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      "…a liar, not to mention how utterly ungrateful you are. Get out, and never come back again, boy!"
    

    
      You fall to the ground with an 
      oof!
       as the bartender tosses you out of the tavern onto the dirt path. Scowling, you yell behind her retreating back, "I'm telling you the truth! Hey!"
    

    
      It's been only a few hours since you entered the goddess city of Baccalor, but since then the people here have been incredibly unaccommodating to you — it's probably because they don't like that a "mere" 14-year-old boy is telling them about things they could only dream about, such as the mechanisms of fire, the atom, and sublimation.
    

    
      The symbol of the goddess cities on the tavern sign, two heptagons inscribed in one another, cowers before your knowledge.
    

    
      Brushing some dirt off from your rear, you imagine that the library across the street must contain people who are even 
      somewhat
       more enlightened than the women drinking their problems away.
    

    
      "Welcome!" a young woman greets you with a smile as the bell above the door rings to signify your arrival in the library. Naturally. You nod politely in return, standing up straight to make use of your 162 (nearly 163) centimetres of height as best as possible.
    

    
      There are many more books in 
      Baccalor's
       library than in your hometown of 
      Constu
      . You scoff as of course, unlike where knowledge is prized and carefully selected in Constu, the goddess cities don't curate their collection at all and so fiction such as the history of the goddesses appears in the history section.
    

    
      The leather book is worn and well-read — perhaps the pictures are used to help small children read.
    

    
      You're done checking out the books. It's time to help others. Striding over to the nearest group of people reading at the long wooden table, you clear your throat to announce your presence. Only a few of them raise their attention from their books.
    

    
      "Yes?" asks a rich woman with glasses. "What do you want?"
    

    
      You have to admit that less than half the people there giving you attention is a little disheartening. "Ah — I'd just like to ask you all if you'd heard of the discovery of the atom by Constu and its implications."
    

    
      Collective exaggerated sighs come from all around, even from those who weren't looking at you.
    

    
      "Look, child, you might be a bit young for this." says the rich woman. "How old are you, exactly?"
    

    
      Ad hominem. A classic diversion tactic you learned in school. You'd never fall for it —
    

    
      But she questioned your age! Really, even as a teenager, the lack of schools in Baccalor meant that you'd know way more than most people here.
    

    
      "I'm fourteen," you declare proudly.
    

    
      She scoffs, adjusting her monocle. "You don't know anything, then. Regardless of what Constu says, they're not the only ones with scientists, and this whole 'atom' concept is completely unfounded. I'll have you know I studied under Morrat, the most prominent physicist of the goddess cities, and we've found no evidence that such a fundamental unit is plausible. The goddesses make the world with earth, air, fire, and water."
    

    
      "He's wrong," you insist, happy to take her on. "We've discovered that everything is made of invisible tiny things that can't be cut further. Why do you think you can't cut something forever?"
    

    
      "If they're invisible, how can you see the things you touch?" she challenges. What an uneducated question.
    

    
      "Obviously, when you get a lot of atoms together, you can see them." You spread your hands in victory.
    

    
      The woman squints. "That makes no sense."
    

    
      "Yeah, well, 
      Malum
       also makes no sense," you retort with your biggest weapon. "Why are the goddesses hiding that they destroyed it?"
    

    
      The woman places her open book face-down, resting her elbows on the table with clasped hands. "Please understand," she says harshly, "that Malum isn't actually real. Historians across the six goddess cities have investigated our history extensively and found no evidence of another goddess city. There are only six goddesses, anyway, so who would rule over this supposed 'Malum'? I think, boy, —"
    

    
      "Kuro," you supply helpfully.
    

    
      "
      — boy
      , that you should keep an open mind about things. Not everything you hear about is right." Her tone suddenly changes to a gentler one, as if to patronise you, "Sometimes, people just want to take advantage of you. Our goddesses would never lie to us, you know. We would never lose faith in them. Some upstart city that just wants power isn't going to change that."
    

    
      All across the table the people are nodding at the rich woman's message. Imagine! Talking all about perspective but not even listening to his own.
    

    
      "Power?" you shout, outraged. "That's what you think it's about? Constu was freed in a battle for independence, from the control of the goddesses that forced us to do their dirty work for them —"
    

    
      "Excuse me." The librarian who greeted you earlier still smiles as her voice turns hard. "I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to leave. You're disturbing our patrons."
    

    
      The rich woman shakes her head as if she thinks she's so much smarter than you. "You'll understand when you're older," she says off-handedly, returning to her book. The rest follow.
    

    
      These women can't seem to handle the truth, at least not without evidence. And you know exactly what to tell them. "I'll make 
      you
       understand at the city square!" you call back as the librarian escorts you out.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The heat of the midday sun hits you as you step out of the stone building and it's way too hot. The librarian unceremoniously shuts the door behind you. This city is really not as big as it looked on the way here, so it's easy to cross the part-dirt, part-cobbled steps down to the centre of Baccalor. The messy greenery all around the city as grasses and trees and the occasional flower is a little concerning, but you figure that the city planners didn't do a good job at expanding and couldn't fit plant demolition in the budget.
    

    
      At this time of day, the streets are still busy. You see men hauling tools back inside their homes, women checking up on the laundry they hang over the streets, and even parents taking children much younger than or approximately your age and burdening them with labour instead of books. It's quite scenic, but you're here to do one thing and one thing only.
    

    
      Stepping up to the stone pedestal of the statue in the centre of the square, you use one arm to wave and the other cupped around your mouth. "Excuse me! Hey, everyone! Can I get your attention, please? I have something important to tell you!"
    

    
      Clearly the rest of the peasantry are much more open-minded as a way bigger group than you're used to 
      gathers
       in front of you to hear you speak. That was easy. It's mostly adults, but you see a younger boy and girl in the middle of the pack whispering to each other, pointing right at you.
    

    
      Satisfied that enough people have assembled, you fold your arms behind you and begin to speak, pacing back and forth like your cadet leader used to do while barking orders at you.
    

    
      "Hello, citizens of Baccalor! I have gathered you all here today because I have an important revelation to share with you!" It feels quite nice to have so many eyes on you, listening to your every word. And even more people are coming as you peek out from time to time — you see a middle-aged woman in a messy hair bun stop by, as well as man in an apron, and even a rich-looking man with an amazing moustache, in your opinion, the curves on it are pure perfection — 
    

    
      "What is it?" A man calls out from the crowd.
    

    
      Oh yes. You'd paused to stare at the newcomers. You look away from the wonderful moustache and return to pacing, deciding to examine it later. "Ahem, as I was saying, I have an important revelation to share with you! You may not like it, but I know it's true! Ready?" You pause for dramatic effect, then pause a little longer as you hesitate on how to best make this clear to your intended audience. "Your goddesses…have been 
      lying to you!"
    

    
      The uproar, as you expected, is immediate and absolute.
    

    
      "What's a boy doing, slandering our goddess?"
    

    
      "I bet he's one of them Constu idiots!"
    

    
      "How dare you say that 
      about Mafia
      !"
    

    
      You grin at the crowd that turned from a slow-moving, placid mass to a suddenly energetic mob with their hands all seemingly trying to reach you. "Wait! I'm not done!" You stick out your hands, and the crowd recedes. It's so easy to get people's attention. Must be your devilish boyish charm.
    

    
      "What I meant to say is," you begin, "is that your goddesses are taking advantage of you!" The hands return, but you're dancing around them as they scrabble for your feet to yank you off. "They're taking power from the men and forcing you all to work as slaves!"
    

    
      "Our goddess makes our lives 
      easier
      , and she doesn't take anything from us!"
    

    
      "Get off the pedestal, shortie!"
    

    
      "Yeah, only Mafia should be up there!"
    

    
      The people are getting a bit rowdier than you had expected, and you can't tell if any of them really understood what you were saying — they're all caught on treating their goddess as if she could do no wrong and worshipping her and all that. You hop over a pair of hands but are nearly pulled down by another when suddenly they all disappear.
    

    
      "What's this I hear about me, hm? Is someone causing trouble again?"
    

    
      In front of you, the mob parts to reveal a young woman in a simple flowing white dress and shoulder-length dark hair. Roughly your own height, she tilts her head quizzically once she reaches the base of the statue you're standing on. "My name is Mafia. Who might you be, and what are you doing that is making my people so angry?"
    

    
      Whispers permeate those gathered, and you catch a few words as they get closer.
    

    
      "…the goddess…"
    

    
      "…beat him up…"
    

    
      "…serves him right…"
    

    
      It almost feels good to prove them wrong. "I'm Kuro," you proudly tell her, one hand on your chest, "of the 
      free 
      goddess-less city of Constu, and I'm here to help the men in this city take back their rights!"
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      There is silence after your declaration.
    

    
      Mafia chuckles. "Are you suggesting that there is something 
      wrong
       with my city? The men of Baccalor are perfectly content here, and it is certainly not the place of an 
      outsider
       to tell them what they do or don't want."
    

    
      You puff out your chest. An outsider, she says! You're already more than comfortable with the streets of Baccalor. "Someone like me can look past all your traditions and know 
      exactly
       what to change," you tell the goddess matter-of-factly.
    

    
      Obviously, Mafia likes the idea as she taps her chin while she thinks about it. You're getting through to the first of six goddess cities! "Change? We don't need change," she laughs.  She doesn't like the idea. "Have you seen my glorious city?" She looks out to the people who bow down disgustingly reverently at her gaze. "We are more prosperous than you could ever imagine."
    

    
      It's shocking to you how little the people seem to notice how 
      flawed Mafia
       is. "That's stupid," you scoff. Mafia turns back at you, raising an eyebrow. "You make them work without being able to make their own decisions, you take everything they make and hoard it with the other goddesses, you're just taking advantage of everyone here!" You try to make eye contact with anyone in the crowd to back your point, but they all look away.
    

    
      Why can't they see the tyranny that's right in front of them?
    

    
      "The goddesses are 
      useless
       to you!" Your voice rises to a shout. "They erect statues of themselves everywhere like shedding snakes, they bully people who disagree with them, they lie to you about their history to look better, and they take 35% of your food! All for what?" Scanning the fuming goddess below you — wow, that feels way more natural — you can't really find a physical flaw of hers related to all that food,  but that dress has so much material you're sure you can spin something up. "She doesn't need it, just look at her waistline! Look at her dress! I bet she forced some poor seamstress to make one extra-long and fancy instead of the three sets of 
      useful clothing
       for the people she could have made ins —"
    

    
      "Kuro, was it?" Mafia's stepped onto the pedestal beside you, and she impressively cuts right through your speech, gripping your left hand with her right. You try to shake her off, but her knuckles only whiten further as she raises your hand with hers in the air as if she's celebrating your victory. 
    

    
      "Ow ow ow, you're hurting me!" you inform her calmly. Your fingers are only crushed further.
    

    
      She flashes a kind smile at you before addressing the audience. "Citizens of Baccalor! I understand that you all must be very upset right now, but not to worry! Kuro here is about to demonstrate how we deal with such change." How nice of them to be reasonable. All it takes, you guess, to change the world for the better is to amplify your voice loud enough. Now if only your hand could be released…
    

    
      Mafia's grip slackens as she faces you and steps back as you breathe out a sigh of relief, wringing your hand and examining it for the bruise that's surely formed.
    

    
      "You're quite lucky," she whispers, leaning in closer so no one else can hear. "I don't do this very often."
    

    
      "Hm?" You frown, processing the statement. The goddess's death grip really still hurts, you might want to get it looked at —
    

    
      Suddenly, your gaze is pointed sharply away from your hand and toward the audience as a fist slams into your cheek. Heat rises there and you taste something metallic. As you fall on your bottom to the pedestal, pain blossoms around your jaw and cheekbone, much worse than the time your father punished you for failing history. You don't shout in pain, though.
    

    
      Your hear footsteps approaching and knuckles cracking, but you're too busy clutching your cheek with both hands and dealing with the impact to care.
    

    
      "A Constuvian," you make 
      out Mafia's
       voice saying with ­— was that contempt? "has 
      no place
       in the goddess cities, let alone to make wild accusations, spread utterly fake news — you disgust me."
    

    
      What? You knew women were temperamental, but this was a whole new level. She even smiled at you! The crowd bursts into applause as you raise your head to meet Mafia's gaze. Right as you make eye contact, your moment of respite is shattered as the bottom of her sandal crushes your head down into the stone, twisting it to hold it in place for good measure.
    

    
      The shock sends waves through your skull and your vision becomes bleary, but you think you hear gasps and see shocked expressions on people's faces as you flop to the ground. After your skull is briefly squeezed so much that you can't think through the pain, it's suddenly relieved and temporarily replaced with several blows to your back and stomach before the onslaught of strikes blissfully fades away. Several of the townspeople's comments float by.
    

    
      "Is that Cass?"
    

    
      "Cass? She's going up to Mafia?"
    

    
      "Wait, Cass, think about this!"
    

    
      "What do 
      you
       want?" Mafia's voice sounds far away and annoyed, but all you're glad about is that the drill on your head is slowly dissipating.
    

    
      That something is happening and you don't know what makes you blink faster to encourage your eyes to blink faster and for the distorted blobs to clear up. A middle-aged woman in simple attire — literally all brown — and hair in a loose bun is by the statue, only just shorter than Mafia standing on top of it.
    

    
      "I'm so sorry, goddess," says the woman, surprisingly passionately. "I'm responsible for this child. You must excuse him; he can get a bit worked up sometimes. I'll make sure that this won't happen again."  She sends a steely glare in your direction. "Isn't that right, Kuro?"
    

    
      You're speechless, but not from the major injuries all over your body.
    

    
      "…he said he was Constuvian…"
    

    
      "…Cass must have pitied him…"
    

    
      "…shame she couldn't have straightened him out a bit…"
    

    
      "…poor Cass, he must be hard on her…"
    

    
      Mafia frowns, folding her arms with her eyes narrowed. "Responsible for him, you say." She looks out into the crowd, and you observe that there are way more whispers, this time not cheering to violence you. Mafia's expression blanks. "Are you sure he's yours?"
    

    
      "Oh, yes," the woman says smoothly, "I met Kuro as he was heading out from Constu. Poor boy looked like a whole chicken wouldn't have filled him out, so I took him in." She sighs. "Of course, the Constuvian brainwashing is hard to scrub out, you know, so you must forgive me if he has these outbursts from time to time — I'll get rid of it soon enough."
    

    
      Somehow, the audience takes her words at face value. Tension leaves their expressions as they're nodding along. Mafia seems to notice this, too, and she shares a look with the woman who maintains her cordial but neutral body language. "Well," she finally says, looking back and forth between you and the woman with gritted teeth. "I see. In that case, be sure to make sure your boy is properly under control in the future. I trust that…" Mafia's expression suddenly becomes devious, and she smirks, "that you will 
      be responsible
       for him, yes, and you will 
      stick by him
      , yes? It must be 
      torturous
      , caring for such a child."
    

    
      "To the best of my ability, goddess." The woman bows, unfazed by the change. "Thank you for your kindness."
    

    
      "Very well, then that's settled! There shall be no enmity against a citizen of Baccalor!" Mafia waves her and the audience off, then turns her attention to you. "You." Yep, that's contempt, all right.
    

    
      "No… I'd nev… …woman," you croak.
    

    
      She bends down behind your ear. "I don't know what you did to get Cassie on your side, but mark my words, Constuvian, that this is not the last you'll be seeing of me."
    

    
      She gives your head one more kick for what must be the sake of it. The pounding in your head grows to be far too strong, and your vision blurs for a moment before blacking out.
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      "Oh, you're finally awake." Your everything is sore, and the mild pounding in your head doesn't help matters. Trying to move your head feels alright, and you feel comfortable enough to prop yourself up with your arms. "Wait, don't move!" You're 
      fine
      . At the very least, you're able to push yourself up fully to a sitting position. Clearly, you're in a medical room. The wall over there has a simple eye test, you're lying on one of those fancy medical beds, and you see primitive gadgets all over the place. The nurse across you brings over a pad of paper with a concerned expression.
    

    
      "Where's the doctor?" you ask.
    

    
      The nurse frowns. "I'm the doctor. That was quite the commotion you caused this morning. Cass dropped you off —"
    

    
      "Her!" Memories come flooding back as you fully recall the events of the morning. A glance out the window tells you it hasn't been long since the debacle with the goddess of Baccalor — and the woman who very well might have saved you, your pride admits. "Where is she?"
    

    
      A shrug. "No idea. To be honest, I was really surprised. I didn't think she was one to adopt someone like you. And oh, my! Even against Mafia!" The doctor wrinkles her nose as her eyes scan you up and down. How rude. "Cass is the kindest soul I know. Always lending a hand to everyone from time to time. One time, she even took my cow out and —"
    

    
      "Okay goodbye." You don't need to hear this nonsense, you need to get answers from that woman. The goddess called her Cassie. What in the world was she thinking, getting in his way like that?
    

    
      The doctor's arm falls in the way of your stomach and you nearly choke as she holds you back, frowning. "You're healthy and free to go. But don't get her exiled, you got me?"
    

    
      "Yeah, yeah, whatever."
    

    
      She releases you and you dash out the door, only to fall against the brick wall in the afternoon sun as your legs wobble. They're sorer than you'd expected, that's for sure. Pangs strike from all around but nothing seems to be on fire.
    

    
      Maybe you should sit down for a little while.
    

    
      You try to flag down the first person that walks by the medical office, but they just walk faster, looking straight ahead. "Hey!" you try calling. If anything, they're farther away from you now. You don't even remember seeing this person in the audience in the morning. News seems to travel around fast in this city.
    

    
      Another man strides along the dirt road from the opposite direction, sporting a distinctive moustache. An extravagantly curved attachment of hair from your rally this morning comes to mind. You've seen this man before. "Excuse me!" you shout. "Sir!"
    

    
      He stops and faces you. You notice his fallen expression moments before he covers it up with a fake smile. "Good afternoon. What is it?"
    

    
      "Do you know Cassie?"
    

    
      "Cassie?" the man says quizzically, stroking his moustache, which sways up and down like a leaf falling back and forth in the autumn. Truly magnificent. "You mean Cass? Who doesn't?" Understanding dawns on him. "Of course, she's your guardian. I'm afraid that I don't know where she is."
    

    
      He's like a mind reader. "Oh," you say lamely. "Thanks." The moustached gentleman bows and steps away. His moustache wiggles as he raises his head. How fascinating.
    

    
      So people know "Cass", hm? You suppose that a nickname given by a girl goddess to another girl would definitely have some kind of icky flair to it.
    

    
      It seems like there's only so much information you can get just by asking passers-by. You flex your legs, one at a time, then slowly rise to see if they can hold your weight. They can. Weight rests on one foot, then another as you're able to walk again. A small success.
    

    
      You look from one side to another down the building-lined road and weigh your options. There are plenty of people walking from either side, but it's not very likely that you'll be able to get any information out of them unless they know this "Cass" personally. Maybe it would be more efficient to try and find someone who would know more by listening in to their conversations…?
    

    
      It's remarkably difficult blending into a crowd, even with your stature. The people seem to walk around you, opening you up for the world to see. Eventually, you find out that if you slouch your shoulders and look down a bit, you won't have a two-metre radius free of people, which is definitely not what you want when you're trying to eavesdrop on private discussions.
    

    
      Wait, why were you doing this again? Eavesdropping on private conversations?
    

    
      "Oh, yes, certainly, my dear! I wish you the best of luck. But do be careful out there, you never know if some evil Constuvian will kidnap you on the way."
    

    
      "'Clear Skies After Rain', huh? Sounds cool. Right at seven, you say?"
    

    
      "Mommy, can we have dinner at Arid's today?"
    

    
      "I got this amazing clock made in Constu the other day, it fits right on my wrist! See?"
    

    
      "Can you believe it? Aunt Cassie said that she's going to be coming to the play tonight!"
    

    
      There it is! You zero in on the direction the soft, excited voice is coming from. A boy and a girl are sitting on a bench, their backs to the road.
    

    
      "I'm sure you'll do great as Plu. You've got this, Mesa!" The boy sounds genuinely happy for her.
    

    
      You recognise from the morning the braid that falls to the girl's shoulder blades, and the short, choppy ponytail sprouting from the back of the boy's head. To get their attention, you reach out and tap the boy's shoulder. "Ahem."
    

    
      The boy whips his head around. "Wha —" His expression turns stony and he shuffles a little closer to the girl, whose expression upon seeing you has frozen into a polite smile. "You." Oop. He doesn't like you for some reason. "What do you want?"
    

    
      "Oh, uh, I was just…passing by, and I happened to hear you guys…talk about Cass!" you lie effortlessly, stepping around to the other side of the bench so that you can all look at each other properly. The boy stands and steps in front of the girl, trying to assert dominance over you.
    

    
      But you will not be intimidated! Really, he's only about your height… Actually, a little taller… Oh my he is tall. You don't have to crane your neck to be able to make eye contact, but it's certainly not comfortable, either. The girl stands behind and to his right.
    

    
      How is everyone so tall! This is a grave miscarriage of justice. Even she's taller than you, and being shorter than a 
      girl
       who looks to be your age is really crossing the line here.
    

    
      She leans into the boy and murmurs something you can't make out. He nods, and says, "Yep, that's a lie, all right. Now really, what do you want?"
    

    
      Your eyes shift from side to side as your entire game plan is ruined. How did they know? "Wait, no, I just wanted to know where she was! She's my guardian, you know!
    

    
      Silence. The two exchange a look. "Mesa, should we tell him?" the boy asks. The girl, Mesa, stares under your face.
    

    
      "I think so…" she says hesitantly, "I'm sure Aunt Cassie has a good reason for this, she must have, for lying about taking him in…"
    

    
      "Lie?" You're a master at the art of deception. "What do you mean? Cass knows me! She picked me up from the side of the road from Constu!" The last words almost come choking out, but you feel like there's not a chance anyone could have picked it up.
    

    
      "Savan…?" Mesa prods the boy. They share a look, and in that brief glance you swear their faces went through the strangest 
      motions that
       are gone in a flash as things are wrapped up in that nod. Savan turns away from you in the end.
    

    
      Taking a deep breath, Mesa looks at you right in the eye. "Kuro —" She said your name! "— we can bring you to…Cass. She's been staying at my residence while she's been in Baccalor. She's always gone during the day, but if she's still in Baccalor, she'll definitely drop by at night. I could show you later," she offers.
    

    
      "
      We
      'll escort you," Savan says, still refusing to look at you. Mesa smiles at him.
    

    
      A whole day? The sun's barely a third down the sky. What are you going to do for six hours? It's a fine fallback, but you'd much rather resolve everything now rather than later. You make up your mind. "Thanks, but no thanks. I'll find her and get that woman to explain herself on my own."
    

    
      "Suit yourself," Savan shrugs. He grips Mesa's shoulders and turns her away from you. "Come on, Mesa, let's find somewhere else to talk."
    

    
      It's quite odd — they must be annoyed that he was unfairly beaten by Mafia in the morning. You watch Savan slide his hand down to hold Mesa's hand as they walk off into the crowd, feeling like you're forgetting something.
    

    
      Oh, well. First things first, you have to find Cass.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      You most definitely forgot something, and that was to ask Mesa where you could find her later to find Cass if you weren't able to find her during your hunt in the day.
    

    
      As it turns out, you could really use Mesa's help right now. The sun is just dipping below the horizon. Although the dozens that didn't actively avoid you seemed to know Cass, none of them knew where she lived. The whole day was a complete waste of time. You poked your head into taverns, libraries, then taverns again… That was some tasty juice. Not a single Cass to be found.
    

    
      Your stomach gurgles as you let out an irritated sigh. This was supposed to be easy! Get into Baccalor, convince the people that you can make things better, get rid of Mafia, then get food and lodging! And now you're out on the streets, foodless, and homeless, running around like a headless chicken. You 
      have
       to find her.
    

    
      Clapping your cheeks a few times to clear your head, you force yourself to stand. Think, Kuro. If you were a spiteful woman who deliberately hid from you, where would you go? Well, obviously you would be at Mesa's place, but you 
      don't know
       where Mesa lives. Racking your brain doesn't help much. The only things you know about Mesa are that…she's a girl, that annoying Savan guy sticks around her a lot for some reason, and…that's about it.
    

    
      Oh, she's also appearing in a play tonight.
    

    
      Wait. She's appearing in a play tonight?
    

    
      You rush to the nearest person you see, nearly crashing into them as they don't expect you to be so fast.
    

    
      "Who — you again! I told you, I don't know where Cass lives!"
    

    
      You're in too much of a hurry to correct him. "No, I just want to know — is there a play going on tonight?"
    

    
      The man squints at you suspiciously. "What, are you gonna preach there? Get outta town."
    

    
      Every second wasted is a second that the play ends and you'll be too late. Judging by everything that happened in Baccalor, it'd just be your luck. "Wait, please. I just want to watch it! No, actually — I'm just looking for Cass, I swear!"
    

    
      He pauses. Is he going to reject you again, like the hundreds that walked right past your plea? When the people finally respect you after all your suffering, you'll be sure to make him do unskilled labour.
    

    
      "…Fine." The man points down a corner. "The Extess Theatre is opening their play about love or some other blasted thing. It's just to the right then a bit after the second left. You can't miss it."
    

    
      Before he turns back to look at you, you're already dashing down the hill. It feels like this is your last chance — one last opportunity from the heavens. And you will not lose it.
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      The Extess Theatre is exactly where the man said it would be, but you most definitely could have missed it. In fact, you 
      do
       miss it while running down the second road before you check back and catch the wooden dome squeezed between what appear to be two more traditionally shaped commercial buildings, lit via old-fashioned torches. As you approach the double paned wooden doors, you hear the gentle and faded music from a flute accompanied by a piano waft out beneath the cracks. It's nice and somber, but you much prefer energetic upbeat stuff with the drums and the guitar and stuff.
    

    
      The door soundlessly, its hinges well-oiled. An aged mahogany corridor not quite fully lit up leads to a surprisingly small room for the intricate designs that form shapes of all types all along the walls.
    

    
      The theater is dark, but you can tell that the seating is completely packed. Even the standing hall at the back of the theater isn't empty, and you can barely make out anyone. You scoff at the idea of ruining all these people's entertainment for the night just to find Cass. Imagine being so inconsiderate that you'd make everyone listen to you just to find a person. Maybe after it's done you can scan the people leaving, but for now, you suppose it wouldn't hurt to check out the play for a bit?
    

    
      A/N: Play dialogue is not original and is taken near-verbatim from 
      Cornerstone
       — I know this is like making reaction videos on YouTube but I'm physically incapable of writing a romance that isn't the most shallow thing ever filled with distractions
    

    
      The stage is filled with something tiled and gray that looks like stone. Surely it can't be actual stone? A stone railing behind the actresses looks over…a river flowing into a distant waterfall, judging by the sound. Where it's coming from, you're not sure. A spotlight shines on two girls, one in fancy attire, filled with lace and frills and delicate accessories, the other in a bland beige tunic. The fancy one fiddles with her fingers, looking down at her feet.
    

    
      "Are you okay? " the poor one asks concernedly. "Plu, you look…flushed. Have you caught a fever? Or an infection?"
    

    
      "I'm fine," the rich one says, moving her hand away when the financially poor one reaches out for it. She lifts a hand only up several centimetres before forcing it down again. "Rejete, what I wanted to discuss…"
    

    
      The poor girl wears an open expression, clasping her hands in front of herself.
    

    
      "This will probably seem…very sudden." It's impressive how you can tell that Plu is breathing faster. "I know we've had a few differences in the past — and we still do. I said a few days ago that I trust you, and all that, but there's…there's more." She pauses, and you can tell that the audience, including yourself, hangs on to her every word. The frustration on Plu's face is visible, as if she's struggling with finding the words to speak. It seems like you came in at a good time. This is about to get juicy.
    

    
      "I trust you," Plu says definitively. "I value your company, and your wisdom. You're so kind, and gentle, and hardworking, and much funnier than I thought you were, and you're… I think you're brave. And beautiful."
    

    
      Rejete stiffens, her chest frozen in place.
    

    
      Plu continues after a beat of silence. "There's still so much of you that remains a mystery to me. Actually — maybe even more now than there was two nights ago, and — and so much of what I'm feeling I don't really understand —" Her words are coming out rapidly now, more desperate. "—but I know it isn't going away. What I mean to say is, I have feelings for you. Romantically. And as much as I cherish being your friend, I'd like to be something…different."
    

    
      You can't help but admire Plu's actress's dedication to her role. When she finishes her offer of love, it's as if all of her confidence returns and her hands are now still by her side, and she's looking straight into Rejete's eyes.
    

    
      Rejete, on the other hand, is wide-eyed. She takes a step back, clutching her hands to her chest. She finally stares down at the ground. "You know… I actually wondered if you would say that."
    

    
      There's hope in Plu's eyes. "You knew?" She's got this!
    

    
      "I, um, I wouldn't say I knew. I…only briefly entertained the possibility, but I dismissed it quickly. Because it's you." Yes, yes, yes!
    

    
      "Because it's me?" Stop repeating whatever Rejete says and get on with it, already!
    

    
      "Because…because you and I were always at odds. I suppose I didn't express it, but I think we both knew. And…you're constantly busy with something. I didn't think you had time for…thinking about this. It was just…very unlikely."
    

    
      "It was." A hollow laugh escapes Plu's lips. "Yet here we are." Yes, here you are! You're so close! Enemies to friends is the most classic of romantic tropes!
    

    
      "Yes…" Rejete's uncertain affirmation somehow makes you uncomfortable. No! Come on! She's right there! In an entirely hypothetical situation, if you were in their place — hypothetical because you really couldn't care less about girls — of course you would a hundred percent end this awkwardness right away and be extremely clear in your communication unlike these bumbling fools.
    

    
      You can't say it's unrealistic though. Your mother's told you about how your father took years to finally gain the courage to ask her out on a date in school.
    

    
      Plu, for whatever reason, presses further. In your humble opinion, she should just tell Rejete she loves her and ask exactly how 
      she
       feels about her. "I know you don't owe me anything, and you don't owe me this, but if you would, I'd like to know what you…feel for me." No! All this political correctness and stuff to make other people feel better —
    

    
      "I'm sorry."
    

    
      The atmosphere of a hopeful confession suddenly plummets as the classic line emerges. Now, in your defense, you're not the only one who gasped. Aside from those in the audience, you hear someone beside you in the standing hall also sharply intake air, and a glance shows you that he's also covering their mouth with tears running down their cheeks, wearing a ponytail although he's a boy — Savan?
    

    
      He seems to have heard you too as he comes to stand beside you. "Isn't Mesa amazing?" he whispers in between tears.
    

    
      Mesa? Right, she has an acting role in this play. You do a double-take at the actresses, squinting to make out their faces. Rejete you can dismiss immediately — she's too short, but Plu…
    

    
      Yep. Through all that makeup and fancy costume, that's Mesa all right. She as Plu has frozen up, refusing to make eye contact with Rejete. "Oh…" You let out a sound of realisation. "Yeah, she's doing pretty well." It's in your nature to give modest appraisals of people's abilities, so that those you teach won't grow to have a big head.
    

