
1. the first traitor

Summary for the Chapter:
Kuki Shinobu gets more than she bargained for during one fateful dinner with some old friends.





For four years, Kuki Shinobu stayed in her sovereign lane. Moisturized. Thriving.

It hadn’t been easy, of course. It took about half that time, plus dabbling in SEO optimization, to neutralize any damage done to her credibility by The Betrayal. Enough to get into Harvard Law, at the very least. After that, it was simply a matter of sucking up to professors and collecting straight A’s like Pokemon. Two glowing recommendation letters were enough to get her into her dream internship, and she graduated with a wide range of job offers to choose from.

No, she hadn’t spoken to any of the so-called “friends” from The Betrayal era. And no, between focusing on law school and her career, she hadn’t thought to make any new ones.

That was fine! A certain Kujou Sara was still around, and she and Arataki Itto were a two-for-one deal. The pair even agreed not to inform Shinobu of anything Betrayal-related.

After all, Shinobu had but one objective: to mind her own business.

And so far, so good! Minding her business had gifted her the lease on life she’d lost! She had accepted a job at a top law firm in Los Angeles. She had a two-bedroom apartment just a ten minute drive away from it. She traveled every other weekend. Sometimes, Sara and Itto even came with her!

She hadn’t done much dating, no.

That was also fine. Four years ago, she’d learned the hard way that boyfriends couldn’t be trusted and friends were eels.

Sara and Itto were the exceptions. Even on occasions the latter slipped up and mentioned The Betrayal, neither of them ever once said anything of The Traitors.

They were such good friends.

They one hundred percent deserved the five-star dinners Shinobu treated them to every Friday.

Even if they wouldn’t stop hassling Shinobu about her nonexistent love life.


“Actually, you’ll be pleased to know that I went on a date two months ago!” Shinobu wagged her chopsticks insistently.

“Really?” Sara’s face was totally devoid of faith. “How’d it go?”

“Great!” 

Sara mustered a small, relieved smile in response. Beside her, Itto nodded approvingly before gulping down a heap of udon noodles. 

See? She was fine. 

“I’m still waiting to hear back from him, but the date was tons of fun, so I’m sure it’ll be any day now.”

Sara’s smile faltered.

Shinobu groaned. She wasn’t born yesterday - of course she wouldn’t be hearing back from him. But the important part was that she’d put herself out there…although, now that she thought about it, she should really schedule some time to do it again. 

If only she’d brought her planner. She usually did, just in case she needed to prove to a host that she did, in fact, have reservations.

Maybe that was why he hadn’t called. Maybe pulling out her planner and trying to schedule a second date over dessert was too much.

Just a little too Shinobu.

“You’re gonna die alone,” Itto not-so-helpfully reminded her. Sara elbowed him in the ribs. 

“I know. And I don’t want to. It’s just…hard to trust people.”

Sara sighed. “It is, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try.”

“I am trying!” Shinobu fired back, perhaps a bit too defensively. She shoved some inarizushi down her throat to shut herself up.

“Are you, though? Are you really?”

Shinobu chewed her inarizushi slowly, as if to stall for time. She didn’t want to answer the question because, truthfully, she didn’t know how to. Dipping her toes in the water so to speak had hardly been an issue for her - hell, her arsenal of certifications stood as a proud testament of that. Kuki Shinobu was a tryer. 

Or rather, the Kuki Shinobu from four years ago was a tryer. 

“Anyway,” Sara digressed, deciding to abide by her friend’s silence rather than prod. “Did you want to order dessert? I’ve heard from a few coworkers that the mochi here is pretty good.”

Shinobu nodded. “The portions look big, too. Maybe we could split something between the both of us?”

“I’d be more than fine with that.” Sara glanced over at her boyfriend, who had been unusually quiet aside from his prior side comment. “What about you, hm? Mochi or purin?”

Itto didn’t stir. His gaze was fixated on his phone. Puzzled, Shinobu lifted herself up ever so slightly from off her seat. That did the trick. He hastily lowered his phone underneath the table.

“There you are,” Shinobu sighed. “Aren’t you the one always telling me to ‘hang up, and hang out’?”

Itto cackled. “Sorry, sorry! It’s, uh, some…time-sensitive, ‘on the edge of your seat’ typa stuff.” 

“What stuff?”

He glanced at his phone again. “You know…stuff.” He looked over to Sara. “About tonight.”

Sara furrowed her eyebrows.

He leaned over and whispered something. Shinobu swore she could make out something about a Corgi.

“Yeah, you should call,” Sara whispered back.

As Itto stood up, his jacket, which he’d oddly declined to remove earlier that night, shifted and Shinobu caught a glimpse of the cursive slogan on his shirt.




BEST MAN (OF ALL TIME)





What the fuck was that supposed to mean?


“It’s our sex night,” Sara quickly explained.

Shinobu rolled her eyes. It was almost always sex night with these two - more often than not lately, at that. If she didn’t know better, she’d guess that “sex night” was actually a cover for something. It never failed to stop her from asking further questions. But this was Sara and Itto. When they weren’t at each other’s throats over something ridiculous, they were… amorous.

“You know what? Pretend I never asked.”

Sara relaxed visibly. “So, have you taken up any good cases lately?”

Shinobu scoffed. “You of all people should know a thing or two about confidentiality.”

A wry smile flickered on Sara’s lips. “One of these days, I’ll catch you off guard. It’s only a matter of time.”

“Never. I’m always alert.”

“You say that now…” Sara opted for an ominous sip of her sake.

Shinobu quirked a brow upward. “What are you, a pig?”

A trio of Boys in Blue seated at an adjacent table shot a suspicious, mildly offended look in their direction.

Sara leaned back in her chair. “For a second there, you sounded like -”

“Don’t say it.” As a defense attorney, Shinobu had learned to be wary of the police. But she was always professional - at least to their faces where it counted.

It would seem that The Traitors had left their mark on her beyond the trust issues.

Thankfully, Itto returned to rescue her from the ensuing awkward conversation.

“Hey, I’m gonna have to run out early.” His voice was mellow as ever, but his actions were frantic, practically knocking over several plates as he scrounged around for his car keys. “Gotta sort some shit out for the you-know-what party.”

“You can say sex night,” Shinobu snickered. “I already know.”

“Uh, yeah!” Itto choked out a laugh. “I gotta go, um, pick up the ‘flavored lube.’ Apparently, they’re having an issue with the whipped cre -”

Shinobu recoiled, shaking her head. “Yeah, yeah! I’ve heard enough! Just go. See you next week.”

“Yuuuup! Next week!” Itto flashed his signature finger guns. “If we’re not too busy with uh, sex night.”

“Sex night,” Sara chimed in emphatically.

Shinobu groaned. “Ugh, you two.”

Itto loosed another laugh - this one significantly more nervous than the last. “We’re so horny, right? In fact, uuuhhhh, Itto Jr.’s ready to come out and play, so -!”

He quickly fled the restaurant.

Shinobu wondered what kind of pants he was wearing that would so effectively hide any tenting.

Sara looked back at Shinobu with her jaw set in a way that indicated she was more than willing to resume their previous conversation. “Seriously, Shinobu…are you alright? I mean, respectfully, it’s been four years. Everyone else has moved on with their lives.”

“Shouldn’t you help him out?” Shinobu gestured to the door after Itto.

Sara pursed her lips together. “You realize you’re dodging the question. That makes you look guilty.”

Shinobu crossed her arms. “That’s pro-cop propaganda perpetuated by crime procedurals to trick citizens into forgetting about their fifth amendment rights.”

One of the pigs next door glared. 

Sara chuckled, swirling her sake glass. “And now you sound like -”

“Stop it!” Shinobu clamped her hands over her ears, hardly caring about how childish she probably looked. “I’m alright, okay? I just don’t like talking about them. Can you blame me for that?”

Sara’s answer was immediate. “No, I can’t.”

“Great.” Shinobu exhaled the breath she’d been holding. “So, how’s the shelter going?”

Sara’s face lit up. As taciturn as she was, she never missed a chance to talk about the refugee shelter she ran. She went on about the new programs she and the rest of their administration were rolling out, the expansion of their nursery, and a dozen other things that flew right over Shinobu’s head - despite how attentive she normally was. 

References to The Traitors had caught Shinobu off guard internally, demanding her every vacant thought and her full cognitive attention. But hey, at least Sara wasn’t adding fuel to the fire anymore.

At the end of dinner, Sara skimmed her phone, tsked, and apologized that she really needed to head out.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you back to your place?”

Sara shook her head. “No need. I already booked a Ryde. There’s a 20% off coupon that’s been sitting in my inbox just begging to be used.”

“Fine, fine! Don’t be late for your dick appointment,” Shinobu teased.

Sara left, but not without letting out a nervous laugh that’d rivaled Itto’s.

Weird, Shinobu mused as she collected her belongings. As she paid for the meals and made her departure from the restaurant, her conversation with Sara crept its way back into her mind at full blast. Was that the problem? Had she not moved on after all this time?

Like hell! Of course she’d moved on! She’d been through law school, passed with flying colors, and was beginning a promising career. 


But you haven’t processed anything, have you?


Shinobu laughed darkly to herself. Sara, get out of her head already!

She’d done enough processing to last a lifetime! As a matter of fact, she’d prove it. There was a nightclub just down the street. She could waltz in there and score a date tonight if she so pleased. Quite frankly, she could even bring someone home with her! After a quick background check, of course. The bragging rights and “I told you so” in the morning would be worth it.

Or so she’d convinced herself. Before Shinobu could change her mind, she headed in the direction of the club.


Watatsumi was not somewhere Shinobu would usually hang out. The oceanic theming, Atlantis-inspired architecture, and periodic showers of confetti and glitter were not her style. Nor was the J-pop blasting through the speakers.

But that was even better, right? For the first time in God knows how long, she was out of her comfort zone.

Shinobu hoisted herself up onto a barstool, skillfully carved out to resemble a clam shell. As she awaited her gin and tonic, she surveyed her surroundings. The vibe on the dancefloor was…ravelike, clamoring with people reeking of sweat and alcohol either falling on top of each other or inconspicuously exchanging different colored pills.

She felt like an undergrad freshman all over again.

The bartender slid her gin and tonic across the counter. It took over half a minute for Shinobu to register that her order was ready.

“Thanks!” she shouted once she finally did - not that he was even paying attention at that point. Feeling somewhat self-conscious, she took a generous sip of her drink, blinking back the tears pooling at the corners of her eyes. Ugh, that was a lot more sour than she remembered it being.


“So, what’s a place like this doing in a nice girl like you?”


Gulping down the gin’s aftertaste, Shinobu turned to look at the man who’d slid up to the bar next to her. Almost immediately, she snorted at his outfit. He was wearing a neon blue mesh shirt that glowed against his lightly-tanned skin and showcased an impressive set of abs. His skin-tight shorts were a holographic silver and gold strewn together in a pattern that resembled fish scales…not to mention that it also emphasized the bulge he was packing. The hooded zip-up vest that barely obscured the remainder of his torso was made of similar material. Silliest of all, however, was the pair of purple, glow-in-the-dark seashells pasted onto where his nipples were supposed to be.

“What’s a guy like you doing on dry land?” Shinobu countered.

He glanced down at his clothes like he’d forgotten how he was dressed and laughed. “This is Club Watatsumi, so technically, we’re under the sea. I’m a dancer here, actually! Working a bachelorette party upstairs, as we speak.” 

Shinobu couldn’t help but snicker. “You’ve got guts, is all I can say. I wouldn’t be caught dead dressed like that in public.” She took another sip of her gin and tonic.

The guy shrugged. “It’s a favor for a buddy. He’s the best man.”

Fair enough. A huge favor from whom Shinobu assumed was a loyal friend. That best man was lucky. That duo was rare to come by.

So, was he on break? Hopefully, she wasn’t hindering him from doing his job? Anxiety washed over her despite the alcohol. “If you’re working, shouldn’t you be doing that?”

He shrugged again. “It’s no biggie. I’m on my way back up. I just had to stop by and say hello, uh…?”

“Shinobu.”

“Shinobu,” He repeated, with a toothy grin and a hand flexed outward. “I’m Thoma.”

She shook his hand as firmly as she could. He’d made a strong first impression with the crazy merman getup, and she had to match it somehow.

“Nice to meet you, Thoma.” She managed to return his smile.

Oh. Oh, God. He was grabbing a napkin from the bar counter. He was…writing a phone number on it.


See? This was easy, Sara.


Speaking of…

“Excuse me, can we get another round of those margaritas with the purple glitter?” A familiar voice behind Shinobu inquired over the blaring music.

Shinobu swiveled around slowly, surprised to see Sara wearing a little black dress and deathtrap heels. Worse, she was standing next to someone Shinobu hadn’t seen in four years and counting.

Kamisato Ayaka, who funnily enough, was wearing a shirt that read “(MER)MAID OF HONOR” in the what looked to be the same font as Itto’s shirt from earlier.

The bartender nodded as he began mixing. “One round of Margarita Trench, coming right up.” 

Neither of them seemed to have noticed Shinobu. Instead, Ayaka was looking directly behind her.

“Thoma! There you are!” she exclaimed. “Are you ready to come back upstairs, or do you need some more prep time?”

Somehow, that was what blew her piss poor attempt at hiding in plain sight. Shinobu blanched, gagging on her gin and tonic.

Ayaka immediately recognized her after that. “…No way.”

“Shinobu! Hi!” Sara slurred, feigning nonchalance.

Thoma’s eyes skimmed the three women, noting the tension in the air and effectively releasing the pen in his hand. “Um, I’m gonna…get changed.”

He absconded without passing the napkin to Shinobu.

“Sex night?” Shinobu folded her arms over her chest, the hints of a glare furrowing her brows.

Sara shifted her weight from foot to foot. “I didn’t want to keep this a secret from you, but I also didn’t want to cross any boundaries. You’re the one who refused to be kept in the loop about anyone from college!”

The gin and tonic burned in Shinobu’s stomach as she connected the dots.

Itto as a best man.

Ayaka as a maid of honor.

An ocean-obsessed bride.

She wasn’t quite sure how the Corgi fit in, but -

“Could we get some tequila shots, too?”

The next time Shinobu turned around, she was face-to-face with The First Traitor herself.

It was difficult to tell in the dizzying ultraviolet light of the nightclub, but Kokomi looked less pale than when Shinobu had last seen her. She’d gained a bit of weight, too - just enough to fill out the sheer blue minidress she was wearing. A singular tattoo was scrawled across her bare arm - some script in a language she was unfamiliar with. Her long, sleek hair was shorter now - at least six inches trimmed - and garnished with a white streak across her bangs.

And in place of her signature gargantuan hair bow was a tiara. Not a typical tiara, though. This one was a pearly white color and resembled trident spikes more than anything. It was very Poseidon, God of the Ocean - and by proxy, very Kokomi.

Worst of all, she was wearing a sash.

Shinobu’s heart sank as she absorbed the words written on it.




BRIDE-TO-BE




Kokomi’s face fell slack as she registered Shinobu’s messy green bun and cropped “Harvard Alumni” sweater. She too was rendered just as speechless, any attempts to save face completely escaping her.

Ayaka and Sara glanced at each other. Then, at Shinobu. Then, at Kokomi.

After what seemed to be twelve lifetimes, the latter regained the ability to speak first.


“Hi.”


Shinobu staggered backwards, nearly toppling from off the barstool. What could she possibly say? Nothing! She’d already said her piece four years ago.



I hope I never see either of you again! Fucking die for all I care!



