
1. i chambered atonement’s arrows in my gun

Author’s Note:
      Alternate titles: “twelve a.m. fever dream”, “Mondstadt croons a pretty song”, “[ain’t] no rest for the wicked”.

I’ve been working on this—which was supposed to be a short crackfic—for eight months, so I’m extra keen to read your reactions. Favourite lines?, most face-palm inducing moments, etc.? ^_^

    
Summary for the Chapter:
            
  “It was a dark and stormy night in Fontaine. Thankfully, these mudflats aren’t anywhere close to there, not unless your map’s been misprinted.”

  —Adventurer’s Guild intelligence report regarding unusual Hilichurl activity in Falcon Coast.



          
Notes for the Chapter:There’s no right or wrong way to read any fic, but the right way to read this *is* of course sitting on a leather arm chair, a drink in one hand, and some smooth 1940s Jazz playing in the background. While doing your best impression of Brittany Cox’s voice-over performance as Fischl.




    
    I knew the kid was trouble the moment he walked in.

He looked like a classic heartbreaker: blond, lanky, gams long enough to reach Springvale and a vest that left nothing to the imagination. The toothy grin that broke out on his face when he caught sight of me was earnest, like a little puppy you couldn’t help but throw a bone. Not like me. Any innocence I might’ve had’s been stained black—midnight black—by all the things I’ve seen.

(This Archons-damned town. Mondstadt sure croons a pretty song, but get to know his streets and he’s a dirty drunkard like the rest of us.)

(I don’t actually drink yet but you get my drift.)

“Fischl’s Investigations,” I said. I took a long drag of my violet licorice, holding it between my index and middle finger. “If you need a problem solved, you’ve come to the right place.”

“Um,” the kid said, “I was looking for Alfry. Is this still… the Guild intelligence department?”

Adorable. “As far as the Knights of Favonius tax records are concerned, sure. But between you and me, this is my beat. Alfry is… how do I put it…”—I gestured towards the nearby pane of glass, which revealed the sun setting fast like a wretched traitor—“…window dressing.”

“Oh, okay,” said the kid. “Well, hi, I’m Bennett! Adventurer extraordinare! I thought I knew everyone here, but… guess not.”

It took a moment to place the name. Of course: Bennett “Benny” Foundling, adopted ward of the Guild’s Mondstadt branch. Taken in as a baby, raised like one of the Guild’s own. Word was he was like a bad luck charm: wherever he went he left a string of broken hearts and sprained ankles in his wake.

And yet, despite knowing this, I was drawn in. His eyes were a beguiling emerald, like the poison used by the villain in the classic novel The Snezhnayan Songbird. And his voice; Barbatos be damned, his voice: sweet like the dollop of honey you’d use to chase down a shot of non-alcoholic red grape juice at the old Angel’s Share. Sweet like…

… no. I shook my head. It was too early to get into my gritty backstory yet.

“Benny, huh,” I said. “The name’s Fischl. Fi to my friends, but I don’t have any. Because I’m a black sheep.” I extended a hand, which he shook delicately. “No surprise we haven’t met yet. I’ve only had this desk half a year.”

“But isn’t that Alfry’s desk? Should you really have your shoes on it?—”

“Alfry doesn’t work Tuesdays,” I told him. “Now, spill it. What brings a doll like you all the way here?”

Benny bit his lip. “Can, uh… can you promise not to tell Branch Master Cyrus?”

A pretty face and intrigue? I was done for.










So here was the deal: Benny was friends with some boy he’d met near Wolvendom. (From the way Benny’s eyes lit up describing him, I figured he was sweet on the kid. Rule number one of these kinds of story: there’s always a romance angle and it’s never good news.) Now this kid—‘Razor’ his name was, as in ‘I shave my legs with a badger brush and straight razor’—was a nice boy, Benny said, super polite, super friendly, wouldn’t hurt a fly unless he needed it for his next meal.

But this Razor kid had got himself arrested this morning, and nobody was telling Benny why. The Knights of Favonius wouldn’t let Benny in to see Razor, and nobody at the scene would talk either. Benny was sure it was all just some big misunderstanding—Razor was the nicest kid in the world, he assured me again—and so he wanted my help to clear the air and bail Razor out of his fix.

The curious part was that Benny wanted my help off the books. Benny admitted he was friendly with a couple of faces in the Knights, but he didn’t want to lean on their help… and apparently he didn’t want to go to any of his dozen ‘dads’ in the Guild either. Why my help was fair game, he wouldn’t say, but I think he liked that he didn’t know me any.

Refusing to call in the big guns for help. What does that say about a guy?

My gut feeling was he wanted to be the prince in shining armour himself. A hale young man, testosterone pumping freely through his veins: of course he’d want to be the man of action.

…though, now that I thought about it, that didn’t really fit the facts. A lot of secrets were born of something darker than mere pride, and the kid didn’t strike me as the proud stubborn type.

Maybe… maybe Cyrus knew about this Razor kid and disapproved. A forbidden romance angle: city boy, forest boy. 

“Why off the books, Benny?” I said aloud. “Cyrus and Katheryne have more than their share of pull with the Knights, they’d be handy for covering the diplomatic side of things.”

“Oh, um.” Benny’s eyes were on his boots. “I…”

“Spit it out, kid. I want a fatal reveal at the end of act two even less than I want a slug to the chest.”

“A what?… Oh, it’s just… Cyrus and my other Dads do so much for me already. People are always dragging me out of trouble. I want to show Razor I can solve tough problems myself, you know? Be a good luck charm for once.”


  Should’ve stuck with your first guess, Fi.


Well yes, Oz, pretty obvious in hindsight, wasn’t it?


  No offence intended. Your instincts are good.


Flatterer. I glanced up, trying to catch sight of him, but the glare of the evening sun was no help. Ah, well. Maybe he could go see if any of my usual informants were free.


  On it, Fi.


“Well, Benny,” I drawled, “Lady Luck is ever fickle. I can’t guarantee we won’t end up needing some Guild help yet. But don’t you worry your pretty little head for now. Let’s start nice and easy, and have a chat with your friend.”

“The Knights wouldn’t let me visit him,” said Bennett, a pout forming on his wafer-thin lips. “I think they don’t like me. I’m… a bit of a bad luck charm.”

“Then let’s see if I can sweet-talk the Knights.”










As I said, Mondstadt’s a dirty drunkard. Look from a distance, and you may well think the self-styled ‘City of Freedom’ is all gentle breezes and soft-strummed ballads. But like any neatly dressed gent, Mondstadt has his darker side, a seedy underbelly you can’t help but scrape against from time to time, whether you’re a pauper or an aristocrat. Let night fall, and the streets turn mean.

Mean streets beget mean folks. But a dame doesn’t have to be mean herself to walk these paths of shadow. A world of grit and grime ain’t without its heroes, even if they don’t wear no shining armour.

To survive these streets with her soul intact, someone like me’s gotta keep her head high. That’s how you wade through the tar pit and emerge on the other end, filthy but untainted.

It helps to be a little hard-boiled—to have a thick, leathery layer of tough skin on the outside, like a crocodile but strictly metaphorical. Let that outer layer weather the worst the world has to throw at you.

Another thing that helps is having friends in all corners. Folks you can count on in a pinch, when your path leads you through unfamiliar waters.

You need, in other words, a network of informants. An essential asset for any P.I. worth her salt. And I just happened to have the perfect contact to help me crowbar open a case that the Knights already had their grubby mitts all over.










There were a few haunts where you might find a heavy drinker on a weekday evening. Cat’s Tail was ritzy: all fruit slices, low lights, and perfume. They did fine enough mocktails, but it was all young couples and trendsetters, dancing their worries away in blissful ignorance. On the other hand, Angel’s Share had been closed for a year now, since the old owner, Crepus Ragnvindr, had passed away. His son had ordered the place closed before disappearing from town. (Rumour had it the man was running from gambling debts, but my money was on him having one of those spiritual ‘finding yourself’ quarter-life crises like the main suspect in Who Killed Tamago Kenji?.)

That left Little Red Biergarten as the favoured haunt for less fancy drinkers. Cosy place, courtyard with a nice view of the stars, constantly getting noise complaints from the neighbours.

It was mid evening so there were still plenty of families and couples just here for the food. The place’s dinner service was good; I’d been there many a time with Amy and our folks, and their schnitzel and gravy was indescribable.

Gods, she’d been insatiable when it came to that gravy, Amy had. Always trying to scrape extra bits from our folks’ plates.

Amy was my stepsister. (Or was she? All would be revealed.) Sweet girl. Dead, though.

It was a work day so I didn’t feel too bad showing up here in office clothes. I was in my charcoal pinstripe suit with matching slacks, my second-best silk purple shirt, and a lavender-grey striped tie. My derbies were already scuffed from when I’d polished them this weekend—the streets of Mondstadt are no less mean to a grizzled detective’s shoes than they are to the dame herself—but they were still a sight nicer than most of the wrinkled boots I saw about the place.

It’s important in this line of work to stay sharp. You never know who you’ll need to mingle with next, and a freshly pressed two-piece suit and shined shoes will open more doors than a professional bellhop, if you get my drift.

I know what you’re thinking: gee, this Fischl character’s one suave guy. Hey Oz, ask me if I’m a suave guy.


  …really, Fi?


Just do it.


  Gee. Sounds like this Fischl character’s one suave guy.


Wrong, Oz. I’m no gent; I’m a dame, and I clean up nicely at that. My name’s Fischl von Luftschloss Nafidort with hair the colour of pale ale (which I can’t drink yet) with tar black clip-on extensions that reaches my mid-back. A lot of schmucks tell me I look like Amy (the dead stepsister I mentioned before, pay attention will ya) and yeah sure I fit her clothes but I’ll save the cocktail dresses for when I need to infiltrate a high society soiree. I’m a private investigator but my teeth ain’t crooked yet. I’ve got eyes the colour of apples and unlike my namesake I don’t cover it up with no eye patch. And yeah I own a tie collection with every combination of lavender, lilac, and slate grey stripes you can think of but this is city living, who doesn’t?


  Fi. You got five feet into the Biergarten and stopped moving.


…you try monologuing and walking at the same time, Oz.

My informant in the Knights was called Kaeya. Easy man to find in the evening, if you knew where to find a heavy drinker, which as I mentioned before, I do. He was fleecing a fellow Knight at cards, and I waited til the game had wrapped and the other guy was leaving before I made my way to his table.

“Evening, Kaeya.” I drew myself a chair and motioned to his winnings. “Is that a stack of Mora, or are you just—”

He cut me off. “No. No, we’re not—” He lowered his voice. “Fischl, level with me: do you actually know what that saying means?”

“Does a dead cat bounce?” I quipped wittily.

“Don’t dodge the question.”

He looked serious, so I figured I’d throw him a bone. I gave him the simple yes-or-no answer he was clearly angling for. He asked me how many books I’d read where people say things like that without knowing what they mean; I explained to him that a hard boiled investigator doesn’t have much time for leisure reading, but Amy used to read a lot of detective novels and she had mentioned the answer was ‘none’. He told me that as a condition of being my informant, I was never to use those kinds of lines on him. I acquiesced and asked if I could have a sip of his ale; he said no.

“So, how can I help you?” said Kaeya, leaning back into his seat.

“It’s about one of your perps,” I said. “Razor. As in razor’s edge, where we’re all dancing.”

“Ah, the wolf boy? Yes, he was brought in this morning. Broad daylight robbery, allegedly. Half the vendors in the town square were willing to say they saw him pickpocket a fancy bracelet off of Miss Lyra but there was no sign of it, on him or anywhere else.”

Robbery? And a mystery to solve, by the sounds of it.


  Sounds right up your alley, Fi.


Just what I was thinking, Oz.

I said, “No hard evidence, huh? Where do they think he stashed the goods?”

“That’s the thing.” (I want to say Kaeya frowned, because it gets the sentiment across, but actually his smile widened.) “There were Knights nearby. Razor was arrested on the spot. He wouldn’t have had time to stash it.”

Probably innocent, I reckoned. That was a relief, it would be a sad and short tale if Benny’s friend was guilty. But I couldn’t just declare he was innocent based on story logic, that’s not how being a private investigator works. There’s a process.