    
      "What do you know about acting, anyway?" Savan hisses. "She's been training for this day her whole life!"
    

    
      "No, really, it's good!"
    

    
      Rejete continues onstage, "I do care about you. I — I also trust you. I wouldn't have told you all those things two nights ago if I didn't. And I enjoy spending time with you and…admire you, but I don't know…"
    

    
      "It's okay." Plu's recovered a bit, and she takes a few steps backward, turning away from Rejet and to the audience. She raises the hand away from Rejete to brush up against the corners of her eyes, and it's only then you realise she must be crying. Curse your lateness and inability to get a seat near the front! "You don't have to justify yourself. I think — I think maybe I should go." She doesn't look back at Rejete.
    

    
      "Will you be alright?" It's not really Rejete's fault here, but you can't help but be a little mad at her.
    

    
      "Of course." Plu's voice here comes out at the end like a choking sob. You raise your hand to your face to brush off some lint that must have fallen out of your hair, ignoring the smirk Savan sends your way.
    

    
      "Take care of yourself, Plu."
    

    
      "Yeah. See you tomorrow." She waves without turning and half walks, half runs out of the stage. The curtains fall and the audience bursts into a room-filling applause. Savan claps extra hard, and you feel your hands moving together by themselves too. The re-opening of the curtains for the full cast to take their bows and curtsies keeps the momentum going.
    

    
      The commotion dies down as the curtains close for the last time and the lights are turned on inside the seating area. "I'm telling you," Savan returns to your earlier discussion. "Mesa's one of the best actresses of her age," he says proudly, "even if she might not look it."
    

    
      He looks around left and right, then yanks the back of your shirt toward the front of the theatre without your permission. "Hey!" you protest. "What are you doing?" You make your feet follow him to prevent him from dragging you along the ground like a butchered pig.
    

    
      "We're heading backstage so you say that to her face." He sounds determined, but you're not sure why. You've said nothing but good things about Mesa's acting!
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      Savan brushes away the thick, dark curtain leading backstage. It falls perfectly into your face. "Hey!" you complain muffledly into the fabric. He ignores you.
    

    
      The other side of the curtain is dimly illuminated but full of activity from what seems like cleanup after the play. Before your eyes can adjust to the change, Savan pulls your arm and drags you off to who-knows-where.
    

    
      "Mesa!" he calls, waving his arm that is not currently used to restrain you. As you approach the actress that you now are able to recognise as having played Plu, you notice she's talking to someone else, beaming. Someone else in a simple runic, her tight hair bun bobbing up and down as she nods attentively at her. At last. You didn't know that she would be here today. Saves you the trouble of going to bug Mesa and waiting for her at her home.
    

    
      "Very well done, Mesa," Cass is saying warmly. "You've improved a lot — I was particularly impressed by the expedition scene and your monologue."
    

    
      You rip your arm out of Savan's grip and dash over to her. "Hey, you!"
    

    
      Mesa's own expression of relaxed 
      contentedness
       turns to excitement as she turns and spots you two. She's back to wearing normal clothes, but her hair is still in twin bunches from the last scene in the play. "Savan!" Like a damsel in distress, you imagine, she launches herself at the other boy and embraces him. "Were you watching?" she looks up hopefully.
    

    
      Savan appears shocked but delighted. "Of course! You should have seen yourself!" he gushes. "That part in the expedition when Plu's about to destroy Rejete's old home?" He holds up his thumb and index finger to his lips and blows a kiss into it. "And that ending!"
    

    
      "Like this?" Mesa's face suddenly changes to be more nervous than normal. "I'd like to be something…different."
    

    
      Savan pauses. "Er…not that bit, actually. I meant…"
    

    
      This is too much friendship and nonsense for you so you focus your attention on Cass instead, who's stepped back to let Mesa do her thing. Upon making eye contact with you, she immediately turns away from the group and holds an arm up in farewell. "It's best that I 
      be going
       now," she says loudly, grabbing Savan and Mesa's attention. "It was good to see you, Mesa, Savan."
    

    
      "Woah, hold on!" you protest, reaching out to grab the back of her shirt. "I need to talk to you — urk!"
    

    
      Savan yanks you back again by the collar of your shirt, nearly choking you. The boy just loves to yank people. "Hey, what was that for?" you demand him.
    

    
      "No," he 
      glowers
      , "you're not leaving yet. Don't you have something to say to Mesa?"
    

    
      You do? "I do? Oh, yeah, your play was pretty good, nice range of emotion and everything —" They're distracting you. "Look, I don't have time for this, I have to —" you turn around, "— where'd she go?"
    

    
      Cass is gone. Whirling around, you're furious that the boy has 
      the nerve
       to try and stop you, Kuro, from getting what you want. "The hell did you do that for? Now she's going to run off to who-knows-where and I'll have to waste another day looking for her again!"
    

    
      Mesa steps up to speak. "Ah, uh… I'm pretty sure she'll be back by night. Every time Aunt Cass has been in Baccalor, she's always taken residence at my place as a non-citizen. We can…invite you to come over and wait?"
    

    
      "…If you say so."
    

    
      A sound of strangled protest comes from Savan. "
      Him?
       Come to your place?" When Mesa looks back and forth between the two of you, he clarifies, "It's just… he might…do something."
    

    
      "Oh?" Mesa's quizzical, as are you. What could you possibly do?
    

    
      Savan feels the pressure and backs down in front of your alpha energy. "Fine. But don't blame me if he does anything…unsavoury."
    

    
      You roll your eyes. "Says the guy who forced me all the way here just to praise a play he's obsessed with."
    

    
      He prattles on about random things such as "honouring the actors" and "barging in without a ticket", but you've decisively won the debate, the occasion marked by your stomach growling.
    

    
      "Speaking of savoury," Mesa observes, "Kuro, have you eaten yet?"
    

    
      Now's your chance to get them to give you free food. "Not yet," you tell them. You have to be very careful here to communicate that you're against freeloading, but 
      just this once
       would accept an invitation to eat with them.
    

    
      "Then would you like to eat at my place today?"
    

    
      There it is. The invitation has been extended, so now you have to refuse politely, like your mother taught you… "Oh, I would never want to impose on you —"
    

    
      "Alright!" Savan says loudly. "He doesn't want food. That's too bad, I was going to make Mesa's favourite today: teriyaki salmon, with ginger, garlic, soy sauce, maple syrup and fried noodles —"
    

    
      "Wait!" Your mouth is watering and you can't quite control yourself at the list of very appealing ingredients to your currently very empty stomach. A glance over at Mesa tells you that she feels similar. "Uh, what I meant to say was, um, I would never want to impose, but…I'll make an exception, just this once. Yes, of course."
    

    
      Mesa just nods distractedly. "Yes please, Savan. After today, I could eat a whole pig again."
    

    
      Savan chuckles. "Hopefully it doesn't come down to that." He shakes his head. "Wouldn't want a repeat of last time." You don't miss the implication but have no desire to find out what happened the last time Mesa ate a pig.
    

    
      "Excellent," Mesa claps her hands as if the matter is settled, "then we can head out after I'm done."
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      You and Savan have been waiting outside the theatre for less than five minutes before Mesa pops out, looking nearly exactly like she did when you first met her in the afternoon but holding a large bag, among a stream of other people. Savan stops destroying you in a game of chopsticks when he sees her and it's like he forgets you're there.
    

    
      "Over here!" he calls to her. She waves back and heads over to the bench you two are sitting on, adjusting her bag to raise it up higher on her shoulder. "Got everything?"
    

    
      "I think so." One peek inside the bag and an affirmative nod later, you're all on the way to Mesa's house, wherever that is. Savan first leads, leaving Mesa to catch up on his right. You fall in step beside her and pretend not to be interested in any juicy gossip flowing between them. Unfortunately, as you lean in closer, Savan notices and performs a maneuver that somehow puts himself between you and Mesa, glaring daggers at you the whole time.
    

    
      You sigh, conceding and stepping behind the two. It's been a long day, and you're not in the mood to fight over petty things at the moment. It's most definitely not from your imagination that you see Mesa give you a concerned glance, clearly taking issue with the way her friend is treating you, but must be keeping silent only because she must be scared of what Savan will do to her. The boy's eyes always look like they want to kill you. What did you even do to him, anyway?
    

    
      For the rest of the trip, for the sake of avoiding conflict, you just stay back and mindlessly follow 
      Savan
       and Mesa, occasionally looking around for any interesting attractions or Cass.
    

    
      "Here we are."
    

    
      To your pleasant surprise, you don't have to walk for dozens of hours like you did to get to Baccalor — by the way these people are dressed, maybe except Mesa, but especially Savan, you can't imagine they'd be worth even a fraction of your assets, Savan in particular. The building you've stopped at is a simple rectangular wooden box.
    

    
      Actually, there are some more details here and there like a triangular roof and some extensions off to the sides, but compared to the homes you've seen, it's basically a rectangular wooden box. You can't help but let out a snort.
    

    
      Mesa knocks before entering. "Aunt Cass? Are you there?"
    

    
      No response.
    

    
      "I guess she's not back yet," Savan says impatiently. "She'll probably return by nightfall."
    

    
      Just a couple more hours. Then you'll be able to figure out what the hell happened and get this day done and over with. Also, teriyaki chicken.
    

    
      It's as if Mesa read your mind. She barges straight in and makes a beeline for the room you can only presume is the kitchen. Savan chases after, laughing. "Hey, don't just take off like that!"
    

    
      Unlike the other two, you're refined enough to take off your shoes before you walk in — but you immediately regret it as you feel dust on your foot as you take your first step into the building. After rubbing it a few times in vain to remove some of the gray blobs, you venture inside again, this time with your shoes firmly on to protect your poor feet from being dirtied.
    

    
      Although the wooden floor might be dusty, the occupants of this house certainly keep everything else relatively well-ordered and clean. You figuratively follow the footsteps of 
      Savan
       and Mesa into the room you correctly presumed was the kitchen.
    

    
      For whatever reason, the kitchen here is much bigger than the one back at your childhood home, even though the rest of your childhood home was ten times better than the rest of this house. It's equipped with a counter all alone like an island with a faucet and sink, several stoves with several drastically varying types of pots and pans, and more cupboards than your entire old home ever had. Even the dining room is attached to the kitchen. Baccaloreans must really like their food. Or maybe Mesa's family just really likes cooking, for some reason.
    

    
      Regardless, as you approach them, 
      Savan
       and Mesa are both chopping vegetables and cutting meats, forming piles of well-prepared plates to be cooked. Not to be outdone, you scan the bundle of unprepared ingredients to prove your worth. "What can I do?"
    

    
      Mesa pauses in fileting her salmon. "Oh, you're a guest here, so we can't have you helping us make dinner."
    

    
      "Yes," Savan agrees, "you're a 
      guest
      , and probably wouldn't have the 
      experience
       to do this, anyway. Me and Mesa have made this dozens of times together already. Just sit tight in the living room and we'll have it done in no time."
    

    
      Is he insulting you? There's an odd undertone to what Savan is saying, but what he's saying is fair enough. Hey, less work for you to do, right? You shrug and 180 back out of the kitchen. "Sure."
    

    
      The living room is directly opposite the kitchen, with a couple of chairs, a dead fireplace, and — that man in the brilliant moustache you saw at your speech, reading a newspaper on a rocking chair, one leg crossed over the other.
    

    
      Nope. Not a chance you're going to go in there. You're lucky he hasn't spotted you, otherwise you might've had to talk to the man in the moustache. It's not that you're intimidated by his moustache, but adults — probably Mesa's father — are just hard to talk to. Especially if they have a glorious moustache like that. You rub the skin above your upper lip longingly. Only the tiniest of hairs there.
    

    
      Tip-toeing down the hall, you try not to make any floorboards creak as you spot a door that is ajar to the right. Cooking always takes forever, so you feel comfortable taking just a small peek around the house.
    

    
      You push open the slightly ajar door to a barren room quite similar to your own bedroom, containing a mat and pillow on the ground with a small blanket folded underneath. This must be Mesa's room. The ground is clean compared to the more communal rooms — evidently they 
      do
       take off their shoes in their private spaces. Nothing else to see here, though.
    

    
      The next room is closed, but that is no challenge for you as it only takes two tries for you to open the door. This one must be Mesa's father's room — it's larger than the previous, and has an actual bed, albeit tucked away and much messier than Mesa's room. Before you step inside, you check the coast is clear and take off your shoes to make sure you don't leave any tracks or signs of your entry. A desk strewn with papers shows you that Constuvian education is way better than Baccalorean education as the head of the household still needs to learn math for 13-year-olds. You can do these multiplications and cross your fractions no problem off the top of your head.
    

    
      A huge shelf next to the desk intrigues you as it contains rows upon rows of books. With barely any dust, the moustached master must be a consumer of knowledge, too. You approve. It takes a bit to make out the titles in the dimmed light of the sunset, but you manage to read out 
      The Mystery of the Bloodless Corpse
      , 
      Flashback Clock, The Devil's Theatre
      , and to your dismay, 
      The History of the Goddesses
      . It's worn too. You sigh, flipping through the pages until you realise that some of the phrases seem familiar to you.
    

    
      How odd. It reads exactly like the required reading for school back in Constu: 
      A History of the Goddesses: Chaos and Destruction
      . But the title clearly shows it is the censored goddess city version. Inspecting the spine closely, you're amazed to see that somehow, someone took a copy of the Constu version of the book and attached it to a goddess city cover. How educated this man must be, to have such an open mind that he would even read the truth! And what courage to hide the forbidden book in such a copy!
    

    
      Your respect for his moustache increases tenfold.
    

    
      That's about it for this room, though. The notebook on the nightstand and the old pyjamas lying on the bed that don't look like they fit him very well are only of passing interest as you step back outside. You've grown curious now. The next room awaits.
    

    
      Strangely, there's only one room left. Cass must sleep in the living room or share one with Mesa, you suppose.
    

    
      The last room, understandably, is huge, for Mesa's mother. Your mother demanded the biggest room too. This one has an even bigger bed than the last and a larger desk — probably for makeup and all the cosmetics women are interested in. You're not interested in a woman's room, and the sound of frying from the other side of the house is slowly quieting, so it's best that you get going now.
    

    
      Tip-toeing back through the hallway, you poke your head into the kitchen to see if it's safe to go in. The salmon smells delicious, you have to give Savan that. He's wearing an apron and standing by him is Mesa, but… they're arguing with each other. Mesa has an uncharacteristically angry expression while Savan grills away with the salmon.
    

    
      "…Why are you so worked up?"
    

    
      "Why aren't 
      you
       more worked up?" Savan fires back. Ah, great. More fighting. Evidently the food is not ready yet — even the vegetables haven't been cooked. You turn to go find something else to do, but then you hear your name. "Kuro is nothing but trouble — I can't believe you actually invited him here!"
    

    
      "Why?" Mesa pushes harder. "Why is he trouble, Savan? Sure, he might be a little misguided sometimes, or be a little abrasive, but he's not a bad person."
    

    
      "You wouldn't understand."
    

    
      "So 
      help me
       understand! I can't stand it when the two of you — really you, mostly — glare at each other all the time and never speak to each other and when you do, you always put him down! When we were coming back from my play today, you were acting 
      so
       weirdly, trying to put him as far away from me as possible."  
    

    
      "…You noticed that?"
    

    
      Mesa rolls her eyes. "I'm an actress, Savan. It's my 
      job
       to read body cues. But really, anyone could have noticed. Five minutes ago, too, when you told him he shouldn't help because he doesn't have any 'experience'. You just don't like him, don't you?"
    

    
      Silence from Savan as he flips a piece of fish. Ha! He's been destroyed by Mesa. This family isn't as bad as you'd originally thought. The father's very smart, Mesa's quite nice to you, and the mother is a typical mother.
    

    
      "So? Am I right?" Mesa presses, tapping her foot on the ground. Oh, this is too good.
    

    
      You don't expect to see Savan slam the counter next to the stove opposite Mesa. "Didn't you see him this morning when he got the fucking 
      goddess
       to beat him up? Am I the only one who has eyes and ears?" he laughs, but it's not a happy laugh. "He has dangerous ideas and there are people out for him. Constuvians like him, all they do is spread propaganda." His tone softens. "He's nothing but trouble, Mesa. Trust me. I'll protect you."
    

    
      "He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time," Mesa insists. What a beautiful girl, so correct, so educated. She must get that from her father. "We all make mistakes. Besides, Aunt Cass vouched for him. You're not telling me you don't trust Aunt Cass, are you?" She gives Savan a scornful look. "Just because someone has beliefs that don't match up with what you believe and is trying their best to spread it doesn't mean that they're inherently bad or evil." Wise words, those are. You feel like you've been underestimating Mesa this whole time. "And really," she says skeptically, "who needs protection here? We're in a goddess city, one of the safest places in the world. I can take care of myself. We've been over this, Savan. I'm not a child anymore."
    

    
      "…Maybe you're right."
    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    
      "You heard what I said. True, he's just a kid," Excuse you what you are 
      not 
      just a 
      kid
      , you're fourteen! "— so we should be a little more lenient on him." This discussion is not heading in a direction you like.
    

    
      "Right." He must be taking immense satisfaction from this. There's no way anyone would flip such a strong opinion like that unless he's lowering you to do it.
    

    
      It seems like Mesa's caught onto it too. "And you better not be thinking about something else. Kuro is going to be our friend."
    

    
      "Really? He'll be gone by nightfall." Savan starts plating vegetables.
    

    
      "Well, alright, maybe not 
      exactly
       a friend," Mesa amends, "but an acquaintance. And I want to be on good terms with acquaintances." She thinks for a bit. "What makes you so sure he'll be gone by nightfall? I'll go get him. Let's see what 
      he
       thinks."
    

    
      As Savan turns around, you nearly trip over yourself ducking behind the wall. Footsteps approaching tell you that you should move somewhere else, and quickly. You try to dive into the living room, but end up flat on your stomach awkwardly just out of view of the kitchen, trying to spit out dust as quietly as possible.
    

    
      "Aha. I thought I saw an eavesdropper," Mesa whispers as she steps over you.
    

    
      Well. You've been caught.
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      Or have you? You brush yourself off, pretending as if you'd tripped on the way here."Hi, Mesa," you say a little louder but not to the point that Savan might hear. "What's up?" If you weren't being interrogated right now, you'd pat yourself on the back for your excellent acting skills.
    

    
      She raises an eyebrow. "Are you serious?"
    

    
      "About what?" you ask innocently.
    

    
      "You're even worse than Savan." Mesa shakes her head, and you almost feel bad. "That won't work on me, you know. Anyway, I was going to ask you not to bring up anything you might have overhead just now during dinner."
    

    
      It's insulting that 
      she
       saw right through your act. You couldn't have imagined that a simple Baccalorean girl — not even much older than you — would be able to foil your elaborate plot. How inconvenient. "Fine," you huff.
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      "Thanks," Mesa says, and steps back into the kitchen. After some deliberation, you follow. "Savan, I was gonna say earlier, that looks and smells amazing!"
    

    
      She's not wrong, you weren't focusing on it earlier, but the smell of seared salmon drizzled with sweet and savoury teriyaki sauce is incredibly enticing. You swallow. Savan is just adding the piece of salmon to the last plate of rice and edamame beans and broccoli.
    

    
      It's quite impressive to you that the people here are able to tolerate broccoli. At home, you only consumed it for its superior nutritional value, but it was always bland and boring and mushy. Here, though, it is a bright and vivid green, shiny with oil and fulfilled by the puffy white rice and glazed teriyaki salmon.
    

    
      Taking the seat closest to the exit, you're of course respectful enough to wait for the others to sit down and start eating first. Without much fanfare, Mesa and Savan dig right into their meals with their chopsticks —
    

    
      Chopsticks? Your eyes search for but fail to find a spoon, let alone a fork or knife. The two Baccaloreans in front of you are nomming away contentedly. Savan glances up first but returns to eating, your acting skills easily passing off your ignorance of the useless and convoluted sticks as genuine admiration of the dish.
    

    
      Mesa isn't fooled so easily. "Kuro, is something wrong?"
    

    
      "No, not at all. I'm just waiting for my salmon to cool a little bit." Of course something is wrong, you're going to make a fool of yourself by not knowing how to use two sticks to pick up food! What's the point of sticks over straight-up using your own hands? At least 
      refined
       utensils like the spoon provide extra functionality that you weren't naturally born with. How is he picking up that rice with those things!
    

    
      "It's not that hot anymore, so you can start eating now," Savan adds. "Thoughts on the salmon?" He sounds proud.
    

    
      Both of their eyes are on you now as you reach for the chopsticks. You can't lose face now. The handbook on Baccalorean included a section on using chopsticks, but you've never had any practical experience with them. You check that you're picking up the right side — why are they also unidirectional — and clutch them with your left hand, then deftly moving them so that they become clamped between your right thumb and index finger.
    

    
      Success!
    

    
      You've managed to pick up the damn chopsticks, so why are Savan and Mesa still staring at you? Another challenge, it seems like. It's almost as if they're daring you to pick up and try the salmon. Luckily, you recall that the book had a simple rhyme to learn how to use chopsticks:
    

    
      Middle finger down, the food around they come down.
    

    
      Middle finger up, carry it back up.
    

    
      …Or something like that.
    

    
      Middle finger down…
       You gently push your middle finger against your lower chopstick to open up the tip. Your thumb fights it, holding the tops together. Step one complete.
    

    
      …the food around they come down.
       The salmon is a bit tricky to go for on your first attempt. You instead train your laser focus on a piece of broccoli instead, its contours and holes filled with grip holes for your chopsticks. They land perfectly inside two holes in the vegetable, separated by a stiff green stem. Perfect.
    

    
      Middle finger up… 
      The tips of your chopsticks clamp around the broccoli stem, friction preventing it from slipping away from your grasp. You can feel it.
    

    
      Carry it back up.
       It's the moment of truth. The outcome of the next two seconds will likely determine the future of your relationship with Savan and Mesa forever. No turning back now. Your fingers tremble just a bit, enough to make the fate of the broccoli uncertain. The green vegetable slowly rises out of your plate and you raise it in a wobbly arc right up to your lips, where your waiting mouth gladly takes the parcel and safely delivers it the rest of the way through chewing and to its destination: your stomach. Mission accomplished.
    

    
      "It's good!" you proclaim. It's true. Surprisingly good. The oil has allowed the edges of the broccoli to caramelise beautifully, granting it a savoury flavour utterly unmatched by your mother's old boiled broccoli. A hint of garlic lends a umami base that wonderfully rounds out the firm but biteable body of the broccoli and strengthens the flowertips. Truly a magnificent specimen of broccoli.
    

    
      "Um…" You look up to see Savan looking strangely at you. "Yes, thanks, but what about the salmon?"
    

    
      Ah. You'd forgotten he was asking for your opinion for the salmon. As your eyes flick to the block, your mind runs through calculations in the fraction of a second it takes for them to get there. 
      The salmon block is too big to fit in your mouth. Your chopsticks wouldn't be able to grip a block of that size, anyway. There is no way you can orient the block or your chopsticks to change the above two facts.
    

    
      It's impossible. You have only one option.
    

    
      You subtly stare at Mesa's chopsticks as they squeeze around her salmon block, forcing it into two, then elegantly twist to surround the smaller chunk and raise it to her mouth. It may be a technique you will never master.
    

    
      But it will be enough for the current situation. Your chopsticks descend once more to your plate, squeezing the salmon pip until it nearly bursts, several tiny pieces that you are certain you will not be able to 
      recover falling
       to your plate. A small sacrifice for the greater good. The chopsticks raise once more, this time precariously balancing a mutilated piece of salmon between their tips.
    

    
      And they slide perfectly into your mouth, securing your prize once and for all, thereby ending the chopstick saga forever.
    

    
      "Oh, that's great, too. I like how it's sweet and salty at the same time." You keep your praise minimal so as not to inflate Savan's ego and to keep him humble. If the broccoli was the side dish, the salmon is the main dish, exhibiting culinary skill you have never seen. The pink fish itself is juicy and tender, but the edges are just crispy enough to provide a light crunch through the teriyaki sauce, which in and of itself is excellent — you could eat it all day. It's by far the primary flavour added to the fish, making it sweet and salty as you mentioned to Savan. Unnoticed before but apparent now is the slight sourness of a hint of lemon juice and a medley of flavours that you can't distinguish from a variety of spices that all come together to bring forth a wonderful salmon.
    

    
      It's great and you reach out on instinct to pick up the rice to mellow out the flavour a bit. That's when it happens. As you close your chopsticks around a scoop of white rice, your finger slips and your right chopstick crosses over your left, flinging itself down to the table and bouncing off of your pants.
    

    
      This is so unfair. You make it through the entire chopstick saga just to fail at the very last stage. 
    

    
      Mesa speaks up first. "Would you like a spoon?"
    

    
      Savan sniggers as your ears burn. "Yes, please," you try to say confidently while bending down to retrieve your fallen chopstick. After Mesa goes over to the sink area to presumably rummage for a spoon, you fire back at him, "You seem a little crabby today, Savan. Did something happen earlier?" He deserves it.
    

    
      "Why do you ask?" he asks, raising an eyebrow.
    

    
      "Oh," you say, sensing that you have momentum, "you just seemed to act a little differently compared to the morning." You're totally getting into his head.
    

    
      "Hey, Kuro?" Mesa's returned, and she smiles cheerfully. "Do you remember what I said back outside?" She's smiling. So why does it sound so foreboding?
    

    
      Until you can gather more information on the enigma that is Mesa, you decide to be more wary around her. "Oh…yes, of course!" You'll have to shift your attack for later. You turn back to Savan, using the much more intuitive metal spoon Mesa hands to you to take another piece of salmon and eat it with the rice at the same time. "As I was saying, your teriyaki's really filling and we all act kinda differently when we're hungry."
    

    
      "I totally get you," Mesa laughs. What? You don't understand her at all. One moment she's all in your face, the other she's acting like nothing's happened. "Last year, Savan and I were at the Goddess Festival, and he was so hungry that he 
      begged me
       to ca — mmph!" Savan removes his hand from Mesa's mouth while she giggles, lifting her arms up and down.
    

    
      "Ahem, that was a 
      one-time
       thing, and it's not like 
      you
       haven't had your own…incidents," he says smugly.
    

    
      "You wouldn't!" Mesa gasps, looking up at him imploringly.
    

    
      "That's cheating! Fine," Savan concedes, refusing to look at her face. "It's getting kinda late. Doesn't Cass usually come back by now?"
    

    
      According to the window, the sun has long since set. Mesa wears a concerned expression. "You're right. Hm…she might be busy on some errand. Kuro, you're okay with staying a little longer? We could…play some games or something while we wait."
    

    
      Although you still feel like you should have chased after Cass back at Extess Theatre, the after-dinner lull feels really nice and you let out a satisfied sigh. "Sure, why not?"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      As Mesa cleans up the table, Savan leads you to Mesa's father's room, with the bookshelf and raised bed. You're slightly apprehensive of coming back here again — your father punished you severely for entering his room without permission — but you decide that Savan would be an excellent scapegoat. He makes sure that you take off your shoes before entering as though you didn't know anything about Baccalorean culture. Mind him, you've looked through countless books back in Constu about the changes you would be able to bring to their backwards society.
    

    
      He rummages under the bed and pulls out several boxes. "Know any of these?"
    

    
      Several games are familiar to you, like chess, Cartel, and Thanks!, while others are completely out of your radar like a six-pointed-star-shaped board where pieces begin at each point. Chess is a two-player game, Thanks! is purely random luck, so Cartel seems to be the best option. You're about to suggest Cartel and claim the zebra as your avatar when you spot a deck of cards lying behind the box.
    

    
      Now this is a chance to show everyone your superior ability to analyse the game state while earning money at the same time. "How about we play poker?" You rub your hands together excitedly.
    

    
      "Which version?"
    

    
      "Obviously, the best variant: Constuvian."
    

    
      "Agreed with you there. That's the one thing Constu's great at: gambling. I'll get the chips." It's hard to tell if Savan's insulting you, but regardless you're going to assert dominance in the card game anyway. You've had years of experience from watching your parents play every week back in Constu.
    

    
      You sit there alone for a minute before Savan comes back holding a box of stacked poker chips along with Mesa, whose sleeves are still raised from dishwashing. "I heard you guys are going to play poker."
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      Regardless if the others are okay with it, you still want to avoid being beaten by Mesa's father if it's at all avoidable. "Are you sure we should use this room?"
    

    
      Savan looks at him strangely. "Why not?"
    

    
      "You know," you lower your voice, "in case her dad comes and finds us playing like this."
    

    
      "Did your parents never let you play any games when you were younger?" Savan asks, mystified. "Is that why you're so —"
    

    
      "It's my room," Mesa interrupts, shrugging. "He doesn't care what happens in here." She pauses, then she quickly amends, "He doesn't about 
      most things
       that happen in here. Poker is perfectly fine."
    

    
      "Oh, this is your room," you say as the realisation dawns on you. 
      Mesa
       got the fancy bed with all of the books and the desk? "Wait, then who lives in the other rooms? How does that work?"
    

    
      Mesa thinks, counting off the rooms on her fingers. "The first door to the right is the guest room; currently Cass stays there when she drops by Baccalor. This room is mine," she pats her bed, "and the one at the very end is for my parents. Why?"
    

    
      Their parents share a room? You can't imagine your own parents doing that. They'd kill each other in their sleep. It must be a Baccalorean culture thing.
    

    
      "Well, ah… In that case, I've never lost a single game," you boast, rolling back your shoulders. Your distraction seems to have worked. You sit down on the hardwood cross-legged and pat your thighs. "Let's get started."
    

    
      The others look skeptical, but you pay them no mind. If they underestimate you, it's their loss. Savan places a pile of differently coloured chips in front of each of you. Back in Constu, this would be worth nearly a thousand dollars. "You get one cookie for every two hundred dollars," he informs you. "Minimum bet is twenty."
    

    
      Cookies. A worthy prize.
    

    
      Mesa rocks from side to side opposite you. "You're on."
    

    
      Savan expertly shuffles and cuts the deck, then begins to deal. He discards the top two and then goes around in a circle until each person has two face-down cards. You peek at the cards and are sorely disappointed. The two of diamonds and the queen of spades together isn't looking like a great hand.
    

    
      Of course, none of this shows on your countenance as you scan the others' faces. Savan appears completely neutral as he sets down his cards, while Mesa is a bit more jittery.
    

    
      As the player directly to the left of the dealer, you place ten dollars in the pot as your responsibility as the small blind. Mesa throws in twenty as the big blind.
    

    
      Savan is under the gun and taps his chin. "Fifty." He tosses two green chips into the centre.
    

    
      Fifty is 
      way
       higher than the minimum bet. It's still the pre-flop. What could he have that could possibly justify that?
    

    
      You'll still have plenty of money even if you join his little game. "Call."
    

    
      "Call," Mesa says right after you throw your chips in. Does she have something too? Is everyone's hand that amazing?
    