She pried herself away from the bar counter and darted off, not daring to look back.


When Shinobu woke up the following Saturday morning, it was with what she was certain was the mother of all hangovers. And she was still in her clothes from the previous night. How off-brand of her. She groaned as she forced herself out of bed to drink some water and pop an ibuprofen.

What did she do after she peaced out of Watatsumi? She spent two hours sobering up in her car, drove herself back home five miles under the speed limit, and lay on the couch to wallow in self-pity.

Oh, and she’d stalked Kokomi’s InstantGram.

Shinobu made it four years without looking anybody up. For fuck’s sake, she even avoided Sara and Itto’s joint MeTube channel in case anybody from The Betrayal era made an appearance. 

Unfortunately, one night and one realization was all it took for her to relapse.

It was beyond pathetic. She had a law degree. A cushy job. A great apartment. She was climbing the ladder.

But now, all she cared about was that her ex-friend was marrying the boyfriend she’d stolen from her when they were nineteen.

After finishing her water, Shinobu conducted her routine as usual. She took a shower, changed into a set of fresh clothes, and blow-dried her hair. Then, she cooked herself some scrambled eggs and toast and sat down at her dining table.

She was unbothered. She was successful. She was living her best life…

…When the silence got to her, her first instinct was to reach for her phone.

Surprise, surprise. She unlocked it to the sight of Kokomi’s InstantGram profile.

Upon refreshing the page, Shinobu discovered that she had posted a new picture about an hour ago.

The picture was a plate of dinosaur-shaped pancakes, accompanied by scrambled eggs and toast smeared with strawberry jelly.




You may be living your best life, but does YOUR fiancé bring you breakfast in bed whenever you’re hungover??? #headhurty




Shinobu “ugh’ed”, slamming her phone down on the table to grab some jelly from the fridge only to remember that she didn’t have any jelly, because she hated jelly.

Or maybe because she was the jelly.

Breakfast in bed - a romantic notion Shinobu had never considered in the realm of possibility. Not now that she was single, but before that. Because her boyfriend had been denser than a brick.

Sure, he’d bring over store-bought coffee and bagels, but home-cooked eggs? In bed? That was new.

Shinobu made it to her bathroom just in time to throw up.


It wasn’t fair.


Kokomi was probably throwing up too right now, except Heizou was holding her hair back because he was a perfect fucking gentleman all of a sudden.

Why did Shinobu have to get the shitty, immature version? Why did her traitor of a former friend get to be rewarded with a lifetime of love and joy and breakfast in bed whenever she was hungover?


Not. Fucking. Fair.


Shinobu finished emptying her stomach and retreated to the couch she’d spent at least three hours crying on last night. She spared her leftover eggs and toast a cursory glance before deciding that she wasn’t hungry anymore. 

Instead of eating, and against her better judgment, Shinobu walked back over to the dining table to retrieve her phone. She then returned to her designated pity party on the couch and began scrolling through Kokomi’s pictures: a plug for a stream where she played Among Us with Aether, Lumine, and a few others who looked vaguely familiar, but as far as Shinobu could tell, weren’t recognizable by name. A spray-painted mural that probably had some deep political symbolism in it that Shinobu was too nauseated to puzzle out. A link to something called the Sago Pearl podcast. Shared MeTube videos about different documentaries. 

There were countless other pictures to sift through, but Shinobu didn’t have the heart to continue looking. She would just be digging an even deeper grave for herself.

Just as Shinobu was about to toss her phone aside, it dinged.

Her stomach flipped upon seeing the notification. 

Sara.

She discarded her phone. Suddenly, she felt hungry again - ravenous, even - and made a beeline for her dining table where she proceeded to shovel eggs into her mouth. No way in hell was she partaking in some textual screaming match with Sara on an empty stomach.

Once she’d inhaled every last crumb of toast, washed her dishes, and cleaned the rest of her kitchen, she fired off a guilt-tripping text to Sara.



you lied to me!



“sex night”? seriously?!



God fucking damn, she was an idiot for falling for that. Sara and Itto didn’t plan for sex! They did it whenever they wanted to the way most semi-functional couples did!

Sara replied fairly promptly.



To be fair, you said you didn’t care about who I’m friends with as long as I kept you out of it



Also



Sara had been typing for a while. And as patient as Shinobu was, that didn’t mean she was also interested in whatever long-winded excuse her friend had to offer. Neither of them were long-winded people to begin with! This time shouldn’t have been any different!

Another minute passed, and Shinobu decided that she was above waiting any longer.



it’s not that simple, though.



are you a bridesmaid??



Sara’s little dots vanished for a moment.



Yes, I am.



But listen



The dots returned.



no, YOU listen.



you’re helping her marry the guy she stole from me.



they cheated on me. they made me look bad. they made me feel stupid. and you’re helping them get married.



and you know it’s wrong otherwise you wouldn’t have lied about it.



Once again, the dots disappeared. Good. Maybe she finally understood.

Shinobu’s phone buzzed. Just kidding. Sara had resorted to calling her.

Naturally, Shinobu declined the call. What made Sara think that vocalizing her rationale for lying was any better than texting it? 

Then again, there was a certain Traitor whom Shinobu may or may not be itching to have an argument with.

She reopened InstantGram and navigated to her messages. There, one sole notification sat. It was so unassuming. So innocent looking.

Shinobu felt her throat dry up as she tapped on it.


sangonomiya.kokomi messaged you: hey




Notes for the Chapter:
can YOU guess who kokomi’s fiancé actually is?👁

it’s kinda obvious, but tbh, even if you don’t get it, the reveal is lycheerally gonna be in the next chapter!!

it’s been a minute since i’ve written anything FR, so pardon any errors or sloppiness you notice.

either way, thanks for hanging out!! please leave a kudos and/or a comment if you’re able to!






2. keeping up with the kokodashians

Summary for the Chapter:
Shinobu and Kokomi try to talk things out like grown-ups. Sort of.

This leads to a very interesting, very chaotic proposition from the latter.






sangonomiya.kokomi messaged you: hey


Shinobu stared at the message, contemplating how to best respond. Should she play nice to start, or should she barge out of the gates with guns blazing?

She decided to opt for the middle ground.
 



hey. congratulations on the engagement! i’m so happy for you!



now get back out of my life.



Okay, that was as good of an opener as she could muster.

Kokomi didn’t reply. Maybe she really was throwing up.

Oh no. What if she wasn’t just hungover? What if she was pregnant? Even the mere thought made Shinobu sick. Fucking traitor.

Five minutes later, her phone buzzed, lighting up with a notification from Kokomi.
 



k but you’re the one who just followed me :/



Wait, what?

Befuddled, Shinobu proceeded to check. Surely enough, she had indeed followed Kokomi on InstantGram. Fuck. Her finger must have slipped. Or she was drunker than she’d realized.
 



well, we all make mistakes.



like that time i thought you were my friend.



For a wretched moment, Shinobu feared that Kokomi would deny ever having made a mistake. She’d say that stealing Heizou was the best choice she’d ever made - that she loved him and that he was worth soiling their friendship for. Maybe she’d also announce her pregnancy right then and there for good measure, just to rub it in Shinobu’s face.

While awaiting Kokomi’s reply, Shinobu went back to scrolling through her profile.

The picture after the one she’d last left off on was of Gorou making a goofy face at the camera, a cooking pot haphazardly set atop his head like a hat.




THIS is the ideal male body. you may not like it but this is what peak performance looks like!!😍😍




What a bizarre fucking thing to post.

Then again, Kokomi was bizarre. And the Second Traitor had liked the post, so he must not have had an issue with it nor whatever context surrounded it. 

When Shinobu’s phone once again flashed with a notification from Kokomi, tapping on it practically felt like muscle memory.



yes i am a bitch and a homewrecker and a terrible person and i ruined everything



is that everything you wanted to say?



Shinobu closed out of her messages, scrolling down to the next picture.

It was of an engagement ring.

Sophisticated and ornate - a turquoise metal giving way to delicate, swirly tendrils that encapsulated a stunning white diamond.

Tears flooded Shinobu’s eyes almost instantly. This was exactly why she rarely kept tabs on social media. It just existed to stoke long-repressed feelings of envy.

She closed out of Kokomi’s profile and navigated back to her InstantGram messages. There was no need for her to cry - not again, not when she had done so for quite some time last night. With a shaky exhale, she reminded herself that, ultimately, she’d dodged a bullet. If Kokomi wanted to marry herself off to Detective Know-It-All, pump out a Mini Detective Know-It-All, and endure the agony of taking care of the both of them, that was totally up to her.
 



almost everything.



he’s your problem now. the baby’s probably turning your womb into its own personal dojo as we speak. cobra kai never dies. or some shit like that. when you pop it out, maybe it can mansplain the process to you.



enjoy your breakfast in bed tho. i hope it’s worth the morning sickness!











Shinobu set her phone aside to get ready for her day. She had to conquer a to-do list that didn’t involve nursing a hangover or snarking at a certain blonde-haired Traitor.

In five minutes flat, she had re-freshened up and was ready to head to the grocery store. Her car keys dangled off one of her index fingers, and her itemized list organized by aisle was tucked away in her pocket.

Before leaving, she checked InstantGram one last time. Kokomi had replied.
 



???????



if you’ve been snooping through my profile all night, then you should know i’m NOT marrying Heizou!!!!



also. what the fuck



Shinobu frowned. That didn’t make any sense.

Or maybe it made plenty of sense. Heizou hadn’t made any breakfast in bed. If that were the case, though, then…who else would select Itto as their best man?

And hang on, how did Kokomi know she’d been stalking her profile?

She swiped back to Kokomi’s InstantGram and confirmed with horror that she’d liked about half the pictures.

Well. No use unliking them now. The damage was done.

Out of curiosity, Shinobu scrolled down to her first untouched, and therefore unliked, picture. 

Kokomi and Gorou were laying in bed together, basking in the golden, early morning sunshine. His arms were tightly wrapped around her waist as he planted a kiss on her forehead. Meanwhile, she was laughing, her eyes crinkled at the corners. As for the picture itself, it was fairly blurry, almost like it was taken mid-tackle.




KISS KISS FALL IN LOVE!!!!!🥺💙🧡




Kokomi looked the happiest she’d ever been.

Shinobu felt herself crumple to the floor, her head spinning as she processed her latest discovery.


Gorou.


As much as she resented them together, Kokomi and Heizou made sense. They had the same interest in puzzles and mysteries. The same penchant for strategy. The same nerdy tendencies. But Shinobu never would have predicted Kokomi and Gorou. She was bookish and aloof, and he liked pretending to be a dog. So yeah, excuse her for being a little surprised.

Maybe if she’d spoken to either of them in the past half a decade, it would make more sense to her.

Sara called her again. She answered this time.

“Kokomi and Heizou broke up after, like, a month tops.”

Shinobu rolled her eyes. “Hi to you, too.”

Sara huffed into the phone. “Shinobu, look…I understand that you didn’t want details, but I wasn’t kidding when I told you that everybody else had moved on.”

With a sigh, Shinobu picked herself up from off the floor. “So, Gorou?”

“I know, right?” She swore she could picture Sara smiling on the other end. “Absolutely nobody saw it coming, but they’re head over heels in love with each other. It’s sweet…almost tooth-rotting.”

“Uh-huh.”

“No, seriously, it’s…” Sara trailed off. “You should see the way she looks at him.”

She hadn’t. But she’d definitely seen countless heart and heart eyes emojis. Gag.

“Oh yeah, and she just called me,” Sara continued. “She told me you were being, what was it? A presumptuous cunt. Pre-cunt-tuous, to be specific.”

Slivers of guilt began worming their way into Shinobu’s gut. Maybe the fetus comment was uncalled for. And Gorou’s baby wouldn’t be a mansplainer or turn anybody’s womb into a dojo.

A silence descended over the two friends. Sara broke it after a few moments, her tone becoming precarious. “She also said that it sounded like you were…spiraling.”

“No way!” Shinobu protested, a tad too eagerly. “She’s tripping! I’m doing great!”

“I get it. I honestly do. You’re finding out that some people from your past are getting married, and you’re still single. It’s okay to have some feelings about it.“ 

“I don’t have any feelings about it! That’s her business.” Once again, Shinobu’s voice rung out with too uncanny of an eagerness.

“Sure.” Sara couldn’t have sounded less convinced if she was trying. “You know, maybe it would be wise to talk to her. Like a person, not some harbinger of betrayal. It could end up being helpful.”

“What, and jam my foot in my mouth?”

“Hm, don’t you mean again?” Sara snickered. “Kokomi showed me a screenshot of your conversation. Where did you even get that?”

Shinobu sighed. “Okay, fine. I’ll give her a shot.”

She heard Itto hoot on the other end before the sound of a slap meeting skin cut him short. Not missing a beat, Sara glossed over her boyfriend’s intrusion, “Great! I can give you her number. Or you can continue hashing things out on InstantGram.”

Shinobu considered this for a minute. “Gimme her number. Also, take me off speaker.”

”Hang in there, Sheesh!” Itto’s encouraging tone and usage of his stupid nickname for her were the last things she heard before the call was effectively ended.

Having forgotten about her grocery run, Shinobu relocated to the couch and ogled the number Sara had texted her.

This meant trouble. Shinobu was poking the bear. The moment she went knocking on that door, there wouldn’t be any turning back.

Was she ready to do that? 

To reopen the door that had taken her years to slam shut? After all, she had no idea what she would find behind it. A lot could change in four years, apparently.

Shinobu breathed in deep and called the number before she could change her mind.

Kokomi picked up immediately. “Hello?”

Man, she sounded rough. She must’ve taken a ton of those tequila shots.

“Hey, it’s Shinobu. Sara said I should call you.”

“Oh? Damn it, Sara,” Kokomi not so quietly cursed under her breath, then sighed. “Okay, um, out with it, then.”

Shinobu froze. There she was, having a phone conversation with The First Traitor herself. And she was clamming up all over again, just like last night. She clenched and unclenched a fist. Come on, she willed herself. You can’t run away this time.

“Please?” Kokomi prodded her, as if she’d infiltrated her mind. Fucking traitor. “Say whatever you need to get off your chest.“

“I -“ Shinobu swallowed. She dug her nails into the palm of her hand. “- I may have jumped to conclusions.”

Kokomi laughed dryly. “Just a little bit.”

Shinobu cleared her throat. “So, you’re not pregnant?”

“No. I have an IUD now.”

“Ah. That’s smart.”

“Mhm.”

Shinobu loosed a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, scrambling for something else to say. “I hear they make your periods worse, though. Is that true?”

“Eh.” She could easily imagine Kokomi shrugging noncommittally on the other side. “At first, sure, but it got better.”

“Oh, that’s good.”

Kokomi sighed. “Are you calling me just to talk about birth control? Need some condom recommendations?”

“No,” Shinobu answered, her voice cracking. “It’s nothing like that. I’m not…I’m not using a whole lot of condoms right now.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” 

“Don’t be. I’m fine. I’ve been working on myself.”

“Mmm,” Kokomi hummed out. She wasn’t buying it. Shit. 

“I mean it.”

“Okay, anything else? Anything left unsaid on your ’Kokomi Sucks’ manifesto?” Kokomi posed the question as if fully expecting to walk into some sort of booby trap.

“Listen, I haven’t insulted you once! This time!” Out loud.  Shinobu had to consciously stop herself to take a breath. “I just figured it might be time to catch up - to mend bridges and everything.”

“Seriously?” Kokomi sounded pleasantly surprised. 

“Totally. I think it’d be good…for the both of us.”