“So, assuming he did it,” I said, all nice and procedural, “either he passed it to an accomplice in the Knights… or it’s still on him.”

“We searched him. He’s clean. What does that say to you, Detective Fischl?”

(Oh, Kaeya, using my full name even though we’re old buds. The guy was such a stickler for niceties and procedures. A little too straight-laced to survive in the messy real world, where I lived.)

“He’s innocent, he had an accomplice in the knights… oh, or he could’ve swallowed it,” I suggested.

“Our Chief Investigator did some very fancy alchemy to check. He said there was zero presence of pearls anywhere on—or in—Razor’s person.”

“…he could have swallowed it and the pearls were fake?”

Kaeya sipped on his ale. “Come on, Fischl, we both know you think he’s innocent.”

“Yeah, but I gotta…”—what was the Solved! Master Detective Sango catchphrase again?… ah, yes—“…eliminate the alternatives so that the solution remains. Or something.”

Kaeya raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? That’s not how I recall you usually working.”

I shrugged, casually as I could. “It’s the way a P.I. is supposed to operate.”

“Hmm.”

“So, um. Benny says he wasn’t able to see the perp.”

“They wouldn’t let Bennett see Razor?” Now Kaeya frowned. “He’s not in maximum security. The holding cell visitor hours last all day.”

“I know, but Benny says he tried and it was like punching a stone wall. The guards on duty told him to scram.”

“Well, that’s interesting,” said Kaeya, eye narrowed. “I know some of the Knights don’t like pulling Bennett out of trouble, or how Varka dotes on Razor, but I didn’t realise those opinions were… interfering with their duties.”

“Can you get us in tonight? I know visiting hours are over, but…”

“If Bennett was denied his visit, that’s quite unfair,” said Kaeya. “I’ll go see who’s on front desk duty today. Whoever it is, I think I can… persuade them to be a little less petty to Bennett and Razor. And make you an exception for tonight.”

“I appreciate it.”

“Give me an hour and I’ll have you set up.”

He got up to leave.

“Oh, and P.I. Fischl?” he said, as he put his coat back on. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t, now.”










Since we had time to kill, we headed to the upper end of town to get started on the investigations.

The woman Razor had supposedly robbed was a bard named Lyra. We found her leaving the Cathedral. She had a soft face, the kind anyone’s folks would take a liking to if you brought her home for dinner. Her hair was a faded-red-wallpaper sort of colour, and her eyes were like berry jam.

“The boy who took my bracelet?” she said. “I hope the Knights go easy on him. He’s just a kid, at the end of the day… No offence.”

“None taken,” I said.

“It’s just… It’s not like him to steal things,” said Benny. “His ways are a bit different to ours but… I’ve never seen him so much as dig up a carrot from someone’s garden, let alone your bracelet.”

Lyra hummed sadly. “I believe you mean that. And honestly, maybe you’re right, that he’s not the sort to rob people usually. Whatever impulse drove him to do it… well, I really do hope he’s alright.”

“And you’ve no doubt it was him?”

Lyra nodded. She sighed, “I’m afraid so. One moment I’m walking through the market plaza, and the next he crashes into me, knocks me right over. I didn’t see how he snatched the bracelet off of me, but by the time he was helping me up I realised it was gone… and yes, before you ask, I’m sure it was on me moments before. It’s not actually my bracelet, I was on my way to return it, so I was very aware of where it was.”

“He helped you up?” I said. “Not much of a snatch’n’grab, huh.”

“It baffles me, too. He even helped me pick up my groceries from the ground.” Lyra’s brow furrowed. “I can’t imagine what drove him to do it… he did seem like a nice boy.”

We’d have to check with the other witnesses later, but according to Kaeya there hadn’t been anyone else close by enough to have done the deed; that was why they were so insistent on bringing Razor in as a suspect.

“It’s not your bracelet?” said Benny.

That part wasn’t a surprise to me. She dressed nicely enough but not pearls levels of fancy. A young bard wouldn’t be making that kind of money too easily.

“That’s right,” Lyra said. “My friend Margaret—she runs the Cat’s Tail—lent it to me for an audition last night. Well, audition isn’t quite the word… meeting with a potential patron, technically. It’s a long shot with these kinds of things, but… dress to impress, right?”

“Dress to impress,” I agreed.

I shifted my posture so she could see my slacks were freshly pressed. Then I pulled out a fresh stick of violet licorice and took a long drag on it.

“Who was this potential patron?” I asked.

Lyra named some Gunnhildr branch cousin—three or four times removed from ol’ Freddie and Jean, just important enough for the Guild to have a perfunctory dossier on them but hardly a mover and shaker. Still well off enough that their patronage would leave someone nicely set up with creature comforts.

I asked her when she’d last seen the bracelet for sure.

“Leaving my flat this morning— wait, no, at Blanche’s general store.” Lyra looked a little embarrassed. “I wanted Blanche to see how nice it looked before I went and returned it. It’s not the kind of thing we get to just see every day.”

“Did you let her hold it?”

“Never left my wrist. I was so paranoid, leaving the house. Put it on, constantly checking it was still there. I mean… Barbatos above, it was worth one, two million Mora, easily. Blanche saw it but it stayed on.”

“Which wrist?”

“Left.”

“Where’d you go once you left Blanche’s store?”

“Headed straight for the Cat’s Tail. I was supposed to meet with Margaret there. Then…”

I nodded. “You crashed into Razor.”

“Yeah.” Lyra’s expression grew pensive. “The boy was moving fast. Knocked me over, my groceries went everywhere…”

“Did you see him take the bracelet?” Benny interjected.

“Let her go at her own pace,” I chided him, like a mother hen telling her little chick off for witness tampering.

“I didn’t,” said Lyra, with a shake of her head. “I started picking up my vegetables, trying to keep them from getting trampled, and after… maybe five or ten seconds, I thought to check for the bracelet. It was gone.”

“Like childhood innocence after a bloodbath,” I said gravely.

Lyra looked at me quizzically, but I figured the simile was self-explanatory, so I didn’t say anything.

After a second, the bard continued:

“I called for help, and… well, after that point the Knights probably know better than me what happened. I explained about the pearls, the Knights held up anyone in the vicinity, patted everyone down… but they honed in on that wolf boy—”

“Razor,” said Benny.

“—on Razor pretty fast.”

“No chance it could have fallen into your groceries or anything?” I said.

“No. I turned out my pockets; the Knights helped me check everything I was carrying—nothing.”

“Then… you really think Razor did it?” said Benny. He sounded a little down, understandably enough.

Lyra sighed. “Honestly? I have no idea. If the Knights suspect him they must have their reasons. But… I’ve seen Razor around before. He always seemed like such a gentle boy…”

She fell quiet, a thoughtful look on her face.

“Maybe he…” Lyra shook her head. “I honestly don’t know. Maybe he doesn’t understand personal property?”

Benny glared. “Hey, Razor isn’t some animal…”

“Easy does it, Benny,” I said, holding out a warning hand. “Lyra, just to be sure, you didn’t see anyone else suspicious around the scene?”

Lyra shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’d love for it not to be your friend, but… I don’t know what else to tell you.”

And that was that. We said our goodbyes and graces, and Lyra went on her merry way.

I looked to Benny. He was in the shade: at this time of evening, the big pillars around the Cathedral plaza cast a shadow longer and darker than any bitter memory, and that shadow shaded him like an, um, an umbra.

Poor kid looked a bit mopey, and I didn’t think it was just the shadow metaphor that was responsible.

“Feeling down?” I asked him.

Benny nodded. “Yeah,” he said after a bit, “I just… I dunno what to think, now. Razor wouldn’t… I mean, he wouldn’t have, right?”

I ruffled his hair a little.

“I don’t like her,” I said.

Benny looked confused so I jerked my head in the direction Lyra had left.

“Miss Lyra?” he said. “Why? She seemed nice.”

“Yeah,” I said, “that’s the problem.” I adjusted my hair as I dispensed wisdom at him. “Too nice. Cared for Razor’s welfare. Heart of gold. Do you know how often the perp turns out to be the harmless sweetie nobody looks twice at?” It was a rhetorical question. “Way too often.”

“So we’re… gonna investigate her, then?”

I scoffed. “Are ya kidding me? Of course not. A proper investigator doesn’t go chasing every wild hunch she comes across.”

“No…?” said Benny.

“No,” I said. “There’s gotta be a proper logic and method to the investigation, or nobody will take you seriously. A good investigator has to have a… what’s the word?…”


  Methodology.


“…methodology,” I said. (I’d just been testing Oz. As if I’d forget that word.)

“Oh, okay,” said Benny, scratching his head. “I… didn’t realise you cared that much about being taken seriously.”

The hell was that supposed to mean?

“The hell is that supposed to mean?” I demanded of him.

“Um…” Benny’s eyes widened, now apparently realising that he’d faux pas’d harder than a Ruin Guard in a pawn shop. “Oh my gosh, that was really rude of me, I’m sorry—”

“Oh, you’re sorry, are you,” I said.


  Leave it, Fi.


Nah. A woman has pride, Oz.

I glared daggers at Benny. “What, because I talk too plain, and say what I mean, that means I’m not serious? Is that it?”

“No, um, please, never mind…”

This time I caught the twitch of Benny’s eyes as he looked me up and down.

Oh, the bastard. “Oh, I see. It’s the getup, isn’t it?”

“No, I…” he said, but his face told the whole story.

“You think because of how I dress, I don’t care what other people think of me, is that it?”

“…yeah?”

“Well, number one, I can’t help it if my outfit is a bit lacking. My salary doesn’t stretch to cover a nice fedora, so excuse me if I’m not dressed all proper.” (A bit of a lie. I owned a couple of good hats but none of them matched this suit.) “And number two? You’re right, I don’t care what other people think.”

Benny gulped. “Um, okay. Got it.”

“Now, scram. Go take a walk around the block, kid.” I folded my arms all serious-like. “You’ve gone and got me all riled up, and I need to cool down if we’re cracking this case.”

Benny did as he was told and scampered off on a walk.

While he did that, I sat on a bench in the Cathedral plaza, trying to find my cool.

The gent wasn’t entirely wrong. For the most part, I didn’t give a toss what people thought of me so long as it didn’t interfere with my booze money. (Wolfhook juice money, technically, but that doesn’t roll off the tongue quite the same.) He was out of line but he wasn’t firing blanks when he asked why I’d care about doing a proper investigation by the books.

Thing was, even if I’m too hard-boiled to care about making sense to mundane minds, well, Amy? Amy would’ve wanted me to be understood.

See, Amy was all about books, and a book puts you right inside the characters’ heads, even closer than a slug to the grey matter. So of course she was all “insight” this, “mortifying ordeal of being seen” that.

Me, personally? I’m a practical woman. I live in the real world, where people never give you the full story. The perp who feeds bread to the poor turns out to be a stone cold killer, like in The Snezhnayan Songbird. The adventuring socialites tell their darling diva never to surrender her class and her dreams, only to turn around and scorn her hard-earned graces as ‘childish’, ‘make-believe’. The details may change, but always, always, folks are like red onions: layers upon layers of deception, and you’ll sooner end up in bloody tears than reach the centre of the puzzle.

Screw it. Do you want to know the kicker?

The night Amy died she was having a spat with her folks. Because they didn’t understand her, not really, not the way you understand a book character like a butterfly dissected on the alchemy table. And that’s how her last night in this world went: the poor girl, frustrated and alone.

Oh, Amy, you archons-damned bleeding heart angel. Burying you was the foulest thing I’ve ever had to do.


  Hey Fi, my wings are tired. Mind if I borrow your shoulder, partner?


Sure, sure. But don’t think I don’t see through you, Oz. You’re made of pure Electro, you don’t get tired. You just feel like being pet.

…you got me, Fi; I’m the one who needs a hug here.

He alighted on my forearm and I ran my fingers across his back.

Felt nice.

I took another drag of my licorice, gathering my thoughts.

“Amy liked her characters nice and comprehensible,” I said aloud.

Oz retorted, also aloud: “You’re really calling Mister Nine’s character bios ‘comprehensible’?”

