
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Monoceros

	I. Sara

Looking back, Sara wasn’t sure why she first decided to step inside Monoceros.

Maybe it was the plastic narwhal mounted atop the sign. Maybe it was the fact that it was the fact that it was two in the morning and she’d just accidentally locked herself out of the campus buildings when she made several wrong turns trying to find the bathroom and found herself outside. Maybe it was the cold that bit at her cheeks as she wrapped her scarf around her a little tighter. description of snowy winter here

It was probably the brightly lit plastic narwhal mounted above the sign that led her to the coffee shop to stare at the bright lights shining out the windows. It called to her — the alluring temptation of the miracle substance that would light up her dreams and keep the darkness away.

But it was past midnight.

But she had assignments to do.

But it was past one in the morning.

But she had exams to study for.

Sara must have stood there staring dumbly at the empty store for several minutes before the door jingled open. She flinched.

A young man in a dark blue apron emblazoned with an rosy-cheeked cartoon narwhal poked his head out the door. He winced as she took a step back. “Sorry if I startled you,” he said. “Did you want to come in? We’re open until four.”

Sara was already shaking her head. She couldn’t afford more any more distractions today. “Oh, no, I was only admiring your narwhal. I have so much work to do that I couldn’t possibly take a nap.” She stifled a yawn behind her glove. “Thanks for asking…” she glanced down at the name tag pinned to his apron, “…Oliver.”

Oliver blinked. Tilted his head, as if pondering what she said. “I could make you a coffee, if that would help? Only if you want one, though. No pressure.”

Now it was Sara’s turn to blink. She rubbed her bleary eyes, trying to shake off that mischievous gremlin that kept on trying to pull her eyelids down. Maybe it was time to invest in a gremlin exterminator. Maybe she’d ask one of the ghostbusters at Columbia to help.

Oh, right. What was she doing here, again? The Asian boy in front of her (“Ali” or something?) stood, his customer service smile starting to waver. Maybe the gremlins had gotten ahold of his facial muscles, too. “Um, coffee, miss? So that you can avoid your nap?”

The boy pushed the door open a little wider. Behind him, the light from the shop spilled outside, bathing Sara in its warm glow, telling her that she was okay, that she was loved, that if she just took a teensy weensy break against those kind, innocent gremlins who were just doing their job, she could join the invigorating aroma of roasted coffee wafting out the door —

Sara’s nose perked. She could feel her pupils dilating and her mind snapping alert. Plans of dancing with her eyelid gremlins came to a screeching halt as she refocused on Oliver standing on the steps in front of her. He was shivering slightly, still with one of the fakest customer service smiles she’d seen since she’d last worked at the bar.

“Oh my god.” Sara shook her head, then stuck her arms out to push the surprised Oliver into the coffee shop, letting the door jingle closed behind her. “Pretend you didn’t see any of that. This is what I get for running on two hours of sleep,” she grumbled.

The inside of the cafe wasn’t as harsh-looking as she’d expected from the lighting outside. In fact, it was actually quite cozy. A light cool jazz quietly played from the speakers hidden around the corners. Subtle bass and saxophone. Plenty of turns and nooks and crannies bordered with dull grayish-brown tree-patterned walls, combined with the mahogany couches and coffee tables and the similarly coloured hardwood floor all served to figuratively warm up the place.

Steam rose out of a kettle hidden behind the counter, dissipating as it rose into the air, literally heating it up too. Not to mention feeding the various potted plants placed on various shelves around the place, making the otherwise empty store feel a little less empty.

“Not to worry, miss. Can I get you anything?”

The barista had retreated back behind the register. Props to him: he seemed completely unbothered by any of her rambling. Now that was solid customer service. Sara nodded in approval.

“Right, sorry about that. Could I get a [FANCY COFFEE]? Plus an extra espresso shot,” she added as an afterthought.

“No problem. That’ll be five-fifty.”

While machines whirred and beeped behind her, Sara took the time to evaluate the working environment. Not amazing. Sure, there were couches and beanbag chairs and recliners and coffee tables, but no convenient working desks. The tiny tables could not possibly support her laptop plus all of her organic chem notes.

“Here you are, miss.”

Sara took the warm cup of goodness, opened the lid, and breathed in deeply. “Thanks.” She took a sip and sighed as the happy chemicals woke her up. “That hits the spot. You make a mean [FANCY COFFEE], uh…” she squinted to read his name tag, “…Oliver.”

“Thank you,” said Oliver with a small smile, his hands atop each other above his apron. “Have a good morning!” he said to Sara’s back making for the exit.

“You too!” Sara called back, raising a hand in acknowledgement. She pushed the door open and immediately pulled it shut again from the deluge of wind and snow that slammed into her face. She scowled. “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

Oliver winced. “You’re welcome to stay here until we close — at four,” he added when Sara opened her mouth.

“Shit,” she said thoughtfully. “Thanks for the offer. Don’t mind if I do, then.”

It wasn’t the end of the world. Inconvenient the coffee table might be compared to her desk at home, she was sure she could still get something done. Review some flash cards, at the very least. If she wanted to keep her grades up, she had to. She needed this.





Three minutes into laying her notes on the largest coffee table she could find — beside the fireplace with what she was cautiously certain was real fire — Sara found herself rereading the same flash card over and over. There was something here that made her feel so…unusually [TERM FOR RELAXED, DEROGATORY]. The orange flicker of the fire in front of her sent warm waves across her sweater and heating her to her core. She’d already taken off her winter jacket.

A clunk sounded as Oliver set a plate with some sort of pastry with red jam beside her. “Might I interest you in a strawberry tart, miss? On the house.”

Sara beamed. “A free tart? You’re too kind.” She bit into the tart, relishing the warm crust giving way to a gentle avalanche of crumbs in her mouth. “Call me Sara, by the way. ‘Miss’ is so formal. Did you just make these? They’re lovely.”

Oliver rubbed the back of his head, sheepish. “Thank you. I thought you could use some, since you’ve been here so long. I do have to tell you that we close in thirty minutes, though. Lucky that the snowstorm’s cleared up quite a bit.”

Sara started. “It’s already three-thirty?” She glanced at her phone. “Oh, I really should go back. My roommate’s gonna skin me alive if I wake her up at this hour.” Shoving the rest of the tart in her mouth, she gathered all of her papers and gently shoved them in her bag as fast as she could.

“Thanks again for the tart, Oliver! I’ll see you around!” she called out, rushing out the door for real this time.

Sara thought about her parting words on her brisk walk back to her apartment. Why had she said that? Her, come back to this small, out-of-the-way coffee shop?

The working setup was miserable. The narwhal downright ugly. The coffee nothing special. She’d had better before, and the ones closer to campus were comparable. But…it was open past midnight, and Oliver was nice. Poor boy. The graveyard shift really left nothing for him to do.

She’d come back again some other time, she decided. Maybe when she was less swamped with work. There was something about the place that made her feel something that she couldn’t quite pin down.


II. Zahir

The sun sat bright in the sky. Not a single wisp of a cloud visible for miles. Yet with only a suit on his back and papers in his hands, there was little the sun could do to save Zahir from shivering in the crisp winter air. He paid the mounted narwhal no thought as he strode into Monoceros.

“Hello, sir! What can I —?”

“One hot coffee. One cream, no sugar. And one cheese Danish.” Zahir was in no mood to deal with anything resembling polite conversation. Not after the morning.

“Zahir, I can’t believe you copied my idea! I spent weeks working on this, and you just copied me!”

“Here you are, sir. One cheese Danish and a coffee — one cream, no sugar.”

“Mister Kirmani, is this true? Plagiarism is very serious accusation. I do not work with dishonest people.”

Zahir snatched the coffee wordlessly and sat down right by the middle of the large glass windows that faced outside, letting the sunlight illuminate his drink. He took a sip. It was almost scalding.

“You dare, Aster? Are you serious? Who could possibly believe that, huh? All of you — you know this was my idea. I drafted the proposal. I wrote the plans. Why would you stand with him?”

“Mister Kirmani, please calm down. The evidence is unclear. There’s no need for you to shout.

“Unclear? Don’t mind him, mister Culpepper. We all know that Zahir’s a bit antisocial. Please excuse him. He does this all the time.”

Resisting the urge to chuck the cup at someone, he hissed and waited for the pain to subside.

“Regardless, Aster, I’m afraid such a conflict means that both of you must be disqualified. I do not work with people who cannot collaborate. Both of you, please leave the room immediately.”

He couldn’t get it out of his head. Several other people looked at him strangely, but he didn’t care. He would never be so thoroughly humiliated ever again.

Aster Remington. He would remember that name forever. Aster Remington. He thought he had friends in high places? It didn’t matter. If Aster attended one coffee chat, Zahir would attend two. If Aster gained two new connections from an event, Zahir would gain four. Aster’s charisma would be nothing in the face of Zahir’s persistence. He would surpass him in all aspects. He needed to surpass him in all aspects.

Now was no time to mope. There was work to do. Pushing the thoughts out of his mind, Zahir opened his laptop with a tad more force than was strictly required and set it on the tiny table.

…But first, maybe he would finish his cheese Danish. It was a very good cheese Danish. Very much above average. One might even call it an excellent cheese Danish, if one were in the mood to say nice things.

Hmm. Perhaps this cafe that sold quality cheese Danishes would be his new base of operations.


III. April

April knew the instant she saw the narwhal embedded in the sign of Monoceros that this was the one. After seven other failed tea shops, the narwhal was a sign of hope. She would use its horn to pierce through her writer’s block, which at this point had gone on long enough and she had struggled long enough that she had self-diagnosed herself with writer’s constipation, an advanced stage of writer’s block where she could not relieve herself of her words onto a document for more than three consecutive days. If they existed, a writer’s doctor would have prescribed writer’s laxatives to relieve her writer system by now.

Alas, writer’s doctors were as imaginary as the words she was writing for her new novel. Not for long, April hoped. As the saying went: the eighth time’s the charm.

“Hi! Welcome to Monoceros. What can I get for you today?” What a nice young man.

“Hey. Could I get a…matcha latte, half sugar, please?”

The Asian barista shook his head. “Sorry, all of our items are fixed in sugar content.”

Aw. They always made them too sweet. “That’s okay. I’ll take it as-is.”

Once April placed her order, she took stock of the tea shop that would cure her writer’s constipation. First impressions: Very twisty and windy. As if one of those old snake games had come to life in the real world, carving paths through an almost square grid system, then ramming itself into each wall for little corner booths.

On one hand, this made it a tiny bit harder for April to gather inspiration for her novel. Watching someone do something incredibly stupid in a coffee shop had been the spark that inspired the entire plot line for so many of her previous novels.

On the other hand, it made it a lot easier for her to cut herself out of any distractions. She might not even need the “Please Do Not Disturb (I Am Writing a Novel and Like to Yap Too Much)” sign she always carried around.

It was almost routine for April at this point. Set down her drink, plop down in a corner seat that faced shelves on three sides and a cute potted cactus in the last, pull out her laptop, and stare at the screen, hoping that words would evict themselves from her mind palace onto the Google Doc in front of her.

The empty document sat there menacingly. Taunting her. She was a writer. She’d drafted at least five novels by now. She could do this.

But what could she write about? April looked to the potted cactus for inspiration. Perhaps…the cactus would start dancing. Yes, a dancing cactus. That was a unique idea! Add a moustache and a sombrero and some maracas and mariachi music —

No, that was a Mexican stereotype. April shook her head to clear out the brain worms. At this rate, she might even beat surpass A Song of Ice and Fire‘s lengthy publishing schedule. Without an award-winning questionably-ended hit television series to show for it, unfortunately, so unless she had enough prior material and confidence to launch a show spanning eight years and millions of viewers (she didn’t), it was back to the drawing board for her.

“Ugh…”

It had been almost two years since her last novel. That one didn’t even do super well. And those dastardly publishing companies took most of her sales anyway after the initial book advance.

“Capitalism,” April muttered, then caught herself. No no no, there she was again, becoming all negative. That wouldn’t do. “Capitalism,” she tried again. Better. Now it sounded less like she was cursing someone under her breath and more like she was trying very hard not to curse that someone under her breath. It always felt nicer when she was optimistic.

Distractions aside. Ideas. She was a writer. That was her whole job. She would come up with ideas. She needed them. What kind of writer was she if she couldn’t come up with any ideas to write about? Dread tapped her on the shoulder and asked her if it could join her at the table for a while. The soothing scent of her matcha latte told it to get lost.

April sipped at her drink, the delightful creamy bitterness mixing together with a hint of sweetness that warmed her up from her core to her fingertips. Maybe she could write a novel about tea. Or milk. There was plenty to talk about tea and milk. She thought she might have watched a documentary a few years ago about how pasteurisation killed off the germs in milk so it could last longer.

Her eyes wandered around in every direction until they landed on the ceiling. Painted a deep blue with swirls of varying other shades of blue, the ocean on the the ceiling was interspersed with bright warm lights and narwhals diving in and out of the waves, wearing playful smiles as they frolicked in the…whichever ocean narwhals lived in. It was quite cute.

She next turned her attention to the shelves surrounding her. The one to her left was stocked with board games. Monopoly, Scrabble, Avalon, Coup, Hungry Hungry Hippos. The one to her right held worn books. The colours of the covers were rather drab. It must have been mostly filled with the classics.

April was never terribly into those stories that old white people wrote that buried the lede so far underground that it was closer to dig up if she flew to the other side of the world, but she was desperate. She’d already flown to Thailand to brainstorm.

Besides, April told herself, it was good to diversify. A strong habit of reading would beget a strong stream of ideas for writing, after all. When was the last time she’d read a non-fantasy YA book?

She almost made it four pages into Jane Austen’s Emma before her mind wandered off back to Thailand where they had sessions to watch pineapples grow in real time that were more interesting than trying to follow Emma’s ramblings.

She sighed, putting the book back on the shelf. If only Emma was like a narwhal, swimming in the skies, going on adventures to save the ocean from those toxic humans — maybe then it’d be a more interesting story.

Emma the narwhal. She paused. For the first time in a long, long while, she saw it. In her mind’s eye, she could see Emma’s entire life, from her first narwhal date to her first beaching to her first narwhal war.

Holy shit. This was a banger of an idea. Who knew that a strange fish in a coffee shop would give her the laxatives she needed?


IV. Kai

“Narwhals, narwhals, swimming in the ocean  causing a commotion  ‘cuz they are so awesome~”

Kai hummed a little ditty when he saw the magnificent sea creature hanging above the coffee shop. It was glorious. It matched his style immaculately. A perfect way to start his day off. He knew wandering around the back of campus where no one else went was the right choice after all. It was a decision made in the spur of the moment, but in Kai’s opinion, spontaneous decision-making was the best decision-making.

A quaint narwhal-styled coffee shop, huh? He could feel himself getting attached to it already, and he hadn’t even gone in yet!

The door swung easily with a pleasant jingle. Well-constructed, he observed. No squeaking. It must be well-maintained.

“Hey,” he said once he reached the counter, glancing down to read the Asian barista’s name tag. “…Oliver, how’re ya doing? Think I could get an iced cappuccino?”

“Not a problem, sir.”

Kai smiled and nodded in gratitude. “Awesome, thanks. By the way,” he said, leaning over and resting his elbows on the counter, “where’d you guys get the narwhal? I kinda wanna buy one. It just looks so cool outside — I’m a huge fan.”

Oliver shrugged. “I’m not sure, sorry. I just work here. Glad you like it, though! Nerry the Narwhal’s our mascot.”

Kai nodded sagely, standing up straight again. “A wise choice. Thanks for the cappuccino. Let me know if you ever find out where to get another Nerry!” He turned and waved a hand behind him as he headed toward one of the booths.

He gave himself one minute to slouch and relax, sipping away at the soothing awakener, notes of milk, vanilla, and coffee all swirling together to give his brain a much-needed energy boost. That hit the spot. Just in time, too, as his phone rang out “Miss Alhazen!” Kai said. “So good to hear from you again. How’re you doing?”

A wobbly old voice came out tinny through the speakers on Kai’s phone. “Good morning, Kai. I’m doing quite well, thank you for asking. I hope I’m not bothering you too much right now? I just had a couple of questions about the piece I commissioned.”

“Oh, no, not at all. You called at a great time. Ask away!” Tilting his head to hold his phone in place between his face and his shoulder, Kai rummaged through his bag for his iPad to open the drawing miss Alhazen had commissioned him for.

“There are just a couple of small tweaks I want to make,” she said. “You’ve outdone yourself already, but I was wondering if you could tweak the horse’s saddle, remove the non-essential parts? I ride Betsy bareback, almost.”

Kai scribbled some notes down. “Absolutely, no problem. What were the other tweaks?”

“Can you add another black horse right behind the one I’m riding? You don’t have to add my husband. I understand that it’s a lot.”

Kai winced, running some numbers in his head to budget out the time for more commission work. “For sure. Anything else?”

“The last thing was — can you change the background landscape to be daytime? I know I originally said sunset for the effect, but I think it’ll work a lot better in broad daylight. With just a few wisps of clouds in the sky.”

Kai stifled a groan. “You got it. You’re the customer, after all.”

“Thank you so much. I’ll be sure to tell my friends about you in return! They’re almost as much of a fan of horses as I am.”

“Appreciate it! Take care, miss Alhazen.”

“Have a great day, Kai.”

Kai was pretty sure that this was feasible. Yes, if he shifted some of his routine schoolwork around, shrank the time block he’d scheduled for working on another client’s project, and cut a tiny chunk out of his sleep time, it should be just enough time to balance adding the updates miss Alhazen wanted to her watercolour.

(Yes, he’d promised to never cut more of his six hours of sleep last week, but these were extenuating circumstances, and extenuating circumstances meant extenuating his sleep schedule.)

“All right.” He stretched. “Four projects this week. That’ll be two hundred bucks. Let’s do this.” Kai’s arm brushed over the cappuccino set as safe of a distance as any away from his iPad.

After the drink, he decided. He wasn’t looking forward to recolouring and relighting most of the digital drawing, not to mention the addition of another horse. Horses were unfair animals. Their body moved in such strange ways. If only they had a more human-like anatomy — then this would be so much easier.

Gulping down the rest of his drink, Kai pulled out the previously completed drawing in Procreate that now needed to be uncompleted.

It would look better in the daytime. That made more sense too. People didn’t go horseback riding at night. Welp. He needed to do this now. Might as well start erasing accompanied by slow, quiet jazz playing in the background.

…Or maybe he could hold off for a bit. A sudden wave to find some other time to do it flooded through him. Strange. Usually he was all but willing to jump right back into a drawing project, especially if the drawing project had a deadline.

Kai wished more things had deadlines. It would certainly make planning around them and preparing himself for them a lot easier. He looked over at the potted cactus that sat to his side. How simplistic. How easy to plan around. No pressure at all, unless you purposefully touched it.

What if he left the cactus alone? Left it in the coffee shop until the next time he returned. He could always reconsider poking it then.

There was something about the shop that he knew would draw him back in, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. (Oh, who was he kidding? Obviously it was the narwhal.)


V. Valerie

Valerie had had enough of her so-called “friends”. Gossiping about her behind her back when they thought she wasn’t listening? And they even had the nerve to tell it to the group with her in it, as if they’d forgotten she was there!

Valerie wasn’t sure how to feel about that. Maybe it was her fault that she was so quiet that they’d actually legitimately forgotten she was with them. Still, she shook her head, no matter what, though, she knew that she was done with them now. No turning back.

She stomped through the backroads behind campus, kicking up the dirty snow and not really caring where she was going. As long as it wasn’t back to the traitors.

A bright blue narwhal by a shop on her left drew her attention.

It was a really ugly narwhal.

In its own way, though, it was kind of cute.

Some coffee sounded like a good idea. She could study inside the coffee shop, find a spot hidden in a corner somewhere and stay unseen… Certainly she knew none of her old “friends” would visit a backwater neighbourhood like this one.

Taking a deep breath to psyche herself up, Valerie pulled the door to the coffee shop open — then immediately bumped into another girl, who barely managed to catch her drink before any could spill out.

“Shit! Sorry, I wasn’t looking,” the other girl said, checking her shirt and pants to make sure she hadn’t spilled her drink on herself. “Are you okay?” She looked up to meet Valerie’s gaze. Valerie blinked and shifted her eyes just past the other girl’s face.

“That’s okay. Sorry I bumped into you.” Keenly aware of the other girl’s eyes on her back, Valerie stepped past her and into the store, sticking along the walls to read the handwritten chalked menu on the wall without getting in anyone’s way. Something light would do her stomach good — she didn’t think she could stomach a coffee before lunch.

The herbal tea seemed right up her alley. Zero calories, too. Very kind of the store to provide nutrition information.

“Hello, miss! Can I get anything for you today?”

“One small herbal tea, please.” She took out her phone to pay.

The barista leaned in closer to her and tapped his ear. “Sorry, could you repeat that? I didn’t quite catch what you said.”

Valerie raised her voice. It almost felt like she was shouting. “One small herbal tea?”

“Small herbal tea, got it. Do you want it iced?” he asked.

Not in this weather. She shook her head.

“Awesome. Anything else you wanted to add?”

She shook her head again. All she wanted was a quiet place to sit down. If she didn’t feel socially obligated to purchase something, she wouldn’t have gotten a drink at all.

“Whenever you’re ready.” The barista gestured at the card machine. Valerie tapped the one-dollar tip, then brought her phone closer until the payment went through. “Please wait over by that side. Thank you!”

Valerie fidgeted with her phone while she waited, opening Instagram out of habit before catching herself and returning it to her jacket pocket.

The cafe was rather cozy. Right up her style. If she weren’t in public, Valerie might’ve spent some time peering around every nook and every cranny, forming a mental map in her head. But that would look kind of strange to the other guests, so maybe she’d go to the farthest corner first and map out the whole thing later on any future visits.

“Herbal tea for you, miss?”

“Thanks.” Valerie cradled her drink and beelined straight for the table farthest from the door and placing her bag on the opposite chair, then sipped at her hot drink.  She basked in the warmth from the slightly bitter liquid flowing down her throat, letting out a small happy sigh as she felt some of her annoyance fade away.

Her stomach growled.

Curses. She hadn’t expected tea to whet her appetite so much. It was around noon. Maybe she could order lunch? That seemed agreeable. Something about the tight spaces in the cafe made it almost comforting to eat in.

Valerie decided that this counted as lunch. That meant that she could order food. There wasn’t anyone nearby, but she wasn’t going to take her chances with someone stealing her bag. The cup could stay, though.

Bagels. Croissants. Just the thought of biting into a freshly baked good made her stomach turn. A single glance at the pictures of the sandwiches told her that they were full of white bread, too. The grilled cheese was sparkling with how greasy it was.

“Hey!” said the barista as she approached again. “How can I help you, miss?”

“Could I get…” Valerie chewed her lip. “…a toasted plain bagel?” Even that wasn’t that healthy. It was dense and full of carbs and she didn’t think it was a whole wheat bagel, either.

“One toasted plain bagel… Did you want anything on it? Cream cheese, jam, peanut butter?”

She shook her head no.

“All right. Did you want a pastry to go with that, too? We’ve got a deal running right now where any purchase gets you a free selection from anything you see here.” He gestured to a glass cabinet stocked with different textures and shades of brown.

The gods must have been tempting her. This was a trial for her to overcome. It’d been two months since she’d last had anything sugary. She was going to show them just how much mental fortitude she had.

It was free, though.

“…I’ll take the cinnamon coffee cake, please.” Almost as soon as the words left her lips, she wanted to bite down on them and take them back. But it was too late. The barista’d already taken out one of the cakes and wrapped it in paper packaging.

“Here’s your cake. Step to that side and one of my colleagues will get you your bagel in just a sec.”

Valerie glanced back at her table from time to time to check if anyone had taken her cup. On second thought, it was kind of dumb of her to leave it back there. It wasn’t going to stop anyone from taking her seat if they wanted, and they might even throw it away for her.

She snatched the bag out of the barista’s hands as soon as they held it out to her and scrambled back to her table before the store got busier.

Valerie looked between her plain toasted bagel and her coffee cake. This was how they got you. She’d come in here to hide away for a moment and she was going to walk out having consumed a solid half-pound of food.

Maybe she could save one of them for dinner. The bagel would harden up, but Valerie was fairly certain that she could leave the cake in the communal fridge for the evening and it would be fine.

She paused. Actually, nothing that entered the communal fridge would turn out fine. So it was now or never, and she would feel bad if she took the free food but never ate it.

She’d start with the bagel. It was fine. It would have been much better with cream cheese, but she didn’t have access to that.

The cake was better. Valerie closed her eyes in bliss, feeling only a little guilty at the lovely sensation that ran through her as the coffee-flavoured creamy sweetness landed and stayed on her tongue. It wasn’t a large slice of cake, so she would take small spoonfuls at a time.

Her stomach stopped growling. She could feel it. And so her next course of action was clearer than ever: She needed to go to the bathroom.

One uneventful waste expulsion later, as she wiped her mouth, Valerie returned to her table feeling lighter than ever. Time to get to work.


VI. Sara

Sara found herself back at Monoceros a few days later, this time in broad daylight. It felt like a weight was lifted off her shoulders after she’d submitted her post-lab last night.

There were still dumbbells hanging from the rest of her body from the other four courses she was taking, but baby steps. She was going to use the hours she had while the sun was still out to knock out as many tasks she could. Surely at least two.

“Hey, Oliver! Thanks again for the free pastry the other day. How’s business today?”

Oliver nodded in acknowledgement. “Sara, was it?” She nodded. “Going pretty well, thanks for asking. I see you’re here a tad earlier than you were last time,” he chuckled. “What can I get for you?”

“Ooh, tough choice. Something weaker than last time. I’m feeling pretty good this time.”

“Thoughts on a matcha latte? If you’re into tea, it’s a bit weaker, but lasts longer if you’re planning on working for a while again.”

“Hmm, I’m not a huge tea fan.” A flash of something flitted across Oliver’s face, leaving too quickly that Sara couldn’t read it in time. “What about a large French vanilla?”

“Certainly.”

Sara tapped away on her phone while she waited, occasionally glancing up to scan for open tables. Her usual couch spot by the fireplace was occupied by a brown dude typing away on his laptop and dressed all fancy in his suit and tie, as if he was preparing to give an important speech.

After picking up her drink, she decided to lay down her papers and study at the next best thing: the table right beside her old table. It wasn’t quite the same with her sitting on a regular chair instead of a couch, a smaller table instead of the slightly larger coffee table that she could never reach, and she was wide awake and sleep-deprived instead of drun with sleep, but it would do in a pickle.

“…absolutely, mister Potterson. I have six years of experience analysing trends at my high school’s accounting club combined with my executive position at NYU’s actuarial science club.” the boy murmured. Sara closed her eyes and tried to tune him out. “Last summer, I interned at Ernst & Young as a business analyst, where I tracked the market price for slipper commodities and was able to identify a strategy that would increase margins from 9.5% to 15% by improving manufacturing processes, streamlining employee costs, and maximising product yield.”

There was something about the grating burr of his voice that made it so difficult to restrain her desire to shut him up by strangling him. Sara walked up right behind him and tapped his shoulder. “Hi, excuse me?”

The boy whirled around, his eyes jumping from her finger up to her face. “Yes?” His brow furrowed. “Can I help you?”

“You’re an NYU student, right? Do you mind being a little quieter so I can study?”

“Why?”

Was he stupid? Sara raised an eyebrow. “It’s harder to study when I can’t hear my own thoughts over your gums flapping.” She probably could have phrased that a bit more nicely, but she hadn’t had her tea yet and she was not in the mood to deal with idiots.

He folded his arms and stared at her. “Don’t you have headphones or something? Just wear those. I’m prepping for an interview later this week.”

“I don’t. If you need to prep, prep somewhere else. I have a lab due later this week too.”

“I was here first. Why don’t you move?”

“Because, I can’t go anywhere here without being forced to hear you in the background, dude. You’re in, like, the one place in this shop where everyone can hear you.”

The boy frowned. “Zahir.”

“What?”

“That’s my name. Zahir. Don’t call me ‘dude’. Ever.”

“Or else what? What are you gonna do?” Sara challenged. “Hit me with those noodle arms? Get your precious suit dirty? How’re you gonna attend all your…precious accounting meetings?”

“At least get it right. I’m studying business, not accounting.” Zahir considered her. “Judging by your papers…I assume you must be pre-med?” She swore she could feel the arrogance through his haughty, chin-tipped gaze, as if he was saying “I’m so much better than you.”

“So what?” Sara bristled. “At least I didn’t sell my soul to slave away at capitalism like you, finance boy.”

“Hey. If that’s the cost of a six-figure starting salary out of college, I’m perfectly fine with that. I wasn’t judging you and your nine years fucking around in school, anyway.”

“Better to spend nine years learning good in the world instead of wasting my entire life leeching the capital out of every human being for the rest of —”

“Hi, excuse me?” Sara and Zahir both turned to look at Oliver, who held out his hands placatingly. “I’m really sorry to interject, but could you please take your argument outside? You’re disturbing the other guests.”

Sara immediately pointed at Zahir. “He was disturbing me first with all his chattering! A girl can’t focus around here with all his yapping going on.”

“Skill issue.” Oh, she was going to wipe that smirk off of that conceited asshole the first chance she got.

Oliver looked back and forth between them as they took turns sniping each other. “Yeah, I’m not gonna dissect this. What if you both work at the same table over there and talk it out? As long as you’re far away enough that no one complains, you’re fine.”

“Look what you did. You got us kicked out from the best spot in the cafe!” Sara fumed. First he took her couch. Then he took her table. Now he took her window view and her fireplace!

“Holy — it’s not just me, okay? Why’d you have to get up and make such a big deal about everything? It wasn’t even that big of an issue.” He shook his head.

She set her papers down just as Zahir also tried to set his laptop down on top of her hand. “I need this space,” she insisted. “You just have a laptop. That can go on your lap. I have to annotate my notes with real writing tools, like highlighters.”

“Fine,” he said, and Sara’s mood instantly went up ten points as she saw him put the demonic machine where his words came from away. “But I also have to write a speech for my rhetoric class, so I’ll also be annotating my speech with real writing tools.”

He laid a printed double-spaced sheet directly on top of her notes on genome regulation.

