
1. flat pack furniture
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    “I need your help,” Shikanoin had said. “I’m moving.”

Sara, at the time did not say any of the many wildly inappropriate things that came to mind. Such as “don’t you have anyone else you can ask” and “your family cause you trouble again” and “are you causing trouble for your family again”.

The fault lies with Sara for how she gets into these situations. If she had just said “no” to Shikanoin like she should have she wouldn’t be here.

But Shikanoin said “I need your help”, looking like he’d rather be anywhere but there, and Sara was moved by some strange and foreign sense of sympathy for the young man.

Sara is entirely ready to go back in time and punch the sympathy out of her past self because of where she is right now.

“And this is where your tax dollars go,” Shikanoin says into his phone as he holds it up higher, turning in a slow circle before returning to focus on her and Kamisato. “This is what you pay for.”

“Why would you even be in a bulk flat-pack furniture store?” Sara hisses. “You have a fully furnished estate with pieces that date back over a hundred years. Why would you ever need new furniture? It’s a traditional style house — you couldn’t even put half the things they make here in it.”

“I’m doing a favor for someone we both know and feel positive feelings for. Kokomi-san’s lease is up. And now that she isn’t wanted by the state as a seditionist and threat to the government, she can actually pick a good apartment.”

“She isn’t moving here.”

“No, but I still owe her and she’s holding that over me like she was born to be an extortionist instead of a priestess.” Kamisato wrinkles his nose. “Some people just get into the wrong line of work. It’s terrible. Imagine if she ran a business. Not the shrine as a business — religion, itself, is a business, I know. But an actual business.”

She gestures for him to get to the point, pointing at Shikanoin who’s narrating this encounter like he’s trying out for the position of a voice over in a documentary. She doesn’t know how she ever felt sorry for him. “I am on a clock here.”

“She sent me the details of her new apartment, said that it would be lovely if it was fully furnished by the time she was ready to move in, and then said that she prefers natural woods to stains and that she prefers things with hidden storage features. So here I am, because I am not going to commission custom furniture to send to Watatsumi island for her. So here we are.” He checks his watch. “Because apparently the idea of me walking into a bulk store like this one is one that cannot be believed, Itto and Ayaka are also with me.”

Sara pointedly looks around them, where neither Arataki nor the younger Kamisato are to be seen.

“Itto is parking the cow.”

Shikanoin hoots, immediately dashing for a window as if he can try to see the parking lot from here.

“Ayaka went on ahead to look at — “ Kamisato pinches the bridge of his nose. “Frozen food to take home. She’s going to be prediabetic by the time she’s thirty. I know it.”

“I find it hard to believe that Sangonomiya Kokomi would trust you to furnish her apartment, sight unseen,” Sara says. “Are you sure she didn’t just want you to pick up the check?”

“Why would she send me the technical specifications of her new apartment’s layout if she didn’t want me to actually go out and furnish it? And I have wonderful taste. Is it not apparent already through my daily choices and conduct?”

Sara, unfortunately, doesn’t have an answer for that.

“And what are you here for? I doubt that the Kujou estate needs anything that they can’t custom commission either.” Kamisato leans around her to look at Shikanoin, eyes brows raising. His eyebrows raise pointedly as he looks between her and the young man and Sara glares him into silence. It doesn’t mean anything. She’s never met someone who can radiate so many unpleasant sentiments with his eyes alone. With every subtle shift of his eyes and the faintest, near imperceptible twitch of his lips and subtle shift of his throat, Sara’s glare intensifies. They are locked into a silent clash of wills. Sara’s will for him to not say anything and Kamisato’s inability not to have an opinion on things.

“The two of you,” Shikanoin says, phone now put away for now, “Either were married in a past life or are going to be in a future one.”

Without looking Sara reaches over and grabs Shikanoin’s entire face in one hand and squeezes. Kamisato’s expression of disgust would be thoroughly entertaining if it resulted from anything that wasn’t what Shikanoin just said.

“Don’t silence me for trying to speak the truth,” Shikanoin protests, slapping Sara’s arm.

“Why are you bullying the kid, Kujou?” 

Sara and Kamisato turn to see Itto meandering up to them, Kuki and Takuya in tow behind him.

“He’s not a kid,” Sara says. “Are all of you here to pick furniture for Sangonomiya-san?”

“Yes,” Itto says.

“I’m here to make sure Itto doesn’t pick up a stupid amount of useless junk,” Kuki says, shooting a sharp look at Kamisato. “Just because someone’s willing to indulge him doesn’t mean the rest of us are.”

“I’m here for food,” Takuya says, walking past all of them. “See you at the food court.”

Gods, she wishes that were her.

“You in on this, too?” Itto asks her, prying her hand off of Shikanoin’s face. “Sup, Heizou-kun.”

The two exchange a very manly, very casual fist bump.

“I need new furniture because I’m also moving,” Shikanoin says. “And I figure that Kujou-san has some kind of taste. And could carry stuff. Mostly it’s to carry stuff.”

-

Sara hates this place. She hates this place and its immaculately styled display rooms. She hates the interlocking display rooms with their different themes and their several suggestions for what furniture pieces match and how much they cost and the many, many permutations in which they can be used. She hates the rows upon rows of chairs, cabinets, and all the strange twists and turns that force a certain path. Sara hates having to walk through all of these displays with Shikanoin, Kamisato, and Itto.

She’s fine with Kuki. But the other three could go.

