundings, observing those around him. He’d almost never taken his eyes off Thoma when they’d first met. Albeit lately, he seemed to prefer looking away…

Thoma glanced back at his mysterious patron. She seemed to be doing much the same as he was: observing the room. Unlike him, however, she looked incredibly melancholic. Or distant, maybe? While her eyes were pointed at the room, they seemed to be looking somewhere far away. Whatever it was that sat so heavy on her shoulders, it assuredly was unpleasant.

Even if Thoma felt bad about the payment situation, he’d respect her wishes for silence.

Even so, he needed something to do for himself. Maybe he could try listening in to nearby conversations. He’d recently learned his eavesdropping skills were a bit… Lacking. But instead of getting practice, he relayed the conversation he’d overheard in his mind. He’d been a bit too ruffled to think everything over with Ayato catching him and with the whole deal-making situation.

And then Ayato had been taken away to see the demon, something which brought a bout of anger and nerves to Thoma that he’d spent most of the day biting back. He hadn’t seen him since. Not like he could do anything about it, but he feared Ayato was going to do something ‘brash and foolish’ again. He feared for his safety too.

But now he was a bit less on-edge, courtesy of the champagne he’d already downed that night and his own ability to reign in his emotions. His mother had taught him many breathing exercises as a kid, and he’d utilised them more times in the past few hours than he had his entire life.

So now he could think (marginally) more clearly.

Yet he was still struggling to understand Ayato’s motives. What he ‘needed’ Thoma for. Why he treated him the way he did.

Thoma had only found one  potential  motive in all of his considerations. The only one that held any ounce of plausibility. But it would only be plausible if Ayato was a normal person, and he certainly was not. So he’d quickly decided that the motive was  so far-fetched that even entertaining the idea would make him sound insane.

Clinically.

But for the humour of it, he played out the scenario in his mind:


 They stood in a garden of glorious flowers, surrounded by a gentle breeze and a pink haze. In the distance, a violin. A piano. A melodic tune and an accompaniment of wind chimes. Thoma turned to his companion, eyes sincere words soft, “Ayato, do you love me? Is that why you protect me so? Do you wish me to be your whore, too?” 


The scene ended there. It was too implausible for him to carry on.

Comedic, really.

Silly.

Hilarious.

Obviously, Ayato did not feel such affections, not towards Thoma for sure. Maybe not even towards men. Meaning that whatever his  true motive was fell outside of Thoma’s range of knowledge. The Kamisatos were buried in all sorts of complexities, so he supposed that was expected.

Until Ayato chose to share his true intentions, Thoma would simply have to wait in the dark. That was fine. As long as Ayato still guided him through that darkness, he didn’t  need to know the man’s intentions. They were working together now, he could keep his secrets if he really had to.

Before he even realised, the three hours were up. And he’d unintentionally spent most of it thinking about Ayato.

“I suppose it’s time for me to go.” The woman’s golden eyes still gazed elsewhere as she slowly stood from the booth. “I thank you for your time… You’ve done much for me.”

Thoma stood after her, giving a polite bow and offering an arm. The movement drew her out of whatever stupor she’d been in and she hesitated, staring down at his hand like she’d never seen such a thing before.

Sensing her uncertainty, Thoma started to pull his arm away. But she hooked hers through it just before he could. She indeed was a curious one. He wondered if she’d ever return.

And then he realised he’d never gotten her name.

They’d reached the door.

“Ah miss, I never asked your-”

“It’s… Hanachirusato. I think that one sounds rather nice.”

 ‘Sounds rather nice?’ He chose not to question it. Perhaps she did not wish to share her real name. She wouldn’t be the first.

“That’s a lovely name for a lovely lady.” Thoma guided her through the door. She didn’t release his arm when the night air engulfed them.

The door shut behind them and for a moment she did little more than wistfully stare out at the lights of the city and the stars above.

Thoma waited until she was ready.

Eventually, she slipped her arm out from his. Then she took a few steps away before turning to face him directly. She looked just a  bit less weary. That was good.

Thoma smiled at her before giving one last bow. Standard procedure was to hit them with an ‘I hope to see you again,’ but Thoma figured Hanachirusato would rather hear anything else.

“I won’t forget you, miss. Please take care.”

For the first time that night, she smiled. A very bittersweet smile.

“Thank you… I am afraid my time grows shorter.”

And then she turned away, vanishing into the nightly crowds that littered the streets. Thoma stared after her –or tried to. She blended into the night like she’d been cut directly from it. That last statement was a bit too cryptic for his taste. Unsettling.

He had his fair share of unusual patrons, he supposed. Worrying about every single stranger he met would do little more than cause him unmanageable stress. He could only worry about so many people at once and so he tried to keep his worry directed at those who wouldn’t or couldn’t worry about themselves.

Like Ayato…

A sigh escaped his lips as the man entered his thoughts again. A drowsy and rueful one that mingled with the neon lights outside the club.

 “Charmed by her beauty, are you?”

Thoma’s head whipped to the side at record-breaking speeds. A man stood next to him.

Ayato? Ayato.

…


 Ayato?? 


Thoma wanted to ask why he was there. When he’d shown up. If he was okay. But Ayato didn’t seem very keen on talking just then. He appeared rather grim, his eyes locked in the direction Hanachirusato had disappeared in. And he only glanced at Thoma once. Sharply.

“When you’ve finished sighing after women, we have things to discuss.”
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Komore had four booths.

More precisely, four booths that  mattered. Ayato didn’t care much for the smaller ones near the bar.

Each of the four booths had a name. Each name corresponded to one of Taroumaru’s bells. And each was named after a variety of green tea.

Sencha. Matcha. Gyokuro. Genmaicha.

How suave.

Ayato thought this naming system was quite frivolous, but Nakanishi staunchly defended its honour. Apparently, it was more for the hosts than anything –something about the system making it easier for them to know which booth was which after a few drinks.

He also claimed that patrons thought the names were cute. Charming. And Ayato supposed there  was a certain charm to them. Considering half of Komore’s business was based on charm, this wasn’t an issue.

And he himself was not immune to that charm, though he wouldn’t admit it out loud. Every time he bothered to use one of the booths, he chose the exact same one.

 Gyokuro. The finest of teas, cultivated in the shadows. Something about that booth made him feel… sentimental.

And that’s where he sat now, with Thoma across from him in the half-circle of plush velvet. Thoma’s face was the picture of bewilderment; his brows were taut and his eyes looked clouded. A number of people –customers and hosts alike– sent curious glances their way. A few whispers danced around them. Some women giggled. Some money exchanged hands.

The hosts mostly paled and averted their eyes while the customers gossiped amongst themselves excitedly, or scornfully. ‘The Young Lord Kamisato has business with one of Komore’s hosts’ –a statement that sparked vastly different reactions depending on just how much one knew of the Kamisatos.

They’d acted much the same the last time he’d used the booth.

Last time.

Thoma. His adventurous hands. He’d called Ayato’s eyes striking. His fingers had trailed so boldly down his side…  Those feathers again. 

Thoma spoke before Ayato could clear out the abysmal fluttering in his chest, “You- you really had to rent the whole booth for this?”

Ayato scanned his face, watching as Thoma peered at Komore’s many, many occupants. He seemed jumpy. Was he looking for someone? Who was there to look for?

“I don’t see why not.” Ayato’s tone was unintentionally commanding, drawing Thoma’s attention back to him and him alone.

Thoma stared, squinting narrowly and lowering his voice, “Aya- Mr. Kamisato, this club doesn’t serve  men and renting out a whole booth is a bit… Well, wouldn’t you rather talk in the private rooms?”

Ayato raised a brow.  Mr. Kamisato. That’s a new one. 


 Very… Host-like. 


Thoma wasn’t necessarily  wrong –he  would rather use the private rooms to talk, in general. But something came over him when he saw the way Thoma had sighed after his patron. Something unfamiliar.

Protective? Greedy?

He wasn’t sure why. He just wanted to use the booth. With Thoma. Alone. Where everyone could see.

“You seem to forget this place wouldn’t be in business without me, is it so strange that I would want to utilise its… booths?” Ayato spoke after a quiet moment, watching the way Thoma drummed his fingers on the table between them. “If you’re worried this will negatively affect how ‘potential customers’ view you, I assure you it will not. They are more focused on my  presence than anything. Frankly, this would boost your ratings.”

“That’s not-” Thoma trailed off, shooting him a glare before giving a defeated sigh and leaning back into the booth. “Fine… I think I know what you came to talk about but first- are you okay?”


 Are you okay. 


Ayato didn’t respond. He didn’t know how to. He’d made it abundantly clear how little he cared for fake niceties. And yet Thoma persisted, ever putting on this strange show of compassion. Wrapping Ayato’s injuries, berating him for doing stupid things… Asking if he was okay.

Even after Ayato had agreed to look for Thoma’s father. Even after Ayato had given him what he’d wanted. Ayato was not about to go against his word. He’d give Thoma what he sought. Therefore, there was no reason to keep up the act anymore. No reason to show so much empathy to the person keeping him captive. The person ruining his life.

Unless it truly wasn’t an act. No, he just  wanted to believe that.

He spoke carefully, “That is not what we’re here to discuss. I would like to pick up where we left off -before the  interruption, that is. You were asking…”

Thoma’s eyes glinted for a brief moment, reflecting the club lights around them. It was painfully clear he was annoyed with Ayato’s sidestepping, but he said nothing of it. Instead, he sat forward, resting his arms on the table. That intent expression crossed his face again. The one that knocked Ayato’s heart around like a bat out of hell.

“I need answers,” Thoma got straight to the point, “if we’re going to work together, that is… And more than three this time.”

“… I’ll give you five.” The statement was meant to be a joke but Thoma responded with a glare.

Maybe his sarcasm wasn’t clear enough. He’d need to work on that.

But before he could correct the remark, Thoma posed his first question with a huff, “You said you don’t understand why I’m alive- I don’t either. So why do  you think?”

This was a question Ayato had spent many nights thinking on. He’d contemplated countless possibilities but his theories didn’t matter, what mattered was finding the truth.

“What I  think may be a reason doesn’t serve any purpose in finding the actual reason-”

“Sure.” Thoma raised his brows –it was only then that Ayato realised he may be a bit tipsy. It would explain the directness. He seemed to be managing well enough. “But that’s not what I asked. I want to hear your thoughts. It doesn’t matter how unlikely. You know your father better than any-”

Both paused.

Tensed.

The room stilled.

Still. Ayato was still sore from Ayaka’s remarks. Still sore from being compared to him. He could live with all the servants and Shuumatsuban agents viewing him as his father’s son, but it wasn’t particularly pleasant to have Ayaka and Thoma share that view. Especially when he knew they were fully in their rights to do so. And he could do nothing to change.

It hurt.

And Thoma realised that, “I’m sorry-”

“He’s afraid of you,” Ayato stated matter-of-factly, fraying the string of apologies at its centre before it could tighten around him. He didn’t want to hear those apologies; he didn’t deserve them after the things he’d put Thoma through. “My father… I didn’t think he was capable of fear. But he is unquestionably afraid of you. I have never known anything that would scare him, therefore I don’t have any solid thoughts on the matter. That is why I cannot answer your question.”

Thoma glanced at a host passing by their table before turning his eyes back to Ayato, still apologetic but now mildly suspicious,  “Afraid  of me… He’s tried to maim me twice now! Maybe it’s different in Inazuma, but in Mondstadt, we call that  hatred,  not fear.”

Ayato had already figured it wasn’t Thoma himself that scared his father. But Thoma’s utter disbelief over the revelation only assured him in his stance more. Though it also served as a hindrance. Whatever it was that scared the lord, Thoma likely would not know even though he was innately tied to that fear.

“He does hate you,” Ayato said.

“Ah. Comforting.”

“But he hasn’t been trying to  maim you. He’s been trying to keep you submissive. He’s afraid- and keeping you under control as a result. Tearing the teeth from the fox before it bites him.”

“Is there even a difference?” Thoma muttered, mostly to himself from what Ayato could gather.

There  was a difference. A large one that lay in how many limbs one retained and how many of their organs were still their own. But Thoma likely did not wish to hear the gruesome details.

His vibrant eyes widened suddenly as some realisation struck him; he spoke again, his voice wavered, “I hope you don’t think  I know why he’s afraid-”

“If you did, I would’ve ripped it out of you by now.”

“Right.” Thoma nodded unenthusiastically, relaxing a bit. “Then how do you plan to find out? And what am I supposed to do to help?”

Here Ayato faltered. He’d known Thoma would ask, and yet he hadn’t figured out an answer to either question. He hadn’t had much time to. He had no idea where to start. Asking his father directly was pointless, and Ayato couldn’t exactly send the Shuumatsuban out to gather information on him. Thoma couldn’t do much either. Ayato only made the deal to keep Thoma close. And to avoid confronting his question.  What’s this really about… 


 Thunk. Clink. 


A thick bottle plummeted to the centre of their table. Glittering and unopened. Two pristine glass flutes were placed before Thoma, who looked just as astonished as Ayato felt.

Nakanishi pulled his worn hands away, wiping them off on a towelette as he peered at Thoma. “You should know better, kid. Never leave a patron with an empty glass. Or with no glass at all. What were you thinking?”

Thoma flushed slightly, or maybe Ayato imagined it. The lights in Komore were rather pink. “But he’s not-”

Before Thoma could protest further, Nakanishi whipped out a small notepad, flipped to one of the middle pages, and dangled it in front of his eyes. Ayato already knew what it was –an itemised list of every single expense he’d paid for on Komore’s behalf. It included the price he’d set down to use the booth that night.

Thoma’s eyes tensed as he processed the billions of mora listed out on the page. His pupils widened as they flicked down the list and over to Ayato. Then to Nakanishi. Then to the glass and bottle.

Before Ayato could object, Thoma had elegantly popped the cork, releasing a fine stream of water vapour into the air along with a warm scent that tickled Ayato’s nose. He proceeded to pour out both glasses in a singular motion, graceful and measured. The movement of his hands was all too mesmerising; his fingers were lithe and practised, repeating a motion they’d spent weeks perfecting.

“Hm.” Nakanishi crossed his arms; apparently, it wasn’t as mesmerising to him. Or up to his standards, “Your technique needs more work. Don’t tilt your wrist so much.”

Thoma just sighed, shooting a sheepish glance between Ayato and Nakanishi before offering the glass across the table. Ayato stared down at it, slowly reaching out to grab the stem. He didn’t plan to drink it, but he couldn’t bring himself to reject what Thoma offered.

He was in a trance.

His hand brushed against Thoma’s, a sensation he normally would ignore. Normally. But right then he was failing terribly at ignoring such things. The moment was fleeting; Thoma pulled his hand away once the glass was securely in Ayato’s grasp.

The trance broke, and Ayato chastised himself in silence. But he did not set the drink down.

Satisfied with Thoma’s work, Nakanishi turned his attention to Ayato. “I’ve received word you’re seeking a certain woman. If that’s what you’re here for, Thoma won’t be much help.”

Ayato’s face lifted slightly. He’d only received his father’s directives an hour or so ago. The Shuumatsuban moved as fast as ever. This wasn’t surprising by any means.

But he hadn’t come to Komore to look for the Saiguu. He’d come for Thoma. Who was currently gaping at him, eyes wide and imploring. But whatever question danced on his tongue, he did not ask.

Ayato swirled the glass in his hand, turning to direct a blank stare at Nakanishi. “I wasn’t informed that she had anything to do with Komore. I came on the basis of keeping my… hostage in line.”

Nakanishi’s eyes narrowed and he muffled a scoff, but he did not voice his thoughts. Instead, he took half a step back, angling to leave; his voice was soaked with sarcasm, “Then when you’re done ‘keeping your hostage in line,’ I have some things you’ll need to see.”

Ayato raised his chin in acknowledgement, immediately turning back to Thoma once Nakanishi had left. “Where were we..?”

“You came here for a woman?” Thoma was still gaping, though he was much more collected now. His tone suggested little more than idle curiosity, and he twirled a finger through his glass with listless intent. Yet he stirred with much more focus than an ‘idly curious’ man would.

“No.” Ayato paused, debating his words before quietly deciding against his better judgement, “I… will explain later. For now, your questions..?”

Thoma continued to stir his drink, thinking. Ayato figured he would repeat the questions he’d not received an answer to, but he wasn’t very good at predicting Thoma’s thoughts. And surely enough, Thoma did not repeat himself.

“My  fifth  question,” Thoma spoke with much deliberation, making it very clear to Ayato that he was not unaware of the unanswered questions prior. Making it  very clear that Ayato was not off the hook. “How will we search for my father?”

This was a question Ayato  could  answer. Finding people was a simple task for the Kamisato Clan. Most of the time. If they could not find someone’s exact coordinates, they could always find the information on where they had been, and consequently, where they were going. Digging up a random civilian’s history was a matter of routine. Most people did not cover their tracks, and if they did, they could not wipe  every trace they’d left behind without considerable resources.

“I’ll need information from you,” he spoke slowly as his brain began to lay forth several plans and paths, all potential places to start and go. “As much as you can give me. I recall that you don’t know so much as his name… But names are only one form of identification. Whatever you can tell me will surely be useful. From there, it’s a matter of deploying a select few Shuumatsuban and contacting a  select few individuals.”

Thoma pushed his glass to the side, absently sucking on the finger he’d been swirling in the champagne. Ayato tore his eyes away in record time, struck by a strange  heat  at the sight. He needed to focus. And he most certainly did not want to think about what had  caused  that heat.  Delusional… 

“Bantan told me something very similar,” Thoma’s voice sounded almost unsure. He didn’t know much about Kamisato methods –no one did. Doubt was a reasonable thing. But did he really have so little faith in him?

Ayato’s voice felt flat.

“Bantan’s work is… restricted. Their detectives are quite accomplished, yes, but there are some cases that cannot be solved by procedural tactics. Bantan does not have the same type of experience as the Shuumatsuban either… When someone lies, the people most likely to spot those lies are liars themselves, no? Logically, when someone disappears, the people most likely to find them are the people who  disappear  themselves. The Shuumatsuban do not exist in the public eye, they do not exist in  Bantan’s  eye. They  disappear. Entirely. And make others disappear as well. There is no one more suited to find your father, I assure you.”

Thoma didn’t respond right away. Out of the corner of his eye, Ayato watched him silently.

Then Thoma sat back, exhaling heavily like he was winded just thinking about what came next. Like he was relenting information he had not intended to share.

“Information on my dad… Well-”



 The ship was cold and damp and small. It rocked in the waves and wind alike. 


The boat itself was a cramped cabin cruiser built to fit two people at most. Thoma could cross the entirety of its interior in a few short strides. The top deck wasn’t very impressive either, sporting only a heavy sail that battled the wind.

But he’d paid for the ship himself and it was the best he could afford on short notice. It wasn’t quite made for such extensive seafaring, but it was too late to consider that fact now. He was already halfway across the ocean. And he was determined to reach Inazuma’s shores.

He would not have turned back no matter what awaited him. He had to fulfil his mother’s final wish. To find his father whom she most dearly loved.

She’d died only a few months ago. The pain was still raw in his heart and it always would be. But he had to keep moving forward. Maybe they wouldn’t be able to see his father together. Maybe their plans had been tossed aside in her passing. He wouldn’t let that stop him.

His mother had never once spoken poorly of the man. Throughout his entire childhood, she’d told Thoma of all his good deeds and all the reasons she loved him. She’d painted him out to be a hero, a hero who valued loyalty above all and who treated her better than any man ever could.

She mused over their dates constantly, tormenting Thoma with gushy stories about how they’d met and how vibrant and  green his eyes were. How he’d offer to buy her a bottle of dandelion wine every time he came to visit, and every time she’d refuse. He’d buy a bottle anyway –it was his favourite thing in Mondstadt, second only to his wife– and they’d spent nights under the stars, drinking that wine together as the wind rustled the leaves around them.

She gave Thoma all sorts of toys and curios that had once belonged to him –photos of their time together, omamori, pens, various jewellery, miniature figurines,  everything.  All things he’d given her. All the things he’d left behind.

Even on her worst days when she shut herself away –when she wanted little to do with anyone as the weight of the world bore down on her–, she never shone a malicious light upon him.

Never.

As a child, Thoma saw his father as some fictional hero. Nothing more than a charming knight in one of his fairy tales. And in a way, he still did see him like that.

But.

Fairy tales were often contorted. Changed to fit a better narrative.

He was much older now. He no longer had to rely solely on his mother’s words to judge his father’s being. The man was no longer just the pillar of ‘good’ that she had painted him out to be. Things weren’t so black and white the older Thoma grew.

The man had left mere  days after Thoma was born. But his mother had been fine with this at the time. Her husband had enthused about a ‘huge opportunity’ that he couldn’t miss. That he’d be able to provide a life of splendour and luxury to their family and would bring them to Inazuma, his home, once Thoma had gotten a little bigger.

She’d supported it. She’d had faith. She’d loved this man for years, why  wouldn’t she?

According to her, he’d sent multiple letters back for weeks. Months. They communicated nearly every day. She was happy. Content. Madly in love.

Then it was radio silence.

One last letter. One that spoke of how excited he was to see Thoma grow up.

His mother never heard from him again.

And still, she sung his praises. Insisted that he would return. That he wouldn’t abandon them. That he  hadn’t abandoned them. But Thoma knew better now. She didn’t believe that they would see him again. Not in the slightest.

She’d dearly hoped they would. But she’d long since accepted they wouldn’t. She just didn’t want Thoma to think ill of him. And a part of her refused to acknowledge anything other than hard evidence. She would not bear hatred towards the man she loved until she knew  exactly what had become of him.

She’d never find out now. Illness. Stress. A fatal combination.

The only thing that kept her going was her will to raise Thoma properly. To not abandon him in the way her husband had abandoned her.

She passed away quietly, on Thoma’s very birthday. Thoma had watched it happen, sitting at her bedside as tears choked his throat. Her husband was not there to mourn her, and yet her final words lay with him.


 “I just wanted… to drink with him one last time. Even if he no longer loves me. Just one last time… one last bottle… I want him to see who you’ve become… I want to tell him…” 


After her passing, Thoma had grieved. He could not bring himself to go through her things. To do anything. For months.

When he did find the energy to keep moving forward, he stumbled across a certain wooden box tucked beneath his mother’s nightstand.

The box was in near perfect condition, well-cared for and large. When Thoma broke open the lock that latched it closed, he found a pile of nautical instruments –sextants, charts, compasses, and the like. A few notes were scattered about, which he’d later find to be reminders and to-do lists she’d made over the years. Some also listed out names, people who could sail or provide a vessel. Things she wanted to give to her husband once they reunited. A sizable pile of mora was tucked away neatly in the corner –a small amount that she had set aside when she could afford to.

All things she’d been saving for when she could finally cross the sea. When she could finally take her son to meet his father.

But one item stood out above the rest in that box. A single bottle of dandelion wine.


 One last bottle. 


Thoma glanced over as the ship lurched in the waves. That bottle was secured tightly to the passenger seat. Even in tumultuous waters, it did not budge.

He didn’t know the first thing about seafaring.

He’d readily admit that his decision to set sail was far more impulsive than it should’ve been.

Grief drove people to do stupid things.

He was going to accomplish his mother’s goal. To pay her back for the childhood she’d blessed him with. Everything she’d done for him. Every kindness. He tugged distractedly at the tags around his neck.


 Find his father. Give him the wine. 


But the sea did not care for his petty goals. The sea held no regard for the mortal lives that sail upon it.

And he was unprepared.

He’d be lucky enough to wash up on Inazuma’s shores. Soaking and unconscious.

The bottle of wine, however, was claimed by the ocean floor.


Given how intelligent Thoma was, Ayato almost couldn’t believe the story he’d been told. To think someone as keen as he would hop into a boat with almost no knowledge of how to pilot one. Amazing.

But  no one  was immune to foolish behaviour, not even Ayato himself.

He’d learned a lot, and yet it felt like he’d learned nothing at all. Thoma was searching for little more than a figment of a man. But Ayato could still find him. He  would find him.

For Thoma.

Not right then, though. Another matter wedged itself between them. Again.

Thoma had returned to his duties.

And Nakanishi had taken Ayato to the back, where the former now fumbled with an incredibly blocky monitor. By the grain of the screen and the dust piled on top of it, Ayato figured the ancient device was older than him. For whatever reason, Nakanishi had never taken the time to upgrade his security cameras. Something about the old technology being superior and new systems being ‘overly complicated.’

Ayato couldn’t even judge him for being old-fashioned. His own father was ten times worse. The lord’s mind was still in the days of human labour, his ‘security cameras’ were the Shuumatsuban themselves.

Nakanishi crouched next to the monitor, flipping through the knobs on the bottom as the screen above flickered between cameras. Eventually, he stopped, and the screen brightened the slightest amount as the static settled.

Ayato was now staring at the club from above, Taroumaru’s ears flicked at the very bottom of the monitor, almost like the camera was perched right above his head. The timestamp on the corner told him this was taken only a few hours ago, sometime before he arrived.

His eyes immediately locked onto a familiar figure at the bar –a figure with golden hair and emerald eyes that stood out even within the screen’s grain. He was chatting with another host near Taroumaru and drinking what Ayato presumed was water.

“Watch him.” Nakanishi pointed at Thoma before leaning back and squinting at the screen.

Ayato was going to watch him no matter what, but now he had an excuse to do so.

A few minutes flashed by on the timestamp as Nakanishi hit the side of the monitor with his palm. A new figure had appeared on-screen, perching at one of the smaller booths facing the camera. Thoma was walking towards her.

He reached her booth.

He bowed. His posture was terrible.

He poured out the champagne just as he had for Ayato.

The monitor had no audio, but Thoma’s tongue was certainly dripping with all varieties of coquettish words.

She blushed.

Again, Ayato was struck by that unfamiliar feeling. The same one that had demanded he share a booth with Thoma. Alone.

Watching him do his job should not feel so wrenching to Ayato’s gut.

Nakanishi reached out a hand, pausing the recording once Thoma had sat down and the woman’s face was clearly in view. ‘Clearly’ in the sense that Thoma no longer blocked parts of her expression. The footage itself was still remarkably pixelated.

Turning one of the dials brought her face a little closer, though it did very little for clarity.

“She doesn’t exactly fit the bill for the photos I was shown,” Nakanishi grumbled, stepping back and adjusting the reading lens on his nose, “but she’s a bit too strange to cross off the list entirely.”

“Strange?”

“The way they’re sitting right now? They sat like that for three hours in silence. Nothing exchanged between them. She requested it. Thoma obliged.”

Ayato raised a hand to his mouth, evaluating the blurry image before him. This had to be the woman he’d seen Thoma sighing after… He hadn’t gotten a good look at her face then either. Her hair was dark and her dress was plain and all he’d been seeing was a red haze.

Nakanishi continued, “She paid three million.  Normal  people would never pay that much out of pocket for a  sitting session.”

‘Normal people’ was certainly a term that did not apply to Ayato. He’d paid five million for the booth with Thoma that night alone. A fact he didn’t think much of at first, but now made him feel weirdly superior. Five million was more than three million.

But Nakanishi had a point. There were very few in Inazuma who would toss aside that much for something so small. Very few who  could  . Komore’s balance sheet sported high numbers like that, certainly, but only when the patron was paying for  extensive services.

And of those who could toss aside that much for that little, Ayato knew every single one by name. They were all business associates. Yashiro or otherwise.

But this woman he did not recognise in the slightest. Her face was almost uncannily fit to blend into a crowd. “Her name?”

“Fake,” Nakanishi muttered. “Hanachirusato.”

Ayato paused as the name registered. “Like… the old fairy tale?”

“It’s not a fairy tale.” Nakanishi scowled, giving him a sharp glare. “It’s classical literature. But yes. I believe so.”

Ayato stared down at the monitor, brows furrowing as a thought struck him. “Did she happen to give the name in writing?”

“She signed her name- But her damn handwriting is worse than yours.”

“Illegible, then?”

“Very.” Nakanishi pulled a receipt out of his back pocket, slapping it on top of the dusty monitor for Ayato to examine. “I was only able to sort out what she went by from what she told Thoma. And she didn’t provide a company name either. Ask me, and I’d say she was purposefully avoiding it.”

Ayato picked up the receipt carefully, turning away at the dust that puffed out as he pulled it from the monitor. ‘Illegible’ was not an exaggeration. The strokes were all over the place like she’d written it in a hurry and cared little for the validity of the signature. Yet something about them was precise, purposeful.

Ayato was an expert at reading horrible penmanship, and after a moment of evaluation, he sorted out that it did spell Hanachirusato. Spelt exactly the same as it was in the fairy tale.

Or, it spelt Hanachirusato in  Inazuma’s  script. But reading through the lens of  Liyue’s script, Ayato found a different name in the ink stains.


 Kazari. 



Notes for the Chapter:
very brief/watered-down nuance explanation of the Kazari Thing (nanori and all that isn’t really a concept in english):

kazari is closest to the onyomi (~chinese) reading of kanji, while hanachirusato is the kunyomi (~japanese) reading of the same kanji

her canon name is 花散里 which can be read both ways, hence ayato wanting to see it in writing

-as far as i can tell, only the jp and kr versions went with the kunyomi reading in game (though there is an official soundtrack titled hanachirusato, which i assume is a nod to the kunyomi?)

the ‘fairy tale’ ayato mentioned is the tale of genji, in which ‘hanachirusato’ is the title of chapter 11 as well as the name of one of genji’s wives

thoma mentions fairy tales often being contorted to fit a narrative which is in reference to how many stories from the Brothers Grimm are adjusted to be much happier and more light-hearted in modern retellings than the original stories were






14. Warm



4:00 a.m.

 Or maybe closer to 3:00? Thoma wasn’t sure. It was dark. He’d just gotten off work. Close enough.

His consciousness was fleeting, lapped to and fro by waves of buzzing champagne sloshing around his mind after a long night.

He hadn’t been  all that drunk when Ayato came to visit. He’d spent three hours doing nothing, after all. And he knew how little he and alcohol got along, but…

Sharing all that stuff about his dad with Ayato. Admitting aloud that his mother was gone. Embracing the circumstances he often tried to ignore. Reliving the things he’d been through  just to reach Inazuma. Failing to carry out his mother’s last wish.

How poorly everything had turned out. How complicated everything was. How little he could do to  fix  anything.

So, after Ayato had left to attend whatever matters he had to attend, Thoma hadn’t exactly been a paragon of abstinence. He had plenty of patrons. Plenty of worries. Plenty of drinks.

And now he was back at the estate, taking groggy steps across the courtyard after Hirano and Ayato had dragged him out of the car.

The former vanished after a short exchange with the latter; Thoma had caught none of that exchange, their words were little more than a gooey blurb as far as he was concerned. Before his mind could catch up to  anything  around them, he’d managed to make it up the porch and over to the door. Ayato was close behind.

Very close. Or maybe Thoma had lost his perception of distance, sometimes when his eyes found Ayato, he seemed to be miles away. And spinny. Even so, he could feel a sleeve swish against his hip here and there.

Then they were inside, embraced by those ever-lightless halls. The moment the door shut, Ayato’s hand was on his back, gently pressing between his shoulder blades. The usual routine. Or not usual? Thoma barely processed it at first, but something about the contact felt  warmer than usual. It seemed to beckon him, and some part of him was all too willing to lean into it.


 Probably the champagne. 


He turned his head to the side, squinting at Ayato’s figure. He couldn’t see much, but he was certain that the man’s eyes flicked over to meet his. If only for a moment. Ayato had a rather nice face if Thoma did say so himself. He could’ve made a lucrative host off that face alone, as nice as it was. Oddly though, Thoma could not picture Ayato surrounded by fawning customers. Did he  want to?

The question abandoned his stream of thoughts as they started moving. Ayato’s gait was still burdened by his injuries, yet Thoma was the one who failed to walk straight. That hazy wave in his mind sloshed around again and he staggered with every step. The only thing keeping him upright was Ayato’s hand, now firmly gripping at the fabric of his shirt to pilot him.

After a few steps, mere fabric wasn’t enough. Thoma stumbled slightly, then allowed himself to lean heavily against Ayato’s shoulders. They were firm, secure. Thoma inhaled, breathing in every scent that Ayato emanated. Cool scents, heavy scents, something sweet, something savoury. They caressed him, in a way. He felt so warm. A comfortable warm. A safe warm.

Ayato didn’t push him away. Offering no acknowledgement of Thoma’s weight, only tightening his grip further as they carried on through the dark.

They came to an abrupt pause somewhere before the stairs. Thoma wasn’t sure why.

Ayato muttered something under his breath, too quiet for Thoma’s swirling mind to even hope to hear.

Then all the lights in the room flicked on.

Sudden. Bright. Painfully bright.

Thoma’s eyes slammed shut, the grip on his shirt tightened, pulled him back, pushed him away, and then… released. Ayato was no longer holding him up. He lurched, only managing to find his balance by some miracle of fate. The warmth was gone.

He missed it.

A flat voice echoed next to him, sounding slurred in his head alone, “…Mother.”

Thoma’s eyes opened, half-hearted. The drunkest part of his mind almost expected to see his own mother. He’d always known ghosts were real. But of course, that was only a booze-induced fantasy.

The room was bathed in warm light, a light Thoma didn’t have the brainpower to process. It pleasantly reflected across the floors, casting formless shadows about. Squinting, he could see they hadn’t quite reached the stairs. Their path was blocked by someone near the first step.

Or  two someones?

They looked awfully similar, enough that Thoma thought his eyes had crossed. But one was much younger than the other. Shorter. Come to think of it, their facial characteristics were quite reminiscent of Ayato too-

Thoma’s mind kicked on just then, if only barely. He was staring at Ayaka. And the woman next to her:  ‘Mother.’ Ayato’s mother.

Whether it was the alcohol messing with him or the energy in the room, Thoma could not sort out why things had gotten so quiet. So tense. His brain did its best to piece it all together, vaguely recalling what little he knew about this woman.  Something… Something… Something about her being kind. And busy. Respected.

But Ayato was in front of him, partially blocking him. Shielding Thoma with his body, protecting him from some invisible threat. Or hiding him from sight. Even in his drunken state, Thoma could see the way Ayato’s shoulders raised, taut. Tense. Not a great sign.

Ayaka was a bit less readable, her face obscured by the lights and distance –too much for his groggy mind to handle. But her eyes seemed to jump between them all. First Ayato, then Thoma, then her mother. Then back to Thoma. Then to the floor.

No one was saying anything. Why was the air so rigid? Air wasn’t supposed to be rigid.

Thoma couldn’t see Ayato’s face, but he could see his mother’s. He could see the strange, tight frown that thinned her lips as she peered at them. The scrutiny in her eyes.

Still. Silent.

After what felt like nothing short of an eternity, she turned, nudging Ayaka. Ayaka glanced between them all one last time before following her mother’s cue. The two walked in Ayato’s direction, passing by silently –sparing no glances– before vanishing around a room divider somewhere behind them. Thoma watched hazily as they disappeared.

Ayato didn’t look back. Not at them. Not at Thoma.

He continued forward. Thoma stumbled after him. The warmth did not return.


Ayato was perfectly sober. All the same, his mind was stuck in a mire, murky. No words had been exchanged other than a pitiful ‘mother.’ But Kayo’s gaze had always spoken more than her words ever could anyway.

Disapproval. Disappointment.

Not like it was wrong of her to feel such contemptuous things towards her son. Just another reminder that the way he was going about everything was wrong. Everything he was feeling. Especially towards Thoma. Towards his prisoner. All the strange sensations he’d been fighting at Komore…

Wrong.

His actions would enrage his father if he’d been there to see them. If he’d been the one to turn on those lights, if he’d been the one to see how softly Ayato was handling Thoma. That would endanger everyone.  Ayato  was endangering  everyone.  Of course Kayo would be disappointed in him.

They were back in Thoma’s room now; Ayato had intended to sleep there, for an hour or two at least, but after crossing paths with his mother, perhaps it would be better to leave. To clear his mind. Those  feathers  were getting harder and harder to contain. That infuriating bird kept exploding, like it had nothing better to do.  Those feathers –that bird– shouldn’t exist in the first place. 

He’d stay for a minute, however. The journey up the stairs had been physically rough on them both. He’d take a few seconds to let the pounding in his legs abate, then he’d be off to do some research. On ‘Kazari.’ And Thoma’s father.

While Ayato grimly considered the future awaiting him, Thoma had somehow managed to drag out the futons. One for each of them. He collapsed over both the moment they’d haphazardly unfurled across the floor. Ayato could smell Komore’s most expensive wines on him –meaning he’d certainly had some ritzy customers after Ayato had left to see Nakanishi. Throwing their money at him so he could caress their hands and stroke their cheeks…

Why did that bother him?

Why was everything bothering him?


 How childish. 


He turned silently, once again repressing that strange,  possessive  feeling that he could not explain. Repressing  all the unfamiliar feelings inside. Thoma grunted behind him, shuffling on the mats. Ayato didn’t look back, focusing all his attention on the door. He could reach it in two strides.

“Kamisato Ayato.”

He’d only made one stride. Thoma’s voice sounded  loose, liquidy. Drunk. Determined.

 One more stride. But he didn’t take the step.

“You-” Thoma’s breath hitched slightly on his tongue. “You  frustrate me.”

Ayato still did not face him. He could feel Thoma’s eyes on the back of his neck. Should he meet them, it would crumble his resolve to leave. He knew it would. He hated that it would, but he couldn’t  do anything about it. His only choice was to not allow that meeting to occur. All he had to do, was leave. Leave, without another word.

But.

“Frustrate you, do I?”

Thoma continued, speaking a decibel louder than necessary, painting his tone with a hint of accusatory annoyance, “You’re so!  Complicated!  And confusing! And warm..! And  hic  I don’t know anything about you. But you know  sooo much about me. All the things about me, in fact!”

Complicated and confusing was fair. But  warm? 

Ayato did not speak. No words came to mind, his brain caught entirely off guard. And Thoma was thoroughly intoxicated; all the jumbled words spilling out of his mouth were nothing more than a product of that. There wasn’t any reason to entertain a drunkard’s spiel.

But Thoma, apparently, took his silence as a response. “See and you keep avoiding EVERYTHING. I’m not stupid- I know there’s more you  hic  want to say! But you never say  anything. You avoid ALL my questions even when-“

Thoma’s rambling was slowly dissolving into a heavy mix of Inazuman and Mondstadt speech that Ayato couldn’t quite comprehend. The slurring of his tongue didn’t help matters, either. But he sounded… hurt. Or whiny, maybe. His pitch fluctuated and his hiccuping grew worse.

But he’d pass out soon. And he wouldn’t remember anything when he woke, surely. Even more reason for Ayato to leave. Thoma would be less frustrated in his drunken state if Ayato’s presence wasn’t there to antagonise him.

So he took his final step.

Or started to.

The scent of alcohol grew stronger, an abrupt wave crashing against his nose. A hand clasped clumsily at his shoulder; lean fingers digging into the fabric near the seams. Ayato’s body didn’t react, but his mind went utterly still.

“I was thinking,” Thoma stated, his tone suddenly very flat. “I was thinking- I don’t NEED to know everything about you… but what I  hic  do need to know- how do I help you? How CAN I help you? I  want to help you. I want to make you feel warm.”


 To help… 



 Feel warm..? 


Ayato did everything in his power not to turn his head. Everything in his power to ignore the fingers pressing against him. Everything to ignore the sensation clawing at his heart. Everything to keep his tone as void as possible.

“You need to lie back down.”


 He’s intoxicated. 


“NO?” Thoma didn’t seem to be aware of how loud he had become, nor did he seem to be aware of where they were, “NOT UNTIL YOU ANSWER ME.”

“Lower your tone.”

“ANSWERS. I’M TIRED OF-”

Ayato whipped around on pure instinct, pressing his palm against Thoma’s mouth and forcing him to take a step back. All he wanted to do, all he meant to achieve, was to keep Thoma from drawing attention to the room. Attention would come with further problems.

But rarely were things with Thoma so simple. He’d made a terrible decision.

They’d been standing a lot closer than Ayato had realised, and Thoma did not let go of his sleeve. The movement had been solely intended to silence Thoma’s voice, but now Ayato faced a dreadful  dreadful dilemma.

Their bodies were particularly close. Nearly touching, but not quite. Close enough that Ayato could feel the heat of Thoma’s skin between them. If either were to lean forward the slightest amount, they’d be practically flush at the chest.

Thoma’s breath was warm against his hand. His eyes glared fiercely at Ayato, glittering in the room’s dim light. His cheeks were rosy –they’d been rosy since they left Komore. The scent of champagne was thick between them, as though it was the only barrier keeping them apart.

Ayato couldn’t look away. Could barely react. Had Thoma’s cheeks grown redder? He needed to keep his composure; his voice came out a harsh whisper,  “Lower your tone.” 

Thoma exhaled fiercely, puffing a breath out that heated Ayato’s palm. Without warning, the hand gripping Ayato’s shoulder released, shooting up to clasp around his wrist instead. Ayato could not react, Thoma was enveloping his vision and mind entirely, deluging whatever senses he might retain. His reflexes could not kick in.

Thoma pulled his wrist closer, pressing his mouth harder into Ayato’s hand.

Then something else hit his palm, dragging across the entire surface and lapping his fingers in the process. Something Ayato would not have ever anticipated. Would not have ever dreamed. Something that shut down every part of his body. Warm. Wet. Heavy.

Thoma had licked his palm.

Ayato jerked his arm back with all the grace of a dying rabbit, taking a stunned half-step away. The saliva felt so cold on his hand; something dangerously warm burned around his heart, spreading downwards and out. He stared blankly at the light glimmer of  wetness left behind.


 Why? 


He should be annoyed. He should scold him. He should be horrified.

But his throat was dry. His mind elsewhere. He could do nothing but gape at Thoma’s spit.


 Why do you make me feel this way? 


Thoma stared defiantly at him, proud of his drunken accomplishment. He’d freed himself from Ayato with nothing but his tongue. He did not seem to process the shock-induced turmoil his accomplishment had inflicted upon Ayato. Nor did he seem to recognise how immature, how improper, his actions were. At the very least, his tone was now quiet, “Answers. Or  hic I’ll lick you somewhere else. I have a dangerous tongue-”

Thoma tensed, and for a brief moment, some sheepish clarity beamed across his muddled eyes as he cut himself off, “Ah- not like-”

Too late. The words clicked. He could not retract them.


 Host. He’s a host. 



 Flirting is his job. A habit. 



 Drunk. He’s also drunk- 


Ayato needed to leave. Now.

Thoma spun around without warning, pointing at their beds. All the poise of an inebriate, “We can talk there.”

He then proceeded to stumble across the room, teetering dangerously to the side and not bothering to check if Ayato was following. He collapsed on the mats once again, heavily thumping one with his hand as if calling over a dog.

And for reasons the Archons could not hope to explain, Ayato took a few steps in his direction.

Just like in Komore, he was in a trance of sorts. Though currently, a part of Ayato was painfully aware of this trance. Painfully aware he could just  leave. He could break out of it. But he wouldn’t. He was thinking about tongues.

He came to a halt just beside the beds, crossing his arms as Thoma looked up at him from the floor. Expectant. Endearing.

“… I’ll only answer you when your mind has cleared.” Ayato could barely understand the words coming out of his own mouth. His mind was elsewhere. Fighting a dangerous battle against his unfathomable feelings.

He couldn’t say if his mind was winning. Everything felt strange.

“My mind’s clear,” Thoma protested, once again in a blurred mix of Mondstadt and Inazuma. Very clear.

Theoretically, if he gave Thoma the wildest answer he could, it would be enough. Enough for his drunk self to be content, at least. Right? He wasn’t in the right mind to question anything, and would only register the absurdity of Ayato’s response after the hangover cleared.

But instead of making up some false scenario, Ayato simply asked a question.

“Why must you be so insistent?”

Thoma’s eyes narrowed, alcohol did little to hold back his feelings. Not that he held them back much in general. “Whyyy must  you be so secretive? We are working together.”

Every word that came out of Ayato’s mouth was entirely robotic, habitual –how he was  supposed to respond, “…Have you forgotten your place? Even if we are ‘working together’ you are still-”

Thoma sat up swiftly, eyes intense as could be. “Have  you  forgotten  your place?”

Ayato opened his mouth, entirely lost as to what that could possibly mean.

But Thoma spoke again before he could so much as  think  of a response,  “We  are in the  same  place. You? Justtt like me.  Prisoner.  My glorified  hic cellmate-”

‘Taken aback’ was an understatement. Perhaps it was a combination of everything else muddling Ayato’s mind –his feelings, his duties, his actions– but the words struck at something inside him. Echoed around his skull through the midst of vile feathers and frustration. Something that made him pause. Something that filled him with an unusual combination of disbelief and unease. Or was it… relief?

All three.


 Prisoner. Glorified cellmate. 


Ayato felt his brows raise, felt the dryness of his tone, “… A prisoner? Of whom?”

Thoma shot forward suddenly, swaying as he grasped at Ayato’s wrist. Both his hands locked around Ayato’s arm, tugging lightly, pleadingly. Again, Ayato’s reflexes did not come to his aid. Again, his composure wavered. His eyes instinctively narrowed as Thoma stared up at him, on his knees.

His heart was beating a bit harder than it should. With each beat, a new pulse of hotness pushed out, faster. Crawling ever-downwards, seeking somewhere to pool.

Thoma was incredibly touchy when drunk. A Komore habit. That’s all it was. He must certainly be like this with his patrons too-

“That demon,” Thoma’s voice cut through his running thoughts, surprisingly stable for the first time that night; his eyes were stern. Sharp. Had Ayato not known better, he would’ve assumed the man before him was sober just then. “He’s got you imprisoned here just like me. This is your misery as much as it is mine.”

“Demon?” Ayato repeated quietly. He had an idea what Thoma meant, but-

“Demon.” Thoma nodded, and his grip tightened further around Ayato’s wrist, forcing him to bend down slightly. “Your  father.” 

Ayato didn’t respond right away.  Imprisoned… 

His mouth opened slowly as his eyes flicked over Thoma’s grave expression, “I’m the one who brought you here-”

“But you’re not the one  keeping me here. You… You had no choice.”

“If I had a choice back then, I would’ve just killed you.”

“Like hell! You don’t like killing  without reason.” 

Ayato stopped, the wheels in his mind turning heavily. Clunking against each other with resounding booms. Thoma shouldn’t know that. Just how much had he picked up from his eavesdropping? Just how much had he picked up from Ayaka in his time away?

How much had he picked up from Ayato himself? How many cracks in his facade had he seen right through?

Thoma was unnervingly good at picking up on things. At seeing through the masks. And Ayato was not accustomed to someone knowing so much about him.

Or maybe Thoma hadn’t picked anything up. Maybe all his words were just drunken assumptions…

The illusion of sobriety faded away just then, Thoma’s serious tone vanished and that sharpness in his eyes dulled. But he did not release Ayato from his grasp.

Instead, he sat back on his feet, causing Ayato to stumble forward at the unexpected weight. His foot hit the edge of the futons.

He wasn’t a clumsy person. Not in the slightest. Had anyone else pulled him in such a way, his legs would have rooted to the floor, entirely immovable; yet Thoma had this strange ability to burn away whatever it was inside Ayato that kept him tethered to the ground.

But he was going to blame his injured feet. That’s what he decided as he fell.

That’s what he decided as he let Thoma catch him. As his brain buzzed and his body burned and Thoma pulled them both onto their backs on the futon. His hands were so gentle. His presence so hypnotic.

And he was so… Drunk.

But still, Ayato’s heart thudded loudly. Painfully. Trying to bash right out of the cage containing it. Why?


 Why? 


He lay flat, staring at the ceiling as Thoma adjusted himself. He pulled one arm out from beneath Ayato, keeping the other draped over his chest.


 Drunk. Touchy. Komore. 


The point where Thoma’s hand rested against him felt fiery. Felt  right in an incomprehensible way. It kept his heart from escaping, taming its wild thumps.

Ayato turned his head slowly, meeting the bright eyes staring so expectantly at him. Ignoring the utter explosion of all those disgusting feathers inside him as they lifted his heart in a way he could not fathom. Thoma was propped up on his side, his free hand pushing against his still-flushed cheeks.

Somehow, that flushing only made his eyes gleam brighter.

Beautiful. Truly.

Ayato glared. As much as he could. Retaining some measure of control over his unnatural feelings and thoughts.

Thoma opened his mouth; the sweet scent of champagne poured out stronger with how close they were, but Ayato barely noticed it anymore. Thoma lulled, “You’re helping me so  hic  I am gonna help you. You said he’s  scared of me. I- I don’t get it but I want to take your word for it.”

His tone had been light, airy, still swirling with drunkenness. But that harsh seriousness returned just then –that strange, near sober tone, “I’ll give him a real reason to fear me.”

Thoma’s head promptly flopped onto the pillow, completely undermining the threatening tone he’d developed. He stared at Ayato, squinting slightly before yawning. He flashed one loopy grin that sent odd feelings all throughout Ayato’s being. Then his eyes closed. Oblivious to the chaos he had caused.

Ayato waited for a moment, but they did not open again.

He breathed out rather heavily, wrenching his head away to glare at the ceiling, if only to avoid further feelings. His brain would certainly start imagining puppies again if he stared any longer.

The sound of Thoma’s breathing was slowing considerably, gradually giving way to sleep. But his hand still rested on Ayato’s chest, his fingers grazing lightly over one of the many scars beneath his clothes. Evidently, he had no intention to remove it.

And maybe Ayato didn’t either. Maybe he liked the weight of the contact. Maybe he liked the feeling of Thoma’s hands against him. Maybe he was afraid his heart would burst away if that hand left, trying to reach it once more.

But then his mother’s eyes flashed across his mind. His father’s words. His sister’s safety. How irrational Thoma made him. How dangerous his actions were. His feelings.

Ayato lifted his hand, moving with begrudging hesitation.

But before he could raise Thoma’s arm away, something stopped him.

Thoma murmured out; soft, slurred, half asleep, “Do you want to hear something- something funny?”

Ayato said nothing. Thoma wasn’t deterred.

“I’ve been trying to understand you. Figure out your intentions. Figure out  you. And for a moment? I thought maybe you loved me.”


 …Love you..? 


“Isn’t that silly, Ayato?”

“… Comedic. Really.”


Ayato was avoiding him. He had been for a couple of days.

And Thoma didn’t know why.

Except that was a lie. He knew  exactly why. Not that he had at first. No, when he first awoke a few evenings ago, greeted by a pounding hangover that could’ve demolished his will to exist, he didn’t recall much of the prior night. A fleeting blessing.

He could remember his conversation with Ayato –all the things he’d shared. And he could remember his poor drinking choices thereafter. But everything that occurred during his woefully drunken state was a blur.

And then it wasn’t. Once the worst parts of his hangover had faded and his brain felt a bit less constricted, every idiotic word –every idiotic action– came plummeting back to him.

He and booze did not go well together. At all. Really. He knew this and yet-

“Looking a bit glum there, scum,” Hirano chuckled to himself from his perch atop one of the porch’s stairsteps. “Haha, that rhymed.”

Thoma glanced his way, probably more dolefully than he needed to. Then he turned his attention back to the broom in hand, slowly sweeping at the stony pathways around the yard. Servants were everywhere at this time. Both Furuta and Koharu were nearby, managing the zen garden with a rake and a weed wacker, respectively. Thoma and Hirano had tried to help, but both were promptly regulated to pathway duty after raking what Furuta decided were ‘undesirable patterns.’

Thoma blamed Hirano for that –the man had no maintenance skills. But really, Thoma’s mind was not in the right place. He was beyond distracted. Furuta said that fact was reflected in the sand, though she did not elaborate further.

The sand was very correct.

He’d been so  incredibly out of line with Ayato. Truly, he wished the man had smacked him senseless before he could be so careless. Pulling him around? Demanding answers? Licking his hand??


 Dangerous tongue??? 


He trembled involuntarily, disgusted with his lack of control. And his utter cheesiness. Had anyone been around to witness that whole interaction, those whore rumours Thoma was trying so hard to not further would’ve only grown more rampant.

And that would endanger Ayato. Probably. Thoma didn’t know anymore.

What he did know was that Ayato should’ve shanked him then and there.

But aside from his own stupidity and regret, Thoma’s mind was also plagued by other issues. All of which still involved Ayato.

First: his mother. He could barely remember what Lady Kamisato looked like. The first time he’d ever come across this mysterious woman and he’d been entirely too plastered to do anything. Great first impression.

The whole interaction had been so surreal, overall. He didn’t think anything had been said, but maybe he’d somehow missed it..?  No. 

Nothing had been said. But Ayato had not been entirely pleased to see her. Of that much he was certain.

Just like before, his ambivalence towards the woman grew.


 Kind and busy… 


Second: Given how terribly he’d acted and the fact he hadn’t seen Ayato since, Thoma might have pushed the man entirely away. He was likely still watching over him though… He wouldn’t just stop, but maybe. Maybe he’d decided to keep his distance for the time being.

Which was only fair.

But Thoma still shot occasional gazes around the courtyard, peeking intently at every shadow and passerby. No Ayato in sight. A fact which bothered him an unnecessary amount. He wanted to see him. Wanted to properly make up for his actions.

And maybe he just…  Wanted to see him.

At least the absence gave him time to think of a way to apologise.

Still. Why hadn’t Ayato  done anything?

He easily could’ve incapacitated Thoma in about thirty different ways. But he hadn’t.

Hirano hopped to his feet just then, loudly. That was his way of drawing Thoma’s attention, and it worked. He slowly looked over, expecting Hirano to announce something. Instead, the man stretched his arms over his head with a yawn, nodding somewhere past Thoma’s shoulders.

