
1. Chapter 1

Author’s Note:

        	
          Translation into Tiếng Việt available: 
            farewell, my archaic lord (Vietnamese Translation) by Glasshine
        



    

      chinese opera isn’t for everyone, so I think it’s really cool of mhy to showcase xiqu in genshin when they could have just gone safe. I watched the CN 2.4 livestream so I didn’t actually know about people mocking yun jin’s singing until much later. Soooooo I wrote this out of spite, but i’m glad to see people reacting more positively to something close to my heart after the archon quest cutscene was released.

Anyways, this is sort of a love letter from me to xiqu, yasss

    


    
    It is an interesting and rather unexpected detail for most of Liyue that the Snezhnayan diplomat has a fondness for theatre.

It gets even more interesting if you know he’s a Harbinger. The Tsaritsa’s appreciation for theatre is well-known; her top-ranking officers are all named after theatre archetypes after all, and her missives are manuscripts she writes. Across Teyvat, her actors spread out to enact her will.

And one of them, by Zhongli’s contract, is sitting right in the midst of his beloved city. Unknowingly right next to the Geo Archon himself.

The heat of Liyue suits Tartaglia, Zhongli muses. The healthy flush on his cheeks seems to make the boy radiate in the sun as he’s captivated by the stage. The more time Zhongli spends with his pawn, the more trouble he has with calling Tartaglia by his title in the privacy of his own mind. It is incongruous to see him as the reputedly bloodthirsty Harbinger… when he says things like this.

“I love the whole fight choreography thingy,” Childe articulates clumsily with a huge smile when it’s over, and Zhongli finds himself helplessly endeared. “The flourishes and the drama. Liyuen opera is a real eye-opener.”

Indeed, ‘Childe’ suits him so much better than ‘Tartaglia’. Even if it’s just swapping the title for an alias.

“I am glad you enjoyed it,” Zhongli says warmly. Liyuen opera is not for everyone. He is pleasantly surprised by how enthusiastic Childe’s reception is. 

“It’s the only thing I can comment on, because half of what they’re singing went over my head,” Childe confesses sheepishly. “I’ll brush up on my Liyuen.”

But Childe’s shaky grasp of Liyuen is not to blame; there are tonal differences between Liyuen sung in opera and Liyuen spoken in daily life. “Classical Liyuen takes getting used to, even for a native speaker. A word you’re familiar with can sound entirely different.”

“Oh?” Childe looks so eager; if he had a tail, it’d be wagging. “Care to demonstrate?”

How can Zhongli say no to that face?

“You use  zhǔnbèi  all the time as it is, but in opera, the fourth tone is lifted when sung or spoken. Miniscule differences like these in enunciation make it challenging for those unexposed to Liyuen opera.”

Childe’s face falls. “I thought I’d hear you sing.”

The jut of Childe’s lower lip is distracting, and Zhongli wonders how soft the flesh of it is. He lifts his tea cup for a sip to tear his eyes away and banish that strange, intrusive thought. “It takes decades of harsh training to sing Liyuen opera,” he says into his tea cup. “I will not be making a fool of myself by attempting to emulate.”

Childe tosses his head back and laughs so brightly; Zhongli feels a stutter in his chest. Can gods get arrhythmia? Even if the closest thing resembling a heart in his body is the gnosis? Zhongli places a hand cautiously on his chest to steady the thrumming of the core lodged in there.

“Speaking of fools, there’s the guy with the white painted face who kept getting the idioms wrong.” Childe taps his own nose bridge where the paint on the singer was. “That’s the  chou, right? The ugly role.”

It warms Zhongli that Childe has taken his expositions and ramblings to heart. The funny feeling is back in his chest, again.

“You are not wrong, but there are more ways than one to translate  chou. It is the clown role, yes.”

“Ah, the clown,” Childe sighs, shaking his head. “Poor guy.”

“The  chou  is a very important and difficult role in Liyuen opera.”

Childe shrugs, unimpressed. “Yeah well, he gave us a good laugh, but I’ll take the  jing  any time of the day instead.” He gets out of his seat and stretches. “Okay, I sat for too long. I’m off to get some exercise.”


  

  

  



On stage, Yun Jin takes her bow, the prosthetic beard and sideburns perched on her face swaying in the breeze along with the flags on her back. Childe claps restrainedly; it is obvious that he wants to throw in a cheer or two, but that won’t be appropriate at Heyu Teahouse.

“She’s amazing,” he gushes, bright-eyed. “I mean, no offence, but she’s short, right? But she carried off the  sheng  role so well. Her commanding presence was larger-than-life; it gave her at least a couple of feet in height.”

“The  sheng  follows the characteristics of a  junzi,” Zhongli, happy to share the culture, starts rambling. “What Yun-xiansheng brought to us in that performance was the  laosheng. Each troupe always has a performer specialising in the  laosheng  role as a staple, but the roles were swapped for today’s highly experimental stage. If you paid attention to her footwork, you will notice many differences in the steps and pacing as opposed to when she plays the  dan.”

