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WyvernQuill



Summary:


Kei Kantarou bears the soulname of the man that almost killed him.
Tsujigiri Nagiri lost his soulname when he created his spirit effigy, and doesn't even remember (nor care) what it used to be.
They've both given up on finding love, or meeting their soulmates, deciding they're better off without them - but the Fates (and one very determined armadillo) have other plans...
 Or: In which Kantarou is irrevocably smitten with a man who isn't his soulmate (or is he?), Nagiri is experiencing Emotions for the first time in years (and hates it), and even the most scarred and broken people still have a chance at healing.
















Chapter 1: Prologue
    


Notes:

Well, here I am again! And this isn't even the longfic I'd *intended* to write, oh no, this is a completely different idea that grew into being 50k long...
There will of course be spoilers for still-untranslated future manga chapters in the course of this fic, and just in case you're going into this semi-blind: Kantarou is the police officer Nagiri attacks in his first appearance, and the fic explains the rest, really. I'll add further background info and such whenever it becomes necessary in future chapters!
[Mild warning for gun violence and injury this chapter, but it's not very explicitly described and no more than the anime/manga also shows; also, vague references to child neglect.]
As with nearly every fic I post, I will add an invitation to join the Vampire Dies discord server, whose members I eternally love and am grateful for (<3). Thank you so much for cheering me on throughout writing this!
And now... please enjoy the fic!
<3



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

Kei Kantarou had a soulmate.
He’d been born with their name on his skin, like brushstrokes of wet ink scrawling the symbols diagonally across his torso roughly at the height of the solar plexus; and for as far as he could think back, he’d been just  dying  to meet the person he was destined to be with. The one soul that would fill all the cracks in his own perfectly, and who would make him happier than anyone else in all the world. His ideal match.
As a young child, he often showed his soulname off proudly to the other children, or even any nearby adult, tugging up the hem of his shirt to point excitedly at the characters on his skin.
As a teen, he daydreamed about how he would meet them. A casual introduction, prompting a gasp of recognition from both parties? Or were they famous, and he would come across their name first, in the credits to some movie or in the newspaper, and he would have to try and contact them? Maybe there would be some complication, like in the romantic tales one heard about soulmates, and they would only find together after much strife and hardship… but it didn’t matter how it would happen, as long as it  did. 
As a trainee at the police academy, he’d been so overeager to meet them that he signed up for half a dozen online soulmate finding websites, just on the off-chance that his soulmate had done the same, and they would match up out of the blue. It never happened, but Kantarou was hardly deterred. They were out there, waiting, with his own name traced over their collarbone, or down along their spine, or on their upper arm, or wherever else, and one day they’d find each other.
And even as a young officer, fresh-faced and full of excitement and joy at the prospect of serving and protecting the community, he was hardly able to wait.

Tsujigiri Nagiri used to have a soulmate.
In the vague memories of his youth, he recalled a dark band of characters stamped around his own bony wrist, sometimes nearly drowned in bruising, sometimes almost covered by dirt, but always there, a silent reminder that someone out there was  saddled  with him. That some poor wretch had their soul bound to a useless child like him, to a child torn and warped and robbed of his humanity by a demon in an alleyway, who couldn’t touch anyone without the blades under his skin hurting them.
Back when he’d still been capable of that kind of emotion, he’d felt  guilty  for being as he was, whispering apologies to his soulmate against the skin of his wrist as he sat shaking from cold and hunger. The stories said that he would be good to his soulmate, that he would take care of them and make them happy.
Tsujigiri Nagiri couldn’t even imagine happiness for  himself,  bringing it to another seemed nothing short of impossible…
So it was a great relief that, when he scraped his soul out of his insides and fashioned it into the shape of a doll, a spirit effigy to ensure his immortality, the name faded from his wrist, leaving behind blank skin and no indication that it had ever been there.
He didn’t miss it. The path he’d taken in life was not one that would ever be able to accommodate a soulmate, a liability, as much of a burden to him as he’d once thought himself to be to them. A legendary killer had no need for a soul, no need for feelings like guilt or compassion slowing him down, and  certainly  no need for a mate to love.
Soon enough, the memory of the name itself faded from his mind, too, gone with most of his recollections of childhood, gone with everything that wasn’t the need to slash and tear and gorge himself on blood.
And in all honesty, he was glad to have it gone.

“This is Officer Kantarou, badge number 0-9-4, reporting in! I will be deviating from my usual patrol route somewhat, to investigate the residents’ claims of a suspicious figure prowling this area after nightfall. So far, no sign of anything. Will keep you posted!”
“Well, there’s really nothing of- oh! Good evening, sir! Lovely night we’re having, right? Can I help you with anything-
Uh.
Sir, are you… are you…
Okay, um, sir! I must ask you to keep calm and put those, ah, blades away. You’ve been distressing residents, and if you’ll accompany me to the station without trouble we can have this all cleared up in no time!”
“Wait, what are you-”
“S-sir, put away your blades! Put them  away!  I, I d-don’t want you to get hurt, but you’re forcing me to get out my gun- please, just. Just don’t  do  this! I’ll have to… I’ll have to…..  please  leave me alone, there’s no need to, to escalate the situation!”
“Stand back! STAND BACK, SIR! T-this is my last warning, I  will  shoot!”

 >BANG!< 

“I-I’m so sorry!”

 >BANG!< 


 >BANG! BANG! BANG!< 

“W-what- how did you not-”
“T-this is 0-9-4, requesting urgent backup!!! There’s a vampire here, he- it’s urgent, it’s-”
“NO! NO PLEASE NO NO  DON’T KILL ME DON’T-” 

 A scream, piercing the night, another, an agonised wail - and then silence. 


 Terrible silence. 

“...t-this is -  aghhh!  - this is 0-9… 0-9-4. Officer d-down. I’m  >cough cough<  losing a lot of… please, please help m-me, I’m… he… help….”

 “0-9-4, stay on the line, officers and first aid are en route. ETA is two minutes from now. Keep talking until then.” 


 “0-9-4, respond. Station calling 0-9-4, please respond.” 


 “0-9-… Kantarou-kun. Help is on the way, stay with us. Just another minute.” 


 “...Kantarou-kun…?”





Notes:


So this was just a little prologue as a first taste, but the whole fic is already written - and has received some GORGEOUS art!!! - and so I expect to update pretty regularly. We already had Kantarou almost dying, and the drama is only just beginning...
Hope you enjoyed this first chapter, see you in the second one - and always feel free to leave kudos or comments, I'd love to hear from you!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 2: End Of An Era
    


Notes:

Let's go, chapter 2! Much longer this time!
The Nagiri scenes in this are pretty closely tied to canon scenes, of course, while the Kantarou scenes are more speculation based vaguely on the little bonus 4-panel comic about his fate in the manga.
Please enjoy! <3



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

Kantarou woke in a hospital bed, covered in bandages, and with the image of his attacker still burned into his retinas.
For some time, there was a great deal of noise, doctors and nurses asking him questions, bringing him ice chips to suck on, explaining his injuries in a way that went straight over Kantarou’s still-muddled head - and eventually leaving him alone again, feeling like a storm had swept over him, trying to scrape his thoughts into some semblance of order.
So he was alive, then.
In pain, too, though it was a dull, distant pain, held at bay by whatever chemical cocktail went into his bloodstream through the thin IV needle, making his thoughts sluggish and all fuzzy at the edges, and dampening the panic still lingering somewhere in his mind.
He raised one clumsy hand, touched his torso right where the faint agony was the worst, and where his soulname was covered by layers upon layers of thick bandaging. He’d nearly died. Nearly lost his chance to meet his special one, his own name greying out on their skin at the moment of his death, a permanent mark of having lost the other half of oneself.
Kantarou felt a flash of guilt. He’d known police work was dangerous, of course it was, but suddenly, the thought of his soulmate crying somewhere alone, grey letters on their skin before they’d even met… perhaps he should consider a change of career, for their sake. Helping people had always been Kantarou’s dream, but his soulmate was his  most important person. 
He could make this sacrifice for them, perhaps. For the love he already bore them, even though he knew nothing but their name, he could take a path in life that was perhaps not  quite  so reckless.
Surely, that was what his soulmate would want, too.
“Kei Kantarou?”
“Yes?” Kantarou blinked, trying to get his vision to be just a little less blurry, squinting at his visitor.
“Vice-captain Hinaichi.” A young woman with copper hair inclined her head. “I’m from the VCD.”
“Ah! Yes!” Kantarou tried to push himself into a more upright position against his pillows, nodding as vigorously as he dared, with his entire body still aching. “We’ve, uh, we’ve met. Or, well, I was there when you took down a vampire in my patrol district. It was amazing!”
“Thank you.” Her smile was a polite little formality, though there was genuine feeling behind it. “How have you been holding up, Kantarou-kun?”
“No lasting damage, aside from scars.” Kantarou shrugged. “Or so I’ve been told.”
“Glad to hear it.” He could pinpoint the moment her friendly concern was put into a box, and her entire demeanour turned business-like. “Now, I’m here to ask you some questions about what you remember of the attack, and the perpetrator. Do you feel capable of answering at the moment?”
“Yes, Vice-captain.” Kantarou immediately answered, despite the way his head was still swimming, and his heartrate was picking up merely at the thought of the entire mess. The perp might try to kill again, and soon, and if any information Kantarou gave could prevent that… well, what was a bit of discomfort against the life of an innocent citizen?
“From what we have gathered, you were on patrol, investigating sightings of a suspicious individual, when you encountered said individual and were cornered and attacked by them. You fired some shots, but either failed to hit them, or failed to do serious damage. You were then attacked with short, dagger-like blades, and radio’d for help twice, first before your injury, then after, when the attacker had already departed. Is that correct?”
“Yes. I… I hit him, a couple of times.” Kantarou swallowed. “The bullets didn’t even slow him down, not even when I shot to kill instead of incapacitating. I’m a good shot, Vice-captain, I  definitely  hit his head point-blank. It did  nothing.” 
“I see.” Hinaichi made a few notes, a light frown drawing her brows together. “What about the weapon he used?”
“Blades. Red. They were oddly-shaped, like sickles, and he wasn’t holding them. They were growing out of his palm.”
“Hm. And the perpetrator? Describe him, as best you can.”
“He was… he…” Kantarou swallowed, and swallowed again. The memories were dark, and blood-soaked, and he struggled to make them out. “I don’t remember much, I’m so sorry. Male, tall, taller than me, how much I’m not sure. Wearing a hooded cloak, and the, the blades, they weren’t just coming from his palms. His eyes were glowing, I think. And he was…”
A shiver ran down Kantarou’s spine, and if the mere thought of it weren’t extremely painful with the barely-healed wounds all across his torso, he might have curled up into a ball.
 “...terrifying.  I know this isn’t helpful, but I don’t know what else to say.”
“It’s enough to confirm our suspicions, at least.” Hinaichi wrote another few words, and then tucked the notebook away. “Kantarou-kun, the VCD believes that the man who attacked you is a vampire criminal of some notoriety, though he’s never come to Shin-Yokohama before, as far as we know. He was detained in a facility a few miles north of here, but escaped earlier this week. He’s practically immortal, and drains blood through his body-grown blood blades - and he’s been known to attack and seriously injure anything in his path. What little we know of him fits the circumstances of this case, and your description.”
Kantarou frowned. “I don’t think I’ve heard of the case before.”
“He’s been referred to in the media as the Sword-slayer.” Hinaich added.
And then, the handful of words that would change Kantarou’s life forever, sever something deep inside him that had shaped every waking hour of his life up to that moment.
“Or simply by his name, Tsujigiri Nagiri.”
Kantarou choked, gasping for breath like a drowning man - which, in a sense, he was - hand snapping to his chest again, to the bandages, but this time he pressed down  hard,  fingers digging in as if to keep something from escaping… or perhaps, to rip it from his skin himself.
“T-Tsuji-” he croaked, feeling like his windpipe was closing up, like his blood was being drained from his body all over again. “He-”
“Kantarou-kun?” Hinaichi paused. “Is something the matter?”
“No!” The word was out of Kantarou’s mouth before he could think properly about whether to lie or not. “No, no, just. Uh. A stab of pain.”
“Should I get a nurse?” A compassionate hand on his upper arm. “Fetch you anything?”
“It’s fine.” Kantarou whispered, tonelessly, trying to convince himself of it more than Hinaichi. Under his hand, under the bandaging, lay writing he had traced with his fingers so often, but which now had turned from a sign of love into a sign of… of what? Not love, certainly. “...it’s f-fine.”
“He won’t come after you, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Hinaichi soothed, misinterpreting the source of his distress entirely. “Tsujigiri isn’t known to kill with  intent.  His attacks are arbitrary, his main goal to spread terror and gorge himself on blood - more often than not, his victims survive and recover quickly - and he’s never cared about leaving witnesses. You were merely in the wrong place at the wrong time, and since the VCD will be handling his case together with the Hunter’s Guild, chances are you’ll never come face to face with him again.”
“...never.” Kantarou’s hands were pale, bloodless, on top of the sheets. He felt like he might faint. “Vice-captain, forgive me, I’m not… not feeling well…”
“Of course.” Hinaichi inclined her head. “Thank you for your help, Kantarou-kun, and a speedy recovery.”
Kantarou saw her off with a smile,  somehow. 
And then he sank back into his pillows, and escaped into the sweet oblivion of sleep before the tangled mess of thoughts and emotions in his head could drag him fully into despair.
With some hope, he would wake up, and realise this had all been nothing but a bad dream…

Nagiri dragged himself through the rain into a dark alleyway, cursing lowly under his breath the entire time, biting back pained moans.
His spirit effigy had been destroyed, presumably by the hunters, seeing it fit to  humiliate  him before crushing him utterly. Bastards! Filthy bastards, all of them!
Nagiri finally reached a halfway-sheltered corner, where the sun would not hit him during the day, and the rain hit only  part  of his body.
It had been agony, feeling the doll break, his soul seeping out of the shards, out of the bonds of the blood magic that had given him unending power, and a body that hardly flinched even under the most brutal onslaughts - leaving him broken and vulnerable. And then the damned hunters didn’t even have the balls to finish the fucking job!
Nagiri growled in anger, tucking his legs under his body and dragging his ragged cloak tighter around himself. He wanted to tear the humiliating outfit the magic had forced him into off himself, but he was already freezing, and had nothing else to wear. He would have to steal something, as soon as he’d recovered at least some of his strength.
It was nearly a miracle he’d survived the destruction of the doll at all, honestly. Probably due to how recently he had fed - that little police officer’s blood had been nothing short of delicious, more nourishing and heady than anything Nagiri had ever tasted before. He’d felt  invincible  after drinking it, and like he could live only off of this one human for the rest of his immortal existence, dragging him to a hideout somewhere and keeping him barely alive there, feeding whenever he wished to. Perhaps even with his fangs, rather than with his blades, just to  truly  taste that delicious liquid.
(A foolish idea ultimately, discarded as quickly as it had come to him, but he’d been  tempted.  That whimpering little man had been a tasty morsel indeed.)
But all that power hadn’t lasted, had it. Spent on keeping Nagiri alive despite the destruction of the effigy, its last dredges healing the damage done to his body in agonising increments. He was weak like some pathetic little kitten, like a  human- 
(like a human  again) 
-and just as mortal.
Fuck.
Nagiri gritted his teeth, against the cold, against the pain, against the exhaustion, and entertained himself with the thoughts of ripping those vile hunters apart bit by bit, and scattering the mangled remains far and wide.
It would take him a while to recover his strength, longer to create a second spirit effigy - if the process could even be repeated at all - but he had time, didn’t he.
He would get his revenge eventually. He  would. 
(At some point during that cold, wet night, it occurred to Nagiri to check his wrist, see if the blasted soulname had returned with the breaking off the effigy, saddling him with some useless mate all over again.
He needn’t have worried. His wrist stayed as blank as it had been for the last few years, and Nagiri was grimly satisfied to have one less thing to worry about.)

Kantarou stood in front of his dingy little flat’s bathroom mirror, feeling somewhat nauseous.
He’d refused to look at the wounds on his abdomen during bandaging changes, or when the stitches had been removed earlier that day, staring up at the ceiling the whole time. He hadn’t been ready to deal with any of it, all the tentative hopes and plans he’d had for the future dashed in one fell swoop - or cruel slash - but he felt like he couldn’t put it off any longer.
He pulled off his shirt, and looked.
A soft sound like a whimper escaped him, and he clamped one hand over his mouth, fearing it might be followed up with a scream.
The wound was deep and ugly, still red and angry even though it was mostly healed, a wide gash across his torso that would scar terribly and remain a permanent mark on his body for as long as he lived. There was a ragged messiness to it, the middle somewhat wider than the ends, going up to the breadth of two or three fingers at its widest point, and the raised edges of it rubbed unpleasantly against his clothes as he moved.
But none of that had nearly made Kantarou scream, he’d never been overly squeamish with injuries - though he had to admit it was rather different if it was your own.
No, that was the name.
The scar neatly and perfectly bisected it, splitting each character in half along that line he had so often traced along his own skin, making the words difficult to read if you didn’t already know it said… it said…
Kantarou pressed his eyes closed, breathing unsteady, gripping on to the cold porcelain of the sink to keep himself upright.
His fond thoughts about quitting the police business and staying safe for his soulmate seemed  laughable  now, and so did all his dreams of his perfect mate who needed him, and who he needed in return, some sweet creature who would let him put their head in his lap and stroke their hair and love them.
Cruel destiny had tied his soul to his almost-murderer. There could be no love there, ever. 
How fitting then, that during his attack, Tsujigiri Nagiri’s blades had been so precise as to find his own name on Kantarou’s chest even through the armoured vest and layers of clothing, and as near as flay it off his skin.
Hot tears slipped out between Kantarou’s lids, a sob muffled against his palm.  Why?  What had he done to deserve this? Near-death, a monster for a soulmate, a loveless life - he’d only ever wanted to  help  people! To take care of as many others as he could, and one very special person more than anyone else. Why would the universe decide that his perfect match, the person to complete him, would be… it wasn’t  fair!  He was a good man! He was-
Katarou’s eyes snapped open, and he met his own gaze in the mirror, blazing with new determination.
Yes. A good man he was, and would continue to be, and  fuck  his monster of a “soulmate”. He no longer had to fear for his soulmate’s wellbeing, nor be careful with his own for their-  his  sake. He could be as reckless as he fucking well  liked,  his soulmate wanted him dead anyway, his relationship to his family was distant, and he had no overly close friends at his job - he was  free  of any social obligations, free of anyone to care for or care about him in turn, free of anything holding him back.
Kantarou felt feverish as he grinned into the mirror, cheeks still wet with tears, the lesion across his slim abdomen and the slashed-apart name now seeming less like a horror vision and more of a  challenge. 
He  was  going to quit the police, but not to find a stable, peaceful, simple job, no.
He was going to go out into the world and  hunt.  Train his body and mind to track down and eliminate vampires, protecting the good and innocent - with his life, if need be, now that he had nothing to lose - and one day, once he was ready, he would come back for Tsujigiri Nagiri, his soulmate, his  destiny. 
And on that day, he would do as fate clearly intended him to do, and rid the world of that monster once and for all.

Nagiri sat perched on a nearby rooftop, half-hidden behind a chimney, watching the various hunters, VCD and police officers mill about the former hideout of the Spider vampire, securing the perimeters and gently consoling the kidnapped kids until their hastily-called parents would arrive.
Nagiri didn’t care about them. His eyes were fixed on the little armadillo, the only reason he was still here, risking discovery and death at the hands of the hunters. If he’d already killed a damn spider for that Round Thing - selfishly! To protect himself! Not for the ‘dillo or the kids or anything! - he might as well see this through to the end, and make extra sure he was safe and nobody could blame Nagiri for anything.
(He was cradling a bean jam filled pastry to his chest like it was the most precious gift anyone had ever given him - which, for the record, it was - and almost like he hardly dared to eat it, even though it had been at least a day since he’d last managed to find something edible.)
He needn’t have worried - about himself, about himself, who else would he ever worry about? - since, by the looks of it, the Round Thing was doing perfectly fine.
That damn hunter, Ronald, had been one of the first on the scene, of course, though it hadn’t been  him  carrying the armadillo outside in his arms - no, that privilege had gone to a sickly-looking vampire, one of those fancy types that thought themselves too good for preying on humans the way vampires were  meant  to do, and who was still holding the Round Thing in a tender embrace now.
Nagiri saw him petting the little thing’s head, pressing him to his chest, and felt a sudden surge of bitter envy. It wasn’t that he  cared,  or cursed himself for holding that armadillo and not taking the opportunity to bury his face in that fluffy belly - but maybe, just maybe, he was starting to see why half the town had come to the Round Thing’s rescue as if he was some sort of armadillo world leader.
Ronald finished talking to some of the other hunters, and went over to the vampire, who glanced up at his approach, the two exchanging a few words.
And then, Ronald wrapped his arms around the vampire and the armadillo both, kissing first a cheek and then a perfect round head, the three of them remaining in an intimate little huddle for a quiet moment or two.
Hm. Soulmates, by the look of it. Of course.
This time, the rush of yearning was a surprise, and an utterly unwelcome one; but Nagiri felt it nonetheless, gritting his teeth against the sudden flash of  want. 
And oh, did he want. He wanted what that vampire had, warm and clean clothes, a home, an armadillo familiar that was a perfect shape and showed kindness even to a guy who’d kidnapped and threatened him, and… and a  soulmate  on who he could lean, a broad chest and strong arms to envelop him and shield him from the world, all that-!
…
…fuck. Where had  that  come from!?
Nagiri  didn’t  want a soulmate. Had never wanted one. He didn’t want some little round pest to  nununu  around him, either. He wanted to slice bastard hunters apart, have his revenge, and rise to power again, that was all.
…wasn’t it?
Nagiri watched the little family embracing down below, and felt a strange sense of confusion come over him. Things that used to make perfect sense were suddenly muddled, wires crossed, a new light shining on Nagiri’s entire existence.
(His wrist, blank, forever blank,  ached  with its hollow emptiness.)
He couldn’t make heads nor tails of whatever this was, like a puzzle missing a piece, and for just a second he was very, very  scared  of whatever he had been overlooking all this time.
But then the couple began arguing over the pastries and which of them should go without, seeing as the Round Thing had only two left, and the strange spell was broken.
Nagiri swallowed, and turned away, waiting for the hunters and officers to clear out before he made his escape.
It had been a strange moment of madness, that was all. It would not happen again.




Notes:


Draluc/Ronald cameo!
(Just so you know, they figured out they were soulmates almost instantly, but spent a lot of time *not* being happy about it, and refusing to be bound to such a person. Until John got kidnapped, and in their shared fear for him, they finally accepted that the three of them are a family and they care for each other...)
Neither Kantarou nor Nagiri are doing so great at the moment, their lives thrown in complete disarray after they first met... but it has to get worse before it gets better, doesn't it? >:3
Hope you enjoyed, please do leave a kudos or comment, and... see you for the next chapter probably on the weekend...?
^-^ <3
















Chapter 3: New Beginnings
    


Notes:

Happy >checks calendar< various holidays that happen around this time this year, one of them Easter!
Here's another chapter mostly filling in some gaps that canon hasn't technically shown but perhaps implied - please enjoy!
<3
[Relevant untranslated-manga-only character appearing in this chapter:
Kazusa - head and General Manager of the VCD, clever and powerful man, passion for gacha games, Hinaichi's older brother]



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

Kantarou slid into the local guild bar, dropping a sack of lower vampire ashes onto the bar - proof of fulfilling his latest assignment - and, leaning his latest weapon of choice, a heavy lance he enjoyed for its piercing power but found overall too unwieldy, against the nearest free barstool, sat down on it, and gestured for a drink.
It was a busy evening, in this bar somewhere in… god, Kantarou didn’t even remember, he’d been moving around almost constantly for the past few months. Somewhere in Kansai, he was pretty sure, maybe Kyoto or Osaka, though he might’ve crossed over into Hyogo without noticing. It hardly mattered - guild offices tended to be organised the same way all across Japan, and Kantarou was getting assignments and payment no matter where he ended up.
(Especially now that he’d built up something of a reputation for himself, as well as going from a scrawny-to-average fresh-faced newbie hunter to a somewhat muscular veteran of many battles with more than enough scars to show for it. Guild Masters and Mistresses no longer told him to “go home kid”, but offered him the first drink on the house and had him tell some stories before describing the biggest, most dangerous cases they had on offer for him, knowing he’d take and complete them without a moment’s hesitation.)
Kantarou received his beer, and took a deep sip, wondering whether to take on more assignments here, or move on again, find some expert or other to teach him something new - which was getting more and more difficult, as he was mastering one technique after the other at alarming speeds. People had started telling him that vampire hunting was his Calling, and he was beginning to think they were  right. 
He was damn good at it, at the least, better than most others, and it was satisfying, to protect someone, to eradicate a cruel, evil being, and reassure the grateful populace that they would be safe from now on. He needed the guild payment to survive, but honestly, the relieved smiles were the payoff he truly cherished.
(And one day, he thought, rubbing an absentminded hand over his chest and the oldest, ugliest scar he bore, he would be ready for the  true  reward, the one he’d been working towards all this time. One day… and maybe soon.)
“Hey.” A tall man leaned against the bar beside him, and Kantarou’s eyes snapped up, immediately assessing the potential threat. 
VCD, from the way he held himself and the outline of a badge and government-issue vampire tranq gun under his shirt, though he was in plainclothes, dressed like a civilian. Perhaps in his 30s, dark hair bound back into a ponytail, thin moustache, easily-identifiable ahoge, and a relaxed, cheerful ease to his sprawl despite the way his face seemed to be carefully schooled into a neutral expression. No immediate danger, but reason to be careful, perhaps.
“You’re the one they call the Officer, right?” The man continued, and the accent marked him as someone not from around these parts, just like Kantarou - he might even be from VCD headquarters back in Yokohama, too. “The Master here pointed me out to you.”
“Yep!” Kantarou let his face break into a wide smile, which was no less genuine for the careful suspicion he still harboured. “Feel free to call me just Kei! I quit the force long ago, so really I’m not an officer anymore. The name just stuck.”
“Yes, I heard that part of the story. You’ve gotten quite famous, Kei.” A smile, seemingly easy, but Kantarou had seen enough powerful men smile during his travels to recognise this particular brand of calculated friendliness. “I must admit I’ve been just  dying  to meet you in person.”
 Meaning: he’s here to talk to me, and me alone.  Kantarou sipped his beer again, waiting for the man to go on. He’d had local law enforcement take some offence at his presence interfering with cases where hunter support wasn’t explicitly requested, now and then, threatening to contact the VCD and have his hunting licence suspended. Was  that  what this was about?
“They say you’ve killed vampires with just about any weapon you got your hands on.” The man continued. “And that you’re  utterly  fearless. Some have even suggested you’ve got a bit of a death wish.”
“I just want to make sure everyone is safe.” Kantarou shrugged. “I can take an injury or two. Some random civilian kid? Not so much.”

 Or I could die, and nobody would care. While that hypothetical kid and their soulmate have everything to live for. 

“I also hear that you’re keeping up with news regarding one specific vampire. Got an axe to grind there, Kei?”
“Oh, yeah!” Kantarou nodded fiercely. “He’s why I’ve been doing all this, you know. Training, and hunting. I want to be ready to find him and bring him down.”
“Some would say you’re more than ready for that.” The man gestured for a beer of his own. “Though, due to his threat level and the better resources of the VCD, the Tsujigiri case has recently been classified as V-3. You’re former police, you know what that means.”

 VCD-only. Minimal involvement of, or information given out to, guild hunters or prefectural police, and certainly no travelling half-vigilantes. Ah. 

“With all due respect, sir…” Kantarou said, honestly not feeling very respectful at all. “The VCD hasn’t made any headway on his case in nearly a  year.  I can and  will  take care of it myself, when the time comes, and if you try to stop me-!”
“You misunderstand! You misunderstand!” The man raised his hands in a placating gesture. “I only meant to ask why you haven’t considered signing up with the VCD? Get all the resources you need for that hunt, and keep a stable job afterwards. Would be quite practical, no?”
Well, that was… unexpected. Kantarou had gotten some job offers before, from Guild Masters unwilling to see him go, but not…not from the VCD.
Kantarou laughed, because that was what this veiled offer had to be: a joke.
“The VCD training course takes a minimum of two years - if they even agree to hire a former hunter at all.” He snorted dismissively. “And I don’t get to choose who or what I hunt, anymore. They’d never let me take the Tsujigiri case, and that’s a dealbreaker for me, I’m afraid!”
“You went through the police academy. You’ve had more official training than some other hunters hired in the past.” The man didn’t seem at all fazed by Kantarou’s immediate dismissal. “And you  are  very good. I’m rather certain the VCD would give you any case you wanted, if you only agreed to work for them.”
“You can’t guarantee that.” Kantarou shook his head. “Wouldn’t be your decision to make.”
“You’d be surprised.” For a second genuine amusement glinted in the man’s eyes, as he pulled a card out of his pocket and slid it over the bar to Kantarou. “Think it over, and call this number when you’ve reached a decision. You would be a most valuable asset, Kei Kantarou, and if you truly want to help people, if you want to take Tsujigiri down, this-” he tapped the card, white except for a single phone number “-is your best bet.”
He leaned back, raised his beer in a silent toast Kantarou mirrored almost reflexively; and then he walked away, leaving behind the card, and Kantarou deep in thought.

(“Okay, this is getting ridiculous.” A short man with white hair and a moustache - which kept sliding off his upper lip, and had nearly fallen into his drink at least twice in the last five minutes - groused, as the VCD man slid into a booth next to him. “You said this was a business trip, Kazusa!”
“It is.” Kazusa agreed cheerfully, picking the cocktail cherry out of his companion’s drink. “Important business, too.”
“All you did was drag me out to a bar!” The short man snapped.  “And then you abandoned me halfway through to give some random hunk your number!” 
“That was the business in question.” A grin spread slowly over Kazusa’s face. “Hiyo, don’t tell me you were  jealous.” 
“Shut up.”
“You  were!” 
“Shut.”
Kazusa leaned in closer, prompting “Hiyo” to slide down in his seat and bury his head between his shoulders, pointedly not making eye contact.
“Hiyoshi, darling. You know you’re my one and only. My lucky star. My four-leafed clover. My-”
“And you thought  I  would struggle to be faithful when we went exclusive!”
“You  are  a bit of a playboy casanova, light of my life.”
“I wouldn’t cheat on my  soulmate.” 
“And neither would I.”
The two were silent for a few moments.
“...I’ll forgive you if you buy me another drink.” Hiyoshi finally muttered.
“Deal!” Kazusa agreed, and flagged down a passing waiter.
And soon, all was forgiven.)

“Good evening, citizen! Have you seen this vampire? No? Ah, alright! Thank you for your cooperation!!!”
“Excuse me, have you seen- oh, okay, you’re in a hurry! No worries, citizen, hope you catch your train!”
“Yes,  that  Tsujigiri Nagiri, from the papers. Hm-hm. Oh, yeah! That was me, actually! …ah, thank you, ma’am citizen, but there’s nothing brave about it, I’m just doing my duty.”
“Here, take a pamphlet, and remember to call if you see a person fitting his description - or anything suspicious, really!”
Kantarou waved after the latest Shin-Yokohama resident he had accosted with his stack of pamphlets and unwavering enthusiasm, feeling rather hopeful.
He  had  missed this, working as an officer of the law, walking around a community he could call his own - and he had to admit, being part of the VCD was a significant step up from working for the police department itself. The payment was generous enough - the flat he’d moved into was twice the size of the shoebox apartment he’d lived in as a policeman, and he could’ve afforded something even nicer on his current salary, except he didn’t really feel the need for it - the uniforms were quite comfortable and impressive, and he had indeed been given completely free reign in his pursuit of Tsujigiri Nagiri, with all the resources of the VCD at his disposal.
(He’d particularly enjoyed talking to the weaponry R&D department, figuring out what sort of weapon might have a chance at slowing Tsujigiri down somewhat, at the very least, and what would suit Kantarou’s own fighting style. The somewhat-experimental pile bunker with the silver-coated spike was quickly becoming Kantarou’s pride and joy, and he was more than excited to test it in the field. Preferably against Tsujigiri himself.)
The man - monster, really - had gone to ground after the attack on Kantarou and the large-scale hunt for him, but since he had failed to surface elsewhere, and other vampiric criminal elements in VCD custody - such as the spider vampire Aranea - or those willing to serve as informants all insisted that he’d never left Shin-Yokohama, Kantarou was quite certain that he was still somewhere  here,  lying low, just waiting for his chance to strike again.
Well, not while Kantarou was on the prowl, no sir!!!
First order of business was spreading the word, get the community on alert, so that ordinary citizens would be careful when outside at night, and not make the same mistake as Kantarou had, engaging strange men in dark alleyways - and of course, provide valuable information that could make all the difference when it came to narrowing down Tsujigiri’s whereabouts. 
Kantarou was going to pursue any and all possible leads. Finding the bastard was a matter of  when,  not if, and nobody was better qualified for this hunt than him.
(Not least because the fates of soulmates were so intertwined that they were often drawn naturally to each other, giving Kantarou the advantage of destiny itself.
But he didn’t like to think of that, didn’t like to think of Tsujigiri as someone that the universe wanted him to  be with,  and certainly didn’t like the idea of his new superiors and colleagues being made aware of this fact, so he kept that knowledge carefully to himself and rarely even thought of it.)
Kantarou turned just in time to have another figure catch his gaze, eyes immediately drawn to them, his entire being filled with a strange intensity. Something,  something  about this person was special, significant, Kantarou could just  tell.  Perhaps they would be the one to provide the first clue, perhaps, perhaps…
“Excuse me, have you seen-!” He began, already holding out a pamphlet - and faltered the moment the dark figure turned, jaw dropping and breath catching in his throat.
A man, vampire or dhampir by the tint of his skin and the pointy ears half-hidden underneath his hood, his clothing ragged and dirty and posture hunched - but his dark eyes found Kantarou’s, and suddenly it was impossible to look away.
(Not that Kantarou wanted to. He thought it might be possible to spend at least a lifetime or two gazing into the depths of those eyes, and die with no regrets. What an intensely bewitching stranger, the sight of him chasing everything, even Tsujigiri Nagiri, from Kantarou’s mind.)
“What?” The man snapped sharply, eyes narrowing, and Kantarou found him no less stunning when visibly annoyed. The dark growl of that voice went straight through his ribs and seemed to fill his entire chest cavity with warmth.
(He might be having a problem. But let’s not think about that now.)
Kantarou squared up his shoulders, took a deep breath, and launched into his usual spiel, even as his heart was racing in his chest.
This man - Tsujita-san, he’d introduced himself -  stirred  something deep in his heart and soul, something Kantarou had long given up on. By rights, it should scare him…
…but Kantarou felt no fear. Only elation, and the sudden, desperate wish to keep this  Tsujita  with him, to drag him along on his search, to extend this brief and soon-forgotten encounter into something memorable.
And so, reaching for the other’s wrist, he did.


 Fuck. 


 Fuck, fuck, fuck. 