Thoma turned slightly, just barely glancing in the direction Hirano had indicated. He didn’t know what, or who, he’d see –the demon was the worst possibility, but perhaps he’d find Ayato staring back…

Or not. Disappointing.

He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to be looking at. All he saw were several people scattered around. Just an average group of house servants and guards. Or were they Shuumatsuban? Thoma could hardly tell the difference.

His eyes flicked back to Hirano, quizzical. Only to find Hirano was now right at his side. Those unnervingly silent footsteps of his remained a subject of Thoma’s fascination.

“What am I supposed to be looking at-”

Hirano’s eyes only met his in passing as he stepped past Thoma and bowed to someone behind him. “Sir Madarame! Not rushing around today?”

“Ah, haha, wouldn’t that be nice?”

Thoma turned, brows furrowed. The man who’d approached them was very… Awkward? Stiff? Wired? Tired?

And just the slightest bit familiar. But Thoma couldn’t quite recall where he’d seen his face. He’d certainly never heard the name. Madarame hadn’t stood out much until he was right there in front of him.

Hirano didn’t seem particularly uneasy about this man, but he sent several glances in Thoma’s direction that weren’t very comforting. “Then what do you need from me, boss? Not much I hope, haha! I’ve got to keep the prisoner under watch and all.”

“Not much indeed-” Madarame’s eyes scanned over Thoma and he cleared his throat, “I’ve actually come to make adjustments to ah- his arrangements.  Your arrangements.”

Hirano’s face dropped, all his smiling wiped away into a flat coolness.

Then something clicked in Thoma’s head –where exactly he’d seen Madarame. That night on the porch, when the demon had gone for his throat. This was the man who’d entered the courtyard with him. He had no idea the significance of that. And Madarame didn’t seem very threatening or anything. But the statement made him uneasy. So did Hirano’s reaction.

“No worries!” Madarame rushed out, waving a hand in appeasement. “You’ll still be his primary retainer, Hirano. I wouldn’t wish to overturn the young lord’s orders after all. But hm… Well, extra help wouldn’t hurt, would it? He’s a  very important prisoner. Wouldn’t want him unexpectedly disappearing for, say… a week or so? Most unfortunate.”

Thoma paused, gripping his broom a little tighter. No one at the estate should be aware of that little disappearance. As far as he knew, as far as he’d been  assured,  Ayaka had fully covered the situation. The only people who would’ve noticed were those who directly worked with him on the daily. Which was pretty much just Hirano and Ayato.

The statement hit a little too close to the mark. A little too descriptive for his liking.

And yet Madarame seemed completely oblivious to how close he was, simply scratching at the back of his neck and following with “Just a theoretical! I have to consider every possibility you know. Part of the job.”

Hirano cocked his head ever-so-slightly, giving away nothing, “Then who’s joining us?”

Madarame gave a quick, thin-lipped smile. “Ah, well I can’t assign anyone until I do some  observations.  So for today,  I’ll be accompanying you two. Just for an hour or so. That should be enough…”


Ayato strode through the halls with purpose. He always strode with purpose, but even more so in the past few days. With enough purpose to ignore the injuries still gnawing at his legs. Focusing solely on his tasks would prevent him from thinking about other things. That was the goal, at least.

His current task was to reach his study.

He had a meeting with a few agents who’d been in contact with the Saiguu, he’d need to compile as much information as he could. He already had an inkling of a plan, so he’d be contacting Nakanishi and a certain someone else after. But that plan wasn’t stable enough to set into action just yet.

Then he’d have another meeting to attend, a more formal one with his father in Tenshukaku. Whether he’d learn anything useful there was unknown. Probably not. The meeting was likely just more policy discussion or useless chatter about Torachiyo’s execution. Both, if he had to guess.

Before all that, he was going to make a few calls. To deploy a few Shuumatsuban for Thoma. There were alarmingly few agents who he could openly trust with such things –he’d have to be vague.

Inevitably, thinking about Thoma only brought along the thoughts Ayato had been trying so hard to avoid.


 For a moment? I thought you… 


Ayato clenched his jaw.


 Love? 



 Do you think you’re worthy of affection? Capable? 


Let alone love.

Just then, someone appeared opposite him in the hall, stepping quietly out from a room to the side. Her steely eyes were cold when they met his. Frosty.

Ayaka.

They hadn’t talked much since their argument. Hadn’t had the chance to. Ayato came to a stop, waiting for whatever came next. Ayaka’s eyes softened slightly, she wasn’t the type to hold a grudge. She’d likely already forgiven him, truthfully. But Ayato hadn’t quite forgiven himself.

“Did you require something?” he spoke, scanning the shoji windows adjacent to him before turning his eyes back to her. There was still some daylight filtering through. Thoma would be leaving for Komore soon.

“I understand you’re busy,” Ayaka’s voice came out with a sigh, “but I must talk to you about something…”

“I… can spare a minute.”

Ayaka nodded, promptly dipping back into the room she’d emerged from. Ayato let out a silent breath before heading towards the open door. She wouldn’t ask to talk about their argument certainly, it was too petty a thing for either of them to waste much time on. He’d still make it up to her in other ways. Maybe buy her some new fans and teas when he next had the chance. Or maybe arrange a ‘meeting’ with Yoimiya in the near future. Ayaka always seemed rather keen on those meetings.

And he’d also force himself to do better. To work on not lashing out when feeling so cornered. But could he ever break out of that? Could he ever break away from his father?


 Imprisoned. 


That’s what Thoma had said. Maybe there was some truth in his words.

Ayaka was waiting for him in a small parlour room that she often frequented with their mother. Much to Ayato’s relief, Lady Kayo was not there that evening. He could not dare face her disappointment right then. The two Kamisato ladies often discussed Yashiro affairs here –planning negotiations, visitations, and rendezvous of all sorts to keep up the Kamisato Clan’s appearances.

Two couches and a carved table were arrayed in the middle of the room. Both couches were exactly the same, sporting dark, intricate wood and old cushions worth an exorbitant amount of money on any market. Pocket change for the Kamisatos. He could sell both the couches in that room and the amount would not be equal to how much he spent on visiting Thoma at Komore-

Again, the man barrelled his way into Ayato’s thoughts. Unnecessary. Frustrating.

He shut the door behind him just slightly more harshly than he would any other day.

Ayaka had seated herself in the centre of one of the couches, gesturing for Ayato to do the same. He complied, settling opposite of her before giving a slight nod, signalling her to speak.

She hesitated, rocking slightly on her seat as if deciding how to word what she wished to discuss. Ayato noted she didn’t appear to be injured, meaning this aside was likely not about their father. And she shouldn’t be aware of the situation regarding the Saiguu or Yae Miko –therefore, she had no reason to ask to assist with his duties. Or try to do them for him.

If it was neither of those things, he wasn’t quite sure what she intended to say. Her hesitation didn’t bode well.

“A couple days ago…”

 Ah. Of course it was that. The one thing Ayato did not wish to discuss in the slightest. He folded his hands in his lap, staring blankly at her.

“Look- I know I said some inappropriate things before,” she started again, clearing her throat. “I know I should not take father’s words at face value. But I saw you- I’m just worried about you and-”

She came to a stop, glancing around the room before raising a nervous hand to her lips in thought. Whatever she wanted to say was something she did not wish for others to hear.

She stood, quickly, before taking brisk steps around the couch to a low cabinet pressed against one of the walls. There, she proceeded to slide open the leftmost drawer and pull out a stack of parchment papers and an inkwell.

Then she returned to the couch, laying down the items on the table between them. Ayato watched quietly as she dipped her pen in the ink and swiftly began to write. Her strokes were odd, a bit clunky and rushed –the marks of inexperience. But Ayato could read it well enough when she presented the page to him.



 What is your relationship with Thoma? 



Wonderful. A question he would much rather avoid. Taking thirty stabs to the chest would be less painful than sorting out whatever was going on there. He could practically feel the shadow cast over his eyes when his expression steeled.

But really, it was a simple question. It  should  be a simple question. One with an equally simple answer. One  correct  answer.

Thoma was his prisoner. Ayato was his captor. That was it. But…


 Glorified cellmate. 



 Working together. 



 For a moment? 



 I thought you loved me. 


His heart was beating strangely again. His brain was remembering too much.

He took the paper after a moment, ignoring how constricted, how light, his chest felt. How he could feel the ghost of Thoma’s fingers where they’d rested against him. He couldn’t face the question directly, but he could pivot around it. He was good at that.

The pen felt weightless between his fingers as he crossed out a single word that Ayaka had written, replacing it with another.



 What is your relationship with Yoimiya? 



Ayaka’s eyes flicked over the characters once before she sent a glare his way. The tips of her ears had reddened slightly. “That has nothing to do with this!”

But it did. Ayato wasn’t trying to annoy her. He wasn’t just trying to shift the attention away from him for once. No, he  wanted  to know. Perhaps if he understood how she felt –perhaps it would give him insight into his  own feelings.

Though a part of him was also just a bit nosey. He knew very little of Ayaka’s relationships with  anyone.  But he did know that she acted so strangely around the Naganohara girl. And she always pleaded to tag along when the Kamisatos had dealings with the family.

And the two corresponded an awful lot.

She took every chance she could to be around her.

Was Ayato’s situation all that different?

“It has much to do with this, I assure you.”

Ayaka’s fists clenched against her knees. Then her eyes widened. Her brows raised. Struck by a cautious realisation, she whispered, “… Are you suggesting..?”

“I’m suggesting nothing.”

Ayaka flared again before whisking the pen away and scribbling down a new question.



 How does he make you feel? 



Ayato stared at the words. He didn’t know. Truthfully. He’d been struggling with that for days. His feelings were indescribable and… Wrong. Dangerous. Improper.

He grabbed the pen, once again crossing out a single word to replace it with another.



 How does she make you feel? 



Ayaka huffed, setting the paper aside to grab a fresh sheet. She only wrote one word, after a long moment of consideration.



 Warm. 



Ayato’s eyes slid across the page slowly. Once. Twice. Her strokes on this one were near-flawless. Like she’d written the word a thousand times. Warm.


 ‘I want to make you feel warm.’ 


Maybe…

Then he realised how frivolous this whole matter was.

Why was he entertaining such immature things?

Ayaka was young. Ayaka was allowed to feel.

He wasn’t.

He needed to stop this. Stop entertaining these naive fantasies.

To stop spending so much time on whatever it was about Thoma that poisoned his mind and made him feel so…

Warm.


Notes for the Chapter:
don’t let the fluffiness fool you. ayato is still unwell.

as am i. my brain consists entirely of disco lights and a very overworked and under-qualified hamster. he’s at the helm. he’s doing his best. he is cursing out the universe but it does not hear his screams.

anyway i am back

hope you’re all staying safe






15. Saint / Boars

Notes for the Chapter:NPCs Introduced This Chapter

Furusawa

Kazumasa

Hisashi

feels funky to announce that these are the last npcs that will be introduced in this fic

(not including bonus chapter npcs :3c)

hisashi is the only npc that i did not entirely plan- he didn’t exist when this fic started, so his role was originally for kazuaki

but hoyo was very kind in tossing me a free shuumatsuban that perfectly fit my plans before this chapter came around





Hirano was pouting.

That, or he was suffering a particularly rough bout of constipation. It was impressively hard to tell the difference. His face was tense, his nose was scrunched, and his hands were gripping the steering wheel with much more rigidity than necessary. His eyes were glued straight ahead. Thoma had never seen him drive so  properly  in all their time together. Usually, Hirano’s eyes were anywhere  but the road; how he ever made it to Komore and back was a true miracle.

Thoma could just barely make out his own face in the rearview mirror. He didn’t look much better. In fact, he looked even more ‘constipated’ from where he sat in the back seat, squished between two very sturdy and very dour men. Elbows were digging into his ribs from either side and trying to adjust only made things worse.

How…  kind  of sir Madarame to appoint  two new retainers.

Madarame had seemed amicable enough in the couple hours they’d spent together, if not a little strange. Awkward, to be more precise. Aside from the unnerving remark about ‘disappearing,’ he didn’t appear to be much of an issue at all. He was skittish but overall polite and he mostly stayed out of the way. Thoma had started to take a liking to him, even.

So when he’d left, Thoma had been confident the new retainer(s) he’d return with would be just as little of an issue. Someone he could get along with, just like Hirano.

His confidence was severely misplaced.

When Madarame skittered back to them as they were preparing to leave for Komore, he had two men in tow. Hirano hadn’t reacted. Did not move to greet them. That was the first bad omen.

At a glance, the two reminded Thoma of Hirotatsu –appeared to be cut from the same cloth. As such, he had assumed them to be the stoic, quiet types; those who’d only speak when necessary and ignore his presence when possible.

This assumption, he’d quickly learned, was very wrong.

Hirotatsu, at least, didn’t have a constant aura of disdain about him. For the most part.

And Hirano liked Hirotatsu.

But every time Hirano so much as glanced at the two new retainers, Thoma was forced to imagine an incredibly feisty house cat spitting at two wild boars.

Further, the two boars weren’t quiet. Unfortunately.

They very much enjoyed ordering Thoma around. They  also very much enjoyed dropping all kinds of snide remarks about him. Remarks about his job, about his features, about his posture. Maybe they thought he couldn’t understand what they were saying, he wasn’t sure.

And to think he’d only been around them for a few hours. He’d never take Hirano for granted again, he’d always treated Thoma more like a friend than a prisoner.

Come to think of it… Why had Ayato appointed  him in the first place?

If someone had asked Thoma what kind of people he’d expect to take charge of such a  ‘threatening’ prisoner as he, he’d certainly picture the two men jostling him in the back. Would never even consider someone like Hirano.

There were plenty of menacing figures about the Kamisato estate, and Hirano was not one of them. How fitting was he for such a task?

There had to be a reason. Ayato wouldn’t appoint someone incapable, surely.


 Ayato. 


Much to Thoma’s distress, he still had yet to see him. His drunken actions continued to gnaw painfully away at his chest. He desperately needed to apologise.

Then a thought struck him: maybe the two new retainers were punishment for what he’d done. After all, what gave that strange Madarame the power to adjust Thoma’s situation? Surely, he didn’t have more power than Ayato. Only the demonic Lord Kamisato had that level of influence… Right..?

“Furusawa. Kazumasa,” Hirano spoke just then, his voice unnaturally prickly. “Seems crowded back there. Ha ha… Why don’t one of you come up front-”

“Why don’t you drive faster?” the one on Thoma’s right responded, emphasising himself by digging his elbow somehow even more sharply into Thoma’s side.

And yet Hirano seemed more annoyed by this whole situation than Thoma did, grumbling something under his breath that no one in the back caught.

“Come again?” the one on Thoma’s left inquired with a scoff –Thoma wasn’t sure which was Furusawa and which was Kazumasa, he just knew he disliked them both. “I’d think out of everyone here,  you’d understand the importance of speaking up.”

The remark struck something in Hirano and his grip tightened impossibly further. Thoma was feeling ever the more uneasy. And also incredibly out of the loop. He didn’t know anything about Hirano, couldn’t possibly understand why those words, specifically, affected him. Didn’t know anything about  anyone  around him. Expected, he supposed, but it served as a reminder of how  distant he was from every part of his life now.

He wasn’t supposed to be here.

And suddenly he felt rather dissonant. Disconnected. When had he become so complacent about his situation?

He’d never once tried to escape. Not like he  could  if he tried, he was smart enough to recognise that. But what did his lack of effort mean? Did it mean  anything? 

He’d certainly wanted to leave. At first. He hated it, hated everything about his situation and the utter helplessness he faced but…

Something had changed along the way. Some part of him had started to feel oddly at peace. Like he belonged at the estate. It’s not like he had anywhere else to ‘belong’ after his mother had passed.

When had that happened? When had those feelings of belonging surfaced?


 What’s wrong with me? 


Maybe he’d lost his mind. He shouldn’t be okay with any of this. He  wasn’t okay with it. But he was powerless. He wanted to leave, he wanted his freedom. And he wanted –needed– Ayato to find his freedom too-


 …Ayato? 


Was that it? Was  he what made Thoma feel so at peace?

Truthfully, he hadn’t thought much about it. He wanted Ayato free as much as he wanted everyone else at the estate to be free. Free from the demon. Free from their prison.

But no one else made him feel quite the same way Ayato did.

The car came to a sharp halt, cutting off whatever revelation had hesitantly swirled through his mind. Thoma lurched forward, once again registering the elbows in his side. The tension permeating through the car. The dark air floating about Hirano.

They were at Komore. Just outside the back, an alleyway where broken bottles of alcohol littered the ground and feral cats reigned king. People rarely passed through there. The only light came from the car and an overhang that marked the club’s back entrance.

Kazumasa –or maybe Furusawa– kicked open the car door just then, sliding out and finally giving Thoma’s ribs some relief. The relief was quickly tossed aside as a rough arm near-immediately dragged him out onto the pavement in turn. Thoma couldn’t stop himself from glaring. Couldn’t stop himself from yanking his arm away once his feet hit the ground. He wasn’t a fan of being manhandled.

He knew he made a mistake. These two saw him as little more than the prisoner he was –he could sense the danger a mile away. He’d gotten rather good at sensing danger.

Before he could apologise, a fist was flying towards his ribs. The first swing missed as he leapt back. Thoma remembered the demon’s nakiri all too well, and his reflexes kicked in fast when the memory flashed through him. Faster than they ever had in his life. He felt his own fist raise, instinctively wanting to fight back. But the next swing came before he could regain his balance.

All he could do was brace for the pain.


 Crack. 


Thoma winced.

No pain bloomed forth.

No fist had connected with him. No blows had landed. He was fine.

Straightening up and opening his eyes, two things stood out in the flickering lights of Komore’s back door:

1) Hirano was now directly between him and Kazumasa –it was definitely Kazumasa, Thoma decided.

2) Kazumasa’s extended fist had retracted and he stood staring at his wrist –which was incredibly red.

He’d been smacked. The feisty house cat had smacked the wild boar. In the middle of the boar’s charge, no less.

“You damned-” Kazumasa barked at Hirano, and suddenly the boar and the cat imagery shifted to that of a pig and a leopard. “D’you think the young lord’s favour protects you from-”

 “Lord Kamisato himself ordered he not sport clear injuries,” Hirano responded, his voice flat. Then he shrugged, abruptly back to his usual self, “haha…”

Thoma stared between the two, thinking. Hirano was clearly talking about the demon, but the demon had not spared a moment’s thought when he’d pulled that knife on Thoma. Hirano was lying. He had to be.

Kazumasa’s face contorted, his annoyance bared for the world to see. He opened his mouth once, perhaps ready to argue. He sensed the lie too.

The sound of another car door slamming cut him off.

“Don’t test it.” Furusawa stepped around the group, scowling at Hirano and Thoma before turning back to Kazumasa. “If he’s lying, you can beat him later. If he’s not, you’ll be worse off. I’ve already sent a report to sir Madarame.”

Kazumasa’s anger did not leave his face, but he said nothing further. Though really, Thoma would have rather taken the hit than deal with the way the two new retainers were now breathing down his neck.

Certainly, if Ayato  had  been the one to appoint those two, there wouldn’t be such animosity between them and Hirano.  Right? 


 Report to sir Madarame… 


Thoma decided just then: maybe this Madarame was going to be a problem.


Ayato sat at his desk, feet flat against the floor, spine straighter than a sword. His hands were clasped in front of him. Dignified.

The perpetual chaos of the papers around his study was the only thing in that room that disrupted his serene image. The state of the room liked to reflect his inner turmoils, mocking how untidy his thoughts were. But if he couldn’t appear put together in the centre of all that mess, he’d be a poor excuse for a Commissioner. In training.

Three Shuumatsuban were bowing in front of him, perfectly blind to every thought Ayato had.

Aside from Hirano –and perhaps, Hirotatsu– these were the only agents he found fitting and capable enough to handle this task.

Trustworthy, efficient, and discreet.

And most importantly: antisocial.

Two of them were older, nearing Nakanishi’s age. They had plenty of experience and had proven their reliability time and time again. The third was fairly wanting, both in age and experience. But he’d grown up around the estate much like Hirano. He was rigid, dutiful. The polar opposite of Hirano. Their only similarity was their unbending, unquestionable loyalty to Ayato.

They truly  hated Lord Kamisato. That was enough.

Most Shuumatsuban fell into one of the clan’s many auxiliary groups, each with its distinct internal hierarchy. All of these groups reported to their group’s boss, who then reported to the clan head –Lord Kamisato. Or Hyakubei. Or Ayato.

But there were a select few Shuumatsuban who chose to stay outside of these auxiliaries. These, of course, were rare. Anyone deemed eligible enough to remain outside of these groups were the same ones eligible to  lead those groups. Most of them chose to lead.

But the three in Ayato’s study had gone the solitary route. None of them had subordinates. They did everything themselves and avoided interacting with the rest of the clan as much as possible, Shuumatsuban and Yashiro alike. They were here  solely to survive; they did not care to make connections.

That meant they had very little knowledge of Thoma. Very little knowledge of Ayato’s relationship with him. Or the rumours regarding said relationship. So naturally, they wouldn’t find his request suspicious enough to warrant mentioning it to Lord Kamisato.

And even if they  did  mention it, Ayato could simply lie. Could say he was having them look for someone related to the Saiguu case. It’s not like his father would  know he was helping Thoma from a few passing remarks. At least, it wasn’t likely.

Truly, Ayato would not have been so discreet about this search had his father not held such a strange mix of contempt and fear over this  prisoner. But now he couldn’t have Thoma getting hurt should Lord Kamisato discover their cooperation.

And maybe a part of him hoped that doing this for Thoma would perhaps offer some insight as to  why, exactly, his father’s fear existed. He had no other leads on that front.

He’d already briefed his three subordinates on the general task, now it was a matter of sending them out to accomplish it.

“Hisashi.” Ayato’s eyes landed on the youngest of the trio. Hisashi straightened himself out before stepping up to the desk where three separate papers were laid out –three compilations of what little information he had on Thoma’s father, complete with estimated dates of arrival and departure. “You’ve been to Ritou before, no? The Kanjou Commission keeps extensive records of  all  who enter and exit through the port. Though I am positive you’ll find they are rather  poor at protecting those records. See what you can find. Quietly, if you will.”

He had little reason to believe Thoma’s father had entered illegally, given his citizenship. He was an Inazuman born and raised.

Ayato flicked his chin towards one of the papers, which Hisashi swiftly grabbed with a brisk nod and a “Yes, sir.”

He was gone in a matter of seconds. The remaining pair stepped forward once the door had shut. Hisashi had been given the easier of the two tasks –matching travel records was child’s play for most Shuumatsuban. But of course, that left the more difficult duties to those that remained.

“Both of you will be  perusing the Tenryou Commission’s archives,” Ayato started once again, gesturing a hand over the remaining papers. “Birth records, arrests, warrants… Take whatever measures you deem necessary.”

“As you wish, my lord,” they spoke in unison, vanishing just as fast as Hisashi had.

Ayato let out a breath, not bothering to relax his posture knowing his next appointment would be arriving soon. For the time being, that was all he could do for Thoma. And yet something in him felt apprehensive. Like he wasn’t doing enough.

Would Thoma be happy? Would he thank Ayato?

The thought made him feel disgustingly warm. Again.

Ayaka’s words were still playing in his brain. Thoma’s drunk words were there too. The two mingled together to create an incessant sludge that he struggled to free himself from.


 Warm. 



 I want to make you feel warm. 


What had he meant? What had he meant when he’d said that?

He’d likely meant absolutely nothing. He was wasted out of his mind. The fact he and Ayaka had used the same word was simply coincidence. It wasn’t an uncommon word, and it would be silly to pretend it was.

But still, Ayato could not stop considering every other possibility.

Evidently, it was not as easy to stop entertaining his naive fantasies as he had hoped. If his next task didn’t walk through the door within the next minute, he would start drowning in said fantasies again.

Ayato counted 33 seconds before the door opened. Except the person who then stepped into his study was not the one he’d been waiting on.

Hirano was across the room in a flash, sending up a flurry of scattered papers and all too theatrically thumping a hand against the wall near one of the bookshelves. Ayato turned his head slowly, resting his eyes on Hirano with very little amusement.

He must’ve just returned from dropping off Thoma. It wasn’t uncommon for him to deliver a report on that. Or it wasn’t  supposed  to be uncommon. Hirano’s reports tended to come a day or so late unless something actually  happened. 

Thus, the fact he was there that evening was not a great sign.

Hirano bowed quickly before turning to stare at some of the books he’d jostled and rushing out rather loudly, “Boss-! Ah- my lord, there may be an issue. See, Madarame…”

That was all Ayato needed to hear. ‘Madarame’ was synonymous with ‘Lord Kamisato’ and Ayato was already feeling some measure of dread.

Nevertheless, he waited silently for Hirano to finish speaking. Which, as per usual, took an unnecessarily long time. Really, how difficult was it to say:  ‘Madarame appointed two new retainers behind your back and they are to report to him?’  Brevity was something Hirano was unfamiliar with.

When he finished, Ayato was staring at his desk, eyes narrowed the slightest amount as he repeated the names Hirano had mentioned, “… Furusawa and Kazumasa?”

Ayato knew of the two. He rarely called on them himself. They were rather old-fashioned for reasons he could not fathom. And rowdy. Both of them were typically tasked with collecting unpaid debts, usually opting to have those debts paid in blood. That pair had no reserves when it came to inflicting injury.

The thought of them around Thoma sent a cutting torrent of cold through Ayato. A hot wave of unpleasant distaste.

“Yeah.” Hirano nodded, still not looking Ayato’s way while he added one last bit, “And I might have maybe, probably, lied to them about something Lord Kamisato didn’t say. Haha! So! I may be put out of commission, that’s fun. Oh, and that’s not good because Kazum-” Whatever Hirano was trying to say came out at speeds beyond human comprehension. He then flashed an incredibly uneasy smile at Ayato before turning back to the shelf.

Ayato scanned the side of his face slowly, that same torrent growing colder, hotter. “Kazumasa did what..?”

Hirano spun on his heels, now staring adamantly down at some papers on Ayato’s desk. “Right, so don’t throw me in a car and make me drive again, ha- I promise Thoma is perfectly okay! Kazumasa is kinda, maybe, violent though! And he kinda, maybe, tried to get some shots in!”

“… I see.”

“You see?”

Hirano’s eyes flicked up. Ayato barely noticed.

Kazumasa lived in a small house in Inazuma City. He had a wife. She was home most of the day but would be gone twice a week. Kazumasa would be there alone on one of those days. There were three entrances into his house, one of which had no cameras and rarely saw foot traffic. Kazumasa’s dominant arm was his right; should it break –or perhaps, be amputated– that would be very unfortunate.


 No. 


He couldn’t do that. Why was he even considering it?

Kazumasa was treating Thoma how Ayato was  supposed to be treating him… Ayato should not feel so at odds. So irate.

His voice was bladed, the question sounding more like a demand, “What did you lie about.”

“Funny!” Hirano blurted before crossing his arms and leaning forward, smiling tightly. “Right, I said Lord Kamisato ordered no bruises and stuff. Clear injuries. Can’t wait for Madarame to tell them I made that up- my death is imminent! Hahhha.”

Ayato was about ready to strangle Hyakubei. And both the retainers he’d appointed. But there was nothing he could do. Taking any actions against him would raise suspicions, his father would get involved. Any objections he posed against Hyakubei were effectively objections against the oh-so mighty Commissioner. He could already imagine the pain. Could already imagine the cold basement room. Could already imagine how much incentive it would give his father to use Thoma against him.

How much worse everything would get.

Ayato would get punished. Thoma would be in great danger. Ayaka would likely get dragged into it too. Lord Kamisato would do anything to keep his son ‘obedient.’

Ayato could feel his nails digging against his palm, could feel the hardwood of the desk grating against his knuckles.

Sometimes he wished his father would just die.

But how many people would that affect? Ayato wasn’t strong enough to keep the Commission alive. To keep the Kamisato Clan alive. He recognised that. Half the Shuumatsuban didn’t respect him. Most of Inazuma’s officials held very little regard for him. What a poor excuse for a Commissioner he’d be.

He was too inexperienced and weak. How many people would suffer if his father vanished?

But was it selfish of him to want his own suffering –Thoma’s suffering. Ayaka’s suffering. Was it selfish of him to want that to stop? In exchange for the suffering of all those innocent people, was it selfish?

“My lord..?” Hirano’s voice was cautious, maybe concerned. He’d taken a few steps back from the desk.

Ayato did not acknowledge the inquiring tone. All he did was raise his hands, clasping them under his chin. The movement was fluid and slow, but he felt like a stuttering marionette.

The door opened quietly. His second appointment of the night. Ayato’s face betrayed nothing as his posture snapped back to perfection, drawn into place by inveterate strings. Hirano turned to bow at the newcomer before stepping to the side, standing respectfully near the wall as she strolled into the room.

There was something cruel about her arrival just then. Something taunting. For Ayato to feel such hatred for his father, only to turn around and do his bidding?

He had no choice but to complete his tasks. The Saiguu wouldn’t kill herself after all. He was powerless against his father’s will. As always.

“Been a while, young lord,” the woman spoke, she sounded –and looked– tired, the bags under her eyes prominent and proudly so. In the short time it took her to reach the desk, Hirano had slipped out of the room.

Before Ayato stood an informant with an impressive network, one even a Kamisato could admire. She’d rarely, if ever, failed to accomplish something he asked of her. She could root out anything, from someone’s favourite soap to every step they’d take in a month. Assuming the pay was right.

Where her loyalties belonged were unclear, but Ayato suspected they belonged only to herself.

“Good evening, Hiratsuka.”


Cleaning around the estate had become significantly less enjoyable in the span of 24 short hours.

Thoma was absolutely exhausted.

He’d gotten  maybe five minutes of sleep that morning when he’d returned from Komore. Not like he hadn’t tried.

But how exactly was he expected to sleep with the two wild boars parading around his space?

With Hirano, Thoma was always left alone in his room until it was time to do housework or to leave for Komore. He was given privacy and space. Of course, Ayato slept in there sometimes, but Thoma had no issues with that. When Ayato was there it didn’t feel all that intrusive.

When Ayato was there he felt safe.

He could not say the same for Furusawa and Kazumasa. Their presence alone made him want to take a hammer to the head. Even when they were sitting still and making no noise, their mere existence made Thoma intensely uncomfortable. Like someone was screaming through a megaphone directly into his ear. It was awfully hard to ignore.

And they did not give him any privacy. They’d been latched onto him like two bloodsucking leeches since the moment he’d gotten off work. Thoma had expected them to leave when they got to his room. But of course, they did not.

Hirano stayed too, for the first time ever –silently crouched in the corner and watching the other two retainers with all the intensity of an enraged, declawed cat. It was obvious he wanted to leave but Thoma was grateful for his presence; dealing with Furusawa and Kazumasa alone sounded like an absolute nightmare.

Thoma usually wasn’t required to do housework till sometime around noon on the days he was scheduled for Komore. But that morning he’d given up trying to sleep and started about an hour after the sun had breached the horizon.

He would have tried longer, but Kazumasa had taken to critiquing the few decorations in the room at some point. Eventually making offhand remarks about the handwriting on the papers Thoma had so carefully stacked. Thoma wasn’t sure if it was his dislike of the man or something else, but the comments annoyed him. What right did he have to judge Ayato’s stuff? Ayato’s handwriting was just fine.

Ultimately, he’d hoped it would feel less crowded outside of the room. Perhaps he’d have some space to breathe and calm his indignation.

He’d never have such hopes again.

Furusawa and Kazumasa tailed him everywhere.  Closely.  They had no concept of personal space. A trait that made it obnoxiously difficult to swing a broom around. Though he considered swinging said broom rather hard on multiple occasions. How satisfying it would be to snap that broom over their heads.  Accidentally, of course.

But he’d rather avoid the possibility of getting decked in the jaw.

Granted, the two boars had not made to strike him since their first incident. Thoma wasn’t sure if Hirano had gotten away with his lie or if it was just too early to tell. He had no idea when Madarame would receive their ‘report.’

Hirano himself was effectively sidelined, stalking around the edges of the group in some strange mix of annoyance and anxiety. It was unnerving having him be so quiet. Thoma was, for the first time in a while, feeling like a  genuine prisoner.

Madarame had not indicated whether this new arrangement would be permanent or temporary –a fact that Thoma now found exceedingly frustrating.

Also frustrating was Ayato’s continued absence. Thoma still wanted to apologise but now he wanted other things too. Answers, for example. Or assurance, maybe. Answers on why this was happening, and assurance that it would be okay.

He’d ask Hirano but he didn’t seem keen to talk around the boars at all. Which was the opposite of reassuring.

And Thoma was a bit worried. What if something had happened to Ayato? Again?

What if it was  his fault?

His grip around the broom tightened involuntarily. Was it possible someone had seen the way he’d acted when he was intoxicated?

The way he’d been all over Ayato?

A sickly discomfort settled around his stomach just then. Ayato had gotten punished because of him before. He didn’t want to think about what might happen.


 If it was my fault- 


A muffled bout of coughing sounded somewhere down the hallway, momentarily distracting him. Thoma hadn’t been paying much attention to anything in his surroundings. Pretty hard to when his peripheral vision was entirely blocked off by Furusawa and Kazumasa’s massive forms.

At first glance, Thoma noted a pair of ladies nearby. Then he did the most bewildered double-take of his life.


 Ayato’s mother?? 


To think he’d never seen her before and now had stumbled across her twice over the course of a few days. This time, he could at least see her with clear eyes. He noted a certain air of grace about her. She was objectively beautiful; many of Ayato’s features were reflected in her face. At her side, Ayaka sent a few furtive glances his way, peering over her fan. Behind them both, towering over the pair in dutiful silence, stood Hirotatsu. His jaw had a rather grim set to it that he didn’t bother to hide.

Both the boars and Hirano dropped into a polite bow before Thoma had even processed the situation. Kazumasa smacked his head down promptly, forcing him into a crude bow of his own. A dull ache echoed around the back of his skull for a moment and Thoma resisted the urge to rub at the pain.

“I sincerely apologise for his vile behaviour, Lady Kamisato,” Furusawa ushered out. Thoma almost thought he was referring to Kazumasa’s violence, but of course, that was not the case, “Prisoners often forget their status. He will not disrespect you again.”

Thoma stared at his feet in silence, waiting. Another delicate cough came from one of the two ladies, though he wasn’t sure which. The clearing of her throat followed shortly.

“I suppose they do forget…” Lady Kamisato’s voice was much richer than Thoma expected. It carried with as much dignity as the rest of the Kamisatos’ but there was a softness around it that felt soothing –disarming, “Would you not be much the same in his position? What is the significance of showing respect when you have lost your freedom of choice to do so?”

Thoma could feel the boars hesitate next to him. He was a bit confused himself, the last thing he expected was for her to…  Defend him?

Granted, he hadn’t expected all that much. His knowledge of her was too lacking for him to expect  anything. 

“I-I guess so, my lady,” Kazumasa stumbled out.

“It is all too easy to forget your humanity,” Lady Kamisato spoke again, her voice gentle. “Please keep that in mind as you manage this… poor soul. You may stand.”


 Huh? 


Thoma would’ve thought she was a saint if he hadn’t witnessed Ayato’s discomfort around her. But what if Ayato  hadn’t been uncomfortable? He was starting to doubt himself more and more. There was always the possibility of him being drunker than he’d originally thought.

Ayaka’s expression was empty when Thoma stood upright. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that she wanted to say something. Like she had questions. The fan remained over her mouth and she did not speak.

Hirotatsu’s expression was much the same, though significantly darker. He too said nothing.

When Thoma’s eyes shifted to Lady Kamisato, his unease only grew. She didn’t look at him right away; her gaze was distant as it breezed across the group. She had a polite smile on her face when she nodded at Hirano and the boars. But when her attention landed on Thoma, something in her seemed to still. To falter. A petal floating through the water, only to find itself crudely pierced upon a lone branch.

Her eyes hardened –so very slightly. She looked uncomfortable. Or was he imagining that too?

It’s not like she hadn’t seen him before. But it wasn’t like she had any reason to  not dislike him. Really, he had no idea what she thought about him. Perhaps she held as much hatred for him as the demon did. For all he knew, she was a demon, too. A demon masquerading as a saint.

There were only two things he was certain of. The first being that this woman was just as much of a mystery as every Kamisato he’d met. They were four for four in the perplexing department.

And the second was that: the way she looked at him felt unnaturally, disconcertingly,  personal.  Her faltering reaction only served to bolster his apprehension. And concern.

He scratched half-heartedly at his dog tags as the Kamisato ladies passed around them without further comment. Ayaka met his eyes one last time, raising a single brow so slightly Thoma almost missed it. If she was trying to tell him something, he had no idea what.

Either way, he needed to see Ayato.

Desperately.
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16. A Matter of Duty or Desire



“Flattered, really, that you think I had  any connection to the Saiguu,” Hiratsuka yawned, gazing around the room with very little amusement. Whatever affability had existed earlier was gone, now swept away by exhaustion and impatience.

Their original meeting the night prior had been abruptly cut short, the Tenshukaku conference having been pushed forward at the insistence of the Tenryou Commissioner. A ‘matter of urgency’ his father had sneered –though that sneer came from the Shuumatsuban he’d sent to deliver the message. But as Ayato had thought, the entire meeting had offered nothing more than  hours of exhaustive, speculative chatter.

The meeting had been so long, in fact, that Thoma had certainly returned from Komore. So  long that he would be leaving for Komore again within a few hours. Ayato would have no time to see him. Not like he wanted to.

“Whether you had any or not, I trusted you would be most capable of finding such a connection,” he responded, fighting back his own urge to yawn. He’d been working nonstop since Thoma’s drunken words had met his ears. It was the only way he could keep them from replaying in his mind.

Despite these substantial attempts to avoid the inevitable, they continued to replay. Again and again.

But it wasn’t just  that  night’s events he wanted to avoid. He was trying to avoid thinking about Thoma  at all.  Not an easy task to begin with, but a task made far more difficult given what Hirano had shared with him all those hours ago. He was exceedingly agitated. He wanted to do something about Kazumasa. About Hyakubei.

But he couldn’t.

And he couldn’t allow himself to stay distracted.

“Your trust was well-placed,” Hiratsuka spoke up after a moment of silence, crossing her arms and turning her gaze towards the papers scattered about Ayato’s desk. “Although… It took an  awful  lot of work making such a connection without rousing my boss’s suspicions… I  trust you understand just how perceptive Miss Miko is?”

She trailed off, sending one glaringly pointed look Ayato’s way. Evidently, the amount he’d paid her upfront a few days ago was not quite enough for the task. He’d expected as much, given her position. And the delay. Working for Yae Publishing House meant Hiratsuka had connections to nearly everyone –including Guuji Yae herself. The fact she was willing to do business with the Kamisato’s less-than-legal enterprises was an invaluable asset. And also a huge risk.

She wasn’t quite loyal to the Guuji. Nor was she quite loyal to the Kamisatos. But her loyalty could be earned for a time. And she had no qualms about death.

Ayato knew this very well.

He reached below his chair unyielding, yet graceful, producing a polished satchel before setting it on the desk between them. The soft  clink of mora murmured through the leather as its weight shifted onto the papers.

In a single movement, Hiratsuka unlatched one of the straps and lifted the flap, examining the coins within with a calculated flick of her eyes. Even to a salarywoman such as her, the amount was impressive. She closed the satchel just as quickly as she’d opened it and lifted the bag off the desk. Satisfied.

“The Saiguu is as elusive as they say,” she started, slipping her arm through the satchel’s strap. “Can’t say the same for Kazari -or whatever she calls herself. I recognised the name almost immediately when we first talked. Wasn’t sure how accurate my memory was. She’d made consistently large purchases weekly until recently. Stopped around the time Torachiyo’s arrest went public.”

“Large purchases?”

“It’s my job to track every monetary exchange that goes through the publishing house, especially the big ones, yes? She consistently bought mass-market portions of the  same book. Figured she was just an odd retailer. But that book happened to feature a certain name. So when you spoke of a ‘Kazari’ and a ‘Hanachirusato’ in the same sentence, I had my suspicions.”

She paused, overtaken by yet another yawn as she shifted the weight of the mora on her shoulder.

Ayato took the opportunity to speak, ignoring the peculiarities of the Saiguu’s purchasing habits, “She stopped making purchases around Torachiyo’s trial..?”

Hiratsuka nodded. “That she did. But her visits to the publishing house became much more frequent. I’m talking daily. And she never purchased anything else. Mind you, the boss lady isn’t fond of customers who don’t make payments.”

Ayato’s eyes lowered as his brain turned. “She was meeting someone then.”

“That is correct, young lord.”

If Kazari and the Saiguu truly were one and the same, there was only a single person at  Yae  Publishing House that she’d plausibly wish to meet up with. Conversely, if Kazari  wasn’t the Saiguu, she certainly would not be making such unpaid visits without repercussions.

“Enlighten me, Hiratsuka. Who did our mysterious friend meet with?”

“Why ask questions you already know the answer to?”

“There is a novelty in verbal confirmation. And I’d rather avoid the ambiguity on this matter.”

Hiratsuka raised a mirthless brow but answered nonetheless, “Yae Miko. I’d suspect both are on edge, given the demise of their companions. I don’t believe either of them are convinced that Torachiyo was the one who did Sasayuri in.”

“Expected…”

“Anyway. That’s likely why their visits have become so common. It’s easy enough to trail Kazari after she leaves -doesn’t seem like she’s trying to evade anyone. Not under that guise, at least. I’m not sure where she goes, but she tends to vanish somewhere around the districts lining Tenshukaku. Not my job to track her beyond that.”

“You’ve done admirable work.” Ayato scanned her face once, noting how drained she looked. “I’ll issue any further recompense directly to your account.”

Hiratsuka bowed in gratitude before straightening up and sending another uninterested gaze around the room. She took half a step back, keen to leave, before continuing, “I only had a few days to follow her, but you should know she took the exact same route each time. Passes right by Komore. She always stops there -like she wants to go in but can’t bring herself to.”

Ayato involuntarily tensed. Was she thinking about Thoma whenever she paused?

Did she want to see him?

He was the only host she’d ever interacted with. Obviously, she did.

Still, Ayato was feeling  strange again.

He  should be feeling pleased. Komore was a Kamisato subset –the Saiguu having a fondness for it would make his task of cornering her incredibly easy. She’d just need a little nudge, and she’d be in his hands and dead by daybreak.

But knowing that it was  Thoma, specifically, that she had a fondness for, took all the pleasure he should have felt and crushed it into a fine dust of annoyance.

Hiratsuka had a fondness for him too, he recalled.

She’d been his highest spending patron before she’d assisted the Kamisatos in apprehending him.

Except it wasn’t exactly fondness.

He  knew Hiratsuka’s intentions. Knew the kind of person she was.

Knew she didn’t really feel affection like that for  any of the hosts, she just wanted somewhere to feel heard. And Thoma wasn’t the only host she offered her patronage to.

But why did it matter? Why did any of it matter?

It shouldn’t annoy him when such affection was present. He knew that.

A plan had already formed in his mind. An effortless plan that had practically laid itself out on a neon sign in front of him. If what Hiratsuka said was true, the stars had aligned just for him. Just for his father’s wishes. Ayato would rather those stars align for anything else.

He didn’t want to use Thoma as a lure. He didn’t want to further Kazari’s affection for him.

He wasn’t necessarily looking forward to killing her, either.

But his voice betrayed nothing of his discomfort, “How convenient. It would seem our Saiguu requires some encouragement then.”


Komore was a paradise.

Thoma had never in his life felt so elated to be there. In the past, he only truly ‘enjoyed’ working there when he’d gotten too plastered to think.

But he wasn’t drunk just then. No, Komore was now a paradise simply because Furusawa and Kazumasa did not follow him inside. He wouldn’t be surprised if they were still stalking around the back alley, making sure he didn’t run away or something. But as long as they  stayed outside, he did not care.

He was  free. 

For the next few hours, anyway.

If the odds were in his favour, his shift would crawl by painfully slowly and he could enjoy his time beyond the boar pen in utter bliss.

There was still the issue of finding Ayato, of course, but Thoma had no way of solving such an issue. Agitating. But it was for the best he didn’t push too hard to achieve the unachievable.

Not yet.

He didn’t want to think about the possibility of Ayato being punished anymore –not when there was nothing he could do to stop it. So instead he just hoped Ayato would show up soon. He  would, wouldn’t he?

“Foreigner, honestly you needa get some new buddies,” a familiar voice called out behind him.

Thoma whirled around on his barstool, feeling an unexpected grin tug at his lips.

Nobumori.

Seeing him felt oddly comforting. Nostalgic, in a way. They hadn’t had much chance to talk as of late. And Thoma hadn’t felt  free when talking to him in ages. He could almost pretend he wasn’t being held against his will just then. Could pretend he was still being trained by the older host and returning to his shitty little apartment in oblivious peace. Simple times.

Nobumori beamed at him with a sad sort of laugh before leaning against the counter at his side, a glass in one hand and a towel in the other. “Those two out back are nasty pieces of work. I would know, we were brothers for a time. Or were supposed to be.”


 Brothers? 


Thoma stared at him, vaguely recalling when they’d first talked about the Kamisatos. Nobumori had been cagey about the topic, but knowledgeable nonetheless. He hadn’t said it outright but…

“Nobumori, are you a Shuumatsuban?”

Nobumori stared at the wall of alcohol behind the bar, his nostrils flaring for a brief moment, amused, “Hah. No. You could say I used to be an ‘aspiring’ one. Never got around to the whole sakazuki thing… I think I told you I stay out of this stuff now. Mostly. Honestly, everyone at Komore is involved with the darker side of the Kamisatos in  some way… You especially.”

Thoma turned his attention to the shelves. He could hardly imagine how Nobumori would have turned out had his ‘aspirations’ not fallen through. A cold wind breezed through him at the thought of him acting like the two boars. Terrifying.

But perhaps Nobumori could once again provide some much-needed insight, so Thoma drummed his fingers on the counter and asked, “So Furusawa and Kazumasa… They’ve always been unpleasant?”

Nobumori chuckled to himself, shaking his head and looking back at Thoma. “Yeah, always. We used to play together as kids. Terrorised the streets of Hanamizaka with all the other orphaned bastards -gotta survive somehow. Then the Kamisatos took most of us in. A good thing, but Kazumasa was always on the aggressive side and Furusawa was always at his heels. S’pose the Shuumatsuban only enabled their behaviour further.”

“Orphaned..?” Thoma murmured, more to himself than anything.

“Is that so surprising, sir foreigner?” Nobumori laughed again, turning to stare out into the club. It wasn’t too busy that night. “I know you’re fairly new to all this, and I wish you weren’t part of it at all, but I’d think orphans having to turn to less-than-pleasant means is a common concept worldwide, isn’t it?”

“Ah, I didn’t mean it like that.” Thoma turned, feeling a bit sheepish. “You’re right, of course, I just- I was thinking how little I know about you. And them… And Ayat-  Lord Ayato too.”

“‘Lord Ayato,’ huh?” Nobumori quirked a brow at him, frowning slightly in bemusement before shaking his head and moving on, “I don’t know all that much about you either, to be fair. You showed up one day, dazed and confused, and the next thing anyone knew you were working for the boss.”

He nodded over at Taroumaru, who did little more than puff his cheeks in response. Amazing how they kept up this joke, despite Thoma’s circumstances. Despite  anyone’s circumstances. He supposed it was a good thing they could still laugh.

Nobumori continued, his tone developing a grim tint, “And  then, you somehow got dragged into the shithole. I’m amazed you’ve lived this long, really. It’s all so strange that you weren’t killed off right away… Especially with that Hirano fella around.”


 Especially with Hirano. 


Thoma paused, watching a pair of women step through the door. Both he and Nobumori tensed, ready to spring over to them. But Heihachi and Ramsay appeared before they could so much as blink. Stumbling over each other. Sweeping both women away. He could already hear them laughing. That pair was far more efficient at this than Thoma would ever be.

But he was grateful. He wasn’t too keen on dealing with patrons just then.

“What do you mean?” Thoma said after a moment, feeling a bit guilty for asking. Strangely enough, he’d come to view his retainer as a confidant of sorts; it felt like a backhand to go inquiring after him. But he’d lost the chance to ask directly with the boars around. “About Hirano?”

Nobumori peered at him again, then his eyes flicked around the room. Perhaps he expected the man to show up out of the blue as he often did, “You don’t know all that much about him, do you?”

“… No, not really.”

“It’s… bad luck to talk about it.” Nobumori stood up straight, no longer leaning on the counter, “Not my place to talk about it, either. But don’t let him fool you, he’s just as much of a beast as the young lord. There’s a reason he’s one of his most trusted… Rumours say he didn’t  ever speak till he was damn near old enough to drink -called him cursed or something. And he’s friendly, sure, but he’d rip out a spine if the young lord demanded it. Ruthless, when it comes to it. And fucking weird.”

Thoma’s eyes widened. This had to be another joke. Firstly, Ayato wasn’t much of a ‘beast.’ Not to him. And Hirano wasn’t  ruthless. Probably not. Then again…

No, Thoma wasn’t going to be swayed by someone else’s perception. He knew well enough how easy it was to believe someone was little more than a monster. He’d thought Ayato was one until he’d recognised the  real monster.

And even if what Nobumori said was true, Hirano had never sought to hurt him of his own volition. Which would also imply Ayato had not… ‘demanded it.’

Further reason to believe Madarame appointing the boars was not Ayato’s doing.

Before Thoma could be carted away by that train of thought, a sharp whine cut through the air. Taroumaru had padded across the counter to stare at the two, growling once at Thoma before trotting back to his position near the bells.

Thoma’s brows furrowed, bewildered. He’d never seen Taroumaru do that. Not on the clock.

Nobumori looked just as confused, shrugging when Thoma side-eyed him.

Taroumaru stared back at them.

He whined again. Sounding almost impatient.

Where was Nakanishi to translate?

Thoma slid off his stool, walking around Nobumori and over to the Shiba. Maybe he just wanted attention. Thoma had yet to pet him that night, after all –he was neglecting their ear scratching ritual.

But just as he reached out to run his hands through Taroumaru’s fur, the dog bucked his head down, grabbing one of the bells and shirking away with it. Thoma blinked. Stunned.

Then he noticed the note.

It’d been neatly tucked under the bell, out of sight until said bell was removed. Thoma was met with a forcible reminder of his missing rice. Traumatic.

But now a strange excitement burned through him. Anticipation. It had to be Ayato.

The note was in print, no need for him to sort through the man’s handwriting.


Private Room. Chou-Han?


Thoma was in the back hall in a matter of seconds, barely processing how eager he was at the prospect of seeing Ayato again. Barely processing how unnecessarily fast he was walking. He’d barely processed how smug Nobumori had looked upon seeing such excitement either.

Thoma wasn’t sure what he’d say when he got to the room.

First and foremost:  I am so very sorry for what I did. I deeply apologise. 

Or something along those lines. Or maybe he’d ask Ayato if he was okay first. He’d ask both, of course, but he wasn’t sure which to prioritise. Near overwhelming amounts of guilt and concern were coursing through him.

He was just glad to know Ayato was alive.

He paused outside the door, feeling weirdly overwrought. Nervous in a way. It was the same room they’d used before. The note hadn’t specified  which  room, but Ayato seemed consistent enough and no noises came from beyond the door. Therefore, it was either entirely unoccupied or Ayato waited for him within with that stupid little dice cup. Thoma would win this time.  After he made sure Ayato wasn’t injured.

He steeled himself, attempting to calm the apprehension and impatience within before slipping into the room. It was dark but a figure was plenty visible.

He was damn near ready to launch himself at that familiar head of hair. Those light hues. Those grey eyes. “Ayato I-”


 Grey? 


Thoma froze, the smile on his face dropped. He hadn’t been aware he was smiling until then.

Ayaka stared at him, arms crossed. “I  told you that’s not proper. You shouldn’t be calling him that.”

Thoma was utterly heartbroken. Let down beyond imagination. Not that he didn’t want to see Ayaka, but it certainly couldn’t be a good sign she was there. The last time she’d met him outside of estate grounds, Ayato was severely injured.

Maybe his morbid suspicions had been correct.

He didn’t bother to hold back the curiosity. Didn’t bother to hide the concern tugging his tone every which way. Didn’t bother to be proper, “Is Ayato okay?”

Ayaka didn’t respond. Frozen where she stood. Her expression changed in what Thoma could only describe as slow motion. Her eyes seemed to shade over while her brows knitted together. Her mouth opened. Then closed. She seemed to be mouthing a word.  ‘-arm?’ Then she took a step back, hitting him with a strange, disgruntled glance. All in all, he felt like he was being studied.

If only he could read her thoughts.

“… I understand.”

That was all she said. Thoma had no idea who the words were directed at –certainly could not have been aimed at him. But there was no one else in the room. “Huh?”

“I understand,” she said once more. She sounded hollow. Defeated, “I understand why he wants to protect you.”

“…” Thoma didn’t quite understand himself. Or perhaps he didn’t want to. Perhaps being oblivious was for the best.

“That… That dumb idiot.” Ayaka shook her head, now just sounding frustrated. But her frustration was not directed at Thoma, he could see that much. “He’s fine.”

She spoke the last part like it was little more than an afterthought, but the relief Thoma felt was immense. So immense he could feel an involuntary smile raise his cheeks again, if only briefly.

He  still wanted to see him. Still needed to apologise.