“Oh!” Kokomi went quiet for a minute. She was likely mulling over this twist of events. “Do you want to get brunch or something? Later, I mean. I’m reeeeally hungover right now.”

“Yeah, I noticed.”

“Huh?” 

“InstantGram.”

“Right, right.” The line was quiet for another minute. “Sooooo, brunch? In a few hours? Are you free?”

Shinobu definitely wasn’t free. She had an entire to-do list to tend to.

“Yeah!” she agreed. Of fucking course she did. “I’ll see you then!”
 


In true Shinobu fashion, she arrived at the café that Kokomi had texted to her fifteen minutes early. She waited outside, anxiously bouncing on her heels as their agreed meeting time ticked closer and closer.

She wasn’t being stood up, was she?

Shinobu checked the time on her phone. It was almost noon. Fucking traitor, of course she stood her up.

“Shinobu! Hi!”

Shinobu flinched, glancing back up to witness Kokomi rushing down the street to greet her. She smiled to herself as she noticed the worn-out UCLA collegiate archery hoodie that was oh-so-obviously Gorou’s.

“Hey yourself,” Shinobu greeted in return. “Feeling better?”

“Way better.” Kokomi affirmed. “Gorou’s a miracle worker, I swear. He has his hangover nursing down to a science.” She gestured toward the café. “Let’s go in?”

Shinobu simply nodded, following her former friend inside. 

“Speaking of Gorou, is he doing okay? Hangover-wise?” Shinobu asked as they perused the menus on the table. She eventually settled on a blueberry muffin and a triple-shot cappuccino. Meanwhile, Kokomi ordered a bagel with lox and a double-shot latte.

Kokomi nodded, acknowledging their waiter with a smile as he delivered the pair their meals. “Yeah, I don’t think the boys did that much drinking. I hear they went on some pseudo-road trip to pick up a dog - a Corgi, I think.”

That explained Sara and Itto’s whispered conversation from the previous night. Actually, that made so much sense.

Shinobu burst out laughing.

Kokomi tilted her head - funnily enough, just like a dog would. “What?”

“Last night, Sara and Itto were trying to keep me from figuring out what was going on, and -” Shinobu laughed again. “They mentioned a Corgi. I guess that should have been my first clue that it wasn’t Heizou’s bachelor party.”

Kokomi snorted, taking a sip of her latte. “Can you even imagine?” She broke into her own bout of laughter. “Actually, I can imagine. It’d be part of some elaborate escape room - trial by the core elements: water, fire, and dog.”

Shinobu nearly choked on her muffin. “Stop! I hate that!“ She sobered a bit. “He definitely would…or at least, based on what I last heard.”

Kokomi tensed slightly. “And when was that?”

Shinobu also tensed. “Four years ago…and some change.”

“Wow.” Kokomi bit into her bagel. “When you said we were dead to you, you weren’t kidding.”

Shinobu shook her head. “Nope.” She distracted herself by playing with the paper liner of her muffin.

Kokomi set her bagel back down onto the table. “Right. Let’s get this out of the way.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry about your parents, and I’m sorry about Heizou. I knew how much it was going to hurt you, and I did it anyway. My brain was too stuck on ‘It’s what’s best for her!’ and ‘Guy paying attention to me!’ to get to ‘It’s none of my business!’ and ‘He has a girlfriend!’” Kokomi paused, taking another sip of her latte. “Plus, you know, people act out of character when they’re grieving. When you left, it felt like you took a big part of me with you. He was there for me. And I was there for him, and at the time, it felt like us being together made sense…” She trailed off with a sigh.

Shinobu felt her stomach churn at the mention of her parents - the less talked-about, more painful aspect of The Betrayal Era. Their mind games. Their control issues. Their unhealthy tie to tradition. Their reign of intergenerational trauma-inducing terror. Their short-lived alliance with Kokomi and Heizou. Some unholy culmination of those factors was what led to Shinobu’s first vanishing act - something that more or less equated to two months of paying for an empty campus dorm room, two months of living under the radar, two months of introspecting and isolating.

Nobody would say it at the time, because Shinobu hadn’t wanted to hear it, but her disappearance had triggered Kokomi’s mommy issues. It was her worst fear. One of her best friends had abandoned her.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how much it affected you.”

Kokomi picked at her fingernails. “Turns out shared grief over a missing person isn’t the best foundation for a relationship.”

Shinobu tried to stifle her astonishment by taking another bite out of her muffin. “Was that the only thing that brought you two together?”

Kokomi winced, averting her eyes. “Will you be mad if I say yes?”

Shinobu raised an eyebrow as she pondered the question more deeply. “I dunno.”

“Great,” Kokomi whispered, as if speaking any louder would kill her. She blinked her eyes closed. When she pared them back open, they were hyper-focused on Shinobu. “I think it was.” She shut her eyes again, bracing for impact…

…Or rather, impact that never came. When Shinobu didn’t move - instead, waiting for her to come back to Earth - Kokomi relaxed. She re-opened her eyes and rubbed the back of her neck sheepishly. “Everyone was so convinced I was in love with him all along - even when you two were together. Everyone. That was all anybody would talk about behind my back…like they were picking apart my every move. If I blinked at the wrong time, that was definitive proof or something.”

“Confirmation bias much?” Shinobu weighed in.

“I know! It felt like being on reality TV in the worst possible way.”

“Reality TV,” Shinobu nodded solemnly. “Keeping Up With The Kokodashians.”

“Keeping Up With The Kokodashians!” Kokomi repeated vehemently. “But they wouldn’t let up, and I eventually started to believe them.”

Shinobu looked down at the remnants of her muffin. “Did you ever really love him?”

Several moments elapsed in silence except for the ambient noise of the café - the clattering dishes and indiscernible chatting from the other tables.

When Shinobu dared her gaze to travel upward, Kokomi was watching her with a pained look on her face.

Slowly, Kokomi shook her head.

Shinobu re-averted her gaze, wiping away a tear she hadn’t realized was leaking out. Kokomi had conspired with and stolen her boyfriend, and she didn’t even love him. Fucking. Traitor.


”I did.”


“I know,” Kokomi practically whimpered. “I didn’t anticipate things would go south the way they did. I’m sorry.”

Sangonomiya Kokomi, three-time collegiate-level chess champion and unironic Yugioh fanatic, royally fucked up a plan. Strategized a total train wreck.

“If it helps,” Kokomi continued. “It’s one of my biggest regrets in life.” 

“One of? What could possibly top that?”

Kokomi shuddered almost automatically. “Rebounding with Ajax Baganov.”

Shinobu’s eyes widened in disbelief. “No.”

“Yes,” Kokomi said with another shudder.

Shinobu couldn’t help but laugh aloud. “Shit. You got me there.”

With the elephant in the room addressed and the mood thoroughly lightened, the pair carried the conversation forward. They reminisced about the old days: their laughs and their greatest hits, the most embarrassing moments to have been experienced as nineteen year old college students.

Finally, Kokomi began catching her up on the gang.

Kokomi was a budding professor at UCLA, her alma mater. Her special courses included Military Strategy In Theory and Practice, as well as East Asian Military History. On the side, she boasted a humble following on MeTube, having gone through several channel rebirths. Presently, she was working on something she called “video essays”, where she picked a movie and discussed how it was actually secretly about capitalism or racism or both. Gorou was working as a veterinarian. They both had side projects going for just about every type of activism, including environmentalism, LGBT advocacy, and workers’ rights.

“Oh, speaking of classism, last I heard about Ajax, he was shilling for some pyramid scheme.”

Shinobu crinkled her nose. “Could’ve seen that coming. What kind?”

“Knives, insulated blankets, and, um, health stuff? I’m not entirely sure, honestly. They come out with a new product every day.” Kokomi tossed her hands up in the shape of air quotes. “’Infinite growth and whatever’.”

Shinobu nodded. Looks like some things never changed. As she’d expected, Kokomi had so far gone off on at least four tangents about the evils of capitalism. It was the root of all evils, apparently. Not that Kokomi herself had any personal experience with that, given how goddamn loaded her family was. But hey, it was great that she’d finally found a cause to channel all of her restless mental energy into.

“What about you?” Kokomi asked. She finished up the last mouthful of her bagel. “I heard you’re at a law firm now?”

“Yeah, I’m a public defender,” Shinobu answered.

“Nice!” Kokomi grinned widely, her eyes sparkling. “That’s super important work.”

“Trust me, I know.” Shinobu sipped her coffee, which had gotten lukewarm.

“Are you up to anything else?” Kokomi dabbed at her mouth with a napkin. “Seeing anyone?”

Real clever, traitor. She was so transparent. Shinobu saw right through her.

“No, I’m still single.”

“Really?” Kokomi’s brows knitted upward in some hollow display of surprise. She was a terrible actress.

“Yeah.” Shinobu nodded. She opted for another sip of her coffee. God, it was even more lukewarm than it was a few seconds ago. “I have some trust issues.”

That just about reawakened the tension they’d attempted to defuse. Oops. Kokomi immediately looked down at the crumpled up napkin she held in her hands. “Right. Sorry about that.”

Shinobu shrugged, feigning apathy. “It is what it is.”

“Wait.” Kokomi’s gaze darted back up. She was suddenly excited again. “Ayaka said you were talking to Thoma last night.”

“Your merman stripper?”

“Yeah!” The sparkles in Kokomi’s eyes were back.

“Well, sorry to say that your bridesmaids showed up, and things got awkward before he could slip me his number, so…it’s not gonna go anywhere.”

“Damn it!” Kokomi cried. “Hey, we’ll fix this. I’m sure Itto could hook you two back up.” She yanked her phone out of her bag, a crossbody shaped like some Sanriada character. That dog, Pocha. 

Yup. Some things never changed forreal.

“Shoot.” Kokomi stared wide-eyed at the time on her phone. “We’ve been here for two hours?”

“Have we?” Shinobu snuck a peek at her own phone. It was half past two. “Wow. Time flies.”

Kokomi practically flew out of her seat and began gathering her trash from the table. “I’m late for a fitting.”

“Oh, what’s the dress like, by the way?” Shinobu inquired. “Let me guess…mermaid line?”

“Mermaid line and strapless,” Kokomi beamed. “Actually, you know what? You should come with me. That way, you can see the dress and we can keep catching up!”

“Oh, thanks, but…I wouldn’t want to impose.”

Kokomi pouted. “But you’re not imposing. I just invited you! Come on. Please? The bridal shop gives out free champagne.”

Ooh. Tempting. Really tempting.

“Mmm, but that’s the kind of thing that’s exclusively for the bridal party, right?” It was a shot in the dark. Shinobu didn’t know fuck all about wedding planning.

Kokomi crossed her arms. The pout on her lips deepened. “It’s for whoever the heck I want because I’m the bride and I said so.”

Then, at that moment, her eyes crackled with an almost blinding spark - in a way that was spine-tinglingly familiar. It was a look that often manifested on Heizou’s face, as well. 

The look that indicated they were hit with a revelation out of nowhere, a stroke of genius, a Eureka-level idea…

…Which usually meant hell was about to break loose.

“Would you maybe wanna be a bridesmaid?”

Oh, that was so not what Shinobu had been anticipating. She jolted back. Twenty-four hours ago, Kokomi had been dead to her. Now, she was being invited to play an important role in her wedding.

“This has to be a joke.”

“It’s not, I promise!”

It was Shinobu’s turn to cross her arms. “Why do I feel like you’re just offering because you feel guilty?”

“No! It isn’t that at all!” Kokomi sighed, running a hand through her bangs. “Shinobu, I genuinely want you to be a part of my wedding. And I’ve been dying for the chance to fix things between us. Please?”

“When even is the wedding anyway?”

Kokomi paused. The faintest traces of a blush bloomed on her cheeks. “It’s in a week. Next Saturday.”

“What the fuck?” Shinobu’s head spun. Where was her planner? Not that she’d be penciling anything in, because this was a batshit crazy proposition, but God knows she needed it for emotional support.

Almost immediately, Kokomi’s face fell. Like an avalanche. “Unless you have something else going on. That’s completely understandable.”

“I don’t,” Shinobu blurted out prematurely. “But you sound insane! You want to throw in an extra bridesmaid a week before your big day?”

Kokomi’s pout morphed into a full-on frown. “Are you being a backseat bridezilla right now?”

“A ‘backseat bridezilla’ -“ Shinobu began incredulously before shaking her head. “- No, I’m just pointing out that it’s not plausible to work me in with a week left.”

“Oh!” Kokomi raised a hand to her chest in mock surprise. “I must have mistaken you for someone else.” She lowered her hand before tilting her head challengingly. “All this time, I was under the impression I was talking to Kuki fucking Shinobu. My sincerest apologies.”

Shinobu narrowed her eyes. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that if you can’t handle a little crunch time, then you’re definitely not the same person that kicked all seven feet and two inches of Arataki Itto’s ass every other day for narrowly avoiding expulsion.”

Shinobu’s jaw dropped. “Hold on, are you doubting me?”

“You’re the one preemptively chickening out.” Kokomi said with a shrug. “But it’s perfectly alright. I don’t think you could handle the stress.”

Fuck. Shit. Fuck shit. Shit fuck! This was reverse psychology, and Shinobu loathed the fact that it was working seamlessly.

“I can absolutely handle it! Let’s fucking go right now!”

Kokomi giggled, yelping when the shorter woman seized her by the wrist and lugged her out of the café. “Whoa! Excited much?”

“You’re late.” Shinobu scowled over her shoulder.

“No,” Kokomi tittered. “You’re late.”

Shinobu’s blood ran cold. She picked up the pace. “Which way is the bridal store?”

Kokomi burst out into a fit of laughter, loud and bright. “I’ve missed you so much.”





Kokomi had deeply misled Shinobu by referring to their destination as a “bridal shop”. It looked more like fairytale princessfied Ocean World. Sheer, Alantic-esque suits and gowns, Rococo accessories and corsets hung around painted coral-like walls. A pair of teal leather couches were placed around a sprawling platform and giant three-way mirror.

“Sorry that I’m late!” Kokomi hollered as Shinobu followed right behind her. “I ran into a last-minute addition.”

“Is that who I think it is?” Sara stood up from one of the couches. A knowing smile graced her features as her eyes landed on Shinobu.

“Oh my God,” Ayaka cried, shooting up just as quickly as Sara had. “Sara was right!” She squealed as she sprinted over to offer Shinobu a hug, which the latter awkwardly accepted. “She told you to talk to Koko, and you did it!”

Kokomi swayed back and forth, humming happily. “She did in fact do it.”

“Okay, but -“ Ayaka pulled away from Shinobu, regarding Kokomi inquisitively. “- Does Gorou know about this change of plans?”

“No, I legitimately just convinced her on our way here.”

“Did you actually?” Ayaka’s doe eyes blinked in disbelief.

Sara rolled her eyes. “This is going to be utter chaos.” Still, she opened up her arms to Shinobu with a c’mere gesture.

“That’s what I said!” Shinobu allowed herself to be hugged once more.

“But -“ Sara pulled back and held her friend at arm’s length by the shoulders. “- I don’t regret passing on the idea to Kokomi. If anything, I’m surprised that you actually agreed to it.”

Shinobu squared her shoulders back defensively, jutting a pointer finger in Kokomi’s direction. “It’s because she manipulated me! She’s the one who called my organizational skills into question.”

A breezy, more masculine bark of laughter echoed from the very back of the store.

Kokomi placed her hands on her hips. She raised her voice at the source of the laughter. “You back there! Be nice! She just got here!”