To his credit, Childe’s attention does not drift once. There’s a curious warmth around where Zhongli’s gnosis is, and he resists the urge to look down at his chest.

“I totally noticed!” Childe says proudly, and oh, of course a warrior will notice the footwork. There’s a maniacal gleam lighting up those dull eyes. “I think she’ll be pretty good in a fight! Her spear kicks were great, and I can’t stop staring at the Geo vision on her clothes.”

He levels Zhongli with a meaningful stare, and Zhongli is made aware of that little bauble hanging on his own back.

“No, Childe, you are not getting any fights from me,” he rehashes with a smile. Childe whines, and they begin that song and dance all over again.

The warmth doesn’t abate, even after the evening is long over.


  

  

  



“What? Why?”

Across Zhongli, Childe is dumbfounded as Yun Jin and her partner trill at each other amid lovestruck gazes, their sweeping sleeves a riot of butterfly colours. He turns his aghast stare to Zhongli, betrayal in the shape of his mouth.

“You said it would be a good ending, but they both  died.”

“I did not say it would be a happy ending,” Zhongli clarifies. “It is bittersweet. They die, but their souls recognise each other even if they had taken on a different form. And they take flight together, free of all worldly burdens.”

Childe watches the stage with new eyes, at how the performers circle around one another in a hypnotising dance.

“Oh,” Childe softly sighs, his tone oddly tender. “That’s… kind of romantic.”

Zhongli tries his best to relate. He knows love, has loved. He loves his people, he loves his adepti, he loves Guizhong. But the sort of that fierce, romantic love immortalised and celebrated in classics and epics and plays? The sort of love that is reputed to set butterflies loose in your stomach, burn you from inside-out, make you feel like you’re on air?

It’s such a raw, potent,  mortal  form of love.

All Zhongli has ever been is a spectator to such a phenomenon; watching his people enact it on stage, weave tales of it as stories, practice in reality. As mortals around him shed tears of emotion and let out heart-fluttering sighs, all Zhongli feels is emptiness.

It is a constant reminder that he will never be like them.

“This story, I think… I like it,” Childe confesses, a shy flush on his cheeks as he tries to hide behind his cup. His gaze turns wistful. “No matter how changed you’ve become, there is still someone to fly next to you.”

He makes eye contact with Zhongli and flushes even darker, but there is something determined in those lightless depths. He resolutely does not avert his gaze, even as the flush spreads further to the tips of his ears. It is remarkably vulnerable and brave, and although Zhongli doesn’t fully understand why, he returns the favour. In the background, Yun Jin’s singing reaches a crescendo.

It’s love, it’s fateful yearning; it’s hope of new beginnings and a promise to never be apart.

There’s that stirring in Zhongli’s chest again, and even if he’s void of a human heart, there’s an unfamiliar rhythmic beat going achingly like  thump-thump, thump-thump, thump-thump. 


  

  

  



“This betrayal cuts deep,” Yun Jin sings. The sequins on her brocade catch the light, the intricate headdress shadows her eyes. “My love and faith die a quiet death. Buried, under the autumn leaves tonight.”

Childe shifts uncomfortably in his seat as he darts a glance at Zhongli. There is an odd tension between the two men tonight, and Childe hasn’t touched his food ever since Yun Jin has started this song.

Zhongli leans closer during a lull between the verses to whisper, “Are you alright?”

The boy is pale. He looks upset. “Just… lost my appetite.”

Concern bubbles in Zhongli’s chest. “Is the food we ordered today not palatable? We can leave now if you are feeling unwell.”

He expects Childe to wave his hand dismissively and laugh it off, but the boy nods, already getting up. It isn’t the best of manners to leave an opera midway through a song, but Childe looks so desperate to get away that Zhongli commits the faux pas with him.

The cold night air caresses them as they leave the crowd behind. It doesn’t seem to offer any relief to Childe as he paces ahead, fingers drumming frantically on a thigh. He scrubs a hand through his red hair, almost dislodging his mask with the roughness of the motion. Behind him, Zhongli trails along patiently, giving Childe room to breathe.

It is only when they’re nearly at Chihu Rock when Childe pauses on a bridge, looking overhead to stare at his own visage in the water. Zhongli sidles up and joins him there.

It is clear by now that it isn’t the food affecting him.

“I… didn’t know it was that sort of story when I bought the tickets.”

Childe’s hands are shaking where they’re gripping the wooden guardrails, and Zhongli impulsively wants to put his own over them to steady the tremor. He doesn’t.

The story tonight was a heart-wrenching tale about deception and betrayal. It doesn’t take much effort for Zhongli to guess what’s plaguing Childe. In return, guilt gnaws at his own being.

“Xiansheng…” There’s a long, exhaled sigh. Childe dips his head in despair, exposing his nape in a rare display of vulnerability. “I am not a good person.”