And even though she’d eased the worst of his fears, a part of him still wanted to check on Ayato in person. Just to be sure, “Where is he..?”

Ayaka’s eyes sharpened as she regarded him. She still didn’t like him –for good reason, probably. But then her gaze softened. She let loose a sigh, shaking slightly as the air puffed out, releasing some inner tension, “At the estate. He’s busy… Most people rejoice when they find that my brother  isn’t in a room. And yet you…”

“Well, most  people seem to think he’s-” Thoma paused, feeling a bit awkward at how quickly he’d come to his defence. “To  mistakenly think he’s your father.”

Ayaka gave him another odd glare, though this one was brimmed with melancholic regret. She rubbed half-heartedly at one arm, speaking quietly, “There was a time I feared those people were correct. Feared that they were becoming indistinguishable from one another.”

Thoma waited, watching a strange conflict glaze over Ayaka’s face. There was more she wanted to say, yet she seemed to struggle to find the words. Perhaps she didn’t wish to surrender those words to Thoma. He couldn’t exactly blame her.

But she relented.

“Both of us were given our roles the moment we came into this world,” she started, sounding reluctant. Or sad, “He was the first son. He was always to become his father. He was  always  to bear every burden and carry out father’s  every  wish. Until the wishes came no longer. And when that happened, brother would take his place. But… it wouldn’t really be my brother, at that point. It would be a perfect replica of our father. That was… That  is his role.”

Again Thoma waited, allowing her to collect herself as much as she needed. He could tell by her tone she was trying to keep her emotions under control. And just like last time, Thoma felt an anger, a pity, within him. Anger at witnessing the results of the demon’s actions. Anger that she struggled so much with her emotions. Anger that Ayato wasn’t allowed to feel  his.

Anger that he wasn’t even allowed to be his own person.  ‘Replica.’ 


 Mirror. 


“When I was born,” Ayaka started again, slow and deliberate, shouldering the weight of acknowledging her duty, “my role was to become a pillar of light. Just like mother. But my duties are laughable compared to his. And… I was allowed a childhood. My interactions with father are few… Mother lets me play, takes me out to explore. She cares for me and does everything she can to protect me -all while Ayato takes as many beatings as he can in our place. We live in the same house and still, I feel as though our lives are in different worlds.”

This time, Thoma’s silence wasn’t intentional. He didn’t  know what to say. There was something disheartening about the maturity she displayed given her younger age. Even if she was allowed a childhood, as she said, it didn’t seem fair for either of the two siblings to have grown up so fast.

And it was all that demon’s fault.

He opened his mouth, hoping to find a response, but Ayaka spoke again.

“I used to hate my brother,” she sounded cold, her steely eyes locked Thoma in place, “I hated everything about him. He was father’s pawn, that’s all I saw. But- I knew  nothing  about him. Our interactions were… Minimal. Father beat all of us, not just him -but my mother used to say that every time I got beaten, the blood was on my brother’s hands. Every bruise was a mark of his failure. It was  his duty to keep father away, appease his anger. I believed it. I think… He believes it too.”

Anger.

That was all Thoma felt just then.

Hatred.

Horror.

Every single word Ayaka shared with him set those deep blazing bursts of seething rage spiralling through his core. It was sickening. The more he learned, the more unexpectedly murderous he felt.

Lord Kamisato was nothing less than vile.

And Lady Kamisato… What  right  did she have to be so kind to everyone  except her son? To blame him for her husband’s cruelty?

“That’s…” was all Thoma could mumble out. The anger burnt away whatever words may have followed.

And Ayaka just nodded, lowering her eyes and absently plucking at the cloth of her sleeves. “I was unreasonable, in my perception. I know that now. The older I got, the more I understood. The more I came to appreciate his sacrifices. But he started to scare me.”

She paused there. Memories of the past seemed to crash across her eyes until she let out a breath, carrying the weight of all on her mind.

“When father demanded he hurt people -to kill them. I could tell brother didn’t want to. At first, he would come back looking nauseous. Covered in blood. He wouldn’t talk to anyone for days. And then he started looking more…  Blank. Like he’d come to accept his duties. Like killing someone was a mere whimsy. Growing up- I- I felt like I was watching poison set in. I was losing my brother to some callous tyrant.”

Thoma’s jaw felt tense. “But he isn’t like that. He’s still your brother, he doesn’t-”

Ayaka shook her head. “Perhaps. But you weren’t there to see how close he was to the precipice. To embracing that unfeeling tyranny. I-I wanted to stop the poison. At that rate, he was bound to lose all empathy for life. Just like father. He was becoming more beast than man. So I  tried  to stop it. And in doing so… In doing so, I brought  you here.”

Thoma’s brain spun, slugging through the flames of anger still burning around it in order to show his  own empathy. Trying to recall all he’d unintentionally learned, “Is this about Sasayuri..?”

Ayaka’s shoulders raised and tensed. It was a sensitive subject, he was aware. Then they lowered, defeated. “Yes. Brother was tasked with removing him. I went behind his back. I did it myself. But I didn’t have any experience, I didn’t know what I was doing. I’d never killed anyone before… it was- I… It- Horrible. I never want to- I never want to do it again. But I just couldn’t let my brother do it. I couldn’t let him fall any further.”

Thoma’s throat felt dry; he’d vaguely picked up on most of the situation, but hearing it all aloud… Hearing the vulnerability in her voice. The remorse. The shame. Guilt. She looked disgusted just talking about it, her face had grown pale. Haunted by the blood she had spilled.

Blood Ayato would not have reacted to.

Thoma wasn’t sure how he should feel. The gravity of it all blanketed him in an empty harshness.

She’d killed someone.

Ayato killed  many people.

And he  knew these things, he had for a while. But it’d never quite stuck to him before as it did then.

Thoma couldn’t even recall the last time he’d so much as raised a hand against someone, prior to his detainment.

“… I think you did an admirable thing,” the words tasted acidic. But he believed them. He would’ve done the same given the situation, he wasn’t about to feign virtue. “You just wanted to protect him. Just like he protects you… It’s not your fault. It’s not your fault when you have no choice.”

For a moment, Ayaka’s eyes glistened. But her tears did not fall. “But it  is  my responsibility. I will bear this burden for the rest of my life. At least, now Ayato doesn’t have to… In the end, I do not think  I was the one who stopped the poison, though. Perhaps I stalled it but…”

The sounds of the club beyond the doors quieted just then. Her words came out whispered. Course.

“You’ve done more for him than I ever could.”

Thoma’s heart faltered. His mind too.

“You make him feel human, Thoma. You make him feel warm.”


 Warm. 



 Human. 


Thoma didn’t know where his mind went. Somewhere above. His chest bore no weight.

It was humorous in a way. Like his words came back to bite him. His drunk self had achieved its goal. He’d made him feel warm.

But what did that mean? Really?

What exactly had he meant?

He’d been the one to say it, and yet the intention behind his own thoughts evaded even him. A stray flame fizzling away from the match that brought it into being.


 Warm. 


Fleeting.

“Hirotatsu is waiting outside- he can only keep those two retainers distracted for so long.”

Thoma’s voice came out faint, quieted by his thoughts, “Distracted? If he’s here, won’t they know that you’re-”

She shook her head. “No need to worry. Hirotatsu has many duties -he falls under my mother’s direct command. He is currently… Scolding them for their slight against her the other day. Their slight against  you,  though they don’t need to know that. They also don’t need to know  which Lady Kamisato issued the order… And they’d never question mother. Regardless, they are entirely unaware of my presence. This meeting never occurred.”

She gave him a stern look at that, though there was much less disapproval in it than before. He nodded, speaking slowly, “It never occurred.”

Ayaka straightened up, smoothing out the sleeve she’d been plucking at and taking a few steps closer to him. Then she bowed.

“Before I go, I want to apologise,” she cleared her throat, keeping her head low. “Last we talked, I believe I was too harsh on you. It was… immature of me to blame you for things beyond your control. My anger was driven by nothing but selfishness. Hypocrisy.”

“Selfishness..?”

Her voice sounded tight as though she was still holding back tears, “… I feared his care for you would leave  me vulnerable. He couldn’t protect us both -that’s what I told myself. I could not express my own anger and guilt when he took beatings for me, so I think I… I directed that anger towards you. I hated to see him hurt, and yet I did nothing to stop it when I was the cause. But when you were the cause… I suppose it was hard not to express those feelings. Easier placing the blame on someone else.”

Thoma stared at the top of her head, his voice growing stronger again as he let out a quiet sigh, “You  aren’t the cause. I’m not either. And… I think it’s natural to try and protect yourself, especially against hopeless odds. It was either you or him…”

“It should have been me. I don’t want my protection to come at his expense anymore.” She stood straight, meeting his eyes with that sharpened Kamisato resolve. “I won’t  let it come at his expense. I am not a child crying for her mother any longer. His burdens are mine too.”

She nodded one last time before stepping past him and towards the door.

Thoma had questions. Numerous. Why was she telling him all this? Why did she come here, knowing the risks? Why did she…? Why? What? And so forth.

But only one question escaped him. A how, as it were.

“Wait- my lady? How did you know about-”

“-about Chou-Han?” She paused somewhere behind him; her words came out low, “I trust you’ve realised that brother never had much time to  play when he was little. He was never granted the freedom to entertain his most basic wants… I didn’t share that restriction. I used to play with someone I care deeply about. He would watch sometimes. Never join. But I could tell he wished to. So I figured… Well, I suppose you could say it was a lucky guess.”

She left without another word. Thoma only turned towards the door once the soft  click of it shutting met his ears.

On the floor, just before the threshold, a familiar cup remained behind. Two dice rested inside.


Ayato was exhausted. Still severely lacking in sleep. Still working.

But he was running out of things to do.

Currently, he stood near the edge of the courtyard, watching the sun slowly begin its ascent over the horizon. The sea was dark below the cliffs, masking all that lay beneath. Fish. Sand. Bodies.

Aside from estate guards posted near the gates and on the porch, there were shockingly few people about. Even in those strange hours where night and day were so muddled together, the courtyard nearly always had servants and agents wandering the grounds, chatting about anything and everything. But just then, it was rather empty. Lonely.

In a few weeks’ time, he’d have the Saiguu’s name plastered across every newspaper.

It wasn’t a pleasant thought. But the moment his father had willed it, she was as good as dead. He knew that. There was no reason to feel regret, yet he could not help but feel it.

Hiratsuka had left and he’d already sent an agent Nakanishi’s way. The Naganoharas would be receiving a forgery order in a short time –letters suggesting the Saiguu did not feel safe remaining any longer. Everything was falling into place. Flawless and smooth.

The Tenryou Commission would add the Saiguu to their missing person’s registry. She would never leave the registry if everything went to plan. Then it was Yae Miko’s turn.

There was only one last thing he had to do. One last piece to put into play.

Thoma was, perhaps, the most vital part of this plan. And still, Ayato continued to put off his involvement. He’d spent many of the past few minutes debating ways to avoid including Thoma at all. None of these ways would work, too risky. They did not sport the same potential for success that Thoma did.

And if he failed, there was no telling how much pain his father would inflict.

So it  had to be Thoma. He was the only one the Saiguu had any regard for.

But aside from the annoyance of having to involve him at all, Ayato wasn’t sure he was ready to see Thoma again. Those feelings he was working so hard to crush –to pretend weren’t there– would absolutely resurface at full force the moment he met Thoma’s eyes. Of course, something already surfaced couldn’t quite ‘resurface,’ but Ayato couldn’t bring himself to acknowledge that.

And he wouldn’t admit that an obnoxiously loud part of him was rather…  eager… to see Thoma again. He couldn’t avoid him forever. No matter how much work he had to do.

He also didn’t exactly  want to avoid him. Which was yet another thing he couldn’t allow himself to admit.

The sound of the gates opening far behind him brought about all kinds of strange sentiments. Apprehension. Dread. Longing. Ayato didn’t move. Didn’t whip around as his heart may have wanted to. He knew even if he did, he’d likely see little more than Hirano dashing into the grounds.

And those other two retainers. The ones he wanted to toss over the cliff along with Hyakubei. Alas.

He’d have to be careful how he acted around them. Ordering them away would raise suspicions. Would endanger Thoma.

But at the very least, he could  imagine their faces contorted in pain.

He listened, unmoving. The muffled sounds of footsteps. The creak of the iron gates as they began to shut. The humble breeze against the sea. The lack of any voices.

The likelihood of any of the group noticing him just yet was low; he was obscured by the darkness and the beams of the porch. They probably weren’t looking out for him either. The figure gazing out over the sea that morning would thus appear to be nothing more than a lonesome servant.

So he turned slowly, expecting no one to acknowledge his presence just then. Expecting to simply observe as Hyakubei’s dogs jostled Thoma across the porch and Hirano slunk alongside. Expecting to meet no eyes.

But instead, the wind stilled and the sea drained. Thoma was staring directly at him. Even across the dark courtyard, the shimmer of his eyes reflected the faint light of the dawning sun like a beacon.

Why?

Why was it that, every time they parted for just a few days, seeing him again set off a flood of terrible, unfathomable emotion within Ayato?

It threatened to drown him. To bury him beneath the sea of feathers and warmth.

And maybe he wanted that.

No.

The group was nearly on the porch now, Thoma’s eyes were still locked on his own. What was he thinking? Ayato couldn’t help but wonder if a similar flood coursed through Thoma’s mind. Or maybe he was projecting his wants. His terrible, poisoned, improper wants.

Kazumasa and Furusawa were at either arm, standing uncomfortably close to Thoma. Far closer than Ayato liked. And as expected, Hirano was slinking along the boundaries of the group, relegated to the side by the two larger men. Just one glance made the situation clear –Hyakubei was trying to keep them separate. Trying to keep no one but his own agents on Thoma at all times. Making it impossible for anyone to communicate with him without Hyakubei catching wind.

Lovely.

There would be no issue if Ayato simply talked to him like a prisoner. But right then, he wasn’t sure he could bring himself to do that.

No one else in the group noticed his spectral form as they stalked across the porch. Thoma’s eyes remained on him as long as they could, only tearing away once his companions had turned towards the door. Maybe it was Ayato’s imagination, or maybe he was projecting again, but Thoma appeared reluctant to look away.

Once they’d stepped through the door, Ayato quietly padded after them. He felt weightless in a way, drifting across the porch in utter silence. He wasn’t sure what he intended to do. The only way he could talk to Thoma with Hyakubei’s subordinates around was if he could find it in himself to treat Thoma like shit.

But he didn’t want to do that. He wasn’t sure if he  could do that.

And still, he followed. Like he couldn’t bring himself to  stay. Not when Thoma was going without him.

When he made it inside, the group was already somewhere beyond a folding screen. Out of sight. The lights were on –the majority of them did not know the way through the darkness as Ayato did– and he could hear them grumbling.

Could hear them cursing out Thoma. Threatening him for moving too slow. Unnecessarily harsh.

Ayato became hyper-aware of the various blades hidden in his sleeves. All of which were very throwable…

But he did little more than follow quietly, pausing whenever they paused and continuing whenever they continued –always out of sight, trailing only by sound.

Just as he was about to slink around the last screen before the stairway, the group stopped again. They should’ve gone right up the stairs just then, there shouldn’t be any cause for them to hesitate there.

Then a new voice, “Kazumasa, Furusawa.”

Ayato registered the newcomer’s timbre instantly: Hirotatsu.

There wasn’t any reason for him to be there. No reason for him to interact with them, certainly. Ayato resisted the urge to peer around the corner.

 “Lady Kamisato feels that our first correction may not have been enough,” Hirotatsu’s voice was flat and gruff. Menacing enough to send waves of dread through anyone.

There was a reason he served as Ayaka’s bodyguard.

But Ayato cared less about the tone and more about the words:  ‘Lady Kamisato. Correction.’ 

What did his mother have to do with Hyakubei’s pets?

“Y-you must be joking,” Kazumasa’s harsh tone had dropped to a pathetic nervousness. Much to Ayato’s pleasure.

Hirotatsu responded, “I don’t do jokes. Follow.”

Kazumasa choked out what sounded like an attempt to protest. Then went quiet. Then mumbled an apology.

Footsteps were heading his way. Three pairs. Hirotatsu was indeed taking them away for a correction. Ayato didn’t care much to learn why such correction was necessary. No, he was more focused on the blessing of his timing. It was perfect. Exactly what he needed. His chance to have some time with Thoma without worrying about the retainers-

But the footsteps were getting closer and he didn’t particularly want to be seen. Hirotatsu would likely think nothing of his presence, but it would certainly raise alarms for Furusawa and Kazumasa if they saw him following in secrecy.

He waited, stilling his breaths into pure silence.

Closer.

Closer.

They were going around the left side of the divider. Opposite of him.

Just as Hirotatsu’s foot came into view, Ayato slipped around the right without so much as a whisper.

Now their footsteps were behind him, trodding away from the screen and off into a hallway somewhere opposite the stairs. As for the stairway, it was currently empty. Ayato could just make out the soft  thumps of two people going up. Hirano.

Thoma.

He waited a few seconds before following, just in case.

By the time he’d reached the hall where his room waited, it was empty. The two had vanished behind his door. There was no one else around, the estate was utterly quiet.

Ayato was gliding into his room in seconds, soundless and swift. The door made no noise as he slid around it.

“Did you see him?” Thoma was saying, rolling out a futon.

“See who? Was I supposed to-” Hirano responded, picking at the floor.

They both rooted to the spot as Ayato’s presence greeted them, eyes wide and tensed.

Hirano glanced away, letting out a sigh of relief and breaking into a smile. “Ah, my lord! I’ll go uhhh- I’ll go watch the hall.”

Ayato observed as Hirano gave a brief bow and skirted past him. He didn’t move to stop him, partially because Hirano was too determined to leave. He looked stressed, courtesy of the two new retainers most likely.

Ayato wasn’t sure if being alone with Thoma was a good thing but they’d need someone in the halls in case Hyakubei’s dogs returned soon. And it’s not like Ayato hated being alone with him. Quite the opposite, if he dared acknowledge it.

There was a certain finality to the closing of the door. Ayato stared at it silently, hoping to put off returning his gaze to Thoma. Hoping to shield himself from his own thoughts. His own feelings.

The last time they were alone in that room rushed back to him, filling his vision with memories he tried to forget. His posture tensed against his will, recalling all those drunken words and touches. Even after so many days, a part of his chest felt cold without Thoma’s fingers brushing against it.

As he’d thought: no matter how hard he tried to suppress all that he was feeling, no matter how hard he worked to avoid thinking –it was hopeless. Just a glimpse of Thoma’s eyes. His mere presence. It was enough to overturn any and all efforts Ayato put forth.

Ayato continued to stare at the door, exercising all of his willpower just to steel himself. What was he supposed to say?

What did he  want to say?

His duty was to command Thoma to give himself up as bait for the Saiguu. Simple.

His desire was to… he didn’t know. His desire was anything  but simple.

Perhaps his desire was to just  be with him.

To enjoy his presence.

Keep him safe.

Keep him warm.

Just wanted to be around Thoma.

Wanted Thoma’s eyes to follow wherever he went.

Wanted Thoma to smile whenever Ayato looked his way.

It was so difficult to ignore those desires with Thoma so close by. So frustratingly difficult.

But it  shouldn’t be.

It  shouldn’t be a matter of duty or desire.

Shouldn’t be  anything except duty. Countless times, he’d told himself this. And countless times, his traitorous heart turned against him.

“Ayato.”

Thoma’s voice was uncertain in his way. Soft. Like he was testing out the name for the first time. But to Ayato, it set all his thoughts aflame.

Thoma continued, rushed and quiet, “Ayato, I’m sorr- I deeply apologise. For… how I acted. I promise you it won’t happen again. I know everything I did was wrong and-“

“Wrong..?” the question dripped out of Ayato’s mouth before he was aware of its existence on his tongue.

He could hear Thoma shuffle slightly behind him, still messing with the futon from the sounds of it. His response sounded hesitant, unsure, “It was… wrong of me to push you around the way I did. And I said some pretty- pretty inappropriate things that I definitely should not have.”

Amazing how Ayato’s tone remained vacant and dry despite the blazing whirlwind inside him. As long as he continued to face away from Thoma, the man would not notice the turmoil he felt, “What sort of inappropriate things?”

He could hear the way Thoma huffed just then. Exasperated. He imagined the light glare that certainly crossed his face as he spoke, “Hah… I don’t think it would be right to repeat them…”

 Why not? was what Ayato almost said. But this time he managed to catch himself, coughing lightly in doing so.

“Ah, are you okay?” Thoma’s tone immediately shifted to concern. Again, Ayato could just imagine the expression on his face, so painfully apparent.

And his heart was beating heavily again.

Sickening. But warm.

Why did his concern feel nice? Why couldn’t he convince himself it was an act anymore?

He raised a hand, waving off the concern in silence. Still staring at the door. Still imagining every expression Thoma might be making.

Then it was quiet. Deafeningly so.

Thoma cleared his throat. Quietly.

Ayato yawned. Quietly.

The futon rustled. Quietly.

Ayato gave in, turning his head ever so slightly. Enough to see Thoma over his shoulder. He was plucking at the bedding, not quite sitting on it. He awkwardly glanced in Ayato’s direction a couple of times before registering his gaze.

His mouth opened as if to speak, but instead, he turned back to the bedding. Simply staring at the fabric between his hands.

The silence was a bit too much. For them both, apparently, as they proceeded to speak at the same time.

“I’ve deployed agents for your father-“

“I was worried about you-“

Both paused. Ayato’s heart nearly exploded.  Worried about. 

“Oh,” Thoma swallowed, laughing half-heartedly at himself, “right, of course. Thank you, Ayato. I’m still not sure how to… help with my end of the deal.”

Ayato wasn’t either. But his mind was too stuck on other things to say that, so he opted instead for “There is no reason to worry over me.”

Thoma glared just then, retorting so sharply he looked surprised at himself, “There are plenty of reasons, actually.”

Ayato turned fully; all his retorts fizzled out in his throat. Now he was just staring at Thoma. And Thoma was staring back. His cursed heart thumped ever the more loudly.

Thoma exhaled then, running a hand through his hair. Ayato’s fingers ached as he watched, tortured once again by that despicable need to run his own hands through it.

“Would you-” Thoma hesitated as he spoke again. Then he glanced to the side, reaching down. Ayato’s eyes widened as he realised Thoma hadn’t been messing with the bedding. He’d been messing with a familiar cup resting against the fabric. “Would you like to play a game?”

Ayato stared down at him, hoping his face contained no indication of his thoughts. A part of him wanted to ask how Thoma had gotten ahold of the cup, it was never left in places Thoma would have access to. But another part of him didn’t want to know the answer. He didn’t  have to know the answer.

So he peered back at the door one last time before slowly stepping across the room. He settled opposite Thoma, farther apart than he wanted to in case Hyakubei’s dogs returned sooner than expected. And maybe to exert some measure of control over his desires.

There was something within him that yearned to touch Thoma. Just to… feel the heat of his skin.

But entertaining such thoughts was bound to cause further issues. Giving them  any consideration was enough of a problem as it was.

He stiffly held out his palm, watching as Thoma carefully passed over the cup. Their hands brushed together in a way that made the dutiful part of Ayato want to snatch his arm back.

But his selfish desires were much stronger just then. Overpowering those dutiful parts. As they often did as of late. If only their hands had remained together longer.

Ayato stared down at the dice, letting out a soft exhale before speaking, “Last time we played, I recall I was interrogating you.”

Thoma leaned back on his hands, an air of light-heartedness decorated his voice, “Yeah. And I didn’t really like being around you all that much back then, hah… So, I think it would be nice to just…  play this time.”

Ayato paused, his hand halfway over the cup; his words were calculated but came out strangely  weak, “That would suggest you enjoy being around me this time.”

“I do.”

He said it without delay. The words came out so naturally. Like he meant it.

Even the darkest divisions of Ayato’s mind couldn’t dare try to find an ulterior motive. Or perhaps he just… Didn’t want to consider anything other than it being true. He wanted to believe him.

He wanted to trust him.

Every single part of Ayato felt so hollow. Like two forces within him had burnt each other to nothing. He didn’t know what to think. To feel. To do.

The half-covered dice seemed to taunt him. He shouldn’t be sitting here playing games. It didn’t matter how strangely at ease he felt just then. It didn’t matter how the idea of simply spending time so  casually with Thoma made him feel.

He wasn’t quite sure how long he’d been staring at the cup when Thoma’s hand appeared tentatively over his own, covering the other half of the dice. Again, their hands brushed against each other, the heat of Thoma’s skin overlapping the coolness of Ayato’s own.

Ayato couldn’t move.

“You okay..?” Thoma’s voice sounded so caring. So worried.

Nauseating. It wasn’t right. He wanted it. Wanted Thoma.

But it  wasn’t right. 

He couldn’t.

It wasn’t fair. None of it was fair.

He wanted so badly to feel Thoma’s warmth. Wanted so badly to fully embrace himself in the warmth he emitted. And for a moment, he almost did. He was leaning forward, almost imperceptibly, holding Thoma’s eyes. Those stupid fucking eyes.

A soft whistle sounded outside the door. A small pleasant noise, little more than a release of breath. That was Hirano’s signal.

Ayato wrenched his hand away. It hurt. The action hurt. Not physically. But it  hurt. 

The cup rolled to the side, and the two dice spilt out across the futon. One rolled off the edge, somewhere near Thoma. The other landed just in front of Ayato’s knees.

Thoma’s intuition was strong. And watching as he instinctively threw the covers over the cup, hiding it from view, was painful. Painful, so very painful, as Thoma’s eyes met his one last time –like he knew exactly what Ayato felt. Like he knew exactly what thoughts plagued him. Like he knew everything. 

“Do what you have to,” he whispered, giving a small smile. “It’s okay.”

Then he bowed his head. Low enough to reach the ground, like he was accepting punishment for his imaginary transgressions.

Three people entered the room. First Hirano. Then the other two.

Ayato’s entire face went blank. Cold. His posture was unbroken as he stared at Thoma across from him. Beneath him.

Everything hurt as he forced out the words. Words he’d never hope to say again.

He forced out his most laced tone, lined with daggers and utter apathy. He forced himself to put on a show. An act.

Disgusting. Everything he said was disgusting.

But if he didn’t say such vile things –if he didn’t convince Hyakubei’s men that he held little regard for this prisoner– there was no telling what fate would befall them. How much danger Thoma would be in.

So Ayato moved forth with his duty, “Make yourself useful while you tarnish my home, will you? I am certain we’ll find that whores like you serve well as live bait.”


Notes for the Chapter:
someone needs to violently rip the slow burn tag out of my stupid little hands, it is stuck to my palm no matter how hard i flail around

—

for those of you who aren’t too familiar with yakuza/boryokudan groups and japanese rituals in general:

nobumori mentions sakazuki, which is a fancy sake cup used in many ceremonies, including a traditional ceremony between yakuza as a means of uniting them as family. sharing sakazuki with someone in this sense is a similar concept to a blood oath and men who do so refer to each other as brothers. you’ll often see this called sworn brotherhood in english

also, bit late on this note:

lord kamisato uses a nakiri which is a large vegetable knife commonly found in homes and easy to get a hold of. they cannot cut through bone without intense labour, but skin is no issue. they come in different sizes but are most often large and light. very efficient and clean -i use mine for watermelons

kitchen knives are unironically a yakuza’s best friend (fiction will tell u it’s katanas/guns for the sake of ‘being cool’ but thats not true. some creators don’t recognise the inherent cool factor of the kitchen knife reality smh)






17. 2-for-1 Special



Thoma could see Ayato’s discomfort. Could  feel  it radiating off of him.

And yet he couldn’t quite place what it was about him that gave off such an uncomfortable impression. Ayato’s face was blank as always. Unreadable. Whatever tension stilled his shoulders was minimal, nothing out of the ordinary. When Thoma thought about it, he looked devoid of  all feelings.

But still, every time he glanced at him as they rode to Komore, he saw nothing but discomfort. Distress.

Did anyone else in that cramped car notice? It didn’t seem like it.

Maybe the Seven were real and Thoma had been granted telepathy. He doubted it, but the thought was entertaining enough to offset his own discomfort. For a minute or two.

Furusawa and Kazumasa were just as obnoxious as always, not bothering to fix their act with Ayato around. Their elbows were just as sharp in Thoma’s side, if not sharper. Strangely, they were even more verbally abusive than before. Probably spurred on by Ayato’s own unpleasant words.

But that was a good thing, as far as Thoma could tell. Suspicions were minimal. It wasn’t exactly pleasant, but he could deal with a few offhand remarks from Ayato if it served to keep him safe. And unlike the boars, he knew Ayato was acting. He understood that his words were nothing more than rehearsed script. He was protecting himself. And protecting Thoma, too.


 Mr. ‘Hates Poor Acting’ himself… 


It was sad. The whole ordeal. Everything. A part of Thoma wished he was still oblivious to it all. How much simpler that would be.

His eyes stared blankly at the back of Ayato’s head, watching sleek locks of hair shift slightly whenever the car travelled over loose concrete. He thought just then: he could have gone his whole life without ever crossing this man’s path.

Had he not made a  single, curious stop, on a random afternoon. Had he not gone for miso that one unremarkable day. He would have never known Ayato existed. Nor would he ever be the slightest bit aware of what Ayato endured.

And what would have become of Ayato?

He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. The glimpse Ayaka had granted him stung enough.

“Stop staring at him.” Kazumasa’s foot landed on Thoma’s. Hard. Cruel, “Didn’t know you were that kind of pervert. Lusting after the lord now, eh? It won’t save you.  Freak.” 

Thoma didn’t flinch. Didn’t respond. Just shifted his foot slightly under the weight of Kazumasa’s heel and turned his head to stare elsewhere. This was his own ‘poor act.’ An act of compliance.

For Ayato’s sake.

He still wasn’t  entirely sure what was going on. Why Madarame had assigned the boars and why Ayato could do nothing about it was something beyond his grasp. But he had plenty of reason to believe it all circled back to the same man:

Lord Kamisato. Ever the source of Thoma’s problems. And hatred.

And so Ayato was doing what was necessary to keep the demon at bay. Though Thoma had very little idea as to what that entailed on that particular evening; ‘Live bait’ wasn’t a very promising turn of phrase. But surely Ayato would not seek to harm him. Thoma trusted that much.

Thoma placed an  awful lot of trust in that man.

By the time he was dragged out of the car and into Komore’s back alley, his foot was feeling numb. The sensation was more annoying than painful –nothing comparable to the other pains he’d been subjected to with the Kamisatos. Nothing comparable to what Ayato experienced, he was sure.

“There is a woman who goes by Kazari.” Ayato stood with his back to Thoma, arms clasped behind him as he stared into the quiet void of the alley. There was still some light in the sky, enough to keep Komore’s overhang light from flickering on. His voice was neutral, dull, “Though you would know her as Hanachirusato. Her real identity is of little importance. All you need to understand is that she is someone who must be dealt with.”

An involuntary frown tugged at Thoma’s mouth. He’d nearly forgotten about that mysterious patron of his. She’d been an odd one, that much was true, but that’s all Thoma thought she was. Just… odd. 

But the Kamisatos likely didn’t ‘deal with’ people for simply being odd. He doubted Ayato would be able to share  why she was being dealt with but that didn’t stop his curiosity.

“Dealt with…?” Thoma ventured quietly, bracing for a smack from either of the boars for his indiscretion. But neither reacted with anything other than a sneer.

Ayato’s response was delayed. Perhaps he was mulling over how much was proper to share in the present company. Ultimately, he did not share  why,  but  how –that’s how Thoma took it at least, “There are only so many ways to twist a knife. No matter which way it turns, the wound deepens and the pain grows. Eventually, the pain is unbearable. And  eventually, the pain stops. The knife can go no deeper. I’ll leave it to your imagination.”

Thoma’s stare was shockingly blank. The words were horrifying, yes, absolutely befuddling too. But expected. He felt immune to them in a disquieting way. Ayato had said similarly unsettling, ambiguous things before, back when they’d first met.

Ayato turned then, allowing his gaze to draw over the group in the alley. His expression was still vacant, but that unexplainable sense of discomfort remained. Eventually, his eyes settled on Thoma with cold regard.

“Your task is simple,” his voice carried a commanding weight, lined with utter indifference. “Lure her in. She’ll happen to pass by within the course of an hour.  You  will happen to be out front. Make her feel safe. Get her inside. Know that you are being observed at all times. You are not the only  tool  I’ve deployed. Should anything…  convenient occur, do go along with it.”

Kazumasa slapped a hand over Thoma’s shoulder, lowering himself to growl, “Try anything funny and we’ll learn just how much blood you’ve got to lose.”

Thoma  wanted to shrug him off. To retort in some way. Nevertheless, he bit his tongue, instinctively meeting Ayato’s eyes, looking for some form of reassurance.

But there was little reassurance to be found. Instead, something cold blew through him, icing over his bones with a newfound unease.

Nothing was in Ayato’s eyes just then. Nothing but that sharpened emptiness.

His words came out mellow and inexplicably foreboding, a threat obscured by fine silk, “Understand this. You may resist your part, but she cannot resist her fate. Her coffin was prepared the moment she bared her face. Warn her of her burial and she’ll only make it a few feet out of the grave before I drag her back down. Unlike my father, I have no qualms dragging you with.”

An act…

That’s what Thoma told himself as his heart dropped. As the hairs along his arms prickled with a cold sweat that forced its way through him, biting at his bones and skin. He  knew  it was an act. He  knew Ayato was lying through his teeth.

But it felt so real.

It was disturbing. Horrific. As though the man before him was not Ayato just then, but someone else entirely. The unnatural flatness of his tone. The way his words carried with the same venomous cadence that the demon’s did.

This is what Ayaka was afraid of.

Thoma saw it now. Just how far the poison had corrupted Ayato’s being before they’d met. It was blatantly clear within the show Ayato put on. Too natural to be entirely contrived.

But it was  still an act.

And past all those harsh words. Past all the feigned antipathy. Thoma still saw that helpless child locked inside. Helpless. Frightened. Locked away.

But still there.

That’s what mattered. The poison had not quite reached the most crucial part of Ayato. The part that made him human.

The part that let him feel warm.

“Furusawa, Kazumasa,” Ayato’s listless voice now struck the two boars. He gave them an appraising look, somehow sounding even more demonic as he purred out, “You’re both too much of an eyesore for this undertaking. Stay out of my sight. If I hear a single patron complaining about two lingering  perverts  and their  freakish faces… You’ll be marked as liabilities and duly corrected for jeopardising Lord Kamisato’s demands.”

That time, Ayato didn’t quite seem all that uncomfortable laying out his threats. The boars did, though, both immediately bowing their heads and muttering a gruff acknowledgement.

It was jarring watching Ayato do his job. And Thoma was certain this wasn’t the worst of it.

Ayato was going to kill Hanachirusato…

And Thoma had to help.

His gut dropped like a rock.

How was he supposed to feel? What was he supposed to do?

Tonight he’d be escorting a dead woman. Ayato had made it clear he could not save her but Thoma felt a bit nauseous at the thought of doing nothing.

And all the things Ayaka had said –how many times could Ayato do this before the knife stopped turning? How many times before the demon’s poison sealed every crack in Ayato’s mirror?

Komore’s lights flickered on. The sky had grown too weak to produce any more light of its own, as though the sun itself could not bring itself to watch the events below.

Ayato’s eyes were just as dark as the sky, void and impassive. The group began to disperse. Kazumasa and Furusawa slowly trudged away, sharing a single glance before splitting apart. Thoma wasn’t sure where they’d position themselves –somewhere where they could keep an eye on things without making a scene. Furusawa made for the door; Kazumasa made for the car, driving off shortly thereafter. One inside, one out.

Thoma swallowed the lump in his throat, cautiously starting towards Furusawa where he had the door propped open, waiting for him to follow. Ayato didn’t move from where he stood, arms crossed in the centre of the alley. His eyes tracked Thoma silently, observing him once again with that cold regard.

Just as Thoma neared, just as he started to pass, a hand shot out. Sometimes he forgot how blindingly fast the Kamisatos moved. How terrifying it was to be so easily tossed around without warning. Like a weightless doll being launched through the sky. Ayato’s hand curled around the fabric of Thoma’s shirt, tightly pulling it up until Thoma had lost his balance.

The world spun.

Then his back was against the wall; cold brick pressed into his shoulder blades as his heart hammered against his ribs. Nothing hurt, the movement had been fast, terrifying, and  gentle. 

But still, Thoma’s heart raced.

Ayato was close enough that he could feel every hot breath. Close enough that their noses nearly brushed together. And still, his eyes were unreadable. He did not release his grip, only bringing them closer as his fist curled tighter.

“Dare raise a hand against me?” Ayato snarled –a sound only equivalent to his father’s rattling growls. His eyes jumped around erratically, examining every part of Thoma’s face in a frenzy. Like he’d never seen him before.

Thoma was utterly confused. A bit afraid. Entirely out of breath. Also exhilarated.

Just like the last time Ayato had pinned him down.

In his peripheral, he could see a panicked Furusawa doubling back from the door; for once, he almost sounded  concerned for Thoma, “My lord! Let me handle him-”

“No,” Ayato snapped back, wrenching his eyes away and turning his head to face the man, “indiscretions of this magnitude must be corrected  properly… Go inside.”

At that, Thoma’s logical side managed to break through his exhilarated state of confusion. Ayato was trying to talk to him privately. Without raising suspicion.

Furusawa froze on the spot. “Y-yes, my lord.”

Thoma turned his neck the slightest amount –he barely had room to move with how tightly Ayato had him pinned. How close they were. The air separating them, thin as it was, burned with an intensity. Furusawa met his eyes briefly. What Thoma saw could only be described as  pity. The boar was scared. For him.

Then he turned on his heels and vanished inside.

The door shut with a  thud.  The overhang lights buzzed. The faint sounds of the city just outside the alleyway tugged at Thoma’s ears. The loudest sound, however, came from within. His heart seemed to have found a microphone, into which it was currently screaming a clamorous tempo of  thumps. 

Ayato’s head turned back slowly. His eyes were still harsh and blank –still lined with a threat. Then, in an instant, something changed. His features softened; his eyes lowered.

Those eyes were striking. Moreso up close. It wasn’t the first time he’d thought that. It wouldn’t be the last. But that’s all he could think about in that moment. Even under such dim lighting, they stood out in a way he could not fathom –glittering and complex, dull and simple. And Ayato’s breath was rather warm, his breathing a bit uneven. Had his face always been so sculpted? Had he always had a mole under his lip?

It wasn’t fair that the man pinning him to the wall was so, objectively, beautiful. He’d found men beautiful before. It was simply a fact of life that beauty could be found anywhere. But that beauty… It wasn’t the same. Ayato’s beauty was different.

He couldn’t have held Thoma there for more than a few seconds. Still, a palpable disappointment washed over him when Ayato’s hand released its grip on his shirt. But it did not pull away. Their proximity did not lessen in the slightest. It almost felt as though Ayato had gotten closer.

Thoma could’ve moved.

But he didn’t.

And then Ayato was looking away, staring vacantly at the wall with a strange emptiness, a different one than before. This emptiness had a desolation about it. A sadness. His voice was hushed, soft, tense, and once again brimming with emotion, “I am… sorry, Thoma. I don’t want you involved- I don’t particularly want  any of this but…”

Thoma could not explain his actions just then. Could not elaborate on the urge that came over him as the pained whispers struck him. It was instinctual. Done without any thought.

But he raised his hand. Slowly. Hesitantly. Silky hair met his palm as he rested it on the back of Ayato’s head. And pulled him in, down. It was clumsy, an attempt at a hug. All Thoma knew was that Ayato needed to be touched, needed some form of comfort.

Ayato tensed at the contact, so very briefly. His fingers against Thoma’s chest flexed as if to grip at the fabric again. Thoma expected him to shrug off his hand –and he nearly shrugged it off himself. Surely, if anyone saw it would be an issue.

Rumours. Pain.

But neither broke away. And neither met eyes. Ayato’s fingers went lax. Thoma smoothed out some loose strands of hair, silently appreciating how soft they felt against his fingertips.

Ayato was fragile.

In a way.

That’s what Thoma thought as he stared at one of the broken bottles littering the alley. As his hand silently slipped through Ayato’s hair.

Fragile in a way that no one else was. Fragile like a bottle that’d been thrown at one too many walls, miraculously yet to break. Something that  should’ve shattered on that first collision. But something that had survived every collision so far.

So he was fragile. But sturdy, too. Strong. Yet unstable.

With every collision, such a bottle received more liquid. More poison, as Ayaka put it. And the heavier the bottle got, the more likely it was to break. The less force required to shatter.

There was no telling how many more collisions he could take. For all anyone knew, the bottle could rupture from the slightest tap.

Thoma didn’t want that. And Ayato didn’t either.

“There’s… no way you can spare her?” Thoma whispered after a moment. And in that moment, he wasn’t sure if he was asking for Kazari’s sake or if he was asking for  Ayato’s sanity.

Ayato’s voice came out dissonant. So incredibly quiet, but resolute nonetheless; practically murmuring into Thoma’s shoulder as he leaned forward, “…Anything that I don’t do myself will be done by another. Don’t try to play the hero.  You can’t save her.  And… I don’t want to hurt you- I don’t want to see you hurt… I  cannot see you hurt.”

Thoma faltered, pausing mid-caress. Ayato’s hair slipped through his fingers without resistance, escaping his grasp as his hand stopped. A weight had stuck itself into his core just then, bringing Thoma to a halt. He was feeling a bit existential suddenly. Hollow. Guilty, in an inexplicable way.

Guilty because of the things he’d been ignoring.

Intentionally.

Or perhaps  denying was the better word for it. He’d been denying it for a while. Tossing it aside or finding some excuse every time it dared whisk through his mind.

But it was a bit hard to ignore right then, locked in that strange half-embrace with Ayato as he was. A bit hard to ignore as the vulnerability sealed deep beneath Ayato’s voice found him for once. His words were innocent. But so very honest. Painfully honest. Did Ayato realise that? Did Ayato understand the weight they carried?

There was no reason for Ayato to suffer for him. They weren’t family, as he and Ayaka were. And they weren’t friends –not by most accounts.

They’d been strangers. They still  were strangers in a way.

And yet. Ayato cared about him. Deeply.

Cared about him in a way that endangered him. Cared about him in a way that made him reckless. Cared about him in a way that made Ayaka feel unsafe.


 Cannot see you hurt. 


Thoma liked to pretend it was always about  motives; Ayato was logical, driven solely by his head while his heart took the backseat. And Ayato was the type to view every act of kindness as something helmed by ulterior intents. Gains and losses. All that.

But there was nothing Thoma could  do for him. Aside from the supposed fear he struck into the demon’s heart, Thoma was ultimately useless to someone like Ayato. He was sensible enough to recognise that.

He  knew this wasn’t about what he could do for Ayato. Maybe it was just easier to pretend it was.

It was safer to live in ignorant peace. For them both. But Thoma could only deny it for so long.

Acknowledging it didn’t mean he had to encourage it. Nor did he have to dwell on it. Even if a part of him wanted to.

So he slid his hand away. Biting back the way his heart ached as he did so. He wasn’t sure if that bitter pang inside was unexpected or not. He hadn’t given his heart much thought. But what his heart may have wanted did not matter. He finally slipped away from the wall, no longer pinned against it. The night air was cold without the heat of Ayato’s body surrounding him.

 What’s this really about? That’s what Thoma had asked all those nights ago. Even then, he’d known the answer. An answer he’d denied. Over and over. An answer Ayato didn’t seem to know himself.

It wasn’t all that comedic anymore.

Ayato loved him.

What kind of host would Thoma be if he couldn’t recognise that?


He’d never been hugged before.

He made no sound when Thoma’s embrace abandoned him. There was nothing to say.

Something in him was hurt when that touch disappeared, the warmth between them dwindling away in the cold air. Hurt as he watched Thoma step away. But it would have been stupid to stop him. How pathetic would it be for Ayato to beg for him to stay.

Thoma’s touch was always so warm. Gentle. Ayato hated it. Hated how it made him feel. Hated that such touches existed and yet he had never been subjected to them before. There was little he yearned for more than to drown in that gentle warmth until his fingers pruned and his muscles gave out.

He was stupid.

He was reckless.

He was poisoned.

And he didn’t know how to  stop  it. He was stuck in a constant loop of utter disarray. A constant loop of reprimanding himself. A constant loop of wanting  more. 

A broken record. He could never stop spinning. Reprimanding. Wanting. More.

He still didn’t have any clue how to eradicate those terrible feelings that threatened to overtake him. Every moment he dared spend with Thoma was an exhausting onslaught of sentiments that he could neither accept nor reject. They grew worse every day, it seemed. A festering wound left untreated.

But now Thoma was heading towards the door. Humorous how he seemed keener to carry out this plan than Ayato was. He supposed that was a good thing. It meant one of them was thinking straight. As much as he loathed to admit it, Ayato’s mind had been in a haze the moment Thoma’s fingers had combed through his hair. He would not have moved had Thoma not stepped away first. As it was, he’d scarcely been breathing. Or thinking.

He could have blissfully stayed there forever, blind to the world. Stayed there with Thoma until someone caught them. Or maybe he’d have run out of breath to breathe.

Whichever came first.


Komore’s hanging lights blushed against the blackened sky. They spread an array of soft colours that leaked out towards the main road, mingling with street lamps and other buildings nearby in a messy portrait of life. A blinding contrast to the darkened alleyway framing the back.

Thoma had never been one of the outside hosts before. One of the ‘catcallers’ as they jokingly called themselves. Though really, their job was to draw in customers passing by on the streets. Advertising services. Flaunting their charms. Promising romance.

Nakanishi had told him once before that the job was strictly for the more experienced hosts. Strictly for those who knew exactly how much to push and when to draw back. There was a fine line between harassment and marketing for a place like Komore.

Which had a strange irony to it, Thoma thought, as he stared down at a wooden sign angled towards the street. The board sported a welcoming font. A few drawn on tea leaves decorated the side. It read:


Open 06:00-18:00. Bring the Family! 2-for-1 Special on Shiba’s Signature Genmaicha every weekend!

Open 20:00-04:00. Exceptional Service to Restore Your Health. 2-for-1 Special Every Friday [recurring patrons only – no entry without ID]


The first set of hours dominated the board, drawing all attention to its artful lettering. The second set resided near the bottom in a small font almost indistinguishable from the decals around it.

Sometimes he forgot the host front wasn’t Komore’s main dealing. Sometimes he forgot that, to most people, Komore was just a teahouse. A place of light and comfort. Somewhere you could take your kids for a family outing.

He’d never been to Komore during the day. He’d been thrown right into the night activities the moment he’d arrived. His perception was vastly different from that of the general public but he’d never thought much of it until then.

In a way, Komore wasn’t all that different from the Kamisatos themselves. No different from the Yashiro Commission they presided over. Thoma wondered what he would have thought of them had he not been thrown face-first into their darker activities. How were they perceived by those who knew nothing of them?

Thoma let out a sigh, watching crowds roll by in endless waves. Komore was located in one of Inazuma’s prime nocturnal districts. He’d never gotten much opportunity to observe the flow of people like this –usually, his time outside was brief.

The other outdoor hosts were impressively efficient, he noted, absently watching one of them whisk a duo of women into the club mere seconds after he’d spotted them. Just watching this occur sent a bolt of stress through Thoma’s lungs; he was good with people but not quite  that adept. Probably not, at least. He supposed he’d never tried.

Thankfully, he wasn’t expected to draw in customers. He was only there for one woman. A part of him wondered if Hanachirusato –Kazari– had already passed. Perhaps she’d gone by in the crowds without so much as glancing at Komore.

That would be ideal. Maybe if she had, she would find some way to escape.

But he knew that was wishful thinking. And he couldn’t shake the ever-present sensation of being watched. There were eyes everywhere, Ayato had promised that much. Even if she somehow managed to slip past Thoma’s ‘watchful’ gaze, she would not slip past the Shuumatsuban planted around.

He couldn’t help but wonder just how many of those faces in the crowds swimming around him were parts of the Kamisato family.

Something bumped his leg as he shifted to focus on the people passing by. His brows furrowed when he reached into his pocket, only to find Ayato’s dice.  Both dice.

But he only recalled grabbing the one. The other had rolled over to Ayato. He stared down at the smooth carvings in his palm, still feeling that inexplicable guilt. Currently, the numbers  one  and  two were face up. The same numbers their game had ended on so long ago.

Was that where it began? Was that when Ayato’s affection started to grow?

No…

Had it started earlier? Later? How had Thoma not noticed? How long had he been denying the things Ayato might feel?

And when did  he start feeling-

“Ahg,” a heavy voice whined out. Thoma hastily shoved both dice back into his pocket, biting back the weight of his thoughts. The voice continued, growing closer, “Why do  I have to be the bad guy?”

“Huh?” Thoma turned his head just barely, glancing at Nobumori as he came to a stop next to him on the sidewalk. He wasn’t wearing any makeup. And he wasn’t in his hosting outfit either. Unusual.

Nobumori gave him a dry glance. A drier shrug. And then in a tone far less jovial than usual, “You owe me for this. Hope you’re a good actor, Prince Charming.”


 Prince Charming? 


Before Thoma could stop him, before he could get any clarity on such a vague remark, Nobumori had stepped forward.

Then he noticed her. A little way down the street, near-perfectly camouflaged by the crowd: Hanachirusato.

It was time.

That nauseous, uneasy feeling struck him once more. Was there truly nothing he could do to stop this? Nothing he could do to keep Ayato from getting more blood on his hands?

Was he really about to help kill this woman?

Ayato’s eyes flashed into his mind. The softness of his voice. How defeated he’d sounded as he whispered against Thoma.


 You can’t save her. 


She was getting closer. Thoma had lost track of Nobumori. But Kazari would be entering Komore’s ‘advertising range’ in a matter of seconds. Just a few feet away. Thoma’s gut dropped for the umpteenth time that night as he examined her closer.

There was someone with her –someone Thoma had not seen since the day he’d met Ayato…


 Patron X. Hiratsuka. 


It couldn’t be a coincidence. There was absolutely no way. Why was  she  here? And thinking further, why  hadn’t she been around since that day?


 Anything… Convenient… 


Hiratsuka worked for Ayato. The realisation hit him hard. He almost wanted to deny it, but there was no plausible way. She’d played a part in getting him here.

He wasn’t sure exactly what to think. Maybe he would’ve been shocked by this revelation earlier in his detainment, but now he simply accepted it. It felt odd to see her again, nonetheless.

Regardless, she was chatting away with Kazari with little indication of what was to come. Like she didn’t feel the same guilt about her inevitable death that Thoma did. How come it was so easy for  her to accept this?

He couldn’t think about it long. It was clear she was steering Kazari closer to the sidewalk around Komore. He’d need to do something soon. But  what exactly?

And then came the convenience. The very one Ayato had advised him of.

Nobumori stumbled over to the two, reappearing from the other side of the street where a number of bars were nestled together. He held a bottle in one hand, only half-empty from the looks of it. Over the sounds of the night and people bustling about, Thoma could just make out an obnoxiously tactless, “Hellooo~ Ladies!!”

Both froze, taking a few steps back. Hiratsuka looked disgusted; Kazari looked nervous. Everything about their body language suggested discomfort, yet no one on the street paid them any mind. Nobumori only continued his advance, swinging an arm roughly around Hiratsuka and shaking her in the gaudiest manner imaginable.

Thoma’s brain was on fire. He’d never seen Nobumori act like this. None of the hosts acted like this, Kozue and the other bouncers would’ve knocked them flat if they did. By all accounts, he appeared to be a stray drunkard who’d just stumbled out onto the street. Only those who frequented the host club would realise he was from Komore. And Kazari had only been there once.


 Bad guy. Prince Charming. 


The role he had to fill was now explicitly clear. It would seem Ayato had done everything he could to make this task simple for Thoma.

And yet dread filled his chest as he stepped forward.

Nobumori was waving the bottle around now, his eyes flicked over to Thoma once before he started shouting at the two women, “Why don’t youuu… Let me buy you a DRINK?”

Just before Thoma reached them, Hiratsuka shoved Nobumori off her. The bottle went flying, sending a spray of the remaining alcohol across the street –most of it drenching Kazari.  Convenient. 

Nobumori reached out hastily, mumbling an apology and moving with the bumbling pace of a drunk man. Before he could start tactlessly patting her down, Thoma reached the group. He placed himself between the now-soaked Kazari and the ‘drunk’ Nobumori, nearly gagging at how strongly the scent of liquor burned around them. He batted Nobumori’s outstretched hand away with little issue, shielding the two women from their aggravator.

“That’s enough,” Thoma’s voice didn’t quite feel like his own as he stared down Nobumori. He certainly didn’t sound as harsh as he might have were he not aware of how staged this entire interaction was. Maybe Ayato had a point before: he  was a poor actor. Or maybe his heart wasn’t in the role.

Nobumori’s lip raised as he took a step back, giving Thoma a bleary once over –honestly, he was incredibly proficient at playing the drunk, “Who d’you think you are?”

Thoma wasn’t great at improv, “Ah… No one important?”

Now, what was he supposed to do?

Nobumori nearly broke character at the strained response. His brow twitched and Kazari would have certainly seen the clarity that crossed his face if Thoma wasn’t blocking the view. Before either could speak again, a pale blur arced before Thoma’s eyes.

Followed by a loud  smack. Then Nobumori was spinning to the side, pawing at his cheek as a red mark burned across it. The handprint was quite shapely. Impressive. A perfectly clear rendition of the palm that had struck him.