I rolled my eyes. “Not the backstories, Oz, the characters. What makes them tick. Who you can count on.”

“She got into detective fiction, too. Aren’t those stories full of lies?”

Yeah, but, lies you can see. Lies they explain to you after.

I was interrupted in my thoughts by the clack of stilettos across the Cathedral plaza.

I looked up and had to suppress a smile when I recognised the beetroot juice hair and the thorny crown.

“Sister Rosie,” I drawled, cool as a chilled cucumber.

“Fish Eel,” the woman replied. She was playing with a knife in her hand, spinning it around by a hole at the base of its handle. “Nice tie. And Ozzy. Looking sharp.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Not my best repartee, but I might’ve been a little tongue tied. Rosie was really gods-damned cool.

“You… doing the rounds?”

Rosie nodded. She whirled the knife around her finger a few times, looking bored.

You know how in hard-boiled detective fiction they always have a nobody-special protagonist, some everyday hero just trying to get by in a city that’s ugly and anonymous once you scratch the surface, but they’re used to the muck and they can damned well get by in it? Like me? Well, Rosie was that, too.

The first time I’d met her, Amy and I were fourteen, and we were coming home from the library: Amy was at the height of her hard-boiled detective fiction phase, having run out of gothic fantasy books worth their weight in guano. Rosie was in a laneway, beating up some purse snatcher by moonlight. A spin of the spear, maiming not killing, then a reliable one-two punch to the gut sent the purse snatcher sprawling, and Rosie pinned her down til the Knights showed.

The victim called her a hero, and she said, quote, “Me? I’m just another ordinary person, doing what I have to do”, and I fell in love instantly.

(Honestly if I hadn’t gotten to know her before Amy’d bit the bullet, I might not have gone into the private investigator life. Amy, bless her, had always thought I should live like my namesake, dealing with the gothic and fantastical, and I admit I was tempted for a time. But Rosie is like, everything a noir protagonist should be. Bloody backstory too, best as my digging around could tell me. She was proof it was possible to be harder boiled than a twenty minute egg, even here in Mondstadt, and, well, the rest is history.)

“I saw you’re on a play date with Benter,” said Rosie nonchalantly. (She said almost everything nonchalantly.)

“Not a play date,” I corrected her, “I’m on a case. Benny’s the client.”

“Fizelle. Listen. You know that boy is bad luck to get close to, don’t you?”

I laughed. “What are you, my old lady? I can take care of myself, and I’m too jaded for some scantily-clad blond to get me dropping my guard.”

Rosie ruffled my hair—which, if anyone was allowed to do that, it was her, but ugh I was not a kid, I was a jaded wisecracking detective—she ruffled my hair and said, “Yeah, I know you can look out for yourself, kid. Just… whatever trouble he’s in, there’s always more. He always finds a way to get back in trouble the next day, and it’s never quite his fault. Don’t get too attached to the idea of rescuing him or it’ll never end.”

“Ah. Less homme fatale, more…”

“…more sad little puppy,” said Rosie, “that you’ve gotta walk past eventually.”

Okay, yeah. I could believe that.

“I’ll be careful,” I said, meaning it. “You’ll be glad to know the case isn’t about Benny, not really. He’s got a friend in a jam, that’s all.”

I tilted my head toward her, careful to play it cool.

“We’re headed to see the friend now. Want to come with?”

Rosaria’s lips twitched in an approximation of a kind smile. “Thanks for the offer, but nah, I try to keep to the high ground.”

“If I may ask a favour, then?” said Oz.

“Ehh, try me.”

“The bard we were talking to just now, Lyra. Could you look into her? Let us know if there’s anything suspicious about her?”

The hell, Oz, chasing my hunch!? What happened to old-fashioned deduction?

Fi, your hunches are excellent. You like chasing down your hunches.

Amy got annoyed by books where the detective pulled the solution out of thin air. Said it was embarrassing, made it hard to explain the plot twists to people, left the reader feeling cheated.


  Amy’s gone, Fi. You don’t owe her anything.


The saying is ‘don’t owe her nothing’, Oz, show a little class, will ya?

Rosie wasn’t privy to the back and forth, so she interrupted us by saying, “Yeah, sure, I’ll keep an eye out.”

“Thanks, Rosaria,” said Oz.

Ugh, fine. “Yeah, thanks Rosie,” I said. “Don’t go out of your way for it though. No logical reason she’s crooked.”

“I don’t go out of my way for anything,” Rosie said. She glanced behind me. “Aha. Your… request giver…”—(“Client?” I said.)—“…yeah. Your client’s back. I should get back to patrol.”

I nodded. Amy would’ve stood up to wave her goodbye, but I understood the importance of nonchalance, so I doffed an imaginary hat to Rosie instead.

“Stay safe,” I said.

“Good luck, kid,” Rosie said, and strode off.

Sure enough, I heard Benny approaching soon after. He had finished his circle of the Cathedral. He looked at me questioningly, and I beckoned him over.

“Who’s the bird?” Benny said, once he was close by.

“Rosie’s a sister in the Church,” I said. “A fellow grifter on these grimy streets, if you will.”

Benny blinked, then shook his head. “Oh, no, I know Sister Rosaria! She’s gotten me out of a few scrapes. No, I meant, um…”

He gestured at me, which told me nothing. I had to follow his gaze to see who he meant.

“Oh, Oz?” I said. “He’s my partner in crime. Only we don’t do no crimes: we solve them.”

“Greetings, Master Bennett,” said Oz, nodding to Benny. “I’m Oz, Fi’s… ‘eye in the sky’.”

“Um…” Benny seemed hesitant but asked his next question anyway. “How does he talk?— wait, sorry, is that rude? Um, where do you two know each other from?”


  How much are we telling him?


Nothing yet. For all we know, he’s the culprit.


  Fi, he’s not the gods damned culprit.


Yeah, fair, that’d be a plot hole and a half.

“It’s a tragic backstory thing,” I said.

I stood up, brushing dust off my slacks much like I’d brushed off Benny’s question: not thoroughly, but well enough for now.

“Alright,” I said. “It’s been a while and a half, plenty of time for our inside man to lay out a welcome mat. Let’s go see what your beau can do to help us crack this egg of a case into its omelette pan.”

“Um,” said Benny, “what?”

“What Fi means,” said Oz, “is that Sir Kaeya ought to be done by now. So we should go talk to your friend Razor and see what he knows.”

  



2. a night-watch angel, severed from the sun

Summary for the Chapter:
            
  “Fi’s elemental skill, Night-Watch Angel, summons her reliable partner, Oz, dealing AOE Electro damage. While on the field, Oz continuously attacks nearby opponents, dealing—”

  “Pardon me, sir. Fi would prefer if you called her ‘Fischl’. Only friends call her ‘Fi’.”


  “You? What are you doing here!?”


  “Come, now. You’ve been watching us all week: you must know Fi’s the best in the business. She can spot a tail faster than a Dalmatian with an ink brush.”


  “…”


  “She says nice eyepatch, by the way.”



          


    
    It was a grim scene.

Benny’s beau, Razor, was alive, and he hadn’t been roughed up too badly, or at all, in fact. His spiky gray hair was blood-free, but mussed and full of leaves—for all I knew that was normal for him, but it certainly didn’t lend him an “upstanding citizen” brand. His eyes still seemed plenty alert.

That wasn’t the grim part.

The grim part was that Razor was behind bars, for a crime he (allegedly) hadn’t committed.

It was a demoralising sight seeing a kid about my age, sitting on a wooden bench inside a sparsely furnished cell. It looked like the place got plenty of light during the day but now, with the sun long since retired for the night, it was a different story. A couple torch sconces outside the cell were the only illumination, and their flicker only served to underscore how dark the whole place was.

(Shadows. A metaphor for the darkness that engulfs the human soul. Or, in this case, the Knights of Favonius holding cells, which, while they looked comfortable enough, were hardly the cheeriest of places.)

“Razor!” Benny said, sounding more relieved than a discharged soldier. He dashed right up to the bars. “Razor, it’s me!”

Razor had already come up to the bars at our approach, and his smile was warm. “Bennett,” he said. “You’re here.”

Benny grinned. He grabbed and held Razor’s gloved hand through the bars.

“You’re okay?” he asked. “Have you eaten?”

“Knights gave meat for eating,” Razor reassured him. “Also water.” He shifted uncomfortably. “This place… echoes. Like caves.”

“I’m so sorry this happened,” said Benny. “It’s really unfair that… oh, but, good news!: I found someone who can help.” He motioned to me.

Razor had glanced at me suspiciously when I first approached the cell, but his attention had been on Benny for the most part. Now, it returned to me.

“You.” He stared at me through narrowed, carmine eyes. “I do not know you. You are… not a Knight?”

“Oh, I’ll introduce you two,” said Benny.  “Razor, this is Fischl, a… private?… investigator with the Guild. She’s here to help figure out who stole that bracelet.”

“I did not steal anything,” Razor said, head held high.

“Fischl, this is Razor, my… friend.”

“Evening,” I said, nodding my head. “Like Benny says, I’m a P.I.: Private Investigator. I’m here to go digging for the truth, like an archaeologist trying to get to the bottom of what actually happened this morning.”

Razor shook his head. “I did not steal,” he repeated. “The Knights… will not believe me. They say… Suspicious. No trust.”

“Ah, yeah,” said Benny. He explained to me: “A lot of people don’t think very highly of Razor, because he’s so different to what they’re used to.”

I winced. “Oh, that really sucks…” My voice softened. “I’m sorry, Razor.”

That was genuinely awful. I hated how so many people got treated as lesser just because they were a bit ‘different’. I had no doubt that Razor had to deal with the same kind of ostracism Amy had: people assuming he was a troublemaker, people messing with him for fun… it hurt to think about.

“Razor,” I said gently, “nobody deserves to be treated poorly just because they aren’t the same as other people. If… if there’s anything I can ever do, or…”

“Language, Fi,” chided Oz.

Ah, shit. “They say birds of a feather flock together,” I clarified, slouching a little. “But for us endangered birds, even if our plumes don’t look a thing alike, being a rare specimen is our common thread, our little… gang handshake in the prison yard of Teyvat. So when the going gets tough, and we don’t have the toughness to hold the line, well, never hesitate to drop that line to a fellow angler. Just look me up.”

Razor stared at me, brows furrowed.

“…like an obscure word in a dictionary, you know?” I said.

“I… did not steal,” said Razor.

Eh, good enough.

“Did you see what happened to Miss Lyra’s bracelet?” I said.

“Brace… let?”

Benny piped up. “Miss Lyra was wearing…”—he traced out a circle around his own wrist—“a bracelet, here, on her wrist. Made of pearls.”

“Bracelet.” Razor squinted uncertainly. “Like… a necklace… for her arm?”

Ooh, good metaphor. I’d have to use that one sometime.

“Yup!” said Benny. “When she ran into you, did you see what happened to her bracelet?”

Razor shook his head. “No. Nice lady dropped her plants. I helped pick up the plants.”

“The vegetables?” I inquired.

Razor nodded. “Yes… vegetables. So many. She smelled like onions. Not like you. You smell like tomatoes.”

Hmm. Probably the bruschetta I’d grabbed on my way out of the Biergarten.

“…thanks?” I said.

Razor wrinkled his nose. “Tomatoes are not people food. For birds.”

“He’s not wrong,” Oz muttered to me, sounding amused.

“And when you helped pick up the vegetables, you didn’t see what happened to the bracelet?” I said.

Razor shook his head. “Didn’t see.”

“Was she still wearing it?”

“Don’t remember.”

Well, damn. Not surprising, but even a hint of a lead would have been useful.

“Any other, um… clues or anything?” said Benny, which—come on, nobody just asks a witness if they’ve “seen any clues”.

“Did you notice anybody else there?” I asked.

“Many people were there,” said Razor. “Big crowd.”

“Of course. But was there anyone who stood out? Or seemed interesting?”

“The lady singer fell over me and dropped her food. I told the Knights this.”

“Anyone… else?” I pressed.

Razor frowned and sat there, thoughtful. Then he shook his head. “No.”

The discussion lapsed a little there.