“Oh my fucking god —”


VII. Kai

“Oooocean man, take me by the hand  lead me to the laaaand  that you understand~” Kai went through his repertoire of narwhal-related songs in his head. He decided that he now loved Monoceros. It was a comfortable place that had good food, good vibes, and plenty of personality. Best of all, no one knew about the place.

Still humming the rest of the song in his head, Kai marched right inside and waited for Oliver to take his order at the desk.

That was strange.

Last time he came in, Oliver was already at the counter. Maybe he was on a bathroom break while the shop was understaffed?

Ah, there was another barista. “Really sorry about the wait,” she apologised. “We’re just dealing with a little commotion over there. What can I get you?”

Kai craned his neck to look in the direction the barista’s eyes pointed. Now that he was paying more attention, he listened — and briskly walked over when he heard the lovely dulcet tones of his roommate angrily in a back-and-forth with a girl in the far corner.

As he approached, he saw Oliver the poor barista standing a safe distance away. He looked like he’d given up long ago. That was wise. Zahir was a nightmare to steer away from his commitments in the best of times.

“Your papers are covering my papers!” The girl clutched a sheaf of papers, lifting them off the table to slide one toward Zahir.

Kai held a hand in front of the two glaring daggers at each other. “Children, children. Please! No fighting. You must learn to compromise, to understand each other. It’s not about winning or losing,” he said kindly. Man, he was such a good mediator.

“I understand that the cancerous prick growing out of this guy’s head is compromising with the sticks up his ass over how stuck-up he wants to be today.”

Zahir scoffed. “Excuse me, princess, was I too crass for you? Do you want me to sugarcoat my words and feed them to you instead?” He stabbed his spoon into his untouched cake and raised it in between him and Sara, eyes narrowed in challenge. “Here comes the airplane, say aah.”

The girl, narrowing her eyes even further, ate Zahir’s spoon. Well, more accurately, she closed her mouth around the spoon, gaze still trained on Zahir’s, daring him to pull it out. Kai blinked.

Slowly, Zahir did, his expression never changing from mild contempt.

“That was a delicious cake,” the girl said, tone more frosted than the cake. “Thank you,” she said, with approximately none of the usual gratitude associated with those words.

“You’re welcome,” Zahir said coolly.

This was really funny, but Kai did want to sort this out before he got himself a drink. “Look,” he interjected, “guys. What’s the problem here? Whatever it is, I’m sure Zahir is not sorry at all for it, but I’d feel bad on his behalf if he was involved.”

“Who are you, anyway?” the girl said, studying him up and down. “Do you know this clown? Are you one of his business friends or something?”

Kai glanced at Zahir and snorted. “Oh god, no. No, absolutely not.” Zahir looked proud. “He’s my roommate. I’m in arts, by the way. The name’s Kai. Nice to meet you.” He held out his hand to shake. “Sorry about Zahir. He’s not very good at apologising.”

“Excuse me?”

“At least you seem more adjusted than this crackpot,” the girl muttered. “I’m Sara. This man’s trying to take up all my space.”

“Only because you said we should listen to the barista dude and work out our differences!”

“Did you want to be kicked out?”

“Well, then it’s that guy’s fault for stopping us!” Zahir pointed an accusing finger at Oliver.

“Don’t blame poor Oliver!” Kai stepped in front of the barista, holding his hands outward to block him from their view. “I swear, no one here is in high school and you’re bickering like you just found out the other person stole your pen or something.” Kai paused. “We’re all NYU students, right? You seem like a uni student,” he told Sara.

“Second year,” she admitted. Kai beamed.

“Hey, same as us, then! Anyway, Sara — I agree, fuck Zahir — maybe not literally —” Sara made a face. “— but I feel like you guys could have avoided this situation. Here, if you really want to talk things out, why don’t you go sit far far away from each other so you don’t have to physically deal with each other? I’ll make a group chat so you can go at it there. Can I get your phone number?”

 

Kai Nakayama created a new group with Sara Al-Dosari, Zahir Kirmani

Kai Nakayama changed the name of the group to “nerry the narwhal fan club”

Kai Nakayama changed their name to kai!.

 

kai!: wassup y’all!!

kai!: welcome to the nerry fan club

kai!: y’all better be nerry fans too or else i will hunt you down >:(

 

Sara Al-Dosari changed their name to sara

 

sara: omg the narwhal’s name is nerry?? wait i never knew that’s so cute

Zahir Kirmani: it’s just marketing. they’re trying to manipulate us

kai!: zahir change your name to something fun

Zahir Kirmani: no

sara: can you stop imagining everyone is trying to manipulate you for ONE SECOND and just appreciate nerry

Zahir Kirmani: everyone wants something in the real world

Zahir Kirmani: even the people who drew nerry

 

kai! changed Zahir Kirmani‘s name to i must be fun at parties

i must be fun at parties changed their name to zahir

 

zahir: no

sara: how many sticks can one man fit up his ass

 

Kai looked up from his phone to appreciate the moment of silence as Sara and Zahir hammered away at their phones. He looked to Oliver. “Peace and quiet, eh?”

Oliver nodded gratefully.


VIII. April

“Emma the narwhal was bright yellow because she was the narwhal chosen by the gods to rise up against their human oppressors. In addition to her colour, she would have magical powers channelled through her horn.

“Emma the narwhal was just a normal narwhal. A mother of three baby narwhals, she struggled to feed the family with the passing of her mate last year. Overworked and underfed, she would slowly grow weaker and weaker (symbolised by her horn shrinking smaller and smaller as it wore down) until she could no longer provide for her kin.

“Emma the narwhal was a private detective who was investigating the sudden death of her manta ray best friend. There was no blood at the murder scene, only the pockmarks left behind by the suction of remora fish on her belly.

“Emma the narwhal was a sky narwhal, swimming freely among the clouds…”

April murmured the different possibilities for Emma the narwhal, playing out the paths out in her head as leaned back against her chair at Monoceros, hands folded behind her head. Man, it was packed in the shop today. She didn’t think she’d seen so many people here for a Saturday lunch before. It was good for inspiration, but a little bit distracting when there were so many different conversations flowing around her. She sipped at her pumpkin space latte, thinking.

Whoever invented the pumpkin spice latte was a genius, April decided. Chock full of cream and a hint of exciting new spices, she could barely taste the coffee. Just how she liked it.

…Who did invent the pumpkin spice latte? April considered the idea as she munched on a bag of salt and vinegar chips. She had a hunch that it was probably Starbucks, but now she really wanted to know for sure.

One Wikipedia article later, April nodded in satisfaction from her newly acquired knowledge that the pumpkin spice latte was, in fact, first created by Starbucks.

“Excuse me,” a voice said, breaking April out of her thoughts. April looked up to see a skinny white girl holding a steaming cup and pointing at her bag, which she’d left in the other seat at the table. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

“Not at all, not at all!” April lifted her bag and set it on the ground between her legs. “Fair warning, by the way: People tell me that I yap waaaaay too much, so if I ever randomly say something after a while, feel free to tell me to shut up.”

The girl nodded. “That’s okay. I figured from the sign.” She gestured at the back of April’s open laptop, where earlier she’d put up her “Please Do Not Disturb (I Am Writing a Novel and Like to Yap Too Much)” sign. “Good luck with your novel, by the way.”

“Thanks!” Time to lock in. April pictured the girl sitting across her as the devil herself, red-skinned and horned, her trident leaning against the table right up against April’s throat, blocking her from writing the tale of Emma the narwhal.

Never mind that the devil was canonically male; she could headcanon whatever she wanted.

Hmm. Imagine a story where the devil just chilled in the real world, sipping a drink and scrolling through her phone just like the one in front of her. And imagine if God, who had the power to write the story of the future of the universe, was suddenly trapped because she stepped on the authority of the devil’s authority over the past. And imagine if they were both lesbians.

This was such a good idea. April jotted down lesbian christian deities coffee shop au? at the end of her thirty-page-long ideas document.

But now was not the time to pursue new ideas, oh no. Now she was here to write the story of Emma the narwhal or she would die trying.

Maybe Emma would become the first narwhal to discover the world above the ocean. After a major tropical storm, she would find herself beached on a sandy beach one day, a small child holding a beach ball staring at her from above when she finally woke up. She would scramble, fighting for her life as the small child ran back to his mother, crying the whole time. Meanwhile, as the mother called for the fire department to retrieve a lost animal, Emma would fiercely struggle to return to the waters. She would be lucky that she could breathe in the open air as a mammal, but her skin was drying out. Before she could, though, the firefighters would arrive and pick her up, sell her to SeaWorld, and she would then discover how miserable it was to be a marine animal in captivity. Especially by SeaWorld. Then she would meet a small child — the same one that first saw her at the beach — and realising the suffering Emma was under, the child would concoct an extravagant plan to free her and saving all the animals in the process.

This was an…okay story. April didn’t love it, but it was serviceable. Maybe she should go back to the flying narwhal idea, though. As a completely different species, it opened up so many worldbuilding avenues. Imagine a world where people rode narwhals in the sky to get from place to place. There would be police narwhals with cute weewoo horns. Narwhals would ride rainbows as a sort-of express route between sky islands, because the rainbows would use the power of light to speed them up. Tsk. Decisions, decisions.

“Do you think a narwhal captivity story or a flying narwhal story would read nicer?” she asked the other girl.

The girl glanced up from her phone, then looked behind her. “Me?”

“Yes. I’ve got more of the trapped narwhal story outlined, but imagine how many different places you could take a sky narwhal?”

“Um.” The girl sat in thought for a moment, locking her phone and placing it face-down. “I think…like you said, sky narwhals just sound like a more fun idea. The environment is completely different from anything on the ground and you could make it lighter by tying more into the rainbows-and-clouds-and-sun motif idea that goes quite well or you could make it a bit darker by analysing some social issues that might happen in a society like that. Maybe the treatment of narwhals and their relationship with humans?”

“Yeah,” April nodded. “That makes sense. You’re really smart. I was thinking about some of that, too.” April stroked her chin. “Wait.” She blinked. “How did you know about worldbuilding and sky narwhals? Was I saying everything aloud again?”

The girl nodded. “By the way, I’m pretty sure only the male narwhals have have the big tusk.”

“Shit,” April said heartily. “Well, all the more reason to go with sky narwhals. I can say that all narwhals grow rainbow tusks. You should tell me next time I ramble on and on, by the way. I don’t want to be a bother.”

“It’s okay,” the girl shrugged. “I don’t mind. Your ideas are pretty interesting.”

“If you say so,” April said, dubious. “Way too many people have told me how much I yap. Well, in that case, what do you think about an adventurer born in the clouds along with her baby narwhal, searching the skies for the treasure that lies…” What a nice young lady. If she said she was prepared for April to bounce ideas off of her, April would gladly borrow her as a pinball machine and hit her in every direction.





“Thanks for letting me talk your ear off!” April said, clasping and shaking the surprised girl’s hand with both of her own. “Let me buy you something in return, uh… Aw, crap. I never introduced myself, did I?” April rubbed the back of her neck sheepishly. “I’m April. A true pleasure to meet you. And you are?”

“I’m Valerie,” the girl said with a small smile. “Nice to meet you too.”

“Valerie!” April crowed. “Valerie. A long and elegant name. Flows right off the tongue. Vaaaalerieeeee.”

A slight flush crawled up Valerie’s cheeks. “I also go by ‘Vallie’ if it’s easier.”

“No, no, I didn’t mean it that way!” April shook her head frantically. “It’s a great name. Vallie is also pretty cute too… Gah, I gotta shut up next time — this is so embarrassing! Ahem. What kind of drink do you want?”

Vallie looked at her no-longer-steaming cup. “A plain tea is usually my sort of thing. Oolong, green, or black, depending on how much caffeine I need.”

That made sense. April nodded. “How much are you thinking right now?”

Vallie hesitated. “I’m…don’t think I need a drink right now,” she said, gesturing at her cup. “That’s okay. Thanks for the offer.”

“That sucks.” April let out a fake sigh of disappointment. “I suppose that means I’ll have to owe you one the next time we meet. In fact, we should probably exchange numbers so that you can cash it in when it’s more convenient for you.”

“I suppose,” Vallie agreed, smiling. “It’s a deal, then.”

 

April Evans, Valerie Torres

Valerie: hello :)

April: Hi! It’s April!! My tab: 1x beverage at Monoceros

April: I’m gonna have to trust you to hold me to it

Valerie: will do o7


VIV. Zahir

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, sara, zahir)

sara: how is it possible that one man can possibly so stupid

zahir: what now

zahir: spit it out ik you’re talking about me

sara: funny how you think i’m referring to you

sara: i wonder what that means

zahir: that i can tell how someone added to the group chat in the last two days and who i’ve barely spoken to thinks

sara: oh please

sara: how can someone wearing a dingy suit everywhere not have at least a couple loose screws. you have the ethical mindset of elon musk

zahir: i don’t see how you can possibly justify that

kai!: shockingly, zahir actually has principles

kai!: if you make him sign a contract in writing that stops him from taking cookies out of the cookie jar after midnight

kai!: he will actually stop taking cookies out from the cookie jar after midnight

zahir: exactly. my word is priceless

kai!: i wouldn’t go THAT far

kai!: the fee for breach of contract is clearly stated on the contract as a hundred dollars

zahir: same difference

sara: true tbh









nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, sara, zahir)

zahir: i’m headed to monoceros to grind some apps. sara i better not see you in the best spot again.





Zahir walked straight into Monoceros and immediately craned his neck to the right to see Sara sitting at his usual spot on the couch by the fireplace. His eyes narrowed. Quietly, he moved behind Sara until he was standing right over her. “You,” he hissed, tapping Sara’s shoulder.

She flinched, tugged off her headphones, and turned to glare at him. “What the fuck —” Her eyes narrowed further when she saw who he was. “You.” How did she like that, huh? Now she knew how he felt when she almost startled the living daylights out of him on their first meeting.

“I thought I told you not to be here,” Zahir accused, setting his laptop down at the table by the opposite end of the couch.

Sara raised an eyebrow. “Wow, okay. First of all, don’t tell me where I can or can’t go. Second of all —” In one fell motion, she pulled out her phone and navigated to her messages app. “— I was studying. I’m not keeping the ringer on the entire time just so I can be ordered around by someone who looks like he came out of a freshman classroom.”

Zahir cocked an eyebrow. “That could either be a compliment or an insult. It could be the least or most sincere thing you’ve ever said. Are you calling me stupid?”

Sara waved a hand and returned to studying her papers, “Take it however you want to take it.”

Zahir twitched, then stood up. “You know what? I don’t care. I’m going to get food. Watch my things.”

Sara rolled her eyes, head still pointed down at her notes. “Fine.”

He made to head to the counter, but stopped as he passed the other end of the couch. “…Do you want anything?”

“No, thanks.”

“Okay.”

Zahir returned to their couch with a plate of fluffy pancakes with cream and fruits. He eyed his laptop, lifting it up just in case Sara had planted a whoopie cushion or something. Nothing out of the ordinary to be seen. This was shocking. She was still writing on her papers.

She was always writing papers every time he saw her here, actually. What was she writing? Notes? Job hunting, like he was? Penning letters? Assignments?

No, he wouldn’t give her the pleasure of knowing she was interested in what she was doing. He was not interested in anything she had to say, after all. She was simply an incredibly effective irritant that he kept on bumping into and could never seem to get rid of, much like a particularly persistent police officer.

No, that was too generous a description for her. At least he could bribe police officers.

Zahir made the herculean effort to put Sara out of his mind and enjoy his pancakes. Just in case, though, he made sure to make noises of delight as he chewed so that she knew just how much he was enjoying these pancakes. They were truly excellent pancakes. Warm and fluffy and not too sweet. Served her right for rejecting his offer to get food.

“What are you moaning about over there?” Sara demanded after his fourth mmmm. “Did you pay someone for a blowjob just to be annoying?”

Zahir choked on his pancake, his mmmms turning more to ahekckaks as he tried to dislodge the ball of goodness going down the wrong end of his throat. He was dying. He was going to die like an incompetent toddler who could barely tell the difference between a children’s toy and food. He knew Sara was cruel, but he didn’t expect her to have the guts to stage a verbal assassination attempt.

Reluctantly, Zahir gave her a couple of style points for that.

“Oh my god.” Sara reached over and pounded his back a little harder than he felt was strictly necessary.

“I’m…fine,” Zahir hacked out. “I have it…completely…under…control.”

“Sure you do.” Sara pounded a little harder. “There, there. Let it all out,” she said with all the sincerity of a murderer telling their victim that it would all be okay.

With one last wheeze, Zahir managed to get the offending chunk of pancake out of his windpipe and down the right pipe to the acid pool it deserved to dissolve in. He gingerly rubbed his throat, clearing it a few times to get the feeling of imminent suffocation by pancake out of his mind.

“How did you even choke on a pancake, anyway?” Sara inspected his half-eaten plate. “I swear, they’re the softest, soggiest things ever. Wasn’t even a waffle.”

“Soggy?” No, she didn’t. She wouldn’t. If she would, Zahir wouldn’t let her. “Pancakes are not soggy, unless you suck at making pancakes. Exactly like you said — how could anyone possibly choke on one? At the very least, they’re far better than waffles. Their texture lends them far better to gently flow down the throat. You just caught me off-guard, that’s all.”

Her uneducated opinions on food matched her personality, but Zahir didn’t say that right away, because Zahir was a polite, upstanding young gentleman.

He cleared his throat. “Although I’m not at all surprised that someone like you wouldn’t understand.”

Sara raised an eyebrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Zahir shrugged. “I can’t imagine that you have the class to have ever had a good pancake. You probably leave your waffles cold, half-eaten while you’re hunched over your flash cards, half-drunk. That’s the only way I could see any distinguished person intentionally shove those…disgusting shells of plastic in themselves.” He shuddered.

Sara set her pencil down and turned to face him fully. “I don’t think you’ve ever had a good waffle. You’ve probably only had pancakes that cost ten dollars each while licking the boots of anyone who pays for them at your coffee chats.”

Zahir gestured at the plate sitting before him, adding another forkful of pancake to his gullet. “These were $8.50. They’re pretty good.”

“Doubt it. Pancakes are just boring-ass slabs of cooked dough. Nothing of value. No creativity.”

“Batter,” Zahir corrected her.

“What?”

“It’s pancake batter, not pancake dough.”

“Same difference. Regardless, waffle batter is far superior to anything pancakes can create. Waffles are elegant. They form a beautiful grid which is the perfect vessel for holding syrup. Meanwhile,” Sara glanced at his plate, where syrup had begun to pool around the remaining stack of pancakes, “syrup just slides off pancakes in the best-case scenario. When it doesn’t, it seeps into the pancake and makes it soggy.”

Zahir twirls a piece of pancake around the syrup. “That just means you can adjust the level of syrup you want to however you’d like. If a waffle compartment fills up with syrup, how are you going to get rid of the extra syrup? Turn it upside down? Very crass of you. Imagine not being round. The circle is the strongest shape known to nature.”

“Doesn’t matter how strong it is when it’ll flop over the instant it sees you. Waffles are equally round, and their added structure lets them stay strong and hard for much longer. You couldn’t possibly roll a pancake.”

“That’s the cost of softness and fluffiness. Not like you would know anything about softness and fluffiness.”

“There’s such a thing as too much fluff, you know. Fluff increases the surface area inside the pancake, which means that it dries out your mouth quicker than your yapping. Look at how pale your pancakes are. Waffles are a consistent golden brown, edges perfectly crisped by the Maillard reaction.”

“Waffles are brutally squeezed, forced to conform to one shape, over and over again. Isn’t that boring to you? Look at the natural curves on this beauty.” Zahir held up the last pancake with his fork and knife. He looked Sara up and down, wrinkling his nose. “I’d take staring at that any day.”

Sara bristled. “Well, waffles make up for that in spades by their hardness. Stack a whole bunch of waffles on top of each other and you can bet that they’ll stay stacked, standing straight up, no matter how much syrup you drench them with. Pancakes would just lie over submissively. No resistance whatsoever.”

“That is just blatantly false. Pancakes are best fresh, and when they’re fresh, they offer the perfect combination of being steamy and slightly firm to slide down your throat. Waffles start crusty and only get crustier.”

“They’re disgusting to clean up after. Pancakes leave sticky syrupy residue everywhere. I’d take a waffle any day. Trace its edges, its ridges, its slopes.”

Zahir snorted. ” ‘Course you would. Well, I don’t mind cleaning after myself, so I have no problem with clearing up the ‘sticky syrupy residue’. Better that than have to deal with an uncooperative waffle that doesn’t let you sink your teeth in.”

“Waffles offer texture. Why would you want the same flat experience with pancakes when you could have a myriad of crunch and softness and all of its different flavours?” Zahir soaked up the remaining syrup with his last pancake. “Look how wet it is already! You haven’t even put it in your mouth yet. It’ll disintegrate! How could you possibly enjoy that?”

“It’s moist, not wet. And it is a good level of moist. A normal level. I don’t know how much you like to soak what you put in your mouth but this is perfectly lubricated.”

Sara let out an exasperated noise. “That’s it. This is obviously going nowhere. You two!” Sara waved at two people walking by behind him. “Yeah, you. Mind helping us settle a debate?”


X. Valerie

April Evans, Valerie Torres

April: Hi Vallie!!! I’ll buy you a drink if you’re by Monoceros and can be my rubber duck because my mind is BOUNCING with ideas

Valerie: deal!! i’ll be there in 3

 

Valerie followed April as she meandered through the coffee shop yo find a seat, holding her newly acquired unsweetened black tea close to her chest. “What kind of ideas did you want me to rubber duck for?”

April waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, you know.

Valerie caught snatches of conversations as they walked past the other patrons in the cafe:

“…must stop feeding your kid all these organic worms. It’s not good for him.” Two old ladies, each with steaming cups on plates.

“…all you need is to take the integral of the sin x to get the flux coefficient, then you can plug it into Euler’s formula…” Two students hunched over their iPads.

“…I don’t know how much you like to soak what you put in your mouth but this is perfectly lubricated.” That one came from a couple sitting on the couch. The girl made a fed-up noise.“That’s it. This is obviously going nowhere.” She looked up, and Valerie ducked behind April’s large stature before the girl could pick on her. She wanted no involvement in their lovers’ spat if she could.

Well, she didn’t know for sure that they were dating. Maybe they were just two overly repressed individuals and this was their emotional outlet. Valerie wouldn’t judge.

Just in case, though, she didn’t tell them to get a room.

Unfortunately, April seemed to have the opposite opinion, because she‘d stopped and turned to approach them already.

“You two!” The girl gestured in their direction. Valerie looked behind her, just in case they were talking to someone else. “Yeah, you! Mind helping us settle a debate?”

“We need your opinion,” the boy nodded.

April stopped by the boy’s side of the couch so they could all see each other without craning their necks. Except for Valerie, who was still slightly hiding so you still had to tilt your head a bit. “Not a problem at all, strangers!” April said. “I’m April.”

“Zahir,” the boy said, all serious and khaughty-like, as if he knew just how important he was and wanted everyone to know. Valerie acknowledged his confidence.

“Sara,” the girl added, like she wanted to get the introductions over with quickly.

A pause.

“So,” Zahir began. “Pancakes or waff —”

“Hang on,” Sara said, tilting her body to peer at Valerie. “What’s your name, love?” Zahir twitched.

“Valerie,” said Valerie. “Nice to meet you.”

Sara nodded. “Waffles or pancakes?”

“You can’t reorder the statement like that,” Zahir complained. “The primacy effect —”

Sara waved him off. “Yes, yes, means the first element is more memorable. I also took psych. That shouldn’t matter so much here, though, because I’m sure most people already have preconceived opinions on pancakes or waffles. So,” she turned her attention back to April and Valerie, “Which do you like more?”

Valerie quite liked the intricacies of waffles herself. They always felt She looked at April. “Pancakes all the way,” April said, nodding firmly. “Light and fluffy. My mom used to make the best pancakes when I was younger.”

Zahir tilted his chin in April’s direction. “See? She gets it. I told you, any person worth their salt could tell that pancakes are better.” He held out his hand to April. “So glad you have the correct opinion.” April shook it with great vigour.

Sara ignored him. “Shut up, Zahir. How about you, Valerie?”

Valerie glanced at April. “I’m more of a waffle person myself. They’re more fun to eat. And they’re usually less fancy.”

Zahir did that semi passive-aggressive stare into her soul again. “How is that a good thing?”

“Because pancakes are so rich and you feel like you’re eating rancid butter, ” Sara chimed in. She looked at Valerie. “Right?”

Valerie faltered. “…Yeah.” She didn’t feel so bad in the bathroom after disposing of store-bought waffles, but that answer worked too. “Exactly.”

April blinked at her as if she were an Emma the narwhal flying in the sky bouncing around and casually defying physics. “But…that sounds miserable! How could you possibly get food without enjoying it? A perfectly cooked pancake, airy like the whipped cream on top, just the right amount of syrup to counter the tart berries. It’s perfect! Heavenly.” She clasped her hands together, sighing in bliss.

“Looks like it’s two-two.” Sara pulled out her phone. “I’m gonna ask Kai to break the tie.”

“Waffles actually do last a lot longer, though,” Valerie countered. “Sometimes you don’t want to eat the entire stack of pancakes right away. Then it gets all soggy and gross while the waffle will be perfectly serviceable for a few hours.”

April gaped. “How could you possibly leave food out so long! Anything would suck to eat after a few hours.”

Valerie shook her head. “Sometimes you have a lot to get done. Or you can’t judge how much you could eat.”

April took the time to think about it. “I have literally never had that issue. If anything, I always get too little and have to order more.”

 

nerry the narwhal fan club (kai!, sara, zahir)

sara: kai pancakes or waffles

kai!: depends! in what context

zahir: …why tf does it change depending on the context

sara: for consumption

kai!: still depends! if like

kai!: you have a lot of syrup

kai!: pancakes get soggy super quickly

kai!: but they’re fluffier right out of the gate right

kai!: so if you eat them fresh and light on toppings

kai!: they are heaven

kai!: but waffles last longer

sara: excuse me i did not come for a NUANCED answer one of us has to be right

sara: i asked some other people in the cafe and we keep tying up

sara: oop i think they’re going pretty hard at it rn

zahir: i’m adding them here

sara: how rude of you to interrupt them and ask for their numbers

sara: for someone who talks to so many recruiters you are remarkably shit at talking to normal people

kai!: wait do i know them?

zahir: no idea. doesn’t matter. this is more important

 

zahir added April Evans, Valerie Torres to the group.

 

kai!: hello new people!

kai!: ik y’all are having your pancake v waffle discussion but before you go back to reaming each other

kai!: are you nerry the narwhal fans?

 

April Evans changed their name to April

Valerie Torres changed their name to valerie

 

April: The mascot? Huge fan

April: The biggest fan

April: My entire novel is based around the narwhal

April: Its name is Nerry?

kai!: ya!

kai!: that’s what the barista said when i asked him

valerie: i would die for him <3

sara: wait april you’re writing a novel?? about narwhals?

April: Yep 🙂

sara: that is so cool

zahir: ahem. we’re getting off-topic.

kai!: uh oh

kai!: zahir is grumpy!

kai!: he’s bringing out the ending punctuation!!

kai!: sara beware

sara: oh i am here for it

zahir: shut up

zahir: as i was saying

zahir: we must come to a conclusion.

zahir: i have a proposal

zahir: kai if you want free food you should come to monoceros

kai!: free???? food????? from zahir?????? give me two mins

 

“Have you two eaten?” Sara asked.

April looked at Valerie. “I haven’t,” she said.

“I haven’t either,” Valerie said.

Sara leaned over the couch. Something about the glint in her eyes told Valerie that she was not going to like what came next. “Do you want waffles? Then you can actually find out whether they’re better than pancakes. It’s on me.”

The thought of ingesting a stack of crunchy dough was nauseating. “I’m on your side,” Valerie reminded her. “You don’t need me to prove anything.”

“Ah. But,” Zahir said, sticking out a finger and wagging it in her face. Valerie leaned backward. Nope nope nope that was too close. “You have not had my pancakes. If this cubed delinquent can get…her —”

“April,” April supplied.

“— to try waffles, it is completely fair for me to recruit someone to try pancakes.” He looked at Valerie.

If she thought having to shove down waffles were bad, pancakes were worse by a whole order of magnitude. Their fleshy, soft, mushy texture. Sliding up. Valerie almost excused herself then and there.

“I’ll pass, thank you.”

Zahir raised an eyebrow. He liked doing that a lot. “Of course, I would cover the cost.”

“It’s okay. I don’t want to.”

“Come on!” April flung her broad arm around Valerie’s shoulders. “It’ll be fun!” Valerie flinched, resisted the immediate urge to throw the warm mass off of her, then tried to play it off by glancing up and behind her as if she were checking who it was. “It’ll be like a competition!”

Sara bobbed her head eagerly. “Once Kai gets here, we’ll have a full gang and it’ll be perfect! Almost like a cooking competition.”

Valerie’s stomach roiled as if it were an ocean brewing a thunderstorm. Which was strange, because she hadn’t had breakfast today either. At least there was nothing to capsize inside. Yet.

Zahir kept holding her gaze. Valerie met it, determined not to lose. April squeezed her. “C’mon, Vallie! It’ll be fun!”

She was this close to snapping and calmly storming out and never coming back again and never seeing their faces again when a voice called out from behind her. “Yo!”

Zahir shifted his eyes past her. Sara craned her head away. April let go of her, and Valerie felt the cooler air blow over the exposed skin April had touched. While they were all distracted, Valerie took the opportunity to step away outside of anyone’s arm’s reach.

“I heard there was free food!” An East Asian boy sauntered over to their table, grinning. Valerie watched him, wary. “Zahir! Sara! What have you got for me?” He looked at Valerie and April. “And who are these two?” He looked them over, then his eyes lit up. “Ah, you guys are Valerie and April, right?” April nodded. “Who’s who?”

“I’m April,” April said. “Vallie’s over here.” She patted at her side, then when she noticed she was groping empty air, turned to see Valerie a couple feet over. “Over here!”

“Gotcha,” Kai said. “Nice to meet you both, April, Vallie — can I call you Val or Vallie? Valerie has so many syllables.” Valerie nodded. “I’m Kai. This guy’s roommate.” He jabbed his thumb toward Zahir. Zahir scowled. Kai leaned closer to them. “He’s a teensy weensy bit bitchy, but don’t take it seriously. Heart of gold, this man.”