Hiratsuka was glaring at him, rolling her wrist as she took a menacing step forward. Thoma almost thought she was going to slap him again, but instead, she whipped out one accusatory finger and started berating him on the spot. Nobumori looked pained, cowering as she continued her verbal assault. It wasn’t long before Kozue and a pack of her bouncers came to the scene.

And maybe Thoma observed the whole spectacle a bit longer than he should have before finding it in himself to spin around and face Kazari –still soaked.

“Ah- Miss Hanachirusato,” he sputtered out, swiftly shrugging off his overcoat and hesitantly wrapping it around her shoulders. She did not shove him away. Realistically, he just had to treat her like any other patron. Just act the way he would on every other occasion.

But it was a bit harder to do that when he  knew he was ferrying her towards death.

“A-Are you okay?” His question was muted.

Her head moved slowly, drifting down to her soaking clothes, then to the coat over her shoulders, then over to the commotion Nobumori had caused. Then, finally, to Thoma.

“For now… I suppose,” she spoke quietly. In that same distant voice. That same bittersweet smile. “Thank you for the help… I did not think we would meet again, but I am glad it’s you to see me off.”

The words were so intentionally chosen. Foreboding in ways Thoma almost found absurd.


 See me off… 


And then he wondered: did she  know what was to come?

Was she aware of the casket the demon had prepared?

He could not shake the feeling that she was. But if that was true, why was she walking straight towards it?

Her golden eyes looked past him –through him– and she smiled again. Half-hearted, “You wouldn’t happen to have a change of clothes, would you?”

That feeling of being observed fluctuated just then, growing worse. Like every eye around Komore was now focused solely on him. He had the spotlight, the audience was on the edge of their seats. If he told her to run, if he warned her in any way, all of them would see. All of them would know. How far would she get before someone shot her down?

Would it be less painful for her if he went through with this then and there?

Ayato would make her death swift. He wouldn’t hurt her if she did not struggle.

But he didn’t want Ayato to kill her. Didn’t want him to crack.

He didn’t know  what he wanted just then.

So he nodded a feeble nod, gently nudging her towards the front door. His words tasted charred as he limply adjusted the coat on her shoulders, “If you’d… like to come inside.”


Ayato’s head rested against the cold exterior of Komore. Exactly where Thoma’s had been.

Time was moving at an incessantly sluggish pace. He had nothing to do but wait in the alley. He’d considered going out front –he could have easily stayed out of sight and watched the whole spectacle unfold. He just didn’t particularly want to watch Thoma and the Saiguu interact.

It would only make him…  Harsher. 

But mostly, he stayed behind because he wasn’t sure how he’d react if Thoma tried to save her. There was nothing Ayato could  reasonably do to stop the Shuumatsuban lurking about from swiftly correcting Thoma’s actions. Any misstep would result in injury. And if Ayato didn’t allow the corrections to happen, the injury would only get worse later.

So he couldn’t watch. He could not intervene if Thoma messed up. Intervention meant punishment.

He just had to hope Thoma would pull through. And Thoma was smart, he  had to understand the stakes.

All he needed to do was get her inside. Then he was done. Then it was all Ayato.

He was able to make out some commotion drifting around the building just then. Hiratsuka, from the sounds of it. If everything was going to plan, she should be scolding Nobumori. And Thoma should be escorting the Saiguu inside.

Now Ayato just had to wait for his signal. Then he’d slip through the back door and slice her throat before anyone knew he was there. Nakanishi’s cameras were not allowed in the private rooms and the cameras leading to those rooms were ‘conveniently’ getting repaired that night. To any investigators seeking the Saiguu, their only hint to her whereabouts would come from the forged papers the Naganohara girl had prepared.

Yoimiya and her father had already planted them in Yae Publishing’s warehouse. Stuck between the pages of a certain book. That would be the Saiguu’s last known location. Tenryou’s investigators and Bantan’s detectives could run laps around the entirety of Inazuma and still find nothing.

Painfully simple. But efficient.

His father would not praise him. Ayato didn’t want his praise. But he’d be appeased for the time. And that would spare Ayaka and Thoma some harm.

And give Ayato a moment to further investigate his father’s fears-

Abruptly, the air stilled. The faintest scent of pungent rust –something sweetly metallic and sickeningly organic– shifted across the alleyway.

Ayato did not tense. The softest  crunch hit his ears. Then heavy panting. Uneven steps.

He was not alone in the alley. Somewhere in the dark, far off to his right, someone limped his way. Fast. He could not see them as he slowly turned his head. He did not bother to push himself off the wall.

Whoever dared approach him was injured. If they were smart, they’d scurry past Ayato with their head low. But as they stumbled closer to the range of the flickering overhang light, Ayato’s body grew cold. Void. The figure jittered to a stop, becoming nothing more than a hunched shadow in the dark. They’d finally noticed Ayato.

Then they started forward again. Faster now. More determined. Ayato kept his poise, only tensing when the figure’s face met the light. When he had a clear view of the man stumbling his way.

Hisashi.

He shouldn’t be back yet. Ayato hadn’t expected any of the agents investigating Thoma’s father to return soon.

And Hisashi most  certainly shouldn’t be injured.

Yet his eyes were wide, strained. His brows were taut, knitted together in deep tension as dark streaks of fluid dried across his face. Bruises lined the side of his head in a cruel ring, he’d tried to turn away as each blow met him.

Blood stained his body. It poured out from at least three wounds, likely more that the light did not illuminate. The clothes around his ribs were torn, framing deep gashes with heavy cloth.

This was not the Kanjou Commission’s work.

“My lord,” Hisashi gasped out, dropping to the ground as his strength gave out. More bloody cuts blossomed from his hands as he landed on broken bottles, but he did not seem to notice. He stared up at Ayato, trembling hard as he reached a bloodstained hand into his sleeve.

He pulled out three papers. All soaked in crimson browns –fresh and dried blood mixing together in a grotesque display of colour.

One of the papers was his. The other two…

Hisashi held out his hand, watching helplessly as he failed to grasp his partners’ directives in his injured palm. They fell to the ground, mockingly lined up the exact same way they’d been on Ayato’s desk when he’d sent the three Shuumatsuban out.

 ‘Bright green eyes,’  one of the papers read. Another read,  ‘Mondstadt.’ They were the only pieces of text yet obscured by blood.

Hisashi swallowed hard, choking on whatever pooled in his throat as he clawed at the papers, desperate to pick them up again. His voice was harsh. Afraid, “I don’t think… I don’t think you should pursue this man. My lord… My lord, I don’t-”

And then he went quiet. No longer able to hold on to his consciousness. He crumpled fully to the ground, half gripping the sheets of information Ayato had so carefully compiled. The papers that should have been in no hands other than those that Ayato had offered them to.

The other two agents were dead.

Killed for carrying out his investigations.

Hisashi was lucky. Spared as a warning.

Ayato didn’t know how to respond. He didn’t know who that warning came from. Finding Thoma’s father should have been  simple. 


 How did it go so wrong? Why did it- 


Just as Ayato moved towards Hisashi’s limp body, a soft birdcall whispered through the alley. An artificial mimicry of the ibis’s cry.

The cry that announced that the Saiguu was in place, settled into her casket. All Ayato had to do was close the lid.

That call was his signal to go.

He could not stay here.

He glanced at Hisashi’s mangled form one last time.

Then he turned. Something haunted his steps.
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Kazari. Hanachirusato. Two names for one corpse.

 How many other names did she have? Thoma wondered.

Who was she  really? This enigmatic woman he’d known for a few hours at most –who was she? What warranted her death?

Perhaps she had committed some grievous crime. Perhaps she was a danger to others. A remorseless killer who needed to be stopped. Or perhaps Thoma just wanted a justification. Justifications would make the situation so much easier to accept. But he had none.

All the thoughts running through his head felt slow. Heavy. Perhaps they weren’t running but slogging, as though trapped in an endless miasma of conflict and discomfort. But it wasn’t just his thoughts that felt that way;  everything around him felt sluggish and faraway. Somewhere else.

His arm was looped through Kazari’s, guiding her through the club. They’d already passed several private rooms, heading for the very last door. The hall felt longer than usual, no matter how many steps he took, their final destination remained a constant distance away.

Kazari’s arm shifted slightly, barely enough to draw Thoma’s attention. Mentally, he knew they were touching, yet the point where their skin contacted felt utterly numb. Just as faraway as everything else.

He still didn’t know what he wanted.

And maybe that didn’t matter just then.

They’d reached the last door.

And he’d done nothing to resist.

 You can’t save her. Ayato’s murmured words reminded him, just as quiet in his head as they had been when uttered.

Thoma accepted that, at least. Regardless of his actions, she’d die. There was no changing that. As much as he hated his acceptance, he wasn’t delusional enough to deny the inevitability of her fate. There was some twisted form of peace to be found knowing he had no power there.

Even so, he couldn’t let Ayato kill her. Someone had to stop the bottle from cracking. Dilute the poison before it seeped further in.

Was this what Ayaka had felt?

Was this what she’d felt when she’d taken Ayato’s place? When the blood stained  her hands instead of his?

For a discomforting moment, Thoma’s heart froze over as the thought of following her example whispered around his mind. Tempting. Cruel. He couldn’t do that. Could he..? No, he  couldn’t take Ayato’s place but-

The door shut softly. Producing no sounds above the faintest  click. 

They’d arrived.

Kazari slipped away from him, still drenched in alcohol and draped in his clothes. She took a few steps into the room, just enough to reach the gaudy bed that currently dominated the space, before turning back to him and sending a deliberate, cursory glance around the room.

The place had been prepared earlier that evening to the standards of every other private room: lush, sensual, and intimate. A tray of two glasses and an unopened bottle of champagne adorned a small side table, while the other side of the bed hosted an intricate set of candles and roses. The bedding itself was fresh and clean. The lights were dusky –duskier than they’d ever been during Thoma’s prior visits. Granted, all of his private room visits till then had been spent on Kamisato meetings as opposed to servicing patrons.

Overall, the setup was entirely inconspicuous; exactly what anyone would expect the place to look like if they happened to stumble across it. Thoma figured it’d been set up that way so as not to spook Kazari before Ayato could reach her, but he couldn’t help but question how difficult it might be to wash blood from Komore’s finest sheets.

He didn’t spend much time questioning it; there were far more pressing –and disturbing– matters demanding the attention of his mind. Kazari was staring at him, an unreadable look glittering across her distant eyes. But they didn’t seem all that distant for once. This time, her eyes were  focused directly on him. Sharp. Keen.

But still, that bittersweetness danced across her face, settled permanently across her features.

“I suppose you won’t be bringing those spare clothes?” she spoke softly, and though her cadence remained the same, Thoma was struck by the feeling that something had changed. Whether it was her or him that had shifted, he did not know.

And he wasn’t sure how to respond. He still felt trapped in that pool of miasmic sludge. There were only so many ways he could answer. Only so many things he could do. Several options lay before him.

And he hated every one.

He could warn her. But if she already knew, what would that help?

He could let Ayato kill her as planned. Could step aside and hope the man’s psyche wouldn’t break.

Or Thoma could kill her himself. But he  couldn’t. 

So instead, he stalled. And he knew he could only stop time for so long.

He met her eyes, and this time it felt as though  he  was the one staring through  her. The words that came out were forced, just as forced and stunted as his earlier show had been, “I’ll… get right on that, miss.”

Thoma turned slowly, taking two exceedingly weighted steps towards the door. Ayato would be there soon. All Thoma had to do was leave. That was it. That was the plan.

One more murder wouldn’t break Ayato. Ayato didn’t want to do it anyway, his humanity wasn’t that fragile.

It was a comforting thought. But one Thoma couldn’t make himself believe, no matter how many times he repeated it. So he faltered to a stop. A queasy feeling entered his stomach as he absently plucked at his shirt –he could feel his tags underneath the fabric, and yet they provided no comfort. What would his mother do in this situation?

 She’d never be in this situation, was the only answer Thoma came to.

He didn’t even bother to wonder about what his father might’ve done. He likely would’ve just run away. Again.

“You don’t seem like the hesitant type,” Kazari spoke, hushed. Presumably, she was staring awkwardly at his back as he awkwardly stared at the door. He couldn’t pinpoint the emotion in her tone and he didn’t want to.

Thoma opened his mouth to respond; once again, he was not sure what he intended to say but apparently that did not matter. A sudden feeling of crowdedness forcefully barged its way across his thoughts, shoving away any distance he may have been feeling. He didn’t have to turn around to know that Kazari had lessened the space between them.

And now something thin and cold grazed the back of his neck, drawing forth a ghost-like memory of a very similar sensation he’d felt before. A painful one. The scar from the demon hadn’t fully vanished, and now it seemed to throb as whatever blade Kazari held rested against him.

The part of him that most vividly remembered the nakiri against his throat wanted to freeze up, but the rest of his brain swiftly crushed that idea. He wasn’t backed against a wall this time. He had plenty of freedom to move. She wasn’t drawing any blood or applying any pressure.

Which was rather strange when he thought about it.

But he didn’t think long.

He took a swift step forward, moving away from the blade before spinning to face her. Now the glistening metal was pointed at his chin, just a short breadth away, steady in the air between them as she raised her arm. But she did not move from her position. In fact, Kazari made  no other moves as he stared down the knife at her. Her eyes were still brimming with that sharp focus, though now a low-spirited smile accompanied them.

“Don’t you have a  job to do, Thoma?”

The dryness that seeped into his throat could find no relief as he watched Kazari spin the knife in her hand.

The handle was now pointed at him.

When he did not reach out to take it, her eyes softened ever-so-slightly; then she spoke again, almost whispering, “Is this your first time? I didn’t think you’d be so inexperienced.”

Thoma’s stomach felt hollowed as he took a half step back, eyes glued to the handle presented to him. What was she saying? What was  happening? 

She really  did know. She knew what was coming.

But she thought  he was supposed to be her end. And she was… okay with that?

The miasma returned. Was she asking him to kill her? Again, his heart froze as the sickening opportunity presented itself alongside the grip of the handle. He didn’t like how much he was considering it.

“Miss,” he started slowly, having half a mind to play it off in some way, “I’m not sure what you mean… I’ll be back with some clothes in just a minute, Kazari.”

The smile on her face faltered. Then a horrible, triumphant grin pulled at her lips –an expression he’d never once expected to see on her face. She took on an almost vulpine appearance, and suddenly Thoma didn’t feel like he was talking to that odd gentle patron of his anymore. This was a completely different person. The shift was uncannily  harsh, something he’d never quite seen before.


 Kazari. 


Thoma’s gut dropped.

He wasn’t supposed to know that name. Maybe he would have made it out the door had his tongue not slipped.

But all he could do now was mutter out, “Hanachi-” before a hard blow to his gut sent him stumbling to the floor.

He hadn’t expected her to strike as swiftly as she did, let alone with enough force to knock him down. A burst of pain throbbed around his torso, but it wasn’t quite as unbearable as he expected. The landing hurt more than the strike itself.

She wasn’t trying to incapacitate him. But Thoma couldn’t guess  what she was trying to do as he reeled off of the floor. Her actions didn’t seem to have any rhyme or reason, making her intentions impossible to grasp.

Once again, he asked himself:  ‘Who is this woman?’ 

Kazari stood above him, her eyes expressing nothing as she loosely held onto the knife. “First Sasayuri. Then Torachiyo… Guuji Yae and I  knew you tyrants wouldn’t stop there.”

Thoma only knew  one  of those names. And given what  little he knew of Sasayuri, he figured the rest were political agents too. Honestly, being a captive did very little for his worldly knowledge. Maybe Hirano could give him a presentation on Inazuman politics.

But that didn’t matter all that much, he decided, as Kazari’s eyes turned to the blade she held. Her tone didn’t sound quite as stable as it normally did, “Do you understand how it feels to live every day paranoid? Knowing that, at any  miserable  moment, you’re going to be murdered? All because of  one, careless mistake.”

Before Thoma could clamp his mouth shut, the words slipped out, “I do, actually.”

Kazari paused, eyes flicking down to him once more in what he could only describe as a glare. Then she… laughed? A cruel, shattering sound that barely grazed his ears.

“You’re a funny one,” she continued quietly, peering down at him intently for only a brief moment, “you remind me of someone I once knew… The way you both mock me. The way you both…”

She trailed off, giving him a second glance. This one was more akin to a glower.

Thoma certainly hadn’t been mocking her but she didn’t seem all that stable right then. He wasn’t about to insist that he’d been genuine, and he doubted she’d believe him either way. She was too deep under the impression that he was there of his own free will –an impression so far from the truth Thoma could hardly picture it.

Maybe it  was a bit morbidly funny, looking at it that way. But not funny enough to draw his mind away from the grim nature of the entire situation.

Thoma had yet to push himself off the ground, the mild pain from Kazari’s strike still hadn’t quite abated. “If you knew you were being targeted-”

“Why am I here? Why am I not in hiding? Is that what you want to ask?” The lilt of her responses fluctuated sharply between biting disdain and solemn regret, a strange mixture that made it increasingly difficult for Thoma to determine what exactly she was feeling. Or thinking.

She took a step closer to him; towering above with the knife in hand, she whispered,  “Because I can’t keep playing this filthy game. I was a fool to think I could outrun the darkness forever.”

“What are you talking about?” Thoma didn’t know why he bothered to ask.

Kazari stepped back once more, offering a dry chuckle in response, “Quit acting clueless. I’m handing myself over freely here. Now finish the job. I chose  you for a reason.”

Finally, Thoma found it in him to get up, cautiously, as his mind raced. “You  chose  me..? To  kill you?”

“Did you think I’d walked into this place for fun?  This cesspool of Kamisato’s design?” she responded, gripping the knife tighter. “I was going to die either way. The least I could do was pick which bastard would kill me. It’s only fair that it be you…”

She knew the truth about Komore then. Or she knew of their Shuumatsuban ties. The more Thoma thought about it, the more jarring everything happening was. How she knew so much about this situation, or the Kamisatos at all, was not something he could grasp.  He  barely knew anything about them and he technically  lived with them.

He didn’t understand anything about this woman. Anything about the situation. Where was Ayato? How many seconds had passed since they’d arrived?

Kazari’s eyes narrowed at his continued lack of action, watching almost warily as he stood a safe distance away from her. She was growing impatient. More on-edge. And yet her movements remained slow, still tainted by a miserable poignancy.

“Is it so much to ask?” she demanded rather suddenly. Though her demand came in that same hushed tone that Thoma could only associate with Hanachirusato.

Thoma considered it. He’d never considered killing a possibly-innocent stranger as much as he had that night. Maybe he’d spent too much time with Ayato-

He almost did it. He almost took a step forward. Almost reached out for the knife. But he was not fast enough to appease Kazari’s impatience.

And when she raised the knife herself, spinning it in her hands so the blade faced her chest once more, all of Thoma’s trembling morals shot to his throat and stuck there. The world slowed again, returning to that discomforting farawayness.

“I can’t have anything I want, can I? You can’t grant my one wish?” Kazari’s voice lashed his ears, drumming around him as he instinctively moved towards her. “I suppose it’s only fitting. I brought this filth upon myself.”

 No. But the words did not come out of Thoma’s throat, trapped there as his body continued to move of its own accord.

“I’ll make my final request something you  cannot deny me: remember the day I was purged by the very filth that taints me. You, my sole witness.”

And then the world sped up once more. Thoma was flying through the air, barely processing that he’d leapt forward. Kazari may have been strong, but she could not withstand the full weight of his body as he barrelled into her, grasping at the handle of the dagger just before she plunged it into her chest.

They tumbled to the floor in a dizzying and painful collision of limbs. Now Thoma was the one looking down at her, pinning her to the floor as they battled over the knife. She’d only managed to tear a slit in her clothes and produce the smallest line of blood before he’d tackled her. Thoma wasn’t sure what came over him as he gripped the handle, feeling her fingers tighten underneath his own. The blade was still pointed at her chest, slowly inching closer to the wound she’d started to make as Thoma strove to tear it away.

What was he doing?

That vulpine grin returned to Kazari’s face as she scowled up at him.

“Why are you doing this?” Thoma demanded, straining hard as she tugged the knife closer to her own heart. He could feel his muscles tense as he pulled the opposite way, contesting her attempts with his own –that unexpected strength of hers was certainly not something to scoff at. Trying to pry her fingers off was useless; every moment he stopped pulling back, the blade dropped dangerously close to her skin.

If he let go, she would stake herself and die.

But why  couldn’t he let go?  He’d almost staked her himself mere moments ago.  Why now? 

Was it because he had questions now? Was it because he was utterly lost? Was it because the consequences were far too unknown?

He just wanted everything to stop.

Kazari sneered and Thoma couldn’t help but notice the sadness that remained in her eyes. She was trying to mask it. She was trying to sound less bothered than she was, “Why are  you  doing this? The Commissioner sent you to kill me, Thoma! So,  do it. Get it over with! Get your revenge!” 


 Revenge? 


She yanked sharply against the handle, pulling it right back to the wound before Thoma could exert enough force to keep it suspended. His heart dropped as red burst forth. The dagger was sinking deeper, slowly, agonisingly as he struggled to outmatch her strength.

She was going to die. He couldn’t stop her-

If he would just let go-

Something cold wrapped around his wrist. Lean fingers clasped around his arm just as he became acutely aware of a new presence over his shoulder.

The fingers tightened.

And then his arm went flying back, jerking the knife with it and dislodging the handle from Kazari’s grasp as the strength of this new presence joined Thoma’s own. She stared up at him –or behind him– eyes quaking with rage. Or sadness. He couldn’t tell. He didn’t know anymore. The gash she’d made had to be painful, excruciating, and yet she had not made it deep enough to die.

“Lady Saiguu,” Ayato’s voice was dangerously cold as he leaned over Thoma’s shoulder, staring down at the woman pinned to the floor. His fingers slipped under Thoma’s palm, gently loosening the death grip he’d had on the dagger, before taking it away from him entirely. “I’m afraid you’ve assessed this situation poorly. He’s not the one the  Commissioner sent.”

“Good to know!” Kazari spat, gasping heavily as blood spilt out of her chest. Then she visibly faltered, her eyes jumping between both men’s faces. Her jaw tightened while her gaze continued to jitter about. Thoma didn’t know what she was seeing but whatever it was managed to perturb her even more than before. Her eyes froze eventually. Then widened. Then locked onto the spot where Thoma’s dog tags dangled above her. She mumbled one last, cryptic phrase, “I see…”

Her arm shot up fast –so fast that even Ayato could not intercept her. A painful tightness burned at the back of Thoma’s neck as her hand latched onto the chain.

She pulled hard, much harder than she’d been pulling on the dagger.

Tighter and tighter.

Until the chain snapped.

All within a second.

Thoma could do nothing except stumble backwards when she kicked out from under him, unbalancing him with a forceful shove. Ayato’s hands were on his shoulders immediately, steadying him while Kazari scrambled to her feet, dog tags clasped between her hands. That feeling of guilt struck Thoma again. Ayato could’ve easily moved to disable Kazari in the time he took to stabilise Thoma. That’s what he  should have done. He placed Thoma first, anyway.

Too many things were happening for him to soak in that guilt.

Kazari bolted out the door, still drenched, still bleeding, still in possession of Thoma’s things. He didn’t care about the clothes so much as the tags, they were the only thing he had left from his Mondstadt days.

Ayato watched her go, saying nothing as he released Thoma’s shoulders. He stepped around to face Thoma directly, completely ignoring his escaping target. Ayato scanned him twice with much more intensity than necessary, those obnoxiously striking eyes examining what felt like every part of his being.

Thoma looked away.

Then Ayato’s hands clasped his wrists once again, lifting them carefully and forcing Thoma to return his gaze; there was blood on his hands. It was all Kazari’s but Ayato didn’t know that. He stared down at the dark streaks and crimson droplets with a deadly scrutiny that stopped Thoma’s breath in its tracks. He tensed as Ayato’s thumbs delicately wiped at the blood. Tensed as he delicately turned Thoma’s wrists.

His face was unreadable.

But Thoma knew what he was thinking. He knew how love worked. He knew how  Ayato worked.

“It’s not mine…” Thoma’s voice felt utterly deserted as he pulled his hands back. That was the second time he’d slipped away from Ayato’s affection that night. He didn’t enjoy being so consciously aware of his actions. “I’m not injured.”

Ayato was oddly quiet; his eyes remained pointed low as he stared at Thoma’s retracted hands.

And now Thoma felt ashamed for pulling away. Not that he’d wanted to in the first place, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that Ayato was hurt by his actions. Or was he projecting his own hurt onto Ayato?

It couldn’t have been more than a few seconds before the man abruptly stood, offering no acknowledgement. He turned towards the door Kazari had just bolted through, rigid and resolute. Thoma stood just as abruptly, intending to follow.

But the moment he stepped forward, Ayato’s advance froze.

It was painfully evident that Ayato didn’t  want him to follow. Thoma could tell that much just by staring at his back. It struck him then how poorly he’d failed. His task had been so simple and yet Kazari had slipped away. All because of his indecision.

He’d failed Ayato. Failed him in every way.

He didn’t know what consequences might come of his failures. He didn’t know how to stop the tightness of his chest as the weight of his actions –or lack thereof– struck him.

“Ayato-”

His attempt to apologise was cut short, shredded into pieces as Ayato raised a silencing hand.

His voice was low, unexpectedly ominous given the fact they were the only ones in the room. Thoma’s heart froze over for the nth time that night. Or maybe this time it drowned as Ayato’s words pushed him under.

“Stay here. You’ll only make matters difficult.”


Maybe his father was right.

Emotions truly were pointless things.

They served no purpose other than bringing about unnecessary difficulties. Hesitations. It certainly appeared that way. Every emotion Ayato had felt lately only made simple things complicated. Painful. Painful when Thoma moved away. Painful seeing the blood on his hands.

Or maybe everything was just far more complicated than he’d allowed himself to believe. Maybe he’d been blind to the complexity of the world around him. Blind to the pain he’d always pushed aside. Maybe he was blaming that on his emotions because he had nothing else to blame.

He didn’t know.

The Saiguu. Thoma’s father. Hisashi. The dog tags.

He was going to kill her. He was going to find him. He was going to get answers.

And he was getting those tags back.

No other thoughts dared enter his mind as he tore out of Komore’s back door –flung wide open and splashed with blood after the Saiguu had barged outside. After he’d let her escape.

He didn’t bother to hear any of his agent’s excuses. Why they didn’t stop her. It was  his  duty to detain her. To kill her. Not theirs. Not  anyone else’s.

Why did she want Thoma to kill her? And how did she know about Lord Kamisato? What had he  not overheard?

 No one  in that damned council should know  anything of the Kamisatos’ lesser activities.

Ayato didn’t have the privilege of time just then. He could not waste any thinking about it. He had to move.

The bloody pool Hisashi had been soaking in remained outside the backdoor, though Hisashi was no longer in it. Someone must have retrieved him.

The Saiguu was nowhere in sight. The night air brimmed with a heat that tore at his nose, paired with the faint salty scent of the ocean in the distance and the hard liquor of nearby bars. Nothing to suggest which way she’d gone.

Except for Hisashi’s blood.

Ayato’s eyes shot down to the puddle. Someone in a rush wouldn’t have noticed it in the dark.

Sure enough, a line of bloody footsteps trailed off from it, down the alley away from the crowded streets. They were spaced out enough to suggest whoever had accidentally stepped in the pool was sprinting.

He immediately followed suit, breaking into a sprint of his own in the direction the footsteps headed. He could not feel his legs.

He could not see his target, he was alone in the alley. But there was only one intersection ahead. Only one direction to go.

The wind picked up around him, and the scents of liquor and people faded for a moment. These alleyways had sparse lighting, the height of Inazuma’s buildings only allowed him a sliver of moonlight.

He was in the dark.

But that didn’t matter.

The Saiguu was in sight within minutes. Seconds, even. Far ahead, but she wouldn’t be for long.

Ayato wasn’t exactly sure when the black wig she’d been wearing fell off, he had not seen it in his pursuit. But now slivers of moonglow shone brightly on white locks as she sprinted down the road ahead of him. A beacon in the darkness as the two pelted down stone streets.

She was no longer Kazari. No longer Hanachirusato. She could not hide her real self in that darkness. She was the Saiguu. And she was going to die.

The musty scent of cooked foods and alcohol smacked Ayato’s nose again as they passed behind several night markets. But the various scents of the city ebbed and flowed with each turn they made. The further they ran, the more those scents mingled with that of the ocean.

She was not heading towards the inner parts of the city.

She was heading… out?

Not planning to vanish into the crowds, then. That would have been her only chance of survival.

But she didn’t want to live, did she?

Ayato could normally map where a target was heading in his mind, but the speed at which he was running required too much of his attention for him to think about much else.

She was fast enough that he had to measure his breaths, keeping each one even as the night air whipped past his face, pulling his hair back as the darkness encased him in a blur.

He was going to kill her. Kill her before his task could be considered a failure. Kill her before his father learned of her initial escape.

No one would be punished for this. No one. He would be sure of it.

She could run all she wanted. She was going to die tonight, by his hands. Just as Lord Kamisato commanded.

He would not find out about Thoma’s mistake. About Ayato’s mistake.

His feet hit the ground hard, artfully avoiding every stray pebble and glass shard in the void of night.

Ahead, the Saiguu pivoted without warning, weaving off into a smaller alley.

He followed, entering the alley only to find her figure had vanished entirely.

But the scent of champagne on her clothes betrayed her every move now.

That scent grew stronger every second. Every turn. Every straightaway. He always knew where she was, even when the night’s blinds covered his eyes.

The Saiguu was slowing down.

Gradually.

Her endurance was nowhere near his own. His father’s training was not something the average person could, or would, replicate. She could outpace him for a few minutes, but no one could exhaust him before they themselves collapsed.

The sound of her footsteps was not as steady as his either. Nor as quiet.

The more he closed the gap between them, the more sounds met his ears, ripping through the noise of the wind.

Ragged breaths.

Sharp gasps.

The scuff of her feet against uneven terrain.

Was she crying? Or..?

His feet struck something soft just as the darkness of the alleys opened up to the full light of the moon. They’d reached the outskirts of the city, the edged cliffs that lined the ocean. They no longer ran on concrete and stone, but instead on grass and dirt.

If he cared enough to look at anything around him, he’d be able to see Tenshukaku’s grand halls in the distance. Be able to see the towering buildings that cast the faintest amount of light on them as the Saiguu broke into her final dead sprint.

And then she stopped. Just a short distance ahead.

Ayato stopped too, feeling his heart rate drop as he finally broke his sprint.

The wind here was much stronger, whirling up around the edge of the cliffs and carrying with them the sound of the waves crashing far below. There the Saiguu stood, turning back to face him as she poised atop the sheer rock face. Thoma’s jacket blew around her as she lifted the tags she’d torn away.

And then she laughed. Laughed as Ayato took a step forward and she took a dangerous one back. Closer to the cliff’s edge. Closer to the sea.

He became acutely aware of the sound of loose pebbles splashing far below as she balanced on the precipice.

Ayato could close the distance in a matter of seconds, but he knew he would not be quick enough to reach her if she decided to take the last step. She was dying either way.

“I suppose your father has everything set up all neatly,” she jeered over the wind, almost taunting Ayato as he held his ground across from her. “Let me guess- his plan was to bury me in the sea. That’s always his plan! And frame it as if I’ve simply vanished. As if the Saiguu herself got paranoid over her friends’ deaths and  ran away.” 

Ayato stared at her, watching the dull glint in her eyes as her hair whipped around her face. This whole situation was unusual. She knew an awful lot. There was something his father had failed to mention. Or perhaps he had not wanted Ayato to find out.

After all, killing her was supposed to take a few seconds at most. If not for Thoma’s unintentional intervention…

He would have been oblivious to this all.

“Then you’ve got it all figured out,” he spoke slowly, not caring how apathetic his voice sounded. He wasn’t feeling much at all. All he could do was evaluate the situation before him. “You knew your opponent’s moves and still chose to give up. Most people would’ve taken the opportunity to reassess and plan a new route.”

The Saiguu laughed again, flinging her hands wildly in a strange, erratic shrug, having lost it all in her despair; he’d witnessed this same behaviour before. Thoma’s tags clacked against each other in the air, gleaming against the moonlight as she spoke through her laughs, “New routes mean nothing! The outcome is always the same.  He  wins.  He always wins!” 

His father. Ayato couldn’t exactly disagree. But to think she’d given in so easily… Most people would not know how unfeasible it was to beat him. Most people would keep fighting until it finally struck them how hopeless their situation was.

Which meant she’d been fighting him before. Even before Watatsumi had ordered her death –she seemed completely oblivious to Watatsumi’s involvement at all. This wasn’t about Watatsumi’s war with the Shogunate.

This was a personal matter for her. A war between herself and Lord Kamisato.

And she’d finally accepted defeat.

There was more to this. Far more.

It  wasn’t simple. Dread had already bludgeoned its way into Ayato’s gut.

“Tell me,  young lord,”  the Saiguu called, holding out the tags in front of her, “how  funny would it be if I were to say… your Shuumatsuban died for nothing.”

Ayato felt a cold tension ring through his body. A tension so cutting that the wind seemed to shy away.

His agents.

Hisashi.

“The look on your face is wonderful!” she laughed again, inching another step back. Her tone was ecstatic like she’d  won  despite the death she’d been coerced to leap into. But her ecstasy was forced, “I won’t tell your father about your snooping, I can assure you. I’d rather not hand him another  win.  But I had a contract to fulfil. It’s a shame… how easy they were to kill. They put up such a fight though! If only someone informed them that  every  record of their- of  your target was wiped long ago.”

The only thing Ayato could see were the tags, glinting in the air. And that horrible smile on her face. His anger bled white, “You-”

“Knew about Thoma? Knew about his father?” she interjected with another sneer. The forced mirth in her voice had vanished though. And now the words that came out were interwoven with angry regrets, “I can do you one better! I know more than you  ever  will. I was  there. I  wiped those records.  I  gave in. And I always knew Kamisato would come around to silence me, no matter how  silent I stayed. The only silence he trusts is that brought on by death.”

She knew.

She  knows. She was the key. She was what Ayato needed-

Thoma’s father.


 Thoma’s father. 



 Thoma’s… 


The utter weight of everything crashed around him as the tide roared against the cliff. As the Saiguu’s feet stepped back. As rocks kicked off the precipice. Every sound went mute. Every scent dissipated. All he saw was darkness.

Ayato shot forward, but his speed could not rewind the clock. Time would not stop for him. His arm extended, so agonisingly slow, as Kazari fell back into the empty sky.

Laughing. Laughing at his hopelessness. Laughing as she finally landed a victory against a Kamisato.

“Send the Commissioner my regards! Tell him I kept my promise. I trust he won’t forget his.”

Ayato’s fingers closed around nothing but air and metal. Thoma’s jacket grazed his knuckles –just out of reach as the Saiguu plummeted below. She smiled up at him as she spiralled down the cliff, farther and farther away. Her hair whipped around her face in a hurricane of white.

A sound. A single sound. That was all Ayato heard.

It wasn’t the sickening  crack of her body impacting the water below.

It wasn’t the repulsive  crunch of her bones smashing into the jagged rocks hidden beneath the waves.

It was her laugh.

It resonated in his mind, broken and looped. That defiant grin which clashed against the melancholy burning in her eyes was all he saw.

A dark cloud was blossoming through the water, barely noticeable against the blackened sea. The moon didn’t produce enough light to illuminate the bloody pool, and it would vanish by the time the sun shone on it.

But all of those thoughts flittered only briefly through Ayato’s head as he stared into the sea. The dog tags felt cold in his palm, digging at his skin. They were all he had to show for his efforts and they  burned, cutting into his hand; he only gripped them tighter.

That mocking laugh danced around him, washing out the wind and waves alike.

The remorse he felt for her was disturbingly minimal. Not that he was feeling  anything describable just then.

She’d killed his men. She’d maimed Hisashi.

And she was his only lead.

She had every answer he needed.

But now she was dead. Just as his father wanted. He’d succeeded in his task.

But Ayato felt no sense of success. He hadn’t expected to in the first place. But he also hadn’t expected to feel such an overpowering sense of  failure. 

Failure.

He’d failed.

He’d failed Thoma.

And that cut deeper than anything else.


Notes for the Chapter:
bandaids might not cut it this time friends

anyway. tested out whether the saiguu would die (in game) from that fall by throwing ayato off the cliffs near komore -all his jp death lines are very dramatic. like,, why are u reciting ancient proverbs at me ? i don’t wanna hear abt ur flowers & failures & the hopeless nature of humanity -please be quiet & have this egg roll instead.

also! as of the 2.7 update, hoyo changed kazari’s name to hanachirusato in all translations! i mentioned in a previous note how that was her name in the jp and kr versions, while it was kazari in everything else. it was likely a localisation mistake that they’d always meant to fix, but i almost wish they kept it split- that reading discrepancy is what made this au’s hanachirusato/saiguu/kazari who she was is






19. Prodigy

Notes for the Chapter:maybe the real suffocation complex was inside us all along





Blood, thick and viscous, coated the floor beneath him. A miserable palette, a revolting vignette, so artfully displayed in darkening spatters. No matter where his eyes drifted, they could not escape the bleak splotches of drying crimson. Closing his eyes proved no less bloody, haunted by images of a desperate woman drawing pigment from her chest with a knife for a brush. 

What was he doing?

Really, what was he doing?

Ayato hadn’t returned. 

And so he had not moved. He wasn’t sure why. 

It wasn’t particularly pleasant to remain in that room, but Ayato had told him to stay and Thoma supposed he was too lost to do anything else. He’d almost killed someone. Someone who wanted to die. At his hands, specifically. In the moment, he’d been so overtaken by adrenaline and confusion, he couldn’t do anything. Couldn’t help Ayato, couldn’t make up his mind. 

Couldn’t let Kazari die. 

Now he just felt dizzy. Uneasy. Trapped.

Worried.

There was still that unopened bottle of champagne on the bedside table. Taunting him along with those candles and roses that had been so deceptively laid. He couldn’t bring himself to pour a glass.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing there, surrounded by Kazari’s blood. Some of it still on his hands, staining them as a reminder of everything that went wrong. Every way he failed. He wondered if Ayato had caught up to her yet. Wondered if he had put her out of her misery. Wondered when he would return.

Wondered if he was alright.

The sound of footsteps echoed in the hall. He listened intently, so eager to have something else to focus on beyond the chasm eating away at his insides. They weren’t Ayato’s footsteps, of that much he could tell. He wasn’t sure who they belonged to. Certainly not the boars, they weren’t loud enough. Not Hirano either, not quiet enough. 

A slender figure stepped into view, partially leaning on the door frame and sending an uninterested gaze across the scene that greeted her. The smell of lilies washed mercifully through the air, drowning out the metallic blood scent that had kept Thoma in a daze.

Unfazed, Hiratsuka spoke, “You’re off your game today, Thoma. I’ve been here for nearly an hour and you haven’t brought me a single drink. What would Nakanishi say?”

Thoma was dumbfounded. The absurdity of her comment contrasted so heavily with the bleakness in the room that he couldn’t stop the dry laugh that parted from his lips. He shook his head, glancing over at the champagne almost involuntarily.

Hiratsuka followed his gaze, raising a brow before stepping into the room. She completely ignored the blood on the floor and something about how little it troubled her was both jarring and calming for Thoma’s still-stunned senses.

She raised her hand, the same way she had so many times as Patron X. Waiting for her host of choice to guide her off. She spoke again, dry, “If I wanted something bloody, I’d go for vodka. Come on, you need a change of scenery. You’ll go crazy stewing here. The young lord would flay me if I let that happen.”

Not quite registering that last muttered sentence, Thoma obliged, taking her hand with that familiar ease. Slipping into host mode effortlessly, finally managing to shake off some of his shock as they exited the room together. The hall was empty save for a trail of blood flecks cutting a line across the floor, left behind in Kazari’s escape. He was not given much time to reflect on them, Hiratsuka pulled him away. 

“You’re holding up better than I thought you would,” she stated, glancing up at him almost quizzically as they passed by the occasional occupied room. The sounds coming from within suggested no one had noticed Kazari pelting down the hall just beyond their doors. Licentiously oblivious to the sights replaying in Thoma’s mind.

How nice that must be. 

“Holding up…” he started, allowing himself a half-hearted grin. “Maybe not my first choice of words, but I suppose.”

Hiratsuka shrugged, eyeing him once more. “You’re alive. That’s ‘holding up’ enough, far as I’m concerned.”

The silence that followed was a comfortable one. Thoma could almost pretend he was doing little more than his typical host work, guiding his patron off to a table like any other night. But there was still blood on his hands. Some of it had smudged on Hiratsuka’s. She didn’t mind. 

They exited the hallway, passing by a group of assistants frantically scrubbing at the wooden floors with peroxide. They seemed to be working backwards down the trail of blood, having already removed any signs of Kazari in Komore’s central space.

Otherwise, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Komore carried on. Kazari may as well have been a figment of Thoma’s imagination.

The club was just as packed as always, maybe even more than usual. Laughter and purrs and toasts and murmurs echoed across the booths as hosts ferried about. Bottles clinked, drunkards drawled, and all those familiar scents –the sweat, the perfume, the tea– hit Thoma harder than any salts could. 

The miasma in his brain cleared. Marginally and begrudgingly, but cleared nonetheless. 

His eyes darted around the room, seeking anyone familiar. Seeking a certain pair of eyes. But still-

Ayato hadn’t returned.

Hiratsuka tugged his arm, pulling him over to the bar where two stools awaited them at Taroumaru’s feet. He gave them little acknowledgement other than a flick of the ear and a twitch of the nose. 

“This is the part where you give me a towelette,” Hiratsuka yawned, releasing Thoma. She nodded down at their hands, still stained. “I hope you’re not so stupefied that I have to walk you through the whole process.”

Thoma sighed, giving a small shake of his head as he reached across the counter, grabbing a towelette for each of them. Hiratsuka accepted hers with an appreciative nod, swiftly moving to wipe her hand down. Thoma followed suit, only to stutter as he scrubbed the blood away.

He remembered Ayato’s hands. Remembered how tenderly those hands had tried to wipe off all that blood for him. Remembered how he had pulled away. Remembered the coldness that had followed. 


 You’ll only make matters difficult. 


Ayato hadn’t returned.

“How’d she get away?” Hiratsuka’s voice cut through the air, unbothered by Thoma’s ruminations as she flipped through a stray menu left on the counter. “They don’t usually get a chance to run when the young lord is involved.”

Thoma winced internally, once again reminded of his interference. His failure. He still did not know what the consequences may be.

He debated saying nothing. After all, he barely knew Hiratsuka beyond work –he wasn’t obligated to share anything with her. Given her undeniable part in his capture, he should probably be annoyed that she had the audacity to be around at all. But he wasn’t. He didn’t know how long he would’ve stayed in that room if she hadn’t pulled him out. And maybe he just needed to talk. Hear his thoughts aloud. 

His voice was hollow.

“I let her.”

“You let her?” Hiratsuka did not turn away from the menu, simply flipping it around to eyeball the back. Then she laughed. A small laugh, a quiet laugh. 

“She was…” Thoma spoke slowly. Recollections of the night pranced around his head, disrupting his feelings and rearranging his thoughts, “unstable. She wanted to die, she wanted  me  to kill her. She said something about revenge, but I? I’ve only met her once- We didn’t even talk.”

Hiratsuka scoffed, adopting a tone she’d often utilised after a few refills of champagne, “I always knew that bitch was crazy. Nobody sane buys that many copies of the same book.”

Having no idea what that could possibly mean, he eyed her, curious, “You- You were with her. You walked her here, knowing what was about to happen. She trusted you and yet you seem so…”


 Unbothered.  


“Hah!” Her eyes were still on the menu, almost bored, but Thoma could see the dubious grin pulling her lips. “She didn’t ‘trust’ me, I assure you. And we weren’t friends, if that’s what you’re implying… Have I not mentioned her to you before? The types of purchases she makes -made, sorry- are an absolute nightmare to account for.”

Hiratsuka complained about a lot of things on her visits, Thoma was usually too drunk to register any of them in his long-term memory bank. He simply blinked. Quiet.

Finally, Hiratsuka’s eyes left the menu, meeting Thoma’s with a quirk of the lip. “What?”

“How do you do it?”

“Be a little more specific.”

Thoma furrowed his brows, resting his arms against the bar and letting the words fall out. Calm, “You sent me to my death. You expected the Kamisatos to kill me, back then.”

“And yet you lived. Funny how that worked out.”

Thoma stared at her. She spoke so casually. He supposed he did too, “I just mean… You don’t seem to be bothered by any of this at all. About me, about Kazari. Hanachirusato. Whoever she was. How do you-  do that?  Live with yourself knowing you’ve helped kill people? Without losing your mind?”

He was asking for himself more than anything. Himself, and Ayato. Maybe she knew that. Maybe she didn’t. 

She laughed again. Another small one, like he’d told one of those charming, lifeless jokes his patrons so loved. “Ah. That’s the thing. I don’t, really. Live with myself, I mean. For myself, maybe. But with? I like to supplement whatever self-loathing and guilt I may feel with the comforting weight of a large case of mora.”

Months ago, Thoma would’ve been horrified by her bluntness. Horrified at her outlook. A part of him still was. He couldn’t imagine serving none but himself, caring more for a golden coin than a living being. How miserable such a life must be.

All the same, no disgust tainted his voice as he responded, “That can’t be all there is to it.”

“Good observation.” Hiratsuka paused, shrugged. Then turned to the menu, deftly flipping it open and pointing at one of Komore’s premier champagnes. “but that’s a conversation for a less sober Hiratsuka. You’re still on the clock here.”

As if on cue, Taroumaru huffed. Thoma glanced up at him, watching as he moved to shake one of the bells. Oh, to be a dog. The only moral dilemma Taroumaru had to face was whether to chew on the table or not. 

It wasn’t long before Hiratsuka’s requested bottle found them. Thoma went through the usual motions, just like any other day. Like there weren’t bloodstains being stripped from the halls behind him. Like Ayato hadn’t told him to stay.

Pour. Drink. Refill. 

He’d been here before. 

Komore carried on. 

Ayato hadn’t returned.

Neither had the boars. Hirano. Nobumori. There was no sign of Nakanishi either. No Ramsay, Heihachi, Kozue. Glancing around the bar, the only familiar faces he found were in Hiratsuka and the coworkers he rarely interacted with. And yet the club was more packed than ever. Strange. Unsettling.

Why had they all disappeared? Had they followed Ayato? Had something gone wrong? Kazari couldn’t have gotten far. But Ayato had wasted his time checking on Thoma. The alcohol wasn’t calming his nerves and so he set the glass aside. If Ayato wasn’t okay-

Hiratsuka’s glass hit the table with a demanding  thunk.  Thoma’s eyes flitted over to her, noting the light flush to her cheeks as she spoke, “Why  are you alive, anyway? You were as good as dead last I saw you. The young lord gave me a ‘losing-your-favourite-host’ gratuity and everything.”

Always this question. Though this time, Thoma knew the answer. Not that he would share it, he wasn’t keen on jeopardising his and Ayato’s situation any more than he already had.

Before he could get out a response, Hiratsuka spoke again, unceremonious and crass, “You really in his pants like they say? Suppose that might keep you alive, yes?”

Thoma’s heart sunk. 

The guilt returned. The alleyway. The blood on his hands.

Then his indignation flared. The rumours had persisted. Of course. 

“No.” Thoma refilled his glass. “I am not his ‘whore.’ Seriously, has this- this silly idea spread that far?”

Hiratsuka watched him in earnest, pointedly eyeing his glass. “If by ‘that far’ you mean through about ninety percent of the Shuumatsuban network, then… Yes. That far. But that’s not what I asked.”

Thoma frowned, returning her pointed gaze in full as he ushered out a response faster than intended, “No, I am not ‘in his pants’ either. There’s nothing going on between Ayat- the young lord and I. May I remind you, I am a prisoner and he is… A very busy man. What does this have to do with you, anyway?”

“Nothing, really. But there’s people who’d pay good money for this kind of information. Not that I’d put it on the market, the Kamisatos pay  so  generously for my silence.” She shrugged, downing another glass. “You have to understand this rumour will persist, regardless. As long as you’re around, people will talk. Everyone wants to know if the great Kamisato bloodline will end in some blondie’s ass, you’re a succession crisis in the making… None of that matters to me, though- I just think it’s cute when you try to lie. You think I  haven’t noticed you looking around for him like a lost puppy?”

Lie.

With the loud screech of a stool, Thoma’s feet were on the ground before he even realised he’d stood. Hiratsuka stared up at him. Unbothered. How much did she know? Did she know  anything?  

Who the hell was she? Where was Ayato?

Ayato hadn’t returned.

“Oh, relax.” She waved a sluggish hand, taking it upon herself to fill her own glass. “I couldn’t care less about where you choose  hic  to put your dick. Or your feelings. Or whatever. Paid for silence, yada yada-”

“I wasn’t lying- Hah, I’d think it’s normal for me to want to know where my captor went.”

“Cute.”

He sat back down, wringing through his thoughts. This was dangerous territory. He was being irrational. Hiratsuka was drunk, she didn’t actually know anything. She couldn’t see through his lies in that state. Couldn’t possibly know Ayato loved him in some way. 

Right?

Ayato himself didn’t even know that much. 

“You asked how I… ‘Live’ with myself?” Hiratsuka spoke again, leaning back haphazardly on her stool. She gave Thoma an appraising look, mercifully changing the subject with an unreadable tone, “Somethin’ like that? I was  hic  being honest, mostly. Lied about the ‘comforting’ weight. The money’s nice, sure. Doesn’t actually help, just gives me an excuse. People know I’m expensive -won’t do any job unless the payment’s good enough.”

She took another drink. 

“First time I did something like this… Helped kill someone-  innocent  someones, I mean… Couldn’t look at myself for weeks. Second time, threw up so hard I  hic  had to be hospitalised. Fifth time. Started drinking. Fifteenth time.  hic Stopped caring.”

Thoma did not speak. She took another drink.

“That’s when I raised m’ prices. Realised human life had no value to me ‘nymore.  hic Decided I had to give it value. Had’to put a tangible, minimum price on it or I’d be willing to kill anyone over anything.”

Only then did Thoma speak. Quietly, “And the Kamisatos are always willing to pay.”

She laughed, loud, nearly falling over, “‘Course they are. Life means nothing to them. Unlike me, they don’t even bother to curb their detachment with a baseline charge. They’ll kill for money, of’course, but also for ‘nything else…. Take a guess. How’many people d’you think the young lord, alone, has killed? Not even including these big elaborate, orchestrated, bullshit ones. The bare-hands ones. Innocent ones. How many?”

Thoma stared at her, a void in his stomach. He remembered Ayaka’s warnings. Her disgust. He pictured that icy gaze in the alley. The apathy in his tone. Was this what Ayato would become? Who he would be when he returned from his chase? A laughing alcoholic who could only see the value in life if there was a price placed upon it? 

No, that would be the  best  outcome. He’d already seen the more likely outcome. He’d seen his father, he’d seen the-

“He’s a demon,” Hiratsuka finished his thought. Answering her own question, “Killed… ninety-three people, far as I know. Prob’ly more. You know that’s more than his father killed at that age? ‘Course the lord Commissioner’s got… countless more under his belt nowadays -tenfold that sad amount, at least, but. His son… Real prodigy.”

Thoma wasn’t sure if he’d expected something higher or lower. Wasn’t sure where that put his empathy levels. Hiratsuka cracked at fifteen. But Ayato still had the capacity to love. Maybe. Or maybe Thoma had read it wrong? Maybe it was just an obsession? He didn’t know. The miasma in his mind had apparently not cleared as much as he’d hoped. And that gnawing feeling of homesickness found him, a feeling he’d almost started to forget. 

He just wanted to go home.

Ayato hadn’t returned. 

Hiratsuka stood just then, wobbling slightly as she braced herself against the bar. Thoma followed, instinctively prepared to lead her to the door. For the first time ever, she waved him off. Giving him a last bleary once-over, she said, “I’m telling you all this free-of-charge… If you really  are  in  his pants… Just uh… B’careful, yeah? You’d make a bad ninety-fourth.”

She tottered off without so much as a glance. Thoma watched her wind around the crowd –poorly. She made it to the door. He looked away. He looked around. 

Ayato didn’t return.


Rocks grazed past his side, dark and ominous in shape. His eyes stung, lacerated by the saltwater surrounding him. He didn’t notice. 

His legs kicked forward, sore and encumbered by the clothes he hadn’t bothered to remove when he’d made it down to the beach. They served little purpose other than to slow him down, not even thick enough to fight off the penetrating cold of the sea. He didn’t notice.

A pressure in his ears had been building as he bludgeoned through the currents, cutting down with little more than his hands and the sinking moonlight to guide his way. He didn’t notice.

The Saiguu’s body was somewhere beneath, gored upon the rocks. Though the sky beyond the stars had begun to lighten, it was still too dark to illuminate her corpse, the moon could only reach so far before the depths bit its light away. He pushed forward, downwards, brute-forcing his burning muscles through the water as his lungs tightened and his most basic instincts pleaded that he swim up.  

He ignored them. His every stroke was smooth, measured, relentless. His mind serene, unyielding.

A shadowy form wavered in the dark before him, barely visible but steadily growing closer as he pressed on. He could feel the blood rushing to his head. But he could not surface. Not yet.

He reached out, dragging his arm through the water’s bulk until his fingers met flesh. Bone. Pierced through skin. Not the first time an exposed bone had met his hands, even in the surrounding pitch he could tell exactly what part of the Saiguu’s body it split through. 