I ran through my head, thinking of any other leads Razor might be able to give us, while Benny clutched Razor’s hand and looked around uncomfortably.

In the end, it was Razor who broke the silence. He sounded… a little trepidatious.

“Bennett. Will the Knights… let me go?” he asked.

Barely visible in the torchlight, there was a week-old poppy wilting on the windowsill, eosin-red like his eyes.

“They will,” Benny reassured him. Then he glanced to me for some reassurance of his own. “They will, right, Fischl?”

“That coin’s still yet to be flipped,” I said. “But with all their proof as solid as cigar smoke, I doubt the Knights’ll be able to keep you in irons too much longer.” I’d have to go confirm that with Kaeya in a moment. “Nothing in this world’s ever cause for much optimism, but I wouldn’t be too worried were I in your boots. Not unless the boots were buried in cement or something.”

“What’s ‘cement’?” said Benny.

Razor’s gaze was thoughtful. “You will… help me?” he said.

I gave him my most confident smirk. “Does a revolver ring out in the dead of night?”

Razor blinked.

I continued: “Lady Justice doesn’t sleep, not while there’s darkness to tangle with. So when the night’s at its blackest, like an inkpot spilled over the sky? You’d best believe she’s got acute insomnia.”

“…what?” said Razor.

“Fi means we’ll do everything we can to clear your name.”

“That’s what I said, Oz. That’s literally what I just said.”










“How’re things looking for Razor?” I asked.

“For better or worse, it’s a mess.”

Kaeya had a few reports spread out over a desk. He motioned at them as he spoke.

“These reports are… cursory, at best. Light on details, hastily written… and the interviews are full of leading questions about Razor, too. This is all thoroughly unprofessional… well, besides Captain Albedo’s report, of course, but he didn’t actually talk to anyone.”

I skimmed the report in question. The Chief Investigator, a dab hand at alchemy, had spent his lunch break scanning Razor, all the witnesses, and the crime scene for traces of the bracelet, but to no avail: whatever he’d done to detect ‘true essence of pearl’, nothing had shown up.

“We can’t hold him for more than twenty-four hours without a formal accusation,” said Kaeya. “On top of that, I left the paperwork for an early release on top of Varka’s desk… Considering how Varka dotes on the boy, and how there’s no evidence of guilt to be found, well, I’d be quite surprised if Razor isn’t out of there first thing in the morning.”

“That’s good to hear,” I said.

Benny’d be thrilled—I’d gone on without him while he got some bonding time with Razor.

“Still…” I frowned. “It sure sounds like you don’t have a culprit.”

“It’s hardly ideal,” Kaeya agreed. “Without any leads to go on, who knows when our mystery miscreant might strike again? And without a formal complaint from the bracelet’s actual owner, we can hardly justify the resources to investigate.”

“And meanwhile, everyone thinks Razor did it,” I said. “Assuming he’s innocent, which I am, that’s hardly what you’d call ‘justice’.”

“Oh, I don’t call very many things ‘justice’ at all,” Kaeya replied, an easy smile on his countenance. “Although we Knights are charged with protecting Mondstadt from tyranny, that has very little to do with fair and unfair.”

Yeah, I could believe that. The Knights of Favonius meant well, but that didn’t stop them from being useless half the time. The situation called for a private investigator: someone who could get results.

I said to Kaeya, “I’ll poke around… let you know if I find any new leads.”

“How kind of you to offer,” said Kaeya. Then, he added: “Having said that, try not to lose any sleep over it. The Knights at the scene messed up, and the trail might well have gone colder than ice by now.”

“Damn straight your lot messed up,” I chastised him. “Bringing in the wrong guy, not locking down the scene… as inefficient as always.”

Kaeya straightened slightly in his seat. “What?” he said, his gaze sharp.

Wait, was he actually offended? He did know this whole P.I. thing was a bit, didn’t he?

“Like in any good hard-boiled detective story,” I clarified, “where the law’s corrupt at worst and inept at best. It’s just a trope, you know? No, uh, personal offence intended.”

“Ah.” Kaeya seemed to relax again. “Yes, bumbling and inept, perhaps that is us. Good thing the city has you, then, P.I. Fischl.”

I smiled. Kaeya might be too by-the-books to solve a case this tangled, but at least he knew when to defer to a pro.

“The pearl bracelet belonged to Margaret, right?”

“Yes, from the Cat’s Tail.” Kaeya sighed. “At least she’s not hounding us to find the thing. If the actual thief had an ounce of sense, those pearls are off the chain and long gone.”

“Mm.” I nodded thoughtfully. “Do the Knights keep tabs on the local fences?”

A fence was someone who traded in stolen goods, like a merchant but decidedly on the wrong side of the law. A fence was also a kind of barrier that went around buildings. It all depended on context. Some folks called this kind of gritty ambiguity a ‘homonym’. Me, I called it a regular Tuesday.

“Oh, I check up on them from time to time,” said Kaeya nonchalantly. “If the pearls were stolen, they haven’t shown up on the black market yet.”

“So either a private buyer,” I reasoned, “or they’re sitting on the goods waiting for the heat to clear.”

“Exactly.”

“Well, as I said, I’ll see if I can turn up something you Knight types couldn’t.”

“I eagerly await your results,” said Kaeya.

I turned to leave, but Kaeya interrupted me while I still had one foot on the threshold.

“Oh, and once again,” he said, “don’t overdo it on this one. Bennett and Razor deserve closure on this, but if it’s impossible, it’s impossible.”

“Impossible isn’t my middle name, but it oughta be,” I reassured him.

“No, I’m serious, Fischl.” Kaeya took his time with his next words. “Sometimes even a… seasoned professional like you knows she’s got to… lick her wounds and move on to the next… job.”

To my surprise, I found myself agreeing with him.

“Huh,” I said. “I’d not thought about it like that before. But that’s a damned good way of putting it. Alright, then. I’ll give it some time, but if the trail’s cold, the trail’s cold.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“You’re more streetwise than you let on, anyone ever told you that?”

“No, I don’t believe so,” said Kaeya. He sounded amused by the compliment for some reason. “Well… thank you, Detective! I suppose there’s a first time for everything.”










“Wolfhook juice neat, on the rocks, with a dash of lemon and whatever the hell you did with lampgrass pollen last time. None of those little umbrellas.”

“Coming right up!”

Di strode off with our orders, leaving me alone with my thoughts and two other people.

I liked Di. Good bartender, knew how to make a dame feel less bad about being too wet behind the ears to statutorily partake in liquid sin. A genius with a juicer and any ingredient you could name: so long as you told Di not to use any fowl in your drink, it was a home run every time.

It was just me and Benny for this stop: Cat’s Tail was full of cats, and Oz and I had learnt it was best if I went in without him. I was sitting on a table by the bar, next to the owner, Margaret—


  ‘At’ a table, not ‘on’ it.


Style over accuracy.


  Fi, sitting on a bar table isn’t nearly as sophisticated as sitting on a desk in an office. Trust me on this.


—and yes, that was the same Margaret who the stolen bracelet had been on loan from. She was dressed nicely, as befit a dame of her means. She wore a burgundy red dirndl with a satin bodice (one that gave more support than any respectable… actually, no, Amy’s old ‘Prinzessin’ leotard was probably a worse offender, and that was a pretty classy outfit). Her tunic looked like good quality cotton, her stockings were almost certainly machine knit, and her wrists were adorned with matching red tournaline bangles.

There was a catalogue out on the table, with an illustration of the missing pearl bracelet. Some haute couture Fontaine brand, of course. A silver pelline chain, with a proper barrel clasp, the kind that wouldn’t just unscrew by accident. The pearls themselves were all the size of… uh… small fingernails?… and the ad copy described them as a creamy white. More like pearly white, I thought to myself.

“It’s a nice-looking piece,” I commented. “Must have drawn the thief in like flies and honey.”

Benny’s eyes were further down the page. “That’s… oh, Barbatos, that’s really expensive.”

“A few million Mora certainly isn’t anything to sneeze at, but…” Margaret shrugged, her smile sad. “Material things always have this habit of getting lost or damaged. That’s the risk you accept when you buy nice things, isn’t it? Clothes are meant to be worn…”

I finished the sentence for her. “…even if that fanciest of silk dresses gets torn at the ambassador’s party and implicates you in a double homicide.”

Margaret chuckled. “Something like that, yes. Is that a reference to The Tenor’s Racket? I rather loved that novella.”

“The one and the same,” I said. Finally, a fellow dame of taste.

“You were saying about the bracelet…?” interrupted Benny, who was neither a fellow dame nor of taste.

“Just that… well, as sad as I am it’s gone, it’s hardly a second Cataclysm.” Margaret shrugged. “Don’t go around quoting me on that, of course; the gossip mill hardly needs more reason to think I’m some out-of-touch rich bitch [sic].”


  Fi, did you just add a ‘sic’ to Margaret’s words?


Well, yeah, the saying’s “rich bird”, isn’t it?

Isn’t it?

Dammit Oz, it is, right?

Margaret was still talking. “…needed it to impress a potential sponsor—patron?, is that the word?—last night,” she said, from which I gathered we were talking about Lyra. “I’m not a bard myself, but I know how important it is to dress to impress for these kinds of things. Shine your shoes, wear your nicest cut clothes…”

“You and Lyra must be close, for you to lend her something so fancy,” I remarked.

“Oh, somewhat,” Margaret said. “We’ve known each other since we were your age, I daresay, but my line of work and my material success has… well, let’s just say it’s harder than it used to be to get quality time with the friends of my youth. Still, Lyra and I catch up every now and then, and when she came by a couple of weeks ago to ask to borrow some nice kind of accessory, I thought, well, why not. Especially since…”—Margaret winced—“…well, please don’t tell Lyra I said this, but… She could really use a little luck. A patron for her composition was a long shot, but, it’d really change her life.”

“Down on her luck, huh?” said Benny. “I can relate.”

“Yes, I suppose you can.” Margaret once again stared at the stain on Bennett’s shirt, looking very apologetic. “Again, sorry for spilling that wine, I don’t know how I slipped—”

“It’s fine, don’t sweat it!” said Benny, all smiles.

Gods, he really was a well meaning kid. The kind this savage world chews up and spits out into the trash like a stick of grape chewing gum, the purple kind.

“Lyra is… well, you must know that a lot of bards don’t make terribly much money, right?” Margaret said. “In many ways Lyra’s still chasing after her first lucky break. From what I’ve heard, the last few years have been particularly rough on her. The poor thing was too proud to tell me herself, but I lately, I believe she’s been taking on all kinds of odd jobs to make ends meet…” She sniffed. “Unpacking crates at Dornman Port, grape picking at the Ragnvindr estate, clerical work for a few travelling merchants.”

Margaret lowered her voice conspiratorially.

“Between you and me,” she said, “that kind of work can’t be good for her hands. And she needs those hands in pristine condition for her lute and fiddle work. I thought, it’s only a matter of time before she injures herself…”

“Huh,” I said, thoughtful, “so you were trying to help her get that foot in the door before the clock ran out on her… So in the scheme of things, lending her the bracelet was… kinda an act of charity?”

Margaret pursed her lips. “Your words, not mine, Detective. And don’t you dare repeat them outside this room.”

“Oh, don’t worry, we’re not tattletales!” Benny reassured her. “Your… secret?… is safe with me. No charity involved, just a perfectly normal bracelet loan.”

“What’s even the point of those fancy bracelets?” It was Di bringing us our drinks. “Beads, pearls… they just rattle and make noise when you’re on the hunt. Seems kinda stupid.”

(She’d brought the ice in a separate glass for some reason. I dropped a couple of cubes into my Wolfhook juice and took a sip. It tasted the way a choir of Celestials sounds: heavenly.)

“Put it this way, Di,” I said sagely, “bracelets are just… necklaces for your arm.”

Di stared at me long and hard as if I had just sprouted a pair of wings (like the red herring suspect in Who Killed Tamago Kenji?).

“Necklaces are stupid too,” the bartender told me eventually. “They also make noise when you hunt. You may as well wear a damn bell around your neck.”

Well, not my fault if the simile was too sophisticated for Di.

