
1. Chapter 1


    
     


  When Thoma meets Beidou at the docks, he’s standing next to a large, chihua wood crate, holding one hand over it protectively. She’s never been all that interested in his exports, it’s the mora that matters after all. 


 


  This, however, seems personal. Beidou heaves a sigh as she approaches and crosses her arms. “I don’t ship kids.” She says simply, “Thought you already knew that, Thoma.”


 


  Thoma grins at her, all charm and charisma as he leans against the crate in a way that he 
  must 
  have practiced, to look so natural. He’s a funny kid, but he’s the good sort. “Ah, but this is but a simple crate of Sakura blossoms, dear Captain.” 


 


  She snorts. “I’m sure it’ll be light as a feather then,” She plays along, vaguely amused. She’s curious, she can admit, as to what has Thoma even attempting to break her number one rule. 


 


  Thoma, for some reason, laughs a bit harder at her comment then expected, wipes at his eyes with another cut off giggle. “Heh, light as a feather. Anyway, it isn’t a kid.” 


 


  Beidou doesn’t believe the little brat for even a second, but she raises an eyebrow anyway as the rest of her men load and unload their latest deliveries. 


 


  “No, really!” Thoma widens his eyes honestly, “I mean, not…not a 
  
    kid
  
  , kid.”


 


  Beidou pinches the bridge of her nose and exhales. She doesn’t have the patience for any sort of negotiation on child trafficking. It’s just not going to happen. “Kid, Thoma,” She takes a step closer, drops her own hand on the crate besides the blonde’s own. “I don’t know who they are to you, but kids don’t…they don’t mix well with the sea life. Especially the way we run shit.” 


 


  To her complete surprise, Thoma perks right up. “Oh, that’s fine, he’s a samurai! And one of our best, too! He’ll be fine. I mean, really Captain, I’d be doing 
  you 
  a favour by handing him over.” 


 


  Beidou stills. She knows some kids fight. She knows that, she’s seen Qiqi as a field healer, briefly met Diona and Klee in Mondstadt, hell, she’s seen Sayu almost every time she docks, the curious little ninja always eyeing up the haul. 


 


  Doesn’t make her hate it any less. 


 


  “I’m not forcing a child to fight if something happens on board,” She states sharply, “Kids shouldn’t be fighting our battles for us.” 


 


  Thoma winces at this, and there’s something pained, wistful in his eyes as he looks back down at the crate. “Yeah, well, he’s already been doing that his whole life. I don’t actually think he knows how to do anything else.” Thoma scratches the back of his neck and then jolts, “oh, except poetry. Really flowery, this one.” 


 


  Great. A child soldier is bad enough, a soft hearted one is even worse. 


 


  “Kokomi vouches for him, too,” Thoma says confidently, and she’s a little too smug when she shoots back,


 


  “Sangonomiya still hasn’t paid me for the last shipment.” 


 


  “You could consider him payment?” Thoma pats the crate again and pouts up at her, as though she’s going to be affected for even a second. She honestly isn’t even sure why she’d even consider accepting that. 


 


  “Look,” Thoma says, the flair and fake smile finally gone, “The Raiden Shogun herself wants him dead. You are literally his only chance of survival.” 


 


  Beidou’s eyes only go wide for a brief moment before she eyes the crate with a wild, burning curiosity. “The fuck did he do?” 


 


  Thoma shakes his head. “Tried to save his best friend from divine punishment, and then fought for the resistance.” 


 


  Oh, jeez. She knows she’s fucked when she meets Thoma’s eyes again, and sees the desperation there. 


 


  “Nephew?” She guesses, even though she couldn’t care less, her hands coming to the corners of the crate. The action makes Thoma light up with a blinding smile, relief and appreciation on his face. 


 


  “Ah, just a friend of the Kamisato’s, actually.” 


 


  “Huh.” She doesn’t care much more for back story, she’s already made probably the stupidest decision of her life, but she heaves the box up onto one shoulder and wants to reverse time and not show up today when she feels just how light the box is, a swift reminder of the precious cargo it holds.


 


  “You owe me a fuck ton of favours for this one, kid.” She shoots over her shoulder, and Thoma, of course, has she audacity to grin widely and wave exuberantly.


 


  “Of course, Captain! Be seeing you soon!” 


 


  …


 


  She doesn’t forget about the crate after they set sail, but she doesn’t open it immediately, in case the kid causes a scene and they’re all taken in as accessories. 


 


  It does however, kind of unnerve her how silent and unmoving it is. Is Thoma sure this kid is still alive in there? Fuck. She’s going to have to check.


 


  She eyes it every now and then as they sail further and further from Inazuman soil, but it still doesn’t move, and not a peep of sound escapes despite the fact the damn thing is made of chihua, a timber known to echo, just a bit. 


 


  It’s kind of chilling, because she really doesn’t want to pop the lid and see a dead kid. It’s difficult enough when it has nothing to do with her. 


 


  Finally, she deems the ship far enough that it’s safe, and hardens her resolve. If the boy has passed, she won’t tell Thoma. The kid may be a little snake sometimes, but she knows this would hurt him more than he lets on. 


 


  Taking a deep breath and a crowbar, she wedges it (carefully, archons know how the kid is positioned in there) in the wooden lid, and jerks it so the lid falls back to the sole with a loud clatter. 


 


  Startled crimson eyes meet hers and she falters instantly. The kid isn’t at all what she expected, closer to Xinyan’s age than Qiqi’s, but he’s so 
  small
  , sitting almost comfortably in the box, no need for contortion. But that isn’t the part that causes said falter. No, it’s the way he looks right through her, like she isn’t there. His eyes are empty, devoid of emotion, and the bags beneath them are dark. 


 


  Well, Thoma did say this kid had been fighting his whole life. She has a fleeting thought of the reasons he gave for this transfer, and finds herself completely understanding why Thoma asked this of her, now. 


 


  “Hey, kid, outta the box. You’re gonna cramp up and become a living statue.” She grouses, offering him a tight smirk to hide her discomfort. The boy blinks those big red eyes slowly, and it’s as if he’s coming back into his body from someplace else, because those eyes are suddenly filled with confusion. She tilts her head and swings the crowbar over her shoulder. “You need help or something?” 


 


  “I…” his voice is soft, so soft, but it suits him. He’s a slinky little thing, and the billowy autumn themed outfit doesn’t make him seem any less compact. If anything, the way the wind blows it’s ornamental fabric around shows true just how slight his frame is. 


 


  “You need a minute?” She asks, because she isn’t an asshole. This is probably a lot for a teenager. He shakes his head though, then with unexpected grace, he withdraws himself from the box. “Well, great then. I’m Beidou, I’m the Captain of this ship - The Alcor. You, according to the fixer, are a fugitive. And, as absurd as this is, my cargo. Welcome to the crux fleet.” 


 


  He nods again, and for a second she wonders if he’s just pretending to listen, but then she realises he’s still looking up at her, patient and still, silent. She frowns. That’s when her eyes catch on the bandaged hand. It’s got small splatters of blood that must have bled through on it, and in it, clutched too tightly not to hurt, is a swirling vortex of grey. A masterless vision. 


 


  Fucking hell. The kid was close enough to the shogun to snatch his friend’s vision in his final moments? She feels sick at the thought. It also explains the hand though, visions burn like a wildfire when they go out. 


 


  She has no idea what to do with him. 


 


  “What’s your name, kid?” 


 


  “Kaedehara Kazuha, Captain.” Ah, so he does speak full sentences, thank the archons, or this was going to get awkward real fast. “I will do my best to assist in any way during our journey, Captain.” 


 


  Shit. Okay. He speaks earnestly but with a miserable look in his eyes, and she’s never held anyone but her wife, but she’s tempted, just a little bit, in this moment, to give the kid at least a head pat. She’s not fucking crazy, so she doesn’t. Anything could be perceived as a threat to him right now. 


 


  “You any good at climbing?” She thinks of the patch in the sails that needs to be tended to, because if the kid’s offering, she’s not gonna say no to perfectly good help. 


 


  Instead of answering, he shifts his body slightly and with his healthy hand, points at something glowing and green tethered to the back of his shoulderblade. 


 


  Oh. Yeah, she can work with this. 


 


  “So if you fell…” she begins, failing to keep the amusement from her voice, “You could just what, fly it off?” 


 


  “I could slow my descent, if that is what you’re inquiring after.” Kazuha explains, either ignoring or oblivious to her walk it off joke. Eh, maybe it wasn’t one of her best. 


 


  “Then there’s a sail that needs patching. That one.” She points to Genoa, the headsail, with a jerk of her thumb, and he looks at it contemplatively for a moment. Then, he turns back to her. 


 


  “Do you have sewing supplies on hand?” 


 


  She blinks, but then shrugs. “Probably, kid, I’m not really into that kinda stuff. You could ask around the crew, or look around the cabin, if you like.” 


 


  He nods, and she’s surprised to see the brief flash of determination in his eyes.


 


  “I’ll see the predicament resolved by the sun’s fall to rest.” 


 


  He speaks likes a poet, she muses, even as she catches a glimpse of the blade on his hip, the hyper-vigilance he exudes, the way he’s already eyed around for any sign of a safe exit from the boat. He’s seen some shit, and he hasn’t come out of it anywhere close to okay.


 


  He’s just cargo, albeit helpful cargo, so she walks to the Captain’s quarters and tries to go about business as usual without thinking about empty eyes and soft spoken teenagers. 


