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Duthea



Summary:


Hanahaki. A vampire illness where your unrequited feelings of love towards someone eat you up inside until you start coughing up flower petals, and eventually flowers.

Kantarou had seen shows and movies about hanahaki on TV, and always thought it was silly that the person closest to the one suffering from hanahaki didn't confess their feelings immediately. If there was even the slightest chance they could make their loved one's pain end, why wait until the most dramatic time? Just confess, it's that simple!

Unfortunately, with Tsujigiri Nagiri and Kei Kantarou, things could never be simple.






Notes:


As of writing this, the anime's up to season 2 and fan-translated manga chapters are up to chapter 87, so some characters and references in this fic are to things that aren't known to the english-speaking fandom yet! I'll explain all the important things in the notes per chapter.

This fic takes place after chapter 258 of the manga, where Kantarou believes Tsujigiri Nagiri has left Shin-Yokohama and laments about it to "Tsujita-san." The first scene is a brief summary of the most relevant things from that chapter, with some small changes!

"Maru" is both the name Nagiri calls John in japanese and the name of the round lamp Nagiri has, which first appeared in Chapter 85, and which Nagiri later drew a picture of an armadillo on. Maru the lamp is implied to be gaining sentience the way Mebiyatsu did!

















Chapter 1: First rule of hanahaki: Don't fall for a guy symbolized by sunflowers
    




Chapter Text

 Tsujigiri Nagiri was a fool and an idiot.
 It all started - it all started when he slashed that cop, worst mistake of his life, but that aside - it all started when Kantarou came to him all down in the dumps, sat with him on the riverbank, and told him about why he theorized Tsujigiri Nagiri was gone. Left town after being chased away by ostriches, humiliated in yakyuuken, forced into a bikini, Y-beamed, and so on, and so forth... Really, at some point it was starting to sound less like theories and more like Kantarou's private fantasies, and the less Nagiri thought about that, the better.

 By the time Kantarou's theories got to 'pecked by a strong kiwi,' Nagiri had, in a fit of rage, dragged him off to prove Tsujigiri Nagiri was alive and well.
 Naturally, he'd had no plan, and he barely had enough blood in him to form his blades. He'd formed his blades anyway; sneaking out of Kantarou's eye sight to leave marks that could only be left by Tsujigiri Nagiri's blades.

Trying to form what little blood he had into blades strong enough to leave those marks left him exhausted and panting, but he persevered.
 But then Kantarou found slashing damage that Nagiri hadn't caused. Baffled and kind of offended, Nagiri followed Kantarou as he followed those slashes, all the way to... a cave inhabited by a group of giant mantis lower vampires, brandishing their mantis-y blade arms.
"Then that means..." Kantarou lamented, "as I thought... Tsujigiri Nagiri is no longer..."
 Something broke inside Nagiri. That was the only explanation.
 As Kantarou raised his pile bunker and told Tsujita-san to stand back...
 Tsujigiri Nagiri struck.
 In front of Kantarou's eyes, the biggest giant mantis was split in twain.

Nagiri desperately wiped his bleeding hands on his cloak, as Kantarou examined the deep slash left behind on the cave ground.
"...Tsujita-san."
"Wh-what..." Nagiri panted. His blades were well and truly spent.
"It was Tsujigiri!" Kantarou exclaimed with a great smile. "He was mocking us! That's why he lead us here with marks left by his blood blades! He really is still in Shin-Yoko, sharpening his fangs...!"
 And Nagiri smiled. So what if his blood blades were chipped. As long as this idiot was satisfied, he...
 Something tightened in his lungs, nearly making him cough. Nagiri held it in. What was that...?
 No, wait a second. More importantly, why didn't he just lead Kantarou out of the city by leaving his marks? Then Kantarou would go chase Tsujigiri Nagiri somewhere else, and Nagiri could... Nagiri could...
 His lungs felt tight again.
 Kantarou grabbed his wrist and dragged him off on another Tsujigiri search, and Nagiri forgot that momentary pain, but...

When he thought later about when it all began, he cursed his own stupidity. He'd paved his own damn way to this hell.
 The tightness in his lungs didn't remain in there. It turned into the occasional dry cough, to something itching in his throat. Whenever Kantarou dragged him along, whenever he called out for "Tsujita-san!" Nagiri's throat itched. He coughed a few times when Kantarou wasn't looking, but it hardly helped.
 One early morning, right as the sky outside the window was starting to light up, Nagiri laid in bed, sleepily petting Maru, his beloved round lamp.
"That idiot dragged me along again," he complained to the drawn armadillo on the lamp's surface. "He's been obsessed with caves lately... convinced he'll find me in one of them." He grinned, remembering Kantarou's smile. "Saying "Tsujita-san, Tsujita-san" over and over again... Heh, he sure loves Tsujita-san..."
 Nagiri's stomach cramped, throat convulsing. Panicking, unable to think about anything but protecting Maru, he pushed himself away from the lamp before the most painful coughing fit of his life overtook him.

 At the end of it, he was left panting and shuddering like he'd just used up the last of his blood blades, something warm and wet on his palm. He shakily pulled his hand away and looked at it.
 Blood.
 And there, in the middle of it, a single yellow petal.
 Tsujigiri Nagiri did not know what to make of it.
 He carefully picked away the petal, licked the blood off, then decided to go to sleep and ignore it.
 He remained wide awake, fear pumping in his chest, for most of the day.
----
 Tsujita-san's wrist in Kantarou's hand was a comforting presence. It wasn't that Kantarou feared for himself, of course! No, ever since the reminder a few weeks ago that Tsujigiri Nagiri was watching them, toying with them as they attempted to search for him, Kantarou had grown even more worried for Tsujita-san's safety on these hunts. He needed to feel Tsujita-san's skin against his to know he's safe! There were no ulterior motives to it!
 They'd searched through several caves on the outskirts of Shin-Yokohama by now, and cleaned out a few lower vampire nests, but no sign of Tsujigiri Nagiri.
"He must be sharpening his claws somewhere!" Kantarou declared. "That fiend... He's lulling us into a false sense of security, ready to strike when the town least expects it! Tsujita-san, the two of us must remain alert! We are Shin-Yokohama's first border of resistance against that monster's attack!"
 He felt the muscles under his fingers twitch before Tsujita-san coughed.
"Tsujita-san, are you-"
 A second, louder cough interrupted him. Kantarou watched with increasing worry as Tsujita-san doubled over in a fit of coughing and hacking.
"Tsu-Tsujita-san!! Did you get something stuck in your throat?! Do you need medical assistance?!"
 Tsujita-san kept coughing, and just as Kantarou was prepared to attempt a heimlich maneuver, something splattered on the ground, and over Tsujita-san's hand.
 Kantarou's blood ran cold.
 Red. So much red, all over-
 (- the alleyway, that monster's hands, the blades, Kantarou's uniform -)
 -the dirt path, and Tsujita-san...
"Tsujita-san! Are you-"
 Something small and yellow fluttered past Tsujita's fingers and to the ground. A floral scent reached Kantarou's nose, bright, fresh, horrifying.
"No... Tsujita-san, you..."
 Tsujita-san was breathing heavily, shivering. His wrist felt clammy in Kantarou's hand. He was staring angrily at hand he was holding in front of his mouth... Kantarou had a feeling he knew what Tsujita-san was seeing.
"You have... hanahaki?"
 Tsujita-san's eyes turned to Kantarou, wide, but uncomprehending.
"Hana... what?" Tsujita-san asked.
 Hanahaki. A vampire illness where your unrequited feelings of love towards someone eat you up inside until you start coughing up flower petals, and eventually flowers.

 (So Tsujita-san was a vampire, a part of Kantarou thought, but that was hardly the important revelation here.)

 Kantarou was hardly an expert on vampire illnesses, knowing about as much as any VCD officer thanks to the mandatory training on vampire physiology, but everybody knew about hanahaki! It was a common theme in vampire romance novels, which Kantarou didn't read, but there were a few episodes about it in the TV shows he'd watched as a kid!

 (There was something of a hanahaki boom in media, romanticizing the tragic pining of it all, back in the 90s. That was before Kantarou's prime TV-watching age, but hanahaki-themed episodes continued to pop up in shows afterwards.)
 Little Kantarou had thought those episodes were silly. Why all this melodrama? If someone you loved was suffering, why wait until the most dramatic moment to confess? Even if you thought they loved someone else, if there was just the slightest chance your confession could take all that pain from them, you should do it!
 Now, faced with the man he was in love with, suffering in front of him, Kantarou understood. The fear of putting your feelings out there, only for them to not be returned. The fear of potentially ruining his partnership with Tsujita-san. The fear of not being able to help Tsujita-san.
 Of course, unlike what the romance novels liked to show, hanahaki wasn't terminal. Though there were cases of vampires having died while suffering from hanahaki, further studies suggested the actual causes of death were more related to starving and withering away out of heartbreak, or an exorcist's stake. Vampires afflicted with hanahaki could easily keep living hundreds of years. There was even an experimental vaccine recently developed for it, without any of the "tragically losing your feelings for them" the romance novels always attached to the cure. (Doctor Yomotsuzaka had apparently experimented with intentionally attaching that side-effect to the vaccine, but was summarily beaten up for it and relented.)

 So, in actuality, hanahaki was a disease with a very low mortality rate on its own. (Draluc, who'd died over a thousand hanahaki-related deaths a few months ago, was an outlier and not counted.)
 So, even if Kantarou didn't confess his feelings, Tsujita-san would be fine! He could get vaccinated, and...

Come to think of it, Tsujita-san was always fearful whenever the topic of getting medical help from professionals came up...

 Would he even agree to it?

 Or would he get that look in his eyes, like a deer in headlights, and tug his hand away from Kantarou, taking a step back, and pull his hood tighter, then force a grin, saying it wasn't that serious and he didn't need help...
 That... seemed like the most likely outcome.
 But Kantarou had to try!
"Tsujita-san, you need to get vaccinated against hanahaki! Come with me to the VRC!"
 And Tsujita-san got that look in his eyes. And Tsujita-san pulled away, frightened.
"No, it's no big deal," Tsujita-san said with a forced grin, voice hoarse, tugging at his hood nervously. "Just a bit of coughing. I can manage."
...Just like that, huh.
 Tsujita-san was so noble, not wanting Kantarou to worry about him. Kantarou worried, of course. It was obvious Tsujita-san had medical trauma of some kind. Tsujita-san wasn't the type to talk about himself, but it was clear he'd had a rough life. The small scars littering his body, the skittishness, his rough language and tendency to shout threats... All signs of a traumatic past.

 Kantarou always chose not to draw attention to them. Tsujita-san was proud and independent, after all. He didn't like accepting help.

But, at a time like this, when he was in pain, suffering from hanahaki... Kantarou couldn't stand seeing him suffer. He had to help him, any way he could. Even if it wasn't deadly, even if there was a chance he couldn't help...
 Kantarou loved Tsujita-san. Kantarou didn't want him to suffer!
 He grasped Tsujita-san's wrist with both hands, the hand that wasn't stained in blood and petals. He brought forth all of his courage, and he prayed that Tsujita-san loved him back, so the pain in Tsujita-san's throat would fade away into relief.
"Tsujita-san!"
 Please, my feelings, connect and ease his suffering.
"I love you!"
 Tsujita-san's eyes widened, still glistening with tears brought about his coughing fit. His lips covered in saliva and blood, the bags under his eyes dark and sunken, sweat sticking strings of his oily hair to his face. He was beautiful.
"Wha-"
"I'm in love with you!" Kantarou continued, fingers firmly grasping Tsujita-san's wrist to keep from shaking. "I love you, everything about you."
 Nagiri's breath caught.
"Tsujita-san, you're so kind and good."
 Nagiri's heart plummeted.
"Your noble heart, your selflessness, your pride and stubbornness, your intelligence, your smile, your handsome face and beautiful black hair, your coarse language, your hands, your eyes, your voice, and your tireless determination to the cause of capturing Tsujigiri Nagiri with me... I love everything about you! And it's fine i-if you don't feel the same way! But you're incredible, Tsujita-san! Anyone who you love must feel the same way about you! I can't see how anyone who knows you couldn't fall in love with you!"
"What... why are you..." Nagiri stammered. What the hell was Kantarou talking about, at a time like this?! Love?! That wasn't...
 Kantarou stared at him, smile nervous, bright warm blush coloring his face.

 He did it! He confessed!

 Tsujita-san, please... please feel the same way!
 Nagiri wanted to feel the warmth Kantarou was staring at him with. He wanted, so badly, to be the man Kantarou talked about. The perfect Tsujita-san who was kind and loved.

 But he wasn't. He was Tsujigiri Nagiri. The monsted Kantarou hated, the monster that cut Kantarou, the monster that laughed as he inflicted pain, who lied and stole and destroyed.

 The monster, Tsujigiri Nagiri, could never be loved by anyone.

 This love wasn't for him.
 Something seized in Nagiri's stomach, strangled his lungs, forced its way up his throat.
 Kantarou watched in horror as Tsujita-san convulsed, doubled over, and began coughing and hacking more violently than ever, yellow petals drenched in blood flying everywhere.
"Tsujita-san!" Kantarou yelled, but he could only watch and offer no comfort.
 A bloodied, mangled sunflower went splat on the ground.
 Staring at its grotesque form, at the petals that fluttered down with the sounds of Tsujita-san's gagging and spitting, Kantarou was distantly reminded of that game kids played with flowers.
(How did it go again? Ah, right.)
 The final petal touched the ground.
(Loves me not.)
 He was powerless to help Tsujita-san. Tsujita-san... was in love with someone else. All Kantarou had done was add more pain.
"I... It's okay, Tsujita-san," Kantarou found his voice saying hollowly. "It's okay if you don't feel the same. I don't expect you to return my feelings, I don't expect anything. This doesn't have to change anything. We can... we can forget this happened, we can go on Tsujigiri hunts like nothing changed! We can be friends, partners! And..." Kantarou swallowed. "And I'll help you! I'll help you and whoever you're in love with, I'll help you get together, all I want is for you to be happy!"
"What," Nagiri heaved, throat dry, voice rough, then glared at Kantarou. "What the hell are you talking about?! Who says I'm in love with anyone!"
"Huh?! Your hanahaki, Tsujita-san!" Kantarou pointed at the mangled thing that fell out of Nagiri's throat that he didn't remember eating. (Did it crawl down his throat while he was asleep or something?!) "Are you not aware of it, Tsujta-san? Hanahaki is a disease that makes vampires who are in an unrequited love with someone grow flowers in their lungs!"
"It's what?! What the hell kind of stupid bullshit," Nagiri started to shout, but stopped as his throat complained painfully. Another coughing fit? No, just the aftermath of the previous one. But what the FUCK. Tsujigiri Nagiri, in love with someone?! That's ridiculous! Like he had enough of a heart left to love! And who would he even...
...Stupid question. The answer was right in front of him. Who else would make his heart hurt like this, make him feel like he wanted to be loved?
 And he only loved Tsujita-san.
 Tsujita-san, who didn't exist.
 Tsujita-san, Nagiri's stupidly perfect mask that Kantarou projected everything he wanted to love on top of.