I considered telling Di that actually, the scariest sniper-assassin in the Archon Wars had gone around wearing a bell on their neck to intimidate the enemy. But this was one of those facts Amy had read in a light novel, and as our folks always took pains to point out, some of that stuff was “exaggerated” or “entirely made up” for “shock value”.

(Di had never met Amy. I wondered how they’d get along. Probably poorly: Di could be a bit judgy at times, and Amy didn’t have the thickest skin.)

“Well, anyway, I like wearing jewellery,” said Margaret, dragging this cadaver of a conversation back to the morgue of a present.

“You would, Mags,” sniffed Di.

Margaret smiled, looking more amused than annoyed. “There’s customers waiting on you, Diona.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Di flipped her off and wandered over to the other tables.

Yeah, Di was pretty alright.

“Back to business,” I said. “We’ve been going over the robbery itself. Now, Margaret, you weren’t there when it got stolen, right?”

“That’s right,” said Margaret. “I was here looking after the cats. Lyra came by as soon as she could, explained what had happened. The poor thing looked so guilty telling me the bracelet was gone. I mean, it’s dear to me, don’t get me wrong, but the way she was trembling you’d think she stepped on one of my cats or something.”

“She doesn’t like it when people step on her cats,” I explained to Benny.

“I got that, yeah,” said Benny, who had tripped over two of them the moment he’d stepped into the bar.

Di swooped back in, refilling our drinks. “That wolf boy definitely did it, though,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow and beckoned her to go on.

“I never trusted that Razor kid,” she said, lip curled. “Just a little shady, you know?”

“Were you there? Did you see who took it?” said Benny.

“Nah, I was here. But Lyra showed up smelling like dog pee and onions.” Di wrinkled her nose. “Disgusting. I knew immediately he must have been involved, and sure enough, he was up to no good.”

Benny crossed his arms. “Razor does not smell like dog pee,” he said indignantly.

“Well maybe your sense of smell is broken from all those times you banged up your nose,” replied Di curtly. “Trust me, it’s a distinctive smell, and it was the most… the most disgusting…”

Her eyes widened.

“That’s it! Dog pee and onions… You’re a genius, Bennett. Hey, Mags, you got a notepad I can borrow?”

Di scurried off excitedly to write something down. Margaret stared after her with pursed lips and said something about how, for legal reasons, she’d heard none of that exchange.

“That… doesn’t prove Razor did it, does it?” Benny said. “We know they bumped into each other, but…”

“Yeah, it’s not conclusive,” I said, as reassuringly as I could manage.

But to be frank, I was starting to worry, myself. Sure, there wasn’t any hard evidence Razor was guilty, especially when the bracelet was nowhere to be seen. The Knights would probably let him go soon enough. But if everyone in town was assuming he’d snatched it, well, we didn’t have much proof Razor was innocent, either. People can be real mean to outsiders.

I had promised Kaeya I’d drop the case if there weren’t any leads to be found. I was a woman of integrity, and I’d do my best to keep my word. But it felt ugly, leaving the poor kid at the mercy of the prejudices of ordinary folk.

The night wasn’t over yet, though. I drained my Wolfhook juice: Time to move on.

“Thanks for the drink and the company,” I said to Margaret.

“Anytime, Detective. Back to work, I take it?” she said sympathetically.

I nodded. “That’s right. I’ve got stones to turn over. Every stone, actually.”

(Why? Because I was leaving no stone unturned. Margaret was canny enough to get my meaning.)

“Then best of luck, and stay safe,” said Margaret.

“Same to you,” I said, buttoning up my suit jacket, “same to you.”

Alright, then. Back out into the city.










Blanche, the owner and proprietor of Mondstadt General Goods, was still there at her storefront. The market district was quiet right now, save some folks grabbing a late supper at Good Hunter across the way: no surprise, then, that Blanche was reading a book. Hex & Hound, by the look of it. Not Amy’s favourite fantasy book—yeah, yeah, take a wild guess—but one she’d been rather fond of.

“You know, Blanche, I don’t think I’ve ever walked past your shop without you standing there.” I leaned against the counter, my back to Blanche, arms crossed, the spitting image of nonchalance, minus the spitting.

“This is a general goods store,” Blanche replied. “People need things at all kinds of odd hours. Yourself included.”

“I’m just here for information,” I said. “But seriously, have you ever left this spot?”

“Yes, Detective Fischl, I do go home between shifts,” said Blanche, a note of dry amusement in her voice.

I glanced around at the empty plaza. “If you say so.”

(Benny muttered that Blanche definitely went home sometimes. I asked him how he knew and he shook his head and said it wasn’t important.)

“You’re here about Margaret’s bracelet, I suppose?” said Blanche.

I nodded. “The one and only. Lyra said she had it on her when she came by this morning. Did you see it?”

“It was rather hard to miss.” Blanche laughed gently. “Lyra was so excited, waving it in my face while I was trying to bag up her greens. I indulged her, she was clearly excited about it.”

“You don’t sound like you were all that impressed by it,” I remarked.

“I mean… it was fancy, of course it was, Margaret has good taste. But, well, I didn’t need to see it to know that. It wasn’t a courting gift, it was just on loan… what’s there to be excited about?”

“Was Lyra… expecting any courting gifts?”

“Oh, no, there’s no special someone that I’m aware of. All I meant was, there was no sentiment behind the bracelet beyond a good friend trying to help Lyra out.” Blanche shrugged. “I find it hard to get excited about things if there’s no story behind them.”

“Words to live by,” I said appreciatively.

Like I said before, Amy loved herself a good story.

Stage me a play, she’d once asked of me, in this wilderness of alleyways and cobblestones. Come rest by my feet, and bring stories. From your words, we’ll weave ourselves mountains and oceans, for what’s not real can never die.

She’d loved how fiction was so malleable: no fact of the matter to drag it down, just endless possibility. Even if a story ended in a downer, there was always that “what if?”, another book out there waiting to be written, just like the last one but with a happy ending.

No happy ending for Amy, though. Now she was just another casualty of Mondstadt City. Another body in the library, ringed by books and half-dried tears.

Now it was up to me to write the stories she’d once wanted to.

“Uh, Fischl?” said Benny.

“One moment,” I said. “It’s been a long night.”

Sometimes it feels like it’s always a long night, in these streets I walk in.

“Amy gets like this sometimes,” Blanche told him. “You just have to give her time to think.”

“I’m not Amy,” I snapped. “That was my sister.”

“Ah, yes, so she was. My apologies, Fischl,” said Blanche. “Anyhow, Detective, is there anything else I can help you with?”

I sighed and let myself come back to the here and now.

“Look, Blanche,” I said, “I’ll level with you. We’re like a theatre production dealing with a deranged stalker: running out of leads, and fast. Did you see anything—anything at all that might help us figure out who the perp is?”

“I already told the Knights everything I saw,” said Blanche, “and that wasn’t much. I was talking to a customer, I looked up, and Razor and Lyra had collided.”

“That’s all?” I said.

“That’s all,” said Blanche.










“So what now?” said Benny.

I leaned back on the wooden bench, thinking.

“Now I guess we leave it,” I said. “We talked to everyone involved, dug up some clues… just, you know, not enough. That’s all we can do, really.”

“But the case is still unsolved,” he said.

“I know.” I let out a long sigh. “But what else can we do? I’m a P.I., and a pretty decent one at that, but sometimes you just have to roll with the punches.”

We both sat in silence for a while.

“In this metaphor, the punches are the case hitting a dead end,” I said.

Benny stared off into the distance, looking wistful.

After a while, he turned to me with a stupid hopeful look in his eyes.

“Well… Do you still think the bard did it?” he said. “Miss Lyra?”

I rolled my eyes. “It doesn’t matter what my gut says. There’s a methodology to these things.”

“I must say, I second our client’s sentiment,” said Oz, the damned turncoat. “We’ve exhausted most of the leads available to us… there’s no reason not to check out your hunch.”

“Except that it’s just a hunch,” I replied.

“Everyone’s going to think Razor did it,” said Benny. “If we have any other suspects—”

“You think I don’t know that?” I said. “Sometimes there’s no happy ending, kid. There wasn’t for Amy, maybe there isn’t for this case, either.”

Benny pressed on desperately. “Can’t we at least… I dunno, look more into Lyra’s if she’s so suspicious?”

“Absolutely not,” I said. “There’s no justification, no logical lead-in…”

“But there’s no harm trying,” he said, “right?”

Was he not listening? “That’s… it’s nonsense. It’s bad detective work, it’s bad writing, it’s… it’s…”

…the kind of story you try to explain to other people and they don’t quite get it.

Inscrutability can be a kind of curse, you know.

“I…” I exhaled through my teeth. “Benny, I don’t want a reputation as some kind of… erratic.”

“So you do care what other people think?” said Benny. “Well… well, me too!”

I threw my arms up in the air. “Fine, so what if I do? If you care too then you should already get it, kid! You know what happens to folks who don’t make sense, who are too incomprehensible or unpredictable for everyone else? They fade into the wallpaper. Irrelevant. They may as well not exist.

“Eventually… even your mentors give up on you,” I said.

The only ones who’d ever believed in the work I was doing, the closest thing I had to a mother and father.

At that point, does it even matter whether you’re still there?

Amy’d certainly had an opinion on that question.

“I mean…” Benny bit his lip. “People say awful stuff about me all the time. Like… that I’m cursed, or that I get people hurt… it sucks.”

I sighed, crossed my arms. “Yeah,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

He went on: “Even a lot of the folks at the Guild—my old team, but other people too—they don’t really try to get to know me. They just see what they expect to see—walking bad luck—and they leave it there.”

Oh, I knew that feeling. In the short while I’d been at the Guild, people only really talked to me when they wanted my reports. And even then they mostly wanted to talk to Oz. It was so unfair, how they didn’t want to make the effort to see me as a person just like them. So unfair…

…yikes!, what am I doing!? I totally broke form again.


  You broke form… in your internal monologue? Really, Fi?


Point stands. Nix the last few paragraphs. Take two:

Oh, now that was a sentiment as familiar as jaded disaffection. I’d been on this beat for less time than it took to develop a violet licorice addiction and already the regulars had started treating me like part of the faceless machinery of the city. Ask me to look into something, read my intel, but never an after-work drinks, never a “tough day, Fi?”, never the kind of intimacy that even the most hardened of old hands craved like water in a desert—

“Your point being, Mister Bennett?” said Oz.

(Hey, I wasn’t done yet, bird brains.)

Benny shuffled from one foot to another, said:

“I guess what I was getting at, Miss Fischl, is… it sucks, and it bothers me sometimes, but…”

“Spit it out,” I said, tetchy.

“I still know that I’m a good adventurer. That I’m a good pal to my friends. It doesn’t matter what people say, I know who I am.”

He looked at me with those wide, puppy dog eyes of his. That right there? That was when I knew I’d lost this battle.

“Maybe…” he said, “maybe that’s true with you, too?”

Huh.

Well… gee.

To be clear, the kid wasn’t exactly right. Trying to make sense to other folks wasn’t about winning their approval, it was about honouring Amy’s memory.

Still, though. Amy had known who I was. And I was the best damned P.I. this side of Stone Gate.

So maybe, just this once, she wouldn’t have minded if I took a shortcut?


  That’s what I’ve been saying this whole time.


Shush. You’re my sidekick, not my narrative foil. It’s different.


  Fi, you’re a real piece of work, you know that?


Damn right, Oz, damn right.

“Okay, fine,” I said. “Have it your way, the both of you. Let’s say Lyra really is the culprit, despite us not having a shred of proof. Where does that get us?”

“Ah… hmm.” Benny rubbed his chin. “We could get the Knights to search her place for evidence.”

“Without a solid reason? They don’t work like that,” I said.

“Actually, Fi, I’ve been preparing a contingency for when you changed your mind,” said Oz. “I’ll check in with Sister Rosaria; she may have something we can use.”

“Huh. Points for forethought,” I conceded. “I… Wait. ‘When’ I changed my mind? Not ‘if’?”

“Do you want the leg up or not?”

Pride versus plot progression. Dammit, he knew me too well.










Knock knock.

The door swung open.