 


  …


 


  When the headache of the dumb paperwork Ningguang is always forcing her to do finally get to her, she decides it’s time for a drink. She’s earned it, she earned it the second she didn’t just burn the damn stack of paper when it was handed to her. 


 


  She feels a surge of adrenaline rush through her when she sees her crew all gathered to one side of the ship, wondering why the fuck no one would let her know if they have an incoming threat, when she realises what they’re looking at isn’t anywhere over the water. 


 


  No, they’re all looking up, some with amusement, others curiosity, and a few with awe. She follows their gaze with furrowed brows and can’t help the hearty laugh that bursts from her lips. 


 


  Kazuha has rigged himself up with some planks of wood and rope, like a tree swing, and is diligently finishing off his repairs with the focus of a man facing off against a great adversary. She’s impressed to see just how perfect his mending is, though, she can’t even tell where the seams were, or were the hole had even been, if not for Kazuha stitching the last of it. Talented kid, she muses. 


 


  But the crowd is probably overwhelming for him, or at least it will be in a moment when he finishes and realises he’s being watched, so she steps down onto the deck and crosses her arms, glaring at her crew in equal parts reprimand and fondness. Archons, these idiots are her people, as thoughtless as they’re being right now. 


 


  “Alright assholes, shows over! It’s like none of you sea rats have seen a patch job before, archons above.” Her tone is loud and stern, and her crew all scurry back to their positions looking appropriately cowed. Good. She knows that they haven’t in fact, seen a patch this good, or done using such an…interesting tactic, but that’s irrelevant. 


 


  She feels a gaze on her, curious and strangely unsettling, and she looks up to meet that flaming flower stamen stare evenly. She quirks a single eyebrow at him, as he tugs on one of the ropes he’d rigged himself up on and the plank he’s seated on lowers itself steadily until his sandals touch the deck. 


 


  “I didn’t mind.” He says, though she doesn’t know who he’s trying to convince, really.  She’s sure he absolutely did mind, especially when he grabs one upper arm with the opposite hand and shifts just the slightest bit on his feet. Yeah, no, he had minded. 


 


  “I mind if my crew aren’t doing the jobs I pay them for.” It’s a half truth, so it works well enough. Uh, except for the way Kazuha seems to shrink in on himself in response. Who the fuck thought she’d be able to keep this kid stable all the way to Liyue again? Yeah, 
  
    
      fuck Thoma. 
    
  


 


  “I apologise. I did not expect my actions to initiate such intrigue. I take culpability for the conduct of your crew mates in response.” 


 


  Beidou groans. “It’s not your fuckin’ fault, I told you to do it. How you do it isn’t my business, and you didn’t do anything wrong. Just…try to calm down with the self-accusation all the time, yeah? You’re fine.” 


 


  Kazuha’s eyes go round, and archons, those dark bags are more prominent than ever. “Truly, you don’t resent the disturbance I precipitated?” 


 


  “I swear to Morax kid, you gotta stop talking like a damn troubadour, it’s going to drive me nuts after a while. If you can help it, I guess, I don’t know what your whole thing is all about. Did you swear an oath? Is that it? Whatever, quit it if you can. And no, I couldn’t give less of a shit what you do as long as you get the job done. And I ain’t never seen a patch job that fucking perfect before. So how about instead of looking for reasons to throw yourself under the carriage all the time, you just take shit at face value.” She’s well aware her voice sounds kind of aggressive and her stance, feet planted and fists on her hips, probably don’t help, but the kid doesn’t back down, or flinch away. He shows no signs of distress at her aggression at all. As though he’s used to being spoken to this way, though not at all expecting harm to come from it. 


 


  His hand comes up to his chin and a thoughtful look crosses his features, before he nods his head and turns to her. “I will try my best not to be too ostentatious.” He declares, his voice the steadiest she’s heard since he first spoke, and she chuckles a little bit because doesn’t he realise he’s still doing it? Yeesh, this kid. She doesn’t even notice the grin taking its place on her lips. “And I will take you at your word, even in moments of self doubt for the duration of my voyage.” 


 


  He’s kind of ridiculous. Most of the people Beidou likes are, to be honest, and she has a bad feeling about this, because he cracks a smile at her, the smallest, subdued thing, and she feels like she’s 
  achieved 
  something. 


 


  She needs some damn rum. 


 


  “Whatever kid, I’m gonna go drink until I pass out.” 


 


  He looks mildly startled for a moment, which only serves to amuse Beidou as she strides off, throwing a goodbye wave over her shoulder as the kid stands, bewildered. 


 


  Drinks with the crew only serve to make things worse, since most of them are enamoured with the quiet samurai boy, and they just 
  won’t shut up about it. 
  Sure, not much happens around here, but it’s not that big of a deal. 


 


  …


 


  Light spills across her bed and Beidou nearly growls, rage and pain and exhaustion clinging and tugging and pulling her poor, alcohol drenched brain in every which direction. “No, fuck off, leave me alone you bitch,” She manages through a dry throat, “I’ll fucking divorce you, Ning.” 


 


  There’s a long silence, and then, “You’re married?” 


 


  Beidou sits up so fast her head hits the headboard and she groans, rubbing at her skull through impressive bedhead. “Kid, what the fuck? Why are you in here?” 


 


  Kazuha just holds something out to her, and a water skin as well, and murmurs, “A remedy. I used to concoct these for a dear companion who…seems to share your predilection towards alcohol consumption. It’s my own brew, compressed into a shape more tolerable to endure.” 


 


  Morax, she knows what a fucking painkiller is. She snatches the two little balls from his hand, ignoring the frankly off putting stench, and downs them with a swig from the water skin. 


 


  “Why even wake me up? Nothing needs to be done, kid, we’ll be sailing for at least a couple months if we’re avoiding the storm.” She mutters, hoping that she doesn’t sound 
  too 
  bitter. After all, painkillers are expensive as shit, and she usually only gets them when she’s docked and has the spare mora. She’s no coward, she can deal with a hangover. But still. It’s, you know, a nice gesture. If it weren’t for the forced awakening. 


 


  Kazuha frowns then, and her lazy gaze drifts past that faded red streak in his hair as she waits for a response. Finally, he says, “I…This is just what I’m accustomed to.” He looks somehow both confused and distressed now, “I forgot.” He whispers, quieter, “This isn’t my place any longer.”


 


  Her mind, distorted as it is, still manages to add the pieces together and lock them in place for the answer. “Oh, kid.” She sighs sympathetically, “You used to do this for them a lot, huh?” 


 


  He just nods, and Beidou swallows, before patting the spot beside her on the bed. It’s a shitty idea, she’s going to make this worse somehow, she’s just really bad with kids, alright, but she can’t leave him like this either. 


 


  The boy is hesitant, almost reluctant, but he finally settles sat up on the headboard beside her, his gaze settled on his bandaged hand. She isn’t sure where his friend’s vision is, but she’s sure as hell it’s on him somewhere. The kid can’t seem to function without it. 


 


  “You know, my wife, she has this saying,” Beidou begins, as the two stare straight ahead at the ugly fish painting on the wall instead of at each other. “Even the most meticulous can fall prey to happenstance.” Beidou hears Kazuha’s exhale at that, and turns her head just the slightest bit towards him, “You must have been diligent in your care for your friend. It’s not surprising that you’d accidentally fall into a routine you already knew. She can be wise sometimes, when she isn’t fining me for the slightest infractions just because she’s feeling petty.” 


 


  Kazuha is quiet for only a moment longer, before he says, “She sounds pleasant,” and she’d think it was sarcasm if it wasn’t for the way he says it, honest and soft. Beidou huffs a laugh. 


 


  “Ah, she’s a living nightmare. I adore her. But, Kazuha, if doing these kinds of things helps you sort out that fucked up head of yours, I don’t mind.” She explains, right as his painkillers kick in and she thinks, yeah, she could definitely get used to this. These are the best ones she’s had in a long time. 


 


  “I’m…I am fearful that if I do, I will never reach peace. I’ll never be able to let go of his memory.” 


 


  It twists at her heart, because the way he speaks is saturated in heartbreak, and she realises in that moment that the friend he lost was not quite just a friend. She knows Ningguang worries each time she leaves port, but she’s never had to have those same concerns with her wife safe up in the Jade Chamber and the entire force of the millelith behind her. It only takes a second of the idea of it to make her feel like wretching, and it isn’t the hangover. 


 


  “Damn, kid.” She murmurs, “It’s really fucked, what you’ve been through.” 


 


  It’s an understatement, she’s never been good at words of comfort and always had an inappropriate inclination towards blunt statements. Kazuha doesn’t seem to be offended though. 


 


  “Yes, though I would not quite articulate it in such a way.” He muses, and his head turns upwards, facing the ceiling. “Captain?” 


 


  “Yeah?” 


 


  “I had attempted to utilise myself for the cause,” He swallows, “Yet Gorou, he told me that the resistance was no place for a heart to heal.” 


 


  “He’s damn right there,” Beidou agrees instantly. She’s known the kid two days and she’s sure he would’ve fought until he died for absolutely no reason. His purpose was too torn up, his heart so far from in it, he would’ve been just another casualty. “But I think he was doing you one hell of a favour by being honest with you, kiddo. In the resistance, all you’d be is cannon fodder, like this.” 


 


  Kazuha is quiet for too long this time, so Beidou takes a risk and looks over at him. Her eyes widen and panic floods her. See! This is why she should stay the hell away from kids. 


 


  “Fuck, don’t cry.” 