It had been hours now since Nagiri finally managed to escape from That Madman’s clutches, and for some reason his heart rate was still through the roof, his entire body alight with nervous energy.
 Fuck.  The little policeman, the delicious one, the beginning of Nagiri’s end. Survived to take up Nagiri-hunting, and an  exceptionally large  - seriously, the guy  had  to be overcompensating - and menacing-looking weapon which he was intent on driving through Nagiri’s heart specifically.  Shit.  This was not good. Not good at all.
Nagiri had assumed that the VCD had mostly given up on hunting for him, after he hadn’t seriously attacked anyone in a while - not for lack of trying, to be sure, but Nagiri preferred not to dwell on his recent pathetic streak - but oh, not Kantarou, that obsessed fool. He would never  let his guard down, and the moment he suspected Nagiri to be anything other than innocent civilian “Tsujita-san”…
Nagiri swallowed hard, rubbing his chest where his heart was strangely aching under his ribs, as if it could already feel the spike driven through it the very  instant  he tripped up and gave the stupid loud insane person with the pile bunker reason to believe he may or may not be the very slasher the VCD was still looking for.
Nagiri groaned, curling up on the sunken mattress he’d dragged into his little hideout, wishing his stupid heart would finally calm down so he could sleep off a stressful night full of running around and… there had been dancing, he was pretty sure, though the events of the night were somewhat blurring together by now. It had all been something of a rush.
But honestly, what the  fuck  had happened to the whimpering little police officer  who he should have damn well cut into little chunks back when he’d had the opportunity!? 
The man had a chest as broad as a barrel now, and arms to match, not to mention all the rest - that bathing suit, while unusually modest, had nonetheless been formfitting - and scars littered all over his face and arms… and then! And then, the  shouting.  The little police officer had just cried and screamed, but this man, this  Kantarou,  he shouted, loudly, confidently, and right into Nagiri’s face.
What an irritating, stubborn, hard-to-get-rid-of bastard. Nagiri  hated  him. Even thinking of the man made him break out in angry sweating, and his breathing and heart go even faster. He wished he’d managed to kill the guy when his back was turned. No, scratch that, he wished he’d killed him  back then,  in the alleyway. If only. It would have saved him so much trouble.
Nagiri tossed and turned, still unable to settle. His right wrist ached where Kantarou had grabbed it, and dragged him bodily along by it. Brute.
He was going to have to be careful, very careful, now. Kantarou was very capable of killing him - with his bare hands even, those large, firm palms, their grip like steel, capable of crushing Nagiri’s now-fragile bones to dust if he really tried - and very much intended to do so first opportunity he got. Nagiri would have to preserve the secret of his real identity at all cost (at least the idiot’s memory of their original meeting was so muddled that there was little danger of recognition) while he waited for an opportunity to rid himself of that nuisance and rebuild his former strength. Ideally, he would avoid Kantarou altogether. Yes, that would be the best course of action.
(Nagiri’s chest felt tight and uncomfortable all of a sudden. He ignored it.)
Be careful, avoid danger, rebuild strength, avoid loud obnoxious VCD officers like the plague, and eventually kill every hunter in this godforsaken city and rule supreme… with maybe a round thing or two of his own. Nagiri rather like- well, not-hated round things.
Yes. Good plan. Good plan.
(Nagiri’s chest tightened further. For some inexplicable reason, the back of his eyes was burning.)
…or.
Or! He could… not  seek out  Kantarou, of course not, but maybe also not avoid him  entirely.  Keep up to date with how the VCD’s investigations were going, and maybe feed him a false lead or two. In the long run, that would probably keep him safer than just hiding away. Kantarou was an idiot, anyway, so he wouldn’t catch wise if Nagiri just tried to not do anything overly foolish. Oh yes, he was going about this in a very sensible and clever way, making the most logical and reasonable choices.
(Curiously, the uncomfortably tight feeling was almost entirely eased now. How strange.)
Satisfied with his plans of the future, Nagiri pressed himself close to the wall, where he was definitely not at risk of being woken by a stray beam of sunlight burning sharply on exposed skin, and finally settled into something approaching calm, asleep within seconds.
(And if, just before falling asleep, he had confused and muddled thoughts about big hands wrapping around his wrists and bright, intense eyes focusing on him and  only  him - well, that was Nagiri’s own business, wasn’t it.)




Notes:


Details of Kantarou's time as a hunter and hiring at the VCD are of course largely my invention/headcanon, while the circumstances of his and Nagiri's first(second...) meeting are pretty much lifted straight from canon! Nagiri really just changed the last two syllables of his name and thought that was a solid alias... and was proven right when Kantarou fell for it hook, line and sinker.
(Oh yes, also, Kantarou canonically wears a bathing suit that covers his torso as well when he and Nagiri go to the pool during that encounter, and while it's likely due to him wearing a slash-proof vest underneath it, in this AU he of course has another reason to keep his chest covered...)
Also, a little side note: the instant draw/attraction Kantarou feels towards Nagiri in this is actually a common Soulmate Thing(tm). However, he didn't feel it the first time they met because Nagiri, for all intents and purposes, had no soul in his body at that point - and even now, neither of them knows to recognise *this* for what it is, because Nagiri's soul is still a bit battered and only slowly recovering, also making him more likely to feel pain at the thought of being without Kantarou, but not the same joy in the other's presence that Kantarou feels.
I hope you enjoyed them reuniting(ish)! Please do leave a comment if you did, I'd love to hear from you!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 4: Thinking Of You
    


Notes:

Update time, let's go! Please enjoy! <3
[Relevant untranslated-manga-only characters appearing in this chapter:
Maru (="round"), a big glass bulb Nagiri found and drew an armadillo face and paws on. Very cute.]



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

“...and do you want to know what Tsujita-san did  then?” 
Kantarou shovelled a mouthful of the - somewhat mediocre, and only slightly ominous-looking - VCD canteen Wednesday Special into his mouth, expectantly glancing around the table.
Handa and Sagyou (and even the little vampire burdock root of Sagyou’s) exchanged glances and rolled their eyes - while Captain Hiyoshi had fled the table already three anecdotes ago on very flimsy pretences.
Finally, Hinaichi took pity, and, with the patience of a saint, asked “what  did  Tsujita-san do?”, giving Kantarou the all-clear to gush over this latest adventure of theirs, too.
“Oh, it was  amazing!” He glowed, almost vibrating out of his seat with joy at the memory. “He saved my life!!! You see, I’d jumped off the ledge to cleave the insect vampire in two-”
“You jumped off the WHAT!?” Sagyou blurted out, suddenly wide-eyed with concern.
“-but it was fine! Because Tsujita-san, he grabbed my wrist - have I told you about what pretty hands he has? Because he does! So slender but firm! - and he wouldn’t let me, or rather  us, fall! He’s my hero, he really is. And afterwards he told me not to be stupid and reckless anymore-”
“And he’s  right  to say that!” Hinaichi interjected, Sagyou nodding vigorously.
“-but it didn’t feel stupid or reckless to me because I knew, I  knew  I could trust Tsujita-san, he’s so selfless and brave, despite the awful circumstances he’s enduring - though he says he’s doing it for training purposes, to harden his body, but I don’t think I fully believe him, he might just be trying not to burden me with his situation - and if I jump, he’ll always catch me, I’m sure of it!”
Kantarou sighed, a giddy grin on his face, as always when he was with, talked about, or even  thought of,  Tsujita-san. He’d never thought another person merely  existing  could make him so happy, but… here he was. Here he was, and somewhere out there, Tsujita-san was, and Kantarou felt like he could move mountains with that knowledge alone.
“I hope we can meet for another hunt soon.” He murmured, cheeks aching from how hard he was smiling, pushing some of the more unappetising bits of Wednesday Special to the side of his plate. “I always miss him so much when we’re apart. It’s a  good  missing, but still, I feel so much more alive with him, you know? Like the world is greyscale at any other time, but the moment  he’s  there, it bursts into colour. That’s what it’s like. Someday, I want to see fireworks with him, I’m sure they’ll be radiant at his side!”
“That’s…” Hinaichi paused, uncertainly, while Handa and Sagyou were rolling their eyes even harder. “Sweet?”
“Thanks!” Kantarou beamed, not taking offence at the somewhat mixed reactions. He was aware that, to most others, Tsujita-san might sound a little underwhelming, on paper. They just didn’t know him like Kantarou did, couldn’t look beneath the surface of a short-tempered vampire more than down on his luck, to see the magnificent individual Kantarou had recognised in him practically immediately. But as long as he kept telling them about Tsujita-san and what made him so marvellous, then surely,  surely,  sooner or later they would start to understand, too. Kantarou was quite certain of that. “Oh! And  another  thing about Tsujita-san is that-”
“What’s your  deal  with Tsujita, anyway?” Handa suddenly interrupted, the rest of the table gaping at him. Kantarou was not usually interrupted while gearing up to another Tale of Tsujita, lest the interrupter wanted to risk being enthusiastically shouted into submission. “I’ve been wondering. Have you told him yet?”
“Huh?” Kantarou blinked. “Deal? Told him what?”
“Ugh!” Handa looked just about ready to throw his plate of celery salad at him. “He’s your soulmate, isn’t he? So, have you told him that your souls are intertwined, and that he puts colour in your world, and that you want to marry him and… have his little dhampir babies or whatever sappy shit. Have you actually talked to  him  about all that, instead of us?”
From one second to the next, Kantarou’s face fell, his mood dropping low with it. The Wednesday Special suddenly smelled a lot more nauseating than before, and he was quite certain he wouldn’t be able to stomach even one more bite.
 “Soulmates.”  He muttered, not quite bitter, and not quite sad, but certainly a little bit of both. “Are stupid nonsense, all in all.”
He paused.
“No offence?” He added, specifically towards Handa and Sagyou, who he knew had each other's names draped around their throats like necklaces under the collars of their shirts.
“None taken,” Sagyou retorted wryly, and stabbed Handa’s hand with his fork before  he  could take offence, loudly and angrily. “So I take it Tsujita-san is  not...?” 
Kantarou shook his head, wordlessly, biting his lip so hard he could taste blood.
He  wished  Tsujita-san  were.   If there were any justice in the world, he would be, would be the one to complete Kantarou in every way, because it already felt like he did, and Kantarou found it utterly impossible to imagine ever caring about any other person even half as much as he cared for Tsujita-san.
But no. Spliced by a gruesome scar, his soulname was the same as it had always been. No miraculous change to Tsujita. Only the dreadful reminder that, no matter what fool ideas his heart might get caught up in, his soul would  always  belong to… to…
“That’s why I think it’s nonsense.” He said roughly. “Your soulmate always being what’s best for you. How would we know, if we don’t give anyone else a chance? If there’s no choice to be made? Do we just try harder with that person, because they’re  supposed  to be The One? Even if they’re objectively terrible for us? And how do we know the bond is supposed to be romantic, anyway, couldn’t your archnemesis be your soulmate, too?”
“90% of soulmates are romantic in nature.” Sagyou interjected, because of course he knew the statistics, nerd that he was. “The other 10% are platonic, but still positive connections. There’s practically  no  recorded cases of verified soul matches going bad. The numbers speak for them.”
“There hasn’t been a legal battle fought between soulmates in Japan since the 70s.” Handa added. Okay,  him  knowing these details was a bit more surprising, but then again, Handa was quite clever when he wasn’t trying hard to play celery pranks on his childhood rival. “There’s some stupid sensationalist stuff in the press, but often those are faked soulmates, or people who mistook each other for soulmates because of common names or other misunderstandings.  Real  bonds hold true.”
“It’s not like that for me. The universe made a mistake.” Kantarou insisted, stubbornly. These people were his friends, he knew they meant well, but some wild, reckless part of him wanted to punch them in the face until they had black eyes and split lips and  shut up  about how soulmates were perfect, and the names were never wrong.
 (Maybe me and Tsujigiri are more alike than I’d thought,  flashed through Kantarou’s mind, and simply thinking those words nearly made him sick to his stomach.)
“And I refuse to believe I’m the only ‘bad case’! You just don’t ever hear about the others.” Kantarou glared down at his plate, helplessly angry at the universe, at his friends, at himself. He’d been so happy just five minutes ago, and now it was all in shambles. “My soulmate  should have been  Tsujita-san, I just know it. But he isn’t, and that makes the whole idea of it rubbish in my eyes.”
“Look, Kantarou-kun.” Hinaichi tried, looking intensely awkward but also fiercely determined. “We’re all aware -  painfully  aware - of how much Tsujita-san means to you. And that’s a good thing! It really is. You can love him, and  also  love your soulmate, maybe romantically, maybe platonically, once you meet them, so don’t discard the whole thing so easily and give them a chance once-”
“I’ve met my soulmate!” Kantarou blurted out, before he could decide if it was wise to admit or not. He just needed Hinaichi to stop talking, right this second. “I don’t want them, they don’t want me, and if we ever meet again, one of us is most likely going to kill the other - how is that supposed to be perfect, huh? How is that supposed to be love!?  IT SHOULD HAVE BEEN HIM INSTEAD!” 
Kantarou felt his breathing catch ragged in his throat, saw the stunned faces of his friends, and the few other occupants of the canteen all staring at him, and forced himself to calm down somewhat before he started shouting harder - or perhaps crying. He certainly felt like it. At least the Captain hadn’t been here to witness this.
“I’m n-not hungry anymore!” He stood up abruptly, chair scraping over the floor and tray clattering. “I should… go and do paperwork! Yeah!”
And after a jerky salute towards Hinaichi, Kantarou hurried out of the canteen, one hand splayed over the old wound at his torso, and the other balled into a trembling fist.
(His colleagues would approach him later during their shift, all dragging their feet and looking various levels of ashamed, apologising for pressing the matter and vowing not to bring it up around him again. Kantarou had appreciated it, and forgiven them readily, sheepishly apologising for losing his own temper, as well.
After all, it wasn’t  their  fault that the love of his entire damn life wasn’t actually his soulmate - which was a killer instead - now, was it?)

“...and he’s a madman! Just a madman! None of the common sense and self-preservation normal,  sensible  people have - I swear, he thinks  he’s  got a spirit effigy with the way he’s carrying on!”
Nagiri sat on the ledge of his hideout’s window, an old large glass bulb that had formerly been a lamp - and now featured an armadillo face scratched into its surface and lined with an old pen - held in his lap as he was engaging in his current favourite pastime: complaining at considerable length about Kantarou.
(God knows he had enough material to last him for hours. Kantarou was only getting  more  infuriating the better one knew him, and by now, Nagiri had spent enough time with him - voluntarily or involuntarily, it made no matter - to be well and proper infuriated by the guy. That angry-queasy sensation he felt in his stomach at the mere  thought  of Officer Kantarou, At Your Service! had only gotten worse and worse, to the point where Nagiri had often wondered if he was coming down with some bug, only to feel suddenly better the moment he was no longer thinking of Him.)
“I thought I’d seen the worst of it with the time he literally jumped off a  fucking  building, or the time with the paddle boat and the bomb and the flock of angry ostriches, but! But! Of  course  Dumbtarou keeps finding new and innovative ways to rush headfirst into danger and then rush out of it again in whichever direction leads closest to his grave! What else did I expect from him!” Nagiri snarled. “Today, he had - get this - he had this bright idea, this  genius insight  - he thought the best way to save me from a hostage situation would be  running straight at the criminal holding the knife!!!  Fucking idiot! He could have  died!  More importantly,  I could’ve!” 
Nagiri paused. Thought.
“Well, probably not. Even a weakened vampire can’t just be killed with a rusty little knife I picked up off the streets. But he’s not a vampire! He’s a human, and humans get cut, humans  bleed  - and humans get sepsis too, come to think of it - and… one wrong move, and that knife could’ve nicked something vital!” Nagiri shuddered, suddenly feeling cold. It was a mild night, by all accounts, but for some reason all warmth had fled his body at the thought of Kantarou crashing to the floor, a helpless wet gurgle escaping his lips as his hands pawed at his neck, blood gushing from a slash straight across his throat… it would’ve taken so little, and Nagiri would’ve been powerless to stop it. “He would’ve bled out right then and there, long before any help could arrive - he always does these things! Doesn’t think even for a second, and the only reason it doesn’t get him killed is the bloody bastard’s dumb luck! Do you have  any  idea how stressful that is to watch, Maru!?”
Maru, probably on account of being a lightbulb with an armadillo’s face drawn onto it, did not give any indication of responding. Nagiri continued on anyway.
“Honestly! Doesn’t the idiot  care!?  I mean, he’s got to have a soulmate out there somewhere, how does he think they’d feel if he died? Not very fucking well, I imagine!”
(Coincidentally, Nagiri was suddenly feeling a little unwell himself, particularly at the thought of Kantarou having a soulmate waiting for him. Probably just disgust at the mere concept of that dumb ugly bastard kissing someone other than Nagiri. Ew.)
“Say what you will about how weak and pathetic he used to be way back when, but at least he had the good grace to beg for his life like  any sane person  should when confronted in an alleyway, instead of… trying to tackle them, or whatever!” Nagiri’s grip on Maru tightened, but then immediately relaxed again at the sharp scraping of cracked nails over glass, and he quickly gave the bulb some apologetic pats. “I don’t understand how he can care so little about his own life! Does he not  value  his continued measly existence? And - oh, this is the  best  part - do you know what the fucking dumbass said after I berated him about being reckless and  nearly dying???” 
Maru gazed questioningly and expectantly up at Nagiri with his cute drawn-on eyes, and his roundness was honestly the only thing keeping Nagiri sane at the moment.
“He just- he just  grabbed my hand  because the idea of leaving people be in their damn personal space is too difficult for him to comprehend, and gave me those big dumb earnest puppy eyes like some mangy mutt-” Nagiri flexed his hand, and flexed it again, agitated. He could still  feel  Kantarou’s fingers warm and sturdy around his, hands so big and gentle, almost swallowing Nagiri’s own skeletal claws. “-and he said,  ’oh, Tsujita-san’,  he said:  ‘it doesn’t matter what happens to me, as long as you’re alright and safe and alive! That’s all I care about!’  The fucking NERVE of him!”
God, Nagiri had wanted to slap him for that. Would have, if Kantarou hadn’t still been holding his hand, and the mere idea of letting go had seemed so outlandish that Nagiri had not even considered it. But Kantarou had been smiling at him, so brightly, not a single thought behind those glowing eyes, and Nagiri had been so, so  angry  at this stupid man who seemed to be making a habit of laughing death into the face without even caring how that made others feel, and he’d wanted nothing more than to slap some sense into that fool head, damnit!!!
“It doesn’t matter to you, huh! Huh! Well, maybe it matters to  me!  You ever thought about that, you braindead oaf?” Nagiri spat, forcing the words out into the darkness of the night around the lump in his throat. “Did it ever maybe occur to you that I don’t want you dead!? That it makes me  sick  to imagine you so still and quiet, and that I wouldn’t be able to  fucking live with myself  if you got killed because of me, BECAUSE YOU THOUGHT FOR JUST ONE SECOND THAT MY  WORTHLESS  EXISTENCE SPENT ONLY HURTING OTHERS WAS ACTUALLY MORE IMPORTANT THAN YOUR OWN LIFE  WHICH IS WRONG IT’S YOU WHO MATTERS ONLY YOU AND-” 
Nagiri snapped his mouth shut so suddenly he bit the inside of his cheek.
That wasn’t… no. No, he was not acknowledging that. Not now, not ever.
“I mean. I.” He felt terrified all of a sudden, the taste of his own blood heavy and cloying in his mouth. “You didn’t hear that, Maru. I said nothing. This conversation never happened, and if you ever tell anyone about it, I’ll… I’ll shatter you to bits! You hear that, you stupid perfect orb?”
Maru’s solemn gaze now seemed rather patronising and maybe a hint pitying. Shit.
“It’s not- I got  confused!”  He spluttered, trying to defend himself in the face of Round judgement. “I don’t- about  Kantarou,  no- I tried to kill him myself, didn’t I! Many times! Once I even got pretty damn close to succeeding, that is literally how we first-!”
Maru was looking doubtful, and like he was thinking of pointing out Kantarou’s vulnerable neck and wrists, which were  right there  if Nagiri had ever seriously tried to murder him. He was a damn expressive thing, really, for being inanimate.
“It’s impossible. I definitely don’t - ugh -  care  about him in any way, I just…”

 Just don’t want him to be hurt. Just don’t want him to be unhappy. Just don’t want him to be gone. Just don’t want anything bad to ever happen to him - and that includes ME happening to him. 

“I don’t care about him.” Nagiri repeated, quietly, as if he could convince himself of it that way. “I don’t.”
And then he went silent, afraid of what else he might say if he just let himself, staring up at the moon.
For the first time in half a decade at least, Nagiri looked at his bare wrist, and some quiet, long-dormant part of him wished it had writing on it, after all.




Notes:


This chapter references a lot of events in the manga: the jumping-off-building-and-Nagiri-catching-Kantarou thing, the bit with the bomb in the boat and the flock of ostriches, and yes, Kantarou's way of resolving Nagiri being held hostage, too. That man is *dangerously* reckless, and the moment where Nagiri holds on to Kantarou's wrist to keep him from falling lives rent-free in my mind, it really does.
I really enjoy soulmate fics that complicate the idyllic idea of "one (or more) perfect person for everyone" a little bit, and Kantarou's statements in this chapter are a bit of a nod to that - even though we all know that the universe actually *did* get it right, Kantarou just doesn't know it.
Meanwhile, Nagiri is starting to say the quiet parts out loud... he has a lot of feelings about this man, okay!? And all of them bad. Definitely.
Next chapter will be one of my favourites, and including the first scene I wrote for this fic! Feel free to leave a comment - and I'll see you again then!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 5: The Nightmare Interludes
    


Notes:

There is absolutely *gorgeous* art in this chapter, by the immensely - and I do mean IMMENSELY - talented Bird01! Thank you so much again, Bird! <3
[Character notes: "Kanko" is the female version of Kantarou Bonnoki has drawn... on his Twitter, I believe?
Additionally, I feel like it's worth mentioning that Kantarou is associated with sunflowers because he was once turned into one by a vampire...]
WARNINGS: there's some disturbing imagery, blood, and graphic descriptions of violence especially in the first dream (Kantarou's), as well as depiction of a form of self-harm after Nagiri wakes up from his dream, at the very end. There's no lasting damage due to vampire healing, but if you know yourself to be affected by that kind of thing, please proceed with caution.
That said, please enjoy!



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

Kantarou dreamt.
Kantarou dreamt of the alleyway, which was not unusual. Sometimes, it felt like he only had to close his eyes to blink and in that split second he would be there again, bleak walls of bleak houses rising up around him, the moon pale and waning in a starless sky, somehow both exactly as he remembered it from that night, and at the same time exaggerated, dreamlike, infinitely more threatening.
He dreamt of it again now, standing at the end of the alleyway with his back against the wall, feeling strangely naked even though he was fully clothed in his VCD work uniform, only missing the overcoat. The houses loomed around him, and the shadows teemed, and Kantarou braced himself for another nightmare of being ripped apart by the monster he was hunting.
(During the day, he wasn’t afraid of Tsujigiri Nagiri - not really - and itched to confront him. But at night… at night, in his dreams, that was a different matter altogether.)
And then, a figure, at the end of the alleyway. Kantarou braced himself, waited for sharp blades to stab and slash at him, to cut across his torso and splice his soulname in half, the echoes of unimaginable pain bringing him to his knees…
But then he paused.
The figure approaching him was  not  Tsujigiri Nagiri, never grew into the giant hulking monster illuminated only by his own burning breath.
It was  Tsujita-san,  eyes glinting bright, almost feverish, underneath his hood, his skin ashen and vampiric, tangled hair framing his face - and oh, he was so beautiful to Kantarou, always beautiful.
“Tsujita-san!” He called out, joy pushing the darkness away and lighting up the night, reaching out for him…
And to his surprise, instead of the usual reflexive attempt to tug his wrist away from Kantarou’s searching hand, Tsujita-san reached back in turn, entwining their fingers together.
Kantarou felt like all the breath had been punched out of his chest. Tsujita-san’s skin was cool, and rough, littered with scars - he wished he knew their stories, knew what this poor man had been through in his no doubt terribly hard life - and this was a dream, just a dream, but simply to hold this vague impression of a hand nearly made Kantarou cry with happiness.
When he looked up, Tsujita-san’s face was softer than he had ever seen him look at anything except for that drawn-on lamp he had at his refuge-place, eyes warm, and a smile playing around his thin, cracked lips.
It was a dream. Only a dream.
“I choose you.” Kantarou blurted out, because it was a dream and he could say it. “I don’t want  him,  I don’t  want  him, I want you, I want you  so much  - and it’s my choice. Isn’t it? My choice. And I choose you. Always you.”
Tsujita-san smiled, sharp and wicked and devastatingly handsome, his fangs glinting in the moonlight - and then he practically  threw  himself into Kantarou’s arms, legs going around his waist, and bending down ever so slightly to align their faces and kiss him passionately.
Kantarou gasped against dry lips, stumbling back until his back hit a dirty brick wall, the compact weight in his arms lighter than he would’ve thought, all bone and lean muscle without any padding, but still heavy and firm. Kantarou grasped at Tsujita-san, tried to pull him closer, even as they both sank down onto the floor, Tsujita-san in Kantarou’s lap and kissing him as if both their lives depended on it, fingers digging into Kantarou’s shoulder and sharp nose poking into Kantarou’s cheek, all urgency and need and, and…
“Tsuji-” Kantarou gasped again, pushing his hood back, winding his hand into lanky black hair, and snaking the other arm around Tsujita-san’s too-slim waist. “I lo- I lov- only you-”
Tsujita-san’s hands were at his shirt now, pulling it apart without caring much for the buttons, one hand finding his scar, tracing along it. Kantarou shuddered with his entire body, gripped Tsujita-san tighter, whispering “I don’t want him, I don’t want him, I want you, I wish it were you, you, you, only you”  with increasing desperation, willing him to understand, to believe, that if he  could  he’d rip his skin off and write Tsujita’s name on his bare flesh, because the universe had been  wrong,  he didn’t belong to Tsujigiri Nagiri, he didn’t, he  didn’t,  he-
And then, a sound.
A terrible, familiar sound, which Kantarou would recognise anytime and anywhere; the wet sound of a blade parting flesh under it.
(It wasn’t unexpected. The dreams always,  always  ended this way.)
He waited for the pain to explode across his torso - but nothing.
Instead, a soft sound from Tsujita-san still crouched above him; and suddenly their kiss tasted of iron and of copper, and of nauseating, wet death.
Kantarou’s eyes snapped open.
Tsujita-san’s eyes were wide and bleeding tears, face pale and shocked, his entire body trembling in Kantarou’s arms… and then he was ripped away by a gigantic clawed hand, hanging in its grasp like a broken doll.
Kantarou wanted to jump after him, rip him back into his arms and carry him to safety, never,  never  let him go - but one glance at what had taken Tsujita-san kept him frozen, like a rabbit under the gaze of a wolf, like a butterfly pinned to a corkboard.
The terrible shape of Tsujigiri Nagiri rose up from the shadows, blotting out the moon, impossibly tall for the narrow alley, too many blood-red eyes glowing from his featureless face, ripped apart by a wide, toothy mouth with hot embers glowing in its depths. Sharp blades protruded from his hulking body, bones seeming to shift underneath his skin, features and limbs sometimes humanoid and sometimes not, and always a horror vision.
Tsujita-san groaned in pain in the monster’s claws, weakly struggling - and blood was dripping down onto the alleyway floor, a sea of it expanding too quickly under Tsujigiri’s shadow.

[image: Art by Bird01, kept in black and white with deep red light drenching the scene like blood. Kantarou is seen from the back in the foreground, half-lying on the floor, while the centre of the picture is the hulking, demonic figure of Tsujigiri Nagiri, monstrous, dangerous, holding a limp humanoid body in one gigantic hand. The alleyway seems to almost open up like a swirling pit with him at its centre, drawing the viewer in. The overall effect of the picture is like something out of a fever dream, an absolute horror vision.]

Cheater, growled and croaked a voice that seemed to worm its way under Kantarou’s skin and seemed to writhe there - and it took him a few moments to realise it came from Tsujigiri’s glowing maw. Have you forgotten who you belong to, Kei Kantarou? Whose name you bear? Do you think you can escape from me?
“No!” Kantarou gasped, pressing himself against the dirty wall, his shirt hanging open, the damning name stark on his skin. “No! No, I’m not yours!”
My name is carved onto your soul. You are MINE. You BELONG to me. Tsujigiri’s voice seemed to rumble throughout the entire city, an earthquake deep in his bones. And I carved my claim onto your skin all over again. You think you can run away from that? You think HE- he shook Tsujita-san’s limp form -can put a claim on you, when you’re already taken?
“I chose him!” Kantarou sobbed, desperate. “I love him!  I love him!” 
 You don’t belong to him!  Tsujigiri snarled - and then his claws closed around Tsujita-san the wrong way, too tight and at the wrong angle to his spine-
“NOOOO!” Kantarou screamed, but his voice could not drown out the sickening  crack  of bones snapping like twigs, Tsujita-san letting out a sharp cry of pain before going terrifyingly still, body hanging in the monster’s hands with his back all  wrong  and broken.
Never forget who owns your soul, Kei Kantarou. Tsujigiri breathed, sparks falling from his fanged mouth like dying fireflies; and he tossed Tsujita-san’s body to the side like a child throwing away an unloved doll. Don’t forget. I will come for you one day, and take what is mine.
Kantarou couldn’t answer, gasping around heartwrenching sobs, eyes fixed on the bloodied heap on the ground that had sat on his lap and kissed him just moments before.
Give your heart to another, and I will rip it out of their chest and take it for my own again. Tsujigiri vowed darkly, eyes glowing with unnatural blood-red light, crawling closer and closer like a panther stalking its prey. You are MINE, little police officer. And you always will be.
And then, he pounced.

Kantarou jerked awake, his entire body wet with sweat, panting and crying, heart racing in his chest.
He stumbled out of bed, breathless and almost choking on the nausea rising up in his throat, barely managing the few steps until the bathroom before collapsing against the bathtub, dry-heaving and shaking.
He felt  sick,  the dream clinging like sticky residue to the lining of his throat, to the space behind his eyes, to the pit of his stomach, his entire body trembling with fever-sweat.
God.  God. 
He curled up into a ball, face tucked against his knees, hands over his head, and wept, like a helpless child.
He’d never had a nightmare this bad, never. Even the ones where Tsujigiri Nagiri flayed him alive and pulled his still-beating heart from his chest agonisingly slowly were more bearable.
This one had been a thousand times worse.
(The worst of it had not been meeting Tsujita-san’s eyes as the light of life had gone out of them, nor seeing his dead body crumple against the wall.
It had not been the threats and promises in that terrible voice, nor the way Tsujigiri had pounced upon him in the end, claws closing around his midriff and burning breath washing over Kantarou’s face at a last, whispered  mine. 
No, the worst of it, the very worst of it…
That had been how, when Tsujigiri had leaned down over him, Kantarou had surged up, pressing willingly into that terrible touch, throwing his arms around hulking shoulders despite the blades slicing the skin of his arms - and how he’d  kissed  that inhuman maw, as desperately as he’d kissed Tsujita-san, if not more.
And his soul… his soul had  sung  into the kiss, rejoicing at the closeness to its mate.
 That  had been the worst of it.)