Zahir scowled harder. “That’s the third-most insulting thing you’ve ever called me.”

Kai spread his arms. “And I say it all the time! Kind, caring, a remarkably good listener!”

“…Are you sure?” Sara said, looking about as queasy as Valerie felt. Sara cast a furtive glance at Zahir. Valerie did the same, just to check that they were talking about the same person.

“Oh yeah!” Maybe Kai had hit his head recently and mistook Zahir for his roommate. “But anyway. Introductions are over. Where’s the food I was promised?”

Zahir lifted his chin at Valerie. “We were just about to get pancakes and waffles to settle our debate. Everyone was going to try some. Right, everyone?”

Valerie nodded a split second after everyone else did.

“Fantastic! And as mister Moneybags, you’re paying, right?” Kai said to Zahir.

“I’m paying for the waffles,” Sara interjected. “He’s only buying pancakes. Here. Let’s go now. Five pancakes and waffles will take a bit.”

“Perfect. Don’t mind if I drag a few chairs over, then.” Kai borrowed some chairs from the tables around them, then took Zahir’s seat. After they’d all sat down, now that they were alone, he leaned in, gesturing for them to keep their voices low. “Guys. What are the odds that they’re dating?”

“Oh my god,” April said. “I was gonna ask you because I was thinking the same thing. The sexual tension is crazy. I kept waiting for one of them to jump on the other and start making out then and there.”

Valerie glanced back at the pair waiting in line. “I don’t know. It’s pretty ambiguous.”

“Zahir never argues this much,” Kai said. “He usually gets fed up and either just leaves or stops talking to someone when they annoy him too much.”

April’s eyes lit up. “So they must tolerate each other.”

Kai nods sagely. “So they must tolerate each other. Who knows where it could go from here? I mean, Zahir is only a tiny bit emotionally constipated. I’m pretty sure he had a crush on my older sister in first year but I could never prove it.”

“I think they’d be good for each other,” Valerie said. “Or very bad.”

“Definitely nothing in between,” April agreed. “I bet they’ll get together by the end of the month. Or they’ll hate each other so much that we’ll never see them in the same room ever again.”

Kai thought about it. “Do you know Sara?”

“Just met her today. But she didn’t seem like the type to back down to someone like Zahir. Very nice to everyone else, though.”

“I’ll say three months, then. If she’s not gonna bring it up, and he’s not gonna bring it up, both of them might just be too proud to do anything and then I gotta step in again.”

“A year,” Valerie said. Both of them looked at her. “They’ll be in denial for too long.”

“Bet. Winner gets lunch and coffee from the losers?”

“You’ve got yourself a deal.”

Valerie nodded.

Kai rubbed his hands together. “Very good doing business with you. Zahir might be a little emotionally constipated, but I’m sure he’ll see the light in three months. Even guys can’t hold it in forever.”

April made a face. She opened her mouth to speak, but just then Zahir set a tray of pancakes down, Sara following closely behind with waffles and cutlery and plates. “Was Kai talking shit about me again?”

“Always.” Kai smirked.

“Well-deserved,” Sara muttered.

Valerie cleared her throat. “Ahem.” If she was going to do this, she at least wanted the eat the hot food while it was still hot.

Sara handed out plates and forks. “Because, y’know, one pancake and one waffle per person is kinda a lot, we decided to split half each, except for one. Someone can have a whole waffle and/or a whole pancake.”

Kai glanced at Valerie, his eyes flicking between her and the pancakes. She shook her head slightly. She would gladly let someone else take extra food. “I’ll take the extras,” he said when no one else spoke up.

“All right,” Zahir announced. “Sara and I are sharing. That means that you two get this set.” He generously drizzled syrup over the pancake and waffle. Valerie considered how long syrup too to digest. A bit faster than she’d like, probably. It was pure sugar, after all.

April was giddy as she cut the food into mildly uneven halves and took the larger ones. “Cheers to waffles!” Valerie appreciated that. She took her own waffle half and bumped it to April’s.

She considered the waffle while she nibbled away at the edges. It was good. It tasted like a normal waffle. Crunchy, soft on the inside. More syrup in the cubes than she would have preferred, but otherwise it tasted like just about every other waffle she’d ever eaten. It was a shame she had to finish it.

“Why’d you give me the larger half?” Zahir’s voice carried from across the table.

“They’re basically the same size,” Sara said. She stabbed a fork into the waffle and held it out to Zahir like a mother feeding her child. “Here, eat it. It’s good for you.”

“You intentionally gave me more waffle so that I’d have to eat more of it,” Zahir accused.

“Just like how you gave me at least fifty-five percent of that pancake? I’m not blind, Kirmani.” She moved the waffle forkful closer to Zahir’s mouth. “Now eat it before I get tempted to shove it down your throat myself.”

Zahir held her gaze. “At least then I wouldn’t have to taste it.” He focused on the waffle. “Do your worst, Al-Dosari.”

Sara lunged forward with the fork, and Valerie almost thought she was going to witness multiple different crimes for very different reasons until Zahir dodged and the plunged into empty air.

“Too slow,” Zahir smirked. Sara brought the fork back and it shot forward again, this time catching Zahir’s chin. “You’re not getting it that easily.”

April caught Valerie’s eye, and Valerie reconsidered something she’d thought when she first saw the pair. They’d all made bets for when they would get together, but was it possible that they were already together?

“Are you guys dating?” Valerie blurted out.

Zahir froze and Sara’s fork struck true, the waffle disappearing into his mouth. Sara stilled, releasing the fork. An expression of such disdain that Valerie was now certain that they were absolutely not in any sort of relationship that had any sort of positive connotation.

Still didn’t rule out hate-fucking, but it did rule out a lot of other things.

April whispered in her ear, “I’m so glad you asked because I was thinking the same thing.”

Sara shook her head as if to clear her mind of villainous thoughts. “This guy?” Sara said, like she was referring to a particularly persistent wart on her foot. “Abso-fucking-lutely not. Oh my god no. Never in a million years. How did you possibly come to that conclusion?”

Zahir started choking. Kai reached over and pounded his back until he could spit the piece out back onto the plate. Sara trained her hate-fuck face onto the regurgitated grain blob right over the rest of the half-waffle. “Are you trying to kill me, woman?” Zahir gasped.

“Oh, come on,” Sara said. “You get flustered way too easily. This is the second time you’ve choked on food today. Maybe you should see a doctor about that.”

“You shoved that into my mouth.”

“You weren’t gonna eat it because you were complaining I cut you a tiny bit more.”

Valerie sighed. She finished her half of her pancake too — it was also good, but colder than she’d have liked, and it felt a little rubbery in her mouth and she didn’t like that sensation at all, thank you very much.

Leaving Sara and Zahir to continue pestering themselves and Kai and April to finish their food, she left to the bathroom to make sure she burned off all those extra calories she just put in her body.

Valerie had managed to get out most of it after a couple of tries in a stall, but she just needed to get out a little more…

“I am going to kill that man someday,” Sara’s muttering suddenly grew louder as the bathroom door swung open. “Got syrup all over…ugh!”

Valerie was in a stall. The stall door was locked. This was fine. No one would see her. Sara probably didn’t know she was here. She was certainly engrossed with someone else when she’d left.

The faucet turned on for a while. Long enough for Valerie to quietly finish clearing herself out. She hoped the tap was louder than any noises she’d been making. She didn’t dare flush the toilet right away, in case it drew Sara’s attention. Valerie stood there, waiting for the other girl to leave.

The faucet turned off. Valerie heard Sara rip a couple of papers from the paper towel machine. Footsteps to the door. It creaked open a bit. It stopped creaking. Had it opened all the way? Did the rest of the door simply not creak?

“Vallie, is that you?” Sara said, in the nice voice she used when wasn’t talking to Zahir.

Shit. Valerie didn’t trust her voice right now. She wanted nothing more than to get the tap and rinse her mouth. “Mm,” she managed.

“Cool. I’ll see you back at the table.”

The door closed behind her. Valerie heaved a sigh.


XI. April

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

April: Did you know “Monoceros” is a constellation of a unicorn?

sara: it’s also the genus name for the narwhal!!

sara: which since we’re all nerry fans here i expect none of you to betray nerry ever and make him sad

April: Is Nerry a girl? I always headcanoned her as a she

valerie: me too!

sara: no way

sara: nerry is clearly a guy’s name

sara: like perry the platypus

sara: so nerry the narwhal

kai!: headcanon?

zahir: it means a belief that isn’t part of the canon of the original work in a fandom

kai!: how do YOU know this

sara: yeah wait how does ZAHIR know this

zahir: no comment.

 

April let her body push the door open to Monoceros for her, the comforting aroma of mid-afternoon coffee welcoming her to the store.

It was a shame that Valerie wouldn’t be able to make it today — April wanted to pick her brain on some new ideas for Emma the narwhal — but it was about time she got started on writing the first chapter of her novel. She’d wasted enough time the last time she was here for Sara and Zahir’s waffle and pancake competition and gotten nothing done, so she had to make up for it today.

To her delight, when she scanned the room for empty tables, what did she see but a familiar set of heads! Two heads with hair — one short and uniform, one a little longer and messier. She beelined over with her Sugar Cookie Oat Latte. “Kai! Zahir!” They had their heads down, presumably also working on something, but turned around when they heard her voice.

Zahir just nodded and went back to his work. Kai grinned and held up a hand in greeting. “April! How’re ya doing?”

“Good, good, I’m in to work on my novel. How are you two?”

Kai gestured at Zahir’s hunched back. “Grinding away. Zahir’s doing job apps or something. I’m working on an art commission. Feel free to join us! There’s plenty of space.” He shifted to the middle of the couch so April could sit by the armrest. “What’s the novel for?” Kai asked. “School project?”

“I’m trying to get it published,” April admitted, opening her laptop. “Well, if I can. I have so many ideas I want to get down, but I never find the time to actually flesh them out. The content grind never stops, y’know?”

Kai sighed. “I feel you. I’ve got three commissions I gotta finish today if I want to have tomorrow to study for my midterm.”

“What are your years and programs, by the way? Assuming y’all are in NYU. I’m a third-year English major.”

“We’re both second-years. Zahir’s in business, and I’m in architecture.” They were babies! April could feel herself falling behind already. A year behind her and already Kai was taking art commissions? She’d only started taking writing requests recently, and of the…more unsavoury kind. A quick glance at Kai’s iPad told her was not making art of the same genre as she.

It was a starting point, she told herself, that would help her net valuable experience. Certainly it was very much in demand, and she was making some nice change on the side from it, but if she could just publish a solid novel and not through Kindle Direct Publishing where no one would ever read it, if she could just push through enough words for a physical book…well, then she might consider her goals met.

But right now she was writing Emma’s tale. Nothing but complete and total focus. April opened her narwhal document with the outline, pressed enter a few times to give her some blank space at the top, positioned her hands over her keyboard, and…

…kept them there.

How to start the novel? She had an outline, thanks to Valerie, but what would be a good first hook?

Emma sailed across the Herculean Sea, her tusk dipping in and out of the clouds flowing around her.

No, that was too ambiguous.

Emma the narwhal, freshly orphaned by the death of her parents in a tragic accident involving the betrayal of her best sky narwhal friend, moped around the Sea of Clouds. 

Too much fantasy. Also it spoiled the entire plot, and April couldn’t have that, oh no, certainly not.

Once upon a time, in a sky far far away… 

Too cliche. April groaned, flopping back against the couch. The cursor sat there, taunting her as it blinked in the field of empty white space. She leaned over and tapped Kai’s shoulder. He started. “Sorry,” April said, actually meaning it too. “How do you start a novel?”

Kai looked up from his iPad, where he was deeply contemplating what seemed to be a watercolour painting of a tortoise. “Ah,” he said apologetically, “I don’t think I’m the best person to ask. I failed high school English once. Maybe Zahir could help.” He nudged his chin in Zahir’s direction. “Business kid knows how to bullshit and all that.”

April shifted her attention to Zahir, waiting for him to raise his attention from his own laptop.

“…Zahir?”

“What?” he said, still clack-clacking away.

“Thoughts on a hook for a novel about sky narwhals?”

“Throw some advertising in there or something. Make it catchy. I dunno. I don’t write novels. The narwhal stopped by the side of the road, where a small child caught his eye, holding out a worn basket. Everyone else was walking past her, pretending she didn’t exist. What did the narwhal do? He gave the child a strawberry even though he expected nothing in return. Then the child revealed she was the CEO of the largest strawberry corporation in the sky and offered the narwhal a job on the spot. So never give up.”

April wrinkled her nose. “That sounds so…transactional. I didn’t have a society like that in mind when outlining.”

Zahir shrugged. “It’s your story. You can do whatever you want with it. I’m just suggesting ideas.”

“If you’re stuck on the hook so much, why don’t you just start writing the middle first and see where that takes you?” Kai said. “It doesn’t have to be perfect right now, does it?”

April thought it over. She’d always started from the beginning, because all of the books she’d read started from the beginning. True, there was nothing stopping her from starting from a less important section. “I could try…”

Where to start? April peeked at her outline. The chase scene? The confrontation? Or perhaps one of the more mundane sections for character development or worldbuilding.

April thought she could do character development. Alrighty then!

“It’s only ten thousand gold,” Emma insisted. “Come on, please?” She batted her eyelids this time.

“I’m sorry, miss,” the bank teller said. “I can’t make an exception for you, no matter who your mother is. Now, I must ask that you leave the premises.” He lowered his tusk at them, marking the end of the discussion.

But Emma wasn’t done with him yet, absolutely not. She had ten thousand gold in her bank account and she was not about to be swindled by some rainbow-headed narwhal with his head below the clouds.

Harriet nudged Emma’s side before she could raise more objections. “It’s not worth it, Emma. We’ll find another way to get your treasure.” She side-eyed the teller. “Mister Kingsley might know something.”

Emma huffed, but followed Harriet back to their ______. “What a dingus.”

“I mean, you’re four years old and definitely look it. But yeah. Fuck that guy.”

April paused. “Where do narwhals live?”

Kai looks up again. “Say again?”

“Yeah, so the sky narwhals live above the clouds, right? Imagine Octonauts — have you watched Octonauts? — but if it were in the sky. Then one day Emma the narwhal discovers that her family is gone, with nothing but a will out on her narwhal-bed. It leaves her with gold coins that are supposed to guide her to the underground rainbows where she can find the rest of them. All the way, she’s trying to figure out why they left and why the cloud layer that the narwhals depend on is starting to break apart. So I need to know where normal narwhals live.”

The mystery part was Vallie’s idea. So insightful. She’d make a good writer.

Kai blinked. “Huh. You’ve…thought a lot about this. I think they live in the Arctic? Probably deep underwater. Does Wikipedia tell you anything?”

Genius. April would have consulted Wikipedia right after she’d consulted Kai. It was always nicer to get a real person’s opinion. Sometimes they would offer really intriguing insights too. “Looks like they live on pack ice. Drift ice. Floes. What would a sky version of an ice floe look like…?”

Kai had returned to making small touch-ups to his art piece. “A hole in the clouds? Do the narwhals know what’s beneath the clouds?…What is beneath the clouds in this universe?”

April tapped her chin. “Regular people, I guess? It’d be like our world, but no one has discovered the other side yet. I think if I do a sequel that explored that — that would be pretty cool. I could have the floes be holes in the clouds,” she muttered mostly to herself, “but then the big reveal wouldn’t really make sense.”

“It’s pretty cold up there,” Kai offered. “Maybe you could have real ice floes. In the clouds.”

“Wouldn’t that be too heavy? It still has to make sense.”

“Hey, it’s your world. You can do whatever you want.”

“But…but…I don’t know! Why is this so hard. Zahir, do you know how —”

“Nope.”

April frowned. “Rude. I hadn’t even finished yet.”

“I’m trying to focus. You two are going on and on about clouds and narwhals and it’s distracting.”

Kai poked his shoulder. “Put on your headphones, dummy.”

Zahir managed to scowl harder. “Then the entire cafe atmosphere we came here for is ruined. No ambient, quiet chattering, no clinking plates and cutlery —”

“You still have the smell of coffee and the wooden walls and the plants, no?”

Zahir huffed. “It’s not the same.” Kai handed him his headphones. Zahir put them on.

“Anyway,” Kai turned back to April, grinning, “Maybe you should pick something and roll with it. You said you had an outline, right?”

Roll. Outline. “Kai, you’re a genius.”

Kai blinked. “I am?”

“Yes!” April mashed her keyboard, black letters and symbols filling up line after line. “Sky narwhals live in sky cave systems! Screw ice floes, this is my world. They would swim up in the sky cave system and find a little corner to sleep in. Kai, you’re my second-favourite rubber duck.”

“Glad to hear it,” Kai said, amused. “Hit me up whenever.”

Yes, that made perfect sense. Sky narwhal lived in sky caves.

And thus Emma and Harriet returned home to their sky caves, scheming under the faint rays of sun that seeped past the clouds around them.

“What are we looking for, Emma?” said Harriet.

Emma consulted the will once more. It was frustratingly unclear. What could “Chase the light that pierced the clouds” possibly mean? The sun was the only light she could imagine, and the sun went through every cloud.

Emma knew her parents had a fun sense of humour, but she thought they knew that there was a time and place. At least they could have told her what the reward was, just in case she didn’t want to spend her teenage years chasing the gold at the end of the rainbow. She could stay in her cushy office job, pushing her cushy little buttons, and not risk a single thing. She was comfortable.

“Kai, why would someone suddenly become adventurous and risk everything they’ve built up over the last four years?”

Kai sighed.

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

April: In your opinions, why would someone suddenly become adventurous and risk everything they’ve built up over the last four years?

sara: love

zahir: stupidity

kai!: the duality of man

sara: the two are not mutually exclusive

zahir: the two are not mutually exclusive

zahir: i hate it when you do that

sara: you’re telling me

valerie: change! something happens to the character and then the character has to change in return

valerie: this can include love or stupidity

valerie: (the two are not mutually exclusive)



XII. Kai
Kai hid a yawn behind the back of his hand. The sun had set literally yesterday, and he had until the day broke to finish adding that sweet lady’s horse to her commission. And it’d been months since he’d last drawn a horse.

Still, the warm lamp outside Monoceros invited him into a comfortable working space and the promise of a caffeinated drink.

“Oliver, how are ya?” He nodded to the barista who looked like he could use a coffee as much as Kai did. “I need the mildest espresso you guys have. Just enough to keep me up till morning. Maybe a…matcha latte or something?”

“Working late again?” Oliver returned his nod, and Kai felt a new sense of kinship with this food service worker he’d barely talked to but consistently saw late at night.

“Yeah. This one’s a doozy. Are you a student, by the way? Working the graveyard shift every time I see you’d gotta do a number on you.”

“Yeah,” Oliver sighed, flipping the switches on machines Kai would admire if he had the time to. “I’m used to it now. Is it the same client as last time? I know she was giving you a hard time too. Here you are.”

Kai accepted the creamy cup. “Appreciate it, man. No, it’s someone else. I might tell you about it later if I blow my head off by three o’clock.”

Oliver smiled. “I’ll hold you to that. Can’t have you blowing up the coffee shop, after all.”

Kai bid him off and set off to confront the logistical challenge of finding a seat at one in the morning. The challenge was less so much looking for a empty seat and more about which seat would provide the best vibes. He couldn’t pick a table in with empty tables all around him; it’d feel too lonely! A window seat would give him too much of a view outside, and he absolutely did not want to know if anything was looking in.

No, Kai was most comfortable when there were walls on every side. But that was literally impossible, so he settled for the next best thing — old reliable couch.

…Which already had a familiar face on one end.

“Sara!” He tapped the girl’s shoulder as he swung by the front. “Didn’t think I’d see you up this late.”

Sara looked up from her stack of papers that Kai was used to seeing at this point. “Kai! I didn’t take you for a late sleeper either.”

Kai shrugged, picking a spot down the middle just out of range of Sara’s papers and setting up his iPad. “I don’t. Normally. But I got caught up in April’s novel earlier today, and I have so many things to do that just piled up and now I gotta get them all done by morning. Zahir was no help. Left me out to dry again talking for him.”

“Fuck Zahir,” Sara said, but there was no bite to it.

“Fuck Zahir,” Kai agreed. “It was fun with all the sky narwhals and stuff,” he admitted, “but definitely not the best time for me.” He raised his matcha in a mock toast. “Praise the golden beverage.”

Sara winced. “Ooh. That sucks. It’s even worse when you’re not used to it. Guess I won’t be seeing you around like this often, huh?”

“Not if I have my way.” Kai held back another yawn. “Whatcha working on yourself?”

“Labs. Labs labs labs. Fuck biology too. You were…architecture? Bio has so much shit you have to memorise.”

“Can’t say I relate to that. I have to derive everything, so it’s like I memorise two things and then everything follows. But it’s really hard to follow. Art, on the other hand,” Kai gestured to his piece, “is more like a ‘when it’s done it’s done’ sort of thing. But you know what they say: the remaining 20% takes 80% of the time.”

They both sighed in union. “I’ll get out of your way, then,” Sara said. “Cheers for scrambling to finish work at two in the morning.”





“Wanna grab drinks sometime?” Kai said.

“Oh absolutely. Thoughts on making it a group thing? The waffle gang. I’ve always wanted brunch mimosas.”

“Mm,” Kai nodded. “I haven’t had that before. Sounds fun. What kind of drunk do you think each person would be?”

“Well, I know for a fact that I’m a happy drunk. Zahir I imagine would get all depressed, April…maybe more rambly than usual? I don’t know Vallie well enough. She could be super happy or super affectionate or super pissy. I can’t see her being sad though. And as for you…you’re super chill, so maybe you’d stay the same? Or maybe break down crying. You seem to be holding it together pretty well while sober.”

Kai made an injured noise. “I’m hurt, I really am. Glad it looks that way from the outside. When I get drunk, though, I get super touchy. Zahir hates it.”

“To be fair, I’m not sure if there’s anything that Zahir doesn’t hate.”

Kai shook his head. “I’ve yet to find a single thing that he doesn’t openly disdain.”

“Cold, shriveled heart of his.”

“I think they could legally call it a raisin.”

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, sara, zahir, April, valerie)

kai!: burning the midnight oil!

[Attachment: 2024-11-20_02_11.PNG]

April: Yeah! I would join you guys since I’ve got an English assignment that’s due in six hours but I really am not good at focusing in groups

April: You guys might have noticed today since I forgot my yap sign

kai!: maybe a teensy weensy bit

kai!: but it’s okay!!

sara: what yap sign 👀

valerie: omg it’s the cutest thing ever i swear

valerie: it’s like a little “do not disturb i am a yapper” sign

April: Vallie!! My number one favourite rubber ducky 🦆

valerie: hi april!!!

sara: i need to see that holy crap that sounds ADORABLE

sara: april next time you’re working ping me

April: Will do 🫡

 

Kai Nakayama, Zahir Kirmani

zahir: when are you coming back

zahir: i have to sleep. you know this.

zahir: i have an interview tomorrow morning.

kai: crap

kai: i am so sorry i forgot

kai: i will come back immediately

zahir: adding one to the tab

kai: cash it in whenever!

kai: but maybe not this week bc magnolia messaged me AGAIN about updating her commission

zahir: you should stop them from bossing you around so much

kai: no can do

kai: the customer is always right

zahir: if the customer is always right then the business owner is never wrong

zahir: fuck em


XIII. Valerie

Valerie was alone and she liked it.

She was standing right outside Monoceros and there was no one around her. Not a single idealist rambling to her about their dreams like that weird guy in her thermodynamics class today. Not a single socially inept person who would not respect her personal space like that weird girl in her electricity class today.

The standing outside part? That was nice. Sometimes she preferred it over the bustling interior. The alone part? Best thing ever. Maybe not when it was dark outside, but luckily for her she’d wandered off here when the sun still had a few hours left to go before it bade the winter skies goodbye.

Valerie considered going inside. On one hand, she could get a hot tea. It was chilly outside, after all. On the other hand, it wasn’t too bad out here with the sun, and she didn’t really want to deal with people right now. She just wanted a quiet spot, and right by the doorway was perfect.

Until the door jingled open and someone came out, staring at Valerie as they left as if she were a brightly coloured Christmas tree.

That felt judgemental. Valerie didn’t like that. She wished she could melt into the shadows and turn invisible while enjoying the aroma of coffee and the brisk winter air.

Maybe she could bear with it?

The door opened again, and this time, after another person left, Valerie slipped in through the open door. She’d resign herself to finding a seat and occupying that while looking outside and reminiscing over her life choices. A shame there was no outdoor seating.

The cafe was half-full mid-afternoon. Most classes were still ongoing, so it wasn’t as busy as it’d been the last time she was here around dinner, but all of her favourite spots were already taken, and she didn’t know anyone here. Pros and cons of a backwater joint that people didn’t really frequent from campus.

She eventually settled for the couch by the fireplace that she’d been growing rather fond of recently.

As Valerie approached, she saw a familiar head of hair. Zahir’s head of hair.

Now that was unfair. He was only hogging one side of the couch, but once he saw her, he was going to ask her about her day and do all the small talk things that people did.

And Valerie was really not in the mood to tell anyone about her day. She considered changing course to the booth in the corner with the walls. She’d be hidden there, that was for sure.

…But she really did want to sit by the fireplace. It looked warm and cosy and that was just the thing she could use right now.

Valerie’s black tea sat in her hand, slowly transferring thermal energy from the liquid to her palm. Zahir would never need to know she was here, she reasoned. She could avoid the unnecessary encounter and move on with her day. She only had a one-hour break between her classes and what a waste it would be, spending it forced to interact with someone she didn’t like.

But the couch…

Maybe he wouldn’t spot her.

Was it worth it? She was always good at shutting down conversations, anyway. It’d only be a little more effort. And if she did it fast enough, she wouldn’t even have to feel bad about hurting anyone’s feelings.

Valerie sat down on the opposite end of the couch, as far away from Zahir as she could manage, making sure to avoid looking in his direction.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Zahir glance up at her, then return to typing on his laptop. She kept her peripheral vision alert a little longer, just in case he decided to say something. But he didn’t!

How nice! He didn’t bother her at al. Granted, they’d only met once, so it was possible he just didn’t recognise her — this was rather common — but just for today, she decided to believe in the innate goodness of human beings.

Valerie pulled out her phone and scrolled through her messages as she sipped at her tea.

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

kai!: i’m dying in statics rn

kai!: why are forces so complicated

kai!: they’re not even real

kai!: my buildings aren’t gonna suddenly collapse that’s crazy

April: Oh no 🙁

April: I’m not a STEM student so I can’t help you sorry

sara: i’m a stem kid but i major in the wrong kind of stem :p

sara: but i sorta feel you

sara: we have london forces in chem and those are real sons of bitches

zahir: sucks to be you

sara: ok zahir you’re in business

sara: your whole program is basically self-study and pretentious mba wannabes jerking themselves off while pretending they’re learning useful skills

sara: you probably aren’t studying anything even remotely relevant

zahir: damn right i’m not

zahir: i’m here for my job and my degree and i’m dipping

 

Valerie looked over to see Zahir tap-taping away in the group chat.

 

kai!: fuck you too zahir

kai!: anyone wanna grab drinks tonight

sara: what happened to brunch mimosas :(

kai!: we should do that too!!

kai!: but i need a drink after this professor yaps my ear off and my usual gang is too busy recovering from him

sara: i’d never say no to more alcohol ;)

zahir: i need a drink too

zahir: there is too much bullshit in this world

April: Count me in! I get a little more creative under alcohol and I could use some of that creativity juice

April: Some of my best ideas come while I’m drunk

April: Vallie!! I will buy you a drink if you take notes for me

 

Valerie hesitated. She barely knew anyone the group. And she wasn’t a huge fan of drinking, either. It made her feel less in control of herself. Not to mention alcohol generally tasted like how leaded gasoline felt.

 

valerie: sign me up!!

 

She buried her face in her hands right after sending the message. Alcohol or not, she had no self-control either way, so what did it matter?

“You don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” Zahir said.

Valerie’s eyes shot up, startled. “Huh?”

Zahir was looking at her intently, laptop temporarily set off to the side on the coffee table. “If you’re only going because April asked you to, you really don’t have to. It’s a waste of money and a bigger waste of energy unless you actually want it. Do you drink?”

Here it was. Talking Zahir. She’d have to give him as little ammunition as possible so that they wouldn’t be stuck in an infinitely escalating debate filled with exhausting snipes like the whole waffle debacle with Sara the other day. Valerie shrugged. “Only socially. A little bit.”

“Is it worth it socially?”

The question threw Valerie off. She blinked. “What do you mean?”

“I’m going because alcohol turns my brain off and I could use that. Are you going to just do social things — do you only drink because other people are drinking? Do you get anything from the alcohol?”

“Not really. I’m going because I want to. It’ll be fun.” That was true. Every other time she’d gone to a bar with friends, it was actually quite fun. Listening to people, seeing how they changed, even talking a little bit more than she usually would.

Now it was Zahir’s turn to blink. “Fun? Alcohol?”

“Yeah. It tastes terrible, but it’s always fun to see people more comfortable and talk about more things, right? A social lubricant of sorts.”

“I don’t know about that. Comfortable, yes, but talk about more things? It depends on the person. If you do rely on alcohol to start conversations, there are much healthier and less destructive ways to to that.”

Zahir’s bluntness kinda hurt, but Valerie appreciated it. If she didn’t know any better, she would even say that he wore his heart on his sleeve by how sincere he was. “You could argue the same about destressing,” Valerie pointed out. “There are plenty of ways to relax without alcohol too.”

Zahir pondered it over. “That’s fair,” he conceded. “I do the same thing. It’s only human nature, then.”

Valerie shrugged. “People will do what they want to do, even if it isn’t good for them in the long run.”

“Very short-minded of us, really.”

“Really,” Valerie agreed.

“Remind me. You’re a second-year here?”

“First-year, actually,” Valerie corrected him. “Studying physics.”

“A year below,” Zahir mused. “And physics. I didn’t expect that.”

“Why not?” A foreboding feeling rose up behind her, and Valerie almost turned around just to make sure that there was nothing there.

“You don’t generally see philosophy out of STEM kids.”

Wow. Stereotyping much? “Yay, diversity.” If she managed to make her tone any flatter, it’d be straighter than she was.