Childe looks so upset, and Zhongli knows exactly who to blame.

“Neither am I,” he admits ruefully to the boy.

A gingko leaf lands on the water, as light as a butterfly kiss. The ripples distort their reflections, twisting their features into something warped and unfamiliar.

Childe snickers a laugh. “Did you say that to make me feel better? Ah, you’re the best, xiansheng.” He shakes his head, turning sombre. “Can you… leave the harbour for the whole of tomorrow?”

Admittedly, he’s curious about what Childe will do should Zhongli insist on staying in the danger zone. Will he change his plans to raise Osial and bait that bygone god to the city? Will he get Zhongli to safety by force? Will he confess his plans to this innocent funeral consultant and try to get him to understand?

Or will he just… accept Zhongli’s decision?

Zhongli shouldn’t. It is a cruel thing for him to test Childe again in such a capacity.

And maybe, he’s too afraid to know the answer.

“I will be away at Qingce to personally gather some glaze lilies,” Zhongli lies. “They are needed for a rite, and Bolai does not have any in stock -”

“Good. Great, that’s nice,” Childe interrupts. It is the first, but not last time he will cut Zhongli off mid-sentence. The fritzy energy around Childe hasn’t settled, as if Zhongli’s lie hasn’t comforted him in the slightest. Childe bites his lip. His voice is quiet, shaky.

“Is there… something you want to tell me?”

Zhongli stills. Had he a heart, it would be racing.


   I am Rex Lapis. 



   I think I love you. 


Which confession is Childe looking for with that question?

As Morax, he’d charged headfirst into battles against gods with bigger armies; had infiltrated an enemy fortress to right a broken contract with his closest backup across the border. As Rex Lapis, he’d cleansed the land of immeasurable evil and filth; still is, for his work is never done. He’d leapt into situations with the odds against his favour, never knowing if it would be the end of his long, long life and yet, he always lives to see another sunrise.

But as Zhongli? He falters, for let it never be known that Zhongli is brave in matters of the heart.

Even if Morax, Rex Lapis and Zhongli are all one and the same.

He goes for neither.

“Is there something  you  want to tell me?” he asks instead, clasping his hands tightly behind his back to hide their tremor.

Childe smiles like he’s about to cry; it’s beautiful like always, but interspersed with too much pain to truly be admired. Then like a snowstorm passing through, the smile frosts over and the hazy blue eyes turn cold. What was once a close, almost intimate distance between the two of them suddenly feels like a hundred paces.

“Never mind,” he says tiredly. “I’ll see you around, xiansheng.”

It sounds an awful lot like  farewell.

He turns and walks away without giving Zhongli a chance to say anything else. Left alone at the bridge, Zhongli looks back at the water. His mortal vessel gazes back up at him with those unchanging cor lapis eyes.

How many operas had he invited Childe to attend; with stories centred around the gods and adepti and Rex Lapis’ distinctive golden gaze? About the Archon’s tendency to change his form and descend to walk among his subjects, incognito? Whether it be the complex, lyrical poetry flying over Childe’s head or the unfamiliar style of singing, Childe has still ultimately failed to catch on.

And all Zhongli can do now is brace for the fallout.

“I am Rex Lapis. I love you,” he whispers, half-wishing for the wind to carry his words, half-hoping they will be lost among the leaves.


  

  

  



The curtains fall in the lobby of the Northland Bank, where each and every one of Zhongli’s key actors are assembled. He cannot look at Childe.

“You said you would be at  Qingce.”

Zhongli’s hesitation gives Signora an opening to strike at her co-worker.

“Really, Tartaglia? How cute of you to believe a simple lie like that.” Her laughter sounds like bells, sharply rung. “No, Rex Lapis remained in the harbour, making deals with  me  while you made a fool of yourself out there.”

Childe doesn’t rise up to the bait. He doesn’t even grace her with an acknowledgement. It’s as though all he sees is Zhongli and all Zhongli feels is the prickle of it. He still cannot bring himself to meet Childe’s eyes.

 “Against the backdrop of Liyue, you set the stage and orchestrated a very riveting play,” Childe says blankly. “And of course, you assigned me the role of the clown.”

Zhongli had given Childe a different script; had stagehands move props in the shadows behind his back. Had meticulously crafted a misunderstanding for Childe to believe he would be the hero of the play when in truth, he was to be played by all sides instead.

Zhongli’s play was a resounding success, but truly?

He doesn’t know how to fix this.

“How did it feel, Rex Lapis, as you sat watching Liyuen opera next to me? Seeing me watch the clown mess up his lines and fall over himself on stage?” Childe continues. He laughs humourlessly. “Was the dramatic irony poignant enough for you? If there’s an audience to our little show, I’m sure they’d be laughing their heads off at me like how we did.”

“Don’t be histrionic, Tartaglia,” Signora scoffs, bored that no one is paying her any attention. “It’s all just business and you did your part. Her Majesty the Tsaritsa will be pleased so stop acting like a lovelorn maiden in a play.”