 


  “No, no, it’s quite alright.” Kazuha says, as though his cheeks aren’t wet and his eyes aren’t flooding with even more tears. “You’re likely correct in that assumption. I only…I only wished to honour his memory by joining the battle in his stead.” 


 


  “He was real big on freeing Inazuma then?” 


 


  “He was an idiot.” And then, Kazuha laughs, covers his mouth in shock, only to laugh through it. There are still tears flooding down those pale cheeks. Beidou is a little afraid she may have caused the poor kid to lose his mind. “He was, though. He walked right into Tenshukaku Palace with the foolish faith that he could endure Musuo no Ittou, and if not, what would it matter? He would have no consequences to speak of afterwards, with no life left within him.” And then he takes a shaky breath, the laughter dying abruptly. “It was cruel. His decision, it was thoughtless and cruel and now…now I find myself lost on how to persevere.” 


 


  Ah. Well, if he’d gotten used to her so quickly, it makes sense that his…friend, was similar to as boisterous and overconfident as she can be. Although she probably wouldn’t walk right to her own death, though. Either way, she understands him a little better now. 


 


  “Kazuha, how old are you, kid?” 


 


  “I’m sixteen.” 


 


  She forces the string of cusses to stay in her mind, rather than spoken aloud, and instead, she reaches out and grips his shoulder, giving it a tight squeeze. 


 


  “Things seem shit right now. I won’t lie to you, they will be for a while. But you’ve got a good head on your shoulders, you just need time. Time, and a good spar. Come on, samurai boy, We can beat the shit out of each other for a while.” 


 


  …


 


  She’s still irked the next day when she catches the amused glances of the crew following her loss. It was fucking 
  
    close
  
  , okay, the kid got lucky. Even so, he’s shown that he’s capable and the way he’d looked mid spar, eyes alight and the tiniest of smirks on his lips upon his victory had been worth it. 


 


  Maybe, on their detours, she’ll let him fight. It goes against everything she stands for, but he’d finally looked alive, present, like he was living and breathing in that moment. So, as long as she sticks close, what’s the harm? 


 


  …


 


  She doesn’t expect them to become the unit that they do, though. Together, they’re like a hurricane, a thunderstorm, and the way he interacts with her electro says a lot about what the masterless vision used to hold. Stories are told about them, bards write ballads, treasure hoarders nearly shit themselves when they realise who they’ve messed with. 


 


  It’s honestly the most fun she’s had with anyone but Ning, and maybe a very few select others. He’s growing on her, like moss on a tree, and he’s also affecting her negatively if that’s the fucking stupid flowery bullshit metaphor she’s using for it. 


 


  He’s smiling more and more these days, interacting with the crew willingly, and if he isn’t with them, well, everyone knows where his usual perch is, up high on the ship’s shoulder. 


 


  He always looks contemplative when he’s up there, and occasionally she’ll hear him composing something and stop to listen, because the kid can say some profound stuff. 


 


  She’s self aware enough to notice the way he’s burrowing his way deep, deep into her heart, claiming a place there completely unintentionally, and it’s going to fuck her up when she has to say goodbye to him in Liyue, probably for good. He’s a wanderer, he’d said wistfully once, he’ll just go where the wind takes him. She’s not foolish enough to believe the wind will keep him in Liyue just because she wants him in her life. 


 


  It’s the shittiest thing that could have come of all of this. 


 


  …


 


  “I bet your parents probably miss you like crazy,” Beidou muses one night, as they’re sitting on the floorboards of her quarters as he attempts to teach her how to crochet. She sucks at it. 


 


  Kazuha just shakes his head. “They were not kind people. I doubt I’d be exaggerating if I assumed they hadn’t spared me a thought since they abandoned me.”


 


  Beidou pauses, her occupied hands frozen in place. “Abandoned?” 


 


  “Oh, yes.” He says, as though it doesn’t bother him at all. “It is just how things are done, a tradition in the Kaedehara Klan. Tradition, however, dictates they return to claim me after two years. They did not. I believe my departure was a mere day after my seventh year.” 


 


  Beidou wants to find them, and then strangle them until they can come up with a single good fucking reason to do that to a kid, let alone their own. And if they don’t, what she does is nobody’s business but her own. 


 


  “How did you survive?” 


 


  “The kindness of strangers, occasionally,” He looks thoughtful, even as he continues to crochet, “Mostly through bartering and through winning in combat, and well, sometimes I admit I may have resorted to thievery. Although, by my thirteenth year, I was quite adept at making any place I found myself into my home.” 


 


  It’s heartbreaking. It explains a lot, too. “Where did you learn to compose?” 


 


  “I found myself alone quite a few times,” Kazuha shrugs daintily. “It is good to keep the mind as occupied, strong, and well exercised, as your body, in times of strife. Eventually, I grew quite fond of it. I find it calming, and the language beautiful, ever changing but all the same in the end. Words are just words, it is how you utilise them that alters their impact.” 


 


  She hadn’t realised. His mind, his poetic disposition, it’s what must have kept him sane. And here he sits, teaching her to crochet, and acting like his childhood wasn’t a a dumpster fire of trauma. 


 


  “And then you met the idiot.” She deduces, and he grins, then, and nods.


 


  “I wanted nothing from him in the beginning. He was…loud, and ignorant. Yet he was kind. He had ambition that I could not help but feel inspired by. He became something precious to me, so much so that I never left his side.” And then Kazuha frowns, and looks away. “Except for just a few days. And I was too late on my return to do anything for him in return for all that he had given me.” 


 


  Beidou sighs softly. “If you’d gotten there any sooner, you’d both be dead. And what would be the point of that, huh? Two dead kids, for no reason. Nah, you did enough just being his friend, I’d bet.” 


 


  She contemplates her next move carefully, and then, she decides that if it will help, she’ll gladly share her own story too. “You wanna know why I help the common folk so much? Why I give freebies to the ones who can’t pay?” 


 


  Kazuha’s eyes widen and he leans forward in interest. “I had admittedly pondered your actions.” 


 


  She smiles at him, albeit small and wistful, and begins. “Growing up, we had pretty much nothing to our name. No titles, food and mora were scarce, and I got real good at climbing trees to steal fruits so we could eat. It was difficult, but it made me strong. Even then, when I got a ship of my own, I was cast out by pompous merchants with sticks up their ass and outdated ideas about class. So, I’ve worked my ass off to get here. I always figured, if you can change something, change it.” 


 


  Kazuha bites at his lip. “What if you can’t?” 


 


  “Don’t waste your time thinking about it. How will that help with anything? Nah, you gotta think about the future. About what you can do for yourself, to make things better. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t rely on people you trust, though. You should never force yourself to carry that shit on your own, you hear me?” 


 


  Kazuha flushes as she must catch onto what she’d figured he’d try to take away from that. Then, with a small smile, he looks at her and says, “Can I rely on you, Beidou?” 


 


  It’s the first time he’s used her first name. It’s the first time he’s even suggested that he’d like them to be close as well, at least verbally. There have been other hints. 


 


  “Yeah, Kazuha. If you ever, and I really mean it, if you ever find yourself stuck, I’ll help you deal with it.” 


 


  “I realise now I’ve never thanked you,” Kazuha murmurs, “And I am, indeed thankful. Indebted to you, additionally. Yet, I’ve never relied on anybody before. Aside from Tomo.” 


 


  It’s also the first mention of his friend’s name. Tomo. She’ll remember it for him, another person to keep that memory alive for Kazuha. 


 


  “If it’s too difficult for you right now-“


 


  “No, I’m attempting to tell you that you’ve made it somehow effortless for me to find myself falling back on you. Relying on you has already become second nature, to me. I can’t comprehend how it happened without my cognisance, until now.” 


 


  Beidou can’t hold it back any longer. She drops the stupid crochet shit and grabs him by his shoulders, pulling him in far tighter than she really should. His little ‘oof’ of surprise is so endearing that she presses her face to the crown of his head, and doesn’t release him for a long moment. 


 


  Afterwards, she just shrugs her shoulders when he looks at her with a questioning gaze. 


 


  “Wanted to do it. Did it. Don’t regret it.” She states simply, blunt, to the point, and he laughs, open and free.


 


  “I enjoyed it, as well. It’s certainly been a while since I’ve been given such a kind touch.” 


 


  She frowns again. Looks at him with her most serious expression. “No offence kid, but I’m going to find your parents, and kill them in cold blood.” 


 


  He just smiles at her, serene. “Oh, after they didn’t come for me it didn’t take more than a few moons for me to discover they were already long gone. I am the only one left with the Kaedehara Klan title, now.” 


 


  She huffs, but she’s glad they’re at least gone. “I guess I didn’t do it myself, but at least it’s done.” 





  A long pause, and then, “Back on the topic of survival, you could marry rich. That’s been pretty fun for me so far.” 





  She barely dodges the book Kazuha has snatched off the desk behind him to throw at her. 



  …


 


  It’s one of those nights where spirits are high and tankards are raised and raucous laughter rings out overwhelming even the roaring seas.




 


  Her crew are in good spirits after a day of recovering some 
  insanely valuable 
  goods from an encampment of treasure hoarders, and Beidou lives for moments like this, it’s half the reason she chose this life for herself. The adrenaline of the battle and the gratification and pride in the win. 


 


  It’s Juza, lifting his hand, that catches her eye over his tankard and discretely he directs her attention to the closed door of her quarters. She frowns, surprised, because they all owe this win to Kazuha, he had been their wild card, the hoarder’s final devastation. So why isn’t he out here celebrating? 