Zahir snorted. “You’d be surprised how generalisable most people are. People don’t want diversity. They want people that think just like them. Compare rural versus urban areas. The sense of community is so much stronger in the rural towns because there is no influx of differing opinions.”

Valerie tilted her cup to get the last dregs of dehydrated plant juice. “I sort of see where you’re coming from. Even though my class is cohorted, we ended up splitting into cliques anyway.” She wrinkled her nose. “Its high school all over again. I have to see all of their faces every day. Screw those guys.”

“And that’s why you’re here,” Zahir guessed.

“That’s why I’m here,” Valerie agreed. “Six months in and already everyone but my roommate sucks.”

“Welcome to my world. I gave up putting on a happy cheerful mask two weeks in. Not worth the effort.”

Valerie snorted. “I cannot imagine you happy and cheerful and socialising. That’s so…contrary.”

Zahir smirked. “Oh, I can do it when sucking up to my interviewers. Oh, George, thank you so much for having me here today! I’m really excited to start. What have you got for me?”

Valerie gaped. “Oh my God. I could never do that. I’ve only got enough energy to look happy and kinda stupid. Actually pretending to be nice? That’s a whole other level.” Zahir went up a few notches on an imaginary scale she didn’t even know existed.

“Practice makes perfect. It gets less tiring after the first dozen times or so. And what am I going to do, suddenly switch personalities when I talk to that person again?” Zahir shook his head. “Better to hold it and try to never see them again.”

“The problem is that everyone needs a different mask. My professors want a different person and my old friends want another person and my roommate wants yet another person. Even keeping track is a chore.”

“I stopped trying to track so many people. The fewer the easier.”

“That’s the current game plan. Shed all of my relationships, huh?”

“You could do that. It’s either that or shed all of your mental health.”

 

Valerie Torres, Zahir Kirmani

Valerie: hey zahir! do you happen to know an aster remington in my year? he’s also in business and he says that he knows you

Zahir: why.

Valerie: i wanted to check if you did know him

Zahir: i do. are you friends with him?

Valerie: not really, we just met, he seems nice

Zahir: i see. i suggest not being friends with him then

Valerie: why?

Zahir: he’s a plagiarist. hasn’t been caught yet

Zahir: and he doesn’t know me. i know him.

Valerie: huh

Valerie: i…see

Valerie: i think

Zahir: that’s all you need to know.


XIV. Sara

Another day, another incompetent lab partner who didn’t know what she was doing. Whoever decided random pairs were better than letting them choose their partners — well, they were near the top of the list of reasons why Sara had stopped paying her optional faculty endowment.

And now it was up to Sara to fix this mess so they wouldn’t end up with an 85.

Sara couldn’t even be mad at her partner. It wasn’t her fault that she was stupid. That was just a part of her, and nothing could change that. Fine. Nature over nurture and all that.

So that was why Sara was once again up at one in the morning at Monoceros, her new favourite coffee shop of choice. Rhea wouldn’t be caught dead at a place like this.

Sara amended that. Rhea wouldn’t be caught dead near any remotely academically inclined atmosphere, their lectures included. Sara just liked Monoceros. Nerry the narwhal always looked like he was about to give her a hug and chase away the nightmares of losing her scholarship.

And the interior was always a sight for sore eyes. “Oliver!” Sara strode up to the front counter. “How are you this freezing evening? Did anything fun this week?”

“Oh, you know.” Oliver gave her a tired smile that she recognised as him having worked since three today and having dealt with five or six terrible customers. Almost nostalgic. “Work. School. Customers. Did you ever work in retail?”

“I worked at Starbucks back in high school. Also had a short stint at this Italian restaurant back home. You are so strong for working the graveyard shift, I don’t know what to tell you.”

“You gotta do what you gotta do,” Oliver shrugged. “The usual?”

“You know it.”

One cold brew later, Sara found herself sitting on her couch by the toasty fireplace right across from Vallie. Vallie looked up when she sat down. “Oh. Hi Sara!”

“Vallie!” Sara resisted the urge to wrap herself around the comparably tiny girl and squeeze. She settled for a shoulder tap that Vallie only briefly reacted to. “You’re my favourite first-year, you know that?”

“How many other first years do you know?”

“At least seven!”

“That’s…more than I was expecting.”

“Exactly. What are you doing here so late? Please don’t say school. You’ve got years for school to pile up and run you over; first year is too early for that.”

Vallie grimaced. “Oh, I would never do schoolwork here.” She glanced at Sara’s laptop. “I’m just here to get away from everything else. Everything suuuucks.”

“Come on, love. Don’t be so negative. Or else you’ll be like Zahir when you get older.” Sara shuddered. She would protect this girl with her life if it meant that she wouldn’t take after that madman in the future.

“I’m okay with that. I like Zahir.”

Sara spat a mouthful of coffee back into her cup before she could choke on it. A little bit splashed out over her lap and Valerie’s jacket. “Shit, I’m so sorry. But — what? What could have possibly possessed you to — I — what?”

Vallie’s face was almost as red as Sara’s when she could properly breathe again. “No! Not that way, oh my god. Ew. Definitely not that way.”

“Jesus. Thank God. I was going to suggest a really good therapist I knew to fix your feelings.”

“Zahir’s smart. He knows a lot of different things. He just doesn’t really talk about it much, but when he does talk about it it’s really quite insightful.”

Zahir? Intelligent? These two concepts were so orthogonal to each other that Sara had trouble understanding Vallie’s words. To be Zahir was to be unintelligent. To be intelligent was to be anyone else in the world who was not Zahir. “I feel like we’re not talking about the same person. You’re sure this is Zahir? Kai’s roommate? Bitchy dude, emo stereotype, always grinding for interviews? That Zahir?”

“Yep. He’s opinionated, so he has a lot to say, even if he doesn’t usually say it.”

“He always has something to say whenever I’m around,” Sara muttered.

“Honestly?” Valerie looked at her. “He reminds me of you, in a way.”

Sara managed to swallow the bile that rose in her throat and threatened to spill over and wreak more havoc than the previous coffee incident. “That…was the most insulting thing you could have said to me,” she struggled. And to think she’d thought Vallie was a sweet, charming, shy younger student who had not a mean bone in her body. Clearly her assessment was far off the mark.

“Oh. But really, if you told me you two didn’t know each other before you met at the waffle chat, I’d be surprised.”

“He…” Sara tried very hard to articulate how exactly she felt about Zahir in words. It might be impossible, but she would try. “You know how your parents say, ‘You have so much potential‘? He’s the way they say ‘potential’. That is how much disgust I feel whenever I have to talk to him.”

“Ah,” Vallie nodded knowingly. “I understand you completely. But I think that he’s a little bit more than that. He reminds me of you —” Sara was more prepared to push down the acid rising up her throat again, “— because both of you are super stubborn. And you act so different around each other,” Vallie chuckled. “Very interesting.”

“If you somehow end up determining my romantic compatibility with the man with the thickest head on the planet, I think I should let you know in advance that I already have a boyfriend.”

“Oh,” Vallie blinked. “Wait, really?”

Sara shook her head in mock disappointment. “I’m hurt. Devastated, I tell you. Yeah, his name’s Hasan. I’ll introduce you to him sometime.”

“Huh.” Vallie still seemed stuck on that. “When did you guys meet?”

“We started dating in high school, then we both got into NYU. So here we are.” Sara leaned in closer. “Does someone have their eye on someone?”

Vallie flushed. “No! I was just…curious.”

“Suuure,” Sara winked. “First year is an exciting time. Make friends. Join clubs. Date people. Don’t fall behind!”

Valerie flopped backward. Well, she was still as tense as ever, but compared to her straight-backed posture before, slightly hunching and leaning against the couch counted as flopping in Sara’s eyes. “There’s so much stuff to get done. How do you have time for anything?”

“Run me through your to-do list.” Ah, to be young again. Sara remembered first year, with the usual labs, research applications, trying out varsity, extracurriculars, and clubs.  She’d dropped almost everything else to focus on her grades, but it was a memorable experience. “Maybe I could give you some advice. You’re studying…?” 

“Physics. I have a quiz Monday evening, an assignment due on Friday, and a lab I have to prepare for the day after,” Valerie bemoaned.

Sara waited.

Valerie waited.

“Is there anything else?” Sara winced at her tone. “Future planning, jobs, research, stuff like that?”

“Um…not really. I guess I was going to go out with my roommate to grab dinner tomorrow?”

Sweet summer child. When Sara was her age —

Ah, she was getting all nostalgic again. Best not to do that. She chose the path she did. No regrets.

“That seems manageable. Is there anything specific you’re stuck trying to squeeze in?” she said instead.

“Not really. I just wanted more time off, I guess. I like physics, but not enough to spend three hours a day on practice problems.”

Time off! Back in Sara’s day, she didn’t have such luxuries as —

Okay, Sara really had to stop that.

“What do you do in your free time?” she said instead.

“Hang out with friends, mostly.”

It’d been a while since she had a proper hangout with Hasan. Sara made a mental note to find an empty slot on her calendar. “That’s…good. Definitely try to do that. They’ll be your friends throughout second year too, and — do you have labs in physics?”

“Plenty.”

Sara winced at the expression on Valerie’s face. “— no, I totally get you. Biology is the same way. But unless your professors are idiots who assign random lab partners or you want to roll the lottery on how much of your partner’s work you’ll have to redo, a word of advice — your friends will be your lab partners, and they’ll be better than anyone else you can find just because you know them so much better.”

“I see,” Valerie nodded. What a nice attentive young student. Reminded Sara almost of herself from last year, in a way, when she was a bright-eyed freshman entering NYU with hopes and dreams she wouldn’t know would result in a constant grind with no return that she’d have to drill herself to get rid of — “Um, are you okay? You’ve been staring into space for a while now.”

Sara fixed her expression. “Oh, sorry about that. Just thinking of my first year.” She was twenty years old. How come she already felt so aged? She shook herself of her reverie. “Yeah, it’s fine. Uh, where were we?”

Sara Al-Dosari, Zahir Kirmani

Sara: i understand what it’s like to be you now

Zahir: oh?

Sara: you’re a jaded old man who’s just done with all the bullshit

Zahir: and you just discovered the real world and became a tired old crone.

Zahir: been there done that. what else is new

Sara: altho with you i’m sure most people aren’t idiots so you don’t have to be that way

Zahir: i’m delighted to meet you, sara!!! i hope we become best friends!!

Sara: ew

Sara: never do that in front of me again

Zahir: that’s what i thought.


XV. Zahir

Kai nudged Zahir’s shoulder while they were sitting on the couch at Monoceros. “So,” Kai said, “your birthday’s next week.”

“Yep,” Zahir grunted.

“The big day when mister Zahir Kirmani first entered this world.”

“Yep.”

“Maybe we could hold a party at our place.”

“Absolutely not.” Their place was disgusting. Zahir hadn’t properly had the chance to remove all of the rotting organic matter they tossed in the cupboard. Normally he wouldn’t care if it was a little bit messy, but he didn’t want to be held liable for any damages from the mysterious toxic fumes emanating from their closet. Though maybe Sara would be able to identify it.

Kai sighed. “You’re right, you’re right. We haven’t properly cleaned in ages. I broke the vacuum, you broke the mop, and there’s stuff lying everywhere.”

“Not what I meant.”

Kai waggled his eyebrows. “If it’s so messy, what if we hold it here instead?”

Zahir refused to give him the pleasure of a response. It would be ridiculous to consider otherwise.

“Wait, really? That’s so sad! A birthday party in a coffee shop?”

“Better than at home. The rotting corpse is still there.”

Kai paused. “Right. I forgot — I’d gotten used to it already. Are you sure though?

Jesus Christ, Kai, if Zahir said yes, he meant it. At this rate, Zahir was actually going to reconsider the whole thing. “If you insist.” He stayed steadfast and continued to avoid eye contact by writing his cover letter instead.

“Make sure you hash things out with Sara beforehand.”

That made Zahir pause. “Hash what out with Sara?”

Kai quirked an eyebrow. “Aren’t you two fighting or something? I’ve never seen you complain so much about any other person. I’m not gonna stand another fifteen minutes listening to you two argue about waffles and pancakes or something else equally stupid.”

“It wasn’t stupid,” Zahir protested, but it sounded weak even to his ears. “It’s important to determine the perfect composition of waffle batter to ensure that the finished product is consistent. Otherwise the entire basis of her argument against pancakes was completely irrelevant. Sara and I aren’t fighting. She’s just really annoying. The feeling is mutual, I’m sure.”

“Mutual, I see.” Kai leaned in closer. “Anything else between you that’s mutual that I should know about?”

Zahir kept his stare cool. “Cut to the chase.”

“Does Zahee have a teensy weensy cruuuuush?”

Zahir recoiled and clutched his chest, trying to recover from the sudden verbal stabbing he felt. “Absolutely not. How could you possibly come to that conclusion? So randomly, too.”

“Aw.” Kai sounded disappointed. “You never act around her like you do with anyone else. I thought she might have been special.”

“She is special,” Zahir agreed. “Especially infuriating, that is. She has the intellect to come to the correct conclusions but it seems like she inexplicably voluntarily chooses not to. I cannot possibly tell for the life of me how she is so competent yet so stupid.”

Kai studies his face for a while. Just as Zahir is about to demand him to speak his mind, he turns back to his iPad. “I guess so. So, next week sounds good?”


Interlude I. Kai

“Yo yo yo hey gang!” Kai raises a glass of what he’s pretty sure is beer to toast Val and April as they enter the establishment. He’d asked the bartender to keep it flowing. “How’s it going, guys?”

April quirks an eyebrow. “It’s barely nine. Are you already drunk?”

“Naw, who, me?” Kai grins. Definitely lopsided. Okay, maybe he was a little bit drunk. “Naw. C’mere.”

He wraps his arms around April. A little bit surprised, the girl returns his hug and pats him on the back. How comforting. She was so soft. He could lose himself in this, sink into her warm body and just doze off. “Aww,” she croons. “He’s adorable!”

Someone comes to his side and helps him off his new human pillow. Kai whines. “He’s like that when he’s tipsy,” the new person says. He nods at the newcomers.

Kai squints to make out the new person. Brown skin, short hair. Probably a guy. Did he know anyone like that?

It comes to him in a flash after a second. “Zahir!” An overwhelming surge of emotion rises in Kai’s heart. How could he possibly not express his joy, his love, his affection for his beloved roommate? He launches himself at Zahir, but the cruel boy holds his arms far away from his body, preventing Kai from getting any closer.

“You’re tipsy again. Maybe more than tipsy,” Zahir says, grip firm. He turns back to the other group. He was ignoring Kai! “He’ll be super touchy for the rest of your evening. Be on your guard.”

“Whaaa…why?” Kai turns to the group, hurt.“Don’t listen to him,” he says sadly, “I’m only me.” He falls. Zahir catches him. Sara snaps a photo.


Interlude II. Valerie

Valerie told herself that she would not get drunk here. She knew she was a lightweight, figuratively and literally. Although she didn’t know exactly what her limit was, she was definitely smaller than all the other people she knew here and the last time she’d tried taking any more than a couple of shots she’d unintentionally vomited and gotten stuck with a violent hangover that beat her over the head the next morning.

And so that was why she was sticking with April this evening. April seemed like someone who could hold her alcohol. Zahir or Sara would have worked too, but Sara was currently downing drink after drink with Kai while Zahir was chaperoning them. Valerie didn’t want to get between whatever was going on between them.

Here she was, sitting at a table with April, nursing a light seltzer. It was okay. Nice and weak, just like she’d wanted. April had gotten a much stronger cocktail. “Want some?” April offered.

“No, I couldn’t possibly…” she started reflexively, but then she hesitated. One sip wouldn’t hurt, right? “Maybe a little,” she conceded, taking a sip.

The fire almost burned her throat as it went down and Valerie turned to the side to cough. “Too strong?” she heard April say, amused.

Valerie washed the flavour down with a swig of her seltzer. The carbonation didn’t sting nearly as much. “Way too strong. Holy.”

April twirled her drink. “It’s…I think the guy said thirty percent? Not too strong. Although at your size, maybe it’s different.”

Valerie masked the sharp twinge that shot through her with another swig of seltzer, letting the negative feeling fade away. She sighed. “I guess so. Screw that.

“Oh, before I get too drunk!” April pulled out a green notebook and a mechanical pencil. “If I say any cool story ideas, do you think you could take notes for me?” Valerie nodded without thinking, reaching out for the notebook and pencil out of curiosity. “Great!”

April could drink when she set her mind to it. Valerie kept up her usual routine with her, mostly listening to April go on about hypothetical stories, occasionally penning down a little bit of what she was saying when Valerie remembered that she was supposed to be taking notes.

“I’m not drunk,” April said out of the blue.

Valerie looked up from where she was drawing sketches of narwhals with machine guns. “Hm?”

April wobbled. “I’m not drunk, Valerie. Right?”

“I…think you might be tipsy?”

“I’m not drunk,” April insisted. “I didn’t even have that much. It was a cocktail or two.”

“Probably. I had a seltzer. Or two? Or one. Not as much as you.” The reminder of the drink sent a rush of churn through her stomach. Maybe those one or two drinks were too many already. Curses.

“Exactly. So I’m not drunk.”

“Yeah.” Valerie focused on triaging how important it was that she get to the bathroom.

“Hey, Vallie?”

“Hm?” She might be able to stave it off a bit.

“Wanna join Sara and the guys? They seem like they’re having a riot.”

Valerie felt bile rise up into her throat. “Actually, I’m gonna go to the bathroom really quickly. I’ll find you later!”

“Sounds good. See ya! I’ll be with the gang!”

Valerie stifled a yawn as she exited the bathroom having hurled up her drink a little bit. Better than last time. She was really tired for some reason. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to rest her eyes for just a moment? Yes, that sounded like a good idea. Valerie made her way to the counter, around the corner so the light wouldn’t hit her face, and closed her eyes almost immediately after she sat down.

“Hey, cutie,” a voice said, shaking Valerie out of her stupor. She lifted her head from where it was resting in her arms, blinking the sleep out of her eyes. A casually dressed boy held a carbonated drink out. “What’s a pretty girl like you doing all alone by yourself?” Valerie looked around for anyone else she knew. Where was April? She was just with her earlier. She rummaged through her memory, but it was upturned and messy from the alcohol. Even the socks weren’t bundled together.

“Go away,” Valerie grumbled. “Not interested.”

“Woah! A feisty one, are you?” he grinned. “I like that. Fierce like a tigress.” His eyes traced down her face to her chest, then down . He looked almost disappointed His fingers moved closer to her sleeve as if he was about to pull it up. Valerie flinched back. Her mind went on full alert, alarms blaring inside her head.

“C’mon, girl, let’s roll up that hoodie. It must be so big on you. Aren’t you hot?” He laughed as if he said something funny. Nope nope nope nope she did not want to show her body that was the entire point.

“Please don’t touch me,” she said quietly.

The boy leaned in closer. “Sorry, I couldn’t catch that. The name’s Aidan, by the way. What’s yours?”

“Um…”

“I don’t bite.” The boy sat down on the bar stool beside Valerie’s, smiling a trickster smile. A manipulator’s smile. “You can tell me. What else could I call you?”

“Hey!” A surge of relief ran through Valerie as Sara placed herself between them. “Stop harassing my friend! You,” she pointed at the boy, “she doesn’t want your company, right?” Sara glanced back at Valerie. Valerie nodded. “Right! So beat it, kid. Come on, Vallie.”

“Vallie,” the boy murmured. Something about the nickname coming from his mouth almost made her want to vomit again. “A gorgeous name fitting of a beautiful girl. I’m —”

“Nope. We’re leaving,” Sara took Valerie’s hand and pulled her away from him.

“Thanks,” Valerie told her.

“Anytime. April told us you went to the bathroom, but we didn’t see you after five, so I went to go find you. Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” Valerie decided. “You seem happy. How’re you feeling?”

“Tipsy!” Sara grinned. “You seem the same as usual. Guys — I found Valerie!”


Interlude III. Sara

Sara’d been worried when she’d found the girl sitting still and talking to a guy Sara was pretty sure that she didn’t that it would ruin the night for her. But here Valerie was, matching April’s blistering fast stream of ideas with her own rebuttals or concurrences.

Speaking of blistering fast stream of ideas, Sara was reminded that she had a midterm she had to study for coming up in a couple of days.

Sara shoved that thought out of her mind with another gulp of beer.

“Female narwhals don’t have central tusks,” Valerie argued, slapping both hands on the table. “It just doesn’t make sense, April! Think about it. I’m not going to get into the waffle debate because there really isn’t a right answer there, but Emma the narwhal wouldn’t have a central tusk she could use to pierce through the clouds at the end of the rainbow. If you make Edward the love interest, he could do it for her, but then you’re running into gender roles that I’m pretty sure you don’t want to actually write about.”

She was also dead wrong when she told Valerie that she was the same, Sara realised. No, tipsy Valerie was a menace.

April wavered, whether from the argument or from the alcohol, Sara wasn’t sure. “But that’s the entire premise of Emma the narwhal… I can’t take that out. And I’m not making Edward the love interest. Edward’s a dick.”

“Fuck Edward,” Sara supplied. “I don’t know who Edward is. Is he a dick?”

“He sucks and he should feel bad!” Valerie agreed. “But he could still be the love interest. People are idiots and marry people they don’t actually like all the time. It wouldn’t even be unusual. I would never do that.”

“I would!” Kai said. “Sara, would you marry me?”

“No you wouldn’t,” Zahir said, pulling Kai back.

“No, Kai, you’re too drunk. You obviously don’t mean that. And Sara would never fall for a person like you,” Valerie said.

“Woah woah woah, what do you mean?” Sara said. Tears welled up in Kai’s eyes. “Did you psychoanalyse me or something?” She was right, she didn’t like Kai that way at all. But she was curious to see where the logic came from!

“Sara clearly values someone who has strong opinions and is willing to argue the point, right? Kai isn’t like that at all. She’s also super into school and working really hard, which Kai, you definitely do, but not nearly enough. Basically you have too many extracurriculars.”

Sara’s eyebrows knitted together. “Wait… Even I don’t know myself that well. Vallie, are you some sort of genius?”

Valerie shrugged. “I watch. I listen. You guys are kind of obvious. Anyone could figure it out.”

“Vallieeeeee,” April groaned. “I got it. What if this is a magical realm where both male narwhals and female narwhals have tusks? An alternate universe!”

“What other rules are there in this world?” Valerie replied immediately. “Is there a magic system? Did the narwhals evolve this way so that both males and females could fight for dominance, like males do in the real world?”

“Sometimes I feel like a mother,” Sara said suddenly to no one in particular.

Zahir held up a glass of wine, still holding on to the back of Kai’s shirt. “Cheers to that.”

“Amen.” She clinked their glasses together.

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

sara: that was super fun!! we should totally do brunch mimosas next

sara: hope everyone made it home safe!

zahir: kai is safe

sara: didn’t you walk back together?

zahir: i am not safe

zahir: kai is stuck to me

zahir: not responding

valerie: omg i had way more than i d thoguht id haev

valerie: feeelung tge crash rn

April: Valerie, my light in this world

valerie: i am not sober enough to reply to that

April: You took such wonderful notes

April: I am forever in your debt

valerie: oh

sara: the most responsible one out of all of us


XVI. Sara

“I’ve been trying to write something for so long that my boyfriend’s been annoyed at me for a while now,” April said out of the blue one day at the coffee shop. “Omar’s like, ‘Why won’t you spend any time with me?’ And I have to tell him that I’m writing a novel and he has to respect that I’m busy sometimes.

Sara paused her current Anki run. “My boyfriend’s like that too, but about academics. Hasan’s great,” she sighed, “but he just doesn’t understand. Grades are important, and if I want to keep them high, I have to spend time maintaining them. It’s gotten worse ever since reading week, too. He’s even in my program!”

“That sucks,” April said sympathetically. “Don’t you guys study together if you’re in the same program?”

“We used to.” She really wanted to keep it going, too. It was always more fun with him around. “But then after the tenth all-nighter, he said he was going to study with his other friends. I don’t know what to do, April. I’ve been thinking about breaking up. How can you work with someone so different? I used to study at his place and campus but now I come here,” she chuckled.

“Me too,” April sighed. “Omar made me my do-not-disturb sign. It didn’t work at home, and I think I kept on yapping at him too much during work hours, so he kicked me out and here I am!”

They both sighed. “Boys,” Sara grumbled. “The least he could do is come to Monoceros sometimes. They can get a coffee or whatever and we can have quality time studying! He just needs to give it another try. It’s only not fun if you make it not fun.”

“I thought gender equality meant that men were supposed to be supportive of what we wanted to do,” April agreed. “None of this, ‘Take a break, April, you should do something else for a bit, April,’ I mean, I have to write my novel!”

“And I have to study for my exams!”

They both sighed again.


XVII. Kai

“Kai,” April said, looking up from her novel.

Kai continued touching the base layer for a new commission of his. It was just about perfect, but he needed to clean up a few lines and maybe redraw the donkey. “Hm?”

“Why do you polish your commissions so much? Whenever I draft my written commissions, I kinda go random bullshit go and do a quick n’ dirty beta before finishing it.”

“The clients want them. Sometimes they don’t quite know what they want and then at the very end they want some balloons in their child’s hand, they think I drew some characters wrong, and you gotta fix that.” Kai is resigned to his fate, he knows. What the customers want, the customers must get. It adds hours to his commission cycle, but worse than that is the unpredictability of the size and scope of the changes. He could be done in a few minutes with a simple recolour or have to redo half of the base lines and put in a few extra days.

“Why do you let the clients change what they want after you start working? I imagine that if you follow all their instructions from the onset you don’t have to change so many things.”

“It’s just courteous, you know? Art is fickle. I want to give them exactly what they want. Otherwise, what are they paying me for?”

“I couldn’t possibly rewrite the plot after having written ten thousand words,” April shuddered.

“It sucks,” Kai shrugged, “but they’re paying me so that I make what they want. It isn’t really the same if I cut corners just so that I can get what I want, is it?”

April hummed. “Is it really cutting corners? Or were the borders already rounded, and you’re chipping away until it’s a full circle?”

“Huh?”

“Sorry. Abstract analogy. I mean, does it really count as cutting corners when your clients never defined the corners?”

“They do define the corners. Just after I finish the ‘final’ version.”

“What if you said no?”

Kai chuckled. “Don’t be silly, the clients wouldn’t like that —” He stopped to reconsider what April said. What if he said no? Maybe they wouldn’t pay him as much, but he required a 50% down payment on all commissions already. If anyone dropped him, so be it.

“So what if they don’t like it? They shouldn’t ask for changes once they okay the main design. If it’s like little tweaks, a couple of rewords here and there, maybe add some imagery here, fine, I’d do it. But adding an entirely new main character? No way.”

Kai thought about it. It would increase his profits and make the time crunch less severe, which was why he had originally opposed it. Did it matter if it took a little more effort? He took pride in how careful his work was, how perfect people said it was. Not letting people change his work just because his vision didn’t exactly match theirs seemed…like a missed opportunity. One of his art pieces could be so close yet just be not quite perfect. And it was those works that he felt was such a shame because it was flawed in one tiny place and he didn’t fix it.

Of course, there was also the important fact that his customers were stupid and half the time didn’t know what they really wanted until they saw what he made. That was why he had a portfolio publically available, but internet users’ reading comprehension was questionable at the best of times.

“I’ll try it for the next guy,” Kai decided. “They can make changes during the line art phase, but not after it’s been coloured and the lines are set.”

 

Kai Nakayama created a new group:

all the nerry-lovers except zahir (kai!, sara, valerie, April)

kai!: heyo! this is gonna be the zahir birthday chat

kai!: y’all free tuesday afternoon at monoceros?

sara: why in god’s name did you guys pick a fucking COFFEE SHOP to host a birthday party

sara: sure i’m down

valerie: i think i can make it too!

April: Birthday party!!!! 🎉 Should we bring gifts? A cake?

kai!: i got the cake covered! oliver my good man told me they have cakes on the secret menu

kai!: gifts are optional depending on how much you like zahir

sara: monoceros secret menu??? tell me more

kai!: lol it’s just wtv oliver can make with an oven

sara: that boy has golden hands let me tell you

sara: gave me a delicious fruit pastry the first night i was here at 3 in the morning

valerie: who’s oliver?

April: He sounds wonderful 😊

kai!: oliver’s the barista who works the night shift on weekdays and weekend afternoons!

kai!: asian dude

kai!: kindest more politest soul

sara: facts

sara: you guys have never seen him??? i swear he’s there every time i’m at monoceros

valerie: i remember there was an asian guy but i don’t know if it’s him

sara: must be

sara: there’s only one asian dude who works there

sara: (during oliver hours)

valerie: oh then he seemed nice!


XVIII. Zahir

“You didn’t have to blindfold me,” Zahir complained. “What if I hit something and split my head open because you aren’t being careful?” It was itchy, too. Zahir wanted to scratch the side of his head. It also wasn’t great at blocking the light. Zahir couldn’t see anything but a dull red from his eyelids and the sun shining through the blindfold.

“I’m always careful,” Kai said, guiding him into what he assumed Monoceros based on the familiar coffee smell. Zahir gripped his wrist a little bit harder. “Ow! Okay, I get it. Jeez. We’re just going to the couch. Oliver helped me put up some decorations, and I want it to be a surprise.”

“I don’t care much for surprises,” Zahir grumbled. “I thought you knew me better than that.”

“But this is a special surprise. When was the last time you had a surprise party?”

“Is it really a surprise when you told me that it was coming?”

“It’s the thought that counts! Here, you can take off the blindfold now.”

Zahir tugged at the knot at the back and it fell off to reveal a pinata suspended above the coffee table, surrounded by Sara, Valerie, April, and the Asian barista that Zahir kept forgetting the name of, all wearing w.

“Happy birthday!” April said, blowing a kazoo. Valerie joined in.

“Happy birthday,” Sara said, arms folded.

“Oliver helped set this up for us,” Kai explained, “so I thought he should also join us in celebrating!”

“Happy to help.” Ugh. He sounded polite. Zahir wanted demure people like him to grow a spine so he could properly talk to them without them sugarcoating their words like they were baking a cake.

Zahir nodded. “Thanks.”

