
1. The Archipelago

Author’s Note:


        	
            Inspired by

            hyperdimensional hopscotch by Exstarsis.
        


    

      No need to read the rest of the series. This is set in canon, with one difference: Fischl LARPs as a jaded detective instead of an Immernachtreich princess.

It’s winter where I am. Enjoy a slice of summer on my behalf <3

    


    
    Sweltering heat. Vast blue skies, reflected in seas deeper than a book of proverbs. These weren’t the streets Fi knew. In fact, they were hardly streets at all.

The Golden Apple Archipelago. That’s what this place was called. Golden like the heirloom a thief steals in the opening moments of a novel. Apple like the fruit of sin: pretty as a pearl on the outside, but beware, bite in too eagerly and there’ll be crunchy bits stuck between your teeth. Fi preferred to cut her apples first.

Archipelago like a… small island chain. Not everything has to be symbolism, see.

  



2. About Fi


    
    Fischl “Fi” v-L. Narfidort was a Private Investigator, working the Mondstadt City beat for the Adventurers Guild.

Fi was grittier than fine diamond sandpaper; she was harder boiled than a twenty-minute egg. She was the best damned detective this side of Stone Gate, and she had the trophy to prove it, commissioned from Wagner for a very reasonable twenty thousand Mora.

Folks said she was the spitting image of her dead… half-sister?, twin?, she’d lost track… Amy. But Fi wore neat brown shoes and lavender-gray slacks and a shirt and tie, making it clear she was a different person entirely.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I’ll do my best to respond to all comments!

        




3. Out of Her Element


    
    This was definitely wilderness, all right. No sun-kissed buildings, no decrepit shacks full of locals with beer and bludgeons…


  “You realise those aren’t even real in Natlan, right?”


Yes. Fi realised, but…


  “And Klee was quite clear that this was a deserted island.”


“Oz, be quiet, I’m doing a bit here.”

The bird on her shoulder sighed. “Go ahead, Fi.”

For the next few weeks, Fi would be a city detective out in the wilderness, as out of place as a toucan in a snowstorm.

Yes, this’d be her toughest case yet.


  “We don’t have a case. We’re on vacation.”


  



4. Crash Course


    
    “…or a detective novel,” Mona says. “The… jaded, disaffected kind.”

Kazuha hums. “I admit I’m not well read when it comes to crime novels.”

“Yeah, me neither, never got into them,” Xinyan adds.

“It’ll be fine, just… play along, or try your best to. So long as you’re making an effort, she’ll be delighted. Oh,” Mona adds, “and if you see her break character? No you didn’t.”

“You sure are a good friend,” Xinyan says.

“I… try to be,” says Mona. “Fischl’s good to me.”

Kazuha notices the way Mona smiles as she says this; he says nothing of it.

  



5. Something to Share: Eccentricities


    
    Kazuha and Xinyan seem happy to accommodate Fischl’s eccentricities. Mona is relieved.

For all her grumbling about the roleplaying, seeing Fischl not care what others think is a huge comfort to Mona, who’s something of an eccentric herself.

Okay, enough third person omniscient narration for now. (That’s a figure of speech; the Narrator isn’t actually omniscient. But it’s fun to pretend!) Back to Fischl’s colourful internal monologue.

See, as Fi got her bearings, she figured she’d treat this trip like its own self-contained little story.

And that could only mean one thing.

It was time to introduce the supporting characters.

  



6. About the Outsider


    
    The Outsider crouched in the sand, sweeping blonde hair out of their face. They looked about with sharp eyes, like a retired mob boss who’d seen too much violence in this lifetime to ever truly relax again.

Noir 101: when a stranger comes to town, it spells trouble. (Well, technically, it spells change, but change spells trouble.) Sometimes the stranger is the trouble, sometimes the trouble follows them, sometimes they surface existing trouble.

The Outsider had come to Mondstadt from a long, long way away.

Fi trusted them, somewhat. But where the Outsider went, plots thickened, just like good gravy.

  



7. About Kazuha


    
    Kazuha, the ex-samurai, had recovered quickly from the disorientation of the “Dodo” rocket ride. He stood on a rocky outcropping nearby, head tilted as if listening to something beyond the crash of waves.

Fi didn’t know him much, but she could tell he was the observant type. The kind who could spot a tail a mile away, or follow a perp’s trail through torrential rain.

As serenely unbroody as he looked, Fi was dead certain the guy had a gripping backstory. She had a sense for these things.

Perhaps she’d find out more as the case, whatever it was, developed.

  



8. About Paimon


    
    “Kazuha! Do your fancy sword thing. Help Paimon open this watermelon.”

Fi rolled her eyes and took a swig from her hip flask.

The Outsider’s bumbling partner, Paimon, did not belong in a noir story. Paimon didn’t have anything to contribute to the themes of disenfranchisement, nor the anonymity of the big city, nor even the vice that resides in human hearts.

A good mystery didn’t need an exposition character, and a good thriller didn’t need a comic relief sidekick.

Paimon was the wrong damned genre. Fi hated that. Which was pretty noir of Fi, if you think about it.

  



9. Gift


    
    Fi looked around at the deckchairs, the parasols, the record player, the icebox.

She said: “Classic. An island getaway for folks with more money than sense.”

“That’s Alice for you!” agreed Paimon. “…at least, Paimon thinks so.”

“We’re yet to meet her,” the Outsider clarified.

Fi glanced over her shoulder to make sure the newbies weren’t near.

“So she made all this for Klee, huh?” she murmured.

It was kind of touching. Many folks’s folks weren’t half so indulgent.

“Don’t overthink it,” said Megs. The astrologist strode over to Fi, waving dismissively. “Those Hexenzirkel crones make a spectacle of everything.”

  



10. About Megs: Bookworm


    
    Despite her outward demeanor, the astrologist Mona “Megs” Megistus was actually a homely girl-next-door type.

Her sharp tongue and dulcet tones belied a shyness, a need to prove herself.

Beneath the daring shapeliness of her outfit, Megs was awkward, lanky, clearly unused to her swimmer’s physique being the object of roving eyes.

Fi could tell all this because Fi was a keen study of people.

And Megs was a lot like her. Even if she had longer legs and her lips were almost at Fi’s eye height, Megs was a fellow quiet type.

The hat was a fashion crime, though.

  



11. About Xinyan


    
    “…not nearly as cramped as that time with Captain Beidou, though!” Xinyan was saying, her beaming smile hiding nothing.

Xinyan was plain spoken, as earnest as they come: good traits for an artist. That weird lute of hers was well cared for, but she carried it around so casually, without a worry in the world.

Her first words to Fi had been: “A detective? My folks say detectives are all clever folk. You must be as sharp as a bag of knives.”

Flattering, and it showed she knew her way around a good simile. Fi’d invited her along without hesitation.

  



12. Suspension of Disbelief


    
    It wouldn’t do to just declare that Fischl von Luftschloss Narfidort, Mondstadt’s best private investigator, was also Mondstadt’s best archer, and best badminton player, and fastest swimmer, and so on.

There was only so much Fi could be good at before it become impossible to suspend disbelief. This was known as the principle of “show, don’t tell”.

“Hey, Megs,” said Fi, “I gotta show everyone I’m a better swimmer than you. For exposition purposes.”

Megs’s eyes narrowed. “Excuse me!?”

“I have to show you up in the first act to demonstrate I’m the better swimmer.”

“Oh, you bitch. It’s on.”

  



13. Cappy-cap: I


    
    “Cappy-cap…”

“Paimon, give him the cap.”

“No way! He’s Fatui!”

“Cappy-cap,” the Fatuus pleads again, with the desperation of a baby bird whose mother has long since vanished. (That’s a noir-ish metaphor, right?)

“Paimon,” says the Traveller, hands on hips.

The staring contest that ensues is brutal, efficient. Two veteran staring-contest boxers, no holds barred. (Okay, I like this one better.) Paimon’s haughty stubbornness and the Traveller’s long-suffering unimpressed-ness duke it out. Haymakers! Broken bottles!

Kazuha clears his throat. “If a bribe is in order, I could make my special fried fish…”

Paimon slumps, defeated. “Fine. Have your stupid cappy-cap.”

  



14. Something to Share: Xinyan’s Troubles


    
    Xinyan has caught twenty fish: three for everyone, plus two spare. Oh, but Paimon eats extra, doesn’t she? Maybe another five fish, and then she’ll start looking for crabs…

“Oh, Xinyan! Are you busy?”

“Hey, doll, do us a favour?”

“Uh…” Xinyan looks up and finds Fischl and Mona standing worryingly close to her. “Sup?”

The Mondstadtians explain their race needs a referee.

“Uh…” Xinyan does not want to be part of this argument. “Sorry. I… gotta get started on dinner.”

“Just one race…?” they plead.

“Sorry, can’t help… ‘cuz… we don’t have swim races. In Liyue.”

Run, Xinyan, run!

  



15. Cappy-cap: II


    
    The second Fatuus to appear wears a trenchcoat. An officer, not a soldier, the Traveller thinks, then: Isn’t that coat too warm?


  
    “Forget the cap!” says the officer. “It’s your brother we’re after.”
  



  
    “He’s delirious,” Kazuha remarks. “Possibly a fever. He’s sweating under his mask.”
  



  
    “None of your business. Who even—”
  



  
    “Hi!” Paimon waves. “We’re Paimon and Traveller. Heard of us?”
  



  
    The Fatuus officer pales. “What!? Why are you here?”
  



  
    “We were invited,” says the Traveller. “What about you?”
  



  
    The officer caves and explains: the Fatui are working on an energy generator. It broke. Hence the smoke.
  



  
    “Losers,” Paimon summarises.
  


  



16. Swim Race


    
    Mona wins 10-7.

Fi tries for a brooding look but it’s more of a sulk.

“You’re holding back, Megs.”

“I was not. You were playing dirty. And I told you, just call me Mona.”

“Sits wrong on you. Mona is a femme fatale name.”

“A femme fatale name?” Mona rolls her eyes. “That’s the most ridiculous thing you’ve said all day. People’s names don’t tell you what kind of person they are.”

“Sure they do. Same as constellations.”

“That’s not even remotely the same as—”

“Best of twenty-one, think fast!”

“I— hey, get back here, you cheat!”

Mona wins 11-8.

  



17. More About Megs: First Impressions


    
    Megs’s character archetype was “bookish girl next door”: absent-minded, shy, and sweet.

Despite this, Fi had once mistaken the astrologer for a femme fatale.

It was an easy mistake to make. Megs had the looks for it. The eyes like fogged windows on a misty morn. The husky timbre of her voice, dripping with haughty superiority, and the upward tilt of her nose at the slightest provocation. The fluffy collar of her cape, and the fine stockinette-stitch gloves that highlighted the articulation of her slender fingers.

Fi knew better, now. But, again, it had been an easy mistake to make.

  



18. Chat: Venti’s Advice


    
    After dinner, Xinyan strums tunes by the campfire to whoops and cheers.


  Dodo! Dodo! Dodoco!


The beeping and booping of the Dodocommunication Device is more adorable than I can put to words, dear reader.

“Achoo! Ugh…” Venti—who’s secretly Barbatos!—sounds congested but chipper. “Miss me already?”

Paimon fills him in (“The Fatui are ruining our vacation!”, etc.). The Traveller occasionally gets a word in, too.

“Oh?” says Venti. “You both seem to have it under control.”

“Yeah, but… something doesn’t feel right to Paimon.”

“No? Well, I may be a lowly tone-deaf bard, but… I’m just a call away.”

  



19. Something to Share: Fatui: I


    
    Venti is right: the Fatui pose no threat to our protagonists. In fact, they’ll most likely need Traveller and Paimon’s help before all is said and done.

Let’s recap what’s going on with the Fatui. Sorry if I spoil anything…

Officer Persikov came to the Haar Islands to prototype his “Cognitive Mimicry” machine. Based on (the late Archon) Rukkhadevata’s incredible powers, it can alter people’s minds.

But after a few experiments, the machine broke down, its pieces scattering across the archipelago. What’s more, in its malfunctioning state, it turned deadly indeed, sending the Fatui into oneiric reveries through ominous dreamscapes.

  



20. Something to Share: Fatui: II


    
    Persikov’s underlings—Agafya, Chevka, Yakov, and Zakhar—were sent out to recover missing pieces of the machine, but succumbed to its powers before they’d barely begun. Now they are scattered across the Archipelago.

Not just them. Even now, Persikov is succumbing to the same madness as his underlings.

A victim of his own hubris? I wouldn’t say so. Some call it blasphemy to emulate the power of the gods, but the gods are no more special than lochfolk or youkai. Striving to match them is a lofty but sane ambition.

Then again, experimenting without safety precautions!? What an arrogant blockhead.

  



21. Chat: Breakfast


    
    “There’d better be a mystery to solve here,” says Fi over breakfast. “A PI’s nothing without a case, and I’m not talking a case of beer, if you get my drift.”

“Yes, yes, we all get your drift, Fi,” says Mona. The astrologer’s mouth is full; she’s tearing through her sausages and eggs like a Rishboland Tiger through a fresh carcass: violently.

“Hey, don’t talk with your mouth full!” says Paimon, through a mouthful of scrambled egg. “S’rude.”

The Traveller is asleep. Kazuha and Xinyan are taking a stroll around the island…

…and now, it seems, they’ve noticed the squirrel.

  



22. Chat: Squirrel


    
    “I must confess,” says Kazuha, “I’ve never had a proper conversation with your kind before.”

“Eh, that’s no surprise,” replies the squirrel. “Usually you can’t make sense of what we’re saying.”

“Aye, ‘tis strange indeed,” says the boat. “But we’re certainly not complaining. New conversation partners are a welcome sight.”

“The sentiment is mutual.” Kazuha bows, a perfect gentleman. “Well met.”