Of all things that left Signora’s mouth today to offend Childe, it is surprisingly the ‘lovelorn maiden’ that hits the mark. Zhongli’s head snaps up in surprise to catch Childe’s retreating back as he brushes past Zhongli and the traveler to stride out of the bank.

A sharp pain lances through Zhongli’s chest, and his hand flies up in alarm to press against it like it’s an open wound. It cannot be the gnosis when it’s currently being pinched between Signora’s dainty fingers, far away from his own being. Perhaps, it’s his body getting used to the absence of his link to Celestia? Erosion? Has his time come at last, even after giving up the gnosis?

The heavy doors slam shut, taking Childe away from him, and inside Zhongli, the pain lances deeper like a hook.

“What a  child,” Signora drawls, and Zhongli has to consciously suppress his overflowing dislike for the eighth Harbinger from showing on his face. “Our contract is complete, so I will be taking my leave.” She pockets the gnosis and turns away. “For what it is worth, I hope what you gained from this deal is worth it, Rex Lapis.”

The contract has been completed without a hitch, but Zhongli hadn’t anticipated what he’d lose when he forged it.


  

  



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          my notes… from what i remember of chinese opera… are 2 pages long. please tell me if you need them

edit: okay i changed my mind. Here’s the most basic thing u need to know about chinese opera:

There are traditionally 4 defining subsets of roles:

- the sheng (生), aka the male role

- the dan (旦), aka the female role

- the jing (净), aka the painted face role, typically hotheaded, rough characters and generally bringing all the ham lmao. Often villains.

- the chou (丑), aka the other painted face role and comic relief, but they can also be villains as well. They can be main characters too, though. Sun Wukong from Journey to the West is sometimes a chou.

okay byee

        




2. Chapter 2

Notes for the Chapter:i just wanna address the way i’m having some characters call Yun Jin and Childe! yes they call Yun Jin “Yun-xiansheng” here, it’s not a mistake because it’s canon; please refer to her story 4

As for Childe, i’m having Yun Jin call him “the young master”. I know it’s weird but personally, i find it less weird than “young master Childe” or “Mr Childe”.

I play in CN and he’s called 「公子」, like, yes, with the full 「」markers everytime someone addresses him because it’s an alias. 「公子」in CN isn’t as archaic a term as “Childe” in EN so… RIP my brain LOL. So i die a little inside each time i write something like “young master Childe” because my head wouldn’t stop going “Childe Childe”/“young master young lord”. Basically, it sounds really redundant to me.

so just bear with that okays, send help




    
    
  His fellow Harbingers mock Childe for supposedly being naïve and predictable, but Zhongli has a hard time fathoming why. He has lived millennia; enough to see civilisations rise and fall, to see the world burn, to see the seat of power in the sky change hands. Nothing should faze him anymore, and yet, Childe still manages to surprise him by showing up at the parlour the very next day, inviting Zhongli out for lunch as per their usual schedule.



  Like clockwork.



  Like the curtains hadn’t dropped in the Northland Bank yesterday.



  “Or perhaps, you’re busy?” he asks when Zhongli hesitates a little too long, and Zhongli is quick to get over his shock and correct that assumption.



  He’ll always have time for Childe, as long as Childe will have him.



  Not all is well, though. Childe is an incredible actor; his love for theatre doesn’t just stop at spectating. And though he is all easy laughter and lilting smiles, Zhongli has ample time to hone his habit of observing mortals. He spots the discomfort in little tells: the slight tightness of Childe’s smiles, the stiff edge to his posture, the glances he steals when he thinks Zhongli isn’t looking.



  And most glaringly of all? Childe’s sudden penchant for talking. Zhongli has usually been the one filling in the quiet with the sound of his own voice, and when he’s not, they’d always lapse into a comfortable silence.



  Now, it’s as though Childe cannot stand the silence at all.


 

 

 


  Zhongli breaks the uneasy truce on the fourth day.



  It is obvious enough from the start that Childe’s reinstatement of status quo doesn’t mean forgiveness, but Zhongli has spent three nights trying to figure out what exactly is going through the Harbinger’s head. He should just ask, point-blank, and so he does.



  “Why are you pretending like nothing has happened?”



   Clink. 



  The meat slips from Childe’s chopsticks as his mouth clicks shut around nothing but air. He sighs.



  And promptly takes a chopstick in each hand to stab deep into his rice.



  There’s an appalled gasp from an adjacent table at Childe’s clear breach of Liyuen table etiquette. The bowl, like an censer for incense, is pushed to sit in front of Zhongli. An offering due to the dead.



  “Would you rather I be like this, then?” Childe asks sardonically.



  Zhongli likes this brand of honesty. He also fears Childe’s hostility. In truth, he doesn’t know what he wants but Childe doesn’t seem to be waiting for an answer. Childe drags the bowl back.



  “Just let me keep pretending.”