“Presents!” Kai reached behind Zahir and set three boxes onto the coffee table. “The pinata’s got my present in it, so you have to smash it to find out what’s inside!”

“This…was more than I was expecting,” Zahir eyed the gift-wrapped boxes with caution. “I hope you didn’t spend too much on this.”

Sara snorted. “Don’t worry. I definitely didn’t.” Kai shot a glare at her, and she rolled her eyes. “Fine, I gave you exactly how much you deserved.”

“…Passable,” Kai decided. “Open them, Zahir.”

Zahir started with the smallest box. It contained a deep purple tie with stripes. This was…surprisingly useful.

“My boyfriend’s also a business kid and he always says that he could use a different tie for every occasion,” April explained. “So I figured you could use one that I think would look pretty good on you, but one you probably didn’t have.”

“Thank you,” he said, and found that he genuinely meant it. “Practical.”

April beamed.

Next, the medium-sized one. It could probably hold a water bottle. Zahir opened it to find an Amazon gift card.

“I didn’t know what to get you,” Valerie mumbled. “So I got you a gift card so you could buy something you wanted.”

“Also practical,” Zahir said. Better than something stupid like what he was sure Kai put inside a goddamn pinata.

Finally, the biggest box. Probably the same volume as his MacBook box, but cubic. Inside was…a plant?

“I got you a cactus. When you get out of bed every morning, you can look at it and feel proud knowing that you’re even pricklier,” Sara snickered. Valerie stifled a chuckle.

Absolutely not practical. Zahir lifted the clay pot out of the cardboard box. His room could use some green decoration. “Not as bad as I was expecting,” he admitted.

“I’ll take it,” Sara grinned.

“And lastly!” Kai said, gesturing at Oliver. “Oliver!”

“I didn’t buy you anything, but Kai ordered a cake on your behalf,” Oliver said, holding a box the same size as the cactus. “Black forest.”

April oohed when Oliver unveiled the cake from the box. “Oliver, you could work in a pastry shop. Make cakes all day, because this is incredible!”

Oliver chuckled. “I do work in a pastry shop. I appreciate it, though. I’ll leave you to it, then?”

“Yeah! Thanks, Oliver!” Kai said. Oliver left. “Lastly lastly! The pinata.” Kai handed him a baseball bat and his blindfold.

 

Kai Nakayama, Zahir Kirmani

Zahir: your present is stupid

Kai: sorry i can’t hear you i’m on the other side of the room!!

Kai: maybe you should tell me in person!!!

Zahir: i don’t even play zelda

Zahir: what am i supposed to do with a link body pillow

Zahir: i still don’t know you fit it in that pinata

Kai: you should say thank you for the present it was very considerate of you

Zahir: how was a link body pillow considerate in any way shape or form

Kai: not to me

 

April Evans, Zahir Kirmani

Zahir: thank you for the present it was very considerate of you

April: Haha no problem! Happy to hear that you liked it 😊

 

Sara Al-Dosari, Zahir Kirmani

Zahir: thank you for the present it was very considerate of you

Sara: kai put you up to this didn’t he

Zahir: obviously

 

Valerie Torres, Zahir Kirmani

Zahir: thank you for the present it was very considerate of you

Valerie: um

 

April Evans, Valerie Torres

Valerie: help what does this mean?? i gave him a gift card?? is this some backhanded way to make me feel bad???

April: Wait, he sent me the exact same message

Valerie: oh

Valerie: oh must have been kai then

April: Like a leashed dog

April: Honestly that’s a fun character archetype

April: Maybe I’ll add a sidekick that’s just like that

 

Valerie Torres, Zahir Kirmani

Valerie: glad to hear it!!

 

Kai Nakayama, Zahir Kirmani

Zahir: [3 attachments]

Zahir: are you happy now

Kai: delighted :D


XVIV. Valerie

Valerie didn’t know how to act around Kai. How did he and Zahir end up as roommates? They could not be more different from each other. Zahir was driven, reserved, gave zero shits about other people. Valerie could get behind that. Kai tended to be more social, enthusiastic, and idealistic. He was similarly driven when referring to his work, but regardless, none of the Kais that Valerie knew matched the Kai currently sitting beside her on the couch, staring into the fire, sipping his matcha, and snacking on a large plate of pastries. Valerie didn’t know Kai could put down that much food.

“Val,” Kai said, startling Valerie out of her thoughts. Valerie lowered her book. “Want a tart?”

This wasn’t out of the ordinary. Kai was often generous when giving out food. “No, thank you,” Valerie said, shooting him a small smile to let him know that she appreciated it nonetheless. She continued reading her book.

“How about a drink? Maybe refill the tea?”

“It’s okay. Thanks.”

“…Val, do you not like me?”

The question came from a field so far left Valerie paused to mentally cry foul. “Huh?” she said, buying herself more time.

“I mean,” Kai shook his head as if to clear himself of a strange thought. “Every time I offer a snack or something, you always decline. I know you’re more on the quiet slash reserved side of personalities, but still. Am I offending you or something?”

Ah. He’d noticed she never accepted food. Usually. “Oh, uh, sorry about that. I don’t not like you —” Kai furrowed his brow, “— or anything, really. It’s just that, um, I don’t usually accept food in general.”

Kai nodded slowly. “I…see? D’you think we’re gonna poison you or something?”

Valerie snorted. “No, no. I just don’t want to eat too much, that’s all. Nothing against anyone else. It’s just me. Please don’t worry about it.” She gestured to all of herself.

A light of understanding sparked in Kai’s eyes. “Ah. Not even meals?”

Valerie shook her head. “It’s tempting, but no.”

Kai hummed. “Okay. I think I get it. I’ll still keep offering, just in case you change your mind, okay? You can always say no.”

“Sure,” Valerie said, relieved. “Thanks.”

 

Kai Nakayama, Valerie Torres

Valerie: kai is sneaky

Kai: ???

Kai: elaborate????

Kai: is this about today

Valerie: oh uh

Valerie: like you’re very perceptive

Valerie: and stuff

Kai: aww thanks!

 

April Evans, Valerie Torres

Valerie: I DO NOT KNOW HOW TO USE A PHONE WHAT IS WRONG WITH ME


XX. April

April always felt apprehensive whenever she was around Zahir. Nothing against him personally — she was sure he was an Objectively Fine Person — but she couldn’t quite find it within herself to feel completely at ease.

When she’d brought this up to dear Vallie the other day during brunch, she’d told her that Zahir could be quite considerate when he wanted to be, but he wasn’t very good at wanting to be considerate, which was rather confusing to April. Vallie had assured her that he definitely didn’t hate her though, which she’d take as a win, small comfort as it was.

Still, she joined Zahir at their common couch now at Monoceros, doing her best not to let preconceptions cloud her judgment. She trusted Vallie, that was for sure.

“Hey,” April said, a little awkwardly.

“Hey,” Zahir grunted. He didn’t turn to look at her. Just a grunt.

April set up her work station wordlessly, pulling out her laptop and her notebook. She marvelled at Vallie’s careful notes, her scrawl messy but detailed from the night they went out to the bar.

She’d put Zahir out of her mind for now, April decided. No use worrying about other people when Emma the narwhal still had to escape from the land of the pixies with her parents’ treasure in tow!

“I don’t know who you are anymore,” Emma whispered. “Harriet, how long did you hide this from me? From my parents?”

Harriet chortled, a strange, unnatural sound that Emma had never heard from her best friend before. “Oh, Emma, dear, did you really think no one knew about their will? Where there’s a will, there’s a way. For people to find out about the money.”

…The story had long since gone off the rails of her original outline, but really, a heist and betrayal were so much more fun to write! April was in the zone. She was locked in. She was zooming through her word quota. At this rate, she might even finish her draft before the end of the year!

“All of those years. Was it all for nothing? Was it ever real?” Emma said in a daze, floating without any real direction, letting the wind current take her as it pleased.

Harriet prodded her from behind. “Keep swimming. That’s right, Emma. I never loved you one bit,” she spat. “You should have listened to Lan. He was trying to warn you, you know.” Her eyes glittered. “But you never listened. Pushed him away, even. He was protected when he was close to you. We couldn’t touch him. But you…all I had to do was plant the smallest seed of doubt in your mind and you nurtured it, let it grow until it towered over any feelings you might have had for that boy,” she crowed.

“What have I done?” Emma whispered.

Zahir cleared his throat beside her. April paused from considering the best way to torture a previous friend someone had had for most of their life. “Yes?”

“Could you lower her voice when you work?” he said pointedly. “Cool story. But I do need to focus, and I don’t have my headphones on me,” he nodded at his laptop screen.

“Wait.” April flushed. “Was I saying all of that aloud?”

Zahir nodded. “Emma should consider investing in a PI so this doesn’t happen again.” He shook his head. “This is what happens when you trust people so freely. She wasn’t careful enough.”

Something about what Zahir said rubbed April the wrong way. “That’s not what I’m going for. If you knew more about Harriet and what she stood for, plus how Emma saw her through the book, you’d understand that she’s more a representation of how things outside of your control can drastically change. And there’s nothing you can do about it,” she added smugly.

Zahir considered this. He closed his laptop. “Okay. I’ll bite. Who’s Harriet?”

Oh? What was this? The renowned Zahir, taking interest in something other than himself for once? Could this really be happening? April readied herself for the inevitable word assault that she’d only heard legends of from Valerie and Sara. “Harriet is her own complex character. She isn’t just a blatantly evil manipulator like what I think you’re thinking of. She just wants something different from Emma and has a different way of approaching her goals.”

Zahir folded his arms. “That’s one way to put it. Ten years you expect me to believe they stayed together and she never brought it up? That tells me that she voluntarily chose not to get close enough to share her secret. And, judging by Emma’s personality, there was a major trust imbalance between the two of them. Emma thought they were equals and confided in Harriet. Harriet didn’t. Whether she was good or not in the past doesn’t matter – if you’re going to tell me the evil mastermind manipulated Harriet to manipulate Emma, sure. She’s been led astray. That’s all I need to know about her.”

April shook her head. “I wouldn’t call it being ‘led astray’. That would imply that there’s a path to be strayed from in the first place. No, Harriet’s backstory is unusual enough that there was no right path for her to begin with. The ‘evil mastermind’? Sure, let’s pin the blame on them for now. They moulded Harriet, shaped her, teaching her in a way to further their own goals. In Harriet’s mind, the world is cruel and Emma is just stupid. It’s like how humans view animals as beneath them because they aren’t as intelligent.

“Who is Harriet, you asked? Good question. Identity is kinda a fickle topic. Was there a Harriet before the Big Bad got to her? Does who she acts as now represent her? How are they different? How does she perceive herself? How do others perceive her?” April stopped to give the gears clearly turning inside Zahir’s head some time. “You aren’t a writer, right?”

“No,” Zahir admitted. “But I’d say that I know a thing or two about characters and stories. You do that a lot in business. Let me think about this. Show me your draft,” he demanded.

April passed her laptop over, but not without a twinge of annoyance. She was already getting riled up. Quiet polite conversation her ass, Valerie must have dealt with a different Zahir. This one was closer the person she saw Sara bickering with nearly every time they were together.

“Okay,” Zahir nodded a few minutes later. “I see your point. Let’s circle back to the question of identity. What makes you you? What aspects compose a person and their existence?”

“This is more philosophical than I was expecting. Nothing to say about Harriet?” she said triumphantly.

“No, I think we should set a baseline for our common understanding before proceeding, that’s all.” Zahir would be a great reverse balloon pumper. April could feel herself deflating already. “Clearly the biggest impact is their legacy on the world. If no one else observed you, would you have any identity at all?”

“Yes,” April said, tone as firm as her favourite tofu dish. This was a deep conviction she held, after all. Almost as deep and as strongly held as her favourite tofu dish. “You can observe yourself. Not everything has to be compared to everyone else.” The back of her neck tickled. April moved her hair out of the way so that it fell over her shoulders instead.

“When you die, it’d all be lost with you. Identity is relative. It’s a social construct. There’s no meaning in identity without other people. If I wasn’t here with you, or if no one else was in this cafe, and everything you’d ever do had no effect on anyone else in the world, would it even matter who you were? Your name? Your ethnicity? Would any of it matter?”

“That’s not fair,” April pointed out. “That’s more a question of existence. Y’know, the classic ‘if a tree falls in a forest but no one heard it, did it really fall’ kind of question. But…I think I get you when you say identity is relative. That’s a really cool quote, by the way. Right? It depends on who you interact with. What I was going to say was that identity is part of the individual. It’s what makes people different. That’s what the ‘i’ in identity is for. There are even two ‘i’s. If you were also black and a girl and we both took the same program and had the same hobbies –” She furrowed her brow. “Wait, no, you’re distracting me!”

Zahir smirked. “You went on the tangent, not me.”

“Yeah, no, it still wouldn’t matter! What you believe about yourself is what you believe about yourself. Your quote-unquote ‘effect’ on the world is just a part of it. What you do doesn’t necessarily affect the world. How you think doesn’t necessarily affect the world. Those are totally parts of your identity too! Of course, that’s just the present. All of your cumulative experiences in the past also build up to your identity. They make up who you are. Identity, in isolation, ignoring other people,

Your question was vague,” she accused. “‘What makes you you‘ could mean anything. What makes you you relative to other people? What makes you act the way you do today? What makes up your morals, your goals, your dreams? Nah, Zahir, you gotta explain exactly what you’re looking for before we go on a bunch of wild goose chases like Emma and Harriet. Scope out the plot.”

“Fair enough,” Zahir conceded. “I was arguing your first point – compared to other people, who are you? What makes you different?”

“This sounds like a job interview,” April grumbled. “Hey, Zahir, tell me about yourself.”

“I’m a sophomore student –”

April makes a wrong buzzer sound. “Wrong. I was looking more . I thought you’d know better about making your questions specific,” she shook her head. “You have to answer the vaguest interview question in the world a million times.”

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

April: Guys I need a second opinion

valerie: i can be a second opinion!

kai!: i can be a third opinion!

sara: if you really need it i can be numero quatre

zahir: i was the first opinion.

kai!: acc i don’t wanna be behind zahir

sara: me neither

April: Guys 😢

sara: ok nvm with that sad face who could resist

kai!: i’m back in too

sara: i came back first tho so that means i’m third opinion now

kai!: no way i was here first

sara: too bad so sad you also left first

kai!: noooo!! wait

kai!: val you held my place in line right?

sara: no vallie you didn’t

sara: or if you did you would give it to me right?

sara: because you like me more than kai

kai!: FOUL

kai!: WHAT ARE THESE BACK ROOM DEALS

kai!: I AM BEING CONSPIRED AGAINST

valerie: i am an unbiased party and did not hold a place for anyone

valerie: sooo first come first serve

sara: knew i could count on you <3


XXI. Sara

nerry the narwhal fan club (kai!, sara, zahir, april, valerie <3)

sara: HELLO MY FAVORITE NARWHAL FANS HAPPY NEW YEAR!!! I LOVE ALL OF YOU DEARLY

sara: EXCEPT FOR ZAHIR WHO IS MERELY A PAIN IN THE ASS

zahir: the feeling is mutual, don’t worry

 

“Kai, I need a distraction,” Sara said, munching on a delightfully flaky cheese Danish. She felt a little bad about the crumbs that fell on the floor, but it was better than falling in the cracks between the seats in the couch. “I’ve spent the last six hours doing nothing but trying to figure out gene regulation. What’s the last thing you did before coming here?” She rubbed her eyes, half-closing her laptop. Her notes lay spread-eagled on the coffee table.

“You got this,” Kai said, setting his own iPad down to offer a fist to bump. Sara bumped it. “Whaddya say we grab more food?”

“You’re my favourite person who comes to this store,” she told him. So encouraging. That was Sara’s favourite thing about Kai. How completely unlike Zahir he was. So chill. So positive. So willing to discuss random things and not stuck in his own little world where he probably stepped on Legos to practice being miserly.

“Food and drinks never fail to cheer anyone up, that’s what I always say.” Kai paused. “Well, maybe not Val, but for basically everyone else it’s awesome.”

“Oh?” Sara’s interest was piqued. Even more piqued by how Kai knew Vallie lore. “Why not?”

“Uhh…” Kai caught himself verbally and physically and sidestepped a stanchion. “I dunno.”

Sara made a mental note to press him later about this. Or maybe she’d just ask Vallie directly. “And you know this from first-hand experience?” she tried.

“She didn’t like strawberry tarts,” Kai shrugged.

“Vallie doesn’t like strawberry tarts! How criminal. One from here?”

“Yeah.”

“Damn. She’s missing out.”

“Right?”

Oliver smiled at them, his eyes turning into crescents. “Hey! What can I get for you guys today?”

Kai peeked at the glass shelf full of pastries. “I’ll take a pasteis de nata with cinnamon, please.”

“I’ll take…a dark chocolate velvet cake slice?”

Kai nodded approvingly. “Ooh, good pick. I had my eye on that one too.”

“Wanna split it? I haven’t had a…pastays de nada before.”

“I’m down.”

They returned to their couch with much fanfare each holding a plate of a beautiful delicacy. “What a nice young man,” Kai said.

Sara nodded. “He’s my second favourite person who comes to this store.” She handed Kai a spoon. “You can take your part first.” Kai nicked a small piece accordingly. “C’mon, take more than that!” Kai obliged.

“You can take the first bite out of my tart, too,” he said.

If she could have her way, she’d finish the entire tart. That tiny nibble, barely more than a third of the tart, had lulled her into a false sense of security in the beginning. She’d gotten the crunch of the pastry, which was to her disappointment a little bit cold. The puff pastry was spiced, which she supposed was a good thing.

But then she’d reached the custard. Oh goodness. The Portugese had phenomenal taste. It started like a creme brulee, the exposed part slightly firmer than the prize hidden below it. The custard gave way to add that hint of char and umami to mix with the gentle sweetness of dairy and sugar, a smooth yet rough consistency sitting on her tongue, amplifying the flavour and leaving a sense of cinnamon and dreams long after she’d swallowed most of the tart.

“That –” Sara licked her lips. “– was the best thing I’ve ever had. Holy shit that was incredible. I’m gonna get another one.”

She bought two more for good measure. Oliver even gave her extra-fresh ones that brought even more joy to her soul. “For being such a good customer,” he assured her.

Five minutes later, she was laying on her side against the armrest of the couch, staring at the narwhals painted swimming around on the ceiling. “I’ve never felt so happy,” she sighed. “This is the best day of my life.”

Directly opposite her, Kai had slumped against the backrest of the couch, eyes closed and expression dreamy. “Me too.”

They both made noises of deep pleasure.

Sara made it all of five minutes before the guilt of slacking off for so long began to set in. Oooo, NAM and NAG, oooooooooo, peptidation, ooooooooo, anaerobic metabolic pathways. She groaned, flopped over, shoved the hair out of her face that had fallen over when she had flopped over, and forced herself back into an upright position.

“Working already?” Kai said sleepily, lifting just his head to speak.

“Unfortunately. I have a date with my boyfriend at five, and I have to finish rewriting my notes before then.”

“Ah.” Kai let his head fall back down to stare at the ceiling. He pumped a weak fist in the air. “Hell yeah. Spending quality time.”

“Well…”

“Trouble in paradise?”

Sara sighed. “It’s been so long since we really talked. I’m busy, I’m sure he’s busy –”

“Why does it sound like you’re not sure if he’s busy?”

“I’m not. It’s…been a while since I really checked in on him,” Sara admitted.

“How long?”

“Two…weeks?”

Kai gulped. “That’s a long time.”

“I know, I know. But I gotta study to keep my grades up, y’know? I like him a lot, but our schedules nevered aligned, and it’s been harder to find slots when I’m free.”

“Yeah. Yeah, that happens. Hang in there. You’ve got, what, three hours? Hammer it home then you’ll have the entire night to relax and do…couple things.”

“Yeah. Yeah! Time to lock in. Then it’ll be dinner and a movie and the night off…”

Sara wasn’t sure if she was salivating more at the thought of the food or of the free time.






	

XXII. Valerie

Sometimes Valerie wondered what it was like for April to have ideas constantly running in her head all the time. To have so many that it was more a question of how to get all of them down before they flew away rather than coming up with them.

As it turned out, she managed by talking the ear off of nearly everyone she met to make sure that someone was there to bounce ideas off of. In this case, it was Valerie’s ear. And she was bouncing a whole slew of complaints today.

“And then the asshole was like, ‘identity is relative’ in the haughtiest tone you could possibly imagine, like he was the new Mark Twain or something. Can you believe him? I know you said he was quiet and fair and talked sense, but holy shit this guy I could not believe this guy. Sara’s right, his head is stuck so far up his ass that that’s probably where he gets his shit-eating grin.”

“Wow,” Valerie ventured. “You have a lot to say about Zahir.” Rather colourfully, too. April had such a way with words that Valerie kind of envied.

“Damn straight I do. He is smart though,” April fumed, “and that’s the worst part of it. I wish he was stupid. Then I could clown on him all day and I’d feel completely justified. What if he’s right, Vallie? What if what he’s saying actually makes sense? Then it’d be as if my head was stuck up his ass.” She shuddered. “It probably oozes arrogance up in there.”

Valerie wrinkled her nose at the mental image. “I think that both of you are pretty smart. I mean, I know that Zahir likes debating, and he’s in business, where that’s basically his entire career, so you being able to hold your own is also really impressive.”

April stopped flailing her arms around to gaze at Valerie tap-taping on her phone. Valerie looked up. “Hm?”

“You, Vallie,” April said, scooching closer. “Has anyone told you how wonderful you are?”

Alarms blared inside Valerie’s head, the red lights from inside spilling some of their colour onto her cheeks. Praise! Compliments! Nope nope nope. “Um. Thank you?”

“Because you’re the best, Vallie,” April said firmly. “Got it? Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. I’ll beat them up for you if they do. You’re smart, you’re kind, you take notes even I ramble and people have told me how annoying I am to keep up with. It’s like you know exactly what to say sometimes.”

“April…” Valerie resisted the urge to bury her face in her hands. “Where did this come from? Are you drunk?”

“Nope!” April slung an arm around her shoulders. “Just feeling extra-appreciative today.”

“Um. Well.” God damn it. She hated being put on the spot like this. She knew she should say something nice in return, but all she could think of was the weight of April’s arm over her shoulders, and the rest of her body slowly drawn in under April’s arm.

Ah. Wait wait wait April was getting really close what was she gonna do wouldn’t it be rude to move away now she didn’t want to be rude or hurt anyone’s feelings but at this rate she might have to —

Hold on — April had a boyfriend already. Whew. Crisis averted. Valerie didn’t know what she’d say if she had to deal with something she was this wholly unprepared for.

It didn’t help her relax much, but it was better than nothing.

She wriggled around a bit to make herself more comfortable.

…It was kind of nice, actually.

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

sara: fuck

zahir: what now

sara: fuck

zahir: do you know any other words

sara: yes

sara: fuck

valerie: sara?

zahir:

 

Sara Al-Dosari, Valerie Torres

Valerie: sara is everything alright?

 

Kai Nakayama, Sara Al-Dosari

Kai: everything ok?

 

April Evans, Sara Al-Dosari

April: Did something happen with Hasan?


	


	
XXIII. Zahir

Zahir was in a good mood. He’d landed another two interviews, one with another Fortune 500 company that would hugely advance his career prospects, and the barista had just finished brewing fresh coffee right when he’d stepped inside. Zahir was looking forward to another productive day this wonderfully overcast morning.

He sat by his usual spot on the couch, crossed his legs like the manly masculine male he was, and took a nice long swig of his toasty coffee. The perfect way to start the morning. If his luck held, he might even maintain a solid fifty-percent irritation level for most of the day.

Regrettably, any hopes — no, Zahir didn’t hope, he expected things to happen.

Regrettably, any expectation of a peaceful, unbothered day full of productivity was thoroughly shattered when Sara plopped down unceremoniously beside him with a massive paper box of pastries. “Hi.”

Zahir held in a groan, bracing for yet another round of frivolous debate that they could never resist for some reason. “Hello.” What would it be today? Identity? Social norms? Pineapple on pizza?

Wordlessly, Sara pulled out her laptop and began working.

Unusual. They’d normally exchange one bout of insults by now. Sometimes two. Most often in the opening pleasantries. It was almost unnerving how polite she was right now.

Well, if she didn’t come in guns blazing, he’d return her the same favour. He was always more productive without such distractions, anyway. Zahir continued scrolling through his emails.

Sara sniffled. “Sorry, I’m just gonna…” She stood and left to the washroom. It was the apology more than the foreign sound that caught Zahir’s attention.

“What’s up with you today?” he said when she returned, eyes puffy.

“…I broke up with my boyfriend this morning.” Sara looked exhausted, grabbing a Danish from the pastry pile.

“…Oh. That…sucks.” This was new. Did Sara really have to spring this on him now? What was Zahir supposed to do here? Congratulate her for trying? Relationships were so fickle. “Well, at least you eliminated one person that you’d want to spend the rest of your life with.”

“I guess.” Sara picked up another Danish.

“That’s a lot of carbs you’re putting down,” Zahir pointed out. She cared about those, right?

She glared at him, polishing it off and taking another croissant, probably just to annoy him. “So what?”

“Well, I know that you know that you wouldn’t do that unless you were upset.” Zahir was sure that he was reasoning correctly. Yet the words all sounded wrong coming out of his mouth. “It’s not good for you, after all.”

“Thanks.” She gave no further response. Zahir waited but did not get the quip that would surely come. How were they supposed to communicate when she was all…moody?

He returned to his work, trying his best to put the whole situation out of his mind, but something kept nagging at him. Something wasn’t right. But what? What would be the best way to resolve this situation? “…Are you okay?” he said finally.

“Not really,” Sara said.

“I see.”

For quite possibly the first time in his life, Zahir racked his brains for a response and couldn’t find one. If he ignored her, he reasoned, then there wouldn’t be any of this strange awkwardness.

Yes. Yes, that would work.

Zahir made it all of ten minutes before he felt the awkwardness set in like a weighted blanket that prevented him from moving or thrashing. In an uncomfortable way.

That was it. He couldn’t take this anymore. He stood up abruptly. “I’m leaving,” he said.

Sara nodded without looking at him.

 

Kai Nakayama, Zahir Kirmani

zahir: relationships are the most annoying thing in the world to deal with.

zahir: so volatile

kai!: wdym

kai!: omg??

kai!: did you??

kai!: find someone????

kai!: i can’t believe it pigs are flying

zahir: that’s not what happened.

kai!: acc wait that sounds more like you broke up?

kai!: zahir explain

kai!: zahir


XXIV. April

April walked into Monoceros chattering away with Valerie right behind her. She’d just made a breakthrough in the tale of Emma the narwhal, and at this rate, she might even have enough material for a sequel!

“So now since becoming a crime lord, Emma realises that sometimes it’s easier to forgive and forget, y’know? Otherwise the weight of everything she’s done and that other people have done to her just grows and grows until it crushes her.”

“Yeah,” Valerie agreed. “It’s really cool how Emma changed from this lazy, apathetic character in the beginning to someone who knows what they want and actually takes action. I like the character arc.”

“Exactly!” April beamed. “Oh, hey, Oliver. One cinnamon dolce latte with one sugar, extra oat milk, please. Want anything, Vallie?” Valerie shook her head no. “That’ll be everything.”

“You got it.”

“So anyway, I think maybe I could make Emma do some more evil things before she realises that it’s way easier to not be evil, and holding on to that grudge against Harriet is just hollowing her out from the inside. It’s so great to actually have an idea that I’m excited to write about, y’know? I was stuck writing about things I thought would do well and had all these parallels and shit but wow it is way more fun just writing about the random thoughts in my head. I thought I wasn’t a real writer unless I was all dry and stuffy and had metaphor and meaning, but maybe it doesn’t have to be that way. It’s going so well that I’ve actually been working on this novel in class, too!” Yes, all was well in this world. April felt free. Unchained from the shackles of boring epic fantasy. Although her self-imposed word quota still hung around her neck, she decided to take the win while she was ahead and think about that later.

And it was all thanks to this quaint, out-of-the-way coffee shop. April had never appreciated corporate mascots so much.

“That’s really good,” Valerie cheered lightly. “It’s been really fun to follow along to, too.”

“Aww, glad to hear it, Vallie.” A surge of warmth flowed through April. “You’ve been such a big help!” She resisted the urge to smother the girl. “But I think — oh hey, Sara, whatcha up to?”

April and Valerie plopped by each other on the couch, where Sara was presumably doing school things April wasn’t very familiar with as she usually did. A half-eaten plate of pastries sat on the coffee table.

“Hey guys,” Sara said with forced cheer. Warning bells rang in April’s head. That was not usual Sara. Usual Sara was sassy, expressed exactly what she felt, and absolutely did not do forced cheer. April didn’t even know she could make something seem like forced cheer. Either Sara believed in something one hundred percent or she was good enough to pretend she was. Nothing in between.

Valerie must have also sniffed it out because she said, “Hey, Sara. Everything alright?”

“You sound a little down,” April added.

Sara gave a weak grin. “That easy to spot, huh? It’s been too long since I’ve worked retail.” She sighed. “Hasan and I broke up this morning.”

“Oh no. I hope you’re doing all right. Do you want to talk about it?” Valerie said.

“Not really,” Sara sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Not right now. Thanks for offering, Vallie.”

“Shit. Aw. Do you want anything else?” April listed options, counting them on her fingers. “One: a hug; two: food; three: for us to be petty like Zahir; four: for us to leave you alone; five: for us to do something together to distract you.”

“One and two, please.” Sara shook her head. “You guys are too kind. I…” she sniffed.

“C’mere, girl,” April patted her lap. “I got you.”

“Come on,” Sara protested. “I’m twenty.”

“All the more reason why you need the full experience. I promise it’ll help.”

Sara shifted obligingly on top of her. April embraced her from behind, pulling her close with her arms wrapped tight around her, resting her head against Sara’s.

Sara initially wriggled around a bit in April’s grip — perfectly normal, April wouldn’t blame her — but she settled down and sort of melted in April’s arms, making a deeply relieved noise as she did so. “April,” she murmured, “it was so unnecessary.”

“Mmm.”

“We just weren’t spending enough time together. That’s what he said. During our date.”

“And what did you think?”

“I agreed.” Sara rested her head against April’s shoulder. “It’d been months since our last date. Even getting this one to work out was so hard.