And now, now —

Now Sara is standing in front of a row of drawers and tightly reigning in the physical urge to come to violence with Kamisato Ayato.

“Push to open,” Kamisato hisses through his teeth, edges of his true reptilian face peering out from underneath his false veneer of goodness.

“Soft close,” Sara hisses right back at him.

This specific piece does not have both options, and frankly, the hardware for installing both would add too much weight to the frame structure.

“Push to open.”

“You are being incredibly insistent on being wrong today,” Sara says.

“Are you arguing about this for me or for Sangonomiya-san? Because if it’s for me it’s push to open.”

“Men are useless.” Sara didn’t mean to say that out loud. But some truths are meant to be spoken.

“Hey!” Itto drapes himself over her shoulders, resting his chin on her head. “I was gonna agree with you. It’s definitely soft close. Should we vote?”

“This isn’t a democracy. Shikanoin, put your damn phone away before I take it.”

“I’m not a kid, you can’t just take my phone.”

Sara swipes for his hands and he scuttles away to hide behind Kamisato, the two of them now united in their commitment to being wrong. Itto shifts around at Sara’s back so he’s standing next to her, leaning heavily on her shoulder with an arm around her.

“We’re going to be the ones carrying that shit down from the pallets right?” Itto says, squinting at the labels on the furniture. “Bet you, we could just grab all of the soft closed ones and they couldn’t do anything about it.”

“I can hear you,” the useless ones say.

“Don’t care,” Sara and Itto say, coming to the mutual agreement that no matter what goes down they’re committed to being right together in this one serendipitous instance created by them existing in this nightmare of a bulk store at the same time.

-

“You came too?” Kuki says to Gorou as they watch the quartet arguing in the section ahead of them. 

Gorou frowns at his phone, waiting for Kokomi to finish answering.


  ? I mean. I didn’t think he’d actually do it. 



  Okay, but Kamisato Ayato is here rn and I think he really gonna do it



  That’s free furniture



  It’s about to be a public misdemeanor


Gorou looks up in time to see Sara reach out and grab Kamisato’s wrist as the two struggle against each other to read the product information on the little booklet hanging form a metal ring attached to the wall. 

“You know what, you didn’t see me,” Gorou says, power walking through one of the displays to make a shortcut towards the exit.

“Don’t even know who you are,” Kuki agrees. “Takuya’s at the food court if you want company.”

“I’m going to wait this out at the mall across the street,” Gorou answers. “Good luck.”

-

Sara grabs Shikanon’s phone when she hears the sound of the shutter and holds it above her head as Shikanoin lunges for it.

She’s about to put it in her pocket when she remembers that Shikanoin’s second favorite hobby aside from finding trouble is causing trouble, and he has stupid light fingers. She sticks the phone down the front of her shirt, tucking it into her bra strap, pointing at his slack jawed face. “If you attempt to pick pocket me to get your phone back I will break your arms. You can take that as police brutality if you want, I don’t care.”

“That’s cheating,” Shikanoin protests. “That’s not fair. Also I didn’t know you could do that. Boobs can do that?”

Sara slowly looks him over, eyes resting on his chest for a moment before meeting his eyes again.

“And why would you?”

Shikanoin sputters, gaping and pointing at her as she keeps walking towards the selection of dining tables.

“You are going to give that poor young man a complex,” Kamisato muses, the sharp edge in his voice softening slightly as he watches Shikanoin visibly plotting to try and get his phone back. 

“That’s not my problem.” It is her problem entirely, but it’s a problem for future Sara, not current Sara who’s stuck in some strange type of modern torture via furniture shopping.  

“Do not complain to me later,” Kamisato warns. 

“As if I would,” Sara mutters.

Kamisato just gives her a patronizingly indulgent smile and then holds his hand out to Itto, who pulls two cell phones out from his shirt causing Shikanoin to start gaping at him instead. Itto passes one of the phones to Kamisato.

“You have pockets,” Sara says.

“Why bother with pockets when I have Itto?” Ayato replies. “This is better.” He then proceeds to take pictures of the little informational slip hanging off the side of a long bench next to a matching dinner table. He tilts the phone to Sara. “Matching or no?”

He slides between two different pictures, one of the wheeled metal cart he’d seen in one of the display kitchens, utilized as a drink cart, and the bench.

Color watches the two pictures slide back and forth before she takes the phone from him and slide sit to the picture she knows he took of a small side table unit a room or two ago.

“This one is better,” She says, “Same color tone.”

Then she turns to stare directly into the fluorescent lighting.

“What am I doing with my life?” Sara whispers.

“I’m not sure,” Ayato replies, taking his phone back from her and nudging her forward, ‘But right now it’s being somewhat helpful to me when you aren’t insisting on having the wrong opinions on drawers. Oh, look at this table. It would be perfect for Shikanoin-san’s set up. It’s the same set as the desk he picked out earlier, isn’t it?”

“It is, but the chairs don’t match the — “ Sara cuts herself off. “Shikanoin, why aren’t you doing this? Why am I doing this?”

“Well. Aside from you being wrong about drawer types, you’re picking out stuff I don’t mind,” Shikanoin says, eyes transfixed on Itto as he shows Shikanoin the many, many objects he’s somehow keeping in his shirt. “Is the reason why you jingle when you walk because you keep small change in your — chest?”

“Probably,” Itto answers.

“Cool.”