    
      As Savan puts down the flop, you're a little more stressed out than you expected to be at your first game of poker. The 
      two of spades
      , five of clubs, and ten of clubs come down. Oho! A pair already! If you can get a queen and another two down, that'll be a full house — there's not a chance you'll lose from there.
    

    
      But you have to be careful — you can't let Mesa or Savan know that you have a potentially good hand. "Twenty?"
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      Excellent. The pot only grows bigger. Gambling is so exciting!
    

    
      The turn comes down as the jack of clubs. So close to your queen! Your sharp eyes have also noticed that a straight is possible too if someone has an eight and nine… It's your turn again. "One hundred."
    

    
      "Raise to two hundred." Mesa looks from your face to her chips as she nonchalantly tosses in two black chips.
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      Two hundred? That's a fifth of your savings! Are these people insane? Do they have no sense of money? They 
      are
       Baccaloreans, but still, you thought a hundred was a lot! At this rate, you'll be all in before the end of the current hand! The clearly correct play here would be… "Call."
    

    
      If you get a queen, you'll have two pairs! Another two is also an option that would get you three of a kind, which is even more likely to win games. You could take the more than five hundred dollars all for yourself — enough for two whole cookies.
    

    
      "Lots in the pot, hm?" Mesa says.
    

    
      You simply stare back at her without giving any information through your immaculate poker face.
    

    
      "Here's the river." Savan lays down the last card — the queen of clubs. Perfect! That's two pairs for you. You hold back your excitement as you decide to try and harvest as much money from the others as possible.
    

    
      "Check."
    

    
      "One hundred." There we go. Mesa adds a hundred to the pot, and so now you're guaranteed to have that and also maybe raise to force a fold.
    

    
      "Call." This is great. As long as they keep it coming…
    

    
      "Raise to three hundred," you say. The pile of chips has shrunk to less than half its initial size, but you're feeling good about this.
    

    
      "Call." It almost looks like Mesa is smirking at you. What could she possibly have?
    

    
      Savan frowns. It's not good to show your emotions during a poker game. Sucks to be him. "I fold," he concedes. A real shame that he couldn't contribute more to your winnings.
    

    
      It's only you and Mesa left. "Ready?" she asks.
    

    
      "I was born ready." You first reveal your two and five.
    

    
      "Two pairs." Savan pushes out the two and queen in the river.
    

    
      "Ha!" Your stomach plummets as Mesa triumphantly flips over her own pair: the three of clubs and the nine of clubs.
    

    
      "That's a flush," Savan affirms, separating out the three clubs cards in the river. "Mesa takes the pot this round." He flips over his own cards, revealing the ace of diamonds and the ace of spades. "I felt it was unlikely a simple two-pair would stand up to anything you guys might have after you guys raised. It's just unrealistic."
    

    
      "What if we were bluffing?" Mesa prods.
    

    
      Savan scoffs. "You know we can't bluff anything past each other. Now, Kuro here on the other hand… I'm sure you could tell exactly what he was thinking."
    

    
      "True," Mesa admits. You can only look on helplessly as she greedily pulls in all of the chips toward her. Your cookies…
    

    
      "Good game, Kuro!" she says cheerfully. "That's, like, five more cookies for me!"
    

    
      "Don't count me out just yet," Savan warns her. "This is just the beginning." He cracks his knuckles. "Round two."
    

    
      A/N: I understand show don't tell but at this point poker is boring so :(
    

    
      For the next five rounds, you find that you lose all your money every time. You're not bitter or anything. Mesa played you like a fiddle and the times she didn't win afterward were because Savan completely outplays her — from looking at both of their hands each round, he somehow more often than not folds at exactly the right time to minimise his losses, and baits out as much money as possible from Mesa before committing hard and winning. You also observe that, true to their word, neither of them ever really bluff very much. Sometimes they exaggerate a little, but it's usually immediately punished.
    

    
      In the end, Savan is the proud winner of ten cookies as Mesa decides to quit and maintain her own five cookies from the cookie jar. They're chocolate chip, and as Savan bites into one, small crumbs fall into his waiting palm. This late, even run-of-the-mill chocolate chip cookies look appetising.
    

    
      You pretend not to stare longingly at the nostalgic sweet food. It's not like you really care about them or anything — you're sure that they'll give you some if you just ask.
    

    
      So of course you don't ask.
    

    
      Instead, you bring up a concern that's been bugging you for quite a while now even throughout the poker game. "It's been a while," you say, looking out the window into the night. "Is Cass going to come back anytime soon?" Maybe your theory that she's avoiding you isn't as crazy as Savan made it out to be.
    

    
      Mesa also looks out the window too. "This is normal," she dismisses, "I've got no clue where she goes, but she always comes back some time in the middle of the night." Savan is too busy eating his cookies, so she takes the deck of cards and puts it back into the box, looking thoughtful. "I guess you don't have a place to stay, though, since if she's your 'guardian', she'd be responsible for Baccalorean residence…" She trails off, then suddenly turns to Savan. "Savan! What do you think about letting Kuro stay over at your place for a night?"
    

    
      "With 
      him?"
       you exclaim.
    

    
      "With 
      him?"
       Savan nearly chokes on his cookie. "Mesa, are you 
      insane?"
    

    
      She returns to talking with you. "I want to keep our guest room free in case Aunt Cass comes home later tonight, and we don't have anywhere or anything else here where you could sleep. Savan has a setup for when I sleep over at his place, though," she provides helpfully.
    

    
      "Wait, Mesa, think about this!" Savan tries again.
    

    
      She sighs and pulls him into a corner. "Some privacy, please, Kuro."
    

    
      As the gentleman you are, you of course respect her wishes as she whispers into Savan's ear. His expression changes to one of resignation. "You're right, you're right," he finally says. He sounds tired. "Yeah, I'll do it. Kuro," he makes eye contact with you, "I'll bring you over to my place. It's a bit smaller than here, but like Mesa said, you can borrow my spare mattress and sleeping set."
    

    
      "I —" you begin, but you hesitate. Can you really refuse? As unintelligent as Savan might be, it's true that he is offering room and board, which is something you hadn't really considered up till now. You decide you'll release your resentment later during the night. "Alright. Thanks," you say grudgingly.
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      Mesa waves you two off as you step into the brisk night air of the city. "See you in the morning!" Savan waves back. You follow his example.
    

    
      Baccalor at night is very much like Baccalor during the day, but darker. Compared to the technological marvel of Constu, the streetlamps are few and far between to the point that you can make out individual stars in the sky but not the sign of a single building without getting much closer. Savan leads the way to his home, but just one minute of silence later and you have no idea where you are nor how to get back to Mesa's home.
    

    
      "So, Kuro," Savan says stiffly, "Why are you here in Baccalor?"
    

    
      You're so glad he asks! You puff up, proud of your dream. "Well, I'm here to show all of you guys why your goddesses are useless!" You can't tell, but you think that Savan is probably frowning. "Back in Constu, we had a couple of international Baccalorean students that were there for university — obviously because of our superior education system and the freedom to study whatever they wanted — and even they said that they left Baccalor because they were being told lies about the world and because nothing was changing. It's all because of your goddesses! I'm just here to help you guys realise that."
    

    
      "That's odd," Savan says suspiciously, "we have mandatory higher level education here. You're not supposed to be able to waltz off to Constu just like that."
    

    
      You shrug. "I guess your security sucks too."
    

    
      "Kuro, there are lots of Constuvians in Baccalor, you know." He's changing the topic, and is ignoring your argument. You've won! "My friend Arid is Constuvian. They're all pretty normal. You're the first one in a while that's been all 'oh let's take over the city' and all that. Our goddess has been nothing but helpful to us. You'll understand more about it when you're older." He sighs patronisingly.
    

    
      Now that's just rude. He's not even trying to hide his personal attacks now. Also, another Constuvian? You'll have to ask Savan to introduce you sometime. "Oh, yeah? I'm fourteen! I'm basically an adult by your standards," you sneer. "I understand everything. I've read at least half of the collection at the Central Library in Constu, which, by the way, is 
      way
       bigger than the tiny one you have."
    

    
      "Quality over quantity," Savan dismisses. "Our librar
      ies
       are all curated to be the most informative in a concise way so you don't need to read half the collection. Anyway, you still haven't pointed out a single actual event that our goddess failed to help us in, not including that Malum propaganda you like to spread so much."
    

    
      "It's true! In common year -154," you insist, "the first goddess city of Malum was screwed over by the goddesses and that's one of the main reasons why Constu separated from Baccalor. Also, it's not just Malum, just look at Baccalor! What did Mafia do during the famine of 1243, huh? Just a couple decades ago, not only did she decide to stop magically fertilising your fields, she took even more food just to spite you guys! When are you going to learn that the goddesses don't care about you?"
    

    
      "That's not true at all," Savan retorts. "The first goddess city was Baccalor, in common year 0. The years start counting from the founding of the first goddess city. Also, Constu didn't secede until 510, way after Kemia, Fisia, and Angia established their own goddess cities of Wenping and Charela. You guys can say all you want that it was about 'freedom' and 'independence', but 700 years between them really means that Constu just wanted to seize power for themselves. I hear you guys still think that leaders should be looked up to and given total authority," he says contemptuously.
    

    
      He's not getting your point. Why doesn't anyone in Baccalor understand? Also, clearly he hasn't read up on Constuvian culture. "Total authority my butt," you scoff. "Who told you that? We replace them all the time if they do something stupid. They need the power, anyway, to make their decisions. Your idea of leaders as 'public servants' is stupid! If everyone is going to have equal weight in the decision-making process, obviously no one is going to agree on anything. Some opinions are just worth more than others."
    

    
      "Only the goddess's," Savan says seriously. "During that famine you mentioned — which was not her fault, by the way, it was because of an earthquake — she dropped most of her allocation and moved extremely quickly to sort out logistics; you neglected the fact that the crisis was only a couple days long. Barely worth a mention in the history books. Meanwhile, 
      your
       1243 famine — by the way, which coincidentally happened at the same time, because of, say, an earthquake that impacted everyone? — lasted way longer because everyone hoarded and your so-called 'democracy' had people fighting each other to take more power for themselves."
    

    
      You roll your eyes. "Goddess propaganda. That's what the goddesses 
      wanted
       you to believe, so they destabilised our crops for weeks. Our leaders were wise and needed the emergency powers to maintain order, because we believe in the principle of least privilege. You can't abuse powers you don't have. We just voted in the person who the 
      population
       believed in the most. You guys are so reliant on Mafia that you can't even think for yourselves! If it wasn't for Constu, you'd all be primitive apes without gas lights."
    

    
      "And without the goddesses, you wouldn't have had any fire to burn the gas lamps."
    

    
      "We would have figured it out eventually!"
    

    
      "Just like how we could have figured out gas lamps eventually, too."
    

    
      Both of you take a moment to cool down a bit and breathe after your long debate. Why doesn't Savan just concede? It's incredibly frustrating how the goddesses have indoctrinated everyone in their cities without facing any repercussions — you'll have to be the first to bring the truth in front of their faces, regardless if the goddesses try to stop you.
    

    
      But as you recall Mafia from the events from earlier in the day, you decide that maybe you'll be a little more subtle as you do it. Less crowds, more cozying up to the leaders and changing their minds.
    

    
      Oh, wait — their leaders are useless and don't have any power. Hm…you'll have to think of a different approach.
    

    
      As you ponder how best you can influence an entire city to change their religion, refusing to look at Savan throughout — except to make sure you're still following him — he sticks an arm out in front of you and your face smashes into his arm. "Oof!" You hold your nose gently. No bleeding.
    

    
      "Sorry." He doesn't sound sorry at all. "We're here." Savan steps into a building that looks nearly identical to Mesa's without further comment, leaving you to bite down a scathing retort. He could have at least 
      told you
       you'd arrived, couldn't he?
    

    
      You follow Savan into his home, which looks basically the same as Mesa's — corridor, kitchen, shoes staying on. "Ma, I'm home!" he calls. The living room, as you walk past it, shows the first difference: there is no glorious moustached man. Instead, a middle-aged woman rocks back and forth in her rocking chair, her fingers whipping around a small object making clacking sounds.
    

    
      "Ma, are you playing with that again?" Savan says exasperatedly upon turning to look at his mother.
    

    
      "Just a moment, dear…" His mother is much too focused on the spinning cube-like object to properly respond.
    

    
      You're curious as to what it is. It appears to be a cube separated into twenty-seven smaller cubes with each face being able to be moved independently. As Savan's mother twists the different sides of the cube, you start to realise that the random-seeming cube faces are not actually random, and admire the ingenuity of the device as the last face is solidly filled in with a satisfying 
      click
      . "What is that?"
    

    
      Savan glances over at you. "You've never seen one before? It's a magic cube, a toy for 
      children
      ."
    

    
      "Oh, is that someone new?" The woman adjusts her glasses, squinting. "Hello, there. Yes, like Savan says, this is a magic cube, a device to train one's mind." She turns the faces seemingly randomly again, and you stare for a moment, waiting to see the end result…
    

    
      "She's just scrambling the cube. Ma, this is Kuro," Savan says loudly. "He'll be staying over tonight."
    

    
      "Mm? Yes, no problem."
    

    
      Savan tugs your arm to pull you away from the wonder of the magic cube. You resist, mesmerised by the rapid spinning that reconstructs each face perfectly, but you eventually relent once he tugs ever harder. "Rubik in the central district makes them, you can get one there later," he grumbles.
    

    
      Savan takes you to his room, which is in exactly the same place as Mesa's room in her home. Not only that, the bed is in the same place, the desk with the lamp is in the same place, the messy papers are in the same place — if you didn't know any better, you'd think you hadn't moved at all. Savan reaches around under his bed and pulls out a sturdy mattress along with a blanket and fluffy-looking pillow.
    

    
      Oh, that is one fluffy-looking pillow.
    

    
      You take off your shoes to enter as Savan sets up the simple sleeping arrangement over in the corner farthest from his bed. Once he's satisfied with its position, he nods and gently pats the mattress, standing up to face you directly. "You'll be sleeping here."
    

    
      You would really rather not sleep in the same room as Savan, no matter how great the opportunity to get back at him during the night is. You're sure he feels the same way. "Er…why don't I sleep in the guest room?"
    

    
      A blank stare returns your suggestion. "What guest room?"
    

    
      Huh? Savan's home is basically the same as Mesa's, so you poke your head out to look at the — the flat wall where the entrance to the guest room at Mesa's home was. "Oh." You glance at the floor outside for a second before firmly rejecting that option. "Wait, then where does Mesa sleep when she comes over?"
    

    
      Another blank stare. "Right here. Where else?"
    

    
      Where else indeed. You were under the impression that the two were good friends, but forcing Mesa to sleep on the ground must really put a damper on their friendship. Certainly if you had a friend that did something like that you'd get rid of them in a heartbeat.
    

    
      "I see," you say simply.
    

    
      "Let me know if you need anything," Savan says out of obligation, leaving the room.
    

    
      You sit on the mattress, which is actually quite nice, and contemplate your life choices. You're going to be sharing a room with someone else because you didn't find a place to stay because you didn't have time to because you need to find Cass.
    

    
      Cass! If she doesn't return to Mesa's place tonight, you're not sure what you'll do. In the afternoon, you'd asked all around, but not a single person could tell you where she was. Tomorrow… You'd rather not think about tomorrow and decide to put off the matter for future you to handle.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      While the rest of Baccalor is far behind compared to Constu, the bathrooms in the two cities are surprisingly comparable. You didn't expect you'd find plumbing for the sink or the bathtub or the toilet, especially in a home like this one. A nice, hot bath later, you're feeling much more content and hop right in bed well past your usual bedtime in Constu. It feels good, like you're rebelling against society here in Baccalor.
    

    
      Savan is out doing who-knows-what but returns in time to extinguish the lamp as he wordlessly steps past you and slips into his own much larger bed while you pretend to be asleep.
    

    
      You let the silence stay for a few minutes, enough for Savan to get comfortable. Then you strike. "Hey, Savan!" you whisper.
    

    
      Much to your disappointment, Savan doesn't move. It takes so long for him to respond that you were thinking he'd fallen asleep already. "…What is it?"
    

    
      "I want to talk about cheese." It sounded funnier in your head. You don't know why, but right now you feel downright giddy.
    

    
      "…Go to sleep, Kuro." You make out Savan's silhouette turning so that his back faces you.
    

    
      Oh, but you're not done yet. You know exactly how to goad him into following along. "Mafia is leeching off of you~"
    

    
      Savan groans, but to your delight he turns to you. "For goodness' sake, Kuro," he whispers passionately, "the goddess has done nothing but help the goddess cities. Which is more than what I can say about Constu. Your government is slow and clunky, nobody agrees with each other, and everyone there is just to gain more power. On the other hand, the goddesses are sworn to protect and nurture the goddess cities."
    

    
      "Oh, yeah?" This feels good. You're in your element again. "Mafia sure was protective when she beat me half to death today."
    

    
      "That's because you were attacking the city!"
    

    
      "I was attacking 
      her
      . Verbally."
    

    
      "You attack the goddess, you're also attacking the city."
    

    
      "Nah, you just don't understand that people can live and grow without goddesses."
    

    
      "I can kick you out at any time," Savan warns.
    

    
      "Do it," you dare him. If there's anything you've learned from overhearing the two, it's that Mesa is on your side, and Savan wants to stay on her side. "Mesa won't be happy with you~"
    

    
      Savan goes silent, then says, "You're an asshole, you know that?"
    

    
      Normally you'd be offended, but for some reason today you just find it really funny. "Heh, not as much as your goddess."
    

    
      "Not this again," Savan sighs, but he doesn't sound as angry as he used to. "The goddess watches over all and makes sure everything gets done properly and quickly. It's way more efficient than the bureaucratic nonsense you have in Constu. Not to mention that she can't be corrupted and have a future administration roll back good changes because of spite or something. Whatever the goddess says is right."
    

    
      Ah, good old debate. You're in your comfort zone. "What are you talking about? You're basically in a dictatorship. If nothing ever changes, that's stagnation. That's why our technology is so much better."
    

    
      "A 
      benevolent
       dictatorship," Savan corrects you. "Our goddess has a moderating effect on society so that no one gets into really heated debates because she's the ultimate mediator. She prevents problems before they get worse. That's compared to Constu, where you guys break things halfway through and revert to normalcy."
    

    
      "Nonsense. We call that 'agile' development. It's the fastest way of finding out which things stick and which don't. My teachers always said that taking risks is an important life skill to have. Your goddess never takes risks and so you guys are all stuck in your small little bubble of stagnation."
    

    
      "What do they teach in schools there? Our teachers are way better if that's what they teach you in Constu — except maybe language. Language sucks."
    

    
      Ugh. He's right about that. "I know, right?" you exclaim. "Which side invented Common, huh? Oh wait — it was the goddess cities! Why on earth would you ever want to use this language?"
    

    
      Savan chuckles good-naturedly. "That's the one thing I'll apologise for. But when you have to standardise everything between five very different cities and six very different goddesses, plus Constu, what else are you going to do?"
    

    
      "I mean, the plural of 'goose' is 'geese', right? So why isn't the plural of 'moose' 'meese'? Why doesn't 'moose' have a plural form, anyway? Why is the plural form of 'fish' both 'fish' and 'fishes'? 
      Why would you make this so hard?"
    

    
      "I get you, man. One time, my teacher made us do these grammar exercises, right, and me and my friend Arid —" Savan pauses, thinking over what he's just said. "— ahem, I mean, my friend Arid 
      and I
      ," he chuckles, "were doing them together like we always do, and we see this bit which is like, 'Identify 25 errors in the following passage and suggest a possible remedy for each one', right? So we look at the thing, and it's basically an 
      essay
       that we have to read through. He almost failed if it wasn't for me."
    

    
      You roll your eyes in the dark. "I'm with you there. Those are the 
      worst
      . Actually — wait, we also had to do literature, did you guys…?"
    

    
      It's like he's read your mind. "Goddess, I hate Bakesbeare. They say stuff like 'whereth arth thouth' and you can't read half of it."
    

    
      A fellow Bakesbeare hater! Your approval of him instantly rises a few notches. "I hate Bakesbeare too! Like no one talks like that anymore, what's the point?"
    

    
      "Heh heh," you know it's impossible, but you swear you can 
      hear
       Savan smirking, "I was just kidding. We don't 
      have
       Bakesbeare in our curriculum. It's all newspapers and 
      actual
       books and articles for us."
    

    
      You're stunned into silence. "I…I can't believe this. I thought you…understood…"
    

    
      "Think again, Constu boy. The goddess is much too wise to let something as stupid as 
      Bakesbeare
       into Baccalor."
    

    
      "Lucky you," you grumble. "We had to put on a play, and I had to be Bomeo. Guess who wanted to be Buliet?" A silence invites you to elaborate. "No one but Tundra, that's who! I had to 
      beg
       the principal to get her out and replace her with literally anyone else."
    

    
      "Was she that bad?" Savan sounds genuinely interested. 
    

    
      You shudder as you relive the memories of your poor, poor childhood. "You have no idea. She was 
      so
       clingy like you would not believe. Imagine someone following you 24/7 always begging you to pay her attention. So creepy."
    

    
      "You should have told someone."
    

    
      "No one believed me! The instant I go near an adult, she disappears. And she gets good grades and everything, so everyone thinks she's such a goody-two-shoes when really she's a creep. A creep! So it was amazing when she finally moved out in sixth grade. And I never saw her again!"
    

    
      "Wow," Savan muses. "And I thought Arid was bad when we were younger."
    

    
      "What was he like?"
    

    
      "Oh, I'll introduce you to him later. Did I tell you he's also from Constu?"
    

    
      "I think I remember you saying something along those lines."
    

    
      "Well, yeah, so from what I can tell, in fifth grade, he had a small crush on Mesa."
    

    
      Oh, this was going to be amazing blackmail material if you ever met the guy. "Does she know?"
    

    
      "Of course. She's a devious girl, you know. Even back then, I'm pretty sure she knew. Every day after school, he would offer to carry her bags home, and she acted all happy and that — she'd also just started practising acting, too, and so I don't think he suspected a thing. It's really nowhere near as bad as this 'Tundra' you mentioned, but she led him on for years until he met Coral."
    

    
      You're about to respond when you hear a sharp rapping on the door. "Boys!" Savan's mother calls. "It's well past midnight. Go to sleep already!"
    

    
      Savan doesn't say anything in the ensuing silence, so you don't either. "We 
      should
       probably go to bed," he whispers finally. "You know, you're not as dumb as I thought you were."
    

    
      "You're not half bad yourself," you tell him agreeably. Savan's a pretty cool guy after all, after taking out his misinformed view of the goddesses.
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      The next morning, you wake up to birds chirping and a bright beam of sunlight directly on your face. "Augh…" Your face is hot and it feels incredibly uncomfortable, so you rip off your blankets and roll out of your mattress onto the wooden floor. Much better.
    

    
      Tilting your head to look out the window tells you that the sun has just risen — by your estimate, it's only a little bit past dawn. You yawn. Evidently your brain is still a bit muddled from your extended debate session the previous night. Still groggy, you rub the sleep out of your eyes and sit up to see how Savan's handling it, only to see that his bed is made with no occupant. He must have been woken up even earlier by the sharp sunbeams.
    

    
      The mattress was quite comfortable, actually. Perhaps even more so than your own back in Constu. Not a single sore limb this morning.
    

    
      You stretch everything to work out the kinks in your body, a satisfied sigh escaping you as your morning routine gets your brain working right away. The next step is the bathroom.
    

    
      Savan meets you in the hallway after you've finished freshening up. "Good morning, Kuro," he greets. "How was sleep last night?"
    

    
      "Quite fun! Your pull-out bed is also really nice, too."
    

    
      "Glad to hear it." He gestures for you to follow him back toward the living room. "You want to check on Cass, right? I guarantee you Mesa's dead asleep right now, so we'll have to meet them there." Your stomach gurgles. "I'll make something over at her place and we'll have breakfast together?"
    

    
      You nod in approval. To be honest, you'd much rather eat now, but you don't feel like antagonising Savan over something so petty so early in the morning. Maybe after you've eaten.
    

    
      Baccalor in the early morning is very different from Baccalor in the afternoon or in the night, you find. Even at the crack of dawn, the streets are filled with people all moving in the same direction — toward the city centre. Savan confidently leads the way.
    

    
      "You're lucky it's the weekend.  When we get there," he says, "I told you Mesa was definitely going to be asleep, right? So we —"
    

    
      "Why?" Everyone else is up, from the swathes of people around you. Mesa doesn't seem like the type of person to stay up late doing work, either.
    

    
      "Oh, she just sleeps in, that's all. Never wakes up on time. I'm always the first to get to her house, even with this walk."
    

    
      "Even if her aunt is there?" You got the impression that Cass was someone who would get up 
      before
       the sun rose to start getting things done.
    

    
      "Cass? You know she's not really her aunt, right?"
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Yeah, she's just an extended temporary resident."
    

    
      "A what now?" Those are three long words that take some time for you to process.
    

    
      "An extended temporary resident," Savan repeats. "Didn't you know? All citizens in Baccalor have their own homes, but outsiders need someone to vouch for them to stay, regardless of how long they're staying."
    

    
      This concept is entirely foreign to you. "There aren't any hotels or inns or anything?" Yet another severe flaw of the goddess cities.
    

    
      "Nope," Savan says proudly. "Not a single one throughout the goddess cities. This system is way better, really, since it grows a sense of community and responsibility."
    

    
      "What if some pissed off guy decides to ruin your place?"
    

    
      "That's when we collectively ban the guy from ever entering a goddess city ever again." Savan shrugs. "That usually works pretty well as a deterrent."
    

    
      "So Cass is…"
    

    
      "Not from Baccalor," Savan confirms. "To be honest, I don't really know that much about her. Mesa's parents vouched for her way before me or Mesa were born, and she's been here our entire lives. That's probably why Mesa calls her her aunt."
    

    
      You're still trying to wrap your head around the idea of taking in strangers and letting them live in your home, but it's starting to make sense now. "So they just…adopted her?"
    

    
      "Not really. Cass comes and goes whenever. Sometimes we don't see her for several months."
    

    
      "Several 
      months?
       You mean if she's not here I'll have to wait several 
      months?"
    

    
      "I'm sure we'll find her," Savan assures you. "She just came back from a long visit to Wenping, so there's no way she'll leave again so soon."
    

    
      "You better be right," you grumble.
    

    
      "Cheer up, man!" He slaps you on the back and you nearly stumble. "You'll be fine after some good food. Any suggestions for breakfast?"
    

    
      The thought of food successfully catches your attention. Considering Savan's culinary skill the other day, you're sure he's more than capable of making the breakfast of your dreams. "Can you make a full breakfast?" you ask excitedly.
    

    
      "A full breakfast? What's that?"
    

    
      "You know, egg with bacon, sausage, baked beans, toast, grilled tomatoes, coffee…" It's been ages since you've had the traditional Constuvian masterpiece, and you're already salivating at the thought.
    

    
      "Oh, the Constuvian breakfast?" Savan makes a face. "Those take forever to make. You have to beat the eggs, get, like, five pans for all the meats — not to mention that tomatoes are the worst food ever."
    

    
      "What are you talking about? Tomatoes are great. They're tart, sweet, and nowhere near as bad as, like, 
      eggplants
      ." You're utterly befuddled by his line of reasoning.
    

    
      "Ugh, whatever," Savan says, giving you the victory. "Let's move on. No Constuvian breakfast. How about something simpler, like waffles?"
    

    
      You're strongly against this idea that you have to stop for a moment. "
      Waffles?
       Those stiff monstrosities?" You shake your head. "You're a true Baccalorean, through and through. Pancakes are where it's at."
    

    
      "Mesa doesn't like pancakes. And I agree with her on that," Savan huffs. "Waffles are far superior. They taste less like eggy dough and more golden delicious."
    

    
      "The only reason why you both hate pancakes is because of the egg?" How ridiculous. "There are eggs in waffles too!" The heck is "golden delicious"?
    

    
      "But waffles are better than pancakes," Savan says matter-of-factly, as if the statement is true. "The cubes are a better vessel for syrup. You're just bland, Kuro."
    

    
      "What? No, pancakes are way better!" 
      Bland?
       Did he dare call your pancakes 
      bland?
       You rack your brain, trying to think of the most efficient way to convey just how 
      wrong
       that is.
    

    
      Savan mocks you as if you were a child. "Imagine being so wrong." He pushes harder. "Pancakes are just slabs of 
      cooked dough
      . Waffles are elegantly shaped for optimum tastiness."
    

    
      Optimum tastiness your butt. "So cubed," you shake your head. "Imagine not being round, the obviously superior shape," you fire back. "Are you even supposed to put that much syrup in each square? Pancakes have beautiful 
      curves
       that let syrup uniformly enhance the flavour of each bite."
    

    
      "Waffles also have curves, you know."
    

    
      At this point, you're certain that the both of you are joking around. You decide to pull out a logical fallacy to trip Savan up. "Can squares roll around?" you sidestep his argument. "No, I don't think so. 
      Circles
       clearly hold supremacy."
    

    
      To your surprise, Savan keeps up just fine. "If anything, waffles actually roll 
      better
       than pancakes do. They have thicker edges, so it's easier for them to act like wheels. Meanwhile, pancakes are sad boring pieces of failed waffles." Drat. Another point countered.
    

    
      How can one man be so wrong? "Pancakes are beautiful!" you protest. "They can roll just fine."
    

    
      "Pancakes will flop over."
    

    
      "That's part of their charm! They have more 
      fluff
      ."
    

    
      "Dry, icky fluff, you mean, unless you eat them a millisecond after they're cooked. The heat and steam are what hold them up, so they 
      deflate
      . The whole industry is a complete sham," Savan concludes as he pushes in the door to Mesa's home.
    

    
      "Just like how everyone knows that the goddesses are shams?" you counter back.
    

    
      Savan rolls his eyes. "Not as much as your 'democracy'. At least goddesses don't change their minds every six years."
    

    
      Both of you enter Mesa's room with shoes off. Savan steps over to the bed and pokes its occupant. "That's called stagnation! Clearly," you rant, "you've never heard of 
      change
       before, otherwise of course you'd want it! Not to mention —"
    

    
      "Mmrgh." Mesa turns away to face the walls, eyes firmly shut. Savan prods her again. "Go away, Savan. It's too early. Let me sleep…"
    

    
      "— that Constu has strict controls over the exchange of power, as well as the most comprehensive checks and balances of any system ever! Meanwhile, your goddesses all hoard their authority and never give a single inch. It's like —"
    

    
      "…Is that Kuro going on about the goddesses again?" Mesa mumbles. She lazily thrusts her arm in your general direction. "Make him stop, Savan… It's loud…"
    

    
      "Keep going," Savan hisses to you.
    

    
      "— they only want to exploit you for their own goals, without giving anything in return! Autocracy is a failure of a system — there isn't a thing it does that democracy doesn't do better."
    

