
1. Chapter 1


    
    
  Grand Sage Azar of the Sumeru Akademiya is used to getting his way. Honestly, in the rare event that he 
  
    doesn’t 
  
  get his way, he’s quite likely to throw a fit. It can be a bit embarrassing, at times, but he has enough influence and weight to throw around that it usually works in his favor, so there isn’t a good reason for him to modify that behavior. 



  Such is the case regarding the plan for Sumeru’s new god. Azar cannot even begin to describe just how… 
  
    ruffled 
  
  he feels.



  Even the phrase, “Sumeru’s new god,” sounds almost blasphemous when said aloud. What he considers to be a worse degree of blasphemy, however, is Lesser Lord Kusanali’s current state as a literal child. Not an all-knowing Archon in the 
  
    shape 
  
  of a child, either. No, she is a literal, stupid, puntable child. 



  
    Puntable 
  
  should not be a worthy descriptor for the god of Sumeru, and yet here she is: puntable. So, extremely puntable.



  Azar cannot have that, so upon receiving an offer from a certain Fatui Harbinger to simply… replace her with a manmade god, he jumped at the opportunity.



  Anyway, he’s getting side-tracked.



  Several months ago, he received a letter from the Doctor that their subject was “no longer available for testing.” That was probably the singular worst moment of Azar’s entire life. Honestly, what is wrong with that man? He wanted to scream at him: if the subject is no longer available, just go get another one! It’s not like the Fatui lacks the funds, at least as far as Azar is aware.



  He digresses. After a very kindly worded reply from Azar, the Fatui were quick to change their tune. Now, apparently, a new vessel has been found for the sages’ use— thank what remains of Rukkhadevata for that—, and Azar and the Doctor can pick up where they left off in this grand scheme. Considering that the new vessel takes on a more bovine form than the previous one, much recalibrating needs to be done regarding the mech. There is much to do, and very little time to do it. Anyway! He must be off.



  ***



  “Is he… 
  
    awake
  
  ?”



  Kuki Shinobu wakes up at around three in the morning to the sound of a voice that she never thought she would hear again. The speaker sounds horrified. At first, she thinks that she might be in the middle of a nightmare. 



  The Arataki Gang has, since To Bean or Not to Bean’s opening, moved their living quarters to somewhere a bit more respectable than their secret hideout-slash-cave: the apartment on the second floor of the restaurant. Not only is it better insulated, but it also happens to be much less vulnerable to trespassers due to the existence of… you know… doors with locks.



  It goes without saying, then, that it comes as a total shock to her that someone has actually broken in. Her eyes fly open and she jerks upright in her bunk bed (yes, they’re still in bunk beds. It’s the Arataki Gang, after all! Also, it saves a ton of space. Scaramouche detests this arrangement, but that only adds to the humor of the whole thing). 



  To her disbelief, there is someone standing in front of a shattered window, menacingly standing over Itto. Finally, the words she heard the intruder utter— “is he awake?”— start to make sense. Itto sleeps with his eyes open. It’s a little off putting.



  As her eyes adjust to the darkness, the figure becomes a bit clearer and she cannot hold back a yell. “
  
    Holy shit; 
  
  get out!”



  There’s a thudding noise from the bunk above her in response. Scaramouche probably hit his head on the ceiling again. “
  
    OW, fuck! 
  
  Fucking hell, Shinobu! What are you screaming about?”



  “Look right in front of your face, asshole!”



  The menacing silhouette moves scarily fast, and before Shinobu knows it he is pointing a knife at her throat. “Hand over the cow and no one gets hurt.”



  “…
  
    the cow?
  
  ” She leans backward and kicks him in the balls.



  “
  
    Fuck!”
  
   He doubles over and Scaramouche lets out what sounds like a scream. 



  “
  
    You?
  
  ” He leaps directly off the top bunk and tackles the intruder to the ground. The crashing noise is ear-shattering. They grapple on the floor.



  The knife— it looks like a surgical tool— flies out of the guy’s hand in the scuffle, very narrowly missing Shinobu’s jugular. “
  
    Careful—!
  
  ”



  The assailant grunts. “You came from above th— you sleep in 
  
    bunk beds
  
  ?”



  “I’m gonna fucking kill you.” 



  As they exchange blows, Shinobu fumbles for a lamp and Mamoru wakes up in an apparent cold sweat in the bottom bunk to Shinobu’s left. “Oh, Archons, I’m gonna die tonight!”



  From the top bunks, she can hear Genta and Akira making vague noises of terror. Itto, apparently, is the only one still asleep. That guy will sleep through anything; it’s insane. 



  “Shit, shit, shit!” Shinobu hisses under her breath once she manages to get a working light source, now looking for where the intruder’s surgical knife may have landed after getting flung. 



  
    Why the fuck did he have a surgical knife?
  
   She‘a dealing with a bit too much adrenaline to think about that right now. She finally glimpses a glint of light reflecting off metal and drops to her hands and knees to reach for it.



  The assailant kicks her side in his struggle. She’s pissed. 



  “
  
    Ow!
  
  ” She grabs the scalpel from the floor and puts it on her nightstand, opting to grab the heavy lamp instead. With a scream, she swings it like a club at the guy’s head while Scaramouche has him pinned to the ground. 



  He’s out cold.



  Scaramouche, breathless, glances up at her from his spot on the floor. “Nice shot!”



  “What the fuck!?” Akira cries out. 



  Shinobu squints, holding out the lamp— which she just bludgeoned him with— like a flashlight. “Is that…?”



  Itto finally wakes up with a gasp behind her. It’s about time. “What the— 
  
    Dr. Mask Man?
  
  ”



  “Good fucking morning,” Scaramouche says grimly. “Can we kill him now?”



  Safe in Itto’s huglike grasp, Ushi moos. This is going to be interesting.



  ***



  Dottore wakes up tied to a wooden chair. Last night was not his best moment, he’ll admit, but to be fair: how was he supposed to know he had to prepare for the possibility of Scaramouche assaulting him from above? The only situation in which that could occur would be if they all shared a room and slept in bunk beds. 



  Naturally, he did not see that as a probable outcome, but apparently that’s the reality. These people are utter lunatics. He seriously cannot believe that he is in this situation right now. He considers his horrid predicament once more.
  
    

  
  Almost a year ago, he had that terrible meeting with the Guuji of the Narukami Shrine. 
  
    “What’s in it for me?” 
  
  She had asked, and he was unable to provide a sufficient answer. Mora did not sway her. The promise of further “therapy sessions” with his segments was off the table. Confidential Fatui intelligence about the true nature of Teyvat and the Descenders was of no interest to her. Free state-of-the-art lab equipment was apparently “not her thing.” He even said 
  
    please
  
  , and while that earned him a squawk of laughter, it was not enough. Eventually he determined that she had no intentions of humoring his request and was simply enjoying watching him grovel. So fucking mortifying, the entire thing. 



  But it’s not like he’d give up after one minor setback. That wouldn’t be very scientific of him, now, would it? So, he decided that he’d take a more… 
  
    direct 
  
  approach. He waited, then, in frequent correspondence with Azar, until the last possible minute. Everything in Sumeru is now ready. All they need is that accursed cow.



  He’s hit rock bottom in terms of funding, considering that Pantalone is pissed at him for some reason (that man needs to grow up and do his own paperwork). He’s also hit rock bottom in terms of manpower and his share of recruits, since Arlecchino is… also pissed at him (but honestly, she’s 
  
    always 
  
  pissed at him). Not to mention, Pierro is 
  
    still 
  
  dead set on framing that disgusting picture. 



  With all of this in mind, he doesn’t really have the means to just send in a subordinate to do his dirty work without running the risk of getting laughed at should the mission fail.



  No, he needed this particular objective to remain a complete and utter secret. 


Thus, he attempted to simply break in and grab the cow himself. However, that backfired when he realized that Arataki Itto sleeps clutching it like a teddy bear… with his eyes open. For fuck’s sake, nothing in his life is easy. The past several months have been the diametrical opposite of easy, in fact. That Kuki Shinobu woke up and screamed (and that Scaramouche leapt off a motherfucking bunk bed to attack him) is merely icing on the shit-flavored cake. 


  Anyway, the side of his head is throbbing, so he needs to get out of here. The room is small and windowless. He thinks it might be a closet. He moves his wrists around until the knot holding them together begins to loosen— who tied this? They’re fucking stupid.



  He’s interrupted by his ex-coworker appearing in the doorway. Scaramouche folds his arms. “Can you get a fucking life?”



  He’s not in the mood for this. “Give me. The cow. Now.”



  “The— you are 
  
    not 
  
  in a position to be making demands right now.”



  He finishes freeing his hands and smugly holds them up in the air. “Really? I disagree.”



  Scaramouche opens his mouth to speak, but he’s cut off by Kuki Shinobu, who leans her head into the doorway. “Oh. You’re awake. Goody. What the fuck do you mean by 
  
    give me the cow
  
  ?”



  He grits his teeth, reaching for the other ropes binding him to the chair to untie them. “I need your cow.”



  “Where do you think you’re going?”



  “I’m taking the cow.”



  “Um, you’re not getting Ushi. Sorry.”



  He’s going to lose his shit. He stands and dusts off his lab coat (which is a bit of a mess from last night’s struggle; go figure). “If you don’t want to lose your life, you’ll hand over the Geo construct.”



  “Is that supposed to be a threat?”



  Scaramouche has gotten dumber since leaving the Fatui. “What else could it be construed as?”



  “Can I 
  
    please
  
   kill him?”



  “No! You know that excessive blood stains won’t come out of the carpet!”



  Scaramouche heaves a sigh. His expression is one of pure hatred. “Can I at least—?”



  “Yeah, sure.”



  Dottore is so shocked by the sheer concept of Scaramouche asking anyone for permission to do anything that he isn’t able to anticipate the large frying pan that subsequently hits him in the head. 



  
    Again?
  
   Today is seriously not his day.



  ***



  “I’m starting to reconsider the value of an unstained carpet,” Shinobu says sincerely from the corner of the room, one arm slung over the back of the sofa with a knife in hand. 



  Itto has no idea what she’s talking about. He gives her a thumbs up from the closet, where he just re-tied the ropes holding Dr. Mask Man hostage. 



  He doesn’t know how that guy got into their apartment, but he’s 
  
    not 
  
  escaping without giving some good answers. “Quadruple-knotted this time!”



  The whole gang is bored out of their minds today, and for good reason. To Bean or Not to Bean is closed today because it’s undergoing renovation. It’s been just under a year since the opening, but the restaurant has been such a huge success that they— well, mostly Shinobu— decided that it’d be worth it to upgrade the facilities and expand the dining area.



  Of course, that construction is going to take quite a while, so they’re not sure what they’re going to do with themselves until then. That’s why they’re so bored.



  So honestly— though there’s never a good time for a home invasion—, Dr. Mask Man picked a pretty convenient time to do… whatever it is he’s trying to do. 



  Scaramouche taps his foot impatiently, sitting on the other end of the sofa. “I hate him.”



  “You hate everyone,” Shinobu replies, twirling the knife around with her wrist and staring at the ceiling.



  “I hate him more than most people.”



  “On a scale of one to ten—“



  “Twenty. No, thirty.”



  “Damn. I was gonna say eleven, but that’s even better.”



  Itto groans. “Is he ever gonna wake up?”



  Dr. Mask Man is slumped over in the chair as if he’s dead. 



  “Pour ice water on him,” Shinobu suggests with a shrug.



  Scaramouche straightens and his eyes light up. “Can we?”



  “Oh, yeah!” Itto grins. Finally, something to do. “Let me get a bucket!”



  ***



  Dumping a bucket full of ice water on Il Dottore’s head is probably the most vindicating— if ludicrous— thing that Scaramouche has done in the past month. 



  “
  
    Fuck, 
  
  that’s cold!” The Doctor sputters, finally waking up. Who knew a frying pan could knock someone out for so long?



  He grins and directly quotes the bastard: “Consider it an experimental study on your temperature regulation capacity.” 



  Dottore coughs. “Oh, very funny.”



  And it 
  
    is 
  
  very funny. Never mind that he’s been laughing more easily in general over the past several months or so— and that is a secret he will take to his grave—, this is genuinely funny. How dare he just traipse into their apartment like this? And how dare he have the audacity to question the gang’s sleeping arrangements? He should’ve been focused on fighting for his life.



  Anyway, whatever. Shinobu won’t let Scaramouche kill him, which is a bit depressing, though he supposes that watching his former coworker suffer is far more entertaining. 



  Speaking of Shinobu, she clears her throat. “Alright, enough. Let’s try this again, shall we?”



  Itto nods with vigor, and the rest of the gang— Genta, Mamoru, and Akira— watches fearfully from another room. Scaramouche takes a step back so Shinobu can make eye contact. 



  “Why did you break into our apartment?”



  Dottore, sopping wet, somehow still manages to look smug. “The cow.”



  “You mean Ushi?” Itto glares. “You attempted a cow-napping? 
  
    Why
  
  ?”



  Ushi, for his part, is chilling in the kitchen eating his breakfast. 



  “What, you don’t remember our deal a year ago?”


There is an extended pause. Scaramouche nearly chokes. “The… god thing?”


  “…possibly.”
  
    

  
  Itto‘s entire expression shifts from anger to confusion to glee in a matter of seconds. “Well, why didn’t you just say so?”



  The oni is incredibly naive. It’s been almost painful to witness in these past several months. He keeps getting ambushed by superstitious townspeople who think he’s some sort of demonic monster thing. Scaramouche, of course, always takes those opportunities to demonstrate who the 
  
    actual 
  
  demonic monster thing in the gang is in retaliation. It happens quite often, and it’s fun as hell.



  He must emphasize that he does not do it because (as Shinobu suggests) “
  
    aww, 
  
  you’re protective of him!” but because he needs an outlet for his semi-violent impulses. Scaring random asshole Inazumans out of their wits is incredibly amusing. 



  Anyway, that’s not the point right now. 



  Dottore blinks. Clearly frustrated, he attempts to loosen the ropes tying his wrists together again, this time to no avail. He exhales sharply. “What kind of knot is this?”



  “An extra-special Arataki Gang signature quadruple knot!”



  “It’s very special,” Shinobu stresses. “You won’t be able to get out of it. Anyway, you’re being super vague. Walk me through what, exactly, you were planning to do with Ushi once you cow-napped him.”



  “Stop saying cow-napping like it’s a word,” Scaramouche says. “It’s not a word.”



  “Not important right now, asshole.”



  “Aren’t you supposed to have a professional certificate in language or something?”



  “All the more reason for you to stop questioning my vocabulary skills.”



  “
  
    Guys!
  
  ” Itto interjects. “Focus!”



  “Ahem. Right.” All eyes are back on Dottore.



  He grits his teeth and groans. “Well, upon careful examination, your… cow meets all of the requirements for artificial godhood. As it so happens, the Sumeru Akademiya is looking for a subject to use for their project, which involves… forging a synthetic god. 
  
    Scaramouche
  
  , here, was supposed to be the subject, but he foolishly turned that down.”



  “Um, you mean you lost a bet,” Itto says seriously.



  “Sure. Fine. It doesn’t matter. I need to take your cow for the project. Now.”



  Shinobu folds her arms. “Ushi’s never been far from home like that before, though.”



  “Yeah! What if he gets sad?”



  That should be the least of their worries if Dottore gets his hands on Ushi, but Scaramouche can’t come up with a way to divulge that without sharing information that he’d prefer not to tell anyone ever. Talk about awkward. 



  Dottore smiles his slimy smile. “I can assure you that the specimen will be fine.”



  “
  
    The specimen?
  
  ” Itto shrieks. “Ushi is a living, breathing cow with feelings!”



  Wow. He’s giving himself away; Scaramouche may not have to even speak on the matter. 



  Dottore stares while Shinobu pats Itto’s shoulder and glares. “That’s right! This whole Sumeru thing sounds fishy anyway; how do we know you’re not just gonna drag him into a basement somewhere and cut him open?”



  Scaramouche actually flinches a little. She’s not far off. 



  “I—“ he’s at an apparent loss for words. “I have 
  
    files
  
   documenting my communication with the sages; I can assure you that—“



  “Hold on, hold on!” Itto yells. “Let me ask Ushi for his thoughts on the matter.”



  “You’re going to ask the cow.”



  “Yes, I am!”



  “Is there a problem with that?” Scaramouche suddenly feels the need to cut in.



  Dottore looks at him in frustration while Shinobu and Itto run into the kitchen to consult Ushi. “Did you tell them?”



  “Nope! You just give that impression.”



  “I fucking despise you.”



  “It’s the truth.” He leans into his ear and speaks more quietly. “Look, these two may not have what it takes to kill you, but we both know that I do. So watch your—“



  “As if you could ever—“



  “
  
    Hey, guys!
  
  ” Itto announces, holding Ushi up like a trophy. The Geo cow moos. “We just talked to Ushi, and he still seems pretty set on becoming a god.”



  Dottore looks confused for a moment, then his sneer recovers. “Excellent.”



  Shinobu cuts in quickly. “
  
    But
  
   we still need to ensure Ushi’s safety.”



  “So… this can really only mean one thing.”



  “And that is…?”



  “We’re coming with you to Sumeru.” 



  “
  
    Oh, yeah
  
  ! It’s time for the Arataki Gang world tour!”



  Itto and Shinobu high-five each other and Scaramouche nearly chokes. 



  Dottore’s face is priceless. Utterly priceless.  “Absolutely not.”


  



2. Chapter 2


    
    “Itto, if you don’t move your ass—“

“I’m  trying; he’s heavy!” 

Scaramouche has seen his fair share of oddities over the course of his prolonged existence, but this image is something he could never have imagined if he tried. Beyond the usual Arataki Gang realm of ridiculousness, this is borderline surreal. 

Back at the apartment, Dottore refused to entertain Shinobu and Itto’s proposition. Like, whatsoever. He completely shut it down and refused to say anything other than different iterations of “no.” 

Shinobu apparently intended to negotiate and blackmail further, which tends to be her modus operandi, but Scaramouche was so aggravated with the sound of the Doctor’s voice that he decided to whip out his frying pan a second time. It’s unbelievable how reliable that kitchen appliance is. If he knew about it during his time as a Harbinger, there would be a whole new division of soldiers dedicated to whacking people with frying pans… the more he thinks about it, the less respectable it sounds. Never mind. Too much time in the Arataki Gang has clearly rotted his brain. Not to mention, the dual-purpose of the frying pan is part of its excellent value. If he wasn’t a chef, its usefulness would be practically cut in half.

In any case, that course of action left them with a once-again unconscious hostage. Shinobu looked from one gang member to the next and asked if they all genuinely wanted to go through with this. Itto clearly wanted to. His response was so loud that they were all afraid it would wake Dottore up again. Luckily— miraculously, really—, it didn’t. 

The other guys were obvious cowards. They clearly had no desire to go to Sumeru, but Genta suggested that Shinobu and Itto go anyway. “Ushi deserves it,” he said, and mentioned the plans they had all made to go visit their families during the construction period.

After a too-long period of convincing, Itto finally agreed to go without them. The only person who had yet to make a decision at that point was Scaramouche himself. Now, Scaramouche would never dare to bring this up with the rest of the gang, but Yae Miko had actually forced him to agree to a “family gathering” in the next week. She fucking threatened him— and, as far as he’s aware, the Shogun and Ei as well— with beans. As far as he’s concerned, avoiding that “gathering” is a valid reason to flee Inazuma. Of course, then, he was willing to say “yes” to going on a trip to make Ushi a god. Fucking with Fatui plans sounds quite fun, anyway. He only had one condition: “We have to ditch Dr. Jackass, here.”

Shinobu, scheming as ever, had paused in thought. “Hm. Yeah, I think I could live with that.”

And that’s pretty much how he ended up in this mess of a situation.

He’s running down the streets of Inazuma City with Itto like some kind of criminal— that is to say,  more like a criminal than usual. People at the stores are trying not to stare. Itto, who is breathless at this point, is essentially bridal-carrying an unconscious Dottore as he sprints.

Someone on the side of the road has the audacity to say, “Um…?”

Scaramouche doesn’t bother looking to see who it is.

Itto, ridiculously, stops to engage in conversation. “He… uh… had too much to drink?”

“It’s eight-thirty in the morning…”

Scaramouche can’t take this anymore. If Dottore wakes up right now, everyone in the general vicinity is going to die one way or another. He grabs Itto’s arm and forcibly attempts to drag him. “Come  on. ”

Itto waves to whoever it was— “bye, Heizou!”— and complies. 

“Move!”

“I’m moving, little dude!”

When they finally arrive at their destination, the city police station, he clears his throat. “So… do we just—?”

Itto grins. “Don’t worry, little dude. Arataki Itto’s got this in the bag!”

He blinks.

“Ahem…” Itto drops Dottore to the ground and bangs on the doors with his fists. “Oh, TENGU! We’ve got a present for you!” Silence hangs in the air. He tries again. “ Tengu…! This is kind of urgent!”

Scaramouche grabs his forearm. “ Sh. Listen.” The door is starting to click as if unlocking. “Run.”

And that is exactly what they do. They’re halfway down the street by the time Kujou Sara screams at them from her doorway. “ ARATAKI ITTO! What the hell is this!?”

“Fatui Harbinger!” Itto begins running backwards to give her two thumbs up. “Number Two! You’re welcome!”

Scaramouche refuses to turn around, but he can visualize her expression and that alone is enough to send him over the edge. He can’t help himself; he’s fucking cackling. This situation is so  stupid that it’s comical. “Itto! We’ve gotta go!”

***

“Can you… repeat that?” The man at the docks in Ritou asks, bleary-eyed.

Kuki Shinobu, having been awake since three in the morning, already feels like it’s the middle of the afternoon. She has to remind herself that it isn’t even nine in the morning yet. “Um… ships. Are there any ships going to Sumeru, like… right now?”

“Right… now?”

“Um… like, in the next twenty minutes?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Could you check?” She’s getting frustrated. She knew this was a long shot, but they have very little time to spare.

“You can check the schedule for yourself if you don’t believe me.” He curtly hands over a timetable. He’s right. There are literally zero scheduled boats to Sumeru right now. 

 Damn it. She looks down at Ushi in disbelief. “What are we gonna do?”

There’s an anxious tension building in her stomach. She has very little time to problem-solve before Itto and Scaramouche show up behind her.

“Shinobu! Did you find a boat?” Itto cries.

She turns around, red-faced. “Um…”

“You couldn’t find a boat, could you?” Scaramouche deadpans.

Numbly, she shakes her head. After a moment, her brain seems to kick back into gear and she checks instead for ships scheduled to leave for Liyue instead. Not ideal, but closer to their destination than where they are right now.

…nope. The next one is scheduled for two hours from now. Her head is still buried in the timetable as she desperately combs through it, looking for something she may have missed. “Guys, I don’t—”

“Hey, what about that boat?”

She doesn’t even look up until Itto pokes at her ribcage, gesturing for her to look toward the ocean. “ Shinobu ! What about that boat right there?”

She exhales and finally looks. The boat Itto just pointed to is one of those odd canoe-esque ships from Sumeru. It’s small and awkward and… not indicated anywhere on the timetable, yet it anchors itself right next to the dock in an expression of flagrant disregard for legal guidelines.

“Itto, we can’t just… get on someone’s boat. That’s not—”

“I’ve done worse,” Scaramouche shrugs.