“Miss Lyra,” I said, “sorry for the bother. We’ve a couple more questions.”

The bard blinked blearily. “Miss Fischl? I was just getting ready for bed.”

It was past midnight. She smelled of dandelion wine. I smiled: that was a good sign, for my hunch and for the ruse.

“I’ll only be a couple of minutes.”

Lyra’s flat was on the upper floor of a modest fourplex, on a side street between the market district and the south wall. There was a bit of an echo in the hallway so we both kept our voices down.

“Earlier, you said you had the bracelet on your wrist, you were paying close attention to it…” I raised a brow. “And yet, you didn’t notice the exact moment the perp—Razor, or whoever it was—snatched it from you?”

“I’m sorry, no, I didn’t,” she said. “There was a lot going on.”

“Incidentally,” I added, “was the bracelet one of them, you know, little hook clasp things?”

“No, it was…” Lyra yawned. “Um, one of those ones that screws and unscrews.”

No contradictions yet. Now to tighten the noose.

“And yet you didn’t notice someone unscrewing it while it was on your wrist?”

Lyra crossed her arms. “No. No, somehow I didn’t.” She rolled her eyes. “Listen, Detective, I’m not an expert on pickpockets. Maybe you should be talking to someone who knows more about how that works.”

“That’s a good point,” I said. “Benny, that’s a good point, isn’t it?”

“Um… yes?” said Benny.

“Benny thinks you make a good point,” I said. “Well, then. Sorry to bother you, Miss.”

“It’s alright,” said Lyra. “Just… wait for daylight hours next time you need to talk, okay?” She reached for the door handle.

“Oh, and… just one more thing,” I said, right before she could close the door.

(It was a favourite technique of Trenchcoat Tlalli, the cigar-smoking Natlani from such classics as Tchlachli and Treason, and Exactly Northwest: get the perp agitated, give them a false sense of reprieve… then strike.)

“You know how they couldn’t find any trace of those pearls?” I said.

Lyra stiffened like a deer in the crosshairs. “Yes?” she said.

I fished out something from my jacket pocket, held it up to the light:

It was a pair of pearly-white pearls with bead holes running through them. Exactly the kind that’d been on the missing bracelet.

Lyra went white as a bleached bedsheet.

Gotcha, I thought.

“The Knights brought some guy in half an hour ago. Drunk, public nuisance, needed some time to quiet down and sober up.” I waved the goods in her face. “They found this in his pockets. Any idea where these might’ve come from?”

“Shit,” whispered Lyra.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I said.

Benny didn’t pipe in: I’d instructed him to stand beside me and look intimidating but keep his mouth shut.

“It’s not all the pearls, but it’s one hell of a match,” I said casually.

Lyra nodded rapidly. “Right, right…”

“Now, this guy they brought in… He was drunk as a bat outta hell during happy hour.” I crossed my arms. “Rambling. Lots of unfamiliar names, but… oh, let’s just say one stood out, Miss Lyra. Care to guess whose…?”

Lyra’s eyes darted down the hallway. The echo was freaking her out, then? Good.

“Maybe you should come inside,” she said.

I smiled. All according to plan.


  So, “Thank you, Oz”?


Come on, this plan was at most two thirds yours. I helped too.

I nodded. “Indoors sounds good…” I glanced to my side. “Hey, Benny, keep watch, will ya?”

“Can do!” he said, with a thumbs up. Aw, not gonna lie, that thumbs up was pretty adorable.

I followed Lyra into her flat. She shut the door behind me.

The flat was sparsely furnished but serviceable. Some string instruments lay against the wall, and together with their cases and a music stand they took up most of the floor space. The kitchen table was small and presently covered with the remains of takeout from Good Hunter. (She’d gone for the Sweet Madame. Disgusting.)

“Those pearls could have come from anywhere,” Lyra said, once we’d taken seats.

She wasn’t wrong. These weren’t from the bracelet at all; Rosie had lent them to us, if you get my drift, from the Cathedral’s lockbox. But they were a dead ringer for the real pearls, and they were doing their job: spooking the perp.

“You’re not wrong,” I said. I leaned back in the kitchen chair, making myself nice and comfortable like a bird in a bath. “But I reckon you know exactly which bit of jewellery it’s from, where it’s been since then. You were as white as a dove in a chalk factory when you saw it.”

“Shit,” Lyra muttered, probably more for her own benefit than mine. “Miss Fischl, I swear, you’ve got the wrong idea. That wolf kid must have given the bracelet—”

I pressed on. “Miss Lyra, look at it from the Knights’ perspective. They find these pearls in some two-bit thief’s pockets the very same day you lose that bracelet… and he’s muttering your name in between emptying out his stomach? It lends a certain impression, you’ve gotta admit.”

“They said they’d lock the pearls up until this all blew over,” said Lyra, sounding equal parts bewildered and upset. “They sounded so damn professional. In his pockets?”

Bingo. “Guess they played you for a fool, huh.”

“I didn’t…” Lyra slumped forward, burying her face in her hands. “Shit. They kinda did.”

Okay gods damn this was basically a confession. Fine, Oz, this time round, following the hunch all the way off script worked. This time.


  Fi. Get her talking before she realises we don’t know the details.


“So, you were short on cash, desperation does funny things to people, I get that much,” I said. “But Miss Lyra, how the hell did you get mixed up with that kind of crowd?”

Lyra exhaled, eyes downcast. “Nothing fancy. I was doing a job at Port Dornman—making ends meet while I worked on my music—and I met these guys there. Friendly lot.”

“Names?”

“There was, um…”—and here she rattled off a couple of names, which I took note of. “But mostly, they went by nicknames, like, uh… Bluey, Peregrine, Sparrowhawk… They called me Nightingale, I guess because I sing.”

A lot of bird names, huh. Knowing the local crooks, that suggested Treasure Hoarder connections.

“And these guys… they, what, got friendly with you?” I guessed.

Lyra nodded. “Drinks after the work was done for the day, a couple afternoons playing backgammon at the inns they were staying at… normal stuff, you know?”

I nodded.

“They’re nice folks, really. Never leered or anything. They fronted me some money when I was in a real pinch, but… my luck still hasn’t turned. I couldn’t pay them back in full, and after a few months they were getting pretty antsy about it…”

“And you said you’d try to make it up to them however you could?”

“…something like that. The scheme was their idea, but…” Lyra stared at the floor. “…I didn’t say no. Even knowing I’d be taking Margaret for a ride.”

I leant back in the chair, trying to look calm and just a little smug. In reality I was figuring out how to get her to turn herself into the Knights. Her confessing in private to me wasn’t going to do Razor any good, after all.

While I thought, Lyra was silent. She stared at my shoes. I could tell from the look on her face that she was feeling defeated, and also that she was thinking my derbies were a little scuffed—


  Fi, your shoes are on her coffee table. That’s probably why she’s staring.


Unlike me, Oz was clearly no pro detective.

“Look, lady, between you and me, the Knights don’t want to make an example of you. If you help them bring in the real low-lives…”

“Of course,” said Lyra immediately. “I… what do I do? I don’t have an address or anything, but I’d know the boss guy’s face anywhere.”

“Let’s get you over to the Knights, then,” I said. “Come clean, tell them everything you do know…”

“Of course, of course. I… right now?”

While this bluff still had momentum? “Yeah, right now. When the guy in the cell sobers up, the Knights are gonna make him sing like a bard. Probably not at your level, but let’s make sure you get your say before he does.”

Lyra nodded. “Um… one minute, let me get dressed.”

When I nodded yes, she stood up, brushed some imaginary dirt off her dress, and started towards the bedroom.

“Oh, and, um… could you take your feet off the table?” she added.

I acquiesced, because I’m cultured like that. Plus, while Lyra was out of the room, I needed to get Benny on the same page, make sure he didn’t blow this bluff.

I stuck my head out the flat door.

“Benny, listen carefully—” I whispered.

Benny wasn’t there in the hallway.

“The hell?” I said.


  Thud.


A sudden blow hit the back of my head. The room swam, and I sank to the floor like a beached whale. The whole world tilted to and fro and I was out like a light.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Cliffhangers? In a mystery thriller? It’s likelier than you think.

I headcanon Di with the most exaggerated New York accent—like Harley Quinn or Top Cat or etc. “I’m naht some two bit thief; I wouldn’t steal no poils, ya morons. Pfft. Wait til Daddy hears about dis.”

So, uh, podficcers take note or something :P

        




3. twelve a.m. fever dream

Summary for the Chapter:
            
  “Hon, if this here’s mendacity, I want nothing to do with veracity. I’d rather be the queen of comely canards than be shackled to some dime store ontology.”

—▉▉▉, severely paraphrased.



          


    
    The Cat’s Tail didn’t usually have this many birds around.

Big black cranes, little white pigeons, exotic Natlan birds with fiery plumes. I was sitting up at the bar, and looking around I could see birds every which way, having a little midnight rendezvous or drowning their sorrows. On stage was a waif of a girl with a voice like sin. She was crooning some sad song about hope and sorrow—I couldn’t make out half the words over the din of conversation, but it fit the scene well enough.

The room was hazy, a kinda purple mist making it hard to see too clearly. Too many violet licorice smokers, I guess.

I swung around and faced the bar.

“So,” said Oz, “what’ll it be?”

I crooked an eyebrow. “Oz? You’re… the bartender?”


  “Who else would it be?”


Fair point. “Whiskey neat. On the rocks.”

Oz slid the drink across the counter, and I took a sip. Bracing. Tasted like whatever the hell whiskey tasted like—

—which was, um—

—oh.

“Dream sequence, huh?” I said, cradling my glass like it was a precious gold idol. “Trip into the dark recesses of my soul? That’s not really the right fit for my genre.”

(“Beautiful dreams…” crooned the girl onstage, “ain’t never surrendered…”)

“Take it up with your subconscious,” Oz said. “You got knocked out, remember?”

Ah, shit, I had, hadn’t I? It all came flooding back to me. Benny. Razor. Lyra scamming Margaret out of a bracelet, for a little pocket change.

No. Not just that. I’d jumped the gun, I realised. Yeah, the bluff play had worked, but there was a whole procedural detective trail I hadn’t gone down.

I’d never checked the damn crime scene. Traces of scattered pearls—because surely the bracelet would’ve snapped if someone had ripped it off of Lyra’s wrist? She’d gone to Blanche, waved the bracelet in her face as an alibi, and then… the hand-off must have happened right there and then.

Aha. Grocery bag. That was it! Razor and Di had both mentioned the smells of vegetables. Did that line up with what Lyra had bought? Or had she swapped one sack of produce for another, in the middle of the market plaza, dropping the bracelet into it first? A hand-off performed to perfection with those virtuoso, lyre-strumming fingers of hers?

(“Night never ends…” the singer went on, “not til that last tab’s been tendered…”)

“Shit,” I said. “I could’ve done this properly. By the book. Get the sales records from Blanche, and I bet you I could’ve done the whole thing by deduction, nice and proper, no gods damned hunches needed.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. You have no idea how the hand-off happened, maybe that would’ve been a dead end, too,” Oz replied. “It’s easy to second guess how you played your cards once you’ve seen the whole table.”

“Shut your trap. You’re not even the real Oz.”

“What? Because I’m a figment of your subconscious? Frankly, I’m offended, Fi.” Oz gave me an exasperated look.

“It’s just… ugh.”

I took another gulp of whiskey. Yup, that was some real whiskey tasting whiskey alright.

“I’m never gonna be the kind of detective Amy really wanted me to be.”

Oz nodded, but he didn’t say anything.

“I know, I know,” I said, “I should play to my strengths, all of that… but that’s what got me caught. And…” I sighed. “Serves me right. That’s not what Amy would’ve wanted.” I drained my glass. “You remember her, she hated that nobody understood things that made perfect sense to her. I owe her… I dunno, a little comprehensibility, don’t you think?”

Oz said nothing, just poured me another glass.

“Shit, Oz,” I said. “You ever feel bad about it? Amy dying?”

“I was always just the dagger, Fi. You were the one wielding me.” Oz shrugged. “Besides, she’s still around, in a sense, right?”

“Depends which sense you mean,” I said.