 


  She looks back to Juza, who looks up even mid conversation with Yinxing, always somehow able to tell what she needs without fail. There’s a reason he’s her chief mate. They nod at each other, and just like that he is Captain in her stead while she checks in on 
  her 
   the boy. 


 


  She pauses in the doorway and watches him with worried eyes. He’s huddled on the bed, knees pulled up to his chest and arms wrapped around them tightly, head dropped low. It’s not like she doesn’t know he’s still struggling, not like she’s forgotten, but she hadn’t expected this tonight of nights. 


 


  “Kazuha?” Her voice isn’t gentle the way most people’s would be with kids in distress, but she just doesn’t know how to do that and it’s just another reason why she would never make for a good caretaker. She fails him every day. 


 


  “Beidou.” His voice is steady for but he doesn’t lift his head. Just stays completely still, with seemingly no plans to change that. 


 


  “So, it’s finally caught up to you, huh?” She asks, uncertain, because she’d kind of thought it already had, but she’s never seen him like this before and it’s been seven weeks. Certainly on land, not a long time, but on a confined ship, people tend to become much closer over time. 


 


  “That’s not it.” Kazuha finally lifts his head, and while those dark bags are finally gone, he still seems just…empty, sometimes. She considers Baizhu chatting away during a night out drinking, and thinks he called something like that disassociation. There’s not much she can do about that, except make sure he doesn’t accidentally cause himself harm. This isn’t that though, so again, she is at a loss. 


 


  “You gotta give me something here, kid.” She prods, resting her tankard down on the desk and coming to stand by the bed, “I wanna help you out, but I can’t help if I don’t know what’s going on in that head you fill with a pot of prose and a fucking windmill of insecurity.” 


 


  He snorts, and she grins. Point one for Beidou, she thinks victoriously. He always seems to find her insults funny, even when most others would be offended, some even reaching for their weapons. She’s never intentionally rude, she just tells it like it is. Except for when she tells it like it isn’t, and that is called 
  lying. 
  Either way, she feels like he won’t protest if she moves closer.


 


  It’s thoughtless, the way she reaches out and brushes white locks out of his face as she settles down facing him, seated on the end of the bed. “It’s inconsequential and senseless. Do not worry yourself over my troubles tonight. Please, just enjoy the celebration.” 


 


  If she wasn’t worried before, she is now. “That’s fucking stupid, why would I do that?” She frowns and crosses her arms, “What, you think I’ll see you all down like this, probably shitting all over yourself like usual, and just walk away, have a drink, laugh the night away?” 


 


  Kazuha jolts a bit, and his lips twitch in a way that belays his attempt to hide his amusement when he offers a soft, “Yes?”


 


  She whacks his leg. He kicks her arm as it retracts. Oh, it’s on. 


 


  So, it’s probably not helpful that they devolve into kicks and punches and slaps and elbows and even a fricking headbutt at one point, but nobody ever claimed she was a 
  good 
  adult. 


 


  Even so, Kazuha is laughing freely and doing his best to tackle her when she manages to get a knee free and get him in the stomach. He goes down hard, breathing heavily, and then that look is on his face again. Shit, should she keep hitting him? It was fun a moment ago, but she isn’t so sure it’s the right move now. 


 


  “This.” He says, finally, still catching his breath as the back of his unscathed hand comes up to collect his gathering tears. 


 


  “What’s that, kid?” Beidou asks, wondering if by some miracle beating kids up and letting them beat you in return actually makes them open up to you. She doesn’t think that’s exactly ethical, but if it works she’ll take it. 


 


  “It’s this. This is the reason that I am…distressed.” 


 


  Beidou’s mouth has gone dry. She knew it, she fucking knew that she was bad for this kid, she’d known from the start that she was the worst possible person to be looking after a teenager.




 


  But hearing him say it feels like someone has fucked her wife, stabbed her guts and ripped her heart out with their own hands all at once. 


 


  She was never supposed to care this much.


 


  “I’m sorry.” Because what else can she say? She’s beyond sorry, beyond repentant, beyond any ornery word the kid could come up with to describe just how much she hates herself right now. Or, how much it fucking hurts. 


 


  Kazuha, still dabbing at wet cheeks with billowy sleeves, frowns at her, confusion plain on his round face, the tiniest of stubborn baby face clinging onto his face. “Why are you at fault? My heart is my own and as such are my hopeless longings.” 


 


  Wait, now she’s confused as well. “I don’t think we’re even reading the same book anymore, Kid.” She readily admits, and he looks briefly embarassed before sitting himself up and taking an adorably big breath, as if to prepare himself for what he’s about to say.





  Morax, why couldn’t he have been hers? Why didn’t she get to hold him when he was small, teach him how to fight, raise him right? What was his first word? When did he take his first steps, or try his favourite food for the first time? Why not her? 


 


  Why them? They hadn’t deserved him. Whether they’d come back for him back then or not, they hadn’t deserved this precious kid one bit. 


 


  “My troubles, at current, are due to the nature of my…emotional attachment, to you.” He explains, and while his voice may be calm his eyes are anywhere but on her. 


 


  It takes her a moment. “You’re upset because we’re friends?” She asks, incredulous. This kid is a real fucking weirdo sometimes. She wants to keep him so bad she thinks it’s the closest she’ll get to a heart attack every time she thinks about it. 


 


  His cheeks flush a much darker red then, and he swallows, fiddles with a sleeve, and then, much quieter than his previous statement, as though hoping she won’t hear, he explains, “You are the epitome of what I envisage a mother…one who cared for me, would be like.” 


 


  Oh. 


 


  
    Oh. 
  



  



  
    This kid.
  


 


  “Let me guess, you think that would freak me out or something?” She asks, as if her heart isn’t pounding a new rhythm against her chest and her stomach isn’t writhing and her mind isn’t racing. She ignores the desperate hope that is trying it’s damn best to take over. 


 


  “Doesn’t it?” He asks, soft, unsure, but finally looking at her again. “I have had parents, and I have no need of them anymore. It is…peculiar, humiliating and…” he frowns hard, tears welling up yet again, “Frightening, that this of all things, is the pipe dream that my heart is intent on.” 


 


  Beidou can’t help it. It’s not her fault, it’s just, shit, the one and only kid she’s ever wanted to be anywhere near, has just admitted he sees her as a mother. Her eyes widen. She could put the adoption papers through on fast track if she flaunts Ninggaung’s favour with the staff, he could be her son within days of docking, it would be that easy.


 


  “Please do not mock my feelings.” Kazuha’s voice wavers, and she blinks out of her reverie to see him looking absolutely 
  devastated. Fuck
  .


 


  “No, fuck, kid, I was- it’s just, you’re under eighteen, so legally, I can adopt you. I was just thinking about that, is all.”


 


  Kazuha looks starstruck for just a moment before he recovers. “You would adopt me?”


 


  “Listen,” Beidou can’t keep the smile off her face, this is the second best day of her archons damned life. “I never wanted kids, I mean 
  ever.
   I don’t even really know how to talk to them, and honestly, even teenagers are a bit much for me. I know how to deal with adults just fine, cause I don’t give a fuck if I hurt their feelings or something, you know? That’s their problem.”


 


   She knows he’s growing confused by the look on his face and spares a small, gentle squeeze of his uninjured hand. She’s going somewhere with this, and if she can see anyone being patient enough to find out, it’s her kid. 


 


  “But then you got on my ship and ruined everything.” He blanches, and she snorts unattractively in amusement. “No, not like that.All that stuff, about never wanting to be someone’s Mom? You may as well have stepped out of that crate with the adoption papers ready, kid. Each day, the more I got to know you, and the more I realised how fucking special you are, the more I wished you were 
  my 
  kid.” She throws her arms up, “Hell, I wanna yell 
  “That’s my son!” 
  When you beat the shit out of someone or put on one of your fancy poetry performances, and I always thought that was a weird as fuck thing to do before.” 


 


  She waits, as Kazuha stares at her, looking like he’s been told a secret so huge that he can’t comprehend it. 


 


  “I want that with you, kiddo. So, since you said you do too, then let’s just fucking do it. Be my son.” Oh, oh no. It’s the last sentence that does her in, her voice cracking, her pride fucking shattering on the floor. She isn’t crying but she’s sure her eyes are at least glossy. “Kazuha, be my son.” 


 


  He’s so damn light that she isn’t even thrown backwards when he launches himself at her, his arms around her and his body shivering, repeating the same words over and over.


 


  “Yes,” “please,” and “mom.” 


 


  …


 


  So, she might have forgotten to consider Ning in all of this. Sort of. A bit. 


 


  So when they jump down from the starboard together just because Kazuha had implied she 
  couldn’t
   safely do so, she comes face to face with the most beautiful and most terrifying woman on the planet. 


 


  “Hey hot stuff,” She goes for casual, and barely holds back a laugh when she sees Kazuha’s nose wrinkle in distaste. “How’s running the city been?” 


 


  “Did you do the paperwork.” It isn’t even a question, it’s a dry statement, and Beidou rolls her eyes as she presents said thick folder to her wife in return. 


 


  Ninggaung smiles. “I’ve missed you very much.” She says, as she drops a publicly appropriate kiss on Beidou’s cheek. Beidou chuckles. 


 


  “Ah, and they say love is unconditional when truly it all depends on whether or not a bunch of work sheets are filled out.” She teases happily, wrapping her arms around her wife and feeling that familiar joy and adoration she felt every time she came back to dock to find Ning waiting for her. 