A nasty death.

His hands moved down, seeking, sensing. Cloth, heavy. His lungs lit aflame. He was losing time.

But he could not panic. Would not let his animalistic fears rule him.

The jacket was stuck. He could not see how. He couldn’t breathe. 

A blade slipped out of his sleeve, resting against his palm. He couldn’t breathe.

He sawed through a shoulder. A carcass. Expending precious energy. Keeping the jacket free of his blade. He couldn’t breathe.

The jacket came loose. An arm drifted past him. He couldn’t breathe.

He yanked the jacket up, kicking hard against the mass of water closing around his body as his strength dwindled. He couldn’t breathe.

The moonglow, the climbing sun, he shot towards them. He couldn’t breathe.

His head throbbed, his lungs wept, his eyes twitched. He couldn’t breathe.

“My lord! Lord Kamisato Ayato!” a voice called, muffled and warped and tossed aside as it pushed through the waves to find him. 

His head burst through the surface, his vision blurring as water dripped down his soaked face. 

He could breathe. 

The oxygen charred his throat, his lungs, painful and sharp. Relieving. The weight of his body was palpable, his arms did not wish to make the swim back to the shore. He’d gone remarkably far out, following the rip current that had torn the Saiguu away from the cliffs. As strong of a swimmer as he was, even  his muscles had a limit. He didn’t care.

He forced his aching arms forwards, tying Thoma’s jacket over his shoulders and crawling onwards. 

“He’s over here!” someone yelled, his voice bearing the marks of Snezhnaya. 

Another, gruff and worn from the years, barked, “One of you two, swim out to him!”

“I can’t swim… S-sir,” Kazumasa.

Furusawa, “We are forbidden from touching his lordship in any way-”

“But not from letting him drown?” Nakanishi snapped back.

“He- He won’t drown, my lord is an excellent swi-”

“Here!” a voice marked by its buoyancy, carried by the wind. “I have some rope, we can throw it-”

“You’re all fucking useless,” this one snarled. A familiar tone, an accusatory one, “Give me the damn rope.”


 Splash.  


Ayato, of course, could not see exactly what was ahead, his eyes scorched by the water and the night as they were. 

But he could make out one of the shadowy figures cutting through the surf towards him while the others congregated on the sand. They met halfway, the figure’s scowl apparent and brazen up close.

“Don’t get it twisted,” Heihachi growled over the tides, looping the rope over Ayato’s torso with some effort, “I’m doing this for Thoma, not for you.”

Ayato offered no response. He wasn’t in the mind to evaluate the statement. All he knew was that everything  he did that night was for Thoma, too. 

Heihachi swam ahead, rope in hand, shouting at the group on shore to start pulling. He guided them around the rocks, avoiding their jaws as the shoreline neared.

Then Ayato was pulled up, sopping and drained as his hands found purchase on the sand. The people around him stood circling some distance away, fearful of some agitated beast that might lash out should they get too close. He steadied himself, pushing off the ground with tremendous effort, doing everything in his power to make the movement appear as dignified, as leisurely, as possible. 

Upright, his eyes scanned the group, appraising those who’d come looking for him. Furusawa and Kazumasa had dropped into a bow, stiff and unmoving. Komore’s three strongest bodies idled about the pair: Heihachi scowled at him, arms crossed, while Ramsay draped a towel over his shoulders and Nobumori shuffled, reeling in the rope as he eyed the people around him. 

Nakanishi, never one to fear agitated beasts, stepped forward. He had a towel in hand, offering it up to Ayato with a grim expression before grunting, “With all due respect, my lord, have you lost your mind?”

Ayato waved him off, stepping forward as the group parted for him. He did not care how soaked he was. And he did not care to answer such a question. He wasn’t sure what the answer was anymore. 

“Is that- That’s Thoma’s jacket…” Nobumori piped up, a hint of concern in his voice as he dropped the rope, “He wasn’t- wasn’t with you, right? He’s not…”

Nobumori’s eyes flicked to the sea. Ayato almost laughed at the thought. In what world would he have left Thoma there? In what world would he have surfaced without him? 

“No.” He shrugged the jacket off his shoulders, inspecting it closely. That Saiguu scum had dirtied it with her blood. Parts had been ripped by the rocks and some of the cheap fabric had frayed, but for the most part, it was in one piece. One very waterlogged piece. He slung it carefully back over his shoulder, blind to the weight it posed.

“Forgive me for asking, my lord,” Furusawa uttered, the caution in his tone causing it to waver, “but you didn’t… Dive into the ocean  just for some clothes? My lord.”

Ayato stared at him, eyes sharp as the blade he’d severed the Saiguu with. And lied, “… I needed to ensure my target would not float back up. She is sufficiently deceased and quite…  attached  to the rocks.”

“And the jacket..?” Nakanishi’s brow raised, shooting Ayato an extraordinarily wry look.

Ayato spoke blankly, ignoring his expression, “If someone  were  to find her, this jacket could be taken as evidence. Of course, I could return it to her if you’d prefer having the Tenryou Commissioner trace this back to your  teahouse?” 

Nakanishi’s lip twitched, the wryness remained, “A travesty that would be.”

Ayato wasn’t exactly wrong. But real as the possibility was, they both knew that hadn’t been the driving factor behind his recklessness. He hadn’t been thinking about such logical things as ‘hiding the body’ and ‘removing evidence’ when he’d strode into the ocean like he expected the tides to part for him. He’d been thinking about Thoma. About his jacket. 

He wouldn’t let the Saiguu have it.

She’d taken everything else. Everything Thoma needed. Every answer he sought. Ayato couldn’t let her have this, too. He couldn’t fail Thoma more than he already had. 

The sea breeze picked up around them, drawing Ayato’s attention back to the water. Ignoring the apprehension emanating off the group, he watched quietly as the sky lightened further, trying so desperately to paint the dark waters with the oranges and pinks of a fiery sunrise. Perhaps in another life, he would’ve thought it beautiful. 

Where did he go from here? His only lead was dead. And suddenly finding Thoma’s father was the key to answering Ayato’s every question. His own father had outplayed him. Unintentionally, if the Saiguu was to be believed. He still had that going for him, at least. As long as his investigations remained a secret, he could find another lead.

He  would  find another lead. For Thoma. 

The Saiguu’s words, her laughter, echoed in his skull like gunshots. 


 ‘Tell him I kept my promise.’ 


His mind began to churn, reflecting on what little information he’d been given. Reflecting on what little he had to show for his efforts. His dead agents. Hisashi. The Saiguu. His father. Thoma. Hyakubei-

“Kazumasa, Furusawa.” He raised his chin ever-so-slightly, not bothering to face the two men as he spoke, “Why aren’t you at Komore?”

Furusawa stepped forward, head respectfully low. “W-We were looking for you, my lord. When the Saiguu escaped-”

“She didn’t  escape,”  Ayato crooned, meeting Furusawa with deadly cold eyes. Reports were going to be written, he couldn’t stop that. But no one had witnessed what occurred on the cliffs, no one knew what words were spoken. He could make some  annotations,  “Tell me, did anyone  see  her running out of Komore?”

Furusawa flinched, “No. No, my lord. No civilians saw. My lord.”

“Indeed.” Ayato’s eyes drifted across the rest of the party, all of them avoided his sharpened gaze. “Now tell me, how would that be possible if I had not willed this to occur? You think a miracle like that would simply ‘happen?’”

A miracle like that had simply happened. Ayato wasn’t going to question it. Nakanishi adjusted slightly in his peripheral.

Kazumasa protested, biting back a stutter, “But your plan, my l-“

“Do you think you’re so significant that  I  would share the entirety of my plans with  you?  My, my. And no one informed me of your promotion.”

Kazumasa shut his mouth fast, dropping to his knees and bowing his head into the sand. A pathetic display of submission. For all the effort they put into abusing Thoma, Hyakubei’s dogs were remarkably weak-willed.

Ayato continued, ignoring how easily the words came out. Casual. Vicious. His father’s own manner of speech, “My ‘plan’ went quite well. Aside from the part where two imbeciles questioned my methods, that is. I intended to… replicate a suicide. I succeeded. Do you have an  issue  with my success?”

“I- We deeply apolo-“

“Save it for the Commissioner,” Ayato lulled. And as the words flittered about, his mind escaped him, pulled away by the tantalising whispers of his darker thoughts.

Kazumasa had prostrated before him, unmoving, hands above his head. He’d questioned his superior, he’d overestimated his worth. If Ayato really wanted to, he could even argue he’d left his post in following him down to the beach. Lord Kamisato would’ve killed him where he knelt. He’d have killed him for less, truthfully. Either way, this was a punishable offence. 

… Ayato could kill him.

And here, on that darkened sand, Hyakubei wouldn’t be able to question it. Wouldn’t be able to report it as anything other than the disposal of an insubordinate dog. No suspicions would be raised. This was Ayato’s chance to throw him off, halt his investigation. Avenge Thoma. 

Once again, the blade slipped into his palm. Effortlessly, as if it yearned only to rest between his fingers. Still wet, glistening, a small piece of the Saiguu stuck on the ridge of its handle. 

His witnesses backed away, all eyeing him with some variety of distaste as he stepped forward. Nakanishi cleared his throat, vying for his attention. The other four shifted, uncomfortable. They may as well have been in a different world, for all Ayato could see was the  creature  kneeling before him. 

Could see the way it dragged Thoma out of the car, aggressive and careless. Could see how Thoma had favoured his foot for a moment thereafter. Could see the way it jabbed into his ribs like it hoped they’d break. Could see the joy it took in finding any conceivable way to harm him. 

What had it uttered?  We’ll learn just how much blood you’ve got to lose. 

Ayato took another step, lowering himself, heedless of the weight in his waterlogged clothes. All he could feel was the dagger’s grip, cold and rough. He envisioned the arc his blade might swing, clean through the neck. A perfect execution.


 ‘There’s… no way you can spare her?’ 


A new whisper entered his head. A brighter one, alone in the midst of his darkest inclinations, burning away at them like a lantern might carve a hollow out of the shadows encircling. Why had he said that? Why had he cared? Why had he held Ayato so close?


 ‘You don’t like killing without reason.’ 


Another whisper. Another lantern. This one he snuffed out. Or tried to, at least, but the echo of its flame lingered in his head. He  had  a reason. This creature, this  thing,  had bared its fangs against Thoma. That was reason enough.

The Thoma in his head gave him a dubious look. Ayato grimaced in return. Thoma’s expression did not waver. 

With half a sigh, he drew his blade down, slicing through the air in one crisp, unbroken crescent. 

The dagger vanished, back into his sleeve. Blood spurted forth, staining the sand.


 Plop. 


Kazumasa’s body tensed, struggling up from his prostration as he clutched at his wrist, staring shakily at his hand. Where it used to be, rather. Even in the dim light, Ayato could see how dangerously the man’s face had paled. His eyes drifted to Ayato’s feet. Drifted to where his hand rested between them, mixing blood into the already soaked ground.

Through gritted teeth, he sputtered, “Thank you- for your mercy. My-my lord.”

Ayato gave no response beyond a turn of his heel, sparing the man no more of his time. His eyes found Furusawa, watching in a nauseous silence. “Furusawa, it appears your brother has suffered an incident. Escort him to a physician. I expect a copy of  both your reports regarding our suicidee. Within the week, if you so please.”

“Yes, my lord.” Furusawa sprung forward, tripping over himself as he moved to help Kazumasa to his feet, taking extra care to avoid looking at his companion’s bleeding stump.

Ayato strode off before he could reconsider his ‘mercy,’ allowing the two retainers to fade from his mind entirely. Hands and all. This would put them out of commission, for a time. Kazumasa could never raise that hand to Thoma again –and all while he still breathed. Win-win, as far as Ayato was concerned.

The Thoma in his head raised a brow.

Nakanishi and his hosts followed behind Ayato, obliging an unspoken command. He did not miss the curious way Nakanishi eyed him. Did not miss Heihachi’s disgusted scoff, Ramsay’s tapering gasp, or Nobumori’s relieved sigh. Whatever any of them were thinking, he did not know. Nor did he really care. His thoughts were elsewhere, focused on more important tasks.

A thousand plans cycled through his head, a thousand ways to amend his loss of the Saiguu. Recover the information she sunk with her. Avenge his agents. Reverse his failure. Find Thoma’s father.

A certain weight rested against his chest, making itself known as his head began the arduous process of sorting through the night’s events in full. Thoma’s tags were pinned against his skin, held securely in place by the tightness of his undershirt. They burned.
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20. Illusions of Serenity
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Ayato still hadn’t returned. 

A couple nights had passed since Kazari died. Since she’d tried to have Thoma kill her. 

Despite how fuzzy his brain was while those nights blurred together, he’d been expected to carry on as normal. Everything around him simply  resumed,  Kazari’s death was barely worth a footnote in the steady marches of time. Sometimes, when he zoned out for a minute too long, he’d start to wonder if he’d imagined it. Maybe it was all a weird dream. Maybe  he was the weird one to spend so much time pondering it. 

He supposed he really  was  the weird one in present company. This was all normal for the estate. The Kamisatos –the Shuumatsuban– killed people. Everyone carried on. Just like at Komore. 

Why acknowledge something so commonplace? No point. No point acknowledging the dust on the wood beams. No point acknowledging those ninety-three and whoever came after. 

To think those ninety-three were only a fraction of the deaths the demon had called for. 

Forced Ayato to enact. 

The thought disgusted Thoma at his core. He again found himself wondering what exactly he’d gotten into. A wonder that fizzled out into a strange indifference remarkably fast for once. He didn’t bother to ‘wonder’ much anymore. Not enough to hold his thoughts for long, at any rate.

“You doing alright, scum? You’re doing that thing again,” Hirano piped up at his elbow, precariously swinging around a bottle of daiginjo sake that Thoma didn’t even want to consider the price of. He wasn’t even sure where the bottle came from. They’d been cleaning the kitchen for hours and he’d yet to sort out where the Kamisatos stored any alcohol, despite how shockingly reasonable the room was in size. 

Not that he particularly cared, he dealt with enough alcohol as it was, he didn’t need to add rice wine into the mix. Though, he would’ve liked to return the bottle to its home, given Hirano hadn’t taken a single drink. He hadn’t even opened it, opting to favour it as some odd variety of security blanket instead. 

“What thing?” He responded after a moment, corralling his thoughts before they scattered any further. 

Hirano pointed up with his bottle, giving a nod towards the rafter in front of Thoma’s face. “That thing. You’ve been wiping that spot for five minutes. I think it’s probably clean, haha.”

“Oh. Oh! Yeah, hah, probably.” Thoma shifted, staring at the impeccably spotless wood before him. Slightly to his left, a thick layer of dust stared back at him, having completely dodged his aimless movements. He adjusted accordingly, taking a careful step across the mat they’d laid upon the wooden island. “I’ve just… Had a lot on my mind lately.”

“Hm, we can take a break if you want, I won’t tell.” Hirano lifted up the sake from his perch on the table’s edge, wiggling it. “Drink?”

Thoma glanced down at the bottle, glinting against evening sunbeams as they sifted through an open window. He’d be leaving for Komore soon. “Thank you, but I’ll have to pass… You won’t get in trouble or anything for having that, right?”

“Huh?” Hirano retracted the bottle, eyeing it. “Why would- Oh, it’s from the young lord’s  private stash, he doesn’t care. He doesn’t really drink all that much, I’m not sure why he keeps this stuff around. All the servants have free access, though, so I’m not about to be the guy who questions it.”

Hiratsuka’s behaviour still fresh in his mind, the statement was relieving. A bit shocking too. With the amount of stress Ayato was constantly shouldering, his apparent lack of vices was quite admirable. Not like alcohol would be good for that stress. Or him. But Thoma briefly wondered what kind of person he was when drunk. 

Was he clingy like Thoma? Would he have the audacity to lick hands?

The idea was almost… Cute? Thoma wasn’t sure. Cute wasn’t exactly his go-to descriptor when he thought of Ayato. 

 Exhilarating, however-

Before that train of thought could travel any further, he forced himself onto a different track. He wouldn’t allow himself to entertain those ideas, wouldn’t allow himself to encourage Ayato’s love. Or obsession, or whatever. Nor could he encourage his own heart’s fledgling fancies. For everyone’s sake.

So, with alcohol out of the question, what did Ayato even do to relieve stress? Nothing, by Thoma’s guess. 

He probably didn’t have time for hobbies. Time to enjoy himself.  ‘Rarely not at work,’  that’s what he’d said. Was Thoma the only thing he had any strong feelings for? The only thing he found comfort in? 

It would seem he had not derailed his thoughts well enough. The train chugged mercilessly on.


 You make him feel human. 


The thought brought about another pang of sharpened guilt. And concern. 

He’d yet to see Ayato since that night, and though Hirano had informed him that the young lord had succeeded in his task and returned to the estate, he couldn’t stop wondering if he was alright. 

Couldn’t stop wondering if the Ayato who killed Kazari that night returned as the same Ayato who Thoma had held in that alleyway. The one merely resigned to cause pain, not eager. 

He could only hope the bottle hadn’t cracked. 

And he was starting to regret pushing him away. Not that he hadn’t already been regretting it. But sometimes, in the blurring stream of his thoughts, he’d suffer an especially vivid recollection of how easily he pulled his hands back. He hadn’t wanted to. And maybe he shouldn’t have. Maybe he should’ve kept Ayato there longer. Should’ve kept him from burying his next corpse. 

If only such humanity wouldn’t result in more suffering. 

“You’re still thinking about him, aren’t you?” Hirano’s voice drifted up to the rafters, following the path of the wood smoke that had darkened the beams after so many ages.

Thoma’s movements slowed and he allowed himself a sigh. The kitchen’s usual occupants had cleared out long ago, he could be honest, “I’m… Worried about him. After the whole situation, and the way he ran off, I’m just… Worried. I’d like to see him, see if he’s… I don’t know.”

Intact.

“He’s not injured or anything, I can tell you that much,” the response came quite slow for Hirano’s usual wittiness, perhaps contemplating what he was allowed to share. “And I’ve read the reports, nothing went  wrong with the Saiguu. So, I think everything’s fine! I’m sure he’ll be back to- uhm… Reprimand you and your scummy ways, soon.”

Thoma let out a half-hearted chuckle, moving on to the next section of the rafters and raising his voice to reach Hirano’s ears, “I don’t think that’s what I’m worried about, honestly. He wasn’t, exactly,  pleased when we parted. I did sorta mess-”

“You  sorta did everything as intended,” Hirano kicked his foot against a wooden counter, accentuating the sudden pointedness in his tone as he lazily swung his bottle to gesture at the walls, “and followed the lord’s plans to a perfect little tee! Incredible bait you are!”

“Right.” Thoma glanced back, giving an apologetic nod before reconsidering his words and carving them into something less suspicious, “I’m just curious what my next assignment might be… I’d like a chance to… review… my work with the young lord. I’ve… never helped kill someone before, after all.”

He was indeed still struggling with his feelings on the matter of Kazari and her disturbing willingness to place her life in his hands. He tried not to think about it much. But as he spoke the words out loud, he realised that his concern still drifted more towards Ayato’s sanity than his own. 

How silly.

Hirano took a moment, unresponsive. A ‘moment’ that lasted so long that Thoma almost thought he’d been abandoned. When he turned away from the rafters to look for the man, he found Hirano staring up at him with wide eyes and a pitying expression, a quivering lip. Like a freaky little bug.

“It- uhm. It gets easier?” Hirano offered, for once struggling to find words. He squinted, fidgeting with the bottle. “Wait, that’s probably not very comforting, haha. Uhm. If it makes you feel better- by killing one person, you’ve prevented the deaths of ten others that would have been used to torture you if you didn’t! That’s the lord Commissioner’s promise.”

Thoma tensed, he knew damn well that those ten others would have been completely fine if the ‘lord Commissioner’ just left them alone. That was the problem. 

That’s why he pulled away. 

That was how the demon controlled everybody. Controlled Ayato. He dangled those they cared about in front of them. He punished those who tried to back away.

“Wait, sorry that’s not good either!” Hirano ushered out. Thoma suspected this was the first time he’d ever befriended someone who hadn’t grown up under such threats.

And so he waved him off, crouching down to step off the island. The sadness in his tone could not be hidden, or perhaps he did not wish to hide it, “Thank you, Hirano… You’ve been doing this for a while, haven’t you?”

Hirano lowered his head slightly, hopping off the counter himself, the sake still glued to his hand. “Haha… You could say that. I’ve been around the young lord most of my life, I was-”

Whatever he hoped to share was cut off by a loud  thud in the halls beyond. They both turned their heads to the door, rooted in place as a bout of coughing echoed through the walls. 

Thoma had heard that cough before.

“My lady, you mustn’t be out at this hour, please,” a gentle voice, slow and commanding; Furuta, “I will bring the tea to your bedside, but you must rest.”

The door opened then, Furuta’s protests ignored as a certain saint-like figure braced heavily against the wall. Thoma felt his brows lower before he could fully process the intrusion. 

His mother’s own face flashed cruelly in his mind’s eye, sick and pallid, mirroring the sight before him.

There Lady Kamisato stood, quite shakily at that. She was wearing bedclothes, loose and ruffled, her hair undone with strands held in place only by sweat. That air of grace she’d carried so proudly before had been blown away, overtaken instead by the red tint lining the bags of her eyes. A stark contrast to the ashen paleness of her cheeks.

Thoma wasn’t sure how to react as she stared into the kitchen. He sent an imploring side-eye to Hirano, expecting some suggestion as to the proper etiquette, but he seemed just as lost on what to do. Perhaps  ‘Lady of the house busting into the kitchen like a diseased animal’  wasn’t a situation covered in his training. 

“My lady.” Furuta came into view, waving her hands in concern before resting them on Lady Kamisato’s bent arm. Her eyes sharpened when she noticed the pair in the kitchen, and she promptly turned her gaze upon them. With a tired note, she ordered, “Hirano, kettle. Now. And Th-”

Before she could finish, Lady Kamisato’s focus narrowed on Thoma. She raised a hand, pointing, and with a shaky breath she whimpered, “You…”

With remarkable speed, that only of the Kamisatos, she stumbled forward, shrugging off poor Furuta with ease. Thoma took a quick step back as she neared, fearful she wanted him dead for one reason or another. He  was the supposed whore of her detested son, after all. The succession crisis. The threat. But just before she could reach him, she dropped to the ground, only barely managing to prop herself up against the island counter.

Then she started sobbing. 

Thoma stared down at her, completely at a loss. Taking another cautious step back, his eyes darted between Hirano and Furuta, both looking just as alarmed as he felt. No one moved.

“I-” he started, directing his voice at nothing in particular. 

“I’m sorry,” between shaky sobs and a raspy cough, Lady Kamisato cut him off. In her quiet, fragile lament, staring up at Thoma with quaking eyes, she repeated, “I’m sorry- I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t want this- I’m sorry.”

Thoma wasn’t sure what she was apologising for, all he could do was send another bewildered glance around the room. He swallowed sharply, instinctively reaching for his dog tags, only to find the empty space where they’d once been. Lady Kamisato did not stop in her apologies, only drowning herself out with a stream of tear-fuelled rasps. 

Still, no one moved. All frozen to the spot as her quiet sobs left a layer of frost twirling around the kitchen.

Then, a voice.

“Mother!” Ayaka broke the silence, rounding the open doorway with sorrow in her eyes. Or maybe acceptance; she expressed no surprise as her gaze found her mother. Hirotatsu followed staunchly behind her, grim as always.

They hurried into the kitchen, shutting the door behind them. Ayaka sent one unreadable look across all who stood in the room before striding forward. She was at her mother’s side in seconds. Furuta shortly trailed her, no longer stilled by the sudden outburst. 

Lady Kamisato’s focus did not leave Thoma when Ayaka knelt next to her.

“I’m sorry.”

Ayaka’s eyes shot to Thoma, a grim set to her jaw and an inquisitive glint in her eyes. But it was Furuta who acted first.

Hobbling over to Thoma and placing a hand on his shoulder, she turned him away from the scene and spoke, “Ah, pay her worship no mind. She… has been struggling with her ailments for some time. The delirium can be quite potent, more so in the late hours. Perhaps she saw a ghost in you. Hehe.”

Thoma eyed her, noting the tired wrinkles of her brow before speaking in a tone as respectfully quiet as he could manage, “Will she be alright?”

“… My lady will be back to her magnificent self come morning.” Furuta raised her free hand, snapping at Hirano across the room, who promptly darted off to find a kettle. She continued, muttering, “Archons willing. It’s a delicate topic. You’re a smart boy, I’m sure you understand the discretion such matters deserve. She has been fighting this battle for ages, I don’t suspect she intends to stop soon.”

Thoma nodded, resisting the impulse to glance back in the direction of the sobbing coughs. He could hear the scuffling of feet and the urgent whispers of Hirotatsu and Ayaka as they tried to soothe Lady Kamisato. Furuta continued to push him forward, herding him towards one of the servant doors that led outside.

Hesitantly, he spoke, “I don’t suppose there’s anything I can do to help?”

He knew what it was like to watch someone fade away. To watch them crumble into pieces every night. Tape themselves back together every morning. Eventually, they’d run out of tape.

Even if his feelings towards Lady Kamisato weren’t exactly positive (he wasn’t sure what they were), he didn’t want Ayaka to suffer through that pain alone. Nor Ayato. If he even cared for the mother that had abandoned him.

But Furuta shook her head, pushing open the door and once again snapping for Hirano. “Hah, your concern is appreciated. But the best thing any of us can do for her… is carry on as though this never happened. As we always have.”


“Any mentions of Hisashi?”

“Nope! Not one, got him out completely unnoticed, my lord.”

“Excellent,” Ayato spoke quietly, striding down the hall as Hirano slunk to his side, a large bundle of papers tucked under his arm. “How are his injuries?”

Hirano hesitated, recalling his friend’s condition, “He’s… stable. Not in any state to talk, though. Not yet… That scary bouncer lady from Komore? Koharu’s ‘not-girlfriend’ girlfriend? She says he’ll recover but- she’s only seen someone survive that kind of damage  once before. She thinks whoever attacked him wanted him to live.”


 As expected. 


Ayato responded with a curt nod, maintaining his stride as they neared the front door. The two guards positioned there immediately moved to push it open, inviting the afternoon sun to flood the estate while he and Hirano stepped out beneath the veranda. He slowed his pace here, allowing his eyes to wander across the courtyard in some manner of expectancy as a cool breeze crossed his path. 

Someone peeled off from a group near the door, hastily making her way to him with a few papers in hand. She bowed in front of him, stiff as a board, before offering them up.

“Thank you.” Ayato raised his chin at the Shuumatsuban, accepting the offering with an inward sigh. “Dismissed.”

She scurried off without delay. He glanced down at the documents, already uninterested by their contents. For a man freshly amputated, Kazumasa’s report had been delivered with remarkable swiftness. Perhaps his newfound left-handedness had instilled a stronger sense of punctuality within him. 

A miracle.

Ayato held the report loosely in one hand, reviewing it with little enthusiasm as he sauntered through the courtyard, treading slowly around servants treating the wood beneath his feet. 



 ‘Utilising the aforementioned bait, HIS EXCELLENCE drew the target into Komore. Target appeared unsuspecting, no signs of resistance. Kept eyes on the front of the building, as instructed. Unaware that target had left until informed of HIS EXCELLENCE’s descent to the shoreline.’ 



He flipped through some pages, scanning to the bottom of the last one. 



 ‘Found HIS EXCELLENCE along the north-eastern shore where he informed present company of the true nature of his plan. HIS EXCELLENCE was able to persuade target off the cliff, as intended. Ensured body was disposed of. 



 Inappropriately questioned HIS EXCELLENCE. Had not been informed of the extent of his plans prior, thought something may have gone wrong. The NAKANISHI and HIRATSUKA reports confirm HIS EXCELLENCE had, indeed, planned to force the SAIGUU outside from the beginning. 



 Corrected accordingly. Awaiting further punishment as warranted.’ 



Good enough. 

Ayato was certain this wasn’t the only report Hyakubei had received. After all, it was merely an account of the Saiguu operation, not Thoma’s actions. He still couldn’t be sure what exactly Hyakubei hoped to uncover with his installation of the two new retainers. But as far as Kazumasa was aware, nothing out of the ordinary had occurred that night. And Ayato had made his ‘distaste’ of Thoma apparent. A fact that brought some bile to his throat.

Their bluff had worked. 

Everything had gone ‘as planned.’

Ayato felt like shit.

Hirano, still dutifully at his side, hauled a report of his own. Many reports, to be precise. Ayato had compiled every write-up of the incident into one novel-length stack. On their own, most of these write-ups were quite short, detailing the personal experience of every individual Shuumatsuban deployed that night. As such, the majority of the stack was some flavour of  ‘Watched the Saiguu enter Komore’ and little else of value.

But Hirano occasionally read a few lines out loud, flipping through the reports with a special kind of focus. He was supposed to be drafting his  own report, a condensed summary of the events as told by the compilation in his hands, but he seemed more intent on sniffing out juicy nothings to gossip over. 

Ayato listened rather passively, finding some railing to lean against as Hirano rambled on. Hirano notwithstanding, it was a quiet spot, a corner overlooking a small pond the servants took special care to keep clean. He wondered if Thoma had been taught how to maintain it yet. 

Would he even like maintaining it? Ponds were notoriously finicky. High-maintenance. Unpredictable. Demanding.

Keeping them clear, keeping the algae at bay, ensuring the water levels were proper, and the temperature sustainable –all things that called for lifelong supervision. Devotion. A delicate hand. A still pond such as this required extensive aeration as well, a constant supply of oxygen so that it might live through its weak attempts to flourish. 

Attempts that could be offset by a single stray leaf, shattering whatever illusions of serenity the pond may have presented, tainting the water as it decayed. Corrupting its beauty into something rancid and cloudy.

Ayato had an affinity for ponds. He hoped Thoma did, too.

There were a lot of things he hoped Thoma had an affinity for. Things he shouldn’t care about Thoma’s affinity for. 

And so the broken record spun on.

“Ooh, this one’s good,” Hirano snorted just then, rapidly waving one of the papers before making a show of clearing his throat. “‘The bait, a luscious blondette, escorted his target into Komore, tender, batting his eyelashes with an allure never-before-seen. Target was spellbound, no suspicions.’ I wasn’t aware the Shuumatsuban were taking in poets, haha! Thoma has sooo many admirers, huh? Thoughts?”

“Focus, Hirano,” Ayato commanded, though he eyed the paper with a sharpness, taking note of its author for reasons he could not explain. Perhaps the sin of ‘blondette’ deserved some form of correction-

He shook his head, forcing the thought to evaporate from his mind, plucking a leaf from the water’s surface. In the days following his failure, his mood had been unusually unstable, prone to flashes of irritation he held little regard for. Perhaps a projection of his anger at himself, he wasn’t sure. Either way, he found it discomforting.

He was better than this. He was Kamisato Ayato.

Between compiling reports, writing his own, and a certain project he’d needed to take up on the side, he’d not had much time to sort out his next steps regarding Thoma’s father. And the Saiguu. 

He couldn’t bring himself to face Thoma until he did. Didn’t deserve to.

Not when all he had to show for his efforts were a shredded jacket and a broken chain. He didn’t want to see the disappointment on Thoma’s face, nor was he sure he could handle it. Especially not among all those other obnoxious feelings, only getting louder as the days passed. 

And thus his irritation flourished. Festered, rotting away as he held himself back.

“You’re no fun, my lord,” Hirano pouted at his terse response, shuffling some papers around with a sigh. “… Speaking of Thoma -or the  luscious blondette,  I should say… You should know he’s been asking after you. He told me you kinda ran off and stuff.”

Ayato’s shoulders stiffened. “I didn’t ‘run off,’ I was carrying out my mission.”

“… Sure. And then the part where you’ve been avoiding him since? Is this part of the missio-”

“I’m not avoiding him,” he countered, avoiding him.

Hirano’s lip twitched, and his shuffling of papers continued, expertly muffling his voice to anyone who might wish to listen, “My lord, he’s worried about you, y’know? Not sure  why  exactly but… Look, all I’m saying is that Madarame’s stupid, annoying, stupid, dumb retainers aren’t around right now, and that means… Eh?”

He was waiting for Ayato to finish his sentence, something they both knew he would not do. Ever. Still, Hirano took the time to stretch his arms back, fidgeting in any way imaginable as Ayato’s eyes ripped into him.

 “That means-  it’s the perfect time for you two to talk!” Hirano continued, now absently rifling through the reports fast enough to create a breeze rivalling that already blowing around them. “Before it’s too late.”

“Oh? And what, exactly, would we have to talk about?” Ayato eyed him, unsure where his sudden interest in this matter had come from. 

Hirano all but scoffed into his papers, “Anything..? Don’t act like there’s  nothing you want to say to him, my lord, you’ve been sulking for days-”

“I’ve done nothing of the sort,” Ayato was almost appalled at the suggestion. But his tone remained flat. Sure, he spent a non-insignificant amount of time fretting over Thoma and the way he’d failed him, but Ayato was not one to  sulk. 

Hirano pivoted, shaking his papers at the pond below them with an exasperated flair. “You were just staring longingly into the pond!  The pond!  But sure, my lord, I am content to pretend you aren’t torturing yourself. Regardless!  Thoma’s been sulking for sure, so…”

“Is something the matter?” Ayato’s tone remained steady, now utilising an extraordinary amount of effort to do so.

“Gee. Maybe the part where you left him in a blood-soaked room and told him he’d ‘only make things difficult’ got to him? He thinks you’re mad at him or something, I don’t know, he only shares so much. It’s not my job to pry- well, not in this case.”

Why would he be mad at Thoma? If anything, Thoma should be mad at  him. Ayato was the one who turned him into bait. Ayato was the one who endangered him.

Ayato was the one who failed.

But suddenly, he was feeling a bit… guilty. ‘A bit’ in the sense that his feelings of guilt were so immense they could not be weighed. The last thing he wanted was to make Thoma  sulk.  He’d only told him to stay where he was for his safety; Thoma wouldn’t have been able to keep up with him, and he clearly didn’t want to watch the Saiguu die in the first place. 

Ayato wouldn’t force him to witness something like that.

And perhaps Ayato didn’t want him to witness his own cruelty. 

Didn’t want Thoma to see the part of him that would’ve cut off the Saiguu’s head if he’d been just slightly faster. Didn’t want Thoma to see the part of him that moved so effortlessly to butcher Kazumasa. 

Didn’t want him to see the parts that would make the Commissioner proud. 

No. He wanted Thoma’s eyes to keep seeing him. Not his father.  Him.  

He couldn’t lose that. He could no longer bear to live in a world where Thoma’s eyes could not find him.


 Sickening. Wrong. 


The conflicts of his mind would never cease.

Bored of Ayato’s extended silence, Hirano spoke again, an anxious tinge to his tone as he interrupted his thoughts, “I’m just sayin’, this weird avoidance thing you do all the time- It’s not good for you, for either of you. Communication is-”

“You intend to lecture me, do you? On  communication,  of all things?” Ayato’s voice was sharper than intended, but another leaf had landed in his waters and that strange irritation was bubbling within again. Why was he being pushed? He had not yet earned his right to see Thoma again. 

Not after all he’d done. And all he didn’t do.

“Forgive me for speaking so bluntly,” Hirano continued, ignoring the warning in Ayato’s tone. “I’m sorry, my lord, but I can’t stand seeing Thoma’s big sad eyes whenever he asks about you-”

“Hirano.”

“And I  know you want to see him! I don’t know what happened between you but-”

“Hirano!” Ayato’s voice was dangerously cold, suddenly aware of every single person in the courtyard,  “Enough.  If you are so worried about my  prisoner,  you can take care of him yourself.  You are his retainer. I won’t tolerate this newfound impudence of yours any further.”

Hirano deflated over the railing, finally dropping the conversation and shuffling slightly away. Ayato did not miss the way he hid his hands. Or the way Hirano’s eyes stared into the very pond he’d been reprimanding him over. And then, Ayato almost felt bad. This was the only agent he trusted around Thoma. The only agent he trusted in general, and here he was threatening him for trying to ‘help,’ annoying as he was. But before the feeling of shame could settle in, Hirano spoke up once more.

Boldly, he turned, and in a harsh but muted tone, he huffed, “Have you ever stopped to consider how absolutely batshit insane this all must be to someone like him? Someone tried to  kill herself  in front of him, and you traipsed off to finish the job like it was nothing- He’s not from this life, my lord. I think you forget that. He’s a civilian. More resilient than most, sure, I’ve seen that myself. But he needs  assurance.  I can’t give that to him, I’m not you.”

Ayato redirected the leaves of his pond, sinking them, “How could I  possibly  give him any assurance? I am the reason he has to live with any of this. I am the reason he’s stuck here. I cannot see him right now, not until I have properly made up for what I have done-”

Hirano exploded at that, releasing a wellspring of repressed frustration. He hissed, still respectably quiet, poised in such a way that any passing eyes would think they were having a friendly chat, “By the Seven, my lord, this isn’t about who got who stuck where. This is about my lord-friend avoiding my scum-friend while my other friend is bleeding out because of my lord-friend’s orders that he gave specifically for my scum-friend’s sake -and I don’t fucking know! Everyone’s dying! I’m not about to sit here and watch you suffer because  you’re  too -pardon me, all respect- up your own ass to  talk  to him. He needs you! You can ‘make up’ by  talking  to him! Like a  normal person.”

Ayato tried to level Hirano with a haughty gaze, tried to repel the onslaught of  words,  but before he could so much as  think,  Hirano continued, shaking his reports like he meant to reinvent the rattle.

“I quit! No, I don’t. But I’m leaving! I am so very sorry, my lord, forgive me, I am not feeling well! I’ll have this summary ready tomorrow, you can chop off my pinky then.”

Hirano half-slunk, half-stormed off without another word, disappearing beyond the gates and giving Ayato absolutely no chance to fight back. He watched, almost baffled, at this sudden display of boldness. Not bold enough to meet his eyes, but…

He supposed it wasn’t entirely unexpected, Hirano wasn’t exactly one to hide his feelings, but Thoma’s effect on him was apparent. It would seem his fiery nature was contagious. 

It’s not like Ayato didn’t want to talk to Thoma. Quite the opposite, as sickening as that was to admit. 

But that’s exactly why he couldn’t. 

His gaze returned to the pond.


Hirano was acting strange. A different strange from his usual strange. A different strange from his ‘Sidelined-By-Two-Boars’ strange. 

Thoma could hear his footsteps. 

Quiet, still, but discernible as they ghosted through the estate. The occasional servants milled about, mostly ignoring the pair as they carried out their nightly duties. Hirano made no effort to greet any of them. Nor did he strike up conversation at his every whim. 

At first, Thoma chalked this behaviour up to some form of anxious anticipation. The boars hadn’t returned since the incident, and perhaps Hirano was simply on edge waiting for them to show their tusks once more. Thoma certainly was. He’d been given no answers as to why the two had vanished, nor when they might reappear.

But that couldn’t be it. Hirano hadn’t expressed any such discomfort until that very moment, leading Thoma through darkening halls, the occasional light flickering off behind doors as they passed. 

His next guess as to the cause of these newly apparent footsteps was that strange encounter with Lady Kamisato the evening prior. But Hirano had been equally fine after that; he’d taken Thoma to Komore and was just as Hirano-y as ever the next morning. 

He’d idled around as Thoma fought a losing battle with a mop. He’d stuck his tongue out at a sleep-deprived Koharu at least twice. Nothing out of the ordinary. Only one ‘strange’ thing occurred, and it wasn’t all that strange, really. 

After a mere hour or so of cleaning, shortly after noon, he’d brought Thoma back to his room. He wouldn’t return till the sky had darkened.

This wasn’t abnormal by any means. Sometimes Hirano had to leave for one reason or another and Thoma wasn’t allowed to roam the estate without his supervision. He wasn’t sure what kind of tasks pulled his retainer away. Shuumatsuban things. Whatever those things were. Every thing, probably.

It was only when Hirano returned, prepping to cart Thoma off to Komore once again, that his behaviour shifted. He’d been surprisingly dodgy when Thoma asked if something was wrong the first time, and so he had held his tongue since. Content to simply observe as they tread down the halls. At the very least, it was an acceptable distraction from his usual thoughts as of late. The murky ones.

And then Hirano led him past the hall where they were supposed to turn. The hall leading out. 

“So…” Thoma started, glancing over his shoulder as they continued forward. “Are we going anywhere in particular?”

Hirano didn’t look at him. “… I should hope so, haha.”

Quirking a brow, Thoma eyed the walls on either side. He wasn’t entirely sure where they were within the estate, and a kernel of unease was popping around his stomach. Best-case scenario, he would be taken to Ayato. Finally. Worst-case scenario… Literally anything else.

The further they went, the more disoriented he felt. The halls blended together, mirroring the haze of his thoughts. One murky stroke of colour, silent. Most personnel had turned in for the night, and very few lights remained lit. Overall, he felt like he was about to enter the plot of a bad thriller. 

Hirano spoke up suddenly, causing Thoma to jolt as they turned a corner, “You won’t be going to Komore tonight. By the way.”

“I picked up on that, hah…” His next words were tentative, hopeful almost, “Are we going to see Ayato, then?”

Hirano did not respond.

Another murky stroke of halls.

Then they came to an abrupt stop, Thoma nearly tripping over Hirano in the process. The hall they stood in was fairly plain, lacking in much of the opulence he associated the estate with. A bit dusty too, not many people frequented the area. There were no obvious doors, but with some scrutiny he was able to find what looked to be a painted over one, camouflaged by the wooden walls. 

An abandoned room, then. Paired with the darkness of the hall, lit only by a faint light they’d passed long ago, he wasn’t exactly feeling any calmer. 

In the bad thriller of his mind, he suspected this would be where the jump scare occurred.

And it did.

Suddenly, Hirano’s hands were planted on his shoulders, pushing Thoma down slightly to make eye contact. Very intense, uncomfortable eye contact at that. Like he was preparing to give the most important pep talk of his life. 

He whispered, “Thoma. I am about to do something. And you can’t get mad at me. Okay? It’s for the good of the Kamisato Clan. Oh, and your own good too. Pinky promise.”

Thoma’s jaw went slack, “What do y-”

“Shhh, scum. Shhhh. If he asks how you found him, say you, uh- I dunno. Got lost. Tripped into the wall. I was never here. Goodnight.”

“Huh-”

Hirano shoved him back before the words could escape, tossing him right into that peculiar door with all too much gusto. It swung open from his weight and he was shortly greeted by a cold wooden floor beneath his palms. And discarded shoes? Small ones. 

Bracing against the ground, he made a valiant attempt to regain his bearings while his eyes adjusted to a single dim light. 

The room he entered –or rather, fell into– was small. Cramped. Absurdly so when compared to how utterly, unnecessarily massive every other part of the estate was. He almost lovingly recalled his old apartment as he looked around.

He would’ve thought it to be some variety of storage closet –or maybe a bathroom?– if not for the vanity and accompanying stool that dominated the floor.

A stool that was currently occupied. By a man with striking eyes, an extraordinarily blank expression, and a familiar pair of dog tags dangling from his fingers.


Notes for the Chapter:
this chapter is for all the hirano fans out there (literally just me), everyone say thank you hirano

—

anyway kitchen notes.

- sake: decently well-known outside of japan, pretty notoriously popular as it is. type of alcohol made from fermented rice, hence ‘rice wine.’ interestingly, it’s not considered an actual wine - the process of making it is more like the beer making process (it’s not a beer, either)

- daiginjo: a term used to describe sake with a high grain polish level (ie. how much of the rice remains before it’s brewed). rice used in daiginjo is polished down to *at least* 50%. yes, i’m serious. theyre shaving a single grain down to half it’s size. most high-end/expensive sake is daiginjo.

a lower polish level is called ginjo, which is generally cheaper and has a ~less nuanced~ flavour profile, if you’re a connoisseur or whatever.

im not much of a sake person, but i personally prefer ginjo - i love cheap shit !!! number one cheap shit fan right here !!!!

i spent a solid hour staring at the architecture of sumiya pleasure house (shimabara, kyoto) in order to get an idea of how i wanted the kamisato kitchen to look. and then, as i always do, i did not describe the interior in any significant way :3

but if you wanna see some cool edo period architecture that’s still being maintained to this day, you can go give that a look!

and shout out ayamiya in the new event they’re adorable, i miss them.

happy holidays and all that <3






21. And Tofu.

Notes for the Chapter:happy almost new years :)





Ayato blinked.

The tumultuous waters of his mind had come to still as he’d sat before that vanity, staring into the mirror. As he had so many times before. Alone in an abandoned room with nothing but his thoughts for company. Though on this particular occasion –and those past few prior– he’d replaced his thoughts with a needle, some thread, and a tattered jacket.

A side project.

But whatever stillness he’d found deserted him when the door opened, a crashing wave breaking the delicate surface tension he’d so strenuously settled into. A wave so unexpected he almost thought he was hallucinating as he stared down at Thoma’s dumbstruck expression. 

Surely, this was some strange conjuration of his perpetually sleep-deprived brain. 

No, Thoma was very real. 

And very much in front of him, on all fours, with those ever-piercing eyes. They darted around the room before locking onto Ayato’s. Entirely and unfathomably unreadable.

Ayato’s reaction came delayed, momentarily held back by the veil of disbelief still doggedly set to assume this was all an illusion. A trick of the tanukis. Some impossible occurrence. It  should be impossible, Thoma shouldn’t be here. 

But under this veil, he was able to drag his eyes to the open door, noting the emptiness of the darkened hallway beyond. Then his eyes drifted back down to Thoma.

The veil lifted. 

A cruel withdrawal, a sudden withdrawal. A withdrawal that released all those meticulously repressed feelings at once.

Feathers. 

Poison. 

Failure. 

Feathers. Poison. Failure. 

Guilt. Poison. Failure. 

Warmth. Poison. Failure. 

Why was he here? Ayato wasn’t ready yet. Why was he here? 

He could not feel his mouth moving. Could not hear his own words, deathly silent as they were, “I wasn’t aware I’d be entertaining a guest.”

“I wasn’t either,” Thoma half-muttered, still rooted to the floor. He turned his head back towards the door just as the last light in the hall went out. 

Now illuminated only by the ever-weakening bulb above the vanity, he huffed, pushing off the ground and to his feet. Stiffly. 

Just as uncomfortable as Ayato, then. Evidently not quite as stunned, though. 

He spoke once again, a clear hesitation trailing his words, “I’m sorry about that- about this. You… I see you got my dog tags back.”

Ayato had completely forgotten he was holding them. Forgotten what he was even doing before Thoma burst through the door. What  had he been doing?

The past hour came back to him in a rapid stream that dried his throat. Adjusting ever-so-slightly, maintaining his hopeless wall of nonchalance as it crumbled around him, he did not look back at the pile of bent needles and strewn about spools he’d been fighting with. 

Despite his efforts, Thoma’s eyes immediately drifted to the heap on the vanity, reading his thoughts like they’d been screamed aloud. He lingered on the ravaged jacket, likely judging every tear Ayato had disastrously failed to mend. 

So Ayato stood, blocking his pathetic attempts from view.

“Indeed, I… should have returned them to you sooner.” He held the tags out, almost reluctant to give them up. “I had the chain replaced. I hope it is to your tastes.”

Thoma took the tags painfully slowly, sliding them out of his hands with some strange caution. Ayato did not fail to note how carefully Thoma manoeuvred around his fingers, avoiding brushing against them like he had some sickness. He’d never done that before. Why was he doing that now? 

Did he already know Ayato had failed him?

A pain dug into his lungs, his chest, his core. Just like at Komore. Just like when Thoma pulled away. 

Ayato swallowed, retracting his hand with grace, and forcing out the first words his disorderly mind could settle on, “You are not supposed to be here.”

“Yeah, I figured that much.” Thoma thumbed the tags in his hand, and for a moment, Ayato could swear there was reluctance in his eyes. Thoma continued, straightening slightly, making no attempts to mask his lie, “I… ‘got lost. Tripped into the wall,’ I guess. I could leave if you’d like-”

“No.”

The refusal came out sharp. Fast, escaping Ayato before he could wrangle it back in.

He didn’t deserve to see Thoma yet, but he didn’t want him to leave either. 

“… No?” 

Was that a glimmer of relief in his tone?

“Where would you go? You appear to be without a retainer, I cannot allow you to walk around unguarded,” Ayato weighed every word, still struggling against a thousand screams borne of a thousand poisonous feathers bulldozing through his head. 

He did not enjoy how stiff his voice came out. Did not enjoy this new act he’d fallen into. 

Why was he putting up this charade of superiority –of distance– again? And why was he struggling to maintain it? What had Thoma done to him?

Thoma breathed out then, lifting his eyes away from the tags and back to Ayato’s face, “Good, I was hoping you’d say that. We… Can we talk?”

Ayato did not answer. Thoma’s eyes were tearing him apart, shredding at his composure as they so often did. His heart stuttered, assaulted in all directions by the conflicts of his mind. Recollections of their last interactions. 

His failures. 

His duties. 

Desires. 

He wanted Thoma to stay. Wanted to touch him, steal his warmth again. The alley.

But he didn’t deserve his presence. He hadn’t made up for his failures. The cliff.

And he shouldn’t care about any of that. He was a Kamisato. The sea.

All these thoughts spun around him.

But his treacherous body disregarded his internal whirlpool of eternal debate, stepping forward of its own accord. Thoma did not back away, only tensing as the air dangerously reduced between them. They’d been here before. The floor. The alley. 

Their eyes remained locked, chained together as Ayato reached over his shoulder and shut the door with a soft, resounding  click. 


The murk –the miasma– in Thoma’s head was decidedly blasted away as Ayato stared him down, allowing his thoughts to sharpen in that bizarre little closet. Finally in Ayato’s presence once more. 

It was oddly… Anchoring. 

His heart was doing that thing again. That thing where it whined and cried and sang for attention, running laps as Ayato’s breath skimmed his cheek. Exhilarated. Thoma, of course, ignored its dramatics –sullen as doing so made him. 

He couldn’t encourage Ayato.

But he didn’t move away while Ayato reached past him. 

He heard the door close, but their eyes remained together, bound. And perhaps he stood there a little too long, letting the air thin between them in that dim room. Feeling the brush of Ayato’s shirt against his knuckles, still holding the tags up. Catching a glimpse of their figures in the mirror to his side.

The moment passed, Ayato backed away. Not very far, of course. The room remained small. And he was still obviously trying to obscure the jacket behind him. 

He wasn’t very good at it. 

But that didn’t matter, the action alone was a testament to his humanity. Thoma withheld his comment on the matter, though, instead giving Ayato a once over.

He didn’t seem to be injured, nothing fresh at least. His poise was reminiscent of his usual languid self, but Thoma could see the stiffness of his joints. The way he was so carefully posing in an attempt to maintain his indecipherability. He was stressed. When was he not? 

But he wasn’t mad. He didn’t don that cold, venomous air he had in Komore –that dreadful reflection of his father. His upbringing. No.

This was the Ayato Thoma knew. The one that liked to play chou-han. The one who took it upon himself to clear away old rice. The one who allowed Thoma to see right through him.

The bottle hadn’t cracked. 

Intact. He was intact.

Thoma didn’t bother to contain his relief, letting a soft grin decorate his face as he lifted the tags over his head. Ayato watched in silence, tracking the movements of his hands with a stilted intensity.

The silence persisted just slightly too long –just a few beats more than it should– as it so often did, their eyes fleeting past each other while the light flickered gently above them.

It was Ayato who spoke first, “I suppose you wish to know what happened with the Saiguu. Kazari.”

“Not really, no.”

Ayato’s brows lowered slightly at that, perplexed, “You’ve been informed then?”

“No.” Thoma scratched at his forearm. He really didn’t want to know the details, nor did he want to force Ayato to recall them for him. “She… Died, yeah? I can’t say I’m happy about it, but I think I’d rather just leave it at that. I- I hope she can find peace now.”

Ayato leaned back slightly, resting against the edge of the vanity. Thoma didn’t miss the glimmer of distraught flashing across his blackened eyes. Didn’t miss the hesitation as his jaw clenched, however briefly. 

He took a half-step forward out of concern, only stopping himself when Ayato spoke up. Quietly.

“There’s… More to it than that. Things I should not keep from you,” he said.

Of course, there was always something more. He expected as much back in Komore, but maybe he’d hoped Kazari really was just a ‘crazy bitch’ as Hiratsuka had so eloquently put it.

And so he took another half-step forward, lowering his voice to match Ayato’s own, “Is that why you… left?”

“I suppose it is.” Ayato shifted, eyes widening almost imperceptibly as the space between them lessened further. “… How well acquainted were you?”

“Not well at all. I’d only met her once before… I thought you already knew that much?”

Ayato shook his head, letting out a breath, “The Saiguu was notoriously difficult to track. You could have been in contact with her elsewhere, perhaps under another identity. With the way you sighed after her, I thought-”

“Huh?” Thoma hadn’t meant to interrupt, but his confusion was not to be restrained. 

Ayato stalled at that, the interruption just as unexpected for him. He repeated, “You sighed after her? That first Komore visitation of hers. I suspected there might be some…  familiarity. Paired with her targeting you for her death, such a correlation would be quite damning had it been on any reports.”

Thoma was lost, his brain slowly looping back through memories. He’d never  sighed after her. Had he? The only snippets of that night he remembered were with-


 Oh. 