“Amy never stopped dreaming, did she?” Oz said, motioning to the side.

I followed his gesture to where the girl onstage was still singing mournfully. (“Oh… would that we weary debtors… were finally free…”) She wasn’t a half bad singer, either. Funny, now that I thought about it, she looked a lot like—

—oh.

Ohhhh.

Okay, I take back what I said: this was an acceptably noir dream sequence after all.

“You wanna explain why I’m seeing my dead ‘sister’?”


  “Ask your subconscious.”


“Oz, you are my subconscious.”

“Fair, fair.” Oz pulled out a rag, started to wipe down the counter. “Fi, you and I both know you’ve got a knack for stories. Guessing the endings. Seeing the tropes in the air, having a gut feeling where they’ll land.”

“Yeah? And?”


  “You really think all this hogwash about being seen, being understood, would’ve made her happy?”


(“…from those wretched fetters… of joyless decrees…”) 

My fingers clenched the whiskey glass so tight it felt like it was about to break.

“A little respect for the dead,” I said, my voice barely level. “Amy always wanted to be understood.”


  “Amy was always sad people didn’t get her, sure. But that wasn’t what drove her. This legibility and procedural detective work song and dance… you’re doing it to honour her, but it’s not what she’d have wished for you.”


(“I chambered atonement’s arrow in my gun…”)

“And just what do you think she wanted for me, huh?” I said. Maybe I was a little snippy in the delivery, but come on.

“Amy was always about the thrill of the story,” Oz reminded me. “Doesn’t matter whether it was armchair deduction or guns blazing action, it was always about the endless possibilities. If she couldn’t explain the story to someone afterwards, yeah, that was disappointing, but that didn’t make the story any less worthwhile.”

(“…like a night-watch angel, severed from the sun…”)

The fight went out of me at that.

“…I’ve gone and screwed this up,” I said, staring at my reflection in the whiskey. “Gotten myself killed chasing a hunch.”

(Sang the girl onstage: “And when all was said, and my beat was finally done… you asked me, was it worth it?, had I won?…”)

“This is a dream sequence, not the afterlife,” said Oz drily. “Let’s not catastrophise just yet. And don’t forget: your hunch was right.”

“Point,” I conceded. “Doesn’t change the fact that I’m more screwed than the cork on some vintage bubbly.”


  “You’re a capable young woman. Good head on your shoulders. Did you already forget how this works?”


“How what works?”


  “Amy’s big revelation. One of the last things she figured out before she gave up the ghost.”


Shit. Oz was right. No way could I ever forget that night.

I drained the rest of my glass, set it down.

“Yeah,” I said. “I know.”

Amy had realised the truth of this world: no-one else gets to tell you how the story ends. Absolutely nobody.

And that realisation, for all the joy it brought her, may well have been the final nail in her coffin.

Oz didn’t sound so sure.

“You sure she’s really dead?” he asked.

I glared at Oz. “We really doing this again? Amy’s been dead a long time now.”

I gestured to the stage. It was empty now, the singer all gone and vanished in a haze of smoke. Still the birds around the bar sat, heads tilted like they were watching someone perform.

“See?” I said. “Amy’s gone.”

“Sure she is, Fi,” said Oz. “Sure she is.”

If he was about to feed me some malarkey about Amy always being here with me in my heart, we were done here. I was a hard-boiled detective. I didn’t have time for this fairy tale fantasy shit.

I stood, tossed a few Mora on the counter.

“Keep the change.”

“You underpaid,” said Oz, but I was already leaving the bar.










I came to with a killer headache.

Didn’t bother opening my eyes just yet, that’d only make things worse.

I took stock. I was sitting on something, a chair probably. Tied to it, maybe? That’d explain the pressure around my lower ribcage stopping me from sagging further forward.

Shoulders and biceps ached. My wrists were—I gave them the slightest wriggle—okay, yeah, bound together behind me. Ah, and that’d explain the weird pinching feeling at my armpits, that was my jacket bunching up.

Those assholes. Getting wrinkles out of a good suit took effort.

I reached out with my senses, felt for my Vision. It felt far enough away that I wouldn’t be able to tap into its power, but not too far. Same room or the next one over.

“Please, let us go, we don’t want any trouble…”

That’d be Benny to my left. A few footsteps shuffled around the room, somewhere in front of me.

As a seasoned private investigator, my instincts told me this situation was bad.


  Fi. Fi, is that you? You doing alright there?


Oh. Hey Oz. That the real you I was talking to before, during my impressionist dream sequence?


  Your what?


My impressionist dream sequence.


  Fi, I’m… not even dignifying that with an answer.


Fine, have it your way.

I still had a couple more questions before I sat up, though. Who’d knocked me out? How long had I been out for? Where’d they taken me?

Through our shared bond, Oz filled me in. Bunch of thieves: Treasure Hoarders, going by how they dressed. You were out for thirty, maybe forty minutes. They took both of you to a warehouse on the edge of town, you’re up on the first floor. I counted three entering the building, but I’ve no idea how many there are in all. But don’t panic. Help’s on the way, just hold tight.

Cool. You’re the best partner a bird like me could ask for, you know that, Oz?


  Right back at you, Fi. Don’t do anything reckless, now.


Oz, I’m a hardboiled detective, I have to—


  You really don’t.


I sat up straight in the chair, and opened my eyes.

“Nice digs,” I said. I blinked a few times until the room got the point and stopped spinning.

“Fischl! You’re awake!” said Benny.

“About time,” said another voice. “What the hell are we going to do with you two?”

The speaker was at the far of the room. His arms, thick and muscular arms, were crossed. He had a kind of sad look in his eyes, like someone who loves puppies but his job is kicking puppies off bridges all day.


  What kind of half-assed simile is—


Shut it, Oz, I just woke up, I’m busy.

“So,” I said. My throat was hoarse, dry. “You’re the boss man, huh?”

“That I am,” he said gruffly.

His hips were lit up in shades of red and purple—my and Benny’s Visions, hooked onto his belt. Well. Inconvenient, but at least we knew where they were.

I ran my eyes around the rest of the room. Benny to my left, a window further past him. In front of me, Boss-man, and, standing between him and the door, some guy with tattoos and a five’o’clock shadow. Finally, to my right was a mean-looking fellow with a crossbow… that was pointed right at my chest.

“Well,” I said, “we don’t know nothing, so you may as well let us go.”

This whole tied up and interrogated in an abandoned warehouse thing was so aesthetic. Damn but this would be a good time to have a violet licorice in my mouth. I didn’t pout, though.

“You don’t know anything, huh?” said Boss-man. He took a few steps our way, stopped again, arms still crossed.

“Um, yep! Nothing at all!” said Benny.

Boss-man sighed. “Wish I could believe you. Really, I do. But Bluey downstairs—the fella who dragged you in? He heard Lyra spill the whole story to you.”

Five’o’clock Shadow frowned. “The bard sung? Shit, Boss, do we gotta…?”

Boss-man shook his head. “Blondie here got under her skin, but Lyra’s solid. She’ll keep quiet. She needs the money more than she needs her conscience clean. I’ll have some of the boys pay her a visit after, make sure we’re on the same page.”

“Blondie?” I said. “I put all this effort into my get-up and you go calling me by my hair colour?”

“Fi, don’t antagonise them,” said Benny quietly.

“You should listen to your friend, kid,” said Boss-man. “We’ve got reason enough as is to leave you two sleeping at the bottom of Cider Lake, if you get my drift.”

I got his drift. “I get your drift,” I said.

Five’o’clock Shadow looked a little horrified at this. “Boss, they’re kids,” he whispered.

“That they are,” sighed Boss-man. “But these kids got this close to blowing the whole damn operation open.”

“But… we can’t just… you know…”

“For an operation this lucrative, we do whatever the hell we need to.” Boss-man sighed, lighting up a cigar. “It’s a damn shame you brats ended up sticking your noses where they shouldn’t’ve been.”

‘Operation’, huh? Seemed Lyra wasn’t the only fish they had their hooks in.

“We… We can promise not to tell anyone,” Benny said. “You don’t have to do anything drastic… We won’t talk, really!”

“That so?” Boss-man leaned over him, puffing smoke into his face. “How do we know you’re not gonna change your minds in a couple of days and rat us out to the Knights?”

“I promise we won’t!” said Benny. “I mean, my luck’s really bad so I probably wouldn’t be able to anyway!”

“Oh! He’s the bad-luck kid. I knew I recognised him.” Five’o’clock Shadow sounded relieved. “See, Boss? I told you it wasn’t my fault he kept falling off the chair when I was tying him up.”

“Wait, that’s why my head hurts?” said Benny.

Boss-man exhaled, looking a little tired. Smoke went every which way.

The smoke was all up in my throat, now. I gagged.

“Barbatos above, show a lady a little courtesy and put that out, would ya?” I complained between coughs. “Or at least open a window.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Boss-man signalled Five’o’clock Shadow, who went opened the window just a crack, enough for a little fresh air to get in. 

“Much obliged,” I said, nodding my head to him.

A P.I. always had to be civilised, after all.

Boss-man took a few steps back, and his hands fiddled with our Visions where they hung on his belt. 

“I’m not seeing the alternative,” he said. “You kids figured out too much… Don’t think we’ve got much choice at this point.”

“There’s always a choice!” said Benny quickly.

“Keep us here a few days while you skip town?” I suggested.

“Ehh. We’ve got a good thing going here.”

I glanced to the side.

For hell’s sake, the perp with the crossbow hadn’t taken his eyes off me the whole time. Not cool.


  We’ll make do, Fi.


I guess we’d have to. Alright, Oz, on my mark, spread your wings, and… you know the drill.

I returned my attention to Boss-man. “Okay, well,” I said, “you sure your ‘good thing’ ain’t about to run its course anyway? People know who we are. At least one Knight knows what we were investigating.”

“Shit,” said Five’o’clock Shadow, “they’ll put the pressure on Lyra. She’ll crack.”

“Then that’s another mess to clean up,” said Boss-man. He looked really tired. And you know what? Fair. If I had to kill three people in one night I’d be exhausted at the prospect, too.

“Your Vision heals, right?” I muttered to Bennett.

“Yeah…?” he whispered back. “Why?”

“If I get shot, try not to faint, okay, kid? You’ll need to pull the bolt out and heal me.”


  “Shot?”


“Hey,” said Boss-man, “what do you two think you’re doing, whispering like that?”

“What do you care?” I said, all curt-like. “You’re all gonna kill us either way… Archons, can’t a P.I. get a little privacy with a pretty boy in her last moments?”

Boss-man smirked. “Big mouth. Maybe you should join our crew, princess.”

Princess? I laughed. Amy had been the little princess, all sugar and spice. But me? I was the gutter, I was the night; I was the dame left standing at the end of the fight.

“Yeah, sure, I’ll consider it.” I fluttered my eyelashes, jerked my head to crossbow-guy. “Will he be there?”

Crossbow-guy shot the boss a look, as if to say, Can you believe this shit?

…and that was as close to his eyes being off me as I was gonna get—

So. Cavalry, please?


  As you wish, Fi.


Through the haze of cigar smoke came Oz, barrelling in through the barely-open window, banking hard and going straight for Boss-man’s waist.

The bandits didn’t have time to react. A second later Oz had our Visions, one in each talon. He bounced off of a wall, turned, and dived for me.

I threw myself sideways, chair and ropes and all, and gritted my teeth as—fuck, ow, Crossbow-guy recovered from the surprise and fired a bolt into me. Hit me in the arm and pierced through to my waist. Holy smokes that hurt. Missed the heart and lungs though, so that was something.

I landed sideways on the ground, right in front of a bewildered Five’o’clock Shadow.

“Twelve a.m. fever dream!” I cried, as Oz shoved the vision into my hands behind my back, and then I turned into—

Oh, shit. I completely forgot this part in the exposition.

I can turn into a bird, kinda.

Dammit! I should’ve established that in the first act, now it looks like I’m pulling solutions out of—


  Not the time, Fi.


Right as ever, Oz.

For a few short seconds, I shared Oz’s form. With the ropes no longer able to hold me, we flew, dropping Bennett’s vision into his hands and then zigzagging our way to Crossbow-guy. He shot, missed, and then I was on him.

