
Be safe out there


    
    Nobody was supposed to interrupt him on a third storey rooftop. That was the whole point of being on a third storey rooftop. If you saw someone sitting on one, watching the windmills turn or whatever people did for fun here, clearly minding his own business, you’d probably think, “hey, this guy’s found himself a third storey rooftop, maybe he likes keeping to himself, I guess maybe I shouldn’t glide halfway across the city to barge in on him.”

“Hey, um, just so you know…” said the knight currently gliding halfway across the city to barge in on him.

You’d think that if you weren’t from Mondstadt. He was starting to understand where Rosalyne had gotten the crazy from: everyone from Mondstadt was insane. His first night here he’d watched a wisp of a woman scale a windmill, collapse dizzily at the top like she was Columbina crossing a room, then pick herself up sheepishly twenty minutes later and glide away as if nothing had happened. The second night he’d watched a bartender spit in two lovebirds’ Bloody Shirins while they watched excitedly. Half an hour later he espied a church lady doing things to a Knight that Nahida would not be hearing about while surrounded by unconscious bodies.

It was just like this here. This might be the one place in Teyvat that could use Beelzebul’s heavy-handed touch, and he was barely kidding.

“You’re not in trouble or anything, don’t worry!” the knight continued, the limbs of her wind glider snapping open and shut like a fidget toy as she lurched down the last ten metres to the rooftop. “But the Grand Goth Hotel is full of Fatui, you know.” (She said this last part in a stage whisper.) “They really don’t like people hanging out on their roof. They might file a complaint. I mean, that’s what I heard.”

“I’ll take my chances,” he said.

She — Amber, he was pretty sure; there weren’t many Liyuean knights — landed in a light crouch. Her balance wasn’t half bad. “Anyway, hi there!—I mean, greetings, strange but respectable— I mean, I’ve seen you around with Durin and Albedo, but I don’t think we’ve been introduced. That was you, right? You’re Durin’s friend?”

He shrugged. “He would say so.”

“Great!” said Amber. “I have a message for you!” She was checking in on some deliveries for Sucrose and Timaeus, she explained — not to get out of Master Jean’s monthly geopolitics briefing, of course; she loved Master Jean’s monthly geopolitics briefings, but the alchemical supplies were pretty important and someone had to pick them up, so, why not her? — and Katheryne had a priority message addressed to ‘Durin’s grumpy friend’, and—

“I don’t care. What’s the message?”

“It’s from your thesis supervisor.”

“My… thesis supervisor.”

“That’s what it says. Did I get the wrong person?”

“Just give me the message.”

He waited to read it until Amber had glided several streets away.

[Adventurers Guild memo delivery]

Priority: First Class International

Recipient: “DURIN’S GRUMPY FRIEND”

Message: “THESIS SUPERVISOR REQUESTS MEETING RE TOPIC IDEAS”


Thesis supervisor. Nahida must have thought herself so damned clever for that one. He bet she’d snickered like a kid eyeing up a dessert stall when she handed the message slip to the Guild.

Same-hour delivery was noteworthy, though. Nahida was rarely in a rush.

Well, not like he was busy, anyway. He’d call.

The setup was nothing fancy, just a few Irminsul sprigs scattered in a circle around his usual catalyst. He lounged back, arms behind his head, and directed a mote of energy into the catalyst.

It took him only a few seconds to sharpen his mind to a point.

The samādhi flavour of meditation — koāns, contemplation, and all things philosophical navel-gazing — was useful for attuning with divine Authority, and not much else. For centuries all he’d had to sit around and contemplate was anguish and suffering. This was fucking annoying because the mental state was so effortless, it took effort for him to avoid it.

(It was like he’d been built to sit around contemplating Eternity, which said a lot about you know who’s understanding of what made a good ruler.

A well-meaning godling had once optimistically speculated that this might be an intrinsic ability of mechanical minds, not his creator’s intent. In response, he told tales of an old Meka acquaintance until the godling capitulated, aghast.)

Now, he took the infinitesimally small locus of his attention and began directing it toward the abstract concept of Verdure. He did this by thinking of a bonsai, its leaves like clouds in mild wind, beautifully proportioned, the curve of its trunk perfectly balanced against the branches to create negative space no matter which angle it was viewed at. Even the pot it sat in complemented the tufty lower boughs. He took this bonsai in his mind’s eye and through it he imagined a hundred thousand other bonsai, each different but curated with equal art and care.

