
Conversations With Friends
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    Shinobu knows that Arataki Itto isn’t a sit-down-and-talk-about-our-feelings kind of guy. Well, no, actually. Scratch that. Let’s restart.

Shinobu knows for a fact that Arataki Itto isn’t the type to talk about his own feelings. He’ll be a perfectly good shoulder to lean on for others in the Arataki Gang, sure- Shinobu’s vented her own fair share of grievances to him over the years- but the second the conversation approaches the topic of “Itto’s Feelings”, he’s suddenly remembering a “super important thing with Granny Oni! No, seriously, I only remembered just now, but I’m totally done for if I don’t go like right now,” and then running for the hills. It’s a bit of a catch-22 situation, too, because Shinobu would have to bring up his feelings to get him to confront the reasons why he struggles to talk about his feelings, and, well- Shinobu digresses.

So. Itto absolutely avoids talking about his own feelings. He isn’t subtle about it, either, although Shinobu’s sure that he thinks he’s been getting away with it fine. That’s great and all, if not a little concerning, so…

“Hey, Shinobu, can we, like, uh, talk? Just like, I dunno. A chat between bros.”

… naturally, Shinobu’s gonna be a little on guard in a situation like this.

“Talk?” Shinobu asks in lieu of replying. She chews at her lip under her mask. It’s a bad habit of hers.

“Uh, yeah,” Itto says, nodding. He’s picking at his cuticles subconsciously. “Like, about… Well, I need help. So, uh, can we?”

Shinobu has to work very, very hard to keep her face neutral. Okay, the boss needs… her help. And he’s admitting to needing her help. This is… either very good and a sign of progress, or very bad because he’s been pushed to the point where he has to admit that he needs help. Shinobu swallows, steeling her nerves.

“Of course, boss. Uh, c’mere. Sit down, relax. Do you want me to, like, get us something to eat first, or…?” She trails off, uncertain. Itto plops himself down across from her at the kotatsu she’d been zoning out at for the past half-hour, shaking his head in dissent. Shinobu has never seen him look this sombre before; he’s had his serious moments before, obviously, but never like this. Or, at least, not in her time knowing him.

“That’s okay, unless you’re hungry or somethin’. I’d rather get this over with.” he tells her, combing his fingers through his hair. Shinobu stiffens- he never turns down food like this. She catches a small twitch of his lips, like an aborted attempt at a smile. “Like, ripping off the band-aid, you know?”

Shinobu nods, taking off her mask with a tired sigh. “Yeah, I know. Let’s talk, then.”

What ensues isn’t exactly what Shinobu would call a conversation. It’s quite the opposite, really.

“So…” Itto starts, and he tugs at his collar a bit, sweating. He’s not meeting her eyes.

“So.”

“So… Uh, nice weather we’re having, right?”

Shinobu scoffs.

“Cut the shit, boss. You need help,” she states, bringing a hand up to massage her temples. “So spill. What’s up? Who or what do you need me to deal with?”

Shinobu can hear him spluttering a bit as he loafs around, trying to find an excuse, but she can’t find it in her to actually look at the buffoon. Knowing him, he’s waving his hands around like some idiot, or flushing so brightly one could mistake him for a clown, or-

She jumps when Itto slams his hand on the kotatsu.

“FEELINGS!” He exclaims, eyes ablaze with… something, and Shinobu stares, “I don’t understand ‘em, okay? And… I just… I’m confused, Shinobu! You gotta help me out here.”

Shinobu blinks. She blinks again, tilting her head, and then she nods slowly, ever-so-slowly.

“Right, okay. Feelings,” she says, at first uncertainly but then with more conviction, “Feelings. Yeah, I can help you with that. Definitely.”

She’s not lying, either. Shinobu is a licensed counsellor. Career counsellor, sure, but still, that’s gotta count for something, right?

Either way, she can see Itto’s shoulders lose some tension as she speaks, so she knows she’s doing something right.

“I knew I could count on ya! I mean, duh, you’re you, but…” he says. He smiles for a second, then two, and then it drops completely and he slumps his entire top half over the table, defeated. Shinobu sighs fondly and starts stroking his messy white hair out of habit. He shivers.

“The thoughts are gettin’ to me, man.”