Nagiri dreamt.
Nagiri dreamt, and that in itself was unusual. He’d had nightmares often, almost nightly, as a child, only worsening with his Turning - but they’d stopped abruptly with the creation of his spirit effigy, his sleep as dreamless as his wrist was nameless, and he’d considered it a blessing, being able to simply pass out and wake up after a few hours, rested and calm instead of exhausted and terrified. After a childhood of being always tired and sometimes simply passing out between one step and the next because he hadn’t eaten, either, and his body simply decided to shut off for a few seconds - after all that,  not  dreaming anymore had pleased him to no end. What good were dreams, if they were only ever bad? Nagiri detested his own subconscious and its moronic ideas, and the less he heard of it, the better.
(It was bad enough to have memories of his Turning. Reliving it in dreams would break him.)
But it seemed, now, like life was intent on taking away even this one small blessing it had granted Nagiri - and had cursed him once more with the ability to dream.
The dream began somewhat tolerable, with Nagiri standing alone on a patch of meadow in a park that, in the waking world, had long since given way to some construction project or other. Nagiri faintly remembered this place, remembered sitting among those scrawny bushes as a frightened and upset child, taking refuge somewhere he’d believed nobody was able to find him. The adults never had (but then again, the adults hadn’t cared), the other children… had often tried a little harder to find and torment him, until Nagiri had learned to torment back in order to be left in peace.
Still, the memories he associated with this place were… surprisingly  gentle,  peaceful little things that made him feel content, called up by the smell of earth and grass and the sight of wildflowers scattered all around him.
Nagiri had liked flowers, once. Had liked to pick them and braid them together, had liked to peek over fences in other people’s gardens to see new and more colourful kinds. He’d stopped caring, at one point - and he didn’t even remember if it was because of the spirit effigy, or if part of his soul had already been dead long before he wrenched it out of his chest and into the doll.
Recently, he had begun caring again, just a little… and here, in this dream, in this little place of refuge that no longer existed, that he could never return to, it seemed easier to admit that than it ever could be back in reality.
But… if this was a dream…
Nagiri glared over at the buildings rising around the little park until they seemed to back away and fade, up at the sky until the bleak grey deepened into proper black full of stars, and then at the ground, until the sickly little wildflowers of his memory started to turn into rarer, more colourful blooms.
This was  his  dream. He had control over it - and wasn’t that surprisingly nice, having absolute control over  some  part of his unhappy little life - and even if he was going to wake up to harsh reality sooner or later, by some miracle this was the first dream he could ever remember having that wasn’t a dreadful nightmare, and he was going to enjoy that.
Another thought, and the meadow was filled with a dozen armadillos playing and napping and just generally being adorable little round things. Perfect.
Nagiri grinned, watching them scamper about. Perhaps having dreams wasn’t  all  bad, with the way this was shaping up to be.
Looking around, he surveyed the newly-bloomed flowers, still sprouting here and there, turning this sad and underwhelming patch of sickly lawn into a flourishing garden. He knew some of the flowers by sight, only very few by name, and some he was quite certain were purely figments of his imagination - though no less beautiful for it.
(Nagiri’s eyes fell on a bushel of geraniums, and with a grimace of distaste, he made them vanish again. One day, he might be able to see these particular flowers without thinking of them as attached to the crotch of a buff vampire, but that day was not  this  day.)
There was a patch of sunflowers, too, and Nagiri found himself walking over to them, touching the petals. He’d passed through a field of the things on his way into Shin-Yokohama, he was rather sure, and had felt  nothing  at the sight.
But it was different now.
Nagiri could feel his face doing… something strange he could only assume was a smile… as he reached out, touching the bright yellow petals. Just a few months ago, he might have laughed at the mere  concept  of having a favourite flower, but he rather thought that, maybe, he had one now. They were bright and full of energy, like the sun he could no longer feel without his skin burning and his head swimming, and maybe… maybe they reminded him a little of…
“Tsujita-san?”
Nagiri turned, and there stood Kantarou amidst the flowers and armadillos, his VCD uniform pristine and grin almost blinding.
(Something swelled in Nagiri’s chest, a lump of warmth that wouldn’t go away. And Nagiri found he didn’t want it to.)
“Kantarou.” He acknowledged. Were Kantarou’s eyes really that piercing in the waking world, as well? And surely, his shoulders weren’t actually  that  broad. Nagiri’s mind was just playing tricks on him-
…hm.
Nagiri cocked his head to the side, and contemplated the implications of Kantarou being  here,  in this perfect little dream garden he had constructed for himself, beaming brightly and watching Nagiri the way he always did, as if Nagiri was the only thing, the most important thing, in the entire world.
 “Kantarou,”  Nagiri said again, realising.
(If this was a dream, if he could have anything he wanted without consequences, if none of the rules he had to adhere to normally mattered anymore, then he wanted, he  WANTED…) 
He took a halting step forward, another, wetting his lips, his eyes on Kantarou’s neck - but then sliding up to the curve of his smile instead - hand slowly rising and fingers twitching to trace along the scar on Kantarou’s jaw…
(It wasn’t real. It was only a dream. This wasn’t truly Kantarou, so all the reasons why Nagiri  shouldn’t,  why it would be oh so terrible to  realise,  never mind act on it, were all moot and inconsequential. It was just a figment of his imagination, and in the safety of his mind, Nagiri could do as he wished.
Couldn’t he?)
The very tips of Nagiri’s fingers, littered with fine scars from his blood blades, settled on the edge of Kantarou’s jaw, where the skin was rough and scarred as well, and oh so warm; and it felt… oh, god, it felt so… just a brush of fingertips, but it was already…
And then, Kantarou - dream!Kantarou - cheerfully and almost as if Nagiri weren’t touching him at all, said “Tsujita-san, I’ve found my soulmate!”
Nagiri snatched his hand back as if burnt, all the breath knocked out of him in an instant.
“You. A soulmate. You have.” He stammered, the words feeling heavily and disgusting as they slid over his tongue and dripped from his mouth. “A soulmate.”
“Yeah!” Kantarou nodded eagerly. “Do you want to meet her?”
“I.” Nagiri felt sick, and hollow. Like the lump of warmth in his chest had been ripped straight out, taking most of his lungs and heart with. “No, I don’t think-”
“Here she is.” Kantarou continued, still grinning so brightly, ignorant of Nagiri’s sudden discomfort - and there she was, indeed.
“Hi! I’m Kanko!” Said a young woman, suddenly materialising right at Kantarou’s side. “At your service!”
Nagiri stared at her. She was pretty, to be sure, a little petite but muscular, and wearing the uniform of a VCD officer. Brown hair cut in a bob, a cheerful salute, and…
“We’re so alike, her and I! Isn’t it wonderful?” Kantarou gushed, and that was true, wasn’t it. She had scars on her face, too, perfectly matching Kantarou’s, and the same way of grinning, bright and careless and showing more teeth than one would think a genuine smile could contain - yet somehow making it work
“We’re perfect for each other.” Kanko agreed, and leaned into Kantarou’s side, who settled an arm around her waist in a sickeningly familiar and affectionate way. Nagiri wanted nothing more than to rip them apart.
“Perfect,” Nagiri echoed, tonelessly. A fellow officer, of the same cheery temperament, practically Kantarou but female - yes, he supposed that would make her perfect for the man, wouldn’t it? Perfect.  Fucking  perfect.
He glowered at Kanko, staring straight into her intense brown eyes, so much like Kantarou’s, and willed her to  go away.  He didn’t want any  soulmate  of Kantarou’s in this garden, didn’t want anyone who would be so overly familiar with a man that was… to Nagiri, he was…
But Kanko stayed, and Nagiri could feel his control over the dream slipping bit by bit.
“I love her so much! She’s so wonderful!” Kantarou grinned, joy spilling over his entire face. “The best thing that ever happened to me, truly! Most important person in my life!”
(The rustling and pitter-pattering of the armadillos was gone now, Nagiri and the dream-shades of Kantarou and Kanko the only non-plant life on the meadow.)
“But you’re-”  mine.  Nagiri thought, with a pang.  You’re mine. My most important- mine. I don’t want you to be hers. For her to be yours. I don’t want this. This isn’t supposed to happen. 
“Kanta, honey, who is this man?” Kanko asked, staring curiously at Nagiri. “Won’t you introduce us?”
“Oh, him? He’s nobody special.” Kantarou laughed a little, but it was the kind of laugh that covered up social awkwardness, not a sign of genuine amusement. “Just a civilian. His name is Tsujita-san, he helped me on some cases before.”
“Are you two good friends?”
“Friends?” Kantarou seemed to think about it for a second, his face scrunching up slightly. “No, I wouldn’t say so.”
(Nagiri staggered back. Around him, the flowers were wilting.)
“We’ve just worked together a few times.” Kantarou continued, but he was starting to  feel  less like Kantarou, his edges blurring, his smile going rigid, his eyes fuzzy. He was starting to frighten Nagiri. “Deep down, I think- no, I  know  he’s a horrible person. It’s easy to tell, look at him. He’s clearly a monster!”
(Nagiri flinched, tucking his shoulders up to his ears, curling in on himself. One of the sunflowers had fallen to the ground beside him, the bright yellow petals rotting before his eyes.)
“But I don’t need him anymore, anyway.” The colour was bleeding out of Kantarou, the warmth out of his gaze. He was a shadow, so much less than the real thing, and yet his words sounded far too close to the truth to Nagiri’s ears. “I have you now, Kanko-chan! My soulmate! I won’t ever need anybody else, and certainly not Tsujita-san. I really just let him tag along to some cases because I  pitied  him.”
“He  does  look very sad and pathetic,” Kanko agreed, nodding eagerly.
(Nagiri tried to hiss in anger, but all that escaped his mouth was a weak croak. The starlit night sky was covered with darkly glowing clouds now.)
“I think I might even give up on hunting Tsujigiri Nagiri.” Kantarou’s eyes were black and dull, smile lifeless and cruel. “It’s been months since he did anything of significance, clearly he’s no longer as powerful or memorable as he once was. Why bother with the likes of him, if I can go and start a family with the person that’s absolutely  perfect  for me?”
He laughed, and Kanko laughed too, their voices harmonising perfectly, echoing painfully in Nagiri’s chest.
(Even the grass had rotted away now, the earth barren under Nagiri’s feet.)
Nagiri gritted his teeth. This couldn’t be happening. He was Tsujigiri  fucking  Nagiri, he couldn’t- he wouldn’t  let- 
His palms itched, blood blades ready to burst free, and he advanced on Kanko with a snarl, raising one hand, ready to slice this nightmare vision apart…
Her own hand shot out in a flash, grabbing his in a grip as cold and steel-firm like those damned handcuffs of Kantarou’s.
“Look, Tsujita Nagiri,” she said, or maybe Kantarou said, their voices speaking in unison, blending into each other. “Look at what I have, and you threw away.”
Against his will, Nagiri’s eyes were drawn to their wrists side by side, hers slim and soft, his skeletal and oddly bulging at the joint.
And there it was.
 Kei Kantarou  curling around her wrist, exactly the same placement as where Nagiri’s soulname had once been - and then his own, blank, empty, devoid of any claim he could make on Kantarou’s soul.
(For a moment, he didn’t know which would be worse: if, by some unlikely miracle, the name there had once been Kantarou’s, and he’d thrown it all away in his foolishness - or if it had been someone altogether else, and he’d never had a claim in the first place.)
All the fight went out of Nagiri, the shape of Kantarou’s name on another’s skin blurring in front of his eyes. When Kanko released his wrist -  bare, naked, gone  - his entire arm dropped limply.
(They were standing in a dead, empty void. His first dream in years had become a nightmare after all.)
“Well. Goodbye, Tsujita-san!” Kantarou waved cheerfully, drawing Kanko back into his side with the other arm, the both of them turning to leave. “I’ll probably never even think of you again!”
“No!” Nagiri gasped, his mind still reeling. The thought of being  forgotten,  never to be remembered, neither as Tsujita nor as Tsujigiri, filled him with blind terror. “No! You can’t!”
They were leaving. Nagiri was going to be alone, alone,  alone,  abandoned and never thought of again.
 Kantarou  was going to walk out of his life, and that shouldn’t matter to Nagiri, shouldn’t feel like being gutted and left to bleed out in a dirty alleyway, shouldn’t bother him at all - but it did.
God, it did.
 “...please,”  Nagiri begged, his voice barely a whisper, faint and helpless.  ”Don’t leave me.” 
And then they were gone, and he was alone.
Nagiri collapsed into a heap on the ground, his vision blurring, and curled himself into a ball, more tears than he’d spilled in years, maybe even a decade or two, pouring out of him. He felt like a child again, reliving his boyhood memories of hiding in dark spaces and crying, wishing quietly that somebody would  care  enough to look for him and find him - and maybe that’s what he was still, pressing a small dirty face to scuffed knees, his sobs high and brittle.
A child, weeping in the dark.
And nobody cared.

Nagiri woke drenched in cold sweat and tears, and utterly terrified.
It was so dark, and so quiet, and Nagiri lay there, unable to move, perfectly still and shaking with raw, primal fear. He couldn’t stop seeing it, Kantarou’s hand on another’s waist, Kantarou walking away from him,  Kantarou’s fucking name on her fucking wrist… 
A beam of moonlight was filtering through a hole in the ceiling, falling on his own wrist, as bare in reality as it had been in the dream - and something inside Nagiri  snapped. 
Before he could stop himself, he was scratching and clawing at his wrist with blood blades and cracked nails both, writing a name there in bloody, unsteady letters, barely readable, and soon to disappear as vampiric healing would close the wounds without trace before long.
But for a little while, just a little while, lying there on a dirty mattress with the smell of his sweat and blood mingling in his nose, eyes still blurry with tears, he could pretend - only pretend - that what he wanted actually  belonged  to him.
The next night, the scratches were gone, wrist blank again, no trace left - and if he tried hard enough, Nagiri could almost convince himself that the same could be said about his memories of the dream that had caused them.

The funny thing about dreams was, they were  just dreams.  Disturbing, unsettling, maybe knocking loose some deeply-buried fears and washing them to the surface, certainly; but nevertheless just dreams, with little bearing on reality.
The images that Kantarou and Nagiri’s minds had conjured up were pushed away, certain realisations were ignored, and life carried on as normal… or at least as normal as their lives ever got.




Notes:


Kantarou's dream was the first thing I wrote for this fic, and it was meant to be the only thing, too, since I wanted to work on a different project.... and then the absolutely wonderful Bird offered to draw art for it, and. Well. Then I had no choice anymore, I HAD to write this fic instead...
(And it was 100% worth it. Isn't the art amazing!? I still almost get vertigo when I look at it, so scary!)
I honestly feel a teeny-tiny bit bad for putting the two of them through these horror visions... which, well, are both kind of ironic, considering the situation around Tsujita and Tsujigiri, and who is whose soulmate...... one day, they'll laugh about this. One day faaaaar in the future...
I hope you enjoyed the drama, I certainly had fun writing it - as always, I would very much love some comments, tell me what you think! - and next update will be a calmer, more fluffy one. Like the calm before the great storm...
^-^ <3
(OH! Also!!! I read some of these chapters to my gf, and she pointed out that Nagiri's and Kantarou's soulnames are at the spots where their soulmate first touched them, Kantarou when he was being slashed, and Nagiri when Kantarou grabbed his wrist... I didn't intend that, actually, but now that she brought it up, I really love that little detail!)
















Chapter 6: The Long Night
    


Notes:

New update!
This is what I've affectionately dubbed the "really-long-and-pointless-stakeout chapter", I hope you enjoy it!
<3



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

“This is  pointless.” 
“Oh, come on, Tsujita-san!” Kantarou laughed, driving a good-natured elbow into Tsujita-san’s side. His stakeout companion only crossed his arms harder, somehow, and refused to acknowledge him. “I’m 99% sure that Tsujigiri Nagiri will take the bait and come to this location!”
“I doubt it.” Tsujita-san grumbled, slouching deeper under the camouflage blanket Kantarou had thrown over them both - not because they really needed it, concealed in an out-of-use office building across the street, but because Tsujita-san had been shivering slightly. It  was  getting a bit cold at night, wasn’t it? “And weren’t you saying 100% when you dragged me along for this dumb stakeout thing?”
“89% is still very good odds, Tsujita-san.” Kantarou cheerfully pointed out, inching a little closer to him and raising the binoculars to his eyes again.
He  was  rather confident - 70% at the  least  - that they could get somewhere with this. That the trail of breadcrumbs he had been painstakingly laying out over the past few weeks - and enthusiastically described to Tsujita-san every time they met, preening at every mumble of vague agreement - would eventually lure the Slayer in.
And if not… well.
Kantarou glanced over at Tsujita-san’s bored glower from the corner of his eye, and felt a wave of giddy warmth rise up through his throat, spilling out into a widening of his smile. Even if they were utterly unsuccessful, at least he would have spent this time with Tsujita-san by his side, their shoulders just barely brushing under the blanket as they breathed, just existing in this shared space - and that alone made Kantarou so happy that he  almost  no longer cared about Tsujigiri at all.
Only almost, though.
(There was a new dimension to it, now, to his dogged pursuit of Tsujigiri Nagiri, shaped by those damn nightmares. He needed the closure. Needed to know the bastard dead, or behind bars at least, and ideally clearly uninterested in Kantarou and who he gave his heart to, as well.
He knew his fears and dreams were irrational, but  still...  as much as he loved Tsujita-san, as much as he believed the man had his own kind of strength and could more than defend himself, he still couldn’t quite push away the thought that he would rather spear himself on Tsujigiri’s blades all over again than ever expose Tsujita-san to unnecessary danger because of this whole soulmate mess.
He had chosen Tsujita-san, and he would let him know of that, would offer him his heart - but only once Tsujigiri was well and truly out of the picture.  Then  Kantarou would be free to love again and give himself to whoever he pleased, praying to be accepted favourably.
So Kantarou hunted with renewed vigour, and, until the time of capture, was content merely with having Tsujita-san as his friend and companion - which was a great joy in itself, make no mistake - and basking blissfully in the quiet, neverending love he had for this man.)
Tsujita-san seemed less enthused with the situation; but then again, he was still  here,  wasn’t he, keeping Kantarou company and watching the small plaza and surrounding buildings, instead of… doing whatever it was Tsujita-san did, normally. Train, if one were to believe him, though Kantarou quietly suspected that the whole thing featured a lot more of Tsujita-san being a bit lonely and just trying to get by than the man wanted to admit.
Still, he was here now, and not lonely, Kantarou was going to make very sure of that. Tsujita-san was a bit of a prideful man, and Kantarou could respect that, not wanting to rely on the help of others - but at the same time, he very much wanted to  provide  that help, and take some of the weight of the world off of Tsujita-san’s bony shoulders, even if he had to be a little bit more subtle about it. Or forceful. Whatever had a chance of working.
Kantarou’s eyes briefly slid over to him again. Tsujita-san still seemed less than warm. Perhaps he could nudge just a  little  closer-
Something moved in the sights of Kantarou’s binoculars, and his attention immediately snapped down onto the street.
“This is it, Tsujita-san! This is it!” He gasped, shaking Tsujita-san excitedly by the shoulder. “This is- …aaaaw, no. False alarm. It was just a food delivery guy.”
“Stupid.” Tsujita-san muttered, but Kantarou knew it wasn’t intended as an insult at all. Tsujita-san just liked to grumble a little, the dear old grouch, but underneath the bluster he was very kind and sweet, really! Honest!
And, well, admittedly he was perhaps a little  right  to criticise Kantarou for his behaviour, anyway. There had already been a number of false alarms. A rather  high  number, to be quite honest. Kantarou may or may not be a little on edge, now that victory was so near.
(Kantarou had so far seen Tsujigiri Nagiri in, to give just a few examples, a woman walking her dog, a taxi driver stopping for a smoke, a rather mangy alley cat, and once, embarrassingly, his own shadow. Tsujita-san had kindly grabbed his arm every time he’d reflexively reached for his pile bunker, loudly shouting that this was no actual threat, which Kantarou would then confirm at a second glance. Always so perceptive, Tsujita-san! What a fantastic man.)
“Speaking of food… I’m starving.” Kantarou reached over for his bag, trusting Tsujita-san to alert him of any disturbance, and pulled out two sandwiches and a thermos flask full of hot cocoa. (Not coffee - Kantarou’s already energetic nature went a bit haywire under the influence of caffeine, and he’d rather not risk that on the job.) “Chicken or ham and egg, Tsujita-san?”
“What?” Tsujita-san stared blankly at the two sandwiches held out to him. “What’s the question?”
“Well, which one do  you  want.” Kantarou clarified, and carefully pretended not to notice the way Tsujita-san’s eyes widened in surprise, as if the offer of food had come entirely unexpected, and he’d been fully prepared to watch Kantarou eat without comment even as hunger was written into every line of his handsome face.
(He had the sudden urge to just give Tsujita-san both sandwiches, and any snacks he could find in the pockets of his coat on top of them - but he suspected the man might not react well to such obvious charity, so he firmly reined himself in and vowed to let Tsujita-san have more of the cocoa.)
“...chicken?” Tsujita-san finally said, doubtful and wary, extending one hand very very slowly, as if still expecting Kantarou to laugh and pull the sandwich away again at the last second. As if this simple offer of some food was already too good to be true.
Kantarou smiled as hard as he could, despite the sudden tightness in his chest, and did not move his hand by even a millimetre; not even when Tsujita-san’s rough fingertips brushed his palm, and a shiver went down his entire spine.
“Thanks, I guess.” Tsujita-san muttered, unwrapping the sandwich carefully, and squinting into its chicken-y depths as if still expecting a catch.
“You’re welcome!” Kantarou took a bite of his own sandwich, and, watching the speed at which Tsujita-san wolfed down his food long before Kantarou had gotten even halfway through his own, made a mental note to bring meals on these Tsujigiri-hunting trips more often.
Or maybe…
“Say, Tsujita-san, I’m wondering now.” Kantarou began, having finished his sandwich and pouring both of them some cocoa. “I know metabolism rates differ among vampires, some able to live entirely off of human food, others unable to eat anything except blood - if you don’t mind me prying, what’s it like for you…? I don’t mind sharing my food with you either way, even if you only enjoy it for the taste, mind! I was just curious.”
“I’m not sure, actually.” Tsujita-san frowned, seeming to mull the question over. Kantarou was willing to let him have as much time to deliberate as he wanted, quietly delighted that this rather private man was willing to share his experiences with him at all. “Regular food does the job when I’m hungry, it makes me feel full. But I don’t… without at least a little blood, fish or rat blood even, I’m weak and shaky, no matter how much I’ve eaten. I don’t starve, but I’m not in great shape, either.”
“Right, right. So you need blood.” Kantarou nodded to himself. Out on the street, a few cars passed through the night, but still no sign of Tsujigiri Nagiri.
And then, he added, as if it was an afterthought rather than a thought he’d been entertaining for a good long while with considerable excitement, “Want some of mine?”
Tsujita-san, who had just been taking a sip of cocoa, promptly spat out half of it, coughing and gasping helplessly. Kantarou slapped him on the back a few times, and then some more, but gentler.
“W-what did you-!” Tsujita-san spluttered, rubbing the trailing end of the camouflage blanket over his face, which seemed rather red - probably from the coughing. “D-don’t joke about that, stupid! Go die!”
“I wasn’t joking!” Kantarou insisted earnestly. “I would let you drink my blood! Gladly.  Readily.  I’m up to date on all my anti-Turning shots, and more than healthy - as long as you don’t leave me in the same state as Tsujigiri Nagiri did, I wouldn’t mind at all, haha!”
“Right. Not like him. Right.” Tsujita-san seemed to curl in on himself, clearly uncomfortable - perhaps that joke had been in slightly poor taste, comparing him to the very worst vampirekind had to offer. Kantarou really could be  dreadfully  insensitive to this poor man sometimes… “No. Thanks, but no. I don’t want your blood, idiot.”
“What? Why not?” Kantarou whined, trying not to sound as crushed as he felt. “Do you think I’d taste bad? Is that it?  Do I have disgusting rotting blood, Tsujita-san!?” 
“I- I think you’d taste  delicious.”  Tsujita-san rasped hoarsely, almost as if the words were forced out of him; and for a second his entire face spasmed with aching hunger. (Huh. Maybe Kantarou should’ve given him the second sandwich as well, after all.) “But that’s not- it wouldn’t be a good idea.”
“But  why?”  The binoculars were resting in Kantarou’s lap now, and the street lay dark and forgotten. Later, he was probably going to curse himself for possibly letting Tsujigiri slip through his fingers in his distraction, but right then and there, nothing mattered except Tsujita-san. Not even his hunt for the Sword-slayer, which normally took priority over anything else in his life - and wasn’t this an excellent indication of how far gone Kantarou was for this man. “I’m fine with it, and you’re hungry, it would be really practical, wouldn’t it?”
“It’s- it’s one thing, donating to blood kitchens or such. But if you offer directly, that’s… that’s on a different level. It’d be weird” Tsujita-san seemed to be trying to hide under his hood, pointedly not even looking in Kantarou’s direction. “So! Don’t go around offering that kind of shit to any random vampire you meet, you fool!”
“You’re not just  any  vampire to me, Tsujita-san.” Kantarou corrected, very seriously. “But… I suppose I get what you mean. Maybe I didn’t think of it that way because any time a vampire spilled my blood so far, it was in a violent context, and I usually spilled theirs right back - but like this, with two people that are already close… I see how it might be a bit  intimate.  And if I crossed some boundary just by offering and you’re uncomfortable, I’m very sorry!”
“It’s fine,” Tsujita-san gritted out. He didn’t  sound  very fine.
Kantarou pretended to look out at the street again, but his attention was firmly on Tsujita-san even now. Perhaps… perhaps, if he was careful about it, subtle, this could be the perfect opportunity to…
“I understand why you said no, now. It’s not the kind of thing you’d do with just anyone, you’re right.” Kantarou swallowed, his mouth dry, determined to sound nonchalant. This was, if anything, even more important than the offer for blood.
“Your s- soulmate  would probably be upset to hear you bit someone else’s neck, wouldn’t they?”
This time, there was no outraged spluttering.
Tsujita-san only went very, very still.
 (Shit.  Kantarou suddenly had the distinct feeling that he’d fucked something up there.)
“Don’t talk-” Tsujita-san began, but he didn’t sound angry. Confused, perhaps. Hurt. Like he didn’t quite know how to feel about the question in the first place. “Why would that- it’s not an exclusive thing- how did you get to-”
A pause.
And then, very calmly, unusually calmly for Tsujita-san: “they wouldn’t. I don’t have one.”
Another pause.
“...anymore.”
Now Kantarou didn’t know how to feel, either.
First, shock and pity, as understanding dawned.
Tsujita-san had  lost  his soulmate, had grey writing somewhere on his body, had to live with the knowledge that the one person perfect for him in this world no longer occupied it. This, on top of everything else the poor man already had to suffer through - Kantarou’s heart broke for Tsujita-san, for the harsh and cruel treatment he was receiving at the hand of fate, entirely undeservedly. He was such a good man, so kind, so brave, and if there was  anyone  who should have a perfect mate to love and be loved by in return, then it should be Tsujita-san.
The second emotion was pure, unadulterated  glee. 
There was nobody else, and there never would be. The person who could have stolen Tsujita-san away from Kantarou was dead and gone, and would never make their claim known. Tsujita-san’s heart, battered and bruised as it was, was free for the taking, and take Kantarou  would,  when the time was right. With no soulmates to interfere.
And then, third, a wave of bitter guilt.
God, that was a  human life  - or vampire life? - that had been lost! How dare Kantarou feel  joy  over the death of another being, just because they might have  made Tsujita-san happy!?  He could be such a monster sometimes - would he have done as the Tsujigiri in his dreams had threatened, kill the competition  himself  if they hadn’t died already? - and that was precisely why  Kantarou  wasn’t Tsujita-san’s soulmate. The dear man would have deserved better than some heartless bastard who rejoiced at hearing of the death of a potential romantic rival, instead of only feeling compassion for Tsujita-san’s tragic bereavement.
Finally, a grim determination settled over him.
It was what it was. Tsujita-san’s soulmate was dead, and he was left behind alone, poor thing. How Kantarou felt about it was utterly irrelevant now.
And perhaps, this was how it was meant to be all along; after all, soon enough,  Kantarou’s  soulmate would be dead, too, both of them free to love again. He would heal Tsujita-san’s broken parts, perhaps not as completely as a soulmate would, but well enough, and console him in his loneliness. And Tsujita-san would learn who Kantarou’s soulmate was -  had been,  at that point - and accept it, and they would trace the grey writing on each other’s bodies with fingers and mouths and-
Kantarou blinked.
He was rather getting ahead of himself, here.
All that mattered right now was consoling Tsujita-san as best he could, being a good friend to him, and then, once Tsujigiri was brought low at last…  then  they would see about the rest.
“I’m so sorry for your loss, Tsujita-san,” Kantarou said, earnestly - because that much at least was the truth. He was sorry, so sorry, and would like to believe that, if Tsujita-san’s soulmate lived, he would let the man go to be with them without a moment’s hesitation, merely happy for him… but that  wasn’t  the truth, and Kantarou knew it. “And I’m sorry for bringing the topic up in the first place. I keep saying inappropriate things tonight, don’t I…”
Kantarou shifted under the blanket, and put his hand on Tsujita-san’s shoulder - which stiffened under his touch, but made no move to shake him off.
“But if you ever… would like to talk…”
“There’s nothing to talk about!” Tsujita-san burst out sharply… though he pressed his shoulder just a little further into Kantarou’s hand. “Don’t fucking…  pity  me. I’m better off without a soulmate, I swear!”
“Of course, you’re right!” Kantarou nodded quickly, feeling his heart fracture in his chest at the tone of Tsujita-san’s voice. It sounded like he  nearly  believed that… but only nearly.
“And what about you, anyway?” Tsujita-san muttered tensely, blatantly and awkwardly changing the topic. “Not worried about  your  soulmate taking offence?”
“Oh, no, no!” Kantarou brightened. Here it was, an opportunity to reassure Tsujita-san and perhaps to make him feel less alone! “I don’t have one, either!”
 “What.”  Tsujita-san’s head snapped around to stare at him so quickly there was an audible cracking sound from his neck. “Y-you don’t-”
“Nope! In a way, I never really did.”  He wasn’t lying, was he? Tsujigiri Nagiri was not, could not be his soulmate - and it would be true soon enough, anyway. He was just… bending the timeline of the truth, a little.  “And honestly, I don’t care much. I understand others do, and would never dare to belittle that, but to me… to me, the whole soulmate thing has always been a little flawed. Guess I’m like you, better off without all that, hm, Tsujita-san?”
Kantarou shot Tsujita-san a blinding grin - and noted something very strange happening to his face.
Some strange spasming in the cheeks, a trembling of the lips, a glittering in those dark eyes…
And then Kantarou recognised the strange twitchy half-expression for what it was: Tsujita-san was trying very, very,  very  hard not to  smile. 
Kantarou felt his heart and other inner organs take a spontaneous dive through his abdomen, before soaring high in the general vicinity of his throat, warmth spreading through his entire body despite the cold night air.
He was making Tsujita-san  smile.  Him! He’d done that! That shy little grin that was threatening to break through despite all of Tsujita-san’s most valiant attempts to prevent it was  Kantarou’s  doing - and he’d never felt prouder of achieving something in his entire life.
(He’d also never before wanted so desperately to grab a person’s face and kiss them into incoherence; but, well, that was just the general effect Tsujita-san had on him, and nothing terribly new.)
“And, you know… the offer for blood stands. If you’d ever like to take me up on it.” Kantarou murmured into the peaceful silence of the night around them, into this moment that he was rather certain he would remember and cherish for the rest of his life. “Since both of us are fortunately unattached, I mean. I trust you with my life, and my life’s blood, too.”
(Kantarou would love to offer more than just his blood, but not yet. Not yet. All in good time. He could wait until after  the Tsujigiri hunt was finally concluded, and kiss Tsujita-san then, before the monster’s corpse was even fully cold yet.)
“You’re an overly trusting idiot,” Tsujita-san murmured, looking inexplicably… guilty? Well, that was strange. “And people will only keep taking advantage of that.”
 “You  never have.” Kantarou pointed out with a sunny grin. “You never would.”
“Heh. Yeah. Never.” For just a second, Tsujita-san looked remarkably pained, very nearly tortured.
And then, pointing out the window, he quickly said “oh HEY doesn’t that bush over there look a little like it might actually be Tsujigiri Nagiri?”, instantly prompting Kantarou to shout “WHERE!?” and make a grab for his pile bunker.
By the time it had been confirmed that the bush was indeed only a bush and Tsujita-san had been mistaken, Kantarou had more or less forgotten what they’d last talked about, anyway - though he would never  dare  to accuse Tsujita-san of perhaps having intended that all along.

The stakeout went on throughout the entire night, and was largely uneventful. Despite that persistent itch under Kantarou’s skin, seeming to whisper to him that Tsujigiri Nagiri was right within his grasp, the man never showed.
Damnit. And Kantarou had been so  certain  it would work. Back to the planning phase, then.
Still, in the early morning hours, that quiet in-between time when the human population of Shin-Yokohama had not yet woken, and the vampires were slowly dozing off, Kantarou could not bring himself to regret any part of the night.
Not with Tsujita-san curled up into a nap beside him, initially so careful to have all his limbs tucked in closely and not let any part of himself touch Kantarou, but the tight knot of his body quickly loosening in sleep, one hand finding the hem of Kantarou’s overcoat and holding on to it. He looked ever so peaceful, ever so sweet, while resting, and by then Kantarou had already given up on Tsujigiri Nagiri ever showing up, content to simply watch Tsujita-san sleep instead. He knew full well it was an honour and a privilege to witness this, to have earned enough trust to be allowed to witness Tsujita-san with all his defences down, and he was determined to savour it: the sight of the most beautiful man in the world, breathing slowly and evenly beside him in the last fading rays of moonlight, and all of it just for Kantarou. Nobody else.
 How?  Kantarou wondered, tracing the dark shadows under Tsujita-san’s eyes with his gaze.  How could your soulmate just die, and abandon you? Even though you needed them, still need them? 
He reached out, and very, very lightly, touched Tsujita-san’s hair, all thick unruly strands, and yet soft underneath his fingers. Tsujita-san made a faint sound in his sleep, but didn’t stir.
“You’re not alone.” Kantarou murmured quietly, tenderly, to him. “I’ll always be with you. No matter what, I’ll stay. And for as long as you’ll have me, you’ll never be left alone again.”
Soon, he would make the same offer, the same request, the same promise, to Tsujita-san in a wakeful state, and accept whatever answer he received.
Soon, he would rip his own name off Tsujigiri Nagiri’s skin, the way the Sword-slayer had crossed out his own on Kantarou’s.
Soon.

 Soon.





Notes:


Oh, the dramatic irony of all of this...
Nagiri's very glad to know that his nightmare from last chapter has no chance of coming true - don't say I never let anything good happen to him! - and Kantarou has it all figured out! He will kill Tsujigiri Nagiri and then confess his love to Tsujita-san! :) There are no issues whatsoever with that plan! :)))
Meaning, of course, that it's the perfect time to ruin everything with the upcoming chapters. This is more or less the conclusion of Act 1, establishing the setting and all, and now the REAL drama can start...
Thank you so much for reading, please feel free to leave a kudos and comment, and I will see you next chapter!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 7: Serve and Protect
    


Notes:

Now, at last, it's time for some action, and for Nagiri to make some hard choices! I know I promised heartbreak, but that actually won't happen on this chapter yet..... *much.*
[Character notes:
Kanekuso Aruzou is the richest man in Shin-Yokohama, his name roughly translates to "guy who has a shit-ton of money" - coincidentally, he's the older rich guy Eri-the-part-timer gives up her job at the VamiMart to marry, the two are very happy together! - and Kanekuso Aruko ("girl who has a shit-ton of money") is his treasured niece that he loves dearly.
Her pet monkey is called Tama-chan, but (and if you've read my Grandpa/Helsing fic, you might already know this ;3) he's currently possessed by the ghost of legendary hunter van Helsing via haunted dagger, which is why Aruko calls him Uncle Tamasing.]
Please enjoy! <3



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

“Quickly, Tsujita-san, quickly…” Kantarou’s hand was firm on Nagiri’s wrist as he dragged him past onlookers and police tape, craning his neck as he surveyed the gathered officers. “Where is- ah!”
With his one hand still occupied, Kantarou sharply saluted with the other.
“Officer Kantarou, VCD Special Unit, at your service!” He barked at the police officer seeming to be in charge of the operation. “And this is my consultant, Tsujita-san! Please assume him to have the same level of clearance as I do!”
 Consultant.  Nagiri winced, making a token effort to remove his wrist from Kantarou’s grip, but honestly not trying very hard. Was that what he was now? A cop in all but name, always trailing after Kantarou, capturing criminals instead of being one? (And why was that prospect sounding so strangely appealing?)
“Yes, sir.” The officer in charge, a severe-looking woman with an intensity in her eyes that rather reminded Nagiri of Kantarou, saluted back. “Thank you for the assistance, sir. Let me give you a rundown of the situation.”
“Please.” Kantarou nodded firmly. “I hear there’s a hostage?”
“Yes, a little girl, the niece of Kanekuso Aruzou.”
The name meant nothing to Nagiri, but from the way Kantarou frowned and muttered a curse under his breath, it had to be instantly recognisable to most people that didn’t spend half their time in a hideout with only a Round Thing for company and conversation.
“So we naturally thought the kidnapper was going to try and ransom money from him, but that wasn’t the case. As far as we can tell, the perp has no idea who she is, just picked up the first unsupervised kid he saw and took her into that building over there. Wherever he is in there, we can’t get eyes on him - much less a clean shot.”
“And we’re dealing with a vampire?” Kantarou’s voice was firm, commanding, and his entire bearing seemed to pull sharply into focus, the stance of a hunter aiming to kill. It was moments like these which reminded Nagiri that, outside of the whole Tsujigiri-hunting business, Kantarou was actually  really damn good  at his job. “Have his powers and identity been confirmed yet?”
“No name on record, but yes, we know who he is.” The officer handed over a thin file, which Kantarou took (finally letting go of Nagiri’s wrist) and flipped open, angling it so Nagiri could read along with him.
Not that he needed to read a single word, Nagiri realised with a flash of horror, the moment he saw the grainy photograph attached to the files. One of his old… cronies, was perhaps the best word, vampire criminals eager to ingratiate or ally themselves with someone obviously heading for the very top of the food chain, and which Nagiri had largely ignored unless they could be imminently useful to him. Oh, if only all those fools could see him now…
“His ability makes it impossible to approach him unless he lets you. Pain, to the point of passing out, once you get within a certain radius around him. We’ve marked the outer edges of this effect on the ground, there.” She gestured to some white markings a few metres away from the building’s entrance. “Before they went in, the girl seemed unaffected, so that’s a relief, at least. We assume he can control who it applies to, but unless  we  find a way around it, there doesn’t seem to be a way of approaching him.”
“I recognise him!” Kantarou gasped, because of course he did, the obsessive idiot. “A supporter of Tsujigiri’s - or at least he imagined himself to be, the Sword-slayer prefers to work alone. Is the connection to my case why you called me in?”
“No, that would be the demand he made.”
Kantarou frowned. “You said he didn’t make any demands.”
“Not for money, no.” The officer held out a phone. “What he asked for is…”
She pressed a button, and a sharp, wheezing voice spluttered from the speakers.

 Alright, listen the fuck up! This is for those bastards at the VCD, so pass the message on quick, you hear? I know you’ve got Tsujigiri-sama locked away somewhere - well, I want you to bring him to this building and release him. Got that, pigs? If he’s not here within an hour, starting NOW, this little girl gets it! You don’t want that, do you? Better run, clock’s ticking. 