Then he imagined a gardener fallen ill, the tweezers and pruning shears gathering dust on the shelf. The branches continued to grow as branches were meant to, reaching and stretching until the illusion of wabisabi was disrupted. They grew out and up, breaking first the visual balance of the plant, then, roots starved and hungry, breaking the pot too. Greedily, the tree burst free, roots snaking between the floorboards, boughs warping the walls of the oh-so-pretty manor.

He felt his mind brush against the Divine. Not a heartbeat later, Dendro energy channelled into the connection from the other side.

“Hi there,” Nahida chirped, “you’ve reached the Sanctuary of Surasthana! Lord Kusanali is busy. May I have your name, please?”

“Nice try. Pick one yourself.”

“Hello, ‘Nice try’! How’s Mondstadt?”

She was so unserious. She was an embarrassment to the very idea of gods as political leaders. (Of course, he didn’t say that. By not acknowledging the joke he would nettle her more than any barb he could level.)

“Well?” he asked instead. “What’s the hurry?”

“Have Albedo and Durin left for Nod-Krai yet?”

How did she know that? Those orders had only come in last night, and Albedo had gently reprimanded Durin for telling anyone where they were headed—yes, Durin, even ‘Hat Guy’.

“Yeah, they set off this morning,” he said. He took care to sound unfazed. “Need me to catch up with them?”

“You’re… not gonna ask how I knew about that?” said Nahida.

He shrugged. “You’ll tell me eventually. Besides: made you pout.”

“I— ” Nahida coughed. “You can’t prove that in court,” she said. “Anyway, would you be open to joining them?”

“In Nod-Krai?” He scoffed. “You’re worried about Lumine?”

It was the obvious guess. The Akademiya and, by extension, Sumeru’s government had no diplomatic interests in Nod-Krai beyond a little trade. On the other hand, Nahida still stared at the Descender with the adoration of a newborn duckling.

“Yes,” Nahida admitted, way more forthrightly than necessary.

“You know she can take care of herself, right?”

“I think I’m always worried about her,” said Nahida, in the tone of voice she used for an interesting new idea. “What an interesting emotion. That’s not why I asked, though.”

“Well?”

“Dottore’s vanished,” she said.

Fuck. That was never a good sign.

Nobody in their right minds would claim to understand Dottore, but he probably knew the man better than most. (The real Dottore, that is. Not those creepy segments, trapped in perpetual youth like worms in concrete, that the Second had let run amok across Teyvat like a self-incestous version of the Katherynes. Until not so long ago, when Dottore had lost a game of chicken to an overgrown toddler. Good riddance and well played.)

Dottore was a slippery bastard, flitting between a dozen different projects at once, occasionally barreling into focus on a single one to the exclusion of all else. More often than not that meant he’d lock himself in his lab or some field center for weeks on end, only emerging for Harbinger meetings in which he’d find some way to sweet talk Sandrone or Pantalone into “lending” him resources for “collaborations”.

The things Dottore worked on were vile at times, disturbing at others, and always concerning. But at least when he was honed in like that, you knew where he was. Whereas when he up and disappeared, beyond even Pierro’s reach, that was a sign that shit was about to hit the fan. Dottore cared for nothing but his pet projects. If he’d gone to the effort of disappearing from view, it was because any sane person, Harbinger or otherwise, would get in his way if they saw what he was doing.

And now Dottore had done just that, somewhere in the maelstrom of Nod-Krai, which already had a Sinner running loose and another Harbinger AWOL. Fuck.

“You’re sure?…” He realised as soon as he said it what a stupid question it was to ask Nahida of all people. “You’re sure enough. How long?”

“Three to four months,” said Nahida. “That’s the last time anyone saw him at the Fatui base. That includes senior and administrative staff.”

He grimaced. “That doesn’t mean anything for sure…”

“It doesn’t,” Nahida agreed. “But it worries me. Lumine turned up just in time to foil some plot by the Racher of Solnari. And…”

“Her timing is predicatable,” he agreed. “What do you want me to do about it?”

“To be clear, this isn’t meant as an order, you don’t have to—”

“Come on. You know I’m not going to turn down a chance to ruin Dottore’s day. You knew that when you told me.”

“I did,” said Nahida. Then, with a sulk to her voice, “I wasn’t trying to be manipulative.”