Soon, Fi and the Traveller approach, led by Paimon.

“Well,” says Fi, taking it in. “That’s, um, one backstab of a genre change. Rather… amateurish foreshadowing, I gotta say.”


  “Fi means she didn’t see this coming.”


“Can it, Oz.”

  



23. About Dramatic Irony


    
    “Maybe Alice did this?” Paimon said.

“Not impossible,” the Outsider replied.

Fi tuned them out. Alice felt like a red herring: all means and no motive. Fi couldn’t see Klee’s mother turning a boat sentient just to entertain some folks she’d never met. Nobody was that eager to please.

Besides…

“This isn’t The Whodunnit,” Fi mused.


  “We expecting something bigger?”


“If this trip’s a society soiree, all this is just the stolen necklace. The murder’s yet to come.”

Paimon blinked, alarmed. “Murder?”

“The big crime. The lamps go out, lightning flashes, screams in the dark…”

Suddenly, the sky turned black.

  



24. Mirage: First Impressions


    
    Lightning flashes. The ocean roils.

“Ah!” screams Paimon, clutching the Traveller. “Fi was right! Murderers!”

Apparitions shimmer in the distance, showing the surrounding islands… changed.

Mona’s eye is caught by an observatory, then swivels to the sky above: It’s daytime, why are the stars…?

Xinyan hears what might be the ocean itself singing. Neat!, she thinks. Wonder what that is.

Fi catches sight of a towering cityscape. Immernachtstadt?, she wonders. Through their psychic connection, Oz wonders so too.

An illusory maple leaf ghosts through Kazuha’s hand. Home… Or somewhere home once was.

The Traveller sighs. (Something like this always happens.)

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Fun fact: I nearly went with “Immernachtropolis”, but decided even Fi wasn’t quite that far gone.

        




25. Mirage: Foul Play


    
    Once the mirages have faded, Fi is the first to speak.

“Case,” she says. She tugs at Oz. “Look. Case. Mystery.”

“Yes, Fi,” says Oz, clearly amused.

“A case! A supernatural case! Just like in volume six of—”

“The walls have ears,” Oz mutters warningly.

Fi looks up to see everyone else looking in her direction, pretending not to smile.

Her eyes widen for a split second. Then she’s slouching against an imaginary wall.

“Or should I say,” she drawls, “it seems that, just as I suspected, there’s more foul play afoot than a Lawrence croquet tournament. The case begins.”

  



26. Mirage: Hitting on?


    
    Kazuha raises a fist, and, looking Xinyan in the eye, punches himself in the arm.

With the utmost seriousness, Xinyan does the same.

Is this flirting!?

“Not asleep, agreed?” says Kazuha.

“Yeah. This ain’t a dream, that’s for sure.”

“Good hypothesis testing,” Fi commends them. “Very methodical-like.”

“See?” says Paimon. “Good thing nobody hit anyone else!”

“What’s it matter?” said Xinyan. “We still both got punched.”

“That… That’s different!”

“If it’s different,” Kazuha muses, “then it’s prudent to check… Xinyan, perhaps you should still hit me. To be sure.”

(Reader, I’ve decided I ship this.)

“Nooooo!” wails Paimon. “No fighting!”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          All ships are valid but especially Kazuyan.

        




27. About the Anemo Archon


    
    The talking squirrel explained to them that most of these islands used to be Mondstadt’s mountaintops, until one day, the Anemo Archon decided he didn’t like their look and flung them into the sea.

“I see,” said Fi. She fished around her pockets, found a stick of violet licorice, and stuck the end into her mouth like a cigar. “So would you say you squirrels… have a grudge against the Archon?”

“Absolutely!” said the squirrel, blissfully unaware that a lesser detective—one who didn’t know that the obvious suspect was seldom the culprit—would have arrested him on the spot.

  



28. Chat: Setting Sail


    
    “So, which of these islands do we check out first?” said Paimon.

Fi took a long drag on her violet licorice. She wasn’t sure she was ready for the island that had looked like Immernachtstadt, not yet, but she could hardly just say that. Great detectives were more nonchalant than that.

Thankfully, the Outsider spoke up. “Kazuha, I noticed you were staring at that one to the east. Did you notice something on the wind?”

“I’m uncertain,” the ex-samurai replied. “But if nobody else has any strong feelings…”

“I don’t,” said Fi factually.

“Then it’s decided. Shall we set sail?”

  



29. Chat: Miitoboru


    
    “The last time I saw this bonsai pot, it was in a Tenryou warehouse,” says Kazuha.

“When was this?” asks Fi, and Paimon and the Traveller begin recounting the Irodori Festival.

Meanwhile:

“So, uh, you comfy there?” Xinyan asks Miitoboru the Waverider. (The name was Paimon’s idea. It means “meatball”.)

“Aye,” he(?) replies.

“The water ain’t too cold, right?”

“Nay, lass. Us boats are right at home on ocean waters.”

“Sweet. Want anything to eat? Or drink?”

“Nay. But your concern’s appreciated, lass.”

“Well… okay then. Want to hear a song?”

“Depends, lass. Know any sea shanties?”

“Teach me?”

“Gladly!”

  



30. Mirage: Bonsai Pot: I


    
    A trail of riddles leading to a bonsai pot and a letter written in invisible ink? If Fi wasn’t so heroic and stoic, she would’ve been envious.

“Seems a shame,” said Xinyan, earnest little thing. “Kazuha, what do you say to putting a little something inside?”

“I don’t see why not.” The samurai picked some rocks from the ground, all leisurely-like.

Fi felt a tickle at her senses as the first rock went in. Like… like something sinister was about to happen.

Nice.

Next to her, the Outsider stirred, perhaps sensing it too.

The second rock went in, and then—

  



31. The Vernal Courtyard: I


    
    —they were indoors, somewhere decorated in the Inazuman style. Fi sniffed: cypress and lacquer.

“What in blazes!?” said Xinyan.

“Paimon knew it wouldn’t be that simple!”

Fi glanced around. Everyone was in a daze. Oh, except Kazuha, who was missing. Tatami mats, golden afternoon sunlight… quite the scene.

“Well-maintained,” she mused aloud. “Upper class.”

She closed her eyes. No ocean noises.

“Oz?” she said. “We in a Domain?”


  “Reckon so, Fi.”


“Fi?” said Megs, drawing near. “What happened?”

“Something nefarious,” Fi replied, “obviously.” (Megs shuddered.) “C’mon, let’s go find Kazuha before he gets stabbed.”

“Wait, Kazuha is missing?” said Paimon.

  



32. The Vernal Courtyard: II


    
    
  “My son turns six this year. His name is Kazuha…”


Oh, good, they’d gotten the obvious reveal out of the way early. That meant the real mystery would be tougher.

“Take all this with a grain of salt,” Fi warned the others. “Until Kazuha can confirm, we don’t know if this is canon.”

“Uh, what?” said Xinyan.

“Fi thinks we’re witnessing a story,” the Outsider ventured.

“Exactly,” said Fi. “Something about this… Kaedehara clan.”

“What kind of story?” asked Xinyan. “Like, an adventure, or a sad one…?”

“Excellent question!” Fi grinned. “I have no idea yet. Let’s keep skimming ahead.”

  



33. Chat: Egg Roll


    
    “Egg roll,” muses Paimon, staring at the food in question.

Would it be safe to eat?

“Creepy illusion egg roll…”

A breathy laugh. “I wouldn’t, if I were you.”

“Aww, but Paimon’s…” She blinks. “Wait.”

When she looks up, there’s nobody there.

“Huh…?”

“Besides. Aren’t your friends waiting for you?”

Clack, clack. Wooden geta sandals pass by somewhere behind her.

“Ah!” she yelps.

She turns in time to see a kimono-clad silhouette disappear through a door.

“Oh. They’re gone.”

Forget the egg roll. The voice is right. Paimon should get back to her friends.

She hurries to do just that.

  



34. The Vernal Courtyard: III


    
    
  “The flesh resides in society, while the heart yearns for the natural world… Such has been the way of the Kaedeharas for many generations.”


As far as internal conflicts went, it was simple but elegant. Oh, the pathos of a yearning passed down the family line.

“But you made it out, didn’t you?” Fi mused aloud.

“Who— oh, there you are, Paimon— who did?”

“Kazuha.” Fi hummed. “His backstory intrigues me, Outsider.”

“I can tell you more.”

“And spoil the twist?” Fi wanted spoilers like she wanted an arrow to the knee: not at all. “Nah, not on my beat.”

  



35. More About Kazuha: Forward


    
    They found Kazuha at the end of the mansion-maze. He confirmed their suspicions: this whole place was based on his family home. Even the room he’d been stuck in resembled his childhood bedroom.

“I think these unusual structures are some kind of mirage,” said Megs. “This one is seemingly based on Kazuha’s memories.”

“Why’s Kazuha excluded from his own trip down memory lane?” Fi wondered. “What memory crime is he under memory house arrest for?”

“Perhaps that comes from me, too,” said Kazuha. “My past is behind me; I rarely look to it.”

Damn, he’d already finished his character arc!?

  



36. Mirage: Leisurely Rocks


    
    Kazuha touched the bonsai pot again, and then they were back where they’d begun… except that the nearby island had changed.

What had previously been two lifeless—nay, stone-cold—pillars of… um…


  “Stone?”


…was now dotted with birch trees whose leaves glimmered in various shades of red and gold, like autumnal—


  “…leaves.”


Oz could afford to cut Fi some slack, surely.

(“Stone leaves? What is Oz talking about?” asked Paimon.

“An old joke between buddies,” Oz answered.)

Kazuha made a thoughtful noise. Fi followed his gaze.

The island was a dead ringer for the stones in the bonsai pot.

Intriguing.

  



37. Chat: Xinyan’s Steering


    
    “I’ll need some rocks,” Kazuha mused, “and carving tools…”

“We can help!” said Paimon.

Suddenly: a low, growling sound.

Xinyan’s eyes went wide. “Tiger!? Leopard!?”

Fi did not so much as twitch. She arched a single eyebrow (a smooth motion that’d come naturally to her without hours of practice).

“Don’t judge me, Fi,” snapped Megs, her stomach gurgling again. “So what if I’m hungry? My breakfast was undone by Xinyan’s so-called steering.”

“Heh… sorry…” Xinyan worried her lip. “Lemme make it up to you. Do you like fried chicken?”

“Acceptable,” Megs sniffed. (As if she wouldn’t eat literally anything edible.)

  



38. More About Kazuha: Regrets


    
    “…regrets.”

“You? Really?”

“Why not? Do I strike you as someone without any, Traveller?” Kazuha smiles wanly. “I’m not some mystically enlightened being. I make mistakes all the time, and I often contemplate the roads not taken.”

Paimon smirks. “Like mistaking wine for grape juice?”

“Heh. Yes, like that…” Kazuha hums. “The Kaedehara clan’s decline was complete before I came of age. Sometimes I wonder… would my father or his father envy me, never having had to choose between my clan and following the wind?”

The Traveller’s face softens. “You regret that you can’t share your freedom with them.”

“Indeed.”

  



39. Chat: Birdwatching


    
    “Heya, Miss Fischl. Whatcha doin’?”

“Birdwatching,” says Fi.

Xinyan follows the detective’s gaze down to the shore, where Mona is swimming playful circles around Miitoboru.

“She seems real nice.”

“Damn right.”

“So are you and her…?”

“What!? No. I mean, she’s really pretty—” Fi blinks, takes a sip from her hip flask, and settles back into her usual drawl. “That is, she’s one looker of a bird, as fine as they get. But a PI can’t afford to get attached. Sweet girls like Megs get killed to advance the plot.”

“They… get killed?”

“One in four mortality rate. Per book.”

  



40. Mirage: Bonsai Pot: II


    
    Fi had to hand it to Kazuha: he was a deft hand at rock carving. The pair of rocks he presented were visually balanced: pleasing to the eye no matter which direction one liked.

“So when Kazuha puts these in the bonsai pot, will we enter another of those mirages?” Paimon asked Megs.

“Why are you asking me?”

“Because you know stuff,” said Paimon. “You knew it was a mirage!”

“Mirage is not a technical term. I just picked a word…”

The Traveller gestured impatiently. Chuckling, Kazuha reached over and replaced the old rocks with his newly carved ones, and—

  



41. The Vernal Courtyard: IV


    
    —they were back in the mirage. Same Inazuman aesthetic but more outdoorsy: a rock garden, overhanging trees.

“Wow, a new place,” said Paimon. “Oh, and Kazuha’s gone again.”

She was right, but they’d been expecting that, so Paimon’s observation was less impressive than when Fi had noticed it the first time.

“I hear voices,” said the Outlander, gesturing.

They listened from the other side of a screen as Kaedehara Kageharu entreated his son not to be dragged down with the clan’s misfortunes.

“Sometimes,” Fi said solemnly, “the old man takes the bullet for you.”

“A kind father,” the Outlander agreed.

  



42. The Vernal Courtyard: V


    
    The memories turned grim, and soon they were hearing Kageharu refuse to train his son in the family craft. He likened the situation to a wounded animal caught in a trap, forced to sacrifice its hind leg in order to survive.

It was tragic to see, but if Kazuha was the animal, why was the Isshin Art his leg? For that matter, why the hind leg, when swordsmithing was so very much a foreleg activity? And if Kageharu was making the decision for Kazuha, why wasn’t he in the analogy?

But alas. Some mysteries, Fi knew, would forever remain unsolved.

  



43. Normal Attack: Garyuu Bladework


    
    Once again, Kazuha finds himself in his old bedroom. He tries the door for posterity—it’s stuck—then approaches the table with the teapot.