The recording clicked off.
(Nagiri suddenly wished Kantarou would grab his wrist again, somehow tether him. He felt faint. It was  for him.  That bastard had snatched a child off the streets and put a knife to her throat  in Nagiri’s name,  and the mere thought of it was making him sick.)
“But.” Kantarou’s brows drew downwards in confusion. “We…  don’t  have Tsujigiri Nagiri in custody.”
“We know that.” The officer jerked her head over to the building. “Seems like  he  doesn’t. This message was sent to us 15 minutes ago, and we have no idea how to handle this situation. Any chance that you could somehow track down Tsujigiri in the next half hour, sir? Because we honestly can’t think of any better option.”
Kantarou glanced over at Nagiri, eyes wide with barely controlled panic, and it was easy, so easy, to read every thought flashing through his head right off of his oh-so-expressive face.
He was afraid, terribly afraid, and knew full well that this was asking the impossible. Kantarou had already spent  months  on this hunt, every waking minute fully focused on tracking Tsujigiri Nagiri down, and still hadn’t found a single trace - to find him now, in half an hour, with a little girl’s life on the line, was simply not feasible. He was going to fail, and would have to live with the terrible burden of a child's life lost because of that failure; and it would continue to bear down on his soul even if he did catch Tsujigiri eventually, simply because he’d only managed to do so when it was  already too late. 
All this, Nagiri saw flicker over Kantarou’s face - before it set into a resolute, determined glare.
Kantarou was a fighter, and fight he would, to the very last, no matter how futile. This was the man that had aimed right between a monster’s eyes and pulled the trigger with a steady hand, even as he was terrified out of his mind. Nagiri had never met anyone as strong, as brave, as fierce, as the young policeman he’d left sobbing and gasping to bleed out in an alleyway, and he doubted he ever would. He was a fucking  coward  himself, folding the moment a real threat presented itself, but not Kantarou.
Never Kantarou.
He was going to see this through to the bitter,  bitter  end, no matter what. And Nagiri just might follow him willingly in the abyss.
“Right.” Kantarou nodded resolutely, grim smile on his face. “I’ll get to it. In the meantime, contact the VRC, contact the hunter network, if there’s any vampire with powers that  might  be able to counteract or circumvent this barrier, I want them here and trying  now.  If at all possible, open a channel of communication with the kidnapper, try to negotiate some way of proving to him that we have no idea where Tsujigiri is, either. And in case all of that fails to produce results Tsujita-san and I will… Tsujita-san?”
Nagiri didn’t answer, staring past a police barrier at the silent building, the white tape markings on the ground, and the faint flicker in the air indicating strong vampiric magic at play.
Overrides of abilities were difficult, even for extremely powerful vampires, and he doubted that anyone short of the fabled Progenitor would be able to break through this one. And the kidnapper wouldn’t listen, Nagiri knew the type. Paranoid and angry, never trusting anyone, more willing to kill than admit to making a mistake - that had been  him,  not so long ago, he knew how that man’s brain worked.
So the only option left was for Kantarou to somehow track down Tsujigiri Nagiri and deliver him here. Which was… was…
…hm.
Nagiri quickly vaulted over the barrier before the anxious knot in his stomach could unfurl into full-blown cowardice, convincing him that this was madness and would get him killed, and the best course of action would just be shutting up and  staying  shut up until this entire fuckery was over one way or another.
But if he wanted to be- for Kantarou,  with  Kantarou- then he ought to…
“Tsujita-san!” Kantarou cried out in alarm, hurrying after him. “What are you- get back from there, it’s dangerous!”
Nagiri stepped over the white markings, and braced himself for a flash of pain that never came. Of course, this barrier had been designed to keep out everyone  except  the person for whose release and delivery the bastard was doing all this for. (And he hoped, he prayed, that nobody would make that connection, assuming that it was some vampiric power enabling him to do this.)
“Tsuji- hnnnnghhh!”  Kantarou, only a few steps behind him, faltered, trailing off into a pained gasp.
“Idiot!” Nagiri whirled around, shoving Kantarou as firmly as he could, until he’d stumbled past the white tape on the ground, back to safety. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”
“What do  you  think you’re doing!” Kantarou snapped back, frantic, reaching out for Nagiri’s wrist, only to hiss out in pain the moment his hand crossed the invisible line. “Please come back, Tsujita-san! I… I don’t know if I can find Tsujigiri without y-”
“You won’t have to. I’m going in, because I can. I’m the only one who can.” Nagiri squared up his shoulders, and tried to ignore the scales in the back of his mind firmly insisting that preserving the secret of his identity and his own safety outweighed everything else. “And I’ll get that girl out safely, I promise you.”
“You’re not a trained negotiator!” Kantarou’s eyes were begging him to come back, wide and filling with tears, terribly afraid for Nagiri’s safety. Oh, to always be cared for so much… “You’re not even a police officer, only a civilian! Please just-”
 “Kantarou.”  The simple use of his name seemed to do the trick. Kantarou went very, very still, the rapid rise and fall of his chest the only thing betraying his agitation. “I-”

 I’m going to be fine. 


 I’m Tsujigiri Nagiri. 


 I’m going to kill that asshole for hurting a kid. 


 I’m in love with you. 


 I’m sorry. 


 I’m so sorry, Kantarou. So sorry. 

“I’ll take care of it.” He vowed, quietly. “Trust me?”
“Always.” Kantarou nodded sharply, lips pressed tightly together.  Always.  Fuck, Nagiri didn’t deserve that, had never deserved that. “But… please be safe, Tsujita-san.”
And then he saluted.
Nagiri, before turning around and heading into the building, quirked half an awkward grin, and did the same.

Inside the building, all was deathly quiet, Nagiri’s footsteps the only sound echoing through the hallway. The place seemed to be a storage facility mostly, rooms filled with boxes and large objects, and thankfully deserted at night - it would have been bothersome, to have to step over the unconscious bodies of whoever had fallen prey to the kidnapper’s ability.
Nagiri took a deep breath - so close, the smell of human fear was nearly nauseating - and stepped into a large storage hall, walls lined with shelves, a single overhead lamp casting the centre of the room into yellow-tinged light.
And in the middle of that cone of light stood the kidnapper.
He was a scrawny man with long arms and something of a squirrel-like demeanour, twitchy and hunched-over - but Nagiri barely paid even a scrap of attention to him, fully focused on the girl.
She was small, a tiny little wisp of a thing, too young for being out alone at this time of night - the little brats Nagiri sometimes ran across were at least always running about together - with mid-length hair and big, frightened eyes.

 (She was well-fed and well-dressed, but the longer Nagiri looked at her, the hunched shoulders and the trembling of her lip, standing in the shadow of a cruel monster, the more she reminded him of… of…) 

In her arms, she was clutching a round little pet monkey, unconscious from the kidnapper’s powers, and Nagiri felt another surge of anger. First kidnapping, then knocking out a Round Thing without reason. What a piece of absolute shit this guy was.
Nagiri let a grin creep onto his face, the menacing one he seemed to use less and less these days. Perhaps he would even enjoy this.
“Tsujigiri-sama!” The kidnapper finally took notice of him, his own grin a good deal more slimy. “That was quick! Didn’t think the VCD had it in ‘em to be so efficient. Forgive this lowly underling for taking so long to enact a plan to rescue you, but better late than never, eh?”
Nagiri didn’t answer, opting instead for glaring darkly as he approached. With the reputation he’d made for himself among the criminal vampiric element, it would hardly seem out of place.
“I’ve got you a welcome snack, too, if you’re hungry!” The kidnapper reached out to shake the girl by the shoulder, making her whimper, clutching the monkey more tightly. “Not much, I know, but now that she’s fulfilled her purpose as a hostage… do you mind, actually, if I, too-”
“Don’t. The girl is still valuable.” Nagiri interjected sharply, before those fangs could get any closer to vulnerable human skin. “She’s the niece of… Kanekuso Aruzou.”
“Really!? Damn! No  wonder  that monkey was basically trained to be a bodyguard.” The kidnapper whistled through his teeth, staring down at the girl with mild awe. “If I’d known, I would’ve asked for more than just your release, Tsujigiri-sama. Who knew you were so very  precious,  hm, girlie?”
“Please let me go now.” The child whispered, her voice soft but less wavering than one might expect of someone in her situation. “You really hurt Uncle Tamasing, I think he needs a doctor.”
“So will you, soon enough.” The kidnapper leaned down, leering hungrily, and the girl tried to shrink away. Nagiri’s chest felt tight at the sight.
“Let me have a look at her.” He commanded, quickly. He’d promised to keep the girl safe, and keep her safe he would. “If anyone drains this girl, it will be me.”
“Of course, of course!” The kidnapper grovelled, and shoved her forward.

 (There was strength in her eyes when she looked up at him, defiance, arms curling around her unconscious monkey protectively. Nagiri had never been this brave as a child, and only gotten less so with age - but now, perhaps, he had a chance to prove his courage, after all.) 

Nagiri’s eyes flitted over the kidnapper, noting no visible weapons, gauging the distance, accounting for the child between them, reaction times…
If he did this, he would likely not have long before the kidnapper would readjust his vampiric ability to target Nagiri as well - and then he would be helpless, defenceless, at the man’s mercy.
He would have to be quick.
Scraping together all the resolve he had left in his chest, Nagiri reached for the girl - and in one smooth motion pushed her out of the way and behind himself, snarling  “RUN!”  over the wet sound of blood blades slicing through the skin of his palms as he threw himself at the kidnapper.
The man yelped in alarm, grasping for something on a nearby stack of crates, metal flashing in the lamplight, the girl screaming a warning- fuck,  fuck,  the bastard had a weapon after all, one of those ghastly things meant to be fashioned in appearance after his blood blades like a fucking  homage-  and Nagiri only barely managed to dodge a blood-red dagger aiming to slice his gut open.
Another slash, Nagiri’s hands only barely coming up in time to catch the dagger between his own blades and  twist , until the kidnapper’s fingers spasmed and his weapon clattered uselessly to the ground, Nagiri taking care to kick it off into the darkness.
Vampiric magic crackled through the air as the kidnapper’s eyes glowed black, the barrier around them shifting, reaching for Nagiri-
Who pressed one blood blade to the bastard’s throat, the threat unmistakably clear.
A heartbeat’s pause, the two of them locked in a stalemate of mutual destruction…
And then, the sound of metal being pulled from a sheath.
Nagiri glanced to the side, and then  down,  at the little girl holding an ornate short sword she’d pulled from a sheath strapped to the monkey’s back, pressing it rather firmly into the general area of the kidnapper’s liver.
Clearly outnumbered, the threatening press of magic retreated, and the kidnapper seemed to shrink into himself, fear spilling out onto his face as his own situation gradually became clear to him.
“Ts-tsujigiri-sama…?” He whimpered, like the pathetically snivelling wretch he was. “Have I d-displeased you? Why-”
He cut off into a little gurgling sound as the girl pushed her dagger deeper into his side, still tear-wet eyes narrowing threateningly. Oh, Nagiri  liked  this little one.
“You want to  please  me? Don’t  ever  do this kind of shit in my name again.” He hissed into the kidnapper’s face, baring the full length of his fangs. “I didn’t ask for, need, or want your  ’help’.  You’re lucky you didn’t actually hurt the girl, or I would’ve-”
“He hurt Uncle Tamasing though.” The girl pointed out, very seriously. “And Uncle always says vampires who hurt people should be punished.”
Nagiri paused, briefly considering the merit of pointing out to the girl that a monkey is  not  a people, but finally decided against it. She was right enough, hurting cute little round animals ranked only slightly under hurting kids in terms of despicableness, as far as Nagiri was concerned.
“And he will be.” Nagiri promised instead. “We’ll take him out to the police, and he’ll go quietly with them, admitting to all his crimes and taking responsibility for them. Right?” 
The kidnapper nodded hastily - or at least as much as the blade still pressed to his throat allowed.
“And-” Nagiri lowered his voice, leaning in very close, “-you will not tell anyone who I am. You’ve never met me. You don’t know me. If you as much as drop a  hint  about Tsujigiri Nagiri, I will come find you and  cut your fucking tongue out of your filthy mouth.  So. Not. A. Word. Understood?”
“Yessir.” The kidnapper whispered meekly, and most of the lingering anxious tension in Nagiri’s chest relaxed.
If all went well, he might manage to get away with this yet.




Notes:


>:3c
Yes, Nagiri darling. I'm sure you'll get away with it. Absolutely. Totally. >evil giggle<
Kidnapper-kun definitely made the wrong life choices though. Tragically unaware of, and very confused by, the redemption arc Nagiri has been going through for a while now... this isn't a guy who wants murder to be done in his name, anymore, it's someone who just wants to prove himself in Kantarou's eyes, and to be loved, at least a little.
Hope you enjoyed this, please do leave a comment if you did, and I will see you all next chapter, where Nagiri will definitely get away with it, and nothing at all horrible will happen! >:333
^-^ <3
















Chapter 8: Now At Last We See Each Other Plain
    


Notes:

>reloads my pile bunker with an angst-coated spike while cheerfully humming to myself<
Sooooo who's in the mood for some drama? You, I hope, because that's what you'll be getting this chapter! >:3c
Please enjoy~ <3



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

Nagiri slunk back into the shadows, and quietly congratulated himself on a job well done.
The police officers were dispersing, tape was being rolled up, an overall atmosphere of relief having over the street - and Nagiri  had  gotten away with it all, miraculously.
He’d dragged the kidnapper out with his own “blood knife” pressed to his throat, fabricating some flimsy lie about immunity to certain barrier powers and having managed to surprise and overpower the bastard easily, and for some reason they’d all bought it. People had called him a hero, commended his bravery, and Kantarou…
Kantarou, Nagiri remembered, with something small and strange on his face that might be a smile, had looked at him as if he was a miracle made flesh, and from one moment to the other it had quieted all the cruel and dark voices in Nagiri’s head, and made him believe he deserved to be  happy  after all.
There hadn’t been much time for Kantarou to voice any of the excited overjoyed babble he’d been quite obviously bursting with, a criminal to apprehend, the VCD to notify, and a child to take care of, but Nagiri knew full well it was only a matter of time - and, curiously, the prospect of hearing exactly how impressive and amazing Kantarou thought him to be filled him less with the urge to tell him to go die, but rather the kind of giddy preening he used to feel when seeing news articles about the terrible crimes of the Sword-slayer. Nagiri was a vain man, and he’d always enjoyed being feared; but maybe, being admired positively, for  good  things he’d done… that was nice, too.
So here Nagiri was, waiting in the shadows of a side street while officers secured the scene and police cars pulled away, and Kantarou was kneeling in front of the little girl (her monkey now well and awake, sitting on her shoulder with his tail curled protectively around her) and talking to her, presumably keeping her company until that uncle of hers arrived to take her home.
(Kantarou had always been good with kids, all warmth and reassurance and unthreatening kindness. Nagiri knew those three insufferable brats adored the man, too, certainly respected him more than they ever would Nagiri, and so did most other children that crossed their way. At this point, Nagiri could hardly deny having a soft spot for little pests… and maybe also big pests that little ones looked up to. Perhaps.)
Nagiri leaned back against the wall, letting out a deep sigh - and, wincing, pressed his hand harder against his side.
The bastard’s first slash had failed to hit its intended target, but hadn’t missed Nagiri  entirely.  There was a sluggishly bleeding cut along his side, slowly soaking his clothes in blood - but nothing to actually concern himself about, Nagiri knew. Bothersome and painful, to be sure, but no worse than a blood blade breaking out of his skin, really. He’d always been quick to heal, in a few hours’ time the wound would be nothing but a faint memory, so he hadn’t seen any need to inform people of it.
(Asking for help still did not come naturally to Nagiri, as did letting himself appear weak in front of others… not to mention the risks of a blood analysis revealing his identity. No, better to tough it out.)
It was a little… strange, now, to think he had fought on the side of the police, had spilled blood for them. Had betrayed an ardent follower of Tsujigiri Nagiri to preserve his false life as Tsujita-san, to protect some little brat, to spare Kantarou - the bane of his existence, in the best possible way - emotional devastation.
The way he was acting… it was undeniably  hunter-like.  Protect the weak, take down dangerous vampires. Cooperate with the VCD, even. Some long-dormant part of Nagiri was rejoicing at the thought of his fond and foolish childhood dreams all coming true, even as another part that he was only slowly managing to push down raged at the mere thought of becoming a copper’s lapdog - and all the rest of him just wanted to go home and lie down with Maru to sleep for at least a day or two before sorting all of this out.
(The things he’d thought about Kantarou, had wanted to say  to  him… Nagiri knew there was something to acknowledge there, to consider. Decisions and plans to make for the future, perhaps, now that he knew that Kantarou had nobody, just like Nagiri. There was potential there, and Nagiri was getting better at admitting to himself that the prospect of it excited, rather than disgusted or frightened him.
To be with Kantarou that way, to try and fill each other’s empty spaces…
It could be nice.
It could be.)
Nagiri had only tipped his head back and closed his eyes for what seemed like a second, when the sound of footsteps jolted him back into wakefulness.
He would recognise that specific tread pattern anywhere, intimately familiar with those determined steps, the flutter of a VCD cloak against legs, the fall of regulation soles on asphalt. They used to alarm him, make him try to hide, escape the feel of a strong hand closing like a vice around his wrist…
But now, the signs of Kantarou approaching just made Nagiri’s mouth twitch into half a smile.
He tugged at his cloak, making sure his injured side was covered - he doubted the blood would be visible in the darkness, and against his not exactly bright clothes, but better to make sure. He didn’t want to upset Kantarou unnecessarily, after all, and make him fuss obnoxiously over Nagiri. As strangely tempting as it sounded to be cared for and coddled, Kantarou was as prone to going overboard with this as he was with everything else, and Nagiri suspected he would get dragged to hospital if he admitted to as much as a paper cut.
And besides, what he wanted, more than anything else, was to see Kantarou  happy  now. To be pulled into a too-tight hug, to be praised and admired (preening under the attention all the while) and dragged off to have some food - Kantarou had been very prone to finding excuses for snack breaks, recently, and then his eyes ended up being bigger than his stomach anyway and he would push half his portion over to Nagiri, greedy idiot - and to just have a pleasant night together with one of the few people Nagiri enjoyed existing close to.
“Hey,” Nagiri began, a little exhaustedly now that the adrenaline had mostly worn off, but still a lot more eager and happy than his pride was entirely comfortable with, “Kan-”
He was cut off by something hard and painful stabbing into his solar plexus with considerable force, slamming him back against the wall and pinning him there.
Nagiri gasped, all the air punched out of his lungs, gaze immediately falling down to his chest, where a silver-coated spike was scorching his skin even through his clothes.
Slowly, slowly, as nausea and panic rose up from the pit of his stomach, Nagiri’s eyes followed along the barrel of the pile bunker, to where a white-knuckled hand was curled around the trigger of the firing mechanism, clearly kept from trembling only through considerable force and self-discipline; and then, up two strong arms, locked shoulders, and to a face that… that…
For a second, Nagiri was certain Kantarou had just pulled the trigger and pierced his chest - the sensation he felt in that moment could surely be nothing else.
Kantarou looked  shattered.  Devastated, desperate. Afraid and furious and heartbroken, eyes wide and wet, even as he was putting his entire weight into keeping Nagiri pinned between pile bunker and wall, ready to kill him any second; and Nagiri knew this could only mean one thing.
Kantarou knew.

 Kantarou fucking knew. 

Nagiri’s momentarily-stopped breathing started up again, quick little pants bordering on hyperventilation, the terror of a cornered animal rising up in him, mind running a mile a minute and still not getting anywhere.
Kantarou had found out. But  how!?  The kidnapper would never have talked, too devoted to Nagiri, and too afraid of what might be done to him if he let anything slip. He’d covered his tracks, found halfway-convincing explanations for everything, Kantarou had blissfully ignored worse, so  what  had tipped him off-
Oh no.
No, no,  no. 
Kantarou, kneeling by the girl. Talking to her. Her talking to him.
The girl had seen everything. Had heard everything.

 Had told Kantarou everything. 


 Fuck. 

Nagiri met Kantarou’s eyes hesitantly, fearfully. He’d never been so afraid ever before in his life - except, perhaps, once, as a child, in a different dark alleyway, and with a very different man threatening his life.
Kantarou said not a word, but Nagiri could tell he was silently begging  him to speak. He could see the hope in those eyes, battered and broken but still  there,  the desperate last scraps of faith, the belief that there would be a way for “Tsujita-san” to explain this all away. To make it not true, because Kantarou so plainly didn’t want it to be.
But Nagiri said nothing. He couldn’t.
There was no way to deny it all, no explanation that would satisfy, no convincing enough lie in all the world. It was all falling apart, everything, and he wanted nothing more than to reassure Kantarou, say something to make relief bloom over his face, make him lower his weapon and take Nagiri’s hand instead…
But there was nothing to say.
And with every second he remained silent, he could see more of the hope die in Kantarou’s eyes, until there was only betrayed hurt and bitterness left.
They stared at each other, wordlessly, Kantarou’s eyes spilling over with desperate tears, the sound of his breaths harsh and wet in the dark of the night… and Nagiri suddenly understood that he was going to die tonight.
Whatever emotions Kantarou had felt for Tsujita-san were shrivelling up and dying, and all that remained was the burning hatred he’d always had for Tsujigiri Nagiri. The wish to eliminate a monster, a monster who had deceived him and played at friendship for months now, a traitor Kantarou had once trusted with his life. He was going to kill Nagiri, and drag his dead body back to the VCD, as he’d vowed to do, often in front of Nagiri himself.
And,  fuck,  Nagiri deserved it. Deserved it all. This was nothing but long overdue.
Letting out a shuddering breath, Nagiri ignored all his instincts urging him to fight back, to run, to do anything he could to claw his way towards survival, and closed his eyes. He didn’t want Kantarou’s agonised face, full of hatred and despair, to be the last thing he would ever see.
(It would be quick, at least. Fingers tightening on a trigger, a sharp metallic sound, and then it would be all over for Nagiri. Relatively painless - especially in comparison to the jagged agony currently filling his chest, stabbing at his insides with every heartbeat. The pile bunker would punch that terrible feeling right out of him, and Nagiri might even consider it a blessing.)
So Nagiri resigned himself to simply waiting for death. In his last moments, he thought of the few beings in this world he could now, at the end, admit he cared for - the armadillo, Maru, the little brats, the mangaka, Kantarou, always Kantarou - and wondered, vaguely, if his name had long ago faded from his soulmate’s skin, or if they would wake tomorrow with grey writing on their body, never knowing what fate had befallen him.
A heartbeat, another. Nagiri didn’t think he had many left in him.
And then, from one moment to the next, the metal pressure against his chest was gone, and the heavy clank of the pile bunker dropping to the ground echoed through the silence.
Nagiri opened his eyes.
Kantarou still stood in front of him, but his head was now bowed, arms hugging his middle - and he was crying. Not the silent, furious tears from before, but hitching little sobs, utterly heartwrenching and full of abject misery.
 “I can’t…”  He wept, breaths shuddering, fingers digging into the cloth of his uniform.  “Can’t…” 
 Can’t bear to kill me,  Nagiri realised, and couldn’t even begin to understand why.
(Perhaps it was for the same reasons that made Nagiri feel sick at the mere  thought  of driving a blood blade through Kantarou’s heart, even in self-defence…
Yes, perhaps it was that.)
Nagiri’s own face was wet, a cold emptiness filling his still-intact chest, and if he were a stronger, more selfless man, he might have  mocked  Kantarou now, goaded him, pretended to be a heartless monster to make it easier for Kantarou to kill him without regrets… but he was weak and pathetic and frightened, and couldn’t come up with a single insult to throw at Kantarou’s head.
(He suddenly wished Kantarou had killed him in that first instant, when Nagiri had still been blissfully unaware and happy, and ended his life without hesitation. This stalemate was torture for them both.)
“Go.” Kantarou finally whispered, voice hoarse, half turning his face away. “Leave.”

[image: Manga-style comic by Bird of the last sentence Kantarou said.]

For a moment, Nagiri couldn’t process the words - and when they finally sunk in, he couldn’t make sense of them.
He was Tsujigiri Nagiri. Even if Kantarou found himself incapable of killing him, it was a VCD officer’s duty to take him in, bring him to justice. This was Kantarou’s life’s work, his mission - why would he abandon it now!?
(Or did he, perhaps, simply want to make a proper chase of it, give Nagiri a fighting chance? …no, no, Kantarou wouldn’t. He’d never be so cruel.)
“W-why-” Nagiri began, but got no further.
Kantarou seemed to snap out of his devastated stupor at the sound of his voice, lunging at Nagiri, pulling one fist back…
And punched the wall right next to Nagiri’s head with enough force to crack the plaster - he could have broken Nagiri’s skull open easily, if he’d aimed for it - so hard that his knuckles must have split, the intoxicating scent of Kantarou’s blood filling Nagiri’s lungs, making his eyes water for at least a dozen different reasons.
 “Go.”  Kantarou choked out, in a dead, toneless sort of growl that sounded entirely unlike the plucky, cheerful officer Nagiri knew. “Get out of here, b-before I… before I do something you won’t live to see me regret.”
Kantarou’s face was set into a mask of grim determination, but his eyes were dull with grief, and frighteningly vacant, almost worse than if the sockets had simply been empty.
“Don’t show your face around me ever again.”
And with that, he grabbed Nagiri by the collar and shoved him roughly away, forcing him into a few stumbling steps.

[image: Sketch-style comic by An-ju of the same part of the scene as Bird's.]


[image: Continuation of Anju's comic, including the following lines up until now.]

Perhaps Nagiri should have begged, apologised, promised to repent and never harm another human being ever again. Perhaps he should have asked what Kantarou would do to him if they ever met again, what he would tell his fellow officers, if there would be a renewed manhunt for him. Perhaps he should have reached out to Kantarou again, tried to comfort him, told him how he felt…
But there was no point.
It was over. All of it, over.
Nagiri left, and did not look back.




Notes:


[EDIT: now with INCREDIBLE comics by the amazing Bird (the 1-page one) and the wonderful An-ju (the 2-page one, you can find them here on Twitter)!!!! The expressions... the pain... I wrote this, and it still breaks my heart... ;-; <3]
Well, there goes everything good in Nagiri's life... and the last fragile remnants of Kantarou's sanity, as well. And this is barely even the halfway point of the fic, so they have quite some ways to go still until reaching the happy ending.
(I did really enjoy writing this chapter, though. In my previous KanNagi fic Kantarou dealt with the reveal rather well, so I enjoyed letting it break his heart - and him - completely, instead.)
I would apologise for the angst, but the truth is, I'm not sorry >:333 Next chapter will be... well, still dramatic, but I promise it's all uphill from here (because this was definitely the worst moment in both of their lives).
Please do leave a comment, if you enjoyed - I also welcome any and all angry-pained screaming that I no doubt deserve!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 9: There's A Miracle In Store
    


Notes:

BEFORE YOU READ ON, please go back to the last chapter and look at TWO(!) beautiful comics that Bird and An-ju drew of the final scene!!!! They're both so amazing, and really capture what I had envisioned while writing! \^-^/
And now... proceeding with sadness, sprinkled only a little bit with hope. Enjoy! <3
[Character notes (a bit spoiler-y for what happens in the chapter, only read afterwards if you'd prefer):
- Shan the golden armadillo: a golden armadillo statue that became "real" thank to the worship of the John cultists (briefly thought he was John, but then found his own identity). Beautiful, round, perfect, wanders the world while giving out blessings to anyone in need - in short, exactly what Nagiri needs right now.
- Kamiarizuki Shinji: a dhampir mangaka (also has an editor from Autumn Books, mutual respect between him and Ronald) who is just a *hint* pathetic, but lovably so. Once pulled Nagiri in from the rain because he needed an assistant to cut the screentones for him, fed him yogurt and praised him and gave him good advice. Nagiri *tried* to slash him, but Fukuma prevented that - now he has befriende- well, not-hates Shinji, and sometimes comes over to help him again.]



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

Nagiri had no recollection of the journey back to his hideout, the film of his memory simply cutting out and only resuming once he sat on his old mattress, staring at the wall opposite.
Immediately after becoming aware again, Nagiri wished he weren’t. With awareness came pain, and fear, and  guilt,  heavy and acidic in the back of his throat, and Kantarou telling him to go away, to never return, with his lifeless unhappy eyes…
The wound in Nagiri’s side had already mostly closed, the blood on his clothes and his hand all that remained of it, and Kantarou had never actually pierced Nagiri’s chest - and yet he felt weaker, more injured, than even right after the destruction of his spirit effigy. Worse, even; he felt as empty and soulless as after its  creation,  except for how even bloodlust had fled his body, leaving him a husk that still breathed and moved, but was dead in all the ways that mattered.
What did he have left, now? What was left  of him? 
The thought of killing, of hurting others, of being feared, no longer gave him any pleasure. He was no longer truly Tsujigiri Nagiri - but “Tsujita-san” had only existed in Kantarou’s eyes, and without Kantarou, there was no Tsujita, either. He was nobody, anymore. Nothing. A sad and lonely  creature,  bereft of dreams and hopes and everything else that made a human human, and a vampire vampire.
(Love, for instance. Yes, he was certainly bereft of  love.) 
It was then that what little survival instincts Nagiri could still claim to have after as good as accepting death at Kantarou’s hand kicked in, and he got up, like a puppet being moved about on invisible strings, collecting his belongings.
He watched his own hands picking up the couple of blood bags he’d stored in one of the coldest corners of the room - he’d only recently managed to swallow his pride and go to a blood kitchen, stand in line for an hour or so with other tired, hollow-eyed vampires to receive a handful of packets to keep him fed for a week or two - and push them into an inside pocket of his cloak. Then the money, small change found on the street, also into his cloak. Old newspapers, magazines - useless. His hands, Nagiri noted, feeling rather detached from everything that was going on, seemed to see no need to collect those.
Last of all, Maru, gathered up in the threadbare blanket and then cradled against Nagiri’s chest like a child; and then Nagiri stood outside on the street, the night dark and cold around them both.
He didn’t know where to go.
His instincts, that invisible puppeteering hand, insisted that he couldn’t remain here. Kantarou had made it clear that he never wanted to see him again, and the risk of that was far too high in this neighbourhood - not to mention the possibility that some other VCD officer would connect the dots, and show Nagiri far less mercy than Kantarou had.
But there was nowhere for him to go, either. A past he couldn’t remain in, and no future to speak of - Nagiri was  lost,  in every possible way.
 “Shit,”  he breathed, struggled to breathe really, chest tight and eyes burning all over again. “Maru, what do I do?  What do I do?” 
Move to another town, live on the streets there? Turn himself in, and be subjected to the VCR’s experiments again at best, and put down like a rabid dog at worst?
Nagiri sank to his knees right there in the middle of the street. Or simply sit here, and wait for the searing light of dawn to put him out of his misery?
“Please, Maru.” He raised the bulb up to his face, resting his forehead against the cold glass, the steady gaze of drawn-on eyes seeming more tender and benevolent than he deserved. “I don’t know- I need- something. A sign. Show me what to do, where to go, I don’t know, I don’t fucking know  anything  anymore, please…”
And then-
Maru began to glow with a gentle, golden light.
Nagiri let out a soft gasp, wet eyes widening. He’d never been anything even remotely resembling religious, had never held any beliefs, hadn’t thought any prayers of his would ever be answered - but this, now.
This could turn him into a believer.
He lowered the bulb, and met the eyes of the glowing being that had lit it up from behind: a beautifully round armadillo with a radiantly golden shell, standing just a few metres down the street. It was as beautiful as the Round Thing John, but there was something otherworldly and divine around it, too. An armadillo deity, gazing up the street at Nagiri, with nothing but unconditional love and unquestioning forgiveness in its solemn eyes.
(If Nagiri hadn’t been crying already, he certainly would start now.)
The golden armadillo took a step towards him, the gentle chiming of bells accompanying the fall of its paws, and then sat back on its haunches, beckoning Nagiri forward with friendly calls that sounded a little like “nuan, nuan!”
Surely, this was a hallucination, brought on by the shock. Some strange apparition. Perhaps the work of some malevolent or mischievous vampire even, showing Nagiri this beautiful, miraculous sight to trick and mock him.
Still, he’d asked for a sign, and a sign he’d gotten, wouldn’t do to question it now.
Nagiri stumbled to his feet without a second thought, and towards the armadillo, which seemed pleased, and started further down the street, occasionally pausing and glancing over its shoulder to ensure Nagiri was still following.
Which, of course, he was. He had nothing, nobody, and nowhere else, he might as well go wherever a strange glowing armadillo apparition was leading him.
They walked through the darkness together, the armadillo ahead, lighting the way with its beautiful glow, and Nagiri trailing after it, still feeling detached and helpless. He paid no heed to where they were going, sparing barely a glance to the buildings or people he passed. The armadillo - maybe a sign, maybe a fever dream - would lead him wherever it wanted him to be, and that was already more of a purpose than Nagiri could find for himself.
And if he could not trust a perfect little Round Thing to steer him right even in his darkest hour… then, Nagiri thought, he could trust nothing and no-one at all.

Finally, the golden armadillo slowed its ethereally-tinkling steps again, coming to a halt at the side of the road, sitting down with its little paws tucked under its body and waiting patiently for Nagiri to stagger up to it.
“Nuan,” it said, warmly and comfortingly, and raised one paw, pointing towards the house they were standing in front of.
Nagiri followed its line of sight. Squinted.
And startled, realising this place was familiar to him.
“Really?” He asked the armadillo, his voice hoarse. “You think I should… here? W-why?”
“Nu-nu, nuan nunu.” It began to explain, and though Nagiri couldn’t understand the words, something about hearing it set his soul at ease, making him feel like all his sins were forgiven and he had just learned something deeply profound. “Nuananu nuuuu nuan-nuan-nuan. Nuanunu. Nuan!”
“I have no idea what the fuck you’re saying,” Nagiri sniffled, even though it hardly mattered. The little thing could read him the phone book, and it would probably still touch the shrivelled-up thing in his chest that had once been his heart.
“Nuan…” The armadillo beckoned him closer, and Nagiri sank down to his knees again.
It held out its paws, gazing up at him expectantly - and Nagiri slowly, hesitantly, shifted Maru into his left arm, and held out his own hand, uncertain if this was what the armadillo wanted of him, if his hand would simply pass through the apparition if he attempted to touch it, or-
“Nuan!” The armadillo leaned forward determinedly, and embraced Nagiri’s hand, resting its soft cheek on his wrist without a care for the half-dried blood still clinging to his skin, and probably staining its perfect belly fur. It simply and insistently held on to him, warm and tender, as if to tell Nagiri he was cherished, he was cared for, he was loved; and that the armadillo had led him  here  of all places to remind him that not everything was lost, that he still had people to turn to, and a future he could shape whichever way he wanted.
A blessing just for Nagiri, and the assurance that he would always be loved and watched over by round things, who wanted nothing more than to see him happy.
 “Oh,”  Nagiri breathed, feeling strangely brittle; joyous and broken all at once, and like a stray breeze could shatter him into pieces. The armadillo’s gaze was so clever and knowing that he had no doubt at all that it was perfectly aware of who and what Nagiri was, and what he had done - and yet, it seemed to consider him worthy of bestowing this blessing upon him, and Nagiri couldn’t even argue that he didn’t deserve it without questioning its surely impeccable wisdom and judgement.
The armadillo huffed a little soft breath against his wrist, the one that had once born his soulname, the one Kantarou was-  used to be  so fond of grabbing. Nagiri no longer had a soulmate, and he no longer had Kantarou either… but if this divine little creature thought his soul still had worth, and hugged his hand so trustingly…
Nagiri blinked back tears. Damn these stupid perfect round things and the power they had over him!
“Okay. Fine. You win.” He muttered. “If that’s what you think is best… I’ll go along with it.”
“Nu!” The armadillo beamed - quite literally, its golden glow intensifying - with satisfaction, obviously pleased, and pulled back slightly, though it kept its paws on Nagiri’s hand.
“...thanks, golden ‘dillo.” Nagiri curled his fingers around one paw, as if holding hands with it. “Without you, I don’t know what…”
“Nuan  shhhh.”  The armadillo hushed him, patting his knuckles reassuringly. It seemed in no hurry to let go, perfectly willing to hold on to Nagiri and radiate benevolence for as long as was necessary.
Nagiri took advantage of its kindness for just a few moments more.