Shinobu looked to whom Kokomi was speaking with, her stomach having done an entire record-breaking gymnastics routine the moment their eyes met.

Of course, he would be here. Kokomi had never indicated to her that they weren’t still friends. And, truth be told, in some ways, it was probably better for all of humankind that they were. For one, it would be cruel to expect anybody else to put up with their rambling and brainstorming and downright ungodly fucking nerdiness.

He’d bulked up since they were nineteen, his biceps straining against the sleeves of his Kastlevania tee. His hair was longer but still framed his face in that mussy ponytail she’d been fond of yanking to get a rise out of him.

The corner of his mouth quirked upward into the smirk that had once turned her legs into that accursed jelly she hated, amber eyes glinting with amusement.

Holding his half-empty champagne glass steady, he leaned against the wall with one shoulder, catching his breath.

“Never change, cookie.”


Notes for the Chapter:
would y’all judge me if shinobu and kokomi had a drunken make out session in the name of catharsis?? because writing this has TEMPTED me🥴

anyway, things are about to get even spicier. you can also tell i’m having the time of my life coming up with all these brand parodies!!!

thank you so so SO much for reading. please leave a kudos and a comment if you have time to spare!!!






3. the second traitor

Summary for the Chapter:
Shinobu meets more of the circus wedding committee. She also sees her ex face-to-face for the first time in four years.

Someone’s gonna need therapy.





“What are you doing here?”

Heizou couldn’t help but chuckle. It was almost cinema-worthy: showing up out of nowhere after four years of radio silence after having been baited into Kokomi’s wedding…and then immediately questioning his role, as if he hadn’t been there since the start of it all.

He eyed his champagne before looking back up at Shinobu. “Oh, you know. Day drinking. Unless I’m mistaken, you’re the wedding crasher here, not me.”

Shinobu blew her bangs out of her eyes - the exact same way she used to. “I’m not crashing anything! I was invited!”

“Not to Watatsumi last night, you weren’t.” Heizou waved his phone around. “Hey,” he beckoned Kokomi. “Did you add her to the group chat yet?” 

Heizou had been made aware of Shinobu’s impromptu appearance late last night. He had been offering moral support, but zero faith whatsoever, as Itto tried to negotiate with the strip club about smuggling Gorou’s new Corgi inside when his phone had flashed with a notification from the S.S. Kokorou group chat.




momyaka:

 OH MY GO DOH MY GOD OH MY GOD GUYS YOU’LL NEVER GUESS WHO WE JSUT SAW AT WATATSUMI




dicktective:

 the mom who left me when i was still in diapers




momyaka:

 jfdslkgjsgj closer than you think




dicktective:

 ExSQUEEzE ME??????




quoth the raven BLAZE IT:

 AYAKA BABE THAT’S KIND OF MESSED UP




Xiao:

 idk it was kind of funny actually




dicktective:

 XIAO WTF




quoth the raven BLAZE IT:

 certified bruh moment




dicktective:

 OK OK OK is it signora




dicktective:

 did she bring her diarrhea juice




momyaka:

 gross! no!! colder




dicktective:

 that one guy with the eight pack




momyaka:

??




dicktective:

you know! he works part time at hot gossip. nilou wants to jump his bones




momyaka:

no. but warmer. ish




dicktective:

 you’re killing me here. you’re killing me dead




Xiao:

 good. then my phone wouldn’t be lighting up every other minute




dicktective:

 not my fault you play clash of clans in 2022




dicktective:

 ANYWAY AYAKA WHO’S THERE????




who tao:

 knock knock :^)




dicktective:

 knock knock???




who tao:

 who’s there?




quoth the raven BLAZE IT:

 heizou’s about to lose it. there’s so much hatred in his eyes rn




the original catgirl:

 shikanoin heizou villain origin story




Xiao:

 keqing, come pick me up




the original catgirl:

 sorry love i can’t, i’m higher than my expectations rn




who tao:

 shit guys icb heizou abt to be part of the mcu




The Raven:

 A box office flop.




Xiao:

 lol




dicktective:

 firstly fuck you all



The Raven: No thanks, Shikanoin. Stay bitchless.




dicktective:

 secondly i’m on the edge of my fucking seat who crashed?




who tao:

 stay




who tao:

 bitchless




who tao

 changed dicktective’s name to bitchless dicktective.




bitchless dicktective:

 E VERONE SHUT THE FUKC UPAND LET AYKAYAK TALK




quoth the raven BLAZE IT:

 aykayak




bitchless dicktective:

I SIAD SHUT




the original catgirl:

 please ayaka, he’s begging you




the original catgirl:

 *aykayak




momyaka:

 omg




momyaka:

🍪




quoth the raven BLAZE IT:

 NO WAY???




Xiao:

🧍




dancing queen young & sweet:

 wait whom




dancing queen young & sweet:

 i’m coming downstairs!




The Raven:

 Too late. She already left.




sniffin for a yiffin:

 she’s gone




sniffin for a yiffin:

 again lol




GOD OF THE BARBZ:

 HOLD IT WHO TF IS COOKIE AND WHY DID HEIZOU PASS OUT WHEN I ASKED




quoth the raven BLAZE IT:

 pics or it didn’t happen




momyaka:

 we already said she left




quoth the raven BLAZE IT:

 then it didn’t happen




The Raven:

 You’ll have your proof when my body turns up in the Pacific because she’s going to kill me in my sleep.




GOD OF THE BARBZ:

 FUCKIN WHOM




eetoe:

 WYM NO CORGIS ALLOWED!!!! WTF KINDA STRIP CLUB HAS POLICIES ABOUT DOGS?????? LET THEM IN YOU FUCKING FASCISTS THEYRE JUST LITTLE GUYS




eetoe:

 this is literally footloose




eetoe:

 shit what i miss




sniffin for a yiffin:

 we’ll catch you up later




sniffin for a yiffin:

 where’s gorou in all of this?




Xiao:

tending to his dog.




sniffin for a yiffin:

 you’re right




sniffin for a yiffin:

 this is just like footloose fr




“I haven’t added her yet.” Kokomi pulled out her phone. “I convinced her to tag along, and then we had to immediately run here.” She glanced over at Shinobu, who was still glaring daggers at Heizou. “Unless him being a part of this is a dealbreaker for you.”



Heizou simply held back his opinion, pretending to scroll through his phone. On one hand, this was pretty fucking stupid. Not even just logistically, but also because of an unresolved four-year-old feud.



On the other hand, he and Ayaka and Kazuha had been the ones to call up Kokomi in the wee hours of the morning after she had sent the trio a screenshot of her InstantGram notifications. They listened to her drunkenly sob about how she couldn’t let Shinobu slip through her fingers again.



Plus, he’d be lying if he said it wouldn’t be fun to have her around - given that she still seemed more or less the same as she was four years ago.



Kokomi sighed. “Look, he’s our friend, and he’s not going anywhere. If you can’t deal with that, I completely understand.”


Shinobu finally tore her eyes away from Heizou’s to meet hers. “Some prior notice would have been appreciated.”

“Sorry,” Kokomi mustered, hanging her head. “It didn’t occur to me while we were sprinting here.”

Shinobu’s eyes flicked around the room, her fingers lightly twitching. She was probably desperate to write down a pros and cons list.

Coming up with one mentally would have to do.


Cons:
	It’d been four years since she’s spoken to any of these people. They were all practically strangers by now.

	Kokomi and Heizou were traitors.

	This was a super last minute development.

	The audacity of it all.



Pros:
	?????

	It’s not like she has anything else going on in her life.


Heizou had been relayed periodic updates from Sara and Itto. He knew Shinobu had scored an admission into Harvard Law, gotten hired right after graduation, and had no friends.

Scratch that. Two friends.

If Shinobu walked away now, she’d be slamming the door shut for good this time. She’d be truly alone.

Shinobu finally turned to Kokomi. “It’s fine. I can deal.”

Heizou hadn’t believed her for a minute.

But Kokomi did. Apparently. Her face broke into a grin as she seized Shinobu by the hand.

“Great! So, let’s get started with some introductions.” Kokomi led Shinobu to one of the couches. A petite girl with long, billowing red hair done in loose pigtails was seated next to a girl who was slightly taller, lightly-tanned, and wore her lilac hair half down, half up in twin buns resembling cat ears.

“This is Nilou, also known as my work bestie,” Kokomi gestured to the redhead, who regarded Shinobu with a perky smile. “Nilou teaches Global Perspectives on Dance and Dance Composition at UCLA. She’s a mean seamstress on the side, too! As a matter of fact, she’s the one who designed my dress.”

Nilou stood to shake Shinobu’s hand. “Shinobu! It’s great to finally meet you! I’ve heard some pretty interesting stories.”

Shinobu grimaced, shaking her head. “I promise I’ve grown up now.”

Nilou giggled. “It’s cool. I’m friends Kokomi and Gorou’s circus of a wedding committee, remember?”

“And what exactly is that supposed to mean?” Heizou sauntered over to them, crossing his arms in mock offense.

“Seriously? Literally last week, I watched you and Itto lie down on a pentagram and invite demons to come eat your hearts.”

“And mine,” Sara added, eyes narrow and dull.

“Okay,” Heizou conceded. “But at least it was funny!”

“It was funny,” Kokomi agreed.

Nilou shook her head with a smile that read, you get used to it.

Kokomi moved on, helping the lilac-haired girl to her feet. “This is Keqing. She started off as Xiao’s girlfriend, but now -” A snicker escaped Kokomi’s lips. “- He’s the one who third wheels whenever the three of us hang out.”

“You’re dating Xiao? Xian Xiao?” Shinobu extended her hand to shake Keqing’s. “Are you okay?”

Keqing brushed off Shinobu’s disbelief with a laugh, enveloping her hand in a firm handshake. “What? He’s a sweetheart.”

“…I guess that’s one way to put it.”

Xiao was kind even back when Shinobu had been friends with him. He’s just been reclusive and practically to a fault, at that. Only Kazuha and Itto had been capable of truly getting him out of his shell.

Because quite frankly, she didn’t have the patience for that.

Keqing must have been in it for the long con.

“Anyway,” Shinobu continued, not wanting to sully her first impression on the other girl. “To each their own. I’m at least glad to know he found someone.”

“And I’m glad to be that someone.” A shy smile blossomed on Keqing’s lips. 


Ugh.


Nilou crept up from behind the girls and looped her arms over Kokomi and Keqing’s shoulders. “Playtime’s over, ladies. Time to put on the dresses!”

Keqing sighed. “You’re making that sound like a punishment.”

“I’ve got my pincushion.”

“Okay, okay!” Kokomi hollered. “We’re going!”

Heizou passed around champagne while they waited for Kokomi and Keqing to change. “All aboard the Day Drinking Express,” he joked.

Sara passed. Ayaka snagged one glass for herself and one for Shinobu. “Fingers crossed I’m not hungover at work tomorrow.”

“Eh.” Heizou shrugged. He opted for a long drink of his champagne. “Could be worse. You could be on trial for arson like Hu Tao was.”

Shinobu nearly dropped the glass of champagne Ayaka was handing her. “She was what?!”

Shit. He’d forgotten she was totally out of the loop.

“Arson,” Heizou backtracked. “That’s when you set fires on purpose.” Cue his signature shit-eating grin.

She glared at him. “I know what it means. But…why was Hu Tao was on trial for arson? What did she burn down?”

“She set a house on fire.”

Shinobu’s eyes bulged.

Sara shook her head. “There’s no need to stick your nose in business that has nothing to do with you, Shikanoin. If Shinobu wants to know so badly, she can ask Hu Tao herself.”

“I don’t think I wanna know,” Shinobu interjected.

Ayaka raised both of her brows. “You will.”

Before Shinobu could ask her to elaborate, Kokomi and Keqing returned, clad in their respective wedding garments. Nilou followed closely behind them with a pen and pad in hand.

Heizou had seen the bridal dress at least a dozen times. It resembled something a humanized Little Mermaid would wear had the movie’s rating been amped up to PG: strapless and low-cut. Meaning it was perfect for someone sophisticated yet daring, just like Kokomi. Ivory blue all over. Form-fitting at the top with intricate lace bodice and flouncy at the skirt, its ruffles spilling outwards akin to the ocean’s tide during a full moon.

So, no. It wasn’t too exciting of a sight to behold - the bridesmaids’ dresses even less so. After all, there was an old saying about how those were meant to be ugly, anyway.

He decided to watch Shinobu’s reaction instead.

Both of her hands flew upward to cover her mouth as she gasped.

Valid response. Nilou was a master of her craft.

“Whoa,” she breathed out.

Keqing stepped aside, playfully curtsying toward Kokomi as she daintily spun around to show off her threads.

“You seriously look amazing,” Shinobu continued. 

Beside her, Ayaka nodded in agreement. “Have you seen the ring yet?” 

“I know she’s seen a picture,” the bride-to-be herself chirped, slyly elbowing Shinobu. “But it’s even prettier in person! Look!” She flexed her right hand out for viewing.

Heizou had also seen the ring at least a dozen times. In fact, he was the one who’d noticed it in the window of a jewelry shop and pointed it out to Gorou. He briefly relished in the fact that Gorou basically ran to Egypt with it, having refused to consider other options. But now, he almost regretted it. At least the bridal dress was stowed away in one place, mostly away from his reluctant eyes. The ring, on the other hand, had been shoved in his face so many times that he swore he’d actually dreamt about it.

Put bluntly, Heizou was starting to hate that ring. At least Kokomi liked it.

It seemed like Shinobu had mixed feelings about the ring, too. He couldn’t help but notice the tightening of her lips as she examined it.

“I’m gonna go take a short walk,” she suddenly announced, as if she’d felt Heizou’s eyes on her.

“Oh, no problem.” Kokomi retracted her hand. “Go ahead.”

Shinobu only offered her a stiff nod in response before fleeing the store. 

Ayaka watched her leave, wearing a worried expression on her face. “What if she doesn’t come back?”

“She’d better!” Kokomi cried, yelping when Nilou lifted both of her arms skyward to check her dress’ seams.

Heizou raised a hand. “I’ll make sure she does.” He would prefer to avoid the inevitable twenty minute discussion about scheduling another fitting, corset-wearing etiquette, avoiding tripping and dying en route down the aisle, and other things that thankfully did not apply to him.

“Full offense, but you’re probably the worst person to do that,” Sara deadpanned.

“Well, someone‘s gotta.” He started heading for the door, making sure to avoid her disapproving gaze.

“I can go,” Ayaka volunteered. 

Nilou snagged her by the wrist before she could take another step. “Sorry, but I need you to try on your dress in a minute.”

“Well, looks like I’m just the guy for the job after all.” Before anyone else could voice their concerns, Heizou scooped up two champagne glasses and headed out of the store.


Somehow, Shinobu felt even worse after her walk. 

Not that she’d felt all that bad in the beginning. It was only when she laid her eyes on that stupid fucking engagement ring that something bitter and vile stirred inside of her. 

And to her dismay, the extra cardio she’d opted for only served to intensify those feelings. It didn’t help her clear her head; it only made her thoughts foggier.

She was right outside the store’s entrance, slumped against the wall, when his voice beseeched her.

“I hear you fell for their sex night excuse.”

Shinobu sighed, rubbing her temples. “I’m an idiot.”

“We all have our moments,” Heizou dismissed with a shrug. “Kujou Sara might have a mile long pole up her ass, but even she knows how to let loose once in a while. She wouldn’t plan sex, let alone Itto. They just do it whenever and wherever they want -” He sneered with a shake of his head. “- Sometimes like no one’s even watching.”