Chapter 2: Second rule of hanahaki: Confess immediately
    


Notes:

Notes from untranslated manga chapters and other stuff relevant to this chapter:

In the manga chapter where Kantarou first enters Nagiri's hideout, he sees a porn magazine that matches Kantarou's kinks perfectly... It's not actually Nagiri's, though, somebody just left it in the abandoned room Nagiri made his home.

There's an Akaja (threads on the manga author's twitter starring kyuushi characters) where Kantarou drags Nagiri to an onsen, supposedly for a Tsujigiri search. During that visit, Nagiri happens to see photos of John in Kantarou's phone and says the name Maru, which prompts Kantarou to ask if that's the name of his girlfriend.

Fun fact, Kantarou acts pretty different when he's not around "Tsujita-san" or focused on his Tsujigiri search! As seen in chapters that feature Kantarou but not Nagiri, he's much more serious and composed, and does his work competently. (He still gets caught up in Handa's antics and gets on Sagyou's nerves, though.)







Chapter Text

As he'd expected, Kantarou couldn't convince Tsujita-san to go get vaccinated. Tsujita-san stumbled home, a distant look in his eyes, and Kantarou followed at a distance. He didn't think Tsujita-san noticed him following.

Kantarou... should leave him alone for now, as much as it hurt his heart. Tsujita-san just found out he had a chronic disease. Something like that was difficult to come to terms with, and Kantarou didn't think his presence would help.

And besides... Kantarou had his own heartbreak to nurse.

It was selfish of him, to think of his own pain when Tsujita-san's heartbreak was so much worse. Kantarou couldn't imagine how it must feel. When he confessed his feelings, only to have Tsujita-san's face contort in pain and start coughing, he... he felt so small.

He'd hoped, so badly, to see Tsujita-san's expression brighten up in joy, to take away all that pain he was feeling, to hug Tsujita-san and tell him it was over, that he didn't have to suffer anymore. But... it was someone else. Someone else that could take away Tsujita-san's pain, someone else that Tsujita-san longed to hear that confession from.

The ugly, possessive side of Kantarou hated that someone else.

What a selfish bastard Kantarou was. There was no way anyone Tsujita-san loved that badly could be anything but a good and kind person! And that was exactly why Kantarou wasn't the one. How arrogant of Kantarou to think his selfish love could save Tsujita-san...

But he could be selfless if he tried! No, he had to try, for Tsujita-san's sake! To bring the smile back to Tsujita-san's face! Well, admittedly, Tsujita-san hardly ever smiled, but! The brief smile he'd had when they'd found evidence of Tsujigiri Nagiri after that long search had been so wonderful! If the one Tsujita-san loved could make him smile like that more often, then...! Then! It would be all worth it!

Kantarou would find that person! And he would make them understand they loved Tsujita-san back! And he could drag them to Tsujita-san and make them confess! And! And Tsujita-san would be so happy! His pain would fade away, and he would smile, and lean into the arms of that person...

Kantarou wanted to punch the wall.

Anyway! Tsujita-san would be happy! And Kantarou would be happy for him!!

But where should he start? Well, naturally, he should put all of the experience he gained from tracking down Tsujigiri Nagiri and put it to work on tracking down Tsujita-san's beloved!

First: analyze the evidence, create a profile of their character.

The person Tsujita-san loved had to be... Someone Tsujita-san knew. Gender, unknown... Age, unknown... Species, unknown...

Oh, come to think of it, the magazine Tsujita-san had hidden away in his room might offer hints! Dosukebe Carnival Volume 12, the miniskirt police special! Perhaps the person Tsujita-san loved was a police officer? Or someone who wore a miniskirt! Or someone who resembled one of the pages in the magazine!

What else did Kantarou know about Tsujita-san's preferences? He enjoyed exposing himself in public, and wearing land cliones on his head! He liked walks by the river! He liked looking at photos of armadillos!

...Ah! Suspect number 1, "Maru!" The name Tsujita-san once uttered when looking at armadillos on Kantarou's phone! Kantarou asked if it was the name of his girlfriend, but Tsujita-san assured him he had no such person! Kantarou had been relieved at the time, but... If "Maru" was the name of the person Tsujita-san loved...

...Kantarou made a mental note of "Maru."

He should start compiling a list of suspects next. Maru was the first on the list, but who else did Tsujita-san know? He should go through all the reports he'd made of their Tsujigiri searches together and refresh his memory! Anyone Tsujita-san had ever interacted with was a potential suspect!

----

Hanahaki... How stupid.

Nagiri curled around Maru and tried not to think about anything. Especially not that scarred idiot. Why did he have to attack him in that alleyway all those years ago when he first came to Shin-Yoko? He should've never come to this town, it was poisoning him. The scar he'd left on Kantarou... he'd seen it in the dressing room when that idiot had dragged him to the onsen that time. The mark he'd carved on his abdomen, standing out pink and jagged amidst his muscles...

Nagiri's stomach seized in the exact spot where he'd left a scar on Kantarou, and his lungs burned. He covered his mouth and started coughing, leaning over the side of his mattress to not get blood on it.

Another few yellow petals sat in a pool of blood on the concrete floor when he was finished. Nagiri hated that he was starting to get used to this.

"Why does it have to be him," Nagiri muttered, wiping his lips and licking up the blood from his hand carefully. He then burrowed his head in the mattress, and reached out for Maru, rubbing the top of his head against the lamp. It reminded him of the real Maru, the roundest and cutest of armadillos, petting his head with his little paw that one time. "Why couldn't it be you..."

But the thoughts in his head mercilessly turned into a bigger, rougher hand petting his hair, messing it up.

More petals joined the widening pool by the mattress.

Nagiri breathed heavily, staring at them, his hand laying listlessly on cold concrete.

He didn't even have energy left to go hunt anything. He barely had enough blood to make a blood blade. All he could do was lie in bed, losing blood every time he thought of...

No.

Nagiri shook his head. He was not losing! He was not thinking about...

He was thinking about Maru! Nothing else! And then... maybe somebody who he was not thinking about would bring souvenirs! Or maybe some idiot would be lured into visiting an abandoned house and Nagiri could attack them and get some blood! Then he could survive!

Fuck, was this how far he'd fallen...

----

"Vice-Captain Hinaichi, may I ask a question?"

Hinaichi paused from her report to see Kantarou by her desk, looking serious. Sagyou and Handa didn't look his way, but began to pay attention. After Kantarou had spent the last two hours poring through his past reports and making notes, they'd expected him to announce he was heading out on another Tsujigiri search, so this was unusual.

"Sure, what is it?" Hinaichi asked.

"What are your feelings regarding Tsujita-san?" Kantarou asked seriously. Handa and Sagyou turned to look, baffled.

It was a well-known observation among Kantarou's co-workers that the man switched between several different 'modes' so to say.

There was 'work mode': the serious, nearly unflappable Kantarou who did his work diligently.

Then there was 'Tsujigiri mode' Kantarou, who shouted loud enough that he could be heard clearly through a closed door, focused on the Tsujigiri case alone, and would appear unpredictably if Kantarou in work mode saw even a single sign of Tsujigiri.

Then, the third and most recent one: 'Tsujita-san mode.' This Kantarou could be almost as loud as Tsujigiri mode, but was less likely to run off, often had a dreamy smile on his face and talked about Tsujita-san at length. Reminding Kantarou of Tsujita-san could flip him from Tsujigiri mode to Tsujita-san mode, which would sometimes prevent him from running off alone and instead get him started on a Tsujita-san talk. However, this was a technique difficult to use even for the most skilled Kantarou-wranglers of the VCD, as Tsujita-san mode Kantarou was very likely to flip to Tsujigiri mode and run off at random.

So, seeing a work mode Kantarou talking about Tsujita-san? Almost unprecedented. Handa started recording a video of the rare occurrence to share with the Kantarou observer group chat.

"Tsujita-san?" Hinaichi replied, puzzled. "I can't say I have many feelings about him... I wish he'd keep his clothes on in public."

"What about in private?"

"CHIN?!" Hinaichi turned red.

"Ah! My apologies, Vice-Captain, that's not what I meant." Kantarou paused in thought. "What I meant to say is, do you have any more personal feelings on Tsujita-san?"

"Be more careful with your phrasing... But no, I've only really met him in passing. I can't say I know him well enough for that."

"I see." Kantarou marked something down in a small notebook. "Thank you very much, Vice-Captain."

Next, Kantarou made his way over to Handa.

"Handa-senpai," Kantarou paused. "Are you recording this?"

"For scientific observation's sake," Handa said.

"I see," Kantarou said, nodding. "What would you say your relationship to Tsujita-san is?"

"Strangers, I guess? Only saw him when you two were handcuffed that time. Didn't even get a good look at his face, on account of the land clione."

"I see. Thank you, Handa-senpai."

Kantarou made another mark in his notebook, then turned to Sagyou, Handa's phone camera still on him.

"Sagyou-senpai, what would you say your relationship to Tsujita-san is?"

"Same as Handa-senpai, I only saw him once, and there was a land clione," Sagyou said.

On Sagyou's head, Gobi said "Gigigii! Gi gi gigi giigii!" which translated to something like "Shoot on sight! For friend Mebiyatsu!" Fortunately for everyone, Kantarou couldn't understand the language of vampirized burdocks.

Seeing how Kantarou made another marking in his notebook, Sagyou made a face.

"What are you even writing down? I'm getting kind of nervous here."

"I'm marking you down as not a suspect!" Kantarou said.

"Suspect on what?!" Sagyou exclaimed.

"The truth is, Tsujita-san is in love with someone! So I have made a list of everyone I know he knows so I can track them down!"

There was a short silence as everyone absorbed this information.

Then, all at once, everyone launched forward.

"Kantarou, calm down! Don't do anything you'd regret!!"

"What are you thinking?!! That's stalker shit, you absolute idiot!!"

"That's bold! We're not covering for you if you get caught!"

"Huh?!" Kantarou exclaimed, surprised. "Wait, what are you talking about?! What do you think I'm going to do?!"

"Taking a rival down!"

"Getting possessive!"

"Murder."

"Waah! No!" Kantarou yelped, near tears. "I-I wouldn't do something like that?! Who do you think I am?!"

Hinaichi, Sagyou and Handa looked at him, then at each other, then back at him.

"A Tsujita-san fanatic who wouldn't let anyone get in his way?"

"A hurricane with no sense of boundaries?"

"A jealous admirer."

"I!" Kantarou paused, waving his fist uselessly. "I admit I may be all of those things!" ("You admit it?" Sagyou went.) "But! This is for Tsujita-san's own good!"

"Yeah, not really making your case there," Handa said. He'd stopped recording, and was working on cutting out the more personal parts of the video. "I totally get it, though. I'd be ready to kill whoever my mom was making lovey-dovey eyes at, but since she'd be sad, I'd just make their life a living hell."

"You're already doing that. You should really stop." Hinaichi gave him a flat look.

"Still mad I got celery juice in your cookies? I said sorry."

"It's not about that! Stop breaking into Ronaldo's office without permission," Hinaichi pouted. (It was totally about the cookies.)

"You're such a hypocrite it's funny," Handa said.

"Can you two focus? Let's talk about why Kantarou is being a stalker," Sagyou said.

"I am not! I..." Kantarou frowned sadly. "It's... it's about Tsujita-san's health. He... he caught an illness."

("What, an STD?" thought Hiyoshi, who was listening from across the room, but wisely decided not to butt in.)

"An illness? That's awful, but... Is this something you should be telling us?" Hinaichi asked.

"It's very personal! But I am not sure how to tell you why I am looking for the person he loves without telling you about this..." Kantarou looked hesitant, an expression that everyone present thought didn't suit him.

"Wait," Hinaichi realized with a gasp, having spent a lot of time with a hanahaki patient just a few months ago, "You don't mean he has hanahaki?"

At Kantarou's nod, Sagyou inhaled sharply and Handa's eyes darkened.

"Seriously? Yikes... That's gotta suck," Sagyou said, glancing at Gobi. He was reasonably sure he'd never have to worry about that particular affliction for Gobi, but since it was a plant-related disease, he couldn't be 100% certain there wasn't a connection to vampirized plants.

"He does know there's a vaccine for that now, right?" Handa said. As the son of a beloved vampire mother, diseases affecting only vampires were something he was very conscious of, even if he was immune to them.

"I told him, but he's very resistant to accepting medical care of any kind. I don't think I can force him to take the vaccine."

"Ah, damn..." Handa crossed his arms. "Yeah, vaccines for vampire diseases are still a pretty new thing, so I can't blame him for not going for it... Aren't a lot of older vampires refusing to take it, too?"

"That's right. It seems like a matter of pride," said Hinaichi, recalling Draluc's ranting about how the annoying 'Lord Hover-ass' was refusing to cure his hundreds-of-years-long hanahaki because he liked suffering nobly for his love and eating the flowers.

"Well, I guess they've got the right the refuse. It's not like it's contagious," Handa sighed. He paused, something occurring to him suddenly. "Wait, Tsujita's a vampire?"

"I was surprised to find out too! He'd never mentioned it," Kantarou said.

"Wait, you didn't know?" Hinaichi asked, shocked. There was something about Tsujita-san she knew that Kantarou didn't?! "He was taken to the VRC when I arrested him for public nudity, he's definitely a vampire. I guess that was before you joined us, though."

"He was in the VRC!?" Kantarou exclaimed, and Handa realized by the shift in his posture and the raise of his volume that he flipped to Tsujita-san mode. "I had no idea! Could that be the source of his trauma?! What happened to him?? Who did he meet there?! I must go and question them immediately!"

Kantarou turned to go, but was stopped by Captain Hiyoshi, standing in his way.

"Hold on, Kantarou. Don't get too hasty, calm down." Letting him go question Yomotsuzaka in this agitated state was just asking for trouble.

"Captain! I must insist that you let me go! Tsujita-san is suffering as we speak!"

"Just one question before you go, Kantarou," Hiyoshi said, trying to stall him so he'd calm down. Having read all of Kantarou's reports, filled to the cringe with flirting and dating with Tsujita, he thought he had a pretty good way to make Kantarou falter. "Have you considered the possibility that the person Tsujita is in love with is actually you?"

Hinaichi, Handa and Sagyou held their breath, impressed at their captain's direct question. They'd all thought about it, but none dared to ask!

"I already confessed my feelings for Tsujita-san! They did not help him in the slightest!" Kantarou stated.

"You what?!" Hiyoshi exclaimed. "You- You mean you got rejected?!"