This again? “Nahida. We’ve been over this. You can’t avoid manipulating people; you’re too damned clever for that.”

“I don’t think that’s—”

“Last time we went over this you conceded the argument.”

“…I did, yes.”

“And you know what I’m going to say?”

“I know, I know,” she grumbled. “‘Manipulate respectfully’, right?”

“Aww. I’m so proud of you.” He waited for a squawk of confused indignation before continuing: “So now that you’ve manipulated me into heading to Nod Krai, what do you want? I won’t babysit Lumine twenty-four seven, so don’t waste your breath asking.”

“I wasn’t going to ask!”

“You were thinking it, though.”

“But I wasn’t going to ask,” Nahida reiterated. “We both know that would be a waste of your talents. If you’re of a mind to, as you said, ruin Dottore’s day, then please, don’t let me stop you.”

That sounded suspiciously un-scheming of her. “Sure. And after that?”

“Ruin his day more? Whatever you feel like.”

“Come on, I’m not dumb. You messaged me in a huge hurry…” — through the Katherynes of all things — “…so don’t pretend you don’t have an ulterior motive here.” Left unspoken: but normally you tell me what it is.

The silence on the other end told him he’d hit the mark.

“This is going to sound stupid,” Nahida said eventually.

“Uh-huh.”

“I’m serious. Don’t laugh.”

“I…” Okay, that was maybe more than he could promise. “I’ll try my best.”

“And… promise me you won’t tell anyone. Especially not Lumine.”

“Are you about to sacrifice yourself to save Apep’s gut health again?”

“No! Nothing like that!”

“I won’t tell her, then.”

Another pause, a little longer this time. He imagined Nahida’s fists clenching and unclenching.

Eventually, she said, “I suppose… I would really like you to ruin the Doctor’s day. Or his week. His century.”

Well, that was certainly something. In the handful of years he’d known Nahida, she’d gotten better at expressing personal preferences, but — an ill-fated attempted seafood ban excepted — usually not on a scale that affected anyone else.

“…if that’s alright?” Nahida added.

“It’s fine,” he said. “I’m just… surprised. Just to be clear, you mean dead?”

“Dead is fine. Kicked out of the Harbingers would be great, too. Whatever makes him less able to do the things he does.”

No wonder she didn’t want Lumine to know; the Descender would be such a pain in the ass about this—and a hypocrite, to boot: as if Nahida hadn’t given her a kill order on him back in the day!

He smiled grimly. “Off the leash, then?”

“You’re not on a leash,” she said with fond exasperation.

“Don’t answer if you don’t want to: Still sore he tricked you out of a Gnosis?”

“It was a fair trade. No, Dottore is one of the worst monsters running free in Teyvat right now. You probably know that better than me. So long as he could wander back into Sumeru and start running his experiments…” She made a shivering noise. “You, him, and Lumine in the same place at the same time seems like an opportunity to shut him down.”

“For the good of Sumeru, then?” he probed. “How selfless of you.”

“Oh, it’s very selfish. I don’t like him. He deliberately accelerated the Withering, in places. He did something to set half the desert against the Aranara, somehow, at a time when the Eremite tribes could desperately use the hope the Aranara spread. He’s— Um, you’ve met some Knights by now, right? How much do you know about the Black Fire incident?”

The… terrorist attack in Mondstadt a few years back? “Only what I heard at the time. That was him too? Against the Fatui?”

“Indirectly,” said Nahida. “Not my story to tell. Anyway. In just one year on the Shouki no Kami project, Dottore experimented on twenty-eight different Akademiya staff, and as far as I can tell it was for fun.” Her voice had sped up at some point. “No agenda, no goal mentioned in his research notes, just doing horrible, unspeakable things to them to see what would happen. It’s… it’s not incomprehensible, it is entirely comprehensible. It’s vileness. It’s malice as a motivating force. I spent months just helping Setaria back out of her head, and she was the only one I was in time to help and I still spend time every night blunting the nightmares. The others… twenty-two dead, five emptier than the scholars of Aaru. People of my nation. People. People with love and hate and fears and hopes and dreams. He’s etched himself into the nightmares of countless orphans across Sumeru. I’m not going into that but you can imagine, you know what he’s like, it’s all of that. I have held so many of them through all of those nightmares. So much suffering. And he… And he turned… He turned…”

“Nahida?” he said.