-

Sara is forced to give Shikanoin his phone back once they get to the warehouse and fetch the dollies to pull down the many, many pieces of packaged pieces they’re going to need. Shikanoin holds the device like he’s not sure if he needs to disinfect it or apologize to her for touching something that touched her. He shoves it into his pocket instead and wipes his palms down on his shirt.

“If we split this list there’s a chance they’ll trick us. Also, I know he doesn’t look it, but Ayato could probably lift and move most of these pieces himself,” Itto says as Sara taps at her notes app on her phone. 

“So could Shikanoin-san. His only problem is being able to reach things that are placed on higher shelves,” Sara comments. “Otherwise he doesn’t actually need help.”

Itto nods, “Yeah. He’s little but he’s got a balanced set. I can tell. I’ll have Shinobu-kun keep an eye on the both of them so they don’t go off on their own and start pulling the wrong shit.”

Sara, for lack of anything to say to that, just nods back at him and starts rearranging the lists of aisles and bin numbers by location in the warehouse.

“We should start with Sangonomiya-san’s furniture,” she says, “Because she’s also getting cabinets and a full length dresser. We’ll check that out and then come back for Shikanoin’s.”

“Oh, you’re finally here, I met Takuya-san at the food court. Oh, hello Kujou-san.”

“Ayaka-san,” Sara nods at the young woman, who has several dark blue shopping bags hanging off of each shoulder.

Kamisato narrows his eyes at his sister. “People will think I starve you.”

“Don’t be stingy,” Ayaka waves her brother off, moving to lean against Itto. “Maybe I wouldn’t have bought so much if you didn’t take so long. So perhaps it’s your fault.”

Kamisato looks at Sara as though she’s somehow capable of commiserating with him.

Sara pushes her sleeves up, turning one of the metal dollies towards the first aisle on the list.

“Let’s just get this over with,” Sara says. “I need to conserve some of my patience for the actual assembly of this furniture.”

 

  



2. team assembly

Summary for the Chapter:
            “It’s the most casual thing he owns,” Arataki says, “Don’t fight it. He’s wearing jeans.”

Those jeans are, probably, worth as much as this entire apartment and they all know it.

          


    
    Shikanoin’s new apartment is a second floor one room with loft set up. He’s the second owner but the bathroom was recently renovated and the little kitchen area is pretty up to date. The windows are large and high up off the ground, providing lots of natural light, but only show a sliver of a view when one is in the narrow loft area. The neighborhood is good, if a little far from the nearest station. Overall Sara approves, though she has concerns about the fact that they’re going to have to somehow build several large pieces of furniture in the rather small space and then somehow get furniture up to ladder to the loft.

Sara climbs up the metal rungs to inspect said loft area. Thankfully Shikanoin is the type of person who sleeps on a futon, because if he told her that he needed a bed assembled up there she’d have him sent in for some kind of evaluation. She has to half crouch, half squat to even get into the loft space. 

The doorbell rings and as Sara climbs down she sees Arataki and Kamisato coming in, bearing several bags.

“What are you doing here?” Sara asks.

“Helping,” Arataki answers. 

“Not you.” Sara can guess why Arataki is here. The man has a talent for woodworking and general building and assembly of items. He’s lived a hard life and it shows in the accumulation of skills he’s gathered and frequently forgets to mention on his job resumes whenever he’s strong armed into attempting to find a stable source of taxable income.

“I can read instructions,” Kamisato says, handing Shikanoin an iced coffee from the takeout carrier he has. “And more hands couldn’t hurt.”

Sara pointedly spreads her arms and her wrists hit each side of the narrow opening into the apartment before she can even get her arms halfway spread.

“In this very specific situation, more hands does hurt,” Sara says flatly. “If you wanted to help why didn’t you send Thoma-san?”

“Because I sent Thoma over to Watatsumi along with all the furniture I bought for Kokomi-san,” Ayato replies, holding out another cup of iced coffee towards Sara. Much to her annoyance, when Sara reads the label he’s divined every single particular detail of her coffee order down to the type of milk substitute she prefers. Sara sighs and flattens herself against one wall for Kamisato to squeeze through. 

“You should have just ordered online and had it mailed to her,” Sara grumbles. “What did you do, rent a private plane?”

“I would rather charter a private plane and have Thoma handle the details of delivery rather than order from ten different online stores, pay shipping, and forward her the tracking information. Besides, someone has to assemble it after.”

“You think Sangonomiya-san can’t assemble furniture?”

“Oh, I’m sure she and Gorou-kun could assemble furniture,” Ayato muses. “But I like to see a job through. Might as well send Thoma as a sign of my good will.”

“How come when I bring you coffee you throw it out?” Shikanoin asks as Sara jabs the straw in through the top.

Sara’s mind calculates her responses at light speed. On one hand, she can tell explain to Shikanoin the strange metric by which her mind processes the appropriate situation for coffee and the types of coffee she finds acceptable within those situational parameters. Which would then imply that Kamisato knows, exactly, what Sara’s drink preferences are depending on the situation. This will undoubtedly result in adding more to Shikanoin’s misunderstanding about her working relationship with the man. On the other hand, if Sara were to explain it by telling Shikanoin that she told Kamisato what her coffee order is, it somehow seems just as bad.