 


  “In this case, it does,” Ninggaung says sweetly, “Or of course, I could fine or even jail you for the clear code violation of child trafficking.” 


 


  Oh shit. Oh no. That’s the saccharine sweet voice Ninggaung uses when she’s about to make her sleep on the couch. Oh, come 
  on, 
  not on the first night back! 


 

 


  “It isn’t what it looks like,” Beidou holds a hand up placatingly, “He’s…” She glances over at Kazuha, eyes wide and panicked, and the boy strides over until he’s standing close enough for the both of them to hear him even at a whisper. 


 


  “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, your excellency.” He bows, though it is still the Inazuman way. Ning maybe even looks a little less murderous. “My name is Kaedehara Kazuha. I am sixteen, and a former member of the resistance in Inazuma. It was simply happenstance that Captain Beidou was docked upon my need to flee Inazuma.” 


 


  “The Shogun herself wanted him dead, Ning, the fuck was I supposed to do? And look at him! Look at those cute little cheeks!” She pinches one, just because she knows it will embarrass the kid, “And he’s well educated, a hard worker-“


 


  “Do not tell me you asked a child to work on the journey.” Ning has closed her eyes. That’s the ‘I’m about to commit murder’ face. 


 


  “Ah, I apologise, Your Excellency, but I did offer, and I also enjoyed the work. I think perhaps you think I am younger than I am.” 


 


  Ninggaung blinks one single eye open. “You offered?”


 


  “Insisted.”


 


  “And how old are you?” 


 


  “Sixteen.”


 


  Ningguang opens both eyes and makes what much classier people would classify as a sigh. It’s really just the tiniest of exhales. “I’ll admit I thought you were perhaps twelve years of age.” 


 


  Kazuha blushes and Beidou loses her shit, laughing so hard a tear comes to her eye, all as Ninggaung watches on with exasperation. 


 


  “It seems to be an unfortunate misunderstanding that befalls me often.” Kazuha mumbles, sounding almost grumpy about it. 


 


  “Aw, kiddo,” Beidou doesn’t even pause in her laughter to tease him. 


 


  “As I’m sure you know, I am Lady Ninggaung of the Liyue Qixing, and due to rather unfortunate circumstances of my own, I am the Captain’s wife. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance as well, Kaedehara Kazuha.”


 


  “Just call him Kazuha,” Beidou pipes up, covering for the way Kazuha seems utterly charmed by Ninggaung’s charisma and intrigued by the differences between them. 


 


  “Very well then, if that is what he prefers,” Ning agrees easily, and then one of her softer, more gentle smiles takes it’s place on her face. “I must admit it’s very strange to see you getting along so well with someone younger than twenty one.” She murmurs softly, lovingly, “It’s even stranger that you introduced us properly and haven’t taken your hand off his shoulder since, love.” 


 


  Wait, really? Beidou and Kazuha both glance at her hand resting on his shoulder in surprise and then give each other an amused look. 


 


  “I can see where you’re coming from,” Beidou begins, getting ready for whatever backlash may come, “But I have to admit something.”


 


  “Mm, darling?” 


 


  “Ning, Ninggaung, love of my life, soulmate-“


 


  “The point, please.”


 


  “There is one piece of paperwork I haven’t done.” Beidou grins as she says it, and sees the moment Kazuha has to turn away to hide his amusement as he quickly catches on.


 


  “You…you literally did it all, except for one document?” Ninggaung confirms, looking equal parts incredulous and exasperated. “I’m giving you a fine for the scratches you left on the harbour.”


 


  “Tch, the harbours fine.” Beidou eyes the harbour that she actually did leave scratches on nervously. Oops. 


 


  “Well, which document was so difficult to fill out that you couldn’t do it?” Ningguang asks expectantly, and Beidou’s beam returns full force. 


 


  “Adoption papers.”


 


  Ning blinks. “I didn’t include…oh, oh I see.” She looks between Beidou and Kazuha slowly, elegant in her movements, but Beidou has known her long enough to recognise that she is struggling to make this make sense. It’s not like Beidou hadn’t been vocal about her opinions on things like this after all. 


 


  Except then she focuses on Kazuha, narrows her eyes, and asks, “Are you absolutely certain you want to be legally as well as familiality linked to this woman forever? I did it, and I would feel incredibly dishonest if I did not warn you that she is a nightmare of a person.” 


For some reason, her last sentence makes Kazuha bite his lip hard to avoid a laugh and his eyes dart between them with an amusement she doesn’t quite understand the source of. 


  Beidou doesn’t take offence, she knows her wife isn’t serious, it’s just her way of attempting to begin some kind of relationship with the boy, which makes perfect sense considering what with their marriage, he’ll be her son too. 


 


  Huh, Beidou really doesn’t think things through. That hadn’t even crossed her mind. 


 


  Kazuha though, he smiles, but it is a small, shy thing, and oh Beidou could die because it is so obvious he is trying to make a good impression. “I am quite satisfied with my decision, your excellency. Mom has helped me achieve my lost strength of mind and heart, and we care for each other a great deal, I’m afraid.” 


 


  Ah, jeez. Right in the heart.


 


  Ningguang makes a soft sound of approval. “Young man, you seem quite well spoken. Intelligent, respectful, 
  
    suitably 
  
  dressed,” She knows it’s a jab at her lack of pants and she just shrugs, smug, until Ninggaung finishes with, “Well, it’ll certainly be more believable for the citizens of Liyue that she’s your mother if I am too.” 


 


  “Are you implying-“


 


  “Oh, darling, I am more than implying.” Ningguang smirks, and archons damn her for the way it makes Beidou’s heart flutter. “In any case, there is a document to be filled and submitted, and a new son for me to get to know, so we shall take a change in routine and I shall clear my schedule for today.” She declares, and then turns apologetic eyes on Kazuha, “As my position dictates, that is truly the most I can do, just the one full day together. However I will find the time to see you frequently, assuming you aren’t on a trip with your other mother at the time.” 


 


  Kazuha’s smile is blinding, and his eyes are watering, and archons, Beidou can honestly say she’s never seen a person so overwhelmingly happy in her entire life. 


 


  “That would be wonderful.” 


  



2. Chapter 2

Summary for the Chapter:
            Ningguang and Kazuha find a new normal together, though adjusting to such a big change can be…trying.

          


    
     


  Ningguang holds out a hand, and by the time her fingers gracefully flatten, Kazuha has placed the freshly filled inkwell in it, neither of them paying each other any notice somehow, just moving as though it’s simply muscle memory. 


 


  Except, it can’t be, because they met just a few weeks ago. 


 


  Ganyu shrinks closer to Keqing’s side. “I know…we shouldn’t gossip,” 


 


  “But it’s impossible not to.” Keqing nods her agreement firmly, though her volume matches Ganyu’s shaken whisper. “It’s like they’re actually related.” 


 


  Ganyu frowns. “Well, the paperwork 
  has 
  been submitted and approved, so they are related.” She considers her own relationship with Cloud Retainer and Xiao, and thinks this is much the same. To her, they are her family. So for The Lady Tianquan, Captain Beidou, and Kazuha, they are too. 


 


  “I didn’t mean it like that.” Keqing huffs, though she does look a little admonished. “It’s just- see! That! Did you see that?” 


 


  Ganyu had in fact, witnessed yet another unbelievable series of events between the two sharing space together at her employer’s desk. 


 


  Kazuha’s quill had snapped, too quietly for Ningguang to possibly have heard it, and yet, as the boy gracefully cleans the spilt ink off of the polished imported aralia wood, Lady Ningguang has taken those brief moments to slip a new quill next to his stack of papers. She doesn’t even look up from her own, the entire time! 


 


  Kazuha thanks her softly, and neither girl miss the way their Lady’s face softens slightly, the way the exhaustion on her face seems to fall back, just a bit. 


 


  “You know what,” Keging says finally, after growing impatient with Ganyu’s awed silence. “I bet they secretly 
  are 
  biologically related. This is just too…strange, if not.” 


 


  Ganyu smiles, thinking of gentle flights and hard gazes that had spoken volumes when words weren’t needed. “No, I just think they found each other a little later than normal.” 


 


  Keqing considers her words, as she always does, even though Ganyu knows she’s going to somehow add something similar to her Rex Lapis fanfiction later. She’ll probably pick Alatus to take Kazuha’s role in it. It’s almost funny, that Ganyu thinks that may as well be true as well. “I suppose. She does seem…”


 


  “Happier. More settled.” Ganyu chimes in softly, “Perhaps, all she really needed, was a son. She even leaves the chamber on time, so she can be home with him if he’s spent the day out, did you know?” 


 


  “Mn, I didn’t.” Keqing admits, frowning, “Her work is always still done, so i figured-“


 


  “He helps.” Ganyu murmurs, conspiringly this time, “She lets him fill out 
  her personal work. 
  The work that has her own signature at the bottom.” 


 


  Keqing crosses her arms, a put upon expression on her face. “She doesn’t even let us do that.” 


 


  “Exactly.”


 


  …


 


  Beidou stays for only a few days, as usual, but this time there’s an extra seat at their table, an extra mouth to feed, and Ningguang watches with careful eyes as the two banter quietly (well, in Kazuha’s case anyway) and move around each other without need of verbal communication. Her heart swells at the same time that it sinks. 


 


  She is not going to be good at this. 