"He didn't need to reject me! I could tell from the flower he coughed up that I was not the one!"

"That's..." Hiyoshi met Hinaichi's eyes past Kantarou's underarm - as neither were tall enough to see over Kantarou's shoulder - and they shared a look of awkward embarrassment. "That... is very unfortunate, I'm so sorry, Kantarou. Do you, uh, wanna go drinking later, drown your sorrows, maybe?"

"How could I?! Tsujita-san is the one that's in pain! My heartbreak is nothing compared to his! Until his illness is cured, I won't rest!"

And Kantarou barreled past Hiyoshi.

"Whoa, Kantarou!"

"Kantarou!"

But Kantarou didn't heed his co-workers words, hurricane-ing his way out of the building. Tsujita-san mode Kantarou was just as unpredictable as Tsujigiri mode Kantarou. Handa made a note of that in his Kantarou observation notes, then opened his 24-hour Ronaldo observation livefeed.

As Hinaichi headed out to her hideout underneath Ronaldo's office, Sagyou wondered if not being a stalker made him stand out among his co-workers.

Was he the weird one here? No, everyone else was weird.

Gobi, noticing his stress, offered him tea made from bug entrails, and Sagyou smiled and accepted it. Yep, he was the only normal person around.














Chapter 3: Third rule of hanahaki: Consider every love interest possible
    


Notes:

Context to references to untranslated manga chapters for this chapter:

One time, Kantarou meets Nagiri while investigating a bomb-setting vampire, and drags him along on an ostrich boat ride. The boat ends up having a bomb in it, and while trying to figure out what to do, they encounter Zenranium, who recognizes Nagiri's face after their meeting in the VRC, and tries to help.







Chapter Text

Kantarou's visit to the VRC didn't clear up as much as he'd hoped, but he did discover new things about Tsujita-san along the way.

First of all, Doctor Yomotsuzaka barely remembered who Tsujita-san was. After some mild threatening, he recalled the exhibitionist vampire who'd escaped during some chaotic events soon after being brought in. Yomotsuzaka clearly didn't care about Tsujita enough to even learn his name, and he also offered a suspicious non-vaccine medicine to administer to Tsujita for an experiment, which Kantarou threw out angrily, then marched out and mentally crossed the doctor off the list.

A chat with Zenranium - who Kantarou had added to the list earlier after recalling him and Tsujita-san had recognized each other during the ostrich boat spectacle - was much more enlightening. Zenranium told him how Tsujita-san had been clearly suggering from nightmares before waking up in the VRC, and how he'd immediately wanted to escape. Zenranium, along with Uncle Ydan and Yakyuuken Lover, had assisted Tsujita-san in escaping, though Zenranium had been caught early on and didn't know how the escape attempt had ended.

He was a pleasant and helpful person to talk to, and worried about Tsujita-san's health. Kantarou thanked him for his time, and worriedly made a mental note of him for the list.

Yakyuuken Lover, newly added to the list, was Kantarou's next interviewee. Kantarou may have slightly overreacted when he heard Tsujita-san was undressed in a game of Yakyuuken during their escape attempt, and the interview was cut short when VRC staff ran in to restrain him.

Kantarou apologized very profusely and promised to pay for the damages, but was still escorted out and told to return some other day.

And so, Kantarou had his findings for the night. Next, analysis. He settled down in front of his desk, set aside some of his Tsujigiri research notes and pulled out his Tsujita-san hanahaki notebook, paper and pens, and began to work.

Kantarou's co-workers were mostly off the table, having not interacted with Tsujita-san much. Vice-Captain Hinaichi was slightly more likely, having met him a few times and even arrested him. She was also a good and kind person with a strong sense of justice, as well as a beautiful police officer, so she did partially match the profile of someone Tsujita-san might fall in love with.

She had no such feelings for him, however, and did not approve of his exhibitionism. If Tsujita-san were in love with her, it would surely be an one-sided, tragic love...

Hm. Kantarou marked Hinaichi as Suspect #2. He hoped it wasn't her, as then he'd have to convince his own superior officer about Tsujita-san's wonderfulness and convince her to fall in love with him. The thought of them together... Kantarou made a face.

They would make a beautiful couple, of course! Kantarou simply didn't like the idea!

Next, Zenranium... Tsujita-san's fellow exhibitionist, and a kind and helpful vampire who'd tried his best to help Kantarou and Tsujita-san while they were stuck in that ostrich boat. He'd likely make a good match for Tsujita-san. They could run around naked in the moonlight together...

The mental image of Tsujita-san, nude but for flowers covering his crotch and a cape over his shoulders, distracted Kantarou out of his analysis for a moment. He added Zenranium as Suspect #3 and moved on quickly.

Yakyuuken Lover had said, while cowering under the table, that he had no interest in Tsujita-san or naked men in general. Kantarou found it difficult to believe. Who could remain uninterested with a shy Tsujita-san undressing right in front of their eyes?!

Then again, maybe the exhibitionist Tsujita-san actually liked it? Perhaps the thrill of being stripped awakened a love in Tsujita-san, only for him to feel rejected when the man stripping him wasn't into it...?

Kantarou somewhat wished Tsujita-san was confident enough in his love for nudity to share it with him, too...

He thought about it deeply, then had to take a quick break in the bathroom, before going back to his work, mind cleansed.

Kantarou went over his suspects and analysis again. He crossed his arms, leaned back, and pondered his options. In the end, Tsujita-san was the only one who knew who he loved. Maybe Kantarou should try and subtly ask him...

----

"PARDON ME, TSUJITA-SAAAN!!"

"Stop yelling, dammit!!"

As usual, Kantarou barged into Nagiri's home - no, base of operations. He brandished a box of souvenir cookies and handed them aggressively to Nagiri.

"How are you feeling, Tsujita-san?"

Nagiri was feeling... like an old towel that went through the laundry machine, got tossed around, wrung dry, then thrown out for being too worn out. He just wanted to sleep and not think about anything, especially the worried look Kantarou was showing him.

"Tsujita-san?"

"Hn..."

Nagiri made a vague noise, then sat down on his mattress. He pressed his fingers to his temple. A small movement and noise in the corner of his eye, and Nagiri glanced over to see he'd let the box of cookies drop.

Whatever. He'd just pass it on to Shinji later. He had no appetite.

"Tsujita-san... I do have something else for you, too."

Nagiri looked up to see something red in Kantarou's hand. A blood bag. Nagiri blinked at it. He swallowed down the saliva that had started to gather on his tongue.

"Why... do you..." Nagiri swallowed again, staring at the bag.

"After losing so much blood to the hanahaki, I thought you could use this!"

"That's not what I meant! Why do you-"

Why do you know I'm a vampire?!

"Oh!" Kantarou's eyes lit in understanding, and he chuckled. "Tsujita-san, I told you hanahaki is a vampire disease, right? Humans and dhampirs can't catch it!"

...So it was that simple. Fuck. Well, no way around it, that secret's out.

Snatching the blood bag from Kantarou's hand, Nagiri paused. He always drank these things with his blades, but if he did that in front of this idiot...

'Tsujita-san, how did you absorb it with your hands? Just like Tsujigiri Nagiri, who can absorb blood using his blood blades! Could it be, Tsujita-san, you're...?!' KA-CHUNK, goes the pile bunker.

...Yup, it'd go like that.

Better figure out how to drink these things, Nagiri thought, staring at the blood bag.

"Tsujita-san?"

"What? Stop staring, die."

"How do you feel about Vice-Captain Hinaichi?"

"Who?"

Nagiri found one of those twisty caps at the top of the blood bag and began to untwist it.

"The red-haired female officer who, er, arrested you for public nudity once!!"

Nagiri grimaced.

"That chick? She's bad luck."

He only ever ran into that woman in situations where he got mistaken for a pervert for some reason or another!

"I see!" Kantarou didn't think he'd ever feel this relieved about someone badmouthing his superior. "Then, next question! How do you feel about the vampire Zenranium-san?"

"I don't give a shit. What the hell are you asking that for?"

"Scientific analysis!"

Nagiri raised an eyebrow, but decided to let it drop. Kantarou was always weird as hell. He raised the blood bag to his lips and tipped it back. The rich taste flooding his mouth surprised him. How long had it been since he drank real, fresh human blood? The last time must've been Kan-

His throat seized, and he barely managed to swallow and get the blood bag off his lips before the coughing fit started.

"Are you all right, Tsujita-san?!"

Nagiri directed a glare at Kantarou while gagging and spitting out some yellow petals and a sunflower seed. Dammit, the fuckers were starting to develop seeds now too...

"That looked painful, Tsujita-san! Would you like some water? Ah, I don't have any!" Kantarou fretted, glancing around. There was a bucket gathering rainwater from a leak in the ceiling, but from the looks of it, that would need to be boiled before drinking. (Even though Tsujita-san told him he was living in these ascetic conditions for the sake of his training, seeing things like this still made Kantarou's heart sting painfully. Tsujita-san was so devoted, still sticking to his training even while sick...!)

"Don't bother. Just go away." This stupid man Nagiri had to fall in love with was just distracting him with his presence. Nagiri should just kill him and get rid of this feeling... Ugh, another coughing fit!

Kantarou looked at Tsujita-san, feeling helpless. Who was it that Tsujita-san was thinking of? Who was he so in love with? Who was hurting him like this? And why... why couldn't it be Kantarou instead? No, rather than Tsujita-san's unrequited love being for Kantarou, Kantarou wished it was him who had hanahaki instead! And then... this pain he was feeling wouldn't just be in his heart.

Done with his coughing, Nagiri licked up as much of the blood he'd spat up on his hand as he could. Now that Kantarou knew he was a vampire, there was no need to pretend he didn't drink blood.

"Tsujita-san..." Kantarou kneeled in front of him. "Can you tell me who you're in love with? I want to help you. I'll be your wingman or your matchmaker, anything you need!"

"Ugh, shut up, go die. I don't need your help!"

"But I hate seeing you suffer! A-and besides, if you're in pain like this, Tsujigiri Nagiri could attack while you're weakened!"

Tsujita-san couldn't respond, another coughing fit taking over him. He spilled some blood from the bag in his hand, and Kantarou reached to hold his wrist and keep it still, preventing further spillage. With every cough wrecking Tsujita-san's body, Kantarou felt the muscles in his wrist twitch.

"Go away," Tsujita-san said hoarsely, blood on his lips. Kantarou's eyes locked on to the tongue slipping out and licking that blood away.

"Tsujita-san..."

"Go. Away!!"

Tsujita-san's wrist yanked harshly away from Kantarou's hand.

"Tsu-"

"JUST GO AWAY! I don't want to see your stupid eyesore of a face anymore!"

That idiot Kantarou, making him spit these flowers just by saying something stupid that strikes at Nagiri's heart and makes him feel like... like garbage...!

"Tsuji-"

"Go! Die! I'll kill you! Get away from me!"

Nagiri didn't want to look at him. He didn't want to see that sad face the stupid cop was definitely making. Just the thought of it was making his throat tighten.

Kantarou's hand released Nagiri's wrist, and Nagiri barely held back from chasing after that warmth.

"I'm sorry, Tsujita-san. I'll leave right away. But, please... stay safe."

Nagiri grit his teeth, held in the gag that painfully threatened to rise from his throat. He listened to the footsteps of Kantarou's uniform shoes walk out of the room before he let himself cough the petals up.

Dammit. Was this what his life was going to be now?

At least he got some blood... but Kantarou wasn't going to be bringing any more of that from now on. No, who was he kidding, Kantarou would show up no matter how he told him to stay away. Swallowing a cough, Nagiri drained the rest of the blood with his hand. It barely made him feel any better.

What the hell was going to become of Tsujigiri Nagiri now? Even if he regained his health, even if he went back to slashing, he was stuck with this... this disease he caught from Kantarou. He could see it now, Tsujigiri Nagiri trying to street-slash someone, only to start coughing his lungs out and hork up a bloody flower in front of his would-be victim. What an embarrassment.

Tsujigiri Nagiri, defeated because a guy - because his final victim didn't like him back.

Pathetic. Utterly pathetic.














Chapter 4: Fourth rule of hanahaki: Try and take your mind off it
    


Notes:

Fun fact, Kantarou has never been shown saying anything under the effects of a Y-beam in canon, even in side material! All the kinks we know he has are things he's said voluntarily! I just think that's interesting :)
Dyna the Bomber is the bomb-using vampire from the ostrich boat case mentioned in the last chapter.
And last but most important, Kamiarizuki Shinji! He's a frail dhampir mangaka who once mistook Nagiri for an assistant who was supposed to show up to help him and dragged him in. Because his diet was terrible, Nagiri decided his blood would be unappetizing and didn't slash him. Later, Nagiri ended up assisting Shinji a few more times in Akajas and such, and turned out to be a pretty good assistant.

Shinji's a nervous guy with a negative outlook on himself and a tendency to procrastinate by doing weird shit, but he's a kind person and gets along well with Nagiri. Since he's a dhampir, he's known Nagiri is a vampire since they met. He calls Nagiri "Assi-san" or "Tsujita-san". Nagiri usually calls Shinji "scum" like it's a nickname, and Shinji calls himself a lot of things, too.







Chapter Text

Kantarou was not the type to sit around dejected at hardships. Even if Tsujita-san rejected him so thoroughly, Kantarou would help him! Even if Kantarou wanted to curl up and cry, even if he wanted to keep watch over Tsujita-san's home all day and night! Even if Kantarou's confession had ruined things between them, Tsujita-san was his one and only! His important collaborator! The key person of his destiny! His beloved Tsujita-san!

Kantarou would fight for Tsujita-san's happiness even if Tsujita-san didn't want him to!
And so, Kantarou headed to the VRC for another interview.
Uncle Ydan was his next suspect. Kantarou thought he was fairly safe from the Y-beam, as he wasn't especially ashamed of his kinks for miniskirt police uniforms, bare thighs under miniskirts, and being handcuffed.

However, what came out of his mouth when Uncle Ydan Y-beamed him the moment he sat down was something extremely violent involving Tsujigiri Nagiri. It was enough to freeze even Uncle Ydan's smile, and the vampire cancelled his beam's effects without another word.
After that incredibly awkward moment Kantarou would like to forget forever, the interview was surprisingly normal. Kantarou received a lot of very interesting information about Tsujita-san's preferences that he made notes of, for his research, of course! No ulterior motives here!
(Thick thighs, round breasts, being hugged and gently patted on the head... As expected, Tsujita-san's preferences were as cute as he was!)
Kantarou subtly checked his own thighs, wondering if they were as thick as Tsujita-san would like. From the look Ydan gave him, it didn't go unnoticed.