“He said I was spending all my time on campus, studying, like I didn’t care about him at all. He said that it was as if —”

“…As if you were putting your grades over him,” April finished, staring off ahead. This was a familiar story.

“But that’s not fair!” Sara protested, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I did care! I was just so busy because this term’s been absolute hell and I haven’t had any time at all! Of course my GPA is more important. What am I gonna do if I don’t get into med school? We had all the time in the world afterward if I could just keep my grades up. And it wasn’t like I wasn’t trying, either,” Sara bemoaned. slumping in April’s hold. “And he didn’t say anything earlier, so I thought he was okay with it…”

“But then it wasn’t?” April prodded gently.

“But then it wasn’t. He said…he said that he thought it wasn’t going to work out if I was going to pick meaningless numbers over him.”

Valerie gasped. “He didn’t. He knows how important your grades are to you, doesn’t he?”

“I don’t know anymore.” Sara stared off into blank space. “I thought he did; he’s also shooting for med school, but the way he said really made me believe that…he didn’t understand. I thought we had a good shot, too. If only I were just a little smarter, maybe I could finish faster and have more time…”

“It’s not your fault,” Valerie said. “You’re you. Don’t feel guilty about being yourself.”

“You’re right,” Sara sighed. She tapped April’s arm. “Thanks, April. You can let go now.” She shook herself after April released her. The warmth lingered for a few seconds before dissipating. “Ah. That felt really good. I’m feeling a lot better now.”

April grinned. “Hey, I’m always glad to help if you’re ever down. What are friends for, right?”

“Now that you bring him up, Zahir was here earlier today, actually,” Sara scowled. “I wish he was petty. It would have been better than not saying anything at all. He was anything but normal today.” She shook her head as if to clear it. April and Valerie shared a glance. Shit-talking Zahir was always a good sign.

“Um,” Valerie said, her arms outstretched just a little bit hesitant. “I felt like I should also…but I can’t do what April did so if you still want to…?”

Sara chuckled, hugging Valerie from the front. “Thanks, Vallie. I’m glad you’re here too.” She rubbed her upper arm. “April’s hugs are really something magical, no offense. You should try them,” she joked.

April looked at Valerie expectantly.

Valerie stared back.

April opened her arms.

Valerie inched closer.

Sara laughed. “You guys.”

Valerie gingerly sat down on April’s lap, and April obligingly tightened her arms around the smaller Valerie.

Valerie cooed. Then she made a horrified expression, immediately tried to stand up, bonked her head against April’s chin, and fell back down. April winced, rubbing her chin.

“Are you okay?” April asked, curious. “Was it so bad?”

“Sorry!” Valerie squeaked, her face crimson red. “No, it was just a bit too…strong.”

“I see,” April nodded. “You’re a lot skinnier, so that makes sense. I’ll loosen up next time.”

“No! It was…good. I was just surprised, that’s all.”

Sara was busting a gut the whole time. “Oh my god you two are adorable. Have a donut.”

They obliged.

 

Sara Al-Dosari, Valerie Torres

Sara: sorry for getting back to you so late!! i wasn’t really in a good state of mind last night so i didn’t respond but i really appreciated your help today :)

Valerie: noooo don’t apologise it wasn’t your fault

Valerie: my dms are always open if you want to talk!!

Sara: thanks :)

 

April Evans, Sara Al-Dosari

Sara: sorry for getting back to you so late!! i wasn’t really in a good state of mind last night so i didn’t respond but i really appreciated your help today :)

April: Glad to hear it helped! I’m always available if you want to chat about anything at all anytime :)

Sara: ty :)


Interlude IV. Kai

Kai whapped Zahir’s head back at home when he told him about Sara at Monoceros today. “Holy shit. You just sat there? Jesus, Zahir, you can only be so emotionally incompetent, I swear. She was going through a breakup! I thought you could talk!” Kai wanted nothing more than to throttle this man, who was somehow shockingly smart yet also expectedly stupid.

“It was different,” Zahir protested. “I wasn’t about to try and give her empty platitudes.”

“Those would probably better than nothing!”

“Why’d she even visit the coffee shop?” Zahir threw his hands in the air. “If she was going to mope and cry she could have done that all at home.”

“I don’t know, maybe she wanted to feel better with food or by talking to a friend! Doesn’t matter.” Kai hurried over to the common room and dialed Sara’s number.  “Sara. I heard from Zahir, the nincompoop. Do you need a distraction. … Yeah. Yeah, if it helps. We could do that instead. McDonald’s? Okay. I’ll text you later. Yeah. Absolutely, no problem. Hey. You’re my friend! Don’t worry about it.”

Kai set a hand on Zahir’s shoulder, looking down at him. He shook his head. “Do better next time.”

 

Kai Nakayama, Sara Al-Dosari

Sara: sorry i left you on read btw

Sara: i was gonna reply later but i forgot until now

Kai: haha no i totally understand dw

Sara: gonna bring a friend if that’s ok

Sara: you don’t need to buy her drinks

Kai: no prob!

Sara: also might be a bit late

Kai: nw keep me posted!!

Kai: take all the time in the world

Kai: and if you change your mind that’s totally ok too

Sara: no i def want to do this

Sara: it’s prob rly dumb and def rly unhealthy but i can’t imagine anything better to do

Kai: mood


XXV. Zahir

Zahir did not enjoy being in foul moods. Life often didn’t give him a choice, though, and so today he sat by a window table in Monoceros.

He had failed. He was rejected. No one wanted him. He wasn’t competent enough. They looked down on him for failing. They laughed at him. “Oh, Zahir,” they would say. “The guy who couldn’t even get a job after hundreds of job applications.” Almost everyone else he knew in his cohort was aiming high, for a Fortune 500 company right after graduation, but he was going to get there a year beforehand.

But for that to happen, he needed to pass his interview. It had been so close. Zahir had done the typical put on a mask, set up a coffee chat that both of them really knew was an interview, and answered the man’s questions that would make him look the best. He’d poured over every word in his cover letter. He’d filled out the “optional” written essay. All that effort. Down the drain.

So yeah, he was in a foul mood today, and the world was just going to have to deal with it.

Unfortunately, Kai didn’t seem to get the hint. “You’ll get it next time,” he’d said when Zahir had told him at home. “It’s a big goal. Sometimes you just fail along the way. Happens to everyone.” Then he’d shrugged him off and went back to doing homework for once.

At Monoceros. With Zahir and Valerie.

“Look, Zahir, I’m telling you. You’re in second year. There’s no reason why a big company would want to hire you. You’ve only had one internship, you’re not in any clubs, and you’re just too young.”

“Is this common for business students?” Valerie asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Kai nodded. “I swear, that faculty is the most competitive at NYU. They have to write applications for school clubs.”

“I see. But he landed the interview, right?”

“And bombed it,” Zahir grumbled. What did she know? She was still a bright-eyed first year. Everyone loved the bright-eyed first years.

“Did it matter a lot to you?” Valerie said.

“The only reason I’m in this program is to sell my soul for a six-figure starting salary out of university,” he answered. “What’s the point if I don’t get that?”

“Right, but what about this particular interview?”

“It was an interview with a Fortune 500 company. I could be set for life if I got in one.”

“Eh. There’re always more fish in the sea. Bigger ones, too,” Kai said, observing his fingernails.

“That’s not the point, Kai,” Zahir hissed. How could they not understand? Did he have to spell out every step for them? “I could have passed. I’m certain I just answered a question in a way they didn’t want me to answer it. It’s an expectations problem, not a job problem. This was going to be a stepping stone to even stronger jobs.”

“Was it more because you were underprepared or was there really no way even if you were super lucky?”

Zahir scoffed. “Probably the former.

“It’s a minor setback,” Kai said, clapping his shoulder. “You got interviews with all of the Big Four last year. It’s only a matter of time.”

“Wait,” Valerie said, “I always see you doing job stuff every time I see you. Kind of like Kai rushing a commission or Sara with her schoolwork or April with her novel, actually,” she added as a side note. “How much do you put in to this every week?”

Zahir paused. It’d been a while since he last kept track. Regardless, it didn’t matter, because the whole point of university was to secure himself a high-paying job for the future. Otherwise, what had all of the past years been for? He ended up with the same job as everyone else as a new grad, but everyone else spent way less time thinking about it…

Zahir shuddered.

“Probably literally a quarter of the week,” Kai supplied. “Definitely more time than he spends on school or literally anything else, that’s for sure.”

“That…seems like a lot,” Valerie looked between them.

“But it’s necessary,” Zahir insisted.

“Why’s that?” she said.

“The more time you put in, the more interviews you do, the better the jobs you can land.”

“Forty-two hours a week is still a lot to spend on one thing, though,” Valerie mused. “I don’t think I could ever commit to something that long. Do you have to?”

“That’s what I’ve been telling him,” Kai groaned. Zahir tuned him out.

“I mean,” Valerie shook her head, “I don’t know how this works super well, so please correct me if I’m wrong, but maybe you could do twenty percent of the work and get eighty percent of the results?”

Was she questioning his decisions? This was the best path. He even had the results to show for it. Unless they were nepo babies, no one else his year in his program had as much work experience at prestigious companies like he did.

“Impossible,” Zahir said. “That’s what everyone else does. In order to succeed in business, you have to prove to your prospect employers that you’re a cut above the rest, and you have to get your name out there and make connections. The best way to do that is with a personalised touch, like targeted cover letters.” This was all obvious to him, but he figured that people in less competitive programs that didn’t have such a focus on industry might not be aware, so he wouldn’t blame her.

(“Guys, I might have to dip,” Kai said, packing up his bags. I have dragon boat rowing in fifteen. See you around, Val. See you back at home, Zahir.”

“See you,” Valerie said.)

“Huh.” Valerie blinked. “Even at university? There’s so much to do, so much to see. I feel like even I don’t have the chance to do what I want to do more often than not and I have way more free time than you.”

“There is some value to the other things,” Zahir conceded, “but the return on investment in job hunting while younger is much higher than anything else.”

Valerie considered his line of thinking, sipping her tea. “Does everything have to be an investment? There could be some non-tangible value in doing other things.”

Zahir looked at her as if she was crazy. Which she was. “What else could you possibly measure it by? Logically, this is the best option. By specialising early and gaining as many skills as possible early on, you can set yourself up for success in the future. Why wouldn’t I do that?”

“I feel like,” Valerie chewed her lip, “I’d have a lot more fun with more variety in my life. People often say that university years are the best years you’ll ever have.”

Zahir shrugged. “Then I guess we’re just different people. I’m used to it.”

“Have you ever tried otherwise?”

Of course not. Because this was the objectively best option and his parents had encouraged him all the way, which he was thankful for. Always pushing for more and more so that he would rise up above everyone else fighting for the scraps. “Nope.”

“What if you took a full week off?” Valerie suggested.

Zahir’s eyes almost bugged out. “A full week? Do you know how much work I could get done in a week? I could get three interviews, write up at least a dozen cover letters, schedule so many coffee chats…”

Valerie held his gaze. “That’s true.”

Zahir stared back. “No. That’s a stupid idea,” he said finally. “We’ll have to just agree to disagree.”

 

Zahir Kirmani, Kai Nakayama

Zahir: what did you tell valerie to tell me

Kai: ?

Kai: i didn’t tell her anything

Zahir: are you sure

Zahir: she came up to me and told me basically the exact same thing you tried to tell me last year

Zahir: do you really expect me to believe you had nothing to do with it

Kai: yes

Zahir: ok interesting

Kai: it’s probably you

Kai: think about it

Kai: what’s more likely

Kai: everyone else is wrong

Kai: or you’re wrong

Zahir: correctness is subjective

Kai: wtf no it’s not

Zahir: there is no correct answer


XXVI. Sara

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, sara, zahir, April, valerie)

kai!: holy crap

kai!: did you know oliver can make mimosas

kai!: breakfast mimosas

kai!: it’s not technically part of their menu but like i mean

kai!: what else is a coffee shop gonna do with champagne

kai!: idk why they even stock champagne

April: Monoceros sells breakfast mimosas? 😮

sara: ALCOHOL????

sara: in the morning?????

sara: kai you know what this means

sara: i’ll see you in twenty

 

“To breakfast mimosas!” Sara held up a glass of a fizzy orange liquid.

“To breakfast mimosas!” Kai clinked their glasses together they downed them in a gulp. “Whoever invented alcohol for breakfast is a genius.”

“Right? And at a coffee shop, too? It’s the perfect combination. The only socially acceptable drink before noon.”

“Oliver’s the greatest.”

“Amen. What can’t that man do? He makes a mean coffee, he makes a mean mimosa, he makes a mean Danish. If I could make half as much delicious food as he could, I’d open a restaurant!”

“Ah, excuse me,” Oliver said, his customer service smile wavering slightly as a smattering of pink dusted his cheeks. “Would you like a refill of your mimosas?”

“Oliver!” Sara said. “Yes, please. So good to see you! We were just talking about you. Wanna join us?”

Oliver hesitated. “I’m working right now, I really shouldn’t…”

Sara waved a hand. “I’m sure it’s fine. They can handle the lunch rush without you, right? And if you drink a teensy weensy bit of alcohol, right? It’s a mimosa. When was the last time you had a mimosa?”

Oliver’s eyes flicked back to the counter. “A mimosa? I want to say…a few months. I’m sorry, I’m really not sure I can take the day off.”

“A few months!”

“That’s basically forever!”

“Come on, Oliver. Ollie,” Sara tried.

“Just Oliver is fine.”

“Oliver. I’ll even buy you a mimosa!” Sara waved her glass in front of his face. So what if she was a little tipsy? It made her adventurous. Do things she wouldn’t normally do otherwise.

But she was invested in getting the polite barista to do something, dammit.

“Just one mimosa,” Kai pleaded. “It’s only, what, thirteen percent? You’ll be fine, I’m sure.”

“Oliver!” another barista called from behind the counter. “I can take over for a few minutes. There’s basically no one else here. Have a drink!”

“…Just one mimosa,” Oliver relented.

Kai cheered, pouring out a glass. “Here ya go, chum! Cheers to Oliver!”

“Cheers to Oliver!” Sara raised her glass.

“Thanks,” Oliver said with a small smile.

“Sara,” Kai said, “what if. We drag the others here. I mean, they gotta meet Oliver!”

“Kai,” Sara said, “I was thinking the same thing.”

Oliver looked on curiously.

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, sara, zahir, April, valerie)

sara: guys oliver has given me so much free food

kai!: guys oliver has given me so many free drinks

kai!: [attachment: image.png]

kai!: you guys are missing out

kai!: mimosas till noon baby

April: Is this…the legendary Oliver? I remember him

valerie: april i’ll go if you go…but idk if i’m gonna get drinks

April: I’ll pass on the drinks too but it seems like you guys are having fun!

zahir: i’ve decided i need a drink now.

kai!: cmooooon

kai!: even ZAHIR mr party pooper is drinking

sara: yes come!! even if you aren gonna drink you should come!! it’ll be a fun time

sara: kai dont pressure them into drinking

kai!: sorry maam

sara: all is forgiven

kai!: thank you maam

sara: but as recompense you must pour me another glass

kai!: hell yeah


	
XXVII. Oliver

Oliver thought that this new group he found himself in had a rather colourful cast of characters. They were all some of the most driven people he’d ever met, and he considered himself pretty driven.

After Kai and Sara had invited him to have a drink, three more people had come in. He’d vaguely recognised them as having come here before.

“Zahir!” Kai patted the seat beside him, holding out an orange glass. “Here’s your drink. April, Vallie, you’re sure you don’t want any, right?”

“The morning’s a bit too early for me,” the white girl said. “Thanks, though.”

“Same,” the black girl said. “Hey, Oliver, right? Nice to meet ya. I’m April.”

Oliver pointed at his name tag. “That’s me! Great to meet you, too.”

The new people sat down and began chattering amongst themselves. Oliver sat back, sipping his drink, not really involving himself in the conversation but more observing them. It would feel a little bit awkward to insert himself into their inside references, and he didn’t want to be rude.

“Oliver, you work the graveyard shift, right?” April said. “Sara keeps telling us how she sees you every time whenever she’s rushing one of her assignments at midnight.”

“You’re actually crazy,” Sara said seriously. “I’m pretty sure I told you this before. But you’re actually crazy.”

Oliver shrugged. “I’m used to it. You gotta do what you gotta do, right?”

Kai snorted. “You sound like Zahir. ‘Oh, I’m used to working for half of my waking hours. I have to.’”

Zahir glared at him. “Excuse me, I do not say that. You’re the one who’s like ‘oh, I have to appease my clients, let me lie down so they can step all over me.’ “

“Pshaw. Oh yeah? What about April? She..”

Oliver had initially been elated to be invited into their friend group, but as more and more conversations flew by, they brought up so many things such as April’s novel and Kai’s art and Sara’s med school aspirations (the last one he’d kind of figured out already, though). It was a little overwhelming. Only years of practice kept him from shrinking away, but even so, he just sat there and watched, for the most part. He wondered how they’d initially met, and if someday he could meet a group of people that seemed so familiar with each other.

He resolved to examine them individually instead.





Sara was stubborn. He already knew this when she was trying to pressure him to consume alcohol on the job — by itself a proposition so insane to him in the first place that his brain had had to reboot while he asked his ears to double-check what they’d heard to make sure they weren’t playing a joke on him — but she was persistent when offering snacks to people, when pressing him for more details, and especially when confidently, mildly drunkenly incorrect.

“No,” she insisted, “that can’t be true. If coffee isn’t made from chocolate, how could Coffee Crisp exist? It’s coffee and chocolate. It tastes delicious. Trust me, I’m a pre-med student. I know what I’m talking about.”





Zahir was blunt. Also Oliver wasn’t sure if he and Sara had something going on, because every time those two entered a conversation on the same topic they squeezed everyone else out and just kind of insulted each other for a few minutes before switching topics to something else tangentially related. It was kind of impressive how much they could pull out to avoid losing. Or the appearance of losing.

Oliver thought that he might have seen a bunch of Zahirs before. Strong work ethic, maybe too strong — though he was also slightly guilty of this — strong opinions, didn’t care about things that didn’t concern him at all. He was either at zero or a hundred. No in-between.

“Absolutely not. That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” he said.

“Why’s that?” Oliver asked.

“In what universe would a Pidgey beat a Golem? I’m not going to insult your intelligence or mine by explaining how the type chart works.”





Kai was casual. Not to say that the others weren’t casual, but Kai was so chill and unflappable that Oliver wondered if he ever got angry or sad. He was kind of just…there. And also he was roommates with Zahir? That was probably why he was usually the one who mediated between Zahir and everyone else.

“Oh, don’t mind Zahir,” he said. “He’s just extra-grumpy today because we finally had to take out the corpse in our closet.”

“He locked me in there,” Zahir grumbled. “You could not pay me any amount of money to do that otherwise. It was foul.”





April loved to share her work. Oliver had heard on three separate occasions the adventures of Emma the narwhal and how she was planning on trying to get it published and how it was going to be her first novel in so long and how she had so many ideas to extend it.

It seemed like she wanted nothing more than to write. Oliver supposed that made sense for an English major.

“Look, I was stuck in a slump for so long before, like, a month ago, right? And now I can finally get words down, finally have actual material written down. If I’d been stuck much longer, I might have switched majors or something,” she chuckled. “I mean, what kind of writer doesn’t write? Rick Riordan publishes something every year. Emily Henry writes best-selling novels like clockwork. It’s not hard to get down two hundred thousand, two-fifty thousand words per year. I even counted editing in that word count! This year might be the first I actually meet that quota.”





Valerie was polite. Relatively speaking, since Oliver wouldn’t call any of the others rude, but Valerie was especially polite to him. Sara and Zahir both said whatever they wanted, however they wanted, whenever they wanted, but Oliver noticed that Valerie more often than not would wait for someone else to initiate a conversation first. She also mostly sat out of the group conversations, but he’d caught her in side conversations with other people almost as often as he saw Kai doing that.

It made for kind of awkward conversations, since he would also wait for her to speak first, and they would speak at the same time then stop and insist that they didn’t have anything important to say, so please, sorry for interrupting you. Non-confrontational like him, he supposed.

“Vallie, have a croissant!”

“No, thank you,” she said. “I’m really quite full. I ate before coming here.”

“You’re like a twig! C’mon. It’s on me, even!”

“No, really,” she gave a strained smile. “It’s okay, I don’t want it. I’m actually really full.”


XXVIII. April

“You were right,” Kai told April on the couch one day. “Guess what happened after my latest client that I couldn’t change the design after most of it was done?”

“They shrugged and said okay?” April guessed.

“They said sure, no problem. People are so understanding. This is a game-changer. I didn’t even feel terrible about it afterward. Did you know that I had a normal sleep schedule this week for the first time in years? I didn’t realise how nice it was. Here I was griping on Zahir for going to bed at one in the morning every day. It is heavenly.”

April grinned. “Consistency will do that for ya. Glad to hear it, man.”

Kai shook his head. “I can’t believe it took this long to do that. Jesus, how did I get anything at all done? This last week I had even more free time than usual. More importantly, I had free time every day. Things were predictable.”

April rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I can imagine. Honestly, I’m more surprised that you even managed your day-to-day without collapsing while taking every single change request. Not to mention your deadlines and queueing other clients.”

“Well, usually I started asking for feedback early enough that it was just enough time when I went overkill on my schedule to squeeze everything together in time. But oh man I’ve never felt this relaxed before.”

“At least one of us is relaxed,” April sighed. “I’ve still got at least twenty thousand words for my novel.”

“Emma the narwhal?”

“That’s the one.”

“Why twenty thousand words?” Kai asked curiously.

“I’m thirty thousand words in, and I gotta hit fifty thousand to make it a proper novel. But I’m stuck filling out the rest.”

“Is that like…a legal limit or something? Fifty thousand?”

Ah, she’d forgotten he wasn’t a writer. “Well, basically every novel is above fifty thousand. And this is supposed to be a novel.”

Kai blinked. “Why’s that?”

“I don’t understand the question. Why’s it supposed to be a novel?”

“Yeah. Does it have to be?”

“Technically no, but I’ve been trying to write something for so long that I thought I’d start off my comeback with a bang, you know? And a novel is the best way to do that. And a novel is fifty thousand words. Generally.”

Kai scrunched up his nose. “Uh…maybe I’m misunderstanding something. Remind me why you’re trying to write something again? This was before Emma the narwhal, right?”

April was almost insulted, but of course non-writers wouldn’t understand. “I’m a writer. It’s what I do,” she explained.

“Wait. I’m even more confused now. Why are you a writer? Why does that mean you were trying to write a novel?”

Maybe this would take a little more explaining. April prepared her mental files for her backstory. “I’ve written stuff in the past for class and then for fun, and I really liked it. So I was a writer, and I wanted to continue being a writer, so here I am.”

“Right. Okay, but why were trying to write a novel?”

“Because I’m a writer?” April didn’t understand where the disconnect was coming from. It seemed pretty clear to her? Writers wrote. Thus, if she didn’t write, she wasn’t a writer. And she was a writer, so she had to write. Maybe Kai needed to take some more of those propositional logic classes she tried as an elective and really enjoyed.

“Why does being a writer mean you have to write a novel?”

Oh, silly April. That was where communication wasn’t working. Sometimes she had to remind herself that not everyone was a writer or an English major. “Ah,” she said, relieved. “No, I could write short stories, poems, anything. But I wanted to write a novel because it was what I was most comfortable writing before.”

“No, I mean —” Kai sighed. “I feel like we’re going in circles. I’m gonna try this from a different angle. You became a writer initially because it was fun, right?”

“Right.”

“So why were you still forcing yourself to write even when it wasn’t fun?”

“Because I’m a writer.”

“Oh my god —”

“— if I didn’t write, I wouldn’t be a writer.”

“But…250 thousand words a year? That seems…really prolific. And also really specific.”

“It’s about average. People do way more than that every year. Most of them never get published, either. But I’m not trying to get published. I’m just a normal writer.”

“Is that goal really worth it if you weren’t having fun writing? Do you write for fun or for something else now?”

That was a different question. April considered it. It was true that it was sort of slightly miserable when she thought about nothing but writing for a solid month. There were definitely days were that mindset was probably kind of unhealthy, asking her why she hadn’t written anything down that day or advanced anything that day.

Come to think of it, when was the last time she’d started writing solely for fun and not because she had to? Emma the narwhal didn’t count. It’d taken eight different coffee shops before she’d eventually found an idea that resonated with her, and those first seven coffee shops had felt so bad under the pressure that she’d not stepped into any of them ever since.

“I don’t really write as much for fun anymore,” April said finally. “I think you’re right there. Huh. That’s interesting. Do you draw for fun?”

“Sometimes. It’s always separate from my commissions, though. I don’t want to combine my hobbies and my work in my head. Makes the hobbies a chore and less of a hobby. I definitely draw less for fun than I do for work.”

“I see.” It was just a hobby for him, then. That wasn’t like April, April —

Wait. Wasn’t it a hobby for her, too? She was a writer, yes, but writing was a hobby of hers. Kai was an artist. She was a writer.

That still meant that she had to write, right? Keep up her word count? Keep on improving? Kai had his commissions. She’d stopped doing writing commissions to focus on her own personal works that she would make for herself, but were they really for herself?

Or were they for the imaginary word counter in her head that must go up? April pondered. What was she writing for?

Her goals were self-imposed. She felt bad because she wasn’t hitting her goals. But what was the point of the goal in the first place? Where had it come from? It wasn’t really to be published — she was in university, getting published would be nice, but she had plenty of other things to do and if she was honest with herself, none of her works in the last year were meant to be published, anyway. Even the tale of Emma the narwhal was mostly just to get it down instead of some serious undertaking for fame or money. She might publish it later, but that wasn’t the point.

So why?

There was a nugget here. A nugget to be tugged out of the ground and inspected from every angle. Whether it was real meat or pink slime, April would find out the truth.

But for now, “I don’t know why,” she admitted. “You might be onto something. I like writing, that’s always been true, but maybe not forcing myself to write.”

Kai nodded knowingly. “Ah. I think I’m getting the bigger picture now.” He frowned. “This feels kinda familiar for some reason. Do you also feel bad when you don’t write?”

The final puzzle piece clicked into place. April’s eyes lit up. “Yes! Oh, that’s it! Does that make sense?” she asked half to herself. “Maybe…”

“Maybe you don’t have to write 250k words every year to be a writer. It definitely doesn’t define you.”

“Huh. Sorry, this is a pretty big idea to wrap my head around.”

“No, I feel you. I think it’s kinda similar to what you told me about not having to listen to clients.”

“That was obvious. I was doing that already.”

“Well, this is obvious. I was doing this already, too.”

“Kai, you’d make an okay counselor,” April said as a matter of fact.

“Just okay? I thought I did pretty well there.”

“Eh, you could have gotten to the point a lot faster. I had to do most of the work still.”

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

April:


XXVIV. Valerie

It was habit at this point for Valerie to have afternoon tea at Monoceros. It wasn’t really for the food or drink — she didn’t really buy food or drink aside from her usual hot unsweetened green or black tea — but there was usually at least one other person she knew there, and it was nice to sit down for a while and let the world pass by her. It felt like time passed faster inside, and, well, it was nice to see what their Nerry the narwhal fan club was up to.

It was a little bit strange being younger than everyone else, but it was also kind of nice. No one had any expectations of her.

Today, it was just Sara sitting on the couch by the fireplace. She was wearing a warm-looking hoodie, just like Valerie, except it was a dark gray. Usually Valerie saw either Zahir or April around this time, the both of them skipping classes to work on their respective…projects. Valerie charitably decided to refer to them as projects. Kai was usually off doing Kai things — possibly one of his clubs but also more likely classes. Sara was an unusual sight mid-afternoon. She would usually be in class around this time.

Valerie quite liked Sara. She was smart, wasn’t afraid to stand up to others, spoke her mind often, and just overall kind of seemed like someone who knew what they were doing in life. Also, she was very good as respecting her boundaries, unlike some other figures in the the group chat.

“Hi, Sara,” Valerie greeted her, dropping her bag on the coffee table.

“Vallie!” Sara looked up from the pie slice she was scarfing down, the plate set on top of her closed laptop on her lap. A few crumbs fell on her pants. “Taking a break between classes?”

“I’m actually done for the day,” she said, brandishing her green tea. “I’m here to kinda chill for a bit, admire the narwhals, stuff like that. I don’t usually see you here on Tuesdays. Are you taking a break between classes?”

Sara puffed out her chest. “Well, actually, I’m skipping class! I finished the material in advance yesterday so I could take today off from class to work on this extra-credit project.”

Oh, Valerie had almost forgotten — she also admired that Sara was also rather competent. Very on top of her things. Generally. She did also stay up past midnight to finish some projects that she wanted to polish — maybe to an unnecessary point — which she loudly announced in the group chat from time to time, but Valerie felt that that contributed more to her dedication if anything. And she was doing all of this while recovering from a breakup. It had been pretty bad the first few days, but she’d told them that she’d poured her energy into redoubling her efforts in school.

“Ooh, that’s interesting. What are you working on?”

“I asked my prof for some research work and he said I could get extra credit for writing a report on botulism spores. If it goes well, he might even hire me as a URA!”

“URA?”

“Undergraduate research assistant. It means I can gain some experience for med school. Are you planning on going to grad school?”

“Yeah. I’m not sure what I want to study yet, though. I’m gonna try for a PhD, if I can.”

Valerie’s career plan was pretty simple:


	
		Graduate with a Bachelor’s degree in physics since she liked physics in high school (she was here).

		Along the way, figure out what she wanted to specialise in (she was also here).

		Get a master’s degree or a PhD, depending on the result from step 2 (probably the latter).

		???

		Figure out what she wanted to do afterward.

		Profit.



There were a couple of holes in it, and she wasn’t super set on any particular path like Sara and med school, but she wanted to figure herself out first before committing to a path. There was plenty to learn just in first year.

“You’re still in first year,” Sara shrugged. “You’ve got plenty of time. I’m always down to answer any questions you might have about the process. I did way too much research about post-undergrad while looking for how to get into med school.”

Valerie nodded. “Thanks.”

Sara returned to her pie. “Want something to eat?” she gestured at the other plate on the table piled with pastries. “Oliver was nice enough to give out the pastries that didn’t sell yesterday. I’m treating myself, but you can take whatever you want.”