She almost pushes him off the dock. “Yeah. We know. You’re a poor reference point.”

“I was just saying,” He grumbles, and Itto pats his head as if to placate him.

“Hands  off .”

“Sorry!”

“Both of you, shush! Someone’s getting out of it.”

Upon seeing who it is, her entire body freezes.  How the fuck—? 

It doesn’t make sense. Itto and Scaramouche were just with Dottore, dropping him off at the prison. There’s no way he was able to escape and make his way here that quickly.

And yet… here he is, stomping across the dock and… not even looking in their direction? He’s so engrossed in some kind of manual that he happens to be reading that he walks right past them, muttering as he goes. “It’s just like Number Nine to leave me in that fucking canoe for five hours. Five hours! He’s dead to me. Dead. To. Me.”

Shinobu blinks in disbelief, still holding her breath as the guy manning the docks finally takes issue with the now-unattended boat. “Hey, wait a minute! You can’t just dock that canoe here! You have to register with the—! Where are you going!?” He actually leaves his post to chase him down, and it is in this moment that Shinobu sees a perfect opening.

“Are we… stealing a boat?” Itto asks carefully.

She can’t believe her luck in this moment. “…yeah.”

Scaramouche actually grins. “That’s more like it.”

***

To Bean or Not to Bean is a hit. That’s perhaps an understatement.

The bean free restaurant has captivated the nation of Inazuma as a favorite of both the Shogun and Yae Miko. Beyond even this, it comes at the recommendation of the illustrious Traveler! 

Perhaps most intriguingly, it is a tourist magnet for Snezhnayan visitors. 

Snezhnayan tabloids apparently speculate that this seemingly innocuous Inazuman restaurant has been a destination for not one, not two, but  three of the Eleven Harbingers.

Of course, that’s probably all nonsense as far as Shikanoin Heizou is concerned. He’s heard of tabloids stretching the truth, but that seems like quite the far reach.

Anyway, whatever. Snezhnayan affairs aren’t exactly his specialty. Then again, neither are restaurants, but here he is. Arataki Itto is not the type of person that usually comes under much suspicion, but after literally throwing a high-profile Snezhnayan political figure at the Tenryou Commission’s doorstep and promptly disappearing from Narukami altogether, Heizou had no choice but to open up an investigation. Just what is going on at To Bean or Not to Bean?

Kujou Sara even approved his request to investigate within a few hours of his submission, which never happens. The universe is on his side today.

He’s leaning against a wall with his arms folded, watching the construction on the restaurant occur from across the street. It’s loud and annoying, but overall it just seems like regular old renovation work. Hm. 

“Um, excuse us.” He doesn’t have a chance to respond to the construction worker before the “wall” he was leaning against falls over behind him and he goes down with it. Oopsies. Turns out that it wasn’t a wall but a heavy stack of wooden planks which are now being moved. 

He clears his throat. “Ahem… my bad, gentlemen.” This is getting boring, so he starts walking away. He’s getting nowhere, so he needs to approach this from a different angle. Perhaps he’ll be able to get in contact with Yae Miko at the shrine, or at the very least with some of her subordinates who may have heard something about her frequent dealings at the restaurant.

Ugh, getting up that hill is going to be quite a trek. He’d better get moving.

***

“I’m starting to think that going all the way to Sumeru in a canoe might’ve been a bad idea.”

“…you  think? ”

Ushi grunts ambivalently, and Itto gasps. “Don’t look at me like that!  You’re the one who wants to be a god!” 

“If we all die on this boat, I vote that we blame Shinobu,” Scaramouche volunteers, peering over the edge of the canoe at the ocean with mild disgust.

“I will shove you off of this boat.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

Itto groans. “Are we there yet?” And now they’re both looking at him like he’s crazy.

“Does it  look  like we’re there yet?” 

They’re floating in the middle of nowhere, but Itto still thinks it was a fair question. After all, he’s never been to Sumeru. Maybe it’s partially underwater.

Shinobu sighs, gives Itto the oar she’s been using, and opens up the files she nabbed off of Dr. Mask Man. “These should be dry enough to read, now.”

There’s a moment of silence.

“…hey, do either of you know what Divine Knowledge capsules are?”

Itto has no idea. “Maybe they’re, like… time capsules with really good books in them?”

“Nah,” Scaramouche exhales. “It’s like the nerd equivalent of cocaine.”

“…oh.” She keeps reading. “Guys, I can barely even read this. It’s all smudged from the water. It looks like a diagram of, like… a giant Ushi, though.”

“A  giant  Ushi!?” Itto nearly jumps out of the boat. “Ya hear that, bud? You’re gonna be  HUGE !”

Shinobu snorts a little, then they all fall into silence for a few minutes. 

Itto can’t have that, of course, so he starts singing. “Ninety-nine barrels of slimes on the wall! Ninety-nine barrels of slimes! You take one down, pass it ar—“

“Itto, we are on international waters. I could kill you without  any legal consequences. Don’t open your fucking m—“

“ Now you’ve got ninety-eight barrels of slimes on the wall! ”

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    
  Sayu is sleepy.



  …what, are you surprised? Kano Nana will not leave her 
  
    alone. 
  
  She swears on all of the Archons; all she’s ever wanted to do is sleep. The Shuumatsuban can go on and on all day about how much she needs to train and blah, blah, blah, but she’ll believe it when she sees it. If all they need her for is to steal papers and do stupid things like that, that’s exactly the amount of effort she’ll put in: the absolute bare minimum. 



  So you can imagine her shock when today, as it turns out, 
  
    she’s 
  
  not the one sleeping! Kano Nana apparently got very little sleep last night, and she’s fallen asleep on the job. On the 
  
    job. 
  
  See, if Sayu were a spiteful person, she might wake her up and yell at her to train or— even better— report her to the Yashiro commission for neglecting her duty, but Sayu believes that no one deserves to be woken up from a nap. 
  
    No one.
  
   This is one point on which her stance has never wavered. 



  So, she supposes that she can hold off on falling asleep herself to ensure that Kano Nana isn’t interrupted.



  And wow, the world 
  
    seriously 
  
  wants to interrupt her. Some weird-looking guy with red hair swaggers his way into the shrine. “Hey, cousin!”



  It takes Sayu a second to realize he’s talking to Kano Nana, who is currently still asleep while standing up. Sayu thought she was the only one with that talent. 



  The guy tries again when he gets no response. “
  
    Hey, 
  
  cous—“



  Oh, not on Sayu’s watch. Time to put her ninja skills to work. She rolls right into him, knocking him over into a bush so she can cover his mouth, hissing at him as she goes: “What is 
  
    wrong 
  
  with you!?”



  “
  
    AAH!
  
  ”



  “Shut 
  
    up!
  
   Can’t you see that she’s sleeping!?”



  “Hmm?”



  She sighs and finally takes her hand off of his mouth. “I’m gonna let you stand now. Do you promise not to wake her up?”



  Almost numbly, he nods. Thank the Archons; that was exhausting. 



  His eyebrows have shot up more than halfway across his forehead, and now it looks like he’s wiggling them in concentration. She can’t tell if he’s making fun of her or if he just has very animated facial expressions. “Stop that!”



  “What!?” 



  “Your face.”



  His eyebrows only quirk further. “Huh? Um… hm.” He starts picking leaves out of his hair. “Who are you? And why…  is my cousin sleeping?”



  “Because she’s tired. Do you really need a reason to sleep?” She finds herself yawning even as she talks about it.



  “…I guess not.” He extends a hand to shake. “The name is Shikanoin Heizou, detective for the Tenryou Commission.”



  She squints. “
  
    You’re 
  
  a detective?”



  “Yes… is that really so shocking?”



  After a moment of contemplation, she shrugs and reluctantly shakes his hand. “I’m Sayu. Ninja for the Yashiro Commission.”



  She expects him to laugh or at least mirror her reaction— “
  
    you’re
  
   a ninja?”—, but instead, he only strokes his chin as if in thought. 



  “Huh… well, tanuki—“



  “I am 
  
    not 
  
  a tanuki.”



  “Oh? My bad. Well, Sayu… it’s a pleasure to meet you.”



  “…you’re a bit strange.”



  “Rude.”



  “Sorry.”



  “It’s all good. How would you like to be part of an investigation?”



  Immediately, she starts shutting down. “If you need me to steal papers or something stupid like that—“



  “Huh? I would never waste your time on something like that.”



  
    Really…?
  



  “Anyway,” he continues, looking around like the topic is dangerous and people might be listening. “It’s—“



  “
  
    Sayu?
  
  ” She jumps. Kano Nana has woken up. “Oh, don’t tell me I lost her again… Sayu! You’re supposed to be training!”



  Sayu pulls Heizou back into the bush. “Sure! Sure; I’ll work with you! I’ll do anything! Let’s just get out of here!”



  ***



  “Oh, you did 
  
    not 
  
  just splash someone with an Electro vision!”



  “Try an Electro 
  
    Gnosis.
  
  ”



  “You don’t even know how to use that thing!”



  “You wanna fuck around and find out!?”



  “
  
    Five barrels of slimes on the wall!
  
   Five barrels of slimes!”


Ushi moos in tune with Itto while Shinobu shrieks in indignation. Scaramouche has to get off of this canoe somehow. He has to. He refuses to die like this. 


  He’s lunged at Itto’s throat more times than he can keep track of, but that only ended up with them both getting launched overboard multiple times. 



  Fuck salt water and fuck the ocean. 



  Oh, and 
  
    fuck 
  
  Kuki Shinobu. 
  
    “Why are you two acting like literal children?”
  
   He was 
  
    not 
  
  acting like a child! He was acting like a very terrifying murderer! What does she not get about that?



  He isn’t sure exactly how long they’ve been in the stolen canoe. The sun has already set, so that’s already too long for his taste, and he has no concept of how close (or far) Sumeru is. 



  Shinobu uses an oar to fling water at him again. 



  “I will 
  
    kill 
  
  you.”



  She laughs out loud. “Anyway, Itto, I’ve been wondering…”



  “
  
    Two 
  
  barrels of slimes on the wall! Two barrels of slimes!”



  She pauses. “Oh, he’s really not gonna answer me until he finishes, is he?”



  Scaramouche literally wants to die. 



  She only amplifies that sentiment by joining in. “You take one down, pass it around—”



  “
  
    Shinobu, 
  
  not you, too!”



  “Now you’ve got 
  
    one 
  
  barrel of slimes on the wall!”



  “Come on! You’ve gotta sing the grand finale with us!”



  “
  
    No!
  
  ”



  Itto drums the side of the boat for dramatic effect, causing the whole thing to rock. He’s gonna be seasick.



  “One barrel of slimes on the wall! 
  
    ONE 
  
  barrel of slimes! You take one down—”



  Shinobu solos this part— “pass it around, now you’ve got”—, they both glance at him, and at this moment his fall from grace has never been more clear.



  He says it in monotone rather than singing it: “No more fucking barrels of slimes on the wall.
  
    ”
  



  Ushi snorts gleefully and Itto lets out a whoop before panting like he’s just run a marathon. “That… was a very long song.”



  “No shit.”



  Shinobu applauds, and then, for the first time in literal hours, they all sit in relative silence. 



  Itto lays flat on his back and stares at the sky for a few moments. Scaramouche has no idea what he finds so captivating about it. He’s taking up more than half the canoe. 
  
    Dumbass.
  



  Ushi tries to sit in his lap, but he launches him at Shinobu instead before that can transpire. “Not today, motherfucker.”



  Shinobu yelps, just barely catching Ushi before he goes flying off the boat. Scaramouche wonders if he’d sink to the bottom of the ocean. “Hey; is that the way you treat a future god?”
  
    

  
  “The gods aren’t shit; least of all him.”



  “Okay, drama queen.”



  “Fuck you.”



  “Guys, I’m 
  
    trying 
  
  to enjoy the night sky.”



  “It is the 
  
    exact 
  
  same sky that you see at home.”



  “Not true!” He pauses as if in thought. “Dr. Mask Man thinks it’s fake, right?”



  “…yeah.”



  Itto then begins laughing as if in a delirium. “He’s so stupid.”



  Scaramouche attempts to keep his composure, but the hours of confinement in this canoe are starting to get to him. “Agreed.”



  Before they know it, Shinobu is laughing as well. “I cannot believe how sleep-deprived I am right now.”



  After a few moments, she seems to pull herself together, rubbing at her eyes. “Itto, I wanted to ask you about your extra-special quadruple knot. That was very impressive. How did you do it?”



  He almost forgot about that. Dottore’s inability to untie it was… a bit surprising, especially considering that 
  
    Itto 
  
  was the one who tied the knot. “Actually, yeah; where did you learn how to do that?”



  Itto launches into a sitting position, rocking the boat once more.



  “
  
    Relax
  
  .”



  “Allow me, King of Knots, to demonstrate to you how I tied the very difficult, elusive, signature Arataki Gang quadruple knot.”



  “Just get on with it.”



  “
  
    Patience
  
  , little dude; patience is key.” Then, without any warning, he grabs Scaramouche’s foot. “Gimme your shoelace.”



  “You’re 
  
    dead
  
  .”



  ***



  Kuki Shinobu cannot take these two anywhere.



  “I was just trying to demonstrate—!”



  “I will demonstrate how to quadruple-knot your disemboweled 
  
    intestines
  
  .”



  “
  
    AAH!
  
   Shinobu! Help!”



  At this point, she’s content to simply lean back and observe. If Scaramouche actually wanted to murder them, he’d probably have done it by now. It’s only when she sees a few distant lights that she feels the need to shift the focus. “Guys!”



  They don’t hear her. Itto is too busy shoving his opponent off the boat— 
  
    again
  
  — in self defense. “
  
    HA!
  
  ”



  Scaramouche emerges from underwater with murder written across his expression. 



  “In your 
  
    face
  
  ! Arataki Itto one, little dude zero!”



  Shinobu sighs. “
  
    Guys.
  
  ” They still don’t seem to hear her, so she extends an oar out in Scaramouche’s direction so he can use it to get back on the boat. He blatantly ignores it, clambers back on himself, and spits a mouthful of salt water right in Itto’s face. 



  “
  
    OW! MY EYES!
  
  ”



  “Chef one. Oni zero.”



  “My 
  
    eyes!
  
  ”



  “GUYS!” She yells one more time as the lights get clearer and brighter. 



  Scaramouche pauses his cackling and finally turns to look. “Oh. Shit.”



  “Are we… here?”



  ***



  Kaveh, like most students (or alumni) of the Akademiya, came to Port Ormos to relax. Of course, what differentiates him from most of these vacationers is that his work is not the thing driving him out of his mind. It’s his Archon-forsaken 
  
    roommate. 
  
  Alhaitham is such a motherfucking pain in the— ahem. He must compose himself. This is supposed to be a vacation, after all.



  That’s the narrative he’s going with, anyway. It’s too embarrassing to actually explain to people that he is not actually in Port Ormos for the sole purpose of his amusement. Alhaitham took his keys— 
  
    Kaveh’s 
  
  keys— with him on his “business trip,” and now Kaveh can’t even get into their house. So, he’s chasing that fucker across Sumeru in the hopes of getting his Archon-forsaken keys back. 



  Why is he hanging around in Djafar Tavern, you may ask? Well, he should be allowed to enjoy himself on the journey, don’t you think? And anyway, if he’d chosen 
  
    not 
  
  to take this well-deserved break, he would never have met the bizarre set of characters that he is now sitting adjacent to. 



  “Listen, kid,” the bartender is in the middle of saying. “I can’t, in good conscience, give you alcohol.”



  Some infuriated-looking person sporting a bowl-cut is staring like he’s about to commit a murder. His companions look like something right out of an Inazuman light-novel with their gang-esque attire. One of them— a girl with a demon mask and oddly calculating eyes— laughs awkwardly… no, apologetically… no, mockingly! Perhaps a mixture of the three.  



  “Anything you’d recommend, then, sir? We’ve come a very long way.”



  “How about… fruit juice?”
  
    

  
  “
  
    Fruit juice
  
  ?”



  “You’ll have to excuse my friend here, he—”



  The tallest member of the trio (Kaveh thinks he has horns!) finally speaks. He’s loud, boisterous, and incredibly cheery. “I 
  
    love 
  
  fruit juice!”



  Kaveh glances down at his own drink— also fruit juice, the cheapest thing on the menu— and is suddenly overcome with a bizarre sense of kinship. When the group finally turns away from the bar, fruit juices and some food they must’ve ordered in hand, Kaveh clears his throat to introduce himself. “Hi there! I couldn’t help but overhear that you’ve come a long way!”



  They all freeze until the big guy grins. “Yup! Nice to meetcha!”



  Before you ask, yes; he 
  
    knows 
  
  he should be looking for Alhaitham instead of procrastinating like this. But can you really blame him? He, unlike 
  
    some 
  
  people he knows, is a social butterfly. And clearly, these international tourists are in dire need of assistance. Who is he to deny them the chance to have the tour guide of a lifetime? 



  “
  
    I 
  
  am Kaveh, architect and pride of the Sumeru Akademiya. Pray tell, is this your first time in Port Ormos? Allow me to answer your burning questions.”



  The girl and the bowl-cut kid exchange glances. “You’re from the Akademiya?”



  “Yes, I am!”



  “Huh… well, I guess we 
  
    do 
  
  have some questions for you.” 



  He grins and gestures toward the empty seats beside him. “A wise choice! Ask away!”



  ***



  “So you came all the way from Inazuma to Sumeru… in a 
  
    canoe
  
  ?” Kaveh is a bit shocked. These people mean business. 



  Solemnly, the girl— she introduced herself as Kuki Shinobu— nods. 



  This group is truly something. They have a pet… sentient rock? Perhaps a cow? They call it Ushi, and it is sitting on the floor, its gaze boring into Kaveh’s soul. It’s honestly a bit disconcerting.



  Kuki Shinobu sips her fruit juice in contemplation. “Are you typically a tour guide, or is this just a one-off thing?”



  The short guy— Scaramouche (what an odd name!)— looks at him with judgment in his gaze, and Kaveh clears his throat. “Well, uhm, no. It’s funny you should mention that, actually! I’m here on vacation.”



  “Us, too!” Itto grins. “Sort of.”



  “Oh?”



  “We own a restaurant back home! It’s getting renovations, though, so we’re traveling!”



  Kaveh nearly jumps. “Renovations, you say? Any interesting architectural choices?”



  They all stare back at him blankly. 
  
    Rude.
  



  “
  
    Oh, 
  
  right; you’re an architect.” Kuki Shinobu finally seems to take the hint. “Honestly, we don’t know much about architectural design. If you’re ever in Inazuma, though, you’re free to drop in and give us your opinion!”



  Itto cuts in with possibly the best thing Kaveh has heard all day: “Your first meal will be on us!”



  He ignores the fact that Scaramouche looks incredibly unimpressed and grins. He 
  
    loves 
  
  free food, even in the hypothetical! “You have a 
  
    deal
  
  .”



  Shinobu smiles politely. “Fantastic. Honestly, Kaveh, we’ve never been to Sumeru before. On top of our vacation plans, we do have a couple of business objectives we’d like to iron out. Do you know how— or where— we can meet with the Grand Sage?”



  Kaveh nearly spits out his juice. After getting his ensuing cough under control, he tries to laugh off her request. “The Grand Sage?”



  Scaramouche nods, and at this moment Kaveh can tell that they’re being dead serious. Oh, these terribly naive travelers… they don’t seriously think that they can get an appointment with the Grand Sage, do they? Especially on such short notice…



  “Well,” He waffles for a moment. “Um, you see— what is it that you need from the Grand Sage? I’m sure you could get equally valuable assistance from another member of the Akademiya—”



  Kuki Shinobu shakes her head. “No, I’m afraid that’s not the case. We’re supposed to be working with Grand Sage Azar.”



  They look… so earnest… no. It’s decided. Kaveh cannot be the one to break it to them that there is simply no way the Grand Sage of the Akademiya will condescend to meet with three random outlanders to discuss restaurant affairs. Besides— 
  
    wait.
  



  Like the grand blueprint for the Palace of Alcazarzaray, a plan builds itself in Kaveh’s mind. It’s… magnificent, honestly. It breathes fresh life into the term, “killing two birds with one stone.” In truth, it’s more like killing 
  
    three 
  
  birds with one minuscule pebble. 


Consider the objectives at play here: Kaveh would hate to disappoint his new friends. In fact, in all likelihood, he doubts that they would take his word for it. However, he does know someone who works with the Grand Sage directly. This someone, as it so happens, is also the person Kaveh is looking for. 


  Alhaitham would just 
  
    hate 
  
  to be distracted from his work. He said it himself— he’s “too busy” to be making polite conversation nowadays. 



  Wow, what a shame it would be if three very persistent foreign visitors were to bother him in the midst of his oh-so-important work! What. A. Shame!



  Kaveh smiles from ear to ear after finishing off the last of his fruit juice. “I think I know someone who may be able to help.”


 

  



4. Chapter 4


    
    Scaramouche doesn’t know who this  Kaveh, pride of the Akademiya guy is, but he already doesn’t like him. Shinobu and Itto may be taking him at face value, but Scaramouche is a lot smarter than that. The guy is all smiles and barely lets anyone else get a word in, and people like that are not to be trusted.

They’ve always got something to hide.

In any case, Scaramouche would probably be far more amicable if he was inebriated right now, but (as a feature of Raiden Ei’s terrible design skills) that is apparently not going to happen. He has existed for literal centuries. He was a candidate to replace this nation’s ancient god, for fuck’s sake! What else does he have to do?

The fruit juice he’s attempting to ingest is far too sweet, too. Fucking gross. He slides the drink over to Itto. “You want the rest of this?”

Itto grins. “You sure?”

“Positive.”

He guzzles it effortlessly. “Hey; stop staring!”

“You’re disgusting.”

Kaveh is in the middle of unfolding a map of Port Ormos on the table. It’s covered in little “x” marks. “So, the guy I can hook you up with is somewhere in Port Ormos. I’ve checked all the places that are marked. He’s a really conniving fellow; he seriously acts like he doesn’t want to be found. But if we divide and conquer we’ll be able to find him in no time.”

Scaramouche blinks. “That’s pretty stupid.” 

Kaveh gasps, clearly offended. “Excuse me?”

“Um, if he’s as ‘conniving’ as you say, the x’s don’t mean anything. He could easily move from place to place over time.”

There’s a long pause as Kaveh stares, dumbfounded. “…oh. That’s… that’s a good point.”

At least he’s amenable to reason.

Shinobu rolls her eyes. “It’s fine. We can still look for him. With four of us, it can’t be that hard—“

A loud snort interrupts her. “Oh, I’m sorry, Ushi. There are five of us. Just tell us who we’re looking for.”

***

Alhaitham does his work methodically. Frankly, that’s why he’s so good at his job. Not a moment is wasted messing around.

Today he’s on the hunt for Divine Knowledge capsules. Why the Akademiya wants so many of them at once, he isn’t sure. But he supposes that confiscating them off of the streets can’t hurt. Besides, the sooner he gets this done, the sooner he can go home. He doesn’t really enjoy traveling. Things get so unpredictable at times— the foods, the routes, the people— that it’s often more exhausting than it’s worth, especially considering that Port Ormos is considered a “place of relaxation” for Akademiya students. Please. Give him a break. The work at the Akademiya isn’t that demanding if you have the right approach. 