However, it didn't seem like Uncle Ydan was close enough to Tsujita-san to be the one, either.
After excusing himself, Kantarou went on to visit Dyna the Bomber, the dangerous vampire imprisoned in the VRC, who'd once set a bomb on the ostrich boat Kantarou and Tsujita-san were in. Since Dyna was such a volatile vampire, Kantarou only got to exchange a few words with him through reinforced glass under a guard's watchful eye, but that was enough. Kantarou didn't think there was much of a chance he was the one, and he was proven right, as Dyna had no interactions with Tsujita-san besides that incident.

Still, he had to follow every possible lead! And if that took making a list of everyone Tsujita-san had ever interacted with, and going through it one by one, Kantarou would do it!!
Sitting down at a park bench, Kantarou took out his notebook and flipped to the page where he'd listed everyone he'd noted down in his reports, and tried to remember if there were any more he'd missed. Kantarou had, with great hesitation, even written down the names of the children Tsujita-san had interacted with. Tsujita-san was an honorable man, but Kantarou had to write down every possibility! And if Tsujita-san were, in fact, in love with someone he'd never consider making a move on or confessing his love to, such as an underaged person... Then the source of his hanahaki would be clear! It would be unfortunate, but at least Kantarou would have his answer! Besides, there was a chance hanahaki could be caused by unrequited platonic love, wasn't there? Though Kantarou hadn't heard of it happening, as long as it wasn't impossible, he had to consider it!
But...
There was one name Kantarou hadn't written down. He'd considered it last night, with cold sweat dripping down to the shaking hand holding his pencil. For an entire hour, his pencil would not move.
Because the name in question... was Tsujigiri Nagiri.
He never wanted to write it down.

And yet, Tsujigiri Nagiri was someone Tsujita-san had seen with his own eyes, the very first time Kantarou and Tsujita-san had met. That fiend had slashed Kantarou from behind and ran off, with only Tsujita-san as a witness, like Tsujigiri had intentionally wanted to frame Tsujita-san for his foul deed.

Tsujita-san could never fall in love with someone like that...!

And yet, because there was a connection, Kantarou couldn't fully dismiss it...!
Kantarou had laid in bed restlessly last night - well, day, since his sleep schedule was mostly nocturnal - with images of Tsujita-san and Tsujigiri Nagiri mercilessly assaulting his brain. Tsujita-san, crying as he reached out towards that monster... Tsujigiri Nagiri, mockingly wiping a tear off Tsujita-san's cheek and laughing at his pain...
And worst of all were the images he couldn't dismiss as imagination.
The two instances of Tsujita-san starting to cough after Kantarou mentioned Tsujigiri Nagiri.
The very first time Kantarou saw Tsujita-san cough up a petal...
"He must be sharpening his claws somewhere!" Kantarou declared. "That fiend... He's lulling us into a false sense of security, ready to strike when the town least expects it! Tsujita-san, the two of us must remain alert! We are Shin-Yokohama's first border of resistance against that monster's attack!"
...was right after that. And then...
"But I hate seeing you suffer! A-and besides, if you're in pain like this, Tsujigiri Nagiri could attack while you're weakened!"
...Tsujita-san had told him to get out, right after that.
It couldn't be. It couldn't be. It absolutely couldn't be. Tsujigiri Nagiri was as far from Tsujita-san's ideal partner as possible. Nobody could ever love such a hideous monster, especially not the wonderful Tsujita-san!
But try as Kantarou might, he couldn't dismiss the possibility.
An alert interrupted the spiral he was falling into, and he grabbed on to the chance to distract himself from those thoughts with work.
It was a routine extermination of a swarm of spider-type lower vampires with Handa and Sagyou. Kantarou threw himself into battle with all he had.
But then, in the middle of it all, Tsujita-san appeared in the corner of his eye.
Kantarou's eyes naturally drew to him, like the magnetic presence he was - No, this was no time for this! His pile bunker only had one shot left, he had to aim properly before he released this final shot!
Using the opening from Sagyou-senpai's well-timed snipe, Kantarou pulled the trigger, and got a direct, destructive hit on the motherlode of the vampires. With the big one down, the small ones were no longer respawning endlessly.
Kantarou's role was over, so he stepped back to let his allies deal with the rest. He sought out Tsujita-san's brown cloak again - There, in front of that apartment building! Kantarou was just about to call out to Tsujita-san, when the door Tsujita-san was standing in front of opened. A black-haired man in a simple white T-shirt appeared, seemingly chattering about something as he grabbed Tsujita-san and pulled him inside, closing the door after them.
Kantarou was left short-circuiting, his hand awkwardly suspended in an aborted greeting.
Huh.
Tsujita-san knew someone Kantarou had never seen in his life. Tsujita-san was close enough to him to go to his apartment, to go inside - no, to let himself be pulled inside by this stranger with barely any words exchanged.
Oh.
It was that kind of a relationship. The 'two people alone in an apartment doing this and that together' kind of relationship.
Which was - fine, of course! Tsujita-san was free to do what he wanted with whoever he wanted! Kantarou was fine with that! The painful twinge in his heart was just a bit of indigestion!
Except. It wasn't fine, was it?
That man, whoever he was, Tsujita-san's... something. If he was the one Tsujita-san was having such relations with, then... Then he had to be the one.

The man Tsujita-san was in love with.

The one who Tsujita-san loved so utterly and thoroughly it was hurting him. The one who didn't love Tsujita-san back.
Kantarou hated that man instantly. How dare he! Doing... doing such things with Tsujita-san! And not even... not even out of love! How could he not love Tsujita-san?! Tsujita-san was such a good, kind man. Selfless, handsome, good with kids, smart... Anyone who spent enough time with him should naturally fall in love with him!! And yet, that man!! Was he just using Tsujita-san?!! Kantarou should go there and -
"Kantarou?" Sagyou called out after noticing Kantarou was distracted. Was this a Tsujita-san mode moment? Or, actually, Sagyou revised his thoughts as he saw the anger in Kantarou's eyes before the man forcibly relaxed his jaw for a smile and opened his tightly-knuckled fists, this was Tsujigiri mode Kantarou, wasn't it?
"Yes, Sagyou-senpai?!" Kantarou shouted at his normal speaking volume.
"We're cleaning up here. Feel free to join in anytime."
"Right away, Sagyou-senpai!"
As they were finishing things up, Kantarou kept glancing towards the nearby building. Sagyou pointedly did not ask anything about what Kantarou was looking at. He knew from experience he'd get treated to an unskippable Tsujigiri Nagiri infodump cutscene if he showed even the slightest interest.
"What are you looking at, Kantarou?" Handa asked, and Sagyou released a colorful string of curses contained entirely within his head. They were not for little burdocks' ears.
"Huh? Ah," Kantarou seemed hesitant. "Nothing, Handa-senpai!"
Sagyou raised an eyebrow, surprised. This wasn't the usual hurricane-like Kantarou, especially not one who'd caught his eye on something Tsujigiri-related.
"Yeah, right. What's so interesting over there, huh?" Handa asked with a grin. As one of the leading Kantarou observers of the VCD, he'd immediately noticed the unusual behavior, and needed to observe more.
"It's nothing so interesting!" Kantarou said, then glanced at the building again, anxious. "It's just... Tsujita-san just went in, and he hasn't come out yet."
"Tsujita? What, seriously?" Sagyou said, despite knowing he'd regret getting involved. He was too curious. "The way you were looking at that building I thought you'd caught a hint of Tsujigiri..."
"No, no, not at all! Tsujita-san wouldn't!" Kantarou started, when a horrifying mental image involving far too many blood blades near an artistically nude Tsujita-san, posed like a damsel in distress, entered his head uninvited. He looked back at the building, horrified. "Tsujita-san wouldn't... Unless that fiend tricked him... No, but he wouldn't even fit..."

(The building was too small to contain Tsujigiri Nagiri, who by Kantarou's latest assessments was somewhere between 70-90 meters tall. Tsujita-san had complained that Kantarou's previous assessment of over 100 meters was unrealistic, and as he was the eye witness, Kantarou trusted his judgment.)
"Okay, stop right there," Sagyou firmly ordered, because this sounded like something he absolutely didn't want to hear, and also like trouble he'd inevitably get drawn into if he left it alone. "I don't know what kind of a mental path you're taking but you'd better explain your thought process for a peer review before you go any further."
"Yeah, exactly! First off, what's the sitch? Start with the facts!" Handa said.
"Um." Kantarou glanced at the building again, then straightened his back, shedding that un-Kantarou-like uncertain expression. "Tsujita-san walked to that apartment building! A man opened the door and almost immediately pulled him inside while talking to him, then closed the door! I have not seen Tsujita-san leave yet! Therefore I am forced to assume Tsujita-san may be engaged in relations with that man!"
Ah. That would be why Kantarou would be giving the death glare to that building, Sagyou thought.
"There you go, jumping into conclusions. Sounds to me like Tsujita's just visiting a friend," Sagyou said.
"That... is a good theory!" Kantarou said, desperate to have an alternate explanation. He laughed, relieved. That's right, of course Tsujita-san would have friends! He was a good and kind man! More people should appreciate him! But... but even if they were just friends, Tsujita-san's feelings towards him could still be...
Handa and Sagyou watched Kantarou turn to look at that apartment building again, sadness clear in his eyes. What is is this time, Sagyou thought, annoyed. Handa came to a realization.
"Oh. You think this is the guy Tsujita's carrying the torch for, huh?" Handa asked.
"It is a logical theory!" Kantarou said. "He seems like someone who's close to him!"
And there weren't that many people Tsujita-san was close to, as far as Kantarou could tell. His desperate search for Tsujita-san's beloved one, the one who would surely make him feel complete if they only knew what Tsujita-san felt for them, had been way too fruitless so far.
But! This was a new lead, and a very promising one! Someone Tsujita-san had clearly interacted with before and was friendly with! This was a great development, really! Even if the jealous pit at the bottom of Kantarou's stomach threatened to devour him whole, this was a great development!
"Yeah, that sounds like a good theory!" Handa said. "Time for you to stake the apartment out and figure out who that guy is!"
"Why are you encouraging stalker behavior? Oh wait, I forgot who I was talking to," Sagyou sighed. Gobi offered him a treat of pillbug sweets to cheer him up.
"Sagyou-senpai, are you having memory issues?" Kantarou asked, concerned.
"Shut up! Don't take a joke seriously all of a sudden!! And anyway, do your work!"
"I'm already finished," said Handa, who'd been working all the time they were chatting. He clapped a hand on Kantarou's shoulder. "Kantarou, you leave the reports to us. Since Tsujita's a vampire, I can count you staking out that house as part of an investigation on a vampire with unknown abilities! Keep in contact with everything you find out and I'll see if I can get a search warrant!"
"Are you kidding me?! Stop with the flagrant abuse of authority!" Sagyou snapped.
"Handa-senpai..." Kantarou said, touched.
"And you, don't look so emotional about that!! You damn stalker hurricanes!"
"Don't shout things like that in public, you'll cause problems for Ruri," Handa said.
Sagyou growled inchoherently. Ruri, their public relations official, had her fair share of trouble from each of them, and it's true he didn't want to add to them! But these damn hurricanes were the biggest problem!
"I'm not involved," Sagyou decided, turning and storming away. "I'm not involved, do not expect me to bail you out if anything goes wrong! I need a vacation! I need a girlfriend! I need to pop some bubble wrap!"
"Gii!" Gobi cheered, taking out his bubble popping toy. He had a brief but emotional flashback to the time he received it from Handa on Sagyou's birthday party (which was not held anywhere close to Sagyou's birthday.)
Gobi, for his part, had been very confused about that whole conversation. The loud Kanta-man was a good friend to Giant Celery Sagyou, and always brought him bubble wrap when he was stressing! But he was such a confusing person! His feelings about friend Mebiyatsu's enemy Tsuji were always changing from adoring to anger!
-----
Nagiri hated to admit it, but he enjoyed working on manga with Shinji, especially today. Doing precise work under a looming sense of quickly approaching deadlines, and having to coax and push and babysit the scum into actually doing his job, took thoughts of everything else from his head. And now that he'd gotten to drink some blood, he was more energetic than in a while, with his blood blades fully charged and ready for mangaka work. No more sitting around and trying not to think about stupid officers, it was time to clear his head!
"So, Assi-san, do you have anyone you like?"
Or it would be, if it wasn't for the question the mangaka scum unexpectedly posed while they were sitting next to each other. Nagiri's mouth twisted.
"Shut up. Die."
"Is that a no?" Shinji asked. "Well, it's not like I've had time to think about things like that either... Sorry, I'm a beached blobfish that asked a question I can't even answer myself."
There was a moment's silence, broken only by the scratching of ink pen on paper.
"What kind of a person is your type?" Shinji asked.
"A self-destructive, scarily obsessive idiot."
"Huh?"
Shinji and Nagiri were both equally surprised by the words that came out of Nagiri's mouth. Nagiri brought his hand to block whatever else was about to come out.
"Assi-"
Nagiri sharply turned away from the manga page on his desk.
"Cough! Cough, cough!"
"Assi-san?!"
Nagiri flung himself off the chair and practically flew to the bathroom. Shinji was left behind to worriedly listen to increasingly strained and intense coughing.
"Are you okay, Assi-san?! Tsujita-san??! You're not dying, right? Oh god, please don't die! Especially in my bathroom! What do I do?! Ambulance, I need to call an ambulance!"
"Don- GH! Don't! Cough, cough... Guh-ghk!"
"A-are you vomiting now?! What's that splattering noise?!! Assi-san!!"
"Huff... D-don't call an ambulance... I'm fine..."
Shinji finally dared to push the door open and peek inside the bathroom. He found Tsujita breathing heavily over the sink.
"Assi-san... Wh-what's wrong? Oh, your reflection is missing! No, wait, that's normal, isn't it... phew, don't scare me like that. Do you need anything? Painkiller? Water? Rest? Please don't be sick, I don't think our deadline can take that...!"
"Quit fretting already... I'm fine. Just coughing up these stupid flowers..."
"Flowers?"
Shinji stepped closer, peering over Tsujita's shoulder into the sink. There, he saw a bloodied, crushed-up sunflower.

Oh, Shinji thought in realization. That's that thing dad apparently had before confessing to mom.