She can see Kamisato’s face going through a similar calculus in his mind when their eyes meet. And then she furiously projects at him that he needs to think about literally anything else because Shikanoin can tell whenever they’re thinking the same thing. All things considered, he’s a damn good detective with a talent for reading people and if they spend all day like this, starting off with Shikanoin reading off of them the strange configuration of their drink mixology knowledge of each other, they might not come out alive.

Before anyone can answer Arataki speaks, “Who’s going to be drinking tea while building furniture? You need the energy and sugars from coffee. It’s part of the experience. Have you been eating on a box?”

“That’s why I bought a table,” Shikanoin answers. 

“How did you and Kujou get all of this up here anyway?” Arataki asks, eyeing the several boxes neatly stacked against one wall.

“Hey, I’m short, but I’m not the local MMA champion of my underground fight ring — “

“Your what?” Sara rounds on Shikanoin so fast that she feels something in her neck twinge.

“ — four years running for nothing.” Shikanoin holds up an arm and flexes. The curve of his bicep is admittedly impressive. But Sara is still trying to focus on the other thing he said. “I could totally have done this by myself, but something about assembling furniture like this is a group activity by wicked, malicious, capitalist design. So here the rest of you are, with Kamisato-san as the plus one.” He pauses and looks at Kamisato. “Are you really going to build furniture in a button up?”

“It’s the most casual thing he owns,” Arataki says, “Don’t fight it. He’s wearing jeans.”

Those jeans are, probably, worth as much as this entire apartment and they all know it.

Kamisato shrugs, nonplussed. “I can stand here and read if it bothers you so much. What are we starting with?”

Everyone, for reasons Sara hates to acknowledge, looks directly at her.

Sara sighs, tying her hair back and gesturing at the boxes. “We start with the entertainment center. It’s the piece with the smallest footprint and it goes up against the wall so it won’t get in the way of anything else. Shikanoin, get the box cutter. Arataki, move the other boxes off to the side to help make room. Kamisato, I’ll hand you the hardware to count and sort out. Go through the instructions while Shikanoin and I check the parts over for damage. With any luck we’ll be done with this one in under two hours.”

  



3. snack break

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Yeah, but I have a feeling that the reason why Kamisato-san is memorizing personnel files is completely different from the reason why you’re memorizing personnel files.”

          


    
    The entertainment center is built. Sara and Kamisato exchange long suffering looks. It was built, but at what cost to sanity, dignity, and overall respect for others as people? The point is, it’s built. It took two hours, Sara’s got a bruise forming on her ribs where Shikanoin accidentally elbowed her while they were arranging the wood, and there was a brief moment where she thought she, Arataki, and Shikanoin were going to going to come to physical violence over irreconcilable differences about the fact that they have three leftover pieces of unnameable parts, specific to this piece of furniture when Kamisato had confirmed that there was an exact number of everything needed. But it’s over. It’s been built and Shikanoin and Arataki are in the middle of actually putting the TV and other items onto it.

“I think we need to break to calm our tempers,” Kamisato had reasonably suggested while tapping away at his phone. “I’ll get some refreshments. Text me what you want. I’ll just go to the convenience store at the corner we saw on the way here. There’s a good cafe nearby that Ayaka has told me that I absolutely must try.”

“Don’t surprise me,” Sara told him, and started gathering up pieces of trash so they can start unpacking the next piece on their list.

That was thirty minutes ago, and Sara was up in the loft, crouched down, miserable, and sweating as she double checked the measurements of the area because the shelving unit they bought looks like it’s too tight of a fit and she has no idea how they’re supposed to assemble it up here. And by they, Sara means herself and Shikanoin because there’s no way Arataki and Kamisato are fitting up there with them. And by Sara and Shikanoin, Sara means herself because while Shikanoin’s proven himself adept at furniture assembly and surprisingly docile about listening to instructions, he’s also fucking useless at knowing what Sara means when she tells him to pass her tools.

(“How have you gone your entire life without using an hex key?” Sara asked him, exasperated as Arataki took over for him in handing her tools. “Even Kamisato knows what an hex key is.”

“THat’s because you’re calling it by the wrong name; it’s an Allen wrench. Why do you know what an hex key is?” Shikanoin turned to ask Kamisato. “Full offense, you do not look like someone who’s worked a day in their life. Manual labor-wise.”

Kamisato did that not-smile of his, in the middle of color coding the instruction manual for ease of reading, “I have a strong intolerance towards ignorance.”)

“I’m back with refreshments and a new first aide kit,” Kamisato announces upon his return. “After witnessing the past two hours I thought it would be appropriate.”

Sara climbs down the ladder. Shikanoin and Arataki are still in the middle of setting up the entertainment system — they’ve been struggling with the shitty sound bar that Shikanoin bought second hand off of the back of some guy’s truck in a mall parking lot trending upwards of twelve minutes.

Sara looks at the carry out container from the cafe.

“Was it worth dying for?” She asks, slowly reading off the drink orders from the side. There’s only three of them.

Ayato reaches into the plastic bag from the convenience store and holds out a gel packet of Pocari and a regular bottle.

“The gel was refrigerated, the bottle was not,” he says. “I would have bought ice but Shikanoin-san hasn’t unpacked any cups.”

“It’s fine,” Sara throws the gel into the refrigerator. Arataki’s going to want that later.

Sara turns around in time to see Shikanoin and Arataki crowding Kamisato for their own drinks, and to see which one Shikanoin reaches out for.

“He can’t have that, he’s allergic,” Sara darts around Arataki and pulls the mango smoothie out of Shikanoin’s hands before he can get his mouth on the straw.