His eyes flickered to meet Ayato, examining the expression hidden within his features. It had been such a small moment. So small it slipped his mind, and yet large enough that it stuck in Ayato’s. Large enough that Ayato had convinced himself it was important. Some small part of a larger scheme.

Love was maddening, wasn’t it?

And Thoma wasn’t sure how to respond. He could’ve lied. Probably should’ve, but he simply let out a breath and spoke, “Ayato… that’s not who I was… ‘sighing’ about.”

Ayato stared at him, a question on his lips that he did not ask. Thoma didn’t give him time to.

“I’ve been wanting to ask you about that. The targeting thing. Who exactly was she, Ayato? She said I wanted revenge? Like I should have something against her, but… I don’t even think I know her name.”

A deep inhale, a slow exhale, Ayato was weighing his words. Thoma could see the hesitation that remained on his face, the product of whatever internal battle he was having over this topic.

It was hard to watch. 

He wanted to comfort Ayato, wanted to provide some form of assurance that he could take whatever it was he had to say. Hug him again, maybe.

But he bit his tongue and held his ground. He needed to let Ayato’s feelings for him fizzle out. 

His heart was whining –pouting and peeved as it collapsed into itself. But just as before, its dramatics went unappreciated. Thoma could manage his and Ayato’s feelings both, if he had to. 

An essential skill for a host. That’s what he told himself. 

He could stop this. He had to.

“I suspected as much. I could not tell you who she was, for I do not know…” Ayato started, his voice flat but circumspect. He paused, before letting out one last wisp of a sigh, relenting the information he so closely held, “She… knew your father.”


Neither of them spoke, Ayato passively staring at the wall while Thoma passively stared at the mirror. 

He could not begin to guess what Thoma was thinking. He’d shared everything the Saiguu had said on that cliff, making Thoma the only other person privy to her words. Told him about Hisashi, about his agents. About his father, about his failure. 

And now he wondered how harshly that failure was being weighed. Waiting for that inevitable look of disappointment. The one he was so unprepared for.

The one he shouldn’t care about. 

He’d considered hiding it –the things he’d learned. Thoma had no way of knowing about Hisashi, nor the words exchanged on the cliff. Ayato could’ve completely buried his failures, carried on as though nothing unordinary had occurred. That’s what he did with everyone else, wasn’t it? 

Or he could’ve simply failed to mention that the Saiguu was involved at all. Could’ve informed him of his agents’ fate and left out the part where Ayato let their slaughterer  escape with everything Thoma wanted to know. That’s what he did with Hirano.

It would’ve been so easy to lie. 

Should’ve been.

And yet he couldn’t lie. Not to Thoma. Not easily. Not anymore. Not without the feathers inside him bursting into angry flames and Thoma seeing right through the inferno. 

Sensing his thoughts, Thoma finally turned away from the mirror, his eyes tearing into Ayato once again. Vibrant, piercing, green. But the expression glinting within them wasn’t  disappointment. Ayato wasn’t sure what it was, all he could do was brace.

Thoma’s voice was steady. 

Quiet.


 Concerned. 


“Are your legs alright?”

“Are my..?” Ayato felt his lip quirk. His eyes drifted down, inspecting his legs in complete bafflement. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary, there was no reason for such a question to be raised. Did he need to have his pants steamed?

“Your legs.” Thoma gestured at them with a quizzical nod. “You had to chase her pretty far. And I guess I don’t know if you’ve recovered from… your injuries from before.”

Ayato stared at him, his mind utterly still as his heart slammed on the gas in its place, jittering about with little respect for decorum. Why was it doing that  now? 

He’d entirely forgotten about his injuries. 

They’d reached the point where he could ignore them. As they always did. It was strange to have someone acknowledge their existence so diligently. As far as he was concerned, once the pain subsided, the injury never happened.

“Is that all you’ve taken away from this?” Ayato responded flatly once his mind regained its position at the helm. “Your father-”

“Uh-huh,” Thoma countered with a scrunch of his nose, cutting him off, “You’re avoiding the question.”

Utterly mystified, Ayato tried again, “The Saiguu-”

And again, Thoma countered, “Right. I won’t start wrapping your leg on the spot, if that’s what you’re worried about. I just want to know if you’re alright, Ayato.”

…

This was somehow worse than the disappointment he’d been bracing for. So very much worse. 

Why did Thoma still care about his well-being? Why, after everything? He should be seething, scalding at Ayato’s failure. At being made bait. At losing so much information. 

Not whatever this was.

“My legs are fine,” he gave in, slowly lowering himself onto the stool in disbelief while Thoma stared at him, hands on his hips.

“And the rest of you?”

“… Fine. I fail to see how any of this is relevant.”

Thoma raised a brow. Then waited. The light flickered.

Eventually, his eyes moved past Ayato, scanning the vanity. Ayato had forgotten about the pile he’d been trying to hide. Maybe he didn’t care about hiding it anymore. Why bother? Thoma was apparently too insane to acknowledge the gravity of his failures.

A fact that made Ayato feel abysmally warm. The feathers were getting rowdier. The poison trickling deeper. Dangerous. Reckless. Foolish.

That room had never felt so small before. 

He’d never let someone stay in there this long, never been willing to share the air it contained. There wasn’t enough to go around. Not in the one place he could breathe. The one place he could think. 

But maybe Thoma could have all of that air. Maybe he was fine with that.

Thoma took a step forward, Ayato’s heart thumped. Then he took another, stepping past Ayato, brushing against his knees and placing his hands on the vanity. His eyes skimmed the pile –sewing supplies Ayato had little relevant experience with. 

Ayato shifted to face the pile himself, ignoring his reflection in the mirror behind it.

“Do you not intend to inquire about our next steps here?” he asked.

Thoma didn’t even look at him. “I do not.”

“I have just squandered your every lead-”

“Not every.” Thoma lifted a bent needle out of the mess, examining it with a curious expression. “You still have that ‘Hisashi’? And Kazari mentioned a ‘Guuji Yae’ to me, I think. I don’t know who that is, but if  she knew my father, then this Guuji probably did, too. That’s at least two leads remaining, by my count…”

Yae Miko. Ayato had nearly forgotten about her. His father’s next target. A selfish target. He’d thought his father only requested the Guuji’s death for personal gains within the Tri-Commission, but now he realised this too was inexplicably linked to Thoma. To his father. To Lord Kamisato’s fear. 

His eyes drifted to the mirror then, finally meeting his own blank gaze. Cold, empty. The gaze of the Commissioner. His father. He tore his eyes away.

It was Thoma’s voice that freed him before his thoughts could further decay. There was a new softness to it. A kind Ayato hadn’t heard before. Surrender? No. 

Acceptance?

“Maybe we should just… stop,” he said, setting the needle down with a deep exhale. “I thought it’d be a simple task, finding my dad. I’d knock on his door, hand him that damned wine, and ask him what the deal is. Or maybe I’d visit his grave, leave a rock and some flowers, I’m not sure. But that was all this was supposed to be, a  simple visit…”

A pause. A breath.

“I don’t want any more people dying for this search, Ayato.”

“We made a deal,” Ayato asserted, raising a brow. He  wanted to do this for Thoma. And as the thought struck him, he realised he cared more about that than he cared about figuring out what, exactly, his father was afraid of. He’d like to sort out both, of course, but…

He couldn’t back down. Not until he’d carried out-

“And you’ve carried out your end.” Thoma’s eyes remained pointed away, staring at the jacket and all the threads messily tied around it. “You helped look, and that’s all I asked for. I’ll still… Be here to help you, but I don’t want you risking your safety for me. Not more than you already have.”

Thoma was still worried about him. Ayato still wasn’t sure how to process that, to accept it. So he simply wouldn’t.

“I assure you, I-”

“Ayato.” Thoma turned his head, meeting his eyes with a glare. Then his eyes softened, followed by a lingering sigh, “What if Kaza- the Saiguu, had gone after you instead of your agents?”

Ayato responded with a light cadence, “It would not have been the first time someone tried to kill me. Nor would it have been the last.” 

Frowning, Thoma turned back to the mirror, muttering something under his breath.

They slipped into another strained silence then, one Ayato did not know how to break. All he could see was the dark cloud drifting about Thoma. And his apparent distress was grating on Ayato’s every nerve –he needed to do something about it, but didn’t know what that something was. 

How was he supposed to help here? What did Thoma need?

Why couldn’t he stop caring?

All he could do was utter a single, pathetic inquiry, “Thoma?”

For a moment, it seemed as though Thoma was prepared to ignore him. To continue studying his own face in the mirror as the cloud shaded his expression. But then he reached forward, eyeing Ayato only briefly before carefully untangling the jacket from its heap. 

“How’d you get this back?” he asked. “I doubt she just handed it to you, hah.”

“Indeed, she took it with her,” Ayato answered with little thought, matter-of-fact, “I retrieved it as I would anything else wrongfully taken.”

“Took it with her-” Thoma’s eyes shot back to him, fully now, scanning his face. “Off the cliff, you mean?  Into the ocean?” 

Ayato nodded. Obviously.

Thoma’s lip twitched, underlining the sharp glint in his eyes. Opening his mouth. Closing it. He turned to set the jacket down, pinning it to the vanity counter as his shoulders tensed. Something was bothering him again. Another cloud, a different one.

Before he could comment, Thoma turned back to him, a tension in his brows. “Ayato… Please don’t tell me you jumped into the ocean for this.”

“I didn’t  jump,”  Ayato responded, staring up as Thoma leaned over him. “Do you truly believe me that insane?”


Ayato was insane. Completely and utterly. 

That’s what Thoma thought as he stared down into his eyes, casting a shadow over his face while the light continued its struggle above them. 

His task of dissuading Ayato’s love –obsession, affection, desire, whatever– had become infinitely more punishing. That’s how it felt anyway, he hadn’t quite realised just how far gone Ayato was until then. He’d fallen fast and hard. 

Quite literally jumped into the ocean. 

And something about that called to Thoma’s heart.

But beyond his heart, deep in his core, that omnipresent guilt made itself known again, plucking at his insides like a crow at a carcass. 

 How had he let it go this far? Why had he ignored it for so long?  All those questions that ate away at him.

He tried so desperately to recall all the things Nobumori had taught him in those first few weeks at Komore.

How to let people down gently, how to maintain a safe distance, how to keep expectations in check. How to make them feel special, not beloved. How to remain detached, not indifferent. All things that were much easier said  and done with an outrageous amount of alcohol warming his blood.

Alcohol never helped with Ayato, though, did it?

Not with this. Not with the theatrics of Thoma’s own heart so eager to thread their way into his drunken states. So eager to touch Ayato, to lick him, to pull him around, and drink in his warmth. Whatever that meant.

An ache.

A splitting ache sheared through him as he held Ayato’s eyes there. As he had so many times before.

It tore through his being, shredding apart everything it could in a resentful, melancholic fury. Fury, driven by the flames of a longing that could never come to light. Fury, leashed to the cruelties of a situation it was powerless to change. 

If Thoma had met him in any other life. If Ayato had been anyone else. If they were not caged by his father’s sins. 

Thoma could have loved him back. 

He wanted to love him back. 

“Thoma?” Ayato’s voice, inquisitive and even.

“Hm?” Thoma’s return from his thoughts –his fury, his  ifs, his love– was slow. Reluctant. Aching.

“I asked if you wish to return to your room,” Ayato repeated some question he had not heard. “Or Komore, if you so desire. You  are supposed to be… engaged there at this hour. Though you seem quite… tired.”

Thoma’s voice felt empty, drained by the flames scorching him inside. But he was not tired, and he did not wish to leave, “Do you have somewhere to be?”

Ayato paused, eyes flitting to the jacket. “I do not, no. Not at present.”

“Do you want me to stay?”

Ayato paused again. This time for longer. Thoma knew what he was doing. He was debating how to sidestep his honest answer. To word a simple ‘yes’ in such a way that it became something else entirely.

Because Ayato could not be open. Ayato could not say what he wanted. No one in that damned prison could.

“It would be quite irresponsible of me to leave you unsupervised, seeing as your retainer still has not come for you. I would have to stay with you, regardless of where we might go.”

“You don’t seem very bothered, about my missing retainer,” Thoma exhaled, reaching for the jacket once again and forcing himself to inspect the damage more closely. “Don’t you want to know how I got here?”

“I… already have an idea.” Ayato watched him, shifting to cross one of his legs over on the stool. “It would seem your retainer has rebelled against his orders… But I suppose I am content to overlook that for now. We can accept that you simply ‘got lost.’”

Thoma snorted softly at that. Hirano lived to see another sunrise, it seemed.

Conversely, the jacket in his hand appeared to have very few sunrises left in it. 

He wasn’t sure how much of the damage came from the Saiguu and how much came from Ayato’s questionable use of a needle, but the fact it remained intact to any degree was more than Thoma had expected. He would’ve been content enough to leave it in the ocean –he still had three jackets left that were roughly identical.

Beyond the slashes that had shredded parts of the fabric, he noted it was quite clean, recently washed and spotless. It carried a lingering scent that his nose immediately read as  ‘Ayato.’ Something marine and a bit woody, subtle, but there. Elegant, sensual, the scent of luxury and silence. It was… pleasant. And comforting. 

Ignoring the scent, his eyes drifted back across some of the tears, wound strangely together by torn threads that bunched poorly at the canvas.

He only found one stitch that was in any way secure –a peculiar one at that, lancing a small rip in the left sleeve together. It appeared as though Ayato had pulled a thread beneath the rip horizontally, then cut it and tied a knot before repeating the process several times down the length of the tear. 

Of all the mending techniques he knew, Thoma had never seen anything like it. Not on fabric. 

And quite frankly, he hoped he’d never see it again. It wasn’t exactly  pretty and it tugged at some distant memory in his brain. Familiar, unsettling, but he could not recall why.

Ayato, sensing the scrutiny Thoma was inspecting his stitching with, spoke, “I suppose it would be simpler to have this replaced.”

Thoma shook his head, picking free a loose knot with his thumbnail. “It’s salvageable, there’s no need to waste money on something new.”

“I would not consider it a waste.” Ayato was watching his hands again, watching as he carefully pulled the knot free and slid the abandoned thread out. Thoma had noticed him doing that before, like Ayato found the movement of his fingers enthralling in some way. 

The realisation made Thoma’s ears redden, something he hoped didn’t spread to his cheeks.

He cleared his throat, feeling quite self-conscious while he found more loose threads to remove, “Do you usually just buy new clothes when yours get ripped?”

Ayato’s eyes drifted up, scanning the side of Thoma’s face. His tone held a tint of amusement, “Hm? No, not usually. Only when the servants cannot mend them.”

Thoma felt his brows raise, it was so easy for him to forget who Ayato was. To forget he was a totally different kind of prisoner than Thoma. Especially in moments like these, where they were doing little more than chatting over something as  domestic as clothing tears.

He wondered what his mother would think. She’d probably lose her mind, he decided. 

To think her son, an unassuming nobody from Mondstadt, was spending time around someone of Ayato’s status, someone with a flock of servants attending his home and the money to replace clothes on a whim –he’d never hear the end of it. He hoped she’d be proud. She probably would be.

Ignoring the criminal thing.

“Then… You’ve never learned how to repair clothes yourself?” He turned around, half-sitting on the vanity counter and continuing to pluck out the botched stitching attempts. He felt Ayato’s foot grazing against his knee, still cross-legged as he was. Neither of them moved away. 

“That would defeat the point of servants, would it not?” Ayato’s tone was impassive, but there was a certain dejection to it, the faintest amount. “It would seem I have little talent for it, at any rate.”

Thoma peered down at him, adopting an encouraging inflection without much thought, “What matters is you tried. And it’s not about talent- it’s about practice.”

“… Perhaps. I suppose I just expected it to be a far more simple task,” Ayato mused, “at the very least, as simple as stitching flesh.”

Thoma paused. Stitching flesh. 


 Suture.  


It was a suturing technique, that strange stitch on the sleeve. He’d seen medical stitches before, that’s where that feeling of unpleasantness sprung from. 

Staring down at Ayato, Thoma tried to read his face, trying to find any hints of distress. There were none. To ‘stitch flesh’ was simply an unremarkable occurrence for him. Thoma wasn’t surprised, he supposed. 

 Of course,  Ayato’s only stitching experience came from wounds. What else would it have possibly come from?

The thought angered him. Was there anything out there Ayato had learned through bloodless methods? Was there any injury he was not completely desensitised to? 

But bringing up his anger would be pointless, there was nothing he could do to change Ayato’s upbringing. So he glanced to his side instead, pushing the anger down to take note of what few supplies Ayato had gathered. 

Very few. He’d been working solely with needles and thread, not a single seam ripper in sight. Thoma could work with that. Though…

“What have you been using to cut the thread?” he asked, finding no obvious means on the vanity beside him. Ayato didn’t seem like the type to bite off the ends-

Fast as ever, a blade had slipped into Ayato’s hand, glinting under the light. Perhaps the answer should have been obvious. Little as Thoma knew about knives, this one’s sharpness was viciously apparent. Deadly. He wondered how Ayato could move it about so swiftly without slicing off his own skin. 

Maybe that’s where the sutures came in handy. 

More than that, the knife looked particularly expensive –refined. Surely a family heirloom, perhaps reminiscent of the swords the Kamisatos of old must have used. Unlike the demon’s nakiri, this was a blade made solely to kill. 

And here Ayato was, using it to cut thread.


 Endearing. 


No. Thoma cut that thought off quickly, trying to soothe the guilt and fury that flooded his chest.

Ayato’s eyes narrowed slightly, perhaps sensing his struggle. He did not address it, only nodding towards the jacket in Thoma’s hands, “Do you intend to repair it yourself, then?”

Thoma nodded back, shooing his thoughts away as he reached for the two unbent needles that remained, comparing them. Mercifully, the topic was an easy one for him to fall into. Easy to distract himself with. He’d been mending his clothes for as long as he could remember, the words fell out unhampered.

“Of course. But some of these tears will need more than a simple stitch. I’ll need to make some patches… I can show you how, if you’d like- Do you think it would look good if I cut off the sleeves entirely?”

He held it up then, pinning the sleeves back to exemplify his thoughts. He’d already used up the excess fabric that had once lined the inside, and he couldn’t exactly stride into a fabric store as a prisoner. If he sacrificed the sleeves, he could at least repurpose it into a waistcoat, or maybe an undershirt, which could then-

“If you’re wearing it, certainly,” Ayato’s answer was quiet. 

Impulsive. Foolish. A bit cheesy –the type of line Thoma would mindlessly utter to a patron.

But Ayato was sincere. And his eyes were soft. So very soft.

They both froze, petrified in equal measure. Or maybe it was just Thoma, and in his petrified state, the world had stopped around him. 

His heart so weakly began its whining once more, coaxed forth before Thoma could remind it of why it could not have what it wanted. 

Not in this life. Not Ayato.


A weight slammed through Ayato’s stomach, offsetting the lightness of his heart. Said heart was getting too bold –too brash– taking control of his mouth before his mind could stop it.

… But he really liked the blush that crept up Thoma’s neck. That adorned his skin in a mist of crimson and pink. Thoma wore it well, that blush. It complemented his eyes. 

Ayato wanted to see it more often. 

He’d almost thought Thoma was immune to such things as a host. Blushing. It was different from the flush that decorated his cheeks while drunk, and as Ayato compared the two, his mind spiralled. 

Both versions of Thoma were beautiful. All versions, really. Beautiful in a way that made Ayato sick. Beautiful in a way that made Ayato reckless. 

What would it take to further that blush? 

Maybe he could- 


 No. 


No, this was wrong. He needed to get a hold of himself. What the hell was he thinking?

The light flickered. The mirror was glaring at him. His heart was pounding. There was a knife in his hand. He was Kamisato Ayato. 

Silence.

Then. 

“What?” 

Thoma’s question was just as quiet as Ayato’s statement had been. His voice cracked slightly –so slightly that Ayato almost missed it. But he had become quite attuned to all these small facets of Thoma’s speech. For every feather inside him sought to magnify all the words he might utter.

Ayato needed it all to stop. Stop magnifying. Stop wanting. 

Or maybe he didn’t.

Regardless, first he needed to play this off. Thoma had to stop blushing before his heart took the reins once more.

“Hm?” he said, plastering his tongue with innocence, raising an eyebrow, steeling his eyes, forcing out an unaffected tone. Like he’d said something normal, “Is that not a suitable answer? There are few out there who can pull off sleeveless attire. I should think, as a host, you are among those who might make it work.”

He had no idea what he was saying. 

Perhaps Thoma didn’t either. His mouth opened, but he did not speak. Ayato met his eyes briefly, then turned his gaze elsewhere before Thoma could hit him with that thought-reading glare of his. Elsewhere, being the blade in his hands. 

Rarely did he look so closely at it. He couldn’t remember a time where he’d existed without it. It’d been there for his first steps, and every step thereafter. An extension of his being. A limb or some other that he had no real reason to examine under any normal circumstance. 

It was simply his blade. A part of him.

He offered it to Thoma.

“For the thread,” he spoke, not oblivious to the hesitant jerk of Thoma’s shoulders as he stared down at the hilt. His blush was fading. The slip of Ayato’s tongue forgotten. 

For now.

Thoma did not reach for it right away. Instead, his eyes flicked around the tiny room, halting over the door. 

His voice was quiet, “Ayato… you’re giving a knife to a prisoner. What if…”

 Someone finds out. Ayato finished internally. 

A piece of his heart broke off then, chipped away as some part of his internal whirlpool sliced into it. Some part that reminded him of who he was and where they were and why everything he was doing was wrong. A part that told him he should have kicked Thoma out of that room long ago. A part that noted Thoma realised this too.

But he did not care. 

Dangerous as that was. Stupid as that was. Reckless as that was. 


 Shit. 


The feathers were winning. 

Winning over all his rational thoughts. The blush was gone, and still they took control. Exploding inside him, burning back the whirlpool, cracking the walls he was once so careful to maintain.

Because Thoma was here. In the estate’s most private room. With him. And he didn’t care about Ayato’s failures. He didn’t care who Ayato saw in the mirror. 

But he did care about Ayato. About his well-being. About his legs. About if he knew how to sew.

Maybe Ayato could accept that for once.

As long as they were in that abandoned room, as long as he continued to ignore the mirror, as long as he continued to ignore the door. As long as he pretended the world consisted only of the two of them, a vanity, four walls, and some thread, he’d be… happy? 

He wasn’t quite sure if that’s what happiness was; he didn’t have much of a baseline for such things. But maybe that didn’t matter. 

Not in that room.

And so he stood. And Thoma watched him. And he stepped forward. And Thoma did not look away.

“Indeed, it would seem I am,” Ayato murmured, “or perhaps my prisoner has gotten quite lucky. Found a blade lying on the floor. Spirited it away before his captor could notice.”

And then Thoma’s hand was in his. And this time, he did not pull back. He did not react as Ayato turned it over, opening his palm to the flickering light above. Nor did he respond when Ayato pressed the hilt of his blade into it, so very gently. Ayato guided his fingers to clasp around it –clasp around this part of his soul, this extension of  him–  and Thoma did not resist. 

Their eyes met. He could see a storm brewing behind Thoma’s green. A storm he had no hopes of parsing. 

“You’ve never been very good at this whole prisoner act,” Ayato spoke again, a pang in his chest. “Quite terrible at it, really. Unorthodox. Such a role does not suit you.”

“Ayato,” Thoma’s tone was painfully soft. Just like it had been in the alley. But the warring in his eyes continued. “I can’t take this. Your father-“

“Is not here.”

Another pause, Ayato’s hands still clasped over Thoma’s. The feathers were burning. His father didn’t exist. Not in that room.

Thoma spoke again, still fighting whatever it was inside, “Why are you giving me this?”

But he already knew the answer. Ayato could see it in his eyes. Perhaps he just wanted to hear Ayato say it out loud.


 For a moment? 



 I thought you- 


“… So that you may sew.”

“Oh. Right.” 

Thoma shook his head briskly, escaping from whatever thoughts tore at him. He released a quiet laugh, then slipped his hand away, still holding Ayato’s knife. Accepting it. There was a certain shakiness to his tone, an uncertainty, “Right. Right, of course, I just need some-”

He adjusted slightly, now sitting fully on the vanity and leaning over the pile of needles and thread, giving Ayato a clear view of how red his ears had become. The sight brought every twisted feather in his body down to his hands, tugging at his fingers. 

He almost reached out. Almost reached out to brush Thoma’s hair away and get a better view. To find out if he’d blush harder. Find out if his ears were sensitive.

He was losing control. 

But then Thoma turned back to him, placing the blade gently to the side, propping the jacket over his thighs. He threaded a needle without so much as looking at it.

His hands worked with such swiftness and precision that the feathers scattered in the ensuing wind. Ayato had no choice but to watch. This was clearly something he was quite practised at, something Thoma had lifetimes of experience with. 

Ayato wondered if there was anything his hands couldn’t do. 

Aside from wrapping gauze.

“We’ll-” Thoma cleared his throat, drawing Ayato’s eyes back up. “Start with something easy. This seam here? It looks pretty busted right now, but we can close it with a ladder stitch and it’ll be good as new.”

Ayato didn’t know what the hell a ladder stitch was. But that was fine. He didn’t have to. He was content enough hearing Thoma talk about it. 

Hearing that faintest hint of enthusiasm in his voice as he went on to explain the process, pulling the needle deftly across the seam and making sure Ayato could see every move. Occasionally pausing to showcase a certain technique or give Ayato a closer look at how the threads crossed. 

It was a simple pattern. Ladder-like, unsurprisingly. And effective. 

Thoma demonstrated as much, tightening the thread once before spreading the parts he’d closed with two fingers. The fabric did not separate. 

A small grin played on his face while he spoke a quiet, “See? It’ll hold.” 

And then he continued the dance of his fingers, effortlessly pulling the needle along. Effortlessly leading Ayato’s eyes with nothing but a line of thread. Effortlessly closing the seam. The tear. The wound.

“Where did you learn to do this?” Ayato asked. The question felt clumsy as it left his mouth. 

He wasn’t used to idle chatter, he usually didn’t care to ask such insignificant questions. Why would he? Such answers were easy enough to acquire through other methods. Small talk was pointless. 

Though, of course, he was no stranger to spouting the occasional fake pleasantry, he’d been raised to do so… But there was nothing fake about his desire to know just then. He  wanted to learn more about Thoma. And he wanted to hear it directly from him.

They were still alone, after all. The only people in that small abandoned world. Just the two of them. The mirror vanished. The light hummed. 

Thoma answered readily, his hands continued their waltz, “My mom- She had me memorising stitch patterns the second I could hold a needle. It was easier to sew a sleeve back on than it was to buy a new shirt.”

Ayato couldn’t see how that was  easier. Perhaps it was a Mondstadt thing.

“Is… that why you have so few ensembles?” Ayato recalled the sparse selection of clothing in the corner of their room. “Do you only purchase new clothes when yours are destroyed beyond repair?”

“Hah,” Thoma glanced at him, a lightheartedness in his tone reflecting the dive of his needle, “I think you misunderstand- I’ve never really had the money to buy new clothes. So, I needed to learn how to make the clothes I  do have last. It’s a handy skill, either way.”

Not a Mondstadt thing then, a poor thing. 

Ayato needed to fix that. 

“If you should desire new clothes-”

“No.”

Ayato raised a brow. Thoma met his eyes. The needle continued to dance. 

“It’s quite rude to interrupt,” Ayato spoke again, undeterred, adjusting the cuff of his own sleeve as he stared down Thoma before him. “It would be a simple task to order some clothes for you. Or perhaps bolts of fabric, if you would prefer. I owe you that much after…”

Thoma shook his head, a bit more harshly than necessary, “You don’t owe me anything- And wouldn’t that raise suspicions?”

Ayato grimaced internally, begrudgingly reminded of the world beyond that room. 

“Not per se,” he started, the feathers momentarily relinquishing control to his cunning, “You are still expected to uphold an appearance of normalcy at Komore. If you were to acquire new clothes, I could simply write it off as a necessary step to preserve such appearances.”

“I’d still prefer it if you didn’t waste your money on me-” Thoma ushered out, pausing to run a hand through his hair before taking up the needle once more. His dance was less smooth than it had been, the thread no longer cooperating as fluidly with his fingers.

“I already said I would not consider this a waste.” Ayato lowered his eyes, measuring up Thoma’s body. A difficult task given the clothes obscuring him. And the way his thoughts so badly wanted to drift. And how close they were in that room. But he managed to speak again, “If you truly are so opposed to any money being spent, I suppose I could offer you some of my own attire-”

“Ayato!” The alarm in Thoma’s voice pounced at him, drawing his eyes back up. “Isn’t that even  more suspicious? I- You can’t give me your clothes- You know just as well as I that people will think-”

“And what do their thoughts matter? Let them think what they like.”

Nothing mattered. Not in that room. Not as far as Ayato was concerned. 

There was no mirror. There was no door-

Thoma gawked at him, the warring storms of his eyes blazing once again. He was about to say something. About to scold him, about to remind him of where they were, why those thoughts  did matter. About to blast through the impenetrable wall of feathers that had situated itself around Ayato’s logical half. The half that was trying so desperately, so viciously, to regain control.

But then Thoma flinched. Yanking his hand back from where it had rested near the seam. His dance had come to a stumbling end, he’d tripped over his partner’s feet. 

He’d stabbed himself with the needle.

Beneath the weakening light, the pinprick of blood that bloomed across his thumb stood out like the neons of Komore. Perhaps out of habit, or pure instinct, Thoma brought his thumb to his mouth, sucking at the wound as Ayato stared in horror.

Something like that.

And then Ayato was directly in front of him, again, catching his wrist to pull his thumb out of his mouth. 

“Don’t lick it, I have bandages in here,” he muttered, examining the small puncture, running his index against Thoma’s palm, ignoring how Thoma’s legs dangled on either side of his hips, still propped on the counter.

Warm.

“It’s just-” Thoma’s words were marked by a sharp intake of breath. Thrown about by a new wave of red burning through his cheeks. Ayato could only ignore it thanks to the blood on his finger. “It’s just a poke, it doesn’t need a bandage… Ayato…”

Ayato tore his eyes away from the wound, intending to retort. Maybe to glare. But when he met Thoma’s eyes, every thought vanished. Whisked away. The whirlpool quieted, the feathers dissipated. Then they coalesced. Coalesced into one tightening leash.

There was blood on his lips. 

A small streak, left behind when Ayato had pulled his wrist away. 

A small streak, so easy to ignore against the pink of Thoma’s lips.

Red, pink, green. Blood, lips, eyes. 

Just the two of them. No mirror. No door. Not in that room.

That room once abandoned by the world. Isolated, insignificant, hidden away. 

Maybe he wasn’t a Kamisato in there. His father didn’t exist in there. He was no one’s son. No one’s brother. 

He was just Ayato.

And Thoma could see that. 

And he was beautiful. 

Ayato’s fingers remained clasped around Thoma’s wrist, loosening the slightest amount while his other hand lifted –fluid and slow. With a delicate thumb, he wiped the blood off Thoma’s lips, worried he might fade away should he press any harder. 

He should’ve pulled his hand back then. 

But he didn’t. He couldn’t. 

Instead, he watched as his fingers drifted to Thoma’s jaw. Finding where he’d held him once, so long ago. Gingerly tilting up his chin. Feeling the warmth of his skin beneath his fingertips. Tracing, feather-light, along his jawline.

Thoma didn’t move, his eyes spoke of nothing and everything all at once. And Ayato thought then, those eyes could level the heavens and move the stars. 

“Thoma…”

The light flickered.

“…Ayato.”

Ayato couldn’t stop himself. Not that he tried.

It was uncomfortable and inelegant, that first kiss. 

He found Thoma’s lips with a faltering inquiry. Demanding an answer as that feathery leash yanked him forward, so very gently.

Waiting. 

Waiting for the answer, waiting for a reaction, waiting for permission, waiting for something. He didn’t know what. 

He didn’t know  anything beyond the flames burning in his chest, singeing every feather –every feeling– melting them into one blazing shield that scorched his sensibilities into nothing, protecting his desires from the demands of his duties. From the world outside those four walls.

Thoma’s answer came in the form of a trapped breath. Escaping. His mouth opened. An invitation. 

Ayato pushed forward, feeling the burn of Thoma’s thighs against his waist. Pinning his wrist against the mirror, gentle still, despite the urgency of everything else his traitorous body sought to do. Hearing the quietest gasps slip from Thoma’s tongue as it met his own. Tasting all of the warmth that Thoma emitted. Yearning for more. Mixing it with that of his heart. 

That sickening, poisonous, disastrous warmth.

 This is wrong, this isn’t real,  he thought,  What are you doing? Are you insane? 

But his thoughts were burned away. Washed out of his mind by a sea of flames and hunger.

Because Thoma tasted like champagne. 

And tofu. 

And the faintest hint of blood. Sweet and warm and ever-so-slightly metallic. The sun itself danced upon his lips, scorching Ayato the longer he lingered there. 

But he did not care. As long as they were in that room, Thoma could burn him to a crisp. He was fine with that. As long as he kept kissing Ayato back, he didn’t mind.

Why  was he kissing back, anyway?

Thoma shifted, pressed between the mirror and Ayato’s body. If Ayato had the capacity to think, he would have expected Thoma to push him away then. But instead, his free hand raised, coming to rest so hesitantly against Ayato’s chest. 

Against his heart.

 Gods,  he was  warm.  

Ayato’s fingers trailed their way up Thoma’s pinned hand, brushing against the mirror, charting a course from his wrist to his palm and feeling the strange shiver that trilled through Thoma’s skin in response. 

The flames burned brighter. The heavens fell. The stars moved.

Their fingers interlocked. 

Interwoven as two threads that so desperately wished to blend together. To stabilise one another. To keep the seam from falling apart.

And then the glass cracked. 

A small crack. A single fissure where the joints of Ayato’s fingers had so greedily dug into the mirror, trapping Thoma’s hand in their grasp.

They both pulled back with a stilted haste, unstable breaths puffing against each other, Thoma’s face redder than the blood on his lips had been. Ayato would’ve basked in the sight. To see Thoma so disgruntled was clearly something his destructive heart enjoyed. But behind Thoma, Ayato met his own eyes in the mirror. 

Those terrible eyes. His father’s. Judging him. Berating him. Reprimanding him. What was he doing? Why couldn’t he stop? What was he doing? Why couldn’t he stop? What was-

The whirlpool resumed, his logical mind finally clawing back to the surface as the feathers burst into a million jagged pieces. Flaming pieces, poisonous pieces. All seeping into the waters of his soul.

And still, he could not bring himself to unlace his hand from Thoma’s. Even as he stared into the frosty layer of hatred coating the mirror, glistening against the jagged edges of the crack. Even as his brain wrestled his heart back into submission. Even as the rest of the world made itself known to him.

“Ayato.” 

Was that pain in Thoma’s voice? Or was Ayato simply projecting?

He didn’t know. He didn’t know how to proceed from here. All the plans he was usually so good at constructing fell apart as feathers and flames and whirling torrents of disappointment whipped through him. 

So all he did was laugh. A dry one, dull and quiet. Maybe he finally understood the Saiguu. Maybe he finally understood why she laughed as she fell.

“This can’t…” Thoma spoke again, half-whispering as he pulled their interlocked hands away from the mirror. As his eyes burned across Ayato’s soul. As he pushed off the vanity to stand. As he mumbled, “This was a mistake.”

And just like that, the threads unravelled, their hands separated. They both pulled away. The light flickered. 

The warmth was gone. 

“A mistake,” Ayato echoed, staring blankly across the small room, asking a question he already knew the answer to, “Does it have to be?”

Thoma startled at that. And the war in his eyes gave way to something else. Despair, perhaps. Fury. Expressions Ayato knew. Expressions that so often decorated tortured faces.

His chest hurt.

“Ayato… Yes. Yes, it has to be. You- We can’t, this can’t happen- You know this is dangerous-”

The words faded as Thoma tried to rush them out. He ran another stressed hand through his hair, shifting on the balls of his feet as the air in the room abandoned them both.

And Ayato let out another laugh. Quieter. Snappier. Cruel, “I don’t know  what I know anymore, Thoma. None of this makes sense, does it? I should want you dead, you should be afraid of me.”

“… Yes, but you don’t and I’m not and… That’s  why  this is a problem.” Thoma’s eyes left him, locking onto one of the corners. Pretending it was interesting. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done this to you.”

“Done  what to me?” Ayato stared him down, incredulous. It was Ayato’s selfishness that put them here, the feathery whims of his delusional heart.

“I used you. I used you to find my dad, I wanted to get on your good side. I thought it would save me and now you-”

Ayato scoffed, he knew this already, “Thoma, you are a  prisoner.  Moreover, I  failed to find your father. If anything, you should have used me more.”

 I’d have let you.  

But he kept that thought to himself. Stabbing a knife into his own heart. Catching every feather he could in one ironbound net. Because there was a hall outside that room. An estate. 

He was a Kamisato. 

The world was larger than the two of them. 

And the mirror was screeching at him.

“Sure, maybe.” Thoma fidgeted with his thumb, the bleeding had stopped. His words were still jumbled, like he too was suffering a battle of heart and mind, “But I… I let it go too far, I let you feel- I had no right to… I don’t know, Ayato. I’m just… I’m sorry. I thought I could fix things but-”

“You didn’t ‘let’ me do anything, there’s nothing you are required to ‘fix,’” Ayato’s voice snipped at the tension in the air. Thoma shouldn’t be  apologising.  “Do recall, I brought you here. Anything that occurred thereafter is my failing. It was  I  that kissed  you-  What I feel for you is-”

He didn’t know. It didn’t matter. He shouldn’t have kissed him. Why did he kiss him? 

He finished, quietly, “Wrong.”

“It’s not wrong to love something, Ayato!” Thoma snapped back immediately. Then winced, trying to take back the words. To phrase things differently. To fix whatever must have broken. Trying so desperately to pick up the shards of this night as it sliced into both of their throats, “Just- Not me. Not here.”


 ‘Not me.’ 



 Love? 


The whirlpool of Ayato’s thoughts slowed then. Crawled to a stop, as it had when their lips met. But this time, the standstill was not a product of the peace he’d found in Thoma. This was the product of everything imploding.


 You think you’re capable..? 



 Worthy..? 



 For a moment, I thought… 


“You think I  love you?” His words were cold. Both on his tongue and in the air, “Why would I…”

But in the air, those words died. He knew why. And he couldn’t lie to Thoma. Couldn’t pretend such an idea was laughable. Even if it  should  be. 

Thoma stared at him. An unspoken ‘I don’t know’ hung between them. A breath. Then, “I think you feel something that you don’t understand. And I think… it’s hurting you.”

There was that mind-reading of his. Sifting through Ayato’s very thoughts with his eyes, plucking at the truth, threading past all of his defences. And Ayato was at a loss for words. Thoma had that effect on him, he supposed. 

If he were to listen to the dutiful sect of his mind, he would’ve told Thoma off. Would’ve laughed at his presumptions, said he was merely a whore to play with and nothing beyond that. Would’ve marched him back to his room –his cell. Would’ve forced himself to lie through his teeth, to twist the knife in his chest, and treat Thoma like a prisoner once again. 

To keep everyone safe.

If he were to listen to the desires buried in his heart, he would’ve been honest. He would’ve admitted that he didn’t know what he felt. Would’ve admitted he wanted to embrace the feathers and let Thoma burn him. Would’ve admitted that maybe it was love and maybe he wanted it to be. Because Thoma was radiant, Thoma was beautiful, and Thoma was warm. 

Thoma tasted like champagne. And tofu. 

And if those were the last tastes to grace Ayato’s mouth, that wouldn’t be so bad.

But he didn’t listen to either halves of his turmoil. Duty. Desire. Kamisato. Ayato. He couldn’t split himself like that. Not with Thoma. 

“Why..?” was the only word he could get out. The only word that escaped the raging waters inside. 

“Why?” Thoma’s voice wavered.

“You…” Ayato’s eyes were heavy in his skull, keeping them raised drained him of all his strength. But he managed, “You sell ‘love’ do you not? Or something of the sort. All those women who dote over you. All the time. All that champagne. You’re the closest thing to an expert on this… this  bullshit.” 

He paused. Such a pathetic question he was about to ask. 

But he asked anyway. There was no one else he could ask. No one he was willing to show such revolting vulnerability too. 

“Why do you think I ‘love’ you?”

But that’s not what he was asking. Not really. 


 Why do I love you?  


And Thoma saw right through him. Knew exactly what he was asking. Because of course he did. 

“… I can’t answer that,” Thoma swallowed something, and Seven above, did Ayato wish he could read his thoughts. “And- I’m far from an expert. That’s not love, that they feel it’s… I can’t explain your feelings to you, Ayato. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for making you-“

“Then what do  you  feel?” 

The question arced through the room like a trapped bolt of lightning, cutting off whatever guilt Thoma’s voice was giving way to. A single misstep and they’d both be electrocuted.

Or maybe just Ayato. As the look Thoma gave him then hurt in ways he could not hope to comprehend. Hurt more than anything his father had ever put him through. 

“What do I…”

The strain in his eyes betrayed the chaos of his thoughts. Perhaps he had a whirlpool mutilating his insides, just like Ayato did.

And just like Ayato, he avoided the question. 

“I want to help you, Ayato, but I don’t know  how.  Not with all this,” Thoma’s words came out sharp and clumsy, struggling against the weight of the room around them, “I want you to be happy. And  free.  From the- your father. I want you to live a life where you don’t have to kill people at his every whim. I want you to live a life where you can be open with someone and not fear the consequences. I want you to live a life where you don’t have to hide in an abandoned room to fix a jacket.”

Another breath. The room was collapsing on his shoulders.

“Ayato, I want you- I just… Someday, I want you to be able to love someone without the mere  idea  of it hurting you.”

“And that someone can never be you?” 

Seven words. 

Seven words that snuck away from him, gliding off his tongue just to settle between them precariously on a dagger’s edge. Seven words straight from his heart, let loose against his better judgement, circling around them both in anticipation. Dread.

Seven selfish words. 

Thoma couldn’t hold his gaze. 

“No. Not me.”
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22. Maybe Then



She smelled of roses and vanilla. 


 (He smelled of the woods and seas.) 


She was gorgeous and polite. 


 (He was beautiful and calculating.) 


She was a dream made real, gentle and kind.


 (He was a complete disaster, repressed and distant.) 


She was the type of woman he would’ve done anything for in Mondstadt.

But Thoma couldn’t meet her eyes. 

Her lips were cold, her hands were too. They drifted across his bare chest, undoing the buttons on his shirt as he planted his hands on either side of her, feeling the plush of Komore’s finest sheets against his fingers. Half-naked beneath him, she smiled, fluttered her lashes, giggled.

“You seem nervous,” she whispered, her voice soft and sensual as she reached a hand up to brush his cheek, tucking his hair back where it cascaded over his face. 

“Hm?” he mumbled, barely processing her words. His head was pounding, his eyes finding anything to stare at but her. “Oh, huh, maybe a little- how could I not be? What with a… A girl as beautiful as you…”

He couldn’t even finish his sentence. Couldn’t read his script. Not while the pounding in his head swirled his words away, twisting his stomach into a knot. 

Another giggle escaped her, “You don’t have to be so shy around me, Thoma. Not here. I want to see all you have to offer.”

And then her hand slipped from his cheek. Slipped to his jaw. Tracing along it the same way Aya-

Thoma jerked back, stumbling off the bed, pushing off of her as his gut churned. 

He couldn’t do this. 

He couldn’t look at her face. She was gorgeous –she was so gorgeous, her skin was smooth and her voice was soft. She’d paid for him specifically and she did not mind how he’d struggled to remove her blouse or how he’d tripped a little as he crawled onto the bed. Sweet and patient, his blunderings were ignored. 

She was the perfect patron. The kind every host prayed they’d someday get for their backroom duties. The kind his coworkers would praise like she’d stepped down from the very heavens.

But all Thoma could think about was Ayato. 

His lips, his hands, the heat of his body, that repressed urgency in his movements –how he’d washed away all of Thoma’s self control with a single kiss. The look in his eyes before he leaned in.

Hungry. Pleading. Irresistible.

And the look in his eyes when Thoma shattered everything to pieces. 

The floor was spinning beneath his feet, bouncing in rhythm to the thrumming in his head and every twist of his stomach. He needed out.

When Thoma finally dragged his head up, finally looked at his patron –this perfect woman who was so perfect she couldn’t even look at him like she was upset– he felt  nothing.  Nothing, as her gentle eyes gave away her concern. Nothing, as she sat up, crossing her arms over her breasts. Nothing, as her face softened into understanding when he shook his head.

“I-I’m sorry, I-” he stuttered out, rigidly bending over to grab her clothes off the floor. Rigidly stepping back towards the bed. Rigidly draping her coat over her bare shoulders. Rigidly backing away. “I can’t do this- I think- I drank too much champagne. I need the bathroom- Sorry, I’ll- You’ll be refunded, I’m sorry.”

He hadn’t had anything to drink that night.

But he was out the door, hearing the  bang  of it behind him as he abandoned his perfect patron in that shitty room. Leaving her with nothing but a bottle of champagne and an unopened condom for company. 

Nakanishi would certainly flay him alive when Thoma’s actions found his ears. She’d paid a small fortune for him. She had the potential to pay many more. Like she’d been invented by some cruel divinity solely to epitomise everything Komore desired. Everything Thoma  should  have desired.

But Thoma couldn’t even think about that. Because she did not have his eyes.

He slammed into the bathroom with all the restraint and control of a wildfire in a dry spell. Dingy lights shone above him, glinting off the mirrors as a couple of hosts reapplied their makeup, chatting. He stormed past them, charging to the farthest stall, shoving open the door, falling to his knees on painfully cold tile.

One final twist of his gut and the sparse contents of his stomach fell into the toilet bowl beneath him. He didn’t move, letting the world spin around his head and gripping the porcelain ring with all the force he could muster before retching again. 

Someone in the stall next to him echoed the sound, throwing up what was probably an ungodly amount of alcohol. Average night at Komore. The air burned with champagne and cologne and about half a million kinds of powder. He could hear those hosts laughing by the sinks, talking about their plans for the future. Dinner. Weekends. Family.

Apparently, one of them had just put in his two weeks. He was getting married to the love of his life. A genuine miracle for someone in their line of work. 

Thoma threw up again. 

“Thoma?” a voice called, knocking on the stall door behind him. Not like he had to, Thoma hadn’t bothered to shut it. “I’d recognise that retching anywhere.”

Thoma glanced back at Nobumori with a grimace on his lips and death in his eyes, opting not to reply in case his words dragged something else up with them. 

Taking that as an invitation, Nobumori strode into the stall with a yawn. His fingers were combing back Thoma’s hair in seconds, pulling all the loose strands away from the bowl.

“See, this is why we all keep our hair short,” he scolded with a tired laugh. They’d done this many times before. “Where’s your hairband thingy?”

With some reluctance, Thoma yanked one of his hands off the toilet bowl, relinquishing his hold on the only thing keeping him stable. He raised his arm, allowing Nobumori to slide the hair tie off his wrist before returning his grip to the toilet. 

He found it in himself to mutter a half-hearted, “I thought you kept your hair short for wigs.”

“Well, sure, that too,” Nobumori clicked his tongue, tying the band around Thoma’s hair. “Not all of us can sprout such ‘angelic locks’ as you. Hmm, who’s that twink with the big old statue in Mondstadt again?”

Thoma puffed a laugh out of his nose, surely the Church of Favonius would have an aneurysm if they could hear Nobumori’s blasphemy just then. 

“… Barbatos.”

“Yeah, that’s the one.” Nobumori idly fluffed out the ponytail, “He must’ve blessed you Mondstadters with good hair. Really unfair, honestly. Maybe I should convert? I’d make a good nun, I think.”

Another puff of air escaped Thoma, Nobumori’s toilet banter never ceased to amaze. He couldn’t quite picture the man praying, but trying to conjure the image offset his dread well enough. The world was spinning a bit less, though the knot in his stomach persisted. And his throat didn’t feel too great. He was about to ask Nobumori to fetch him some water when a voice cut through the bathroom, accentuated by the slamming of a door. 

“Thoma, get your ass out here!”

“Not right now, Heichi,” Nobumori called over his shoulder, plucking some tangles out of Thoma’s hair. “He’s in the barfing stall.”

“It’s Heihachi!” Heihachi snapped back, his voice growing closer as he stomped their way. “Which barfing stall? They’re all barfing stalls.”

“The big one,” Nobumori responded, before lowering his voice to mutter some sarcasm to Thoma, “Can you believe this guy? Number one host and doesn’t even know which one’s the  barfing  barfing stall.”

And then Heihachi was in the doorway, framed by the bathroom’s bleak lights and dark tiles like some angel of doom.  

“What the hell are you doing?” he demanded when Thoma raised his head to meet his gaze. 

“Barfing, apparently.”

“Oh, you’re so funny,” the arch of Heihachi’s brows could snap someone in two. He crossed his arms. “What were you thinking?! Running out on her like that? Did someone fry your fucking brains?”

 Her…  Thoma could only heave in response, his knuckles whitening as his fingers clenched impossibly tighter around the porcelain. His heart hammered in his ears, the dread returned.

“What’s the big deal?” Nobumori sighed, still holding Thoma’s hair back but adjusting to face Heihachi’s irritation directly. “People run out of the booths all the time. When Lady Champagne demands her freedom, you gotta heed her call.”

“He didn’t run out of a  booth,  he ran out of a private room,” Heihachi growled, then turned his ire back to Thoma, “You know how much that woman paid for you?!”

Nobumori eyed the back of Thoma’s head, shock apparent in his tone. “You finally got a real backroom customer?? I… Huh. Congrats! I think?”

He paused, then turned back to Heihachi and continued, “But regardless, Lady Champagne does not care for our plights, you know this. I’d think this is preferable over barfing on his customer, right?”

“No, ‘preferable’ would be swallowing that shit and giving her what she ordered. She paid enough to buy out half the bars this side of Tenryou!” Heihachi snarled, stepping out of the stall and raising his voice as he prowled off, “You’re lucky the boss is too busy to handle you himself. Now stay there!”

Nobumori watched him go. Then he waited. Silent as Thoma fought against the abyssal pit in his stomach.

Someone flushed a toilet. Someone lit a cigarette. Someone had too much to drink. All in the bathroom, the real heart of Komore’s hosts. Where all of them went to suffer. 

Beyond the bathroom, music from the club drifted through the walls, carrying with it the laughs of patrons. Purrs. Cheers. 

And eventually, when all these sounds became too dull, Nobumori spoke, “So…”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Thoma mumbled, staring vacantly at the pile of filth in the water below him.

Nobumori gave him a pat on the back. “I understand. Always a shame when Lady Champagne decides to cockblock you, eh? She’s a cruel one.”

And Thoma could only groan, “There wasn’t any champagne involved. I just… ran out. I ran out.”

“Then why are you..?” Nobumori stilled for a moment, processing the statement. When he spoke again, that distinctive cheer of his danced in his tone, “You get nervous? Or what? Couldn’t get it up? Nothing to be ashamed of, we’ve all been there-“

“Who’s we?” Heihachi returned, stepping into the stall and crouching at Thoma’s side with a glare. In one hand he held a cloth, the other, a water bottle. “Here.”

Thoma took both with a tired nod and an apologetic smile, wiping the spittle from his mouth before finally abandoning his claim on the toilet and downing the bottle’s content with a few heavy gulps. 

“Okay,  I’ve  been there.” Nobumori stepped away, releasing his hair as Thoma moved to lean against the wall. “And so has every other sucker in this building. Aside from Mr. Unconquerable Penis, here, I guess.”

Before Heihachi could throttle anyone, as he seemed quite keen to do just then, Thoma spoke, pinching the bridge of his nose and counting his breaths when the nausea continued to flow through him, “That’s not what this is about… I should- go apologise to her again. Before she leaves.”

Heihachi scoffed, “Don’t bother. Ramsay’s offered to show her a ‘Snezhnayan Snowstorm.’ Whatever the fuck that means. She’s accepted that over a refund.”

“Ah, so it all worked out.” Nobumori clapped a hand at Heihachi, then turned to face Thoma’s miserable form slumped against the wall. Cocking his head, he asked, “You got anything else in you?”

Thoma waited a moment, then shook his head. Nauseous as he still was, his stomach was entirely empty. He hadn’t been able to eat much that day. Couldn’t bring himself to. 

Not after that night.

Heihachi and Nobumori eyed each other before leaning over to offer Thoma a hand each. He hesitated briefly, then clasped both of their arms, letting them pull him off the ground, flush the toilet, and drag him out of the stall. 

The hosts that’d been chatting by the mirror had cleared out, returning to their duties outside. All that remained of them was the scent of smoke and whatever perfumes they had sprayed about. 

And so it was just the three of them, standing before the mirror and a massive row of black marble sinks. Heihachi and Nobumori looked flawless, Thoma looked horrendously dishevelled. His shirt was still open, giving everyone a solid view of his abdomen. His hair was ruffled more than usual, and some blue lipstick smudged his cheeks and neck where his patron had taken a liking to him. 

He moved to splash some water over his face, scrubbing all too hard at those spots in particular, letting cold water sift over his hands and drip down his chin while Nobumori and Heihachi bickered behind him. He mostly ignored them, too distracted by the hollow in his stomach and the dread permeating his bones to pay much attention. 

His words were looping in his mind endlessly. Relentless.


 No. Not me. 


Ayato’s face had frozen. Stilled, really. Settled into a plain vacancy. That blankness of his that he often presented. But it was different, then. Not angry, not sad, not pained, not masking. 