He took a step back, sunk to the floor. Tsujita watched him warily.
"Crab pose."
Shinji stuck out his jaw and made a silly face as he showed double peace signs. Tsujita kicked him.
"Quit trying to cheer me up with stupid shit!"
"Sorryyyy!"
Ah, but Tsujita looked more lively already, so it was a success.
"But dang, getting sunflower hanahaki, that's unlucky," Shinji said as he stood up with a little 'oof,' hands on his knees. "My dad only had to cough up snowdrops when he had that. Do you want some yogurt? It'll be gentle on your throat."
Tsujita stared at him in that unreadable way of his, then clicked his tongue, looking away.
"Sure."
Shinji then went back to working on the manga at Tsujita's urging, while Tsujita took a break and ate yogurt, watching from the side and making sure he didn't start procrastinating. Shinji filled the silence by chatting about things that had nothing to do with love. Well, love in the romantic love sense, but it was filled with Shinji's love for his favorite anime.
Eventually, with his conversation topics used, Shinji carefully went back to the flower topic.
"It's not like sunflowers are the worst flower you could've gotten, you know."
"Huh?" Tsujita asked, using those blades on his fingers to cut screentones.
"I mean, imagine if you had rafflesias! You know rafflesias? Giant flowers that apparently smell like rotting!"
"Ugh, shut up, don't tell me that! With my luck, I'll have to spit one up tomorrow!"
"That wouldn't happen! Unless you fall in love with two different people, you've only got one kind of flower you cough up!"
"Huh, that's how it works?"
"You didn't know? Assi-san, you don't know that much about hanahaki, do you?"
"Shut up, I only found out about it when that idiot cop told me the other day..."
That idiot cop? Shinji had heard Tsujita mention somebody like that several times in passing, but never a name for them. He couldn't help but wonder if Tsujita's 'self-sacrificing, scarily obsessive idiot' was this cop.
"Did you know there's a vaccine for it? They only invented it earlier this year, it was a big deal."
"I know."
"...Are you going to get the vaccine?"
"No."
"It won't erase your feelings for them."
"If it did, maybe I would..."
"Huh?" Shinji stared at Tsujita, surprised at the words he'd muttered. "You'd want to lose them? Your feelings for that person..."
"Obviously!" Tsujita growled. "Who'd want to be in love with him! That stupid, idiotic, dangerously obsessive stalker who won't listen to a thing I say, who drags me along whenever he wants, who keeps showing up at my house with gifts, who thinks I'm some perfect, kind, good...!"
Tsujita violently wrenched his face away from the table and doubled over for another coughing fit. Shinji stared, eyes following Tsujita as he ran to the bathroom again.
What in the world kind of a man was Tsujita in love with...? Shinji was starting to get mixed signals.














Chapter 5: Fifth rule of hanahaki: It could be your worst enemy
    


Notes:

References to the manga in this chapter:

Kuwabara, Shinji's editor! A former ninja who works for Autumn Publishing, he's a cool and confident self-proclaimed handsome man with a tendency to make big clumsy mistakes. He's a caring guy who fusses over Shinji's eating habits and often feeds him or drags him out to dinner, but he's still an Autumn editor, so he does endanger Shinji's life in the name of producing manga sometimes. He calls Shinji Kami-chan, pronounced Kan-chan, so I've split the difference and written it Kam-chan. Shinji calls him Kuwa-san. (Kuwabara does actually show up for a brief cameo in the anime, in the last episode of season 2!)

Rameeen-ya is the first place where Kuwabara and Shinji eat out together! Since that was a memorable scene for me, I wanted to reference it here. "Eeen" is a japanese sound effect for crying, basically "Waaah!" or something like that.







Chapter Text

Tsujita left Shinji's apartment once the manuscript was complete. This time, Shinji managed to catch him outside the door and force the payment for his assistant work on him. Tsujita frowned at the envelope, but accepted it and went on his way.

Back inside the apartment, while waiting for Kuwa-san to arrive, Shinji started mimicking the movements of the protagonist in the game he'd played yesterday to kill time. Then the doorbell rang.

Shinji paused. Was Kuwa-san coming through the door like a normal person? That was unusual.

"Coming," he called out before grabbing the handle.

But the door didn't open to reveal Kuwabara, but a VCD officer with a wide chest and a scarred face. Though he was shorter than Shinji, that intimidating look on his face as he regarded Shinji made him seem bigger.

"Good evening!" the officer saluted, polite despite his glare. "I am Kei Kantarou, VCD officer! Please state your name!"

"U-uh, yes, hello? I'm Kamiarizuki Shinji," Shinji stammered. "Wh-why is a VCD officer here?"

"I am undergoing an investigation relating to a certain vampire!" Kantarou stated, an intense expression on his face. "Please tell me your relationship with Tsujita-san!"

Something clicked. Tsujita's various words echoed in Shinji's head, spinning around.

'Idiot cop... dangerously obsessive... stalker... keeps showing up at my house...'

Oh god, Shinji thought, the hairs on the back of his neck rising. Tsujita was in love with his own stalker, and now said stalker had followed Tsujita to Shinji's house.

"A-ah, Tsuji, Tsujita-san is my, helpassi!"

Kantarou's eyes narrowed.

"Your what?"

"M-my helpful assistant!" Shinji rushed to say.

"What does he assist you with?"

Why did the cop have to look to dubious?! Was he mentally twisting that into a dirty meaning?

"My manga! He's my manga assistant!"

Kantarou's eyes brightened, and he leaned forward, excited.

"Manga! Come to think of it, your name! Are you Kamiarizuki Shinji, the author of Aijameshi?!"

"Y-yes! I'm so sorry for not introducing myself properly, I'm just a bottom feeder, no, a seaweed eaten by bottom feeders..."

"I'm so touched! To think Tsujita-san has been working with a real mangaka! As expected of Tsujita-san, he's such a multi-talented man!"

"Ah, yes?"

Kantarou continued bragging about the amazingness of Tsujita-san. Shinji wasn't sure if he was in danger or not, here. But the way this guy kept talking about Tsujita's virtues reminded him again of how Tsujita had described his beloved stalker.

Yep. This man, right here?

Definitely the person Tsujita was in love with.

"Ah! I got distracted!" Kantarou's attention went to Shinji again. "Kamiarizuki-sensei! How do you feel about Tsujita-san?!"

"Huh? Um..." Shinji wasn't sure what to respond to such a dangerous question with eyes intensely staring at him. "He's a helpful assistant and he's very good at helping me stay focused and, I guess I would say he's a good friend though I'm not sure he thinks we're friends, I may be presumptuous in saying this but I would like to be his friend!"

Kantarou regarded Kamiarizuki-sensei with a long, calculating look. A friend, he says? Then this man could be the closest person to Tsujita-san, besides Kantarou himself. (And possibly the mysterious Maru, though Kantarou hadn't gotten anywhere in his research on that person.) This might just be his most promising lead so far.

"May I ask if you have any romantic feelings towards Tsujita-san?" Kantarou asked.

"N-no!" Shinji said immediately, raising his hands in front of him. "No such thing, of course not! I am but an insignificant plankton! I am not an obstruction in any shape, way, or form..."

"Why not?!!!"

"Eh-??!!"

"Tsujita-san is such an incredible, beautiful, wonderful, talented, kind person!" Kantarou insisted. "Anyone who spends enough time should naturally fall in love with him!!"

What kind of a landmine have I triggered?? thought Shinji desperately.

"I-I'm sorry! I agree he's amazing! I simply am not currently interested in seeking romance-"

"Why not?!!!"

"Eek!!"

"Even though Tsujita-san is suffering-"

"Enough of that, I think."

A drawling voice behind Kantarou joined the conversation, and he realized there was a bladed weapon between himself and Kamiarizuki-sensei.

"Kuwa-san!" Shinji exclaimed, crying in relief. "Oh, thank goodness...!"

"You alright, Kam-chan?" Kuwabara asked. When Shinji nodded, he turned his hawk-like eyes to the cop, who was regarding him coldly. "What's the VCD doin', threatenin' ordinary citizens?"

"I am doing no such thing!" Kantarou told the man, standing his ground despite clearly being trapped. This man was an editor... one of Shin-Yokohama's most dangerous and mysterious professions, who seemed to exist outside of the laws of society and physics. The incredible speed and stealth he'd almost casually demonstrated left no doubt about his abilities. Still, for Tsujita-san, Kantarou would show no fear! "I am only here out of concern for the health of Kamiarizuki-sensei's assistant, Tsujita-san!"

"Tsujita? Oh, Assi-san?" Kuwabara realized, his khopesh still held unwaveringly between Kam-chan and this officer. Was this about how Assi-san helped out Kam-chan in one of Autumn's writing retreat rooms by taking the role of the hostage last month? "Don't you worry 'bout him. Autumn Publishin's facilies are tried and tested, so he wasn't gonna suffer any permanent harm even if he got skewered." Short-term harm, sure, but nothing Autumn's straight-out-of-DBZ healing pods couldn't fix. Long-lasting mental trauma was always a risk in this profession, though.

"Skewered?!!" the officer asked with a vein popping in his forehead, volume rising to ridiculous levels, while Kam-chan rapidly shook his head behind him.

"Oh, that's not what this was about?" Kuwabara said, sweating. Whoops.

"What have you been doing to Tsujita-san??!!" Kantarou bellowed.

"Standard assistant stuff! Shit, hold on, lemme just-" Kuwabara took a small vial that looked like a perfume bottle and sprayed it in Kantarou's face. Though Kantarou held up his arms to block, it was too late, and he slumped into Kuwabara's arms, unconscious.

"Wh-what was that? Kuwa-san, what did you do?!" Shinji was nearly hyperventilating.

"Calm down, Kam-chan darlin'. It was just a whiff of Autumn-brand Instantly Forget The Last Minute And Pass Out spray. Useful for cops that ask too many questions." Kuwabara would never admit how many times he'd accidentally used it on himself.

"I-is that legal?"

"Of course, it ain't. He'll be fine, don't worry. Help me drag him inside."

"Oh god..."

Once Kantarou was deposited on Kamiarizuki's couch, the mangaka handed the manuscript to Kuwabara and, while Kuwabara was checking it over, explained what the deal was with Tsujita and Kantarou, as far as he understood it. Kuwabara was a bit mortified that what he'd interrupted was a love triangle-related scuffle. Kamiarizuki vehemently denied that it was a triangle; he was not involved in it! Kuwabara seemed relieved about that.

Kantarou soon woke up, blinking in confusion. Where was this? He didn't remember going to sleep.

"Ah, are you awake, Kantarou-san?" Kamiarizuki-sensei said nervously, his face leaning into Kantarou's field of vision. "You, um, passed out..."

"You must've been real stressed out about somethin'," said a voice Kantarou thought he might recognize, but from where...? He craned his head to see an older man wearing a suit and goggles. "Hey there. I'm Kuwabara, Kamiarizuki-sensei's editor."

"I-I see," Kantarou said, sluggishly pushing himself up. His head felt a bit hazy. Right, he'd come to talk to Kamiarizuki-sensei about Tsujita-san, and they started arguing... Was he really stressed enough that he'd passed out? "Come to think of it, I skipped lunch today..." he muttered.

"That's no good, you gotta eat or you won't last long," Kuwabara said, sounding like a disappointed mom. "Kam-chan, how about you? Eaten anythin' in a while?"

"Ah, I had some yogurt," Kamiarizuki-sensei replied.

"Surrounded by people who aren't takin' good enough care of themselves, what am I supposed ta do...?" Kuwabara sighed. "How about we all head out for some ramen? My treat."

"I couldn't possibly impose!" Kantarou said, holding up a hand to refuse. "I should be getting back to work soon. Thank you for your time, Kamiarizuki-sensei!"

"Now now, hold on," Kuwabara clapped a hand on Kantarou's shoulder to stop him from getting up and leaving. "Why don't we chat some more? I heard about what's goin' on with Assi-san. Tough situation, huh."

"Ah... It is, yes," Kantarou said, expression falling. But, these were people who knew a side of Tsujita-san he didn't know anything about until now. Talking to them over a meal would definitely be helpful! And maybe he could find out more about Kamiarizuki-sensei and Tsujita-san's relationship... "All right, if you insist! Kei Kantarou, ready to have a meal!!"

"Are you always that uptight? Relax a little," Kuwabara said.

"Yes!!" Kantarou said, and did not relax.

The three of them headed to Kuwabara's favorite ramen place, Rameeeen-ya. ("Noodles good enough ta make you cry," Kuwabara told them. Kantarou wasn't sure if it was a joke.)

"So, Assi-san's got hanahaki and isn't plannin' on gettin' vaccinated, huh?" Kuwabara asked once they'd started eating and talked a bit of small talk. "Guess it ain't exactly a spreadin' disease, so he's the only one he's hurtin' with that."

"That's right," Kantarou said sadly. "I wish I could drag him with me to get vaccinated, but it seems he doesn't trust the VRC. That's why my only way to ease his pain is to find whoever it is he has developed hanahaki for!"

Kuwabara gave a low, impressed whistle.

"How manly of you. Have you considered it might be you?" Though Kuwabara wasn't exactly watching media during the heyday of the hanahaki boom, he'd seen a few of those movies later in life. He remembered the cliches of them. It was always the one closest to the afflicted who was convinced they weren't the one...

"I did consider it, but I'm not the one!" Kantarou said.

"You sure?"

"Completely! I already confessed my true heartfelt feelings for him the moment I saw his symptoms! Thus I am sure it isn't me!" Kantarou kept his expression level as he said it, but Shinji saw his lower lip waver.

"Wait, really?!" Shinji exclaimed. "I was sure it was you! From the way Assi-san was talking..."

Kantarou's eyes locked on to Shinji so intensely Shinji flinched.

"Tsujita-san was talking about me?"

"W-well, he was talking about the person he loves, but not by name..."

"He was??!!!"

Kantarou's eyes intensified even further, and he whipped out a notebook and a pen.

"A new lead!! Please, Kamiarizuki-sensei, tell me everything Tsujita-san said about them!!"

"Eh, tha-that's, a bit private..."

"Please!! For Tsujita-san's sake!!"

"A-all right, all right!!"

"Ease up a little, Kei-san," Kuwabara told him.

"Ah, my apologies! Please, go ahead, Kamiarizuki-sensei! Tell me everything Tsujita-san said about them, sparing no detail!"

"R-right..." Shinji rubbed the back of his neck, uncomfortable. "Just... don't get mad."

Kantarou tilted his head slightly with a questioning sound.

"So, what Assi-san said was... well..." Shinji avoided eye contact.

"...That he doesn't want to be in love with them."

Kantarou's expression froze on his face.

"That they're an... idiotic, dangerously obsessive stalker, that they ignore what Tsujita-san is saying and string him along, that they keep showing up at Tsujita-san's house with presents, and they think Tsujita-san is perfect and good...?"

Shinji couldn't remember the exact words, but he thought he got the heart of Tsujita's rant correct.

Kantarou's mouth had fallen open. Kuwabara, too, stared at Shinji.

(Yeesh, Assi-san, I really don't want to get involved in whatever's going on with your love life, thought Kuwabara.)

"There's... There's someone else besides me showing up at Tsujita-san's house with presents...?" Kantarou said in horror.

(So you do that?! thought Kuwabara and Shinji in unison.)

Kantarou was shocked. He wrote down everything he heard, but his head was buzzing. A dangerous stalker that Tsujita-san didn't want to be in love with, stringing him along and ignoring his needs, but who correctly understood Tsujita-san was perfect...

It couldn't be. But the evidence was piling up.