Arataki shoots Shikanoin a shocked look, eyes turning onto the smoothie that Sara passes to Kamisato as though it’s committed high treason.

“Why did you tell him to get you a mango smoothie if you’re allergic?” Arataki asks, “My dude. Allergies are serious business. Take it from me, I’ve been hospitalized so many times because hoity toity know it alls at cafes think I’m kidding and being a total douche about needing them to not use any equipment that’s touched anything with soy on it. The ER doesn’t even need to check my ID, they see the hair and they’re like — yup, allergies, set him up with an IV and clear the airway.”

“It’s not that bad of an allergy.”

“It’s that bad of an allergy.”

“How would you even know? What are you, my mother?”

“I’m starting to feel like it.” Sara points at Kamisato’s plain green tea, “Switch with Shikanoin and I’ll switch with you. Arataki’s was a mango-passion fruit mix.”

Kamisato surrenders his drink easily, setting the mango smoothie down next to Sara’s own unopened bottle of Pocari.

“I think you might need the Pocari more than I do,” Kamisato says, “Keep both.”

“That’s too much sugar.” Sara chops down when Shikanoin tries to reach around her. “I’ll kick you out of your own apartment to finish building all of this.”

“It’s not that bad of an allergy, what do you even know about it?”

“I am your superior officer, of course I know your allergies. I’ve read your medical file,” Sara scowls down at him. 

“What, you read all the medical files of your officers?”

“Yes,” Sara’s eyebrows raise. “Of course I do. I’m their superior officer, I have to know what I need to keep them away from.”

Shikanoin looks reluctantly impressed. “And you remembered it all?”

“Yes.” Sara turns to Kamisato. It’s not something to be impressed over. Kamisato’s definitely read the files for some people outside of his department, too. He knows Sara’s by heart. She knows because sometimes he rattles off her statistics whenever he needs to make a point to her and Sara tries to use an ethos based argument on him. Sara doesn’t have clearance to access his, and frankly she doesn’t want to ever get that high up in rank. “It’s part of the job. Kamisato does it too.”

“Yeah, but I have a feeling that the reason why Kamisato-san is memorizing personnel files is completely different from the reason why you’re memorizing personnel files.”

Kamisato smiles, opening the Pocari and handing it to Sara.

“You aren’t entirely off the mark, Shikanoin-san.”

“And the reason why I know it’s a severe allergy is because I had to give you emergency first aide once,” Sara says, bringing them back on track before Kamisato can be annoyingly vague and misleading for his own entertainment purposes. She takes a slow sip from the Pocari and trades it with Arataki when he shoots her a pleading look. “Remember? It was during one of your first beat patrols and you weren’t paying attention when one of your squad mates was sharing snacks you took the mango one.”

Shikanoin lets out a long, loud sigh that ruffles his bangs off of his forehead. “You’re a cut different from everyone else, Kujou-san. Never change.”

  



4. storage unit

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I can’t believe it’s up to me to hold the brain cell,” Arataki says, “Like. Damn guys. It’s not rocket science.”

          


    
    Kamisato has already fully assembled one of the three drawers in this storage unit, well on his way towards completing the second. He’s not even using power tools. All he has is a regular screwdriver. The man has also even lined the drawers with shelf liners — the sort that are patterned on one side and have adhesive on the other. They definitely didn’t come with the furniture, so Sara isn’t sure where or when he got them. It’s certainly not the sort of thing Shikanoin would think of. She didn’t even see him cut the liner out. She can’t see the full roll or any scraps of cut pieces. In all fairness, Kamisato could have already thrown them out while she wasn’t looking.

Sara has spent the past two hours attempting to assemble the storage unit itself while Shikanoin and Arataki provide extremely unhelpful advice. More Shikanoin, than Arataki — because unlike everyone else here, Arataki has experience with woodworking and therefore, theoretically, would actually know what he’s doing. If it weren’t for the fact that flat pack furniture is its own type of beast and uses extremely specific hardware that one will never, ever find anywhere else for any other use. 

“I could have built this for you,” Arataki says as they attempt to figure out which of the several pieces of wood is actually the wood being referred to in the pictorial guide. It’s definitely one of these two pieces, but one piece is slightly thinner than the other. 

“You’re building it for me now,” Shikanoin points out.

“Okay. Fair. I mean I could have built this for you like — entirely without this. I’ve got a guy who lets me use his scrap wood and borrow his tools for free as long as I don’t make a mess and help him with his big projects when he’s short on labor,” Arataki says. “This shit is inefficient. And half of it is particle board.”

“Why would you say that now, after all of this?” Shikanoin groans. 

Sara has abandoned examining the two pieces of wood and is going back to trying to figure out the standing structure itself. They had started with the drawers, which were passed to Kamisato to do in the kitchen area to give the rest of them room to work. They’ve gotten the base sorted. But the siding and the interior dividing panels are still something of a mystery. They had started to sort out which pieces of woods corresponded to which shelving units — because some of them were meant for drawer additions and others were not, therefore they were not all the exact same size for reasons that continue to baffle and confound.

Sara starts to arrange the pieces and Shikanoin turns to her — “No, it’s not like that. The holes are on the wrong side.”

Sara, pointedly turns the wood over, so that the holes along the top edge are now at the bottom.

“But they’re still on the wrong side,” Shikanoin pulls the instructions from Arataki’s hands to flip to the corresponding page and point. 