    
      "Fine, fine, I'm getting up!" Mesa sits up, glaring at you both. With her hair tangled and all over her face, you feel that perhaps you should leave the room before she kills someone with her gaze. A glance at Savan to reassure yourself is unhelpful as he tries to placate her.
    

    
      "Woah, woah, don't worry, Mesa. I'll make you some 
      waffles,
      " he looks at you as he says this, "and we can have breakfast together, okay?"
    

    
      "Waffles?" Any sign of morning grumpiness gradually fades away as Savan's words are slowly processed. Her expression changes to one of delight. "Oh, of course! Thanks a lot, Savan!" She jumps out of bed in what appears to be…green unicorn-patterned pyjamas? "Oh, hi, Kuro!" …Then she zooms off to presumably the bathroom. You stare after her, very much confused.
    

    
      "She's such a kid sometimes," Savan says fondly.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Ten minutes later, you and a now normal-seeming Mesa are waiting for Savan to finish cooking waffles (ugh!) by the dining table.
    

    
      "You guys were bickering with each other again when you came in, right?" She sighs. "Sorry about forcing you guys together. If I had another spare sleeping set, I'd have been happy to let you stay here, but…" She gestures in the direction of the guest room.
    

    
      "It wasn't a problem at all!" You wave away the concern."It was great! I'd be happy to go over again," you say enthusiastically. Mesa raises an eyebrow, but you've already moved on. "Speaking about…that, though," you gesture in the same direction as Mesa did, "did Cass ever come back last night?"
    

    
      You know the answer even before Mesa shakes her head, but you were still hoping to be proven wrong. "I didn't see Aunt Cass at all," she admits. "I did go to bed right away, but still…"
    

    
      "She would have had to leave before we arrived for us to miss her," you finish.
    

    
      Mesa nods. "Right. And that's not taking into account that the guest room is as neat as ever…" She sighs, tapping a finger against the wooden table. "It's 
      possible
       that I missed her but I think I would have remembered hearing the door open. I'm so sorry, Kuro, but I'm afraid you'll have to wait a little more. This is so weird," she muses, "she never leaves without telling us. It's like she's intentionally avoiding us or something."
    

    
      "So what else can I do?" This woman…throwing you into mess after mess after getting you out of the first one. It's gone on long enough that you don't even feel particularly grateful for her anymore, just annoyance.
    

    
      "I think… I think it'd be best if you went out to look for her elsewhere in Baccalor. If she's trying not to be found for some reason — which she really shouldn't, since she's your official guardian! — she's not going to come back here for a long while."
    

    
      You nod. That makes sense. "Alright, that makes —"
    

    
      "And I'm going to come with you!"
    

    
      "…Huh?" you and Savan behind you say at the same time. He sets down on the table a large plate of golden waffles, its ridges contoured to perfection. Maybe these won't be so bad after all. "Wait, what? Mesa, think about this! We have school tomorrow, what about the history test —"
    

    
      Mesa's eyes are gleaming and she rubs her hands together energetically. "Savan, Aunt Cass has gone missing! This is much more interes — I mean important than some history test. There could be a mystery here!"
    

    
      Savan sees right through her. "Walking around all of Baccalor for hours on end isn't 'interesting'. It's much smarter to wait a bit, think a little more, and make a concrete plan. I'm even okay with Kuro staying over while we wait…occasionally."
    

    
      All of this is confusing to you. "Why don't you file a missing persons report and wait for that to come back?"
    

    
      The pair both wear blank expressions. "To who?" Savan asks.
    

    
      "The…police?" You're not sure why this is very confusing. Who else would you report a missing person to?
    

    
      "We don't have police," Savan says haughtily. "The goddess makes sure that everyone is alive and well. You don't see much, if any, crime here in Baccalor. If Cass really was in danger, the goddess would have taken care of it already."
    

    
      But can a simple goddess really do that much? You have doubts of the extent of the abilities of the goddesses. This is a good time to point out the superiority of Constu, but because you're tactful, you don't mention it. "Back in Constu," you tell them, "the people look out for each other, so if anyone was concerned they'd be able to send the message up through the proper channels to find someone."
    

    
      Mesa pours out a drizzle of syrup over her waffle. "Hm, that's not a bad idea," she considers through a mouthful of waffle. "Just ask everyone we see to let us or Cass know if they've spotted her recently."
    

    
      Savan drowns his own waffle in syrup. "Er…are we sure? If, hypothetically, Cass is actually trying to avoid Kuro, then this will only let her know where to avoid, right?"
    

    
      You pour a quantity of syrup that is just right. "Yeah, I think so. We'll have to get the jump on her."
    

    
      "I'll use my network of connections to keep it on the down-low. Okay!" Mesa cheers, unusually animated, pumping a waffle-filled hand in the air. You continue eating your own waffle normally. "We have a plan. Kuro, we're going to leave immediately after breakfast to take advantage of as much daylight as possible. I know the first place we should visit."
    

    
      "Hang on," Savan says hesitantly. "If you're both going…I'll go too."
    

    
      "Three people can work faster than two," Mesa agrees. "It's settled?" They look at you, expecting your response. You feel almost like you're in charge of a small army.
    

    
      You raise your own waffle, feeling oddly roused. "Yeah!" This feels like a good time to make a motivational speech. "We have the power of friendship and determination on our side," you declare. "No matter how our enemies hide, they shall never prevail! Using our abilities, we will unmask the hiding place of Cass, and bring her to her knees such that we might obtain answers!"
    

    
      Mesa gives you an odd look. "Uh…sure," Savan says awkwardly. "Minus the 'bring her to her knees' part."
    

    
      You wilt a little inside, and feel your face beginning to warm. Burying any embarrassment under finishing your waffle, you're the first to finish by a long shot and are by the front door in an instant. "Let's go!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      As decided earlier, Mesa is the one to lead you and Savan toward the city centre. You all take large, confident strides, motivated in your journey to find Cass once and for all.
    

    
      Well, Mesa and Savan take large, confident strides. You're almost jogging just to keep up. Curse tall people.
    

    
      "Where are we going?" Savan asks.
    

    
      "To someone you know very, very well."
    

    
      "Yes," Savan says, exasperated, "but who is that? I know lots of people very, very well."
    

    
      "I'll give you a hint: fifth grade, peanut butter and rakes."
    

    
      Savan nods in understanding. "You could have just said Arid."
    

    
      "What's the fun in that?"
    

    
      "Arid?" you huff. "That guy who had a crush on Mesa?"
    

    
      The two tall people that are walking much too quickly with their unfairly long legs finally notice your conundrum and slow down to a more manageable speed. "Oop — sorry, Kuro," Mesa apologises. She directs her next question to Savan. "Oh, did you tell him about that?" Savan nods in confirmation.
    

    
      "Yeah, he did, but not much aside from that. What's this 'peanut butter and rake' thing?" You can't help but be curious. With a description like that, who wouldn't?
    

    
      Mesa and Savan share a glance. "Uh," Mesa says, "you don't want to know. It's a long, long story, just like the exploding pickle incident." She waggles her eyebrows at him suggestively.
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      Now you're even more interested. "Tell me more," you insist. "We have time —"
    

    
      "We're here!"
    

    
      You frown at his interruption. "What was that for —"
    

    
      "Let's go in!" He doesn't look at you as he disappears behind the wooden door.
    

    
      You frown. "What's up with him?"
    

    
      Mesa consoles you by patting your back, stepping in herself. "Don't worry about him. Lots of things happened that day, that's all."
    

    
      You stand there like you're dumbstruck for several seconds. That told you almost nothing at all and now you're dying to know what happened in the exploding pickle incident. You wordlessly step inside the building, thoughts all sort of scrambled.
    

    
      You didn't notice it earlier, but Mesa and Savan led you to a tavern. In fact, it looks sort of familiar…
    

    
      You recognise this tavern! It's the very tavern that you were kicked out of the day before when you had come here to preach the superiority of Constu. Not much has changed between today and yesterday, even though it's even earlier in the morning than the time you last visited — the lights are still dim, not a window in sight, lots of idle chatter among clinks of glasses containing alcoholic beverages… The only difference is the bartender rubbing at a glass with a cloth at the counter who you don't remember as the one who kicked you out yesterday. Mesa and Savan are at the counter, animatedly talking to the boy — oh my he is tall.
    

    
      And here you were complaining that Savan and Mesa were a head above you — this guy is at least another head taller than them! There's not a chance that you won't seriously consider anything he says. At that height, he must be doing at least 
      something
       right.
    

    
      "…So we were wondering if you'd seen her anywhere," Mesa is saying.
    

    
      As you approach the group, the bartender catches your eye. "Hey there," he nods in greeting. "You must be the Kuro that Meese and Savan were talking about."
    

    
      "That's me." 
      The one and only
      , you're about to say, but you've learned that perhaps it's best to let people you first meet underestimate you so you can thoroughly trounce them with words later. Just imagining how arrogant people can be right up until you reveal your true power… It fills you with great pleasure.
    

    
      "I'm Arid. Nice to meet you. You're also from Constu, huh?"
    

    
      You proudly puff out your chest. "Yep!" 
    

    
      "Hm, yeah. So you've also realised how much better the goddesses are compared to our clunky Councils and Offices, yeah?" he says light-heartedly. He must not have caught the alarmed looks on Mesa and Savan's faces.
    

    
      "Excuse me?" A deep heat begins to grow in your chest. Disappointment and pity flow through your veins. Mesa and Savan you can sort of understand, since they've never lived in Constu to see the better realities for themselves, but to hear a fellow Constuvian badmouth your shared homeland is treasonous. You're going to control yourself and not get mad over every little thing. The last thing you want to do is make a scene in a public 
      tavern
       of all places where drunk idiots can tell on you. You're going to give him one last chance to redeem himself. "Sorry, what was that?"
    

    
      Arid's stopped polishing his glass by this point. "Hm? I said that —"
    

    
      "What he's saying is that he also hates the goddesses too, but stayed here because he…he made friends here!" Mesa suddenly blurts out, sneaking furtive glances behind her. "Isn't that right, Arid?"
    

    
      "Hmmm? Oh, of course. Yes. What she said."
    

    
      Those two are acting highly suspiciously to you. Although Arid agreed with Mesa, it was only after Mesa prompted him to… Based on your experience, there was no chance that a true Constuvian could stay here for any extended period of time before being shunned by the whole city. Mesa is covering for Arid, but why? That leaves only one option. As a certain story Savan told you about the other night comes to mind, you forget everything to hold back a laugh. "Oh!" you choke out. "I-I see! Yes! 
      F-friends!
      " You wink at them repeatedly. "I know 
      exactly
       what you mean."
    

    
      "Y-yes?" Mesa says unsurely, turning her head to look at Arid, who shrugs. "Right!"
    

    
      "I bet that you stuck with your 
      'friend'
       a lot, too, hm?" They can't fool you. You sigh, propping yourself onto a bar stool and reaching over the counter to pat Arid's back consolingly. "I'm sorry it didn't work out."
    

    
      "Hm?" Arid sounds confused. He must be a simple-minded creature. "Sure, yes, thank you." You've been more than obvious in encouraging him.
    

    
      "Anyway," Mesa cuts back in, "
      as I was saying
      , Arid, with your position, did you hear anything between your guests and your connections about Cass recently?"
    

    
      Arid rubs his chin thoughtfully. "Cass, huh? Cass…" he mumbles, drumming his fingers against the glass. "Cass, Cass, Cass…" His eyes lighten. "Aha! There was this rumour, everyone was talking about it —" he says.
    

    
      "Yes?" Mesa sounds equally excited.
    

    
      "— that she'd protected a Constuvian spouting nonsense from the wrath of the goddess here in Baccalor!"
    

    
      You're about to interject to correct him — he made it sound as if you were 
      wrong 
      to say that — but Savan gets a word in first. "We heard about that, too," he says quickly, his gaze to you, "but we were hoping if you'd heard anything more recent. Like from last night or this morning?"
    

    
      Arid returns to slowly polishing his glass. "Hm… If you want reliable information, you have to wait a little longer. I got people gossiping about a million things about Cass right now. Not surprised, seeing how involved she is in everyone's day-to-day lives here." He chuckles. "From that she's ashamed to show her face here any longer and has gone off to Wenping for asylum with their goddesses Kemia and Fisia, to that she's been running around the city avoiding her guardian duties, it's too early in the morning to get any concrete information. If you come by in the evening, I might have some more juicy stuff for you then, hm." He stares intently at Mesa.
    

    
      "I see," Savan sighs. "We'll go search around somewhere else, then. Thanks a bunch, Arid." Mesa nods appreciatively.
    

    
      "Before you go, Savan…" Arid says, setting his glass down. "Let's have a drink together, hm? You, me, and Meese, just like old times." After a pause, he adds, "Kuro here can join, too." He looks you up and down, frowning. "Can you drink?"
    

    
      What kind of question is that? He should know that there is no minimum drinking age in Constu. Not that you'd ever consume something made from rotten grapes, anyway.
    

    
      "He's fourteen," Mesa supplies helpfully, "so no. Three more years to go. We'll take you up on that offer, though." Oh, right. You're in Baccalor.
    

    
      "Yet another example of the tyranny of the goddess," you mutter under your breath. Even if you don't like alcohol, you respect the opinions of those that do and you're fully against any unilateral restrictions on people's freedoms.
    

    
      "Juice?" Arid offers to you. "On the house."
    

    
      "…Orange, please."
    

    
      "Mesa and I'll take apple," Savan says. "It's too early in the morning for beer. We still have Cass to catch."
    

    
      Arid shrugs. "Suit yourself. I'll be out in a second. Find anywhere to sit down."
    

    
      You find an empty table for four without a problem. A small amount of uneasiness creeps in as you notice how similar your position is to the other drunk people chatting away all around you. You reason, however, that they must be drinking actual alcohol, unlike you, therefore your situation is completely different.
    

    
      Mesa and Savan both relax in the wooden chairs. They look so comfortable. "So," Mesa starts off, scrutinising him, "Savan, how was Kuro last night?" She's already asked you that question. Why is she asking him?
    

    
      "Don't worry," Savan says casually, "it was all good. We got to know each other a lot more over the night."
    

    
      "Good, good."
    

    
      You all sit in silence for a minute until Arid arrives, carrying two bottles in each hand. "Here we are, apples for you two, an orange for the guest, and a grape for me."
    

    
      You stare inside the beer bottle. The orange liquid inside definitely looks and smells like orange juice, but the container it's in really undermines your confidence in it. "Are you sure this is orange juice?" you ask Arid, who's already chugging down his grape juice — wait a second.
    

    
      "Did he say that was grape?" you confirm with Savan, who sighs in response, pinching his nose.
    

    
      "Beer. Or maybe liquor, depending on how depressed he is today. Don't worry about him, he's been a little out of it ever since Coral left him."
    

    
      It appears that you're beginning to enter territory that is not entirely your strong suit. You bade a hasty retreat back into the comfortable zone of politics and debate. "Alright. Anyway —"
    

    
      "Mesa, tell me why!" Arid grabs and shakes Mesa's shoulders. She smiles at him uncertainly, pulling his hands off of her while Savan hides a laugh. "What did I do to drive her away?"
    

    
      "Oh, well," Savan says, poking Arid's nose. "Maybe for the same reason why you could never get Mesa. You're too trusting, you know. You have to assert yourself sometimes. Not everyone is a good person."
    

    
      "Are you implying I'm not a good person?" Mesa huffs indignantly.
    

    
      "Yep," Savan says matter-of-factly, and Mesa laughs, taking a sip from her bottle. "You're the worst person I know."
    

    
      Arid comes down once again with what really must be a liquor bottle considering his behaviour. Any doubts from before vanish as you completely affirm that he does not represent Constu. "You guys are such close friends; you can even insult each other and not get offended!"
    

    
      "We're 
      your
       friend, too, Arid," Mesa chides gently. "Now please stop trying to strangle me, or I will have to use force on you, sir."
    

    
      This is getting very awkward, not to mention completely unrelated to your search for Cass. "Uh, should I leave?" You haven't touched your orange juice, and really don't intend to after you see the mess that is Arid.
    

    
      "No, he's just going through a moment, he'll be back to normal any second now," Savan reassures you. "He's not drunk or anything." Really? You double-check that you're both looking at the right person. He's telling you that 
      that
       mood swing wasn't because he was drunk?
    

    
      You're quite good at ignoring negative attention for some reason, so the occasional glances from the other tavern patrons aren't so much the problem as the…relative inexperience you have in dealing with these matters. You'd much rather have a full understanding of what has happened and how it can be fixed.
    

    
      Evidently, though, Savan knows Arid better than you do, because once he heaves one last sigh, he sits up and sets his cup down. "Hm, thanks for helping me get that off my chest, guys."
    

    
      "No problem, buddy," Savan says. "It's been a while since we last caught up like this." He chuckles.
    

    
      "I'd forgotten how expressive you'd be," Mesa says, amused. "We should do this more often." Are they 
      insane?
       Baccaloreans find the weirdest things to be fun.
    

    
      You decide to just sit back and listen. You don't want to have to deal with Arid by this point — he's even more unpredictable than Mesa.
    

    
      "Yeah," Savan agrees. "But you should also get over Coral, man," he says to Arid. "She's not worth it."
    

    
      You've put the pieces together long ago. At the sound of his ex-girlfriend's name, Arid nearly bursts into tears again. "B-but…"
    

    
      "No buts," Mesa says firmly. "She wasn't the one for you. You're 
      way
       out of her league."
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      Arid says nothing for half a minute. He must really be contemplating his life choices. Finally, he says, like nothing happened, "Hm, I think I have a lead."
    

    
      Mesa sighs. "No, listen, Arid. There's nothing you can do about Coral now, it's all in the past, and you need to move on."
    

    
      "It's about Cass. The women over there," he points a thumb at the tables behind him, where indeed you remember two people just leaving, "they were talking about math equations or something about derivatives and integrals, whatever those are, when they suddenly mentioned Cass at Central earlier this morning, hm."
    

    
      Derivatives! Integrals! Those are extremely advanced Constuvian concepts, and all you know about them are that they are math related and that only extremely smart people truly understand them. Your respect for the women who somehow know them goes up. It does seem like Mesa isn't the only unusual one here.
    

    
      Savan breaks into a wide grin. "Central? That's not far at all! We could go there next and be back in minutes."
    

    
      "Follow the clues," Mesa supplies, rubbing her hands together eagerly.
    

    
      "Central? Central what?" The slang that these people talk in is so inefficient for outsiders. You don't think this city is anywhere advanced enough to have a central information hub like Constu, either.
    

    
      "Central Library, of course. You might know it by its formal name, the Miller Central Library of Baccalor."
    

    
      "Nope." That string of words holds no meaning to you. They don't need to, either, since you have two perfectly capable tour guides to take you there. "Lead the way."
    

    
      A library, huh? Certainly a place to find knowledge on advanced math concepts. It's not a place you'd expect someone like Casia to go to, though.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Savan looks at you expectantly once you stop in front of your destination. "We're here," he announces. Mesa walks right in, as per usual.
    

    
      "
      Here?"
       This is a building you're familiar with. In fact, you do actually remember it being right beside the tavern. This is the building you last visited before you headed for the city centre yesterday. This is the Miller Central Library of Baccalor, an edifice of uneducated individuals pretending to know things to bully younger people to feel better about themselves.
    

    
      You were kicked out of the building once, and you're not confident that it won't happen again.
    

    
      The sign of the goddess cities, a heptagon inscribed in another heptagon, laughs menacingly at your approach. "Back again?" it almost appears to say, taunting you into another incident with Mafia.
    

    
      "What's the holdup?"
    

    
      You've been thinking so long that Savan's noticed. "Oh, nothing at all," you say with masterful control over your tone, but even your skill can only barely hold back the rage building up inside you. "Let's check it out."
    

    
      The interior is exactly as you expect. The same librarian now sports a neutral expression upon seeing you, the bookshelves are arranged exactly as they were before, and the same group of women are still reading at the same table by the entrance to the library. 
      Them.
    

    
      But you're not here to pick a fight, so you follow Savan and Mesa, who seem to know what they're doing. There's no Cass in sight, although she could be hiding somewhere among the bookshelves.
    

    
      "Hi," Mesa begins, standing in front of the librarian. "Has there been a middle-aged woman around here? Sorta messy hair bun, brown tunic, looks very boring, someone like that." She performs various gestures to convey Cass's physical attributes.
    

    
      The librarian turns her attention to you as you approach behind Savan. "Is this boy with you?" she says suspiciously.
    

    
      Mesa turns around and acts completely surprised — at least you hope she's acting, because she genuinely looks like she's never seen you before. "Who? Are you talking about him?" She points at you, frowning and looking you up and down before shaking her head back at the librarian. "Never seen him in my life."
    

    
      "…But you walked in with him and that other boy."
    

    
      "Oh, that was just a coincidence. He held the door open for us as we came in, for some reason."
    

    
      "I see. Apologies for being so nosy, but he was a great disturbance yesterday and we were required to forcibly remove him from the premises."
    

    
      "He's just a boy. Constuvian by the looks of it, too. What could he do?"
    

    
      "He…" The librarian's eyes flicker over to you again. "…has dangerous views. I suppose you're right — a foreigner will always be a foreigner. Regardless, I'd advise you to be careful."
    

    
      "Thanks. Now, back to my earlier question…"
    

    
      "You mean Cass?" At Mesa's nod, the librarian continues, "I have not seen her recently."
    

    
      "Not seen her recently."
    

    
      "That's right."
    

    
      "Thank you for your time."
    

    
      "It's my pleasure."
    

    
      The two stare at each other, tension somehow thick between them despite their cordial tones. Eventually, the librarian nods, conceding the point to Mesa, who smiles brightly and turns on her heel to walk past you. "Savan, let's go."
    

    
      You feel the librarian's gaze boring a hole in your head. What else are you supposed to do? Mesa is clearly the one in control here, and you can't just split off.
    

    
      Luckily, she slows down just enough to be within earshot and hisses without turning back, "Try to see if Cass is hiding anywhere around here! We'll go to the second floor and meet you outside when we're done."
    

    
      Before you can answer with an affirmative, she steps to match Savan's pace ahead of you, pretending like she's been talking quietly with him the whole time.
    

    
      You glance back at the librarian. Luckily, she doesn't seem to have noticed anything out of the ordinary. There's no chance you'll be able to interact with anyone else now. If she wasn't looking for an excuse to kick you out before, she certainly does now.
    

    
      Making your way to the bookshelves clustered together away from other people, you begin your search for evidence of Cass. What signs should you be looking for, anyway? All of this sneaking around seemed like it would be exciting before you were actually doing it, but now you're kind of clueless. From the few thriller books you read, you try skimming your hands across the spines of books, feeling their worn covers. Nothing appears to be out of the ordinary.
    

    
      Perhaps if you open a book, you'll find a hidden clue from Cass that will lead you on a trail that twists through the whole city, filled with obstacles, only to be conquered at the end through the power of friendship and determination. That's just your imagination talking. Friendship and determination won't get you anywhere alone, but friendship with powerful or rich people, if you're determined, could amount to something in the end.
    

    
      Still, you covertly peek inside the cover of an ancient-looking leather book with a red ribbon bookmark sticking out of it. Nothing. What were you expecting, anyway?
    

    
      You try next to see if there are any hidden levers or secret switches concealed in plain sight. This is another one of the mechanisms common to mystery novels. You press on books, pull on books, gently twist books, open books, rotate books at varying angles, stack books on top of each other, and you even push out one book, which results in a sudden noise in front of you, but it turns out to be the book you pushed out hitting the ground. You weren't fooled by that at all.
    

    
      It feels like half an hour has passed by the time you give up touching and feeling the thick volumes across the first floor. You stumble out from the bookshelves and stub your toe against the leg of a table. A dull pain shoots up your leg and you clutch your foot, hissing, hopping around on your other leg while feeling incredibly thankful that you're wearing shoes.
    

    
      As your lower body returns to normalcy, you take a look at what your poor toe slammed into to see the same group of people that you were debating with the other day. The monocled woman wears a severe expression, attention raised from her open book. You receive similar looks from the others sitting at the table. "Uh oh."
    

    
      "'Uh oh' is right, young man," the monocled woman says. "I didn't think you would be back here again after the disgrace you went through yesterday."
    

    
      "Disgrace?" You've tried to control yourself recently, and the librarian really tested your limits, but calling you a disgrace by some old snob who looks like she only reads picture books is pushing it. "I'll have you know that I'm 
      right!
       I even talked to the goddess about it. With those arguments, you're probably a fake who doesn't even know how to read — you're even holding your book upside-down!" You try to hammer down as many blows on her pride as possible. It's only deserved.
    

    
      The woman sniffs disdainfully, not falling for your bait. "As if. I'll have you know that I am a dutiful public servant as the organiser for the distinguished Baccalorean Book Club, the reigning Head Book Club of the goddess cities' book clubs." The others sitting at the table send nods of agreement.
    

    
      The way she says it so seriously and the ridiculousness of their situation sends you laughing out loud. "B-book clubs!" You slap your thigh. "Ha! I knew you were idiots, but you're telling me you're the idiot leader of a multi-city organisation of idiots? A 
      book club?
       I'm 
      way
       younger than you potatoes and 
      I 
      can tell you that your book club is a sham!"
    

    
      You're rather enjoying the way the woman's nose flares in anger. "I am a faithful public servant," she repeats slowly, "of the prestigious Book Club. We are gathered here today to inspire learning and to expand our knowledge so that we may grow as a society. You may insult me, but to insult the Book Club is to insult us all." She points a shaking finger at you. "Get him out of these sacred halls! Librarian!"
    

    
      Somehow, almost immediately the librarian pops up behind you. The tattletale — a cheap tactic that only a dishonourable person would ever use. "Yes? Is someone causing any 
      problems
      ?" For some reason, that last part feels very directed toward you.
    

    
      "This…this 
      urchin
       has soiled the Book Club, treating knowledge itself with contempt. We have ten witnesses to his heinous acts," she declares. Ten nods from the silent people who don't have the guts to speak for themselves back up her statement.
    

    
      "Excuse 
      me?
      " You struggle against the librarian's iron grip. These people have no sense of nuance. Not everything is black and white — just because you don't care about their book club — and book clubs aren't worth caring about — doesn't mean that you hate 
      knowledge
      . What a dumb conclusion to arrive to. "You guys are overreacting, what are you doing? I didn't say anything about knowledge, I just said that your stupid book club doesn't make any sense —"
    

    
      "I'm afraid you'll have to leave," the librarian says. "Please do not return in the future." As she pulls you away, you catch Savan and Mesa's eyes from the second floor as they stare at your conundrum. Mesa waves.
    

    
      The feeling of your butt smashing against the ground outside feels almost nostalgic as you lie on your back, reminiscing about a time before everything broke loose in Baccalor. A time where things were simple, and you dared to hope that you could bring change to this city. You heave out a sigh, closing your eyes as the fruitless search for someone who you apparently need to be "registered" and all that feels so useless.
    

    
      Savan and Mesa come out several minutes later. "Oof — we saw all that," Savan says.
    

    
      Mesa chuckles. "You did a really good job getting yourself kicked out of there."
    

    
      You push yourself into a sitting position, folding your arms defensively. "It wasn't my fault! They just don't understand that book clubs are stupid! I was expressing my opinion — don't you have freedom of speech here?" Savan opens his mouth — probably a retort, but you're not in the mood to debate anything right now. "Anyway, did you guys find anything on the second floor?"
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      "Nothing." Mesa shakes her head. "We asked around, we combed through books, we even tried stalking the librarian to see if she would slip up — Cass must not have talked to anyone. So why was she here?"
    

    
      You shrug. "She's your aunt, not mine."
    

    
      "What do we know so far?" Mesa thinks aloud. She looks like she's enjoying this.
       
      "First, obviously, Cass was here in the morning — Arid's info was right."
    

    
      "How could you tell?" You didn't gather any information on the first floor.
    

    
      "The librarian all but said so. She was all careful when saying that she hadn't seen her recently. Like she was intentionally picking her words, you know? That means that she 
      was
       here earlier, and for some reason she doesn't want to tell us this."
    

    
      Savan throws out a hypothesis. "Based on all the information we have so far, I think she actually doesn't want people to know where she is. Including us."
    

    
      "Hm," Mesa sighs. "I guess we're out of leads for now. Do you want to go back to the tavern to see if Arid finds anything else out?"
    

    
      
    

    
      thanks jess
    

    
      Savan stomach growls. You've been hunting away in the library for the better part of the morning, now. "How about food first?" you suggest.
    

    
      Mesa snaps her fingers. "Savan! How about we take Kuro to Decidu's?" What an odd name. Decidu. It doesn't sound Baccalorean nor Constuvian, that's for sure. You can't even tell if it's a masculine or feminine name.
    

    
      "Decidu?" Savan frowns. "She's a bit far, right? All the way in Eastern. And I'm not sure…" He tilts his head in your direction.
    

    
      "What?" you say defensively.
    

    
      "Oh, Kuro will be fine," Mesa dismisses Savan's concerns, turning to you. "Decidu's from Wenping, she's been there nearly her whole life. If we ask nicely, we might be able to get some of her soft, chewy mochi, powdered and wrapped around a cold, sweet, ball of cream," she sighs dreamily.
    

    
      Savan waves a hand in front of Mesa's face to snap her out of her trance. "Just don't eat them all. We wouldn't want another exploding mochi incident again," he warns. Exploding mochi? These two have gone through the most ridiculous of things that at this point you're not even terribly surprised anymore.
    

    
      "What's with you guys and explosions?" you ask.
    

    
      Mesa's quick to muffle Savan with her palm. "Oh, nothing at all," she explains, "we just happen to find ourselves in odd situations sometimes."
    

    
      That makes sense. The past day has been a ride for you, too. You're not the most patient yourself right now, a mild ache in your stomach signalling to you that you want to eat whatever this "mochi" is as soon as possible. Or anything else, really. "Let's go, then."
    

    
      The three of you are about to set off, when suddenly a voice from behind you calls out, "Hey! Savan!"
    

    
      Arid sprints out of the tavern and immediately falls over onto his knees. Weak. "You guys…are still…looking for…Cass, hm?" he says, breathing heavily. "I've got some new info you'll want to hear. I overheard that Cass was spotted in Western, helping out someone with their math homework."
    

    
      "Western? All the way in Western?" Savan considers the new information. "Did they mention anything else? Where in Western, maybe?"
    

    
      "The Factorial Institute."
    

    
      "At Factorial, huh. Factorial, Factorial." Savan turns to Mesa. "Your aunt sure runs around. Is there any other reason why she's moving around so quickly?"
    

    
      "I don't really know where she goes while she's away," Mesa confesses.
    

    
      "I guess we'll be looking there next," Savan says, defeated. "She's really running us ragged. Thanks, Arid."
    

    
      Arid nods. "I'll drop by your place if I find out anything new," he promises. Savan waves as he returns to his tavern.
    

    
      Mesa looks wistfully into the distance where presumably is the direction of the mochi and her expression hardens. "We're still going to Decidu's."
    

    
      "What? You can't be serious!" Savan protests.
    