 


  …


 


  Their first day alone together, Ningguang is hit with a sudden, and uncharacteristic feeling of being completely out of her depth. She’s always been self assured in everything she’s done, with good reason - she’s meticulous. Educated, calculating, she knows where the checkers will move and knows how to end the game in her favour. 


 


  A teenager, looking up at her with a nervous smile, is not a game. It’s nowhere close to one. Her silver tongue will do her no favours, strategy is pointless when children are unpredictable, and honestly, she maybe, is able to admit that she is concerned that she will be disappointing for him. 


 


  Beidou had waved goodbye the way she always has done, except this time, her eyes hadn’t left the family she was leaving for a second, not until she was on board and calling directions to the Krux. 


 


  Perhaps, deep inside, she might feel a little bit inadequate, knowing that the two of them already share a bond so deep it only took them a couple of months to become family. 


 


  What if she can’t do that? She can be cold, and she can be…just a little bit pretentious, in the words of others, at times. 


 


  What happens when she hurts his feelings, or archons, what if she can’t show affection in that easy way Beidou does each day, without even a thought spared to it. 


 


  “I’m quite interested to hear about the current negotiations between the Liyue Qixing and Sumeru Nomarch that I heard Beidou wish you luck for…Though I was not intentionally eavesdropping on you, nor Mom when you were speaking this morning, you’ll find my ears are intensely sensitive to sounds. It is unusual, I’m aware.” His head is tilted away, the slightest of winces on his face, and she offers him the same smile she offers her diplomatic guests. It isn’t intentional, but old habits are indeed, easy to fall back on when in moments of uncertainty. 


 


  “Oh, I doubt you’d be the type to do such a thing,” She assures, waving her hand in dismissal. “There’s no reason to feel reprimanded. I am, however, surprised you’re interested in such topics. Are you perhaps hoping for a career in politics?” 


 


  She knows he isn’t. Beidou had filled her in over the course of the last few nights, whispered words shared between them in soft, special moments, fingers linked and touches shared and then in the quieter, heavier instances, Beidou had bared her heart fully. She had opened herself up, taken that heavy heart, and allowed Ningguang her trust as she’d laid it down into her hands with equal parts determination and vulnerability. 


 


  She knows her people, the entirety of Liyue almost, cannot fathom how they make it work. She cannot fathom how it couldn’t. 


 


  In truth, she could recite every single thing Beidou has ever learned about the boy. But that, while it makes for an exceptional advantage in a political situation, only seems unfair here. 


 


  However, the lithe samurai turns his gaze back to meet hers and it’s calculating, she watches, as he seems to contemplate something for a time. She sees exactly what Bei means, when her wife had at one point laughed quietly and whispered, ‘Sometimes, when he’s thinking real hard about something, his eye will twitch just a bit and then he’ll 
  pout. 
  I don’t think he even knows he’s doing it, Ning, but it’s cute as hell.’ 


 


  She wouldn’t describe it as more than…sweet, herself. His mind must be made, because he turns those gemstone red eyes on her and speaks, soft but not upset, “I’m sure you’re most familiar with my ambitions, Mom would not have been capable of keeping our trials and tribulations together from her own partner. It is…abundant, how deeply her affections for you run. Personally, I believe communication is the bedrock of all healthy relationships.” 


 


  She doesn’t know him well enough yet to know if he is over explaining himself out of nerves, or he’s simply that direct with his thoughts, in which case that is something he shares with her wife. Even if Beidou’s thoughts tend to be a lot less eloquent and teetering- no, pushing and mocking on the edge of being crude. She is however, both amused and almost charmed by his manner of speaking. The child certainly has a way with words. 


 


  “I’m glad you’re not upset over it,” She concedes with grace, as the clever boy nods along attentively. “It was of course, no attempt to deceive you.” She glances between the way he is absently rubbing his thumb against cold stone and notes that his fiddling does not take away from his focus. A habit then, perhaps. 


 


  “It’s…a particularly perplexing situation.” 


 


  She frowns to herself when she realises his thumb has stopped moving in those soothing circles and his eyes are glued to the remnants of their lunch. He’s anxious about something. Working up the nerve to address it, despite that anxiety, as well. She’s always been exceptional at reading people, it’s what makes them so easy to manipulate. 


 


  In this case, however, it only makes her wonder at how a child like this can have such strong resolve yet such low self importance. It is obviously not for his own benefit, that he is about to speak up about whatever is troubling him about their ‘perplexing situation’. She’s sure she could take a guess. 


 


  “It is indeed not a common experience myself,” She aims to lighten the mood just enough, offering him affinity in the form of a smile. “I find that however unprepared I was for something like this, especially when one considers my wife’s disposition and distaste for children, I am rather…” She’s been able to school her features into something neutral for years, it feels strange letting go of that in this moment. “Invested, and very much looking forward to knowing you, Kazuha.” 


 


  The little samurai’s cheeks light up a bright, crimson red, and a dainty laugh is unexpectedly drawn from her lips when she realises the flush almost matches his eyes. Yes, she can definitely see how he’d endeared Bei to him so swiftly. 


 


  “Ah, I…” It must be a first, she ponders to herself, the way he finds himself at a loss for words. A victory for herself, then. 


 


  And then she reminds herself that this isn’t a game. It isn’t politics, or duty, or placating. 


 


  This is the boy she has legally adopted alongside Beidou. This is her 
  son. 
  She feels the shame hit her hard, and she places the ornate teacup down a little too carefully on its dish. Before looking back up to meet curious eyes. 


 


  “Have you something distressing weighing on your mind?” He asks, earnest and wide eyed. “Just now, you had this look in your eye, like you were troubled deeply.” 


 


  Perceptive. Hm. It really is too bad he doesn’t wish to go into politics instead. He’d certainly have far more financial security that way, even if she’s already opened an account in his name and filled it with more mora than she knew what he could possibly use it all for in his entire lifetime. 


 


  “Ah, well, that is often the case for the Tianquan,” She plays off what she thinks is easily, though the frown on his face says he doesn’t quite believe her. 


 


  “Very well.” Kazuha murmurs into his tea, “Your thoughts belong to you alone, yet if you decide to share them, I am always willing to lend my ears and voice to the cause.” Something in the way he speaks is teasing, she realises in pleasant surprise, and he’s only sipping his tea to hide his grin. 


 


  “You seem to find my presence discomforting,” he tells her, a moment later, and she winces because she’d hoped he wouldn’t realise. “Might I ask, for what reason?” 


 


  If he is willing to make the first move, she should be honest, she supposes, “I’m not sure how well you’re going to like me, as a mother. I’m…difficult, and particular and very busy.” 


 


  “I already like you.” Kazuha says quietly. “And I myself, share your doubts. Though, in reverse.” He looks around himself, taking in the elegance and overwhelming extravagance of the Jade Chamber’s tea room, “I’m…likely an indecorous addition to your way of living.” 


 


  Ninggaung’s eyes widen. The thought had never once crossed her mind, and even then, Kazuha fits the tone of the Jade Chamber like he’s been here a thousand times before. If not for the way Ganyu had politely stopped to greet him on his entrance, and Keging had stared at him in disbelief, she could easily believe this was just another day in the chamber for him. The idea that he feels just as fretful over their attempt to bond as she does is however, a great relief, for some reason. It places them on equal ground, both feeling this out with hopeful hands and caution. 


 


  “I think,” Ningguang’s smile is soft, gentle, and honest as she reaches over the surface of the aralia wood and tentatively, places her hand on his own. By the archons, he is small, even compared to her. “That you have not yet realised that your place in our lives and lifestyles already makes perfect sense. I see Beidou in you, albeit perhaps if she used a little more reason and tact, and I see myself, in that quiet intelligence.” A pause, and then, “I am not attempting to brag, though, of course. I simply know my own strengths.” 


 


  Kazuha’s smile is something very special indeed, and she makes sure to imprint the memory into her mind to bring up in times of need. 


 


  “I never pictured myself in these kinds of circumstances. In all my travels, I have never had a doubt that a home was something unmerited, at least, for myself.” He is peering down at the stone he was rubbing, the masterless vision Bei had mentioned, Ningguang realises. 


 


  Because of this he does not see the way she falters as her heart drops, just a little bit. Unmerited? No. Simply, she thinks, Celestia and Rex Lapis were setting the pieces on the board, and it must have taken them more time than they intended. She has faith that Rex Lapis himself, is probably watching them with satisfied content. 


 


  “This time together, and this feeling welling inside me, has made me feel that loss more than I ever have in previous turns of the years. I’m grateful to Beidou, yes, for showing me that I can have that, and so tenderly offering me a place in her own. But I am also grateful to you, a ruler of your own nation, a woman of refinement and respect, taking all of a few moments to unquestionably accept me as well.” 


 


  She melts, as much as her dignity will allow, and refills his jasmine blend.Archons, she almost feels like crying for their boy, too young to have to be so alone, and so strengthened by that isolation. “If I’m honest, there was never a chance I wouldn’t have accepted you. The way my wife looks at you was enough for me. I’m just incredibly glad you’re the person that you are. In any case, I feel that we’ve found ourselves quite assured of where we now stand.” 


 


  “Yes, I do believe we have.” He has gone back to rubbing the masterless vision and it takes her a moment, before the name Beidou had impressed with a heavy tone and deep respect, comes to the forefront of her mind. 


 


  Tomo. If he ever wishes to speak about his lost friend, she would be more than interested to know what kind of person he was, to hold such a strong grip on Kazuha’s heart. 