"Tsujigiri Nagiri..." Kantarou whispered, horrified.

"Tsujigiri... Nagiri?" repeated Kamiarizuki Shinji, who had been suspecting his assistant Tsujita was in fact Tsujigiri Nagiri, the most notorious serial slasher of the Heisei Era, ever since he first noticed Tsujita was using small, fingertip-sized blood blades to cut screentones. "Uh... What makes you say that?"

"It all adds up..." Kantarou's voice is choked up as he looks at the notebook in his hands. "I'd already had reasons to suspect it, but I didn't want to believe Tsujita-san could ever fall in love with such a monster."

(Oh, Shinji suddenly thought, a realization hitting him like a wave.)

"But if this is all true, then it all makes sense... This whole time, Tsujigiri Nagiri has been stalking Tsujita-san behind my back, manipulating him with sweet words and presents, tricking him into falling in love... Oh, Tsujita-san...!" Tears dropped onto Kantarou's hands. "You deserve so much better!!" And then, he was full-on crying.

"Uh," Shinji started awkwardly, but he wasn't actually sure how to begin unravelling this whole thread of misunderstandings without also implicating his assistant as the culprit behind 36 street-slashing incidents, and he really needed his assistant to not be in jail next week.

"You, er, seem pretty sure about that, huh," Kuwabara said, raising an eyebrow. "Tsujigiri Nagiri's that immortal urban legend-like guy that slashed folks one after another, right? What makes you think that kinda guy's obsessed with Kam-chan's assistant?"

"Tsujita-san is not just an assistant!" Kantarou said, voice cracking as he blinked tears out of his eyes. "He's an important eye witness in the Tsujigiri case, and has been working with me tirelessly, helping with the investigation! Even Tsujigiri Nagiri has his eyes on us! The first time I met Tsujita-san, Tsujigiri Nagiri was watching from afar, and tried to slash me from behind! But when I looked back, all I saw was Tsujita-san! The cowardly Tsujigiri had tried to frame him!"

"Ah," Shinji said, sweating. He was learning things about his assistant he hadn't wanted to learn.

Kuwabara stared at Kantarou, then slurped his noodles loudly, giving Shinji a meaningful glance, which Shinji avoided meeting.

"Fortunately, I had my stab-proof vest on!" Kantarou continued. "However, that was not the last time Tsujigiri Nagiri would appear near us! He continued to sneak around and lead us on wild goose chases, appearing and disappearing so quickly only Tsujita-san managed to catch sight of him! Tsujigiri Nagiri even almost managed to fool me into believing he had left town entirely... Fortunately, Tsujita-san convinced me to keep looking!"

"Wow," Shinji said noncommittally over the noise of Kuwabara slurping noodles with a flat stare.

"So you see! There are plenty of reasons to believe Tsujigiri Nagiri may have fixated on Tsujita-san! In fact, he may even-" A horrified look of realization came over Kantarou's face, and he slammed the table, pushing himself to stand up and spilling some ramen broth. "He may even be with Tsujita-san right now!!"

"Wait-"

But Kantarou had already grabbed his coat and ran out while crying with a wail of "Eeeeeen!!", like some kind of a natural disaster. Maybe a tsunami, Shinji thought. He wondered if he should follow, but... What would he even do? Maybe... maybe the situation between those two was something only they could resolve.

"Is everything all right?" a waiter asked, approaching their table nervously.

"The ramen was so good he had to cry, that's all. Don't you worry, I'll pay for his meal," Kuwabara said, waving them off.

Shinji and Kuwabara sat in silence for a moment, eating their meals. Kuwabara stared at Shinji, who was coming to terms with everything he learned today.

"So, Kam-chan," Kuwabara finally said, "did you know?"

"I only... suspected."

Shinji really hadn't known. Really. Blood blades the size of a fingertip weren't such a big clue. They were just handy little paper cutters. And how could a guy who was that good at artsy things and talked about how his childhood dream was to be a Hunter really be Tsujigiri Nagiri?

Maybe the odds were better than he'd thought.

"It could still be a coincidence. I mean, he's a VCD officer, surely he'd be able to recognize Tsujigiri Nagiri if he saw him... Compared to him, what do I know? I'm just pond scum..." Shinji laughed awkwardly.

"Sounds like a pretty big coincidence ta me," Kuwabara said. "Well, if Assi-san needs a place to hide, let me know. If he's really that impressive of a guy, Autumn Publishin' could probably use him."

"Mm..." Shinji nodded, halfway in his own thoughts.

If Tsujita really was Tsujigiri, and Tsujita was in love with that officer, and the officer was in love with Tsujita, and that officer thought of Tsujigiri as a monster, then... Then poor Tsujita was stuck in a two-person love triangle without a clear way out.

"Unrequited love is a difficult thing, huh..." Shinji sighed.

"Guh!" Kuwabara inhaled broth and started coughing.

"Wah! Kuwa-san! What's wrong? Hanahaki??! Oh, wait, you're human..."

"I'm - cough! - fine, Kam-chan..." Kuwabara was red-faced.

Shinji stared at him, something occurring to him.

"Are you in love with someone, Kuwa-san?"

"Wh! Cough! Why do you say that?! Haha!"

"Your elbow is in your ramen."

"Gah! Warn a guy faster next time!"

"I'm sorry!"

Kuwabara - who had been in self-determined one-sided love without ever confessing from the moment Kam-chan had handed him the first chapter of Aijameshi - wiped his elbow with a napkin.

Shinji - who had just connected the thoughts of 'love' and 'Kuwa-san' for the first time in his life - watched him with a new kind of interest.

Something would blossom between the two of them eventually. But not today.














Chapter 6: Sixth rule of hanahaki: Confess at the most dramatic moment
    


Notes:
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Chapter Text

The running footsteps of the human hurricane approached, and Nagiri bit back a groan. That idiot was back again? Didn't he understand the meaning of 'go away' or was one day enough to wipe it from his memory? Nagiri's mattress was already stained with blood despite his attempts to keep it clean, and now he was going to cough up even more.

And yet, Nagiri sat up with anticipation of seeing that face again.
Slam, went the door.
"TSUJITA-SAAAAAAN!!!"
"Too loud! Die!"
Nagiri covered his ears, but Kantarou wasn't discouraged in the slightest. He rushed to Nagiri's side, grabbing his shoulders.
"Tsujita-san, are you all right?!!"
"Of course not! I've been coughing up flowers and blood, and now you're shouting right in my face!"
"I'm very sorry!" Kantarou forced his shouting to be quieter. "But, Tsujita-san! I believe I understand now who it is you're in love with!"
As if he'd understand it. Nagiri could barely understand his own feelings. The hands holding his shoulders were big and warm, and Nagiri wished that didn't matter to him.
"Tsujita-san, you... you've tragically fallen in love with Tsujigiri Nagiri, haven't you...?"
What.
"What."
There were tears brimming in Kantarou's eyes at the ridiculous statement he'd said himself.
"I should've known... Tsujita-san, I'd thought for so long that anyone you'd fall in love with had to be a good person, but you, you're such a wonderful person you see good in everyone, don't you?"
"Who are you even talking about-"
"You're even on friendly terms with those robbers that took you hostage that one time -"
"I told you, that wasn't me-"
"- But! But, to even see the good in Tsujigiri Nagiri?!"
Nagiri paused in his half-hearted attempts to push Kantarou away to look into his tear-filled eyes, sadly gazing up with adoration.
"He's not worth it, Tsujita-san," Kantarou said from his heart, which made Nagiri's heart clench painfully. "I don't know what you see in him, but I know it's not real. Tsujigiri Nagiri is just a heartless monster. He's not capable of feeling love. He's not worthy of your love! Please, forget about him and-"
"SHUT UP!"
Nagiri's hand lashed out, slapping aimlessly at Kantarou, hitting the front of his uniform.
"Tsuji-"
Kantarou's word aborted in his mouth as he saw the red in Tsujita-san's hand. That was the blood he'd coughed out, right? That wasn't- what it looked like.
"Shut up," Nagiri said with a cough. "Shut up, I already-" he kept coughing. Petals fluttered down. "I already know... I'm just..."
The sharp, red thing in Tsujita-san's hand melted away into blood.
"A monster that doesn't deserve love...!"
Tsujita-san began to cough and doubled over, his head leaning against Kantarou's chest... Looking down, Kantarou noticed, for the first time, the slash in his uniform from his chest to his shoulder, right where Tsujita-san had slapped him, right where Tsujita-san's forehead met Kantarou's chest. There was no wound, no mark on his stab-proof vest.
Blood and petals splattered down the front of Kantarou's white uniform, and he began to realize what he was holding in his arms.
"Tsu-"
No.
"Tsujita-san..."
Tsujita-san's shoulders tightened, and a new coughing fit went through him. His fingers shakily grasped on to Kantarou's uniform.
Kantarou helplessly held his shoulders.
What... was he supposed to do? That blade... That blood blade was small and brittle, so unlike the blade that had sliced through Kantarou's abdomen. The man in his arms was coughing and crying, so unlike the man who'd laughed as Kantarou shot him. The man Kantarou was comforting was the man he loved, so unlike the man he hated.
How could they be one and the same? That was impossible.
Tsujigiri Nagiri wouldn't be this fragile. If this was Tsujigiri Nagiri, he would be luring Kantarou into a false sense of security, and then wrap his hand around Kantarou's back, his neck, and then slash right through...
No, Tsujigiri Nagiri had no reported dead victims. He kept his victims alive. Instead, he would wrap his fingers around Kantarou's thigh - no, don't jolt to attention at that thought, this is not the time - and stab Kantarou through the thigh to prevent him from running, then laugh and mock Kantarou as he writhed in pain on the floor, for foolishly falling in love with...
The image of Tsujigiri Nagiri in Kantarou's head had turned into Tsujita-san without him realizing it.
No, no, it couldn't be. It was impossible. Tsujita-san wouldn't look at him like that. The way Tsujigiri Nagiri had smiled after stabbing him in that alley... That cruel expression! It wouldn't fit Tsujita-san at all!
Except, now that he was trying to remember it, he couldn't remember anything but Tsujita-san's face under that hood, wearing that straitjacket, blood dripping all over his face from the bullet holes Kantarou had caused.
(Straitjacket? Had Tsujigiri Nagiri always been wearing a straitjacket in that memory?)
But it wasn't Tsujita-san! It couldn't be! Kantarou must've misunderstood something! He, he must've done something wrong and hurt Tsujita-san without realizing, and now Tsujita-san was lashing out, right? It was understandable! Having hanahaki must be stressful! Ah, that's it, Kantarou had it wrong and accused him of being in love with Tsujigiri Nagiri wrongfully, and made him angry!
"Tsujita-san, I'm sorry, I take it back! I should've known I was wrong!"
"About what," Nagiri hoarsely responded. He really couldn't sink lower than this, could he? Revealing who he was, then vomiting flowers and blood all over the guy who was trying to kill him... And all the while, a part of Nagiri was enjoying his head being right between that big chest, pressed against that stab-proof vest Kantarou wore under his clothes just for Nagiri...
"About you being in love with Tsujigiri Nagiri! That's what made you angry, right?"
...Oh, this goddamn idiot. What was Nagiri worrying about all this time?! Clearly even waving the truth in front of his eyes wouldn't make him understand it!
"I'm Tsujigiri Nagiri, you dumbass!" Nagiri yelled.

And then, before he could think twice and decide against it, he used Kantarou's surprise to lunge closer and smoosh his lips awkwardly against Kantarou's in the short time he had left before the pile bunker would inevitably appear. It was a brief touch of lips that tasted like the blood he'd been coughing out and left Kantarou's slightly parted lips stained in red, and it left Nagiri feeling surprisingly satisfied.

Sure, he wished he could have more. But leaving a mark of his love on Kantarou before dying wasn't bad at all.
Kantarou stared at him, brown eyes wide open in shock, lips parted and glistening with blood. Nagiri was surprised to have more time than he'd expected. Maybe he could actually run away? But, no, this stalker would find him wherever he went. Nagiri's blood blades were utterly spent, thoroughly weakened by love.
Tsujigiri Nagiri's story was over. He hated to admit it, but it was true. Ever since he'd caught this illness, he'd been slowly coming to terms with it. He was too weak to go out and hunt. Even the blood bag Kantarou had given him yesterday had only bought him time. And instead of anything else, he'd gone to the mangaka's place... The one place in his life where he could pretend to be a normal person.