And in Alhaitham’s eyes, taking a week off to drunkenly spill your guts to a random mercenary in Port Ormos is  far from being the right approach— looking at you, Kaveh. 

Anyway, whatever. He didn’t come here to judge his peers and juniors (or his roommate, for once). He has a job to do. 

He’s sitting patiently at the docks with a book in hand. He’s already read it multiple times over, so he’s not quite engrossed in it. Rather, it’s a decoy to avoid suspicion while he waits for the nearby Eremites to come to an agreement regarding what he assumes to be their usage of a Divine Knowledge capsule.

His plans are only slightly derailed when someone nearby gasps loudly. How dramatic.

“There he is! That’s the guy!”

Wait a minute. It can’t be—

“Oh,  ALHAITHAM!  ” It’s Kaveh. Of course it had to be Kaveh. “Do I spy the stealer of keys, the great Scribe of the Akademiya, attendant to Grand Sage Azar himself, just  sitting there  reading a book on the  job? ”

The nearby Eremites freeze, apparently processing the yelling, and make a run for it.  Goddamnit, Kaveh!  That idiot just blew his cover! He’s waving his arms around in greeting, passing the leader of the Eremite faction with an incredibly stupid “good day to you, sir!”

And he’s being followed by not one, not two, but  three random people! With a grin, he saunters over. “I never took you for such a slacker, Haitham!”

“I wish I could say that it’s a pleasure running into you here, but I see no point in lying.”

“Oh, don’t be like that! These lovely people here need assistance, and I thought, who’s more qualified than Alhaitham? It’s a compliment.”

Alhaitham sighs. He’s so ridiculous, constantly. “And do these ‘lovely people’ know that we’re roommates?”

Kaveh’s whole face turns red immediately. Predictable. “I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

One of the people behind him— he’s absurdly tall— gasps. “You guys are roommates, too?”

Even Alhaitham pauses to look at them all. “What do you mean, ‘too?’”

He wraps his arms around his two companions’ shoulders. “We’re roomies, too!”

Kaveh’s eyes nearly bulge out of his head. “All… three of you?”

The girl with him nods. “Yup! And three more.”

Alhaitham practically inhales his coffee. 

“ Six people…!” Kaveh is in shock. “I need to sit down.” He sits right next to Alhaitham on the bench.

“Personal space.”

“You relinquished the right to personal space when you stole my keys.”

“I did not steal your—“ oh, wait. He may have accidentally stolen his keys.

The other guy with them— he’s rather short— looks at Alhaitham and Kaveh in miserable fury. “You’re not seriously going to complain about  your housing situation right now…”

“Oh, quit being so dramatic.” The girl nudges him with her elbow. “You know you love the bunk beds.”

“ Bunk beds! ” Kaveh apparently has to stand again and begins pacing. 

“I do  not love them. See, the sheer idea is sending him into a panic.”

“They’re good for home security, though.”

“…what?” Alhaitham is trying to refrain from engaging in this conversation, but that comment does  not fall within the locus of bunk-bed-related discourse, at least as far as he’s concerned.

“They’re an interior design  sin !” Kaveh looks to be on the verge of tears.

“We used to live in a literal cave,” The girl deadpans, and that actually manages to shut him up, at least for a moment. Alhaitham is almost impressed.

“…oh. I’m— my apologies.”

“All good, man!” The tall guy grins. “It was a  sick  cave anyway.”

Who even are these people? This conversation is a mess. He makes the logical decision and begins walking away while they’re all distracted.

“Hey! Where are you going?”

  Damn it. “I’ve got work to do, so… bye.”

“But  Haitham, they have a work-related question!”

Somehow, he doubts that. 

“You’re, like, a glorified secretary, right?” Alright, so these people are starting to get on his nerves.

He stops. “Scribe.”

Kaveh laughs. “So, yes. Glorified secretary.”

“You’re one to talk.”

He gasps violently. “What are you trying to imply!?”

“Only that—“

“Will you two shut up?” 

That catches them both a bit off guard. He turns around slowly to look at the speaker— it’s the perpetually pissed off guy. Alhaitham doesn’t mind when people are direct (it makes things easier for him), but that was still kind of rude. Eh, he supposes he can’t really complain. 

The girl with him pats his shoulder— getting her arm smacked in response— and clears her throat awkwardly. “Um… so anyway. You’re Alhaitham, right?”

He only nods.

“I’m Kuki Shinobu. Uhm… freelancer, manager, deputy… among other things. I’m here with my associates, Arataki Itto and Scaramouche. We represent To Bean or Not to Bean, an up-and-coming bean-free Inazuman restaurant. We’re here in Sumeru on business and we need to meet with Grand Sage Azar. Kaveh told us that you may be able to put us in contact.” She extends a hand to shake. 

He blinks. “Kaveh told you what?”

She glances up and down from her still-extended arm back to him. “Well, that you work directly with the Grand Sage.”

Kaveh smirks. 

 This idiot— Alhaitham has no desire to sit here and explain the inner workings of making an appointment with any of the sages, least of all the Grand Sage. In any case, Azar is suspiciously booked for the next few months. 

And Scaramouche… he swears he’s heard that name before somewhere in the Akademiya files…

Whatever. He’s not about to get into that. “You’re in the wrong city.”

“…what?”

“This is Port Ormos. The Grand Sage is in Sumeru City. I’m afraid that Kaveh has sent you looking in the wrong direction.”

“ Hey— !”

Scaramouche looks at Kaveh with disdain. “Thanks for nothing.”

Satisfied with the ensuing chaos, Alhaitham waves goodbye.

“Alhaitham, come back! I still need my keys!”

***

Kuki Shinobu almost feels bad for Kaveh. “Can’t you just, like… get another set of keys?”

Completely red in the face, he shakes his head. “That would mean divulging my living situation to a locksmith.”

Itto squints. “What’s so bad about that?”

“Well— you know— that he’s— that  we— “

“Are you having a stroke?”

“No,  Scaramouche, I am not having a stroke!”

Itto bursts out laughing. “Why’d you say his name like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like it’s an insult,” Shinobu offers. 

“It’s a very extravagant name, is all!”

“I’ll make sure you have a very extravagant  funeral .” There he goes again with the death threats. 

“If you’re offering to pay for it, I won’t stop you.”

Scaramouche stares and Shinobu nearly chokes. Just how broke is this guy? 

“Listen, um, we appreciate your efforts. Truly, we do. But we don’t have any more time to waste. We’ve gotta get to Sumeru City.”

Kaveh only blinks. “Wait, wait, no; I’ve wasted your time! Let me make it up to you somehow. I’d hate for you to leave here with a poor impression of me.”

“…that’s really not necessary—“

“Here; I’ve got it! I can help you navigate the way to Sumeru City!”

Her eye twitches.  He just wants a free ride back to the city! “Uh… I think we’ll be—“

“That sounds  great !” Itto chimes in. “And then when we get there, the little dude can teach you how to pick a lock and get into your house!”

Scaramouche’s eyes go wide. “I’ll do  what ?”

“He can do that?” Kaveh is in awe.

“You do it all the time when you forget your keys at home! It’s super impressive! Scaramouche here used to be a criminal mastermind before—“

“Itto, shut  up .”

“I  knew there was something odd about you! That’s an incredible skill set!”

Shinobu stares at the three of them. “Just how often do you forget your keys?”

“Rarely—“

“ All the time!” Itto cheers. “He’s amazing!”

“Well, friends, I would consider this a fair exchange of services! I will be your navigator, and you can teach me how to break into my own house! Do we have a deal?”

Before Shinobu or Scaramouche can breathe a word in response, Itto grabs his hand and shakes it with such force that she thinks she hears Kaveh’s bones rattling. “Yes sir!”

***

“See that window right there?” 

“…no.”

“Sayu, your eyes aren’t even open.”

Heizou has never really had a partner before, much less someone so… eccentric. In the few hours that they’ve been working together, she’s already taken about five power naps. Honestly, he doesn’t mind it very much. He’s pretty sure that anyone else would complain about his “excessive talking to himself,” but Sayu is a surprisingly effective person to bounce ideas off of… even when she’s half asleep.

Across the street is To Bean or Not to Bean in all its glory. He’s trying to inconspicuously point at one of the windows.

Groggily, she follows the direction of his index finger with her eyes. “Ugh, fine… you mean the shattered one?”

“Yes! Good eye, Sayu.”

She rolls her eyes. “What about it?”

“Well…” He looks at her seriously. “Do you think you could get in?”

She jolts a little. “…what?”

“Yeah; I know it’s a second story window, but I think there might be some key clues about the restaurant’s actual purpose—“

“Isn’t that sort of… dangerous?”

“Um… yeah.”

Determination looks a bit odd on her face. “I can do it. No problem.”

He grins a little.  Nice. Sometimes he wishes he was a ninja instead of a detective because there doesn’t appear to be a doubt in her mind regarding her own ability to get through that second story window. She must be so agile… 

His admiration of her is interrupted by the sound of her quietly snoring. He blinks a few times. She must seriously not get much sleep at night.

He supposes that it doesn’t matter anyway since they’ll have to wait until nightfall to initiate an effective break-in. She may as well conserve her energy. In fact… perhaps that’s a ninja tactic within her arsenal! It’s quite brilliant, honestly, ensuring that one has the maximum amount of rest before going on a mission.

Satisfied with his deduction, he leans back against the building behind them— and he ensures that it’s an actual building this time— and pulls out his notepad to begin fleshing out what he knows about this case.

After a few minutes of jotting, connecting notes with arrows, and some mindless doodling in the margins, he’s beginning to get a better sense of the different factors at play here (and how they might be interconnected). 

He’s so engrossed in his thoughts that he doesn’t even see Sayu moving.

“…what are you doing?”

He nearly jumps out of his skin. “ Ah!  I thought you were asleep!”

Sayu looks up at him gravely. “I was.” Her eyes dart back and forth as if scanning the area for trouble. “You seriously didn’t even try to wake me up?”

Heizou shakes his head. “I didn’t want to question your approach.”

“You… are  very weird.” She stretches and yawns, then— before he has a chance to get offended— continues. “You’re nice, though. What did you say the plan was, again?”

They begin walking down the street, and with the validation of Sayu’s renewed attention, Heizou carefully relates the details of the case, including his newest theories.

Her commentary is minimal, but her eyes don’t glaze over once. She occasionally cuts in with a question or two, which he’s happy to answer… even if it’s usually just “ seriously? ”

This, he thinks, is going to be a very effective partnership indeed.


   *** 


“So this is the legendary canoe!”

“I wouldn’t call it legendary…”

“It’s traversed entire oceans! And look— look at this! It even says ‘ Made in Snezhnaya ’! This boat has been all over the place!”

Itto really likes Kaveh. He brings the enthusiasm this group needed! They’ve set off in the canoe once more, this time heading north toward Sumeru City. Ushi likes Kaveh, too. He keeps trying to chew on his hair.

“Hey! Stop that! This is not hay!”

Ushi, clearly disappointed, grunts and lays down with a sigh, refusing to look at anyone.

Scaramouche has his head buried in his hands. “I can’t believe we’re back in this canoe.”

Itto, personally, doesn’t see the problem. Their trek across the ocean was a great bonding experience! Anyway, Kaveh promised them that this trip would be much shorter than the first leg. 

They’re already floating through the rainforest, far from Port Ormos. Kaveh is explaining some cool fun facts about the forest as they go, and Itto listens intently despite Scaramouche’s interruptions.

Shinobu, who hasn’t slept in almost two days, is napping in the storage compartment of the boat. Honestly, being the only human of the three of them, she needs the most sleep but she rarely ever gets enough. Itto hopes she sleeps well even though the boat keeps rocking.

“Do you think she’d be able to get out if we locked her in there?”

Kaveh pauses his lecture to look over at Scaramouche in horror. 

“What? I’m just speculating.”

“We  do  still have to get back at her for splashing us,” Itto ponders. “But… nah, man. If she doesn’t find it funny—”

“She’ll kill us,” Scaramouche groans. 

“Yeah.”

Kaveh looks back and forth between them like he’s missing something. “You two scare me.”

“Good.”

Itto laughs. “You’ll get used to it! Ooh, what’s that big dinosaur thing over there?”

“You mean… the crocodile?”

Itto nods. It looks like a massive lizard, sunbathing and everything on a rock.

Kaveh shrugs. “They’re pretty aggressive when provoked, but otherwise they’ll leave you alone. They’re apparently a big part of the ecosystem, but I think I slept through my intro to ecology class. I seriously don’t remember anything about them.”

“They look cool!” Itto cheers.

“I guess.”

“Do you guys think I could take one in a fight?”

“…what?”

Scaramouche smirks, peering over Itto’s shoulder to size up the competition. “I don’t know, Itto… it might be too strong for you.”

“ Excuse you , little dude!?”

“Just saying. I mean, it’s a giant lizard—”

“I could  totally take on a crocodile in a fight.”

“I really don’t think that’s a good idea…”

Scaramouche has a malicious grin. “Prove it.” 

“Oh, you’re  on . Ushi, hold my juice.” He puts down his drink and stands, flexing his hard-earned muscles as he goes. 

“Itto, wait—!”

“Don’t worry about me, Kaveh! Arataki Itto can handle this!” Itto stretches his deltoids and leaps off the boat. “Oh, Mr. Crocodile! You think you’re the king of the rainforest? Well, I’ve got news for ya!” With that, he springs into action.

***

Collei’s typical rainforest patrols are relatively calm. Every once in a while, she’ll have to fight off a monster or two or guide a lost adventurer, but at this point that’s all in a day’s work. Today… is not typical. 

There are people in the rainforest screaming at the top of their lungs.

“OWW! Is that all you’ve got!?” Then, after a brief pause, “What do we do!? He’s gonna die!”

Collei is always eager to do her job. She stiffens, listens for where the yelling could be coming from, then runs in that general direction. When she’s sure they’re close, she climbs up the nearest tree— and only loses her grip a couple of times!— to get a clearer vantage point.

The voices are coming from people on the river. There are two guys in a boat, one laughing maniacally and the other in obvious distress.

“Sit back and watch the show!”

“What is  wrong  with you!? Oh, shit, shit,  SHIT! ”

“Shut  up or it’s gonna come over here and attack us, too!”

 Attack us?  Collei follows their gaze and can’t believe her eyes. There is a person…  wrestling with a crocodile! She’s seen a lot in her life (more than she’d care to, actually) but this is a first. Perhaps the crocodile is attacking him?

“ AAAH! FEEL THE BURN, LIZARD!  ” …maybe  he’s attacking the crocodile. 

In either case, the only words in Collei’s mind are as follows:  What. 

“Oh my Archon, Itto, stop!” The blond guy in the boat is hysterical. He seems to remember something. “ Shinobu! Shinobu, help! Wake up!”

“ Why would you wake her up!?”

Miraculously, a fourth person appears out of what looked like a storage compartment in the boat.

“What is going  on? ”

Collei is wondering the same thing.  Collei! Focus!  This is her moment to pay forward Amber’s kindness and help others in the way she’s always wanted to… even if the  others  she’s helping are kind of stupid…  STOP JUDGING YOUR RESCUEES! That’s not even included in the ranger handbook that Tighnari made her memorize; it should be so obvious! Gah! 

She shakes her head as if the motion will rein in her thoughts and notches an arrow with her bow, closing one eye and attempting to concentrate on aiming for the crocodile. But it keeps… moving! How is she supposed to hit it without hitting the guy wrestling it?

She can’t think of anything else to do, so she enters her own voice into the chaos. “ Hold still! ”

Incredibly, it works. For just a moment, the guy freezes. “Who’s there!?”

 Yes!  Collei lets her arrow fly, and in the cleanest shot she’s made in ages, it strikes the crocodile! The little Dendro ropes she weaved into it spring out and wrap around the crocodile, and they should be able to hold it in place at least for a few minutes while the adventurers get away. And, true to the Forest Ranger’s handbook, the crocodile shouldn’t be hurt, either! This went unbelievably well. Wait until Master Tighnari hears about it! Saving  four  travelers with one arrow! Forget Master Tighnari; she’s  definitely writing a letter to Amber. It’s in all of this excitement that she… loses her footing and falls flat on her face out of the tree.


   Damn it.  


  



5. Chapter 5


    
    
  “Holy shit! Are you okay!?”



  Collei has never been this embarrassed in her life. 



  …okay, maybe that’s a lie. Anyway, it’s 
  
    still 
  
  incredibly embarrassing. She does her best to stay professional. She forces herself to stand, wiping the mingled dirt and blood from her knees as quickly as she can. 



  “I… am fine. Thank you for asking.” She clears her throat and continues dusting herself off. “Are 
  
    you 
  
  okay?” 
  
    Wait! I forgot to say my name. 
  
  “I’m Trainee Forest Ranger Collei, by the way. I’ve never seen someone fight a crocodile before.”



  The guy with horns pouts a little. “I would’ve won if you hadn’t interrupted.”



  Oh, so he’s kind of stupid. “…right.”



  “Hey!”



  She squints at their canoe. “Where are you headed? Do you need a guide?”



  The blond dude scoffs dramatically. “We’re going to Sumeru City, and 
  
    I 
  
  am their guide.”



  “…oh.” She doesn’t really know what to do from here (she didn’t even get a “thank you!”), and she’s in the middle of coming up with something to say when she hears a moo.



  A 
  
    moo
  
  . She jumps a little. “What was that!?”



  The girl wearing a mask sighs. “That’s Ushi, our cow.”



  Holding it up in her face, the loud crocodile-fighting guy grins. “Commit this adorable face to memory, trainee forest ranger! He’s gonna be part of something 
  
    huge
  
  .”



  Collei stares into the animal’s soul. It sighs. 



  “Well, aren’t you gonna talk to him!?”



  Yeah, so that’s enough helping people for today. “…please mind the crocodiles in the future. And the tigers. And the fungi… oh, and the Withering!”



  The girl stares at her. “I’m surprised that we haven’t died yet.”



  
    Me, too, honestly. 
  
  “I— um, just stay safe out there.”



  “Yeah, Itto, stay safe.”



  “
  
    He 
  
  dared me to fight it!”



  “You did 
  
    what
  
  ?”



  Collei is not getting involved in… whatever this is. “Bye!”



  ***



  “Look! Up there, you should be able to see Sumeru City!”



  “Thank the Archons,” Shinobu groans.



  The last thirty minutes in the canoe have been a tiny bit grueling. Kaveh is still recovering from his near-stroke, but that’s apparently the least of anyone’s concerns right now. 



  Shinobu is rummaging around the boat, clearly looking for something. “Ugh, have any of you guys seen the accordion file? Please tell me you didn’t feed it to the crocodiles.”



  “Shinobu, there’s no need to hold a grudge. I promised that I wouldn’t fight one again!”



  Kaveh has no idea what she’s talking about. “…accordion file?”



  “Yes.” She rolls her eyes, but her shaking hands betray her anxiety. After a minute or so, she pulls out a heavy leather-bound book. “I’ve never seen this in my life. Kaveh, is this yours? 
  
    The… Metaphysics of Language
  
  ?”



  Immediately, his organs plummet. “Oh. Oh, no.”



  He 
  
    does 
  
  know where her accordion file is. He didn’t think it was important, so in the last minute of his conversation with Alhaitham— in a fit of pure, unbridled spite and fury— he swapped out what he thought was just a placeholder file folder with that book that his roommate seems to be so obsessed with. You know, to get back at him for his… 
  
    unhelpfulness. 
  



  He figured it was no big deal. Alhaitham would have the temporary inconvenience of parting with his book, and the gang would be able to get their files back once Alhaitham returned to the city.



  The fact that he’d done it without a hitch is something that he was honestly quite proud of… until now. Seeing the look of terror in Shinobu’s eyes, it’s clear to him that the files were, in fact, a big deal.



  “What do you mean, 
  
    oh no
  
  ?” Shinobu breathes.



  Kaveh laughs nervously. This freelancer-manager-deputy person scares him a bit, especially after witnessing her yelling at Scaramouche and Itto for their… crocodile antics. “I may have… accidentally…”



  Shinobu stares. Scaramouche stares. Ushi stares. Hell, even Itto stares.



  He takes a deep breath and speaks as quickly as he can. “I may have handed it off to Alhaitham to steal his book. I didn’t think it was of much consequence, plus he’ll be back in the city pretty soon to give it back and—”



  “…you are the most 
  
    stupid 
  
  person I have ever met. Worse than Itto. What the fuck is wrong with you?”



  “
  
    Scaramouche
  
  ,” Shinobu chides, but her face is bright red. She stares at her warped reflection in the river and makes a noise that could either be a laugh or a sob. “Oh, we’re so fucked. We’re so fucked. We are 
  
    so 
  
  fucked.”



  “Shinobu,” Kaveh says carefully. “…what was in that file?



  ***



  The sun is beginning to set and Sayu is on the job. 



  Heizou offered her some coffee beforehand, but knowing that caffeine stunts growth, she rejected it. She’s gotta stay awake on her own tonight. The construction workers left for their dinner break, so right now is the perfect time to act.



  Heizou awkwardly gives her a lift-off from his shoulders and nearly drops her. 



  “
  
    Heizou!
  
  ”



  “Sorry!”



  Ugh. That aside, she begins to scale the side wall of “To Bean or Not to Bean.” Once she reaches the windowsill that she’s aiming for, she launches herself inside with a roll and nearly crashes into a bedpost. 
  
    Whoa! 
  
  Now she’s dizzy. The world spins and tilts for a moment as she regains her balance.



  “Sayu! You good?”



  He is literally so loud. She clandestinely pokes her head out the window. “
  
    Shh!
  
  ”



  His face flushes and he mouths, “Sorry.”



  With an eye roll, she goes back inside and looks for clues. She has no idea what “clues” to even look for. Heizou said “anything out of the ordinary,” but in her opinion that description fits the whole room. There are two— no, three— sets of bunk beds lined up next to each other. Personally, Sayu would rather die than be forced to climb a ladder before sleeping every night. 



  A bit awkwardly, she tiptoes around the room. Weird. There’s a sort of bloody knife on the nightstand. She thinks that might be “out of the ordinary,” so she grabs it. There’s a lamp, but it’s knocked over. No way is she carrying that thing. Too bad for Heizou. She inches her way out of the room.  On her right is a sofa and a tiny kitchen-slash-dining-area. Nothing too interesting there. On her left are a couple of doors. One leads to a downward staircase (probably the restaurant), one a small bathroom, and one a closet.



  The closet is the jackpot. There’s a wooden chair, a… slightly dented frying pan, some rope, and— 
  
    YESSS
  
  — a big wooden bucket, all sitting in a puddle. She tosses the knife into the bucket, then she grabs the rope and frying pan to put them inside it as well. Who knew the clues could include such a portable container? She surveys the rest of the area until she hears the voices of who she can only assume are construction workers. 



  
    Time to go! 
  
  And if there’s one thing she’s good at, it’s evading capture. She throws the bucket (then herself) out the window and grabs Heizou by the forearm. “Let’s move!”



  ***



  “It’s nothing important.” Shinobu says it over and over again, and she’s lying to herself as much as she’s lying to Kaveh. Everything about that file screams either 
  
    immoral, illegal, 
  
  or 
  
    incomprehensible
  
  . And without any context—!