He inhales, appreciating the roasted notes of hojicha. He reaches towards a cup, but instead, without conscious thought, spins around into a low stance, drawing his sword—

—and deflecting a throwing knife, which bounces across the tatami harmlessly.

For a split second he senses a presence in the shadows. Then, somehow, he is alone again.

A paper slip is attached to the knife. Kazuha notes this for later.

He pours himself some tea—this time, uninterrupted.

  



44. The Vernal Courtyard: VI


    
    They ventured into a space that was a grainy film reel made reality. Everything they could see, from the paintings on the walls to their very own skin, was somehow only shades of gray, devoid of colour.

“That is a powerful illusion,” said Megs, then frowned. “Huh. My hearing…”

“Everything sounds kinda fuzzy,” Xinyan concurred. “Like one of them phonograph things.”

She passed a shoji screen, and candlelight cast her silhouette onto it.

Fi whistled reverently. “Damn, the chiaroscuro.” It was out of this world. “Megs, Outsider, Paimon, do me a favour? Join Xinyan over there, and strike a pose.”

  



45. More about Kazuha: Wandering Ronin


    
    “To know one is fighting a losing battle, and yet never once falter…” Mirage-Kazuha’s voice was forlorn yet steady. “This shall be my father’s legacy.”

Together with what Fi already knew, she was starting to get a handle on Kazuha’s story.

A wandering ronin, adrift on the wind. Not unhappy about present circumstances, but carrying complicated feelings over the moments that had borne him here.

The younger Kazuha they were hearing here was on the precipice of that journey. He was able to understand the freedom he’d been gifted, but could not yet see past his house’s fall.

Poor boy.

  



46. Chat: Potability


    
    They found Kazuha’s room, same as before. The Inazuman was waiting for them, steaming hojicha in hand.

“You might want to be careful with that mirage tea,” Paimon warned.

“The wind tells me it’s safe.”

“That’s not what the lady from before said!”

“Which lady?” Kazuha asked.

“Seconding that,” said Megs, pouring herself a cup. “Which lady?”

“You know! The…” Paimon scratched her head. “Oh. You weren’t there.”

“As mysterious as a puzzle box of riddles,” Fi commented. “Cryptic ones.”

“Speaking of riddles,” said Kazuha. He held out a slip of paper. “What do you make of this, Detective Fischl?”

  



47. Mirage: Hoverlight Rocks


    
    The throwing knife remained in the Outsider’s hand as the mirage dispelled.

“Good to know,” they said. Fi supposed she agreed.

Sipping her mirage-tea, Megs scrutinised the paper. “The stars have nothing to say about this.” She glanced up. “Oh, that island changed again.”

It had. The trees were a mix of cedar and maple; the clouds overhead, stormy.

“Paimon still can’t believe someone attacked Kazuha!”

Kazuha laughed. “An average day aboard the Crux… or as a state fugitive. Besides, in hindsight, I think the handle would have hit me, not the blade.”

Not aiming to kill? That was concerning.

  



48. About Token Action Scenes


    
    “Paimon doesn’t get it. Why is it bad that Kazuha wasn’t in real danger?”

“Because he was badass,” said Fi.

“Um…?”

“I’m afraid I’m no detective,” Kazuha said. “Could you explain more?”

“Sure.” Hmm, how to put this… “So you’re a seasoned warrior, right? Don’t be humble, Megs and the Outsider vouched as much.

“Until now, you hadn’t proved that, not during this vacation…”—(“Case.”)—”…case; thanks Oz. But deflecting a ninja star with your sword? That was badass. Which is good, but you used up your free win on a token action scene.”

The Outsider grumbled about story logic.

  



49. “The Samurai Discovers His Liege is Without Honour.”


    
    “What did the paper say, anyway?” Paimon asked.

“I can’t read kanji.” Megs handed the note back. “And Fi, I see what you meant about the pen flourishes. It’s a stretch, though.”

“The lime-green ink surely didn’t help,” Kazuha said wrily. “It reads: ‘The samurai discovers his liege is without honour.’”

One: wasn’t he supposed to be a poet? “Lime” wasn’t as evocative as, say, dendro-green, or even poison-green.

“Liege? Like… Cap’n Beidou?” wondered Xinyan.

“No way,” Paimon replied, “Beidou’s super honourable!”

“She’s hardly my liege,” Kazuha added.

“Who’s warning you?” Megs mused.

Two, was that a godsdamned death threat!?

  



50. Mirage: Bonsai Pot: III


    
    Oz thought-whispered: “I agree. Those stories usually end with the samurai a ronin.”

The Outsider tilted their head. “Fischl, what’s wrong?”

“Just thinking,” Fi lied.

No need to cause a panic. Besides, great detectives weren’t adverse to leaving their theories undisclosed. So, like a cardsharp in a voluptuous bustier, she’d keep her cards close to her chest.

They crossed to the island to procure more rocks for Kazuha, beating up some goons along the way. He carved them into a sturdy shape, and held them above the pot.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready,” they all replied.

In went the rocks, and—

  



51. The Vernal Courtyard: VII


    
    —everything was in ruins. The manor had broken apart from the foundations, and its pieces floated askew, swept up in a slow-motion whirlwind. The red maples looked angry beneath the storm clouds.

“Broken to pieces, with not a single soul around,” Megs said. “So that’s how things ended.”

Seemed so. No matter the ritz and glamour, the party always stopped in the end.

The Outsider examined a nearby mechanism. “Oh, no. Mona, Xinyan, I think you’ll need wind gliders. I only have one spare…”

“I can carry Mona. I’ve glided with amps before.”

Dammit.

“No need. I brought one.”

Phew.

  



52. Kunoichi: Sayonara


    
    The Alcor floats in an unusually literal sea of clouds.

Kazuha gazes out portside at a shattered rendition of Ritou.

He soon notices a lone figure in courtesan’s clothes. Tabi. Geta. A white obi. An absinthe green kimono. (He’d call the shade lime-green—he likes limes—but as noted earlier, that’s off genre.)

A lantern obscures her face, but he senses she’s looking back. He raises a hand in acknowledgement.

A pause.

She nods back.

(Kazuha glimpses blonde locks and smiling red lips.)

She tosses her kunai away into the misty void, then snaps open a fan and strides away.

  



53. About Kazuha no Tomo


    
    “That voice…” Xinyan frowned. “One time, Kazuha mentioned a friend who…”

“No spoilers!”

“…died during the Vision Hunt Decree— ohhh, was that a ‘spoiler’, Miss Fischl?”

“It’s fine,” Fi sighed. It wasn’t. “And call me Fi.”

The Outsider explained. “Kazuha’s friend lost a duel just to see the Raiden Shogun’s sword technique up close. And he did, when she executed him.”

“Actually he was executed by…” Paimon began, but the Outsider shushed her. “Hmph!”

“Lemme guess. His friend’s death spurred him on to unlock his true potential in some final showdown?”

“Yup yup!”

Oh. Fi’d meant that as a joke.

  



54. More about Fi: Dead Sister


    
    The night that Fi’s twin stepsister Amy died was etched into her memory like a regrettable tattoo.

Amy had just turned fourteen, and it’d been a rough day, capped off with a row with their folks, who’d scorned her hard-earned graces as childish make-believe. In tears, she’d stormed off to the library.

There, she’d died.

Fi had found what remained of Amy in the library, wreathed by the books she’d loved so much. Unable to face the vissitudes of hard, gritty reality, the bright-eyed dreamer had fallen tragically into one last slumber.

Hopefully she was in a better place now.

  



55. More About Fi: That One Case


    
    So who killed Amy?

Fi’d suspected from the start, but she hadn’t wanted to believe it. Instead, she investigated everyone but her prime suspect. Her and Amy’s folks. Oz (who she’d met at the scene of the crime). The librarian. The Archons.

But in the end, with all else ruled out, only the truth had remained. Experts called this “deduction”.

With the truth came the realisation that she couldn’t bring the killer to justice without spitting on Amy’s grave.

Maybe that was why Fi endured the gritty streets. Maybe she was serving penance for the one case she’d never close.

  



56. The Vernal Courtyard: VIII


    
    They heard the duel; they heard the verdict. They heard Kazuha running up the steps of Tenshukaku, just in time to see. They heard him cry out as he lost another thing precious to him.

“Godsdamned tragic,” said Fi, and the others agreed.

The path eventually led them to the Alcor, where Kazuha awaited them.

“I think the mirage is… me,” he told them, as if that wasn’t already obvious. “When the heart is clear, the world is too. And when the heart is unladen, the same is true.”

“Nice couplet.”

“Thank you. I just came up with it earlier.”

  



57. Mirage: Unyielding Rocks


    
    “So,” said Megs, gesturing at the now Liyue-esque island before them. “Are we exploring that, or…?”

“Paimon wants to go home.”

The Outsider smiled. “We don’t have a home.”

“Still not funny! You know what Paimon means.” Paimon stomped at air. “Ugh, this is like the emergency food thing all over again!”

“I’ve had my fill of bonsai,” said Kazuha. “And it’s been a long day. Thank you all for coming on this journey and witnessing my past. Let’s return to camp.”

It seemed they were all in agreement.

They piled into Miitoboru and followed the sunset back to camp.

  



58. Undodocommunicative


    
    
  Dodoco, dodoco!


“Still no answer.” Paimon humphs. “Is Venti ignoring us? Or… maybe he forgot to bring the bomb to the concert?”

“So here you are. What’s this about a bomb?”

The Traveller smoothly dematerialises the Dodocommunication Device as they turn to face Mona.

“Just Klee things,” they say.

“Hey Mona. How’s Fischl?”

“She’s a bit broody. Genuinely, not playacting.” Mona takes a seat on the grass. “She said she just didn’t want to see her own mirage, but… I think there’s something else bothering her.”

“You sure? Maybe she’s embarrassed about her past.”

“Oh, like being an only child?”

  



59. Chat: Handwriting


    
    “Oh, so you did know. Paimon wasn’t sure whether to keep up the ruse.”

“One, I’m a genius astrologist. Two, everybody knows, Paimon.”

“Not true! Bennett has no idea! And Noelle!”

Mona shrugs it off. “Those two don’t count: they’re… rather credulous. Look, the point is… I think she’s worried about more than just her mirage exposing ‘the ruse’.”

“Like what?”

“Well… earlier, she seemed more spooked by that note than the attack on Kazuha itself.”

“Oh yeah, what was that about pen flourishes?”

“Fi’s never written kanji, but she thought the handwriting resembled her own. I… don’t entirely disagree.”

  



60. Chat: Rebuffed


    
    The next morning, Fi leaves early, citing Guild business.

Upon hearing of this, Paimon isn’t convinced. “What ever happened to ‘searching for the Dossiers of Immernachtstadt Aestival’? Suddenly she has Guild work, here?”

The Traveller says: “Obviously it’s an excuse. We’ll give her space.”

“She brushed me off,” Mona says, incredulous, for the third time. “She literally said she was ‘rebuffing’ me ‘like smudged silverware’.”

Xinyan pats her shoulder. “Cheer up, Miss Mona! I’m sure it was nothing personal.”

“I suppose…”

“Wait, how did she leave the island?” says Xinyan.

Paimon gasps. “Oh no, did she take Miitoboru with her?”

  



61. Chat: Nomenclature


    
    “Miitoboru’s still here!” says Paimon. “Phew. Or we’d be stranded here…”

“Waverider waypoints,” the Traveller counters.

Meanwhile, on another nameless island, the prow of a ship sits atop a rocky spire, slightly rotting from age.

On the beach below, a burst of Electro and feathers!

Fi tumbles to the ground, gasping for breath, and gulps down some essential-oil-infused apple juice from her flask.

“Last two hops are smaller,” says Oz. “Chin up.”

“Easy to say when Twelve-AM Fever Dream isn’t draining your stamina.”


  “You mean Witching-Hour Grotesquerie.”


“No, Twelve-AM Fever Dream.”


  “Midnight Phantasmagoria.”


“C’mon, I was fourteen.”


  “High Moon Showdown.”


  



62. Mirage: Drumroll


    
    The Traveller remembers Broken Isle well. Surely some of those pillars were taller last year…?

The group soon finds something in the shallows that seemingly doesn’t belong.

“It looks like a drum,” says Paimon, cupping her chin.

“But also like a plant,” says Xinyan.

“Xinyan, could this be your island?” Mona asks.

“Hmm… maybe?”

Xinyan reaches towards the drum.

“Wait. If this is anything like yesterday, we may be teleported elsewhere,” Kazuha warns. “Xinyan, do you need a moment to prepare yourself for whatever’s to come?”

“Hmmmm,” says Xinyan.

She looks back at the drum.

“Nah,” she says, hitting it.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Xinyan is objectively best girl. I’m sorry, I don’t make the rules.

        




63. The Trail Ablaze: Prelude


    
    The place they land in is silent and gloomy: not at all what they were expecting.

“Maybe I was wrong,” Mona frowns. “This can’t be Xinyan’s mirage, can it?”

“I dunno,” says Xinyan. “It’s bleak, but…”

She can’t quite put it into words, but the humidity of the air, the scent of soil and plants: they feel familiar. (They’re based on the woods and mountains around her parents’ home, but it’s okay that she doesn’t quite recognise it yet.)

“…I think this still might be it. Just a hunch. Can we take a look around? Maybe we’ll find some clues.”

  



64. The Trail Ablaze: Anacrusis


    
    “A stone mandolin?” says Kazuha.

“I mean, two strings is hardly a harp!” Xinyan pokes her tongue at him. “…why’s it got so many pegs, though?”

“May I?” says the Traveller, who’s standing on a floating pedal.

Kazuha and Xinyan step back. “Yeah, go for it!”

The Traveller hops from pedal to pedal, exhibiting all the wonder and whimsy of a hungover bank clerk.

As they finish, the pedals burst into light. Then, the stone mandolin does the same, and all at once, there’s music.