Shinobu frowns.

“Thoughts?” She prompts him, gentler than usual. He groans loudly, nodding against the table.

“Yeah, thoughts! But not just like random thoughts in my brain though, because those are normal I think,” he says, and Shinobu thinks herself the strongest person on Teyvat for holding back the laughter that threatens to spill over, “But like, The thoughts, capital T. The thoughts about, like, him.”

Shinobu hums in question. “Him?”

“Yeah, him. My bro… I’ve never introduced him to ya, or to any of the boys either. He’s kind of like… a secret friend, y’know?” Itto says, tilting his head up to look at her. “He tells me not to tell too many people about us meeting up, sometimes, but I’m not sure why. I dunno, I don’t question it ‘cos he’s my bro.”

Shinobu frowns a bit, not sure why she feels a pang of something sour in her chest from hearing about his so-called secret friend. Logically, she knows that Itto has a life outside of the Arataki gang- little moments where he slips away, nowhere to be found-, just like she does, and just like Mamoru and Akira and Genta and Takuya do, but… it’s never really been something she’s liked to think about.

She knows Itto is more than what he presents to the world. She’s seen it, known it intimately, in her moments of weakness and his own- he’s more than the label people give to him. Archons above, she knows that. He’s unbound in his noisiness and in his liveliness and in his kindness alike. He’s loved so much in his life, and she knows that that love has to have spread beyond the confines of Granny Oni, herself, and his three- now four- other best friends. He’s got so much love in him, that guy, and he can’t help but find new people to give it to.

Thinking about it that way makes her feel less weird.

“So you’re having thoughts about your… bro?” Shinobu asks, more to internalize it herself than anything. Itto nods with a tiny whine, burying his face in his arms. He has yet to get up from the table. Shinobu smiles, picking a lock of his hair out and starting to braid it. “Well, that’s not out of the ordinary at all. If you like spending time with him, and if you consider him your friend, then it makes sense that you’d think about him a lot. I mean, I think about you a lot, boss, and that’s normal.”

Itto groans in frustration, and he digs his fingers into his hair. Clearly, Shinobu missed the mark somehow.

“Well yeah, but you don’t get it! I mean, you think about me, and I think about you too, but I… I dunno, it’s like… weird…” he trails off suddenly, sitting up. The half-finished braid is pulled from Shinobu’s hands, but she’s more focused on just how scared Itto looks. He bites his lip, brows furrowed, and meets her gaze head-on. His eyes are a bit red, and tears threaten to spill down his cheeks. This won’t do. This won’t do at all.

“Hey, boss, it’s okay,” Shinobu murmurs, sliding around the kotatsu and sidling up next to him. She wraps an arm around him, bringing him in for a hug “C’mere. It’s okay.”

Itto hesitates for a second, whole body tense, before slumping into Shinobu’s lap. Her heart wrenches a little when she hears a quiet sob leave him. She holds him through it all, murmuring reassurances and stroking his back as he heaves silent tears and curls up, making himself small. In her head, Shinobu curses all the people who dared to make Arataki Itto feel like he had to hide away and suffer in silence, but she knows it’s too late to change the past, so she just makes sure he feels safe with her in the present.

“I’b sorry,” Itto eventually says, congested and gravelly-voiced, “I di’n mean to cry… That’s so uncool of me.”

Shinobu keeps her arms wrapped around him. He sniffs aggressively. “It’s okay, boss. Crying can be good for you.”

“Yeah, but it’s uncool,” he insists, bloodshot eyes meeting her own, “What’s the word? Un… Un-something of me, as the head honcho of the Arataki Gang.”

“Unbecoming,” she says, “and I think it was pretty cool of you to open up like that. Total Arataki Gang leader move.”

“Was not! I didn’t even manage to, like, tell ya the whole story without cryin’,” he says doggedly, sitting up. “So there!”

Shinobu chuckles, patting Itto’s back firmly. “Whatever you say, boss. Feeling any better?”

Itto’s entire brain seems to pause for a second. He freezes mid-movement, eyes completely void of thought, and then he blinks. His face is a little incredulous as he nods.

“Yeah, actually. I do,” he tells her, looking down at his palms as though they hold the answer to life.