    
      You have no clue about the geography of Baccalor, but considering that Decidu lives in "Eastern" and Cass was last spotted in "Western", you're more than intelligent enough to deduce that going to Decidu's would mean a lot of walking for you.
    

    
      "My mochi deserves it. Besides," she squeezes her belly fat through her shirt, "I need the exercise to burn through all that mochi."
    

    
      "True… Wait, no, you don't need to exercise to burn off the mochi if you don't eat any mochi in the first place!"
    

    
      "C'mon, Savan, you're no fun. Think about how great it'll be for Kuro to try out Wenpite cuisine!"
    

    
      "I don't need to try out Wenpite cuisine."
    

    
      "He doesn't need to try out Wenpite cuisine. More importantly, we're not going to spend an extra half day walking just to get 
      mochi
      ."
    

    
      "It's been ages," Mesa argues fervently, "and mochi is good!" She steps toward the city centre. Nooo…" Savan stops her from walking and drags her backward in the opposite direction. "You're going the wrong way."
    

    
      Savan glances backward. "Don't try to fool me." Mesa shrugs half-heartedly.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Fooled ya!" Mesa laughs as Savan stands in front of a simple wooden residence in stunned silence. A sign beside the door reads, "Decidu, foodstuffs".
    

    
      "H-how did you do that?" Savan gapes. "Was I going the wrong way the whole time?"
    

    
      "I tried to tell you," Mesa says. "For some reason, you didn't listen. And with your impressive lack of observation, you walked right into Eastern."
    

    
      It's a little funny, but after walking for an hour and being whittled down by angry stares from people who really should learn to get over something that happened a day ago, you just want food. "We're here now, so we might as well give it a try." You knock on the door and wait. Mesa steps right past you and pushes the door open, stepping inside without a second thought. Savan follows.
    

    
      Is it normal to barge into someone's home without asking for their permission? Your father would have flayed you alive from second-hand embarrassment, not to mention how awkward it would be for the resident if you acted like this in Constu.
    

    
      You make to take off your shoes before you remember again that the floor inside is dirty for some inane reason and that these barbarians wear shoes inside their own homes like it's an industrial complex. Putting them back on, you step inside as last.
    

    
      "Deci!" Mesa calls. "Are you home?"
    

    
      "Mesa?" a pleasant voice comes from the kitchen. "Is that you?" A distinctly different face than you were expecting pops up behind the wall, holding a large wooden spoon. "Mesa! You were amazing in 
      Clear Skies
       last night, I loved the exhibition part!" She uses her free hand to pat her on her head. "Oh, Savan is here too, and…"
    

    
      "Kuro," you say helpfully.
    

    
      "Very nice to meet you, Kuro," she says warmly, her hair bob bouncing a little as she tries to pat your head but fails as you dodge away. There's not a chance you'll be letting anyone touch your head. How demeaning.
    

    
      "We're here to encourage him to try Wenpite cuisine," Mesa explains.
    

    
      "Yeah," Savan grumbles. "That's right."
    

    
      "…Mochi, to be precise," Mesa adds. "And while you're at it, I'm sure it won't be any trouble to set up a meal for me and Savan, too…"
    

    
      "Mochi, you say? Coincidentally your favourite food," Decidu says shrewdly. "You're only friends with me for my food," she sighs. "Haven't changed one bit, have you?"
    

    
      "Nope," Savan says, sounding impressively fatigued. "She's just as hard to handle as always."
    

    
      "Oh, yeah?" Mesa challenges her. "You haven't changed at all either."
    

    
      "I'm old," she smiles dryly. "You still have plenty of room to grow. Which is why of course I'll make some for you. All I'll ask for in return is…come by a little more often, would you?"
    

    
      "Yeah, yeah. We'll wait at the dining table."
    

    
      "Certainly. I'll go find Steppe right away. It's about time we get ready for the lunch rush, anyway. Steppe!"
    

    
      "What!" another voice calls from above you. So this house also has a second floor. You didn't notice that before from outside.
    

    
      "Kuro," Mesa turns to you, "do you want to watch with me? Watching Decidu and Steppe make anything from Wenping is a treat."
    

    
      You've got nothing better to do. "Sure."
    

    
      Savan pales. "You know exactly what my answer is going to be."
    

    
      "Come on, it won't happen again!"
    

    
      "The exploding barrel struck me in the face!"
    

    
      The what? Yet again with the explosions. "I'll get you up again eventually," Mesa promises. "Come on, Kuro, let's watch~" She grabs your forearm with a surprising amount of force and drags you off into the kitchen before you can shake her off.
    

    
      Every household in Baccalor you've entered has looked almost identical…except for this one. The kitchen is missing the island with the sink, which has been moved over to another expanded counter. Instead, a huge stone bowl occupies one side, and the other is filled with fancy gadgets you don't recognise at all.
    

    
      In the stone bowl lies a blob of what appears to be dough, except that dough isn't this pure white. "That's polished glutinous rice," Mesa whispers to you.
    

    
      "Why are we whispering?" you whisper back.
    

    
      "The mochi is sacred." You have no idea what she's talking about.
    

    
      Decidu moves to stand before the bowl, hands on her hips. "Steppe! Get down here! We have guests today!"
    

    
      You hear something fall down stairs as a 
      thump
      . "I'm okay!"
    

    
      Decidu sighs. A moment later, another woman shakily stumbles into the kitchen. "Deci, who's over this early — Mesa!" Evidently the girl beside you is quite well-liked because she gets a glomp.
    

    
      "Enough of that," Decidu raises a wooden mallet that looks like it could be used to knock out a person and then some. The head is bigger than her head. "Let's get started."
    

    
      Steppe nods, strapping a headband to pull her hair back. "Ready?"
    

    
      "Aaaaargh!" Suddenly, all at once things start moving. In some odd rhythm, Steppe brings down the mallet on the blob over and over again, while in between strikes, Decidu karate chops the dough at an angle to flip it over time, using her other hand to occasionally wet her chopping hand to wet the blob. By your count, the hammer strikes down three times per second, with the hand swiping in a blow in between the rising and falling of the blunt instrument. It somehow works, and to your amazement the dough is satisfyingly smashed over and over again until Decidu pauses to take a breather and pull out another mallet.
    

    
      Then both of them start smashing the blob.
    

    
      It's almost comical the way two women are bringing their hammers down on a poor piece of "polished glutinous rice". You look over to see Mesa starry-eyed — is this all it takes to amaze her? You turn back to the mashing, and the irregular but consistent rhythm of the smashing puts you in a trance. The double whammy of 
      six
       smashes per section — three per person — is a testament to their skill and also means that it's producing a rather loud noise.
    

    
      You can't look away. The smashing continues, and you're mesmerised by the repetition. Up and down. Up and down. Decidu flips the dough upside-down. Up and down.
    

    
      You don't know how long it's been by the time they stop smashing the poor thing. Its texture has become completely smooth.
    

    
      "Mochi in ten minutes!" Decidu calls, ripping out balls of glutinous rice blob with her bare hands and roughly rounding them into spheres before tossing them into a boiling pot behind her. Steppe leaves with the dust-caked hammers.
    

    
      "Is it over?" Savan calls from behind you, facing the hallway. To your surprise, his hands are firmly covered over his eyes and his face is down against the table.
    

    
      "You can open your eyes now," Mesa tells him. "Wasn't that cool?" she asks you.
    

    
      You suppose so. "It was interesting, I guess." You could care less about the process that mochi is created. It's mostly the eating part that interests you the most.
    

    
      And the eating part you get. Pure white balls of mochi are placed on a plate in front of you, some covered with flour, some with sesame seeds. All of them smell delightful, and you're tempted to draw a smiley face on at least one of them. Mesa and Savan dig in right away.
    

    
      You pick up the chopsticks — your mortal enemy, but luckily with mochi you can simply stab it like you would a small animal — and take a large bite into the oddly round food.
    

    
      Regret immediately appears in the form of everything getting stuck. Your teeth and your tongue are tangled together as if in an incredibly passionate kissing scene in the mochi. No matter how you move things around, something is always stuck against something else.
    

    
      Savan notices your dilemma right away. "Ah, Kuro, you have to make sure you're taking smaller bites when eating mochi, otherwise it's a little hard to chew."
    

    
      "Mmph ohp mmphen," you tell him matter-of-factly. Your tongue has its work cut out for it even to form those three words. It's impossible to do much else as you slowly choke down bit by bit of the glutinous rice that so desperately refuses to go down. During this trap, the mochi itself tastes rather nice — a semi-sweet but dull flavour pairs very well with the sesame seeds that share an exemplary smell that is unfortunately forgotten because of how stuck the food gets in your mouth.
    

    
      "Water?" Savan offers. You gladly take it, almost pouring it down your throat to get rid of the stickiness. It doesn't get rid of the remaining strands of mochi, but it does alleviate the feeling of stickiness everywhere in your mouth at the moment.
    

    
      "Augh!" you exhale, nearly slamming the cup down against the table. "That…was an experience."
    

    
      "Plenty left to go," Savan points at the rest of the mochi which you will never look at the same way ever again. "Take it smaller next time," he says, taking his own bite out of his mochi and swallows it only seconds later. He makes it look so easy.
    

    
      "Yeah, yeah." Determined not to let him maintain his high ground, you also take another bite out of your mochi. This one's about a third of the size of your first bite, and to your amazement the stickiness doesn't work at all at that size and the food slides down easily.
    

    
      As it turns out, when you aren't half-choking on your food with everything sticking together, you enjoy it much more. The texture of the food is pleasant and consistent — with the way Decidu and Steppe smashed it, you'd hope it was consistent — and you imagine the many other ways such a food could be repurposed in Wenping.
    

    
      Mesa mentioned ice cream… After your sixth mochi ball, you're much more interested in dessert, so long as that dessert doesn't turn the insides of your mouth into a pit of quicksand, trapping anything that enters.
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      "Here you are," Decidu tells Mesa, sliding a plate with more mochi, this time nicely coloured with various light colours. "Half-chocolate, half-vanilla, just the way you like them. Savan?" Savan shakes his head, hands out to stop any potential blobs from dropping onto his plate.
    

    
      "Kuro," she says, holding out two plates before you, "vanilla or chocolate?"
    

    
      "Chocolate, of course," you scoff. Imagine being boring and taking natural 
      vanilla
      . Now that you've eaten your fill of polished glutinous rice balls, you feel much of your energy returning to you, all ready to express your opinion to others.
    

    
      Decidu hands you the plate in her left hand. It looks exactly the same as the one on the right. When you pick it up, some of the flour sticks to your hands and the longer it stays there, the more the cold seeps from the dessert into your hand. It's not just the cold that's leaking, either. A sticky liquid also pulses out over time as you hold it.
    

    
      Mesa looks at you strangely. "Why aren't you eating it?"
    

    
      Right on cue, you pop it in your mouth. "I was going to." To prove her wrong, you bite down into the food with a 
      chomp.
    

    
      Now, in your favour, you manage to maintain a neutral expression for nearly half a second before you spit out the dessert, rubbing your poor teeth with your tongue. "Ah!"
    

    
      In the corner of your vision while you drink copious volumes of water to warm your teeth up from the sudden shock they suffered, Mesa chuckles. "I told you it was ice cream. Who bites into ice cream?"
    

    
      You don't respond. You're lucky that Decidu returned to the kitchen before you bit into your ice cream mochi. "Of course I knew that," you mumble.
    

    
      No one bothers you for the remainder of your ice cream mochi. Aside from the first mishap, the dessert is actually quite tasty. The mochi acts as a protective, rice-like layer over the ice cream, which spreads its chocolatey goodness into the polished glutinous rice as if the two parts are embracing each other.
    

    
      Once you're all done, Savan takes you out back into the streets to begin your long trek back to the other side of the city. On your way out of Decidu's house, you see a line of people stretching from the entrance all the way to the end of the next residence. "Why are there so many people out here?" you wonder out loud.
    

    
      "Decidu's the best person to go to for Wenpite cuisine," Mesa says proudly. "Aren't you glad we got here before rush hour?"
    

    
      "Sounds unsafe. Why don't they work at a restaurant?" You'd never let a line of people form outside your house — you'd call the police long before they formed, but — oh wait — Baccalor doesn't have a police force. How useless.
    

    
      The two stare at you strangely. "What? Why not?"
    

    
      "A restaurant?" Savan echoes. He and Mesa share a confused glance. "Now what would we want that for?"
    

    
      It's like they've never heard of the economy before. "So they can make money?" you say slowly. "And not fill up the whole place like it's a shopping plaza?"
    

    
      "We all have roles and are compensated for them," Savan informs you. "Decidu's is to make Wenpite cuisine for other Baccaloreans." 
    

    
      This is exactly the tyranny you've been talking about the whole time in Baccalor. "So she's forced to pound mochi day after day? How does she 
      live?"
    

    
      "Well, you can always change your role if you don't like it."
    

    
      "Huh." You don't have much to say to that.
    

    
      "Now that I think about it, since Cass is your guardian, you're technically living here," Savan realises. "That means you need a job, too."
    

    
      "What?" You did not sign up to be…some kind of 
      slave
       to Baccalor when you arrived here. Constu 
      guaranteed
       you that you'd stay free and be able to do whatever you wanted as a foreigner, which you would have…if not for that woman. Cass. "Do I get in trouble if I haven't had a job this whole time?"
    

    
      "The workweek starts tomorrow. You'll have to get one in the morning," Savan says. "Mesa and I have school in the morning and work in the afternoon, so we won't be able to guide you through it."
    

    
      "School in the morning? Work in the afternoon?" you say, flabbergasted. "How can you learn when you're busy working?"
    

    
      "Co-operative education has great benefits, according to our goddess," Mafia supplies. "You get work experience and get some field time in the real world while learning at the same time. I think Arid has work in the morning."
    

    
      Savan claps his hands. "Right! Okay, that's good. If we don't manage to find Cass today, you can go with Arid. He'll teach you the ropes."
    

    
      Arid? You don't really want to be with that crazy guy. "Sure," you tell them. With a whole day of searching left in front of you, you're sure to find Cass before you resort to slave labour, right?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      That night, you're wide awake in Savan's room long after you've had your nightly debate, very much concerned over the prospect of slave labour during the next day. He's already asleep, leaving you to stew with your thoughts alone.
    

    
      The Factorial Institute was closed in the afternoon, and Savan had noticed that it wasn't open except during the workweek. That made for an awkward conversation back at the tavern that Arid worked at. At least he was sorry enough to treat you all to a good meal out of it.
    

    
      This whole time in Baccalor has frustratingly felt like a complete waste. You've gotten nowhere at all, and the one time you try to take initiative, you're slammed down by an unfair supernatural deity and forced to follow their laws lest you be thrown out with no food, or even worse, imprisoned. Fighting for your values has been tough over the past two days.
    

    
      Maybe you should…let it in. There's a Constuvian saying, "if you can't beat 'em, join 'em." It would be far less effort to get angry over every little thing, and you've noticed already you don't mind how dumb some of the infrastructure and system set up in the goddess cities are anymore.
    

    
      The walk back around the city really let you see how the people here didn't care, either. Just like every day before, at best, they brush you off when you try to point out the goddesses' hypocrisy, at worst they just about threaten you for a fight. All the while they're going about their usual business, whether that's butchering animals, preparing food, tending to crops, or even building more residences. They all seem to be succeeding at their purpose in life, and there hasn't been one person you talked to that hasn't been content with their position."
    

    
      The Constuvian part of you raises an objection that self-censorship must be present here in order to avoid offending Mafia. Just this once, you shoot that part down and continue thinking about the new people you've met.
    

    
      Savan is comparatively normal. He's a boy, likes and is actually good at cooking for some reason, sort of smart but really dumb when it comes to government and power, and he looks like he could carry you, no problem.
    

    
      Mesa is a bit odder than you would expect. She's an actress, which now that you think about it is probably why she's good at acting like in the library or in poker. She's also…lazy? You're not sure if that's the right term, but she's also harder to deal with than Savan. You'd take his predictability over her chaos any day of the week. Savan must be perceptive, you deduce, if he can see right through her like he did during the games you played last night. Or he simply knows her really well, which is also entirely possible if they're childhood friends.
    

    
      Arid is a conundrum that you don't know how you're going to deal with tomorrow. He's even more unpredictable than Mesa.
    

    
      Of course, not a single one of them can match up to your intellectual prowess, which you utterly trounce them at in every possible metric. Not that you've tested it empirically, but in theory, there's not a chance that a Baccalorean would be smarter than a Constuvian.
    

    
      Not that it matters, you think bitterly. No matter how smart you can be, it won't do anything if no one's willing to listen to you. You can't comprehend why they trust their lying goddess over someone telling the truth. That's how it's supposed to work, isn't it? People who have learned lies — by no fault of their own — are able to identify the truth once they hear it. But they all hate you. Why do they all hate you?
    

    
      Thoughts on people and plans for the 
      future
       — quite the scary word right now — bounce around in your brain until it thinks itself to sleep.
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      Exactly like yesterday, you're stirred from your beauty sleep when the sunbeams fly in through the window and blast right into your face. You were so busy thinking about everything that you'd forgotten the cruelty of mother nature from the day before.
    

    
      You blearily rub your eyes and look over to Savan's bed to once again discover that he is out and about already. "You're up early," he says from the door. "I was just about to wake you up. Come on, get yourself ready and we'll take you over to Delegation to be assigned a task."
    

    
      Right, you forgot how you've been drafted for slavery. As much as you'd like to be doing anything else, even sleeping, you figure that noncompliance is more of a hassle than it's worth to prove a point. Besides, you have an open mind. Maybe this will be interesting and you might find more people to debate with.
    

    
      In ten minutes flat, you and Savan are once again out the door heading in the direction of Mesa's house. "So what will I be doing?" you ask him.
    

    
      He shrugs a casual shrug. "Depends on what Baccalor needs. Delegation has a list of tasks that have to be done and no one yet to do them. You can usually pick and choose things like preparing food for the city, some sort of administration, some sort of manual labour like crop harvesting, some sort of skilled labour like smithing, there are always open posts. Once you pick a task, you keep it for about a week," he explains, then smirks. "Me and Mesa are both students, so we get to go to school for half the day instead of working."
    

    
      Wow, that sounds terrible. Child labour has long been outlawed in Constu. However, you'd much rather not get kicked out before you can demand things from Cass, and being able to pick an easier task doesn't sound too bad. After all, you have your many talents at your disposal.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Today, Savan wakes up the soundly sleeping Mesa by tossing a wet washcloth onto her face. In the mornings, the water's anything but warm. You shudder as it 
      plop
      s flat on her visage, imagining the feeling of cold soggy bread smeared all over your face. She's in for a rude awakening.
    

    
      Surprisingly, Mesa doesn't wake up. She stirs a bit to turn to one side, causing the washcloth to fall off her face, but she continues snoring away without a care in the world. "…How?"
    

    
      Savan sighs. "I hoped it wouldn't come to this." He rolls back his shoulders and cracks his knuckles.
    

    
      "What are you going to do?" Surely he doesn't resort to bodily harm every time Mesa doesn't wake up in the morning — from your sample size of two, it's quite common.
    

    
      "You'll see." You're not reassured, but you're much too intrigued to stop him now.
    

    
      Savan grabs one end of Mesa's blanket and pushes her into it so that there's a layer of blanket both above and below her. He nudges her as if to test the stability of his setup, then pushes her facedown to encase her in another layer of blanket.
    

    
      Mesa barely turns her head throughout all this, somehow unconcerned by the pillow obstructing her breathing. "Today must be one of her less fortunate days," Savan tells you.
    

    
      "Less fortunate?"
    

    
      "Because she's not going to wake up in time to realise what's happening."
    

    
      You let out an 
      ah
       of understanding as he finishes rolling Mesa up in her blankets and pushes her onto the floor back-first.
    

    
      "Still?" he sounds surprised. "Alright, Kuro, you roll her around until she wakes up. I'll go make breakfast. Don't stop until she physically tries to get out of the blankets." Something about that sounds off, but you're not sure exactly what.
    

    
      "Wait —" You try to stop him, but he's out just like that, and now you're alone with a girl who would be more than easy to slip by in the night. Judging by her current status, you have no doubt that Cass could have returned while she was asleep then left in the morning without her having heard a thing.
    

    
      You use a toe to nudge the rolled-up Mesa. The bundle tips but returns to its original position, its occupant peacefully 
      still
       snoring away with a content countenance.
    

    
      You push her a little harder with your hands. This time, the bundle rolls over and now she snores facedown against the hardwood floor. No reaction.
    

    
      Confident that Mesa isn't going to notice anything, you proceed to roll her around her room in circles like the toy cars you used to play with. Halfway through the second lap, she wriggles a little but settles.
    

    
      "Nooo, Savan, not the burrito," she murmurs.
    

    
      You're too deep into it now. There's nothing you can do but continue to roll her around even faster.
    

    
      "Augh, I'm up, I'm up, stop rolling me…" Mission accomplished. At the first sign of meaningful resistance by the burrito's occupant, you instantly let go of the bundle and let it crash into the wall. Oops. "Come on…" Mesa says, more annoyed than mad.
    

    
      You have no other word than "elegant" for the way she skillfully extracts herself from the blanket burrito while preserving its shape. Mesa looks surprised upon seeing you, combing her fingers through her hair to fix the mess from the tumble dryer experience it went through. "Oh, it's you. Did Savan put you up to this?" she asks knowingly.
    

    
      You can only spread your hands in defeat. "Got me there. Blame him if you want to blame someone."
    

    
      "No, no," she waves the matter away, "I need that sometimes. Thanks for getting me up." She yawns, shuffling past you and out the door. "I'll see you at breakfast, then…?" And she's gone just like that.
    

    
      You, on the other hand, head to the kitchen and relay what happened to Savan, who's yet again making inferior waffles. "Are you her dad or something?" you joke.
    

    
      "No," Savan grumbles, sounding more annoyed than you'd expected, "but I might as well be, from the way her actual parents are treating her."
    

    
      "Oh?" This sounds interesting.
    

    
      Unfortunately, you're deprived of gossip or blackmail material as Savan chooses to keep quiet instead of trusting you. He shakes his head. "Nope, I'm not telling you anything else about that. Sorry, but you're basically a complete stranger." Smart man. "A complete stranger who has very dangerous opinions," he adds. Stupid man.
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      It's as you and Savan go back and forth with your regular friendly banter that Mesa pops in. "Waffles again?" She nods a satisfied nod while setting the table. "Ah, we can make Kuro suffer again."
    

    
      You certainly hope she's joking, but just in case… "Well," you say carefully, "I don't actually 
      hate
       waffles, I just like pancakes much better…" Just to be clear. It never hurts to be too clear. Except if you're your mother.
    

    
      But you're not your mother, so it's better to be clear.
    

    
      "Oh, I know that." She looks at you strangely.
    

    
      "Right. So, uh…" You're oddly nervous this morning. A heap of waffles set down alongside a bottle of sweet syrup by Savan rescues you from any awkwardness in the conversation.
    

    
      "Have you thought about delegation yet?" he says, pulling out a chair for himself.
    

    
      "Delegation?"
    

    
      "You know, the whole 'job' thing we were talking about yesterday."
    

    
      Your mind is off its game today. Why are you so frazzled? "Oh, yeah, that. Not really." You're not worried. What could a small town like this have for a child like you to do? In the worst-case scenario, you'll be carrying hay from across a barn or something. Which is not a problem because you are very strong and muscular.
    

    
      Maybe you should be a little bit worried.
    

    
      "Actually," you say, "which are the nice jobs?" It would be unwise to head in without any insider information you can get right here.
    

    
      "Nice jobs…" Savan taps a piece of waffle. "Personally, I like the administrative ones, like managing files on imports and exports, taxes, stuff like that."
    

    
      Blegh. Accounting. You'd rather lift hay before wasting your life away like that indoors, straining your eyes to read text that doesn't even matter to you. You turn to Mesa. "How about you?"
    

    
      "You can't go wrong with labour. No need to think, just lift things up, put things down. Or maybe hit something a few times." 
      Labour
      ? She's the last person you'd expect to be doing labour.
    

    
      Savan snorts. "Yeah, right. Kuro, don't listen to her. Labour sucks. If you can, pick literally anything else." Now that's some advice that makes more sense. You chew on your malformed, overcooked pancake — sorry, 
      waffle
       — and consider what you might have to do.
    

    
      Mesa breaks you out of your thoughts. "What are you good at?"
    

    
      What are you good at? Well, you have many talents, so you'd be a great fit basically anywhere, but you do need to be humble. "Oh, not much, just a little writing here, a little math there."
    

    
      "Yep. Do 
      not
       go into labour. Pick something chill, like accounting. Arid'll help you out when you get there."
    

    
      You barely hold back a groan. You do 
      not
       want to deal with that guy, the traitor. For the short rest of the meal, you stew inside, examining all the different potential ways you can ditch him without Mesa or Savan finding out.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Mesa and Savan drop you off beside Arid at the back of a rapidly moving long line by the town centre. "We'll be heading to school. Arid, he's in your hands now," Mesa says.
    

    
      "Feel free to drop by my or Mesa's residence if you still need a place!" Savan calls, waving. You wave back.
    

    
      "Hm, I'll go first so you can see how people do it," Arid suggests. You wholeheartedly agree. The less interaction you have with that man, the better.
    

    
      "Next!" Delegation must be a speedy process. It doesn't take long before Arid is at the front, speaking before a man sitting out behind a wooden table, pen and paper in hand. "Name?"
    

    
      "Arid."
    

    
      "From Central?"
    

    
      "Hm, that's right."
    

    
      The man scribbles something down. "You're clear. Next!" Arid steps around the table and waits against a building wall behind the man. You step up to the desk. "Name?"
    

    
      "Kuro."
    

    
      "From Central?" You look to Arid, who nods encouragingly. "Yes."
    

    
      To your dismay, instead of letting you join Arid past the checkpoint, the man instead frowns. "New to Baccalor?"
    

    
      If you say no, will he let you go? "Yes?"
    

    
      He scribbles something on his paper, then stands up alarmingly tall. "Come with me, please."
    

    
      What? You look again to Arid, who only shrugs. You don't move. They didn't prepare you for this. "Where am I going?"
    

    
      "Apologies, but you're not cleared to take a delegation yet. You'll have to complete an internal assessment before you can begin. Let's go."
    

    
      "Internal assessment?" Those are some big scary words. Arid waves goodbye and leaves — that slimeball. You knew you couldn't trust him. Left with no other choice, you follow the man off to the side where another group of people are sitting.
    

    
      "It's a routine test, don't worry. Everyone new here takes it. Shale, we've got an assessment candidate." A man in the group looks up from his book. He dons a splendid moustache in a way that makes you feel like you can instantly trust him.
    

    
      "First newcomer of the day!" Jolly, too. "I'll take him off your hands, then. Let me see…Kuro, is it? Welcome to Baccalor!"
    

    
      "Thanks." You sure received a welcome from Baccalor when you first arrived. Shale leads the way down toward the city centre.
    

    
      "Now, don't worry about a thing! The internal assessment is simply an examination where you demonstrate to the goddess how useful you're going to be. It's practically impossible to fail."
    

    
      You almost stop. "Me? Demonstrate to the goddess? Like, in person?" Suddenly the whole thing seems more consequential.
    

    
      "Yes, yes. Like I said, it's basically a formality at this point." He doesn't seem to understand the problem. "You'll be fine, Kuro."
    

    
      The events of your first day flash back through your mind. You're certain that Mafia 
      does not 
      like you at all. "…What if I fail?"
    

    
      "You won't!"
    

    
      "No, really, what if I fail?" you insist.
    

    
      "It's only happened a couple of times in the past decade," Shale says, stroking his moustache, "but if I recall, permanent residents that couldn't work were deported immediately. We can't have freeloaders here, now can we?" He claps your back reassuringly as your shoulders tense up. "But not to worry, my boy! You're young and strong. The last person was deported only a week ago. You have 
      years
       before the next one happens!"
    

    
      You sense that there's a flaw somewhere in his logic but choose not to point it out. He's a kind man with excellent taste. It would be a shame to ruin his mood.
    

    
      This is not good. If you're deported, not only will you have nowhere to go, but you'll …And it's all Cass's fault! 
      She
       was the one who somehow turned your visit here into a "permanent residence" that you have to 
      slave
       away for the goddess. Revolting. No, if you're going to be kicked out of a city you're only visiting, you're going to leave in style.
    

    
      Alas, you're not able to find anyone who looks friendly that might be willing to act as an accomplice as you're escorted into a building facing the statue of the goddess. "Please let the goddess know that there is a permanent resident here to take the internal assessment," Shale says formally to the receptionist.
    

    
      The man manning the desk shakes his head forlornly. "Haven't you heard? We're falling back to backup protocols today. No one can locate the goddess right now."
    

    
      Shale gasps in such a heartfelt way that you can't help but feel is overblown for someone that doesn't deserve it. "The backup protocols!"
    

    
      An amused expression lines the man's face. "Yes, the backup protocols."
    

    
      You have no idea what's going on. "The backup protocols?"
    

    
      "A written test," the man clarifies.
    

    
      "The backup protocols!" Shale proclaims, clutching his hands to his chest, eyes widened. "This is the very first time they've been used — it's been ages since the goddess was unavailable for an internal assessment."
    

    
      "Yep," the receptionist says nonchalantly. "Shale, you can head back. I'll take care of this guy."
    

    
      Shale salutes. "Good luck, Kuro." You find his over-the-top attitude slightly endearing but you're not going to imitate it, so you settle for a goodbye wave as he steps back outside. When you turn back to the receptionist, he's already gone to a desk and chair in the corner, setting down a slightly yellowed piece of paper down along with a pencil.
    

    
      "Take a seat here and fill this out. You have twenty minutes."
    

    
      A written test? No problem. You were the top of your class back at elementary school. You sit down and hurriedly flip it over, eyes quickly scanning the questions.
    

    
      1. A lion eats 10 kilograms of gazelle per minute, but halves its eating speed every 2 minutes. If a single gazelle weighs 15 kilograms, how many gazelles will the lion eat in 20 seconds?
    

    
      Multiple choice. That only makes it easier. There's not a world in which whatever the "regular protocols" are that writing a test would be harder. Especially not a test that tests your knowledge.
    

    
      2. Water is leaking out of a cylindrical barrel at 500 millilitres per second. If the barrel is 1 metre in diameter, how much lower will the water level be after two minutes?
    

    
      This is elementary math.
    

    
      The rest of the questions are no harder in difficulty, and you breeze right through all of them.  Long before the twenty minutes are up, you slam your pencil onto the desk. "I'm done!"
    

    
      The man comes over, holding another sheet of paper. He picks up your sheet and looks back and forth between them, checking your answers.
    

    
      "Pretty good," he sounds neutral, but you can tell that he's hiding his admiration of your intelligence, "that's nearly a perfect score. Congratulations, you're now a Class A resident — you can take any task from Delegation."
    

    
      "Is that it?" You can't quite believe it was that easy.
    

    
      "That's it. Go to the city centre to pick a task. If they still have any more," he adds.
    