Shinobu turned to face him. “Right?” 

“Worst part is you can’t even risk calling them out on it because they’re your only two friends!”

Her wide-eyed gaze narrowed before crumpling completely, confirming his suspicion.

“I knew it.”

Shinobu didn’t comment any further. Instead, she sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. “What are you doing?”

“Making sure you don’t run off.” Heizou offered her a champagne glass. “That wouldn’t bode well for our bride-to-be.”

She scoffed, quirking a brow at the glass before accepting it. “Well, no worries. I just needed some air.”

Heizou hummed out an affirmation before staring down at his own glass. From his periphery, he watched Shinobu take a long drink. Her glass was nearly three-fourths empty when she drew it away from her lips.

Fuck it. Heizou followed suit, gulping down just as much of his champagne. Whoever coined the term “liquid courage” definitely made a few points because he suddenly felt emboldened to ask,

 “If you’re giving Kokomi a second chance, can you at least hear me out, too?”

Guarded violet eyes searched his face, as if expecting to stumble upon some sort of fault. When Shinobu fancied every feature earnest - or earnest enough - she nodded…but not before downing the remainder of her champagne, of course.

“Alright. Let’s see…where oh where to start?” Heizou leaned against the wall next to her, not missing the tension that seized her shoulders at the close proximity. He decided to adjust his stance, shifting to the side so that he was leaning on part of a window instead. 

“Sorry, this is…harder than I thought it’d be.” The statement is curtailed with a chuckle - classic Shikanoin Heizou always trying to lighten the mood even when it wouldn’t do anyone any favors whatsoever. “There are honestly a ton of things I want to say, or rather wanted to say, to you, but I think the main -”

The door flung wide open right then and there because of fucking course it did, goddammit. Poking her head out said door was Nilou, whose face was awash with relief upon seeing the both of them. “Good, you’re still here! Looks like Heizou didn’t need to hunt you down after all.” Her lips curved upward into an innocent smile as she placed a hand on Shinobu’s forearm. “You’re up.”

Right. Shinobu needed a dress. Because she was part of the wedding committee now.

“Man alive,” Heizou thought aloud. He retrieved his phone from his pocket.

“What?” Nilou asked as she ushered Shinobu indoors.

“Gorou has no idea, right? About Shinobu joining the bridal party?” He forced out a chuckle. “I dunno, I just feel like someone should tell him about the change of plans with his wedding?”

Nilou frowned. “Yeah, that’d probably be a good idea.”

Heizou fired off a message in the group chat as he accompanied the two girls back into the store.




bitchless dicktective:

 yo earth to corgi boy




bitchless dicktective:

 we’ve got a sitch




bitchless dicktective:

 code royal flush



“You’re not gonna put me in, like, a seashell bra or anything, right?”

Kokomi gasped before throwing her head back in laughter. “Shinobu! No! Why would we do something like that?”

“I mean, you didn’t bat an eye at Thoma wearing clam pasties -”

“- Because Thoma isn’t a bridesmaid,” Ayaka interjected. “He’s our merman stripper.”

“Potato, potahto,” Keqing chimed in, having changed back into her regular clothing. “Let Shinobu wear seashells over her C-shells if she wants.”

Kokomi impishly nudged a gaping, blushing Shinobu. “Consider this,” the latter exclaimed. “I don’t want to.”

“Plus, all of the bridesmaids have to be uniform,” Sara added. “This is a wedding, not show-and-tell.”

“There’s nothing I want to show, anyway,” Shinobu grumbled under her breath. Her cheeks still burned a firetruck red.

“Honestly, it’s not a bad idea. We just don’t have time for it!” Nilou yanked Shinobu in the direction of a dress rack and started rifling through it.

Heizou tuned out a majority of the fashion talk and…whatever seashell discourse the girls were getting into. Instead, he fucked around on his phone. Clear out junk mail? Check. Upvote a few controversial ReadIt posts? Check. Skim the latest chapter of My Villain Curricula? Check. 

Sara sauntered over to Heizou while he was editing a page on Kastlevania’s Wykkipedia.

“Shikanoin,” she practically spat his name as if it were a foul taste to rinse out. “Did you tell Gorou that Shinobu’s here, refer to it as a ‘sitch’, and then turn your phone off?”

Heizou practically shoved his phone in her face. “It’s not off.” Out of spite and some deeply-rooted mistrust, Sara snatched it from him, tapping on the screen a couple of times. 

“Yes, I can see that it is on,” she observed, bonking him on the head with it. “On ‘do not disturb’.”


Shit.


Heizou frantically recovered his phone and tapped out of the “do not disturb” setting. To his horror, his notifications were brimming with messages from Gorou begging for more information before eventually saying that he was on his way.

“Way to go,” Sara commented, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “He probably thinks she killed us all.” 

Before Heizou could even think to come up with some witty counter, he received another message from Gorou - now, in real-time.




yiffin:

 we’re right outside



Sara likely caught sight of the message at the same time Heizou did. Because in five seconds flat, she climbed atop one of the couches - deathtrap heels and all - and, towering over everyone, cried out, “Kokomi! Cover yourself!”

“Someone, hand me a blanket!” Ayaka extended both of her arms outward, prepared to catch anything to be thrown at her. 

Heizou scoured his surroundings before bending down, scooping up one of the room’s centerpieces: a large, fluffy rug resembling a sea anemone. “This is close enough, right?” He hoisted the rug into the air, waving it about like a flag.

“I found another one!” Keqing announced, having retrieved a similar-looking rug from her corner of the room.

“- Or I can just get changed,” Kokomi offered in bewilderment. When her proposition went unheard, having been overshadowed by Ayaka getting bombarded by balled-up throw rugs, she took matters into her own hands and started heading to the back of the store, close to where the changing rooms were.

It was only when Gorou entered the store, accompanied by Itto and Kazuha, that the clamor ceased. 

Sara exhaled out a sigh of relief - one that Heizou mirrored as he approached the newcomers. He patted Gorou on the back. “Kokorou lives to see another day. No need to thank us.”

Gorou blinked at him in amusement before shaking his head. Looks like honoring wedding superstitions wasn’t high up on his list of priorities. “What happened? What’s the ‘royal flush’ you were talking about in the group chat?”

“Shinobu’s here,” Heizou explained.

“Yeah,” Gorou acknowledged. He jammed both hands into his pockets. “I knew she and Koko got brunch earlier today, but…you made it sound like shit hit the fan.”

“Does that look like a fan getting shat on to you?” Keqing beamed as she gestured to a petite figure walking toward them - slowly but stiffly, yet gracefully all the same.

The moment Heizou laid eyes on her, it was as if the entire world had vanished in a puff of smoke. Everyone’s idle chatter fell on deaf ears. He was too busy drinking in the breathtaking sight that was Kuki Shinobu. 

He could not have cared less about wedding couture. Seeing Kokomi and Keqing and pretty much anyone else in their dresses hadn’t fazed him in the slightest. Hell, he was the one who swore by that “bridesmaids’ dresses look like dogshit” saying. 

That was before he saw Shinobu wearing one. 

Quite frankly, Shinobu in that dress was the absolute sexiest thing he’d ever seen in his life.

The dress itself was so unbelievably plain-looking: a draped halter top and full-length gathered skirt, both of which were a muted lavender color. Yet the way it hugged her body reawakened something in him ; it unearthed memories and desires and feelings he thought he’d buried long ago.

For four years, Heizou’s primary feeling for Shinobu had been guilt. He regretted hurting her the way he had, but he hadn’t been carrying a torch for her. He’d had girlfriends and boyfriends and everything in between. His relationships had been short-term - light and fun and easy. No muss, no fuss. A brief sunshower during a heat wave.

But Kuki Shinobu had been an indescribable force of nature. Challenging, beautiful, driven, and an amazing lay.

She was also in his past. The two of them were over and done with. She’d long disappeared in the rearview mirror of her mother’s beat-up Volkswagen Beetle.

Or so he’d assumed.



Notes for the Chapter:
i hope the group chat nicknames are easy enough to decipher, and if not, i’ll gladly write down a key in the notes of the next chapter!! i plan to jot down the entire wedding committee cast, anyway, so it wouldn’t be a bother. two birds with one stone, right???

ANYWAY, things are really ramping up. and they’ll only get worse the further we get into the story. there’s a lot of drama to be experienced still ehe

thank you for making it this far!!! if you’re able to, please leave me a kudos and a comment. i love hearing y’all’s feedback xoxo






4. please, could you be tender?

Summary for the Chapter:
Shinobu earns Gorou’s approval. 

Xiao and Itto cause a kerfuffle. 

Heizou dips his toes in the rampaging ocean that is his feelings - he’s not a strong enough swimmer to muster anything else.





It took at least fifteen minutes for everyone to recompose themselves, but once they did, Gorou apologized for freaking the fuck out.

“That said, I’m glad to have you back.” He pulled Shinobu in for a hug.

“Thanks, Gorou.” Shinobu withdrew from his embrace, offering him a tiny smile. “I’ve only been here for a couple of hours, but things have already been exciting, to say the least.” Here, she actually laughed. “Good to know everyone’s still as crazy as I remember.” 

Gorou mirrored her grin, though his was practically ear-to-ear. “That’s high praise coming from the Kuki Shinobu.”

“You’re going to have to catch us up with everything you’ve been up to,” Kazuha added. He went over to Shinobu to give her a quick hug before joining Ayaka on one of the couches.

“Hmm,” Shinobu said with mock thoughtfulness. “I would, but I’m more interested in hearing about how this -“ She alternated between pointing at Kazuha and Ayaka. “ - Came to be.”

A soft blush swept over Ayaka’s features. Kazuha, on the other hand, appeared all too eager to tell their story. 

Ultimately, Gorou spoke up before he could get started. 

“As much as I’d like to play catch up, we probably shouldn’t intervene too much with the fitting. And speaking of ‘fitting’ -“ His gaze wandered over to Shinobu, fixating on the bridesmaid dress. “- What are you wearing?”

“That’s the ‘sitch’ Heizou was talking about in the group chat.” Nilou returned from the back. “Someone had a sudden stroke of genius.”

“Shinobu’s going to be in the wedding.” Sara seemingly materialized behind Shinobu to drape one arm over her shoulders.

Gorou’s mouth fell open.

“Genius” was definitely not the word he would use to describe this development. This was a stupid idea. He might have been genuinely happy to see Shinobu again, but that didn’t necessarily translate to wanting her to be in his wedding when she hadn’t spoken to most of them in years. And worse yet, Kokomi hadn’t even informed him, her fiancé, of the change in plans ahead of time! 

Before Shinobu could defend herself, assuming she would’ve put her own mixed feelings aside to do so in the first place, Kokomi returned, having changed back into her regular clothes. Her eyes immediately lit up when they landed on Gorou. She assumed a sprint, practically launching herself at him the minute he was within arms’ length. Gorou’s shoulders visibly relaxed as he enveloped her into a hug.

“Get a room,” Nilou joked.

“Hey.” Kokomi rested her forehead against Gorou’s. “Sorry that we worried you. I’m fine. Brunch went great.”

He let out a soft laugh, his eyes briefly hovering over Shinobu. “I noticed.”

“What’d you think was happening?”

“A good question that I don’t have an answer to. I skipped straight to panicking.” He released Kokomi from his embrace before tilting his head at Heizou - the origin of said “panicking”. “You good, man? For someone who caused a commotion in the group chat, you’ve been pretty quiet.”

Heizou flinched. He hadn’t even realized how zoned out he had been since catching sight of Bridesmaid Shinobu.

“Nothing to worry about here,” he reassured his friend, throwing in a breezy chuckle for good measure. “I was just reflecting on a conversation I had earlier today with Keqing – the history of Golden Shrimp Balls. It was just riveting. You had to be there.”

Sara shook her head. “You and your fried food.”

Kokomi finally shifted her attention from smothering her husband-to-be to face the rest of the group. “It’s been an eventful day to say the least, but also productive. I’m really happy with how things are going. And look -“ Here, she refocused on Gorou, eyeing him earnestly as she waved a hand toward Shinobu. “- Nilou already found a dress for her.”

“You know what? This is great.” Seeing Kokomi’s satisfaction with this twist in events firsthand eased any of the doubts Gorou had. He gently swayed back and forth on his feet, arms re-wrapping themselves around her from behind. pulling her tight against his chest. “We’ve got the gang back together!”

“See?” Kokomi grinned at Shinobu. “He’s perfectly fine with it.”

And what a relief that was. Shinobu’s own doubts were placated, too - for the time-being, at the very least. It was too soon for her to hope for anything too far-flung - she and her old friends certainly wouldn’t be saddled up on their white horses riding off to “happily ever after” - but she could settle for this. A start was a start.

“Where’s Xiao, by the way?” Keqing inquired, taking a seat next to Ayaka. “I thought he was with you.” She’d spent the last few minutes cleaning the mess their group had made prior to Gorou and Kazuha’s arrival. And well…seeing the soon-to-be-wed couple’s affections had her longing for some affection of her own.

“He went to pick up the seating card thingies from the printer- whatever they’re called,” Kazuha explained.

Kokomi immediately shot her fiancé a concerned look. “Do you trust him to do that all by himself?”

“Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?” Keqing asked, somewhat defensive of her boyfriend.

Gorou winced. “He’ll be fine.”

“Oh! Also!” Kokomi blurted out. “Before I forget…” She rested her head on Gorou’s shoulder. “One of you…please link up Shinobu with Thoma. I would have asked Itto to do it, but he isn’t here, so…someone else…please take one for the team.”

“Consider it done,” Ayaka replied from the couch, already typing away on her phone.

Kokomi shot a knowing smile in Shinobu’s direction before sharing a look with Sara.

Shinobu groaned as she suddenly remembered that more friends meant more people to butt into your dating life.

“I met him at Watatsumi last night,” she explained, having noticed the confusion on the rest of the group’s faces. “I swear I didn’t know he was your stripper.”

“I still can’t believe you ran off without his number,” Sara exclaimed, shaking her head.

“Yeah,” Kokomi chimed in. “We can’t be the only ones pulling our weight in ending your dry spell.”

A smile emerged on Ayaka’s face as she raised her phone in some semblance of triumph. “Consider Thoma interested. He gave me the green light to send Shinobu his info.”

While the group proceeded to celebrate the development - earning them a blushing, swearing Shinobu in the process - one person in particular hadn’t been thrilled in the slightest. Kazuha noticed this instantly.

“Heizou,” he called out. “Is something wrong?”

Heizou pressed his lips together and shut his eyes. “No, nothing. I’m great.” Great at pretending, maybe.

“Are you sure?” Ayaka questioned, spurring a few others in the group to look over at him.

A strangled noise escaped Heizou’s throat. “I think I ate some bad meat over at Paimon’s,” he lied, shoving his hands in his jeans’ pockets. “You know, that hole-in-the-wall place on fourteenth.”

“Ew.” Kokomi’s lip curled up. “Why?”

Heizou shrugged. “Call me a badass on a budget.”

Nilou burst into laughter. “I don’t know about ‘badass’. Maybe ‘braver than the troops’?”

“That’s generous, even for you,” Sara deadpanned.

Heizou clamped a hand over his chest, feigning offense. “You just have to expect the worst of me, huh?”

“Always,” Sara confirmed with a nod.

Gorou finally pried himself away from Kokomi to motion toward Heizou. He swung an arm over his shoulders once the pair was close enough to each other. “You know, you’re always free to join me and Koko for lunch. I’d be more than happy to treat one of my oldest friends to a homemade meal every now and then.” 