“That’s good. Do you think you’re ready to try talking about it again, then?” she probes, “Or do you need a bit?”

“I, uh…” Itto says, “I think I wanna tell you about it. No one else, though.”

“Of course,” Shinobu says, chest warm.

Itto takes a deep breath. Shinobu starts moving the hand on his back in comforting circles.

“So, my bro. I have thoughts about him a lot. Like, about his face, or about his eyes, or his smile, but also… Just about him, y’know? About how nice he is to me even though I’m, well, me, or about how I don’t wanna leave him when we’re hangin’ out, or how I can’t wait to see him again when we’re not,” he tells Shinobu, voice shaky, “He makes me feel warm. I mean, you do too, and so do the boys, but… It’s different with him. He makes me feel a little silly, I think. He makes me nervous, and I wanna look extra-cool in front of him, but at the same time I know that he likes me because I’m the way I am, so I wanna be myself around him, but… I dunno, I’ve never felt this way about anyone before, Shinobu- I just need help!”

Hm. So her boss likes men. That’s… honestly not very surprising. She’s kind of seen it coming for a while now, but she thinks she’ll keep quiet on that until he’s ready to hear that without having a breakdown.

“I think I know what’s happening,” she tells him, “You-”

“No, but I don’t think you do! Something’s wrong with me, Shinobu,” Itto interrupts. “I wanna… I like… Sometimes when I look at him I wanna…” His next words are unintelligible.

“Boss, I didn’t understand a word you just said,” she tells him, and he groans.

“I just- Ugh! When I look at his stupid face I wanna kiss him, okay?” he exclaims. His brows are furrowed deeply, and his eyes are wet again. “I know it’s weird and lame, so you can laugh at me all ya want, but I really do need help, okay?”

Shinobu frowns, her heart breaking once more for her boss, and she squeezes him with the arm she still has wrapped around him.

“I’m not gonna laugh at you for that, Itto. It’s not weird,” she says, “Thank you for trusting me enough to tell me. I know it’s probably scary to you, especially if it’s your first time feeling this way, but I need you to know that nothing is wrong with you.”

“But… It’s not normal, is it? Feelin’ this way about my bro?” He asks with a wet sniffle. His voice is too small for his big body and personality. “Like, we’re both dudes, ‘n all…”

“Itto, I swear, it’s completely normal. You’re just gay,” Shinobu says, knowing that being blunt works best with the Oni in these situations, “And that’s it. You’re gay. Like, into men.”

Once again, Itto’s brain seems to completely shut down for a solid three seconds as he processes her words. She watches it happen, kind of impressed with how perfectly still he holds himself. She can almost hear the whirring of an engine as all his brainpower is funnelled to that one task. Eventually, his head snaps to meet her gaze with wide eyes.

“I’m gay?” He asks with a tentative smile. “That’s a thing?”

“Yeah, it’s really common. Attraction isn’t limited to just the opposite sex,” she tells him, “The Raiden Shogun is proof enough of that, if you don’t believe me.”

Itto perks up even more. “The Raiden Shogun is gay?”

“Well, a lesbian,” Shinobu clarifies, “But yeah. And, uh, so am I.”

“So you like women?”

“Yes.”

“And the Raiden Shogun does too?”

“Yes.”

“And I like men.”

“Mhm.”

“And it’s not, like, weird?”

“Never.”

“Huh, neat.”

There’s a lapse of silence, in which Itto seems to be rethinking his entire worldview. Shinobu watches his neurons fire off, a small smile gracing her lips, and she squeezes him again in reassurance. After a moment, Itto seems to snap out of whatever deep contemplation he’d fallen into, and he tackles Shinobu in a borderline suffocating hug.

“Man, thanks Shinobu! I shoulda come to you for help ages ago,” he exclaims with a loud laugh. Shinobu is flooded with relief as he finally seems to get out of his funk.

“Anytime, boss,” she replies, and Itto smiles warmly.

“Man, I love you, Shinobu,” he says.

“I love you too, Itto.”

  
Author’s Note:saying ily to your friends in a platonic way should be more of a thing i think

please feel free to flame me in the comments if i did something wrong, i am very mentally sound and can take that sort of harsh criticism (this is a lie, i’m extremely fragile and will cry very hard at the slightest hint of aggression)