[image: Art of Nagiri smiling tearfully while lovingly cradling both a glowing golden armadillo and a lightbulb with an armadillo face drawn on it in his arms.]

Pulling away from that soft touch eventually was almost physically painful, but it had to be done. Nagiri flexed his hand once, twice, so used to it feeling empty and cold that the warmth and ethereal tingling, like sparks dancing up his arm, was strange and unfamiliar. He’d been touched by something beyond this world, he was quite sure. No wonder those Nunen lunatics worshipped “John-kun” and armadillohood, if there was a being such as this walking about, bestowing its blessings even on people such as Nagiri, who hardly deserved it.
“Nuan, nuan,” the golden armadillo pointed him to the house again, encouraging. “Nu!”
Nagiri did as he was told, stepping up to the door, and, despite any and all misgivings he might be having, knocking once, twice, three times.
(When he looked back over his shoulder, the armadillo was gone, leaving behind only a fading golden glow in the night, and the melodious sound of bells far off in the distance.
Its job here was done, and there were many other poor souls in dire need of a blessing…)
Nagiri could hear a shout of alarm from the inside, and the hasty footsteps of someone running in a panicked circle before rushing for the door.
The number of people Nagiri could consider casual acquaintances, bordering perhaps on friends, was very low indeed, as was that of the places he could feasibly turn to, in a crisis or otherwise. Frankly, he hadn’t thought to count this person, this place, among them… but the golden armadillo had insisted, so here he was.
The door was ripped open, revealing a dhampir, hunched-over and sweating, faintly reminding Nagiri of a somewhat neglected and malnutritioned plucked chicken being startled from its nest. The man looked like he hadn’t slept in a week, and not showered in longer, his shirt and hands stained with ink and a mask pulled under his unshaven chin.
 “Please, the deadline isn’t for another five days, you can’t-”  Kamiarizuki Shinji, mangaka and Nagiri’s sometimes-employer, begged, eyes wide and frantic - before pausing, squinting, adjusting his glasses. “...Tsujita-san? Huh. That’s strange. You don’t usually show up unless I’m way behind deadline and desperate - n-not that I don’t appreciate your visits at any time! But, you see, there aren’t really any screentones for you to cut yet, soooo…”
Another pause, Shinji’s eyes skipping from the hollow, exhausted expression on Nagiri’s face over to Maru still cradled in his arm, then to the blood on his hands, his clothes, before going up to his face again, clearly alarmed.
“I,” Nagiri began hoarsely, not knowing where to even  begin  explaining.  I’m a fugitive from the law? I built up something of a normal life again, only for it all to fall apart? A saintly armadillo brought me here because it thought I should start asking for help instead of despairing all alone?  “It’s. I didn’t know where else-”
“Of course, Tsujita-san!” Shinji interrupted him, concern and distress writ large all over his face - and yet, instead of slamming the door in Nagiri’s face, he stepped aside, gesturing for him to enter. “Please, come in, and make yourself at home.”
An immediate invitation, and no questions asked. More trust and generosity than Nagiri would have expected Shinji to extend to a stranger that sometimes assisted him with his manga - but then again, the man was something of a pushover, wasn’t he.
Nagiri shuffled inside with a muttered “thanks”. Better not to question it.

“Handa-senpai, I think we have an emergency at our hands.”
“Huh? What’s the matter? Did the grocery store run out of celery again???”
“What!? No. Why would that be an- never mind. It’s about Kantarou-san. There’s something really wrong with him.”
“Hah! Sagyou, you’re overreacting. Kantarou’s tough, he gets over these things, and even if he seems upset now it’s probably just-”
“I asked him how Tsujita-san was, and he said  ‘I don’t want to talk about him right now’!” 
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
“Oh,  shit!” 

 “Yeah.” 





Notes:


[EDIT: An-ju has drawn another absolutely adorable artpiece for this chapter!!! Isn't it just too sweet? Nagiri looks so happy for once, cradling both Shan and Maru in his arms... <3 Once more, this is their Twitter!]
Oho, what's that? A tiny little glimpse into what state Kantarou is in, in the meantime...? :3c
(We'll get to his POV again, but for now, it'll be a bit more content just with Nagiri, and our new pal Shinji, a good, if nervous, boy.)
The title for this chapter is from Whitney Houston's "Miracle", by the way, which fits it rather well - as did last chapter's title, because I am once more falling back on just using song lyrics for my chapter titles... well, if it works, it works.
I hope you enjoyed one (1) good thing happening to Nagiri - though Shan is of course a VERY SPECIAL (AND ROUND) good thing, a real proper miracle - and I will see you again next chapter for more Shinjinanigans! Until then, feel free to leave a comment, and look at the brilliant comics in the last chapter if you haven't already!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 10: Rest and Reassurances
    


Notes:

Well, this update is a day late... I just forgot. Ah well! Better late than never - please enjoy!
<3
[Character notes (he's just mentioned indirectly, but still): Kuwabara is an editor at Autumn Books (he's Fukuma's senpai!), and also a licensed ninja. He's responsible for editing Shinji's manga and looking after him, and often brings food over because he has a tendency to care and fuss - though it's Autumn "bread", which looks rather more eldritch than it should.
By the way, Shinji decided to write a manga about ninjas right after meeting Kuwabara and seeing him fight. HMMMMM]



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

Nagiri felt miserable.
Shinji had fussed over him in his usual erratic and slightly aimless way, checking on his basically-healed wound (despite nearly fainting due to ‘not being very good with blood’, which, for a dhampir, was just embarrassing), made Nagiri eat three helpings of yogurt and something weirdly wriggly that Nagiri seriously doubted should be called ‘bread’ (he hadn’t had much appetite anyway, which was strange because Nagiri could hardly remember a time in his life he  hadn’t  felt desperately hungry), and very firmly - for Shinji’s standards, which wasn’t very firm at all - insisted that Nagiri take a warm shower, at least to wash the blood off.
Nagiri had complied, washing himself mechanically, and putting on the spare clothes Shinji had shoved at him - sweatpants he needed to tie very tight to fit him, and a washed-out oversized hoodie reading “Ninja Academy - Graduating Class 20XX - Kuwabara” - before simply curling up around Maru and falling fast asleep. Shinji had insisted on Nagiri taking his bed, nervously laughing that he shouldn’t be sleeping while so behind on his work, anyway, and Nagiri hadn’t had the strength to argue about it - and besides, he hadn’t slept in a bed this nice since his temporary stint at the VRC, which, disregarding the menacing experiments, was surprisingly pleasant to stay at, so, if Shinji was offering… 
And yet, even though he was objectively in a better state than he’d been in years, clean and well-fed and rested and comfortable and warm, Nagiri  still  felt utterly and completely miserable.

A good few hours of sleep had certainly done him good. Nagiri no longer felt like an outsider watching his body move around without any input of his, the numbness of shock receding bit by bit. And yet, despite having slept more than enough, Nagiri still felt heavy, exhausted, tired, refusing to get up. He simply kept lying curled up on the bed, under a heap of blankets, only the top of his head and his arms (curled around Maru, of course) exposed to the air. He didn’t want to be awake yet, didn’t want to be awake at all, perhaps - but for as heavy and sluggish as he felt, he still couldn’t quite drift off again, stuck in a drowsy state of half-wakefulness, tucking his forehead against Maru’s curve and listening to the sounds filling Shinji’s little flat.
(Anything was better than listening to his own thoughts, or replaying the awful memories of last night over and over again. Anything.) 
Music was playing on the TV, some game show droning on in the background with the volume turned down low while Shinji was drawing, pen scritch-scritch-scratching over paper as the man was muttering to himself, aborted sentence fragments and voiced sound effects and musing aloud over whatever he was sketching at the moment - only sometimes interrupted by what Nagiri assumed to be him snacking on something incredibly unhealthy, or possibly eating a blood pill or two. There was also a faint noise it took Nagiri a while to identify as the hum of the radiator, and the drumming of rain on the roof and against the windowpanes, which only made him appreciate the luxury of a room without holes in the roof or walls even more, and that it had only begun raining  after  he’d trudged halfway through Shin-Yokohama on foot.
It was… peaceful. Nice. Comfortable.
And yet, if Nagiri could, he’d trade it all away for the feeling of a firm hand dragging him along by the wrist, and a cold and unpleasant night running about town together with Kantarou. He’d trade it in a heartbeat. 
(But that part of his life was over, it was  over,  and Nagiri would have to keep reminding himself of that. It was no good, to forever yearn for something well out of his reach.)
Gradually, the scratching of Shinji’s pen slowed, until it came to a complete stop.
The faint sounds of fretting, breaths taken as if about to speak, only for the audible >click< of Shinji’s jaw snapping shut to follow, chair creaking as he shifted back and forth.
Finally, the wheels of the chair squeaked as Shinji shuffled it closer to the bed, clearly having scraped together more courage than one would think he had in him at first glance.
“Tsu, um, Tsujita-san…?” he ventured, bravely - or at least, for a certain value of bravery, quite obviously intensely stressed by the entire endeavour. “Would you…”
A deep intake of breath.
“...is there anything you would maybe like to talk about?”
“No.” Nagiri responded immediately, voice muffled under the blanket. “Go away.”
“It’s only!” Shinji persevered shakily, but gained in firmness as he kept speaking, surprisingly enough. “You don’t have to tell me everything, I of course respect your privacy! But it’s… I’m sorry, but it’s very obvious you’re  not  in a good place right now-”
“Shut up.”
“-and I’ve been there! Often! Sometimes I think I still  am  there, some days. And do you know what Kuwabara-san tells me every time?”
“Fuck off.”
“Ah, g-good guess, but no, he doesn’t tell me to fuck off, actually - god knows why, I’m barely halfway worthy of him. Anyway! He always asks me to tell him about it, even if it’s not something that affects him, or that he can do anything about. You might think it doesn’t help, doesn’t change anything, but it feels good to just have someone listening and maybe giving some advice, trust me, Tsujita-san!”
“Go die,” Nagiri muttered, though it was a very sullen, unconvincing mutter.
“So, again, no pressure at all, but I just wanted you to know.” Shinji concluded, awkwardly scratching his neck. “That, in case you want to talk about… about whatever troubles you have, whatever has you so miserable… I’m here. And I’ll listen.”
Nagiri should probably threaten Shinji’s life or something at this point, to get the insufferable man off his back once and for all.
Nagiri failed to do so.
“Hmph,” he made an unhappy contemplating sound. “Hm.”
Maybe.
Maybe it  would  help. He always felt better after telling Maru of his woes, so why not tell Shinji, now that he was here?
 Because Shinji might report you to the authorities, or at least throw you out, if he knew what you were, what you could do to him, what you are wanted by the police for,  said a voice in the back of his mind - and the voice was right. Shinji was the anxious, fretful type, and surely only offered Nagiri shelter because he was guileless and didn’t suspect that anything truly bad could come out of it, like the too-trusting fool he was.
But maybe that didn’t even matter, Nagiri realised, the more he thought about what  truly troubled him. It wasn’t his identity and past being revealed, having to uproot his already sad existence in this town, not even the imminent danger to his life.
No, the thing that upset him, that left him an absolute wreck huddled under a blanket and wallowing in misery was…
“He doesn’t want to see my face ever again.” Nagiri said, and despite the radiator still running, despite the warm blanket, suddenly felt very cold. “He told me to go away, and  meant  it. I… I’ll never talk to him again, and it… it  hurts.” 
Shinji made a noise that was half compassion and half distress, and very awkwardly patted the top of the blanket heap, following it up with another slightly more questioning noise encouraging him to go on.
“I did… I used to do terrible things, and kept it secret from him, but now I fucked up, and he  knows.  He knows everything, and he’ll never forgive me for hurting him.”  Not that Nagiri would ever forgive himself for it, either.  “I never had much, but I thought… I thought I had  him.  And now I don’t.”
Shinji made another compassionate-helpless noise. For all that he’d offered and was trying his best, he was clearly objectively terrible at this.
“There’s more to it, but none of that shit matters as much as him hating who I am, who I  really  am.” Nagiri’s voice was starting to get choked, but if there were tears on his cheeks, at least nobody would see them as long as he kept pressing his face against Maru - and really, what did he have to lose now? Pride? He had little enough left of that to start with. “I’ve lost this insufferable, annoying, bullheaded, and utterly reckless guy that changed my entire life, and I… I know, in theory, how to go on without him, I’ve gotten through worse. But I… without him… I don’t  want  to. I don’t… don’t want…”
Nagiri made his unhappiest noise yet, and tucked himself more tightly into a ball. His heightened vampire senses made him vaguely aware of Shinji smelling of fear-sweat, anxiously squirming with his heart racing, clearly at a loss for words. Nagiri didn’t blame him, it wasn’t like he’d be any better at this shit if their roles were reversed.
“I’m  so sorry,  Tsujita-san!” Shinji finally burst out, sounding close to tears - but then again, that wasn’t so unusual, the deadline stress seemed to have Shinji in a perpetual state of “a single inconvenience away from breaking down sobbing” - and frantically patting any part of the blanket heap he could reach in the hope of hitting something in the vicinity of a shoulder. “That sounds just dreadful, I wish- is there anything I can do for you? M-my chicken impression has gotten a lot better, maybe that would cheer you up…?”
 “It wouldn’t.”  Nagiri snapped, determined to nip that idea  right  in the bud.
“Oh… well…” Shinji floundered for a moment or two, but caught himself quickly. “But! Just know that I’m there for you! I know I’m just an insignificant worm in comparison to someone so intensely important to you, but you can stay here as long as you need to, and a-anything you might need, I’ll do my best to help out with, promise!!!”
Nagiri made a muffled sound that could, with plenty of imagination, be interpreted as a “thanks”.
“And I… forgive me if I’m speaking kind of out of turn here, I really don’t mean to belittle your pain, but… I  really  think it’s not all as bad as it might seem to be right now!” Ah, fantastic. Of course Shinji  had  to be an optimist. Nagiri groaned quietly. “It sounds awful, don’t get me wrong, a-and it might stay awful for a while yet! But! If you just give Kan- Kantarou-san…? some space now, and then earnestly apologise and talk things out once you’ve both had some time to think, I’m sure it won’t be long until you make up!”
“You’re  grossly  underestimating the scope of the terrible things I did.” Nagiri grunted. “Did you not  hear  me saying that what I’ve done to Kan-” Nagiri broke off, the mere first syllable of his name impossible to voice without a stab of pain shooting through him.
…but.
Hadn’t  Shinji  just said Kantarou’s name? Even though Nagiri hadn’t, felt utterly unable to do so? Had, as far as he could recall,  never  mentioned Kantarou by name in all the time he and Shinji had known each other, careful to keep this nearly-respectable side job of his well away from his complicated entanglement with the VCD - not least so him using his blood blades for screentone cutting wouldn’t run a chance of exposing him.
So  how  did Shinji know that name?
Nagiri’s blood suddenly ran cold, paranoid voices clamouring over each other in the back of his mind, insisting that this was all a trap, that Shinji had been a VCD plant all along, that he was about to be stabbed in the back by the hand that was still shakily patting somewhere left of his upper spine…
If officers were about to kick down the door and apprehend him, would he be able to fight back, defend himself?
…did he even  want  to, at this point?
“No, no, I understand, I don’t doubt that it’s very serious!” Shinji babbled on, cheerfully oblivious to Nagiri’s current state of alarm. “And that it might take a long while and apologies and promises and compromises before things are cleared up. But even so! You two are  meant  for each other, the names don’t lie after all, and you’ll get through this!”
 (Names?  The word pierced through Nagiri’s whirling paranoia. What was this about names now!?)
And then, Shinji said, warmly and reassuringly, and far more confidently than he had sounded at any prior point in the conversation, as if this was the  one  thing he was certain of:
“Kantarou-san probably doesn’t  really  want to never see you again, and feels just as bad about being apart as you do - he’s your  soulmate,  after all, and soulmates belong together!”
Nagiri shot up, the blanket sliding off his shoulders.
 “THE FUCK DID YOU SAY!”  He snarled into Shinji’s face, who made a sound like a startled ferret being trod on by a particularly heavy boot, and jerked back, arms instinctively coming up to shield his face.
“T-that you and y-your soulm-” He squeaked, peeking through the gaps between his arms in fear.
“I do  not  have a fucking  soulmate,  you worthless insect!” Nagiri spat, fury boiling sickly-hot inside him, forcing out words he didn’t mean, that Shinji might not even truly deserve. This was a cruel joke at worst, a stupid misunderstanding at best, but it drove daggers into what little Nagiri had in terms of heart, and he couldn’t bear it, not now. “And even if I  did  have one, it would never be HIM! He’s too  good  for me, so brave and kind and fucking  righteous,  and I don’t deserve that! I never could! So I don’t know what gave you such a  stupid  idea, but let me tell you  once and for all-” 
“B-but,Tsujita-san!” Shinji was trembling like a rabbit staring up into a fox’s gullet, but underneath the sheer terror, there was genuine confusion, and perhaps even a tiny spark of anger at being so rudely and uncalled-for shouted at.  “His name is on your wrist!?!?” 
“It is NOT-” Nagiri began to snarl, eyes following Shinji’s gaze - was the man  blind?  Did those bottle-bottom glasses do nothing for his eyesight after all!? - to his right wrist, which was of course blank, as blank as it had been for years upon years, no writing to be seen there at all, the mere thought  ridiculous  because Nagiri had forfeited his right to love and happiness when he’d become the Sword-slayer and  nothing  would ever return the absent writing on his…
…on…
………his………
Nagiri stared.
“What the  fuck,”  he whispered, feeling all the blood drain out of his face. And then, louder, more panicked,  “what the FUCK!” 
There was writing on his wrist. No blood or grime, all washed away in Shinji’s shower, leaving the skin perfectly clean; no, definitely  writing,  bold and firm strokes that were hauntingly familiar, stirring up distant childhood memories of seeing these very same characters in that very same spot until that terrible day he had sacrificed his soul for immortality…
And they read, unmistakably, without question,  Kei Kantarou.




Notes:


Oh myyyyyy, just when Nagiri thought he could rest a little... what an unfortunate development this is. >:3c
Poor Shinji though, he just saw the name on Nagiri's wrist, added 2 and 2 together, and then got shouted at for being *right.* He doesn't deserve any of this, he's too good for getting pulled into Nagiri and Kantarou's messy pre-relationship breakup...
Hope you enjoyed this chapter, and are looking forward to the next one, which will feature the fallout of this, and also an explanation as to why the name is back now, all of a sudden... (any guesses? :3c) I'm always delighted by, and very grateful for, comments!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 11: Insult To Injury
    


Notes:

Ahhh, I really *was* forgetful last week, I completely forgot that An-ju drew MORE wonderful art, this one for ch. 9, featuring Maru and Shan being adorable!!! I added it now, please do go back and look at it, it's incredibly gorgeous!
And speaking of Shan art, Aroshi also drew some for *this* chapter, and it never fails to tug at my heartstrings! I've embedded it in the chapter, but you can also find it here on Aroshi's Twitter!
[EDIT: Bird has also drawn something beautiful for this chapter! Gosh, I am so blessed by all these incredibly talented artists!!!]
WARNING for this chapter: Nagiri has a lot of thoughts of self-loathing, and briefly tries to remove the soulname by harming himself (though he doesn't actually manage to, in the end). Please be careful, and, if necessary, once you hit "bound to Nagiri even less, and… and…", skip the following two paragraphs.



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

“No,” Nagiri croaked, staring at his lightly trembling wrist in horror. He was faintly aware of Shinji speaking again, calling his name in concern, but the words wouldn’t register. Nothing existed except the writing back on his wrist, curling around it where Nagiri could very nearly feel the phantom grip of Kantarou’s powerful hand, being both everything he’d ever wanted and the  very last thing he needed now.  “No.  No!” 
Why? Why this, why now?  Why!?  Why give Nagiri a soulmate now, give him the purest, kindest,  best  soulmate in all the world, less than a day after he’d lost any chance of being with the man for good!? This was nothing but the universe pouring salt into the open wound Kantarou had ripped into his chest - without ever having to pull the trigger of his pile bunker, even - taunting him with what he had lost, cursing him with having his soul bound forever to the man he’d already lost his heart to. His soulmate despised him, his soulmate wanted to never see him again, his soulmate had nearly killed him - but so had Nagiri, Nagiri had  almost killed his own soulmate,  gorged himself on the man’s blood and left the other half of himself half-dead in an alley, oh god, he was a  monster,  and Kantarou, good and just and noble Kantarou, was tied to  Nagiri  now, his very soul being drained and dirtied by being attached to such a filthy parasite.
Nagiri didn’t deserve Kantarou as a soulmate, that much was certain; but  Kantarou  deserved to be bound to Nagiri even less, and… and…
The blood blade sliced its way out of Nagiri’s palm almost without him noticing. Once, not so long ago and yet in another life entirely, Nagiri had woken up from a nightmare and been so desperate in his aching that he’d scratched Kantarou’s name into his skin. Now there was no waking from the horror that was Nagiri’s existence, and he had a name on his skin he no longer wanted - or rather, which he  should  no longer want, because he’d never truly have the man it referred to - and the urge to cut it  off,  to scrape his skin free from it, was suddenly overwhelming. Free himself - and Kantarou, poor Kantarou who did not want this and had done nothing to deserve it - of this connection that would mock and torture them both, just a few practised slices and it would be gone, and maybe then Nagiri would feel less like he’d somehow  robbed  Kantarou by now having something he’d never had a right to in the first place.
He set the blood blade to skin and all the turmoil went out of his mind, leaving only strange, terrified resolve, and a desperation to tear this name off his skin, drown it in blood, and to-
Hands snapped close around Nagiri’s wrists - but not the broad, firm hands he wanted, slender artist’s hands, all skin and bone and covered in ink stains - and jerked the hand with the blade away.
 “WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING!?”  Shinji shrieked, fighting to wrench Nagiri’s hands further apart - and managing, somehow, despite being the weakest dhampir Nagiri had ever known. “Were- were you going to- Tsujita-san, NO!!!”

[image: Digital art by Bird, a brief comic with two smaller panels showing Nagiri ready to use his blood blade on his soulname, and Shinji panicking and reaching out for him. The final, biggest panel shows Shinji holding both of Nagiri's wrists and shouting furiously at him. Behind Nagiri, a close-up of Nagiri's wrist reveals both his own soulname, and Shinji's on his hand.]

“Let me  go!”  Nagiri hissed, straining to break out of his grip, squirming and spitting like a feral cat. “Let me- I shouldn’t, shouldn’t have  his  name, let me make this  right-” 
“Don’t-! Oh god, oh god, PLEASE don’t, t-this isn’t a solution-!”
“-don’t know why I got it back, I  shouldn’t,  I need it gone again-”
“-w-what are you  saying,  oh god, come to your senses-”
“-he hates me, he HATES me! I just keep hurting him, I can’t do it again,  I fucking can’t-” 
“DOING  THIS  WOULD HURT HIM MORE THAN ANYTHING!” Shinji shouted - actually  shouted,  golden eyes glinting sharply behind his glasses, face a grimace of desperation - the surprise of it just enough to silence Nagiri while Shinji continued in a low and insistent murmur.
“Tsujita-san, I’m just a clueless worm who doesn’t understand half of what’s happening here, but the fact of the matter is that Kantarou-san is your soulmate, and you- well, you  were  close once, at the very least, and no matter how he might feel about you now, do you really think he’d wanted you to- to  do harm  to yourself!? N-not to mention that active rejection of a soulmate isn’t  healthy  for either side of the bond, there’s studies on it and all - I did research on rejecting and breaking bonds- for my manga! Just for the manga, I swear! But Kuwabara-san was so  alarmed  when I asked about it, and for good reason! I don’t know what happened between you and Kantarou-san, but I don’t  need  to know to tell you that no matter what, NO MATTER WHAT, a soulmate bond is  always  a positive thing that both parties are better off  with! S-so, don’t do anything hasty, and hope for things to get better if you just give them a little time, okay?”
Nagiri was breathing hard, fangs exposed - but he’d stopped struggling, and now, finally, let the blood blade crumble into fine red dust, admitting defeat, just for now. There would always be opportunities later, and Nagiri was so, so tired of fighting.
Shinji slowly, gradually eased his grip on Nagiri’s arms, watching him warily, as if expecting him to try again the very moment he was free. Nagiri glared back sullenly. As if he wouldn’t at least wait until Shinji’s back was turned.
When Nagiri made no sudden movements even after being released, Shinji seemed to almost  cave in,  collapsing as anxious tension fled his body. He was a tall man with a surprisingly sturdy built, and for a few minutes he’d actually looked it - but no more, shoulders hunched again, making himself smaller than he actually was.
“Okay, okay. Good. Oh, thank goodness.” He breathed shakily, shooting Nagiri a look that was all gratitude and relief - trusting fool, too kind-hearted for his own good, guileless in his stupidity - and then promptly folded in on himself, putting his head between his knees and having a quiet little panic attack.
Nagiri left him to it.
If he’d been in a better state himself, he might have reached out to return the favour and awkwardly pat Shinji’s shoulder a few times; but as it was, he couldn’t make himself do anything more than to slump back against the wall and stare at the impossibility that was his soulname returned to his wrist.
(How?  How  was this even possible!? To lose a soulname was unusual enough, but for it to return… this kind of thing didn’t simply  happen,  and Nagiri wished so dearly it hadn’t. Not now. Not after all that had happened last night.)
He hadn’t exactly looked at it in detail before, seeing only the name it spelled out and nothing more, so he took the opportunity now, a strange sense of fascination gripping him. It was his  soulname,  calligraphy on his wrist, dark ink infused into it without changing the texture of the the skin itself, and it made him feel almost  sick  with both revulsion and glee, a thousand emotions churning deep in his gut. He’d wanted this so, so badly, and some part of him crowed in triumph at the sight of a name,  Kantarou’s name,  wrapped around his bony wrist, no matter whether it truly belonged there or not.
Nagiri raised his other hand again, but this time only to run a finger along the lines of the characters, carefully, hesitantly. He used to do this as a child, sometimes, long before he could even read the katakana, tracing them, trying to pretend that he didn’t desperately yearn for the person that the universe had decided should be his one and only.
20-something years later, and here he still was, doing the exact same thing.
Nothing ever changed, did it.
Except… no. Something  had  changed.
Nagiri shifted his wrist slightly, and tiny little threads of gold caught the light of the overhead lamp, sparkling and glowing. They lined the outside of the characters, evenly patterned, reminding Nagiri of  stitches,  of all things, as if someone had sewn his soulname back on in fine gold thread. Unusual, but certainly beautiful, the golden glow reminding Nagiri of…
Of…

 (the golden armadillo laying its perfect head on Nagiri’s wrist, a tingling warmth spreading out under the crusted blood, an emptiness being filled, a wrong being righted, a blessing bestowed in that single simple touch) 


[image: Art of Nagiri sitting among clouds of grey smoke, looking doubtfully down at a golden glowing armadillo that seems to be stitching something onto his arm in gold thread, the other end of the thread trailing off into the distance.]

…oh.
If it had been anyone or anything else, Nagiri would have been  furious,  cursing the bastard that had inflicted upon him the  one  thing that could have made his already miserable situation infinitely more terrible. But now,  now  he couldn’t… surely, the golden armadillo had never intended to hurt him! It had thought it was doing Nagiri a kindness, and under any other circumstances, he would’ve been eternally grateful - the blessed round thing couldn’t have  known  how this only ruined Nagiri’s life further, could it? It wasn’t to blame, had only meant well, intending to return hope and love to Nagiri in his darkest hour.
Well, hope was dead, and love further out of his reach than ever before. Even perfectly round golden armadillos weren’t infallible, it seemed like.
…but this also meant that removing the soulname, putting his blade to it and erasing any trace of it - whether temporarily or permanently - was out of the question now. To cut those golden armadillo-spun threads felt like  sacrilege,  and the thought alone was utterly unacceptable to Nagiri.
He would have to live with this… gift, well-intentioned yet terrible as it was. Live with the awful reminder of what he could have had, but lost to his own bloodthirst. He would never dare to reject something a Round Thing had given him, whether it was a cold pastry, or the name of the man Nagiri had nearly killed, nearly loved, and most certainly lost forever.
The name -  Kei Kantarou, Kei Kantarou, Kei Kantarou  - began to blur in front of his eyes, and it took Nagiri a few moments to realise it was because he was crying, tears dripping down his cheeks in steady little rivers. It was getting difficult to think, the shock finally settling in proper - and yet he dreaded curling up under the blankets again, alone with his thoughts in disarray, circling around the horriblewonderful realisation that Kantarou,  Kantarou,  the man who hated him (for good reason) with every fibre of his being, was  his soulmate… 
“...Tsujita-san?”
Nagiri didn’t lift his head, didn’t look up from his wrist. He doubted he could.
“Ah, Tsujita-san!” Shinji, having seemingly recovered from his own crisis somewhat, leaned down into Nagiri’s field of vision. “A-are you… alright?”
Nagiri shook his head.
“Oh, geez. Um.” Shinji fidgeted. “I doubt you want to talk any more about it?”
Nagiri shook his head.
“Some yogurt? I have some fried bread from Kuwabara-san in the freezer, too. …or, would a nap make you feel better, maybe? Or watching a movie?”

 (He was trying so hard, bless him.) 

Nagiri shook his head.
“Okay. Hm. Okay.” Shinji seemed to think for a moment, and then settled on something with as close to determination as he ever got. “I just remembered! I meant to put all my references in proper order this week, but I forgot, oh, curse my empty brain that is less than the size of a walnut!”

 (The performance was singularly unconvincing. Shinji was an unsurprisingly shit liar.) 

“Now I won’t manage while also meeting my deadline! Unless… Tsujita-san, do you perhaps think you could sort through them for me??? It would be such a help! I would be forever in your debt!”
Nagiri hesitated…
And nodded.
“Good! Great! Wonderful!” Shinji exclaimed, audibly relieved, but Nagiri hardly heard him.
(In his head, Kantarou was pinning him against the wall with his pile bunker over and over and over again, and with every passing second, it was getting harder and harder to drown the memories out…)




Notes:


Shinji really is trying his very best, working so hard to keep Nagiri together even through a complete mental breakdown... such a good friend...
And the reason for the mysterious return of the soulname has been revealed! Shan really has bestowed many blessings on Nagiri in that moment - even ones Nagiri never wanted.
(Also, this is one of the reasons for why I chose to title this fic "Kintsugi". It refers to a special method of repairing broken pottery with veins of gold, and more metaphorically also to the philosophy that, with care and effort and time spent healing, things that were once broken can be even more beautiful not in spite of their cracks, but *because of* them.
Aside from it being very fitting for this fic on a metaphorical level, there's also a very literal "repair" with veins of gold happening right here!)
I hope you enjoyed the new chapter, and the two new art pieces! Next chapter, there may or may not be an unexpected guest knocking on Shinji's door... :3c
^-^ <3
















Chapter 12: Fate Comes Knocking
    


Notes:

Ah, I forgot to update for a week... well, at least I didn't do it on a cliffhanger! (And at least I posted that old Kazusa/Hiyoshi fic I had in my drafts, and finished a Draluc/Ronald one I really should post, too... perhaps I shall.)
Please enjoy!
<3



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

Nagiri sat on the floor, Maru settled on a pillow next to him, and sorted through Shinji’s multiple heaps of reference images while the man himself was back to working on sketching out pages.
It was monotonous, mind-numbing work… and it was  helping. 
Nagiri knew full well that Shinji had only tried to find a task,  any  task, for him, to enable him to feel useful - most likely the reference images had actually been in perfect order, he’d seen Shinji hastily shuffle at least one stack while retrieving them - but he was glad for it nonetheless, glad to have something to do with his hands and things to think about that weren’t…
Well. He was trying to  not  think about that, wasn’t he.
(And he was going to continue studiously not thinking about it for a rather long time. The rest of his life, most likely, which, for a vampire, could be very long indeed.)
Nagiri picked up yet another pose reference of a scantily-clad ninja doing anatomically-implausible acrobatics, wincing in sympathy with the guy’s groin muscles and absently wondering where Shinji even  got  all these, before settling it onto one of the stacks in front of Maru. (Face-down. Maru was a young and innocent Round Thing, and should not be made to suffer such provocative sights.)
Aside from the distraction, it  was,  admittedly, nice to feel needed, whether it was genuine need or not. That had been half of why Nagiri had begun occasionally working as Shinji’s assistant in the first place, his work being complimented and appreciated a bit more objectively than when Kantarou just blindly gushed over anything and everything-
Nagiri put a pin into that line of thought, blinking furiously a couple times. No, no, nope, he was  not  thinking about this shit anymore. Not yet, and maybe not ever.
At the start, he’d been constantly distracted by the dark-and-glittering writing on his wrist, eyes catching on the unfamiliar splash of colour on skin his brain still instinctively expected to be bare - until he’d caved, and stolen a dish towel with little pictures of Mickey Mouse on it from Shinji’s kitchen. The fabric tied around his wrist still captured his attention now and then, but at least he didn’t have to read That Name every time his gaze strayed to his wrist.
(Maybe he could just never take that towel off, and pretend his wrist was still bare underneath it. Maybe.)
Photos of weaponry from multiple angles went on that stack, shots of buildings on the other. Nagiri was comparatively clueless when it came to computers, but he still suspected that digital image collections would be a good deal more practical.
Maybe he should suggest that to Shinji. Once he could be confident to get past “oi, mangaka, I had a thought” without his voice cracking pitifully, perhaps.
A photo of two people embracing, another of a kiss. Nagiri tossed those onto the right stack very quickly.
(Eventually, he knew, he would have to think of the future. Shinji had invited him to stay here for the time being, but it was obvious that it couldn't exactly be a permanent arrangement. Shinji had that Kuwabara-san of his, and no separate bedrooms, and that alone would likely become a problem sooner or later; not to mention the fact that Nagiri hadn’t ever had roommates except for his brief stint at the VCD, where he hadn’t exactly endeared himself to his compatriots. He could lay low here for a while, certainly, but sooner or later he would have to find somewhere else to go. Something else to  be,  now that he wasn’t really Tsujigiri Nagiri anymore, but couldn’t be Kantarou’s Tsujita-san, either, and his time as Shinji’s manga assistant was limited.
He was running out of options, feeling increasingly helpless, and furious with himself for it… but all that was for tomorrow’s Nagiri to deal with. Today, he was merely trying not to fall apart entirely.)
Nagiri paused for a moment, and leaned over to pat Maru. Whatever else might happen,  Maru  would always stay with him, which was a comforting thought… and perhaps, considering the fact that Maru was technically an inanimate object, also a little sad.
Yet more things he might be better off not thinking about.
And then: a knock on the door.
Nagiri briefly startled, but opted to ignore it, leaving Shinji to scramble upright and nearly trip over his feet in his haste to reach the door - only to pause, fret, pace forth and back a few steps, and finally head towards the window instead, pulling the blinds apart ever so slightly and peering through at an angle that would allow him to see who was standing in front of the door and waiting for entry.
“Oh-” Shinji said, and then a word Nagiri had never heard before, but assumed was a curse from context clues. Probably some editor then, about to demand an early draft. Nagiri wished him good luck with that - he’d  heard  what those editors could do, and there was no way he’d interfere, gratitude towards Shinji for letting him stay here and eat his yogurt be damned.
Hasty footsteps - and then, Shinji was hauling Nagiri to his feet, photographs scattering everywhere.
“What-” Nagiri snapped, only for Shinji to clamp a sweaty hand over his mouth, frantically shaking his head, and drag Nagiri over to the bathroom.
(Nagiri could have resisted, could easily have overpowered that weakling of a dhampir; but there was something in him instinctively going limp and letting himself be manhandled the moment someone’s hand closed around his wrist. Damn Kantarou, conditioning this weakness into him!)
Shinji shoved him through the door, then turned around to quickly retrieve Maru, and, once his round shape was safely deposited in Nagiri’s arms, made as if to shut the door.
“Who-” Nagiri began again, only to be interrupted by another knock.
 “Hello? Kamiarizuki-sensei?”  said a voice, muffled through the door, but terribly familiar.  “This is the police! Please open up!” 
 No.  Nagiri’s heart seized in his chest.  NO. 
 “Be quiet, be quiet, for god’s sake STAY THERE AND BE QUIET!”  Shinji whispered, eyes practically vibrating out of their sockets with barely concealed panic - and then simply shut the bathroom door in Nagiri’s face.
Nagiri instantly pressed his ear to the thin wood, straining to hear  that voice  again, just one more time, his entire body alight and trembling, adrenaline coursing through him.
He could hear Shinji’s stumbling footsteps, the racing of his heart - or maybe his own? - and the front door creaking open.
“A-ah. Y-y-yes?”
“Citizen, are you Kamiarizuki Shinji-sensei?”