  He yanks the chopsticks out like they were knives in a gut. There’s no wound to stauch, nothing to treat, nowhere for Zhongli to start.



  “…Alright.”



  If Childe wishes to keep up with this act, Zhongli will play the fool with him.



  


 

 


  Zhongli figures it out by the end of the week.


Childe isn’t as angry as much as he is  hurt.  It’s hard to tell, considering that his true feelings only manifest in anger should he deign to show them. Perhaps, more than anger towards Zhongli, he is indignant for feeling hurt in the first place? By acting like nothing had happened, Childe is denying those emotions.


  Zhongli wonders if Guizhong would be proud of him for his deduction. She did always flick his hood off and call him a blockhead, and Zhongli has to grudgingly admit sometimes that it was rightfully deserved.



  “Can we stop pretending and just talk?” Zhongli asks on one of their nightly walks, once again point-blank.



  …He wonders if Guizhong would be proud of him for his utter lack of subtlety. Right on cue, a blooming glaze lily closes up its petals as if it couldn’t bear to watch.



  Fine then, Guizhong, be like that.



  “Must we?” Childe lets out a rattling sigh. “Fine.”



  The hook is back in Zhongli’s chest, pulling. Zhongli needs every ounce of his concentration to not keel over from the acute pain it causes.


 Heartache, he puts a name to the sensation.   Surely, this must be what heartache feels like. 


  “Forgive me for using you,” he starts. “But you used me too, to get to the Exuvia.”


Childe looks tempted to stomp down on Zhongli’s foot. “I’d been catching opera with you for ages even before the Exuvia was a thing. But  you … you planned everything from the very beginning.”


  Oh. The picture is slightly clearer now. To Zhongli, a deception for a deception evened the score, but Childe doesn’t feel the same.



  “It was indeed pre-mediated from the start, but I… I truly treat you as a friend.”



  He sees Childe as so much more than just a friend. But as one of the oldest beings on Teyvat, he has experienced countless meetings and partings; hardly anyone transcended the boundary of friend, retainer, acquaintance or subject. Perhaps the magnitude of his feelings frightens him.



  Who says it wouldn’t scare Childe too?



  “I sought your expertise on the sigils,” Childe says. “So, being the great friend you are, you led me to Osial?”



  “Please understand. There was already a contract in place. I needed to ensure Liyue can safely enter a new age without me.”



  “‘Contract’,” Childe repeats. He scoffs. “You wouldn’t break a contract for me? I -” His words catch up and he goes red. “I-I mean, of course not. There are principles I’d rather die than to go against, too.”



  They stop by a pond, the colourful koi darting beneath the water lilies. Childe scruffs the sole of his boot at the edge.



  “Xiansheng, I’m one of the Tsaritsa’s Harbingers,” he reminds Zhongli quietly, watching the ripples around the lily pads. “I understand duty more than you think. It’s your duty to Liyue that led you to test them, just like how it was my duty to procure the gnosis no matter what role I play.”



  Zhongli nods, glad that Childe understands that it was all just business. “We just made our choices for our own nations.”



  “Yes, but just because I understand doesn’t mean I cannot be upset.”



  Zhongli’s quizzical look makes Childe roll his eyes. “They’d write stories about it; two different perspectives. I was content with being the villain in Liyue if it meant being a hero in Snezhnaya,” he sighs. “Actually, follow me. Iron Tongue Tian should be finishing up his story from yesterday.”


 

 

 

It takes courage and indifference, Zhongli supposes, for Childe to settle himself into an crowded eatery where he is being semi-slandered by a city who only knows half the story. With one chopstick speared violently through a  shaomai  like a kebab, Childe lounges like he doesn’t hear the whispers behind his back.


  At the forefront of Third Round Knockout, Iron Tongue Tian is regaling one of his tales about how the Jade Chamber joined forces with the adepti to valiantly take down the hideous Osial and the despicable Fatui.


“He won’t forget to praise Rex Lapis at the end of it,” Childe says, eyeing the steam rolling off the   dianxin. “That’s the annoying part. I’m the clown left with blood on his hands by the wills of two Archons, but of course Rex Lapis is so pristine.”


  Childe takes a bite. He is almost done chewing when Iron Tongue Tian does indeed start singing praises of his god, right on cue.



  Zhongli gets it that Childe is bitter, but frankly: “I do not really understand how this is important…?”


Childe slaps the chopstick down, impaled  shaomai  and all. His glare is so cold that Zhongli shrinks back, half-expecting icicles to form even without a Cryo vision on either of them.


  “I eat at Wanmin so often that Chef Mao gives me loyalty discounts. I spent so much on stupid wares for you that the shopkeepers all greet me by name. There are always children playing by the docks; they’d be the first casualties should Osial reach the harbour. Do you know what it’s like to go about my life here while being ready for everyone to hate me the very next day?