“I’m good, but thanks.” Valerie shook her head. Sara was confident in eating whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted, too. Valerie wished she had half the guts Sara did.

Sara shrugged. “More for me, then.”

They sat in silence, Sara click-clacking away on her laptop, the soft taps of the trackpad occasionally interspersed by rapid keyboard presses. Valerie half watched her work, half looked out the window, where the sun was already halfway down the sky. The days were getting longer, but it would still be a while before there would be sunlight when most of her classes ended.

“Sara,” Valerie said quietly. “You are so cool.”

“Aww, thanks! Where’s this coming from?”

“You seem so…confident. Like you know what you’re doing.”

Sara laughed a strangled laugh. “Oh shit, really? Well, that’s not true. Half the time I have no clue what I’m doing. Oh my god. What made you think that? I’m so curious.”

“Well…” Valerie considered her words. “You’re always working on something, you know you want to go to med school, you always offer me food, and…you’re so strong whenever things don’t go your way, either.” They would both know what she was referring to.

“Okay, when you put it that way, I sound amazing. Which I am, don’t get me wrong,” Sara grinned at Valerie, who stifled a giggle, “but it’s definitely not all fun and games over here. I can’t multitask to save my life, my roommate complains that I snore louder than her grandpa and has told me that she has to wear earplugs sometimes —” Valerie snorted. “— and the only reason I can even function right now is because I’m on a cup of coffee every six hours. You, on the other hand,” Sara poked Valerie’s shoulder, “dear Valerie, you haven’t locked yourself down any path yet, and that’s a great thing. You’re keeping your options open for the future, so that when you find something you really like, you can commit to it with all you’ve got. You’re a great listener, always there to lend an ear whenever I’m complaining about yet another dumb thing in my life, and you’re also really smart! Physics is a hard program, girl. You have to learn all this fancy math that I’d never in a million years be able to do. Medicine is mostly memorisation.

“If this is you downplaying yourself, don’t,” Sara said firmly. “You’re quiet, but when you have something to say, you’re always direct and to the point. You’re interested in other people and you give them the space they need. There hasn’t been a single moment where I ever thought, ‘Wow, I wish Vallie would go away.’ I’ll always be a huge Vallie fan, so don’t you start thinking otherwise.”

Valerie covered her face, trying to hide the blush crawling up her cheeks. “Sara…that’s too much.”

“Hey, you started it,” Sara teased. “But really.” She pulled Valerie closer. “Just because you’re quieter doesn’t mean that I don’t hear or see you.”

 

April Evans, Valerie Torres

Valerie: AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

April: What happened?

Valerie: i can’t handle sara

Valerie: oh my god

Valerie: she is going to give me a heart attack someday i can’t take it

April: What’d she do?

Valerie: she will dress you up like a piece of chicken and

April: That’s the most metaphorical statement I’ve ever heard you say

Valerie: i CANNOT repeat her WORDS april or i will DIE

Valerie: so help me god

April: Want me to intervene?

Valerie: no it’s ok!! but thanks!!


XXX. Kai

Kai had a lot on his plate. Although his commissions didn’t take up most of his sleeping block anymore, it seemed like his other work had expanded to fill the gap in his schedule anyway. Which was really quite rude of it. It was as the saying went, work expands to fill the time it’s given.

But no matter how much work the boy sitting across from him had, he always seemed to find time for all of his business shenanigans.

“Hey, Zahir.”

Zahir grunted.

“I was wondering about this earlier when we were talking about it with Val last week. But how did you decide to grind super hard into internships?”

“What more is there to say?”

“Let’s start with this: Surely there’s more meaningful stuff you want to do if you spent just a teensy weensy bit less time working to get a job?” Kai crumped up his notes from last week’s test and chucked it in the direction of the garbage bin on the other side of the coffee table. It bounced twice and rolled to a stop just by the edge of the table.

“For some standard of meaningful, yes.”

“Don’t you want to enjoy your time at university, while you’re in your prime? Spice up the life, y’know?” He’d lived with Zahir for two years and Kai still didn’t understand how he could stick to his guns so much on this. He was almost stubborn as Sara.

“I must have told you a million times by now — it’s for the job.”

“Why the job? There are a million other things you could prioritise. What about school, or connections, or sports, or…”

“Oh, please,” Zahir scoffed. “You can get an MBA at any time. The most important thing is getting your foot in the door while you’re still young. The whole point of networking is to make connections. That’s why I’m sending out all these messages. And you already know all my opinions on the rest.”

“You can get a job at any time, too.”

“But it won’t be a good job.”

“Sure it will. Just give it a few years.”

“And let everyone around me just walk past me? I don’t think so.”

“Does it really matter to your ego that you get a job better than everyone else’s right out of university? Is a job really the most important thing in the world? What about finding someone you love and getting married? I would disagree that a job is the most important thing you can get from university.”

“You’re in architecture. I’m surprised we agreed on very much to begin with.”

“Non sequitur. Also very ad hominem. Rude,” Kai huffed. “Try again. Aren’t you enjoying university?”

“Not at all. If I could graduate in three years and start working, I would.” Kai really shouldn’t have been surprised by his response, but he found himself thrown on the back foot all the same.

“Wait, really?”

“It’s just boring work day in day out. Half of the people here are incompetent, and the other half don’t know what they’re doing. There’s nothing interesting here.”

“Wait, give me a second. I gotta let this sink in, because…oh my god. Wait, that sounds miserable.”

“It is,” Zahir said curtly. So this was why.

“Hang on, everything just started to make sense a little bit. Uh, you’re not in any clubs, right? You should come check some out with me. I’ll show you around.”

“Why? I was at clubs and societies. Nothing really stood out.”

“Not even the business clubs?”

“Especially not the business clubs. They think they’re so smart with their elitist interviews just to do fake accounting. Everyone there has an ego puffed up ready to burst. They’re the most toxic clubs in the school.”

“Okay, I gotta drag you around because you have no idea how much you’re missing out on. Here, let me…”

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

kai!: hey y’all!!

kai!: happy thursday hope everyone is stayin alive

kai!: what clubs are you guys in?

kai!: and do you think you could drag me and zahir around bc this man has been so traumatised by the business clubs he didn’t join any other club

sara: that explains so much

sara: i’m in the medsci club! so probably not super helpful but i’d be down to help

sara: sometimes i go to socratica (where you work on a project and show it off)

sara: i also used to do archery but those days are long past

sara: i still keep in touch with a few members so i could point you there too

April: I’m in creative writing (no surprises there)

April: We have weeklies every Thursday at 9 pm

April: I’m also in the cheese club? If you’re interested in that

valerie: i’m in the tea club!! people just come in and out so it’s super chill for new members to join whenever

valerie: but kai i think you’re also in there?

valerie: i’m also in the board games club, poker club, and robotics club

kai!: heh yeah vallie i still owe you admission for the last two weeks

kai!: thanks guys!!

kai!: i’ll pass these on

zahir: i’m also in this group chat

kai!: oh yeah

kai!: you can look at them yourself then :D

 

“You say that nothing else is really interesting at university, but I see you at Monoceros all the time. I went there for the cute narwhal, but something tells me that you definitely didn’t.”

“I was there to grab a coffee.”

“Maybe the first time. But now I see you there almost as often as me. Just for coffee?”

“The people there are…above average.”

“Gotcha. I’m gonna say it — you can totally also find other cool people outside business too, and not just by chance in a coffee shop. But I’m sure you knew this already. Picked a club yet?”

“Both you and Valerie are in this tea club. What is that?”

“Pretty simple. You drink tea and chat. They usually have a different kind of tea available every week. It’s the fancy stuff, too — all loose-leaf. If you like tea at all, I’d definitely recommend it. Vallie and I are both there as tea lovers and you get to overhear the craziest conversations. And lots of perspectives, if you’re into that sort of thing.” Such a cool club. Kai had met so many different people there. It was really quite interesting how there were so many different kinds of people outside his classes, let alone the entire campus.

“Hmm. Interesting.”

 

Zahir Kirmani, Sara Al-Dosari

Zahir: what’s socratica

Sara: very simple

Sara: you pick something you want to work on

Sara: it can be anything

Sara: then at the end of the 3 h work session everyone shows off what they made

Sara: (everyone else there is also picking something to work on)

Sara: ngl i can see you fitting in there

Zahir: i agree

Zahir: there is potential.

Sara: …if you want me to go with you you can just say so

Zahir: don’t bother

Zahir: send me the information and i’ll find my own time

 

“I’ll try tea club,” Zahir decided. “And I’ve been talking to Sara about Socratica.”

“Socratica, huh? I’ve been there a few times too. Pretty good if you wanna grind something. A shame it’s only once a week, or I would have gone every day just to finish my work.”

“Sounds productive. That’s a good sign.”

“Yeah. I can see it working for you, actually.“j It was easy. Kai pictured a little Zahir grinding away in the corner ignoring when the end of the session came and they were supposed to present. Completely normal for him. “Let me know when you decide to go. I might join you to work on a new sketch.”

“Probably next week?”

“Next week it is.”


XXXI. Sara

In first year, Sara had slowly internalised that free time was wasted time. She’d changed her mind a few weeks into second year, but she was still feeling the aftereffects of that (it wasn’t as if she wanted to fuck up her sleep schedule and spend extra hours on her assignments), but she was slowly finding more time for herself. Certainly Hasan had helped accelerate that schedule.

That was one of the reasons why she kept returning to Monoceros. Technically it was for work, but ever since Sara had grown accustomed to spending more and more time there doing other things like chatting and snacking (seriously, the free snacks were killer), it’d actually been quite fun.

Her present company was one such example. Although she wasn’t sure why Kai came here but never really to work on something after he’d become stricter with his art commissions (which apparently April had had to tell him. Sara thought someone studying architecture of all things would know better than to allow all sorts of last-minute changes), he always had a fun story to tell.

Plus, he was Zahir’s roommate, and anyone who could live with that stick in the mud was already a saint in her book. You needed either a level of wit she did not have or be randomly spontaneous to the point that Zahir would just roll with whatever you did to deal with him.

Kai popped a bite-sized donut in mouth, scrolling through his phone. “Hey, Sara. Wanna go to a wine tasting next week?”

Case in point. Sara glanced at her calendar and winced. “I have a test the Monday after. I can do the weekend after if they’re offering one then.”

“Weekend after it is, then. I’ll send the tickets to you after.”

“Great, thanks. By the way, Kai.”

“Hm?”

“How come you’re so free?”

“Free is a strong word. Maybe relative to you or Zahir, though. I’m not grinding super hard for a job or a 4.0 GPA. That’s probably why. Plenty of other things to keep me occupied.”

That wasn’t quite the answer Sara was looking for. “I meant free like…I guess you remind me a bit of Vallie, the way you both aren’t hyperfocused on something. Not really…would ambitious be the right word?”

“I guess? I’d never spend that much time on one thing. I’d rather be a jack of all trades than a master of one.”

“But what about the future? You’re in architecture, so after you graduate, what will you do?”

“Work as an architect?”

“So don’t you need grades or experience to get that?”

“Yeah, I do, but I’m not looking for the most prestigious job ever at the most prestigious school ever, and uni is supposed to be fun. You’re starting to sound like Zahir.”

Sara grimaced. “That was the deepest insult you could have given me. I feel like if I can keep my GPA up, I might as well. Med school is really competitive. I don’t have a choice if I want better odds. It’d be nice to care about it less, but it’s way more important to me to get into med school. I might as well push for it all the way if I’m gonna shoot for it at all.”

“That’s a conundrum,” Kai said thoughtfully. “It would suck a lot if you spend so much time but didn’t get in…can you reapply if you don’t get in the first time?”

“Yeah, but that’s a whole year left behind.”

“There’s no way you just twiddle your thumbs in that year. I wouldn’t call it a waste, exactly, would you?”

 

I legitimately don’t know how to resolve this so I’m gonna leave it as-is


XXXII. Zahir

It was ready. Zahir had worked almost the entire season for this. He’d forgone his academics as much as he could accept, a tiny bit of his sleep schedule, and most of what used to be free time in first year. But it was all going to be worth it. He watched his tabs populate themselves, their evil contents loading in the background on Monoceros Wi-Fi.

He should get a second monitor sometime. Then he could see more than two tabs of his evil machinations at a time and become all the more efficient for it.

“Yo, Zahir, whatcha up to?” April interrupted his thoughts, the couch depressing as she plopped down beside him. She squinted. “That’s a big-ass spreadsheet you have there. Is this a business thing?”

Ah, someone to appreciate his work and the beauty of spreadsheets.

“All this time, for the last three months, I’ve been planning my revenge against Aster Remington,” Zahir told her, putting in his voice as much venom as he wanted to inject into the boy’s veins.

“Huh. This is…a lot of effort you’ve spent. What are all these links?” She pointed at a spreadsheet column.

“That’s how I plan to destroy him. Those are the links for all of the job applications he’s applied to. And beside that is a cover letter every one of those jobs. I’ve applied to all of them,” Zahir said in triumph.

April blinked. “Whoa. Is that important?” “There’s only one spot for these jobs. I’ve just made his competition that much harder. Not to mention how I’ll be accepting every offer I get so that he’ll have to suffer the consequences of crossing me. Short of some sudden magical evolution in talent, he will not get a single offer.

“Isn’t…that a little excessive?” April said carefully.

“Look,” Zahir paused. He pulled out his phone and swiped a few times until he found what he was looking for. “Look, Evans. You don’t understand. This incorrigible man-child humiliated me. His father is Kingsley Remington, and unless I do something about it, there won’t be any consequences for a trust fund idiot like him.”

“You could have just asked me for my last name,” April pointed out. “And also, don’t you think that dedicating this much time to this is going a bit too far?”

“Nothing’s too far for sweet revenge.” Zahir cackled. “Oh, he’s not going to suspect a single thing. Mister Remington, I cannot wait to see the look on your face when you discover that no one wants you.”

“I feel like I’m witnessing something illegal. Should I call someone?”

“It is anything but. This is quite possibly the most legal form of revenge I could possibly deliver. He should be thanking me for not resorting to identity theft. I’d considered it, even got a new SIM approved under his name, but identity theft just wasn’t big enough. He might even think it was just some random one-off bad luck. No, I needed something I could gloat about right to his face.” He paused. “Did that help?”

“Somehow,” April said slowly, “actually yes. I kinda see where you’re coming from. Wow. As your…friend(?), I don’t know if I can support this.”

“I just told you it was completely legal.”

“It also feels…kinda wrong. Why not something more fair, like an eye for an eye kinda thing?”

“He’s three tax brackets above me. Anything else would just be a slap on the wrist for someone like him.” To truly strike fear into his heart, Zahir knew that this was the right decision. No one and nothing would get in his way.

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, sara, zahir, April, valerie)

April: Guys I’m afraid Zahir is going to commit a felony

April: He’s assured me that everything he’s doing is completely above board but for some reason I have my doubts

kai!: if he told you it’s legal it’s probably legal!

kai!: but what is it 👀

kai!: he never tells me all of his fun plans until the damage is already done

April: Originally it was identity theft? But apparently that wasn’t bad enough so now I’m a little scared that he’s going to ruin some guy’s life

kai!: oh shit

kai!: worse than identity theft??

kai!: tbh it’s more unusual that he plans something stupid without involving any crimes

sara: pretty sure that’s a crime

April: Yeah so he’s not doing that and instead he’s applied to every single position that this Aster guy applied to and I’m not too sure about the details but it means that the Aster guy will never get a job?

valerie: wait does that work?

valerie: don’t job postings usually have multiple openings?

April: I just asked him about this and all he said was, “Connections”

sara: ykw i don’t really get how it works but i’m not gonna get in the way between zahir and something he’s laser focused on

kai!: good line of thinking there sara

kai!: it took me two months before i stopped getting in the way and becoming collateral damage

kai!: my credit score is still recovering


	


	
XXXIII. April

The end of the journey was nearly here. Emma the narwhal had escaped her captor’s grasp, betrayed and cast aside once she was no longer needed like her parents before her, and built her way back up in the underground. She was hardened. She was rugged. She wasn’t the old Emma anymore. No, there was no light left for her in this world. The shadows of the criminal empire she’d created after overthrowing shark kingpin Jesse Pinkfong could not match the darkness in her heart.

She’d killed Harriet herself. She almost couldn’t believe Emma had ever been captured by Harriet and her motley band of mercenaries. It had been downright easy to kill off every single one of them one by one.

The way Harriet had screamed, begged, pleaded with her when she’d had her brought before her had almost caused her to chuckle. She’d sawed off Harriet’s tusk herself.

She had been at the peak of her revenge. Her enemies sortied, her power absolute, she was on top of the world. The earth bowed to her, her destiny manifest.

Yet no matter how high she rose, no matter how much influence she wielded — it could never bring the old Emma back. She had died when the hope had faded from her eyes long, long ago, and all that was left was a hollow monster puppeting her body. She was not Emma any longer. That name did not belong to her.

Although she was not Emma, perhaps she could fulfill some of the girl’s dreams, in her honour. In memory of the narwhal who loved the world but the world did not love back, she would move heaven and earth for her.

She would bring to the narwhal race a new order. She would be christened…

Heisenberg.

“A bit on the nose, do you think?” April asked Sara, who was presently listening beside her on the Monoceros couch, eating a cup of yogurt.

Sara snorted. “Definitely. The ‘Jesse Pinkfong’ is clever, I’ll give you that. But ‘Heisenberg’ doesn’t fit nearly as well. Emma wasn’t a sciencey narwhal. More of a…negotiator cold business person. And ‘Heisenberg’ sounds like a guy name.”

“It’s just a draft, so I’m not too fussed about the name. How about ‘Skyler’ for now?”

“Ooh, I like that. Works well with the sky narwhals too.”

“I could make a religion out of this,” April realised. The potential. The new leader of the sky narwhals. A god reborn unto mortal flesh. The perfect setup for a sequel set thousands of years into the future where the story of Skyler would be immortalised. Throw some new magic from some innate abilities narwhal had and she had an entire fantasy world laid out for her. It practically followed as well as a adverb after a verb. As well as a theorem from an axiom she learned from that one-off propositional logic class she took last year.

But April was getting ahead of herself. That was for later, if she ever decided to wanted to write about that. Because she didn’t have to! She was not going to sacrifice the legend of Skyler the narwhal just so she could pad her word count, no siree. If she was going to do it, she was going to do Skyler justice. Do her the justice that Emma deserved.

“Mm,” Sara made an interested noise through another bite of yogurt. “That’d be interesting. I’d be down to read that if you ever write it. Congrats on finishing!”

April changed Emma’s new name from “Heisenberg” to “Skyler”, then hesitated, her hands hovering over her keyboard. Was this it? Three months of work, entire character arcs that had come and gone? Sleepless nights thinking of her word quota had become sleepless days as she tried to string together any coherent array of words onto her doc, only to delete them in frustration seconds later. An infinite loop interspersed by bursts of inspiration from her friends.

It felt like the end of an era.

“You okay?” Sara asked. “I’ve got some tissues in my bag if you need them.”

“Huh?” April touched her cheek, surprised by how her fingers came away wet. She sniffed. “I…I don’t know why I’m crying. It’s just a novel. I’ve written a novel before.”

Sara reached over and patted her back. “Hey. You’ve been working on this for a long time, right? And you finished. You struggled, you dedicated yourself to this one thing, and it paid off. Every time I saw you here, you were always talking to Vallie or Kai or me or Zahir about where Emma would go. Sometimes there were too many paths, sometimes it seemed like there weren’t any paths, but you found one here in the end.”

It was too much. April burst out sobbing, and she flung her arms around the girl beside her. “Sara!”

“Wait, let me put this town — I don’t want to get yogurt on you! There. Aw, April, you big crybaby,” Sara said, warm as she rubbed April’s back. “Committing to something for so long is really hard, I know,” she whispered. “But you made it!”

 

April Evans, Valerie Torres

April: AAAAAAAAAAAAAA

Valerie: sara got you too i see!

April: You were right

April: I have never felt so taken care of

April: This must be what it’s like to have older siblings

Valerie: i don’t know how she does it with a straight face

April: the sincerity kills me


XXXIV. Valerie

It was just Valerie’s luck that the snow falling from the sky turned into freezing rain just as she’d met up with April outside to celebrate April finishing her novel.

“To the coffee shop!” April shouted, using her backpack as a makeshift umbrella. Valerie copied her and did the same. Raindrops crystallised as they struck her hoodie, making it stiff, heavy, and otherwise plain uncomfortable as Valerie ran.

They made it to Monoceros with their wits intact but their clothes half-frozen. “Crap,” April said, shivering. “I didn’t bring my jacket because I thought it was gonna be warm today. The snow was bad, but really? Freezing rain?” She pulled her hoodie over her head. “Thank god that it’s warm in here.”

Valerie looked away and instead moved closer to the fireplace, holding out her hands and pinching the fabric of her hoodie closer in an effort to dry it off. The water had initially frozen on impact, but now that the temperature had risen above zero, some parts had water soak all the way through and were now causing her inner shirt to stick uncomfortably to her skin. It was manageable, though. She flit her eyes to April for a brief second and observed that her inside t-shirt was soaked through.

April joined her, holding open her sweater and letting the heat envelop the front. “Good idea. You should take off your hoodie, too. It’ll dry faster that way. Is your inner layer also wet?”

Valerie nodded. “But it’s fine. I’ll manage this way.”

April made a confused face. “Why not? It’s fine, there’s no one else here. Except Oliver, I guess. You could take it off in the bathroom if you’re worried.”

…Valerie appreciated April, she really did, but that was not the issue Valerie was concerned about. “I mean it,” she insisted, “it’s fine this way.”

April felt Valerie’s hoodie by her shoulder. It drove the cold deeper where she prodded. “Yours is even wetter than mine! There’s no way you’re comfortable in that right now. At least mine didn’t absorb the water like a sponge.” She took a small bundle of Valerie’s hoodie and wringed it. “You could squeeze it like a towel and not get most of the water off! It’d take ages to dry on its own.”

Yes, and she normally liked that. It was big and heavy and the absorbance came from how fluffy and cozy that made it. It was just that that also meant it would condense and cling to her after it got wet, like a fluffy dog looking all skinny after it took a bath.

Valerie clutched the hoodie closer around her, ignoring the moisture inside slowly warming to her body temperature. “Really, it’s fine for it to dry like this.”

“C’mon,” April insisted,“don’t be silly. You’re going to catch something if you don’t take it off.” She pulled Valerie’s hoodie upwards.

Valerie’s heart jumped with the hoodie and she squeezed her arms tight against her body. “Stop!” she whisper-shouted, batting April’s hands away.

April looked at her as if Valerie was a stranger. “Um,” she said after a pause. “Okay. Fine. I won’t pry. But the fire’s not strong enough to heat all of your layers without toasting you too. What about the hand dryer in the bathroom?”

Could she do that? Valerie considered the risk of someone walking in on her. She took a deep breath. “Okay. Can you wait outside the doorway, make sure no one comes in?” It was like pulling teeth, how she had to ask for a favour like this, but it was easier than any of the alternatives, and she was starting to feel more than a little sticky and gross.

“O…kay,” April stared at her like she was trying to figure her out. Valerie felt the eyes on her back all the way to the bathroom. She almost sighed in relief once the door to her stall closed behind her and she was locked in on all sides by hard, gray plastic, free from prying eyes. Valerie lifted the hoodie off and actually did sigh with satisfaction when she felt the air just from that action wick away a substantial amount of the heat and moisture that had built up between her layers. Hoodie now successfully removed, she made to open her stall door and dry herself properly when —

Someone farted from the stall next to Valerie’s. She froze again. What a fool she was. She’d secured the outside (probably), but why hadn’t she checked to make sure there wasn’t anyone already in the bathroom? Stupid, stupid, stupid!

She held her breath, not daring to make another sound. She would wait and pray that April kept her word and that the person in the adjacent stall finished their business quickly before it became too strange.

The toilet flushed.

The stall door opened.

The faucet ran.

The bathroom door swung closed. Valerie heard two “Hey”s from outside. So April was still watching the door. Good. Valerie gently pushed the door open and craned her head down to see if there were any other people in the stalls.

There were none. She was alone.

It was lucky that the hand dryer was an older one that pointed downward so she could actually dry her hoodie. If it was one of the newer ones that had a thin gap for hands only, she’d have to suck it up and just go back outside with a wet shirt. She could also take off her inner layer to dry, but her nerves were shot and she could not go through the test of courage of stripping her upper body down to her bra in a public bathroom, April guarding the entrance or not.

Valerie settled for spending some time letting the dryer blow up her sleeves instead, the hot air coming out through the hole for her head and drying out her face. Once her inner layer was sufficiently dry enough that she thought she could make it back home, she turned to drying her hoodie, wringing it a few times to try and get some of the water out.

She’d gotten through when she heard voices through the door, “Sorry,” April was saying, “do you think you could come back in a few minutes? My friend’s drying her clothes but isn’t super comfortable. There was freezing rain a little while back so we’re both pretty soaked. Thanks a bunch, I really appreciate it.”

Hearing those words made Valerie’s skin crawl. She wanted nothing more than to bolt back home to the privacy of her dorm room, where she could lock the bathroom door, where as long as she stayed quiet, she could be sure that no one could hear her. She’d had her roommate test how thin the walls were until she’d had a precise decibel measurement.

Valerie turned her hoodie around and around, heating up the entire garment and letting a section cool and evaporate the water before reheating it up again. This wasn’t great at all for the hoodie, but the longevity of her clothing was quite possibly the lowest priority in her mind right now.

It took a few more minutes for Valerie’s fingers to come away only slightly damp instead of downright moist after brushing them against the inside. It would have to do. She didn’t want to spend any more time here than she absolutely had to. She’d cancel her plans with April today. She wasn’t in the mood. She promised herself that she’d make it up to April later, at the very least gift her something for making her sit through this.

Valerie walked past April with her head angled to the ground. “Thanks,” she murmured. “Sorry, but I think I have to go home, if that’s okay.”

“That’s absolutely okay. Do you want me to walk you back?”

Valerie imagined the awkward silence that would ensue, occasionally broken by April surely trying to make small talk. “No, thanks.”

“Okay. Text me when you get home!” April called out behind her.

The door closed behind her before she could turn around.

 

April Evans, Valerie Torres

Valerie: back

April: Glad to hear it!

Valerie: i’m sorry about today, i know we were supposed to hang out

Valerie: i’ll talk to you tomorrow? maybe after your classes we can meet at monoceros again

Valerie: i’ll buy you a drink

April: That works for me, I’ll see you then


XXXV. Kai

Kai noticed that Valerie looked skittish when he joined her by the couch at Monoceros. Bundled up in a warm-looking jacket, she didn’t have her usual cup of tea, and she kept glancing up at the door as if expecting a debt collector to come for her at any moment. She didn’t even say hi like she usually did.

“Hi, Val!”

Kai wasn’t especially busy, either. He was just scrolling through Instagram while enjoying a delicious cheese Danish this fine Wednesday afternoon. Gorgeous day today. It’d rained yesterday, so the sky was clear and the sun was so comfortable in the crisp winter air that Kai had half a mind to frolick through the fields. After his doomscrolling.

“Kai,” Valerie began. She was still looking at the window outside when she said this, but then she met his questioning gaze. “When was the last time you fucked up? Badly. And had to apologise.”

“Oh, I fuck up cooking all the time,” he chuckled. “Just yesterday I burned a lasagna so badly that the smoke detector went off and Zahir complained to me in person instead of over text.” Her expression didn’t change. “In all due seriousness, though, uh…this is kind of a loaded question, isn’t it?”

“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

“I don’t mind, but…did something happen?”

“Kinda.” Valerie looked back at the window.

Kai tried to peer where her eyes were focused, but he saw nothing but the usual cars and passersby and frozen mounds of snow shoveled to the side of road. “What are you looking outside so often for?”

“I’m keeping eye out for April.”

“April? You guys usually come in together.” Not that it was unusual to see Valerie here alone, but she’d often be chatting with April as they walked in, not split apart like this.

“Well, I guess today isn’t a usual day, then, is it?” Valerie said, testy. “Sorry,” she sighed, the hard expression on her face melting away, “you don’t have anything to do with this. I shouldn’t be taking it out on you.”

“I’ve got pretty thick skin, so don’t worry about me,” Kai chuckled. “Do you want to talk about it? Something between you and April?”

“It’s complicated.”

“‘Course it is,” Kai muttered. Everything was always complicated when people got pissy at each other. Why couldn’t things be nice and simple sometimes? “Why don’t you start from the beginning?”

“You know how it was warm but got suddenly really cold yesterday, right?” Valerie stared at the keychain she was playing with in her hands. “And there was freezing rain.”

“Yep.” It would have been nice for mother nature to give him some warning before icing up the entire sidewalk. He’d slipped more times than he could count on one hand just trying to walk home from campus.

“So April and I were going to play some games and study together in the science building after both of our classes ended in the afternoon. That’s when the rain started. We rushed here because it was the closest building on the way.”

Kai nodded, waiting.

“I…” Valerie faltered. “I don’t know if I can tell the story.”

“That’s okay.” Kai was hoping that they could get the whole thing out so they could take a step back and resolve the whole thing once and for all, but if she didn’t want to, that was fine. He would mind his own business. “If you don’t want to say it, you don’t have to.”

“Thanks,” she nodded gratefully. “I appreciate it.”

Kai flashed her a thumbs-up. “Anytime.”

The main door clinked open and April stepped inside, making a beeline for the couch.

Valerie shrunk a bit behind Kai before she must have decided to get it over with because she stood and met April halfway.

“Vallie,” April said, more solemnly than Kai usually heard.

“April. Let’s buy something before we talk. What kind of drink do you want?”

Kai could tell when he wasn’t wanted around. As juicy as he expected the conversation to be, it was probably best for April and Valerie to talk about it among themselves without him sitting by the corner, eavesdropping. He excused himself and slid out the door.

 

April Evans, Kai Nakayama, Valerie Torres

Kai: gonna give y’all some space!!

Kai: i’ll be back to see nerry in hour but lmk if i should come back later


XXXVI. April

April followed Valerie up to the order counter, more uncertain than usual. Clearly Valerie hadn’t wanted to show her something yesterday and got upset when April tried to take her shirt off (Hm. Actually, April had an inkling why she might not have wanted people to do that). April wanted to respect her boundaries.