 (Was it just Nagiri’s imagination? Just his wishful thinking? Or was it really…) 

“I. Um. Yes. Me. Who? You?”
“Officer Kantarou of the VCD, at your service!”

 (It was. Oh, god, it was. So close, and yet so far. Nagiri’s wrist felt like it was burning under the dish towel.) 

“O-oh! Uh, why, why are you-”
“I’m searching for… someone. A vampire. I was hoping he might be known to you?”

 (If only the bathroom had windows, Nagiri wouldn’t feel so trapped… though he doubted he would be able to flee even if he physically could.) 

“The man I’m looking for is Tsujigiri Nagiri, the Sword-slayer. He fights with red blades made from his own blood, and may be using the alias ‘Tsujita’ to disguise his identity. Have you ever encountered anyone by that name, sir?”
…well.
That was it then. That was him done for.
Nagiri sank down to the floor, back to the door, Maru in his lap and head in his hands.  Fuck. 
So Kantarou had come to his senses, and either realised that Nagiri had to be eliminated after all, or at least came to the conclusion that a violent slasher couldn’t be left to roam about freely, and would have to be taken in for the safety of the citizens. That was exactly the kind of shit Kantarou would go in for, prioritising the common good and all - frankly, that he hadn’t been able to just rid the world of Nagiri the moment he’d discovered his identity had been surprising enough - and Nagiri should have  known  that Kantarou would start pursuing him again sooner or later. He should have run, as far and fast as his legs could carry him.
Now, there was no escape.
Shinji had just learned who he’d been harbouring here, what kind of monster had slept in his bed and eaten his yogurt, and would no doubt beg Kantarou to protect him and remove the murderous vampire in his bathroom.
And could Nagiri blame him? If Shinji, cowardly, anxious, gets-a-heart-attack-every-time-he-has-to-answer-the-door(-and-don’t-get-him-started-on-phone-calls) Shinji, had only known,  he never would have invited a criminal into his home, or looked on Nagiri with anything but fear. He shouldn’t have followed the armadillo’s guidance, shouldn’t have gone to Shinji for help in the first place, shouldn’t have continued to pretend to be someone innocent and nonthreatening when he was  not  - it had already come back to bite him with Kantarou, he really should’ve known better by now.
Ah, it hardly mattered anymore. His fate was sealed, all Nagiri could do now was for the guillotine blade to come down on his neck.
“T-Ts-Tsuji-ta…?” Shinji choked, his frantic heartbeat only speeding up. “Sword-slay- uh… t-that…”

 (Nagiri held Maru tightly to his chest, and braced himself for the bathroom door to be shoved open, for Kantarou to drag him out and… and… well. Do no more than Nagiri deserved, really.) 

“N-no, Officer.” Shinji finally said, with no more than a  hint  of tremor in his voice. “I’ve never heard of, of  anyone  like that.”
Nagiri’s head snapped up, and he whirled around, staring at the wood of the door in stunned disbelief.  What? WHAT??? 
“Are you certain you haven’t met him before?” Kantarou pressed suspiciously - which was no wonder, considering how very not-inconspicuous Shinji was acting, what with his…. Everything. “He’s about this tall, dark mid-length hair, sharp features, very handso-”
“No! Nope! No! D-definitely not!” Shinji laughed, high and too shrill. “So sorry t-that I can’t be of any h-help - but good luck with your search, hope you find the guy, haha!”
“...Citizen, may I come in for a second?”
“Huh!? No! Um, no, absolutely not! I, ah, I know my rights! And I’m n-not letting someone suspicious - like you! - into my home, no sir!” Shinji warbled, still as unconvincing a liar as ever. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have… drafts! Deadlines! That I’m really far behind on,  oh god oh no I’m going to miss the deadline my manga will get cancelled I will be disgraced in the eyes of gods of men and my boyfriend will probably dump me too so I REALLY don’t have time for you sorrygoodluckonyoursearchBYE!” 
And with that, Shinji slammed the door in Kantarou’s face, and turned the key in the lock with audible force.
Nagiri sat, incredulous, for a moment or two.
Then, he rose, unsteadily, and crept out of the bathroom.
He found Shinji in the kitchen, clearly hyperventilating, and rummaging around with shaky hands until finally unearthing an old paper bag that had once contained bread -  actual bread, not the many-eyed stuff Shinji had in his freezer - and making himself breathe into it.
“You… you lied to him.” Nagiri muttered, still full of disbelief. “To cover for me…?”
“O-of course I  fu- fucking covered for you,  Tsujita-san!” Shinji gasped, having clearly been pushed far past his breaking point and into a state where he was capable of cursing and glaring at a criminal over the edge of his paper bag. “What d-did you  think  I was going to do!? I’m  not  in the habit of betraying my friends!”
“Your-” Nagiri blinked. He was just going to ignore that last word, it felt too heavy in his chest. “Uh.”
“Oh, damnit…” Shinji moaned into the paper bag, tugging anxiously at his hair with the other, beginning to pace in anxious circles. “Now I’m h-harbouring a criminal, and I  lied  to an officer of the law! This isn’t good, this isn’t good… oh, they’re going to find out and arrest me! I can’t keep my deadlines if I’m  locked up!  Look at me, Tsujita-san, I’m much too pretty for prison, wouldn’t you say?? And Kuwa-san will be so cross with me!!!! Oh  no no no-” 
“Look, I- I’m  sorry,  alright!” Nagiri hissed, wanting very badly to shout, but painfully aware of the possibility of Kantarou still being out there, just  waiting  for an excuse to barge in. “I wouldn’t have blamed you if- you didn’t sign up for this shit and-”
“Didn’t sign up for it!?” Shinji croaked, surprised. “You showed up here with a s-stab wound, and ‘nowhere else to go’! I knew full well what kind of trouble I was inviting - and I did it anyway, because I’m an IDIOT! Stick to manga drawing, self! I told myself a thousand times,  stick to manga!  Don’t make dubious friends with blood blades in their fingers! But  noooooo…” 
…well. It seemed that Shinji was, perhaps,  ever  so slightly less of a dewy-eyed guileless fool than Nagiri had assumed him to be. You learned new things about other people every day, didn’t you.
“Fine then! Fine! You’re on my side, I get it!” Nagiri rubbed Maru’s sides just to have something to do with his hands, shooting restless glances towards the door. “What the fuck do we do  now,  then?”
 “I don’t know!!!”  Shinji wailed (quietly), burying his face in his hands and squishing his glasses into his cheeks. “YOU’RE the one on the run from the law!  You  tell me what the rules are here!”
“I don’t fucking know anymore, either! I’ve been  trying  to turn my life around, in case you hadn’t noticed!” Nagiri hissed, somewhat defensively. “My go-to used to be slashing at pursuers until they stopped moving!”
“WHAT?” Shinji gasped, eyes bugging out of his head. “No! No slashing the police officer, Tsujita-san!!!”
“I wasn’t going to NOW, moron!” Even though part of him  really  wanted to slash at Shinji in particular for scolding him like an unruly dog. Nagiri ground his teeth, and clutched Maru more tightly. “I’m not going to- I don’t  want  to do that shit anymore! And I- I can’t, I couldn’t, not again- I couldn’t hurt  Kantarou,  anyway!”
“Kanta-?  Oh god wait that’s right the guy’s name was Kantarou!”  Shinji whisper-shrieked, clasping his hands over his mouth. “Does that- was that-  your  Kantarou!?”
“Yes! Alright? Yes!” Nagiri resisted the sudden impulse to tuck his wrist out of sight, even with the name still covered. “That was…  him.  You still think we’re gonna just kiss and make up, huh?”
“Well. I’ll admit there’s some, ah, complications that will have to be overcome…”

 “He’s standing outside your door to arrest me!!!” 

“That’s one of them, yeah!”
Nagiri groaned, and resisted the urge to panic. They couldn’t  both be panicking, and the chance of Shinji remaining level-headed were very slim indeed.
“Okay. Okay. Never mind that. How about this.” Shinji wrung his hands, tearing the paper bag he’d been breathing into to shreds, which he would likely come to regret soon enough. “I told him he can’t come in, and he  can’t, n-not without either having reason to assume someone is in immediate danger - or a warrant! Which he would have to acquire first! So! You’re safe in here for the time being, at least!”
“But not  forever.  I’ll have to…” Steady rain was still beating against the window, and Nagiri shivered slightly. Less than 24 hours, and he’d already grown addicted to feeling not-cold and not-wet. “I’ll have to leave.”
“...yes. Yes, that’s… yes.” Shinji nodded quickly, though he didn’t seem to like the prospect of sending Nagiri out into the storm any more than Nagiri himself did. “Let me pack you some, some food…”
While Shinji hastened over to the kitchen, Nagiri set Maru down on the bed for a moment, and went to fetch his own clothes. Shinji had thrown them into the washing machine, and they were dry enough now, though the top still had a gash along its side, and the rough cleaning hadn’t done the already somewhat threadbare fabric any favours. But it would have to do, he couldn’t escape in too-big sweatpants and a hoodie that could no doubt be traced back to Shinji if he were caught. The old blanket, too, to make a sling for Maru in case he would have to climb up somewhere or require free hands for other reasons…
Nagiri paused for a moment, screwed his eyes shut, took a deep, shuddering breath.
Then he quickly removed the towel from his wrist, ripping a strip of fabric from the blanket instead, and covering the name with it.
(And if he spent a moment or two standing perfectly still with his wrist pressed to his chest, well, Shinji was still rummaging around elsewhere, so it was nobody’s business but his own.)




Notes:


Hooray for Shinji pulling through! The man really saw an obvious criminal on his doorstep and promptly invited him in and tried to comfort him, even lying to an officer of the law and making himself guilty as well. ZERO survival instincts, but somehow it works out alright in the end.
But, uh-oh, Kantarou is re-entering the narrative... who knows what kind of thoughts he had and which conclusions he came to while we were in Nagiri's POV... perhaps we'll find out. >:3c
As always, thank you for reading, and please leave a comment, they nourish my soul!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 13: No Way Out
    


Notes:

Hello and welome to another installment of Nagiri and Shinji's comedy duo act, presenting their brilliant new sketch Oh God Oh No There's A Policeman At The Door - please enjoy their shared lack of braincell! ;3
<3
[Character notes:
Mickey was originally a nameless mob/background character, but over time he got a bit of backstory, characteristics, and of course a name - he works a variety of jobs to support his family, which is why he can be in the background everywhere. He and Shinji went to school together and are still friends, and there's a character very obviously based on Mickey in Shinji's manga!]



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text


Once he’d gotten changed, Shinji returned with a small backpack that now contained food, the blood packs Nagiri had brought with him, some blood tablets - “don’t know if they help vampires the same as dhampirs, but I’m sure it can’t hurt to have them!” - and what Nagiri was rather certain was more money than the loose change he’d come here with.


“Alright! Yes! Great!” Shinji’s grin was a trembling, uncertain thing, and he was still sweating buckets as well as a single “boo!” away from a complete nervous breakdown, but he nevertheless seemed to be handling the circumstances 

surprisingly

 well. Some people really shone - or at least vaguely flickered - in a crisis, didn’t they. “I… well, I suppose that’s that, then?”


“Has to be.” Nagiri responded curtly. And then, quietly: “...thanks.”


“Let me- well, if it’s possible at all, let me know once you’re safe and settled somewhere, okay?” For a brief moment, the possibility of a hug hung in the air, before they both discarded that impulse as the objectively terrible idea it was. “Now, before you go, I’ll just make sure the coast is clear…”


Nagiri watched him head over to the window, once more pulling the blinds apart ever so slightly to peek out, so they could be absolutely certain no random passerby would see Nagiri leave and perhaps be tempted to call the number on those thousand of flyers Nagiri himself had helped Kantarou put up all across Shin-Yokohama, asking citizens to report any suspicious sightings.


However, Shinji had barely glanced outside when he reared back with a stifled cry of shock, all colour drained from his face, looking very much like he’d seen a ghost.


“What?” Nagiri hurried over, alarmed. “What is it?”



“He’s still out there!”

 Shinji whispered at a very high pitch, clearly right back in panic mode again. 

“The officer! Is still there!”



“Oh, for-” Nagiri swore, pushing Shinji aside to check for himself…


And there, indeed, was Kantarou.


Standing rather close to the wall, and yet only 

barely

 protected from the ongoing downpour, he seemed to be simply… waiting.


(And he looked damn handsome doing it, to Nagiri’s dismay, even though he was turned mostly away from the window with his hands tucked in-between arm and torso, meaning a number of his most handsome features - his intense eyes, his smile, his hands, which were all objectively handsome, and not just appealing to Nagiri specifically, for the record - weren’t even visible. Oh, it wasn’t 

fair,

 to make Nagiri suffer so.)


“What the 

fuck

 is that idiot doing!?” Nagiri muttered, a wave of reassuringly-familiar exasperated fondness and frustration washing over him. “It’s raining bats and werewolves out there! He’s going to catch cold, the reckless fool! Probably pneumonia, even, look at that, his coat is all soaked through and he hasn’t even got that plastic rain poncho he-”


“Tsujita-san! 

Focus!”



“...damnit.”


Nagiri took a deep breath, and reminded himself, glaring - blunted and ineffective - daggers at the back of Kantarou’s head, that the man being revealed as Nagiri’s soulmate changed 

nothing,

 that they were sworn enemies, and that Kantarou would probably not appreciate Tsujigiri Nagiri fussing over him, now or ever. It was surprisingly difficult to keep that in mind, at the moment.


“Why is he still 

here?”

 Shinji whisper-sobbed. “I thought he’d be off getting a warrant or permit or, or, I don’t know! Is this a stakeout? Tsujita-san, are we being staked out!?”


“Can’t be. Then he would be watching the building from a hidden vantage point.” Nagiri explained automatically, and then spent a few seconds pointedly forcing down any and all memories of that night he and Kantarou had spent on a stakeout, talking about food and blood and soulmates. “Not just stand there like a dumb handsome rock, without even looking straight at the house.”


Though, whatever Kantarou’s intentions, he was certainly 

succeeding

 in trapping Nagiri here. The only windows were front-facing, and there was no back door, so unless Nagiri cut his way through a wall, or Shinji found an unreasonably big pet carrier to carry him out in, there was no way he could get out of here.


“He probably w-won’t stay here for much longer though, right?” Shinji whined uncertainly, wringing his hands again, and clearly yearning for that paper bag he’d ripped to shreds as his breathing began to speed up. “A little bit of waiting, a-and he’ll surely leave!”


Nagiri peered through the blinds again, at the most infuriatingly stubborn man he had ever met, like a hunting dog burying his teeth in a fox’s neck and refusing to let go.


“Surely.” He murmured, and didn’t believe it himself, either.



So they waited, with the lights off - just in case Kantarou looked in the direction of the window while they checked if he was still there, vampire and dhampir eyes could see in the dark anyway - and waited, and waited.


10 minutes went by. 20. 30. Kantarou barely moved, aside from the shifting movements of someone cold and uncomfortable, but determined to see this through.


(It showed that he’d been a police officer once upon a time, walking his beat no matter the weather, staying put where he was stationed for hours on end if necessary. Kantarou had been well-trained in perseverance, and for such an impulsive man, his self-discipline was more than impressive.)


An hour passed, and still, they were locked in this stalemate, only growing more and more tense as they sat, paced, waited, in hushed silence.


“Tsujita-san?” Shinji finally whispered, hesitantly. “Maybe… maybe he’s not leaving…”


“You 

think?”

 Nagiri sneered. He felt agitated, torn between the need to run and save his skin, and the urge to go out there and cling to Kantarou with all his might, loudly announce his claim on Kantarou’s soul and enjoy a single shining moment of having everything he ever wanted - and neither was something he could or should carry out. It was infuriating, and it was chipping away at Nagiri’s already frail sanity even further.


“And 

stop that,”

 he added, shoving at Shinji’s arm before the idiot could continue chewing anxiously on his nails until he’d bitten them to the quick.


Silence fell. Nagiri resisted the urge to check on Kantarou again, and instead gave Maru a few consoling pats. Poor thing looked just as distressed as he himself felt.


“Maybe.” Shinji piped up again. “Maybe we should… get help.”


“No.” Nagiri snapped instantly, but Shinji was not deterred.


“I have this friend, we go wayyyy back, were at school together, and he- well, he’s got experience with everything, really!” He babbled, adjusting his glasses over and over. “And he’s worked so many jobs, I’m 87% sure he’s been involved in shady dealings before, so I’m certain he would help us without asking too many questions- though, then again, I think he also did some jobs for the VCD and that vampire scam club they run, come to think of it, so, uh…”



“No!”

 Nagiri hissed, more insistently. “Out of the question!”


“Okay, maybe 

not

 Mickey-san, then, you’re right. But-”


“I said 

no,

 idiot!”


“But, Tsujita-san, I 

really

 think you should let me call Kuwabara-san!” Shinji burst out, tears gathering at the edges of his eyes. “Please!!! I’m so useless at this, I can’t be of any help to you, but 

he-”



“What the fuck is your editor gonna do!?” Nagiri spat. “Impose a deadline on Kantarou?”


“Kuwabara-san is a licensed ninja!” Shinji argued back, sounding quite offended at the implication that Kuwabara was anything but perfect. “He’s extremely capable with a kopiš, and his accuracy in throwing kunai is-”


“Yeah, well, I don’t want Kantarou 

assassinated,

 either!” Nagiri rubbed a hand over his eyes, frustrated. “Look. I don’t think we should be pulling 

anyone else

 into this. It’s bad enough 

you’re

 technically my accomplice right now, do you really want your… ninja-editor-boyfriend-whatever to risk his entire career and reputation, for 

me?”



Shinji didn’t answer, but his guilty avoidance of meeting Nagiri’s gaze said it all.


“Neither do I. Neither does 

he,

 most likely, but the 

moment

 he knows what’s happening here, the choice would be out of his hands.” Nagiri argued, starting to feel somewhat tired. “So, if I see you even 

touching

 your phone, I’m slicing it into pieces. Got that? Your Kuwabara-san can’t help us.”


A pause.


“He’d be helping me,” Shinji finally said, very softly. “Just by being there.”


Nagiri looked up, and noted the way Shinji was wringing his hands again, rubbing at the skin between his left index finger and thumb, where a pen would rest, and his skin was covered in what Nagiri had initially assumed to be ink splatters. Now, however, upon closer inspection, it was obvious that there was a line of characters among the ink, like artful calligraphy, and that no amount of rubbing or fidgeting would ever remove it.


Well.


Nagiri had 

figured

 that was the case, honestly. Certainly explained Shinji’s unwavering faith in soulmate connections persevering, people who were happily together with their matches did tend to be… optimistic about the whole concept.


This settled it, though. They weren’t going to be involving Shinji’s soulmate - and if Nagiri could somehow ensure it, not Shinji himself, either. The guy had everything to live for, everything Nagiri had lost, and it wouldn’t be 

fair, 

to put Shinji’s fate on the line. 

Nagiri

 was the criminal, 

he

 was the bloodthirsty monster that hadn’t hesitated to drive a blade even into his soulmate. If anyone should be punished for his actions, it should be him, and him alone - not foolish mangakas he’d somehow duped into considering him a friend.


(In the back of Nagiri’s head, there had always been an imaginary scale, forever tipped in favour of ensuring his own survival, safety, and freedom… but now, to his horror, the usual imbalance was gradually shifting into the opposite, as the factors weighed against it gained in significance. Suddenly, “the approval of armadillos”, “the wellbeing of children”, “the safety of my friend Shinji” and most important and weighty, “the happiness of my soulmate (and the man I may or may not love) Kantarou” were all far, 

far

 more important than Nagiri’s previous number one priority - himself - and no matter how hard he wished to return to the self-centred status quo he’d grown so used to, the scales stubbornly refused to budge.


So, aside from having his identity revealed and being given back the bestworst soulmate in the world, Nagiri was also getting 

selfless

 now. Oh, would the humiliation never end!?)


Silence fell again, Shinji obviously miserable, and Nagiri sharply contemplating the situation, desperately trying to think of a way to escape that wouldn’t run a risk of compromising anyone else… and coming up short.


If he ran fast enough, he might slip out of Kantarou’s grasp this once - but at the same time it would be painfully obvious that he’d been hiding in Shinji’s home, and that the mangaka had given out false information when asked about the whereabouts of the fugitive, making him a target for the rest of the investigation and likely to be punished harshly for facilitating Nagiri’s escape.


So perhaps…


Nagiri swallowed, fear twisting in his gut.


Perhaps what he needed to do was not 

escaping

 at all.


Nagiri’s fingers clenched around the fabric of his cloak, and he pressed his lips into a thin, bloodless line. He didn’t like this idea. He didn’t like it at all. Something deep and primal growled and scratched at his insides, rebelling at this idea, rejecting it on an instinctual level…



And yet,

 said that small, battered lump in his chest that had once been a heart, 

if you do this, everyone will be better off… except you, of course. But that doesn’t matter anymore, does it?



(It used to. It used to be the only thing that mattered. When had that changed? Falling for Kantarou? Or before that, even, when his hands had closed around the shell of an armadillo to kidnap it? When he’d lain broken and spirit-effigy-less in an alleyway?


Or perhaps, his fate had been sealed the moment he’d locked eyes with a young police officer across a dark street, and felt an indescribable hunger well up inside him.


It hardly mattered where it had started - only that 

this

 was how it would end, now.)


“Oi…” he began. “...Kamiarizuki.”


Shinji’s eyes immediately snapped up to him. No wonder, Nagiri couldn’t recall ever addressing him by name before, instead of an insult.


“I think… I know what to do.”


“You do!?” Relief washed over Shinji’s pinched face. “Oh 

thank god,

 because I was really out of options here!”


“I’m going to turn myself in.” Nagiri explained, tone clipped and the words feeling like they were cutting the inside of his mouth as he spoke them. 

Shit, 

he’d sunk lower than he’d ever expected to sink, and the Nagiri from just a year or so ago would probably be happy to kill him simply for saying this, never mind going through with it.


“What?” Shinji blinked, eyes big and watery. “Huh?”


“I have no other choice.” Nagiri set the backpack Shinji had given him down, tugged his ragged old cloak more tightly around himself. “And it’ll probably reflect well on me if I choose to come quietly, instead of getting captured while I’m escaping. Or during a raid on your house.”


“B-but Tsujita-san!” Shinji tried to grab his arm, but Nagiri evaded him. Strange, how he never seemed to manage that with Kantarou. “You, you don’t know what they’ll… what they might… they could legally 

kill

 you, you know!”


“Oh, I know.” Nagiri laughed bitterly. “And I’d fucking 

deserve 

it, after everything I’ve done. I’m a 

criminal,

 you idiot! I don’t even know how many people I left for dead after cutting them to bits - I was going to slash 

you!

 I would have, if your unhealthy lifestyle hadn’t made your blood so extremely unappetising! - and it’s time I face the… 

ugh…

 the 

consequences

 of that.”


He turned away quickly, the shocked-hurt-afraid glimmer in Shinji’s eyes suddenly not something he wanted to see, and picked up Maru instead.


(Still turned away, he quickly rubbed a hand over his face. It wasn’t very effective.)


“So. Look after Maru for me, alright?” He shoved the lamp bulb at Shinji’s chest with some force, startling him into grabbing onto it. “He… he doesn’t need much. Just…”


Nagiri took a last long look at those cute little drawn-on eyes that seemed to be brimming with tears now, the sketched paws still reaching out for him, silently begging to be held in his arms again. 

Oh, damn it, damn it.

 This was surely one of the worse punishments he was about to face: life without his most beloved round thing.


“Just tell him that he’s a good boy and that you love him at least once a day. Ideally with a hug.” Nagiri muttered hoarsely, blinking very quickly. “Just do that, and he’ll be f-fine.”


“Uh. A-are you sure you want to entrust him to 

me?”

 Shinji stammered, uncertain. “Because that still sounds like way too much responsibility to put on m-”


Nagiri’s threatening glare made him break off with a squeak.


“I mean, I’ll, um, do my best?”


“You fucking 

better,

 or I’ll kill you!” Nagiri growled - and “I’ll kill you!” had somehow become an empty phrase while he wasn’t looking, something he said but couldn’t imagine following through on, not anymore - stabbing one finger against Shinji’s sternum. “Remember: once a day. Tell him how loved he is, for me.”


Nagiri paused. Grimaced.


Well, what was one more blow to his pride?


“...please.” He added, very quietly.


Shinji nodded, shakily, wordlessly, and for a moment Nagiri felt like he needed to apologise to him - not even for pulling him into this mess, but for taking such advantage of Shinji’s loyal nature, the likes of which were wasted on someone like Nagiri - but he found he couldn’t find the words for it, after all.


So Nagiri simply nodded sharply, and turned away, pulling his hood over his head, and sitting down in the entryway to slip into his shoes…


Only for Shinji to stand beside him when he straightened up, awkwardly holding out an umbrella.


“I don’t need-” Nagiri began, but then thought of Kantarou, out there in the rain, so he said “...thanks” instead, and took it.


He didn’t say goodbye, not to Maru, not to Shinji, not to his freedom and perhaps even his life.


He simply went out into the rainy night, to deliver himself into the hands of Kantarou, his soulmate, and face whatever fate the world had in store for him.





Notes:


Regarding Shinji's soulname: Shinji is canonically left-handed, so it's indeed placed right where his pen would rest while drawing, which I though fitting, seeing as he and Kuwabara met because of his art and manga.
Nagiri really has grown - he's not running away from the consequences of his own action, and genuinely wants happiness for people *other* than him, even willing to sacrifice himself for that. Writing about him saying goodbye to Maru actually genuinely made me cry, he loves that little lamp so much...
Next chapter, we'll get... *not* Kantarou and Nagiri finally hashing things out, I'm afraid, because we're instead going back in time a little bit and following Kantarou through the aftermath of his entire life falling apart.
Thank you for reading, as always, and sticking with this fic for so long - it's been nearly three months now since I started posting! Woah! - and, well, you know it all already, I'm forever delighted to read your lovely comments! ;3
^-^ <3 <3 <3
















Chapter 14: And Must I Now Begin To Doubt
    


Notes:

Time for three chapters in Kantarou's POV! We'll start with sweet little Aruko ruining his entire damn life with a single sentence - please enjoy!
(Oh, and I posted a comedic nsfw Draluc/Ronald fic about vampire bites and blood-drinking in the meantime, feel free to check that out if you'd like!)
<3



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text


“Hello, little citizen!” Kantarou knelt down at the young girl’s side, still feeling like he could scream and laugh and take out Tsujgiri Nagiri in a single punch. Tsujita-san had apprehended the kidnapper singlehandedly! It was nothing short of amazing. No wonder Kantarou loved this man - and as soon as the little girl was taken care of, he would go to him and hug him close and praise him with all the words that were threatening to already bubble out of him in his joy. “How are you feeling?”


“My name’s not ‘citizen’, it’s Aruko.” The girl corrected primly, blinking at him with big brown eyes. “And I’m feeling fine, Officer-san.”


“That’s great to hear, Aruko-chan!” Kantarou grinned, and would have ruffled her head if her pet monkey hadn’t been perching on it, staring at him with curiously intent and intelligent eyes. A clever, well-trained animal, no doubt, though Kantarou personally wouldn’t have given the thing a dagger strapped to its back, for obvious safety reasons. “Listen, your uncle is already on the way to pick you up, so you’ll be safe and sound at home in no time! But, you know, he was really worried about you. Everyone here was. So, will you promise me something?”


Aruko cocked her head to one side.


“Don’t go out this late at night, all alone. It’s very dangerous for young ladies.”


“But I wasn’t alone! Uncle Tamasing was with me.” Aruko insisted, pointing at the monkey. “He protects me!”


The monkey made a sound that sounded 

almost

 like a human voice saying “precisely”. What a strange creature this was!


“Even so, there’s some evil vampires with powers that even your Uncle Tamasing can’t do anything about.” Kantarou reasoned gently. “Like this guy. Me and my colleagues are working hard to protect everyone in this city from them, but it would make our job much easier if we knew that little girls are safe and sound in their beds at night and not in danger. You understand, don’t you? And promise not to go out after dark?”


“Hmmmkay. Promise.” Aruko finally nodded. Kantarou knew that look - it was the same he’d given his own parents when they admonished him for running around outside instead of doing his household chores - and that Aruko had no intention of actually doing as he’d asked her to… but if it only got her to hesitate and be a hint more careful, Kantarou would consider it a win. God knows those three little boys went out at all times of the night as well, and there was nothing he could do about 

that,

 either, aside from keeping an eye on them.


“Great!” Kantarou beamed, pushing himself up. Was that little restaurant he liked still open at this time? He might convince Tsujita-san to eat there to celebrate his victory. “As I said, your uncle will be here soon, and I have some other people to talk to, so I suppose it’s goodbye for now, Aruko-chan!”


“Okay. Bye bye, Officer-san.” Aruko waved him off…


And then said 9 words that brought Kantarou’s entire world crashing down.


“And please tell Tsujigiri-san thank you for saving me!”


“...what?” Kantarou paused. He was still smiling, but could feel confusion spread over his face as the words sank in. “Who?”


“Tsujigiri-san. The vampire uncle with the red knives in his hands.” Aruko blinked up at him with the kind of look children wore when they thought an adult was being rather slow and stupid. “The one who went in to defeat the mean vampire and saved me?”


“Ah! Hah!” Kantarou laughed - though he felt strange, all of a sudden. Lightheaded. Like the world was suddenly at an angle, and he was sliding. “No, that’s 

Tsujita-san.

 Not Tsujigiri! Tsujita-san!!!”


“But the mean vampire called him Tsujigiri-sama. He definitely did.” Aruko’s face scrunched up in a frown. “And Tsujigiri-san told him to lie and say he didn’t know him. I didn’t like that, it’s bad to lie, all my teachers say so - then why would Tsujigiri-san make someone else do it?”



(Kantarou couldn’t breathe. It didn’t feel real. None of it did. He felt like he was about to jerk awake from a nightmare. But it just kept going on.)



“Anyway, that’s who I mean.” Aruko nodded once, firmly, as if that settled it. “Maybe you should tell him about not lying, too, if his teachers forgot?”


“I- yes, I. might.” 

What did this mean? What could it mean? What should he do??? 

“Aruko-chan, it’s. It’s not nice to tell someone else’s secrets, either. I will talk to Tsuji- to- I’ll talk to him about it. But you mustn’t tell anyone else, yes? His name is Tsujita.”


“...but, Officer-san-”



“Tsujita.”

 Kantarou repeated, almost desperately, clinging to the crumbling belief that it was merely a misunderstanding. “I’ll handle it. You… be good, yes, Aruko-chan?”


“I will.” Aruko peered up at him. “Are you alright, Officer-san? You’ve gone all pale.”


“No.” Kantarou looked over at Tsujita-san - 

(Tsujigiri, Tsujigiri Nagiri)

 - half-hidden in a shadowed street, looking harmless and peaceful with his eyes closed and face turned up towards the moon. Beautiful… and, it seemed, 

deadly,

 too. “No, I’m not alright.”


And he doubted he ever would be again.




(“I can’t… can’t…




Go. Leave.”




“W-why-”




“Go. Get out of here, b-before I… before I do something you won’t live to see me regret.




Don’t show your face around me ever again.”)




Kantarou felt a little like he died.


Tsujita- 

Tsujigiri.

 The man never touched him, made not a single aggressive move towards him, and still Kantarou felt gutted, like his insides were spilled out onto the dirty floor of the alley, painted red by his lifeblood.


He couldn’t do it, in the end. He should have, 

god,

 he should have. But this man, he- and Kantarou had-


His chest hurt, it hurt so bad, inside and out, burning especially bad along that terrible scar, a line of agony across his skin - it felt like the old wound had ripped open again, every hitching sob tearing it further. Kantarou could die from this, he really and truly felt like he could, and for the first time in his life, Kantarou felt too tired to fight. Too tired for everything and anything at all.


He was still standing in the alleyway, shaking all over, grappling with the terrible, 

gutting

 realisations of this night.


It had all been a lie, all of it. The man he’d loved with all his heart had been nothing more than a mask for a monster to wear, to scrape away at Kantarou’s heart in increments, only to crush him now when he’d least expected it, when he’d been made vulnerable with love.



(He was back in that night again, revisiting those countless nightmares; except the hulking, monstrous figure was fading from his memories now, replaced by the slender shape of “Tsujita-san”, face distorted into a horrid grimace of hunger, the grin of a madman. How had he not remembered the truth of that night? How!?)



All that love, all those joyful memories, were tainted now. False. Tsujita-san had made him happy like nobody else could, but it had all been… what? A ploy, to gain Kantarou’s trust? Cruelty? A lie, that much was certain, it had all been lies - the name he’d given, the pretence at being a kind, honest man that had merely fallen on hard times, probably the story about the 

fucking dead soulmate, too

-


Anger reared up in Kantarou’s chest, helpless anger at the

 gall

 of Tsujigiri Nagiri, to give him that earnest, vulnerable look, and tell him, 

him,

 that he no longer had a soulmate! After he’d done his level best to 

ensure

 that, had probably sought Kantarou out deliberately to rid himself of the burden of a soulmate! And Kantarou had pitied him! Had felt guilty! While that 

beast

 had probably chuckled to himself at how easily he was manipulating Kantarou’s poor, weak heart!!! Oh, Kantarou should have killed him for that alone, never mind the rest!