Kokomi pouted. “You’re going to cook for Heizou?”

“I would if that’s something he wanted.” A smirk suddenly graced his lips. “Don’t tell me you’re jealous.”

Kokomi froze like a deer in headlights. The smirk on Gorou’s face widened before…

“Kiss attack!”

Kokomi shrieked with laughter as Gorou suddenly claimed her in his arms again, planting a flurry of kisses on her cheek, neck, and hair.

Damn it, Sara was right.

They were sweet in a way that was tooth-rotting. Watching the couple’s PDA was enough for a small chunk of Shinobu’s cold, bitter heart to begin melting. The rest of her wanted to hurl.

Without a doubt, Kokorou had drawn a fine line between heartwarming and heartburn.

She couldn’t look anymore, averting her eyes only to notice that Heizou was watching her. He really must not have been feeling well, considering the plethora of cunnilingus jokes he’d just passed up.

Heizou’s gaze quickly flicked over to the happy couple before returning to Shinobu. When he realized he still had her attention, he mimed that he was gagging.

Shinobu bit back a laugh. If he’d been a witness to this for the entirety of their relationship, then it was a small miracle he was still sane.

At least, as sane as Shikanoin Heizou normally was.

Shinobu’s phone buzzed on the couch. She reached over to pick it up. Oh. Ayaka had texted her Thoma’s contact information.

She and Kazuha offered her a thumbs up.

Heizou’s face tightened again.

“Stay away from the dresses,” Nilou cautioned, having noticed his nausea re-emerge.

He grumbled and took a few steps back.

“Oh, and while you guys are on your phones, could someone please add Shinobu to the group chat?” Kokomi turned her head so that Gorou was only half-kissing her. “I would, but I’m trapped.” 

“Sorry, dear.” Gorou loosened his arms to release her.

“No,” Kokomi snapped. She seized his arms and re-tightened their hold on her. 

Shinobu forced her eyes down to the floor. 

“I’ve got it,” Sara offered. “In the meantime, how about the boys catch us up on how their bachelor party went.”

“Yeah!” Nilou chirped. “Like, were you guys able to get the Corgi into the strip club?” 

“You mean Teppei?” Gorou questioned in between kisses to the crown of his fiancée’s head.

“Teppei?” Ayaka asked, cocking her head to the side in curiosity.

“The Corgi’s official name -” replied Kazuha from beside her. He lazily draped an arm over her shoulder, leaning back into the couch. “- Courtesy of everyone’s favorite white boy.”

Ayaka nodded approvingly. “Aether’s always been good with names.”

“Anyway, no, we couldn’t sneak Teppei in,” Gorou sighed. “Let’s just say that Itto’s persuasive skills have a ways to go.”

Not really caring to tune into the remainder of the current conversation, Shinobu decided to clear out the notifications on her phone. She started off by accepting Sara’s invitation to the group chat.




The Raven

 added Kuki Shinobu to the group.



Fuck. They all had nicknames. Nicknames that were totally beyond her. Who the hell was “GOD OF THE BARBZ”?

It was then that the budding attorney empathized with Kokomi at a level she’d dismissed as impossible. For a brief moment, they shared the same worst fear.

She’d been left behind.





Xiao: the cards are done. to think that none of you had faith in me lol



Xiao:

 nvm. something’s not right



Nilou had wrapped up that day’s fitting about half an hour ago. Much of the wedding committee decided to head home afterwards. Gorou was one of the few who decided to stay behind, much to Kokomi’s reluctance. He’d been wanting to consult a few of the seamstresses about changes to the groomsmen’s attire.

The other person on stand by at the store was Heizou. He had no other business being there but insisted on accompanying Gorou, anyway - “for shits and grins”, as he’d put it. 

But the truth of the matter is that he’d just wanted an excuse to not go home. Going home meant being left with his thoughts - stewing in them for an indefinite time, or until either Kazuha or Ayaka snapped him out of it.

He wasn’t ready for that, not when so many of these thoughts were Shinobu-related.

“Hey,” he greeted Gorou upon seeing him bid the seamstresses goodbye. “You didn’t happen to take a peek at Xiao’s messages in the group chat, did you?”

Gorou shook his head as he retrieved his phone from his front pocket. It took him all of five seconds to skim through the messages and groan in exasperation as he typed up a reply.




yiffin: it’ll be fine 



yiffin:

 heizou and i are on otw there


yiffin: pls wait for us and don’t do anything else




Heizou couldn’t help but snicker. “I tried to tell you that Xiao was the wrong person to ask.”

“I know,” Gorou lamented. He rubbed his temples before gesturing to the door. “Let’s just get going. You can give me a hard time about this later.”

“Promise?” Heizou cooed. He tapped his fingers together, pursing his lips into a teasing pout.  

Gorou merely sighed as the pair boarded his car. Their drive to the print shop commenced in relative silence, save for the auto-tuned vocals of some pop punk band courtesy of Dotify.

After about five minutes of driving, Gorou glanced over at Heizou. “Are you doing okay? Do you need to go home?”

“What?” Oh, right. The “bad meat at Paimon’s” story.

Heizou really had gotten food from Paimon’s earlier that day, but it hadn’t been bad meat. More like, a medicore shrimp taco.   

Up until very recently, he thought of himself as having an iron stomach. Digesting heaps of fried food and bacon with zero problems served as his testament to that.

Looks like he was wrong. Apparently all it took for Heizou to feel green with nausea (or maybe green with envy) was his ex, who he’d long moved on from in half-decade since they were together, showing interest in someone else.

“If you have food poisoning, you need to head home and rest. I have no problem dropping you off.”

Oh, sweet and unassuming Gorou.

“I’m fine,” Heizou countered. “‘ll just swallow it back down.”

Gorou crinkled his nose. “Ew.”

“Sorry you can’t handle basic bodily functions.”

Or in Heizou’s case, basic emotional regulation.

He, of all people, had no right to be jealous. Yet no amount of deflection, avoidance, or repression could change the way he felt.

So. Fucking. Stupid.


“Guys!” A voice far too brash and emotive to be Xiao’s hollered out, right as Gorou and Heizou entered the print shop. “T-The cards! They’re Chinese!”

“Itto?” Gorou inquired, puzzled. “What are you doing here? Where’s Xiao?”

Heizou had simultaneously asked, “Chinese? How?”

“Fuck if I know!” Itto exclaimed, not bothering to address Gorou’s previous two questions as he approached the pair. Fortunately, Xiao answered one by manifesting from behind him, holding a few cards out to Gorou and Heizou in defeat. Sure enough, the cards were indeed printed in Chinese characters.

Gorou blinked at the cards warily. “Xiao? Do you have any idea how this happened?”

Xiao shook his head. 

“It’s because you ordered them in Chinese,” explained one of the employees from behind the counter. Based on his agitated inflection, Heizou could only assume that he’d repeated this at least five times.

“Nuh-uh!” Itto argued, stomping back over to the counter. “How many times do I gotta tell you that my buddy, Xiao, didn’t make this order?”

“He literally did,” the employee replied flatly.

Itto slammed both of his fists down. Hard. “Prove it!”

The employee sighed, sliding a single piece of paper across the counter. “This was the order we received from ‘your buddy’.” 

Itto ushered the rest of the group over to come look at it. Gorou seized the paper, scanning its contents with furrowed brows.

“Why is there an option that says ‘oriental’? And why is that the only box that’s ticked?”

Heizou clamped a hand over his mouth, struggling to choke back a laugh.

“You told me that the cards are supposed to be fancy-looking,” Xiao recalled with a shrug. “So, I chose the ‘oriental’ option.”

“Yeah,” Itto nodded vehemently. “Makes sense.”

Holy shit. They really had no idea, huh?

This time, Heizou failed to stifle his laughter.

Itto frowned, crossing his arms over his chest. “What’s so funny?”

Heizou tsked and shook his head before draping one arm over Xiao’s shoulder. He used his free hand to poke Itto in the side. “I think the word you gentlemen are looking for is, ‘ornamental’.”

“What does ‘oriental’ mean, then?” Xiao said. To his credit, he was an ESL immigrant, and English was a joke of a language to start with. No one could fault him for getting words mixed up here and there.

Itto, though? Itto was just seven feet of stupid.

“‘Oriental’ is used to describe something or someone of Asian origin,” Heizou explained.

“It also has racist connotations,” Gorou interjected, regarding the employee with a disapproving glare. “Why would you use ‘oriental’ instead of ‘Chinese’? It’s 2022!”

“Beats me,” the employee replied with a shrug before turning to leaf through some paperwork. The other employees idling behind the counter had not-so-mysteriously disappeared earlier into the confrontation.

“Know what?” Gorou asked. He dropped the order form on the counter. “We’re going somewhere else - somewhere that isn’t racist.”

Heizou hooted supportively. “Tell ‘em, Corgi boy!” 

Itto hooted in tandem with him. 

Xiao just looked between the two men in confusion before heading to the exit.

“Whatever,” the employee dismissed, barely registering that the group had already left the store.

“So, where to?” Itto fished out his car keys from his front pocket. “Actually, y’know what? Could we grab some boba before we head to another print shop? That employee dude kind of harshed my mellow.”

“I second that, actually.” Gorou swung his own car keys around his pointer finger. “Let’s link up at Wanmin, then. It’s only a couple of miles from here, and they sell actual food, too - in case we get hungry on the way.”

“Bet!” Itto affirmed gleefully. “You can catch me up on how Sheesh is adjusting to the gang! And more importantly -” He loosed a giggle not unlike that of a schoolgirl. “- Whether or not she and Thoma are hitting it off.” 

Xiao’s lack of a protest suggested that he wasn’t opposed to the proposed course of action. Not that he gave a rat’s ass about gossip, but sugary drinks and snacks were definitely his speed.

“You’ve got it!” Gorou assured, offering Itto and Xiao a cursory wave before slipping into his car. All hard feelings espoused by the print shop setback were thoroughly defused as the group hit the road.

Or rather, almost all hard feelings.

In the passenger seat of Gorou’s car sat Heizou, who was clinging to his tightly enough to shatter his own heart.


Notes for the Chapter:
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5. p(r)etty boy swag

Summary for the Chapter:
Heizou (unwillingly) opens up about his emotions to none other than our beloved groom-to-be.





“So,” Heizou tried to keep his voice nonchalant as he took a sip of his honeydew milk tea. “What was that about a dry spell?”

“Hmm?” Itto hummed out, his mouth chock full of lychee jelly.

“Earlier, Kokomi and Sara mentioned something about hooking Shinobu up with Thoma to end a dry spell.”

“Mmm!” With a disgustingly audible gulp, Itto forced the lychee jelly down his throat so he could actually give Heizou an articulate, coherent answer. “Sheesh is basically married to her job. I think she had like, one fling while she was in law school, and that’s it.”

Heizou’s stomach twisted, neither with bad meat nor tapioca, but with mixed emotions. A part of him hoped that Shinobu had moved on. All this time, he assumed she had. She should have had admirers by the dozen lining up outside her door.

Was it possible that she still felt something for him?

“She doesn’t trust easily.”

Heizou’s gut wrenched.

“My bad,” he muttered.

Heizou had teased her earlier, but that was just him being himself - nosy and smug and a royal pain in the ass. At that time, he figured Shinobu had something going on in her life. “She doesn’t have any hobbies or anything?”

“I mean, she works.” Itto tapped his chin with his straw, attempting to come up with something - anything - else to say. “And…she works.”

God. Heizou didn’t want to keep talking about this.

“Well, here’s hoping Thoma shows her a good time.”

“Oh, don’t worry. He will!” Itto assured, waving Gorou and Xiao over to their table upon seeing them exit the line with their snacks and drinks.

Heizou nodded, stiffly. “Cool.”

“Yeah, dude, Thoma’s great!” The ever-oblivious Arataki Itto droned on, clearly not versed in the art of social cues. “He always goes all out on dates and stuff. Like, rose petals and wine and home-cooked meals, the whooooole shebang!”

Heizou didn’t respond.

“You okay, man?”

“I think the tapioca’s picking a fight with that shrimp ta - I mean, sirloin steak.”

“Oh.”

A few moments later, Heizou found himself saved by the power of friendship.

“Yo,” Gorou greeted. “What’d we miss?” He slid into the chair beside him. Meanwhile, Xiao wordlessly took a seat next to Itto.

“Eh, nothing really,” Heizou dismissed, at the exact same time Itto had said, “We were just talking about Shinobu.”

“Ah.” Gorou’s eyes darted between his two friends, squinting suspiciously at Heizou for a few seconds before dropping back down to the table - namely, his tempura and his mango smoothie.

“Anyway -“ Gorou opted to skirt around what could have potentially been an awkward, sobering conversation. He took a bite of his tempura as he regarded the rest of the table. “ - What did everyone order?”

“You have eyes. Why not use them?” Xiao took a long, slooooow slurp of his crème brûlée bubble tea with extra sugar.

“Ha ha,” Gorou chortled sarcastically. He flicked the plastic wrapper off his straw in Xiao’s direction. “I was going to drop the whole ‘oriental’, ‘ornamental’ debacle, but now you’ve forced my hand!”

Seconds later, the boys were aglow with snide quips and laughter. Excluding Heizou, naturally. While Xiao was biting back one of his rare smiles, Heizou was biting back the urge to scream, to yell, to panic. And while Gorou was defining the word “sophisticated” for an ever-clueless Itto, Heizou was redefining what the word “love” meant to him…assuming such a word was even in his lexicon to begin with.

He wasn’t certain how much time had passed, but it felt like it’d been a dozen years and then some when Gorou finally rose from out of his chair and beckoned for the rest of the group to follow suit. The four of them exited Wamin, a newfound pep in (most of) their steps as they bounded toward their respective vehicles.

Alright. Enough moping, Heizou resolved to himself, as he slid back into the passenger seat of Gorou’s car. He leaned back, half-listening to Gorou rattle off directions to the second closest print shop and half-updating the group chat on the latest shenanigans.


dancing queen young & sweet: dresses are pretty much done! shinobu’s needs a few alterations, but those should be quick.

bitchless dicktective: cool

bitchless dicktective: by the way, we’re en route to a new print shop

sniffin for a yiffin: ????

sniffin for a yiffin: what did you do??

bitchless dicktective: nothing! it was xiao’s fault!!

the original catgirl: why must you blame him for everything??🙄

bitchless dicktective: okay okay, actually, in his defense, the shop itself was kind of racist

the original catgirl: huh??

sniffin for a yiffin: what rlly?! are you serious? but i’ve been going there for ages!!! 😭

bitchless dicktective: not to us per se. just systemically

who tao: not catching what ur throwing my guy

bitchless dicktective: and on top of that, the customer service was atrocious

who tao:  still not picking up wht ur putting down

bitchless dicktective: hu tao, it’s not that deep. bottom line is that shop is WACK

Kuki Shinobu: leave it to shikanoin heizou to cause a commotion everywhere he goes.


Heizou couldn’t help but beam at Shinobu’s response. Her first ever message in the group chat was directed at him.


bitchless dicktective: aww, cookie. i missed you too🥴

sniffin for a yiffin: anyway

sniffin for a yiffin: racist print shops aside, we’re going out again tonight!

GOD OF THE BARBZ: hold up fr????? 

GOD OF THE BARBZ: two nigjts in a row???

GOD OF THE BARBZ: who are u n what have u done w kokomi??????

sniffin for a yiffin: ha ha. you jokester you.

sniffin for a yiffin: it’s going to be a redo of last night so shinobu can actually be there💙

The Raven: Yes, so we highly encourage everyone to come. We even got Thoma on board.