“They can’t be on the wrong side,” Sara says. “There’s only so many sides.”

“Flip it again.”

Sara flips it again, so the holes are up.

“No the other way.” Arataki says.

Sara stares at him and then flips it back to how she was just holding it.

“The other, other way.”

Shikanoin is now also staring at Arataki. “Itto-kun. It’s a flat board. You can only flip it the two ways.”

Arataki stares at them and turns to Kamisato, who speaks before anyone else can — 

“I was uninvited from the main furniture assembly party,” he reminds them. “If you bring me back in now, who knows what sort of things I’ll be saying?”

“Bro,” Itto whines, “You uninvited yourself. Help me out here.”

“Much to everyone’s relief,” Sara mutters.

“How else can you flip it though?” Shikanoin asks.

Arataki picks up the other board, flips it to match what the one Sara is currently holding, and then turns it around so that the side that was facing him is facing them. The holes are, now, on the correct side. And then he trades boards with Sara so the pair of boards and the sets of wooden holes are now matching and facing each other properly.

“It’s a three dimensional object, my guy,” Arataki says, “It’s got a whole different axis or something. And there’s two of them so you figure that if the one you’re holding isn’t looking right then it’s gotta be the other one.”

“Oh,” Shikanoin says.

“Oh,” Sara sighs.

“Oh,” Kamisato repeats mockingly as he finishes drawer number two. “Are you all quite sure that none of you want to do the drawers instead? Not you, Itto. They clearly need you over there.”

“I can’t believe it’s up to me to hold the brain cell,” Arataki says, “Like. Damn guys. It’s not rocket science.”

“No, it’s flat pack furniture,” Shikanoin scowls deeply. “That’s its own entire doctorate on its own. You’d need minors in linguistics and sociology and maybe psychology to get it.”

Arataki squints at Shikanoin. “Dude. It’s flat pack furniture. It’s not that deep. You’re kind of weirding me out here.”

“I want to trade,” Sara declares, “Kamisato. I’m trading with you right now.”

She shoves the board she was holding into Shikanoin’s arms and squeezes past the two men to where Kamisato is. They clap hands on the way past each other.

“After this, the good news is, all that’s left is the table, a few chairs, and the fold out couch,” Kamisato says. “And then clean up and actually unpacking. We’re very close to the end. And then, I expect none of us will want to even talk to each other for at least a month out of pure frustration.”

“Except me,” Arataki says.

Kamisato graces Arataki with that stupidly fond, adoring look that Arataki somehow was missing for literal months, but now that he knows what it means and that it’s really for him, he returns it looking just at dopey.

“Ugh, tap me out too,” Shikanoin groans, “I am not going to stand here between the two of you making that face at each other.”

“I’m not tapping back in. I did my time dealing with those two. I did months of it. It’s someone else’s turn to be their unwilling third wheel,” Sara says dryly. “And it does not take two people to assemble one drawer.”

  



5. table and chairs

Summary for the Chapter:
            It’s bad enough that she’s already spent an entire day assembling furniture — an entertainment center and a storage unit — with these three. If Shikanoin also starts spouting off about his weird theories about Sara and Kamisato’s compatibility she’s going to really snap and do something someone might later regret. This someone may not necessarily be Sara.

          


    
    Kamisato’s phone quietly chimes, and when the man checks the screen he lets out a faint sound that’s neither here nor there but certainly means something.

“Interesting,” he says — which can mean anything from “someone has just died under suspect circumstances” (a roundabout way of saying murder) to “there’s a new card explanation of TCG” (and he’s going to be doing extreme research on Internet forums as to whether it’s worth it or not).

Shikanoin looks straight at Sara to translate Kamisato’s “interesting”, and Sara looks to Arataki to translate it for her so Shikanoin doesn’t spout more bullshit.

It’s bad enough that she’s already spent an entire day assembling furniture — an entertainment center and a storage unit — with these three. If Shikanoin also starts spouting off about his weird theories about Sara and Kamisato’s compatibility she’s going to really snap and do something someone might later regret. This someone may not necessarily be Sara.

Arataki, because he’s firmly in the snake’s clutches, just turns to drop his cheek onto Kamisato’s shoulder and read off of the man’s screen. Sara is fairly certain that if anyone else were to do that, Kamisato would have thrown them and dislocated their shoulder. For all that he’s a nosy busy-body, he takes his own privacy seriously to a degree that almost screams of paranoia. Unfortunately, it’s justified because of the commissioners, he ends up handling some of the most classified intelligence.

But because it’s Arataki, Kamisato just leans his own head against the man’s white hair and angles his phone for Arataki’s viewing pleasure.

Shikanoin and Sara, thankfully, have a tacit understanding that neither of them are going to talk about the fact that they’re both third wheeling the couple in Shikanoin’s own apartment. If they verbally acknowledge it, it will just open a floodgate.

Even worse, is that Arataki has stuck a lollipop in his mouth at some point, claiming a need for sugar. And now, Arataki takes the stick out of his mouth and — without any words exchanged, just sticks it in Kamisato’s mouth —

A man with a notorious distaste for sweets —

And Kamisato just lets it happen, not even blinking.

“Alright, so,” Arataki says, straightening up again as Kamisato continues responding back or taking notes or whatever on his phone. “That was Ayato’s group chat with Kokomi-san and Gorou-kun. They finished.”