…except.


He hadn’t been able to, of course.


Which had probably been all according to Tsujigiri’s plan, take advantage of their souls’ connection, ensnare Kantarou so fully that he would be powerless to pull the trigger when the time came - he knew that, he 

knew, 

and still he couldn’t.


When he’d finally had him pinned, even knowing that Aruko had been right, that the man he adored and the monster he hunted were on and the same, it hadn’t felt like a triumphant battle against a demon of a vampire. Tsujigiri had still looked like 

Tsujita,

 hadn’t magically transformed into something horrid and easy to kill - he’d just stood there with his eyes wide and startled, silent and helpless. If he’d dared to make excuses, to lie, to beg, perhaps Kantarou would’ve managed-


But no.


He’d closed his eyes, quietly resigned, and his pale bloodless face had looked so heartachingly beautiful still, and all that overflowing love in Kantarou’s chest had still been 

there,

 even if he knew the true nature of the man it was directed at now.


Tsujigiri Nagiri was a criminal, a killer, a monster.


And Kantarou 

still

 loved him. Didn’t know how to stop. That love was etched into his very soul.


So he’d let him go. Boiling over with grief, with horror, with

 love, thrice-damned love,

 he’d spared Tsujigiri. Let him escape, even.


Blood was dripping down from Kantarou’s knuckles, and tears from his face.


A single name. Aruko had said a single name, and Kantarou had lost 

everything.

 Hunting Tsujigiri Nagiri had been his life’s purpose, until it had been replaced with the ardent wish to share a future with Tsujita-san. Both of those were no longer an option, and 

one single name

 had left him aimless, directionless, without hope or purpose or dreams for the future - only an overwhelming emptiness, tinged at the edges with despair.


In a way, most of Kantarou 

had

 died, withering away as he stared into the eyes of his soulmate and his almost-killer; and so had Tsujita-san.


And only Tsujigiri Nagiri had walked away unscathed from this bloodbath, leaving behind an immaterial corpse and the shell of a man, weeping alone in the dark.


(Kantarou didn’t know how to go on, after this.


He knew he had to.


But he didn’t know 

how…)






Notes:


Poor Kantarou... at least Nagiri knows the truth of the situation. All Kantarou knows is that he's been lied to, over and over, and it's breaking his heart (which STILL loves Nagiri, like a fool).
Aruko's a brutal little girl though. Ratting Nagiri out for lying like that... clearly, her Uncle Tamasing has instilled a strong sense of right and wrong into her, and that it's okay to send hunters and VCD officers after evil dangerous vampires.
Hope you enjoyed Kantarou at his very lowest - he'll deal with it all a little better in the coming two chapters. Just a bit.
As always, thanks for reading, and I'm always so grateful for lovely comments!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 15: Turn A Blind Eye
    


Notes:

>gently nudges Kantarou towards his worried colleagues< why don't you just go to work at the VCD, and maybe you'll feel better.
[Character notes:
Ruri: works at the VCD under Captain Hiyoshi, mainly doing administrative work. Terrible sense of direction.
Moegi: also part of Hiyoshi's task force, looks tough and grumpy but is really somewhat soft and seems to like cute things. Wishes he appeared more.
Gobi: vampire burdock root that imprinted on Sagyou, follows him everywhere, loves to be helpful and serve people tea and snacks that may or may not be made from insects. Sweet and perfect.]



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

Kantarou went to work the next day in a haze, simply to have something to do, and to keep up at least the illusion of normalcy.
It didn’t work out that way. He just sat at his desk, surrounded by evidence and plans related to the Tsujigiri case, staring at files without reading them, and trying very hard not to start crying again. He’d been angry, last night, hating Tsujigiri for the deception, but by now he simply felt numb to it. Numb to  everything,  really.
(And some treacherous part of him kept whispering that maybe, just maybe, it hadn’t been a lie after all. That something had  changed  in Tsujigiri Nagiri, that he regretted his past actions, that he’d come to cherish Kantarou and done such things as saving Aruko because he’d found a shred of goodness in his heart.
Kantarou knew that it was nothing more but a foolish lie his heart desperately wanted to tell itself. That he was falling for the act, like an  idiot.  That he should stop pretending Tsujigiri was anything but a calculating, manipulative monster…
…but then he thought of “Tsujita-san” trying so hard not to smile at him, and some tiny little foolish part of him still and forever  believed.) 
Usually, he would’ve gotten some task to do by now, some case to look into, but aside from a few colleagues exchanging a sentence or two with him - worried questions, by and large, regarding his bandaged hand or his general awful mood, which he waved off with non-answers - it seemed like everybody was leaving him alone. Kantarou wasn’t sure if he liked that, or hated it. He wasn’t sure of a lot of things anymore.
Kantarou tried picking up a pen, process some old paperwork, but his fingers wouldn’t quite close around it, dull ache intensifying. His knuckles were swollen under the bandages, and it vaguely occurred to him that he should perhaps get them checked for fractures.
…eh. It didn’t matter. He’d recovered well enough from worse.
Kantarou stared down at a form, and failed spectacularly at not trying not to think about Tsujigiri. God, how Kantarou had  wished  to have Tsujita as his soulmate! How he’d wished to have Tsujigiri in the sights of his pile bunker! And here he was now. Having gotten both his wishes, and realising that he didn’t want either. Kantarou didn’t know if he wanted to laugh, cry, or punch more walls - or maybe all three at once.
“Okay.” Said someone. Kantarou figured it was someone nearby, though, to him, they sounded far away, distant. “Fuck this, I’m sick of it.”
A hand slammed down on the desk in front of Kantarou. He didn’t flinch, but did raise his head, blinking at Handa as if through dense fog.
“What. The  hell.”  Handa snapped, shoving a stalk of celery into his face. “Is WRONG with you!”
“Senpai!” Sagyou instantly scolded. “You can’t just ask people what’s wrong with them!”
“Well, in his defence, I feel like we’d  all  like to know.” Captain Hiyoshi was leaning against his desk, unfolding his crossed arms to gesture at… huh. The entire department, more or less , all crowding around Kantarou’s desk. “Handa-kun merely blurted out the elephant in the room.”
“And we  do  need to know.” Hinaichi fixed him with an expression that was both concerned and serious, and Kantarou was suddenly reminded of the day she’d stood at the side of his hospital bed. His life had been thrown into disarray merely by hearing the name “Tsujgiri” back then, too… “If there’s any factor likely to compromise your work for the VCD, either tell us, or call in sick  now.  We can’t rely on you while you’re in a state like this, Kantarou-san, I’m sorry.”
“And also, we can’t  stand  seeing you all miserable and shit.” Handa grimaced, everyone else nodding in agreement. “We’re worried, you know? And if we can help… we’d like to.”
Kantarou blinked, once, twice, glanced around the room at concerned faces. These people were the closest thing he had to friends - which was a little sad, considering they were his colleagues, and he already didn’t spend too much time with them, always preoccupied with Tsujigiri-hunting or pining after Tsujita-san.
But they still cared for him. Enough to worry. Enough to offer help. None of which Kantarou deserved, being bound to a monster, being in love with him, having let him go. Screw calling in sick. He should have  resigned  rather than coming in to work even another hour as an officer of the law.
“Did… did something happen? To Tsujita-san?” Moegi hesitantly piped up, and instantly winced at whatever expression passed over Kantarou’s face at the mere mention of the name. “Only… Sagyou-kun said you didn’t want to talk about him, and you never  not  want to talk about him… is he okay?”
“No.” Kantarou paused. “Yes? I don’t know.”  He’s alive and free. Better than the law would claim he deserves.  “It doesn’t matter.”
If anything, that seemed to put everyone even more on edge. Perhaps Kantarou really  had  had a Mild Problem regarding his fixation on Tsujita-san, if they all looked at him like they were five seconds away from calling an ambulance simply because he wasn’t 100% invested in something Tsujita-san-related. Just possibly.
“Look, I can’t-” Kantarou scrambled for words. “It’s not- there’s… a serious problem, yes. But I can’t tell anyone. Especially not you all.”

 He was making himself culpable enough already, not reporting his findings in. This wasn’t something to involve anyone else in, force them to either snitch or share the blame. It wouldn’t end well for anyone involved. 

“It’s a very…” he winced.  “Sensitive  matter. I’ll deal with it on my own. I’m sorry.”
A long silence.
“Right!” Captain Hiyoshi said loudly, clapping his hands together, and then quickly readjusted his moustache when the sudden movement made it slip. “My work ethic has just taken a turn for the worse, I feel, so I’m going to turn my chair around to the window-” he did so “-and listen to very loud music on my headphones for the next couple hours. And I’m giving the entire department the rest of the day off, so they can do  whatever they want  completely unrelated to their job as VCD officers. Go home and have nothing to do with…  these unrelated matters…  or stay here to help their colleague out with his  personal business,  I don’t care.”
He glanced up from untangling his headphones. “Oh, and Vice-captain? I am relying on you in particular to develop convenient amnesia if necessary, your brother would never forgive me if you got into trouble under my supervision. Do we all understand each other?”
A chorus of “yes sir!”s echoed through the room.
“Great! Good luck then. In case you deal with anything  sensitive,  you know.” The Captain nodded, put his earbuds in, and sat down in his window-facing chair with the clear intent to pointedly ignore everything going on in his department’s office for the next couple hours, in the name of plausible deniability.
Kantarou blinked some more of the dazed fog from his eyes, struggling to focus, to stay present. Had Captain Hiyoshi just suggested-
“Last chance for people to leave.” Hinaichi announced firmly. “Anyone who stays vows to be  discreet  about the matter.”
A moment’s pause. Nobody made any move to leave.
“Vice-captain-” Kantarou began, frowning.
“Not Vice-captain. Hinaichi.” Hinaichi corrected. “I’m talking to you in a civilian capacity. We  all  are. And we only want to help you, in whichever way you need.”
More nodding from all around them.
“It’s frankly unsettling to see you like this.” Ruri added, clearly distressed. “We’ve never seen you  not smile  for this long! I can’t concentrate on work anymore.”
“So. To reiterate.” Handa waved the celery about again. “What is  wrong  with you and Tsujita-san!?”
Kantarou hesitated. He didn’t want to talk about it, didn’t want to  think  about it. But, as a stubborn person himself, he knew the look of people who would refuse to back off.
He clenched and unclenched his aching fist, searching for the right words, while Sagyou’s little vegetable vampire companion crawled up onto his desk with a cup of tea precariously balanced on its eye, and a little bag of snacks hanging from one root. Even this little thing was trying to help him, in its own little way. Kantarou felt like this should make him smile, but his mouth just wouldn’t move the right way.
“I’ve… become aware…” Kantarou paused. Picked up the teacup and took a sip, unsure if the ashen taste was because of his own lack of appetite, or because a sentient burdock root with no taste buds to speak of had made it. Gobi seemed happy to see him drink, at least, so he took another larger swallow. “...of Tsuji- Tsujita-san having a… criminal past.”
“What, is that all?” Handa frowned. “We thought you knew about the exhibitionism conviction thing. We all did. The Vice-ca- uh, Hinaichi-san must’ve apprehended him like, three times at least?”
“Four.” Hinaichi corrected, grimacing. “Indecent exposure is certainly… worrying… but more of a misdemeanour than a felony. And with the vampiric powers that run rampant in this city, not  uncommon to happen by accident, anyway.”
“Yeah! See! No problem, right?”
“He’s done worse than exhibitionism.” Kantarou couldn’t look any of them in the eye, not even the burdock root shoving something that looked like cookies with weird dark bits in it vaguely in his direction. He took one - endearing himself to Gobi forever - and let Hinaichi have the rest.  “Much  worse.”
A long, awkward silence, in which Kantarou was rather certain his colleagues all came to their own conclusions on what horrific crimes could be enough to make the Number One Tsujita-san Apologist consider them as unforgivable. Chances were they all underestimated the situation, still.
“...care to elaborate?” Sagyou finally asked.
“No.” Kantarou responded roughly, blinking away tears. It felt too raw, too personal to tell. Tsujigiri was  his,  in so many ways, more than he wanted him to be, and the full story should be known to the two of them and nobody else. “He did terrible things, for which I should… I should have… but I couldn’t. Damnit, I couldn’t!”
The blinking away didn’t work anymore. Moegi awkwardly offered a handkerchief, into which Kantarou noisily blew his nose.
“I… you probably know this, but… I loved him. I  love  him. So much.” He admitted, quietly, fiddling with the handkerchief. It had a very cute little bear stitched on one corner. “And it tears me apart. That it was all a lie on his side, that he just manipulated me all this time. I don’t feel complete without him, and he just- he-” Kantarou rested one hand on his chest, where the old scar was still burning. “He’s not who I thought he was, and I  know  I should have taken him in! Tsujita-san was a lie all along, but I still want that man safe and happy and- he played me. He played me from the start.”
Kantarou hung his head. He used to be full of boundless energy all the time, but now he only felt tired.
“I don’t know what to do about that. Don’t know what to do about any of it.”
This time, the silence held on longer. Kantarou wasn’t surprised that they all had no idea what to say - neither did he.
Some shuffling. Awkward clearings of throats.
And then, Hinaichi asked, thoughtfully, “does he  still  do worse?”
“...what?” Kantarou glanced up at her, confused.
“Well. You said he has a criminal past. Does he have a criminal  present,  too?” She explained, half-shrugging. “I’m not saying that there shouldn’t be consequences for… whatever he’s done in the past. There probably should be. But our priority is always keeping civilians safe, and to assess if vampires  continue  to pose a threat. So, does he?”
“I…” Kantarou had to think about it. There hadn’t really been any attacks traced back to Tsujigiri in the past… well. Since Kantarou had been slashed, really. And he hadn’t fought back against Kantarou, either. Had, in fact, protected numerous civilians at Kantarou’s side, and saved a little girl just last night. “...I don’t know. Nothing that can be proven, at least. Petty theft and squatting, probably, but… the  worse  things…”
Kantarou shook his head, firmly.
“Maybe he does. I  know  my judgement is more than clouded, and I don’t trust myself to assess this situation accurately. He hid everything from me - maybe  this,  too.”
“But you don’t know for sure.” Sagyou pressed. “Correct?”
“I  can’t  know. I don’t have all the evidence, or know for sure that what I have isn’t entirely fabricated.” Kantarou rubbed a hand over his face. “What I do have is the knowledge that he lied to me, and what he did in the past. Neither of which reflects well on him.”
“Did you confront him about it?”
“Yes. Sort of.”
“And what did he say?”
“Nothing.”
That part still gnawed at him. Tsujigiri Nagiri was, by all accounts, vicious. A feral creature, snarling and fighting to the last. Revelling in his immortality. Kantarou prided himself on being an expert on the man - monster, really - but that had gone against  everything  he’d ever thought he knew.
But what was more likely? Tsujigiri having tricked him all along, clever and manipulative - or Tsujigiri, for some reason or other, changing? Becoming a better, different person?
Kantarou’s brain said one thing, his heart another - and he found he couldn’t fully trust either. It would make all the difference to know, Hinaichi had been right with that, but he  didn’t, couldn’t  know. So what-
“Maybe you should ask him again, then. Gather more evidence.”
Everyone turned.
“Captain Hiyoshi, sir, weren’t you going to listen to music and not get involved?” Ruri asked.
“Who’s getting involved in anything? I’m just talking nonsense to myself.” Hiyoshi vaguely waved over his shoulder. “Don’t mind me, carry on.”
Everyone turned back.
“The Captain’s right.” Handa said immediately. “If he’s going to be a threat in the future, you have to bring him in - and if he isn’t, fuck it all and make up with him. Be happy with the newly-reformed love of your life.”
“Or at least have the closure to know where you two stood, instead of forever asking yourself how far the deception went.” Sagyou added, plucking Gobi from where it had been very insistently trying to shove more suspicious snacks at Kantarou, placing it on his shoulder and patting its eye until it settled. “You don’t have to necessarily forgive him, Kantarou-san, and maybe he has a debt to society still to pay off, in prison or at the VRC or otherwise - but knowing more, having  talked  to him, will hopefully clear things up.”
Kantarou thought about that. It wasn’t easy, his brain still feeling unusually sluggish, exhausted.
“He might have fled.” He finally said, uncertainly. “I did tell him to go and never show his face around me again. Chances are he’s long gone.”
 “So?  You’re Kei Kantarou!” Hinaichi slammed one palm on the table, which didn’t exactly make her much more intimidating, rather giving the impression of a very angry hamster. “You’re the man who has been pursuing Tsujigiri Nagiri for over a year now! You don’t just  give up!  If he’s gone, you’ll track him down, with our help if necessary. Hunt Tsujita-san with half as much determination as you’ve been hunting Tsujigiri, and you’ll find him within 24 hours, I’m sure!”
(The  irony  of it. Kantarou nearly broke out in a bitter laugh, but he figured Hinaichi might not take that well.)
“I suppose.” He said instead, cautiously, defeated listlessness and eagerness warring inside him. The thought of seeing Tsujigiri again… Kantarou was both afraid of it, and craved it with desperation. Confirming that the man was a monster, losing him forever to prison or death (if that was even possible), or… or…

 No. He couldn’t consider that a possibility. Couldn’t allow himself to hope, to dream. The man he’d known as Tsujita-san was a lie, had always been a lie, and there was no chance he’d ever love Kantarou back, anyway. 

It took Kantarou a few moments to realise everybody was staring expectantly at him, and a few more to realise they were waiting for his suggestions, as the resident Tsujita expert.
“Oh! Right. We should probably start at his hideout. During the day, he’s usually there, and if he isn’t…”
“There might be clues as to where he could’ve gone.” Hinaichi nodded. “Lead the way, then.”
Kantarou did, and everyone followed - except for Hiyoshi, who called “have fun!” after them - evidently determined to see this through with him.
(Kantarou doubted they would be, if they knew… well, if they  knew. 
But they didn’t.
And it was better that way. Kantarou certainly wished  he  still had no idea, either…)




Notes:


Kantarou, haunted look in his eyes: Tsujita-san is..... a criminal
VCD officers: yes? we knew that? he's a known exhibitionist???
Kantarou: APART FROM THAT
Good for Kantarou, that he has his friends to talk some sense into him... though, if they knew the whole story, I think they would be giving *very* different advice.
(Also, Hiyoshi deserves both a #1 Captain mug, and an investigation into violating protocol and potentially endangering people through his careless actions...)
Hope you enjoyed part 2 of Kantarou's journey through his conflicted feelings for Nagiri, part 3 to follow next week! I always greatly appreciate comments! ;3
^-^ <3
















Chapter 16: Pursuing The Truth
    


Notes:

Ah, I forgot to update last week... also I have a bit of a migraine, so I'll answer the comments on the last chapter tomorrow, I think. But I should finally post the last part of Kantarou's flashback POV, at least!
Please enjoy! <3



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

It was raining outside, and the walk to the deserted building Tsujigiri had occupied did clear Kantarou’s head just a little.
This, at least, was familiar territory. Track, pursuit, assess. Push away the complicated tangle of feelings connected to the name written on Kantarou’s skin, pretend that the hunt was all that mattered. He’d been doing enough of that in his early months as a hunter, with the scar on his chest and the attached trauma still fresh. He could do this, it was just more of the same.
(And this time, at least, he was not alone. The other officers still shot him glances as if he was a ticking time bomb, likely to either explode or shatter, or perhaps both, but Kantarou appreciated it. They were here. They cared. It was more than he’d had back then, that much was for sure.)
As long as Kantarou had a mission, a goal, he would be… well, not  fine,  certainly. But he’d cope. His thoughts were already sliding back into order, the persistent fog in his skull thinning out as the laser-sharp focus that had carried Kantarou through countless fights returned.
Chances were he would drop  hard  the moment this task was completed - as he already had after his original search for Tsujigiri Nagiri had come to such an abrupt and unpleasant end - but for now, he was functioning.
For now.

Tsujigiri’s hideout was, predictably, deserted. Kantarou had known before they even entered the building, the excited tingle he now knew to blame on the soulmate connection entirely absent.
It was… strange, to be back here, now. The decrepit building with its leaking ceilings and barred-up windows had always called up intense worry in him, as well as pure joy, knowing it was where Tsujita-san lived, even as Kantarou wished for nothing more than to have him somewhere more comfortable.
(He’d assumed it had been a sense of personal pride that had kept Tsujita-san from applying for help at some of the vampire aid charities that had branches in Shin-Yokohama, but now, of course, he knew that it had really been to avoid detection. Most of those charities were legally obligated to check the vampires’ blood profile against the criminal database before providing long-term aid, and Tsujigiri would have been found out within minutes. So much that hadn’t quite made sense about Tsujita-san was suddenly slotting into place now that he’d morphed into Tsujigiri Nagiri, criminal on the run from the law, his strangest actions and behaviours easy to explain now.)
Stepping over the threshold now, Kantarou only felt betrayed, and hollow, and to his displeasure, slightly guilty over leading his colleagues here. Tsujita-san had never liked other people in his space, worse if it was strangers - but Tsujita-san was also a criminal, and Kantarou would have to keep reminding himself of that over and over until it stuck.
The moment it became clear to the other officers that the place had been abandoned, they swarmed out in the narrow room, searching for clues.
“There’s blood, here.” Moegi pointed to a patch of the mattress, and some splatters on the floor. “There was some on the door handle, too. Was he injured when you last saw him?”
“If yes, he was hiding it.” Kantarou fought down a wave of worry at the thought of Tsujigiri bleeding out. It wasn’t much blood, anyway - and Kantarou  should not care  besides. “But I wasn’t exactly… paying attention.”
“Is there anything missing?” Hinaichi stepped up beside him, eyes scanning over the room. “You’ve been here before, you should know.”
“Not much. He had a… a light bulb with a face drawn on it, and a blanket on the bed. That’s all he took.”
“So he might be planning to return here?”
Kantarou shook his head, grimly. “More like, what little he left he can go on without.”
(It almost surprised Kantarou that he’d even taken the lamp, honestly. Something unwieldy, fragile, useless…
It gave Kantarou something almost like hope,  that Tsujigiri Nagiri apparently was capable of choosing sentimentality over practicality.)
They kept searching, not finding much - which was not least due to the fact that Tsujigiri had had very little to begin with, and barely any indication of having a life, contact persons,  anything, outside of the adventures he’d had with Kantarou. A few magazines, manga, newspapers, random, outdated and creased. One of the Tsujigiri pamphlets Kantarou had pressed onto him during their early meetings. A map, with little circles around the location of a vampire aid organisation.
Ruri had immediately phoned them to ask after encounters with someone matching “Tsujita-san”’s description, but while their blood kitchen had vaguely known who they were talking about, the man had kept to himself and hadn’t been seen in a week. A dead end.
Kantarou knelt down, pushed his arm under the mattress, and very nearly grinned when his fingers found the edge of hidden objects - but pulling them out left him disappointed.
That edition of “Mini-skirt Police” he’d already seen once before, another magazine advertising the particular  roundness  of the breasts of its models, as well as a tattered, much-read copy of “Buff Boys Of The Force”, which, coincidentally, also featured a number of mini-skirts, just with different equipment underneath.
Under other circumstances, Kantarou’s heart would have skipped a beat at this, and he would’ve noted this information down for later, flushing strongly in excitement.
As it was, he felt only numb, and mildly disappointed that this was no viable lead, after all.
(Just for the sake of thoroughness, he flipped through the magazines for any kind of notes or hints, but he found out nothing except that the much-creased page 17 - featuring a scarred officer with big hands grinning at the camera - had clearly been a particular favourite, and that all the round breasts had little armadillo shells and paws drawn onto them. Not helpful.)
He kept on searching. They all did.

Gobi sat on Handa’s shoulder, very pleased with itself and the situation.
Normally, it of course preferred to be at the side of Sagyou, Giant Celery and King of All Vegetables (And Some Fruits), but in a pinch, the Celery Consort would do, too. He even had the advantage of being  very  Giant, which Gobi was quite fond of - it liked being high up very much - and was also rarely far away from Sagyou, so that it could jump back onto familiar green hair anytime it liked.
It was having a lovely day, overall. It seemed to have been… well, a  little  successful in cheering up Loud Mister, who had been quite miserable before. Gobi was an observant burdock, it could always tell when people were sad, and bring tea and food to help! And Loud Mister had drunk and eaten! Gobi was so happy!
Gobi let out a chirp of happiness, and Handa muttered “yeah, yeah” and scratched it under one root affectionately. Gobi liked  that,  too.
And now, it was going out on an adventure together with all of Giant Celery’s friends. What a great day for Gobi. Almost as good as the day it had helped Beam-Eye recover its stolen hat.
Gobi snuggled closer against Handa’s neck, closing its eye in contentment. Life was good for the little burdock root - though it  was  picking up on a general air of distress persevering. It would love to help, if it could, but all of this seemed just slightly above its pay grade. Losing a person, trying to track them down - these were Big People problems, and Gobi was, sadly, very small, and not a people. All it could do was offer tea and snacks, and there were no tea and snacks here…
Gobi wished it could help out though. It really did.
And then, a sound. Like the gentle chiming of a temple’s bells, bright and clear.
“?” Gobi perked up, looking curiously for the source of the faint ringing (that, strangely, nobody else seemed to have heard. Big People had such bad ears.)
And, was that…
Gobi squinted, certain that there had been movement, a golden glow, in one corner of the room. How curious.
This seemed exactly like the thing a clever burdock root like it could investigate!
Gobi hopped down onto the ground, and scuttled over to the corner where it was dead certain it had seen a golden shine.
When it arrived there, it found… well. Nothing special, really. Nothing golden, no movement. Only a stack of paper things - manga? - featuring a number of small Big People dressed in black and jumping around buildings and space as easily as Gobi jumped up on furniture. There were also robots, and entirely too little vegetables. Not exactly Gobi’s preferred read, but, well, if you liked that sort of thing…
“!” Gobi’s eye fell to one volume that lay open, squinting to read the language of the Big People. “!!!!!”
It didn’t know exactly  why,  but something warm and golden deep in its roots told it that  this  was what they all needed to solve Loud Mister’s sad situation. That bringing this to the attention of someone would be helping  tremendously. 
“!! !!! !!!!!!” Gobi scrambled over to Sagyou, grasping at the hem of his coat and tugging. “!!!”
“Hm? What is it, Gobi-chan?” Sagyou knelt down, his entire focus immediately on it. “Is something the matter? Are you okay!?”
“!” Gobi tugged harder, then, with Sagyou’s eyes on it, let go and scuttled over to the manga, pointing a root to it.
Sagyou followed. Picked up the volume, while Gobi scrambled up his uniform to nestle on its accustomed place on his shoulder again.
“Oh,” Sagyou said softly, scanning the page. And then  “oh!”  again, some kind of realisation dawning. “I’ve got something! Kantarou-kun, I’ve- oh, yes, good job, Gobi-chan, good burdock, very good.”
Gobi preened at the praise, and more under-root-scratching. Perhaps this was even its very best day so far…

“You found something?” Kantarou stalked over to Sagyou like a bloodhound with the scent of a fox filling his nostrils. “Where?”
The other officers were also pausing in their search, staring over at Sagyou triumphantly holding up a volume of some kind of SF ninja action battle manga featuring a rakishly handsome shinobi on the cover.
“Oh, hey, doesn’t your sister read that, too?” Handa pointed. “She had that whole rant about how Rakurai is super hot at the last family dinner.”
“Half of Shin-Yokohama follows the series, the mangaka is a local.” Hinaichi frowned. “So he’s a fan of Kamiarizuki-sensei’s works, how does that help us?”
“Him just being a fan wouldn’t matter at all. But…” Sagyou held up the first page, signed in a jittery scrawl:

 For my favourite assistant, Tsujita-san 


 Thank you so much, I never would’ve met the deadline without you! 


 Kamiarizuki Shinji 

“This sounds like he’s a bit  more  than that, doesn’t it?”
Kantarou grabbed the manga out of Sagyou’s hands, staring at the unmistakable evidence of at least one other person Tsujigiri had tricked, and apparently been close with. Someone to hide with for a while, or at least inform of plans of the future. A  lead. 
The thrill of the chase sparked to life in Kantarou’s chest. It was a welcome change from the numb pain there.
“The police have his address in the database, a neighbour called in a burglary that turned out to just be his editor climbing in through a window.” Ruri held up her phone. “It’s somewhere in the residential district, they’re pulling up the address-”
“Radio it to me!” Kantarou was already pushing for the door, eager to get moving, to run, to  do  something, to confront Tsujigiri again,  and maybe just to look into his beautiful sharp eyes just one more time, just the once. “Thank you, everyone!”
And just like that, he was gone.
“He forgot his umbrella,” Moegi pointed out. “...but I doubt he cares.”
Everyone nodded, far from surprised at his single-mindedness.
Tsujita-san tended to have this effect on Kantarou, didn’t he - and it was better than the defeated melancholy, anyway.
(Hopefully, Kantarou would manage to resolve things, and return to his usual Tsujita-enthusiastic self, which, as obnoxious as it could be at times, was definitely preferable.
They wished him all the best, and good luck…)

Now that Kantarou knew what it felt like, what to look for, he barely needed to check street names and house numbers to find the mangaka’s house. There was something deep inside him that was tugging him into the right direction, like a magnet placed behind his sternum, straining towards its mate. He’d always thought it merely restlessness, intuition - but now he knew better, of course. Knew that Tsujigiri Nagiri was hiding so very close, and that Kantarou’s soul would find him easily at this distance.  Had  always found him easily, “Tsujita-san” never more than a few streets away.
So Kantarou came to a stop in front of a house indistinguishable from any of the others surrounding it, panting only slightly, soaked through by the rain, but hardly caring. He raised his fist to the door…
And hesitated. Just briefly.
He was going to face Tsujigiri Nagiri again. He was still angry, in a low, simmering way, still heartbroken; and yet he was also still hoping for another explanation, yearning for the man he loved just as much as ever.
If he saw Tsujigiri again, how would he react? Some part of Kantarou was afraid of giving in the moment he laid eyes on the man, of just wanting to hold on to him and never let go, even if Tsujigiri sneered at him and spat in his face, confirming all his worst fears - or, if Tsujigiri was genuinely remorseful, but Kantarou found himself unable to contain a sudden rush of fury…
He didn’t know what it would be. Or even what he would prefer.
Only that he  had  to find out.
Kantarou’s heart beat hard against the inside of his ribs, that terrible, wonderful name hot on his rain-cooled skin.
He knocked.




Notes:
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Chapter 17: White Lies
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Chapter Text

Kantarou blinked at the door that had just been slammed into his face.
Well, that had been… not very subtle. Even if Kantarou weren’t able to feel Tsujigiri’s soul so close by, even if he didn’t have definitive proof from the manga inscription that Kamiarizuki knew a “Tsujita-san”, the man’s behaviour had been so  intensely  suspicious that there wasn’t even a shred of a doubt in Kantarou’s mind. The mangaka was covering for Tsujigiri - but who knew if he was doing so voluntarily, or because Tsujigiri was forcing him, threatening him? It would make all the difference in Kantarou’s assessment of the case… and if Kamiarizuki was a citizen in danger, he would have to be protected, of course. Rescued.
Kantarou considered kicking in the door. Dragging Tsujigiri out, demanding answers.
…but then again.
Tsujigiri would learn from the mangaka that Kantarou was looking for him. Would find him right out here, waiting.
If Tsujigiri kept hiding… if he fled…
That would be an answer in itself, wouldn’t it.
So all Kantarou did was tug his sodden coat tighter around himself, and settled in to wait.
He was waiting for one of three things:
Either Kamiarizuki-sensei was a civilian in distress, and would at some point find a way to let Kantarou know that he needed his aid, giving him reason to intervene and arrest Tsujigiri; Tsujigiri would come out on his own accord, to clear matters up one way or another; or time would pass, and pass, and continue to pass, until Kantarou was forced to accept that Tsujigiri would not talk to him, in which case he would have to keep hunting, already knowing that the most optimistic interpretation of events was likely a false one.
Honestly, most likely, Tsujigiri would come out and try to murder him to ensure Kantarou wouldn’t continue to hunt the man down, and he had no idea why he was still deluding himself into assuming it would be anything else…
But as long as there was a chance, even a minuscule chance…
Well.
He would know, sooner or later.
Kantarou had time.