  She silently curses herself for mentioning her full name and the name of the restaurant in her introduction to Alhaitham. She can only hope that the Scribe of the Akademiya (the fucking 
  
    Scribe 
  
  of the Akademiya!) was already in on the Grand Sage’s plans with the Doctor. Otherwise, they may end up in some form of prison. 



  She attempts to calm herself as they all steer the canoe into Sumeru City’s docks in awkward silence.



  To be fair, she doesn’t know 
  
    exactly 
  
  what the file said. Maybe Alhaitham won’t be able to read it either. Maybe he’ll think it’s fiction! Maybe he’ll think it’s a prank. Maybe he won’t even notice (Shinobu can’t imagine anyone actually attempting to read something as boring as 
  
    The Metaphysics of Language
  
  , so maybe he carries it around for show). 



  Anyway, it’s out of her control now. Archons, she 
  
    hates 
  
  when things are out of her control.



  Another problem: how are they supposed to convince the Grand Sage that they’re here in Dottore’s stead if they don’t even have the files bearing his stamp of approval? 



  …maybe the sages will recognize Ushi. Yeah. Yeah, she’s going to go with that. Ushi is the trump card here. And if they don’t believe them… hm, maybe it’s no big deal. Maybe they can simply vacation in Sumeru. Maybe—



  Itto, Kaveh, and even Scaramouche are looking at her with deep concern. 



  
    Get your head in the game, Kuki Shinobu. You are the deputy of the Arataki Gang. Bullshitting is what you do best. 
  
  Pfft, she can only imagine her family’s reaction to that mantra. Yet it’s comforting nonetheless, if only because she knows it to be true. Yeah. 
  
    Bullshitting is what I do best.
  



  She takes a deep breath and wipes the sweat from her palms as Kaveh finally anchors the canoe. One by one, they step out of the boat. Sumeru City… ready or not, here they come.



  ***



  Heizou is thoroughly impressed with Sayu’s handiwork, if a bit perplexed by the results. After nabbing the evidence from the scene, they made a run for Heizou’s office at the Police Station. 



  Sayu is exhausted, laying on the floor and staring at the ceiling.



  “You can sit in a chair, you know.”



  “No, thanks.”



  “…suit yourself.” He’s eager for context. “So, what’s the scoop?”



  “The 
  
    scoop
  
  ? Who says that?”



  “Sayu, don’t leave me in suspense!”



  She groans. “The room with the window was a bedroom.”



  “Oh?” The gears in his brain start turning. “Is that where you found all this stuff?”



  “No.”



  “…okay?”



  “Oh, well, actually, the knife was on a nightstand. Next to a lamp that was knocked over.”



  
    Signs of struggle, then. Break-in, perhaps?
  



  “Oh, and there were three sets of bunk beds. It looked sadistic to me.”



  “…bunk beds?”



  “Yeah.”



  He supposes that this detail is mostly irrelevant. Perhaps the Arataki Gang wants to be economical with the management of their space. “What about the rest of it?”



  “That stuff was all in a closet. It was all in a puddle next to a wooden chair.



  
    In a puddle…? 
  
  Heizou is a bit perplexed. “Well, this bucket may have been knocked over or otherwise used to make the puddle… and if these small cuts of rope were next to a chair…”



  Sayu does not make any effort to contribute.



  “Well,” He examines the rope. “It does look a bit frayed. Maybe they were used to… tie someone to a chair? Yes, that’d line up with a hostile break-in. Perhaps our perpetrator was looking to stage an interrogation in the closet. The water… the water may have been used to clean up any evidence.”



  He shudders a bit at the thought. Still, not everything lines up. “This… frying pan, though. Any thoughts?”



  She has only one eye open. “All I know is that it’s 
  
    heavy
  
  .”



  Then it hits him. “Sayu, you 
  
    genius
  
  !” The frying pan, a rather weighty metal tool, could easily have been used as a makeshift weapon! Ah, but… why the frying pan instead of the knife?



  Sayu yawns, but Heizou never feels more awake than when he’s solving a case.



  Drawing a blank on this frying pan knife dilemma, he decides to examine the knife itself for details. 



  It’s quite fancy, honestly. The bloodstains all over it don’t appear to be fresh. Rather, they seem… kind of old. They’re dark, faded, and deeply absorbed by the wood of the handle. 
  
    Gross. 
  
  Whoever the owner is, they must be a repeat offender.



  It’s notable, too, that the knife was on a nightstand while the rest of the items were in the closet. So casually placed on a nightstand, of all things. It might belong to someone who uses said nightstand on a daily basis. At first, he thinks with a shudder that the owner might be Arataki Itto or Kuki Shinobu. In that case, his assessments of their character suffered a severe lapse in judgment. 



  Then, he remembers that To Bean Or Not To Bean harbors a particularly aggressive chef who Kujou Sara refuses to speak about. Perhaps he could be the owner of the knife! It would make sense. A chef would have both a good reason to own knives and a justification for being adept with them. 



  But… this is not quite a kitchen knife. It looks more like a scalpel. It’d pretty difficult to use those in the kitchen (or at least, so Heizou presumes). 
  
    What is your story, strange knife?
  



  Sayu sighs. “I finished my nap. Did you figure anything out yet?”
  
    

  
  “Catch!” He tosses her the knife and she lets out a small scream.



  “You could’ve 
  
    impaled 
  
  me!”



  “You were fine. You’re a professional ninja! What do you notice about this knife?”



  “Uh, I don’t know. It’s sharp?”



  “Astute observation,” He says flatly.



  “What? You’re the detective here!” Reluctantly, she squints at the knife and turns it over in her hands. “It’s bloody.”



  “Yeah.”



  “Um… hey, there are letters engraved in the side of the handle!”



  “…wait, seriously?” How did he not notice that? 



  “Yeah! They say, ‘this is stupid!’”



  She must enjoy getting his hopes up only to crush his soul. She snickers while he grabs the knife back. 



  “There 
  
    has 
  
  to be something we’re missing here.” He stares at the knife a little while longer. Sayu’s ‘observation’ echoes in his mind. He supposes that it can’t hurt to check the handle for actual engravings, just in case. 



  Oddly, it seems to work. The base of the knife has something bizarre. 
  
    K9 
  
  is stamped on it, blurring the lines of a barely intelligible Snezhnayan crest. He doesn’t know what K9 refers to, but a Snezhnayan association is a significant lead, 
  
    especially 
  
  considering who Itto so suspiciously dropped off at the police station. 



  Heizou grins. He’s actually making headway. He grabs Sayu’s wrist and pulls her into a standing position. “Come on, partner! We’re going on a field trip!”



  ***



  For what it’s worth, Scaramouche is getting pretty tired of random people invading his personal space. 



  This Sumeru academic is quite literally in his face. “Welcome to our great city, travelers! I see that you’ve already met the great Kaveh. Is this your first time here?”



  Guardedly, Shinobu nods. She must be stressed out of her mind right now. He cannot believe that Dottore’s files are just… floating freely in the universe right now. No thanks to 
  
    the great Kaveh.
  
  



  Kaveh laughs uncomfortably. “Ahaha, Panah, you flatter me!”



  Anyway, Scaramouche wasn’t aware that the City of Wisdom employs a fucking greeting committee. How inane. 



  Panah smiles through his stupid mustache. “Well, if that’s the case, you may each claim an Akasha Terminal from me.”



  Kaveh taps his foot impatiently, but the rest of them just stand there. 



  Scaramouche has definitely heard that word, 
  
    Akasha, 
  
  in passing before, but he’s not certain of what it means. The fact that he’s heard it come out of Dottore’s mouth, though, makes it instantly suspect in his mind.



  Itto breaks the silence. “The what?”



  Panah clears his throat. “Oh! But of course! It was a gift bestowed upon our people by Greater Lord Rukkhadevata! Once connected to the wisdom of the Dendro Archon through the Akasha, you will be immediately given answers to any questions you may have! It’s fantastic, isn’t it?”



  “Panah, I thought the Akasha was only for long term residents.”



  “The sages recently changed that! They want 
  
    everyone 
  
  to be able to connect with the compassion of Rukkhadevata.”



  Shinobu blinks and speaks flatly. “No offense, but that sounds a bit like a scam.”



  Scaramouche has to physically stop himself from laughing. Nothing is ever easy with the Arataki Gang. 



  The look of offense on Panah’s face is priceless. “How dare you call the work of our Archon a— a 
  
    scam
  
  ?”



  Shinobu holds her hands up in surrender. “My apologies; I overstepped.”



  “Damn right,” Panah grumbles. “So, would you like to claim—?”



  “It’s that leaf thing on your head, right?” Itto asks.



  “Correct..”



  “Sorry, man, but my gang would never wear those. They look too stupid.”



  Confusion takes over Kaveh’s expression. “…what?”



  Panah laughs coldly. “So, you’re giving up a chance at unprecedented knowledge… because it doesn’t fit your fashion sense?”



  “It just looks dumb. People would look at me and think not of my coolness but of the stupid leaf on my head! I can’t have that!”



  “You’re all missing the point here. Think about it… practically unlimited access to knowledge, tailored specifically to you—“



  “Can you tailor it to not look like a leaf?” Honestly, Itto has a point. As a headwear connoisseur himself, Scaramouche would not be caught dead wearing a stupid leaf on his head. 



  “Alright, you know what? You three don’t 
  
    deserve 
  
  the Akasha Terminal. In a few weeks, when you doubtlessly need it for some research project, don’t come crawling back to me! How dare you insult the integrity of—“



  Kaveh sighs and grabs Itto by the elbow, motioning for Scaramouche and Shinobu to follow. “Goodbye, Panah.”



  ***



  Kaveh takes Shinobu and the others to his home almost immediately. Apparently all other concerns went out the window once he remembered that Scaramouche was supposed to show him how to break into his house.



  Scaramouche, for his part, begins the process by repeatedly kicking the door.



  “What was that for!?”



  “I’m testing the structural integrity of your door. You’re welcome.”



  “You know, I’m really starting to dislike you.”



  He ignores Kaveh and delivers one final kick. The door doesn’t budge.



  Shinobu thinks he might be enjoying this a little too much. 



  “Well, if you can’t kick the door down, your next step would be picking the lock.”



  Kaveh appears to be ill. “Why wouldn’t that be the 
  
    first 
  
  course of action?”



  “Stop complaining.” He begins rummaging through his pockets. “Ugh, where the hell is it? Itto, hold this.”



  He begins pulling random shit out of his pockets— first a pencil, then a kitchen knife (Shinobu is going to have to talk to him about that later), then his keys, then some spare change, then the Gnosis— until he finally finds what he’s looking for. It looks like some kind of hairpin.



  Kaveh blinks, looking quizzically at the Gnosis (which Itto is now holding in the pile of items). “What’s that?”



  Itto smiles unassumingly. “It’s a part of his mom’s favorite chess set.”



  “Oh…! You carry it around with you? Aw, that’s so sentimental!”
  
    

  
  Scaramouche does not look up from his work as he prods the lock with the pin. “I will slit your throat.”



  Kaveh jumps. “What!?”



  Shinobu chokes back a laugh. She put two and two together a long time ago: the thing is a Gnosis, though she still has no idea what it does. That means that if Scaramouche was telling the truth about his ‘mother,’ then… ahem. She has yet to ask him about it for fear of, well, getting her throat slit, but she has her theories. 



  After a few minutes, the door gives way and opens into the house.



  Kaveh exclaims with delight. “You’re 
  
    amazing
  
  ; thank you!”



  He does not reply, grabbing his stuff back from Itto and rolling his eyes. 



  Ushi grunts impatiently, and Shinobu is suddenly reminded of why they’re here. The knot in her stomach tightens as she clears her throat. “Well, I guess we have to find the Grand Sage now.”



  ***



  Alhaitham, thoroughly disgruntled by Kaveh’s rude interruption, planned to get his thoughts together by taking a break in his room at Shapur Hotel. He’s really looking forward to (for all intents and purposes) “resetting” his brain by rereading a chapter of 
  
    The Metaphysics of Language. 
  
  Almost everyone he knows thinks it’s a dry read, but that’s exactly what he finds so appealing about it.



  It is well-structured and formulaic, perfect for ameliorating the stress of a hectic day. 



  So you can imagine his horror when he finally looks down at the book in his hands to see not 
  
    The Metaphysics of Language
  
   but a similarly heavy accordion file.



  When did this even happen? Who could have possibly—



  He is suddenly seized by the memory of Kaveh sitting absurdly close to him on the bench at the docks. He’d made the mistake of briefly putting the book down during their conversation. 
  
    Fucking Kaveh.
  



  Out of sheer curiosity despite his irritation, he opens up the file.



  To his bewilderment, it’s practically overflowing with papers. The ink is smeared to the point of near-illegibility, but he’s able to make out some choice phrases like “Divine Knowledge,” “synthesis,” “godhood,” and… absurdly, “cow.”



  His stomach churns a little at the sight of a rather ominous-looking diagram. Seals from both Snezhnaya and Sumeru are stamped on a few of the documents, and he gets the distinct feeling that he was not supposed to read this file. 



  
    What… the actual hell is this?
  


  



6. Chapter 6


    
    
  Itto keeps getting glared at. 



  “Stop yelling,” Shinobu hisses. “We’re in a library!”



  He matches her volume. “But there’s no one here!” And it’s true. The huge library is almost completely empty except for the gang and the librarian. 



  Said librarian clears her throat. “Welcome to the House of Daena. Can I help you?”



  “Um… maybe.” Shinobu is the designated spokesperson, as always. “We’d like to meet with the Grand Sage. A friend of ours told us that his office is upstairs.”



  Kaveh gave them that helpful advice but refused to come with them… something about rearranging furniture while Alhaitham is gone. So anyway, it’s just the three of them now (and Ushi). 



  The librarian looks them up and down like they’re stupid. “May I see your credentials?”



  “Credentials…?” Itto can’t help himself. He’s confused.



  “Only those with the proper credentials can access the resources of the Akademiya.”



  “That sounds made-up,” Scaramouche inputs helpfully. 



  Shinobu clears her throat. “You misunderstand; we’re actually meant to work on a project with him—”



  She smirks a little. “…right.”



  The argument goes on and on for a while, and Itto is honestly getting offended. Like, extremely offended.



  After a while, some random guy walks over. “
  
    What
  
   is all of this fuss about? The sages are trying to work, and all they can hear is your meaningless bickering echoing through the Akademiya!”



  The librarian grimaces. “Uday, these people claim to be collaborating with Grand Sage Azar.”


Uday’s gaze narrows. “You three are researchers?”


  “You understand my skepticism, then? They don’t even have Akasha terminals.”



  “
  
    Why 
  
  would we wear those?” Itto cries out. What is the matter with these people?



  As if Itto just said the most shocking thing in the world, something seems to click in Uday’s mind. His jaw drops and he goes a little pale as he looks back and forth from Scaramouche to Shinobu to Itto.



  He’s not really sure of what that ugly leaf has to do with any of this, but he smiles brightly and holds up Ushi for good measure.



  The librarian stares impatiently. “…Uday, are you all right?”



  Uday still looks like he’s choking, but he manages a nod. “I— my mistake. This is the— are you the delegation from Snezhnaya?”



  Before Itto can reply, Shinobu and Scaramouche speak at the same time. “Yes!”



  …
  
    since when?
  



  ***



  Shinobu has no idea how they managed to get here, but she’s not complaining.



  Anyway, she’s done a lot of strange things in her life, but this is her first time impersonating the Fatui. Hm… if all goes well, maybe she can add this to her resume. 



  “You’ll have to excuse Katayoun’s rudeness; we’ve been trying to keep the operation as clandestine as possible and thus she was not privy to it. I thank you all for your implicit understanding. I must say, though, you certainly don’t look like the envoys we were expecting.”



  Honestly, she doesn’t know how to respond to that. Before she can open her mouth, though, Scaramouche takes over. “And what is your impression of what Fatui envoys should ‘look’ like?”



  Uday swallows. “I— my apologies. I only meant that— well— you typically wear—”



  “Maybe,” Scaramouche says coolly. “You should stop talking. Our reception today has been nothing but insulting, especially considering the lengths the Fatui have gone to assist 
  
    your 
  
  weakened government. Even the Lord Harbingers’ goodwill has its limits, and I’d advise you not to test them.”



  Uday shuts up completely, and Shinobu is honestly a bit impressed. Horrified, sure, but also impressed. 



  Once the elevator reaches the second floor, Uday clears his throat. “Grand Sage, the subject has arrived.”



  Azar looks up.



  Shinobu doesn’t know what she was expecting, but this… was not it. The term 
  
    Grand Sage 
  
  invokes such awe-inspiring imagery, but Azar is just… an old guy with a monocle. 



  He waves a hand, motioning for Uday to leave the room, and looks at them all with disdain. “And you are…?”



  “Diplomats from Snezhnaya.”



  “Associates of the Doctor.”



  “Arataki Itto!”



  He ponders that momentarily. “I see. I didn’t know that he had… associates.”



  Scaramouche has to cover his mouth to avoid laughing, apparently, so Shinobu awkwardly responds. “Uh… we’re gonna tell him you said that.”



  Azar’s eyes widen a bit. “There is really no need. I see that you brought the subject.”



  Ushi moos suspiciously while Shinobu pats his head. “…correct.”



  Azar begins drumming his (likely arthritic) fingers on his desk as if in thought. “If you three are his 
  
    associates
  
  … he informed us that he would be here himself. Where is he?”



  
    Um. 
  
  “He… couldn’t be here today.”



  “…why not?”



  All of them speak at once.



  “Bronchitis!” 



  “Indigestion.”



  “Mental health crisis.” …
  
    seriously, Itto?
  



  Azar stares and Shinobu tugs at her earlobe, laughing uncomfortably. “All three. He’s… he’s having a bit of a rough week.”



  “What do you mean, 
  
    mental health crisis
  
  ?”



  “That’s none of your business, is it?” Shinobu is up to her ears in utter bullshit right now. Itto simply nods affirmatively with his arms crossed. 



  The Grand Sage looks taken aback. Ushi moos yet again, and Azar shoots him a doubtful glance. 



  “What are you so shocked about?” Itto asks with total confidence. 



  “Mental health is very important,” Shinobu adds weakly. 



  “You wouldn’t question the priorities of the Fatui, would you?” Scaramouche’s attempt at salvaging this is very valiant, she has to admit, but she doubts that it will be enough.



  Azar sighs. “…of course not. I was simply not aware that the Doctor—“



  “
  
    Everyone 
  
  needs to take care of their mental health, compadre!”



  Shinobu is going to tape Itto’s mouth shut. “It’s a whole thing in Snezhnaya right now. Um, destigmatizing mental health care. The Harbingers—“



  ”The Lord Harbingers,” Scaramouche corrects quickly.


”The Lord Harbingers are really promoting it.”


  “It’s a whole… thing,” Azar repeats slowly.



  “A whole thing,” Scaramouche affirms, staring at the ceiling.



  “A 
  
    whole
  
   thing!” Itto corroborates.



  Apparently defeated, Azar looks away. “Understood. I… erm… wish him a speedy recovery.”



  “Oh… uh… for sure!” 



  “We’ll pass along the message,” Scaramouche says dumbly. Yeah, so this operation is going to be a bit of a mess.



  ***



  “You’re not serious…”



  “I am serious.”



  Dottore #9 stares at Dottore #17. Dottore #17 stares back. He is also painfully conscious of the Shogunate security guards staring at both of them. For fuck’s sake, can’t two segments of the same person get any privacy around here?



  “How did you get arrested?”



  “You mean, how did 
  
    we 
  
  get arrested?”



  “No, I mean 
  
    you
  
  . I did not get arrested.”



  “You should know by now that we’re the same person.”



  “Except… we’re not!”



  “Really, Seventeen, you’re being immature.”



  “Shut the fuck up. 
  
    I’m
  
   not the one behind bars.”



  “Are you here to get us out or not?”



  He grits his teeth. “When Prime finds out about this—“



  “He won’t.”



  “Be serious. He finds out about everything.”



  “Not this, if you keep your mouth shut!”



  Seventeen exhales sharply. “How much is the bail?”



  “I haven’t the slightest idea.”



  “I’ve already paid a fine for anchoring that canoe—“



  Nine snorts. “You paid for that?”



  “Yes… what was I supposed to do, get arrested like you? Not to mention, you 
  
    left 
  
  me on that glorified pile of driftwood for hours.”



  “I thought we could handle it. 
  
    I 
  
  could’ve handled it.”



  “Okay, first of all—“



  They’re intruded upon. “Uh, my apologies for interrupting… whatever this is, gentlemen.”



  
    How rude! More than an apology is in order. 
  
  This is 
  
    not 
  
  the level of respect that the Second of the Fatui Harbingers deserves, no matter which version he’s talking to. 



  And anyway, who does this guy think he is? He looks like he’s even shorter than Scaramouche (that’s 
  
    many 
  
  standard deviations from the population average to begin with). Seventeen’s eye twitches. 



  “I, uh…” His eyes dart back and forth between Nine and Seventeen, not even attempting to conceal his curiosity. Honestly, fuck this guy. The Doctor is a scientist, and he’s looking at them like they’re 
  
    products
  
   (rather than orchestrators) of an experiment gone wrong.



  “What’s the matter? Have you never seen a prosthesis before?” Nine asks curtly.



  A literal child pokes her head out from behind the detective. “Are you guys twins?”



  What, did she not hear the word “prosthesis?” Maybe she’s too stupid to know what it means. Dottore #17 
  
    hates 
  
  stupid people… as do all of the other Dottores, honestly. 



  “Um, anyway,” the short guy clears his throat. “Allow me to introduce myself. Detective Shikanoin Heizou. I have a few questions for you on the subject of a man by the name of Arataki Itto?”



  “Who?”



  Nine coughs loudly. “My thoughts precisely. Who?”



  Shikanoin Heizou squints. “Um… the guy who got you arrested.”



  “He’s kinda loud. It’d be pretty hard to forget him.”



  Oh
  
    , 
  
  now 
  
    this 
  
  is a story that Seventeen wants to hear. 



  “I have never heard that name in my life.”



  “He’s lying,” Seventeen contributes. This will teach that motherfucker not to leave him in a canoe.  “His speaking volume always goes up about five decibels when he lies. I would know. We’re the same person.”



  Nine forces a smile. “He’s hilarious. And wrong. The decibel metric is pure conjecture.”



  “Pure conjecture? You mean weeks of rigorous analysis?”



  “You’re embarrassing.”



  “
  
    We’re 
  
  embarrassing?”



  ***



  Grand Sage Azar is doing his very best to remain calm. Under the circumstances, he thinks that he deserves compensation. Not only are the Fatui envoys late, but they are also incredibly annoying. 
  
    Annoying 
  
  is an understatement, too. 



  
    “Everyone needs to take care of their mental health, compadre!
  
  ” Give him a break. Snezhnaya is testing his patience, sending random envoys to lecture him on such an absurd matter. Whatever. At least they have the cow. 



  He is giving the overly talkative diplomats a tour of the lab facilities now. 



  “What’s that?”



  “…that’s an eye washing station. In case—“



  “That is 
  
    so 
  
  cool! How come we don’t have one of those at home?”



  The female Fatuus— oddly the only one wearing a mask— sighs. “It’s not like a hand washing station; it’s only used if harmful chemicals get in your eyes.”



  “Harmful chemicals… like salt water?”



  “Let it go already!” 