“I’m not the only one hearing that, right?” says Mona.

Kazuha smiles. “Definitely Xinyan’s mirage.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          
  Flickering Brightness


        




65. The Trail Ablaze: Bassline


    
    There is a door standing in the middle of nowhere, and when they step through, they’re in a cave system overgrown with roots and vines.

“I guess Xinyan really likes plants!” says Paimon.

Xinyan grins. “You mean you don’t?”

“Well… that depends if they’re edible!”

In a cave further down they find a flower that radiates a blazing heat. It’s more than twice their heights; several more times still for Paimon.

“Like this flower here,” says Paimon. “It’s a bit dry, but Paimon bets you could still make some tasty crisps out of it!”

“Aww, thanks!” says the flower.

“Waah!”

  



66. The Trail Ablaze: Overture


    
    Xinyan waves. “Hey there, nice to meet you!”

“Right back at’cha!” the giant flower replies. “I’m the gatekeeper for this here hall. Tell me, friends, what brings you here?”

“We followed a mirage—” Kazuha begins.

“Oh, sorry, I should’ve been more specific! Are y’all here… to pursue the ultimate expression of music?”

They all exchange glances, except Xinyan, who immediately answers: “Hell yeah!”

“Yeah? Then tell me, what do you hope to express with music?”

“The spirit of resistance!”

“Right on, great answer!”

“Aw, thank you.”

“No, thank you!”

Mona can’t contain her smile. “Well, this is sweet,” she says.

  



67. The Trail Ablaze: Verse


    
    They return to the island to fetch some spring water.

“These rocks seem to be blocking the water vein,” Kazuha observes.

Wordlessly, the Traveller hops on top of the rocks and surveys the surrounding mechanisms.

“You ever wonder why birds sing so sweet? They drink that same magic water.” Xinyan grins. “At least, that’s what my ma told me as a kid.”

(Her mother was fibbing! That is not how birdsong works.)

The Traveller strides between several bugle-shaped blooms, prodding each once or twice as they pass.

“Done,” they say, and a few seconds later, the offending rocks crumble apart.

  



68. About Subconscious Projections


    
    The good news was, Fi and Oz were pretty sure this was the island Fi’s mirage would appear on. The bad news was, they’d scoped the joint twice now and had nothing to show for it. Nada. Zilch. Zero. Nil. Nichts.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Fi said.

Oz, playing the sounding board, replied. “Why not?”

“My instincts are screaming like a box of babies that our suspect came from my mirage. But my mirage doesn’t exist yet.”


  “Maybe it doesn’t need to.”


Fi shuddered. “How can a subconscious projection be that powerful? That’s unrealistic.”

Oz coughed.

“…present company excluded, Oz.”

  



69. The Trail Ablaze: Accompaniment


    
    The path leads them to a hidden cave, water pooling on its floor. On the walls, drawings from long ago. Nearer by, a modern-looking table covered in vials and notes.

Kazuha reads the largest note. “Ah, Albedo was here? A clever gentleman.” Reading further, he hums, impressed: “Apparently this island formation serves as one big musical instrument.”

“It’s pretty cool!” says Paimon. “The mountains are like glasses full of water, and you can raise or lower—”

Thud.

They turn to see the Traveller banging their head against the cave walls.

“Oh, sorry,” says Paimon. She lowers her voice. “Touchy subject.”

  



70. The Trail Ablaze: Bridge


    
    They return to the mirage proper. The giant flower is right where they left it. (…I suppose that’s unsurprising.) A little sprinkle of the magic spring water, and the flower is soon looking hale and hearty.

“Booyah! I feel way better, thank y’all very much!”

“Our pleasure,” says Kazuha, with the teensiest bow.

“Aww, knock it off,” says the flower, abashed… and Xinyan, simultaneously.

A confused silence ensues.

After a few seconds, the flower laughs: “Twinsies!”

“Haha, yeah!”

“Alright, less razzin’, more jazzin’. Lemme send y’all on your way. Hold on tight!”

“Wait,” says Paimon, “hold on to what exaaaaAAA—”

  



71. The Trail Ablaze: Chorus


    
    The five of them land in a tangled heap, Mona’s shin in Kazuha’s face, Paimon’s cape covering Xinyan’s eyes, the Traveller… on two feet, albeit standing on top of everybody else.

Once they’ve dusted themselves off—and once Paimon has invented several ugly nicknames for the talking flower—they look around. Thick mists abound; winding wooden paths are lit by warm lanterns.

“The scent… I believe we’re at a mountain near Liyue Harbour,” Kazuha surmises.

Xinyan glances about. “Gosh, this looks real familiar… Oh, I hear voices, do y’all hear voices?”

(The others do not.)

“C’mon, let’s head this way!”

  



72. The Trail Ablaze: Trill


    
    There are closed doors standing in the middle of the path, glowing as if crackling hearths lie behind.

Prodding at the doors yields voices: Xinyan’s parents, fretting after their little daughter, who has apparently run off.

“It seems Xinyan was an unbridled spirit even back then,” Kazuha says.

“I… did use to go wandering by myself,” says Xinyan sheepishly. “But I was never in any danger!”

“You trust in your sense of danger? Tell me: what does it say about me?”

Xinyan looks Kazuha up and down. “Uh… that we’re in less danger with you around.”

Laughter. “Flattering. Nice answer.”

  



73. The Trail Ablaze: Development


    
    Subsequent doors tell Xinyan well-intentioned but hurtful things.

“Xinyan, dear child, that crass instrument of yours isn’t very ladylike…”

And were that even true, so what?

“At least play something classy. Whatever this is, it’s awful.”

Even if Xinyan was a terrible musician—and she’s not!, not by a long shot—it shouldn’t matter. Some people are a waste of space, useless at everything they try: they, too, deserve the joy of trying.

“Oh, Xinyan, your mother asked me to teach you embroidery. It’s enjoyable, and very elegant…”

Xinyan doesn’t seemed bothered by any of this at all. She’s amazing.

  



74. Chat: Smooth Landing


    
    A burst of Electro and feathers. Fi split from Oz, somersaulting through the air an undeniably impressive number of times before hitting the beach.

“I think the others are in the mirage,” said Oz, as if Fi hadn’t just nailed an ever-so-casual three-point landing.

“Oz? Priorities!?”


  “Smooth landing there.”


“It was nothing.” Fi brushed sand from her slacks. “So that drum there’s the entry point?”


  “Reckon so.”


Probably not a great idea to head in alone. “Guess we’ve got some time to kill.”

“We are overdue a chat…”

Fi sighed. “If this is about Megs—”


  “No. Well, not just her.”


  



75. More About Fi: Working Alone…


    
    
  “Firstly, yes, you should have a proper talk with Mona.”


Ehh. Megs knew enough.

“But she doesn’t know you know that.”

“Even the hint of a romantic subplot gets people killed.” Empirically, one in four—


  “Not what empirically means. That aside, I’m thinking there was no reason to ditch everyone else for that detour.”


“There’s a reason I work alone, Oz. People I get too close to wind up dead, or worse—”


  “Name one non-Amy person, Fi.”


“—super dead.”


  “One.”


She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t bear to relive the death of… for example… folks such as… as…


  “Thought so.”


  



76. More About Fi: …Like an Ascetic Lighthouse Keeper, Who Is a Lone Wolf


    
    When you were a grizzled detective in pursuit of hard truths, you made enemies. And wouldn’t you know it: Fi was a grizzled detective—

“Fi, drop the act for a bit.”

And there went Oz again, thinking this was all some kind of game.

“Oz, you know how this works. Getting close to people means exposing your weak points.” And not in a sexy way.


  “You can choose who you let in.”


“But that goes both ways. Do they know who they’re letting in?”

People who inhabited Fi’s world for too long got tarred by the grime.


  “You’ve never tried.”


  



77. The Trail Ablaze: Ostinato


    
    Paimon echoes everyone’s sentiments: “Those people are so rude to you, Xinyan! Aren’t you mad!?”

Yet Xinyan flits between doors with an easy grin.

“Hey, Auntie!” (“Xinyan! Embroidery lesson this weekend?”) “But you’re so busy already— omigosh, the stove!” (“My soup!—”) “Stay safe…

“Uncle Zhu, lil’ Zhu’s over at the river…” (“Playing mudballs again? Rascal…”) “Better go find him! Stay safe, now…

“Uncle Hai! Sorry about the racket, I’ll move. But y’know, even ‘classy’ Yun Jin likes my tunes.” (“…really?”) “Really! Anyway, stay safe…”

Xinyan beams at her friends.

“Hard to get mad, hearing the same thing a hundred times.”

  



78. The Trail Ablaze: Solo


    
    At the next door, an earnestly blunt boy says: “Miss, your hairstyle’s really strange…”

Xinyan crouches. “Want a closer look?”

She explains to him that her hairbuns suit her hard-rockin’, head-bobbin’ lifestyle. And they’re so her!

“But if I wore a jacket covered with puppies…”

“…then wouldn’t your friends love it?”

A mirage construct of the boy, Little Fei, emerges from the door.

“Maybe your friends are nice to you,” he says, sniffling. But his aren’t: Lulu and Meng were to meet him at the docks, but never showed up.

“They stood you up!?” Mona frowns. “Let’s go find them.”

  



79. The Trail Ablaze: Theme and Variations


    
    They split up—temporarily—to search for Little Lulu and Little Meng. Everyone goes their separate ways into the mirage.

Mona starts towards the docks. She’s comfortable around the water, and who knows?: maybe one of the kids is swimming.

The Traveller starts walking in a highly specific direction for 200 metres. Paimon doesn’t comment; apparently this is normal.

The wind carries the scent of lotuses, the sound of voices. Kazuha slips down a side-street, following it.

Xinyan walks down the road, calling out the kids’ names. Then she pauses, head tilted towards downtown. Is that erhu music she hears?

  



80. The Trail Ablaze: Counterpoint


    
    Xinyan follows the erhu music. It stops as she draws nearer.

Around the corner, there is a burbling creek, and across it, a garden, tended by a woman. She’s dressed like a Pearl Galley high roller: a fur shawl, an absinthe-green silk qipao.

“Hello.” The woman sets the erhu down. The leaves of a willow tree hide her face. “You’re so kind to those kids. To everyone, really.”

“I try my best,” says Xinyan, abashed.

“You build community around you, don’t you? It wasn’t handed to you; you earned it, sweat and tears. It’s… admirable.”

“Thanks.”

“However,” the woman says.

  



81. Chat: Islands


    
    “However?” Xinyan echoes.

“Not all people belong in a tapestry. Yes, were any hill to sink into the sea, all Liyue’s mountains would be lesser for it. But some folks are islands: only in solitude can they be themselves.”

Silence. The woman waters her carmine lanternflowers.

“I heard you playin’ erhu,” Xinyan ventures.

“Did you?”

“It was beautiful.”

“Thank you. It’s unfinished, still. It’s… an elegy, of sorts.”

Oh. Funeral music.

Carefully, Xinyan says, “I’m sorry for your loss. Was it… someone you cared about?”

The woman chuckles. “Asking for whom the bell tolls? Don’t worry yourself about it, kid.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          As the saying goes, don’t ask. Or do, whatever; it’s your funeral.

        




82. The Trail Ablaze: Resolution


    
    As agreed, they regroup ten minutes later. Kazuha has located Little Lulu; the Traveller and Paimon, Little Meng.

“Y’all didn’t get too lost, I hope?” Xinyan worries.

“Not at all,” says Kazuha. “By the sounds of it, my mirage was a maze; I fear I’ve set worrying precedents.”

Lulu and Meng apologise to Little Fei for their absence: they were preparing a surprise gift for his birthday!

“Oh, how sweet,” Mona coos.

Sweet, yes, but poor Little Fei had thought himself all alone! Surely no birthday gift is worth that.

Xinyan agrees. “I’d have been upset, too, in his shoes.”

  



83. The Trail Ablaze: Suspension


    
    This time, when Mona’s stomach growls, Xinyan doesn’t mistake it for a monster.

“I’m gettin’ peckish,” she says diplomatically, and leads them to her house.

Mona collapses into a chair; Kazuha thanks Xinyan for her hospitality; the Traveller goes to defend the pantry from Paimon.

Everyone snacks, chats, and relaxes.

Xinyan’s ears prick. “Huh?” She heard a noise in the next room… “Lemme check this out. Y’all keep resting here, I’ll be right back.”

“Sounh goobh!” says Paimon through a mouthful of oranges.

Xinyan steps into the next room. It’s dark—

—until a sudden burst of noise, colour and light.

  



84. The Trail Ablaze: Anticipated Note


    
    “Tada! Happy birthday!”

The mirage reenacts a memory from last fall: a surprise birthday party Yun Jin and Xiangling threw Xinyan.

“Jeepers! Why are you sitting in the dark in my house!?”

“You’re right, Yun Jin, she does get spooked.”

“Aww, poor thing.”

“Don’t y’all go acting all sweet and innocent…!”

Gifts are presented: from Yun Jin, bespoke hair ties and pins; from Xiangling, an exquisite jade guitar ornament.

“You two are so darned kind,” Xinyan manages, flustered, after some adorably speechless gawking. “Thank y’all!”

“As you always are to us,” Yun Jin replies.

“Yeah, you cook what you prep!”

  



85. The Trail Ablaze: Rubato


    
    Xinyan’s surprise party proceeds and it’s lovely. Everyone’s glad to see the birthday girl, there’s tasty food, fond words, friendly chatter… We all know what birthday parties are like; there’s nothing noir to say!

Eventually the cake comes out.

“Oh?” says Yun Jin. “Remember that trick from overseas you taught me?”

Cutting the cake and making a wish? Xinyan remembers.

“What’re you gonna wish for?” Xiangling asks.