Nagiri stepped out into the night, steady rain drumming onto the fabric of the umbrella above him. God, he hated rain. Hated all of this.
Except, he  didn’t  hate…
Kantarou was sitting right next to the door with his back against the wall, the too-short overhang of the roof failing to protect him from the rain effectively, with his knees pulled up to his chest and arms resting on them. He looked tired, in a way Nagiri had never seen him before, somehow smaller than usual in his sodden uniform and with his head bowed, watching the ripples the raindrops made in the puddle in front of him - and he didn’t have his pile bunker with him, Nagiri noted. A good sign, probably. It seemed that Kantarou only wanted to arrest him, not kill him… though, it was a bit curious that he wasn’t already jumping up, grasping for Nagiri’s wrists to cast them in irons.
“The-” Nagiri began, but immediately faltered the moment Kantarou turned his head towards him.
Kantarou did look exhausted, and miserable, and above all  cold,  hair plastered onto his forehead with rain, the occasional drop making its way down his face almost like tears - of which he must have shed more than his fair share, too, judging from the swollen redness still lingering around his tired eyes - but even so. Even though he had the look of someone who hadn’t slept in far too long, and was running on nothing more than fumes and shreds of… anger? determination?  hope?,  he was still the most handsome man Nagiri had ever known, and some shameful, often-shoved-away part of him wanted to drop to his knees and kiss every drop of rain from his face.
And then, Kantarou seemed to register who and what he was looking at, and- oh, it wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair, to be made to look down at Kantarou’s upturned  stupidly gorgeous  face all wet and exhausted, and watch it brighten the moment their eyes met, as if nothing had changed. As if the sun still rose behind Kantarou’s eyes at the mere sight of Nagiri, even now that he knew. It wasn’t  fair. 
“Tsujita-!” Kantarou blurted out, mouth on the verge of spreading into a grin - but then, he seemed to realise. To remember.
Nagiri watched that bright, glowing joy dim almost instantly, Kantarou’s eyes darkening, the brief spark of happiness snuffed out, the excitement washing off his face with the rain.  No. No, wait, don’t. Stop that. Be happy again. I hate the thought of the sight of me making you sad. 
“...Tsujigiri-san.” He corrected, softly, subdued, a dark shadow passing over his face - and Nagiri hated the sound of his own name in Kantarou’s mouth.  Hated  it.
Nagiri swallowed, his throat suddenly dry, and stepped closer, holding the umbrella over Kantarou.
“Listen, the… the mangaka.” He began, roughly, the words feeling hoarse and ungainly on his tongue. “He only… I just picked his house at random, you hear? And threatened that I’d kill him if he called for help. So he’s not- not  involved  in any of this, okay! Just a regular citizen. Don’t even mention him in your reports, he’s not noteworthy at all.”
“Is that so.” Kantarou’s expression was unreadable, voice carefully even, and Nagiri was growing more and more certain that he knew the lie for what it was - but Shinji had covered for him, and Nagiri  had  to return the favour. “I see.”
“Do you? He really was pressured into it.” Nagiri insisted, drops of rain sliding down the back of his collar where the umbrella no longer covered him. He should have put his hood up. “The man’s just a pathetic worm of a pushover - utterly helpless and pitiful, it was easy to make him do whatever I want. Which is what I did. Threatening an innocent man. Can’t blame him for not fighting back against a murderous criminal, right?”
Kantarou craned his neck further back, glancing up at the umbrella shielding him from the rain, then back at Nagiri’s face - and it was strange, even though Nagiri had just confessed to criminal intent and endangering a civilian, some of that light was back in his eyes, glowing and intense, and full of undecipherable emotion.
“Of course. I understand completely.” He said, and for a moment, Nagiri almost thought he could see the ghost of a smile lingering behind his lips.
Well. Probably a trick of the light.
“Hold this.” Nagiri shoved the umbrella at Kantarou, and then just wedged it into the crook of his arm when Kantarou made no move to take it. God the man was so  slow  and stupid. Nagiri wished he was better at hating him. “Reckless idiot. Go ahead, die of pneumonia - would’ve spared me a lot of trouble if you’d done it sooner - could’ve just…”
He trailed off into quiet grumbling, crouched down beside Kantarou, and held out his wrists parallel to each other, hands balled into fists and turned with his palms downwards. Hopefully that would make it clear enough that he had no intention of using his blades while Kantarou put the cuffs on him.
Nagiri stared down at the wet floor, waiting for the feeling of cold metal clamping down on his skin. This was the worst part, the waiting - unless Kantarou would gloat after, that would likely be rather awful, too.
For a long moment, stretching on and on, nothing at all happened.
And then, the touch of wet skin, cold fingers, at Nagiri’s right wrist, just below the makeshift bandage.
Nagiri’s head snapped up, to see Kantarou touching him carefully, almost hesitantly.
“So you  were  injured?” He muttered, frowning in- was that  concern!?  “I didn’t realise. Is it bad?”
“What!? No, that’s not-” Nagiri instinctively began pulling his hand out of Kantarou’s reach, but then forced himself to extend them again. “Nothing to concern yourself with, moro-  officer.  Now get on with it, the sooner we can get out of the rain, the better!”
“Get on with what?” Kantarou blinked.
 “Handcuffing me,  what else!” Nagiri shook his wrists, in prime cuffing position. “Come on, I  know  you have those specialised cuffs always with you, and we’re not getting any drier here!”
“Tsujigiri-san…” Kantarou’s hand was holding Nagiri’s wrist again, bandaged too, from punching that wall. The smell of his blood was faint, diluted by the rain, but nevertheless there, sweet and heady. “Why do you think I’m here?”
“To arrest me, obviously!” Nagiri snapped.
Paused.
Considered Kantarou, who had made no move to restrain Nagiri at any point, and still seemed to have no intention to do anything of the sort.
“...aren’t you?”
Kantarou hesitated.
“There’s… questions, that I have, and will need answers to before I decide what should be done.” He said, slowly. “But I… I  hope  that I won’t have sufficient reason to make an arrest.”
“Questions?” Nagiri scoffed quietly, looking away. “I’m Tsujigiri Nagiri, what else would you need to know? Isn’t that  fucking reason  enough!?”
 “Please,  Tsujigiri-san.” Kantarou’s hand was uncommonly gentle on his wrist, and Nagiri suddenly wished he would grab harder, and never let go. “I  have  to know.”
“Ugh.” Figured. This  one  time Nagiri was desperately trying to do the right thing, and Kantarou, that absolute menace, wouldn’t even  let  him. Of course he just  had  to make things more difficult than they already were, and  of course  he had to look so earnest and desperate doing it that Nagiri had no choice but to agree. Bastard. “Fine. Whatever. Ask your questions.”
(Nagiri knew Kantarou wouldn’t get whatever miracle answers he was hoping for, that was just obvious. What did he think was going to happen, Nagiri would admit to it all having been one big joke, and he was really just regular old Tsujita-san!? Well. Up to him to be disappointed, he supposed.)
“But not here.” Nagiri added, glaring up at the rain dripping off the slant of the roof and soaking into his cloak. “Come on. Let’s find somewhere dry to sit.”
When he got up and strode out into the rain, Kantarou was at his side immediately, holding the umbrella over them both - and it stayed that way, no matter how often Nagiri tried to put some distance between them.
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Chapter Text

They did not end up finding anyplace particularly dry - and Nagiri refused to have whatever conversation they were about to have with Shinji and Maru in the room - so they ended up making do with somewhere halfway comfortable to sit, at least.
There was a small bench just slightly down the street, and they settled there, umbrella held between them and honestly not doing a very good job of shielding either of them fully. Nagiri could already tell his left shoulder was going to be soaked through to the bone within the next couple minutes, though it wouldn’t make much of a difference with Kantarou’s right.
Perhaps, if they’d sat a little closer together, it wouldn’t be quite as much of a problem - but Nagiri  needed  to keep at least a hand’s breadth of distance between them, for his own sanity’s sake.
(He didn’t know how to feel about this. Relieved, that Kantarou didn’t seem to outright despise him, that that first rush of hurt and betrayal seemed to have ebbed away again; or afraid, because Kantarou was never this calm and serious outside of a fight, and the other shoe was sure to drop?
And then there was of course that stupid, pointless,  cruel  joy bubbling up in his chest at the private thought that this man was  his.  He  belonged  to Nagiri, and he had the name to prove it, no matter how undeserved, no matter how irrelevant it was, considering Kantarou was far better off without him.
Some days, Nagiri missed his days with the spirit effigy, when his emotions had been largely dulled and stunted, and he’d rarely felt anything other than bloodlust. Life had been so much easier then…)

“So. Questions?” Nagiri prompted awkwardly, after a prolonged silence.
“Oh! Yes,” Kantarou seemed to startle. His eyes had been fixed to the side of Nagiri’s head, watching him intensely. Probably trying to reconcile the familiar face with the knowledge of his identity. “Tsujigiri-san, when was the last time you seriously injured or killed someone? Excepting self-defence, or protection of others.”
“Successfully, you mean?” Nagiri frowned. He’d certainly  wanted  to, often enough, but circumstances had usually ensured that he’d very quickly come to regret it. There had been a number of lower vampires killed, but that was to save lives - his own, or that of Kantarou, of the round thing, of those little brats - and really, the last time he could recall was… “You. It was when I- that time.”
(He didn’t apologise. It felt inadequate, to pour the entirety of his deep and genuine regret into such a trivial word as “sorry” - it wasn’t enough, and it never would be.)
“So you’ve really not- not at all?” Kantarou frowned. “I know there weren’t any sightings or attacks recorded in Shin-Yokohama, but… not anywhere else, either? Nothing!?”
“Yeah, rub it in, why don’t you!” Nagiri snapped, pulling his shoulders up defensively. “It’s this fucking town,  there’s always some lunatic around the corner- and  you  of course, you were always  right there,  you think I’m stupid enough to slash someone in front of a guy with a pile bunker!? And now I’ve lost my taste for it. Thanks a ton!”
(...that thanks didn’t come out  quite  as sarcastic as Nagiri had meant it. Which. He did. Maybe. Feel kind of glad to have less of a drive to harm people. Just maybe.)
“You’re welcome!” Kantarou shot him a relieved little grin,  smug bastard,  and Nagiri had the strong urge to punch him. With his lips. Goddamnit. “And… I’m so glad to hear it. I was afraid you were still hurting people all this time, and I’d been too blinded by- well. That I hadn’t noticed. That there could’ve been people dead because of-”
“Well, there aren’t.” Nagiri cut him off. “Not for lack of  trying,  sure, but there hasn’t been any successful sword-slaying for… far too long, now. And stop looking so damn  pleased  that my reputation’s gone all to shit!”
“It’s not that!” Kantarou beamed. “I’m just relieved it’s not as bad as I’d feared.”
“Don’t be! You idiot!” Nagiri groused. “I’m still the monster you were hunting! I nearly killed you, and for the record,  I kept trying!” 
(Not for very long, and Nagiri would never try again, but, well, that was hardly relevant for the discussion, was it.)
For some reason, not even this could wipe the smile fully off Kantarou’s face, though it did get a bit more melancholy.
“...were you… was it all…” he began, clearly struggling to put this next question into words. “The time we spent together, the things you told me… how much of it was a lie?”
“A lot.” Nagiri answered bluntly. “I don’t even remember half the lies I told you. I constantly had to explain things away, keep you off my track. Couldn’t exactly be honest with the guy hunting me, could I?”
“Oh.” This answer clearly didn’t alleviate Kantarou’s worries half as much as the previous one had. “That… makes sense, I suppose.”
“But-” Nagiri blurted out, and then bit his tongue when Kantarou turned to him with such foolish  hope  in his eyes. But  what?  But Nagiri loved him now? But he was sorry? But…
“But whenever I could… I tried not to.” And that was even true. At the beginning, it had just been so he wouldn’t have too many lies to try and keep straight, but as time went on, he just wanted to be a  little honest with Kantarou. Just sometimes. A bit.
(And how ironic was it, that he’d started this conversation lying about Shinji’s involvement. Kantarou seemed to be hoping for some kind of sign of improvement, but Nagiri was a bastard and a liar, and always had been.)
“Can I- Tsujigiri-san, there’s one thing in particular where I  have to know if it was the truth or not.” Kantarou’s hands clenched around the sodden fabric of his uniform - or at least the uninjured one did. “If I ask about it specifically, will you answer me honestly?”
“Chances are good.” Nagiri shrugged. “There’s not many things where it matters, anymore.”
“You said that you didn’t have a soulmate anymore.” Kantarou asked, his voice soft, hesitant, but urgent, as if he craved an answer, while at the same time deathly afraid of getting one. “...was that the truth?”
…ah.
Leave it to Kantarou to immediately zero in on one of the very few topics where Nagiri still had good reason to hide something from him.
Nagiri’s immediate impulse was to lie, or at least to obfuscate the truth, to say anything he could to prevent Kantarou from finding out they were bound to each other, to keep that burden off his shoulders. Him having Kantarou’s name was a  mistake,  and…
…possibly unreciprocated, come to think of it.
Nobody ever talked about it, but Nagiri was sure it  did  happen, mismatched soulmates. Especially in a strange case such as this, a name given by an armadillo’s blessing. If Kantarou had carried Nagiri’s name all this time… no. No, it didn’t, couldn’t make sense. It  had  to be a mismatch, and telling Kantarou about the one-sided connection would only cause trouble and upset and confusion.
But Kantarou was looking at him, looking at him with those sharp, intense eyes that made a shiver run down Nagiri’s spine that had nothing to do with the cold and the rain, nudging a bit closer - and suddenly, he couldn’t imagine telling this man anything but the truth. He owed him as much, after so many lies.
“It was true,” Nagiri whispered, so softly it could hardly be heard over the pattering of rain on the umbrella above them.
Kantarou’s eyes widened, and the  devastation  in them made Nagiri hasten to continue: “...at the time! It was the truth then! But…”
He curled his fingers around the wrappings covering his wrist, the soulname burning under it. Nagiri could even  swear  that he could see golden light shine just very faintly from under the edge of the cloth.
“...circumstances have changed, since.”
Now Kantarou just looked confused, blinking so rapidly that Nagiri was certain he’d been on the verge of tears for just a moment there.
“Spirit effigies erase soulnames. And they  stay  erased, even after the effigy gets destroyed.”
“Oh, so you-” Kantarou paused. “Wait. No. Your spirit effigy was destroyed!?”
“A few days after I slashed you, yeah. Years ago, now.”
“B-but then you’re not immortal anymore?” Kantarou blanched, and it seemed lucky that he was sitting, or he would likely have collapsed. “I could have- if I’d fired the pile bunker, you would’ve been-”
 “Yes.  So keep that fucking thing away from me, okay?” Nagiri glared - and then failed to continue glaring at the obvious distress the mere thought of doing Nagiri permanent harm was clearly causing in Kantarou. “But it’s fine.  I’m fine. Damn effigy came with too many drawbacks anyway, the soulname thing was the least of it, really. My emotions weren’t all there, and my memories were also… I didn’t even remember what the soulname used to be.”
Oh god, Kantarou was doing  it  again now. Looking at Nagiri with such tenderness and compassion that he wasn’t even upset at the undercurrent of pity in his expression. Nagiri wished he would stop doing that.
“But you said things changed…?” And now so hopeful. How could he stay so full of optimism and earnest excitement, after everything Nagiri had done to him? “Something happened regarding your soulname?”
“Yes. A miracle.” Nagiri admitted softly, because it was. No matter how else he felt about it, it was without doubt a blessing, a miracle, to have one’s lost soulname return to one, even if it was far too late.
Kantarou was watching him eagerly, clearly hoping for elaboration - but Nagiri couldn’t bring himself to say anything more on the matter.
“...it doesn’t matter. I didn’t have one when you asked, and… and I genuinely did think it would be good riddance if it stayed that way.” Nagiri looked away, the glow of Kantarou’s eyes weakening him, just like the bright light of the sun did. There were just some things vampires could never have, no matter how much they wanted it. “I would answer… differently, now. But back then, it was the truth.”
A long pause. Nagiri tugged his cloak tighter around himself, hating the rain more than ever.
And then,
“That makes us even.” Kantarou said suddenly.
Nagiri blinked. Turned back to him. “It. What?”
“Well, you lied about your identity, while I told the truth about mine.” Kantarou explained, in that tone he got when explaining an absolutely  ludicrous  idea or plan to Nagiri as if it made perfect sense. Which it didn’t. “But!  You were honest about your soulname! While I… wasn’t. We both lied. So we’re even!”
“That’s not how that works!” Nagiri spluttered. “That’s not how  anything  works, you idiot!”
“It’s how I  want  it to work.” Kantarou nodded firmly, and there was that fierce determination back again, making his tired eyes glow. “I’ve made my choice long ago, and… even knowing what I know now, I haven’t changed my mind. Thank you for answering me honestly, Tsujigiri-san. It cleared up many things for me.”
He half-turned on the bench so he was facing Nagiri more directly, reaching out to tug at his cloak until Nagiri was at least partially turned towards him, as well.
“I love you.” Kantarou said, simply, plainly, matter-of-factly; and with the look he was giving Nagiri, it very much seemed like he meant it. “It was love at first- well,  second  sight, I think. The moment I met ‘Tsujita-san’, I was prepared to choose him over everything… even over my soulmate.”
A wry grin, sparkling with bittersweet humour.
“And now it turns out that there’s no choice to be made there, at all. Funny how these things work out, isn’t it?”
“What- no!” Nagiri reared back, panic bubbling up inside him. “No, no, that’s not-! You moron! You idiot!”
“Tsujigi-”
“NO!” He was trying to scramble to the other end of the bench, but Kantarou was following after him, so damn  persistent,  reaching out to him with that tender concern in his eyes Nagiri hateloved to see. “You  can’t  love- go die, you bastard! Go and die, b-before I kill you!”

 (Was it tears or rain on his face? He couldn’t tell.) 

“Because I will!!! I will kill you, I’ll- if you, if you get too close, I’ll hurt y- I’m not your- forget that! Forget it!”
“Please, Tsujigiri-san…”
“DON’T CALL ME THAT!” Nagiri burst out, tugging at his hood and cloak as if to hide under it. “Kantarou, y-you idiot! You fool! Go away!!!”
Kantarou wasn’t going away. In fact, Kantarou was inching closer, even as Nagiri pressed himself against the armrest of the bench, cowering in fear.
“It’s mine, isn’t it? The name you got back. Is it mine? Say it is, please!” Kantarou near-begged, eyes wide and hopeful. “Can I- can I see it? Just once, just let me see it once!”
Nagiri peered at him from behind his hood, at that dumb, loving -  loving, he’d said he loved Nagiri, loved him, LOVED him, despite everything  - smile, the rain soaking into his hair again, with the umbrella having fallen to the ground, discarded and forgotten.
Oh, damnit.
Nagiri forced his fingers to let go of his hood, and extended his hand - trembling, trembling terribly - for Kantarou to take.
Big, firm hands wrapped around it, gently tugging at the knot in the scrap of fabric until it fell apart to reveal bare skin, and the name written there.
 “Oh,”  Kantarou whispered, the way one would say “oh” upon seeing a newborn kitten, or touching an armadillo’s belly fur for the first time, or watching fireworks explode bright and colourful across the night sky.
His fingers traced along the edges of the name, which were glittering golden in the glow of the streetlamps, lasting traces of the miracle that had placed the long-lost characters there - and then he bowed his head over Nagiri’s wrist and… didn’t kiss it, not quite, but rested his lips against the tender skin there, sending a shiver all the way up and down Nagiri’s spine.
Nagiri failed to suppress a sound almost like a whimper, and awkwardly twisted his fingers to half-cradle Kantarou’s jaw, fingers scraping over the scars there.
“Don’t love me,” he pleaded, breathlessly, desperately. “We’re not- you’re not- the things I did to you-”
“We’re soulmates.” Kantarou’s lips had been cool, but his breath was hot. Nagiri shuddered again, curling in on himself. “And I would love you even if we weren’t.”
He raised his head again, though he kept cradling Nagiri’s wrist almost reverently - which was  good,  and exactly what Nagiri wanted.
“I know I was wrong about many things regarding you. You’re not the nice and kind young man I took you for - but I think you could be. I think you  want  to be. Maybe you even almost are, and… I’ve realised that’s enough, for me.”
“I nearly k-killed you…”
“And I tried to kill  you  ever since. See, we’re even again!”
 “That’s still not how this works!”  Nagiri’s breath hitched, his voice cracked, and he furiously rubbed at his eyes with his free hand. “You  fool.  You’d be better off without me, there’s  nothing  about me that is even remotely worth-”
“There is!” Kantarou gasped rather loudly, his subdued tiredness clearly a thing of the past as he geared up to shout Nagiri’s insecurities into submission. “So much!!! Do you not  know  that!? You saved a girl last night, you were so brave! And! You’re powerful, too, even without a spirit effigy and immortality! You keep surviving, against all odds! And you’re  kind  and protective, don’t think I didn’t realise how you were covering for that mangaka, how you tried to protect  me,  you’re so selfless, wanting only the best for others! And, god, you’re  so beautiful,  have you even looked in a mirror at any point in your life, your cheekbones are just gorgeous and your  eyes,  oh Tsujigiri-san, they’re-”
 “Don’t!”  Nagiri wanted to squirm away, avert his gaze, but he couldn’t bring himself to put even another millimetre’s distance between them, every cell in his body drawn towards Kantarou. That stupid, stubborn officer had captured him at last. “I-  Tsujita.  Call me Tsujita, it’s who I want to be with you,  for  you. You were right, I do want to be better, I promise I’ll  try  - and I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I’m-”

 (There, he’d said it. He’d apologised. It would never be enough to make up for what he’d done, but if he just kept trying, if he tried and tried and tried as hard as he could, for the rest of his life… 


 Maybe, just maybe, he would prove himself worthy of the Kantarou-shaped blessing fate and a golden armadillo had bestowed on him.) 

Kantarou shushed him, bringing his hands up to cradle Nagiri’s face - and he was probably crying, wasn’t he, the liquid Kantarou was wiping away with his thumbs hot like tears.
“Tsujita-san.” Kantarou murmured, tenderly, loving - but with an undercurrent of brittle desperation, as if he was at a real risk of falling to pieces if Nagiri were to reject him now. “Come home with me, please. Let’s forget all about the past, we’ll protect the citizens of this town side by side, and just be - you make me so happy, always, do I make you happy, too? - just be  together,  that’s all I need! Can we do that?”

 Yes. 


 YES. 


 You do, you make me so happy. 


 I want that. I’ve never wanted anything more. 


 Yes, yes please, yes! 


 I, you… for you, I also feel… that… 


 Okay, okay. 


 Of course. 


 I love you. 


 YES 

Words failed Nagiri.
All he could do was jerk forward into Kantarou’s arms - who caught him, in a firm embrace that was a prison Nagiri would never want to escape from - and eagerly nod his agreement into Kantarou’s neck, heart beating almost out of his chest.
When he finally managed to make his numb lips form words, it was barely a whispered plea:

 “Don’t leave me. Don’t ever leave me. Take me home with you.” 

“I will! Yes!!!” Kantarou laughed, all joy and relief, and pulled back - but before Nagiri could panic and claw at his shoulders to tug Kantarou back into the embrace, he leaned in again on his own, getting close to Nagiri’s face, very close in fact, so close that-

 Ah. 

Nagiri’s eyes slid closed, and he felt his entire body melt like hot wax. He’d never been kissed before, and was only now realising what he’d been missing - what he wanted so much  more  of, even now while it was currently happening. Kantarou kissed the way he did everything, all passion and determination, and, again, like everything about Kantarou, Nagiri  loved  it.
He kissed back with little finesse or experience, clumsy and greedy - and perfect all the same.

“‘Scuse me, gentlemen.”
Nagiri and Kantarou jumped apart, whirling around to face the man that had taken advantage of their distraction to walk right up to their bench.
He had a hawkish sort of face and keen eyes, and, in his dark suit, could possibly have passed for a salaryman - if not for the goggles pushed up onto his forehead, and the rather threatening long-handled kopiš he held at his side.
Shinji was cowering just slightly behind him, bundled in a raincoat and looking even more awkward than ever before - the man was technically a little shorter than him, but with Shinji’s bad posture, they were of about the same height - and things clicked into place in Nagiri’s still rather kiss-distracted mind.
Even before his eyes went up to the dark inked letters on the man’s left temple, “-zuki Shinji” peeking out under the leather straps of the goggles, Nagiri knew that Shinji had clearly decided to call his editor in for help, after all.
“Now, I don’t mean to be pryin’ into anyone’s affairs,” the fabled Kuwabara drawled in a broad Kansai accent, casually leaning on his weapon. “But Kam-chan here is half out o’ his mind with worry and goin’ to miss all his deadlines, which I just  can’t allow.” 
A grin that was as open and cheerful as it was unsubtly threatening.
“So, I’m here to make sure that  you”  he pointed to Kantarou “aren’t itchin’ to kill  you”  his finger slid over to Nagiri “and Kam-chan can go back to work without worryin’ over some terrible fate befallin’ his favourite li’l assistant. Which, chances seem pre~tty good, what with the kissin’, but figured I’d ask, to be sure.”
“I’m not going to hurt him!” Kantarou exclaimed, outraged. “I love him! So much! I would never-”
“We’re fine.” Nagiri cut off something that had clearly been shaping up into an extended rant, shooting a  ‘I told you not to call him!’  glare at Shinji, who shrunk even further under its burning intensity, gripping onto Kuwabara’s sleeve and trying to half-hide behind him. “Now  go away  before I slash your-”
“SLASH!?” An entire contingent of VCD officers - clearly on their way to offer support to their treasured colleague Kantarou, one of them holding a map of Shin-Yokohama upside-down - gasped in unison.
“Oh,  for fuck’s sake,”  Nagiri muttered, and buried his head in the crook of Kantarou’s neck again. “Can we just get Maru and leave?”
“Of course.” Kantarou pressed another kiss into his hair, and Nagiri could  feel  the grin on his lips. “I’ll take you home.”
And so he did.




Notes:


FINALLY THEY KISSED, PRAISE BE!!! It's been so many chapters... so many... but they finally talked, cleared up misunderstandings, confessed their love, AND KISSED. I was getting impatient myself, and I wrote the damn fic...
Also, I couldn't resist letting Kuwabara appear just briefly, because he's wonderful and I love him - I actually have a Shinji/Kuwabara fic I'm working on, and which miiiiight end up being one of the next projects I finish and post, because clearly I haven't had enough of obscure rarepairs yet.
Some more notes on him: he calls Shinji "Kam-chan" as a slightly accented variant of "Kami-chan" (I gather it could sound a bit like Kan-chan too, but I cautiously decided on the m in order to avoid misunderstandings with Kantarou), and while Shinji also calls him Kuwabara-san in more formal settings, he usually uses "Kuwa-san" with him.
I once more picked the location of the soulname with care, it's roughly where, in canon, Kuwabara was injured by one of Autumn Book's strange monsters the first time he fought to defend Shinji, and informed him that he was fully committed to supporting him as his editor (causing Shinji to finally come up with that ninja plot he's now publishing).
Oh, and I DID finally post that comedic NSFW fic for Kantarou and Nagiri, so if you're in the mood for something slightly more explicit after all these emotions, feel free to read it here!
All that said, thank you all so much for your continued readership and support, as well as all your wonderful comments! Only the epilogue left to go!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 19: Epilogue
    


Notes:

I AM SO SORRY FOR THE LONG WAIT, I had a Bachelor's thesis to finish... but now it's done, and I can FINALLY conclude this fic!
ALSO: the wonderful and amazing Bird has once more drawn an absolutely breathtaking piece of art for this fic, featuring Nagiri and Shinji! You can find it back in ch. 11, please do check it out before reading on! (It even made me realise that, when Shinji grabs Nagiri's right wrist with his own left hand, their soulnames practically touch... I didn't even intend that, but the moment I saw it in Bird's art, I went WOAH THAT'S KIND OF MEANINGFUL ISN'T IT)
And now, for the last time, please enjoy~! <3
[Character notes:
- Arma and Dillo: the two armadillo familiars of Draluc's grandfather. There's also a minor reference to Grandpa and Helsing in this chapter, if you want to know more about what's going on there, I recommend the author's notes to my other fic Catfish Cabaret for a brief overview!
- Tsukumogami: an object turned alive after a certain time it has been used and/or loved. That's how Shan turned from a golden armadillo statue into a living and breathing miracle-granting armadillo!]



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

Shan the golden armadillo walked the streets of Shin-Yokohama with the ringing of tiny little golden chimes following his every pawstep, and leaving nothing but joy and blessings in his wake.
Only, this time, Shan was not travelling far and wide to craft miracles and spread them among those in need; tonight, with the very edges of the sky beginning to glow purple-bright with the promise of dawn, Shan was taking a few hours out of his busy armadillo-god schedule to visit family.
It had been nothing short of wonderful to visit John and Shan’s beloved godfather Draluc, eating absolutely delicious food and playing videogames with them and god-stepfather Ronald-san. Shan knew he had places to be, other people to make happy; but some part of him would  always  feel at home in that little office-flat in Shin-Yokohama, and he was glad to know that he could return to it for an hour or two anytime he felt the need to, and would be welcomed warmly.
Shan had equally enjoyed the time spent with Arma and Dillo, elderly relatives that were nonetheless quite sprightly and active, and always in good humour - though, tonight, they had confided in Shan that they rather worried about their Master, who had long been prone to melancholy on quiet and lonely nights, which not even their best efforts could alleviate, and had only been getting worse with every passing year. They suspected it had something to do with the greyed-out name on their Lord’s skin, and wished they had some way of lessening his grief.
Shan had assured them that he would look into the matter - and was, in fact, getting rather confident that the whole thing could be resolved without even having to resort to anything more than the most minor miracles. All he needed was for Arma and Dillo to manoeuvre their Master into the path of a little girl with a pet monkey, and perhaps bless him with the gift of observance for good measure, and that would be the problem solved.
He’d made plans with the two for enacting their scheme as soon as possible, been seen off with happy armadillo sounds, and was now on his way to the last stop of this night’s journey.

Stopping in front of a building, Shan closed his eyes, and let out a soft breath - and when he took his next step, his paws fell on wooden floorboards instead of cold asphalt.
Shan opened his eyes again, gazing around the room he now found himself in. The streetlamps, moonlight, and glow of the almost-dawn were only barely filtering through mostly-drawn curtains, but Shan’s own glow was more than sufficient to see by.
An apartment, simple and sparse, too big and empty for one, but perhaps just right for two; Shan could see a pile bunker resting along one wall, and next to it a stack of manga, all of them signed by the author, as well as the remains of a homecooked dinner on the table, with yogurt for dessert.
Shan pitter-pattered past a VCD uniform lying crumpled on the floor, as if shed without much care - a quick miracle ensured that it wouldn’t be  too  wrinkled come morning - followed by a trail of numerous other articles of discarded clothing, leading up to the bed.
Shan hopped up on the nightstand, and briefly glanced over to the two figures lying entwined - and clearly naked - on the bed, curled tightly around each other and blissfully asleep.
(Yes, Shan smiled to himself. He’d done a  very  good job there, hadn’t he.)
But he wasn’t here for these two, after all.
“Nu nuan nunu?” Shan whispered, nudging the large round lightbulb resting comfortably on a pillow on the nightstand. “Nuan?”
For a moment, it was quiet in the flat, except for the steady breathing of the two bodies on the bed.
And then…
“...nyun?” Said the bulb, the armadillo face on it shifting towards him, a drawn-on paw meeting his. “Nu!”
Shan nuzzled Maru’s not-quite-yet-face with his own snout, happy to see the other almost-armadillo’s progress. Maru wasn’t yet a fully realised Tsukumogami, still more object than living creature; but with the amount of love directed at him on a daily basis, Shan didn’t think it would take more than another week or two until he’d beginn moving around on his own, and make himself known to his Master. A pleasant surprise that would be, Shan was sure.
“Nu nu? Nyu~” Maru prompted, and Shan began quietly telling stories of his travels, and listening to Maru’s own tales in return, glad to be with the one being who was the most  like him  in all of existence. They understood each other, Maru and him, and it was good to-
“Hm? ‘Madillo?”
Shan gasped out a startled “nu!” and turned.
One of the figures in the bed was sitting up, blearily blinking at Shan and Maru with sleep still clinging to his eyelashes.
(The blanket had slipped down to his waist, and among a number of suspicious scratches and bite marks, a name was still and forever written on his skin, bisected by an old and gruesome scar or not.)
“Oh, hi.” Kantarou smiled sleepily, offering a little wave. “You’re the golden miracle armadillo Tsujita talked about, aren’t you?”
“Nuan!” Shan confirmed proudly.
“I’m honoured to finally meet you, and… I truly can’t thank you enough.” Kantarou glanced back to where Nagiri was curled up with one hand fisted in the cover of his pillow, a besotted smile spreading over his face. “For taking care of him when I couldn’t. For giving back to him what he’d lost. Armadillo-sama, I owe you my  life,  and if you should ever need anything, please-”
“Nuanunu!” Shan waved him off modestly. “Nu-na!”
“And I  promise  to take good care of him, forever and always!” If Kantarou had been standing, he likely would have bowed deeply - as it was, he just bent his head down as far as it would go. “Please entrust Tsujita’s happiness to me!”
“Nuan,” Shan assured him, patting his head with one paw, and meant  you already have it. 
They were interrupted by a low grumble, Nagiri shifting unhappily, grasping for something that wasn’t there, until finally throwing his arms around Kantarou and burying his face sullenly into the soft part of Kantarou’s waist between hip and ribcage.
“Kannmmrrrm,” he muttered, squeezing tightly. “Hnnhstupidmpfh, go diemmmnn…”
“Sorry for disturbing you!” Kantarou rubbed the back of Nagiri’s head with one palm, ruffling his hair, and Nagiri made a pleased, cat-like noise, relaxing slightly into the touch. “Go back to sleep, we’ll be quiet.”
“Need you.” Nagiri mumbled, not even halfway awake. “Don’t leave me.”
“Never.” Kantarou assured him, in a soft, hushed tone. “I chose you, remember?”
A sleepy sound of affirmation, and Nagiri seemed to settle again, peacefully tucking himself into Kantarou’s side, who gazed down at him with so much love, his skin seemed to vibrate with the pressure under it, endless emotion threatening to burst forth.
Shan decided it was time to politely excuse himself.
“Nu!” he waved his goodbyes to Kantarou… until an idea occurred to him.
With another determined armadillo sound, he hopped down onto the bed, and threw open his paws for a very small but very fluffy hug, which Kantarou accepted with a startled, delighted laugh.
(And while Shan was pressed against Kantarou’s torso, he slid one paw over to the writing under the dreadful scar, pouring blessings into the skin there until letters began to morph their shape, glittering with a brand-new golden dusting.)

[image: Art of Nagiri and Kantarou in bed together, Kantarou sitting up and Nagiri lying sleeping beside him. Shan the armadillo is hugging Kantarou's torso, golden sparkles glowing around them. The overall atmosphere is very sweet and comfortable, and tender. On the nightstand next to the bed, Maru the armadillo lightbulb rests on a pillow, his painted-on paws very slightly sticking out of his round form.]

“Aw, goodbye to you too, Armadillo-sama!” Kantarou grinned, releasing him. “Visit anytime, okay?”
“Nuan-nunu!” Shan promised, and watched as Kantarou laid back down, pulling Nagiri up into his arms and pressing a kiss to his forehead.
“I love you,” Shan heard, whispered very softly.
And then, even softer, barely audible unless it was breathed right into your ear:  “love you too.” 
Shan and Maru exchanged a satisfied, knowing look.
This was exactly the kind of blessing Shan so loved to provide in the world. Share love, make love known, allow people to share it - his blessings came in many forms, but these were the ones he enjoyed to provide the most.
The cases were destiny was struggling to achieve its desired outcome, or had gotten a few things just  slightly  wrong, and it was up to Shan to nudge fate in the right direction bit by bit.
In this particular case, he’d clearly been  extraordinarily  successful with that.
(Sometime in the coming day, the two would surely notice that the scar-bisected writing on Kantarou’s skin said  ‘Tsujita  Nagiri’ now, the -ta having a strange golden sheen in the right light that matched the stitching around the name on Nagiri’s own wrist. There would be confusion over it, quite some shouting, and ultimately excitement and a quiet relief. Nagiri in particular would appreciate the… correction, Shan was quite sure.
Just another one of those little things Shan could fix so easily with a wave of his paw, but would mean the world to the individuals affected…)
So Shan bid a quiet farewell to Maru, promised to come visit again soon, and went on his merry way; leaving behind a lamp that was  almost  more than that; two men that had been battered and bruised by fate and circumstance, but had found happiness in each other despite it all; and two halves of a soul pressing so tightly against each other that they almost melted together again.

And as the sun crept over the horizon, its rays never reaching a certain vampire being held by the love of his life in their darkened little bedroom, the sound of golden bells rang out, clear and beautiful.
Another chime, high and tremulous; and a third.
And then, all was silence again, the sacred glow of a golden shell long since gone.
But the names, both of them damaged and repaired in their own ways, remained; and always and forever would.




Notes:


[EDIT: now with more beautiful art by Bird! Isn't it adorable and warm and comfortable? I really adore Maru showing signs of changing his physical shape, and the sparkles hiding Kantarou's, uh, li'l pile bunker....]
Just a little softness at the end, and a glimpse into their future life. I imagine that Kantarou vouched for Nagiri, and it was agreed that he would help out at the VCD as 'community service' and remain under Kantarou's surveillance to make sure he wouldn't fall back into bad habits - though everyone is more or less aware that that's quite unlikely, and that Nagiri is surveilling Kantarou more than the other way around, keeping him from being stupid and reckless.
(Also: Kantarou and Nagiri now have matching armadillo-blessed soulnames, ammended in gold, both a reminder of how things went wrong once, and of how they have healed since... ah, the symbolism. >nods to fic title again<)
Finally, I want to take this opportunity to once more thank Bird, An-ju, and Aroshi, for the GORGEOUS art they drew for this fic - I was floored to see their pieces every time, and am so immensely honoured that I could share them with you all! They really made those scenes come alive, thank you guys so much!
And also, thank YOU, dear readers, for following this really-very-long!fic for months, leaving kudos and comments, and enjoying this obscure rarepair (well, considering the size of the fandom... second-biggest ship here on Ao3, actually...) of mine! Stay tuned for more Vampire Dies fics from me, both for this ship and others - I do still have that Shinji/Kuwabara fic that's nearly finished, maybe that'll be next.
\^-^/ <3 <3 <3 <3 <3 <3 <3 <3 <3
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