“I always comforted myself about becoming Liyue’s villain that  it’s okay, they’ll write you as a hero back in your motherland.  But you took that away from me too.” Childe heaves in a gasp, breathless from emotion or speech, perhaps both. “  Sorry  doesn’t cut it.”


  Zhongli doesn’t know being a hero means so much to Childe. “Is that why we cannot be friends like before? Because I did not give you credit to take home to Snezhnaya?”



  He wonders if Childe is lingering in Liyue because there’s no hero fanfare to welcome him back in his motherland; if Childe would leave for Snezhnaya without a backward glance had Zhongli given him all the credit of procuring his gnosis.



  It hurts to imagine Childe gone.



  Childe’s face is incredulous. “Xiansheng… You can’t be serious,” he says slowly. “We’re no longer friends because… Never mind, what did you say about descending again? That you wish to learn what it’s like to be human?”



  “Partly, yes.”



  He expects a mocking sneer from Childe, or perhaps, a scoff. Instead, something way worse flashes over Childe’s face: pity.



  “Then you have a long way to go, Rex Lapis.”



  
    

    

  


 


  Another unexpected visitor makes their way to the funeral parlour for Zhongli. Yun Jin sits primly before him in his office, her zen a complete contrast to her manager about to tear her own hair right out.



  Yun Jin isn’t just a performer; she is also a successful playwright and the director of the popular Yun-Han Troupe. It isn’t the first time Yun Jin has sought Zhongli out for his expertise on folklore and history, but he has never seen Yunning so frazzled about her precious asset being seen in such an ‘inauspicious’ place.



  Warily, he offers them both a cup of tea.



  “To what do I owe the honour of your visit, Yun-xiansheng?”



  Ignoring the dread on her manager’s face, Yun Jin lights up. “I have been writing a new play, but this time, I ask for a favour rather than your knowledge, Zhongli-xiansheng.”



  “A favour?”



  “Yun Jin!” Yunning hisses. “Please, this is madness.”



  Yun Jin is clearly too excited to pay her manager any mind. “My new play is titled ‘Farewell, My Archaic Lord’. It’s a tale about the departure of Rex Lapis.”



  Zhongli’s stomach feels like it’s about to roll out onto his lap where he’s sitting.



  Does Yun Jin know that he’s Rex Lapis? Why is she approaching him about Rex Lapis? But academics and historians approach him all the time, asking questions about Liyue’s god. This is going to be another false alarm.



  “I want to sing about how Liyue will continue to stand strong,” Yun Jin continues, oblivious to Zhongli’s momentary panic. “I believe the story will bring great comfort to the harbour.”



  Zhongli relaxes. “That… is very thoughtful.”



  “Thank you,” Yun Jin smiles, her red shadowed eyes turning into crescents. “To gather more insights about the battle, I wish to have an audience with the Snezhnayan diplomat who is rumoured to have raised Osial from the depths.”



  Never mind. The panic is back.



  The discomfort must have made its way to his face. Yunning triumphantly turns to Yun Jin. “Look! Even Zhongli-xiansheng thinks it’s a bad idea! How can I let you make contact with that man? There’s even talk about how he might be a Harbinger!”



  “I don’t think he’s that bad; I’ve seen him playing with children around the docks,” Yun Jin argues. “And I really do need this interview. I have already gotten the Qixing’s insights from the Yuheng.”



  “Forgive me, but I do not understand,” Zhongli says carefully. “Why do you approach me when the one you need is Childe?”



  Yun Jin sighs, looking slightly put out. She toys with one of the petals of her cloud collar. “As you can see, Yunning is distraught at the thought of me meeting up with the diplomat. Neither of us are willing to back down on this matter, so we came to a compromise.”



  She dips her hand elegantly towards Zhongli. “The esteemed consultant is friends with the young master, so as long as we have you present to keep him in line, Yunning will close an eye to this whim of mine.”



  “And that is the favour?”



  “Yes. I will offer a boon in return for this contract.”



  With the actual role Childe played in the true story behind ‘Farewell, My Archaic Lord’, Zhongli can just imagine what a catastrophe the actual meetup would be. He cannot fault Childe if he immediately outed Zhongli as Rex Lapis and bemoaned about the deception because… well, none of it would be lies. 


He absolutely  cannot  let this interview happen.


  He also vividly remembers the rare shine in Childe’s eyes as he watched the stages. Zhongli sighs.



  There has only ever been one choice here.



  “As a matter of fact… Childe is actually a huge fan of Yun-xiansheng.”



  Yunning looks like she had aged ten years from that fact alone.



  


 

 


  Childe spends a solid half an hour in Xinyue Kiosk fanboying over Yun Jin’s performances.



  “Your choice of colours for the attires cast ambiguity over your character roles. I think that’s such a bold and inspired move,” he gushes. “There’s no blue or red; traditionalists are sure rolling in their graves! I applaud that.”



  With every word out of Childe’s mouth, Yunning’s face just grows more and more incredulous. Yun Jin, on the other hand, is equally enthusiastic.