  Some of the other sages in the lab pause their research to stare, and Azar self-consciously clears his throat. This is far more embarrassing than it needs to be. “Uhm, fellow sages! Allow me to introduce the representatives from Snezhnaya. They brought the subject with them.” 



  Khajeh from Haravatat finally breaks the silence. “…welcome. We are almost prepared to begin the initial phase of the experiment.”



  “Where’s the Doctor?” The Ksharewar sage has never had much tact. 



  “Mental health day,” Azar responds through gritted teeth.



  There is an extended pause. The sage from Spantamad speaks under his breath as if Azar won’t hear him. “Why don’t we get those?”



  Seriously? That’s what he wants to be upset about right now? Azar is going to have a conniption fit.



  “Anyway,” the woman from the Fatui delegation clears her throat. “Can you walk us through the procedure again? Just, ah… to be sure we have all of the facts straight.”



  “What, he didn’t explain it to you?”



  “He was a little busy with his bronchitis!” She retaliates. 



  “And indigestion,” the short one pipes up. “He really wasn’t in any mood to talk.”



  This confirms it. Azar hates the Fatui. Most of the other world leaders in Teyvat think they’re lying scum, but from what he can tell, they’re a bit 
  
    too 
  
  honest. What is he even supposed to do with this information?



  ***



  “Heizou, I’m ready to go home now.” Sayu is quite literally exhausted just listening to this conversation. She has no idea what’s happening.



  “Just… a minute, Sayu.” Heizou appears to be, for once, totally speechless. “Listen… Dr… Doctors? Hello? Can I—?”



  They’re completely ignoring Heizou. They’re flinging words that Sayu has never heard in her life at each other like playground insults. Seriously, what is a “prosthesis”? And more importantly, why does it even matter? 



  “Maybe we should all just take a nap,” Sayu suggests genuinely. “That always makes me feel better.”



  Somehow, 
  
    that 
  
  catches their attention. “Don’t patronize us,” one of them snaps. 



  
    Sheesh, sensitive much?
  



  Heizou clears his throat. “No, um, you misunderstand. My partner here just has an earnest love for napping.”



  Sayu nods. It’s the truth!



  They stare for a moment. “…oh.”



  “Anyway, I’d, um, hate to waste any more of your time, so allow me to cut to the chase. Do either of you recognize this knife?”



  The one that isn’t in the jail cell looks at it closely. “Oh! Nine, that’s your knife! He brought Fido!”



  The one behind bars has his head in his hands, and even Heizou pauses. “Um… what?”



  “He’s Number Nine,” he says as if Sayu and Heizou would know what that means. “And that’s his knife. K for knife, 9 for Nine… K9. Canine? Fido? You understand?”



  “
  
    Number Seventeen. 
  
  You’re not supposed to tell people that we named it.”



  “…why not?”



  Sayu makes brief eye contact with Heizou. “Huh?”



  Apparently offended, he scoffs. “It’s a bit of intellectual humor; I wouldn’t expect the likes of you to comprehend it.”



  “I don’t—“ Heizou is speechless, but eventually he settles for, “okay. So, it’s… your knife.”



  “…correct.”



  “Can I ask… what was it doing inside the apartment above To Bean or Not to Bean?”



  “What is this, an interrogation?” The version of the Doctor behind bars— 
  
    number nine, 
  
  apparently— snaps.



  “Sir, I’m just trying to gather the facts.”



  “He’s just trying to gather the facts!” The other one mocks. “The facts!”



  “The 
  
    facts
  
  ! What a ludicrous notion.”



  “Am I… missing something here?” Heizou blinks. “I need you to tell me why… 
  
    Fido 
  
  was at a crime scene.”



  “I am not obligated to tell you anything.”



  “That’s right! We’re not obligated to tell you anything!”



  “Will you shut up?”



  “Gentlemen, please!” Heizou’s voice is strained. “Please.”



  “It’s laughable that you thought you could profit off of this, 
  
    detective
  
  . The reason for that break-in is highly, highly classified, and without a warrant I’m afraid that this interrogation could put Inazuma out of the Fatui’s good graces.”



  Heizou is stone-faced. “I… didn’t think of that. My apologies. We’ll be going now.”



  “…wait, seriously? We’re just giving up?”
  


  “Come on, Sayu; don’t start a war.” 



  Sayu gawks for a moment.



  “Hmph! Finally, some common sense.”



  Sayu seriously doesn’t like these guys. “Consider the nap,” she whispers before Heizou can yank her out of the room by the arm.



  For a few minutes, the two of them walk in silence as they exit the police station.



  “That was stupid,” Sayu comments. 



  Heizou’s face splits into a grin. “
  
    What 
  
  are you talking about!? We got very useful information!”



  She is at a loss. “…that he names his knives?”



  Heizou stares at her, clearly disappointed, as his smile fades. “That’s not useful, Sayu.”



  “No, but it’s weird.”



  “I— okay, fair point, but I 
  
    meant 
  
  his admission of guilt. He admitted to breaking in! Now we have a jumping off point to question witnesses.”



  …huh. He brings up a good point. Sayu could never be a detective. She’s too fixated on the knife thing to think about anything else. “Do you think I should name my claymore?”



  He does not speak for a long time. Maybe he didn’t hear her.



  “I dunno what I’d call it, though.”



  “Sayu, please.”



  “What!?”


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          this chapter is so dumb lol have a good night

        




7. Chapter 7


    
    “And so, to power the mechanism, we require immense amounts of energy. At the same time, to ascend the subject’s consciousness to the divine plane, we require Divine Knowledge. For a god of  wisdom , the two should work synergistically. In theory, anyway.”

The Ksharewar sage continues to ramble. He lost Scaramouche and Itto a long time ago, but Shinobu is still apparently attempting to understand, squinting and taking notes. 

“You don’t… by any chance, have the Doctor’s notes on this with you? We’ll be fine without them, I’m sure, but it  was his idea.”

Shinobu chews on her pen. “Sorry. We couldn’t bring them. Bronchitis is contagious, so… you know. Contamination.”

“…oh. How unfortunate.”

“Truly.”

Scaramouche genuinely cannot believe that he’s in this position right now. Slipping back into the “ we’re the Fatui, so go fuck yourself  ” manner of speaking was easy enough— refreshing, even—, but this whole impromptu scheme is bizarre. The only thing  more bizarre is the fact that it’s somehow working. 

These two do not pass for Fatui members by any stretch of the imagination. Well, actually— no, the thought of Kuki Shinobu as a cicin mage is slightly horrifying. It really goes to show the low opinion of Snezhnaya that the sages hold (that or an abject sense of terror), their taking Dottore’s “bronchitis, indigestion, and mental health crisis” at face value.

Although, to be fair, it would be a pretty dumb thing for the Fatui to lie about. Dottore has a rather carefully cultivated larger-than-life reputation. If word gets out that he had to take time off to cope with any form of illness, that reputation is at least going to take a hit. With that in mind, Scaramouche wants to make the most of this amazing opportunity. 

Ushi has looked mildly uncomfortable this entire time, and for that he has at least a little bit of Scaramouche’s respect. With the prospect of being a god practically at his fingertips— or, uh, hooves—, he continues to display humility. Perhaps that’s just by virtue of being a cow. But either way, if it were  him in that position, Scaramouche would probably be neck-deep in an insufferable god complex by now. Just… you know, hypothetically. He shudders at the mere imaginary thought of Shinobu’s (probably bean-fueled) reaction to that. Yikes. 

Um, in any case! He offers Ushi a nod of approval, and the cow has the audacity to give him what looks like a side eye. “ Asshole ,” he mouths. 

Itto then wrenches Scaramouche from his stupor, grabbing him by the shoulder. “Little dude,” he whispers urgently.

He shoves him to the side, doing his best to be discrete. “What?”

“He said Divine Knowledge! That’s the cocaine?”

“…yeah.”

“They can’t just feed Ushi cocaine!”

“They probably won’t  feed it to him.”

“…they’re gonna make him  roll around in cocaine!?”

He groans. “Yes, Itto. They’re going to make Ushi roll in cocaine. That’s how you achieve godhood. Rolling around in a pile of cocaine.”

“ Seriously? ”

“Yes.”

Shinobu, out of nowhere, whirls around in her chair. “Are you two even paying attention?”

“Not really,” 

“Well, start.” She clears her throat, turning back to the sages. “What I’m not understanding is how you plan to go about obtaining all of this… knowledge-based power. I mean, it sounds like you need a lot of it, and you talk about Divine Knowledge like it’s something rare.”

Azar takes over from here, grinning in a half-crazed manner that reminds Scaramouche a lot of Dottore. “Oh, we’ve already devised a means of extraction. Tell me, how much do you know about the Akasha Terminal?”

“ That  thing!?” Itto cries out, and Scaramouche thinks he may be getting a migraine. The Akademiya’s bureaucratic jargon now ranks among his top three sources of annoyance, the other two being the Fatui (just…  everything about the Fatui, at this point) and the loudness of the Arataki Gang. 

He is now in the horrible, previously unimaginable situation in which all three of those factors are put together. 

Worlds collide, his eardrums burst, Dottore contracts bronchitis, Ushi transcends the mortal plane, et cetera. Absolutely unbelievable.

***

Everyone says that Alhaitham walks too fast. 

 “You’re impossible to chat with,” Kaveh has a penchant for saying between huffs for air (usually after yet another failed attempt at accompanying him to the store). Though Kaveh may not believe this, Alhaitham can honestly say that it’s not an orchestrated attempt at avoiding social interaction— he is simply a naturally fast walker. He has places to be. That his pace discourages small talk is merely an added bonus.

Of course, today he’s walking even faster than usual. He’s pondered the…  situation that is the file at length, and has decided to bring it up with the matra. The fact is that he needs a fresh set of eyes to take a look at it and try to decipher the smudged handwriting. He isn’t looking forward to it.

To be fair to Kaveh, though, he should probably ask for some context first.

As for his mission to obtain Divine Knowledge capsules, that’s going to have to be put on hold for a while. The Eremites he’d been tailing often discussed the revival of a certain ‘Scarlet King,’ and if his knowledge is up to date, that refers to King Deshret— in other words, a god. The suspicious file details (presumably) the creation of a god. He doesn’t have much evidence to prove that the two concepts are linked, but it’s an odd coincidence. 

So: Alhaitham is walking fast, even faster than usual, in order to catch the soonest boat to Sumeru City. This ‘experiment,’ whatever it is, isn’t progressing anytime soon if he has anything to say about it.

***

“Uh…” Kuki Shinobu may be out of her depth here. There’s a weird pit in her stomach that only grows the more Azar explains his methods. “Isn’t that kind of… unethical? I mean, the whole dream harvest thing. Couldn’t people get hurt?”

The whole room goes quiet. Azar and the sages stare. Itto and Scaramouche, uselessly, are silently thumb-wrestling in the corner. Ushi looks vacantly at the floor tiles.

She feels the need to explain herself further. “Just, you know, don’t you think that kind of mental overexertion might be damaging? For your citizenry?”

Azar, eye twitching, adjusts his monocle. “What… did you just ask me?”

She’s getting a little annoyed. “Your citizens. I’ve never studied with the Akademiya, but pretty much everywhere else in Teyvat, it’s important to obtain informed consent. Have you gotten that?”

Absurdly, he starts  laughing . “Very funny. Do you have any further questions?”

“You… didn’t answer my question.”

“Again, it’s a very funny joke, considering who you work for, but we have work to do.”

“ Considering who I work for ?”

Scaramouche finally deems it appropriate to look over. “What do you mean by that?”

Azar grits his teeth. “Are you really going to make me say it aloud?”

Itto jumps in with a very helpful comment. “Ushi wouldn’t want anyone getting hurt just so he can become a god. Isn’t that right, bud?”

The sages begin laughing awkwardly. “You’re not…  serious , are you?”

Shinobu is going to lose her mind. What the fuck is wrong with these people? “This whole operation is a lawsuit waiting to happen.”

“Enough! I will not sit here and be  lectured by the Fatui, of all people, on ethical principles!”

“You say ‘the Fatui’ like we’re associated with poor conduct!”

“That’s because you  are associated with poor conduct!”

“Excuse me?” Scaramouche asks. “I will be repeating that comment back to our superiors.”

“Your  superiors never denied that fact!”

“So?” Shinobu asks. “We will no longer be associated with lazy science! Obtain informed consent.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Then modify the procedure.”

“But—”

“We’ve got plenty of time.”

“ No . There is no other way. We’ve worked on this for months.”

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way!” Itto quips helpfully.

“You know, you three act  very unprofessionally for diplomatic envoys.” 

“Irrelevant,” Scaramouche snaps.

“That may be so, but this is  not what I agreed to! The Doctor fully approved of our plan!”

“Well, plans change,” Shinobu replies with a shrug. “He’s had a change of heart.”

“ What are you talking about?”

“He’s a  doctor;  he basically  has  to care about academic integrity.”

Azar stares at her like she’s just uttered the most absurd statement he’s ever heard.

“What is so confusing about this? Obtain informed consent or change the procedure.”

Azar begins pacing. “You’re—“ He laughs under his breath. “You  are aware that he isn’t an actual doctor, correct?”

No, Shinobu was not aware of that. “…excuse me?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake— it doesn’t matter.”

“I thought so.” They’re at a bit of a stalemate. “So… do you have any copies of Sumeru’s ethical protocols on hand? You know, legal codices and the like? Or maybe an internal review board? I’d love to take a look and build from there.”

Almost numbly, the sages all shake their heads.

“…you have  none on hand?”

“They’re listed in the Akasha,” one offers. “You could check there.”

“The same Akasha that you plan on using to exploit your citizens? Nice try.” She exhales in frustration as he shrugs apologetically.  Worst group project ever.  

***

Someone is kicking Kaveh’s door.  Again. There are huge banging noises coming from the entryway, and Kaveh has had just about enough of it. Fucking Scaramouche. It’s the middle of the night!

He swings the door open, ready to chastise the perpetrator. “You’ve already tested the structural integrity of the door;  what are you trying to—?”

 Oh. It’s not Scaramouche. It’s not even Itto. This is… a little awkward. 

“Alhaitham?”

Honestly, the whole situation is kind of absurd. It’s pitch dark outside and his arms are completely filled with some file…  oh, wait. That’s  the  file. The one that Shinobu was almost throwing up over losing. 

His roommate grumbles something incoherent.

“I— could you repeat that?”

“I would’ve knocked, but my hands are full.”

“Okay…”

“I lost the keys.”

At first, Kaveh thinks he might be joking. “Sorry?”

Alhaitham looks like he’s having an internal crisis. “Kaveh, your keys.”

“So… from what I’m hearing, you admit to stealing my keys?”

He grimaces. “Yes.”

“…and then you lost them.”

“Yes.”

They stand in silence for a moment as Kaveh processes this. Taking in Alhaitham’s face one more time, he can’t help himself. He starts laughing. Alhaitham looks completely dejected as if he just admitted to some horrible crime. 

“I  knew you were still a real, flawed human being!”

Alhaitham’s eye twitches. 

Kaveh has to pull himself together. He’s still laughing, and he almost feels bad. “Haitham. Stop looking at me like that. Your secret’s safe with me.” 

Finally walking through the entryway with a half-hearted scoff, Alhaitham’s eyes dart around the room momentarily while Kaveh closes the door.

“You like the new furniture placement? I think it breathes new life into th—”

“Kaveh.”

“How was Port Ormos? Did you have a productive vacation? You’re back sooner than I expected. Oh, if you’re looking for that book, it’s right here on the table.”

“Kaveh,” Alhaitham repeats.

“My new friend gave me a crash course on picking locks! That’s how I got in; do you want me to show you?”

“ Kaveh! ”

Sheesh, rude as usual. “What is it?”

Alhaitham’s face is fully dispassionate in the way that it almost always is (it’s honestly impressive that he recovered from the key thing so quickly). He holds up the files in his hands. “What do you know about this?”

“Uh, not much, honestly. My new friends were carrying it around, so I assumed that it was about their restaurant business.”

Alhaitham actually laughs under his breath. “So you really have no idea.”

“…well, now I’m curious. What is it?”

Haitham appears to weigh his options, eventually setting the accordion file and its contents down on the kitchen table. “That… is what I’m trying to figure out. I can tell you one thing: they’re not restaurant papers.”

Kaveh blinks. Alhaitham has not asked for his help in a  very long time. And sure, maybe calling it “asking for help” is a bit of a stretch here, but to be mutually dumbfounded? That’s an experience that they have not shared since their early days in the Akademiya when they nearly flunked out of their Amurta gen ed class because neither of them could keep a plant alive if their lives depended on it. Looking back, it’s ironic that they both have Dendro visions… 

Anyway, he’s getting sidetracked. And he  is curious, so he opens up the file, pulling out a few papers. “Oh; this is practically unreadable.”

“I know.”

“Must’ve gotten wet?”

“Yes, I know.”

“What are these stamp thingies in the corners?”

“Crests, Kaveh. Sumeru and Snezhnaya.”

 That’s weird . “But… they’re from Inazuma. What’s this big diagram?”

“I figured that you’d know better than me, Light of Ksharewar.”

“Oh, stop being mean.” Nonetheless, he squints. “You’re right that it  does look like a mechanism.” 

“And a cow.”

“Haitham, don’t be ridiculous. It does not look like a—” he realizes mid-sentence that he’s holding the page upside down. “Oh… it does look a bit like a cow.”

His heart sinks a little as he thinks of Ushi. Did the Arataki Gang really go behind his back entirely? Is the restaurant even a real thing? As he leafs through the papers, his frown only deepens. “It looks like there are sub diagrams of joints and cow body parts, almost like they wanted to mechanize it.”

“A mechanized cow… Divine Knowledge capsules… I’m still not understanding.”

 “Me neither, unfortunately. But… my fr— those people  did want to see the Grand Sage. Could this be a joint project?”

Alhaitham jolts a little. “And that would be why the sages want so many Divine Knowledge capsules. Why wouldn’t they submit this project for review by the Mahamata, though? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Uh… should we go check it out, then?”

“‘We’?”

“What!? I’m curious, too!”

***

It has been a very long time since Shinobu last pulled an all-nighter. The canoe thing doesn’t count; she means an  academic all-nighter. The last time she tried to pull something like this was back in law school in Liyue, but back then it was the repercussions of her own procrastination that landed her in said predicament. 

This time, she’s done nothing wrong. Rather, she’s racing against the clock to make up for the laziness of people— world-renowned academics, in fact— she’s just met. 

It’s unbelievable, honestly. She’s in the library, having surrounded herself with books and codices and forms, attempting to learn as much as she can about Sumeru’s legal and scientific protocols. She has limited time until the sages get impatient and just start their initial plan without her knowledge. She has Itto keeping them distracted as of now, but even he can’t keep it up forever. 

As for Scaramouche, he’s supposed to be helping her sift through information, but he decided that he wanted to get coffee instead, and he’s been gone for a full fifteen minutes already. 

Between chapters and indexes, she has been pestering the librarian like an overzealous undergraduate.

“Where can I find the Akademiya paperwork for obtaining informed consent?”

“Consult the Akasha.”

That seems to be the librarian’s answer to everything. 

“Is information on biomechanical constructs in the Amurta section or Ksharewar?”

“Consult the Akasha.”

“Do you have an internal review board?” 

“Consult. The. Akasha.”

“I don’t have an Akasha Terminal; what can you tell me?”

She pauses. “…consult the Akasha.”

Shinobu is going to scream. “Isn’t there  anyone I can refer to!?”

“You may refer… to the Akasha.”

She laughs mirthlessly. “Thank you for your help.”

“You have to understand; this library is more of a museum now. No one actually uses it.”

“ I’m  using it!” Shinobu is prevented from launching into a full-blown spiel by the sound of someone swinging open the enormous doors to the House of Daena.  HA! I’m not the only one here! 

That triumph is extremely short-lived, and her stomach reties itself into knots when she recognizes who it is.

“Kuki Shinobu, was it?”  Shit. The voice is severe and quiet.

“Ah, the Scribe! You’ve returned!” The annoying librarian smiles, but he doesn’t seem to notice her.

“You have some explaining to do.” Kaveh appears behind him, wearing a face of utter betrayal. What is his problem?

She gulps and pastes a smile on her face. What was her catchphrase again?  Bullshitting is what I do best  ? Right. Honestly, though, she’s so far into this that she isn’t sure what’s true anymore. “Kuki Shinobu  is the name! I actually have a few questions for you, too!”

She motions for them to follow her to the enormous stack of indexes at the table she’s camped out at. Here goes nothing.

***

“Welcome to Puspa Cafe! One cup of coffee will keep you energized all day long!” The woman behind the counter says it like she’s reciting a book report. “Even if it is, uh, nearly midnight! Got an exam coming up?”

Scaramouche, for all his annoyance today, remains polite. The pains of customer service work are something he can unfortunately relate to. “Um, yes. Something like that. Two straight black coffees.”

Something like pity momentarily alights in her eyes. “Rough night, huh? Can I get a name?”

 Meh, why not? “Scaramouche.”

She makes a bit of a face attempting to spell it on her notepad then smiles politely before accepting payment. “It’ll be just a few minutes.”

Honestly, he doesn’t get much of an effect from caffeine, but the raw taste of black coffee is one of the few offered drinks he can stand. Plus, Shinobu definitely needs caffeine considering all her research. She’s putting way too much genuine effort into this. The whole “the Doctor wants to be ethical now!” bit was funny at first, but he didn’t expect her to actually lean into it. Honestly, though, he should have expected as much. Maybe he’s simply used to atrocities at this point, but the sages’ plan wasn’t all too shocking in his eyes. Whatever. You’d have to be stupid to interrupt Shinobu during one of her bouts of tunnel vision. 

There is a small group of people in the corner of the room playing what looks like Genius Invokation TCG. Itto is obsessed with that game, but he’s almost comically shitty at it. He  does have a tendency to beat (or in his words, ‘destroy’) small children on the street at the card game, though. The severity and dramatics of it all is pretty funny. 

As for Scaramouche’s own skills in the game, he’d… rather not talk about it. He refuses to broadcast the fact that he plays it, thus not participating in the “trading” aspect of TCG, so he’s perpetually stuck with a mediocre deck. It’s not like he’s  bad at the game, per se, but anything less than a straight winning streak is simply embarrassing in his eyes, particularly considering his usual opponents.

This sheer train of thought is ridiculous. Anyway! 

“…Scary Moose?” The barista calls out hesitantly, and he cringes before nodding and grabbing the coffees. That particular misinterpretation of his name never gets less annoying.

As he walks out of the cafe, one of the TCG players seems to materialize at his side. “What kind of a name is Scary Moose ?”

It just keeps getting better. He turns to address his interrogator, who is clearly attempting to be intimidating with his jackal… helmet… thing. Looking at it, Scaramouche is struck by a sudden sense of regret for not bringing his hat to Sumeru. Whatever; now’s not the time to get sentimental. “What’s it to you?”

The questioner’s red-eyed gaze narrows. “You don’t look very scary. Or like a moose.”

… is this guy kidding me?  “Mispronunciation,” he admits after a moment, and the guy gives him a dubious look.

“What’s your actual name?”

“Do I have to tell you?”

He laughs a bit under his breath. “You just look a bit suspicious is all. Grabbing coffee at midnight, saying it’s for an exam tomorrow when today is Friday. It’s the weekend.”