“Good question.” Xinyan purses her lips. “Gimme a moment?”

She thinks for a bit.

“…okay! Got one.”

They count to three. Xinyan closes her eyes and blows the candles out, making her wish.

  



86. Something to Share: Xinyan’s Wish


    
    Xinyan’s wish was to perform music with “someone completely unexpected”.

Of course, birthday wishes, like most other wishes, can’t be relied upon. Every day, thousands upon thousands of people have wish for all kinds of things: good health, good friends, or wealth, or freedom. But wishing is no guarantee of receiving.

But perhaps Xinyan will be an exception. Her wish was broad, which works in her favour. And now, not only has she thought of a way her wish might come true, but what’s more, she’s not afraid to work for that outcome.

Fingers crossed for her. She deserves it.

  



87. The Trail Ablaze: Reprise


    
    When they return from the mirage, Fi is there waiting for them.

Paimon’s delighted. “Fischl! You’re back!”

“How’d you get here without Miitoboru, Miss Fischl?” asks Xinyan, genuinely curious.

“Easy,” says Fi. “I swam. ‘Cuz I’m a better swimmer—”

Mona’s face goes from relief to irritation in an eyeblink. “Really? Really?”

“Fi has some things to discuss with you,” says Oz.

Fi coughs. “What Oz means to say is, what’d I miss?”

Oz gives Fi a pleading look. He actually manages to do the puppy eyes thing, too.

She capitulates. “Fine. You remember that shuriken and the weird note? Well…”

  



88. The Trail Ablaze: Recapitulation

Summary for the Chapter:
            Paimon provides a much-needed service.

          


    
    “So, let Paimon get this straight.

“We all came to the Archipelago on vacation, and then these weird mirages started happening based on everybody’s life story. But also not exactly!, because there was this weird lady Paimon and Kazuha saw.

“And she wrote Kazuha a weird note. And now Fischl thinks she wrote the note, or, it’s her handwriting? Paimon’s confused about that. And also Fischl thinks the weird lady might have come from her mirage… which hasn’t appeared yet!

“Did Paimon miss anything?”

“Oh, um.” Xinyan raises her hand. “I might’ve run into a lady I didn’t recognise, too.”

  



89. Chat: Shades of Green


    
    “Describe her,” says Fi.

“I didn’t see her face. Her clothes looked real fancy, like them Yujing Terrace folks. Green silk brocade qipao, rugged furs…”

Paimon pictures a cross between Ningguang and Beidou’s outfits, which I admit is funny, but is way off the mark. The Traveller pictures something between Ying’er and Yelan, which is pretty close!

Fi frowns. “What kind of green was the dress?”

“Huh?” says Xinyan.

“Moss green, emerald green, poison green, envy green…”

“Um, apple green, I guess?”

Fi thinks, but doesn’t voice, a complaint about food colours.

“Just like your eyes, Miss Fi,” Xinyan clarifies.

  



90. The Trail Ablaze: Coda


    
    “Could y’all help me fix up this island’s musical pipes?”

Working together, they do just that (with a little help from a second talking flower, which is Cryo and more subdued).

With the water-pillars filled, music resonates across the island. The Traveller sighs fondly.

Although the puzzles along the way weren’t particularly hard, goodness, the poor Traveller didn’t even take satisfaction in how efficiently they breezed through them. It’s like watching a professional violinist at their day job, playing exquisitely while internally making plans for the weekend.

But I digress. At the island’s centre, Xinyan has a duet to play.

  



91. The Trail Ablaze: Finale


    
    Xinyan strums a tune in the traditional Liyuean style, and the island’s pillars resound harmoniously.

“To you who lived here in the past…”

And as the world holds its breath for her next words, Xinyan smiles and takes in the warmth of the island, the enraptured faces of her friends, and the blue summer sky. Her hair is down, and the afternoon sun at her back frames her like a halo.

As long as there’s music, the world keeps flourishing, a symphony made of uncountably many little notes.

No fancy words needed, Xinyan reckons.

“…I hope you liked this song.”

  



92. Chat: Fifty-Fifty


    
    Later, Kazuha, Traveller and Paimon show the others the island with the Fatui machine, now deserted. Mona scries, and determines which island is next: the one Fi scoped out earlier.

“Tomorrow it is, then,” Fi says, staring off into the sea.

And that evening, after dinner, Paimon and the Traveller sit on a hill, deliberating.

“If we don’t call, Venti can’t help,” says Paimon. “But if we do, and he doesn’t pick up again, Paimon’s gonna be so mad!”

“A tough choice,” the Traveller agrees. “I’m pretty tired, too…”

Paimon lowers her voice. “Wanna flip a coin?”

Smile. “…yeah, sure.”

  



93. Dead Woman’s Shirt


    
    Fi woke up, blinked the sleep out of her eyes, then remembered where they were headed today. A cloud of dread settled over her.

“You’ll pull through,” Oz reassured her. “You’ve done scarier things before.”

“I guess.” Fi rummaged through her trunk for what might well be the last shirt she’d ever need.

The others seemed to sense her mood over breakfast, but it wasn’t like it was their fault, so she shrugged them off.

And in no time at all, they all piled into Miitoboru, headed to Broken Isle, and began the search for the entrance to Fi’s mirage.

  



94. Mirage: Beige Folder


    
    After some searching, they found something on the beach: a beige folder, stained with coffee rings, held together by a paperclip.

“The Evernight Dossiers,” Oz declared.

Fi took a deep breath. “Listen, everyone. Once we go in, we’re on crime thriller rules, you follow? If we get separated… Watch your backs. Safety in numbers. No drinks from strangers. No dark alleys…”

Mostly puzzled expressions. Crud, they were all genre newbies.

“Just… stick together, okay? Promise me?” (Not her finest turn of phrase, but needs must.)

“We’ll stick together,” the Outsider promised.

Fi set her chin. “Okay.” She touched the folder.

  



95. Mirage: Seedy Bar


    
    A moment later, Mona finds herself tiptoed on one leg over a pool table, lining up a tricky shot.

“Really, Fi?” she mutters, dropping the cue and straightening up before anyone sees anything indecent.

She spots the others—sans Fi and Oz—nearby.

“Just us five?” she says, dropping into a barstool.

“Um…” Paimon blinks confusedly at the margarita glass she’s sitting in. “Paimon just got here! Paimon doesn’t know!”

“I believe so.” Kazuha vaults over to sit on the others’ side of the bar. “There’s no crowd to lose them in.”

Indeed, despite the noise, not another soul’s around.

  



96. Mirage: The Evernight City

Summary for the Chapter:
            It was a dark and stormy night, and the darker it got, the stormier it got; furthermore, the stormier it got,

          
Notes for the Chapter:With thanks to Edward Bulwer-Lytton and Charles Schultz (writing as “Snoopy”).




    
    It was a dark and stormy night. It was always a dark and stormy night in Immernachtstadt. The rain fell in torrents— except at occasional intervals, when suddenly a shot rang out, a door slammed, a maid screamed, or a pirate ship appeared on the horizon.


  “Where to, partner?”


“The library.”

Fi jerked her head to the skyline, where a clock tower stood tall above the rows of buildings. Twenty to midnight, it read— which was strange in of itself, because it was always midnight in Immernachtstadt.

“If it’s who I think it is… It has to be the library.”

  



97. Mirage: Body-Dump River


    
    They emerge from the bar into a street slick with rain. There’s a river blocking their path, full of skeletons and cement blocks.

“Paimon and Mona can manage,” Kazuha observes, “but…”

“Optical illusion, I think,” says the Traveller. “From the right angle… hmm…”

Soon, they somehow find a bridge hidden in plain sight.

Xinyan has a question for Mona. “Can you tell if Miss Fi’s okay?”

“I don’t want to risk the scry,” says Mona. “If this mirage operates on Fi logic, prophecies may well prove deadly.”

They all cross, traverse a labyrinth of alleyways, then exit from the mirage.

  



98. About the Prinzessin der Verurteilung


    
    “This is uncanny,” says Mona.

“Weird,” Paimon concurs.

(“Oh!” says Fi’s old lady. “I meant… Dost thou knowest, Prinzessin der Verurteilung, that the hour of luncheon encroaches?”)

“What do those words even mean?” wonders Xinyan.

Kazuha shrugs. “I suppose nobody’s limited to a single genre…”

Xinyan inhales sharply. “Ohh. She doesn’t actually have a twin, that’s her lore.”

“Regardless.” Mona grimaces. “This dark fantasy thing is a hundred times weirder then seeing her talk normally.”

“Isn’t that the book her name is from?” Kazuha asks. “I recall that an Inazuman publishing—”

“Don’t care, still unsettling. Let’s get out of here.”

  



99. Chat: Monthly Income


    
    The island is now a bustling city filled with talking raven statues. One statue, Arnie—

“‘Street Directory’ Arnie.”

—‘Street Directory’ Arnie, points the way ahead, then informs Mona he’s a reliable family raven who can keep a doll like her safe. Is… that of interest to her?

“Um, no thank you, goodbye.”

A few minutes later, Paimon asks:

“Hey. Aren’t these mirages based on everyone’s subconscious?”

Nods.

“Well, that raven sure seemed interested in Mona… If Paimon didn’t know any better, Paimon would think Fischl has a crush on her!”

The other four exchange glances and collectively decline to comment.

  



100. Mirage: Lone Road


    
    This wasn’t working. They’d been walking (or flying) for fifteen minutes, and the library was no closer than before. They wouldn’t make it in time, not like this.

The nearest street sign read Lone Road, just like the last dozen had.

“Pretty blatant, huh,” said Oz.

“This is overkill,” she said. “You’re my partner, that shouldn’t count.”


  “Seems it does, though.”


Fi leaned her head against Oz. Stoically.

“Keep them safe,” she said.


  “You’ve got this, Fi. Do what you do best.”


He alighted from her shoulder.

Fi closed her eyes, breathed in, breathed out. Then she swallowed and walked.

  



101. Chat: Trust


    
    A disembodied voice announces: “Three of these ravens always tell the truth; one always tells lies; one does as they please!”

“We ain’t—”

“Shh,” says the Traveller, taking notes.

Mona lowers her voice. “Are we not worried that Fi didn’t leave the mirage with us?”

“You know her best,” Kazuha replies cautiously. “Can she look after herself?”

“Well… she’d probably say so. But Fi doesn’t like asking for help, so if she couldn’t, I’m not sure we’d ever know.”

Xinyan nods. “Sometimes you gotta trust they’ll trust you—”

“The baker did it!” shouts Paimon. (The Traveller curses.) “Ha, too slow!”

  



102. Chat: Hello Again


    
    The mirage deposits them in a foggy street.

“So you finally showed,” a familiar voice purrs.

“Fi!” says Paimon. “Where’s—” Blink. “Oh. You’re… not Fischl.”

The speaker is a woman with magnificent blonde curls and smooth stockinged legs. The train of her velvet dress spills onto the cobblestones, its absinthe-green hue perfectly complementing her eyes.

Xinyan frowns. “Isn’t that…”

Kazuha’s hand calmly settles upon the hilt of his sword. “Hello again. We met in passing, if I’m not mistaken.”

The woman drains her martini glass, smooths out her opera gloves.

“Sorry to trouble you all,” she says, smiling debaucherously wide.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          
  Take your pick.


        




103. The Dame: Introduction


    
    “Amy?” says Mona. Then, “No. Such empty eyes. Let me guess. You’re a femme fatale.”

“Oh Mona, darling, is there any other kind…?” The woman in the green dress titters. “Yes, I’m the Dame to Fi’s Detective.”

“Where’s Fischl?” Xinyan demands.

“Headed to where our paths cross… but slowly. She knows what’ll happen when they do.” The Dame’s eyes glint cruelly. “As inevitable as a rifle hanging on the wall.”

“What do you want from us?” the Traveller asks.

“Easy: let her go. It’s the only way she survives this.”

She steps through the shadow of a lamppost and disappears.

  



104. Chat: Hero Complex


    
    “It’s her Archons damned hero complex,” says Mona. She paces back and forth. “You know… ‘Look at me, I’m Fi Narfidort, I don’t ask for help with the tall shelves because I’m a grizzled old loner’, that nonsense.”

“Fischl’s inner turmoil made manifest?” says Kazuha.

“Exactly,” says Mona. “The worst parts of herself, shoved into a little number that actually does her calves justice.”

Paimon opens her mouth.

“Moving on,” says the Traveller, before Mona’s face can fully redden.

Paimon closes her mouth.

“I’ll see if I can talk her into trouser shorts,” Oz quips, alighting on a nearby railing.

  



105. Chat: The Power of Friendship


    
    “You met her.” Oz isn’t asking.

The Traveller nods. “She said to let Fi go.”


  “So she wants Fi to embrace the lone wolf archetype.”


“You don’t sound surprised.”

“Fi had a few theories.” Oz appraises them all. “I’m guessing you’re not abandoning her?”

“No way,” says Xinyan. “Fi’s our friend.”

“Paimon’s, too!”

“Then listen. From this moment on, your actions are a vote on the…”—Oz winces—“power of friendship. Don’t give the Dame a chance to call your bonds with Fi into question.


  “Now: your destination is the library.”


Mona squints. “…the melodramatic looking clock tower?”


  “Where else?”


  



106. Mirage: Trail of Tragedy


    
    Wisdom dispensed, Oz takes wing.

“Where are you going?” the Traveller asks.


  “Getting ahead of the curve.”


The rest of them set off for the library.

Amidst Immernachtstadt’s rabbit warren of streets, it’s hard to spot the clock tower. Instead they follow the trail of dead and brokenhearted raven statues the Dame has left in her wake.

Xinyan is particularly disturbed by one pair of ravens who were stabbed in the back.

“Do you reckon they suffered?” she wonders.