    
      You're much too elated to think about anything else as you dash out the door toward the statue of the goddess. You're legal now!
    

    

    
      
    

    
      You're not elated at all once you see the large board at the base of the statue. Looming over you are hundreds of wooden name plates slotted into the board, a task engraved in each of them. Most of the name plates have already been taken. The "Administration" board is completely empty, as well as the "Social Service" board.
    

    
      That only leaves the "Labour" board with only a few plates available, each sounding less appealing than the last: "Clothes-making", "Construction", "Mining", "Threshing", "Berry picking", "Garbage collection"…all unpleasant options. It truly is first-come, first-serve.
    

    
      You look around, seeing if 
      anything
       might happen that would mean you don't have to handle people's garbage. Others continue to stream by you, picking plates off of the labour board.
    

    
      It doesn't look like it. You resign yourself to performing menial labour for the day and pick the easiest-looking one still on the board — berry picking sounds simple enough.
    

    
      Now what? You have your task, but you don't know what to do with it, and that traitor, Arid, has already left to who-knows-where. Following the flow of people seems like a reasonable solution, so that's what you do.
    

    
      You're eventually directed to another checkpoint as people line up once again. This one takes a much longer time before it's your turn. "Next!" Like you saw the person in front of you doing, you hand over your card to the woman checking tasks out. "Berry picking," she says under her breath, scribbling words down. "And your name?"
    

    
      "Kuro."
    

    
      "Kuro… Alright, you're assigned to pick various berries in the Goddess Farm, right over there," she points out away from the city centre to a patch of green. "The lead berry picker will tell you more. Off you go. Next!"
    

    
      Someone behind you unceremoniously bumps into you, and you step off in the direction she pointed, but not before you take one last glance behind you to see if you can recognise anyone — nope.
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      It's easy enough to find the farm — a sign on the wall of a building guides you over to the start of the green patch that you probably would have been able to find on your own. Lines of smaller shrubs and larger plants neatly grow in rows that stretch past several building lengths. There are already a couple of people working in the fields, pushing small carts as they wade through the smaller bushes, bending over to brush at the plants.
    

    
      It looks kind of fun, actually. You might even be able to take some of the yield for yourself — certainly there are people doing that.
    

    
      At the entrance to the farm is yet another receptionist admitting workers in to pick berries. There's no line and you're able to stride right up to the man in charge. "Hello," you say formally. "I'm here to pick berries."
    

    
      "Delegation?"
    

    
      "…Yes." You still only partially understand Baccalor's employment system, but you think you know what the man's talking about.
    

    
      "Right this way, then. Take a bunch of baskets and a handbarrow out into an empty row," he says, pointing out in the fields. "Your quota for today will be…" He pauses to flip through his notebook while sizing you up and down. You subtly lift your heels off the ground a little bit. "Have you done this before? I don't think I've seen you around…"
    

    
      "Nah," you say confidently, "but I can handle anything you throw at me."
    

    
      "Good. Your quota for today, then, will be thirty thousand strawberries by the end of the day. There's a water fountain back here if you need it, and we'll have lunch at noon."
    

    
      Thirty thousand! Some quick mental math tells you that that's just over a second per strawberry. Easy. The old people out there are already brushing through several berries per second, and even you know that strawberries are the easiest to pick. "Gotcha."
    

    
      You head to the array of handbarrows prefilled with a stack of open-top cardboard baskets, pushing out one in front of you into the rut that leads out into the fields. How exciting! You'd never imagined that labour could ever spark something in you, but here you are. You're full of energy as the sun kindly warms you up in the brisk morning air.
    

    
      It doesn't take long until you're in the middle of the field in your own row, handbarrow firmly in a rut that looks like it took years to form. On either side of you are seemingly endless rows of green bushes that stretch as far as you can see, all decorated with red smears of strawberries.
    

    
      You bend down to pluck off a strawberry. It takes more force than you'd expected, but you manage to get it out in one piece without leaking any juice. Into the basket it goes. The next strawberry is half-white — definitely not ripe. You move on.
    

    
      Five strawberries in, you realise that your method is not particularly fast. The person on your right has breezed past you, and the person on your left is about to do the same. Staring at him, you see that he's continuously walking, pushing his handbarrow forward, brushing through whole plants and gracefully snapping their stems off into his basket.
    

    
      Trying to imitate him, you shove a plant aside to peer for strawberries, snatching any that appear in front of your eyes. It mostly works, and only a little bit of juice squeezes out of one of them, the rest going in at a much faster rate than would be if you had been examining each of them individually. The bruised strawberry remains in the palm of your hand, taunting you with its ruby perfection.
    

    
      It'd be bad if a strawberry was leaking juice all over the place, right? It would be better if you disposed of it, so that animals like birds or bugs don't ruin the batch…
    

    
      A glance around tells you that no one is watching. All your fellow pickers are ahead of you, and the manager guy is registering another worker coming in. In your mouth the strawberry goes.
    

    
      It's a good strawberry, too! It's soft but firm and there's no sour half like the ones your mother used to make her pies.
    

    
      You push on, tossing the white tip and stem under a plant.
    

    
      Not even an hour later, judging by the position of the sun, you're forced to stand as your back cries at being locked in such a position for such a long time. A good stretch backwards fixes that right up, and you keep on. You must have a natural talent for this, because even with your break and inexperience, you've covered much more ground than the others, who you've long since passed.
    

    
      Another half-hour and you're more concerned now about the strength of your back. You groan, pushing your hands against your lower back and bending as far backward as you can. The sun's also continued to rise, the previously welcome warmth now a harsh heat that has you sweating buckets. Your handbarrow is also filled with so many baskets of strawberries that you're down to your last couple baskets and it's becoming harder to push…because it's full, not because you're tired or anything. You could go on for days.
    

    
      …But after you completely fill this basket, you should get a refill on baskets and drop off your strawberries, just so you'll be able to continuously work more effectively later. Also, you need a drink.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      One basket refill later, you're merrily pushing your handbarrow through the field back to the place you stopped when a voice breaks the monotonous silence. "Hey, kid!"
    

    
      You keep walking. They must be talking about someone else. Not only are you 
      not
       a child, you're doing very well collecting strawberries and nothing anyone can say is going to change your mind.
    

    
      "Kid standing up with the funky hair!"
    

    
      You whirl around to face the perpetrator of the grave insult, sending your sharpest glare his way. "
      Excuse me?"
       Your hair is immaculately styled, not 
      funky.
    

    
      "Yeah, you!" A man in the ugliest overalls you have ever seen calls out. "I saw that you were really pushing yourself up ahead. Just some advice, you might want to slow down a bit to take care of yourself. Berry picking's a hard job, you know." He grins lopsidedly.
    

    
      What a weird man. He knows 
      nothing
       about you, and until he does, he should avoid making judgment calls about you. "I'll do what I want to do," you tell him.
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      You turn away from him before you can see his reaction, pushing your handbarrow faster to speed right past the slow and incompetent Baccaloreans.
    

    
      "Don't say I didn't warn ya!" he calls from far behind you. You ignore his uneducated advice.
    

    
      When you reach the spot where you can once again see red berries hanging off the bushes stretching far ahead, you bend down to continue brushing berries when —
    

    
      You hiss in pain as you immediately straighten back up again, rubbing the back of your back. Apparently, the break you took to drop off your berries barely did anything at all for your poor back. Crouching sort of works, but waddling forward is barely faster than inching forward across the ground like a worm.
    

    
      And the sun continues to beat down on you, making the whole thing more miserable. What sane person would subject themselves to this for the whole day? You're young and sprightly and in excellent shape, but even you're barely able to bend down at all.
    

    
      For the next ten minutes, you resort to short hops while crouching to save your back, until your calves and thighs are screaming at you too. Compared to the beginning of berry-picking, this is a much more miserable experience than you'd expected.
    

    
      There is nothing left for you. You flop backward behind your handbarrow into its rut, arms and legs splayed as much as you can into the strawberry bushes. It's all over. Your whole body feels sore, the sun 
      continues to mercilessly beat you into the dry ground
      , and the only thing you can do is aimlessly pick strawberries as you stare up into the clear blue sky. There's not a single cloud in sight.
    

    
      You don't know how long it's been when sounds of people picking berries come up from behind you and pass you.
    

    
      "Funky hair guy!"
    

    
      You groan. Not him again. You turn to lie on your side, back turned to the direction of his voice. You've long since ran out of strawberries, and everything feels too sore, too tired to move on to get more.
    

    
      "Funky hair guy!" he says, closer, more urgently.
    

    
      Alright, you've had enough, you whip around to him, yelling angrily, "It's Kuro, you peasant!"
    

    
      There's a pause and you sense that he's stopped getting closer to you. Good.
    

    
      "Yeah, whatever, funky hair kid, do you need water? We're still a couple of hours away from lunch."
    

    
      "Nope."
    

    
      "Look, I think you've burned out. If you can't meet your quota, maybe you should talk to the supervisor and go back to Delegation to get a different task."
    

    
      Instantly you sit up, suddenly extremely interested in the words the man has to say. Your back cries out in protest. It won't do to be overly nice to him, though. Best keep things humble between you guys. "I'm fine, I just do my work better in quick bursts."
    

    
      He raises an eyebrow. "You sure? If you've been pushing yourself this much that you can't even move, I daresay that your back must be in serious trouble. You won't be able to move it like you were for a whole day. I should know."
    

    
      He does look old enough to have been wasting his life away picking berries as the goddess's slave. Certainly he looks the part. "That's because you're old."
    

    
      To your surprise, he laughs — a dry, rough laugh. "Oh, you're a feisty one, aren't you? That's true," he admits — you've won this argument. "It might be a good time for me to retire. Even still, kid, it's best for you if you take this seriously, otherwise you'll be in for a world of pain when you're my age. You're really going to keep going?"
    

    
      You snort. You have no plans to stay as a slave to the goddesses for any longer than you're forced to, but you don't tell him that. "Of course," you start, then realise you might as well take advantage of any intel that the guy has. "But…hypothetically, I'd be able to leave just like that?"
    

    
      He winks as if he knows what you're thinking. "Tell 'im that Monsoon assessed you and said that you should be sent to admin or social."
    

    
      "I'll keep that in mind," you brush him off, getting up to continue on. Your back feels a lot better now that you know you can leave at any time. The old man — Monsoon, his name was? — carries on in front of you.
    

    
      You bend down again to begin —
    

    
      And promptly fall over again as your back 
      really
       complains. It pains you to admit that 
      maybe
       the man was right — it seems like your back will take a little longer to recover.
    

    
      Not to mention that you feel really unmotivated right now. Not only do you not care a single ounce about the goddess, you don't care much either for gorging yourself on even more strawberries. You've had so many by this point that they're almost offensive to you now.
    

    
      You decide to call a tactical retreat to switch occupations. Checking that no one is looking, you turn back with your measly half basket after the refill and drop it off beside the other boxes back at the refill station.
    

    
      "Back already?" the supervisor asks, spotting your fast return.
    

    
      "I injured my back," you say. It's not a lie. "I'd like to return to Delegation and choose a different task."
    

    
      When talking to other people, it's important to never let them think that you're asking them for something, so they can't say no.
    

    
      "You're the newcomer, right?" He checks his clipboard. "Your speed is only about average, and the quality of your berries isn't that great…" You bristle slightly at his insults. "Even so, I don't think I can let you go that easily, we've had a lot of people try to quit on us just because they don't like the job." He spreads his hands in apology. "You should have known what it was like before you picked it."
    

    
      His statement is so unfair on so many levels that you're about to launch into a whole tirade about the injustice of this whole "Delegation", not to mention the goddess that started it, but you bite your tongue to restrain yourself. If you lash out at him now, he'll never give in. You have to keep the peasants happy. "Monsoon assessed me and said I should be put into admin or social," you offer.
    

    
      His face changes completely. "Monsoon? Why didn't you say so earlier?" He drops his clipboard and hurriedly takes the basket of strawberries and handbarrow out of your hands, pressing your wooden name plate back in. "Please, go ahead and switch your task. We'll welcome you back anytime you choose berry picking in the future."
    

    
      Huh. That was easy. "Sure," you tell him indifferently. Never in a million years are you ever going to pick this task ever again.
    

    
      …Actually, you correct yourself, you're never going to be working in Baccalor again, because you'll find Cass and get her to sort out this whole mess.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The square with the Delegation board is completely empty when you arrive. The board itself is also emptier, only containing a few scattered jobs in labour. Interestingly, there are also several options in administration and social, too. There must have been other people who also switched tasks like you. They're unintelligent brutes, by the looks of things. You can't imagine anyone who would want to switch from a comfortable job like that to 
      labour
      .
    

    
      Although there are other jobs in labour that do seem a lot easier — how hard could weaving be? — you're not going to take any more risks with that and instead pick off a nameplate from the social board: food preparation. Food preparation can't be that hard. You're just standing there and cutting things or tossing things in a pan. You've seen people do it hundreds of times.
    

    
      Confident in your choice, you take out a name plate for food preparation and take it to the closest receptionist in the square. "Hi, I'm switching my task."
    

    
      "Old task?" You hand over your cursed berry picking name plate. "New task?" You hand over the food preparation nameplate. "Looks good. Alright, Kuro, you'll be heading to the Wenpite cuisine centre, all the way at the end of Eastern here." She points to a spot on her map which you commit to memory.  "You'll receive more information once you meet your supervisor there."
    

    
      Wenpite food, huh? It sounds a little familiar, but you're too weary from berry picking that your brain isn't really working right now. "Okay," you say without thinking, picking up your new nameplate and sticking to the shade as you mindlessly follow the directions from your mind map.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      It takes much longer to reach the Wenpite food place compared to the berry farm, and you're snapped out of your blank trance when your hands automatically knock on a residence.
    

    
      A residence? You frown, regaining your wits. You seem to recall another place that prepared Wenpite food in a residence —
    

    
      "Kuro?" Decidu's face pops out from the door. Her eyes flick to the wooden slate in your left hand. "Have you been reassigned to food prep?"
    

    
      Right, you'd eaten here with Savan and Mesa the other day. You nod. "Yep."
    

    
      "Oh, great! Here, we're making stir fry for the city today. Come on in, I think I can slot you in a job somewhere…" She leaves the door open as she goes back in, footsteps fading behind her. When she doesn't come back, you take that as an invitation and head in after her.
    

    
      The relative quiet of the day before while you witnessed Decidu and Steppe make mochi is completely gone as a dozen people whip around the rooms, the sound of spatulas on woks and frying foods reminiscent of the environment of restaurants back home in Constu. The table you ate at yesterday is now lined with cutting boards, four people on each side furiously chopping vegetables or slicing meats. As you head into the kitchen, you have to take a step back to avoid being hit by a large bowl filled with savoury vegetable stir fry noodles. "Sorry!" says the person — Steppe, you remember — as she veers to one side to avoid you.
    

    
      Decidu herself is at the sink, washing her hands. You weave through the swarm of people, taking care to avoid accidentally bumping into anyone as you walk over to her.
    

    
      "Decidu, what do I do?"
    

    
      She looks up, startled as if she didn't know you were there. "Oh, Kuro! Right…" She looks around behind you. "Uh, let's see… Have you ever cooked before?"
    

    
      "Nope."
    

    
      "Ah, good, our stoves are full anyway. We could use another person to cut and clean the chicken, can you do that?"
    

    
      "Sure." How hard could it be?
    

    
      "Great. Join the people at the preparation station over there," she points to the island where you saw people cutting things on all sides, "and talk to Ignes. He's the tall guy with blood all over his hands right now." She clearly points to the only tall guy with blood all over his hands. "Keep your nameplate, we don't have any space for it."
    

    
      "Got it. Thanks." You pocket your nameplate and confidently stride over to the immensely tall man. What is the goddess feeding these people? You can't help but feel a little small next to him.
    

    
      "Ignes," you call up to the skies, "Decidu told me to come here and talk to you about cutting and cleaning the chicken."
    

    
      "You're new?" His voice isn't as deep as you'd expect for a man of his size. You puff up a little bigger.
    

    
      "Just a bit. I can do whatever you guys are doing."
    

    
      "Sure," he says indifferently, stepping back. "See how I'm slicing them? You can take over my task." He should stick up for himself more. As Ignes takes another cutting board and right away begins chopping carrots, you slot in beside him and examine the chicken you're now responsible for.
    

    
      Luckily, it's already been stripped of its bones. Otherwise, you would have to talk to someone else and ask them for help or risk mutilating an entire chicken. You can see how Ignes was slicing away at the breast into medium-sized strips that you imagine are perfect for stir-fry.
    

    
      You take the butcher knife — it's on the heavy side, but you'll manage — and place it on the remaining block of chicken, then push the handle down with one hand.
    

    
      The knife doesn't budge.
    

    
      You try pushing it down with two hands — it takes much more effort than it seemed to take Ignes, but the knife cleanly goes through, along with a strip of chicken breast with a very inconsistent length.  It's nowhere near as clean as the cuts you saw Ignes making.
    

    
      Looking over at how Ignes does it doesn't help much either. He's chopping way too fast — the spring onions chop much easier. Even so, it's mesmerising and when he does slow down for some reason, you get a good view of his technique.
    

    
      First, he places his left hand along the plant to stabilise it. Then, he positions the knife perfectly perpendicularly to the table directly on top of the plant, then in one smooth motion uses his wrist to cleanly cut through the spring onion, immediately shifting his hands over to make multiple cuts per second, all the while emanating a satisfying 
      crisp
       from each chop of the knife.
    

    
      You give it a shot. You place your left hand on the chicken, but it's slick and wiggles around under your fingers as you try to get a firm grip. Hopefully it will hold. One hand on the knife applies pressure — you're careful to make sure your fingers aren't the part pressure is being applied to. Lastly, you try the wrist motion that Ignes used to cut the spring onion from top to bottom. The knife flings itself out of your hand, missing your side by inches, and embeds itself into the wooden wall behind you.
    

    
      Everyone working on your island stops moving and they all stare at the knife. The regular ambience of chopping is completely gone. You've also frozen up, staring at the cutting implement stuck halfway inside solid wood.
    

    
      Ignes is the first to move, calmly reaching for the knife and attempting to pull it out. When it doesn't budge, he uses both hands to wiggle it up and down until it cleanly comes out of the wall. "How about you try seasoning, instead?" he suggests quietly, but not unkindly. You nod quickly in agreement. Knives are dangerous and if you had hit someone, you're sure that the already unpleasant attitude Mafia gives you will be ten times worse if she found out.
    

    
      The chattering of other knives gradually resumes as Ignes leads you off to the corner, but interspersed with whispers and mutters you're sure are about you. You try to tune them out of your head.
    

    
      "Here," Ignes says, standing in front of a large metal bowl filled with chicken. "To season the meat, you add soy sauce, cooking wine, salt, sugar, and cornstarch." As he lists out each ingredient, he pours the liquids from glass bottles and spoons out the powders in what appear to be random amounts. "Then you mix it all together with your hands."
    

    
      "How much should I add?" Your choice is still a little shaky after the throwing knife incident, but you command it to steady.
    

    
      Ignes appraises his handiwork as his hands rub and flip the stripped meat in the bowl. "I'd say…for this much chicken, about twenty-five mils of soy sauce and cooking wine, and about a spoon each of the powders. When you're done, put the bowl over here," he places his bowl to the right, and someone appears out of nowhere to pick it up, "and Steppe will take it to the stoves. You'll be regularly getting chicken from the cutters on your left. Make sure that the seasoning is evenly applied to every piece of chicken. Is that clear?"
    

    
      You can only nod. "Yep." Even you can't mess up something so simple.
    

    
      "Good luck." With that, Ignes turns and returns to his cutting station, taking both his spring onion and your chicken onto one board and you're left alone to your devices.
    

    
      "Okay…" you exhale, rubbing your hands together. You take the glass measuring cup out and pour out exactly twenty-five millilitres of soy sauce and cooking wine, pouring it all into the chicken. The liquids sink to the bottom and the sharp smell of alcohol stains your hands. You wrinkle your nose. Then, you add exactly one spoon each of salt, sugar, and cornstarch all in one big pile. For a moment afterward, you hesitate, then plunge your hands into the chicken and toss it around the bowl.
    

    
      The salt and sugar dissolve easily with the liquids, especially as you move them around. However, the cornstarch sticks onto everything and is especially hard to remove, leaving a lot on the sides of the metal bowl and all over your fingers. "Ugh…"
    

    
      Aside from that, though, you're pleased with the result as only a little bit of sauce isn't applied on the chicken and there are no obvious patches of pure salt or anything. At least you can mix things without potentially posing a hazard to society.
    

    
      You set the seasoned bowl of chicken to your right as instructed, and sure enough, Steppe swoops in to take it away right away.
    

    
      As you marvel at her speed, a 
      clunk
       to your left catches your attention, and you gape at the three new bowls of chicken set down. You'll have to be much faster if you want to keep up. You wash your hands, roll up your sleeves, and crack your neck. That was just a practice round. Here you go!
    

    
      In no time at all, you're flying through bowls of chicken. You don't need the measuring cup anymore, able to pour out roughly the required amount of soy sauce and cooking wine by eye, and you throw in a spoon of the three powders all at once. Your hands move at lightning speed and bowl after bowl after bowl is sent right on to Steppe who can somehow keep up with your raw power.
    

    
      As you're 
      waiting
       again for your next bowl, you notice that the others have stopped chopping. "We're done!" Decidu turns around. "Good work, everyone! We'll serve lunch for you guys in five before you all return to Delegation for afternoon tasks!"
    

    
      A quiet cheer erupts from your group. You're smiling, too. This was a job you put effort into, and you're 
      rewarded
      . "Woo!"
    

    
      The brief celebration dies down, and soon after everyone is cleaning up in preparation for what appears to be a group lunch. Free food! You'll definitely take part — one less expense for your small coin purse.
    

    
      Looking out at the group of people seated as you finish rinsing your metal bowls, there's only one spot open that would fit you, and it's all the way opposite Ignes. You have no choice, then.
    

    
      It must have been five minutes already since you all finished preparing food because as you take your seat, Decidu and Steppe hand out plates of savoury stir-fry chicken noodles with the scent of herbs and spices you don't recognise. Must be a Wenpite specialty. Regardless, they're all very tasty and you're quite proud of your seasoned chicken — they're actually very good.
    

    
      "Hey," says the woman beside you, "about the knife thing that happened earlier…" You size her up and down. She doesn't look very smart. You guess she gossips a lot, giggles a lot with her friends, is responsible for cleaning the house, and certainly is not particularly skilled in any trade. "Was that your first time handling a knife, or what?" Right on cue, she giggles and turns to her friend.
    

    
      "Right?" her friend says in a delighted tone, laughing along. Ugh. Females.
    

    
      "If you were paying attention," you say slowly like you would to Tundra back in Constu, "my hand simply slipped. To avoid further risk, I removed myself from it to take a job that more closely filled my skillset."
    

    
      If anything, they only giggle harder. "Oh, you're funny! What's your name?" They look ten years older than you and still they lack even basic common sense or social awareness. Truly hopeless.
    

    
      "I am Kuro," you tell them.
    

    
      The woman closer to you firmly pats you on the head. "Omigosh Kuro you're 
      so
       cute! Has anyone ever told you that?" You glare at her, but for some reason her smile only widens. "Look! Monta, do you see this?"
    

    
      "I 
      know
      , right?"
    

    
      You've had enough. "I am 
      not
       a child," you seethe, "so 
      please 
      get your 
      filthy
       hands off me!" To your satisfaction, this seems to have an effect on her. She reels back, caught by her friend, who narrows her eyes at you.
    

    
      "Well, that's not very nice."
    

    
      "Neither is it nice for you to pat my head! What am I, a young girl?"
    

    
      "Someone woke up on the wrong side of their pillow today," Monta murmurs to the woman sitting beside you. "Maybe you should work it off in a farm somewhere," she says knowingly.
    

    
      You only huff in response, your celebratory mood from earlier completely gone. It's not worth dealing with them, so you only fume silently while eating your noodles. It's nice that you're a fast eater when you want to be — you're out of the residence in only a few minutes and on the way back to Delegation.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Your latest task doesn't seem to be the only one that ends at lunch as you see about a hundred other people also back at the Delegation board. There are more options this time, courtesy of you being faster than everyone else. Your eyes move right past the labour board and back into social, where despite the idiots working at food preparation, you otherwise didn't hate.
    

    
      Garbage collector, nope.
    

    
      Shrine manager, not a chance.
    

    
      Smithing, you're not very qualified.
    

    
      Crop maintenance…what does that have anything to do with anything social? Are you going to be able to boss around people or something?
    

    
      …That doesn't sound bad at all, actually. In fact, after the disrespect those women showed you at Decidu's residence, you're more than ready to have real authority over other people. Not to mention how that Monta woman told you to go work on a farm — you'll show her!
    

    
      Crop maintenance it is, then. You take the wooden slate over to the receptionist who speeds right through the process of slate exchange. "You'll be heading to Goddess Farms, down the path to Western right over there."
    

    
      "I know where that is," you proudly inform her. You'll be going back there, huh? The perfect place to exact your revenge. You stride off to the field, confidently optimistic about the pure butt you're going to kick if 
      anyone
       dares to even try to order you around. The sky filled with clouds reflects this sentiment, as if warning the farm that a storm is coming — you.
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      One step into Goddess Farms and you're greeted again by the strawberry supervisor. You saunter up to him, taking care to flash your nameplate at him. "So, supervisor, what will I be doing?"
    

    
      You expect to hear "bossing people around", or "sitting behind a desk". What you definitely don't expect is what actually comes out of his mouth.
    

    
      "Ah, another crop maintenance worker, eh? You'll be working in the southeast sector of the farm to do weeding."
    

    
      You stare at him incredulously until it occurs to you he's joking. His deadpan humour is spot-on. "Ha! Okay, now really, what will I be doing?"
    

    
      The supervisor frowns. In that split-second window, you feel your stomach plummet. "Exactly what I just said."
    

    
      "B-but," you stammer, "this tag was in social!"
    

    
      "That's odd," he says nonchalantly, as if he doesn't care one mite about your plight, "Crop maintenance is definitely a labour task. Delegation must have accidentally dropped it in social." He shrugs. "It happens sometimes."
    

    
      You turn to look back at the city square. If you hurry, you might be able to snag another social — "And don't even think about trying to switch out your task again," says the supervisor — now 
      your
       supervisor, noticing the target of your attention. "You can't switch a task more than once per day. Don't worry, weeding is much easier than berry picking, not to mention it's overcast right now — you won't fall over from dehydration or anything."
    

    
      "But —"
    

    
      "No buts, now. You've picked your tag. Should have paid more attention or asked what it meant if you wouldn't be okay with labour. Your task is very simple. Use the weeder to uproot any plants that aren't the ones growing food and toss them aside. Make sure you don't let them grow back." With that, the inconsiderate supervisor cuts off any avenue of escape, steering you to the pile of equipment where the berry baskets and handbarrows from the morning used to be.
    

    
      You grumble the whole way, cursing incompetent workers trained by even more clueless goddesses under your breath. If you were in Constu, none of this would have happened as everyone follows protocol in your home city. There are strict rules to be followed.
    

    
      The southeastern sector. Judging by the direction your supervisor pointed you to and the afternoon sun in the sky, it's the corner closer to the city and entrance you're coming from. At least you don't have to walk halfway across the city like in the morning.
    

    
      You walk past various fruits and vegetables on your journey, ignoring anyone who tries to make eye contact with you along the way, until you finally enter what appears to you to be the part of the farm that grows tomatoes. Large bulbs — some green, some red, some in the process of turning red — hang off stems and vines close to the ground. You sigh, dirtying your pants on the soil as you sit down to poke at a particularly angry-looking cluster of weeds.
    

    
      After five minutes, you're already bored and are half thinking about the multitude of possible things that are much more interesting than stabbing plants over and over again that you could be doing.
    

    
      "An endless and ultimately futile task, isn't it?"
    

    
      You spin around — as much as you can while sitting — and come face-to-leg to Cass. She looks down on you as if examining an ant.
    

    
      "You!" A million thoughts are running through your mind. "When — How — Why —" You clear your throat. "Where were you?" You regain your wits. "Why were you hiding from us?"
    

    
      "Me? Hiding?" Cass sounds puzzled as she lowers herself to your height, taking out her own weeding spade and stabbing it into the ground opposite you. "What do you mean?"
    

    
      "I —" You've been working your butt off for 
      hours
       and wasting 
      days
       of your life away because of this woman. "Mesa said that you always stayed at her place in Baccalor. Why didn't you do that two nights ago?"
    

    
      She pauses as if to buy time to think of a lie to attempt to trick you. "I did," she says slowly. "I returned a little later than I might have normally because I was in the process of completing an errand later than usual and because I considered that Mesa and Savan might want to spend time with you without any interference from parental units." She speaks so oddly formally, you notice. An archaic education, courtesy of Baccalor. Not like you'd expect much else from the goddesses. They probably speak like that themselves.
    

    
      You roll your eyes. Who does she take you for? "Yeah, right. If you cared so much, you wouldn't have made them work for me. Now spill it, what was the 
      real
       reason you weren't there?"
    

    
      "I was. I returned to their residence after Mesa had fallen asleep. In the morning, I left before she woke up. If you didn't know, that girl doesn't wake very easily. If she's told you she didn't see me when I returned, she was likely in bed," she calmly insists. "If you refuse to believe me, so be it."
    

    
      You have first-hand experience of the things it takes to wake Mesa up, so you can't help but grudgingly concede that point. Time for another angle, then. "In that case, why were you hiding from us when we were trying to find you yesterday? The librarian at Central told us she saw you, and Arid overheard in the tavern he's working in that you were over in Eastern." The evidence is mounting against her. You'll be impressed if she can counter this.
    

    
      "…How did you know that? Shelby didn't see me that morning, and I was only in Eastern for a moment on private business." Her acting skills rival Mesa's. Her puzzled expression looks almost real.
    

    
      "Whatever." You're getting off-topic. You can figure out how she did what she did later. "That's not important. You're going to come with me and we'll have a nice long chat at Mesa's about that after this, got it?"
    

    
      "I have no issue with that."
    

    
      "Great." You stubbornly turn away from her to furiously weed to one-up her.
    

    
      An hour passes of you working in silence and Cass somehow matches your pace the whole time. You give up your peace and let everything out on her. "Now, 
      I
       have some more questions for you. What the hell was that with Mafia two days ago? Why did you do that?" It feels so good to get the burning question following you for days finally out of your mouth.
    

    
      "Oh, that?" She sounds almost bored, like it wasn't an important event at all. "That was a simple intervention. You were likely to be beaten half to death. Mafia is quite violent compared to the other goddesses, you know."
    

    
      "What do you mean, 'simple'?" You can't believe this woman. "You stood up to Mafia and made 
      me
       a slave here! I can't even leave the place without being banned from everywhere!"
    

    
      "I would hardly call the goddess cities' infrastructure for new permanent residents 'slavery'."
    

    
      "I almost fainted while picking berries!"
    

    
      "Why'd you choose berry picking?" She makes it sound as if you're stupid. "It's just like this one. I wouldn't have expected someone like you to select this task."
    