Oops. Scaramouche seriously needs to keep up with his days of the week. But to be fair, then, so does the barista. “Do you need something from me, or…?”

“I could chalk all that up to awkwardness, but you’re not wearing an Akasha Terminal either. Now, what kind of Akademiya student in a time crunch wouldn’t be connected to their ultimate resource?”

For some reason, all he can think to say is, “It’s ugly.”

The guy actually pauses at that. “What?”

“The Akasha Terminal. It’s ugly. Looks stupid.”

Almost self-consciously, he adjusts the placement of his own Terminal behind his ear. “Um… a very nice distraction tactic. You still haven’t answered my questions.”

“Who are you supposed to be again?”

“You’re really not from here, are you? I am the General Mahamatra, Cyno, the arbiter of all things related to academic integrity in Sumeru. Unscrupulous researchers fear my name—”

He does a bit of a double take. “You said academic integrity?”

Cyno blinks before continuing. “…yes. Plagiarism, cutting corners, intellectual—”

“That includes… ethics?”

“Yes. That’s usually not—”

“And you’re in charge of it all?”

“Um, mostly. Why are you—”

“In that case, there  is something at the House of Daena that urgently requires your attention.”

 Ha! Time has passed and a lot of things have changed since his days of wreaking havoc with the Fatui, but if there’s one thing he will always enjoy, it’s sowing discord and watching entire governments come crashing down over something stupid. And this… well, this is about as stupid as it gets. 

  



8. Chapter 8


    
    
  “So… have you ever fought a crocodile?”



  “Excuse me?”



  “Y’know, those big lizards in the forest! Have you ever fought one?”



  “I— no.”



  The sages are no fun at all. “Well, 
  
    I 
  
  have. Those things are stronger than they look!”



  Azar the Grand Sage— Itto thinks he might call him Gramps because, you know, 
  
    Grand 
  
  Sage? And he looks like a grandpa?— looks at him like there’s something bothering him.



  “What’s the matter, my dude?”



  “Don’t call me that.”



  “Sorry, Gramps.”



  “
  
    Don’t 
  
  call me that.”



  “Wait, why not?”



  He exhales. “Do you have an estimate for when your coworkers will return?”



  “Nah; they’re kind of unpredictable. Well, the little dude is anyway. Shinobu is probably still in the library. You guys are lucky you get to hang out with 
  
    me 
  
  while we’re waiting.”



  “Oh, naturally.”



  Somehow, Itto thinks he’s being sarcastic. That’s okay! He deals with sarcastic people every day. 



  “So, this… cow,” one of the other sages begins. 



  “Ushi,” Itto reminds him.



  “…Ushi. It’s a Geo construct?”



  “Right on, my friend! 
  
    He 
  
  is a Geo construct.”



  “Interesting. And will the Fatui be providing the Geo Gnosis to compensate for that? Or will the mechanism work the same way regardless?”



  “Uh… what?”



  He flinches a little. “My apologies; it was not my intention to question the Doctor’s logic.”



  Itto is drawing a blank. “Ahaha… yep!”



  Ushi moos in confusion, and Itto pats his head with a shrug. “Me neither, buddy. Me neither.”



  The sage with the funny green glasses— Itto thinks he’s from Haravatat?— squints. “So you can communicate with it?”



  “…yeah, sort of.” These guys all talk in a way that’s kind of similar to Dr. Mask Man, but somehow more… respectfully. They use a bunch of big words to talk about simple things like talking to cows. 



  “While we’re waiting for your coworkers, there is surely 
  
    something 
  
  we can do in the meantime. Hm… oh! We’ll need to take its— um, 
  
    his 
  
  measurements for the mechanism’s proportions.”



  “Okay!” Ushi grunts a little, and Itto lowers his voice. “You’ve gotta do it gently, though. He gets kind of self-conscious when too much attention is on him.”



  They all blink a few more times before Azar laughs into his hand in what looks like disbelief and maybe a little bit of pain. “A truly humble god.”



  …Itto is going to take that as a compliment.



  ***



  This must be what people mean when they complain that Akademiya scholars lack a work-life balance. 



  Cyno is concerned, at first, that this 
  
    Scary Moose 
  
  guy might be a fraud, leading him into a trap at the House of Daena, but the scene that they walk into is unmistakably an image of the plight of a frazzled researcher. The girl at the table is surrounded by stacks of indexes, almost as if she were building a miniature wall of Samiel, and hunched over a propped-open book that likely hasn’t seen this much use in its entire tenure at the library, judging by the dust flying off of its pages.  After midnight on a Friday… who would’ve thought!



  And don’t even ask him why he was playing TCG at this hour. Please; he can multitask just fine, and his night shifts are always boring. The cards keep him awake.



  What shocks him the most is the fact that he and the odd-looking researchers aren’t alone. Alhaitham (the insufferable Scribe from the Mahamata) and Kaveh the famous architect are both here. And it looks… like they know each other. How odd.



  Scary Moose clears his throat impatiently as they walk over, and the clearly enervated researcher looks up. “Oh! You finally decided to come back and help?”



  Scary Moose squints. “I didn’t 
  
    have 
  
  to get you coffee.”



  “You mean—” She blinks. “That was kind of nice of you, actually.”



  “I will dump this on the floor right in front of you.”



  “No, you will not!” The librarian yelps.



  The girl grabs the coffee from his hand and gulps it down a little gratuitously before retching. “Oh, 
  
    gross
  
  . Is this just straight black—? Ugh, of course it is.” She gags one more time— inciting Scary Moose’s rather hostile-sounding laughter— before finally meeting Cyno’s gaze. “My apologies. You are…?”



  Alhaitham’s tone is even more clipped than usual. “The General Mahamatra, Cyno.”



  She still appears confused. “I’m… not from Sumeru. What does that mean?”



  Kaveh speaks with a voice that’s almost pained. “Right, because you’re from Snezhnaya, aren’t you, you backstabber?”



  “Kaveh.”



  “It’s the 
  
    truth
  
  , Haitham.”



  Scary Moose stares at him like he’s going to commit a violent crime. “When did you even get back here?”



  The librarian shushes them all.



  “What, now you’re going to do your job!?” Scary Moose really seems to have a bone to pick with everyone here. Cyno makes a note of that. 



  “Enough. What is this supposed to be?” 



  “Our question exactly.” Alhaitham, for once, seems to agree with him. 



  The ‘researcher’ (who admittedly does not look like she comes from Snezhnaya, not even a little) reties her ponytail, avoiding eye contact. After a long, calculated inhale, she settles on a response. “We’re here doing research with the Grand Sage.”



  “Excuse me? I was not informed of any new research project.” He glances at Alhaitham, only because that man is always suspect in Cyno’s mind. 



  Scary Moose interjects. “Shinobu, he’s the authority on academic integrity in Sumeru.”



  The girl’s eyes brighten in apparent relief. “Authority over the sages?”



  “…um, technically yes.”



  He can’t read her expression very well thanks to her mask, but her smile is apparent even from her eyes. “That makes this 
  
    much 
  
  easier!”



  Alhaitham and Kaveh eye her skeptically and she clears her throat. “Um, allow me to introduce myself. I’m Kuki Shinobu. My friend and I are, uh… 
  
    representing 
  
  Snezhnaya in a project with the sages.”



  “I 
  
    knew 
  
  it!” Kaveh snaps.



  “Shush; we never lied to you. We were just… selective with the information we chose to share. Anyway, the Scribe here got a… premature copy of the sages’ plans, see?” She grabs an accordion file from the corner of the table and tosses it to Cyno. A little shocked with how forthcoming she is acting about this, he opens it without objection.



  “Unfortunately, it got a bit wet in transport, so the writing is smudged and almost illegible.” Ah, there’s the trademark slippery nature of Snezhnayan diplomats— the Fatui, he thinks they’re called. 



  “Anyway,” She continues. “I— and my associates— can explain it all. In fact, we need your assistance. That is, um, if you’re willing to give it.”



  Cyno exchanges a dubious glance with Alhaitham and Kaveh. “I’ll be the judge of that. Continue.”



  She lets out what sounds like a nervous giggle. “Right, of course! You see, um, the sages…”



  “Spit it out,” Alhaitham says.



  “They… want… to create a god.”



  Scary Moose face-palms a little, and Kuki Shinobu does not leave room for a reaction. “Honestly, it’s very ambitious. They want to create a large mechanized puppet that can help its operator ascend to godhood with the use of Divine Knowledge… and a 
  
    lot 
  
  of complicated math.”



  Cyno’s jaw goes slack. 
  
    What. I mean, really, 
  
  what
  
    ? And just
  
  — 
  
    point blank
  
  — 
  
    is this a tactic?
  



  “But… here’s the thing, right? We want to help. I mean, in the name of science. But there are a few flaws in the concept.” She appears to be shaking from the caffeine, so she finally sets her empty cup down. “We don’t do science unless it’s safe and ethical. As the, uh— the General Mahamatra, right?—, you should understand that more than anyone. I’m not well-versed in Sumeru’s ethical protocols, but I’m afraid that the sages have left a few gaping holes in their procedure.”



  An uncomfortable silence sets in. She rotates one of the hefty indexes so that Cyno can look at it. “I’ve spent the last hour or so looking into the process of obtaining informed consent for data collection, and— oh, here! You can sit down if you want.”



  Numbly, Cyno sits down. Alhaitham, apparently filled with morbid curiosity, cranes his neck to take a look as well.



  “So, this says that the typical means of getting informed consent is through the Akasha, which makes sense, except we have reason to believe that the Akasha is a bit… suspect.”



  “What do you mean, 
  
    suspect
  
  ?”
  
    

  
  “Um… that your sages plan to use it for… well…”



  “A form of mind control,” Scary Moose says bluntly.



  “…
  
    what
  
  ?”



  “Yeah, see, that’s kind of the problem.” Shinobu looks between them nervously. 



  “Is this… um… a Fatui tactic for sowing diplomatic discord?”



  “Honestly, Alhaitham, I wish it was.” 



  His mind is racing. It’s no wonder Azar hid this from him. He’d have shut it down immediately. But this is beyond anything he’s ever even imagined. The arrogance that the sages would need to even 
  
    think 
  
  about inventing a new god… it’s too much. And to hear this from foreign representatives? That’s borderline embarrassing.



  “Anyway, we want to do this the right way. That probably means gutting the entire procedure and starting over, and I’ll be honest with you: we’re not adequately qualified for that. So… wanna help?”



  ***



  “So this is how the Tenryou Commission responds to grand theft auto? 
  
    Very 
  
  telling.”



  “Sir, you’re talking about a canoe.”



  “A Fatui-sanctioned canoe!”



  “Was your Fatui-sanctioned canoe registered with the Shogunate?”



  Dottore #17 will not let this go. Fucking embarrassing. Nine should have just come here by himself. “Number Seventeen, it’s not worth it.”
  
    

  
  “I 
  
    paid a fine 
  
  to anchor it here!”



  “If it isn’t registered with the Shogunate, there isn’t much we can do.”



  The Tenryou Commission is genuinely a bunch of useless assholes with no respect for anything, but Nine knows not to have that conversation in public. 
  
    Seventeen
  
  , however… ugh. Nine is fairly certain that all of the Dottores in the double-digit range are partially brain-dead from too much mitosis, if that’s a real thing.



  Is that a phenomenon? He makes a mental note to research that in the future. 



  Anyway, it’s either that or just Seventeen being… Seventeen. He is Nine’s least favorite version of himself, for sure, but he’s also the only version that’s ever willing to do things like sitting in a canoe for five hours (go figure).



  The canoe wasn’t even their primary means of transportation. Rather, it was a placeholder to get to and from Teleport Waypoints should things go south. …what, you expected them to canoe all the way from Inazuma to Sumeru? That’s absurd. Who would do that?



  He has to drag Seventeen by the forearm out of the office. “You called it a glorified pile of driftwood. You’ll live without it.”



  Seventeen looks genuinely distraught. “It’s a matter of principle.”



  It’s going to be a very long day. “Get over it.”



  Seventeen makes a face, but Nine has bigger issues to deal with today. First and foremost, where the hell is that cow? 


 


  ***



  Shikanoin Heizou has never considered the members of the Arataki Gang to be conniving or slippery. Honestly, though, he might need to reassess his impression of them given the complexity of this case. Also, there is the fact that they have all but vanished from the face of Inazuma.



  “Maybe they’re hiding,” suggests Sayu. “That’s what I always do.”



  He’s getting frustrated.



  He and Sayu have considered everything and everyone they can think of, but apparently no one thought to follow Arataki Itto after he dropped the Harbinger off at the police station. He checks his notes on those interactions one last time.



  
    “I was distracted by the guy in the lab coat!” Reports Aoi the grocer.
  
   Yeah, Heizou, too.



  
    “I get mad every time I see my competition running around, so I had to look away. Gotta take care of my blood pressure,” the chef from Uyuu restaurant laments. 
  



  
    Even Kujou Sara confesses that she was “a bit preoccupied.”
  



  In short: no one has a clue. Not even close. Heizou is usually pretty good at picking out details from next to nothing, but this is… 
  
    actual 
  
  nothing. 



  “You wanna check my usual hiding spots?” Sayu persists. “They probably don’t know any ninjutsu, but I still think they’re pretty good places to hide in general.”



  She’s trying to make him feel better; he can hear it in her voice. “Why would they be hiding, though?”



  “I dunno. Maybe they heard that the Tenryou Commission is looking for them? That’s pretty scary, you know.”



  He sighs. He did everything he could to keep this low key, but she isn’t wrong. Word could easily have gotten out, especially after today’s interviews. At this point, he’ll take anything. “You know what? Sure.”



  Sayu nods seriously. “But you have to promise that you won’t tell anyone about them. 
  
    Especially 
  
  your cousin. They’re top secret, got it?”



  “Uh… yeah, sure.”



  “Heizou, I’m being serious.”



  He blinks. “I swear.”



  She squints at him for a moment and then, finally satisfied, she nods. “Okay, good! Let’s go.”


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          hellooo! this chapter is a bit slow (both plot-wise and in terms of how long it took me to post it lmao); sorry about that!!

        




9. Chapter 9


    
    You know, Alhaitham has seen a  lot of weird things in his life. This… is still kind of shocking, though. 

“Oh, Grand Sage! We’ve recruited some help! You know, for the informed consent problem!”

Kuki Shinobu wields the term “informed consent” like a heavy club, holding it over the sages’ heads with the constant— mildly unhinged— threat of swinging it at them. Azar’s expression fits this metaphor to a tee, and Alhaitham feels like he’s finally seeing “forceful diplomacy” in action.

…sort of. The Fatui were never described as being this strange in the Akademiya records. Anyway, back to the situation at hand.

“Care to explain, Azar?” Cyno asks, peering with disgust at what looks like… a cow made of rocks. 

Khajeh, Haravatat’s sage, is patting it on the head as if to distract it while the Ksharewar sage looks like he’s taking down the proportions of its limbs. Arataki Itto from Port Ormos is grinning and hand-feeding it some baklava. 

For fuck’s sake… he doesn’t know what to say.

Azar clears his throat, struggling for words. “Well— you see—”

“Hey, you’re on one of my TCG cards!” Itto interrupts, and Cyno does a double take. 

“Wait, seriously? …I mean, that’s not important right now. Azar?”

Azar looks between them in serious confusion. “…what?”

“Oh, have you never played TCG, Gramps? It’s a card game—”

“You have a grandson?” Kaveh blurts. “ He’s your grandson?”

“ No , he—”

“Kaveh, is that you?” The Ksharewar sage actually looks up from his work. 

Oh, for the love of the Dendro Archon. Of course the administration’s undying love for Kaveh, the  ‘genius of Ksharewar’ , is important enough for the sages to stop in the middle of their oh-so-important treasonous project just to say hello. 

“Oh, hi, Professor!” The two of them graduated  forever ago; calling him ‘professor’ is just kissing ass at this point. 

“ Why is everyone here obsessed with him?” Scaramouche gripes, and for once Alhaitham feels for him.

The sage smiles. “Would you get this cow to hold still for me, Kaveh?  Haravatat over here is doing a poor job.”

“It’s  chewing , Ksharewar. It’s physically impossible for it to hold still.”

“Well, that just goes to show your department’s lack of out-of-the-box thinking.”

“ More important question  ,” Alhaitham interrupts. Interdepartmental quarrels are stupid… but also, if Khajeh gets the chance to speak, Haravatat’s superior application of language  will cause him to absolutely destroy the Ksharewar sage in debate. Haravatat always wins debates. That’s why it’s the superior Darshan. …anyway. “What do you need those measurements for in the first place?” 

“Calibrating the mechanism, obviously. It’s mostly built, but we need to ensure maximum efficiency for the user.”

“… what mechanism?”

Azar looks like he’s about to cry. “We are under no obligation to provide you with that information, or any information for that matter. The Sages are the ones who grant you authority in the first place.”

“What, so you planned to totally bypass the matra  and the Mahamata?” Cyno glowers.

“Does it matter?”

It’s the Fatui envoys who feel the need to answer that question. 

“ Yes ,” Shinobu snaps.

“This is a breach of our confidentiality contract. The Fatui are overstepping—”

“Cry about it,” Scaramouche says under his breath.

“ Overstepping? ” Itto yelps. “Ushi is our friend! Of course we wanna make sure he stays safe!”

Alhaitham is… so confused. He takes another look at the muddied papers that he and Cyno now share. “Are you sure this operation is something you want to do to your  friend? ” 

Shinobu looks at him in horror. “What do you mean by that?”

***

“This is a really elaborate hiding spot.”

“Thanks!”

“…but, uh, I don’t think they’re gonna be in the middle of Chinju Forest.”

“Why not?” Sayu is talking to Heizou from the branches of a tree. “It’s super hard to find me here!

“Well—“

“ AHA!  I  knew you’d be here, Sayu!”

That voice is not Heizou’s. Sayu would know it anywhere. It haunts her dreams (that is, when she gets the chance to sleep).  Shoot! No, no, no, no —

“…so it’s not really the best hiding spot,” Heizou comments unhelpfully. “Is that my cousin? Hello, Kano Nana!”

“ Heizou? Are you helping Sayu slack off? Seriously? What is the matter with you?”

Heizou doesn’t respond to that. Oh, so they’ve both got a stake in this. How fantastic. She’d normally make a run for it, but Heizou is not the fastest. Or the stealthiest. Too clumsy. 

“We’re doing detective work, Kano Nana!” She inputs, climbing further up the branches to stay out of reach. “Very important stuff!”

“Heizou, you’re making a child do your work for you?” Kano Nana says sternly, ponytail swishing around as she looks between Heizou— directly in front of her— and Sayu in the tree. 

“That’s what the Kamisatos do  every day! ” Sayu whines, which isn’t exactly true, but if they’re playing this game she’s going to go all in. 

Heizou blinks. “It’s all voluntary.”

“Tenryou Commission one, Shuumatsuban zero!”

Now Kano Nana looks like she’s having a heart attack. “Sayu, you can’t just defect!”

“Uhm… that aside, do you know anything about To Bean or Not to Bean?”

“… Heizou , are you seriously trying to interrogate me right now?”

“Why does everyone keep asking me that!? These are simple voluntary questions!”

***

“Let me ask you this: do you even know what Divine Knowledge is?”

“…well.” Kuki Shinobu feels a little stupid. “I was told that it’s basically nerd cocaine.”

“That’s incredibly offensive!” One of the sages snaps. “Divine Knowledge capsules contain immensely valuable knowledge, knowledge that should be beyond human consumption; they—”

“So, cocaine,” interrupts Scaramouche, who hates being wrong. 

Shinobu still has no idea what Alhaitham is getting at. 

“Ever heard of the side effects?”

“Oh, don’t even start with that nonsense!” Azar interrupts. “There is no evidence of negative side effects.”

“You’ve  watched people lose their minds upon consumption,” Alhaitham snaps. “You’re the one who made it illegal!”

“Yes, but that was so that I could obtain large amounts— uhm. I mean, reduce their public risk!”

Itto’s jaw drops. “So you’ve got a ton of them, Gramps?”

His mouth forms a thin line, and Shinobu decides at this moment that his face is very punchable. She’ll have to exercise restraint from here on out. “…yes.”

“And you’re gonna feed them all to Ushi?”

“Um, more of an injection, by the Doctor’s recommendation.”

“What doctor?” Cyno asks with fury in his voice. “What veterinarian do I have to strip of a license?”

“ Veterinarian? ”

“Well, I should  hope that you’re taking a cow to see a veterinarian rather than a general practitioner.”

“He’s not a real—” Azar seems to realize mid-sentence that he’s digging himself into a deeper hole with that information, so he cuts himself off.

“Can we see all the Divine Knowledge things?” Itto asks quietly, and Shinobu isn’t positive where he’s going with this.

“Yes, I’m interested in seeing that accumulation as well,” Alhaitham says stonily, and Azar sighs. 

“Fine.” He points in the direction of one of the storage rooms, and Cyno walks over to inspect it without any hesitation. Itto is close behind. When they open the door, Shinobu audibly gasps. It’s filled practically to the brim with green-colored, glowing capsules.

“Happy now?” Azar snaps.

Ushi moos, clearly uncomfortable with all of the tension. Shinobu pulls him away from the lab table and into a hug. She suddenly feels very protective. “You’re gonna give him  all of that?”

“It’s ascending the mortal plane, not taking a trip across the farm. Of course it requires large amounts of—”

“Azar, this is not—”

“ I’ll save you, buddy!  ” The scene that erupts before her is like something out of a fever dream. Itto, in the most brilliantly Itto-like course of action ever, screams with rage and begins  smashing the capsules to pieces. 

The sages’ jaws all drop, but that’s not all. In a manner that’s practically absurd, Cyno grins. “Just don’t inhale that stuff,” he says, then he  joins in , swinging his polearm around like a baseball bat.

With every capsule that shatters, Azar sounds like he’s being repeatedly stabbed in the stomach. 

“What is  happening !?” Kaveh yelps, covering half of his face with his shirt, and Shinobu is struck with the sudden urge to laugh hysterically. Courteously, though, she smooths her mask against her face to ensure that she inhales as few chemicals as possible and turns to Scaramouche. “Dude, if you want your shot at godhood, you may as well just breathe it in now and see what happens.”

Only a brief glimmer of consideration passes over his expression before he looks at her like she’s insane. “I’m not that desperate.”

That is what pushes her over the edge. All of her forced professionalism collapses amid the chaos and Scaramouche has to awkwardly jump out of the way as she doubles over. “Have I ever told you,” she wheezes, looking him square in the eyes, “that I am  obsessed with your character development?”

***

 It takes a lot to scare Nahida. For one thing, she’s in a nearly soundproof bubble so she doesn’t get much sensory input. On top of that, what little stimulation that she  does receive is almost always a welcome distraction. 

Tonight is a worrying exception. The noise that goes off sounds like someone just dropped a bomb in the Akademiya’s basement, and it’s enough to physically rattle the Sanctuary of Surasthana. She finds herself knocked off her feet ( what in the world?? ) and is suddenly overcome with that useless angsty feeling that overtakes her on some nights. Some Archon she is if her people are getting bombed in basements and all she can do is roll around in her hamster ball like an idiot.