“I’m really hoping they’re not sentient,” says Mona. “But I’m not sure.”

“If not,” says the Traveller, “she’ll answer for it.”

  



107. Something to Share: Cage: I


    
    The air turns choppy. Oz soon realises he’s surrounded by a vortex of wind, funneling him away from Fi.

He makes one attempt to escape the wind tunnel, then, when that proves futile, surrenders to it, conserving his energy. After all, as Fi might put it, the only sure way for a bird to escape its cage is to not get caught in the first place.

He is led to the library, where a woman awaits him on a balcony.

“Well, aren’t you a hunk,” she says, raising her martini glass.

Oz sniffs. “Apple juice?”

“With a twist of lemon.”

  



108. Something to Share: Cage: II


    
    The Dame places Oz in an emerald-encrusted filigree gold cage. It’s wide enough to stretch his wings, and what’s more, it affords him a clear view of the library and the world beyond its windows. There are certainly worse cages!

Oz seems to agree. “Not that I’m complaining,” he says, “but may I inquire why I’m being kept alive?”

“You’re not the problem,” the Dame replies. “You came with Fi’s Vision; you’re practically a part of her. Other folks, though?, they’ll get her hurt, eventually. Whether by digging too deep, or haunting her as collateral damage. It’s pain either way.”

  



109. Mirage: Mittsommergarten Lane


    
    Mona slows down, her attention drawn to a sidegate and the courtyard beyond.

“I can see the stars through that arch,” she says, puzzled. “The clouds vanish… why…?”

She draws nearer, but is stopped by the Traveller’s hand settling on her shoulder.

“It’s probably a trap,” they say. “Fischl said to stick together.”

“Then let’s all go look together. We can all hold hands if you’re worried about being separated…”

Firmly: “No. What would Fi say about detours right now?”

Mona lets out a long breath.

“Fine, fine.” She grimaces. “That’s a despicably good lure.”

“She knows how you think.”

  



110. Mirage: Sinner’s Promenade


    
    The buildings gave way to a plaza dotted with trees and statues of bullets and whiskey and other hardcore stuff. Fi strode through, approaching the library at its centre.

A bunch of thugs were guarding the entrance: the usual kind with shitty pedicures, second-hand clothes, and stone masks.

“Evening, gents,” said Fi, as she came into earshot. “Odomu, capeesh?”

Judging by the raised clubs and crossbows, they did not capeesh.

“I’m afraid they’re quite protective of me.”

The voice echoed down from a third floor balcony, where a drop dead gorgeous blonde leant on the balustrade.

“Ah,” said Fi. “You.”

  



111. Normal Attack: Atonement’s Arrows


    
    The goons approached. Fi put two bolts into the shooters’ chests, then summoned her compound bow, dematerialising her repeater, “Last Dance”, to take some weight off her draw arm.

“Got a name, ma’am?” she asked, dodging a swinging club.

The femme fatale smiled beguilingly. “‘Dame’ will do.”

“So, Dame…”—Fi sidestepped a big guy’s charge and fired three arrows into his kidneys while his back was turned—”…you here to seduce me, get me killed?”

“Neither of us even know how—” The Dame sighed. “Point is, I’m here to help you, Fi.” She turned around. “Seventh floor. I’ll be waiting.”

  



112. More About Fi: Crew


    
    “Oh, hey bluebird!” says ‘Street Directory’ Arnie, moments after they exit the mirage. “Sorry about before, I got excited and ran my mouth—”

“What are you doing here?” sighs Mona.

“You’re looking for the Evernight Dossiers Part Three, right? Guild HQ, top floor, purple filing cabinet. You can’t miss it.”

Mona frowns. “That’s it? No strings attached?”

“None, promise! Just… these are rough streets, doll, you sure you don’t need protection?”

“We’re all together. And…” She smiles. “You know PI Fischl? We’re part of her crew.”

“She runs with a crew?” Arnie whistles. “Guess I was worried over nothing, then.”

  



113. The Dame: Building Up


    
    The seventh floor of the library was a maze of bookshelves. At the far end, Fi spied Oz, locked in a cage.

Much closer by was the Dame.

“Take a seat,” she said, gesturing to the armchairs and chaises strewn decadently about.

“What do you want?” said Fi, crossing her arms and leaning against a bookshelf. (No wobble. Good. That would’ve been embarrassing.)

“You haven’t figured it out, Detective Narfidort?”

Fi gestured at Oz’s cage. “You’re the part of me that wants to go it alone.”

“The part that knows you need to. But close enough.”

“Close enough,” Fi agreed.

  



114. Chat: Ultimatum


    
    “Cutting ties, going off the grid… You’ve thought about it from time to time,” the Dame said. “All I’m asking is you go ahead with it. When your—”

“No thanks.”

“—friends arrive, you ask them to leave. And you mean it.”

“Nah,” said Fi.

“At least pretend to consider it! Plan B involves you bleeding out on the floor.”

“Still no.”

“You don’t have to stay here forever. Just a few months; weeks, even. However long it takes you to remember who you’re supposed to be.”

“Thinking of a word. Two letters—”

The Dame scowled. “Maybe this’ll make you reconsider.”

  



115. Chat: Toy Dagger


    
    The Dame pulled a dagger out from beneath her dress.

Fi raised an eyebrow—

“Thigh holster,” the Dame said, rolling her eyes.

“Sure, sure,” said Fi.

Wait. The dagger was familiar. Blunted wooden blade, its hilt painted with ornate markings…

“Isn’t that Dolch des Verunreinigers?”

“The very same,” said the Dame. “A replica, purchased for…”

Fi recalled. “…Amy’s tenth birthday. Why the fantasy genre?”

“A dagger’s a dagger,” said the Dame. “And this one’s all symbolism.”

“See, now you’re threatening me,” said Fi.

“I already was.”

“…point. But no. I like my friends. You’re not intimidating me into ditching them.”

  



116. More About Fi: Cynicism and Romanticism


    
    Eight to midnight.

“I’d have preferred less bloodshed,” the Dame sighed. “I’d hate to do you lasting damage.”

“Getting cold feet?”

“Hardly. How about you? Do you really think your ‘friends’ will make it here in time?”

Really important not to break character here. Fi took a few deep, steadying breaths before answering.

“Every saint’s got her vices. Even a cynic’s gotta believe in something.”

The Dame sighed. “Your funeral, then.”

Fi didn’t resist as the Dame wrapped her arms around her in a languorous embrace. And she didn’t resist as the Dame slid Dolch des Verunreinigers into her kidneys.

  



117. Something to Share: Mona’s Troubles


    
    “Nearly done,” Paimon assures the others. (She and the Traveller are untangling a corkboard of grainy photos and red strings.)

Mona’s foot paws the ground. “I don’t like this,” she mutters.

Xinyan appears over her shoulder. “Worried about Miss Fi, huh?”

“Oh!” Mona startles. “I suppose you could put it like that…”

Kazuha, at her other shoulder: “Dare I ask about the two of you?”

(This would be an okay segue into The Case of the Star-Crossed Stars, but that would really ruin the pacing.)

“You’re talking nonsense!” huffs Mona, her fretting temporarily forgotten.

Kazuha and Xinyan share a smile.

  



118. Talent: Illusory Torrent


    
    Dong. The bell begins its slow knell.

They reach the plaza, the library just ahead.

“It’s two to midnight!” frets Paimon.

The Traveller points. “There. Seventh floor.”


  Dong.


Mona holds her hand out, and the Traveller immediately hands her a potion, which she downs.

“Right,” she says, “everyone hold onto me.”


  Dong.


In under ten seconds, they’ve all crossed the plaza, bypassing half a dozen Hilichurls, and are standing in the building’s foyer, slightly wet.


  Dong.


“Paimon, which way?” says the Traveller.

“Uh… left! Staircase,” says Paimon, with surprising confidence for someone who’s never seen this building before.

They run.

  



119. Something to Share: Narrative Logic


    
    Don’t worry. They’ll make it.

More than any of the other mirages, this one plays by the rules of a story. The five adventurers (yes, Paimon counts!) are very capable, more than half of them veterans by Guild standards. At their skill, they could only fail to save Fi in time if they weren’t giving it their all, or if they’d made a mistake earlier and earned a delay.

They are giving it their all, and they didn’t mess up earlier: Mona refused the call of Mittsommergarten Lane; Paimon, the riverfront restaurants.

Fi’s fate’s still unwritten. But this, they’ve got.

  



120. Elemental Skill: Chihayaburu


    
    As the bell tolled its tenth count, the doors burst open, the Outsider and Kazuha borne into the room by a whirl of maple leaves.

“See?” Fi croaked. “Not even close.”

The Dame hummed, impressed. “They listened to you.”

“Drink this,” said the Outsider, crouching over.

Kazuha inspected Fi’s back and frowned. “No stab wound. But blood and a hole in your shirt…”

Fi winced as the potion went down. “The dagger’s a metaphor,” she said.

The others caught up.

The Outsider addressed the Dame. “Give us one good reason to let you live.”

“Your confidence is understandable,” she purred.

  



121. Chat: Side Battle


    
    The Outsider drew their sword—

Bang. Every window this side of the library shattered at the same time, glass spraying inwards.

(Fi winced; of course escalation would beget even more escalation.)

Outside, a winged purple beast manifested with a roar of thunder, bolts of lightning radiating from its body.

“There,” said the Dame. “A side battle. Pick on someone your own size.”

Paimon gaped. “Kapatcir!?”

Who? That was obviously Tasraque, the dragon mob boss.

“How in blazes do we deal with that?” said Xinyan.

“I’ll handle it,” said the Outsider, stepping out onto the balcony and vaulting over the railing.

  



122. Talent: Soumon Swordsmanship


    
    “Behind you!”

At Xinyan’s shout, Kazuha spun around, deflecting Dolch des Verunreinigers. The dagger rematerialised in the Dame’s hand.

“Good reflexes,” she said, slipping behind a bookshelf and emerging from another entirely. “But how about…”

Without warning, she drew a revolver and fired.

The first shot only missed Kazuha’s cheek because he’d tilted his head. The second and third sparked as they glanced off his sword, and by the fourth he was charging her.

He cleaved the gun in half, and the Dame spun away, laughing, casually flicking her dagger off to one side and into a now-exposed Mona’s chest.

  



123. Mirage: Ghosted


    
    Fi is panic-stricken. “Megs? Where’s Megs?”

“I’m here, I’m fine,” says Mona, climbing to her feet. The dagger hurt like hell but it somehow ghosted right through her.

Kazuha motions. “Mona’s right here.”

“Where is she?” Fi repeats, her eyes sliding past.

Shit. Fi can’t see her. Mona steps forward, swiping her hand… which goes through Fi and Kazuha both. The latter’s eyes widen.

“Fi? Kazuha?” she says, with what little calm she has left.

“I hear you, Mona,” says Kazuha. “Fischl, Mona’s okay.” Mona adds something, and he relays: “She says the mirage shifted her out of your view.”

  



124. Normal Attack: Ripple of Fate


    
    Mona conjures a ball of water where the Dame is standing. She’s not surprised to find that it phases through the wench.

“Sorry, doll,” the Dame says, warping between shadows to strike Kazuha’s flank, “you’re on a different plot thread now.”

(Mona considers it more a bifurcation of psuedochaotic spaces. She keeps her mouth shut, though.)

The Dame continues gloating. “This dagger’s forced you two apart. Like weft and weave, fated to never touch.”

“You have never seen a loom in your life, have you.”

“We insulting me, or your girlfriend?”

(“Megs has a what!?” says Fi from the floor.)

  



125. Elemental Burst: Ten Thousand Leaved Slash


    
    Parry. Swipe. Deflect. The Dame and Kazuha fight, unreservedly.

“Why, look at you. The samurai, fighting for his liege—”

Kazuha laughs. “You expect me to turn my blade against her?”

“Upon discovering her dishonour? Perhaps not. But neither can he remain in her service.”

“Then it is a good thing,” says Kazuha, “that Fi is a woman of honour after all.”

“Oh?” The Dame’s pace quickens. “You mean you never figured it out, Kaedehara? Who killed Amy?”

“Nobody did. She never died.”

A satisfied grin. “Cute answer. But not the one Fi believes.”

Her dagger finally slips past Kazuha’s guard.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          As far as I’m concerned, “unreservedly” is a five syllable word.

        




126. More About Megs: Promise


    
    With Oz caged and Kazuha and Mona “dead” (passive observers), only Xinyan remains with Fi. She power chords a Pyro barrier into being, encircling the both of them, and raises her claymore, ready to defend.

Still recovering from the stabbing, Fi manages to pick herself up into a crouch.

“Everyone’s okay?” she asks.

“We’re fine,” says Kazuha.

“We’re with you all the way,” Mona adds. “No matter what.”

Xinyan relays their words.

Mona continues, “Tell Fi I’m not going anywhere, okay? Even if it’s just her left, I’ll be here.”

“Mona says—”

“Enough of that,” says the Dame, closing in.

  



127. Elemental Skill: Sweeping Fervor


    
    Despite visible worry, Xinyan stood her ground.

The Dame closed in, dagger twirling. “I only want what’s best for Fi.”

“But you’re wrong, Miss Dame. Coming together, combining our passions… that’s what life’s about.”

“Oh, Xinyan.” The Dame sighed pityingly. “That’s true about most people. But Fi’s different. Mountains versus islands, remember?”

She struck through an opening in Xinyan’s barrier that hadn’t existed moments ago. The musician flickered away.

Shit. Now it was just Fi left. Well, and…

The Outsider vaulted over a bookshelf, trailling purple and gold. They marched towards the Dame, sword out.

The Dame smiled. “I wouldn’t.”

  



128. Normal Attack: Past Memories


    
    “Don’t!” Fi cried.