Heizou’s smile faded.

Little did he know, Gorou strapped himself into the driver’s seat about two minutes ago and had been watching him peruse the group chat - had taken in the semi-whiplash of emotions all over his face.

“Hey,” Gorou greeted, lightly flicking his arm.

Heizou jumped, as if he’d been scorched. He shoved his phone underneath his leg. “Hey.”

Gorou pretended like the reaction was completely normal, simply nodding in his direction as he started up the car. “Ready to go?”

Heizou buckled his seat belt before shooting his friend a thumbs up.

The car roared to life as Gorou navigated out of the parking lot and into the city street.

Already, Heizou sensed that something was amiss. There was no music blasting through the speakers. The AC was dialed down to the lowest setting. And rather than staying on the main road, Gorou had veered left and merged onto the freeway.

But before the detective in him could verbalize any of his suspicions, Gorou beat him to the punch - first, by clearing his throat and then, all-too-casually asking,

“How’re you feeling?”

Heizou fixed his eyes on the dashboard. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

A sigh. “Sirloin steak at Paimon’s? Really, man?”

“What of it?”

“You don’t even like sirloin steak!”

Heizou huffed. “Who said I didn’t?”

“You did. Multiple times. Literally last week.”

“Man alive, is it so wrong to have a change of heart? Sue me for stepping out of my comfort zone once in a while.”

Gorou rolled his eyes, peeking over at his blind spot before switching lanes.

“You didn’t toggle your blinker,” Heizou pointed out.

“- Kind of funny that you’re having indigestion after seeing Shinobu for the first time in years.”

“Maybe whatever God is out there has a sick sense of humor.” Heizou deflected. His gaze roamed from the dashboard to a stain on the passenger side window.

“Or maybe you’re at a crossroads,” Gorou objected. He switched lanes again. “Because you don’t know what to do with the feelings you thought you’d moved on from.”

“Nope,” Heizou dismissed, perhaps a bit too loudly and quickly to be believable. “That’s not it at all.“ He made an attempt to save face, puncturing the air with one of his wry laughs. “Gorou, my friend, the plan is simple: apologize to Shinobu when I get the chance, catch up a little before the wedding, and then, let it rest. Boom! Closed book! End of story!”

“Uh-huh.” Gorou raised an eyebrow. “Because you seemed over the moon about her getting comfortable with Thoma.”

Heizou scoffed, his eyes narrowing and practically boring a hole into the stain he’d been staring at. “Because I doubt she’d be genuinely into him.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Gorou warned. “She seemed pretty eager to get his number from Itto.”

Another scoff. “He’s not even her type.”

A skeptical look crossed Gorou’s face.

“What?”

“If I recall correctly, Shinobu once told you that you aren’t her type.”

Heizou didn’t have to sit there and take this. What a grand idea it would be, actually - flinging open the car door, tumbling out into the asphalt, becoming a human-shaped blueprint for some eighteen-wheeler to flatten into a human-shaped stain.

Was it bad that he was sincerely mulling this over? Anything was a better alternative to stewing in his emooootions, and in Gorou’s company at that.

“Look -“ Speak of the devil. Gorou mustered a solemn look at Heizou as he maneuvered into the exit lane. “- You and Shinobu had a really intense relationship. It’s okay if you still have feelings about it.”

Heizou sunk into his chair, defeated. “I was so sure I was over her.”

“That’s easy to say when she’s not around.”

Heizou nodded. “But when I saw her earlier today wearing that dress -“

Gorou snorted, one breath away from a full-out guffaw.

“What?”

“The bridesmaid dress?”

“…Yeah. That’s the one,” Heizou admitted sheepishly. God, he could stare at Shinobu in that dress all day. The way it had hung from her curves had brought back a slew of memories he hadn’t dared touch in years. Her body pressed against his, the warmth of her skin under his hands. The way she rolled her eyes when he made some shitty innuendo. The way her face flushed dark red when she was angry. The way she moaned his name.

Gorou fought another laugh. “So, you aren’t just not over her. You’re also completely and utterly down bad for her.”

Heizou dropped his head into his hands and groaned. Fucking Gorou with his reading people’s emotions and shit.

“You want my take?” Gorou continued, almost drowned out by the sheer loudness of Heizou’s uuuughhhh.

“Go for it.”

“I think there’s nothing wrong with shooting your shot. You should go for it.” Gorou made a left, zooming past a crop of white-picket-fence houses. “But at the end of the day, you’re the one who did this to yourself. To your relationship. And most importantly, to Shinobu. If she doesn’t want you back, you owe it to her to let her move on.”

He wasn’t exactly certain about what he’d wanted to hear, but it sure as hell wasn’t that. If he didn’t get to move on, then why should she?

That was something eighteen-year-old Heizou would think. Funnily enough, he was still thinking it.

Weird. He was supposed to have grown the fuck up or something.

When he woke up this morning, he wanted to apologize to Shinobu and go their separate ways. They could be friends, or at the very least, have their mutual friends. Kokomi would have been one of them, but that’d be okay. They’d be able to reflect on their past mistakes as barely-legal-year-olds with nothing but smiles and laughs.

At this point, it was rather obvious how much Heizou had been fixating on the image of Shinobu in that bridesmaid dress. He was awash with a flood of supposedly “long-gone” emotions ranging from nostalgia to affection to lust.

But now that the cat was out of the bag and not-so-conveniently made a nest in Gorou’s lap, Heizou decided to grant himself the privilege of stewing in said emotions. It was safe to say that they had solidified into more concrete desires.

To tuck Shinobu’s flyaway hair strands behind her ear.

To hold Shinobu’s hand.

To find out where Shinobu had been all this time, or rather, to find out if she’d seriously been right here in the same city this entire goddamn time.

Loftiest of all, to fuck Shinobu’s brains out.

“Hey, we’re here.”

“H-Huh?” Heizou snapped awake from his Shinobu-infested reverie, swiveling his head around to figure out where “here” was.

“At your house, doofus.” Gorou yanked the passenger side door open, gesturing to the front door of Heizou’s, Kazuha’s, and Ayaka’s shared home sweet home. “Did you really think I was going to lug you around with me and the guys with your -” He made air quotes with his hands. “- ‘Steak-induced stomachache’?”

Heizou narrowed his eyes at his friend, fumbling in his pockets for his keys as he climbed out of the car. But before he could even begin to unlock the door, it swung open for him, revealing a concerned-looking Kazuha followed by a doubly concerned-looking Ayaka.

“How’re your intestines holding up?” Kazuha chirped, in lieu of a formal greeting.

“Nice to see you, too, roomie,” Heizou muttered. He balled both of his hands into fists, effectively resisting the urge to whack Kazuha in the arm.

Ayaka shut the door behind them. “Are you okay to go out with us tonight?”

“He is,” Gorou assured. He bent down to remove his shoes. “Unless he’s got some big plans that we don’t know about?”

“I do, actually.” Heizou tossed his own shoes to the side. They landed unceremoniously on top of a pair of Ayaka’s heels.

“Really?” Gorou inquired, clearly not buying it. Not after that conversation they had in his car, no. “What are they?”

“Um. Revving up Itto’s bike really loud to piss everyone off, finishing up one of my Sudoku books, then shotgunning a bottle of sake and passing out in front of some true crime documentaries.”

Ayaka frowned. “If you’re feeling better, why would you stay home? Don’t you want to see Thoma’s stupid, slutty merman look?”

“As far as I’m concerned, Thoma always looks stupid and slutty.” Heizou flung himself onto the couch, content to lay there for the rest of the night. It’d beat watching Thoma and Shinobu drunkenly suck face.

“He’s in a mood,” Gorou explained.

“Right. Is water wet, too?” Kazuha plopped down in the armchair next to the couch.

“Watch it, Kaedehara.”

“Ouch.” Kazuha palmed his chest in mock-offense. “The ‘last name’ basis. You wound me.”

“You should come.” Ayaka approached the couch, lightly hitting Heizou with one of the decorative pillows he’d knocked away. “What if someone passes out and you’re not there to help Itto draw a dick on their face?”


Compelling.


“Fine,” Heizou said, resigned. “I’ll be standing in some shadowy corner with a Sharpie at the ready the whole time.”

After all, if he wanted to shoot his shot with Shinobu, he’d better do it soon.


Notes for the Chapter:
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6. it’s (not) my party and i’ll die if i want to

Summary for the Chapter:
A commotion is: caused during take two of Kokomi’s bachelorette party.





Shinobu stood in front of her closet, staring blankly at the wall of clothes. She hadn’t worked this hard on a going out outfit since she was a teenager.

Since she was with Heizou.

She was still going to be with Heizou, although around Heizou would probably be a more accurate way of contextualizing it. The two of them weren’t together anymore. He’d made sure of that four years ago.

She pulled out a few options. Kokomi had said it would be a more chill atmosphere. They’d go somewhere that served food and drinks to hang out and catch up for a few hours.

Thing is, Kokomi had neglected to provide her with a dress code. It’s almost like she wanted to make her look bad. Fucking traitor.

Shinobu had always said it was better to do too much than too little. She settled on a black, sleeveless mini mermaid-line dress and a pair of silver platforms, finishing the look off with some smoky eyeshadow.

This was for an ocean-themed wedding, after all. She may as well dress the part.

Before leaving, she double checked the group chat. God, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in one of these.


eetoe: sorry guys sara isnt feeling too good

eetoe: looks like were gonna have to sit this one out


Well, fuck. There went the only two people who didn’t feel like strangers now.

Was it too late to back out?


bitchless dicktective: pussy


Hard to argue with that.

She switched back to her text conversation with Thoma.



cant w8 2 c u 2nite



She stopped herself from cringing at the text speak. He was looking forward to seeing her. That was what mattered. She’d made a commitment. There was no getting out of it now.

Even if her stomach churned at the sight of the group chat.

In the past day, she’d made more spontaneous decisions than she had in the prior year. She could keep it going.

After a moment, she decided to bring her planner. She’d already written in the date of Kokomi’s wedding, a week from today, in blue ink. There were probably a few more dates in the next week she’d need to write down, too.


sniffin for a yiffin: who wants to bet heizou gave it to her

bitchless dicktective: bad steak isn’t contagious wtf

eetoe: i mean she pukin

momyaka: she pukin

eetoe: she pukin

sniffin for a yiffin changed The Raven’s name to she pukin.

eetoe: bruh that’s low shes not even here to defend herself

sniffin for a yiffin changed bitchless dicktective’s name to patient zero.

patient zero: hey now, would a sick person be going to your surprise bachelorette party part 2?

sniffin for a yiffin: idk would he


Shinobu hesitated at the door. Heizou was feeling sick. He might not be there.

Was that a strike in favor of going, or against?

Not that it mattered. She wasn’t going to chicken out now.


Kuki Shinobu: i’m leaving right now. can’t wait!


There. Now, they’d be expecting her, so she had to go.


“So, what happened with the place cards anyway?” Kokomi asked over a neon green cocktail. She grinned at Xiao. “How’d you mess that one up?”

“Hey, that’s not fair. They set him up to fail,” Gorou defended him.

“And they were totally rude,” Heizou added.

Shinobu didn’t say anything, but she couldn’t imagine it would take much to trip Xiao up.

“Aww, mind if I enlist for the ‘Defend Xiao Army’, or am I too late?” Venti sauntered over to where the group was congregating. He playfully ruffled Xiao’s hair with one hand and brought a margarita to his lips with the other. “Now, you’ve got three guys who’d be dead set on going to war for you!”

When Kokomi had introduced Venti to her, Shinobu had settled on giving him a firm handshake. Instead, he’d stepped back, dabbed, and shouted “Sheesh!” All she could think to do was smile and nod.

Itto, Xiao, Venti…Kokomi sure had a penchant for collecting idiot men like they were Pokémon.

Amazingly, though, as Gorou retold the story, it became clear that the store had been in the wrong after all.

Nilou just laughed and shook her head. “No, you don’t know confusing order forms until you’ve had to buy fabric in bulk.”

“Or a GregsList ouija board?” Heizou smirked.

“Hey!” Hu Tao piped up, kicking him under the table. “I’ve gotten a ton of mileage out of that thing.”

“No, you haven’t!” Heizou laughed. “Kokomi’s been pushing around the planchette!”

Kokomi followed Hu Tao’s lead and kicked him under the table too. “Snitch!”

Nilou turned to the trio, gaping at Kokomi. “You’ve been falsifying ghosts? On Hu Tao’s vlog?”

Kokomi shrugged. “Anything for views, right?”

“You disgust me.”

“It’s called ‘strategy’, Nini!”

For a horrible moment, Shinobu was back at university, throwing caution and friendships to the wind while her accumulating student loans cheered her on. She found herself at an utter loss for words as conversations came and went. There was nothing for her to contribute other than a hollow smile, a nod here and there. There was no sense of belonging to be found, no crawlspace she could squeeze into within their sprawling house of secrets and inside jokes.

What made matters worse was that Heizou seemed to spend almost the entire time watching her. Sure, he’d dominate a few of the conversation topics–namely when it came to poking fun at any of the guys or broaching the premise of one of his niche interests–but even during those moments, his gaze would be at least partially fixed on Shinobu.

It was easy to ignore at first. But when ten minutes turned into twenty, which eventually blurred into thirty, she found herself staring right back at him.

At that point, Heizou’s eyes relaxed, returning to their typical jackass glassiness.

He turned back to the group. “Shinobu and I are gonna go get another round. Be right back.”

He stood and waited behind her, hand resting on the back of her chair. She got up, feeling oddly like she was in trouble.

Instead of going to the bar, Heizou led her to a wall near the bathrooms. He was studying her again.

She sighed. “What?”

“You’ve been awfully quiet.” He leaned against the wall and tilted his head at her, as if he were examining some micro-organism under the microscope.

Shinobu scoffed. “What does it matter?” She folded her arms over her chest. “At least I bothered to show up.”

Heizou clicked his tongue in a halfhearted disapproval. “Sorry, cookie. I’m not handing out participation ribbons tonight.” He shook his head. “You know, you could at least try to pretend like you’re having fun. She might not be saying anything outright, but I can tell Kokomi’s worried about you hating it here and scampering off again.”

A sigh. He made a point. At the end of the day, Shinobu’s main priority was to integrate herself back into this friend group, and she couldn’t do that properly if she was going to stiffly nod and smile in the backdrop of every conversation.

“Fine, but how am I supposed to know what to say or what to laugh at when I’m not completely caught up on how everyone’s lives have been going?”

Heizou laughed, the sound dry and…frustratingly endearing. Shinobu inwardly cursed herself.

“Looks like I’ll have to change that, then.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Are you ready to have your mind blown?”

Shinobu rolled her eyes, trying and failing to fight the smile creeping up on her lips. “Do your worst.”

For the next fifteen or so minutes, the pair stood there, cramped up against the wall as Heizou regaled to Shinobu everything that had been going on with the gang - everything that Kokomi had missed during their brunch encounter. Heizou himself had become something of a private investigator after deciding that working for the local police was more criminal than anything the actual criminals did. He also talked about how he was currently rooming with Kazuha, who was a freelance writer, and Ayaka, who was finishing up her third year in medical school.

“So, you’re a parasite?” Shinobu deadpanned, though there was somewhat of a teasing lilt to her voice.

Heizou grinned. “Hey, now. I’d like to think it’s more like…commensalism.”