“One unsweetened green tea, please,” Valerie said to the barista. Not Oliver today. April would have indulged in that interesting honey oat milk cafe au lait she’d wanted to try, but it felt strange to partake in a more luxurious drink over the more serious conversation she thought Valerie wanted to have. She settled for a salted caramel mocha instead.

They returned to the touch. April noticed that Kai had left and taken his bags with him. Valerie sat on the couch. April sat on the couch beside her, waiting for Valerie to start. She took a sip of her drink. Above average.

Valerie took a deep breath then said, without looking at April, “I wanted to apologise. To you. For what happened yesterday. I was frustrated and I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”

“Oh no, it’s okay, it’s not a big deal.” It really wasn’t! April understood — well, no, she didn’t understand, but that was okay. Valerie was entitled to her own feelings. April had her suspicions, but she’d let Valerie tell her when she was ready. “I was just surprised. And I’m sorry I tried to take your hoodie off. Definitely won’t be trying that again without asking,” she chuckled, trying to deescalate the tension that even Emma the narwhal’s tusk would have trouble cutting through.

“Oh. No, I… I… This is hard,” Valerie said with an undercurrent of frustration. “Sorry, I wanted to say that…” She trailed off, looking more annoyed with herself than ever.

“You don’t have to say anything. If it comes up again, you can always tell me later, right?” April could be patient.

Valerie stared at her like she’d said the most insightful thing she’d ever heard. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah! You’re my friend. Shit happens all the time, I get it. I don’t have to know right away if you can’t tell me.”

“April.”

“Vallie?”

“Can I hug you?”

“Aw. C’mere.”

 

Sara Al-Dosari, Valerie Torres

Valerie: AAAAAAAAAAAAAA

Sara: what’s up?

Valerie: nothing sorry i needed to get that out of my system

Valerie: i should invest in a dedicated pillow to scream into at this rate

Sara: def would recommend

Sara: i have one and it’s so useful


Interlude V. Zahir

Zahir blinked at the sign on the door to the coffee shop. Under renovations. Huh. Well, he supposed he would go to Socratica then. It’d been a while anyway. Might as well get some productive work done. Sometimes they even had ideas he would take inspiration from. There were some crazy bastards making crazy things there.

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

zahir: the coffee shop is closed for renovations

zahir: [attachment: image.png]

kai!: NOOOOOOOOO

kai!: this is a tragedy

valerie: any idea when it reopens?

zahir: doesn’t say

sara: NOOOOOOOO

sara: MY FREE SNACKS

April: MY NARWHAL

kai!: MY CABBAGES

valerie: :(

 

Zahir arrived at the work session an hour and a half late and went to find a corner he could carry out his machinations in without being disturbed too much.

Clearly, his judgment was deeply flawed this afternoon because he was pulled out of executing his plans half an hour in. “Hey, dude!” Zahir looked up to see another guy sit on the other side of his table, setting down his laptop just in front of his. “Whatcha working on? I didn’t see your demo.”

“I didn’t do a demo. I just got here. I’m working on destroying a plagiarist.”

“Gotcha. So is that like, a novel of some kind? An exposée video? I’m making a robot that uses your eyes to track the colours that are involved in…” Zahir tuned him out, stealthily typing away to calculate the tax bracket he’d . “…So ho?”

Zahir ignored him, busy running some calculations in his master scheme spreadsheet until the boy’s head poked over the table upside-down to peek at his screen. That got his attention. Zahir tabbed away, but not before the boy had enough time to read the name of his spreadsheet. He gave the boy his second-frostiest expression. “Excuse me?”

“Sorry,” the boy said sheepishly, “That’s a bad habit of mine. But you weren’t saying anything. I couldn’t help but notice Aster Remington in the title of your spreadsheet? He’s in my year. Kind of an asshole. How do you know him? Wait. Is he the plagiarist you were talking about? How are you quote-unquote ‘destroying’ him?”

“I’m going to make sure he never gets a job.”

“Ruining his ego, that’s brilliant.” Shane’s eyes gleamed. “Mind if I join you? I might not be in his program like you are, but I’m in engineering, so I’m pretty good with tech. And breaking into things. Digitally, I mean. If you need more information on what to go for, or if you want to mess with him a bit, I’m your guy.”

Zahir furrowed his eyebrows. As much as he hated to admit it, someone like Shane would be able to help so that he wouldn’t have to keep looking to the dark web to gather up dirt. “What are you getting out of this?”

Shane shrugged. “Everyone hates the guy. He’s a trust fund baby who pretends he got here through his own hard work. And now you’re telling me his so-called ‘hard work’ isn’t even all his?” He chuckled darkly. “Honestly, if you weren’t already doing something about it, I might have started plotting something myself. I’m Shane, by the way.” Shane grinned, holding out a fist to bump. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Zahir.”

“Zahir, I think this could be the start of a very fruitful partnership.”

Zahir studied him carefully. Beneath Shane’s friendly demeanour was an undercurrent that he recognised could be useful to him, if he played his cards right. Yes, this could work. He accepted the fistbump. “I’m inclined to believe so as well. Let me get you up to speed on my work over the last half-year.”

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

sara: did anyone else just see zahir walk across campus with someone else not in this group chat or did i drink too much last night again

kai!: that’s impossible

kai!: he HATES his classes

kai!: and his classmates by extension

kai!: time to lay off the third round of drinks sara

valerie: i saw him too! he’s with someone in my communications class, i think his name was shane?

valerie: i didn’t know they knew each other

kai!: i

kai!: wow!

kai!: we should throw a party to celebrate this momentous occasion

 

Kai Nakayama, Zahir Kirmani

kai!: i’ve never been more proud

zahir: wtf are you talking about


Interlude VI. April

April considered what she would do with her newfound free time since she’d finished writing the tale of Emma the narwhal. The coffee shop was closed anyway, so maybe she’d hang out with Omar again. She’d been spending extra time with him already to make up for her novel sprints, but there was no harm in indulging herself a little more. Her roommate was out with her own boyfriend, her English friends were all rushing that assignment April had told them they really shouldn’t have put off to the last minute but ended up putting to the last minute anyway.

She definitely wasn’t about to start another multi-month-long grind just after finishing her last one, no matter how many more words she’d be able to get down in that time. That was for sure.

Maybe she’d check on her non-English friends.

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

April: Hey guys! Anyone doing anything fun today?

zahir: i have found an accomplice and we are currently in the process of making aster remington rue the day he entered this world

April: That’s cool! Anyone else?

sara: studying for my final tmrw :/

April: Sara get off your phone and go back to studying girl

sara: yes ma’am

sara: turning it off now ma’am

kai!: val and i are at tea club if you wanna join us!

kai!: they’re serving lavender with apple today

valerie: it’s rather delectable

valerie: april you should come if you’re free!

April: Ooh sounds fun! How do I get there?

valerie: it’s at 18 waverly

valerie: beside the genomics building

valerie: follow the big sign that says tea club once you get inside!

 

“Kai, Vallie!” April hugged Valerie once she paid her admission fee was allowed into the almost cafeteria-like setup of the classroom. They had a quaint little four-person table with them plus a girl April didn’t know. A French press sat in the center, the top half filled with tea that was golden and clear, and a collection of leaves sitting at the bottom with what looked like a rehydrated apple slice. She nodded to the new girl, then turned her attention back to the two people she knew. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you guys.”

“We saw each other literally this morning for brunch,” Valerie said.

“Yeah, but not with Kai, not like this together. I had this big block of time for coffee and Emma the narwhal blocked out for so long that I don’t know what to do with anymore.”

“Me too!” Valerie said. “I tried having coffee with my roommate but it wasn’t the same. Maybe we should do game nights more often.”

“I wish I had that problem,” Kai sighed. “The instant the empty space appeared in my calendar everything else I had to do crowded in.” He gestured at the other girl at their table. “This is Jade, by the way. Jade, this is April. She’s also a writer — actually, she’s the writer we were telling you about who just finished writing a novel about flying narwhals and crime.”

“Sky narwhals and crime,” April corrected him. “And I finished drafting it.”

“Wait, that’s really cool,” Jade said. “What’s it about? Hang on, you should take a seat first. And have a drink. The tea’s really good!”

April sat and took a sip of the tea. “Not your taste?” Kai said, noticing her expression.

It was strange. It was attacking her. Bitter and grassy and sickly sweet, like the poison that Harriet used to kill Emma the narwhal’s parents. April coughed. “It’s…an acquired taste. I think I’m too used to coffee with lots of different toppings. This is like if you combined the dirt a dog relieved itself over with raw dry grass and tried to cover it up with rotten cinnamon.”

Kai laughed. Jade deflated. “I see. That was…some very strong language. It was that bad, huh?”

“And then some,” April agreed. “Sorry, Jade, but it even looks like dog piss.” Kai laughed harder.

“Did you ever order tea at Monoceros?” Valerie asked curiously.

“The last cup of tea I had was two years ago when my boyfriend tried to get me into his herbal medicine phase. I could never get into tea. Not enough caffeine for the amount of liquid you’re drinking.”

“I’m pretty sure that this doesn’t have caffeine in it. It’s a floral tea.” Valerie peered at the label on the bag of leaves. “Yeah. Lavender.”

“Well, that makes it even less useful, then.”

“It’s soothing,” Jade insisted. “Coffee makes you so anxious and it feels like you’re rushing all the time. Tea is nice because its effects are more gradual over a longer period of time, so you gradually transition into an alert state that lasts longer and feels better.” She spoke slowly, almost dreamily, as if she was a tea master trained in the distant lands where tea leaves grew.

April could see the vision. Still, she shrugged. “It’s a busy world out there. I need coffee to start my brain every morning. I can’t exactly wait for tea to kick into gear when I have lectures in fifteen minutes.”

“What’s your major?” Jade asked curiously.

“English, specialising in rhetoric. They gave me five classes a week and put all of them in the morning,” April sighed.

“I’m in lit — I would have expected you to be too, since said you liked to write novels…”

April winced. “I wanted to make it more a hobby than a career. It’s cool that you’re in lit though! Do you mostly read and analyse or do you also write things of your own?”

Jade’s eyes lit up. “I’m so glad you asked. I write stories, but also lots of little poems. Lately I’ve been super into mystery books — they’re so tight at making every little detail matter and it’s so satisfying to construct!”

Oh? April felt like she was looking at a mirror. “Wait, me too! I mean, I’ve never had the patience to properly plot out a full-blown mystery novel, but I’ve wanted to for so long.”

“I’m actually writing one right now about this girl where suddenly everything has a slightly comic twist to it. I know that fear and murder and death and all that are really good at raising the stakes, but those are so common and I wanted to try something different, you know? Something a little more mundane but still gripping. And also since fear is so arbitrary and relative, I can make it funny while also introducing a more deep-rooted fear that the reader might not get since they aren’t the protagonist so they don’t feel the fear of the unknown or fear of change — it’s not the reader’s world, after all, so if I can hide it well enough I can make the protagonist do something unexpected and really twist it into the reader.”

“Wait, that sounds really interesting! The dichotomy between what the reader feels and the protagonist, slowly converging? Do you want another pair of eyes? I’d be super down to read that.”

“Of course! Do you have Instagram? I’ll send it to you there. If you’re okay with it, I’d also love to read your sky narwhal story, Kai and Valerie have said so much about it and it sounds so funny…”

Kai leaned over to Valerie. “So, how’s life?”





April had settled for good old water from her water bottle instead of taking another sip of the monster liquid in the teapot for the rest of the club session. By the time the others had emptied it — mostly Jade — their conversation had wound down to discussion about their courses.

“Are you gonna come next week too?” Jade asked. “Next week they’re serving green tea, if you’re more into something more normal.”

“Admission is two dollars per week. I think it’s worth it,” Kai said. “You can also get a pretty big discount by buying a pass for the whole year for twenty bucks.”

“Sure, if you guys are there. The tea isn’t worth the paper cup it’s served in, but the company’s great.”

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

kai!: suck it sara april is going to tea club now

kai!: you know what that means

sara: crap

sara: i’ll buy you a drink when monoceros reopens

sara: dammit april why’d you have to be into tea?

sara: i thought you would be a coffee enjoyer through and through

April: I am

April: I did NOT like the tea but more importantly

April: You guys bet on me??

sara: ofc

sara: there was a drink on the line

April: I’m shocked

April: I’m disappointed

April: I can’t believe this

zahir: oh april went to tea club and stayed?

zahir: valerie you owe me a danish

valerie: aw fine

April: VALLIE???


Interlude VII. Sara

Sara walked all the way on autopilot up to the first few steps up to Monoceros to review her notes before she remembered that they were closed and renovating.

Huh. She stared at the “Under renovation” sign. Where would she go instead? Studying at home wasn’t an option. It’d been a while since she’d studied on campus. She’d probably do that, but the campus buildings were so drab. Nothing like the comfy ambience in Nerry the Narwhal’s gentle embrace while she read up on his internal organs.

 

Fiona Patel, Sara Al-Dosari

Fiona: sara!

Fiona: somehow we live together but it’s been ages since we did anything together

Fiona: clem wants to see the new kung fu panda movie so we got tickets for the amc at 18th st in like two hours

Fiona: sorry for the short notice! wanna come?

 

Sara considered her calendar. Technically, she was supposed to be studying for three hours every day this time, but, well. She’d been more efficient with her work lately. And it was important to take breaks. And if it were two weeks ago she’d probably be at Monoceros, eating snacks and drinking coffee and chatting about some mundane topic that didn’t matter like cheese balls or the proper way to fold clothes.

Sara made up her mind and deleted the work event on her calendar.

 

Sara: yes!! buy the tickets for me?

Fiona: i gotchu

Fiona: let’s meet back at home before we leave?

Sara: sounds good!





“Wow, that was terrible,” Sara said as they left the theatre. “Why did they make Zhen such an edgy bitch? I hate her.”

“Vixen,” Clem corrected her. “I thought her character arc was solid. Now the fanservice was completely unwarranted. What was the point of bringing all the old villains back? They probably just did that so they could sell more merch.”

Fiona wrinkled her nose. “It was a shounen anime character arc. I definitely agree with you, Sara, I was cringing whenever she talked.”

“And they made Po so incompetent! He’s the Dragon Warrior. He proved himself like three different times.” Sara threw her hands up in the air. “They gotta stop milking their franchises,” she bemoaned. “It’s going to ruin the characters for me. If they’re going to make crap like this, they’re better off not making them at all. Where were the Furious Five? They had so much potential but noooo they don’t even bother exploring them and instead they gave this random fox all the screen time! She’s not even connected to the rest of them in any way!”

“You’re just mad because Tigress didn’t have a single line,” Clem said.

“Sara, since when were you such a film critic?” Fiona said amusedly. “I don’t think you’ve ever really complained about any other movie we’ve seen together.”

Sara felt like tearing her hair out. “I just see so much bullshit. The whole thing is contrived. There are so many coincidences that I can just see the writers going ‘hey we have to move the plot forward from this scene to the next how do we do that with the least amount of budget’ whenever they need to get the powerful characters out of the way or they need Po to be thrust to make a decision.” She’d seen April do that enough times for her first draft of Emma the narwhal’s story that it was painfully obvious on-screen.

Clem nodded. “It’s so…reactive. Although Po and Zhen are supposed to be main characters, the spotlight is completely on Zhen. Maybe if she was easier to see I could see it working, but they only let Zhen make decisions by removing Po’s own self-agency, and for a series that was so focused on Po, it doesn’t do him justice to see him go out this way. Shifu pushed him to find a successor and he didn’t even question why! They were just like ‘yup, I’ve been Dragon Warrior for like two minutes, now I gotta retire’. He’s like, middle-aged at most.”

“No way,” Sara said. “Po’s barely an adult. Twenty-five, tops.”

“I don’t think we know his age, do we?” Fiona said. “Does it matter? This’ll probably be the last movie. Po’s gone and retired. What else can they write him into?”

“You’re right, it doesn’t matter. He’s still too young to retire no matter how old he is. Dreamworks can’t keep getting away with this,” Sara huffed. “They’ve made how many crappy Shrek movies, Fiona?”

“Low blow,” Fiona said tiredly.

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

sara: holy crap i need to rant about the newest kung fu panda

sara: i will never forgive dreamworks for their heinous crime

sara: they butchered my boy and sent him to a farm upstate “to retire happily for the rest of his life” my ass

April: The writing definitely took a nosedive with the fourth one yeah

April: The third one was already a cut below the first two

kai!: agree

kai!: kfp 2 was peak kfp imo

valerie: i liked the first one the best! simple happy vibes

valerie: 2 was kinda dark wasn’t it?

April: Trauma!!! Definitely a big tone shift but Po went through SO much character development

April: It’s also my favourite one

sara: no vallie’s right it’s supposed to be COMEDY

sara: i don’t want stinky sad emotions in my comedy

zahir: what are you all talking about

zahir: the fourth one was far and away the best one because it had zhen in it

zahir: easily the best character in the franchise

valerie: oh boy

 

Several people are typing…

 

sara: i’m impressed

sara: somehow you managed to hit the 25% chance of picking the worst movie

sara: then having the worst possible opinion about that movie


Interlude VIII. Kai

“Zahir,” Kai called to the boy in their common area. “Wanna help make curry?”

“You don’t cook,” Zahir said, frowning.

That was true. Neither of them used the kitchen. That was also why he had Zahir here to supervise. “But it’s curry,” Kai stressed. “It’s the easiest thing in the world. All you do is throw stuff into a pot and let it cook.”

Zahir’s eyebrows knit together. “You’re not wrong. Sure. So how are you going to do this.”

“It’s very simple,” Kai explained. “I looked at the WikiHow recipe. All you have to do is wash the vegetables, cut the vegetables, boil water with the vegetables, then add curry. It’s like boiling an egg, but with different things instead of the egg. I’ve even already washed the vegetables for you!” Kai said brightly, gesturing to a small stash of carrots, potatoes, and onions, freshly washed with water droplets dripping onto the wooden cutting board they sat on.

“What do you mean, ‘for me’?”

Kai beamed, brandishing a knife. “Because you’re going to cut them, right?”

Zahir eyed the knife. “Sure. How do you want them?”

Kai glanced back at his phone for the picture. “Hmm. Maybe around thumb-sized?” Zahir strapped on a pair of safety goggles. “What are those for?”

Zahir gestured at the onions. “You didn’t need to wash the onions. Especially not with the peel still on.”

“And what, eat dirty onions? No, thank you. The instructions very clearly said to wash and then peel the vegetables.” Silly Zahir.

Zahir sighed.

Now that Zahir was occupied chopping vegetables — the real reason why Kai had brought him onboard; Kai definitely couldn’t be trusted with a knife — Kai set a pot onto their induction stove, filled it with cold water, and turned the heat up to the highest it would go. How long did he have to boil it for? The instructions didn’t say.

Kai looked up how long does water take to boil and set a timer for five minutes just to be on the safe side.

“So, how was your day?” he asked Zahir, leaning against the counter.





Steam billowed up from the boiling water as Kai lifted the lid Zahir had put on. Kai shut his eyes and waved away the moisture. “Zahir, are the vegetables ready?”

“They’re over here.” Kai took the cutting board from Zahir and gently pushed the uneven cubes column by column into the pot of bubbly waters.

Kai hissed as one particularly long drop caused a drop of boiling water to land on the back of his hand. “Did you burn yourself?” Zahir asked.

“A bit. It’s fine, though.” Kai licked the spot the droplet had hit him and immediately felt relief.

“Did you salt the pot?”

Kai laughed. “Why would I do that? The curry paste is already salty.”

“Otherwise the vegetables would be bland,” Zahir observed. “You should add salt.”

Kai looked at the ingredients list, checking for salt. It was there, but then when would he add it…? Ah. He’d missed a step. He was indeed supposed to salt the vegetables. “Oh, you’re right. Oopsies.”

Well, that was that sorted. Now they had to wait…twenty minutes.

“So, come here often?” he asked Zahir, leaning against the counter.





Kai was ready, curry block in hand as the timer went off. The box said two blocks was enough for four cups of water, so he added two blocks and stirred, inhaling deeply as the concentrated spices broke up and saturated the water to release its familiar aroma.

“Do we have meat to go with the curry?”

“Nope. We’re having vegetarian curry today.” The recipe had suggested beef or a cutlet, but that was perhaps an order of magnitude past his skill level.

Exactly one minute of stirring at a medium frequency later, Kai checked the pot again. That was strange. He’d followed the WikiHow recipe near-perfectly and the curry was still watery. It’d said that the curry would be done in a couple minutes at most. Zahir looked over his shoulder. “That doesn’t look done,” he noted.

“Yeah. Very weird. I wonder if anyone in the comments ran into something like this. Maybe the curry paste isn’t quite right?”

While Kai pondered over the recipe, Zahir took the mixing spoon out of his hands.“Add a little bit of starch. It’ll thicken the — wait. Don’t put it directly into the pot. Give it to me.” Zahir took the proffered corn starch container and poured some into a bowl, then went to the tap and added a generous level of cold water, stirring it with a spoon. The mixture turned cloudy white as the components blended together.

“How is this gonna make it any more viscous?” It looked just as runny as his failed curry.

“It’s more effective when it’s heated. Watch.” Zahir streamed the bowl of starch water into the pot, making little swirls that reminded Kai of latte art.

“Have you considered becoming a barista? Those spirals are pretty solid.”

“Never.” Zahir stirred the pot. Sure enough, after a minute, the curry inside the pot was noticeably thicker, less the consistency of miso soup and more like a cream soup.

“Holy crap. That actually worked. How’d you know that?”

Zahir raised an eyebrow. “This is how made curry at home.”

“You knew how to make curry and you didn’t say anything this entire time?”

“You never asked.”

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

kai!: i was not expecting to learn today that zahir was better at cooking than i am

valerie: but you guys live together

zahir: anyone can cook better than kai

zahir: it is a very low bar

April: Not gonna lie I didn’t expect that

April: Zahir what can you make?

zahir: pasta

April: …Kai what can you make?

kai!: pasta

zahir: no you can’t

zahir: stop lying

kai!: no i can’t :(

kai!: but zahir can also make curry

sara: you can’t??

kai!: i don’t know how to cook ;-;

sara: ok i thought that was like

sara: could not fry an egg or something

sara: i did not expect it to be could-not-boil-an-egg level

kai!: i can boil an egg!

kai!: but with curry you have to watch the water levels and make sure you don’t add too many vegetables or else it becomes watery

April: Then you use starch to thicken it up

valerie: you can also add more curry paste if it’s not strong enough!

valerie: that can happen when it’s watery

kai!: all of you are culinary geniuses

sara: idk what to tell you man this is kinda on you

sara: even vallie knows and she can’t even eat curry bc she dies to spicy food


Interlude VIV. Valerie

Valerie was waiting for her old friend group sitting at the back of the classroom to leave. Why did they take so long? They were sitting at the back, too, so she couldn’t even sit behind them to begin with if she wanted to avoid bumping into or seeing them. “Sorry, Noah,” she said to the boy sitting beside her. “They’re taking their sweet time.”

“It’s fine,” Noah said, glancing up at them too. “I’m not in a big rush. I feel like you might have to properly deal with them at some point though. It seems like it’ll be really exhausting dodging them like this for the next three years.”

Valerie grimaced. She was looking at her phone to check how much time she had to get to her next class when two guys in casual sportswear approached. She thought she remembered one of them as a class rep or something.

“Hey, excuse me. Valerie and Noah, right? I think we were in one of the discussion groups earlier in the year,” the shorter guy said.

Valerie nodded. Oops. This was awkward. She wracked her brain to place a name to his face. “Uh, right. Was it…M…mmmm…”

“Mateo, yeah,” he chuckled. “We’re making a beginners’ volleyball team for our cohort. Wanna join?”

Volleyball? Her? Were they out of their mind? Valerie stopped her train of thought before she could blurt out something incredulous. “I wouldn’t be very good,” she warned. “I’ve never played before.”

“That’s okay! Neither have we. It’s a beginner volleyball circuit, so no one has high expectations.”

Valerie looked at Noah. He shrugged. “I’ve played a little bit in high school before. I’m down if you’re down.”





“20-10. Match point!”

“You got this, Val!”

No pressure. Valerie served the ball from underneath like Noah had showed her earlier, wincing as it struck the extra-bony part of her wrist. She jogged back to her position at the back of the court, watching the ball fly over the net near the front of the other side. She was running low on juice, but she had never felt so much exhilaration.

“Nice serve!” Noah called.

The front-right person tapped the ball once, causing it to bounce on another person’s head — “Ouch!” — and fly over the net in front of Valerie.

“Valerie!”

“Got it!” Ignoring the strain in her legs, Valerie ran for the ball, which glanced off her left arm, sending it careening toward Noah. “Noah!”

“I got it!”

The ball smacked into Noah’s V-positioned arms (A/N: what is this called) and flew upwards in a smooth arc near the net. “Mateo!”

Mateo lunged and jumped for the ball, tapping it up and over the net onto the other side, where the closest defender tried to do the same thing but missed and hit the ground instead. The ball dribbled once, twice, three times and came to a stop just past the defender’s reach. “Yeah!” Mateo roared, turning back to give everyone high-fives.

Valerie managed to return the high-five, but then the adrenaline ran out and she bent over, supporting herself by her hands on her knees, panting heavily.

“That’s game, 21-10. GGs!” Mateo and the other team captain slapped hands.

Someone clapped her on the back. “Valerie, that was a great serve at the end there!”

“Hey guys,” Mateo said, “that was a great game! At this rate, we could totally make it to the playoffs. Y’all wanna grab dinner after this?”

“Hell yeah!”

“I’m craving fried chicken right now.”

“Dude, you had KFC for lunch.”

“So?”

Valerie was ravenous after all the exercise. She had doubts about how well she could keep it down, but…she was feeling hungrier than she’d ever remembered, and in a different way. She almost relished it.

“Valerie?”

She pushed herself into a standing position. “Yeah, let’s do it. Maybe not fried chicken though. I could go for a burger or something?”

 

nerry the narwhal fan club! (kai!, zahir, sara, April, valerie)

valerie: guys you would not believe what just happened!!

valerie: i bumped into oliver(!!) on my way to class today and he said that monoceros was gonna reopen next week!

valerie: apparently they also posted that on their insta but i wasn’t following them

sara: BIG NEWS

kai!: OMG NERRY

kai!: MY BELOVED I’VE MISSED YOU FOR SO LONG

April: NERRY

kai!: i expect all of you to be there on reopening day

kai!: no exceptions

kai!: i’ll bring board games!

sara: game night?? wait that’s acc such a great idea

kai!: hype hype hype

valerie: that’s so fire bro!!

April: Vallie

April: When did you learn that

valerie: ;)

sara: we’ve lost her to the gen z slang

sara: rip vallie </3

zahir: i call top hat


XXXVI. Oliver

Monoceros reopened a month later in late April, when it’d become warm enough that sometimes Oliver could get away with just a windbreaker when going home after his overnight shift. The first day Oliver had come in, they’d gotten more customers than usual checking out the upgraded decor — which had barely changed at all and was mostly meant to replace the wood all around the place that had been there for decades and had started to break down. After their grand reopening, though, it’d taken a few months for attendance to return to pre-renovation levels.

They’d announced their reopening on their Instagram and on a sign that passersby on the sidewalk could read, but who followed the social media accounts of a small coffee shop? All of their regulars had probably found other places by this point.

The friend group that usually had at least one of their members hogging the couch every day must have gotten used to an alternative in the meantime. He still saw the around from time to time, most commonly Sara or the blunt guy (Zahir, was it?), but they didn’t stay for as long. Sara had only worked herself past midnight once since she started coming back.

It was the middle of the afternoon and half of the seats were filled. From his experience, Monoceros was never really full even around lunch or dinner times, but still. The usual variety of clientele were here:

The people who lived in the area and who’d been coming ever since Oliver had started working here the year before — he was grateful that all of the ones he knew had come back after they’d reopened.

The tourist who looked up “coffee shop” on Google Maps when they were in the half-mile radius that would place Monoceros first on the list of search results. There were a couple more than usual today.

The occasional NYU student who didn’t know about the much cheaper coffee shop down the street close to campus and had somehow stumbled their way here, head lowered as they tried to work on the newly expanded tables. Oliver had raised the issue when management had announced they were renovating and he was glad to see his ideas were being put to good use.

Someone was sitting by the corner booth with the cactus Oliver liked, reading a book and looking very cozy indeed.

It wasn’t all worse, Oliver decided. Sure, they’d lost a few of their recurring customers, but they’d upgraded their working arrangements and the lights weren’t so incandescent anymore, making everything look brighter. They’d upgraded the sign outside and repainted Nerry the Narwhal. They’d even managed to sneak a few more plants here and there.

They hadn’t gone overboard and refactored the store to cram as many people inside or get them in and out as fast as possible, which Oliver liked. Call him uncapitalist, but he much preferred working in a small, no-name coffee shop barely anyone knew about than a big chain like Starbucks.

Life was good.





By midnight, there were a lot of extra unsold pastries he’d made from the morning, but Monoceros was empty and Oliver certainly wasn’t going to be able to eat all of them. He’d hoped either Sara or Zahir would stay later today, but the both of them had left together at a very reasonable five o’clock. If he couldn’t get sell them, he’d have to throw them away, and that’d really be a shame.

The door clinked open. Oliver put his phone away to properly greet the potential customer, who looked as though someone had roughened him up a bit. His eyes were bloodshot, his short, dark hair mussed, and although he was dressed in a suit, it was so rumpled it looked like he’d been trying to escape the winds of Boreas for the last week.

The boy arrived at the counter, gaze focused on the phone he was tapping away at. “One cold brew. With an espresso shot, please.”

“Certainly, sir. That’ll be five-fifty, please.” Oliver offered his best smile. The least he could do was help someone else going through a tough time. Perfect that he had excess inventory, then.“Would you like some strawberry tarts? On the house.”

The boy glanced up from his phone, voice distracted in tone. “Huh? Oh, yeah, sure, thanks.”

Oliver fired the old coffee machine to brew a fresh batch for the poor lad. “Could I get your name?”

“Aster. Aster Remington.” Aster snapped his fingers. “Can you make it quick, please? I’m on a time limit.”

“Absolutely, sir.” Oliver put back the fresher tart he’d made in the afternoon he was about to put in the bag and slid the smushed one from this morning inside instead. Dick.
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