The Outsider, ready to lunge, stopped. “Why?”

“Fi and I don’t know all your stories, Traveller, but we know your usual role. You’re a witness.” The Dame set the dagger down and kicked it over. “You observe, you catalyse, you finalise the victory. But you don’t win people’s fights for them. Not without consequences.”

“Consequences?”

“You lay a finger on me, I shoot Paimon.”

“Paimon isn’t even here.”

“But will she be, when I pull the trigger?”

Conflicted, the Outsider met Fi’s eyes. She nodded her acquiescence.

They took the dagger, and pricked themself with it, vanishing.

  



129. Chat: Unreliable Narrator


    
    Now Fi was alone.

“See, Fi?” the Dame simpered. “People who get close to you get hurt. You sure you won’t reconsider sending your companions off?”

“You’ve proven you’re more dangerous than a Bad News Hypostasis,” Fi granted, “but no, I’m still not giving up on the whole human connection thing.”

“Just yesterday morning you were telling Oz—”

Fi laughed. “I say a lot of shit, doll. Doesn’t mean any of it’s true. I mean, it’s mostly true, but the lone wolf thing?, I was wrong.”

“No, you were right, you’re just a godsdamned contrarian.”

“Takes one to know one.”

  



130. Chat: Brute Force


    
    The bookshelves parted, revealing a wide-open floor filled with dozens, maybe hundreds, of stone-masked goons.

The Dame announced: “Plan B—”

“Didn’t Plan B fail?”

“Fine,” said the Dame, rolling her eyes. “Plan C. We find out how nasty a beating gets you to reconsider your position.”

Fi summoned her repeater crossbow to her forearm, and her compound bow to her back. “Brute force?” she said, sizing up the waves of approaching opponents. “You’ve gotta know that’ll never work.”

“It’s not like you’re gonna die. And forever’s a long time, hon. Even with your pride, I give it five months, tops.”

  



131. Normal Attack: Paimonial Wrath

Summary for the Chapter:
            (It’s not very effective.)

          


    
    “Paimon’s so sorry!” the aforementioned wails. “Fischl’s all alone now, and it’s Paimon’s fault…”

“It’s not your fault,” says the Traveller, hugging the little not-Seelie to their chest. “You hid like I told you to; I…”

(A mob of Hilichurls charges Fi, phasing through them.)

“You’re evil!” Paimon shouts at the Dame. (She winks back. Paimon’s fist ghosts through her eye.)

Kazuha whispers to the Traveller. “Fischl will tire eventually.”

“I’m open to suggestions!”

Meanwhile, Mona asks Xinyan: “What did she mean, ‘Mountains versus islands’?”

“Oh, that’s something she said in my mirage…”

Xinyan explains further, and Mona’s mind whirs.

  



132. Chat: Bad Time


    
    “I need to talk to her,” says Mona. “The Dame.”

The Dame arches an eyebrow. “I’m listening, darling.”

“No,” says Mona. She turns to the others. “Give me space. I have to talk to her alone, not part of a group.”

They all seem confused, but they move back as asked, guards raised.

As soon as the others are half as far back from Mona as she is from the Dame, the latter’s lips curl, and she starts to walk away.

“That’s what I thought,” says Mona, following. “You tried to get me alone before. Is now a bad time?”

  



133. Elemental Burst: Stellaris Phantasm


    
    The Dame flicks her wrist; monsters materialise around Mona, worryingly tangible.

“No,” says Kazuha, as Xinyan starts forward. “She said just her.”

“But…”

“She has this.”

Sure enough, as her opponents lunge, Mona grits her teeth, raises one hand, and casts it down sharply.

The resulting cloud of starry mists clears, revealing her opponents floating in stasis midair.

The Dame gapes. “Lawachurls? You can’t… you’ve never been able…”

“This mirage plays by Fi’s rules. And I know Fi. You can’t write me out until we’ve had our tête-à-tête.

“Now, you harlot, let me tell you about the Fischl I know.”

  



134. Elemental Skill: Mirror Reflection of Doom


    
    The bruises on Fi’s ribs made breathing hurt, but she persevered nonetheless, taking goons down one shot at a time.

“Wrong on all counts,” said the Dame, to… someone else?

Odd. Fi rolled out of the way of an attack, then listened in.

“Don’t you ever learn? There’s nothing underneath…

“Then you’re falling for her facade! Your idealism is cornier than a field of—

“No, you shut up, you don’t know Fi the way I do…”

Ah. Fi smiled unpleasantly.

The Dame was on the back foot, then; the narrative had slipped her reins. Time to trample her with it.

  



135. Elemental Resonance: Protective Canopy


    
    Now or never. Fi charged into the goons’ ranks, bows firing.

The wind changed: distant snipers had her in their sights. Fi shot so fast she was already sheathing her compound bow before her arrows landed.

Dozens of goons swarmed her from all sides, tempting fate. Fi leapt, spinning three-sixty, rapid fire bolts nailing them in place. She landed and kept running.

Some huge axe-wielding brutes roared, trying to steal the show. Fi shot at the grenadiers next to them, engulfing them in deadly pyrotechnics.

The Outsider had the right of it: the best fighters, like the best artists, plagiarised.

  



136. The Dame: Climax


    
    What remained of the Dame’s goons were in disarray. She sneered and brandished her dagger as Fi closed the distance.

“Last chance, Fi,” she warned. “I’m trying to help you, but…”

“Ehh,” said Fi. “I’m not great at accepting help.”

“So be it,” the Dame snarled.

She lunged forward without warning—faster than the eye could see, closing the dozen metres between them in an eyeblink—and slashed at Fi’s throat…

…but her hand came away empty.

Oz hovered above, the dagger in his talons. “Am I interrupting?”

“You already stabbed me,” Fi reminded the Dame. “Free win used up.”

  



137. The Dame: Conclusion


    
    “This isn’t how it’s supposed to go,” said the Dame, backing away. “Your bonds… they’re a weakness, not…”

“This is exactly how it’s supposed to go,” said Fi. “You cast yourself as the femme fatale, doll. That makes you dangerous, sure; it doesn’t make you right.”

“Don’t do it, Fi. You get rid of me, you waste your potential.” The Dame’s back was to the wall now. “If you’re not a woman apart, you’re nothing.”

“Nah…” said Fi.

She took the Dame’s hand and kissed it all suave-like—

“…no bird’s an island.”

—and just like that, the bitch was gone.

  



138. Denouement: I


    
    “Fi?”

Thank gods. “Hey.” She could see the Traveller again; the other four were heading over.

“Are you ok? Is it over?”

Fi grinned. “Case isn’t over, but the danger is.”

“Good. We were all so worried for you…” (Oh, good. Fi’d hoped so, but it was damned reassuring to hear.) “And…” They turned. “When did you get free, Oz?”


  “Around when Mona started talking.”


Smart bird. He’d hidden in the background til the story started flipping.

Footsteps were approaching. Kazuha, Xinyan, Paimon… and Megs. Fi checked how she was standing. Appropriately nonchalant? Good enough, considering the beating she’d taken.

  



139. Denouement: II


    
    “That was amazing!” cheered Xinyan.

Fi knew it wasn’t over, she could sense it. But still, elation thrummed in her chest. She’d done it.

“All part of the job,” she said, turning to toss her hair—

Wait. Why was Megs standing so close?

“Uh… Megs?”

“Colour me impressed, Detective,” said Megs. Her eyes were locked with Fi’s, searching for something…

…oh.

“Um,” said Fi.

“May I?” said Megs.

Shit. There was no noir way to narrate this, was there?

The only way to salvage her dignity was to take the lead. So Fi pulled Megs in closer and— ooh, soft.

  



140. More about Megs: Purple Prose


    
    Their lips met like two strangers in the night, the fortuitous kind of meeting— no, “strangers” sounded happenstantial. Their lips met like a coat draping over a coat rack after a long rainy night— hmm, props for implied dampness, but no, too passive.

…like a bullet and brain— too gory.

…like two lovers reunited— overly literal.

Fi tangled her fingers through Megs’s hair like barnacles— nautical?, no, not noir enough.

Lips melting together like ice and whiskey— ooh, actually, that could work.

Megs pulled back, uncertain. “Fi?”

Breathlessly: “I need a thesaurus.”

“Archons, you’re awful.” Megs closed the gap again.

  



141. Denouement: III


    
    As Fi and Mona kiss a second time, then a third, the Traveller covers Paimon’s eyes and the others avert their gazes.

“So that’s how a detective thriller ends, huh?” says Xinyan. She elbows Kazuha.

“I daresay there’s no wrong way to end any story,” Kazuha replies, elbowing her back.

“That was one hell of a ride.”

“Paimon’s glad we can finally relax—”

Like lightning, Fi joins them.

“No,” she interjects, “not yet.”

(“Fi, priorities!?” Mona mewls.)

The Traveller’s head tilts. “No?”

“No. There’s one more thing to resolve.” Fi grimaces. “One thing we all nearly forgot about: the mystery.”

  



142. Parlour Room Scene

Notes for the Chapter:“I suppose you’re wondering why I gathered you all here.”




    
    Fi has everyone sit down. You have to sit for the parlour room scene, she explains.

“One thing’s been bothering me ever since this case began,” she says.

Paimon raises a hand. “Sleeves?”

“One thing besides not owning any short-sleeved shirts.” Fi paces. “Everything went too cleanly. Seamless. Like a damned storybook.

“The Dame was the Antagonist, but she’s small fry. The set pieces, the timing, the dramatic flair… We’re dealing with an Author.”

As she says this, Fi turns her head and looks right at me.

Oh, no. Is this what people mean when they say, “I’ve been made”?

  



143. Chat: Plot Twist


    
    “Fi,” says Mona with strained patience, “we’re not characters in a story. You know that, right?”

“Everything’s a story, Megs,” says Fi gravely.

Mona sighs and turns to the others. “She’s gone off the deep end,” she says. “It happens sometimes.”

The Traveller expresses… well, not disagreement.

Xinyan’s confused, but she sees Kazuha take it in stride, and follows his lead.

Paimon is worried this plot twist is going to delay dinner. She has a sense for these things.

Oz whispers a question to Fi through their shared psychic bond, but I’m not listening.

Reader, we need to talk.

  



144. Something to Share: Mea Culpa


    
    This started out as a fun story about friends and summer and dreams and mirages, but now it’s gone all stupid and metatextual.

It’s because of me. I’m supposed to be in the background. Nobody was supposed to notice me. I couldn’t even get that much right.

I’m really sorry.

I don’t know if I can fix this, if I can put the story back to how it was before I broke it. Fi’s onto me now, and she’s too clever to be thrown off the scent.

I’m sorry. I know I ruined everything. Please don’t hate me. I’m sorry.

  



145. Something to Share: Agency


    
    Fi is wrong about at least one thing: I’m not the Author. I’m the Narrator.

I’m certain she would appreciate the distinction. After all, she’s the narrator of her own stories, often enough. Anybody can narrate a story if they’re there to witness it, whether they’re a main character or a little bird passing by.

An author would be in control of the story; I’m not. I’ve never really been in control of anything.

The mirages playing out on the Haar Islands are a product of everyone’s hopes, memories, and dreams. Fi and her friends are the authors, not me.

  



146. Chat: Distractions


    
    Fi leads everyone out of the mirage to Twinning Isle, caught in a perpetual sunset.

“I should have known it was too good to be true,” Mona grumbles to Paimon. “Of course she invents a mystery to distract herself from the kiss.”

“That does sound like her,” says Paimon.

“No idle chit-chat!” says Fi. “Megs, we can trade tongues later—”

“Eww,” says Paimon.

“—but for now, we have to catch this Author. No distractions.”

The clouds shift, forming words: Stop wasting time! Go smooch Megs some more!

Xinyan gapes. “Whoa, Fi wasn’t kidding.”

Whoops. The clouds go back to normal.

  



147. About Megalomania


    
    Kazuha and Xinyan volunteer to help Fi search.

“Means, motive, and opportunity,” Fi monologues. “How did they orchestrate the mirages? And why?”

“The Fatui machine I saw on the first night,” says Kazuha. “I’m not convinced it was only an energy generator, but it certainly seemed to be channelling enough power to work a minor miracle.”

“Sweet!” says Xinyan. “That’s means solved, now for the motive!”

“What?” says Fi, outraged. “Having a theory isn’t the same as solving the mystery!”

“As for motive…” Oz chimes in.

“Oz! Don’t enable them!”


  “Perhaps this Author simply enjoys playing God.”


Ha. Haha.

Ahahahaha—

  



148. Something to Share: Authors Vs Narrators


    
    An Author has agency. A Narrator is helpless.

An Author shapes people’s fates. A Narrator can only watch fate play out.

An Author dictates events to the universe. A Narrator’s the moon to the former’s sun, merely reflecting events to you.

An Author sees a bird in a cage and conjures the key, the hacksaw, the super-strength potion, all the miracles that could take place.

If a Narrator sees a bird in a cage, now they can describe the cage.

Perhaps now you understand why this is a noir story: it’s not about making the world better, only inhabiting it.

  



149. About Cartesian Deduction


    
    “I’m not here to put you behind bars,” Fi says to the twilight sky. “Let’s just have a chat.”

I won’t say anything. I’m hiding in her shadow, behind a lamp post, above her, below her, anywhere I can.

“How would we find an Author who doesn’t want to be found?” asks Oz.

“Wait.” Fi gasps. “That’s it, Oz, you’re a genius!”


  “Oh?”


“An Author would just end the story. Oz, we’re dealing with a narrator.”

And suddenly there are fewer hiding places then before.

No, please, not yet. I’m not ready for anyone to see me; I’m not ready.