    
      A heat rises up in your chest. "Someone like me? 
      Someone like me?
       What's that supposed to mean, huh? You think that because I'm younger than you, I'm less capable than you? Well, guess what? I'm a 
      man!
       I'm already better and stronger than you'll ever be! This is an 
      honourable
       task — it takes people like me to do it 
      right
      ."
    

    
      You take some time to breathe in deeply after your small outburst. She had it coming, insulting you like that. Not to mention how she didn't even change her tone at all, it's like she doesn't care about you whatsoever.
    

    
      "This is an 'honourable' task, you said?"
    

    
      Obviously not, but you said that in the spur of the moment. No backing down now. "Of course! It takes effort to remove these, and this is vital so that crops can grow."
    

    
      "Effort…" Cass murmurs. "I see. However, one needs to perform this task week after week as they come back over time."
    

    
      "So what?"
    

    
      "No matter how many you pull out, more will always rise up from the earth."
    

    
      "So? Just pull it again!"
    

    
      "It is a constant battle — no matter what one does, the weeds 
      will
       in the future encroach over this land. There is no winning this war that you must spend endless resources to fight back over and over again."
    

    
      Clearly she hasn't heard of modern technology. "You can use herbicides," you say dryly. "Those are great. I don't know why we aren't using them right now."
    

    
      Cass stops weeding and turns to look at you straight in your eyes. "And risk contaminating one's crops?"
    

    
      You wave the concern off. "It's worth it if you can spend the extra time doing something else."
    

    
      "Killing off the 'good' to make sure one gets all of the 'bad'…" Cass muses. "Would you approach people this way?"
    

    
      "What do you mean?" You have no idea where she's going with this.
    

    
      "There will always be those that society views as 'evil'. In order to prevent them from doing more 'evil' things, would you need to arrest those that are 'innocent'?"
    

    
      "Duh. That's just the way things are."
    

    
      "I see. Now, child, 
      I
       have one question for you." Cass looks at you sharply. "Is it truly worth uprooting new life, with the change that it brings, just to protect one's crops? No matter what you do, you will eventually lose. And you will never be able to plant here again."
    

    
      Such an ominous tone for something so simple. It takes a moment for you to decipher her words. "You mean the weeds? Of course!" You fling out a bundle of dirt and weed, patting yourself to observe your handiwork. "Look at all this!" Spreading your arms wide, you gesture out at the field around you, not a weed on the ground in sight for metres around. "We actually got a lot done!"
    

    
      Cass joins you on her feet, and for the millionth time it irks you just how tall Baccaloreans are. "They will only grow back."
    

    
      "Then someone will just pull them out again," you shrug. "I don't get what you're trying to say. Now the plants are going to be able to grow in peace without having their nutrients sucked up by those pesky weeds." You didn't expect this earlier, but you're actually quite proud of your work. The sun's nearly down the horizon — in your competition with Cass, you didn't realise that the time was going by so fast.
    

    
      "Very interesting." She sounds…oddly amused?
    

    
      "Why do you — oof!" As you're about to ask why she's so weird, something from behind pushes you down to the ground. Breaking your fall with your hands, you look back to see a familiar pair of overalls on a familiar old face stumbling backward. "Monsoon?"
    

    
      "Strawberry boy?" He looks delighted to see you for someone who knocked you over somehow. "Glad you made it out alive!"
    

    
      Cass wears an inquiring expression, looking between the two of you. "Strawberry boy, you called him?"
    

    
      "Oh, yea!" Monsoon chuckles. "I saw this boy struggling along in the mornin', barely able to pick up his handbarrow while picking strawberries. He was gonna pass out in an hour by the time I sent him back to Delegation. Not only was he skinny to the bone," he squeezes your forearm tightly, "he was darn tooting all about his skills and how he would beat us all! You could see it in his little face," he tries to squeeze your cheeks with his long, wrinkled fingers, but you swat him away, less than pleased with the direction this conversation is going. You thought Monsoon was a nice guy, but first impressions can be deceiving.
    

    
       "Watch where you're going," you warn.
    

    
      "Bless the goddess that I didn't run into ya with these, eh?" he laughs sheepishly, holding up a deadly looking shovel that could have easily pierced your shoulder. "Speakin' of which, I was gonna say I remembered you! You were the brat who stood up to the goddess the other day!" The tone of his voice suddenly lowers, and he leans in closer. "You 
      dared
       to talk to our goddess that way? You should have been 
      killed.
       I should have left you dead in these fields.
      "
    

    
      "Wha —" Your eyes widen as you confirm that one hundred percent that this man was not and will never be your friend. "Wait, no! I'd say that to 
      any
       goddess — Mafia, Kemia, Fisia, Angia, Tokia — I'd never single out purely Mafia for the things they've done."
    

    
      For some reason, Monsoon only gets angrier. Cass quirks her head between you two, stepping back to give you space. She won't be any help, it seems. "The goddesses," Monsoon says, "are the lifeblood of society. They're the only reason why you and I are here today."
    

    
      "Wrong!" you retort, "Constu's been around for hundreds of years and they've discovered things you would never be able to find here in Baccalor or any of the goddess cities. They have 
      freedom
      ."
    

    
      "Your freedom is a sham," Monsoon sneers, "from your so-called leaders. They're not 
      real
       leaders. They just want to stroke their pride and have control problems. They'd quit on you in a heartbeat. If you want to know, the goddesses have 
      never
       betrayed their people."
    

    
      "That's just what they want you to think," you scoff. With Savan, you had the feeling that the two of you were just bantering at times, not taking the argument particularly seriously. Monsoon, on the other hand, believes in goddess propaganda so deeply that you're not sure he wouldn't resort to violence if Cass wasn't here. "How do 
      you
       know what they say is really the truth? Obviously they'd paint themselves in a better light in the history textbooks. In a democracy, once you've been voted out, you don't have any power anymore, so there's no chance you can affect the records, not to mention that —"
    

    
      "It's all junk! Your people are complete and utter trash! Your records are fake, your achievements are actually from the goddesses, you guys just stole it from them — and you're too blind to see it!" He laughs without humour. "Wake up, kid. Open your eyes. There's a reason why everyone else knows how great the goddesses are."
    

    
      You've never wanted to punch someone so much before — except maybe Tundra, but she's a girl. "The fuck are you on about? 
      You're
       the one who needs to grow up," you raise your voice with contempt, making yourself as large as possible. "
      Your
       job is picking useless berries, and for what? I bet you in Constu we have tools that do it for us," you say smugly. "Why waste manpower when you can use that on brainpower instead? So that instead of having people rot away crushing their backs here like you, 
      we
      're designing new innovations even through your sabotage."
    

    
      "You will not be able to change his mind," Cass butts in.
    

    
      "You're not involved in this!" you spin, yelling at her.
    

    
      "You're not involved in this!" Monsoon spins, yelling at her. Cass looks bemused as you two share an angry glance.
    

    
      "Eh," you rise up on your tippy toes, folding your arms. "Someone narrow-minded like you would never understand anyway. I'm done with this."
    

    
      "Right back at you. Whatever you say, kid." Monsoon waves and starts walking again. "Just remember that you'll never amount to anything if you keep on like that."
    

    
      "Wha — 
      you're
       the one who hasn't amounted to anything in your life, at your age! Get back here! Hey! Stop!" It's no use. The man doesn't even look back as he strides off back to the entrance to the farm. You stomp a foot at the ground angrily, then turn your ire to Cass. "Ugh! What's wrong with him?"
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      "Perhaps he is stuck in his beliefs. The man spent his whole life worshipping Mafia," she says. She stares at you. "You were not incorrect. But neither was he. You would do well to properly talk to him."
    

    
      You're a little uncomfortable under her sharp gaze. Unlike Monsoon, where you could tell exactly how mad you were making him — it felt really good to know you were having an effect on him — Cass is always neutral and impossible to read. "Why tell this to me, huh? What about him, that — that old bat!"
    

    
      "You are young and impressionable. You still have a long life ahead of you. It is not too late for you yet."
    

    
      "What do you mean, not too late?" you ask angrily. Being around incompetent people is draining your will to live, you swear.
    

    
      "It is good to be open to both sides of an argument. Sending the same point over and over again without acknowledging the other person will not get you anywhere. You two are quite alike, I find."
    

    
      Being compared to that buffoon with a brain — on similar terms, no less — is very much an insult to your intelligence. "What? That guy was an idiot! He just kept on going on and on about how great Mafia was, attacking me instead of saying anything!"
    

    
      "And you?" Cass prompts. She starts walking away to the entrance of the farm. You follow.
    

    
      "
    

    
      Cass shakes her head as if she's disappointed in you. "You are not looking at the matter from his perspective. You must understand that he has been raised in a society much like yours — you both glorify something you do not fully understand, and you have been raised to believe that anything that is different from it is wrong and evil. The target of your glorification is the only true difference between you two."
    

    
      "Glorification? I don't 
      glorify
       Constu," you tell her, "I'm simply stating the facts. 
      His
       facts are wrong! He doesn't know anything, he's been brainwashed by goddess propaganda. You can tell, right?" Obviously, she must be on your side if she saved you back from the clutches of Mafia that day. You wonder if she's also from Constu.
    

    
      A sigh. Cass slows down so that you're not half-jogging to keep up with her. "You are still not looking at the issue from his perspective. Consider that —"
    

    
      "His perspective is wrong!"
    

    
      "Please do not interrupt me. Thank you." The finality of her statement makes you swallow the words in your mouth. "Now, as I was saying, consider that you both fundamentally do not comprehend the other's argument because it has been instilled in both of you that any opinion that disagrees with the version of the facts you know is completely wrong, and that those facts are ironclad."
    

    
      "Instilled in him, maybe, but not me!"
    

    
      "What makes you so sure of that?" she presses.
    

    
      "Er," you falter for a moment, "it's — it's just right. 
    

    
      28 Nov 2021
    

    
      "And how do you know that? Who told you that?" 
    

    
      "…It was…my family. My friends. Are you telling me they're all wrong too?" you challenge. You almost doubt yourself there until you remember the others you trust.
    

    
      "Well, are they in the same bubble as you? If they have not ever visited any of the goddess cities, if they have not tried to understand the people here — I would say that it is a possibility to consider. After all, one holds the opinions of those one trusts to be higher than those from others, even if it is wrong."
    

    
      "Whether that's true or not has nothing to do with how wrong Monsoon is!" She's acting if her argument supports him when really it just sinks him into a deeper hole. "If anything, 
      he's
       the one who's trusting the goddess too hard! Who knows what else he and everyone else in the goddess cities have deluded themselves of!"
    

    
      "You are evading the other person involved in your argument: yourself. Why is it 
      his
       opinion that must be wrong? What makes your opinion any different from his? Why is 
      your
       claim the absolute truth? Are 
      you
       the one being deluded by Constu?" Cass shakes her head.
    

    
      You had never considered the possibility that everything you knew was potentially a lie. It seems so fundamentally 
      wrong
       that your mind has a little bit of trouble wrapping around it. "I…" You pause.
    

    
      "Constu is well-known for spreading propaganda amongst its citizens. In order to make a critical judgement, you must be able to weigh opposing perspectives as well, and you must be able to look past what they say. What are the origins of the message? What is its purpose? Is the content framed in a way to deceive? What are the limitations of the message? All of these questions are ones one needs to ask particularly when evaluating information you're given."
    

    
      Nothing she says is false, you know that in your heart. But to accept it so readily after so many years… "I…don't understand."
    

    
      "Consider the following. You have been told that Constu was a struggle for freedom from the goddesses' tyranny, yes?"
    

    
      This is the most basic concept you're all taught in school back at home. "Of course." How could she possibly frame this…?
    

    
      "Now, it was the Constuvian government themselves through their schools that told you this. Do you see a potential bias that might be present?"
    

    
      "Er, in theory," you say, going along with her for now.
    

    
      "And this information was ingrained in you at a very young age. If I recall, Constuvian nationalism is taught in the first year of school."
    

    
      You're a little skittish now. She's building up to something, but you don't know what — or you don't want to know what? No, your ultimate goal is to learn and disseminate truth. That's why you're here in Baccalor. "What's your point?"
    

    
      "What would be the purpose of telling you that information?" Cass says idly. "Could it be to make sure that since Constuvians have known this for basically their whole lives, they will have aversions to other opinions? First impressions are a vital part of human nature — one's instinct lets us make quick decisions in time of need. But when it is abused, and at such a young age, when children are so easily molded into a particular form, you can see how people can grow up like that without even thinking twice about it."
    

    
      "It's not just first grade," you spot a hole in her argument, mind quickly scrambling up for a counter, "they tell us this all the time even in secondary school!" Right after your mouth closes do you realise what you just said.
    

    
      Cass nods approvingly. "And thus it is reinforced day after day, year after year. Lastly, the content of the information. If I recall, Constu places a heavy emphasis on the decision of the Founding Council and their courageous decision to break the status quo and create a new, goddess-less city, as well as their actions in the years afterward."
    

    
      For a person from the goddess cities, she knows a surprising amount about Constu. "That sounds right."
    

    
      "And what about before that?"
    

    
      "Uh…" Racking your brain for the history of the Founding Council prior they became the Founding Council yields few results in your head. "They…were ordinary people working under the tyranny of the goddess?" You're more unsure about this part, and to your dismay, it shows in your tone.
    

    
      "Were they? Is that the image they wanted to send? That they were good, hardworking people, until one day they righteously announced that they would leave?" When she puts it that way, it does sound a little silly. "The history of the founding of the city of Constu as taught by Constuvians is one that focuses only on a very narrow part of it. If one broadens one's scope, one would be able to see the continuity and events that led up to it.
    

    
      "In actuality," Cass continues, "what would you say if I told you that prior to their expulsion, they were men who figuratively spat on Delegation every day, refused to do any of the tasks they chose, always ordered people around as supervisors,  and were drunk every weekend?"
    

    
      I'd say you're a liar and that the Founders would never do such a thing,
       your mind immediately jumps to, but you examine her statement again carefully. Technically, there is nothing there that directly contradicts anything you know. In fact, now that she mentions it, the gap between the Constuvian Insurrection of Baccalor and the Founding of the Republic of Constu is indeed suspiciously empty in your mind, not to mention anything before — but Constu didn't exist before then so there was no reason for them to teach you anything about it back home, you reason. "I would be…willing," you choke the word out, "to hear more from your perspective."
    

    
      For some reason, Cass's countenance becomes quite smug in your eyes after you say that. "Very good. You catch on quickly. So this would imply that the perspective of the goddess cities has merit to it regarding Constu. Now, let us discuss the goddesses themselves. You have been told that they are nothing but a leech on society, and that there is no reason for them to exist."
    

    
      "Well, maybe not 'no reason for them to exist', but I guess?"
    

    
      "What I believe Constu has not taught you is that the goddesses are responsible for the bountiful harvests of natural resources every year. Their abilities keep the soil fertile and mines rich in precious minerals. It is why Constu, even with twice the land dedicated to agriculture compared to every goddess city combined, cannot match even Wenping's food output, let alone all of the goddess cities."
    

    
      Oh, you know exactly what to counter this with. "What about the Baccalorean Famine of 1243? If the goddesses are so powerful, why did they let thousands starve to death?"
    

    
      Cass sighs. "That was quite unfortunate. As you might recall, Constu also suffered a large loss in food production that year. It was attributed to an earthquake. Noting the proximity of Constu to Baccalor… Mafia is able to encourage crops to grow, but she is not all-powerful. She cannot restore crops ready to be harvested as they are crushed by a landslide of dirt and rocks. Baccalor was fortunate that she was willing to give up her reserve."
    

    
      This…actually makes sense. You were never told back in Constu the extent of the goddesses' abilities, but Cass's explanation agrees with every source that isn't full of ranting against the goddesses you've ever read. She must be quite the historian to know all of those details. You might be able to test her a bit… "And what about Malum?" you ask carefully.
    

    
      "Malum? The rumoured destroyed first goddess city ruled by the unknown seventh goddess…" She pauses. "Whether that is true or not I might only be able to discuss another day. It appears that your friends are waiting for you. Remember to keep an open mind and to consider the nuances of every generalisation you're told."
    

    
      "Kuro!" At the entrance to the farm, blocked by the strawberry supervisor man, is much to your surprise, 
      Arid
       of all people. He waves at you energetically.
    

    
      "Arid? What are you doing here?" Memories from the morning when he ditched you after you took your internal assessment flash back in your mind.
    

    
      "Thank the goddess you're not dead! Mesa was going to 
      murder
       me if I lost you, you know that? We forgot that newcomers had to take a test, and I was going to wait by Delegation for you, but they didn't let me stay without choosing a task, so I went and picked one in admin like we agreed, thinking that I'd run into you at some point in the main admin building, but I never saw you! So at lunch, I asked Delegation where you were, and they said that you were doing food prep at that Wenpite place but that they couldn't need any more people there, so I went back to admin, really hoping this time that you'd go there eventually, but you never did so at the end of the day, I left as soon as I could and Delegation told me that you were doing 
      crop maintenance?
       over here and so here I am but this guy won't let me in!" Arid gasps for breath at the end of his long-winded explanation.
    

    
      "Only workers with tasks here are permitted," the strawberry man explains. "You two can catch up with your friend once you've returned to Delegation."
    

    
      "Damn it, Kuro," Arid says once you're out the door, "you had me running a lot there, hm — goddess above, is that 
      Cass?"
       His eyes widen.
    

    
      You've forgotten all about the woman in your surprise at Arid's story. A quick glance back tells you that she's right behind you, following you. "You're still here?"
    

    
      "I believe you had asked me to stay with you until you regrouped with Mesa and Savan."
    

    
      "I did? Oh yeah, I did!" There were so many words after you confronted her that you forgot about that little detail. "Right," you turn to Arid brightly, "funny story, it turns out she wasn't hiding from us after all!"
    

    
      "She wasn't?" Arid starts walking, gesturing for you and Cass to follow.
    

    
      "Yeah!" You mindlessly follow as you retell the long conversation you had with her during weeding. "So apparently, she got back to Mesa's place after she fell asleep, right —" Arid lets out an 
      ah
       in realisation.
    

    
      "And Mesa was asleep well after she left, hm," he finishes. He sighs. "Classic Mesa."
    

    
      "I know, right? Savan made me wake her up this morning, and it was like trying to wake a rock!"
    

    
      "Hm, I know the feeling. It was actually much better when we were younger; now she doesn't stir even if you jump on her."
    

    
      "Wow, really?"
    

    
      You and Arid continue to talk about miscellaneous topics all the way until he guides you back to Mesa's residence, whereupon he smartly raps the door.
    

    
      "You don't need to knock, Arid!" Savan's voice calls as footsteps come closer to the door, which opens to a smiling Savan. "How was Kuro's —" His expression suddenly changes to one of shock. "You guys found 
      Cass
      ?"
    

    
      "I was not aware I was so wanted," Cass comments. She steps past you and a stunned Savan into the residence.
    

    
      "Oh, it's kind of a long story," you sigh, "we'll explain it inside."
    

    
      The inside of the residence is as comfortable as you've come to expect — it's nearly exactly like everyone else's, after all. Cass and Mesa are both sitting in the only two wooden rocking chairs in the living room, discussing something seriously while rocking back and forth. There are no parents or any adults around to be seen. The fireplace flickers merrily and there is a general aura of the place not having been dusted for a while. You sit in a non-rocking chair beside a desk while Savan and Arid bounce onto the couch.
    

    
      As all of you take your seats, Mesa wraps up whatever she's talking to Cass about as she nods and faces you guys. "Alright. So my aunt just caught me up on what's going on." She shakes her head. "Sorry for not noticing and making you all run over the place like this."
    

    
      "Heh, we should have seen this coming a mile away."
    

    
      "Not a problem, hm."
    

    
      "You better be!" Everyone stares at you. "What?" you protest. "Because of her, I was forced to drag myself in the burning midday sun picking strawberries, I accidentally almost killed someone with a butcher's knife, and some guy almost stabbed me and apparently everything I knew was wrong!" You're suddenly angry again. Yeah, the only reason you had to go through the whole mess was because 
      Cass
       thought that you would be happier with two strangers you'd never seen before rather than doing literally anything else you'd rather be doing, which was directly a result of Mesa sleeping in and not catching her, which was directly a result of Savan stopping you from having a proper talk with that woman, which was directly a result when she did…she did 
      whatever
       that made Mafia let you go, which was directly a result of you…standing up like a fool assuming people would change their minds instantly after years of living with their perspective. "…Actually, never mind."
    

    
      Savan leans forward, clasping his hands. "Oh? Please, do tell."
    

    
      Mesa mirrors his action, though the effect is a bit lost from a rocking chair as it comically leans over. "I agree. I'm particularly interested in the near-murder with the butcher knife."
    

    
      "It was stupid," you grumble, but you spend the next several minutes relaying to the group your day, from the internal assessment, to berry picking — you leave out the part about Arid ditching you, which he shares a grateful look with you — to Monsoon giving you a free pass out to switch to food preparation, to being very much inexperienced with a knife, to picking up crop maintenance from the social board, to bumping into Cass while weeding, to Monsoon engaging you in probably the most heated argument you've had in Baccalor so far, to realising that the goddesses aren't actually bad and Constu is the one actually spreading propaganda. This elicits the most response out of anything thus far.
    

    
      Arid claps his hands. "Glad you finally saw it our way, hm. The goddess cities are truly superior to whatever our 
      homeland
       was doing. Not to mention the goddesses themselves."
    

    
      Cass and Mesa share a knowing glance.
    

    
      Savan claps his hands on your back. "I always knew you'd come around. Truth be told, you were really annoying back then." He grins as Mesa nods slowly, awkwardly in agreement. "It took everything for me to not strangle you on the first day, and I'm sure Mesa hid her side of it well, too. Those were some fun debates though, even if they never got anywhere. Looks like we'll have to find something else to feud over. Waffles and pancakes?"
    

    
      The joyous reception isn't a surprise to you but you're relieved nonetheless, it only reinforcing the feeling that you made the right decision. "Aw, thanks," you say, more confident than ever. "It's so nice to know that I'm finally on the right side, too. As long as I'm not delegated labour," you joke, "I'm sure I'll actually like it here."
    

    
      This rouses laughter from the room. "Oh yeah, about that, what about 'crop maintenance' is anything related to social, huh? Choosing berry picking is a common mistake, that I understand, but 
      crop maintenance?
      " Savan chuckles.
    

    
      "It was on the social board! I thought it was…like…something to do with…telling other people what to do or something." Your protest gradually dies down as you finish your sentence in a mumble.
    

    
      "Ha! A true Constuvian, you were, before Cass got to you!"
    

    
      "Hehe," you scratch your head, "I'll be sure to let Constu know!" You pump a fist. "When I go back, I'll unbrainwash everyone there so that everyone will know the 
      real
       truth, even including my family!" you declare triumphantly.
    

    
      The standing ovation you were expecting doesn't arrive as you stand from your chair and make a grand gesture, sweeping your arms out into your audience.
    

    
      "Uh," Mesa speaks up for the first time in a while, "that's 
      probably
       not a good idea. What happened here will happen there just the same. You'll probably be locked up."
    

    
      "But if you do go back," Savan adds, "come visit from time to time, will you? It's nice not having to get her lazy bum up in the morning sometimes."
    

    
      "Hey!"
    

    
      You look to Arid, an eyebrow raised. "No, no!" he says, waving his hands in front of him. "Absolutely not."
    

    
      "Yeah, Arid in the morning before his tea is…" Mesa shudders. "You don't want to mess with Arid before his tea."
    

    
      "Oh, that? I mean, yes, that. I've been told that I'm a little grumpy, hm," Arid says pleasantly.
    

    
      "A little grumpy?" Mesa's incredulous, shaking her head rapidly. "Do you even 
      remember
       the time you lifted up the bed?"
    

    
      "And threw it on her," Savan frowns. "It wasn't easy to replace."
    

    
      "That was one time!"
    

    
      "And we can't let that happen again," Savan finishes. "Once is bad enough. Anyway, the point is, Kuro, you're welcome to drop by my or Mesa's residences anytime." Mesa nods an affirmative.
    

    
      Cass taps her foot against the ground. "Is there anything else you needed me for?" she asks you. "Mesa and I have already gone through the events of the day together."
    

    
      Come to think of it, why did you want to talk to her anyway? Whatever it was, you're sure you must have covered it at some point during your long rant back and forth on the way out of the farm earlier this afternoon. "Nope, I don't think so."
    

    
      "Very well." Cass stands up and makes for the door. "I shall be on my way, then. May we meet again."
    

    
      No one stops her from leaving. "So," Arid rubs his hands together eagerly, "anyone down for some actual Baccalorean food, hm?" He glances over at you. "I heard that Kuro here's been stuck with Wenpite cuisine despite being in our great city."
    

    
      Mesa raises an eyebrow. "You've never had Baccalorean food before?"
    

    
      To be honest, you have no idea nor do you really care about what place your food comes from anymore. "I've had teriyaki salmon, mochi, 
      waffles
      ," you grumble the last one, "stir fry, and uh, some other small things."
    

    
      Savan pokes Mesa's side. "You made him eat all your favourite fancy Wenpite food that he never had a chance to try anything from Baccalor?"
    

    
      "And that's my fault, how?"
    

    
      "It's completely your fault. Let's whip up a full meal!" Savan declares. "To celebrate Kuro not being dead nor deported!"
    

    
      Mesa's eyes flick over everyone. "We have a lot of people today," she decides, "so how about 
      budae-jjigae
      ?"
    

    
      "Pu-day-jee-gay?" What a mouthful.
    

    
      "
      Budae-jjigae
      ," Savan corrects you. It sounds basically the same. "Basically spicy sausage stew with noodles and ham and a bunch of other things. Can you handle spice?"
    

    
      "Handle it? I could swallow an entire bottle of sriracha hot sauce!" you boast with only a slight hyperbole.
    

    
      "…Sriracha hot sauce?" The puzzled expressions from everyone tell you that it appears that Baccalor hasn't heard of sriracha. What a shame. You'll have to introduce it to them someday.
    

    
      "We don't have…that," Savan says, moving into the kitchen, followed by everyone, "but we do have 
      gochujang
       and kimchi that we normally put in it."
    

    
      More fancy words. "
      Gochujang
      ?"
    

    
      "A kind of chili paste. Pretty spicy, hm," Arid tells you. "A delightful sauce indeed."
    

    
      Sounds good. You're confident that no matter what these spicy lightweights throw at you, you'll be sure to come on top. Your parents have trained you for years by regularly feeding you spicy food.
    

    
      "Okay, cool! What can I do?" you ask.
    

    
      "Oh, uh…" Arid gives you a side-eye glance. "About that, you can…sit down and wait? We'll be done in just a moment, don't worry. There isn't a lot of prep time for this stew." Mesa and Savan nod in agreement. You suspect that perhaps something you had said earlier might have given them the impression that you weren't capable of doing some things. Actually, upon reflection, considering your relative inexperience with cooking, it probably is a good idea to keep you away from sharp or hot objects such as knives or stoves. You wouldn't want to accidentally stab one of them with a butcher's knife, after all.
    

    
      True to his word, in less than ten minutes, Arid's setting out bowls and eating implements while Savan places a huge metal pot filled with an angry red soup along with various other foods in colours of green and yellow and red you don't recognise off the top of your head. Vapour rises out from the pot, heating up the room around you as everyone takes a seat.
    

    
      A glass of water is set in front of you. You look up to see Savan grinning as he serves out bowls of stew for each person. "Just in case."
    

    
      Who do they think you are, some weakling that can't handle a little bit of spice? You'll show them. The stew looks sort of like the curry your father made back in Constu, but this time there is also ham, some form of noodle you don't recognise from Wenpite or Constuvian cuisine, and an assortment of vegetables. As soon as Mesa starts eating, you follow along and awkwardly use your chopsticks to scoop up noodles into your mouth.
    

    
      Almost immediately does heat rise up against your tongue, threatening to tear it apart. But you can handle it. Compared to the worst of Constuvian curry, this is merely the appetiser. You chew and swallow, getting a good feel of the firm noodles.
    

    
      Once you get over the heat, the food is unlike anything you've ever eaten before. Although you can't tell the difference between this and any other noodle — except maybe spaghetti — it carries with it a salty and savoury flavour like you'd expect, but is also sort of sour. Or is it sweet? You can't tell which, but you know it's something new and that you really like it.
    

    
      Mesa's apparently been watching you closely because she raises a spoon of a red paste in challenge. "Up for some spice, Kuro?"
    

    
      "Oh, maybe later," you tell her, without giving anything away that could possibly imply that anything spicier would be out of your league. It would be an embarrassment to be the only one to need the glass of water, so you must leave it untouched. Instead, you decide to try out the other foods floating around in the stew: the ham tastes exactly as how it appears, being generic ham, the sausage is wonderful, and the cabbage is —
    

    
      You don't get a chance to evaluate how the cabbage is, because the instant you get a whiff of it, you toss it back in your bowl, generating a small splash. Your horrified expression and hand covering your nose must be obvious to the others because they burst out in laughter. "W-what was 
      that?"
       you say, disgusted. "That…that 
      smell.
       Why does that smell so bad?"
    

    
      "Hm, kimchi is an acquired smell for foreigners," Arid explains, chuckling. "You either hate it or you love it."
    

    
      "Still, you should try it," Mesa encourages. "It makes the whole thing unique, you know? The kimchi right now is the only thing making the 
      budae-jjigae
       spicy. Unless," she wiggles the container of spicy red paste that looks much too angry for your taste, "you'd like some 
      gochujang?"
       Now that you try the kimchi, it's actually not bad. Extremely sour, you can see how it adds flavour into the stew. Really well, in fact. You decide that you would rather not eat kimchi alone but kimchi-flavoured foods seem to sit better with you.
    

    
      The spice must be affecting your mind because you're sweating and the words coming out of Mesa's mouth are all jumbled together. There are some words that you don't even understand, although you swear you've heard them before somewhere…
    

    
      It's no use keeping up the act. You know already that Mesa can see right through you, and it wouldn't do well to set your mouth on fire just to assert dominance over everyone else, as appealing as the idea sounds. If there's one thing you know how to do, it's when to cut your losses. You shamelessly gulp down some water; it only helps a little. "I'll pass on the spicy sauce," you tell Mesa. "It's a bit too much for me."
    

    
      "Weak, hm?" Arid says, but you can tell that it's in jest by the smirk on his face. "If you can't handle this spicy stew, you didn't have a chance against our goddess."
    

    
      "That's true, huh?" What a fool your past self was. Even when you were directly overpowered and beaten half to death, you were so focused on your ideology that you couldn't see anything behind it. It took someone like Cass to get you out of that sticky situation. Well. You've learned your lesson now. The goddesses are right — and you will learn more about them to share their wisdom from now on. "What else does the goddess do for us?" Might as well start now. "Cass told me that she could make crops grow better."
    