“Finished what?” Shikanoin asks.

Arataki gestures with both hands, “Everything.”

“What do you mean they finished everything?” 

Arataki waves his hand towards Shikanoin’s kitchen, his loft, and then around them in the living area.

“Everything, Kujou,” Arataki answers. “They finished everything.”

Sara stares at him and then pulls her own phone out to text Gorou.


  Everything?


Gorou texts back a series of pictures.

Shikanoin yanks Sara’s arm so that he can get a good look, his head bumping against her arm as he pulls on her.

They stare at the pictures of what was once an entirely empty two bedroom apartment. It’s fully furnished now.

Coffee table, couch, loveseat, entertainment center, shelving, rugs — even the trash is put away. Kokomi is in one shot hanging a picture frame on the wall. Thoma is fluffing pillows.

“It’s been eight hours,” Shikanoin says, “They finished a living room in eight hours?”

“No, they finished everything in eight hours,” Arataki says, “What part of that are you guys not getting?”

Sara swipes to the next series of photos that just comes in and sees that the second bedroom has been decorated as an office with a fold out couch for guests. Even that thick, heavy, wooden oak monstrosity of a desk has been transported in and set up. There’s also an entirely brand new apothecary cabinet. Every shelf is packed with double rows of books, with some even crammed horizontally on top of other books in the narrow space between shelves.

The next set of pictures is the woman’s bedroom which — to Sara’s disbelief — has an accent wall. Done with wallpaper.

“That did not come with the apartment,” Shikanoin says.


  Tell me that the accent wall was done before hand.


Gorou does not tell Sara that the accent wall was done before hand. Instead he sends her a picture of the damn kitchen, which has been fully stocked with not even a single plastic bag to be seen or stray paper towel.

“Eight hours,” Sara feels incandescent with how furious she is. “They finished assembling all of that furniture, clean up, and decoration, plus the rest of the unpacking in eight hours. And in that same amount of time we’ve assembled one basic entertainment center, a storage unit, and I’ve had to stop Shikanoin from killing himself via well known food allergies.”

“To be fair, they have an entire floor plan to spread out and do different things in,” Kamisato says. “Whereas we’re working in extremely close quarters with three people over six feet tall and one MMA fighter.”

“Thank you for including me as part of the density count,” Shikanoin says. “I might not be six feet tall, but I’ve got the muscle of someone who could throw someone six feet tall down a flight of stairs and mean it.”

“Eight. Hours,” Sara grinds out.

“Well. We better get to it, this table wont assemble itself and I am not eating on a cardboard box,” Kamisato says. “Lunch I excused because our nerves needed the calming and we ate out. The table should not be difficult. At the very least, we can finish assembly and clean up. The rest of it we can come back to. It is not a competition.”

“It kind of is,” Arataki mutters. “Like. Just a little.”

“It’s totally a competition,” Shikanoin says. 

“If it’s a competition we’ve already lost,” Sara points out. 

“So we might as well be calm about it,” Kamisato reasons. “No sense in rushing and ruining things now. But in all seriousness, it’s a table. It should not take us very long.”

“You are going to jinx it,” Arataki warns him. Kamisato pulls the lollipop out of his mouth and returns it to the other man before turning and taking a truly generous pull of water that he audibly swishes around his mouth before swallowing. “So is that a no on guava flavored candy?”

“It’s not a yes,” Kamisato replies diplomatically. “Focus. Table. Chairs. It can’t be that hard.”

“You’ve jinxed it,” Shikanoin groans, turning to the boxes and sliding open his box cutter. “We’ll be here for days now.”

“You’ll be here for days,” Sara corrects. “If this turns out that bad I’m leaving.”

“You’d abandon someone in need?” Shikanoin looks up at her with wide eyes. “You’d abandon your poor subordinate? I thought you were trying to be a good boss.”

Sara ignores him.

“You’d leave a job half finished?” Kamisato asks on her other side, “How irresponsible.”

Sara shoots him a glare.

“You’d leave me with these two to finish a woodworking project?” Arataki asks from behind her.

That one does give Sara pause. She turns to look at him.

“Think of that as payback for every problem you’ve ever left to me and Kuki-San.”

  



6. one eternity later

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I feel like I was already close with all of you,” Arataki replies. “But like. I’m seeing new sides of you all that makes me feel like maybe I didn’t know you.” He quickly turns to Sara. “Except you. You I kind of guessed at.”

          


    
    “Excellent work,” Kamisato says as they survey the apartment. “Nothing is damaged or crooked. Tempers may have flared but all of us are walking out of this in one functional piece. I’m considering this a success all around. You?”

Sara grunts and continues to cut cardboard boxes for disposal.

“I feel like I’ve bonded a lot with you,” Shikanoin announces to them, “But like. In ways I didn’t want to. Kind of like how strangers who go through a very traumatic event bond with each other and become weirdly close because of the shared experience.”

“I feel like I was already close with all of you,” Arataki replies. “But like. I’m seeing new sides of you all that makes me feel like maybe I didn’t know you.” He quickly turns to Sara. “Except you. You I kind of guessed at.”

Sara doesn’t want to know. So she doesn’t ask and Arataki blesses them all by not continuing.

Sara, instead, stacks cardboard in one of the few free spaces of floor that won’t obstruct anything else in the small apartment. And then she turns to Shikanoin.

“You will finish unpacking, cleaning, and sorting out your affairs over the next week. You’re taking time off.”