He cleared his throat and continued, as if reciting every gory detail from a script. Hu Tao was a mortician turned viral vlogger - whatever run-in she had with arson only served to increase her numbers, apparently. Keqing was a councilwoman, and Xiao…well, no one quite knew what Xiao did. Apparently, his vocation was ‘classified’. Neither he nor Keqing shared anything more elaborate than that no matter how persistently Heizou begged them to. Venti was one of Xiao’s coworkers, and Kokomi basically adopted him as some idiot twin brother the second he was introduced to the rest of their friend group.

All in all, it was a lot to take in. Nevertheless, Shinobu was grateful that he’d taken the time to coach her through everything she’d missed out during the past four years. It was a side to him that she hadn’t seen much of even when they were dating. Usually, things were a game for him - even the most serious of subjects would be framed in a way to sate his boredom.

He was hardly ever so earnest and willing to divulge information.

“Thank you, Heizou.” The smallest of smiles curved Shinobu’s lips upwards. Really and truly, it was a far cry from the typical scowl or blankness that often contorted her expression.

“Well.” Heizou pushed himself off the wall. He averted his eyes, not wanting to indulge too much in how absolutely adorable Shinobu looked. “Now, you’re all filled in. Booze time.” He strolled past her and towards the bar.

“All filled in? I’m definitely not.” She followed him.

“Eh, you’ll figure the rest out. We’ve been gone long enough.” He turned around and smirked. “Unless you want them to start drawing conclusions.”

Shinobu scowled.

“You know, we could just tell them we’ve been making up for lost time.” He winked.

There. That was the Heizou she was used to.

She rolled her eyes and shoved past him to make her way to the bar.


Thoma showed up. He and Shinobu settled into a couch in the corner to talk while the rest of the group gathered around to play pool. She pretended not to notice Heizou missing every other shot.

He really sucked at pool.

Thoma was nice. If he was smart, he certainly didn’t show it. Shinobu could be into that. A nice, semi-dumb piece of ass she could make out with, who wouldn’t argue with her over everything.

Maybe Sara had the right idea. Maybe all she needed was a himbo.

Shinobu drank a gin and tonic. And then another two. Then, Ayaka convinced her to try something that wasn’t gross Christmas tree water. Then, she stopped caring about the hem of her dress riding up.

Veins thrumming with enough alcohol to sanitize a surgical theater, she found herself seated in Thoma’s lap as he explained which types of bugs were “homies”, “chillers”, and “haters”. It was utter nonsense, definitely some bullshit Itto would buy into, but he spoke with such conviction that it was somehow fascinating to listen to.

“Wow.” She tossed her head to the side as she brushed her hand over his fluffy hair. “You sure know your bugs. Which one are bees again?”

“Oh, they’re totally homies.”

So far, Heizou had lost every game of pool. Tragically.

Now, he was playing Xiao one on one, a collection of empty beer bottles slowly but surely accumulating at his feet. Venti cheered for him unhelpfully. Keqing kept score. Kazuha referee’d. Kokomi and Gorou were watching the game from a shared armchair. Sort of. They were mostly gazing at each other with dopey moon-eyes.

Those two were truly disgusting, Shinobu thought as she shifted herself to straddle Thoma’s legs. Absolutely no sense of decorum.

“Hey, eyes on the ball, Genghis Khan,” Keqing told Heizou.

“I don’t need you to coach me,” he grumbled.

Xiao smirked. “Apparently, you do.”

“They’re right!” Venti agreed. “Try looking at the ball and not at Shinobu!”

Shinobu turned to look as Heizou stood up straight and rested the end of his cue on the ground to glare at Venti.

“You know what? You’re right. I should give it a try.”

Venti clapped his hands. “That’s the spirit!”

Heizou’s eyes landed on Shinobu’s. Even across the dim pool table, she could see the swirling storm inside them, burning bright into her to stir up a similar storm in her core.

His tongue darted out to lick his lips. Her fingertips itched.

He missed the cue ball entirely.

“Man, so close!” Venti cried. “But you still weren’t looking at the ball.”

Maybe if Thoma didn’t work out, Venti could be an option.

She smirked at Heizou before turning back to Thoma.

“As much as I love the bug talk, now I’m curious about how you taste.”

“Oh?” Thoma chuckled. “Yeah, go ahead.”

She descended on his mouth.

She was probably a little sloppy. It had been awhile since her last hookup. And to be perfectly honest, he hadn’t been the most coordinated either.

Not that Thoma seemed to mind. He leaned up into the kiss with hunger, running a hand through her hair.

A muffled moan slipped out. She hadn’t been touched in a long time. She’d almost forgotten how it felt.

She ignored the sound of pool cues clattering to the floor followed by Keqing and Venti howling with laughter.

“Come on, what the hell, dude?” Heizou shouted.

Shinobu broke away from Thoma to glare at him.

“Heizou, chill!” Kazuha yelled.

“I will not ‘chill’! Cookie’s shitfaced!”

“I’m not shitfaced.” Shinobu leaned back and yelped as she slipped off Thoma’s lap and onto the floor.

“See? Shitfaced!” Heizou shook his head at Thoma. “Fucking seriously, man?”

“I’m not!” Shinobu fumbled to straighten her skirt as she got up. Her vision blacked out for a second and she stumbled as the blood rushed to her head.

“You’re making a pretty shit case for yourself, cookie.”

She huffed with indignance. “Shit case? I’m a lawyer!”

“Yeah? Okay?” Heizou threw his hands out to the side. “And I’m a private investigator, what about it?”

“Did I do something wrong?” Thoma asked.

“Yeah, kinda!” Heizou huffed.

“You’re fine, he’s just being a dick,” Kokomi assured him. She turned to Heizou. “Seriously, Heizou, stop.”

“Eeeh, stop it, Heizou,” Heizou repeated in a high pitched voice.

Gorou closed his eyes and dropped his head back in exasperation.

Thoma stood up from the couch. “I can go…”

Shinobu grabbed his arm. “No! Stay!”

“Actually, you might want to go,” Gorou cringed. “Heizou’s getting pissed.”

“Excuse me?” Heizou twisted around to stare at Gorou in absolute betrayal while Thoma made his escape.

“What? You are,” Kazuha agreed, in defense of the groom-to-be.

“Un-fucking-believable. Ayaka?”

She immediately looked the other way, hurrying over to where Kazuha was standing the moment their eyes met.

“Xiao? Keqing?”

Keqing shrugged. Xiao draped an arm over her shoulder.

Heizou’s head was spinning. He glanced over at the bride-to-be, half-hopeful and half-desperate. “Koko?”

Kokomi winced as she glanced between him and Gorou. “Gorou’s right. If anything, it’s you who’s shitfaced. How much did you have to drink?”

Heizou threw his hands up, kicking aside a half-finished beer bottle. “Sure, side with whoever you’re fucking. Absolutely predictable.”

Kokomi’s face fell and she drew back in on herself.

Gorou stared at him, open-mouthed before anger settled in on his face. “Go take a walk, man!”

“No. We can fix this.” Shinobu stomped towards the bar. “I’ll get shitfaced, if that’s what the Great Shikanoin Heizou wants.”

“You’re already shitfaced enough to make out with a himbo, so now what? Are you trying to fucking die?”

Shinobu ignored him and ordered two tequila shots.

“Heizou.” Gorou somehow kept his voice level. “Go outside.”

“Why? Need me to wait for the ambulance?”

“Yeah! Go fucking get it!” Shinobu threw back her first shot.

“You need a break,” Kazuha insisted. “Go take a walk.”

“Heizou.” Gorou repeated himself. “Go take a walk around the block and calm down.”

“I am calm!” Heizou’s face was burning red.

“Get out!” Kokomi stared him down, still seated in the armchair with Gorou.

Heizou stared the couple down with burning eyes.

“Fine. Keep choosing dick over your friends, traitor.”

He turned and pushed over the pool cue stand before storming out of the bar.

The room fell into silence. The few other patrons watched the door swing shut behind him, some sending curious glances at the rest of the group.

Gorou pulled Kokomi in closer. “You okay?” he whispered.

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not.”

Kokomi sighed. “I’ll be fine. He didn’t mean it. He was drunk and lashing out, and that’s his problem.”

“Good job.” Gorou softly kissed her.

Somehow, the gooey display of affection didn’t make Shinobu feel any better. She threw back her next shot.


Heizou returned about fifteen minutes later. Just enough time for the shots to settle into Shinobu’s veins.

He slowly and sheepishly walked to the back of the bar where everybody was waiting for him.

“Well, I fucked that up.”

“Yeah,” Hu Tao agreed. “You did.”

Unfortunately for everyone else, Shinobu was truly shitfaced now.

“Nothing new there,” she slurred. “Cheating cockblocker asshole.”

Gorou pointed at her. “See?”

Heizou groaned and palmed his forehead. “Yeah. My bad. I’ll get her home.”

“You know who should’ve been taking me home?”

“Yeah, I know. Let’s go.” Avoiding eye contact with everybody, he seized Shinobu by the wrist and pulled her out of the bar.

The subway was unusually empty. They were the only two in the car, save for a guy in a heavy winter coat napping in the back. Shinobu sat in the seat directly across from Heizou, glowering at him for the entire ride.

He stared out the window into the blackness of the subway tunnel.

“What’s your problem?” she demanded.

“Thought stopping. I’m working on removing myself from distressing thoughts and situations before I -“

Shinobu’s fists tightened. “What the fuck is wrong with you? I want an answer, not a quote from the therapist Ayaka’s been forcing you to see!”

Heizou didn’t give her an answer.

“What, it wasn’t enough to cheat on me, you also have to personally make sure I can never move on?

Heizou slouched on the subway bench, arms crossed. “Running back to us assholes after four years of having no friends? Yeah, you’re doing a great job at moving on.”

The sleepy guy shot them a dirty look.

Shinobu was drunk and she probably looked like a mess that nobody would take seriously, and she knew it.

She tried, anyway.

“I was moving on! I was gonna make out with Thoma! And maybe fuck him, I don’t know!”

“Please! As if you’d ever go for him while sober.”

“You don’t know that!”

Heizou scoffed. “I think I know you and your preferences pretty well, cookie.”

“No, you don’t!” she spat back. “You haven’t known me for four years.”

“Yeah?” He cocked an eyebrow. “And how many guys have known you in that period of time?”

Shinobu folded her arms and glared out the window behind him. She didn’t owe him anything.

He laughed dryly. “That’s what I thought.”

She hated him.

She hated him all the way back to her apartment, where he sat her down at the table with a glass of water, ordered her to drink, and watched until she did. Once the cool water hit her stomach, the anger began to wash away.

“Good girl. Now, shoes off.”

She didn’t want to think about the warmth that pooled in her stomach at his praise. She took off one shoe and threw it at him.

Heizou dodged it. “Other one.”

She threw the other one at him. “What are you doing?”

“Taking care of you.”

This was new. Heizou had been sweet before. He’d been harsh before. He’d never been both at the same time.

It was doing something weird to her.

“You’re gonna wanna take your makeup off, too.”

She stared at him for a long moment. “Okay.”

He watched with piercing eyes as she washed her face. “Now, bedtime.”

This time, when Shinobu studied his face, she didn’t hate him.

“I washed my face.”

“Sure did.”

She bit her lip. “How’d I do?”

Heizou’s face phased through stages of confusion, understanding, and finally, the cocky smirk she’d never been able to say no to.

He leaned in close. “Good girl.”

The baritone of his voice rumbled deep into her chest.

“Time for you to go to bed.”

She pouted. “What, you don’t want to change me into pajamas too?”

“You’re inviting me to undress you?”

Shit. Was that what she was doing?

“Come on.” Heizou held her by the shoulders and led her out of the bathroom, then stopped.

“What?”

“I’ve never been in your apartment before. You’re gonna have to get yourself to your bedroom.”

Shinobu rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

She led the way to her bedroom. He stood in the door frame as she turned to face him.

“Pajamas.”

She held eye contact with him while pulling her dress up over her head.

“Fuck.” Traces of pink crept onto Heizou’s face as he fixed his eyes on the wall to the side.

“You know why I think you flipped out back there?” The question slipped past Shinobu’s lips before she could even think to stop it.

His jaw hardened. He kept watching the wall. “Why?”

She reached behind herself to unclasp her bra. “You’re jealous.”

Heizou let out a strangled sound as her bra hit the floor.

“Yeah. You are.” She pulled a huge sleep shirt out of her dresser and pulled it over her head. This would be fun. The tables would turn. It was her turn to tease him. “You’re jelly.”


“And if I am?”



The room fell silent as the shirt settled around her thighs.



She stared at him, open mouthed.



Heizou wasn’t supposed to admit to it. He never admitted to it. He’d always found a way to flip it around.



“Are you?”



His jaw twitched, as he crossed his arms. “None of your business.”



“It is so my business.”



He finally looked at her and she plunged deeper and deeper into the storm in his eyes.



“Yeah. I’m jealous. Wanna make something of it?”



Her heart skipped a beat. A tiny, more sensible part of her desperately clawed at the corners of her mind.



He hurt you!



Shinobu couldn’t hear it through the howling winds.



She took a step towards him. “Maybe.”



He stuffed his hands into his pockets, still standing stiffly in the doorway. “You’ve had a long day, cookie. Maybe take a minute to process everything before jumping my bones.”



She advanced towards him, jutting out her lower lip. “I don’t wanna process it.”



“I’m warning you, cookie. Not another step.”



“Or what?”


“Fuck around and find out.”



That did nothing to cool the heat blooming through her entire body.



She’d been trying to fuck around all night. She’d been trying to find out all day.



“Okay.” She took another step and closed the distance.



Heizou’s jaw twitched again, but he didn’t move.



Just kept staring her down with those damn stormy eyes.



“Well? I’m fucking around.”



Heizou’s muscles strained against the leather of his jacket. His face flushed brighter as his Adam’s apple bobbed.



Fine. She’d find out herself.



She reached around his head and pulled him into a kiss.



His hands were freed from his pockets instantly, grasping at her back and tangling in her hair. In another heartbeat, his tongue found its way into her mouth. He stumbled forward, pushing them both into her bedroom.



“You’re playing with fire here,” he mumbled against her mouth.




‘Playing with.’




Shinobu almost laughed.



She was already fully on fire. Funny how he had a way of doing that, even four years later.



She traced down the tendon on his neck, reveling in the feel of his pulse under her fingertip. Her hand fell away as she descended on the same spot with her mouth, sucking and licking and nipping at it, desperately searching for more of his heart.



“Watch it.” The hand in her hair pulled her head back, exposing her own throat. He pushed forward again while working over her collarbone.



She clung to his shoulders for dear life as her legs hit the edge of her bed.



She moaned in protest as he gently nudged her arms away and returned his lips to her mouth, slipping his tongue against hers, offering the faintest taste of the beer he’d been drinking all night.



Heizou pressed his knuckles against her shoulders and shoved with just enough force to send her falling backwards. She hit the mattress with a soft thud.



Every part of her throbbed with want as he loomed over her.



A sight she couldn’t believe she’d never missed.



The mattress dipped under his weight as he crawled above her. His piercing eyes raked over her like she was under a microscope all over again.



Heizou leaned down so his searing hot breath just tickled her ear. Close enough for his lips to brush against it.



“Goodnight,” he whispered, leaving her hot, cold, and splayed over the bed.



“Excuse me?” Shinobu sat up to glare at him indignantly.



He was already back at the door.



Shinobu panted. “You never used to care.”



Heizou stared at her with an expression that she was far too drunk to read.



“I never used to go to therapy, either.”



And then, he was gone.
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