 


  “The Sumeru Nomarch, while he often has an amusing deference to myself and the Fontaine Dirigeant, is lately taking issue with a great many details of a trade agreement Antoinette of the Dirigeant and I had proposed. His main issue, it seems, is that he believes it isn’t wise to pass imports through more than two nations at a time. If he had any idea of what my wife does for a living, I think he’d have an aneurism.” 


 


  It’s the first time she’s heard him laugh, and she hopes to hear it a great many times in the future. “Just how many nations are proposed in the trade route?” 


 


  She startles, surprised at such a question, and then feels a touch foolish. If he asked about it, he obviously knew enough to have relevant questions and genuine interest.


 


  “Oh, well I suppose four might seem like a high number, but when you consider the size of Mondstadt and it’s proximity, it really isn’t. Antoinette and I devised that the route would pass through Fontaine, Sumeru, Liyue, find it’s conclusion in Mondstadt, and then begin anew in reverse order. The Grandmaster thought it to be an excellent plan, though I do believe this has more to do with Mondstadt’s limited supply flow, for her.” 


 


  Kazuha nods, and tilts his head. “It does seem like a sound plan, though I cannot claim to be entirely affluent in the politics of such a thing. However, is there a nation in particular the Sumeru Nomarch has claimed an….unwise, location in this route?” 


 


  Ningguang frowns. “Yes, actually. He was quite against Mondstadt even being included. His chosen arguments in most recent correspondence spoke of the small size of Mond, and the lack of supplies they could have to give in return.” 


 


  Kazuha just nods. “In that case, how is his working relationship with the Acting Grandmaster of Mondstadt?” 


 


  “Rather…” Ninggaung’s jaw slackens, just the slightest bit, and her eyes grow wide. “Bitter. He was very much in awe of her predecessor, Varka, but when the man stepped down he didn’t so much as contact the Nomarch once, in the time since. The Natlan Rayiys once said in passing that she thought Varka hurt poor Ammon’s feelings.” 


 


  “Emotions tend to find their way into even the most innocuous of engagements.” Kazuha sips his tea thoughtfully, “Could it be he holds that resentment towards the Acting Grandmaster in his stead?” 


 


  If Beidou hadn’t found him first, Ningguang would have snatched him up in a heartbeat, after a discussion like this. His thoughtfulness, emotional intelligence and disregard for the actual law itself is somehow making him the perfect antithesis to her own law, order and success focused mind. Emotions, or relationships in general, hadn’t even come to mind. 


 


  “I will speak to Jean.” Ningguang states decisively. Oh, Antoinette is going to get a kick out of this one, the official known for being agreeable and easy to deal with holding out on them over a 
  grudge.
   One that isn’t even aimed at the right person, only who she represents. She’ll also probably be a little annoyed that he’s stolen her shtick, considering how well known she is for being difficult if you’d slighted her recently. 


 


  “Perhaps all that is necessary is a little bit of placating.” Kazuha considers, “Certainly, Jean cannot be held responsible for her predecessor’s actions, and nobody can be held accountable for someone else’s heart’s emotions, unless of course, pain is caused with intent.” 


 


  She has no idea what comes over her, but before she knows it she’s dropped one soft, callous free hand on his cheek, and is using her lavishly manicured fingernails to tuck a loose lock of white behind his ear. He doesn’t seem to so much as tense at the surprising action. His eyes, however, crinkle in confusion. “You are an incredible boy,” Ningguang murmurs, as she fights the embarrassment rising in her at her own strange behaviour, “And I am incredibly proud that I can call you my son.” 


 


  If both Tianquan and Samurai are quiet, emotional, for a few heavy moments, no one will know. 


 


  Well, except Ganyu, when she gasps in surprise and drops the little platter of sandwiches she’d been bringing inside without their notice. 


 


  She apologises so many times that Ningguang can feel a headache coming on, but Kazuha is patient with her, so far as offering and then following through despite the girl’s embarrassed protests, to help her clean up and retrieve replacements. 


 

 

 


  ….


 


  “You’ve had your eye on those kites for a while now.” Ningguang’s voice breaks through Kazuha’s drifting mind easily, and the boy frowns a bit. 


 


  “I’ve never owned one.” He admits freely. “I never saw the need.” 


 


  Certainly, nobody ever needs a kite. However, she has a feeling he’s so entranced by them because he would very much like to try one out, and doesn’t know how to ask for it. She figures most of his time spent on the alcor, he was just given his rations and was satisfied with that. Here, she is very proud to say, there are a great many activities, businesses, eateries and more. She knows for a fact he hasn’t touched the mora she set aside for him. 


 


  She hums softly, long nails tapping at her lower lip, and glances around her for- ah, yes, perfect. “Xingqui, dear, could I borrow a moment of your time?” 


 


  The young lord looks up curiously from where his face had been buried in an advance copy of the newest volume of 
  the shattered halberd. 
  When he meets her eyes, he looks a little nervous - as he should, after Chongyun’s erratic behaviour yesterday that can be entirely traced back to the bibliophile’s silly tricks. Either way, when she lifts a delicate finger and curls it towards herself, he seems to recall her request and comes without complaint. 


 


  His eyes are curious, when they stop on Kazuha, though. “Lady Ningguang.” He bows respectfully, and settles a worn looking paper in his book as he closes it and slips it into his pack. “Is there some way I can be of assistance?” 


 


  It’s his own way of asking if he’s still in trouble. She knows from experience. And usually, he would be, if she weren’t about to forgive in exchange for this favour. 


 


  “Yes, there is. Kazuha darling, this is Xingqui of the Feiyun Commerce Guild, he is a few months shy of your own age. Xingqui, my son, Kazuha.” 


 


  Both boys look confused and uncertain, but Xingqui moves first, holding out a hand and politely greeting Kazuha as her boy responds in kind, obviously wondering what this is about. 


 


  “Excellent, now that you’re acquainted, I have a favour to ask of you.” She explains to the hydro user, making sure to keep her demeanour relaxed so that he knows it isn’t anything he needs to be concerned about. The boy is one to overthink, after all. 


 


  “Anything, my lady.” Xingqui, as expected, responds. 


 


  Kazuha looks between his mother and the new face with interest, but she can see the flicker of doubt and uncertainty flash behind his eyes. 


 


  “Kazuha has never made a non essential purchase,” Ningguang begins, hoping that said boy will not be hurt that she’s sharing this small piece of information, “You’re level headed, intelligent, and have excellent taste. I was hoping you might be interested in taking this opportunity to assist him in utilising Liyue’s commercial district. Enlighten him in the joys ofmaterial goods, so to speak.” Ningguang explains her proposition without looking once at Kazuha, in case she is thoroughly embarrassing him. She knows Xingqui would likely want to have become friendly with Kazuha eventually anyway, even if just to network, but the little samurai doesn’t know that at all. 


 


  “Oh, but of course-“


 


  “I apologise for the interruption,” Kazuha finally speaks up, and when she chances a look over at him, he is indeed valberry red. She bites down on her tongue so that she doesn’t find herself spitting a thousand apologies. She can’t, this is something she thinks, at least personally, he needs. It will be an enriching experience for him. And of all teens to help, Xingqui is certainly the most well suited. She thinks if it were Chongyun, he’d force Kazuha to eat popsicles and attempt to convince her son to spend the day looking for spirits to exorcise. 


 


  Which, if she’s honest, Kazuha would probably enjoy more. 


 


  “I truly do not think this is necessary, the disruption to your daily pursuits merely for the sake of…frivolous spending, Is far too trivial and insignificant a request.” He explains quietly, meeting Xingqui‘s eyes steadily, despite his unease, “I do, however, appreciate your altruism.” 


 


  Ningguang’s face scrunches in distaste at the same time that Xingqui’s eyes widen incredulously and he snorts a rather undignified laugh. “I don’t believe anyone’s ever described me as someone altruistic before,” He muses, looking far too pleased about it, “But fear not, I am just as interested in skirting today’s duties in favour of introducing you to what Liyue’s bustling commercial district has to offer.” 


 


  Kazuha’s own eyes widen just a fraction, before he glances up at Ningguang. She nods her head encouragingly, hoping that this will help, because Morax knows she’d just purchase every single thing he so much as glances at if it were her, and she wants him to make more meaningful connections than just herself and Beidou. Kazuha’s resolve seems to strengthen, and he turns back to Xingqui.


 


  “I must admit our inclinations are aligned, if I am allowing myself to be sincere in my curiosity.” He finally confesses, his gaze drifting over to the kites and back again. 


 


  Ningguang breathes out a relieved sigh. Thank the archons. Hopefully, if all goes well, he will return home with items that he has purchased simply because he wants them, and if she’s lucky, a new friend. She could definitely see the two of them having quite a bit in common. 


 


  “Ah, then it is fate.” Xingqui declares, a touch dramatic as always, “Oh, the Lady Tianquan will inform the guild of my excused absence, I do hope.” 


 


  Ningguang is almost amused at his casual expectations, though she tilts her head to indicate he is correct in said assumptions. “There are only two rules, Xingqui,” She speaks softer now, a more ominous tone to her voice, and it’s a struggle to maintain it when she sees the teenager freeze with fearful eyes. “The first, of course, is that you keep all of those little tricks and games to yourself today. The second, is that you do not fake anything to please him.” 


 


  While Xingqui looks confused by the second rule, Kazuha does not. He eyes her with wonder, looking almost hopeful. 