    
      "Oh, yeah," Savan gushes. It's not a tone you often hear from him. "Our goddess is amazing. All of the goddesses are, really. They keep order and make sure everyone is equal in society. We don't need a police force or anything because everyone knows that the goddess is in charge — no one would dare step out of line."
    

    
      "And here I was thinking that was a bad thing," you exclaim. It all makes sense now. "Really, that Constu has a police force at all just shows how distrustful people are of the government there." Nods from all around.
    

    
      "And," Savan continues, "don't get me started on how efficient things are here! I've heard horror stories about people being stuck under the bureaucracy that is Constu, the path to any invention or dream filled under red tape and artificial class barriers. The goddess can mobilise anything in half the time. Emergency response, Delegation, expansion, you name it," he finishes proudly.
    

    
      You agree wholeheartedly. "If there is no chain of command, instead just one person anyone can report things to, someone all-powerful like the goddess — of course it's more efficient! Yeah! Someone can report some new information, the goddess can group people up and make them act — it's genius! It's perfect!"
    

    
      "I'm so glad you understand." Savan slings his arm around your neck.
    

    
      "Hm, back in Constu," Arid says, "imagine trying to build a hospital. You have to petition the Assembly, then petition the Council, then make sure everything is as you want it in case you have incompetent designers." He shakes his head. "Here, you tell the goddess what you want and it's like she 
      knows
       just what you need. It's amazing."
    

    
      "And elections!" you burst. This has been bothering you for ages now, but you were too blind to attribute it to Constu. "Goddess almighty, I hate the elections! Every four years, people waste so much of their energy arguing and campaigning on what they'll do, only for the winner to sit there and do absolutely nothing. It drives me insane!" You sigh.
    

    
      "Oh, that's certainly one thing that the goddess cities are really great for," Mesa says. "No one worries about what's going to happen in the future, knowing that the goddess will take care of them. No one's worried that their life will suddenly turn upside down because of some huge change in the government. It's simply…peaceful." Something about the way she says that sounds off. You frown, the hearty stew slowing your mind down.
    

    
      "Ah, yeah…" you yawn. "Sure. Is it late yet…?" The gas lamps inside are on, and you can't see anything outside. Your mind slowly connects the dots. "Oh, okay. Ugh, I'm so tired and my back is so sore…"
    

    
      "Berry picking do be like that," Mesa says sympathetically, 
      clunk
      ing her bowl on the table as she finishes drinking the soup. "Cass is going to come back to the guest room again everyday, so I guess Kuro will be rooming with Savan again?"
    

    
      Savan waves a hand lethargically. "Sure, no problem. We'll look into getting you a better place — maybe we can get another bed if I register you."
    

    
      You're just happy to be here. "Oh, don't worry about that. The floor is fine."
    

    
      
    

    
      All this positive energy fills you up and you're content to sit there and eat your stew. The four of you, just sitting around the wooden table, a pot of steaming spicy-stew-or-whatever-it's-called in the middle, talking away as you fill your bellies…it's nice. It's unfortunate that it can't last, however. Some more discussion about completely miscellaneous topics later, ranging from the experience of school in Baccalor, where you're amazed by the concept of this "co-op" program, to the non-labour work in admin that Arid has experience in, Arid announces his leave.
    

    
      "It's already really dark." There is no longer vapour coming out from the pot of 
      budae-jjigae
      . "I should get going if I want to make it back to Western and still have time to sleep," he jokes.
    

    
      "Me and Kuro should head to my place, too," Savan says. "You'll be alright, Mesa?"
    

    
      "Don't worry," Mesa presses her lips in a thin line. "I'll be sure to remember when Cass returns in the middle of the night again."
    

    
      "Sure you will." You can tell that Savan is unconvinced. "Good night, then. See you tomorrow."
    

    
      The walk back to Savan's place is uneventful, and the two of you again restore the arrangement of you on the ground while Savan sleeps soundly in his bed. You let out a satisfied sigh once you roll onto your mattress. Today was a good day. It feels so nice not to have to think about how to argue against other people, or waste your brainpower analysing their words. You never realised how tiring arguing or being angry was.
    

    
      You drift to sleep, feeling better about everything for the first time in what feels like forever.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Kuro, was it? You have a special delegation given to you today."
    

    
      "Oh? What's that?" you ask the receptionist at the checkpoint controlling access to the Delegation board, who holds an envelope out to you in both hands.
    

    
      "Oh!" Arid whispers in the line behind you. "You got a special delegation, hm? That's for some jobs that the goddess feels are really important, like Delegation supervisor, like him! It's practically unheard of for a newcomer to get one of these so fast! Hm, the goddess must have really liked your turnaround!"
    

    
      Despite pride welling up inside you, you can't help but doubt it a bit. You? The one who openly lambasted her less than a week ago? Still, the enthusiasm Arid shows is contagious, and the open smile from the receptionist doesn't make you feel any worse, either. "Congratulations," the receptionist tells you. "This is a big honour. Accept it with pride."
    

    
      "Thank you," you tell him, taking the letter and stepping past into the checkpoint. You wait until Arid crosses over before you rip open the letter.
    

    
      "What does it say, hm?" Arid leans in closer to read the writing on the folded paper inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Special Delegation given to Kuro of the Central District, in custody of Casia of the Central District.
    

    
      TOURISM: Assist foreigners in guiding them around Baccalor. More details available in the Tourism Room of the Central Administration Building.
    

    
      
    

    
      You swear Arid's eyes are sparkling as if he's a child, even though he's older than Savan and Mesa, let alone you. "Wow, I've never seen one of these letters before! Hm, I guess the reason why you were picked is because you were a foreigner just a couple of days ago!" He claps you on the back. "Congrats, man! Hey, I'll go grab an admin plate so that we can head there together, 'kay?"
    

    
      At the checkpoint to exit the city square, the Delegation supervisors give you one glance and wave you off while they speak a bit with Arid to tell him of his task. You feel kind of important because of that. "The 'Tourism Room of the Central Administration Building'," you read. "Where's that?"
    

    
      "Hm, I've been there plenty of times. Follow me." Arid leads you back in the direction of Mesa's residence then makes a right, then a left, then another left, until very soon you're in front of a 
      massive
       — by Baccalorean standards — rectangular building made of not the common wood but brick. You could see it all the way from the city square. "The Central Administration Building! Or CentAB, for short."
    

    
      Arid walks you right in and it's nothing like you expected — instead of row after row of cubicles, there are open desks illuminated by large windows where natural sunlight flows in and there are people already working together by the same long table, comparing papers. This early into Delegation, many of the spots are empty. "Hm, the tourism room is over there," Arid points to an open doorframe which a sign above helpfully labels as the tourism room. "I have accounting to do, so I'll be over there." He points to an empty long table. "Good luck with your task today!"
    

    
      You can only nod. Whenever you dreamed of being recognised, you were waving a trophy of some sort around to a cheering crowd, whether it was a diploma or a medal or an actual trophy cup. Now, holding the special delegation envelope, none of that is there, replaced by a sense of foreboding for some reason. You approach the doorframe and peek inside. Nothing but normal people inside, sitting down as a man talks about potential places to take your tourist. There's one woman you recognise, sitting all proper at the one end of the semicircle of chairs. Suddenly, everything feels less threatening.
    

    
      You take the empty seat beside Cass and nod smartly once she catches your eye. "And so," the presenter is saying, "I'll be giving out these maps for the head of each group. Those coming later, heads, you will be responsible for informing them about their arrangement today." He passes by you as he hands out notebooks, giving his last one to Cass. "Heads, your special delegation letter will contain details about your assigned tourists, your target locations, as well as your assistants. I wish you all a pleasant morning with your foreigner!" With that, he leaves, leaving you utterly in the dark as Cass beside you flips through her notebook.
    

    
      "Kuro," she says. "It appears that you will be my assistant today as we escort a Constuvian citizen around Baccalor. You need not do anything but follow my lead. Is that clear?" She exudes such an aura of authority that you have no questions whatsoever for her and you nod rapidly. "Very good. Now, we will be meeting our tourist directly outside this building. She will be a girl —" she looks you up and down — "about your age, I should say. We will be guided to her by the administration supervisor."
    

    
      It all sounds good to you. "Is there anything else we have to do?"
    

    
      Cass shakes her head. "We simply sit here and wait to be called forth," she says like she's done this before, placing her hands on top of each other in her lap.
    

    
      So you wait. You don't wait long, because once the door to the building stops opening and closing for those that completed Delegation later than you did, you figure it's only been a couple minutes when a man calls Cass's name. "Your tourist has arrived and is waiting outside. Please guide them throughout the city."
    

    
      Cass rises without a word, and you follow beside her and out into the sunlight. You hear voices talking, and you figure the tiny group of two people is probably who you are responsible for — a man in a Constuvian suit shaking a younger girl's hand. "Goodbye, daughter. Enjoy your tour around Baccalor."
    

    
      "Oh, I will," she says in an arrogant tone that immediately rouses a sense in you that makes you want to punch her. Very hard. "These people have no clue what's coming for them."
    

    
      "Yes, yes, now, if you'll excuse me," the man says distractedly, glancing at his watch, "I have a business meeting to attend to. Ah," he spots you and Cass, "your tour guides have arrived. I'll leave her in your care, then?" he addresses his question to Cass.
    

    
      "Very well." Cass stops before the man and his daughter.
    

    
      "Many thanks," he says, then strides off in the direction of the city square, leaving the three of you alone.
    

    
      29 Nov 2021
    

    
      The girl holds herself proudly with her posture, with short hair barely down to her shoulders and a simple outfit consisting of a t-shirt and shorts, not unlike you. You can't help but feel like you've seen her before. That look in her eyes…
    

    
      "Good morning, madam," Cass tells her. "We have been assigned on behalf of the city of Baccalor to act as your escort today throughout the city. Please do —"
    

    
      "Yeah, yeah, screw the formalities, I don't care," she scoffs, refusing to look directly at the two of you as if she's shy — or more likely is trying to intimidate you. How cute. "Let's just get on with it."
    

    
      Cass is quiet for a moment after being interrupted. "As I was saying, please do feel free to ask my assistant, Kuro," she gestures at you, and finally the girl's eyes lock onto your face, "or myself, Cass, if you —"
    

    
      "You." All of the girl's arrogance fades as her shoulders and face relax, eyes widened. She points directly at you. "Kuro?"
    

    
      It sounds like she's expecting you to remember her, and as you rack your brain for any Constuvians that might remember you, your stomach sinks as you come to a sudden realisation. At the same time, the girl's expression becomes one of admiration.
    

    
      "Don't you remember me? It's Tundra!"
    

    
      You fight the urge to openly curse over and over again as you wonder how you were put into this situation. You did 
      not
       want to see her again and you were quite glad when she moved away. "Yep," you say simply and harshly, "And I told you that I don't want to see y —" Your mouth finds itself muffled by a hand. Cass sends a stare your way that more than communicates that you should not finish your sentence. The camaraderie of Baccalor doesn't seem to extend to foreign tourists. Just like Constu, then. The customer is always right and all that. You were never good at those kinds of jobs.
    

    
      You force your best smile. "Oh, hey! Right, it's been years, hasn't it?"
    

    
      "I missed you for so long! After I had to leave your neighbourhood, I made sure I took all of your subjects, joined my new school's debate club — I trashed everyone there, by the way, thanks to you — look, I even cut my hair like this for you!" She lifts up a bunch of hair and brings it in front of her.
    

    
      "That's…" 
      very creepy
      , but another glance at Cass dissuades you from voicing your true thoughts out loud, "cool."
    

    
      "I 
      knew
       you'd like it!" She fistpumps. "Hey, are you here in Baccalor to trash on these idiots, too? I got my father to take me here on one of his business trips when I heard from your parents that you reached consent already and was over here. By the way, I'm pretty sure you're banned from Constu since you left without consulting the Ministry. But let's show them the truth, like you always said." She restores her arrogant countenance as she addresses Cass. "Tour guide, take us to the place where we can get the biggest audience!"
    

    
      This is awkward. You're not allowed to make her angry by opposing her, and you can't just agree with her, either, after what you've learned.
    

    
      "…Very well." You're astonished that Cass doesn't launch into a tirade again like she did the other day to convert you. "Follow me."
    

    
      As she steps off, leading you to who-knows-where, you're prevented from avoiding Tundra by matching Cass because Tundra sticks right by you, forcing you beside her. "So, Kuro," she says eagerly, "was I too late? How many people did you free?"
    

    
      "Free?"
    

    
      Tundra rolls her eyes. "You know, free! Liberate! How many people did you convince? Wait, wait, let me guess — you got in front of the whole city and told them exactly what they needed to hear, and now you're going around getting stragglers who form the resistance that you're quelling with facts and logic?"
    

    
      You remember from the last time you met her that she waxed poetic about many things. She could write a book with that. Also, she was oddly close to the mark. You decide to broach it to her gently. What could go wrong?
    

    
      "…Something like that, but it didn't work as well as I thought. Tundra, what if the goddesses actually aren't at fault?"
    

    
      "A test?" She narrows her eyes. "You want to check my answers before we share them, I see. I won't fail. To answer your question, I'd tell the person that asked this if they've seen this place. Compare this to Constu!" She gestures around. "Their inferior technology — from their gas lamps to their simple wooden houses — is only brought upon themselves by the goddesses' tyranny against opposition and change."
    

    
      "How sure of you about that? Not to mention the other great things Mafia's done, like supporting the food supply and enriching the soil for the population. That's the reason why Constu needs twice the land of all the goddess cities combined for agriculture despite having a smaller population than any one of the five."
    

    
      "Pfft, these people are too dumb to ask a question like that." You observe that she's dodged the question, shifting the goalposts somewhere else — wait, didn't you just do the same thing? "Besides, even if that's true, like you've always said, the authoritarian goddess regime will never allow for anything close to the democracy that Constu has." Tundra describes her home city so proudly that there are some stirrings inside of you.
    

    
      But no. You gave them up when you learned of how they were manipulating their population to rise up against the goddess cities just for power. "You don't know the truth, Tundra. Constu has been lying to us all so that they can grow a city of loyal minions that will do anything blindly for them."
    

    
      Tundra frowns, and you realise your mistake. "That doesn't sound like a test question," she says slowly. "Are you telling me that you, 
      Kuro
      , the person I spent my whole life looking up to, and the person who hated the goddesses the most in our class — that you're siding with 
      them
       now?"
    

    
      You sigh. "It's all propaganda! Propaganda is a powerful force, and you need to understand that. The only reason why you trust them more right now is because you haven't been exposed to anything else."
    

    
      "It's not just propaganda if it's 
      true
      !"
    

    
      "Well, it's 
      not
       
      true!"
    

    
      "Yes, it is!"
    

    
      "No, it's not!"
    

    
      "Yes it is!"
    

    
      "No it's not!"
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      "No!"
    

    
      "You're stupid!"
    

    
      "No, you!" For some reason, you feel almost nostalgic while you go back and forth with Tundra.
    

    
      "Now, children —" Cass tries to split you two apart as you drift closer and closer, glaring ever more intensely.
    

    
      "Get out of the way, old woman!"
    

    
      "Screw off, Cass!"
    

    
      "
      Calm down.
      " Cass forcibly shoves both of you apart. "Very good. Now, Kuro," she turns to you, "as a tour guide representing Baccalor, you must show restraint. Certainly not all of what Constu claims is false. All propaganda has a grain of truth in it, after all."
    

    
      "Ha! See, Kuro?" Tundra sneers. "Even the 
      person they're using to advertise Baccalor
       says that I'm right!"
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      "Whose side are you on?" you demand, feeling betrayed. With the way she curbstomped you yesterday, you thought that she would definitely back you up. "I thought you supported the goddess cities!"
    

    
      "Side? I am not on any side. Being overly defensive of any government or region of land is foolish and undeserved. Nevertheless, Tundra is very much correct. Baccalor has its own failings when compared to Constu, wouldn't you agree? "
    

    
      How could you have forgotten everything you knew? You were duped by the Baccaloreans so easily. Then again, Cass wasn't outright wrong when she told you all about those things, she just also happened to leave out a 
      lot
      . Very misleading. The betrayal turns to conflict as now you're questioning your new and improved stance. Was your new opinion wrong? Was your old opinion wrong? Can you trust Cass? "But then what were you talking about with all that 'perspective' and 'open-minded' stuff yesterday?"
    

    
      "I did not say anything incorrect — it appears that you have jumped to yet another conclusion. Does everything Baccalor says have to be true? Does everything Constu declares have to be a lie? Why not a bit of both?"
    

    
      "What do you mean, lying?" Tundra scowls. "Everything I told you was true! Everyone knows that. Welcome to Baccalor, the city where so-called infallible goddesses are in charge, trapping their people in their bubble. We're trying to free them, but they're so brainwashed that they can't see it for themselves!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Tundra isn't completely wrong. Aside from falling for some minor propaganda, you can't find much fault with her facts. In 
      fact
      , looking at what she says and from what you know of Baccalor, Baccalor in that regard actually isn't "better" than Constu at all. They deny science half the time and Constu's scientific progress, which is the reason behind the true statement that their technology is very much behind Constu's.
    

    
      "Yes, that's very nice, Tundra," Cass says. Tundra glows, and once she's appeased, she turns to you. "Baccalor does have its issues. So does Constu. To what extent each of them causes problems, I do not know. To what extent that elevates one over the other, I do not know either. That is purely subjective and endless debate and anger will not help anyone."
    

    
      "I see," you say. "So one's not good and the other's not bad. They're both somewhere in between." You feel so much smarter than you were before as you come across this epiphany. "It's not just black and white, each side has its own problems that are different in how important they are to each person."
    

    
      Cass nods approvingly. "There you are. You now understand the concept of nuance. When making a decision, a weighted judgement is crucial to avoid bias to one side."
    

    
      "Hello?" The attention Cass gave Tundra has evidently faded as she inserts herself between the two of you. "I'm still here! I don't really know what you're talking about, but I'm telling you that you guys are living under rocks, you know!
       Constu
       is where it's at — we have a democracy that makes sure that every person gets a vote!"
    

    
      "That's true, but democracies are slow and inefficient," you tell her. "Having people directly elected creates conflict as politicians have to campaign and attack each other — you remember? Waste of time and resources. Meanwhile, the goddesses might not necessarily represent the will of the people, but it's possible that the people don't know what they really need. A benevolent dictator has its benefits — see the 1243 famine in both Baccalor and Constu."
    

    
      "The one where Mafia took all their food for no reason and the people still loved her after that?"
    

    
      "No, the one where Mafia actually 
      gave
       some of her reserves after an earthquake hit and destroyed all the crops, like in Constu. Acting fast meant that there were no deaths, compared to Constu where management of reserves was rushed and actually really competitive between politicians, who all wanted the entire package for themselves. It worked out in the end, but this is definitely a place where a dictator can do good."
    

    
      "Even if she isn't now, the goddess is going to turn evil eventually," Tundra warns. "A 'benevolent dictator' for life isn't going to be benevolent forever. People change. Constu's way better this way because we don't let our politicians rot in office. You know that! If we didn't change, we would be stuck under some old geezer like Mafia who refuses to let anything happen!" Tundra has calmed down enough that she can make solid points again, but you can tell her agitation, and oddly, nervousness in how her eyes are less focused on you and the occasional twitches of her fingers.
    

    
      It's an interesting idea to consider. "And if the goddess doesn't change? She hasn't very much for the past few hundred years, according to basically everyone."
    

    
      "That's true," Cass interjects.
    

    
      "If she doesn't, then her city stagnates. You can't live in the past and also accept the future. If Mafia never changes, then Baccalor will never grow as people, society, and technology progresses — Baccalor 
      already
       doesn't accept new things very well. It's a lose-lose scenario. Which is why Constu is superior." It's remarkable how well Tundra can ad-lib an argument. Throughout her justification, you saw her expression flip through confusion, realisation once she comes up with a counterargument, mildly anxious as she starts off her point while racing to think ahead how it might conclude, growing confidence as she navigates back to her thesis, and smugness once she finishes.
    

    
      You're sure you never outwardly showed your thought process whenever you were put on the spot — you're too used to this for that. "And what about Constu, huh? Constu's rapid change is a strength as well as a weakness. What if Constu changes too quickly? Say, if, hypothetically, they were to suddenly have a single-minded focus on increasing its trade and economic power, abandoning its rights and freedoms?"
    

    
      Tundra snorts. "That's impossible. Our checks and balances will prevent that from happening because 
      someone
       will have sense and block any legislation that could allow that. Who would do that, anyway? Freedom is one of the biggest reasons why people move to Constu. It's the perfect place to live away from the goddesses. The goddess spies on them and you have zero privacy in Baccalor."
    

    
      "Constu's checks and balances on its various branches of government can be good from preventing someone from gaining more power, but they only work as long as people cooperate. It's great at moving things along and letting people innovate. Baccalor doesn't need such a bureaucratic system. You have to admit that things get done much faster here, except for systemic change."
    

    
      "What! No, nothing you said makes any sense, were you brainwashed by these people too?" For some reason, Tundra seems to be on the verge of tears. Sucks to be her, you guess. "Why are you flip-flopping like this? You keep on saying things that are on 
      my
       side half the time, then you go over to 
      their
       side. Choose one!" She raises her voice over her rant. It almost sounds like she's going insane.
    

    
      You won't be able to get to her. You sigh. "I can't, if they're both wrong. I suppose we'll have to agree to disagree."
    

    
      "You! I did everything because of you, you know!" Her voice finally becomes a grating shriek that luckily has not yet attracted attention from anyone working inside the buildings. You wince. "I left my parents after they said you were too extreme! I gave 
      myself
       consent. I travelled to Baccalor by 
      myself
       through official channels and everything because I believed in your dream! And 
      this
       is how you treat me? My entire life…"
    

    
      "Never meet your heroes," Cass advises.
    

    
      "Shut up, Bacca woman!"
    

    
      Cass's expression remains neutral. What a slur. You wonder why you didn't use it earlier while arguing with people.
    

    
      "Right." Tundra turns back to you. "
      Kuro
      ," she spits out, "if you're not going to help me, I'll do it myself! Just because you've given up doesn't mean I will!"
    

    
      "You really should not waste your time," Cass says. "It is unwise and Mafia already severely punished this boy for —"
    

    
      "What did I tell you about shutting up, Bacca!" Tundra breathes heavily.
    

    
      Cass's expression remains neutral.
    

    
      "Right, well," she stumbles over her words, "I was saying…I was saying that if you aren't going to help me, I'll go to them myself. And if I get taken down," she narrows her eyes, pointing two fingers back and forth between her eyes and yours, "you're going down with me."
    

    
      With that declaration, she stops walking and runs in the opposite direction. Neither you nor Cass make any move to stop her and instead watch her as she heads back to the city centre where Delegation is. You glance up to check the position of the sun. Still a while until lunch.
    

    
      "Are we going to get in trouble?" you ask Cass. "Making the customer happy and all that."
    

    
      "There are no rules against a foreigner being unhappy for ideological reasons. Your friend —"
    

    
      "She 
      is
       not, 
      was
       not, and 
      will
       never be my friend!"
    

    
      "Please do not interrupt me. There is no doubt that Tundra has forfeited her guided tour." She pauses. "It is unusual that any goddess city, Baccalor in particular, sees a Constuvian that is or becomes self-aware. You should count yourself to be quite lucky."
    

    
      You don't know how to respond to that, so instead you change the subject. "…So, what now? Do we have to go back to CentAB?"
    

    
      "At the very least, we must return to record that we have completed the task for the goddess to review."
    

    
      You take the quiet and leisurely path back to the Central Administration Building with Cass in silence. Upon entering the building, the flurry of activity at this time of day now that the building is full of people from Delegation comes as a brief shock. "Woah!" you exclaim as a man holding a stack of important-looking papers sidesteps you in a hurry. The tourism supervisor you barely remember from the morning greets you by the door.
    

    
      "Ah, welcome back, Cass and Kuro. Please head to the tourism room."
    

    
      As you approach the door, you hear speech coming from inside the room. Some other group must also not have had such a great time. "Cass," you begin, turning into the room, "is it common for —" Whatever you say is cut off once you see the state of the tourism room.
    

    
      Standing in the middle, surrounded by chairs that have fallen over, her right arm gripping Tundra's left forearm such that her knuckles are white, is Mafia, the goddess herself. She turns to face you 
    

    
      "Come in." She smiles, but it's not a nice smile.
    

    
      Your eyes flick to Mafia's content expression, to Tundra's angry countenance, to the chairs only around Tundra that have fallen over. "What happened?"
    

    
      Mafia uses her free hand to pat Tundra's head. "Our guest here seems to have been so dissatisfied by your guidance that she decided to take matters into her own hands."
    

    
      "It was them!" Tundra scowls, using her free hand to point at you two. "They made me do it!"
    

    
      You look around to see if there might be someone else she could be referring to. You don't find anyone. "What? What did we do?" you demand.
    

    
      "They insulted me and my city the whole time on our tour!" Tundra bursts out crying. It looks so fake even to you that you wonder how Mafia doesn't notice. "It was all 'Constu is terrible at this', 'Constu is the worst at that', just on and on! They didn't even take me anywhere, they just trash-talked me the whole time!"
    

    
      "My most sincere condolences," Mafia says sadly. "Don't worry. Baccalor ensures that any who do not follow the rules learn their lesson. You may go. I will see to it that appropriate consequences are seen to."
    

    
      Tundra nods tearfully. "Thank you, g…goddess!" She lowers her head and covers her face in her hands. As she dashes past you out the room, she sticks her tongue out and smirks.
    

    
      "Now, what to do with you two?" Mafia paces left and right. She seems to be enjoying this. "You have caused our poor foreign tourist much suffering. I believe that…exile from this city will be an appropriate penalty."
    

    
      "This is a grave miscarriage of justice," Cass steps forward. "There is no such entry in the Code that outlines or allows for such an action based on the current circumstances."
    

    
      It's a heavy-handed punishment in your opinion as well. Ridiculous, in fact. Much more than the Constuvian courts — at least after the 1565 judicial purge.
    

    
      "Is there?" Mafia says in a knowing manner. "The girl was about to crash into Delegation and just like this delinquent over here," she glares at you, "try and corrupt my people. If it weren't for me, who knows how the city would react? Such a disturbance five days ago elicited so many negative emotions that I can't simply let it happen again, can I not? It would be most irresponsible of me."
    

    
      "What about Tundra? She's the one who 
      actually
       was going to incite the people."
    

    
      Mafia shrugs. "Diplomatic immunity. No, the problem is 
      you
      ," she cherishes the words, "have caused me problems. You were directly responsible for her actions. And I must remove all disturbances to my city. According to the Code, any person who attempts to damage public trust may be punished according to the will of the goddess." There's a gleam in her eyes as her gaze lands on Cass. "You have gotten in my way for the last time, Cassie. Go bother Kemia or Tokia or something. I don't care. I've had it with you and Constuvians."
    

    
      "Wha —" you try to say, but Mafia cuts you off.
    

    
      "And this 
      boy
      ," she says, continuing to talk to Cass. "Take him with you," she sneers. "If you 
      care
       about him so much to take him under your custody like the others, then you will be responsible for him as long as you reside within the goddess cities."
    

    
      Cass's expression does not remain neutral. It's not one you were expecting nor one you like. "You expect me to take 
      him
      ? Are you out of your mind? I told you that —"
    

    
      Mafia laughs. "Oh, if you didn't want him, then you shouldn't have taken him! You should have left me to my own devices, instead of meddling through the people like a commoner."
    

    
      "Please 
      do not
       interrupt me, sister." It comes out harsher than you've ever heard her say it. 
      Sister
      ? You look between the two. It's hard to tell if the resemblance is because of their race or because they are actually family, but if they are, that would imply that…
    

    
      "What does it matter? You went along and said it already!"
    

    
      "You know exactly why it matters. Regardless, you cannot simply cast me out. I have connections deep within Baccalor. I have offered favours to nearly everyone in this city. The majority of your population has heard of me in some form."
    

    
      "Yeah, yeah, whatever. What happened to laying low and living among the people, huh? They'll figure out how to live their lives without you." Mafia sighs a happy sigh. "Finally! You've been such a thorn. Get out of here right now, Cassie," she says fondly, "before I 
      make
       you get out of here, or you know you won't like it. Oh, by the way, you won't be able to come back. I'll inform the populace of exactly what they need to know. You two are hereby forbidden from this city. Ta ta!" She gently waves using just her wrist.
    

    
      You're in shock at the whole turn of events, but Cass takes your wrist and drags you unceremoniously out of the room. "W-wait!" You try to tell her to stop. When she doesn't, you pry her fingers off of you until she releases you right at the entrance of the CentAB. Cass skids to a stop ahead of you just outside, illuminated brightly in the sunlight.
    

    
      "Follow me or I will leave you right here. You try and survive without provisions on the path to Wenping alone," she snarls.
    

    
      The cold tone takes you aback. "Before we leave, I want answers!"
    

    
      "We have no time," she grumbles, tone softening. "Mafia can and will not hesitate to make the people drive us out of this city unless we leave in time. That is the best-case scenario. Otherwise, she might resort to other dastardly measures."
    

    
      "Oh," you lamely say as you try to wrap your head around that and consolidate it with everything you do know. "Uh…"
    

    
      Cass takes your arm again while you stand there. "If you want to talk, talk while moving. You cannot afford to waste time."
    

    
      Someone taps you on the shoulder and you jump. "Twenty minutes," Mafia grins from behind you, her arms innocently behind her back.
    

    
      You bolt out of the building, Cass right in front of you. "Wha —"
    

    
      "She has set a timer," she tells you grimly. "We now no longer have time to collect supplies. The fastest path to Wenping will take us through Northern which we might barely make. You do not want to be outside for an extra day."
    

    
      You decide to move now and ask questions later after you exit the city if it's as urgent as Cass makes it out to be. If it turns out you're safe, you can step right back in later and have everything return to normal.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      There is no chance everything will return to normal. As soon as you cross a gate like the one you initially entered the city from, a man carrying a spear shouts, "And stay out, criminals!"
    

    
      "Mafia works fast," Cass comments, standing with folded arms, frowning at the gate. "In order to restore our Baccalorean entry, we will likely need to petition the other goddesses. Wenping will be our safest bet. During the night, we will need to prepare a rudimentary settlement, as well as collect food for you…" She seems to be controlling herself since she's stopped flashing dirty looks at you.
    

    
      "Wait, wait," you huff. "I have no idea what's going on. First…who are you?"
    

    
      She seems to know your implicit question. "Very well. I suppose now that we are in this situation, I can properly introduce myself. My name is Casia, sister to Mafia, Kemia, Fisia, Angia, Tokia, and Histia."
    

    
      So it's true. The seventh goddess. Another question comes to mind, one that you're sort of ashamed of is coming up now, but you can't help but to try confirming your beliefs.
    

    
      "Each goddess ruled over a city. Which one were you in charge of?" You're pretty sure you know the answer already, but you still ask the question to hear her answer.
    

    
      "I am sure you have already guessed. It was the very first one: the city you call Malum, which was destroyed by my very own hands, one thousand years ago."
    

    
      To be continued… (likely never)
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