He couldn't admit it to himself until now, but maybe that was his final farewell to Shinji.
If only he'd gotten to meet Maru one last time... The real Maru, not the lamp he spoke to, pretending it was alive...
Okay, what was taking Kantarou so long? There was only so long he could be at ease with his impeding death by pile bunker before the fear kicked in again!
Kantarou was in a state of his brain ping-ponging between 'Tsujita-san kissed me' and 'Tsujigiri Nagiri kissed me'. The tiny Kantarous of his mind were running around in a panic, until Work Mode Kantarou ordered for a meeting to decide on the next course of action.
Thus, the three main Kantarous: Work Mode Kantarou, Tsujita-san Mode Kantarou, and Tsujigiri Nagiri Mode Kantarou got together in a courtroom-like setting. Other Kantarous hovered in the edges of the meeting, ready to chime in if necessary.
"Tsujita-san kissed us!!!" Tsujita-san Mode Kantarou, or TSMK for short, shouted, his fist held up by his jaw in amazement. "That means the one he loves is us! Kiss him back and tell him we love him, quick!!"
"That may be so, but remember, our love confession failed earlier," Work Mode Kantarou, or WMK for short, reminded. "The situation is more complicated than expected. If we rush, we may hurt Tsujita-san by mistake."
"He's Tsujigiri Nagiri!!" Tsujigiri Nagiri Mode Kantarou, or TNMK for short, shouted angrily. "We've been training for this!! We know what to do! Take out the pile bunker and stop him for at least thirty seconds, then restrain him with the handcuffs!!"
"Don't!! Tsujita-san is hurt!!" TSMK yelled. "If we use the pile bunker now, he might even die!!"
"You fool! Tsujigiri Nagiri is tricking you!" TNMK bellowed. "He's the greatest slasher of the century! He's immortal, terrifyingly intelligent, and evil! If we let our guard down, he'll slash us again!"
"I don't want that," Young Police Officer Kantarou cried, shivering. "I don't want that. I don't want to be hurt."
"Shut up! Go away, you weakling! We don't need you!" shouted TNMK.
"You're arguing against a guy who's on your side," WMK pointed out.
"Tsujita-san needs our help!!" TSMK shouted.
""Tsujita-san" was never real!!" TNMK countered.
"You're wrong! He's real! Tsujita-san is-"
"Tsujita-san was just a convenient disguise!!" TNMK interrupted. "He's been tricking us! He's been luring us into a trap with sweet words-"
"Swear words and death threats," WMK reminded him.
"-and seducing us into letting our guard down! It's all lies and manipulation! Everything we thought he'd do to Tsujita-san, he's been doing to us this whole time!"
"But Tsujita-san loves-"
"He's a liar! He's fake! He's Tsujigiri Nagiri, an unfeeling monster! He's not capable of love!!!" TNMK shouted to the point of tears. "The investigation, even that kiss, it was all lies, he was leading us on this whole time..."
"It wasn't all lies! It can't be!" TSMK shook his head. "Tsujita-san... Tsujita-san is..."
"We have to stop him," TNMK said grimly, blinking tears out of his eyes. "This is our life's purpose. This is what we've been training for. We have to stop him before he hurts anyone else!"
"But he has hanahaki."
Everyone's eyes turned to Sunflower Kantarou, standing still in a corner of the brain. Sunflower Kantarou's face was downturned, as sad as ever, holding a mangled, bloody sunflower in his leaves.
"He has hanahaki," Sunflower Kantarou said, "so he is in love. He is capable of love."
"You're right," WMK said thoughtfully, rubbing his jaw. "There's no faking that. Logically speaking, he has to be capable of love, not just an unfeeling monster."
"That's right!" TSMK said. "Tsujita-san is in love with someone! There's good in him! Tsujigiri Nagiri is not just a monster!"
"Ugh...!" TNMK staggered back. "That's... new information about Tsujigiri Nagiri I have to consider a fact!"
"And if that's true, then that's one thing about Tsujita-san that isn't fake!" TSMK pressed on. "That means more things we know about Tsujita-san may be real, too! And the pain he's feeling, the blood he's spitting, they have to be real! Tsujita-san, Tsujigiri Nagiri, is suffering! We have to help him!!"
"But what if he betrays us?! We have to be wary!!" TNMK insisted.
"We should be wary," WMK said, "But we should avoid hurting him. Proposed course of action: handcuff him and bring him to be vaccinated at the VRC. Further action can be decided once the most pressing concern is dealt with."
"I am in full agreement of that action!" an unnamed Kantarou in handcuffs said, stepping forward to say his piece. "I would also like to point out that there are some things we know for sure are real about Tsujita-san! Uncle Ydan's Y-beam only makes people tell their truth, and thus we know Tsujita-san, and therefore Tsujigiri Nagiri, enjoys being petted and hugged, as well as thick thighs and breasts!"
A murmur went through the room.
"Furthermore," the handcuffed Kantarou said, a glint in his eye, "He has his hand on our chest right now!"
"O-overruled!" WMK said, red-faced, and banged his gavel. "We will move discussion on that subject for a later date!!"
Nagiri did, in fact, have his hand on Kantarou's chest. Now that he had nothing else to lose, he figured he might as well. It was nice and round and firm. If Kantarou didn't want him to do this, well, he had the pile bunker and he knew how to use it.
Suddenly, Kantarou sprung into action.
"Tsujigiri Nagiri!" he yelled, grabbing Nagiri's wrist. (The wrist of the hand that wasn't groping Kantarou's chest.) "You are under arrest!"
"Wh- took you long enough!" Nagiri said, affronted, then blinked at the handcuff clinking shut around his wrist. It looked exactly like the handcuff he'd been attached to Kantarou with that one time. The other end closed around Kantarou's wrist, and the past repeated itself again, it seemed. "What, not gonna make my guts into a donut?"
"I don't need to," Kantarou said, his eyes like steel. "I've already gotten you to hold still for long enough to handcuff you."
"Huh?" Nagiri blinked, then raised a non-existent eyebrow in disbelief. "What? Was that your plan? Aren't you after revenge?"
"If there was no other choice, I would've had to kill you!" Kantarou bellowed. "But the situation has changed! Because you..." His volume lowered, and he looked aside with a slight blush. "Because you're not the heartless monster I thought you were. And I'm sorry I called you that!"
Nagiri stared at him in disbelief.
"You're kidding me. You've finally caught Tsujigiri Nagiri, and you tell him, 'sorry for calling you heartless'?? Are you mocking me?! I could escape these cuffs if I wanted!!" (He couldn't, not in the shape his blood blades were, but still! Usually, he could!)
"If you escaped, then I'd have no choice but use my pile bunker on you!" Kantarou said, and Nagiri grimaced. "And I don't think either of us want that."
"Tch... Fine, fine..."
There wasn't much of a mental battle inside Nagiri in that moment, simply the usual scales weighing pride against survival. And right now, survival won. He walked with Kantarou out of his lair, the chain linking them clanking with every step.
"We can have any items you'd like from your house relocated to your cell in the VRC, if you'd like," Kantarou said. "Or I can bring them to my house for safekeeping, if you'd prefer."
"Like I need to. It's all just trash," Nagiri said, then glanced back. "Well, Maru should go somewhere safe."
Kantarou stopped.
"Maru?" he asked, eyes round.
"...My lamp," Nagiri said with an embarrassed growl, pulling his hood over his face.
"The one with the drawing? That's Maru?" Kantarou looked at Nagiri, then back through the still open door. The lamp sat on the bed, looking cute, round, and loved. Pure joy bubbled within Kantarou at the sight, and he couldn't stop his smile. "So that's Maru! I see, I see!"
"What?! Don't mock me!"
"No, perish the thought! I simply thought, ah, I have solved another mystery about Tsujita-san! I'll make sure to bring Maru to my house later! She's a very adorable lamp!"
Of course she is, Nagiri thought with pride and satisfaction, then growled at his own misled thoughts and at that idiot's face.
"Why are you smiling?! Quit acting like normal!! I'm Tsujigiri Nagiri, idiot!!"
"But you're still Tsujita-san," Kantarou said with a smile, then sharpened his gaze. "Now come with me. You need to get vaccinated!"
"Ghh, fine..." It wasn't like he had anything against the vaccination now that he was no longer hiding his identity. He might as well take the chance and get rid of those stupid flowers.
Come to think of it, his throat felt a little better, and he hadn't coughed in a while, even though he was with Kantarou. Lucky break, he supposed.
Together, Kantarou and Nagiri walked off towards the VRC, linked by fate, and special-made handcuffs.
At a moment like this, it seemed like the curtain should fall gently to let them walk into their new, uncertain future, unseen by the audience.
However, this was Shin-Yokohama.
----
"WAAAAAHH!!! We're being chased by lower vampire crows!!"
"I can see that, idiot! It's because your coat's covered in blood!!"
----
"Oh no! The Vampire Limbo Dancer!"
"Gaaaaaah! Why do I have to do this..."
----
"WHY THE OSTRICHES GAAAAAAHHH!!!"
"TSUJITA-SAAAAAANNN!!"
----
"Watch out for the kiwi, Tsujita-san!!"
"I'm not getting beaten by another bird!! ...-!!!"
"TSUJITA-SAAAAAAANNN!! PLEASE DON'T PECK THERE, KIWI-SAN!!"
----
"I found your cloak, Tsujita-san!!"
"Why are you still calling me that?"
"Because I don't want to awaken panic in the citizens! Tsujigiri Nagiri is a feared vampire, after all! Anyone who heard me calling for him would surely run away!"
"W-well, I guess that's fine..."
(Tsujita-san... No, Nagiri-san is blushing...!)
"You're thinking about something stupid again."
"Perish the thought, Tsujita-san!!"
----
"Bug-san! Give the key back, please!!"
"Why this again?!"
"Wait, we'll be able to free ourselves at the VRC even without the key!"
"Ugh, I guess this time that's fine by me..."
----
"Oh, Kantarou."
"Vice-Captain Hinaichi!"
"Ugh, not her..."
"Did you and Tsujita-san get accidentally handcuffed together again?"
"No, this is on purpose! You see-"
A passing-by Uncle Ydan who conveniently got out of the VCD on good behavior today and went on a bicycle drive flashed a yellow light as he zoomed by.
"-this is something I'm into!"
A moment's silence as Hinaichi and Nagiri stared at Kantarou, then all three turned slowly to look at the bicycle rider disappearing into the distance.
----
"Tsujita-san! We've somehow wandered into the Vampire Room You Can't Exit Unless You Have A Tea Party!!"
"Are you fucking kidding me?! Why do we keep encountering every single setback we can find along the way?! Am I cursed?! Is the whole town cursed?!"
"Do you prefer green or black tea, Tsujita-san? Oh, wait, since we're inside with nobody else around, I guess I should call you Nagiri-san!"
"Sure, whatever... Black tea. With milk."
"Coming right up, Nagiri-san!"
----
"So, um... when you kissed me, Nagiri-san, was that..."
"Oh look, door's open, tea party's over, get your ass up and let's get out of here already!!"
----
"Nagiri-san! We've somehow wandered into the Vampire Room You Can't Exit Unless You Kiss!!"
"DID YOU DO THIS ON PURPOSE?!"
"Waaaahhh!!! No!!! I'm sorry!!"
"DON'T APOLOGIZE IF IT WASN'T ON PURPOSE! NOW KISS ME ALREADY!!"
"YES, NAGIRI-SAAAAAANNN!!!!!"
"SHUT UP!!!"
----
Somehow, they eventually ended up at the VRC, almost at dawn. Along the way, Nagiri had lost his pants, and Kantarou his uniform coat and badge, somehow. He was not looking forward to having to replace that. Fortunately, Nagiri at least had a tunic long enough to cover his lack of pants.
"Did you already tell them you were bringing me?" Nagiri whispered to Kantarou as they were walking through the halls of the building.
"No, why?"
"The guards are stalking us."
"Ah." Kantarou glanced at the guards, who were keeping a very close eye on the two of them. "No, I think they're watching me. I did some property damage here the other day."
"You would, huh. Idiot."
Nagiri showed a bit of teeth in his grin as he said that, and Kantarou's heart did a little jump at that.
Right. At this point, it was safe to say he wasn't just in love with Tsujita-san, but also Tsujigiri Nagiri, the serial slasher. He was having a lot of complicated thoughts about that, but he couldn't deny the feeling.
(Inner Tsujigiri Nagiri Mode Kantarou shook hands with Tsujita-san Mode Kantarou for a temporary peace under Work Mode Kantarou's approving watch. Sunflower Kantarou and handcuffed Kantarou were both enthused about it. Young Officer Kantarou, however, was still completely against it.

Young Officer Kantarou might never be completely fine with it, but that was something Kantarou would just have to deal with.)
----
Elsewhere...
"Nyuu..."
A newly-born round tsukumo vampire, spurred by the scent of something tasty, rolled off Nagiri's bed and safely landed in a pile of petals and sunflowers, and plenty of delicious blood.
Objects that were greatly loved could become living beings, after all. It was as common knowledge among vampires as hanahaki was.
Maru drank her tummy full, then began exploring her house. She'd take good care of it while Nagiri and his Keikan were away! She'd been sad when Nagiri was sad, but she had a feeling things would be better, now that Keikan was his!
----
After receiving a scolding and plenty of mocking from Doctor Yomotsuzaka for losing the handcuff keys, and everything else that went wrong, Kantarou asked for a vaccine for Nagiri. He got it in no time, and while they waited outside the vaccination room to see if there were side-effects, someone came in and got their handcuffs removed.
Kantarou and Nagiri sat in silence for a while, side by side, with Nagiri rubbing his wrist.
"How... are you feeling, Nagiri-san?"
"Fine."
"No coughing?"
"Obviously not. You've been right there for a while now."
"You're right. You haven't coughed up petals in a while. Did you..."
"What?"
"Did you... fall out of love with whoever it was?"
Nagiri turned to look at Kantarou.
"...?"
"...Nah."
"Huh?"
Kantarou's face slowly turned red.
"Wait, Nagiri-san... Do you mean..."
"Yeah. I'm the kind of supreme idiot that actually went and fell in love with a guy that I slashed."
"That's... Nagiri-san."
"What."
"That'd make me... the kind of supreme idiot that actually went and fell in love with the guy that slashed me."
"Only because you thought I was the "kind and good young man Tsujita-san"..."
"...Maybe that's true. But after today's events, I don't think "Nagiri-san" and "Tsujita-san" are as different as I always thought."
"...Idiot."
A door creaked open, and Kazura, one of the doctors at the VRC, poked her head out. She looked Nagiri over, and, seeing no side effects, internally sighed in relief. You never knew with Doctor Yomotsuzaka.
"Well, you're free to go."
"Thank you, doctor!" Kantarou said with a salute, then paused, looking confused. "Hm? Wait, what about Nagiri-san's confinement?"
"The what?" Kazura raised an eyebrow.
"Did I forget to- Excuse me, doctor! I forgot to mention, this is the notorious vampire, Tsujigiri Nagiri! He needs to be imprisoned here!"
Kazura looked at Kantarou, then at Nagiri, unsure if this was a joke or not.
"Riiiight." She sighed, tired, and scratched her head before looking at Nagiri. "Well, I guess we'll let you stay here for the day and do a few checks and then figure out what to do about you. Call up a guard and they'll lead you to where you can get changed."
"Is this how you treat all the dangerous criminals you catch? This is ridiculous," Nagiri complained. "I used to get strapped into a wheelchair with a straitjacket and a muzzle the moment they caught me, and then taken to solitary confinement."
"Is that what you're into?" Kazura asked boredly.
"No! It's a matter of respect!!" Nagiri said, stomping the ground.
"N-Nagiri-san! Your underwear is visible when you do that!!" Kantarou yelped with a blush.
"Gah...!" Nagiri held his tunic edges down.
"Nagiri-san, I'll come visit you as soon as I can, so please try not to be taken to solitary confinement in the meantime!"
Kantarou had a big report to write and a case to close, so he was going to be busy.
"Like that's my decision!" Nagiri turned to storm away, but turned to look at Kantarou one last time. "You'd better show your face tomorrow."
"Yes! See you tomorrow!"
Kantarou saluted and watched Nagiri go with a smile on his face.
Once he was out of sight, Kantarou sat down heavily.
Thank god. Thank god Nagiri was still Tsujita-san, acting exactly as Tsujita-san had always acted. It was always real. Tsujigiri Nagiri hadn't fooled him. Tsujigiri Nagiri was, in reality... a person.
The Tsujita-san Kantarou had fallen in love with wasn't perfect, but all the things that made Kantarou fall for him were there. The Tsujigiri Nagiri Kantarou had imagined and hated... was simply the opposite of the Tsujita-san Kantarou had idolized. The real Nagiri was something in between those two extremes.
Simply a man Kantarou loved.
And a man who loved Kantarou back.
He smiled.
Tsujita-san, the perfect Tsujita-san he'd placed on a pedestal... Kantarou thinks he would've been able to move past it if that Tsujita-san had loved someone else. He would've shelved it away as 'Tsujita-san was too good for me, I had no chance, he was always unreachable.'

But Tsujigiri Nagiri? Falling in love with Tsujigiri Nagiri, and not having it be requited... Kantarou wouldn't have been able to take it.
Tsujigiri Nagiri was his.