 Pull yourself together . Azar has been acting very suspiciously in these past few weeks, but she still hopes he’s alright. He’s like a weird, mean, neglectful grandpa who also happens to be a few centuries younger than her. She feels an attachment to all of her citizens. He and his insane stress-driven monologues (which she physically cannot even hear due to the— again, soundproof! What does he not understand about that?— bubble walls are no exception.

She  could look through the eyes of a certain biomechanical construct. But that’s a pretty useless endeavor given that Katheryne stands behind a desk all day and is likely nowhere near the explosion. Katheryne and Nahida are a lot alike in that regard. Staying in the same place on a constant basis starts out boring, but after a few years or decades or centuries, you sort of resign yourself to it and begin taking pleasure in the little things. Like, you know, possessing birds and robots. 

It’s almost Nahida’s birthday anyway! Maybe they’re just planning a super loud surprise party… yeah, right. 

***

“Do you have  any  idea”— Azar’s voice breaks— “how  expensive those capsules were? What is wrong with you!?”

“Ushi’s life is more valuable than any of that!” Itto asserts. Honestly, he’s just trying to do the right thing! Plus, Cyno the walking TCG card helped him out! It doesn’t get much cooler than that.

“We’re not going to be able to power the mechanism now,” one of the sages moans. “You two just killed the project before we could even begin.”

“Exactly,” Cyno says, dusting off his polearm with a smug expression. 

Itto disagrees. “Not true!”

“And  what  do you propose!?” Azar cries, staring at all the shattered glass like someone just killed his family. “You diplomats  claim  to support our progress, yet you’re blocking our every move! Is this some ploy to make fools of the Akademiya? If so, I can  assure you—“

“No ploy is necessary!” Scaramouche snaps. “Have you seen yourselves?”

That’s when Azar goes beet red. “Get  out !”

“WHOA!” Itto yells to defuse the tension. “Everybody chill out!”

“I will not ‘chill out!’”

“The climate here  is hotter than Snezhnaya; it’s hard to—“

“Cyno, I’m going to fire you.”

“ Huh? ”

“Will all of you  please  be quiet!?” Shinobu raises her voice. “We’ve wasted enough time. All we need now is another— safer— energy source.”

As if mid-stroke, Azar apparently has to start pacing in circles. 

Itto feels like no one’s letting him talk, which is annoying because he just had a brilliant idea. 

“Hey!” He shouts. “We’ve gotta use knowledge to power it, right?”

“…yes.”

“Well,  I think I know where we can get some! And not from people’s dreams!”

Shinobu nods encouragingly. “What’s your idea, Itto?”

“Why don’t we just ask the god of wisdom? She lives here, right? She  definitely  has knowledge to spare; maybe if we ask her nicely—“

“That defies the  entire point of the project! ”

“What do you mean!?”

***

Sayu has never in her life had someone actually advocate for her like this. It’s honestly a bit disconcerting. 

“What are you talking about!? When I got to the shrine, Sayu was  very  diligently practicing her ninjutsu.  Too diligently, if I might add. She tackled me into a bush and pinned me to the ground!”

Kano Nana’s eyes are wide. “Will you stop lying? I was there the whole time; I would have seen it—“

“You were asleep! On the  job!  She told me not to wake you up.”

 Right! Sayu almost forgot about that. “That’s true!”

She immediately goes red in the face. “ I was sleeping?” 

“Uh-huh.”

“So, let’s try this again. What do you know about To Bean or Not to Bean?”

She swallows and squints a bit. “Isn’t that the place where Miyuki’s sister works?”

 Miyuki, that name rings a bell. When Kano Nana isn’t complaining about Sayu, she’s complaining about Miyuki. Sayu is pretty sure that they’re work rivals. 

“Her sister…?”

“Yeah, Kuki something-or-other. Shinobu? Miyuki has bragged about her  constantly  ever since that place’s opening night last year. Whatever happened there, it must’ve been a big deal because Lady Guuji gave her an immediate raise.  So unfair, by the way.”

Heizou is grinning from ear to ear, and Sayu immediately knows what’s about to happen. Eugh. “ Sayu, we’re going on a field trip!”

“Um… Sayu needs to train—“

“Field trip it is!”

***

Grand Sage Azar is apparently on the verge of dry heaving right now, and Kaveh seriously thinks that this might be the strangest thing he’s ever witnessed. “We can’t just— the whole point of the new god— Lesser Lord Kusanali doesn’t ‘know’ anything! She is a child!”

“Kids can be very smart,” Itto protests. “I’ve met a  ton of child strategists!”

“You mean the beetle fighting kids?” Scaramouche asks, clearly unimpressed.

“What’s a beetle f—“

“Nothing you need to know about!” Shinobu’s gesticulations are frantic like she’s having violent flashbacks to something. 

“I’m confused,” Cyno admits. “Isn’t Lesser Lord Kusanali still in a meditative state? How would she—?”

“Exactly!” Azar yelps. 

“How long has she been like that?” Itto asks.

“Centuries.”

“Then she could  definitely use a break to stretch her legs!”

Kaveh ponders that momentarily, and he supposes that Itto isn’t wrong. “Do omniscient gods really need to… stretch their legs?”

“No,” Azar says quickly, but Kaveh wasn’t really asking him.

“We don’t exactly have proof otherwise.” Alhaitham shrugs.

“Little dude, you’re related to a god, does she need t—“

“I don’t know and I don’t want to know.”

“You’re related to a god?” Kaveh inquires, because frankly he doesn’t believe it.

“Distantly,” he replies icily.

Something seems to click in Azar’s eyes, and he’s momentarily distracted from the Kusanali thing. “Wait a moment, weren’t you supposed to be the initial subj—“

“Oh, my Archons, what is  wrong with you people!?” Shinobu snaps. “You don’t get to just grill him with violating questions! Have none of you heard of diplomacy?”

“It’s not  violating , it’s—“

“It’s very violating,” Scaramouche interjects halfheartedly, and at this point Kaveh can’t tell if he’s being sarcastic or not. 

Alhaitham and Cyno both stare, and he doesn’t even realize that he’s doing it too until he realizes how stupid they must all look. 

“Now, unless anyone here has a better idea, I say we go with Itto’s suggestion. We’d prefer not to waste any more time. Where can we find Lesser Lord Kusanali?” 

Kuki Shinobu is strong-arming them all. Is this blasphemy? Or heresy, of some kind? Kaveh doesn’t know, but as a lover of drama, he has to admit that he’s eager to find out.
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    “This,” Azar begins miserably, “Is the Sanctuary of Surasthana. As you can see, she is not in any mood to entertain visitors—“

“Huh? It just looks like she’s sleeping.”

“…precisely. She—“

“HI!”

This may not come as much of a surprise, but Scaramouche detests the Archons in general. That… thing in a literal hamster ball is no exception. Leave it to an Archon to isolate themselves from everyone and everything for five hundred years… why is that a recurring pattern? To his shock— and Azar’s apparent horror—, though, she’s actually responsive. 

The Grand Sage wasn’t kidding. She is, in fact, a small child. Pfft, it’s no wonder they wanted a replacem— through the translucent walls of the Sanctuary of Surasthana, Lesser Lord Kusanali makes direct, almost offended eye contact with him. As if she just read his mind. Well… now he’s sufficiently creeped out. 

Her gaze shifts around slowly and methodically. She almost looks tired, which is interesting given that she’s apparently been sitting here doing nothing for the past five hundred— there it is again. Whatever; she can stare all she wants. 

Itto tries to initiate a conversation in earnest. “HI, MISS DENDRO ARCHON!”

All of the Akademiya representatives seem to be in physical pain. 

Lesser Lord Kusanali— Buer would be the more appropriate name— simply squints. She offers a tentative wave, then points back and forth between the spherical walls and her ear, shaking her head. 

Itto blinks. “What?”

She looks almost embarrassed. 

“She’s shaking her head no! Clearly, she has no desire to talk,” Azar says smugly. 

Her mouth moves as if to speak, but Scaramouche can’t make out what she’s saying and he has no desire to try to read her lips.

“I don’t think she can hear you,” Alhaitham the glorified secretary observes, and at this point Scaramouche can’t help himself. He knocks on the bubble with his fist. 

“Is this… plastic?”

Shinobu’s head is immediately in her hands, but the Goddess of Wisdom looks at him without even a trace of arrogance or indignation, just genuine… he doesn’t even know. Fascination, maybe? Eugh, she’s weirding him out. 

“Don’t touch that,” Cyno snaps. “This is sacred ground.”

“Relax, TCG.”

“Don’t start with the nicknames, Scary Moose. You’ve got no leg to stand on.”

“Can you two not do this in front of a literal god?” Shinobu finally interjects, and Cyno sighs, apparently taking that into consideration.

“Sorry.”

Scaramouche snorts. “Apology—”

“I wasn’t apologizing to you, Scary Moose.”

Kaveh, of all people, intercedes on his behalf. “Why are you calling him that!? Where did that even come from?” 

“Is that not… his name?”

“Can we please stay focused?” Itto yells. He waves his arms around frantically. “Blink twice if you can hear me, Miss Dendro Archon!”

“It’s not plastic,” Azar says through his teeth. “This is so ludicrous. She doesn’t—”

“How do you know what it’s made of?” Kaveh inquires. “Isn’t Greater Lord Rukkhadevata the one who constructed it?”

Suspiciously, the Grand Sage is at a loss for words.

“I’m gonna be honest,” Scaramouche sizes up the bubble contemplatively. “This looks more like a prison than a ‘meditative’ retreat. I’m honestly impressed; Inazuma could use—”

“No one is interested in your speculative war crimes,” Alhaitham says flatly, which is a little offensive. 

“He’s not wrong, though, Haitham. About the prison part, I mean. It has very sparse architecture.” Alright, so maybe he misjudged Kaveh a little bit. Just a little. 

“Kaveh, it’s a bubble.”

“My point exactly!”

“What you are insinuating is treasonous,” Azar reminds them all. 

“Yeah, and that’s honestly a reasonable possibility considering your approach thus far,” Shinobu comments. 

Itto is in the process of breathing onto the bubble and writing with his fingers into the resulting condensation. “HI.”

Her face scrunches up in confusion. Well, it’s good to know that Itto is capable of baffling even the God of Wisdom herself. 

“I’m leaving.” Azar’s face is one of complete irritation. “This is a mockery of everything Sumeru stands for.”

Alhaitham holds a hand up to shush him because— and really, Scaramouche cannot make this shit up—, she’s using her own breath and tiny index finger to write a response: “Hi?” 

***

Shinobu probably should have prepared himself for this outcome. It feels kind of like Itto is cheating, using the exact same tactic twice in a row, but to be fair: no one did anything to stop him. 

She’s never heard an Archon actually scream before (and Lesser Lord Kusanali must be screaming very loudly for Shinobu to be able to hear it through the bubble), but she’d probably scream too if someone swung a literal claymore right at her face.

Azar was right about the walls of the sanctuary not being plastic. It isn’t glass either, which is evident from the fact that it doesn’t shatter immediately in response to Itto’s smashing. 

“What are you doing!?” Cyno cries out. 

Azar may as well be a corpse, standing stiffly with his mouth hanging open in disbelief and apparently unable to react. 

“This has got to be sacrilege!” Kaveh says to no one in particular, and Shinobu doesn’t even know how to respond to this situation. Scaramouche is laughing his ass off, which is not very helpful right now, and Itto actually manages to put a dent in the thing before stopping to take a breather.

The Lord of Dendro’s eyes are wider than some of the plates in stock at To Bean or Not to Bean. Because of some of the perforations in the walls, Shinobu is now actually able to hear her hyperventilating as she tries to laugh it off. “So, uh, is this supposed to be a birthday present?”

Azar face-palms and Scaramouche does a double take. “You’re being sarcastic?”

All of that goes ignored, however, because Itto’s gasp is terrifyingly loud. “It’s your birthday!?”

***

Scaramouche wouldn’t be surprised if Itto spontaneously imploded. “That’s so exciting! Are we throwing a party?”

“Uhm—?”

“Birthdays are huge! We’ve gotta celebrate!”

Azar looks like he might be dying.

Shinobu chokes back a laugh. “Birthdays are a big deal. To the Fatui, he means.”

The damage that this excursion is dealing to the Fatui’s reputation in Sumeru is becoming irreparable at this point, and Scaramouche is absolutely living for it. Although, to be fair, it’s not like the Fatui is against birthday celebrations. Columbina in particular is borderline obsessed with them.

The first time she wished him a happy birthday was mildly terrifying, and it’s going to be seared into his memory for all time. 


  “HAPPY TWO-HUNDRED-SIXTY-SEVENTH!”



  “Holy fuck, how did you even know that?”



  “Dottore’s notes!”


He shudders at the memory. Even he doesn’t keep track of his age anymore, but she would constantly be jumping out of dark corners with hundreds upon hundreds of birthday candles, and not just for him! She’s probably the only person who has ever made Signora scream with fright— and believe him, the rest of them tried. 

No one was safe, not even Dottore’s segments. Not only can she somehow distinguish them from one another, but she manages to make an occasion of their creation dates. Every. Single. One of them.  At this point, more days of the year constitute celebrations than not for her, and at least for Scaramouche, it got old very fast. When Dottore eventually caved and demanded that she explain her methods of telling them apart, she only responded in sing-song: “Birthday magic, #6!”

In a way, he supposes that it could all be construed as a threat. It certainly felt like a threat when a suspicious letter showed up in To Bean or Not to Bean’s mailbox a while ago: “Happy birthday to everyone’s favorite defector! :D”

Yikes. Anyway, he digresses. Back to the main issue here. The only person he’s ever met who could rival Columbina’s birthday-related enthusiasm is Itto, and he’s certainly displaying it right now. The only difference is that Itto is completely and entirely genuine. No one could question his motives, and that’s somehow disconcerting in its own right. 

“Nobody move! Nobody move a muscle. How old are you!?”

“Five hundred,” Buer whispers, and it’s almost a question.

“This has nothing to do with why we came here—“ Alhaitham interjects quietly, but Itto isn’t having it. He’s fully red in the face.

“HAPPY BIRTHDAY! That’s a big deal!”


  Oh, for fuck’s sake.


“Uh… thanks…? I don’t—“

“Gramps, we have to throw a party!”

“Gramps…? Azar, you don’t have a grands—“

“I know that. Does it look like I don’t know that!?”

***

“If I may be brutally honest… you don’t look like you’re part of the Arataki Gang.” 

Dottore #9, down to his very last nerve, laughs coldly. “What gave it away?”

“I—“ The grocer opens her mouth then closes it. “It’s just the— your whole— the whole—“

Clearly, his appearance exudes intelligence, which isn’t typically associated with those morons. That’s why finding this stupid cow is so difficult; no one can believe that someone as erudite as himself would voluntarily identify themselves with such a creature. It’s frustrating to the—

“It’s the glow stick,” she finally confesses. 

“…the what?”

She draws in a breath, apparently attempting to obfuscate. “The glow stick. On— on your ear; it’s just not— ahem. I’m sure it’s very fashionable where you’re from, but— well, you know, the Sakoku decree was still in place not too long ago, so maybe we’re just a little behind on the trends here is all—“

This is not happening to him right now. “It’s not a glowstick.”

She avoids eye contact. “Okay.”

Okay is right. “Tell me where I can find the cow.”

She’s not even looking at him anymore; she’s looking at the fucking earring.

“Tell me or you die.”

She tries to avert her gaze in an inconspicuous manner. “I don’t know.”

“I’m not joking.”

“I— me neither!”

A brief silence ensues while he contemplates the logistics of taking on a new involuntary subject, but she eventually speaks with a shudder. “I don’t even think they’re in the country anymore. A detective from the Tenryou Commission came asking me the same thing, if that helps. Um, you’re kind of holding up the line, though. Can I get you any groceries?”

***

Nahida is actually shell-shocked right now. She really does try to be ethical regarding her mind-reading capacity, but this… oni’s thoughts come streaming at her even more loudly than his words. 


  OHMYGODSITSHERBIRTHDAY?? USHI CAN WAIT WE’VE GOTTA CELEBRATE OR SOMETHING SHEESH OH MAYBE THE LITTLE DUDE CAN BAKE HER A CAKE! What do you even get as a gift for an Archon?? We’ll figure it out with no problem we just—


This has got to be some kind of distraction tactic on Azar’s part, she thinks at first, but even his thoughts are practically unintelligible.


  Nononononono NO this is not happening, the fucking Doctor and his fucking mental health can go inject themselves with cyanide; I hope his bronchitis kills him, in fact I hope he contracts pneumonia, I sincerely hope—


Nahida has to pull away from that before her head explodes. There is literally no rational train of thought for her to anchor herself onto here.


  That’s Lesser Lord Kusanali? She’s so… is it wrong for me to be thinking this? 



  I need to get a new set of keys…



  This is really poorly designed architecture; I can’t even look at it!



  If Scaramouche doesn’t stop laughing—



  This sure is rich!



  …and when the Doctor (with any luck!) dies from a lung abscess or sepsis or gallstones we’ll still be picking up the motherfucking pieces this is absolutely absurd—



  MOO!


She has to pause. Did that cow just think the verbal term moo? Like… not even the cow sound but the onomatopoeia?

Moo. There it goes again. Why is there a cow here in the first place? …she supposes that’s not her most pressing concern right now. 

She decides to focus on the cow’s internal mooing rather than the discordant chorus of expletives around her. “…ahem!”

They all stare, except for the oni, who simply grunts in frustration. “Little dude, this thing is not coming open; can you try with your steak knife?”

“Why do you have a steak knife?” The General Mahamatra blurts.

“Just in case.”

“In case of what!?”

“In case there’s a steak he needs to cut, duh!” 

Nahida doesn’t need telepathy to know that’s not what he meant. This Scaramouche guy is weirding her out a bit, to be honest. It’s very clear that he thinks he’s above all of this, but he does what Itto asks with no more protest than a smirk. It must be nice to have friends. Oh, please, Nahida, get a grip.

It’s kind of impossible to get a grip with a vaguely terrifying stranger trying to saw a hole in her wall with a steak knife, though. 

“Snezhnaya is going to pay heavily for this.”

“Snezhnaya can afford it.” The girl with the green hair— Kuki Shinobu, Nahida thinks— says it offhandedly, but her internal monologue finishes that statement with a perplexing I hope. 

Nahida is so confused. And as the god of wisdom, she really should not be confused; it’s embarrassing. 

Holy shit; this is kind of hard to saw through, the guy thinks, and the wall is making an ear-piercing whining sound as it gets cut open.

Yeah, maybe because it’s not a piece of steak which is what that knife was designed for. Or human flesh, which is what she’s pretty sure he uses it for— Nahida! 

Why is she scolding herself? It’s just speculation, and it’s not like he can hear her thoughts. And anyway, how is the cow even okay with there being a steak knife in its presence? 

In any case, some of what he’s thinking is completely nonsensical. Honestly, these are the people Dottore was planning on working with? I almost feel bad for that motherfucker—

She squints.

“Uh, so anyway!” It takes Nahida a moment to process that Itto is actually speaking out loud instead of just thinking. “Miss Dendro Archon, do you have a nickname?”

The Scribe is stone-faced, but his thoughts in response to that are all over the place. What! The! Fuck!

…that’s not entirely unprompted. 

“Um.”

“She can’t even speak,” Azar says, clearly pissed off. And if he shows up in Sumeru I’ll kill him myself—

Who is this person that Azar hates so passionately!? She’s starting to wish there was an off-switch for telepathy; it’s getting a little gross. “No, I can—“

“Lesser Lord Kusanali! We apologize for the intrusion—“

Kuki Shinobu deems it appropriate to shush the General Mahamatra. “Stop interrupting her!”

He’s obviously offended, but he doesn’t speak again. Nahida momentarily struggles to form words; it’s been a very long time since she’s had the chance to speak to someone out loud and in person. “Um. You can call me Nahida? I have… some questions.”

  



11. Chapter 11


    
    
  “This is taking 
  
    forever.
  
  ” 



  Heizou thinks that Sayu is being a tiny bit dramatic. The hike up Mount Yougou isn’t 
  
    fun 
  
  by any stretch of the imagination, but still. “Isn’t this your daily commute, though?”



  “Well, yeah, but walking takes so 
  
    long
  
  .”



  “I seriously doubt that you run up this mountain every morning.”



  She gasps as if offended. “Obviously not! That’d be stupid. I roll.”



  “…excuse me?”



  “You heard me, Heizou!”



  Kano Nana, trailing behind them, sighs in exasperation.



  
    That’s not even aerodynamically possible. 
  
  “How do you 
  
    roll
  
   up an incline?”



  “You don’t believe me? Here, look.”



  And just like that… Sayu forward rolls away at about three times their walking pace. It’s… absurd, as if she has a motor engine. He’s actually kind of impressed. 



  “That’s just… normal for her?”



  Kano Nana looks at him with obvious bags under her eyes. “Every. Single. Day.”



  ***



  It’s at times like these that Kuki Shinobu starts to question her choice of friends. And yes, she can hear Kujou Sara’s invariable response to that in her head: 
  
    only at times like these?
  



  That’s not something she has the time or will to confront right now. Back to her initial thought process: she’s pretty sure that Itto is about to make an actual Archon cry.



  “What color balloons do you want!? Should they be green to match your whole aesthetic or do you have a secret favorite color?”



  The Dendro Archon— Nahida, apparently— stares with wide eyes. She hasn’t been able to get a word in since Scaramouche got the whole cage… thing (?) to come apart with his knife. 



  Shinobu quickly shushes Itto and extends a hand to help her clamber out. 



  Nahida laughs awkwardly, grabbing onto Shinobu’s forearm to steady herself. “Green… is good, I think?”



  Shinobu has to hand it to her: she’s handling this way better than expected. She dusts herself off and clears her throat, apparently doing her very best to exude authority in this impossible situation. “Uhm… it’s— it’s nice… to meet you all?”



  Shinobu might punch Scaramouche and Itto in the guts if they so much as breathe right now. But apparently, those two aren’t the ones she needs to keep an eye on at the moment. While Scaramouche innocuously sips at his coffee— and she has no idea how he can so thoroughly enjoy straight black coffee like that; there’s something wrong with him—, 
  
    Ushi 
  
  is the one that goes barreling toward Nahida at top speed with a very assertive moo. 



  Shinobu is done for. They’re all so dead. 



  It’s honestly a miracle that they haven’t been fried to death with wrathful lightning, given all that’s occurred between them and the Electro Archon, and now they’re pissing off another god not even a year later.



  Shinobu is so engaged in trying to envision the Dendro equivalent of being struck by lightning— roots appearing out of the ground to swallow them whole, perhaps?— that she doesn’t notice Nahida staring at her in horror. 



  “I’m friendly!” She blurts out of nowhere, and it takes a second for that to register in Shinobu’s brain. …oh, it must’ve been in response to Ushi running at her; there’s no way she could’ve just read Shinobu’s mind— 
  
    oh, I’m so fucking stupid. 
  
  Nahida is the literal God of Wisdom. Of 
  
    course, 
  
  she’d be able to read minds; Shinobu is dead meat right now. Literal dead meat. Maybe for the Lord of Dendro, a salad would be more appropriate—



  “Can you please stop that!?” Nahida’s eyes are bugging out right now. Ushi (very opportunistically) takes this moment to knock her over. 



  Shinobu chokes back a gasp. “My bad. Ushi, stop.”



  “Why are you apologizing on behalf of a rock?” Scaramouche interrupts, and Shinobu is actually about to strangle him.