  



150. Something to Share: Mona is Vastly Exaggerating


    
    “Anyone powerful enough to create these mirages is on Hexenzirkel level, minimum,” says Mona, not realising that the Fatui had actually done the majority of the work with their thought amplifying machinery. “Does Fi really want an Alice-tier enemy?”

“I’ve fought gods,” shrugs the Traveller.

“Gods… Wait a second…” Paimon gasps. “Traveller, we forgot about Venti!” She remembers Mona is there. “…whose music sure is, um, divine!”

“The bard?”

“Not him exactly,” the Traveller replies. “Mona, how powerful would someone have to be to hijack one of Alice’s creations?”

“This… isn’t hypothetical, is it? My answer’s the same: Hexenzirkel level.”

  



151. Something to Share: About Last Night


    
    Last night, when the Traveller and Paimon tried to contact Venti, they instead heard a voice they didn’t recognise at all.

Honestly, this isn’t a very interesting detail. I’m only bringing it up now because the Traveller and Paimon are telling Mona about it. All you need to know is that the Traveller wasn’t able to contact Venti because outside help would have ruined the sense of discovery and wonder.

The voice’s identity isn’t important. What’s important is the mirages, and dreams, and hearts and wishes! It would be very nice if the story went back to being about that.

  



152. Chat: Gunpowder


    
    “A strange voice talked to you last night, by hacking into an Alice creation, and you didn’t think to mention it?” Mona balls her fists. “Am I the only sane person on this trip?”

Paimon thinks. “There’s Kazuha and Xinyan…?”

“Gah.” Mona snatches the Dodocommunication Device from the Traveller’s proffering hands, and draws a scrying rune around it. “Hmm… yes, that’s her work, alright. No idea why it’s filled with inert gunpowder… Well, you’re onto something. Anyone capable of jamming this thing’s signal has some serious magical power, smarts, or both. That was probably Fi’s ‘Author’ you heard last night.”

  



153. Something to Share: Curiosity


    
    Oz swoops down and hovers by Mona’s side.


  “Fi says we should all stick together.”


“Are… are we in danger?” asks Paimon.


  “No. But the suspect… we believe they can’t move far from us.”


Oz proceeds to explain Fi’s “Narrator” theory. Some of the details are wrong: I’m not literally here on the islands with them, for example. But yes, he’s right that I have to follow them around while I’m here.

That’s not a limitation of my power, though. Rather, I can’t resist my curiosity. I can’t look away from a story in motion. That’s just who I am.

  



154. Something to Share: Oration


    
    “On our first morning here, I smelled flowers on the wind.” Kazuha rubs his chin thoughtfully. “I smell them again now.”

“Hello?” says Paimon, shaking the Dodocommunication Device. “Are you there, spooky narrator?”

The device crackles. “Stop looking for me.”

Paimon gasps. “It’s them! The same voice from yesterday!”

The voice coming from the device is feeble. Childish. I hate it. It’s not a voice anyone would take seriously, let alone listen to.


  “Please just stop.”


“Who are you?” says the Traveller, pityingly. Ugh.

I have an idea. Why don’t we all skip forward to tomorrow? This scene is stupid.

  



155. Chat: Loose Ends


    
    It’s morning! Everyone is having breakfast! We haven’t missed anything interesting: they all just talked about the Narrator, who is unimportant, and the Fatui machinery, which you already know about.

Mona dispenses with small talk. “I would quite like to visit the next mirage.” Glaring: “…Unless we’re still dead-set on hunting down the mastermind behind these mirages, who we have no way of catching. Are we still doing that?”

(We haven’t missed any smooching, either.)

“Loose ends are deadly in this business,” says Fi. “But don’t worry, Megs, we’re headed for your mirage. It’ll draw her out.”

It will? Intriguing.

  



156. About Countersurveillance: I


    
    They headed south. Fi listened as Miitoboru and Xinyan sang shanties, and unwound, letting her mind drift.

The plan was simple: keep the original story moving along, so that the Narrator had to stay close. It’d been Oz’s suggestion, and while the ulterior motive was obvious—placating Megs—Fi was all for it. This Narrator hunt was hardly fair on Megs, what with the interruptive timing and all, and Fi didn’t want to leave her hanging.

But for now, the trail was hot. Fi was pretty sure the Narrator was nearby. See, she had the feeling she was being watched.

  



157. About Countersurveillance: II


    
    They arrived at Minacious Isle, and soon found what was surely the mirage’s entrance: a shimmering pool of water. Appropriate for Megs.

Fi wondered: how exactly had this Narrator character figured out so much about all their pasts?


  “The mirage manifested your evil twin, and you’re hung up on it knowing your backstory?”


Oz had a point, but it was still kinda rude of him to interrupt Fi’s internal monologue…

Wait. Internal monologue.

New theory. Was this an omniscient Narrator? Could the Narrator read minds? Was that why the mirages were so accurate?

…was Fi being narrated about right now?

  



158. About Countersurveillance: III


    
    Megs’s mirage was a cathedral to the night skies, an ancient place lit by fallen stars.

Fi would admire it later. Right now, if she was going to catch the Narrator, she couldn’t let them hide in her head.

Would a genre shift work?

Ah, verily!, how glorious this realm, in which the stars themselves bowed in obeisance to the Divine Majesty of the Immernachtreich’s Firmament. Scarce and fleeting were the moments whereupon mortal eyes could glimpse at such splendour!…

(…you get the idea.)

Hmm. Fi had sensed the surveillance on her flickering for a moment. Maybe she was close.

  



159. Something to Share: Less About Fi


    
    Noir was out, dark fantasy was too close… romantic comedy? Only as a last resort.

Perhaps…

Fi closed her eyes, contemplating the bicep-length gloves Mona wore, imagining taking the hem in her teeth, stockinette stitch rough against her lips.

She imagined peeling it down, exposing upper arm, then elbow, then forearm. The outrage catching in Megs’s throat and turning into a subdued whimper as Fi’s eyelashes ghosted past the fine hairs of her arm. The glove unrolling past the wrist bones, a tantalising glimpse of knuckles and cool—

—okay! New plan! We’re going back to third-person narration for a while.

  



160. Mirage: Constellations


    
    “Why does Fischl look so smug?” Paimon whispers.

“Don’t know, don’t care,” says Mona.

“You’re better off not knowing,” Oz adds.

Mona and the Traveller are gently inserting asterism shards into a starshadow lamp, a puzzle which— ooh, which the Traveller finds simple but pleasantly novel. (The Traveller’s having fun! I’m glad.)

Fi declares: “Our Narrator is trying to tell a specific kind of story, I think. Something a little dark, but family-friendly.”

“You nearly died,” Kazuha notes. “Is that really family-friendly?”

(Fi would have been fine! I think.)

“Paimon wonders if the Narrator has a gritty backstory like Fi!”

  



161. Something to Share: Observer Vs Subject: I


    
    Why would the Narrator have a gritty backstory? Despite Fi’s best efforts, the Narrator isn’t supposed to be a character to begin with!

And there’s a very good reason for that.

Once there was a little girl, lost in a library. Yes, like Amy. But unlike Amy, who died, this little girl— let’s call her “Anita”— suffered a fate far worse than death.

She was found.

“Oh, [thank] god! We finally found you!” they said to her.

Anita was’t very clever and didn’t understand noir. She thought that being found was a good thing. But it was actually very bad.

  



162. Something to Share: Observer Vs Subject: II


    
    As noir enjoyers, you and I know that everybody has an agenda. Everybody wants something from you, and if they can’t get it, they’ll bleed you for what they can.

When Anita was seen and found lacking?, when Anita couldn’t hold up her end of the bargain— one she didn’t know she’d made? Then her rescuers took her apart under sterile lights, scavenging her for intellectual property.

The moral of the story: it’s better to be an observer than a subject.

(What happened to her, you ask? Who cares? She’s just a cautionary tale, another naive kid with absinthe-green eyes.)

  



163. More About Megs: Cash Flow


    
    Some time later, the mirage shows them Mona’s flat. Mona is quick to suggest they move on.

Fi is having none of that. “No, hold up. What the hell, Megs?”

Mona attempts to explain the difference between cash flow issues and being a pauper.

“So all those times I treated you to meals?” Fi seems outraged. “And bought your groceries for you? Had you over for dinner?…”

“Oh, yes, my compliments to your mother, she’s an excellent cook.”

“I’ll pass it on.”

“I see where you get it from.”

“Thanks, I’m pretty proud of— wait, no, don’t change the subject!”

  



164. Chat: Metaphors


    
    “I think I’ve figured it out,” says Fi, midway through their final venture into Mona’s mirage.

“Our mystery narrator’s identity?” asks Mona, who is helping support the Traveller’s weight as the latter contorts into strange angles, trying to make sense of some ceiling lights.

“No idea,” Fi admits. “But I think I’ve figured out how to get our Narrator to come say hi. And,” she adds, at Mona’s darkening expression, “no major detours needed. Keep going with the puzzles, I’ll explain while you do.”

Mona sighs. “Go on.”

“This whole vacation has been about islands.” Fi pauses. “Metaphorically, I mean.”

  



165. About Emergent Themes: I


    
    Fi continues: “Kazuha found himself exiled and embraced the life of a wanderer. Xinyan was always set apart, struggling to get people to understand her, but she built community around herself.”

Mona nods slowly. “Your Dame represented the fear of connections making you vulnerable. And my youth… You’re saying our mirages have all told stories about loneliness and isolation…”

I suppose that is a recurring motif, yes. But lots of things are recurring motifs! These were stories about growing up, about people discovering their own values… Interpretation is a creative act!

“But not just that,” says Fi.

Blurgh. Go on.

  



166. About Emergent Themes: II


    
    “These mirages… there’s an island for each of us.”

“Not Paimon!”

“Eh, maybe that’s the island our camp is on…

“Listen. I figure, it’s like… each of our stories, they’re these separate things. But we all got to witness each other’s mirages together, right?”

Xinyan nods. “I get it. You’re saying we’ve spent this whole vacation sharing our hopes and worries with one another. Like… like building bridges between our islands!”

Gosh darn it, Xinyan, of all the times to discover cute metaphors…

“So,” says Fi, “if our Narrator never comes out of hiding…”

“…it’s a lousy story!” Paimon concludes.

  



167. About Wants


    
    “And besides that,” says Fi, speaking to empty air, “anyone who went to that much trouble to set up all these stories about overcoming isolation… I don’t think you want to be alone. I think you want company.”

She’s wrong. Well, she’s not wrong, but it’s complicated.

Paimon blinks. “Who are you talking to…? Oh. Nevermind.”

There’s a few minutes of expectant silence, punctuated only by the creak of rotating puzzle mechanisms.

Then— and I have no idea why— the Dodocommunication Device crackles to life.

“Eh,” says the voice within.

Fi smiles, so slightly and quickly that nobody else sees.

  



168. Something to Share: Amy


    
    Fi leaves the mirage alone, Dodocommunication Device tucked under her arm, and finds a nice high cliff to sit on.

“Hey,” she says.


  “…Hi.”


“My name’s Fi. But… you can call me Amy, if you want.”


  “Why would I want to do that?”


“I figure… maybe if I’m not pretending, you won’t feel like you have to, either.”


  “I’m just the narrator. I’m not pretending anything.”


“Don’t you want to be part of the story, though?”

Why is she like this? Of course I want to be part of the story, but what I want isn’t relevant: it never is.

  



169. Chat: Second Chances


    
    “Not everyone gets to be part of people’s stories,” the voice tells Fi.

“Why not?”


  “Maybe… maybe they got a chance once, but they weren’t good enough.”


“No second chances, huh?”


  “I guess not.”


Fi hums, and stares out into the sea, thoughtful.

“Do you enjoy being a narrator?” she asks eventually.


  “It’s okay.”


“Only okay?”


  “Well… I get to see all kinds of wonderful stories. I like that.”


“What don’t you like?”


  “I dunno. It’s… maybe I’m envious. Seeing everyone else be good at things.”


“I bet you’re good at things. You’re definitely a good narrator.”


  “Nah. Got caught.”


  



170. About Needs


    
    “That just makes you a different kind of narrator,” says Fi. “And all that stuff with mirages and memories… I bet lots of people would think that’s cool.”


  “No. Trust me, nobody needs me.”


Fi laughs darkly. “Kid, nobody needs anything. Doesn’t mean nobody appreciates anything.”


  “Okay, but… that doesn’t change that I’m not much use. I’m just… here. That’s all.”


“Maybe you’re in the wrong story,” Fi suggests. “Maybe there’s a story looking for you, where you don’t have to be stuck in the background.”


  “Even if there is, that doesn’t mean I’ll find it. That’s just wishful thinking.”


  



171. About the Narrator


    
    “Well, I think you’re a great addition to this story,” says Fi.

Snort. “Am not.”

“Go on. Call my bluff.”

And Fi thinks that she’s really happy to be here, talking to this Narrator character, and… believe it or not, reader, she really means it.

“Yeah, maybe I’m wrong,” she says, “but maybe you are, too. So let’s just split the difference.”

“I don’t think it works like that,” the voice laughs. It actually laughs. 

Fi smiles.

“Nice mirages,” she says.

The silence is lazy, unhurried, less a vacuum and more an empty field.

“Positively phantasmagoric,” Fi adds.


  “Thank you.”


  



172. Birds


    
    “These mirages, this adventure you gave us… You did good, kid,” says Fi. “Don’t ever let anyone tell you otherwise. Not even yourself.”

Somewhere very far away, a girl smiles weakly through a steady trickle of tears.


  “That’s very kind of you to say, Miss Fischl.”


“Kindness is the only liquor that’s best shared.”

Fi smiles.

“I read that in a novel,” she adds in Amy’s voice.

A giggle. “I see.”

The islands of the archipelago cast long shadows, stretching to touch one another. Hidden by the glare of the setting sun, a flock of gulls are on the wing.
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