Kantarou had been chasing after him for years, and now that he had him, he wanted all of him.

Even now, part of Kantarou wanted to follow after Nagiri and take him away from the VRC before they realized who they had, and keep him safely locked away in Kantarou's house.
He really was a dangerously possessive stalker, wasn't he? Every single word Kamiarizuki-sensei had said about the one Nagiri loved fit him to a tee. Nagiri understood him so well and still loved him.
But those impulses weren't something Kantarou was going to act on, of course. Even if Nagiri loved the dangerously possessive Kantarou while knowing that's who he was, Kantarou also loved Nagiri for who he was: a proud and free vampire who wanted to be loved and coddled but hated the vulnerability that would let him do that, a foul-mouthed man with a short temper and the worst luck of anyone Kantarou had ever met, a shy and modest lover unless he was the one taking the lead, who was proud of his infamy as Tsujigiri Nagiri while hating it at the same time, who would instinctively grab someone's wrist to save them even if their wrists were already linked by handcuffs, who was prone to complaining loudly if he didn't like something, yet tried to hide it if something was seriously wrong.
(And somehow, the Nagiri Kantarou loved was also the Nagiri whose blade carved into Kantarou all those years ago, the Nagiri he grew obsessed with, the Nagiri he wanted to hurt as badly as Nagiri hurt him. Kantarou had not fully gotten to know what part of Nagiri yet, but the possessive part of him desperately wanted that part of Nagiri to be his, too.)
The Nagiri Kantarou loved valued his freedom and independency over comfort. The Nagiri Kantarou loved shouldn't be locked away. The Nagiri Kantarou loved didn't want to rot away forgotten by the world.
However, the Nagiri Kantarou loved was Tsujigiri Nagiri. After what he'd done, after the things Kantarou would never forget or forgive, his freedom was something he had to earn.
And because Nagiri valued his independence, he wouldn't want Kantarou to help him. And because Kantarou was who he was, and Nagiri was who he was, Kantarou would not help him. He had to earn his own freedom through his own behavior.
He stood up and walked away, leaving the VRC behind. Nagiri-san, it was all up to you now.
----
"I have returned! I have good news and bad news!!"
"Welcome back, Kantarou. What happened to your coat?" Hiyoshi asked.
"That's related to the bad news I have!"
"Let me guess the good news!" Handa said, seeing the way Kantarou was beaming. "You managed to cure Tsujita-san's hanahaki!"
"Oh! I have two pieces of good news, then!"
"Thank goodness. Are you going to be able to write a report without you and Tsujita's flirting in it?" Hiyoshi asked with a teasing grin.
"No, I believe it will feature very prominently! I suppose that's more bad news for you, Captain?"
Hiyoshi sighed. He should've seen that coming. Still, good for Kantarou.
"Just tell your original bad news and good news already."
"Yes, Captain! The bad news are, I lost my badge!"
"Seriously?! You're paying a hefty fine for that."
"I know, sir! I'm very sorry, sir!"
"Well, what are the good news, then?"
Kantarou grinned widely at finally being able to say this.
"I have captured Tsujigiri Nagiri and taken him to the VRC!!"
"...You WHAT!??"
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Chapter 7: Epilogue: Love aimed at a shadow of the true self can still be true
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Chapter Text

Several months after Tsujigiri Nagiri's identity reveal, or the Tsuji-reveal, as Nagiri called it in his head...
"Oi. Which screentone do I use for the background of the killer tuna infodump panel?"
"Ah, this one."
"The lightning? Sure, alright."
It was ordinary chatter at Kamiarizuki Shinji's house between him and his assistant. However, the fact that Nagiri could have chatter like this again was a result of his own hard work.

Being locked up didn't suit him. There were times when he lashed out, times when he raged, times when he truly wanted to hurt someone. But despite that, he stayed on relatively good behavior, and got out on parole remarkably fast for being a notorious serial slasher.
In retrospect, maybe that first time he'd gotten out had been a test. But Nagiri found it easier to stay sane outside of those walls, so the quacks at VRC found he was actually better behaved when he was let out. 'Well, easier that way for us,' said someone with a shrug, and Nagiri had stayed out of there for a few weeks now, outside of regular check-ins. How half-baked. The bastard scientist in charge really cared more about his experiments than the safety of people. And since that guy apparently didn't find Nagiri's powers all that interesting after finding out he'd lost his spirit effigy, he was basically free to go. Nagiri would've been more offended, but it meant he didn't have to be subjected to too many experiments, so he kept his mouth shut.
So now he was living a pretty free life, where he was allowed to wander around and work part-time as a Hunter apprentice and a mangaka's assistant. Of course, it came with a few snags.

The first was the VRC-adorned collar he was forced to wear everywhere, which he usually hid under a turtleneck or his usual tunic. His collar was specially outfitted with some kind of a mechanism that restricted his blood blade usage. He could only make one about the size he usually used for cutting screentones, which worked out just fine for him. The power of that mechanism was adjusted to allow for bigger blades only at the times Nagiri helped out at the Hunters' Guild.

The second snag was the guy in charge of adjusting said collar's output...
"Nagiri-san, look!"
Kantarou appeared from the corner of Nagiri's eye, showing a piece of paper with lines of ink drawn on it. He pointed at one of them.
"I drew a beautiful straight line!"
"Huh, not bad."
Kantarou's smile glowed in response.
Kantarou was Nagiri's parole officer. There was no need for him to be around him at all times, since Nagiri's collar had GPS tracking, but he wanted to follow him, especially for his work with Shinji. It wasn't a matter of jealousy, like Nagiri had first thought, but a sincere interest in the mangaka's work. They'd set up a desk for him to practice using an ink pen. Kantarou's problem was that he wasn't good with subtle work or controlling his line strength, and his first attempts tended to rip the paper in half. But after a lot of practice, he was starting to get there.

Thus, even that simple line he drew was something Nagiri could admire, as a result of his hard work.
"Now try and draw a perfect circle."
"Nyu!"
Maru, the armadillo lamp, chipped in, and Nagiri smiled down at her.
She'd been a surprise, the first time Kantarou had burst into the VRC with her in his hands. A tsukumo vampire that had been born from an object that had been showered with love. Apparently, the presence of hanahaki flowers and blood had advanced her growth, and Kantarou had found her living in Nagiri's old lair the first time he went to check up on it after Nagiri's imprisonment.
Naturally, Nagiri endured plenty of teasing from his cellmates over having a little vampire accidentally born and nurtured from his love for Kantarou, but he barely cared. (Which is to say, he'd yelled at them and threatened to kill them daily over it.) He loved Maru. If they wanted to call her Nagiri's love child, they were free to do so. He could tell they adored her too, from the treats they snuck her and the flower decorations that kept popping up in her chain. Since Maru was a vampire, she stayed under the VRC's observation with Nagiri, and then went home with him.
Speaking of home, Nagiri had two of those these days.

He'd gone back to live at his old lair at the start of his parole, but Kantarou eventually convinced him to move in with him. It was far too cramped for two men and a living lamp, so they'd even started the talks on finding a bigger apartment. In the meantime, Nagiri sometimes went back to his old lair with Maru when it got too stifling in Kantarou's apartment.

It wasn't really that great of a place, now that he'd had the experience of living with Kantarou. It was cold and drafty and the sun shone right in through the cracks in the boarded-up windows. Still, being able to return there made him feel more free. And he had Maru, and Kantarou always barged in whenever he felt like it, so it wasn't lonely.
In the end, Kantarou's place was the best place in the world, in Nagiri's opinion. It was where he could curl up next to Kantarou on the sofa and be petted, and where he could cook something and watch Kantarou eat it with great joy and lavish praise on him effusely. It was so amazing Nagiri couldn't take it. He never wanted to lose his place by Kantarou's side. The thought of reaching for the front door of that apartment and being unable to open the door, unable to enter, scared him so badly he sometimes had to run away and have Kantarou chase him down. Knowing Kantarou was always prepared to hunt him down had long ago stopped being scary and become a source of comfort.
"I'll learn enough to be able to assist you soon, Kamiarizuki-sensei!" Kantarou declared. "Then you can leave the panel borders to me!"
"Thank you, Kantarou-san," Shinji said. "Anyway, let me take a little nap."
Shinji then laid down on the floor. Nagiri kicked him.
"Not until you're done with that page!! Do you know how close the deadline is?! Stop letting it creep up on you like this!!"
"Waaahhh! My hands are jello!! Maru-chan, help meeee!!"
"Nyunyu..."
"Maru-chan, don't look so disappointed... I'll work, I'll work, so please cheer up... Do you want a blood pill?"
"Nyuegh."
"Ah, right, you didn't like them... I'm sorry I forgot, I'm a pile of unburnable garbage that doesn't remember my own god-daughter's likes and dislikes..."
"Quit calling her that and get to work. Looks like it's gonna be an all-nighter..." Nagiri sighed. "Maru, we're having a sleepover at Shinji's place."
"Nyu!" Maru cheered.
"I'll join as well!" Kantarou said decisively.
"What about your actual job?"
"I've already asked for permission! Keeping an eye on you as your parole officer is an important part of my job!"
"Sounds like an excuse. Just quit your job and become a full-time mangaka's assistant."
"I will consider it!"
"What, seriously?"
Nagiri had slept over at Shinji's place for a few all-nighters, so this place was something like a third home. Kantarou, who was usually too busy with work to join in, wasn't fond of those times. He never said anything, but he always looked like he hadn't slept well when Nagiri came home afterwards. That was definitely jealousy, no other explanation. Apparently he was starting to do something about his problem. And if he was serious about learning to be an assistant, he might actually be able to join the work part of all-nighters in the future. That'd be useful.

Still, a part of Nagiri was hoping Kantarou's seething possessiveness and jealousy would eventually burst with something a bit more exciting. Maybe he'd have to find some way to intentionally tease that out of him.

(He blamed the yellow pervert for that desire. Kantarou had confessed some interesting things under his Y-beam a while back. They were interesting enough that some pesky officials even started questioning Nagiri's safety with Kantarou as his parole officer, but Nagiri spoke on his behalf and got to keep him.)
He'd also got to meet... John. The original Maru, who he now called by his actual name on account of having kind of accidentally named his - he almost said daughter, fuck, he always keeps doing that because everyone keeps calling her that - tsukumo vampire fledgling after the nickname he'd given John.

John was very happy and proud about Nagiri's process and current lifestyle. At John's request, he'd autographed a volume of Shinji's manga he'd worked as an assistant on. It had made John very happy. Nagiri had cried a little in response to that. (He might've then killed John's master and made John cry, but in Nagiri's defense Kantarou's shouting had already killed the guy three times during that conversation.)
Nagiri also discovered Shinji was actually acquainted with both John's master and his Hunter roommate. Turns out John's master was his rival in some tournament or other, and the Hunter was also published under the same publishing house as Shinji. Small world. Nagiri had been closer to John than he'd ever expected this whole time.

And as it turned out, John was treated nicely and adored by them both. A part of Nagiri had suspected it this whole time, but his dream of saving John had kept him going in his worst moments, so he'd closed his eyes to the truth.

Oh, Nagiri had also started getting cooking and housework lessons from John's master. Since he started living in Kantarou's house, he had to figure out how to do chores, and who better to learn from than the teacher John had recommended? It had been more than worth it, with how happy it made Kantarou to watch Nagiri cook. Not to mention it gave him an excuse to keep visiting John.
"Yo, Kam-chan!"
"Gubowaaaah! Kuwa-san! Please don't come in through the ceiling! There's still time! The deadline isn't until-"
"I know, I know, Assi-san's keepin' you on track."
"Humph, baby-sitting this guy's half the job here. Get your hands moving, scum!!"
"Please! My hands're like jelly! Just a five-minute nap...!"
"You only have one panel left! Get it done, hand it over, then five minutes nap exactly!!"
"Yes!! I'll get it done, Assi-san! Hyper mode, activate!!"
Kuwabara gave an impressed whistle as Shinji's hands started moving.
"You know what, Assi-san? You're a life-saver, really. You ever get jailed like that again, call me and I'll get you outta there no matter what I gotta do."
"Kuwabara-san, please don't plan a jailbreak in front of this officer! If you break him free, I will be forced to hunt him down!"
"Huh, I'll think about it."
"Nagiri-san! Please don't!"
"What, you don't want to hunt me down?"
"I do! But..."
Kantarou was having a hard time thinking of reasons to not do it that he could say say convincingly.
"...It would cause a lot of trouble for everyone!"
"Yeesh, if you two are goin' to use it as an excuse to flirt, I take that offer back. Just don't go to jail, alright?"
"I won't! Go die!!"
"It's done!!!"
Shinji threw his hands up suddenly, unaware of anything else going on around him.
"I finished it! Page complete! Assi-san, here, I leave it to you! My five-minute nap!!"
Shinji pushed the paper to Nagiri's desk and got up, getting up to Kuwabara's space.
"I can have a nap, right?! You promised, Kuwa-san!"
Kuwabara promised no such thing, that was all Nagiri's doing, but he gave Shinji a warm smile anyway.
"Of course! You did a great job, eh, Kam-chan. You go get your rest, and I'll wake you up in five minutes."
"Yes! I love you!"
Shinji leaned down for a sudden kiss on the lips before running to his bedroom, leaving Kuwabara (and the watching Kantarou) stunned and red-faced.
"Eh... wha..."
Kuwabara slowly touched his own lips, blinking.
"Kuwabara-san! I had no idea you two were dating!" Kantarou shouted.
"We're... not... what...?"
Kuwabara got even redder, several interesting expressions flashing through his face as he processed what just happened.
"Remember to wake him up in five minutes," said the unimpressed Nagiri, who hadn't looked up from applying white-out liquid to lines that ran too long on the page Shinji had just finished.
"Obwah!"
After that high-pitched yelp and a flinch, Kuwabara did a ninja hand gesture and disappeared in a storm of leaves.
"Gwah! Goddammit, why the leaves??!" Nagiri yelled, shielding the still-drying page he was working on. "Kantarou! Make yourself useful and clean those up!"
"Got it, Nagiri-san! Maru, let's gather up all of those leaves in a big pile!"
"Nyuu-!" Maru cheered.
Well, this was Nagiri's life now. He couldn't complain... Well, actually he complained often and loudly, but...
He wouldn't trade it for anything.




Notes:


Something that might've happened on the day Kantarou found Maru:

Hinaichi: "You're late! We've got a whole swarm of lower vampires here-"
Kantarou: "My deepest apologies! I had to go deliver a child!!" (<-bring Maru to the VRC)
Hinaichi: "...CHIN?! Whose?!"
Kantarou: "Nagiri-san's!"
Hinaichi: "Tsujigiri Nagiri was-?! A-anyway, j-just get to work!!"

Thank you for reading!
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