  “I’m glad those stylistic choices spoke to you! It’s impressive how in-depth your knowledge of Liyuen opera is.”


Childe smirks at Zhongli. “Well, I have a great cultural guide. He told me everything of  utmost importance  going down in Liyue.”


  The sarcasm is laid on thick. Zhongli simply sits back passively, ready for Childe to throw him under the carriage. If Yun Jin notices anything, she doesn’t show it.



  Midway through the meal, Yun Jin gets down to business. She begins hedging carefully around the topic.



  “This is, ah, a difficult question to ask, young master, but I believe that Zhongli-xiansheng has preempted you? Um, how should I ask this? May I ask if -”



  “Yeah, I raised Osial.”



  “- it is true that you… oh… I see…”



  Across Zhongli, Yunning spits out her mouthful of tea.



  “I didn’t believe Rex Lapis was dead, so I raised his foe to lure him out,” Childe elaborates, shockingly candid like he isn’t admitting to a war crime. “But I was wrong on all fronts, how embarrassing.”



  Millennia of observing mortals, and some humans still manage to surprise him. Childe truly is unpredictable.



  Yunning is gaping like a fish. “Yun Jin!” she hisses in horror, seconds away from grabbing the younger girl and legging it out of the restaurant. Her charge merely pats her on the arm in comfort.



  “But Rex Lapis is truly dead,” Childe continues, unfettered. “The mortals and adepti stood united against the threat. And they lived happily ever after, to the pride of their departed god.” He claps heartily, a bright smile on his lips. “There you go. It all ends well, and I’m just shamelessly hanging around in the city I nearly drowned.”


Childe didn’t throw Zhongli under the carriage. In fact, Childe threw  himself  under the carriage. It is the best case scenario of this meeting for Zhongli, but what is this bitterness undercutting the relief?


  “That is not the full story,” he finds himself saying.



  “What do you mean?” Childe smiles innocently. “You weren’t there. Aren’t you just an mundane funeral parlour consultant, gathering glaze lilies in Qingce when Osial came for the harbour?”



  “I…”



  Childe’s behaviour perplexes him. Zhongli is trying to make things right between them; to iron out Childe’s grievances so they can do away with this strange tension, and Childe is just refusing to cooperate.



  Then, it is up to Zhongli to clear his name.



  “I am not,” he admits slowly. “The truth is, I -”



  “You were in the Northland Bank, settling your retirement account with my colleague,” Childe interrupts, with laughter a little too forced. “Silly me, I forgot.”


He glares at Zhongli.   What are you doing, those eyes are saying.

Zhongli raises his eyebrows in reply. Well, what are  you  doing, Childe?


  Yun Jin looks carefully between the two of them, and takes a long, long sip of her tea.



  

  



 


  “How did you feel when you did it?” Yun Jin asks. “You have been in Liyue long enough for some attachment to form, I believe. Did you feel… remorse?”



  Childe taps his chin, considering. “Yes… and no? There are people I want out of the splash zone, of course, but it was the only option I had back then, so I would do it again even if you sent me back in time.”


 Oh my Archons, Yunning soundlessly bemoans and buries her face in her hands.   A criminal! We’re having lunch with a war criminal! 


  Yun Jin cocks her head, surprised. “You felt like you had no choice?”



  “I’d exhausted my options; raising Osial was my last resort. So… maybe there’s too much desperation for any room for remorse.”


“I  feel remorse,” Zhongli tries again. “There were bigger players guiding the acts. In truth, it is I who -”


  “Are you still feeling bad? Stop it, seriously,” Childe snaps. He turns back to Yun Jin and gives her a beatific smile. “He feels responsible for telling me too many stories about Osial in Guyun and hyping up Rex Lapis so much that I’d go after him for a fight.”



  A side-glare from Childe has Zhongli smiling insincerely at the opera singer as well.



  Yun Jin sighs. She raises her tea cup and takes yet another long, long sip.


 

 

 


  The business lunch extends over an hour, but they are all busy people with places to be at. Yun Jin sets down her tea cup.



  “I believe I have all the material I need,” she announces, standing up. Yunning, blatantly relieved, stands as well. “This has been the most enlightening experience, thank you.”



  Childe waves, chopsticks in hand. He’s smiling tightly, likely peeved by Zhongli’s constant attempts to blow his own mortal cover. “I’m looking forward to the play.”



  “I promise to deliver. Beautiful chopsticks, by the way, young master.”



  It is the same pair of chopsticks Childe had stuck in rice, like incense sticks on a mound of ash. Childe looks down in bemusement at the dragon and phoenix, etched in relief on lacquered wood. “Well, they better be. Zhongli-xiansheng made me pay 128,000 mora for two wooden sticks.”



  “…Oh?”



  “It was a joke gift from him.”



  Zhongli merely looks at the boy, and smiles.



  “How very interesting indeed,” Yun Jin says after yet another very long pause. If her tea cup was still in her hand, she’d likely be taking yet another extended sip.