Just void. Calm, even.

And Thoma ached. Ached and burned and raged and despaired. But he couldn’t  do  anything about it. 

He couldn’t give Ayato hope. 

He had to cut off that love, sever it before it ripped them both apart. Even if that meant being ripped apart right then.

Even if there was a future where Ayato could love freely, even if there was a future where his father didn’t seek to torture them both-

Gods, did Thoma wish there was. 

But the present was all he had, so all he could do was ache. Spiralling in front of the mirror, still scrubbing at places someone’s lips had been. Someone who wasn’t Ayato, someone who he so very much wished  was- 

Before he could register what was happening, Heihachi had crawled onto the counter to his right, squatting between the sink basins with a brush in hand. To his left, Nobumori leaned against the counter with a velveteen box, clicking it open to reveal a collection of powders and lotions and far more makeup than anyone would ever need. 

Much less organised than Kozue’s collection. But Kozue wasn’t here to fix Thoma’s face. So it seemed the two had decided to take up the task themselves. For the best, as Thoma would’ve probably given himself a friction burn if he kept scrubbing.

“You’re a miserable wretch, you know that?” Heihachi spoke, reaching over to snatch something out of the box. Thoma didn’t know what, but it was soon being smeared on his face. 

That was probably the nicest thing Heihachi had ever said to any of his coworkers ever, so Thoma responded with half a grin. Exhausted, “Thanks, Heihachi.”

“Heichi, has anyone ever told you, you suck at the whole ‘cheering up’ thing?” Nobumori butted in, grabbing Thoma’s wrist to plop a few different foundations against his skin, finding whichever matched best amongst his myriad of bottles before handing that one over. “The whole ‘being nice’ thing in general, actually?” 

“I could scoop your eye out with this brush if I wanted to.” Heihachi took the bottle. “The fact I haven’t is nice enough.” 

“And your patrons really enjoy this shtick?”

“Stupid question.” Heihachi handed the bottle back, using one hand to push Thoma’s hair up as he continued to fix his face. “My patrons enjoy  me, because I can be whatever they want me to be.”

Nobumori raised a brow, wiping off Thoma’s arm with a wet paper towel. “Which is usually ‘aloof and distant’ if the way Nakanishi advertises you is to be believed. Hm. I have an idea. I want you to  be  nice, so you should  be  that.”

They were bickering again. 

Content to go at it as Thoma stood statuesque between them. Passing makeup back and forth, pulling him around, working together effortlessly. All while critiquing each other’s every choice in life. 

Thoma missed when he could enjoy moments like these. When his coworkers were just his coworkers –maybe his friends, even. He could spend the night listening to them complain about nothing and then go home to pass out on his shitty bed in his shitty apartment with his shitty rice. Wake up, go for a walk, get some soup, ignore his rice.

No insane crime syndicate keeping him in check. No Ayato to worry about. 

No Ayato to go home to.

Maybe he was going to throw up again. 

Instead, he simply uttered, “Heihachi?”

And Heihachi uttered back, “What is it? Stop moving your face.”

“Have you ever loved one of your patrons?”

The brush moving across his cheeks stilled. He could feel the gazes of both his coworkers burning him, staring so deeply into his pores they could probably find his thoughts within. They glanced at each other once. Heihachi’s brows furrowed.

After a beat, he grunted.

“What kind of question is that?” But for once, his tone was not embracing the edge of a knife. It was still sharp, naturally, but there was something else to it, “Of course I haven’t. First rule of working here, no attachments.”

“Not to customers,” Nobumori added, earning a near-violent glare from Heihachi.

Thoma mostly ignored it, “Then what about non-patrons? Relationships outsi-“

“Thoma, get to the point. You should know better than to dance around questions with me.” Heihachi frowned, setting down the brush and reaching for a smaller one.  

“If you… Loved someone, or thought you might want to. And they loved you,” Thoma could barely hear his own voice, “but you couldn’t be with them -because you’re a host or something and can’t just quit, I mean- what would you do?”

Again, Heihachi shared a glance with Nobumori. Again, his brows furrowed. Then he leaned back, resting his elbows on his knees and running his hands down his face.

With a weighty sigh, he spoke, “You mean, if I were a  prisoner, and the worst person I’d ever met ‘fell in love’ with me, and I, for some gods forsaken reason, ‘loved’ him back…” 

He trailed off, shanking Thoma with a gaze so pointed a spear would quiver. 

Thoma’s stomach dropped. Impressive, given how little it weighed after his tango with the toilet. “You know?”

“Fuck’s sake, everyone here knows.” Heihachi gestured around the bathroom.

Thoma glanced at Nobumori, seeking some comfort, some denial. But he found none, “Yeah, everyone knows, man. I mean- not  everyone.  Probably very few outside of Komore. But here? For sure. You two are… Something.”

“Something…” Thoma mumbled against his will.

“I’m not judging your taste, don’t get me wrong!” Nobumori added, providing context no one needed. “I mean, I’d maybe recommend you choose more  well-adjusted,  less murdery… partners. Hate to see my buddy fall for a hot mess- But that’s besides the point. I just didn’t think someone like him could  feel  things. It’s weird, like a… Like a- Well, it’s like a Lord Kamisato with feelings. Disturbing as all hell.”

Finding a lapse in Nobumori’s rambling, Heihachi let out another sigh, exasperated and peevish, “Seven be damned, Thoma, he looks at you like you’re the only man -no, scratch that. Like you’re the only thing in the world, full-stop. ”

He went quiet a moment, appraising Thoma’s expression. Then apparently decided he hadn’t gotten his point across and added, “Makes me want to hurl. I’ve been hosting for years. Do you know how bad it has to be to make  me queasy?”

Thoma was feeling queasy himself. But he didn’t have the energy to bring that up. Of course they knew. Ayato hadn’t exactly been subtle at Komore. And these were  hosts–  half of them would be fired if they couldn’t sort out that much.

Why had he let it go this far.


 Why had he- 


“Look, Thoma, there is no version of me that would ever be in this situation, let alone harbour any positive feelings towards that shitrag,” Heihachi spoke again, softening his tone ever-so-slightly as he leaned forward, brush in hand, to finish what he’d started. “You’re asking me this because you think I’m an expert, right? You’re hoping I can provide some fix-it-all answer? Some magical vision that’ll make everything work out? I can’t. I’d probably just kill myself, if I were you.”

“I know,” Thoma’s voice was steady, dull. He knew. He just wished maybe he didn’t.

“Congrats, you’re still sensible,” Heihachi nodded. “But love isn’t. It’s not kind, either. It’s really fucking annoying and complicated and insane.  And  it has utterly atrocious timing. Sometimes it makes you jump into the ocean, sometimes it makes you vomit your guts out. Sometimes it just  is.  How  you feel it, and how you handle it, is something no one but you can possibly determine.”

He paused, watching while Nobumori gave Thoma’s shoulders a jostle in some attempt at assurance. 

Then continued, his tone sharpening once again as he tossed everything back into the makeup box. “You have more important things to worry about than whatever fucked up romance is going on between you two, anyway. Surviving, for example! So… Get your shit together, alright, prison boy? And maybe leave the sex to the rest of us before Nakanishi decides that skinning you would be a net positive.”


“Kozue, it’s me.” Koharu rapped on the door with her knuckles, waiting less than half a second before turning the key, pushing inside, and calling out, “You awake?”

Ayato followed behind her, making no noise as she shut the door and flicked on a light. The space that greeted them was rather large, a loft, quite sizable for an Inazuman apartment. Significantly larger than Thom- than the average apartment. 

There were no other apartments he could possibly compare it to. He didn’t know anybody.

He forced his eyes to scan the room, keeping them dead and even as his thoughts neatly locked themselves away in some variety of torture device he’d summoned in his head.

Kozue’s place was quite messy, the floor covered in newspapers and canvases as it was. Abandoned paints and projects marked every corner, everything from wood carvings to plaster and clay. Among them, an impressive collection of knives lay scattered about, some arranged rather neatly in display cases, while most were carelessly stabbed into various objects. Including the floorboards. 

And the walls. 

And the ceiling.

At the very least, anyone who tried to break in would reconsider immediately. 

Windows spanned the opposing wall, all of which were blocked off by blackout curtains that quite valiantly kept the midday sun at bay. And in the middle of the room, amongst all the mess, Kozue was sitting on a massive couch, squinting towards the door with a blanket tangled around her head.

This was Komore’s most feared bouncer.

She blinked.

“…Haru?” her voice was dry, crusted with sleep. “And… my lord? You weren’t s’posed to be here till noon…”

“Noon was two hours ago,” Koharu retorted, her voice equally dry but far less tired. She turned to bow her head at Ayato before hurrying over to Kozue and offering her the cup she’d been carrying. “Smoothie? You still like lavender melon, right? You better still like lavender melon.”

Kozue nodded, disentangling herself from the blanket and pushing off the couch. She offered her own respectful bow to Ayato across the room before turning to take the cup from Koharu’s hand. Giving her a grateful smile. 

And then it would seem Ayato faded from their minds, the two immediately went to murmuring about something mundane, grinning at each other, moving in for a hug, sharing a straw.

Koharu planted a kiss on Kozue’s cheek.

Ayato forced his eyes away fast enough to shatter the sound barrier.

Forced them to scan the loft, forced them to find something to focus on before thoughts of Thoma could rend his mind, his being, his everything, in two. More than those thoughts already had. 

For the briefest of instances, a visceral pain pierced through him, carried on a bladed wave of plucked feathers. Dying birds. Flames. Agony. Blood. Lips. Whirlpools.


 Why did it hurt? Why did- 


He let out a breath. Ruthlessly ignoring the sting of countless fangs, he forced the waters to still. Submerging every thought deep below where they could not bite at him. 

He was fine. All was calm.

His eyes found the staircase leading up to the overlooking mezzanine. He could make out the faintest noises drifting down from there, someone shifting in a bed –a shitty one, given how it creaked. 

“Miss Kozue?” a scratchy voice flitted down with the creaking, followed by the harsh clearing of a parched throat. 

Hisashi.

“Be up in a minute,” Kozue responded with a sigh, setting the smoothie aside. She then placed her hands on either of Koharu’s biceps, pinning them to her side before tossing her onto the blankets that dominated the couch. They both laughed as she flopped into the pile, soft and sincere.

It really wasn’t fair that they could just  do that. 

Why did they have the right? Why didn’t he? Why did they deserve such things, but he didn’t? Why-

Ayato wasn’t given any more time to dwell on it, Kozue had turned to march his way, pushing his thoughts back down before they could resurface with all the teeth and daggers that lined them. The half-smile that lit up her eyes while talking to Koharu vanished by the time she reached him, her features settling into an impersonal flatness. 

“Sincerest apologies, my lord,” she spoke briskly, tacit, bowing once again, this time more properly. “I should not have kept you waiting.”

She remained in her bow until Ayato spoke, his tone utterly empty, “No matter. I trust you haven’t had any complications?”

“None, my lord.” Kozue turned, taking a step up the stairs before standing aside to allow Ayato to pass her. “His recovery has been steady. He hasn’t had any unannounced  visitors,  either.”

Naturally. Few knew where Kozue lived. Fewer still would guess that Ayato might hide anyone in her home. Also, she had a  lot  of knives. 

“I could do with less Hirano visits, though,” Kozue added as an afterthought, the vaguest hint of annoyance in her tone as they reached the landing. “He’s been more…  weird  than usual.”

“… So I’ve noticed.” 

Ayato didn’t want to give that much thought. Knowing exactly what hole he’d fall down if he thought about Hirano’s duties. Especially the ones he’d so conveniently ignored on a certain night.

So again, he forced his eyes to look around.

In comparison to the floor below, the room they came to was rather sparse. Still messy, still questionably littered with knives. But Kozue had shoved most of her stuff aside, leaving little else to look at but the bed in the corner and its shaggy, battered occupant.

Hisashi’s eyes widened when they found Ayato, quickly shifting to the side as he struggled against the bed in some poor attempt to sit up. He winced with every movement, his muscles straining against the bandages so artfully swathed around his torso and arms. 

Ayato held up a hand. Hisashi stopped moving. 

And then he croaked out, “I must beg your forgiveness, my lord. I have failed the Shuumatsuban. I have failed you. There is no punishment too great-”

“Silence, Hisashi,” Ayato said, pushing away the sigh of exhaustion that threatened his voice. “This was my error… You have been punished already, it would seem.”

He stepped forward then, giving Kozue a nod that she might head back down the stairs. Hisashi tensed when he neared the bedside, struggling to display some form of respect. Some proper deference. All in spite of the bruises darkening his face and the gashes his bandages were hiding. He’d always been that way. 

Ayato suspected that nothing short of decapitation could dissuade the man from trying to bow. 

The sight would have frustrated him, in other circumstances, but his mind was rather blank just then. It had to be. It was the only way to avoid thinking about the things he’d rather not think about. The only way to stop the whirlpool, the only way to keep it contained.

The pond was still. As were the leaves decaying upon its surface. 

He was quite calm, really.

“You met the Saiguu.” A question that sounded more like a statement as it left Ayato’s mouth. 

Hisashi didn’t respond right away, his lips forming a thin line while he recalled the events that brought him there. When he spoke, his words were measured, precise, stiff, “I cannot be certain. She caught me off guard. My lord.”

“How? And where?” Ayato slowly crossed his arms, eyeing the walls around them as the quiet chatter of a more pleasant conversation drifted up –cruelly– from below. “As I recall, your destination was Ritou. Quite a way off from Komore, no?”

“Yes, my lord.” Hisashi winced, bracing against the pillows as he shifted. “I made it to Ritou without interference. Accessing the Kanjou archives went smoothly. It was after I departed that she found me.”

“Then I am to presume you left the archives faster than anticipated of your task.” 

Hisashi bowed his head further at that. “That presumption would be correct, my lord. I should have investigated more thoroughly, but… My lord, the timeframes you gave me -every one of them lined up with blank periods in the Kanjou records. I intended to report as much to you before pursuing this any further. They were just estimates, but it was too… Suspect.”

Ayato couldn’t say he was surprised, the Saiguu had assured him the records had been wiped. But…

“When you say ‘blank periods’..?”

“Completely null, my lord,” Hisashi swallowed a cough. “All dates where the port was closed or their systems were down for maintenance.”

Ayato had thought she would’ve expunged a single name from the records after the fact. That would’ve been the  sane thing to do. Preemptively covering them to this degree was confirmation that she’d been working with his father long before Ayato was even born. And closely.

Not exactly a comforting thought. 

But he gave no reaction, “How exactly did she catch you?”

Something flashed across Hisashi’s eyes, something grim and unpleasant. His voice did not waver, “She knew of the smuggling tunnels under Ritou, my lord. She had planted  parts of the others there. I was… Too stunned to realise it was a trap.”

It would seem the Saiguu was just as fond of dismemberment as Lord Kamisato, then.

And Ayato had put Thoma right in her path. 

Practically handed him to someone who would’ve scattered him around Ritou’s tunnels if he had been anyone else.

Fuck.

Pain lanced through his chest again, ripping a hole through his being as all his regrets and failures and agony and despair burst to the surface, merciless and cruel. Completely ignoring the depths he’d tried to bury them under, trying to bury  him instead. 

It was violent, unbearable. All those thoughts. Smashing about his pond. Dirtying it. And within all the chaos, at the centre of this storm, the only thing he could discern were  twos. Two words. Two eyes. Two hands. Two dice.

Thoma.


 Not me. 


Thoma could never love him. Of course not. And why should he? 

And why should he care?

And why had Ayato even entertained the idea?

And why had he kissed him?

And why did it matter?

And why did it hurt?

And why did it hurt?

And why did it hurt?

And why did it-

“I-I am sorry, my lord, I know such naivete is unforgivable,” Hisashi choked out on the bed, having grown impossibly more pale in response to whatever expression was burning uncontrollably across Ayato’s eyes just then.

Ayato could only stare at him, stare at the bruises lining his face and the weariness in his brow. Stare as waves crashed around him while his every failure lay before him.

Thoma had asked him to stop. To stop pursuing this.

But he wasn’t going to. 

And he could tell himself it was because this was intrinsically connected to sorting out his father’s secrets. His fears. His past. That would be true, to a degree.

But deep in his heart, deep in his mind, swamped in all that unbearable  hurt as his own soul tried to dismantle itself from the inside, he knew that was not the reason he was doing this. 

Because maybe. 

Maybe if he found Thoma’s father, maybe if he hadn’t failed. 

Maybe then Thoma would love him back. 

So he shouldered through the whirling rapids just enough to speak, and uttered, apathetic above all, “What did she say to you.” 

“She… She had a message for you,” Hisashi shuddered, quieting his voice to recite the words so vividly scarred into his mind, “she said-


‘The young lord will save you. He will hide you away. And then when you’ve recovered, he will ask you his questions: how and where and when and what~  


 When that moment comes, tell him he’s too predictable, will you? Cuz, gosh, it’s uncanny, he’s really just like his father at that age! A bit worse maybe. But~ Walking the same path. Making the same mistakes. Chasing the unattainable.  



 Best of luck, little Kamisato!’” 





Notes for the Chapter:
*brrring*

hello, front desk? this is noxetic on floor 22, can we get a doctor up here?……. yeah, the sapphics are beating ayato’s ass again……….. yeah…… yeah, they opened with a perfect smoothie-kiss combo………. mhm, he appears to be stunlocked……….. yeah, he’s taking continual ticks of psychic damage………. no, i dont have a thoma on hand……. alright, thanks

*end call noise*






23. Local Customs / There Waited A Shrine



“… Will you tell me what happened now?” 

“Are you not a professional spy?” 

A half-hearted gasp, “You wound me, Thoma! You think I would dump you in a closet and then  eavesdrop?  When my lord is involved, no less? Do you take me for a reprobate?”

No response. 

“Furthermore, I don’t  spy.  I  {reconnaissance}.  And occasionally,  {extortion}.  Sometimes even  {infiltration}.” 

“I don’t think you can use those as verbs.” 

“Yeah, well, I don’t think  you  can keep looking ill and distressed. But you’re doing that anyway! So I guess I’ll have to  {infiltration}  until I’ve  {reconnaissanced}  up all my  {reconnaissancing}  and can  {infiltration}  no more… Get  {extortioned}, scum.”

Maybe teaching Hirano how to say various crime-related words in Thoma’s native tongue wasn’t the best idea. But it was the only reliable way to stop him from asking about Ayato. 

Thoma really didn’t want to talk about Ayato. 

Hirano didn’t seem to care about that.

So with an exhausted sigh, Thoma lay back on his pillow, directed his eyes at the ceiling, and muttered in perfect Mondstadtian,  “{Assault and battery.}” 

Hirano took the bait, “What did you call me?” 

Back to Inazuman, weary, “Assault and battery. Attacking people. Causing bodily harm.”

Hirano seemed to think it over for a minute, squatting by the ever-growing pile of hosting gifts in the corner. 

“Mm,” he said, plucking at the floor to flick something at Thoma’s face. “The Shuumatsuban call that one a  hobby.  Most of them.”

“And what do you call it?” Thoma dodged the incoming chocolate wrapper with a listless turn of his head.

Hirano went quiet, thinking things over once more. He dug out another chocolate, tearing through a kitsch, heart-shaped box that a patron had given Thoma during the shift they’d just returned from. Hirano was supposed to be ‘checking for suspicious activity’ and ensuring his charge wasn’t being given a weapon of mass destruction or some other outside assistance.  Supposed  to. 

Thoma was pretty sure he was just eating all of it. 

“A questionable life choice?” Hirano finally answered after a moment of chewing. Then muttered, “Toffee? Gross.”

Thoma dodged another wrapper. 

It was good to see Hirano back to normal. Or as normal as he could possibly be. His steps had returned to silence and he’d regained his shameless amiability. Normal enough.

But Thoma noted the air of dodginess that remained about him. A certain strain to his voice, expecting something that’d yet to come. That, and he’d glued himself to Thoma like he was auditioning for the role of his second shadow. More so than he had with the boars around. During the very shift the chocolates came into their possession, he’d gone so far as to take a nap at Komore instead of leaving. 

At the bar counter.

Taroumaru didn’t appreciate that. None of the hosts did, either. Hirano slept anyway.  

And now he squatted in his prisoner’s ‘room’ at 4:00 a.m., digging through said prisoner’s sparse possessions like he planned to take residence in the very spot they occupied. It didn’t take a genius to figure out he was avoiding Ayato.

Intently.

Conveniently for Hirano, Ayato was avoiding Thoma just as intently. If not more. In one night, Thoma had developed a flawless and functioning anti-Ayato field. A field that had persisted for over a week and didn’t appear to be fading by any means.

Thoma told himself it was for the best. No matter how cold the pit in his stomach grew or how shackled his steps felt. For the best. No matter how tasteless food had become or how distant sleep always seemed. For the best. This needed to happen, it was the only way. And with time, he’d get over everything. He’d keep moving forward, he’d adapt as needed and he’d get over those emerging torrents of love he felt. And the fury that blossomed at their denial.

Ayato would too. Get over it.

The pit dug deeper. 

He supposed he really was just a prisoner now, wasn’t he? Back to those first days at the estate, confined to a single room and entirely uncertain of the future that awaited him.

Except this time he knew  things.  Too many things. Things and people and suffering and anger. 

This time, when the thought of exorcising a demon crossed his mind, there were too many complexities tied to it. 

And this time, when he thought about going home, about returning to a simple life lacking in all those complexities bound to the world he’d stumbled into– he couldn’t picture such a life without Ayato next to him. He didn’t want to.

A chocolate wrapper smacked into his cheek.

“Three points for me,” Hirano announced with a yawn –a sound shortly followed by the crunch of a poorly constructed box. “How many till you tell me what happened?”

Thoma eyed him warily, watching as he palmed yet another wrapper into a ball. “If you want to know so bad, why don’t you ask A-“

“Oh, I see how it is.” Hirano’s face dropped into darkness. Grim, “You want me to die, do you? And to think I called you a friend…”

He threw the wrapper ball. 

“No, of course not- but you shoved me into a door.” Thoma swatted the ball out of the air with one tired hand. Then turned his eyes back to the ceiling.

“That has nothing to do with anything.”

“… What happened behind that door has everything to do with everything.”

“Nothing to do with anything,” Hirano repeated, clicking his tongue like Thoma was some mildly troublesome child. “Look, I don’t need  all the details, I just need to know if you two are… You know. Okay?”

Thoma felt his jaw clench. The pit in his stomach had planted itself quite firmly, taking root in places where pits should not be allowed to exist. Hirano seemed intent on fertilising that pit until it started sprouting vines and thorns and every manner of unpleasant sensations. All lined with blue petals and striking eyes. 

Plants weren’t supposed to have eyes. 

And so, in an attempt to burn the thicket at its Ayato-infused roots, Thoma expertly muttered,  “{Money laundering.}” 

“You already told me that one,” Hirano gave a loud sigh, abandoning his throne of chocolates to wave a handful of them above Thoma’s face. “Here, you can have these. Are you a toffee guy? You look like a toffee guy.”

Thoma only stared at them. All colourful wrappers and twisted ends. He wasn’t sure if he was a toffee guy, nor was he sure if he wanted to be. Were toffee guys miserable? Did toffee guys regret their life decisions? Did Ayato like toffee?

Sighing that thought away, Thoma raised a hand, letting Hirano drop the chocolates into his palm before bringing it back down.

Satisfied at this acceptance, Hirano slunk back to the pile, tossing aside some fake roses in favour of clawing apart yet another kitsch, heart-shaped box. He turned his back to the futon, his movements growing quieter by the second. That was his way of saying ‘okay, you can sleep now,’ Thoma had learned. 

Not like he and sleep had interacted much lately. It wasn’t keen to interact with him right then, either. So, instead of closing his eyes, he rolled one of the chocolates between his fingers, watching in silence while Hirano dug around.

His company wasn’t unwelcome. When he wasn’t asking questions about Ayato, he was quite adept at interfering with the general feelings of dread and despair Thoma couldn’t quite vanquish. And with his cleaning privileges revoked, Thoma was pretty sure he would have entirely lost his mind if there wasn’t someone attached to his hip 24/7.

Even if he could manage his feelings well enough, pushing Ayato so decisively away had done a number on him. He’d admit that. Everything about the situation had done a number on him, really, but… that more than anything.

Before Thoma could stop the words, he mumbled, “Why’d you do it?”


Because he had to.


Hirano’s movements faltered for the briefest of instances. Then he continued his clawing, not bothering to face Thoma. His voice was quiet, answering a question not truly meant for him, “I told you already. For the good of the Kamisato Clan.”

Thoma hadn’t been sure what Hirano meant then. He wasn’t sure what that meant now.

“What did you think…” Thoma’s voice drifted away. 

He didn’t need to ask, did he? 

Knowing the answer wouldn’t achieve anything besides briefly pacifying that fatal curiosity of his. Curiosity that had led him here. Curiosity that had ruined his life. And Ayato’s. 

He needed to start acting more like a prisoner. Needed to stop asking questions. How was he supposed to fix anything if he let his every whim control him? Every question, every fancy?

How was he supposed to fix anything if he  couldn’t keep his mouth shut?  

Blind to Thoma’s inner conflicts, Hirano tossed a wrapper over his shoulder, and finished the question for him, “What did I think would happen… I thought you two would  talk.  Stop sulki- avoiding each other. Have a good time. I don’t know. But now you’re all weird and my lord hasn’t even come to check on you. Or yell at me! Which is the opposite of everything I planned for.”

Thoma’s words were dull, barely his own, “I didn’t know you were so invested.”

“Of course I’m invested. It’s my job to be invested,” Hirano stated. “No, not just my job –my  purpose.  Everything I’ve done, and will do, was, and is, for the young lord’s sake. That’s… That’s the unspoken vow we Shuumatsu take… or something, haha.”

After a pause, in which two wrappers hit the floor behind him with soft  tcks, he quietly added, “… And you’re my friend. You’ll… You need my lord as much as he needs you.”

Thoma wasn’t sure what to say to that.

Hirano had called them friends before. Multiple times. And Thoma wouldn’t pretend he didn’t share the sentiment. But at the end of the day, he was still a Shuumatsuban. A criminal. And Thoma was still a prisoner. Recent events fresh in his mind, he couldn’t let himself forget that.

Regardless, that wasn’t the part that tripped him up. 

“What do you mean by that?” he asked, the question entirely half-hearted, already failing to keep his mouth shut. “The ‘needing each other’…” 

“Huh?” Hirano’s movements stilled once more. This time for longer. Again, he did not turn around. “Oh. Not sure how I’m supposed to answer… If you were anyone else, I’d have to apologise for overstepping, haha…”

“Hirano, there’s…” Thoma took an axe to the thicket, “There’s nothing between Ay- his- the young lord and I. There’s no… Whatever you thought there might have been before, it’s gone. And it would be best if you assumed it wasn’t there to begin with… Please, just treat me like the prisoner I am. Please.”

Finally, Hirano turned. His face remarkably pale. He looked about as nauseous as Thoma had felt as of late. A bit more held together, though. Impressively, his voice betrayed nothing of the distress plastered upon his features, light as always, if not a bit deserted.

“Then I shoved you into a door for nothing…”

Thoma sighed, “Hah, I guess you did.”

“Thoma… you have to  {liquidate}  me. It’s only fair.”

“Huh? I’m not going to kill you for throwing me into a door! Not like I even could-”

“It’s either you or the lord!” Hirano insisted, feebly pawing at one of the many wrappers scattered on the ground. “This isn’t what I thought… I thought you two would make up. I thought you… After everything…”

 “He  won’t kill you either,” Thoma stated, propping up on the futon to give Hirano more direct attention. His words didn’t feel quite as assured as they usually did. He wasn’t sure how Ayato was holding up, wasn’t sure if he’d lash out at Hirano for his actions. But, “He isn’t like that. The… young lord isn’t like that.”

He isn’t like that. How many times had Thoma asserted as much? He wasn’t sure. He didn’t care. It was true.

Hirano’s eyes sharpened, scanning Thoma’s face in the silence that followed. Thoma almost expected him to retort in some way. He was a Shuumatsuban born and raised after all, his life  revolved  around the Kamisatos. And so it was perhaps a bit audacious for Thoma to insist he knew better, to stick his neck out for someone like Ayato. Someone with that much blood on his hands.

But the silence only persisted. 

As if maybe Hirano, who’d seen more of  Kamisato  Ayato –more of his father, more of the Yashiro Commission– than Thoma could even comprehend,  believed him.

That’s all he could hope for. 

Thoma needed a goal. Needed something to work towards now that finding his father was out of the question. Perhaps this could be his new focus. 

He couldn’t be around Ayato anymore, he couldn’t risk breaking things further. But he could help others see the man for what he was. A  man.  Not just the demon’s spawn. That was as good a goal as any, wasn’t it? 

Or maybe it wasn’t.

Maybe whatever marbles made up his brain had rolled away and shattered. Maybe he should worry more about his survival, focus on that. Try to escape or something. That was more important, surely. Everyone else seemed to think so, Heihachi, Nobumori, half the population of Inazuma. And they were right. Thoma  knew  they were right.  

But all those sane thoughts fizzled out, finding no purchase. Because he didn’t want to leave. Even the parts of him that knew he  should  want to were reluctant. 

That probably wasn’t a good thing. 

“What’s so funny?” Hirano asked, the faint tension of his features morphing into something less strained and more confused.

Thoma blinked in his direction, equally confused. And disoriented, his thoughts still spinning about while he slipped free of them. “Huh?”

“You did that nose thing,” Hirano gestured to his face. “Like you were trying to blow smoke out of your nostrils. Mimicking a dragon, or I dunno. A boar? That’s a laughing thing, isn’t it? Didn’t anyone tell you it’s rude to keep jokes to yourself?”

Explaining to Hirano that the ‘joke’ was Thoma’s own priorities didn’t sound like a good time, nor did he have the energy to reflect on this realisation, so instead, he shook his head and latched onto something else. 


 Boars. 


“When are those two… other retainers coming ba-“

It was then the door slid open.

Thoma didn’t turn to look, keeping his eyes locked on Hirano’s pale face. He was really hoping that he’d only imagined the sound, surely no one should be entering that room at that hour.  Surely  his innocent question hadn’t summoned the very boars themselves, had it?

Hirano’s eyes flicked past him, settling on the door beyond his shoulder with some form of  indifference. Then softened into something more casual. 

Thoma sat up at that, slowly facing their visitor and finding the figure that stepped into the room to be small. And singular. The boars had not returned. 

The door slid shut.

“Furuta?” Hirano spoke first, not bothering to mask the perplexion in his tone, “Didn’t you get my memo? He’s not allowed out anym-”

A single snap of her fingers and Hirano’s mouth shut faster than Thoma had thought possible. Thoma  would have sent a concerned glance his retainer’s way, but he couldn’t move his eyes. Every ounce of focus in him was pinned to the bundle in Furuta’s hands.

He didn’t think he’d be seeing it after that night. He’d left it on the vanity. Maybe he thought Ayato would’ve burned it. Tossed it back into the sea. Torn its already tattered pieces into something even more unrecognisable. 

But there his jacket was. 

Why did his throat feel so tight?

“Why do you…” Thoma started, falling silent when the constriction cut off whatever words he might hope to say.

Furuta simply took a few steps forward, offering the bundle to him. Her tone was unreadable, matching the glint in her eyes, “It is the duty of a housekeeper to return things to where they belong. Or to whom… I suspect that ‘whom’ would be you, young man.”

Thoma didn’t have time to hesitate, his hands moved without permission, clasping around the jacket with an almost eager trepidation. It still smelled like Ayato. A painful scent, but one he did not wish to forget.

The jacket was in significantly better condition than it had been, wearable once more. But as Thoma turned it over in his hands, he noted all of its irregularities. The patches were slightly off colour; a number of tears were too tightly bound; and a few more suture-style stitches had taken residence in the sleeves. Most notably, however, was the excessive use of ladder stitching, covering every area where someone more experienced would’ve utilised a different technique. 

All ladder stitches. All appalling. All Ayato’s handiwork.

“If you would like,” Furuta offered, watching Thoma run a finger over one of the more noticeable threads, “I could give that a proper mending.”

“No,” Thoma responded too fast, his fingers tightening around the jacket in reflex. He loosened his grip the second he realised what he was doing, tearing his eyes up to meet hers. Offering half of a sheepish grin, he continued, “I appreciate the offer, but no, it’s… fine as it is. Thank you for bringing this to me.”

“Ah, don’t thank me, I am but a humble servant.” Furuta raised her hands, her voice still indecipherable, “If that will be all, I have an estate to tend.”

She directed a nod at the chocolate wrappers littering the floor, then turned her back to the room.

“Wait, Furuta…” Thoma mumbled, again speaking too fast. And again, the tightness in his throat stopped him from continuing. The jacket in his hands seemed to weigh just as much as the pit in his stomach. The two worked in tandem to trap all of his thoughts beneath something he could not lift.

What did he even want to ask? 

 How is he? Is he safe? Is he sad? Is he alright? Where has he been?  

But all of his questions were silent.

Nevertheless, Furuta responded over her shoulder without missing a beat, mellow and wry, “I fear any questions you have for me will find no satisfaction. I’m just a little old lady, you understand. There are others far more informed than I…”

“I just…” Thoma’s fingers curled around the fabric in his hands. He didn’t need to know.  He didn’t need to know.  “… Be well, miss Furuta.”

Furuta offered a chuckle, resting her hand on the door. She didn’t open it right away, and Thoma watched a breath raise her shoulders.

“I suppose I should offer you some  sage advice before I part,” she sighed, adjusting to face Thoma once more. Then her eyes drifted down to the futon he sat on, settling on one corner with a laser focus. Settling on stitching that should’ve been invisible to anyone but him. 

Thoma felt the blood leave his face.

Furuta’s last words were quiet, polite, “It is expected amongst the Shuumatsuban to keep blades on one’s person, rather than tucked away. You would do well to mind local customs.”


Tucked into the corner of a massive courtyard, there waited a shrine. Sturdy and red, it had stood dutifully long since times Ayato could not remember. An eternal asset of the Kamisato estate. 

A testament to the Shogun’s ‘divinity.’ 

Ayato didn’t particularly care if the Shogun actually had any divine right or not. He wasn’t much for religion. He had, after all, just killed one of Inazuma’s most important religious figures. On paper, at least. None of the Shuumatsuban needed to know that the Saiguu had done most of the heavy lifting for him. 

Irregardless, he was preparing to add another religious figurehead to the long list of corpses chained to his wrists. 

In theory. 

He couldn’t let the Guuji die until certain questions had been answered. And perhaps he still held some reservations about executing someone as crucial to the people as her. His father didn’t need to know any of that, however. So Ayato strode down the courtyard’s paths, silent as the breeze that followed. 

The figures loitering about the shrine hadn’t noticed him yet. Odd as that was. By virtue of their positions, the trio that awaited were notoriously observant. Almost preternaturally so. 

Ayato had never seen his father so distracted before. But that wasn’t what brought his stride to a pause. 

Lord Kamisato stood before the shrine, staring at the ageing wood as the sky darkened, and though Ayato could only make out the side of his face, the expression upon it was not one he’d seen before. His father looked to be  at peace. 


 Peaceful. 


Gazing at that shrine.  Peacefully.  

The sight brought an immediate unease to his stomach. There was an inherent  wrongness to it, like an eel climbing a tree –such expressions did not belong on such a face. They’d certainly never existed there before. The Saiguu’s words whispered through his mind, that enigmatic mockery.

Just like him.

No, he wasn’t anything like his father. Was he?

Ayato forced the unease aside, dragging his eyes away. He briefly noted that the two tongueless bodyguards were stationed quite a distance off, both staring over the cliff out of earshot. Then he brought his eyes to focus on the figures directly at his father’s side, loitering respectfully off the stone path.

Hyakubei’s perpetually stiff form and Hirano’s perpetually lax form were just about as contradictory as Lord Kamisato and the concept of  peace were. But at least the two Shuumatsuban were fundamentally separate, and thus something Ayato could rationalise. Even through the exhaustion his mind had sunk to.

From where he stood, Ayato could only make out the murmur of their conversation, an occasional word slipping past. Perhaps if he had the energy, he would have focused enough to hear it in full, but as it were, he didn’t quite care to. Hyakubei was saying something about Yashiro funding, accenting his words with a hesitant hand. Hirano was shifting on his feet, eyeing a stick on the ground like he hoped it might save him from the conversation. Neither of them looked pleased.

And maybe Ayato was feeling a bit vindictive just then. So maybe he waited a bit longer before making his presence known. Maybe the pair could suffer the inhumane torture of forced small talk in the presence of their boss. They had it coming.

Ayato had yet to do anything about Hirano’s infractions, and he didn’t really intend to. Not like he could either way –the man had tactfully disappeared after his outburst in that very courtyard. And his actions later that night. The only sign he still existed came in the form of the summary he’d dropped on Ayato’s desk the day after. 

If he couldn’t be found, he couldn’t be punished.

Except Ayato knew exactly where he could be found. There was only one place he couldn’t bring himself to check. Hirano was smart enough to find it.

Before any of the blades lining his insides could stir, Ayato made his final strides.

Hyakubei noticed him first, turning away from his company and dipping his head to speak, “Ah, as timely as ever, my lord.”

“My lord,” Hirano rushed out, dipping into a significantly lower bow. Stilted.

Lord Kamisato did not move to face him, nor did he speak. His only acknowledgement of Ayato’s approach came in the form of a casual lift of the hand. Waiting. Ayato responded swiftly, shifting the stack of papers he’d been carrying onto the expectant palm. This was, of course, a mere formality. His father already had a copy of every report Ayato held. Barring the summary.

Ayato watched while he began to flip through it, noting the way his features hardened into disinterest. But that disquieting haze of peace did not leave.

“Ah, young lord,” Hyakubei cleared his throat, snatching Ayato’s attention in that strange, flighty way of his. “A moment?”

He beckoned Ayato a few steps down the path, scratching at his chest with a thin-lipped smile. Rather than following right away, Ayato opted to stare him down, trying to get a read on him once again. Trying to parse what he knew about Thoma.

But his facade was perfect, impenetrable as always. He wouldn’t be so trusted by the Commissioner if it wasn’t.

Mildly piqued, Ayato made his way over. He said nothing when he reached Hyakubei’s side, only levelling his gaze with a flat expression of his own. 

“First and foremost, I owe you an apology,” Hyakubei started, raising a hand to his chest and bending himself forward the slightest amount. 

Ayato felt his lip twitch, but maintained his silence.

Hyakubei continued, straightening once more, “I wish to assure you that I do not tolerate such, ah- impudence, from my subordinates. Hearing how Furusawa and Kazumasa wronged you truly broke my heart. Such disregard for their betters… Unheard of.”

That Hyakubei wouldn’t even  pretend  to be annoyed about the punishment of his agents felt a little unfair. And unsettling. And irritating. The man should be seething at his failed recon, shouldn’t he?

But Ayato kept his tone flat in response, “Such ‘heartbreaks’ could be avoided if you ran your delegations by me first. As it stands, you  have imposed upon my… charges.”

“Indeed!” Hyakubei nodded, his face contorting into something disturbingly reminiscent of regret. “And for that, I extend another apology. Had I realised the prisoner was so vital to your mission, I most certainly would have discussed matters with you beforehand. Alas, I did not, and so my intent was only to provide much-needed backup for our  unfortunate  Hirano. N… Not to suggest a lack of judgement on your part, mind you. But you must be aware, such a valuable item perhaps requires more attendees than a single… Hirano.”


 Item.  


Hirano grumbled something decidedly not Inazuman from where he stood, absently rolling a stick under his boots.

Ayato mostly tried to ignore him.

“As I recall, a single Hirano has proven quite capable of managing this…  item,”  he spat the word out, breaking his otherwise even tone with a bit more vitriol than proper. 

Hyakubei disregarded both the venom and the way Hirano visibly perked up at their side, letting his eyes skitter over Ayato’s face instead. Then amended, “I do see that now. Which is precisely why I wish to inform you that, henceforth, I will leave any appointments of secondary retainers in your  capable hands.”

That’s not what Ayato expected to hear.

If Hyakubei –if his father– really was investigating his activities, he should have doubled down. Should’ve brought in more retainers, or reinstated his dogs. No, he had to be planning something. He wouldn’t give up this easily, there wasn’t any-

“As a show of good faith,” Hyakubei continued, producing a wrapped bundle of silk from within the folds of his jacket. It was small, just slightly larger than his hands. He passed it to Ayato as if it was some unremarkable gift to an unremarkable friend.

Ayato did not move to unwrap the item within. 

He knew what it was. He could smell it, faint. Sterile. Embalmed. 

Hyakubei nodded at the offering, his voice drowning in what had to be feigned remorse, “Following Kazumasa’s example, Furusawa recently suffered an incident of his own. A terrible chain of events… It would seem both have become unfit for their task, and thus they shall not be returning to disrespect you further.”

Ayato’s eyes drifted across the silk, finding the faint suggestion of knuckles beneath. A part of him felt some twisted joy. Both dogs had been punished. Good. But another part of him felt disgusted. Sick, almost. Hyakubei, an extension of his father, had carried out the same punishment. Had mutilated his own pets, so very easily. 

And he didn’t care in the slightest. 

The silk beneath his fingers felt rough. 

Was this who he was?

Was this why Thoma…

What was he doing anymore? 

Even if he found Thoma’s father, he was still him, wasn’t he? He was still Kamisato Ayato. And he wasn’t sure what that meant anymore. He wasn’t sure what anything meant anymore. He hadn’t been sure in days. His limbs were heavy and his mind was numb.

There were too many knives, too many whirlpools, too many things he couldn’t control. 

Too many things he couldn’t understand.

“If you should like further corrections made,” Hyakubei hummed, adjusting his jacket back into something more dignified. “Say the word, and our unfortunate delinquents may find themselves in quite a bind. There are things people simply should not have in their bloodstream. Things that could have rather drastic consequences, if you so desire-”

“Leave them,” Ayato sounded vacant even to his own ears. “The effort would be wasted. All I request is that I not see their faces again.”

“Consider it done,” Hyakubei’s lips curled briefly, then settled into something strained. “Now, surely you are aware of why you have been summoned here?”

Ayato held his eyes, droning, “The Commissioner wished to discuss the Guuji.”

Hyakubei nodded too fast, too finicky. 

“Yes, as the concluding piece in our collaboration with Watatsumi,” he said, bringing a hand to rub at his brows before crossing his arms. He knew as well as Ayato that Watatsumi wanted nothing to do with this ‘piece.’ All the same, he continued with utmost prudence, “How do you intend to  reward  our Miko? I must admit I’ve had my doubts as to how anyone might manage one as resourceful as she… but after such  extraordinary  work with the Saiguu, I have unequivocal faith in your capabilities.”

Ayato chose his words carefully. He’d prepared them prior. He needed to be vague, needed to raise no suspicions of his true intents.

“I’ve arranged a meeting, under the pretence of Yashiro affairs. Casual, a mere discussion of our relations with Narukami in the coming years. She has no reason to reject such a proposal.”

“A… meeting? Might I ask where?”

“I have left the venue to her whims. She was closest to the Saiguu, and already on edge regarding the misfortune plaguing the rest of the circle. If anyone’s taken notice of the Saiguu’s disappearance by now, it would be her.”

“Ah, and so you’ve given her a sense of control. Security even. Masterful work, masterful work. If only the Shuumatsuban were half as innovative as you in their… liquidations.” 

Wincing internally, Ayato said nothing, only scanning the wrinkles of tension lining Hyakubei’s eyes.

Hyakubei swallowed almost mechanically, giving every appearance of passiveness. But he held his ground, unflinching.

“With the location out of your control,” he spoke with feigned pleasantries, “you must have great faith in your…  method ..?”

“People are not stationary,” Ayato’s tone held steady, though his fingers grasped around the silk in hand marginally tighter. “And as you have so kindly pronounced, there are things that… simply should not be in one’s bloodstream.”

At that, a strange sort of smile briefly contorted Hyakubei’s features. Ayato expected further inquiries. Further demands. His proposed plan was too simple, the Guuji wouldn’t be so easy as to fall to such a scheme. And so he had prepared countless answers to countless questions, countless assurances to give the impression of a more thorough procedure, wherein this was only the first step. Anything to throw Hyakubei and his father off- 

But Hyakubei didn’t ask anything else. He simply nodded, and for the first time, Ayato caught a clear view of the razor glint in his eyes. A clear view of Hyakubei’s true self. A clear view of his father’s right hand.

Something fleeting and astute. And deeply, uncannily bitter.

“My expectations are high,” Hyakubei grinned. Then turned, heading back to the shrine. With a pointedly placed foot, he snapped the stick Hirano had been rolling before settling at Lord Kamisato’s side once more. 

Whatever words he whispered there reached no one’s ears but the lord’s. Ayato could barely feel the slimy apprehension crawling up his throat. His fingers were still pressed into cold silk.

“… Asshat, douchebag, slimeball,” Hirano was uttering when Ayato neared him. He stopped his string of insults shortly, shifting somewhat aside. Then spoke in the same near-imperceptible tone he’d hidden his cursing with, “H… Hi. I mean… My lord…”

Ayato eyed him, letting Hirano marinate in the discomfort for a second or two. Then he released a quiet sigh, raising the parcel and muttering, “Dispose of this.”

Hirano snatched it quickly, giving a dutiful nod. Remarkably eager to make up for his indiscretions –and probably go back into hiding–, he began to step away. Then halted, pivoting to face Lord Kamisato. Ayato didn’t miss the hatred that briefly flashed across Hirano’s eyes before he made his request to leave.

Lord Kamisato did not look at him, only grunting in assent. Hirano vanished into the night without another word. 

The courtyard was eerily void of chatter, tainted only by the soft whispers of waves below and the occasional cry of night birds above. Both Ayato and Hyakubei stood equally silent, waiting for the Commissioner to get bored of the papers in hand.

It didn’t take long.

Lord Kamisato released a quiet sigh. Then raised the stack, and muttered, “Dispose of this.”

Ayato stiffened. 

Hyakubei snatched the papers. Gave a dutiful nod. Vanished into the night.


 ‘Gosh, it’s uncanny.’ 


Lord Kamisato’s eyes had returned to the shrine. He did not make an effort to direct his words at Ayato, “You’re rather elaborate in your methods.”

Ayato only responded after a moment’s pause, listening to the faintest ruffle of leaves.

“… Quite.” 

He wasn’t sure how to navigate his father right then –that  peace still distorting his face. He’d never navigated such a temperament before.

It certainly didn’t help that his brain felt like a paste after spending so many days suppressing all his thoughts. So many days focusing on anything but the steady hum of pain and desire inside. So many days preparing for things he had no right to prepare for. 

But he didn’t know what else to do. All he had were questions. He didn’t like having questions. Where was he supposed to go, after everything? Who was he supposed to be, after everything? Why did he still love Thoma, after everything? And what did love even mean?

He wondered if Thoma was eating alright. 

A particularly cutting wave rolled through him. 

“Tell me,” Lord Kamisato spoke then, producing a cigarette from somewhere in his sleeves. “What were the Saiguu’s last words?”


 Promise. 


“You’ve read the reports,” Ayato said, hiding the hesitance on his tongue. Watching a spark flick onto the cigarette, “She did not have time for parting words.”

Smoke curled into the air, “What of the words she imparted upon your… whore-bait? You did not fail to inquire, no?”


 Revenge. 


Ayato’s jaw tightened, “Nothing of value was spoken.”

Lord Kamisato’s eyes finally left the shrine. Unreadable and sharp, they found Ayato. That mirror he did not wish to face. Ayato did not look away, even as feelings of dismay and disgust burst through him, only worsening the pain he was already failing to ignore.

His muscles tensed reflexively, expecting his father to demand the truth. But he gave Ayato nothing. Just another puff of smoke into the air.

Ayato did not stop tensing.

“A shame,” Lord Kamisato said, returning his gaze to the shrine. His tone was steady, impassive, “I suppose silence would be fitting for one as  enigmatic as she… Her absence has yet to be noted.”

“I… suspect it will be some time before Tenryou gets involved,” Ayato offered, still brimming with discomfort. Still waiting for the strike.

“If they involve themselves at all. Tenryou’s pigs are remarkably inefficient. They couldn’t figure out Sasayuri in broad daylight, how they’d hope to figure out the Saiguu’s  disappearance… ”

The Commissioner trailed off, his eyes running over the blackened roof of the shrine. Ayato waited for the continuation, rigid. Waited for the mention of Sasayuri, the mention of failure, to finally wipe that grotesque  peace  off his face. His father had to be preparing for something. This conversation was too docile. The words too casual. There  had to be some underlying threat, but for once, Ayato couldn’t find it. 

So he shifted his spine, masking the strain in his shoulders. 

Then his father spoke.

“You’ve done a remarkable thing, my  son.  It would seem I’ll make a Commissioner of you yet.” 

Every hair on Ayato’s body raised, a bolt of cold that matched the sour tang shooting through him. Lord Kamisato turned to face him directly, his eyes sharp and icy. Or… not. Ayato couldn’t read them. All he could do was stand there, holding his breath while smoke billowed through the night. 

A hand clasped over his shoulder.

“Did you know it only takes three people to ruin you?” Lord Kamisato murmured, void of any emotion. Void of any intent. “Or maybe just one you’d do anything for.”

Ayato couldn’t move. His eyes found the faintest spark of flame still burning around the cigarette. One persistent ember, beautiful and determined, glowing around the gunk within. 

His chest was hurting again. His heart hit his ears, his insides twisted in on themselves as if to ensure the endless whirlpool of blades struck every part.

His father didn’t know. He couldn’t possibly know. Not about Thoma, not about…

“Why are you telling me this?” Ayato forced out the question, used the blades to whittle his voice into something dry and flat.

Lord Kamisato smiled. 

“Perhaps I’m feeling sentimental. My son’s growing up, isn’t he?” he answered, his tone flitting between emotions Ayato didn’t understand. Some cruel, some… not quite. “He’ll be head of the clan someday.”

The fingers clasping his shoulder flexed. Just barely. Just enough to force Ayato’s eyes up, away from the ember, back to his father’s terrible, incomprehensible eyes. The Commissioner flicked his head towards the red wood standing silently at their side.

“When I was six years old, my own father took me to this shrine,” his words were dull, like the memory bored him. But he continued, never once freeing Ayato from the oppressive presence of his eyes, “This very corner. He introduced me to two girls here. Two candidates, he said. Told me I had to choose one of them to carry out my  duties  with… By the time I was your age, I had.”

Ayato’s mind blanked, “You… I thought you and mother- Lady Kamisato…“

“Thought what? Thought we ‘loved’ each other? Thought we chose each other?” 

A pause. 

A croon. 

“I thought so, too. But I was stupid then. No, I was merely… obsessed with her. She was obsessed with another.”

Whatever feeling choked Ayato then was not one he could describe. A culmination of all those  too many’ s that he had not once escaped from. A culmination of poison and hurt and a thread splitting in two. Of pain and embers and emeralds burned into his mind. Bruises forming. Glass cracking. His mother. His sister. Thoma. Him.

“See, I’ve been so kind to you. Haven’t I? I’ve given you so much freedom. No arranged marriages, no delusions of love,” Lord Kamisato continued on, ignoring what expressions Ayato was struggling to hide. “You think I’m cruel for the sake of cruelty. But I only seek to carry out my duties. Why, I’d be a failure of a father if I couldn’t prepare you for the reality you refuse to face. A failure of a Commissioner if my heir could not do as necessary when the world demands it.”

A pause. 

A croon.

“There comes a time in all our lives where we must choose between something we can never have and a life we cannot leave.”

The Commissioner leaned forward. The ember fizzled out; the smoke pushed through.

“I trust you make the right choice, Ayato. Make your family proud.”

His fingers tightened, forcing Ayato to loosen his shoulder or risk a bruise. Then he pulled away, taking the ring of smoke and leaving Ayato frozen where he stood, pounded by the chilly air. 

He listened, unmoving, while footsteps faded behind him. A wave crashed below. 

Listened, unmoving, as a mirror blinded his eyes. A hundred words rang in his mind.

Listened, unmoving, when a small voice whispered at his side. A tired voice. 

“Brother?”

“Not right now, Ayaka.”

“Then when?”

“Just… not now.”
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24. Gloss



Thoma’s eyes fluttered over the courtyard, wavering on every shadow and form before darting to the next. The sun was a sliver beyond the cliffs, casting the last fragments of dusk over the estate, gleaming against wood and metal. Ponds and sand. Shuumatsuban and servants. 

But no Ayato.

Thoma’s shoulders dropped, his heart slowed. He wasn’t sure why he still bothered to look. He shouldn’t.

The sound of the estate doors shutting behind him drew his ears back to the world at hand, latching onto whatever Hirano was saying while they headed for the gates. Something about a film he watched once.

“-gets in the car, and reaches for the note, only to find it says ‘if you’re reading this, you’re dead.’ And then the whole thing explodes. Or that’s how it went in the remake. Which was kinda  ehhh,  it didn’t do the ‘is this because I killed your father?’ thingy as well as the original, which, I think-”

And so on. 

Thoma tried to pay attention, he really did. But then a servant would walk past with light blue accents lining the fabric of their sleeves, or a pair of Shuumatsuban would whisper something involving a ‘lord,’ and all of his senses would flicker in their direction like a spark to the sky.

When he finally stepped past the gates’ threshold, he offered the dark mountains beyond a morose gaze and felt his shoulders drop yet again. Then Hirano was dragging him to the car, saying something about how it would be really ironic if it exploded, wouldn’t it?