 


  “My lady, I’m sure I don’t know what-“


 


  “Kazuha does not need a yes man. He does not need a farcical friendship for political ties. He certainly doesn’t need to feel babied, or undermined. You will treat him with respect, yes, but you will treat him as any other of the teenagers here in Liyue. If you find yourself disliking him, then of course, you are free to go.” She can’t imagine anyone disliking Kazuha, but all the same, he deserves this to be real. A real first meeting, with honest words and true companionship. 


 


  Xingqui, unlike Kazuha, who is smiling softly behind his hand, pouts. “Certainly, but I truly had no intention otherwise my Lady. Making contacts is nice, having more friends would be nicer.” 


 


  …


 


  She allows herself a moment of victorious accomplishment, when Kazuha returns to their home with a brand new kite, some noctilicous jade hair pins, a few books that she’s certain are from Xingqui’s reccomendations, and a few scrolls on liyuen customs and martial arts. The dazzling smile, is the gift he gives to her in return. 


 


  She assumes the boys must have made quite the fast friendship, when he spends more afternoons away from the Jade Chamber, always coming back with a pleased expression and a quiet content. 


 


  It is only when she has to leave the chamber mid afternoon on one of those days, that she realises she might have made a miscalculation. While Kazuha had confirmed he and Xingqui got along well, she may have taken that information and run with it. 


 


  For it is not in fact, Xingqui that Kazuha is spending most of his free time with at all. 


 


  She observes the scene before her in bewildered surprise, even as Keqing continues to sort through the invalid and expired permits with Yanfei, the women oblivious to Ningguang’s distracted eyes glued to the view through the window.


 


  Kazuha is sitting on a rooftop, an instrument she has only seen him use on rare occasions in his hands as he holds it to play, and he is not alone. 


 


  The frankly obnoxious sound of electric guitar joins his own music, somehow managing to harmonise in a way that doesn’t make her earswish to shrink away, as Xinyan, their local 
  rockstar, 
  loud and proud and Kazuha’s opposite in all ways, plays alongside him. 


 


  It is baffling. It makes no sense. The two of them are sitting so close on that rooftop, that there is no mistaking them for anything but close friends. That’s not even touching on the peaceful look on her son’s face, and the exuberance on the musician’s. 


 


  She can’t help herself. She reaches blindly towards the space next to her, where Keqing had been last she checked, and without taking her eyes off of the children, catches her yuheng’s attention with a touch of her hand. 


 


  “Ningguang?” 


 


  “Keqing. Do you see my son sitting with the girl who has had nineteen public disturbance complaints against her on that rooftop?” 


 


  Keqing is silent for a moment, and then, “I feel like you really want me to say no, but Xinyan and Kazuha are definitely there.” 


 


  Well, then. 


 


  “Oh, those two?” Yanfei laughs lightly, taking another page from Keqing’s hands and continuing to diligently work even as she speaks casually. Always the professional. “They’re always together. Sometimes it’s the five of them, or four if Xiangling is working, but usually it’s just the rockstar and the poet. Don’t ask me how that works, archons couldn’t explain it, but they act like they’ve known each other their entire lives. They spent all afternoon yesterday composing. I think they’re planning a performance. Your boy is surprisingly adept at songwriting, Ningguang. Such a strange kid. I mean, like, the same way all of them are. Not personally.” Yanfei doesn’t even look the least bit ashamed to have almost insulted the Tianquan’s son, but all Ningguang can think about is how deeply this friendship supposedly runs. 


 


  “That 
  is 
  weird. I never would’ve guessed out of the four of them, he’d be closest to her.” Keqing agrees, as she takes the freshly dictated letter of warning that Yanfei finished off gracefully. “Should we talk to them, or-“


 


  “No, no.” Ningguang swallows, and looks again at the joy her boy is exuding. “Let them have their fun.” She’ll just interrogate him later. Gently. Archon’s above, Beidou is going to be beyond overjoyed by this development. 


 


  “Very well. Ah- Lady Ningguang, this permit is still in date for another year.” 


 


  Keqing flushes red in embarrassment. “It must have gotten mixed in, let’s just move on to the next one.” 


 


  …


 


  Kazuha eats like he’s grazing, a bite here, a poke of his chopsticks there, a dazed look out the windows there. It’s usually amusing, especially when she imagines him eating like this amongst the crux fleet. It must have been a sharp distinction, one she’s sure Beidou must’ve gotten her fair share of amusement from as well. 


 


  It’s just, well, he doesn’t really eat 
  enough
  , she has been considering, lately. 


 


  “Kazuha,” Ningguang interrupts the silence, and if she didn’t already know the boy was always on guard, she’d think she startled him. 


 


  “Hm?” Kazuha sits up just a little straighter, curious eyes focused on the blonde across from him. 


 


  “I saw something interesting today,” She finds herself smiling because honestly, after the entire afternoon’s pondering, it’s a little bit funny. 


 


  He places his chopsticks down and leans his face on his hand, a small smile on his own lips. Ah, so he saw her in return then. Nothing else would explain the way he is clearly struggling not to grin. “What might that be?” 


 


  She bites on her lower lip and shakes her head in amusement. Seriously, this kid. “I may have spotted my son,” She is not at all oblivious to the way he perks at her address of him, “Playing music on a rooftop with our local rock star.” 


 


  “Xinyan is indeed a worthy composing partner,” Kazuha begins, as he picks his chopsticks back up only to take just one single bite yet again, before placing them back down. “She’s also…refreshing.” It’s very rare, as far as Ningguang can tell, for Kazuha to put things so plainly. She tilts her head curiously. 


 


  “I do wonder how the two of you became so close.” 


 


  He smiles, but it’s a wistful thing, there and gone in a moment. “She reminds me very much of someone I used to know. They had similar energies, I suppose. That, and she is quite the person all on her own. I find myself feeling more than comfortable in her company. That is not to say that I don’t enjoy the company of the others, also.” 


 


  Ningguang hums in acknowledgement, and then, because she really can’t bear it, uses her own chopsticks to move half of her own meal onto Kazuha’s plate, keeping her gaze on her hands so as to keep her composure.“It’s wonderful to hear that you’ve found your place here,” She manages to even sound perfectly nonchalant, despite her strange actions. 


 


  “I feel as though you’re attempting to tell me I’m too thin.” Kazuha says simply in response, but there is laughter in his voice so she chances a glance at his face. He’s smiling, big and wide, and he’s got his chopsticks back in hand. “I often get distracted at mealtimes. You wouldn’t be the first to share this opinion.” He muses, and then starts to actively eat, and Ningguang doesn’t have it in her to be embarrassed of the pleased sigh she releases. 


 


  He ends up clearing his meal entirely, and as he’s placing his chopsticks down for the final time, sideways across his plate, he looks at her with something just a little bit tentative. 


 


  “Was that better?” 


 


  “Hm. You mustn’t forget you’re still growing.” 


 


  He goes red even to the tips of his ears. “Yes, mother.” He murmurs, almost bashful, and Ningguang’s eyes widen for a fraction of a second before she beams. 


 


  “Good. Well, in that case, after washing up, would you like to read Ammon’s letter of apology? It’s quite the amusing read.” She can admit to being just a little bit vindictive with the Nomarch’s changed tune, but even Antoinette had laughed, so it wasn’t her alone. 


 


  “Oh? So I was right?” 


 


  “Of course you were.” 


 


  “Then, i would like that.” 


 


  …


 


  When Beidou returns, Ningguang thinks she probably 
  should 
  be shocked at the sight of another child at her side. Instead, she just sighs and shakes her head, not realising that Kazuha has frozen at her side as she moves to greet her wife. 


 


  “And where did you find this stray?” She asks, even as she holds a dainty hand out for the pile of paperwork that Beidou begrudgingly hands over. 


 


  Beidou holds her hands up placatingly, “To be fair,” She begins, and Ningguang can barely contain her amusement as she flips through the papers speculatively, “This one was a stowaway on a pirate ship. She’s an 
  orphan, baby, 
  an orphan!” 


 


  Ningguang pauses, a bejeweled talon tapping on the paper speculatively, before she raises her eyebrow at Beidou expectantly. She hopes the mirth isn’t showing on her face when she tells Beidou, “You forgot one of the papers, again.” 


 


  Beidou groans. “I swear I filled them all out! Ning, please, Have mercy on me.” 


 


  Kazuha finally makes his presence known, but instead of greeting Beidou, he simply moves past them both and squats before the little girl peeking past Beidou’s legs. 


 


  “Hello. I’m Kazuha. These are my moms.” He murmurs gently, coaxing the girl forward, and she smiles at him, though it’s a nervous smile. 


 


  “I’m Yao Yao.” Her voice is steadier than Ningguang expected, and she’s already reeling a bit from Kazuha calling both of them his parents, but she knows it isn’t just herself that’s melting at Kazuha’s gentle greeting. 


 


  “It’s very nice to meet you. I always wanted a sister.” He muses, “I did not think that was in my cards, truthfully.” 


 


  Yao Yao brightens in seconds. “You want to be my big brother?” 


 


  He nods, serene, and doesn’t even flinch when the girl jumps at him, hugging him around the middle excitedly. 


 


  In the meantime, Ningguang turns to Beidou. “Dendro, I see.” 


 


  “Not something you see every day.” Beidou agrees easily. “How have things been?” 


 


  “That boy is a gift. But, if you want another, you really should have prepared the adoption papers in advance.” 


 


  Beidou grins. 


  
Notes for the Chapter:
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