“He made my cage go dark. He… it was so small and so awful already, and he made it go dark. The one thing I had, the Akasha—”

“Nahida.”

“—just a moment—the Akasha was the only window I had to the entire world and he locked me out of even that, and it was so so dark and—”

“Nahida.”

“You don’t understand, it was— he wasn’t even angry at me, he didn’t care, he just snuffed the last candle out like I wasn’t even there—”

Knowing that Nahida had a century on him didn’t change the fact that she sounded like a kid. Hearing a dumb little kid spiralling like that, somewhere far out of reach…

Fuck it. Dignity was for egotists.

“Who’s bigger,” he cut in, “Lord Kusanali or King Deshret?”

“…and I just… huh?”

“I said, who’s bigger, Lord Kusanali or King Deshret?”

“What… why? What’s going on…?”

“Hurry, I need the answer now.”

Bewildered: “Surely… surely King Deshret was bigger than me? Unless you mean my old form, but…”

He pressed on before he could second-guess himself. “No, you’re right. You’re Suras-thinner.”

After five seconds of dead silence, Nahida made a strangled noise.

“Surasthana… Suras-thi— thin…”

A sob escaped her, followed by another, and then a noise that was half giggle half sob.

“I know what you’re doing, you— you can’t— Suras… Suras-thinner—”

He sighed and glanced around. No Fatui soldiers creeping up on him. Nothing to distract him from the urge to gag.

“It’s just a small vowel shift and then… and then— Because Surasthana is associated… and thinner, that’s so— It’s like the Sanctuary of— of—”

There was time for several carts to trundle through the city gates as he waited it out: the steady sobbing, and the fits of laughter dotted throughout like beads in embroidery.

“Still breathing?” he asked when she’d finally quietened down.

She sniffled. “I know what you’re doing,” she said weakly. “Distracting me like that while I’m… feeling stuff.”

“You caught me,” he said drily. “Have mercy on me, Lord Kusanali.”

“Heh. Always the villain, huh?”

“You know me.” Then, because he was already thinking it, he added: “You know what I was like, back then. If Dottore had told me what he was doing…”

“Which he never would have.”

“…yeah, well, I’d probably have cheered him on.”

“Yeah,” said Nahida, exhaustion heavy in her words. “That’s… very possible.”

After a moment, she added:

“I don’t think it’d have changed all that much.”

That was such a her response, but he weighed it up. She’d have made some attempt at empathising: “you were in a lot of pain, why would I be upset over thoughts, wah wah I hate punishing people”, probably.

“Guess not,” was all he said.

Nahida hummed fondly. “After all, you were in a lot of pain—”

Yeah no. “Save it. So you were saying, ruin Dottore’s day?”

“Yeah!” said Nahida. “Just like you were going to do anyway. Step on Dottore’s toes. Foil his plans. Make it so you and I never have to wonder what that dookie smear of a human is plotting ever again.”

He burst out laughing.

“I’m serious,” she said.

“I know you are, I know. It was… ‘dookie smear’?”

“It’s a profanity, I think?” Nahida said uncertainly. “Slang for excrement usually is, when applied to a person… isn’t it?”

“You have the entire Akademiya at your disposal, Nahida, get them to explain.” He steepled his fingers and sat up straight. “Anything else? I should get going for the Port if I’m sneaking in with Durin.”

“Oh, say hi to Durin for me! Are you still carrying my seal?”

“Obviously.”

“I’ll give you my shatranj friend’s details. If you show her that it should open some doors in town. Otherwise I can get a few supplies sent up there. Anything you want in particular?”

“Nah.” Wait, Sandrone was still posted up there. “Actually, maybe some paperwork. I’ll get back to you.”

“Let me know by tomorrow morning. That’s all from me!”

Before he cut the connection, He asked, “You going to be okay?”

“Mhmm!” she said. “I have now read the Bimarstan guidelines on acute memory-induced stress and they say I should go hug some Aranara.” She paused. “Well, those aren’t the exact words they use, but I can extrapolate.”

…that’d have to do. “Alright. Stay safe.”

“Whoa,” said Nahida. “That’s the first time you’ve ever ended a call with well-wishes. You say ‘bye’ one-seventh of the time—”

He dismissed his catalyst and the connection to Nahida ended.

No point dallying. Time to go.

  