Turning human again, I fell out of the air onto Crossbow-guy, knocking him over with all my scrawny dame weight. We landed, him on his back, me straddling him, and I hit him in the nose with my good arm, knocking him out cold. I pulled the crossbow out of his slackened grip.

Boss-man lobbed a crate in my direction—still on the ground, I deflected it with my legs—then charged me, cudgel in hand, regret and rage warring in his eyes.

So I shot him in the knee.

He went down fast, like one of Margaret’s cats falling down a well that I get paid double to go rescue.

With that problem taken care of, I turned my attention to Five’o’clock Shadow, who had been trying unsuccessfully to stop Benny burning his way out of his bindings. The two of them now stood a few feet apart, fists up, like gods-damned boxers in a ring. Pfft. Adorable.

Oz zapped him from behind, and Benny took the opportunity to hit Five’o’clock Shadow in the belly with a flaming punch. He staggered but didn’t go down.

I tried to get up, stumbled, then remembered there was a bolt in my side. Ow. I was starting to see stars, now that I thought about it. That wasn’t good.

I angled the crossbow in Five’o’clock Shadow’s direction, seeing if I could get a clear shot, but the dizziness was getting to me…

The door burst open. On reflex I swung the crossbow that way instead— ah, never mind.

Her silhouette framed in moonlight, Rosie strode over to Five’o’clock Shadow and grabbed him in a sleeper hold while his back was turned.

“Lights out,” she muttered, ignoring his attempts to claw at her face. She glanced Benny’s way. “Bernard—you, stop struggling—Bernard, where’s Fissure?”

“She’s over there… oh my gods, Fi! Fi!”

Yeah, yeah, I was bleeding out, so what? The cavalry was here, Benny could heal me… Unconsciousness was a siren’s call and I let myself drift into its murky embrace: it had been a long night and I was due a date with darkness.


  She means she blacked out.


Yeah that’s what… that’s what I…

…










“You’re all idiots.”

“You’re all heroes,” beamed Grandmaster Varka of the Knights of Favonius, ignoring his deputy’s sigh. “Three civilians taking down a dozen Treasure Hoarders! And all alive!”

“You’re all idiots,” repeated Master Jean, the aforementioned deputy. “You kids could have reported this all to the proper authorities.”

“We would have,” protested Benny. “They kidnapped us before we could.”

Master Jean stared at him for a few seconds then pinched the bridge of her nose. “Of course they did,” she muttered, “of course they did.”

We were on the ground floor of the warehouse. Around us, a bunch of Knights, led by my secret informant Kaeya, were arresting and restraining the remainder of the thugs.

“Don’t be so hard on the boy,” said Grandmaster Varka, clapping Benny on the shoulder. “It’s not his fault if fortune doggedly refuses to smile on him. Young man, young lady, I will be penning a commendation to Cyrus myself! And…” He turned to Rosie, who was sitting on a nearby crate, filing her nails (so cool). “You, you’re the one who called for the Knights?”

“Yeah. Oz—that’s Felicia’s bird familiar—found me on a late night stroll, told me these kids here were in trouble. So I came by, found all these goons…”

“The poor woman had to act in self defence,” remarked Kaeya from across the warehouse.

“Yes,” said Rosie, “self defence, that. I self defended against eight of them, and your eyepatch captain arrived and helped me self defend some more. Then I found the kids, freed them, and Fishearl was shot so we got to first aid and that’s when you found us.”

“Remarkable!” said Grandmaster Varka, applauding. “Simply remarkable!”

“And you came alone?” said Master Jean. “Sir Kaeya wasn’t with you when you entered?”

“Nah,” said Rosie. She glared in his direction. “Asshole showed up late.”

“Really, Sir Jean, as if I would recruit civilians as combatants in a rescue operation,” tutted Kaeya. He came to join us, taking a seat near Varka and Jean. “When I got the tip from Oz, I certainly made sure to follow due procedure! I found Braun and Schmidt on night patrol—who can, of course, corroborate my report—and we came here to inspect the scene. We arrived just in time to hear Sister Rosaria here screaming for help. So, of course, protocol dictated we go in. There was a fight in progress and we helped subdue the Treasure Hoarders.”

Grandmaster Varka beamed. “Our Cavalry Captain, here in the nick of time!”

Master Jean eyed Rosie skeptically. “You were screaming for help?”

“Yeah,” said Rosie, “like a little girl.”

“And this was before or after you took out a warehouse full of Treasure Hoarders yourself?”

“I dunno. Before? They were so scary, I couldn’t help but scream.”

“Right. And you’re… a Sister with the Church? Who exactly are you?”

“Me? I’m just an ordinary person. I do what I gotta do.”

(Rosie was so cool, I cannot stress how cool a customer she was.)

“Jean,” said Grandmaster Varka, “let’s not chew out the civilians. I think they did a remarkable job, here.”

“Sir, I hope I don’t sound too curt, here, but: you were already on the scene. You didn’t need me here. You pulled me out of bed at two in the morning to file the paperwork on a dozen arrests and I could’ve done that later.”

“I summoned you here so you could see how resourceful Mondstadt’s citizens can be when they work together.” Varka sighed fondly. “Isn’t it inspiring?”

Master Jean grimaced and turned to me. “And you. Miss Amy, right?”

“Fischl,” I replied automatically. “Amy’s the sister I buried. Metaphorically.”

“Oh, right—my sincere apologies, Miss Fischl, I wasn’t thinking straight, it’s two in… ahem. In any case, Miss Fischl, Kaeya’s report says you were shot while… trying to escape?”

“Yeah, what about it?”

“If you knew Rosaria and Kaeya were on their way, why would you put yourself at risk like that?”

I shrugged—which hurt, but not even in an excruciating way any more. My arm and waist were definitely still sore, but Benny and Rosie had done a good job: it felt seventy percent better.

Meeting Master Jean’s gaze, I said, “Fate deals you whatever cards you’ve got, but even if the hand’s a wash it’s still your call to play it. Nobody ever won big walking away from the table, and that’s just as true for blackjack as it is poker. Ultimately you gotta choose between being the player or being the stakes. And no offense to Rosie or Kaeya here, but”—I smiled apologetically—“it’s one thing to have bridge partners and another thing to trust someone’s skill when you’re the ante on the table. Not everyone’s softness has bled out into the gutter, and while that softness is the most valuable commodity of all in the shadow of Mondstadt’s walls, it’s still a liability when the stakes are high, don’t you reckon?”

“…I’m sorry,” said Master Jean, “what?”

“My partner Fi means she wanted to avoid a hostage situation,” said Oz.

“So you dramatically got yourself shot instead?”

“Yeah,” I said, “guess I did. If I’m gonna be a victorious protagonist, I gotta demonstrate my own agency, you know?”

“Varka, sir,” said Master Jean, burying her face in her hands, “you owe me overtime pay and so much coffee for this.”

“You do overtime?” said Rosie, blinking. “Hadn’t figured you for a doormat.”










Razor was waiting outside the warehouse. Apparently Kaeya had spoken to Varka, pulled some strings, and got the paperwork expedited on his release.

I was glad. Razor didn’t seem like the kind of kid who liked being stuck in a cage. Most kids didn’t, come to think of it.

“Razor!” Benny exclaimed, then, remembering people might be trying to sleep, he repeated it in a lower voice: “Razor, I’m so glad you’re okay!”

The two of them ran up to each other and embraced for a long moment, smiling and wiping their eyes and smiling some more.

Kaeya and Rosie walked past me, the latter’s heels clacking on the cobblestones.

“Fischl,” Kaeya said, nodding his head. “Excellent work as always, but…” He made a pained expression. “…maybe try not to put yourself in harm’s way next time.”

“I’ll… consider it,” I said equivocally.

Rosie smirked. “It’s fine. She can take care of herself.”

“Interesting word choice,” said Kaeya. “Me, personally? I would not describe a kid getting shot and nearly killed as ‘fine’.”

“It’s a free country,” Rosie replied.

“Well, Sister. Shall we go break the bad news to Margaret?”

“Ehh.” Rosie wrinkled her nose. “Seems more up your alley than mine.”

“Pardon me: shall we go break the bad news to Margaret over a glass of red?”

“Oh. Hmm. Maybe we should.”

With a wink and a nonchalant nod, Kaeya and Rosie disappeared into the shadows of the streets.

Perhaps I ought to do the same.

I took one last drag on my violet licorice, then stomped it out under the heel of my derby. Master Jean gave me a nasty look but I paid her no mind. I strode off down the lane, the beginnings of a smile on my face.

Time to go.

“I was not… scared,” Razor was saying. “No enemies in that place, very safe.”

“Well… I was scared,” said Benny. “If it wasn’t for…”

Then he spotted me ambling off.

“Hey, wait! Fischl! Or, um… Fi?” he said. “You’re going?”

“Something like that,” I said noncommittally.

Disappearing into the night, with no thank-yous or sentimental speeches, wasn’t a requirement for a hardboiled heroine, but it helped hammer in the whole nonchalant ‘this is just what life is like for those of us who slink through the shadowy parts of town’ theme.

“Wait up!”

He seemed insistent, so I did.

Benny came up and hugged me. I returned the gesture, looking anywhere but at that laced plunge neckline of his. I was a gods-damned professional, after all.

“At least let us treat you to a thank-you meal or something!” he said, as he let go.

I shook my head. “Maybe some other day.”

“I…” Benny trailed off. “Yeah… okay.”

He looked so sad.

“I do literally mean another day,” I told him. “I’ve got an appointment with a bed that I’m running late for.”

(Note to self: find a better way of phrasing a— dammit, “hit the hay”, that’d have worked.)

“Oh! Oh yeah!” Benny’s eyes lit up. “Okay, then, well… see you around, Fi!”

And that was that. Benny chatted with Razor about a sleepover or something, and I wandered off.

Somewhere in the sky above, Oz circled, ever the reliable partner.

Archons be damned, but it had been a night. The highs and lows of humanity, all crammed into one hell of an escapade. I doubted I’d be forgetting this case anytime soon.

See, it’s like I said: the streets of Mondstadt can be a nasty place. There’s no doubt about that.

But sometimes… sometimes amidst all that muck and grime, there’s a nugget of… of diamond-shaped gold that—


  Fi.



  Aren’t you forgetting something?


Was I?

The case was closed, the boys had been reunited, and now I had two pretty gents who owed me a favor. Not much more a hard-boiled detective could ask for.


  The plotline with your ‘stepsister’ Amy, I mean. The mystery of how she ‘died’?


Oh, that.

Ehh. Nevermind that.

You see, if there was one thing this job had taught me, it was that dwelling on the past didn’t get you anywhere. Everyone’s got a skeleton or two in their closet, a girl they couldn’t save. But you had to keep going, keep your chin up, eyes forward, crossbow loaded, or else someday there’d be an arrow with your name on it, and let’s just say it wouldn’t be a birthday gift. The city didn’t hold still for the past, not in any way that mattered, and so neither could I.

Yeah, some days I missed Amy like hell… but, so what? I was my own person. I had a job to do, folks to investigate, a next fix of adrenaline and adventure to chase. And as tonight had proven, I was a gods-damned good P.I. when I wasn’t caught up in mourning.

Mondstadt was my beat. I’d keep walking its streets. And that was all that mattered.

And who knows? Maybe one day my old folks and I could put up a little tombstone for her. Visit her grave every year, leave some… flowers for Princess Amy, heh heh.

Rest in peace, kid.

Thank the gods you grew out of your mermaid phase.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Might put up sheet music later if I feel like it. Watch this space, I guess?

        
Author’s Note:And that’s a wrap! I might play around with doing other stories in this universe (see also my “noir!fischl” tag on Tumblr). But not for a while. Fi deserves a little time to lick her wounds, wax lyric about grimy alleyways, etc.

Fi: “wait can I interject something witty like an OC in a 2003 fanfiction dot net story?”

hell no. go away.

As always, let me know your thoughts! Even an emoji (or keyboard smash!?) makes my day :3

And if you enjoyed this oddball of a fic, please tell your friends! <3 Nobody goes *looking* for noir!Fischl: she finds you ;P