He’d entirely dropped the Ayato subject after Furuta’s visit the other night, instead relaying the plots of what felt like every piece of media he’d ever consumed to Thoma. An abrupt change of priorities.

But that was fine. It kept Thoma going. 

They’d made it to the car. Now they just had to make it to Komore. A simple, recurring task that they’d yet to fail. Thoma reached for the door, his hand dragging through the air while Hirano skirted around to the other side. Just when his fingers grazed metal, a hefty voice rang against the mountains, carrying with it the sound of heavy footsteps.

“Hold.” 

Thoma turned, instantly on edge, to find Hirotatsu’s formidable form striding at him. Immediately his thoughts rang the alarm bells in his skull, leaping to the worst possible conclusions like they were the only conclusions to be had. Hirotatsu never approached him unprompted unless…

Was Ayato being tortured again?  

Thoma’s anger and concern were flaring before he could do anything to rationalise the situation. Before he could remind himself of his need to stop asking. Of his return-to-prisoner status. Of his general lack of context.

The questions darted from his mouth without pause, “What happened? Is he in danger?”

Hirotatsu’s stride faltered. “What? How did-”

And then someone else was curving past his hesitant side, previously obscured by his form.  Her stride did not falter once. She only stopped a pace away from Thoma before throwing out one mildly accusatory, massively hushed inquiry.

“What did you do to my brother?”

And suddenly, Thoma was in that room again. A cold mirror pressing against his back, warm breath pressing against his lips. He remembered his heart prancing and his skin shivering and the mirror cracking and the world breaking and the needle falling and…

“My lady?” Hirano was circling back around the car, both brows raised over eyes that flicked across the group. He gave Ayaka a respectful bow. “Is uh- is something wrong?”

Ayaka pivoted to face him directly, her movements more assured than Thoma had ever seen them. 

“Hirano,” she spoke.

“Yes, my lady.” 

“Dismissed.”

Hirano went stiff. 

“W… What?”

“Dismissed.”

Hirano gaped at her, his brows raised even further before lowering to knit themselves together, distorting his features in pure disbelief. He shot a glance at Thoma, then Hirotatsu, seeking something neither could provide. Thoma was just as confused, and Hirotatsu offered nothing more than a glance in return.

Ayaka raised her voice the slightest amount, testing out a more commanding tone, “That’s- that’s an order.”

“I-“ Hirano opened his mouth. Closed it. Then opened it again, his suddenly meagre voice accentuated with another small bow, “Yes… Of course, my lady.”

He turned. He peered back. He waited a split second. He shuffled forward.

All was quiet while he walked a rigid path back to the gates, sending one last, uncertain look Thoma’s way before disappearing behind the walls. Out of sight, Ayaka let out a breath, turning back to Thoma, eyes balancing on a delicate wire between soft and sharp. And tired. He could sympathise with that much.

Her next words came dangerously low, “You didn’t tell him about what you saw in the kitchen, did you?”

“The kitchen…” Thoma stared down at her, completely thrown. 

She didn’t know what happened then. Of course she didn’t. No one did. Maybe that should’ve come as a relief, but nothing felt particularly relieving to him as of late. 

Besides, another issue had been presented. Another concern added to the Ayato pile of kitsch, disaster-shaped boxes.

“Huh?” Thoma continued in a whisper, brows lifted, eyes heavy. “You mean he doesn’t know? About h-“

“He cannot know, Thoma,” Ayaka interjected quickly. Intense. Even through the sharpness of her tone, Thoma could hear the wordless ‘please don’t tell’ within.

But-

“But-“ 

“He cannot!” she insisted before flicking her head to the side.

Hirotatsu swiftly stepped forward, and for a split second, Thoma thought he was about to get pummelled. But Hirotatsu only wove around him, opening the back door of the car and standing stock-still until Ayaka had crawled inside, dragging Thoma with.

Only when the door slammed shut did she continue to speak, still remarkably quiet, “I promised her I’d keep this between us. I- We’ve managed to for years, you cannot ruin it now.”

Thoma didn’t respond right away, his mind chugging as he recalled Lady Kamisato’s face. Then his own mother’s. How she’d tried to hide her own illness, and how devastating that was to learn. But he loved his mother, and she loved him –could the same be said of Ayato?

The car whirred to life when Hirotatsu slid into the front seat, eyeballing Thoma in the rear-view mirror. The lines of his face didn’t read like his usual warnings. Or maybe Thoma just didn’t care.

Turning to Ayaka in the seat next to him, he kept his voice as placid as possible, “You have to know he’ll find out eventually… I don’t know his relationship with- his mother, but it’s not fair to…”

He gestured vaguely, hit by a sudden wave of exhaustion that swept his words away. An exhaustion as physical as it was mental. He’d been having that problem for days. His lack of continuation did not seem to bother Ayaka.

Her eyes softened and she adjusted in her seat, folding her hands over her knees. Relenting, “I know it’s not fair. And I know your opinion of my mother must be low, but… If you do not wish to abide by  her  requests, then I hope you will consider  his well-being. He has enough to deal with already.”

Before Thoma could so much as consider protesting further, the car lurched forward and Ayaka took the chance to speak again, her eyes narrowing by a margin while they sized up his face. 

“If you didn’t tell him about  that, then… I ask again. What did you do to my brother?”

Thoma turned away. 

He brought his eyes to settle on the window. Beyond it. Watching darkened trees glide past, blurry apparitions he’d inspected on countless drives before. Between them, he could make out the insistent glimmer of light, the cool tones of the rising moon clashing with the warm hues of Inazuma City below. 

This was a strange situation, wasn’t it? Hirano’s dismissal, Ayaka’s appearance –he’d been too tired to question things until then, completely swept away by the sudden shift in routine. He trusted Ayaka, though. She’d done nothing but stick her neck out for him, despite all her reserves. 

But he still couldn’t talk about Ayato. 

It’d been hard enough telling Hirano things had changed. To tell Ayato’s own sister was a whole new ordeal.

He almost thought Ayaka would let him get away with ignoring her question. She did not press. Not until the trees faded and the lights bloomed. 

“My brother’s really irritating.”

Thoma felt his eyes narrow in confusion before her words even registered. An unexpected statement, spoken with an equally unexpected softness just then. Fond. And sad. He turned his head slightly, not willing to face her yet, but offering his ear regardless.

“He thinks he knows better than everyone,” she continued with a huff. “He thinks he’s the only person capable of handling anything. And he’s never honest with himself, he won’t admit anything unless you admit it for him. Always a deflection with him, I swear! Like he can’t imagine a conversation that isn’t transactional!”

She spoke uncharacteristically casually, as if simply raving about some minor inconvenience. Some pesky child. It was jarring, coming from the girl who scolded Thoma about his manners like the world’s purity hung in the balance of his speech. But as her rant continued, a weak grin of amusement tugged at Thoma’s lips.

Ayaka didn’t stop when he turned his head even further, catching a glimpse of her crossing her arms out of the corner of his eye. 

“He doesn’t know how to take care of himself, either. He thinks he does, but he directs all his focus on things he deems more important than himself. Which is everything. And he doesn’t even have the courtesy to make it obvious! He acts like it’s perfectly normal to neglect his own needs.”

Thoma found it in himself to face her directly once more. He watched quietly while she shook her head, eyes closed as the words kept coming. The unaired grievances of a weary sibling.

“He’s a masochist parading as a sadist, and a hypocrite on top of it all. Not to mention he has terrible taste. In food and hobbies and…” She opened her eyes, sending a deadly side eye at Thoma in the process. Forced to acknowledge her audience now that it wasn’t gazing out the window in avoidance, her ears took on a dusting of pink. Nevertheless, she cleared her throat, nodded her head, and spoke with a conviction, “And men. Terrible taste. In men. There. Now it’s your turn. Tell me why you hate him.”

“My turn…” Thoma murmured, deflating slightly into his seat. 

Maybe it was Ayaka’s complete breach of decorum –her willingness to put her fears and dignity aside as they sped down the road–, but for the first time in days, the topic of Ayato didn’t fill Thoma with dread.

So he matched her conviction as best he could, letting out a slow breath, “You have a point. On the terrible taste and all his other flaws, hah… For such a practical person, he sure has some odd quirks. He’s-“

A beat. 

Then, “He’s an asshole, he can’t sew, he’s childish, he’s stubborn. And spoiled! He’s too observant for his own good, too attentive for  anyone’s good, too stuck in his head to manage his heart, and his sense of humour is questionable at best…”

Another beat. 

“But I don’t hate him, not at all.”

Ayaka let out a sigh, now it was her turn to avert her eyes. “You’re making this quite difficult.” 

“This?”

She nodded at the window, watching the fluctuating lights of the houses dotting the countryside –a sight growing more common by the minute. There was no anger in her voice, “I suppose I was hoping you might admit that you despise him. That his behaviour is the result of you committing a grievous act of malice or some other well-deserved revulsion… Such a confession would have at least given me a reason to scold you. Even if I could not fault you for it.”

There was that dread again. That twisting knot of unburnable vines and nauseating regret. 

“You could still scold me for stepping out of line,” he offered, but his heart wasn’t in the jest.

Ayaka only shrugged, rolling her shoulders back into what Thoma assumed was a more proper position. When she decided to speak again, her casual tone had vanished, replaced by something faint.

“He has been avoiding me. As well as everything else. I- I just want to know how I can help him. I thought you might…”

Thoma’s chest tightened, breaking down at the despair so mutely lining Ayaka’s tone when her words died out. She felt just as deserted as he did, then. Just as unsure how to proceed.

“I’m sorry,” he started, brushing his fingers together. Eyeing his thumb. “I… can’t help you. Or him, anymore… You were right to assume whatever’s…  wrong  with him is my fault. But it’s for the best, I can’t-”

“No, it isn’t.”

Thoma flinched. Ayaka’s eyes had shot back to him, infinitely sharper now. The resolve within them was something new, something not born of the Kamisatos. Something explosive and bright and demanding, a firework cracking through a frozen sky.

“You- you’re an outsider,” Ayaka asserted, her voice wavering slightly like she didn’t quite believe her own words. “You cannot honestly say you know what is best for him. You have no right to assume such notions about- about a Kamisato.”

And there Thoma realised she wasn’t  asserting anything. She was asking. She wanted him to agree. Wanted him to say he was wrong. For Ayato. And for her.

Ayaka wanted to believe in a world where she, too, could love someone without fear. Thoma was the only authority she could find.

He swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry and vacant. He wanted to agree. He wanted that world. The thought crossed his mind often as of late –too often. But it didn’t matter. 

No matter how much he longed for that one  if, that still wasn’t the world he had, and it never would be. He couldn’t lie to her, not when it was so dangerous. But he didn’t have the heart for the truth. 

So he’d just have to change the topic instead. 

“What exactly is wrong with-  my lord? Or I guess, what has he done that brought you to me? I haven’t seen him in…”

A ripple of unease, of despondency, of guilt, coiled through his nerves. 


 Weeks. A couple? A few?  


Ayaka’s eyes quivered, then lowered, her frown one of pity. “As I said, he has been avoiding me. More than is expected under the scope of his responsibilities, I mean. I have been trying to talk to him, but he vanishes whenever I’m around, or else waves me off. So I did some… investigating.”

Thoma squinted, then asked, “You mean you’ve been spying on him?”

“I, well, no-” Ayaka looked embarrassed. Or perhaps disbelieving. But then she shook her head, continuing, “Well… yeah. And that’s what makes this so concerning. I’ve never been able to do that- I should not have been able to do that! He is… distracted. Not himself.”

“That-” Thoma shook his head, suppressing the concern winding through his throat, “What did you learn?”

“He is planning something. I cannot be sure what, but it is not of his usual tasks. What I do know is that it is not something father ordered… He leaves the estate frequently, which wouldn’t be unusual if not for the fact he often ends up at the same apartment- and recurrently with Koharu.”

“Koharu? What does she have to do with…”

“She says they are visiting her g-girlfriend, but never divulges more than that. So I had someone… Hirotatsu? Please share your report.”

Thoma had nearly forgotten he was present, jumping slightly when his blunt voice responded, “Yes, my lady. The young lord has been meeting with a man named Hisashi, a Shuumats-”

“Shit,” the word stole from Thoma abruptly, cutting Hirotatsu short. He and Ayaka both shot a quizzical look Thoma’s way, urging him to explain. Thoma only hesitated. He wasn’t sure if he should. Involving them would be dangerous.

And he was suddenly very annoyed. Horribly uneasy. Ayato was still pursuing his father. Even after the deaths that pursuit had caused. Of course he wouldn’t stop. He hadn’t been anywhere near bothered enough about the fact the Saiguu could have targeted him, Thoma should have drilled it into him further-

Or maybe this had nothing to do with that stupid deal.

Ayato still wanted answers to why the demon feared Thoma, didn’t he? Assuming this had anything to do with Thoma was purely self-centred. And wishful. And disturbing. A small part of him hoped that Ayato was still thinking about him. Still stupidly  reckless  for him. 

Thoma cursed his selfish thoughts away, feeling grimy in his chest.

With an absent shake of his head, he finally spoke, “He’s just… searching for something- I don’t think he intends to do anything with the answer but… I’m sorry, you shouldn’t get involved with that, it’s…”

Dangerous. Foolish. Both. 

Ayaka’s eyes were knives; her tone was anything but, “I told you, his burdens are mine too. You clearly know something, and… I won’t force it out of you. What he’s looking for matters little, it is his safety that I am concerned about.”

“There is more,” Hirotatsu cleared his throat, directing his nod at Thoma in the mirror. “More to this than Hisashi. Are you aware of Yae Miko?”

“Yae Miko?” Thoma shook his head. Then froze. “That wouldn’t be… Guuji Yae?”

“It would be Guuji Yae,” Hirotatsu replied, gruff. “What do you know about her?”

 She might know my father, he thought. 

“Very little,” he said.

Ayaka’s voice was grim, “Brother has been ordered to kill her. But if my suspicions are correct, he rather intends to…  interrogate  her instead.”

Thoma opened his mouth. Ayaka silenced him with a glare.

“You are thinking that it’s a good thing that he means to let her live,” Ayaka said. “And- it would be if she was anyone else, but… She knows, Thoma. And she will kill him if he does not act first.” Her voice broke, wavered, “I- I am not sure what to do.”

Thoma wasn’t either. His mind was racing, straggling. If this Yae was truly that dangerous-

“Where is he now?” the words sped out, carried by alarm.  

Ayaka looked at the road ahead, the countryside having been replaced by massive apartments and blinding lights and those ever-present crowds of nightly wanderers.

“My lady,” Hirotatsu cut in, slightly hoarse, “we’ll arrive at our destination in five.”

Thoma sent an imploring look at Ayaka beside him. “Where are we going-” 

Ayaka sent an impenetrable one back.


“I trust you don’t mind, I’ve already placed our order,” an innocuous comment and a vulpine smile. “Do feel welcome to the tofu, you seem quite keen on it. I am especially inclined to order more, if you are concerned we might run out.”

Ayato paused, his eyes nearly freezing over when they examined the low table before him. Tofu was the last thing he wanted to think about, but of all the dishes laid out, it seemed omnipresent among them. Taunting him on every little plate and every little bowl. 

He vaguely registered the warm scents of various broths and fried meat, bowls of udon and rows of yakitori. He noted the green pods of edamame and the pink tails of tempura, all mixed across a plethora of other colourful dishes. It would seem Uyuu’s entire menu had been arranged there, squeezed together on a table far too small, in a room far too big. 

But his eyes kept returning to the tofu. 

“That won’t be necessary,” he said, tone flat. “I am merely surprised at your choice of venue and the selection presented. Surely this was not a necessary expense for such an… insipid occasion.”

He prised his eyes up, scanning the figure kneeling across the table while he lowered himself, folding his legs. Yae Miko’s smile did not reach her eyes, shrewd and lingering. She sat in proper form, only planting her elbows on the table to clasp her hands together under her chin, watching Ayato with the unapologetic focus of a beast evaluating its newest prey.

She always had that look. It’d been present in her eyes every time they crossed paths, every meeting between his father and her shrine. Ayato’s interactions with her in those moments were always brief, little more than a passing quirk of the brow before her attention turned to the Commissioner and whatever administrative topics that had brought them together. She had no regard for him, and he doubted she ever would.

He didn’t really care.

“Now, now, the topic may be insipid,”  Miko hummed, “but that doesn’t mean we must insist on a drab location. Truthfully, I pity the conferences you must attend. Perhaps you Tri-Commission folk would get things done faster if there was a bowl of, say, miso promised at the end.”

Again, Ayato paused. She was taunting him, surely, she had to be. In that simple way of hers, where her inflections were pointed, but never terribly so. She was not yet targeting her words, merely searching for buttons to push, but her comments were striking too close to the parts of Ayato he couldn’t let drown him right then. She had no way of knowing Thoma liked miso, and no way of knowing Ayato liked… tofu. 

Ayato wouldn’t let her find out. His mind was still.

“Frankly,” he replied, effortlessly slipping into an insincere smile of his own, “I believe all three Commissioners would suffer an aneurysm if you brought such a proposal to them.”

“My…” Miko grinned, adopting a slightly airy tone and reaching for a pair of chopsticks, “I shall have to keep that in mind the next time I am dragged into their affairs then. Certainly a collective aneurysm would do them some good.”

Ayato nodded, matching her impression of friendliness, “Many a headache would be relieved, I imagine.”

He reached for his own pair of chopsticks, unceremoniously shoved under a plate of karaage, briefly noting them to be the cheap disposable kind. He wasn’t one to frequent izakayas, neither for pleasure nor business. That was a task better left to the Shuumatsuban, who wouldn’t receive a sideways glance or a choked whisper at their mere presence in such an informal joint. Of which he had received many.

Uyuu, at least, was on the higher-end of the izakaya scale, a bit more lavish than most. The orange-hued lights were only  slightly seedy, and the equally orange-hued sea creatures painted on the walls were amusing, if not simplistic. The restaurant supported only one private table. A table proudly isolated from the drinkers below by a rickety set of stairs, a hallway that smelled faintly of piss, and a walled-off room. This, Miko had reserved for their meeting.

Ayato didn’t trust it.

He split the chopsticks apart, watching the Guuji’s movements just as intently as she watched his. It was clear to Ayato that she hadn’t bought the pretence of ‘governmental relations’ that he had invited her to meet under, but he had no idea just how much she knew. Or thought she knew. How much had the Saiguu shared before her passing? And how much did Miko believe?

Either way, she was waiting for Ayato to break the act of civility first. 

“I can’t help but notice you’ve come lacking an  entourage,”  she said, directing her gaze around the empty room. “Quite rebellious of you. I was under the impression you officials couldn’t go anywhere without half of your…  subordinates following you around like desperate little puppies.”

“I am not yet the Commissioner,” he responded aptly, reaching for the nearest non-tofu tainted dish he could find. “To come bearing a full retinue for something as benign as an informal meeting between myself and Narukami Shrine would be rather gratuitous.”

“As refreshing as it is to see someone with such a backbone in the Tri-Commission,” she offered a brief chuckle, “you should consider being more careful, little Yashiro. People of our status are remarkably prone to misfortune, wouldn’t you agree?”

“So it would seem.”

“So it would, indeed.”

She smiled. Ayato did the same.

She lifted a bowl of udon to her lips. Ayato did the same.

She tilted the bowl up. Ayato did the same.

She used her chopsticks to crudely shift some of the contents into her mouth. Ayato did not do the same, feigning the motion instead. Letting its scent drift into his nose.

The broth smelled fine, slightly cheap. Musky. Nothing out of the ordinary. His brief scan over the noodles up close turned up no signs of tampering. All the same, he could not let his guard down. 

Miko returned her bowl to the table a bit louder than necessary, her lips still curved into the faintest of grins, her eyes lowered to slits.

“Could use more seasoning,” she announced pleasantly, using her chopsticks to drag some scallions around the broth in front of her. 

Having no idea what udon was typically seasoned with, Ayato responded with nothing more than a nod of agreement, setting his own bowl aside. Miko’s eyes flitted to it briefly before returning to observe him once more.

She wasn’t quite looking him in the eyes, opting instead to read the lines of his face –few as they were. Ayato would have found it disquieting if he had allowed himself to feel anything at all in that moment. But his features remained utterly blank, giving her nothing to act on. 

It frustrated her. He could tell.

But her thoughts were just as watertight. And so their standstill persisted. Until-

“Now, little Yashiro.” Miko raised one bored hand, flicking her wrist back to examine her nails. “Is this the part where we discuss the Commission’s expected fiscal requirements and intended policy proposals like it isn’t the most boring topic in the world, or are we through with the pleasantries?”

Ayato offered another thin smile. “I’m afraid you’ll have to clarify, Lady Guuji,” he said. “What matter do you think I have come here to discuss with you, if not policy?”

“Coy as ever, aren’t you?” She returned his smile. “Quite improper to make a lady do all the exposition, don’t you think?”

“Perhaps if the lady in question subscribed to such ideals as chivalry, but you do not seem like the type.”

Miko took a moment, flexing her fingers down and up, continuing her idle examination of them. Each nail was filed to a remarkably bladed point, glistening as if still wet. “I’ve always known you’d be a troublesome child, little Yashiro.”

“Then perhaps it is best we clear away any hurdles between us,” Ayato responded, placing his chopsticks neatly over the top of the bowl he had not drunk from. “Assuming you intend to remain at the behest of Narukami Shrine, we have a long, prosperous partnership ahead of us.”

“Do we now?”

“Indeed, ensuring that such a partnership may flourish has been the objective of this meeting from the start, regardless of whatever ulterior motives you think I may have.”

“Mm? And why should I suspect you have any ulterior motives?”

“Upon a change in leadership under any given position, there is bound to be hostility somewhere. I should hope that when I succeed the Commissioner title, any ‘bad blood’ between my father and Narukami, or myself and you, can be exchanged for something more… harmonious. As it is, I suspect your perception of me is not a pleasant one.”

Miko paused at this, then reached for another bowl. A small one. She lifted it to her lips with a slowness, refusing to respond until it was empty.

When she did, a sighing lilt decorated her tone, “Interesting turn of phrase, bad blood. What are your thoughts on blood, little Yashiro?”

Ayato was getting tired of this dance. But he wouldn’t be able to get anything out of Miko until she lowered her guard.

“Few if any,” he responded, every step calculated and in time. “I prefer it to remain within my body, for the most part.” 

For a beat, Miko only stared at him, her eyes pointed as ever. Then she laughed, a quiet sound, a repressed cackle, bringing one hand up to cover her mouth. “A Commissioner with a sense of humour. I never thought I’d see the day. Allow me to clarify, I do not mean that red ichor, so pesky to clean up, I mean blood as in…”

She stood, a flourishing movement that sent her white garments into a gentle spin. Ayato did not move other than to fold his hands in his lap while she circled the table.

“Blood ties, family, genealogy,” she said as her light footsteps tapped ever closer. “I am certain your thoughts on such a concept must be quite encompassing, as the son of someone so… Well! As the son of the Yashiro Commissioner. Quite the title to live up to, mm?”

Ayato did not look at her when she came to stand at his side. He simply waited, mind utterly numb. Her intimidation tactics would not work on him. Not after dealing with his father.

Miko hummed with some pretend mystification, tapping her chin while she stood over him, “What kind of Commissioner would you be, I wonder. What do you hope to accomplish? Do you strive to carry on your father’s legacy? Do you strive to make him proud? Do you strive to tear down his systems? Or perhaps… Do you strive to  be  him? As he did his father, and his father before he. You Kamisatos are quite a traditional lineage, I’m sure you know, none before have stepped out of line.”

Ayato felt a seeping weight crawl down his throat, dark and impermeable, slipping through the daggers of his endless whirlpool and forming a clog of bile between every blade. His eyes drifted across the table. The tofu, the broth, the udon, the tofu, the yakitori, the tofu, the edamame, the tofu, the tempura. 


 ‘Something we can never have and a life we cannot leave.’ 



 ‘No. Not me.’ 



 ‘I trust you make the right choice, Ayato. Make your family proud.’ 


“I strive to serve the Yashiro Commission,” he answered, his eyes lowering. “Nothing more, nothing less.”

“Oh my,” Miko imitated a gasp. “Not the Shogun?”

Ayato glanced at the shadow falling over his knees. “The Yashiro Commission serves Inazuma. As long as the Shogun continues to act in the interest of our nation, then it should be implicitly understood that she will be served as well.”

Miko let out a loud breath at that.

Then, in a tone entirely too flippant, “You’re so boring.”

Ayato’s eyes narrowed at the shadow. “Pardon?”

“This is the part where you’re supposed to start sweating bullets and kissing our dearest Shogun’s ass,” she answered easily. Then adopted a nervous tone, raising her pitch,  “M-m-my Lady Guuji! Of course I serve the Shogun! T-Th-The Shogun and no one but the Shogun! Glory to her glorious glory!” 

“There is little to be gained from lying to you,” Ayato responded, listening to Miko’s shoes stepping around and behind him.

“And yet you’re quite the professional liar, are you not?” she asked, then paused. Then, acting as if some revelation had struck her, said, “Ah! That reminds me.”

She knelt, bending only one knee and producing a stack of papers. Ayato eyed them with little interest, they looked to be manuscripts of some sort. A draft of something or other.

Miko unceremoniously began to shove dishes aside on the table in front of them, using the papers as a strange battering ram while she spoke, “Sometime early this year, say… a day or so before poor Sasayuri was found dead, one of my editors went missing.”

Ayato said nothing, only eyeing the side of the Guuji’s head, her pink hair falling neatly over her features. For the first time that evening, she was not evaluating his reactions to her words, only busying herself with clearing the table.

“I followed a trail of blood, nearly washed away, I might add,” she continued, “to a cliff near the outskirts of the city. I thought to myself ‘how strange of my dearest editor to commit suicide so unexpectedly! Just yesterday he was raving about his newest article in the works. It was a big surprise, he’d called it. Something to take Inazuma by storm.’ An article he spent months researching, mind you.”

A pause. Miko set a few bowls on the floor, clicking her tongue as if to scold them. Ayato vaguely recalled a rainy night. Cindered blocks and pounding waves, a struggling sack, a dark beach, a skiff into the night. A faceless face, a dead man living. 

“Prior to his death, I thought the article was painfully tedious- a fairy tale honestly. The product of an overactive imagination and some boredom. But after his untimely passing, I took it upon myself to examine it closer.” She smoothed the papers over the table, surrounded by a fence of dishes. “Fascinating, isn’t this?”

Ayato didn’t lean forward, only letting his eyes drift across bold letters lining the top of the centre most draft.



 Secrets of The Tri-Commission – What The Kamisatos Don’t Want You To Know, Exclusive Look At Inazuma’s Largest Yakuza Group  



 Shedding light on the darkness, a Yae Publishing House exclusive  



“Shuumatsu, that’s what you call them, isn’t it?” Miko had turned to face him once more, the curve of her lips more prominent than before. And from that look alone, Ayato realised she was expecting him to lie. She was expecting him to squirm, to deny. 

Because that’s what he should do. And then he should kill her. That’s what his father wanted. 

So he levelled her gaze. Then-

“Shuumatsuban,” he corrected, matter-of-fact. “They only use Shuumatsu between themselves as a shorthand. If you want to publish an exposé, I would think you’d like it to be as accurate as possible… I suppose I even have time for an interview, if more material is needed.”

Miko visibly faltered at that, her eyes narrowing, a brow quirking. 

Ayato did little more than meet her glare, offering nothing beyond a passive blink. Above all, he needed her to trust him. 

It was then she pushed back off the floor, standing once more. Again, Ayato remained completely still, statuesque as ever. Miko took a languid step towards him, then knelt back down, close enough to brush against his shoulder, examining the profile of his face with that beastlike scrutiny. He did not turn to face her. 

A cold hand found the back of his neck, those sharpened nails skimming over what little exposed skin he dared show before coming to rest on his shoulder. Then another hand, another nail sliding down his jugular, just enough to feel it.

“Did you know, I consider myself a responsible pet owner?” Miko lulled. “A snake. Imported from Natlan. His name’s Orobashi.”

A puff of air escaped Ayato’s nose, drawing a knowing smile from Miko at his side. The nail against his throat only pressed harder.

“I see you find the irony as amusing as I do,” she said, “named after Watatsumi’s favourite little ‘god,’ yes. My Orobashi, you must understand, is the sweetest angel you’ll ever meet. But he has a certain quirk. His venom is quite potent- one bite and poof! System-wide organ failure, paralysis, convulsions. Death, if the antivenom is out of reach. Something about neurotoxins and hemotoxins and myotoxins, but the details matter little.”

She paused, bringing a second finger to sketch across his throat with the first, leaving a faint trail of  wetness. 

“Fortunately, the venom’s quite ineffective until it finds the bloodstream,” she purred. “As long as you avoid his adorable little fangs and keep it away from any open wounds, it’s little more than spit.”

A beat. A third finger.

“I’ll give you one guess as to what I’ve painted my nails with today.”

“Spit, from the sounds of it,” Ayato offered, blank. Maybe he should have been more concerned about the prospect, about the fact a single movement would risk her nails cutting into him, risk the venom seeping in and tearing him apart from there.

But he felt entirely calm. And for once, it wasn’t an act, it wasn’t his years of maintaining a professional facade. It wasn’t an attempt at forcing serenity.

No. The whirlpool was still, the pond was clear. 

As those fang-like claws tapped against his flesh, a small part of him thought, maybe it’d be fine dying on the floor of a shitty izakaya, surrounded by tofu. 

He couldn’t possibly become his father that way. He wouldn’t have to make a choice. He wouldn’t be able to hurt-

“I do have to admire your bravery, little Yashiro.” Miko’s lilting tone had dropped into something else, something apathetic. “You killed my editor. And I suspect you killed my Saiguu… Torachiyo. Sasayuri. Am I correct that you are to blame, hm?”

“You are.” 

“Yet you come here armed with nothing but pretty words and mockeries,” Miko hissed in his ear, her finger pressing infinitesimally harder against the skin of his throat. “You’ve done nothing but sit here, waiting. You’ve had every opportunity to strike and yet… Did you think through this meeting you might convince me to roll over and present my own intestines to you? What did you hope to gain?”

“I hoped to learn what the Saiguu’s connection to my father was,” Ayato stated, unmoving, his eyes finding the tofu once more.

The fingers trailing his throat faltered, and in his peripheral, he could just make out the clearest bolt of confusion darting across Miko’s face. Then her features tightened, the hand on his shoulder too. 

“Your sense of humour would perhaps amuse me in other circumstance, but to suggest she had anything to do with the likes of you-”

“That is what I have come here to discuss with you, Lady Guuji,” he interrupted her with too much indifference for his predicament. His words were mechanical, dull and droning, “I will not deny that it was a Kamisato that killed your companions, nor will I deny that it was by my design, but I suspect there is more to this than either of us are aware.”

He waited. Waited for the nails to press further, to break skin. When it did not come, he continued.

“I have been investigating my father’s actions, and the Saiguu has… covered his tracks. Thoroughly. She has been working with him for some time, and I hoped you might be able to assist me. My father has indeed requested that you be disposed of-“

The hand over his shoulder clamped ever harder, nails fraying the first layer of fabric. He ignored it.

“-but that is not what I have come to do.”

Miko did not respond right away, perhaps evaluating every breath he took or the dead expression painted on his face or the way his eyes remained locked on the table.

“Honesty isn’t a good look on a politician, little Yashiro,” she muttered, her tone rising back into some variant of a taunt.

“Perhaps not, but to repeat my earlier sentiments, there is little to gain from lying to you right now. You are my final lead.”

“Then I regret to inform you that you gain little from the truth as well,” she said. A smile in his periphery. “I have no way of knowing if you’ve truly shared it. I do find it quite charming that you expect me to believe you, after everything you’ve done.”

Ayato did not smile back. He simply wondered how much tofu was on the table. 50 blocks? 100? 500? Maybe he really was just obsessed with it. Counting seemed too methodical a task to be considered love. Maybe that’s why his mother didn’t love his father. Maybe he was too methodical. Maybe that’s why Thoma didn’t love Ayato.

Or maybe it didn’t matter. 

“Watatsumi will be quite amused to learn that Orobashi has taken me,” he said. And then he began his count. 

One.

Two.

Three.

Miko positioned a leg over his knees, bringing the hand on his shoulder back up to his neck, forming a vice grip, forcing his throat to bare.

Four.

Five.

Six.

He really should have brought a knife.

Seven.

The door flew open.


The first thing Thoma saw was Ayato. 

The second was a woman’s hands on his throat, delicate. One nail tracing down the column of his neck while she half-knelt, half-straddled his legs, sensual. 

The third was enough food to feed a small village, dim lighting, mixed broths.

The fourth was the utterly blank look in Ayato’s eyes crumbling into something unreadable. Guilt? Shock? Annoyance? Hatred? 

“Brother?” Ayaka sounded just as horrified as Thoma felt, her voice ringing in his ears, muffled. Distant.

“Oh my,” the woman over Ayato spoke with a coy jeer, striking Thoma with an unnerving gaze that felt intrusive in ways he could not understand. She turned her head back to Ayato beneath her, the white of her robes fluttering around them both. “I suppose we are in quite the compromising position, aren’t we, little Yashiro? And here I thought you had the decency to keep your entourage away…”

“Lady Guuji!” Ayaka rushed out. “I beg of you-”

“Ah, is that little Ayaka I see?” the woman –Yae Miko– asked with some illogical delight, turning her head towards the door once again. “You’ve gotten so tall … I’d prefer you not have to watch this, dear, but I suppose it’s fair you get a chance to say goodbye. Unlike you terrors, I’m civilised enough to allow that.” 


 Goodbye. 


Thoma’s eyes darted down to her hands, her nails. Sharp. Unnaturally so. And… dripping? He’d seen enough acrylics to know those weren’t quite normal, like she’d attached razors and painted over them with some odd substance rather than the typical polish.

The hand tracing Ayato’s throat pulled back, those nails aligning themselves. Raising. No, not raising. Slicing. Arcing. Everything stopped, realisation burning across Thoma’s mind in a horrific inferno that coursed through his every limb.

He found himself with the Saiguu again. Found himself in a room, indecisive. How he’d thought about taking her life to prevent Ayato from doing it, how he hadn’t been able to even when the opportunity had been handed to him on a platter. Unable to act. He’d been unable to act. Surreal. It’d all felt surreal. 

There was a knife in his sleeve.

Somewhere he heard a cry, someone shouting “No, please!” at his side and a blur of pale blue moving into the room.

The fifth thing Thoma saw was a blade flying through the air, orange lights reflecting off its pristine edge.

The sixth was his own outstretched arm, fingers pointing straight at the handle that had shot out from his grasp. Past the pale blue of Ayaka, cutting through the air and into-

The lady in white launched backwards, away from Ayato and over the table, one sleeve neatly sheared in two where she hadn’t been able to get away from the trajectory in time. A thin red line bloomed across the exposed skin beneath.

The seventh was the knife slamming into the wall, directly behind where she’d been, sticking to it like an arrow in a tree.

The world resumed, everything moving too fast. Too fast. Ayaka sent one sharp glance his way, nodding so briskly he wasn’t sure it actually happened. She slipped over to Ayato, dragging him up and back. Hirotatsu spun past Thoma, striding over to Yae, a large blade in his hands that Thoma suspected could’ve cut through concrete in the right circumstances.

Unsure what to do, he made a skittering dart towards where Ayato’s knife had lodged, pulling it out of the wall with some effort. 

And then something slammed into him from behind, knocking him right back into the wall. A sharp breath. An angry breath, a flash of white. Something clamped around his throat. Why was it always his throat? 

On instinct, he raised the knife, aiming for the icy hand constricting around him.

“Thoma!” a commanding voice. Not commanding.  Fearful.  “Don’t move.”

Instantly, he froze. Fear. 

He’d never heard fear in Ayato’s voice before. 

“What an obedient little puppy,” Yae crooned in his ear, her grip on his throat only tightening when she nested her chin on the dip of his shoulder. Glancing down, he could see the blood on her right arm seeping into his shirt, staining him, burning him. “Now drop it, doggie.”

Thoma hesitated, eyes darting to the side. Still facing the wall, there was nothing to see, just the face snarling over his shoulder. Smiling. Her left hand slid down his back, curving around his waist before forcing him to turn, shoulders flush to her chest. Now pivoted to face the room, he realised he was being used as a shield, Yae safely behind him and pinning his arms.

He also realised he was struggling to breathe against the clamp on his throat. His heart was beating loud. Loud enough to shake him. Loud in his head, throbbing with every attempted inhale. 

In front of him, Ayato stood frozen over an upturned table, holding Ayaka in place with an arm like a safety bar across her shoulders. Hirotatsu was in the corner, crouching to pick up the knife that had been knocked out of his hands. A bowl of udon had apparently been thrown at his head, some noodles hanging off his collar. 

“I said drop it,” Yae repeated in Thoma’s ear, her hand tightening enough that those strange nails brushed beneath his ears.

Thoma found Ayato’s eyes, found the eyes he’d been missing for days. And all he saw within was fear. The same fear that marked his voice. 

“Let go of the knife, Thoma,” Ayato said, slowly. Even. A voice of indifference, the fear now only betrayed by his eyes.

Thoma let go. 

It clattered to the floor with a dull thud, muffled by the tatami. The grip on his throat lessened.

“This is quite the gift you’ve brought me, little Ayaka,” Yae nodded against his shoulder, sounding entirely too pleased by the situation. 

Ayaka ignored her, trying to duck out from under Ayato’s arm instead. He only tightened his grip, dragging her back towards the door with every protest.

“What are you doing?!” she demanded, pushing up at his biceps. “Let go of me! Thoma needs- Hirotatsu!”

“Stand down, Hirotatsu!” Ayato barked at the corner, immediately causing the Shuumatsuban to halt in place, still crouched. Hirotatsu sent a pensive leer around the room, his fingers flexing, debating if disobeying was worth it.

“But Thoma needs-!” Ayaka dropped to her knees, trying to use gravity as a leverage, but Ayato followed suit, refusing to let her slip free. “What’s wrong with you, Ay-Ayato?! He just saved your life! Hirotatsu, listen to me-”

“As entertaining as this is to watch, and as much as I hate to say it,” Yae sighed. “You should listen to your brother. Just this once.”

Her grip loosened further. Then there were nails raking down Thoma’s throat, just like they had Ayato’s. Light touches, ticklish almost. An absurd thing to do when threatening someone, by all accounts. Something Thoma would have snorted at if not for the way Ayato’s eyes tensed the second it occurred.

“Lady Guuji,” Ayato’s gaze remained glued to Thoma, even when his words were meant for the face grinning over his shoulder. “I ask that you reevaluate your position. I do not want to kill you, I merely want-“

“Oh, be quiet,” Yae spoke, forcing a yawn and tensing her fingers enough to pull at Thoma’s skin. “Little Yashiro, little Yashiro… As you seem quite desperate, and your sister has been so kind as to offer me a bargaining chip-“

“No!” Ayaka shouted, her eyes also settling on Thoma, acrid with sorrow and guilt. “I didn’t mean to-“

Thoma didn’t quite know what to do. He was tired. That was all. Adrenaline buzzed through his veins in such a constant flow that he simply could not process it. Ayato and Ayaka were both safe, that seemed as good an outcome as any. So he met Ayaka’s eyes and gave her a smile. One that he hoped said,  ‘It’s not your fault.’ 

Yae continued, unbothered by Ayaka’s protests, “Answer some things for me, hm?”

Ayato nodded, eyes still pinned to Thoma, voice still empty and bland, “Ask away.”

“Let’s say I believe you,” Yae hummed. “We’ll play pretend and say that I believe the Saiguu was cooperating with your father, and you are acting behind his back for one reason or another… What do you intend to do, little Yashiro? You seek this information, but what will occur when you attain it? Will you… use it against your father? Usurp him? Blackmail?”

Ayato’s gaze hardened, flicking over Thoma’s face in a way that made his heart stutter.

Then he looked away. 

And Thoma felt all that guilt of his bubbling up through his skin, matched by a sickening, terrible rush of thorny  joy.  Because that look said it all. It said Ayato  was  doing it for Thoma. It said he was still seeking out the father Thoma had given up on finding.

And then Thoma was feeling entirely and utterly pissed, a flickering wave of bubbling red that scorched past the joy and guilt. Because Ayato had ignored his request to drop it. Ayato had endangered himself for him. Ayato was still horribly in love with him. And that was the most dangerous act of all.

When Ayato finally answered, his voice came slowly. His words were honest, “I intend to fix things.”

Honest. But vague. Something Yae picked up on just as much as Thoma did. 

“I need something more concrete than  fix,”  she sneered, dragging one finger up to poke the delicate flesh making up the underside of Thoma’s jaw. It was there the nerves of his skin processed the slick sensation on her nails, that strange substance that had seemed to drip from it.

“Let’s make a deal,” Ayato blurted out in the same instant, only barely keeping a hold of his tone. 

“You’re… trying to  bargain  with me now?” Yae let out a chuckle, one brimming with falsities. Her hand dropped to rest around the base of Thoma’s neck.

“My father won’t stop until you’re dead,” Ayato returned to his unreadable lull. Flat. “Even if you somehow managed to kill everyone in this room, he’ll catch up to you. That article of yours… does it say how targets are chosen? High-profile targets, like you.”

“Mm?” Yae began to bend, pulling Thoma down and reaching for the knife on the floor. He followed willingly, having little choice with how tightly she held him. “They’re paid for by outside organisations. Other petty officials from wherever. People with too much mora and a vendetta, yes? Oh, my- how much did they pay for me, I wonder?”

“That is where the issue lies. No one paid for you, Lady Guuji. My father wants you dead, personally.”

Miko tensed around Thoma, then hauled him back up, knife in hand. Thoma eyed it warily, the flat of its blade pressing against his lower abdomen, sharp as ever. His arms remained pinned by hers, but if he could buckle his knees fast enough as Ayaka had, he might be able to knock it out of her grasp and slip away. And risk disembowelling himself in the process.

“What an honour.” Yae’s hand around his collar pressed down in warning. Perhaps sensing his boldest thoughts. “All this because of that article, huh?”

“He doesn’t know that article exists, he would have assumed it was gone once your editor was.” Ayato’s eyes narrowed on Thoma, targeting the hand on his sternum, the knife pressing into him. “He wants you dead because of your relation to the Saiguu and…”

He trailed off, features softening in some mix of pain and conflict when he brought his eyes to take in Thoma’s face again. It hurt, that expression. And it sent another inferno blazing through Thoma, burning at his limbs while they burned against their confines. Ayato was doing everything in his power to avoid making Thoma sound significant, to avoid giving this strange woman a reason to consider him as anything other than a meat shield. 

Thoma wouldn’t have it.

“He wants you dead because of your relation to the Saiguu,” he parroted, clearing his throat. The tension around his body lightened in surprise, Yae had apparently not expected him to speak. “And the Saiguu’s relation to me.”

“Thoma-“ Ayato protested, taking half a step forward with Ayaka in tow. He froze when Yae eyed him, her hand creeping up the neck it rested against.

“Your relation to the Saiguu?” Yae murmured in Thoma’s ear, her voice blatantly laced with amusement as if listening to a child discuss their imaginary friend. “And who exactly are you?”

She lifted her head off his shoulders to scrutinise the side of his face with that disquietingly intrusive gaze of hers, trying to claw into his mind. Thoma turned his head slowly, feeling nails slide against his skin. Ayato took another frantic half step forward, only to freeze, though this time the glare that stopped him came from Thoma..

Then Thoma turned fully to meet the violet eyes of the woman holding him. Something crackled within them, cunning and vicious and sparking with thought, but… then that crackling hit a wall, the sparks dissipating across it, her eyes widened. A mere instant.

“Your eyes are horribly green,” she said with a casual hum. Thoma saw right past it. She recognised something in his face. Something she was not comforted to see. Something she didn’t want him to know she saw.

“The Saiguu knew my father,” Thoma told her, summoning all his resolve to keep his eyes on hers. “And I want to know what she knew.”

Yae turned away first. Her hold loosened. So much so that Thoma could have stepped away, even with her hand still resting against his neck. She dropped the knife, letting it bounce carelessly back onto the tatami next to his foot.

“Kamisato Ayato,” Yae announced, her voice dropping into something flat while she turned to face the room, sliding out to stand at Thoma’s side. “You wanted to make a deal?”

Ayato released his hold on Ayaka, her eyes heavy with confusion when she stepped away and he stepped forward.

“You believe me now?” Ayato asked, his eyes still lingering on Thoma and the hand drifting from his neck to his shoulder. 

“It would be quite foolish not to when the proof walked into the room and threw a knife at me.” She sent a sharp glare at Thoma, then down to her still bleeding arm. 

Thoma almost opened his mouth to apologise, more out of habit than anything, but instead just gawked at her. There was still too much adrenaline in his body for him to really consider anything going on. And a part of him knew he would’ve thrown the knife a second time if he had to, apologising would be disingenuous.

“Then you know my father?” he asked, hesitant. 

She turned to him with a cocked brow. “Not me personally, but it would be hard not to recognise the man that has been haunting the Saiguu’s every waking moment for as long as I can remember. His connection to Lord Kamisato, however, has eluded me until now…”

“Who- Where-”

“Ah ah.” She  tsk ed at him. “Thoma, is it? An agreement must first be reached before I hand you the keys. Little Yashiro offered a deal, I intend to take it.”

“What do you ask of me?” Ayato took another step forward, eyes oddly glossy. Thoma couldn’t quite grasp the expression on his face for once. Perhaps he was too tired, or perhaps it’d been too long, perhaps he’d forgotten how to read all those miniscule expressions. Before he could stop himself, his eyes drifted down Ayato, legs and arms and torso, then back up to his face. He hadn’t had the chance to fully take him in until then. 

His cheeks looked slightly more gaunt, his hair not quite as kempt. Both things that tugged at Thoma in ways that made him feel ill. Worried. Concerned. But Ayato’s eyes were still striking, still captivating, still something that made his heart whine. He was still beautiful in ways Thoma couldn’t deny. Ways he didn’t want to deny. 

A loud section of his heart wanted to sprint over and tackle the man, beat him over the head with some chopsticks for being so stupid, and then pull him into… No. 

Thoma tore his eyes away. Just like he had before. It couldn’t be him. He couldn’t have Ayato. Another wave of red bubbled through him. 

Yae’s fingers tapped against his shoulder, her eyes full of something crafty. Crafty and terrifying, sending another spike of adrenaline through his exhausted bones.

“What do I ask of you, hm?” She returned her eyes to Ayato, that craftiness even more blatant within. Then she leaned her head back down, resting it against her hand on Thoma’s shoulder, bringing the other up to his chest to loop a finger through his dog tags. In a voice terribly wanton, she said, “I’ll give you all the answers you require, if you only let me have this one-”

“No,” Ayato’s response was instant, a hardness shooting through his eyes and a tension through his body, he took a weighty stride forward, taut and crashing. Then his gaze slid back to Thoma. He froze. Again. Pacified and still, the hardness burnt away, leaving nothing but that strange gloss. 

And there Thoma realised it was pain. A glossy pain, one that shivered on the edge of a blade, glittered against the ridges of a scar.

He shrugged Yae off, stepping away, accidentally kicking the knife in the process. A heat was burning in his ears that he desperately hoped wouldn’t show, but his hopes had never been very good at stopping anything before.

Yae only chuckled at their reactions, raising her hand to her mouth and letting her eyes flicker between the two of them. When her chuckle subsided, she waved Ayato off with a bored hand. “Oh relax, like I would ever want…” with the bored hand in question, she gestured at Thoma. “That. Besides, he’ll never be as good a pet as my Orobashi.”

This too sent a tension through Ayato, a more indignant one, as if his very pride was being offended. Thoma swiftly crouched down to pick up the knife and tactfully hide his face. 

“The deal,” Ayato sounded cold. “What do you want?”

“You people are so serious all the time it must be exhausting,” Yae sighed, eyeing the cut on her arm. Then the people in the room. With one clawed finger, she drew an invisible line across three of them. Thoma, Ayaka, Hirotatsu. “You. Out. Tell the barkeep the room’s been trashed, and we’ll be down in fifteen minutes.”

“But Thoma-” Ayato started.

“Needs to hear this?” Yae finished, crossing her arms, carefully keeping her nails away from the gash. “I think you’d prefer he not hear what I intend to request of you. You may share whatever you wish with him afterwards, I cannot possibly overstate how little I care. But consider this my attempt at amending our… misunderstanding.”

Thoma sent a glance Ayato’s way, finding no possible clue within his features. He looked just as confused. He also looked like he was doing everything in his power to keep his eyes off Thoma.

“How do we know you won’t try to…” it was Ayaka that spoke up, quietly from the door. 

“You have my word, little Ayaka, your brother will come to no harm.” Yae raised one hand in appeasement. “As much as he might deserve to. It certainly won’t come from me.”

“Thank you for your kindness, Lady Guuji.” Ayaka dipped into a stiff bow, reluctance still in her tone. She turned her attention to Thoma, her eyes shimmering with an apology. “Should… Should we go?”

It took a minute for him to realise she was asking  him  for permission. Waiting for him to protest against being kicked out while Ayato made some sketchy deal with a woman who just tried to kill them both. Waiting for him to demand that he get to hear it straight from her mouth since it involved his father to begin with. 

Ayaka was waiting for him to determine that Ayato would be  safe. 

Thoma let his eyes fall on Ayato. Let himself take in every little aspect of his being, everything he had been bereaved of for weeks. Let himself remember the pain and the mirror. Let himself remember the warmth of his skin and everything that had led up to it.

Ayato returned his stare only briefly. And Thoma could see in that brief moment a glimpse of that glossy void. That vacant stillness that had crossed his features when Thoma pushed him away one last time. lt wasn’t an expression of calm, as he had first assumed. It was an expression of deprivation. Of a blade deprived of its handle, a bird torn of its wings. 

Thoma slipped the knife back into his sleeve, securing it under a strap Hirano had given him after Furuta blew his cover. Ayato watched in silence. Then Thoma stepped forward, away from Yae, towards Ayato, towards the door. Ayato watched in silence. 

It was only when his feet fell next to those of Ayato’s that he answered Ayaka’s question.

“We can go.” He let his arm brush against Ayato. “It’ll be okay.”

Then his feet moved on.

Except something pulled his arm back, forced his stride to falter before he could reach the door. Thoma’s every muscle tightened, every feeling in his body enhanced through a wire. Ayaka and Hirotatsu stood in the doorway, staring at his motionless form. In unison, they turned away, taking a few quiet steps down the hall without him.

“Thoma,” Ayato said at his shoulder, and in that one word, Thoma could hear countless questions, countless wants.

Thoma would not turn to face him. He had to hold strong, he could not give in to his own wants. Ayato needed to get over-

“Please take care of my sister.”

Thoma whirled around, grabbed the front of Ayato’s shirt, and wrenched him forward. A forceful movement, lacking in all the grace of the Kamisatos. He’d had enough of Kamisato movements. He’d had enough of all these overly complicated, life-or-death scenarios where he stood in the eye of a raging storm, unable to do anything. 

So this was a Thoma movement. A burst of fire over open ground, a controlled flame clearing away the underbrush and thickets and bullshit. A movement that brought their lips together in an instant so fleeting and raging that it felt more like an extended headbutt than anything remotely pleasant. 

He was remarkably angry right then. All that overflowing rage from his extended captive stay, his fury at the demon’s general existence. Angry at Ayato for falling in love with him. Angry at Ayato for pursuing answers. Angry at Ayato for sitting there while someone tried to tear out his throat. Angry at Ayato for making Thoma want to kiss him back in that horrible room with that flimsy mirror. Angry at himself, angry that his own heart wouldn’t settle down.

That he couldn’t stay away. That by allowing this bristling headbutt of a kiss –Ayato’s hands stabilising his shoulders and lips only parting in surprise– he was endangering Ayato further. He was so angry. He didn’t like being angry. Why couldn’t it be easy, why couldn’t it be Ayato, why had his life turned out this way? All because he wanted some miso soup on the wrong fucking day at the wrong fucking time?

Thoma pulled back. He let out a breath, he wiped off his lips with the back of one hand. All his anger forgotten in that last kindling breath he stole from Ayato’s mouth. Thoma’s ears had heated to shades of crimson he would’ve hated any other second, but he didn’t care right then. All he cared about was knocking some sense back into the stubborn asshole in front of him. 

“Take care of her yourself,” he murmured, begging, releasing his hold on Ayato’s clothes before he could tear the fabric right off. “You can’t entrust her safety to a prisoner.”

Thoma forced in a breath, then forced it out, slow. Staring into eyes he’d be better off forgetting. Eyes that stared back in a way he had no hopes of forgetting. One heartbeat passed. Then another. On the third he turned away, slinking after Ayaka and Hirotatsu, tossing a few final words over his shoulder. Half-hearted and soft, the last flares of his anger.

“Do something that stupid again and I’m turning your knife into tofu.”


Notes for the Chapter:
spent a week researching venom extraction in order to figure out how to preserve its potency once released (there was no reason to do this, i was gonna use it whether it was realistic or not, but i am forever bound to the mind hamster’s whims) and then an Evil friend saw my draft just to inform me that this happened in holes. which is one of my least favourite movies & also something i remember absolutely nothing about beyond maybe two plot points, of which the venom was neither

so. we should all pretend this was a totally original idea of mine and it didn’t happen in holes

speaking of movies, hirano’s referencing a real one (that i also don’t care for, maybe i’m just a movie hater?), anyone who recognises it gets a metaphorical pat on the head