“I am?”

“You are.”

“I got most of it unpacked.”

Kamisato can’t seem to help the faint noise of disbelief he lets out and even Arataki is giving Shikanoin a funny look.

“Shikanoin. You have unpacked nothing. The only things that you’ve unpacked are the barest necessities. Every time you’ve needed something today you’ve gone to unpack it and then, promptly, put everything else back in the moving boxes or suitcases.”

“Made it easier to assemble furniture without all my junk in the way didn’t it? Forgive me for not wanting to unpack my shit in front of the Yashiro Commissioner and one of the highest ranking Tenryou Commission officers. That’s too much exposure.” Shikanoin wrinkles his nose, crossing his arms across his chest. “Besides. I don’t have that much stuff to begin with. I didn’t take a lot with me when I left. I’ll be done by the time Monday rolls around.”

“No.”

“What do you mean no?”

“I mean if I have to look at you in the next two weeks it will be too soon,” Sara says. “Take the time off.”

“I don’t have any, I just got back from vacation. Remember? You were there to interrupt it and drag me back to Narukami.”

“I’ll give you my time off,” Sara says immediately. No hesitation. No regret. 

Shikanoin gapes at her.

“I have almost four months saved,” she says. “I can spare you a week.”

“That’s not healthy,” Kamisato interrupts. “Kujou, why aren’t you taking time off?”

“I take sick leave,” Sara answers. “I took half a day off a month ago for a routine physical and didn’t go back to work afterwards.”

“Next project: fix your workaholic everything,” Arataki says, pretending to write that down on an invisible pad of paper. “Damn Kujou. Take a break would you?”

“The person here without a job shouldn’t be telling me to take a break. Shikanoin. If I so much as even hear you breathe near me in the next week I’m going to snap. This is mostly for me. Not for you. But you also need the week to settle in. Do groceries. Set up your electronics. Buy necessities that you don’t have already.”

“I’m telling you, I have everything.”

“Do you have curtains?” Kamisato asks. “And a curtain rod?”

Shikanoin’s mouth shuts.

“Buy curtains,” Sara says. “And while you’re at it, buy cleaning supplies that aren’t just some dust cloths and a broom you picked up from someone’s trash.”

“It’s a perfectly serviceable broom.” Shikanoin scowls. “How come this turned into one giant lecture-Shikanoin session? You guys are here to build furniture.”

“I’m an excellent multi-tasker. It’s part of the job. So is Kujou-san. It’s half of why a person gets promoted,” Kamisato says. 

“I’m holding my comments back,” Arataki says. “Because after seeing everyone here take emotional damage from trying to assemble a flat-pack bulk furniture store couch I’m not sure if anyone really can be talking about anything.” Arataki turns towards Sara. “I can’t believe you thought we’d be done in two hours.”

“If it was just you and me, we would have been done in two hours,” Sara points out to him. “It took the two of us two hours to furnish Kuki-san’s new room. And she had more complicated things than this.”

“You jinxed us.”

“When were you building furniture for Kuki-san?” Kamisato asks. Sara shoots him an annoyed look that she hopes conveys how much he shouldn’t be using that tone of voice. Said tone of voice being right at the edge of outright jealousy.

“When we first moved to the new house,” Arataki says. “When Shinobu said she was coming back from her study program in Liyue. We were actually supposed to do it like. Way before then but we got lazy and then suddenly she was gonna be there like, tomorrow. Love my guys, but I do not trust them with power tools. So I had them cleaning up the rest of the place and I called Kujou over to do me a solid.”

“Kuki was my friend before she was yours,” Sara says, “And the idea that she would come back from a year abroad studying law to help bust you out of jail to an empty room with all of her furniture still in boxes made me want to commit violence.”

“A lot of things make you want to commit violence,” Kamisato muses.

“And they’re all in this one room,” Sara deadpans. “Shikanoin, I mean it. Stay out of work. Don’t do any of your…side projects. Or at least, do them where I can’t see you.”

“You are literally all over Inazuma all the time. How am I supposed to avoid you?”

“You do a damn good job of it when I’m actually trying to find you,” Sara points out. “I’ll figure out a way to transfer PTO to you. HR likes me.”

“The implication here is that HR doesn’t like me. And I’m not sure if that’s true. Don’t give me your PTO. I don’t want it.” Shikanoin shudders. “It would feel like I owe you. And like.” He waves around the room. “This is enough.”

“Fine. Don’t you have sick leave left?”

“I’m not sick.”

“I can change that.” And then Sara turns to Kamisato. “No one can know it took us almost sixteen hours to do this.”

“Agreed,” Kamisato says, linking arms with Itto and resting his head on the man’s shoulder as he browses something on his phone. “Thoma’s already on a plane back to Narukami. I think I’m going to be just a little mean to him.”

“Bro,” Arataki rests his head on top of Kamisato’s. “Your definition of a little mean is messed up. Run it by me first so we can be sure it’s just a little mean.”

“Thoma’s used to my version of a little mean,” Kamisato doesn’t pout with his face. But Sara has the distinct feeling that he’s pouting anyway.

“Kick them out,” Sara hisses at Shikanoin. “They aren’t even doing anything. We don’t need them here.”

“No, they’re giving me my sick excuse,” Shikanoin replies. “Give them a few more minutes of being disgustingly in love and I’ll have a migraine that’s guaranteed to last me the next two days.”

  