  “Ushi is a 
  
    cow!
  
  ” Itto protests. “We’ve been over this so many times—”



  Nahida, giving Ushi an undeserved pat on the head, unexpectedly raises her voice. “
  
    Can everyone please just be quiet for one second!?
  
  ” 



  The room falls silent. Shinobu holds her breath. 
  
    Sorry.
  



  The Dendro Archon exhales, seems to gather her thoughts, and gestures to Ushi. “He’s kind of cute. So… um… are we seriously having a party?”



  ***



  “…are you seriously having a party?” Sayu is beginning to regret rolling up Mt. Yougou. What was she thinking, honestly? Heizou’s snail-paced walk was clearly an incredible tactic for avoiding work. Who was she to call him slow? That goes against everything she stands for. Ugh, whatever. She’s facing the consequences of her efficiency now. Not only did she accidentally bump into Yae Miko— a terrible occurrence under any circumstances— once she reached the top, but she happened to roll straight into her while she was… party-planning. This is probably the weirdest conversation that Sayu has been forced to have since… well, actually the talk about naming knives was pretty recent.



  Yae Miko scoffs. She clicks her pen incessantly, looking languid and minorly pissed off. “I wouldn’t call it a party, tanuki; there are only a few guests— it’s a 
  
    family 
  
  thing—, all of whom are 
  
    late.
  
  ”



  “Not a tanuki,” Sayu mumbles, but of course that falls on deaf ears as Yae Miko rolls her eyes again and pats her head, effectively sabotaging Sayu’s growth. So annoying. “I suppose I’ll have to go drag them out of their homes myself. Bye-bye, tanuki!”



  Ughhh. For some reason, Sayu thinks that Yae Miko actually seems happier with the prospect of forcibly dragging her family members than she did when she was waiting for them to come on their own. Watching her go, Sayu is about to take a nap while she waits for Heizou and Kano Nana at the top of Mt. Yougou. Irritatingly, however, she feels a slight twinge of guilt. Heizou has been running all over Narukami Island trying to find witnesses with no luck, and he’s been really nice to Sayu. Like, absurdly nice to her. 



  So… Sayu supposes that she can try to get the person who seems to know everything about everyone to talk to him. Ugh, this mission is turning her into a diligent worker. Gross. “Wait, uh… Guuji Yae? Have you ever been to that… bean free restaurant?”



  ***



  This is so humiliating. And Kaveh doesn’t even have a personal reason to be humiliated! He cannot even begin to express his feelings at this moment; he wouldn’t know where to start. 



  Allow him to break it down incrementally, if only to get a hold of himself. Their very odd group, which ranges from Sages to apparent foreign diplomats to a literal god, is walking down the streets of Sumeru City like a parade of freaks. It’s honestly a bit absurd how quickly everyone here has gotten accustomed to there being a literal god in their presence. Lesser Lord Kusanali— uh, Nahida— appears to be simply soaking in the atmosphere, tilting her head at Ushi as if trying to make sense of him. Oh, and Itto is carrying her around on his shoulders.



  She looks and acts like a toddler— albeit an exceedingly smart toddler with an expansive vocabulary—, constantly pointing things out and asking “What’s that?” or “Can we look at that?” or “Is that normal?”, et cetera. Itto indulges her every whim with a full detour, and Kaveh is pretty sure that their whole procession is causing the nearby merchants to have heart attacks.



  They’ve just finished buying out an entire stand full of wooden Aranara statues. Itto looks incredibly pleased with himself, handing them out to everyone in the group without a care in the world. “This one has a hat just like you, little dude!” 



  Scaramouche stares at Itto, wordless and clearly a bit annoyed, but there is no time for him to interrupt.



  “This one is for Gramps, ‘cause he also has a funny monocle,” Itto explains, throwing the figurine at the Grand Sage without much warning. 



  “I will not be a patron of the 
  
    arts
  
  ,” Azar snaps with a yelp, letting it clatter to the ground. “This is absurd! Useless, even.” 



  The merchant goes beet red with a gasp. “I worked hard on those, Grand Sage!”



  Nahida frowns as Itto hands another one to her. “
  
    I 
  
  think they’re lovely.”



  Azar looks like he’s about to jump right off of the edge of the elevated platform to his death, but Kuki Shinobu, ever capable, somehow manages to usher them all away from the stand before any deaths can occur. A part of Kaveh is thrilled that the Dendro Archon actually supports the arts. That’s incredibly unexpected! 
  
    Maybe 
  
  his shitty financial luck will turn around with an Archon’s endorsement… hah, yeah, right. He’s learned not to get his hopes up in that arena.



  Onto the next point of order (and on the topic of Kaveh’s shit luck): Alhaitham is being harassed. And not in the 
  
    “Kaveh, stop harassing me” 
  
  way, which Kaveh doesn’t consider genuine harassment, but… he’s being harassed (if unintentionally) by Arataki Itto.



  “I 
  
    love 
  
  your headphones, Al!”



  “They’re not headphones, and my name is not Al.” 



  “His nickname is actually Haitham,” Kaveh quips, then immediately feels bad. 



  “I genuinely do not see the point in nicknames—”



  “
  
    Everyone 
  
  gets a nickname from me!” Itto replies.



  “I don’t have one,” Shinobu points out.



  “Well, that’s because you’re kind of scary.”



  “And I’m not!?” Scaramouche is very clearly offended by that remark.



  “Not really,” Cyno comments, and Kaveh is briefly concerned for his safety. 



  “Hey, wait a minute. I don’t have one either!” Kaveh has never in his life considered himself “scary;” he’s not sure whether or not he should take this as a compliment.



  “I thought Kaveh 
  
    was 
  
  a nickname! For, uh, ‘the great Kaveh, Light of Kshahrew—”



  “You’ve 
  
    got 
  
  to be kidding me,” Alhaitham cuts in.



  
    Ohhh. Oops. 
  
  “What? You have a problem with the respect I’ve earned for my artistic genius?”



  “No; not as long as you have no problem recognizing the limitations of that mindset… you know. The financial ones…?”



  
    Oh, my god. What the actual fuck is wrong with him? 
  
  Kaveh and Alhaitham are 
  
    not 
  
  going to fight in front of all of these people. They won’t. He won’t. Alhaitham 
  
    wouldn’t. 
  
  The two of them are suddenly engaged in a staring contest. Why does Alhaitham feel the need to insult him like this? What is the reason? Kaveh is being so mature right now. He’s being so quiet— so incredibly mature.



   Then Scaramouche smirks and all of that goes to shit.



  “
  
    What 
  
  is funny about this to you? Do you just enjoy seeing me suffer? Is that it?” 



  Kuki Shinobu clears her throat and answers for him. “He enjoys seeing people suffer in general; don’t take it super personally—”



  “
  
    How 
  
  is that a reasonable explanation!?”



  “Can we all just calm down?” Nahida asks quietly. She gestures to the Grand Bazaar, which people are flooding into like there’s some sort of party going on. “What’s going on over there?”



  ***



  “You know, these Akademiya people are 
  starting to piss Paimon off.”


“Sh! You can’t just say that in public!”


  “And why not!?”



  “
  
    Traveler
  
  , will you please tell your… fairy thing to stop running her mouth? We’re already technically breaking the law with r—”



  “Paimon is 
  
    not 
  
  a ‘fairy thing!’”



  “Oh, for the love of— hey! Traveler! Hello?”



  …



  A few moments pass before the Traveler thinks to respond. They have an odd habit of randomly dissociating during conversations, almost like they’re experiencing life from behind a glass barrier or screen… eh, it’s probably just a residual effect of whatever the hell happened while they were asleep for five hundred years.“…sorry, what?”



  Dehya and Dunyarzad are not amused, and the Traveler awkwardly clears their throat. Just how did they get roped into party planning for an absentee Archon in the first place? The journey to find their sibling gets more exhausting with every absurd side quest that they get dragged along. 



  “Are you even paying attention!?” Paimon shrieks, and they can’t help but wince. 
  
    No, not really. 
  
  They suppose they should be paying more attention to the situation in general. 



  “Uh… yeah, sorry.” The fact of the matter is that they’re so used to being an apparent criminal that breaking the law doesn’t even faze them anymore. So honestly, Paimon can run her mouth all she wants. “She’s right; she’s not a fairy thing. Mostly.”



  “
  
    Mostly!?
  
  ”



  “Yeah, 
  
    mostly
  
  .”



  Dunyarzad sighs. “It doesn’t really matter. Can we all just be quiet for a few minutes, please? I don’t want to miss Nilou’s dance.”



  The Traveler doesn’t have a problem with that. Talking is not their strong point in the first place. They reflect on today’s events as they follow Dehya and Dunyarzad into the Grand Bazaar. They’re genuinely happy for Dunyarzad, don’t get them wrong. However, they have an annoying pit in their stomach telling them that the Sabzeruz Festival is going to go horribly wrong. This isn’t even an unusual feeling for them: they tend to be a problem magnet. 



  Speaking of problems, as their group files into the Grand Bazaar, they hear Dehya’s breath hitch. “Is that…?”



  Lazily, their eyes follow her gaze across the room to see who it is. A group of people— some of whom have all-too-familiar faces— stands, bickering, in the middle of the Grand Bazaar. Before they can even process what is happening, Paimon gasps violently. “Traveler, isn’t that—!?”



  
    Oh, you have got to be shitting me.
  


  



12. Chapter 12

Notes for the Chapter:helloooo! sorry that updates have been slow! as always, thanks for reading :)




    
    Say what you will about Arataki Itto— looking at you, Kujou Sara—, but he knows one thing for sure: he is an  awesome  party thrower. How else do you think he manages to have such a successful gang? His whole life is basically one big party. And for Nahida’s birthday, he’s dead set on throwing the best party  ever.  

Naturally, he’s taken up his gang leader persona once more to plan the party, dividing the group into teams to take on different jobs. He, Ushi, and Gramps are gonna stay with Nahida to watch the show to prevent her suspecting their big surprise. Mr. TCG and Alhaitham, who doesn’t like nicknames, are gonna get balloons and party favors since they know Sumeru super well while the little dude bakes a cake (since he’s a pro chef). Kaveh is an architect, which Itto is pretty sure translates into great cake-decorating skills, and Shinobu insisted that she supervise the ‘proceedings,’ whatever that means. 

Itto is honestly kind of surprised that everyone listened to him. Guess he’s just a super good leader!

***

“I am not baking a cake.” Scaramouche is  not  baking a cake. Just how did Itto manage to strong-arm everyone into doing his bidding in the first place? Shinobu can nag him all she wants; a birthday cake for an  Archon,  of all people, is not on his to-do list. No way. It is unconscionable.  Unconscionable .

Shinobu and Kaveh managed to drag him back to Kaveh’s house to use the kitchen, and he’s tempted to search the cabinets for some form of poison to cook up instead. 

“Come  on,  asshole. We made a cake for  your birthday!” 

“I never asked you to do that.”

“And we all know you hate sugar like some kind of freak of nature, so we made you a  bitter cake. Do you even know how difficult that was to pull off?”

“Aww,” Kaveh cuts in. “You guys are such nice friends.”

“I know!” Shinobu asserts. 

He grits his teeth. Yes, they did do that when they found out it was his birthday (from Columbina’s letter, ironically), and it somehow didn’t taste like shit. It was inordinately nice of them and he was absolutely mortified by the entire thing. He remembers physically having to leave the room, causing Itto to get upset because “does that mean you didn’t like it!?” then having to explain “no, it’s fine” “it’s not fine!” “I liked it—” “but you didn’t love it” “no—” “no!?” “no— I mean, yes— I mean—” and oh for fuck’s sake that was so embarrassing for no reason at all and—

Oh, Shinobu brought that up on purpose, didn’t she? Of course she did.  Asshole.  “It’s not the same thing.”

“But you’re  good  at baking cakes!” Shinobu protests, then she turns to Kaveh again, no doubt to slander Scaramouche even more. “He helped me make Itto’s birthday cake, then he also helped make  my birthday cake—“

“ Awww ,” Kaveh grins. “You’re all so close!”

“Shinobu, I’m going to kill you.”

“With all that cake, you eventually will! Take care of your blood sugar, Shinobu.”

“Oh, I will!”

“Will both of you shut the fuck up!? It was a matter of fair exchange.” 

Shinobu snorts. “Yeah, but—“

“But nothing! I will not sit here and  bake a cake for an Archon.”

“Did you know,” she addresses Kaveh, “that on the first day we met he let Itto have his favorite hat?”

“And did you know that  she can’t carry a conversation about me without mentioning the same three useless details?”

Kaveh looks between them, very clearly trying not to laugh. Motherfucker. “You guys are hilarious. You’re honestly lucky to have such nice roommates.”

“ Nice is right.” 

“What!? You’re practically best friends.”

He groans, and Shinobu only grins. “We’re his  only friends, so that’s kind of by default.”

“Shut  up .”

She puts an irritating arm around his shoulders. “We love you, too, asshole.”

“Whatever.” 

“He loves us, too.”

Kaveh blinks. “Yeah, I’m sure. So, about this cake…”

“I’m not baking a cake!”

***

Yae Miko is almost never kept waiting. Well, that’s actually not entirely true. Ei, being Little Miss Isolation Chamber, has always been a glaring exception to that rule, so of course Miko  expected to be stood up by her girlfriend today. She even expected it from the little shit. In what world would he willingly come to a family gathering? She saw it coming.

The real betrayal of today comes from the Shogun. She essentially has the programming of a machine; there’s no way she could forget about their plans. It’s mechanically, biologically impossible, which means that her most dependable stepchild  purposely stood her up and ditched their family picnic. How fucking rude is that?

Anyway, whatever. She tells herself that it’s not worth getting terribly offended over. Look at her, the Guuji of the Grand Narukami Shrine and Editor-in-Chief at a publishing house that is  literally named after her, getting upset over a failed family picnic with some of the most emotionally constipated people in Teyvat. Embarrassing. Absolutely embarrassing. If they’d all like to play this game with her, well, maybe she can conveniently forget about the whole thing, too. Hmph.

Back to… fuck, what was her name?  Sayu  ’s apparently very pressing issue. The tanuki-slash-child-slash-ninja has never before voluntarily approached Miko for anything. Ever. It’s mildly impressive, so she  supposes that she can give Sayu the time of day. She doesn’t want to look entirely desperate to Ei and the Shogun anyway. And besides, the question pertains to To Bean Or Not To Bean, one of Miko’s favorite conversational topics. 

She slowly turns around to face Sayu again, quickly recovering her ever-present smirk. “Why, yes, I  have heard of To Bean Or Not To Bean, tanuki. What is it to you?”

“Uhm…” Sayu trails off. “I’m here with—” 

She is interrupted by two people melodramatically gasping for air as they reach the top of Mount Yougou. Really, mortals are so  vexing. As far as Miko is concerned, they should keep their physical exhaustion to themselves. Sayu, too, rolls her eyes and walks over, allowing the short guy that just arrived to lean on her head with his elbow as he catches his breath like she’s some kind of armrest. 

He’s totally red in the face. “ Man , I am out of shape.”

“Noted,” Miko says, unimpressed.

“Give him a minute,” Sayu responds without making eye contact, and Yae Miko once again finds herself impressed— if a little indignant— with this kid’s sudden growth of a spine. 

The person who arrived behind the dramatic guy is a more familiar face— Kano Nana, one of her employees. She isn’t quite as winded, but still looks rather exhausted. She immediately straightens. “Oh! I— Lady Guuji! It’s— um— we—!”

 This is a waste of time.  As if Sayu just read Miko’s mind, she interrupts her supposed chaperone and gets to the point. “This is Shikanoin Heizou, he’s a— Heizou, get  off of me— ahem. He’s a detective!”

‘Shikanoin Heizou’ jumps a little while Sayu shoves him off of her. “Uhm. Right! I work for the Tenryou Commission.”

“He’s my cousin,” Kano Nana cuts in quietly.

Miko has actually heard of him before. She recalls that his name was one of the points she used to convince Kujou Sara to let Scaramouche out of jail that one time he was arrested following an apparent “bean incident” over a year ago. We both know that that Shikanoin kid needs something to do, she had said in a fit of desperation. Who could have predicted that her actions would still be giving this detective a headache so far into the future? Hah! This is yet another manifestation of Yae Miko’s innate brilliance.

“Right!” Heizou clears his throat awkwardly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you in person, Lady Yae Miko, Guuji of the Grand Narukami Shrine and Editor-in-Chief at Y—”

“ Heizou  ,” Kano Nana hisses. “That’s quite enough.”

Miko’s lips quirk upward. “No, please. Do go on.”

Sayu coughs. “Not the point. He’s— well,  we’re — investigating To Bean Or Not To Bean.”

“Investigating…? Whatever for? Consider my interest piqued.” It’s the least she can do to at least give them her attention. Besides, she’s genuinely amused by the sheer potential of where this conversation might lead her. Thanks to  some people, it’s not like she has anywhere to be.

“…wait, seriously?” 

“You have five minutes.”

***

Grand Sage Azar, to put it mildly, has had enough of this shit. He is not going to just  stand here  and watch a stupid dance in honor of a stupid child Archon’s birthday. Not to mention, this entire gathering is illegal.  Illegal.  Not just illegal— illegal under  his law! And no one here seems to even care! No one has even bothered to look at him since they got here. The whole thing is insulting, honestly. 

He’s so rattled that he’s prepared to do something impulsive. And as the Grand Sage, impulsivity is not typically his thing. Actually, it’s supposed to be the  opposite  of his thing. But let’s be perfectly honest: these Fatui are fucking everything up for him. Not just him, but the entire Akademiya— no, the whole of Sumeru! He’s always had a sneaking suspicion that Snezhnaya has something against the Nation of Wisdom. Maybe they’re simply jealous of the Sages’ intelligence— because seriously, if these delegates are representatives of the Fatui’s greatest minds, Snezhnaya is in dire straits. He’s had enough of being dragged back and forth in his own capital by these bumbling  idiots. And for what? If he takes much more of this, the history books will forever remember him as a fucking doormat! 

Azar is a lot of things, but he is  not  a doormat that incredibly annoying diplomats can just trample over! Also, no one else seems bothered by the fact that  the initial subject  has been promoted to a diplomat. What Azar would give to stick a knife into Scaramouche’s— that  asshole  ’s— insides right about now… ugh, he’s getting distracted. You can’t really blame him for getting distracted, of course, since the man literally told Azar to “cry about it.”  Cry about it? Why don’t  you  cry about your stupid bowl cut, you idiotic impertinent motherfucking—  okay, this is getting a little embarrassing. 

Azar sulks for a while, watching the oni carry Lesser Lord Kusanali around like she isn’t an embarrassment to Sumeru. Whatever. Azar does not give two shits anymore. He’s going through with this project, with no more delays. No more divine knowledge? Fine. It’s still workable. They’ll simply have to extract more power from the dream samsara. Once everyone is distracted by the ridiculous, meaningless, borderline offensive dance that is about to take place, he’s grabbing the cow and making a run for it. The Sumeru Akademiya is not dependent on the goddamned Fatui— they can and will do this themselves, with or without the bronchitis-ridden Doctor… who isn’t even a real doctor! You know who  is  a real doctor? Azar! He has a PhD.  All  of the Sages have PhDs. That’s more than that Fatui fraud will ever have. He was  expelled, for fuck’s sake. Azar has to laugh. 

He sighs, gauging the area and trying to memorize faces so that he can put out arrest orders later. People are so, so stupid. 

Oh! Speaking of stupid— approaching him is none other than the sickly daughter of the rich  Homayani family. Truly, an embarrassment to her family name. Hmph! He’ll have to deal with that later, as he’d rather not draw attention to himself. He needs the show to go on if he is to inconspicuously snatch that cow, so he quickly retreats into a dark corner. Miss Homayani is accompanied by an Eremite and an odd-looking foreigner— really, people will wear anything these days. 

Anyway! Not the point. Never before has Azar been so eager for an illegal dance to begin. He simply cannot wait to get out of here.

***

Seeing Arataki Itto was definitely not on Paimon’s Sumeru bucket list. She wanted to see some crocodiles and maybe go ziplining. Most of all, she wanted to try new foods! Oh, and, uh, obviously the Traveler’s singular objective of speaking with the Dendro Archon is important, too. But Arataki “Bull Chucker” Itto? Paimon saw enough of him in Inazuma alone, not to mention the Chasm and that nightmarish dinner party a year ago.

Paimon still holds a grudge against him for asking where the Traveler’s family was that night. No one is  that  stupid. Also, hanging out with the Balladeer? A literal murderer?  Really?  And don’t bother mentioning Paimon and the Traveler’s tenuous friendships with Childe and Ei and Zhongli and Kujou Sara and Kokomi and Venti and— oh, whatever; she’s detracting from her point. Those are  different.

Back to her main gripe: Paimon doesn’t even want to think about the absurdity that followed that horrible dinner. About three weeks later, Kuki Shinobu tracked down her and the Traveler and physically  dragged Itto and Scaramouche to apologize. 

Itto was one thing. He seemed genuinely sorry. Of course, it wasn’t enough for Paimon, because he directly called her Floating Lavender Melon in the same breath.  Bull Chucker. She honestly can’t help but scowl. One day she’s gonna beat him up somehow. But anyway, the Traveler seemed to be miraculously okay with the whole thing… well. Almost the whole thing.

Scaramouche, on that day, was vaguely terrifying. That shouldn’t be much of a surprise, but the whole interaction invoked a different  kind  of terror.

His jaw had been clenched and he refused to make eye contact, Shinobu gripping his elbow until he squirmed a little. He’d smiled emotionlessly while the Traveler held their breath. “I… apologize.”

“For?” The Traveler had prompted, and Paimon had to do everything she could to stop herself from laughing. 

Murder was written all over his expression. “Laughing. About your twin. On the night of the opening. I’m pretty sure I called you a ‘joke’? Which isn’t technically incorrect, but—” At that point, Shinobu stomped on his foot and he’d cleared his throat with a wince. “Ahem. It was rude.”

“It was,” the Traveler had agreed slowly. “Anything  else you want to apologize for…?”

“No.”

“…”

Shinobu had coughed apologetically. “Uhm, can we treat you to lunch?”

“No thanks,” Paimon and the Traveler had chorused, and that might’ve been the only time Paimon has ever said no to free food. She doesn’t know what blackmail Shinobu is holding over the Balladeer’s head, but it must be really good.

Whatever; at least Scaramouche isn’t here today. Otherwise, Paimon might have a total freakout. 

Itto, being Itto, grins and waves as soon as he sees them. Dehya and Dunyarzad look deeply uncomfortable. Dehya in particular doesn’t even look at Itto. “I could’ve sworn that I saw the Gr—“ She looks around suspiciously. “Oh, never mind. Just nerves, I guess. This is your… friend, Traveler and Paimon?”

Itto whirls around with a huge wave, eliciting a small yelp from the… child seated on his shoulders. Oh, Paimon hopes he hasn’t kidnapped anyone. “The name is Arataki Itto! And  this is Nahida! It’s her birthday.”

“Dehya. Uh, happy birthday.”

Dunyarzad’s mouth hangs open as she stares at either Itto or the child with an expression caught somewhere between awe and horror. Before anything further can transpire, though, the lights in the Bazaar start to dim and the crowd around them falls into silence.  Oh. It’s time for Nilou’s dance.

  