  “This play may be my best yet.”


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          i… added scenes and the total chapter count is now +1. please. send halp.

        




3. Chapter 3

Notes for the Chapter:i wasn’t planning to write a lot of Yun Jin’s opera at first but so many comments were looking forward to it and i was like, ah…

…that also means the total chapter count is once again… +1




    
    Childe immediately drops all pretences the moment the opera singer is out of the private room. “What is wrong with you?” he demands hotly.

It’s a little rich, considering that Zhongli has the exact same question.

“Yun-xiansheng’s operas are always performed to full houses. I gave you a chance to tell the truth and redeem yourself in the eyes of Liyue. Why did you not take it?”

“And risk breaking my queen’s contract? I don’t know what you traded your gnosis for, but retirement must be one of the clauses.” Childe points one of the chopsticks at Zhongli, eyes narrowed. “You won’t fool me again that easily.”

Zhongli flounders. He hasn’t thought of Childe coming to such a conclusion but there is truly no trick to any of this.

“You just want to make me the  chou again,” Childe is saying. “I won’t let you.”

The accusation throws Zhongli off. “Pardon?”

“I gave Yun-xiansheng the perfect material for a  jing,” Childe explains exasperatedly as Zhongli pushes the offending chopstick away with a finger. “If you told her about how I was tricked into wreaking havoc for a gnosis I was never meant to lay my hands on, she’ll make me a  chou. No thank you.”

Zhongli is baffled into silence. He isn’t in the best position to lecture someone else about priorities but at this moment, he really cannot understand Childe.

“There is no ploy to make you into anything at all. I just thought… if they are not writing you as a hero back in Snezhnaya, then I will not let you be written as a villain here in Liyue.”

“Why do you bother?”

Zhongli frowns. How is it not obvious? “Because it is important to you?”

Childe flushes right to the tips of his ears.


  

  

  



Zhongli’s admission bothers Childe; it bothers Childe so much that two days later, he is still asking about it.

“Why are you trying to do damage control now? Did you not think your plan through?” he interrogates, messing with Zhongli’s brush stand in his office. “Come on, I’m sure you know what’d happen to your scapegoat.”

Zhongli sighs. “I did not know it would be you.”

“What, am I special or something?”

“I was expecting… someone more veteran from the Tsaritsa’s Harbinger line-up, not her youngest and most naïve. Instead, she sent me a child for me to manipulate. Of course it would leave a bad taste in my mouth.”

“N-Naïve? Child?” The affronted noise leaving Childe’s mouth is almost comical. Childe looks like he cannot decide which term offends him more. “I am the scourge of the battlefield. I am the Tsaritsa’s Vanguard! My body count is -”

“No need to recite your resume to me, Tartaglia.” Zhongli puts down his brush to look at Childe sitting on the edge of his desk. “I know what you have done in service of your queen, but that is nothing compared to my sins.”

“Your sins?”

“Hideous ones,” Zhongli closes his eyes to the memories of Khaenri’ah flashing by. “You are talking to one of the seven winners of the Archon War, and there are no victors in war; only victims and sinners.”

Childe looks like he vehemently disagrees, but perhaps, he’d change his mind when he’s as long-lived as Zhongli. Zhongli would disagree too in his youth.

“So, fine, this  child  was your scapegoat,” Childe says flatly. “Why even get a foreign agent, though? If I was Liyuen, I’d probably be honoured to play the  chou for Rex Lapis. You sent dreams to the Qixing lady, right?”

“You mean… Ningguang-daren?”

Childe nods. “She’s astute so she’ll definitely interpret your dream. And despite dropping her Jade Chamber to pass your little  test, I’m sure she’ll still worship Rex Lapis. You’re her god so of course, all is forgiven. But you -” The hazy blue pierces Zhongli right through. “You are not my god.”

Frankly, Ningguang doesn’t actually worship Rex Lapis like how Snezhnayans worship the Tsaritsa. Like many others, she prays to Rex Lapis for the wealth and prosperity of Liyue in return for her offerings; it is a give-and-take. But Zhongli has the feeling that Childe won’t appreciate being lectured about the transactional nature of the relationship between the city of commerce and her god right now.

Something about Childe’s declaration is making him feel unpleasant, though, and Zhongli gets defensive. “Your god  is the one who dispatched you to Liyue,” he counters. “I cannot help but feel that your outrage of betrayal is a little misdirected.”

A caustic laugh. “And you’re innocent?”

“No, but neither are you.”

“I’ll say sorry, but I won’t mean it.” Childe smiles, sickly sweet. He leans forward, knocking over Zhongli’s inkstone in an act of petty malice. “I forgave my god; I am not forgiving  you.”

“If I paid for today’s lunch, will you think about forgiving me?”

Childe rears back, thrown. “Uh?”

The only way to deal with Childe’s unpredictability is to match up to it. Zhongli rights the inkstone.

“Fine,” Childe says at last. He hops off Zhongli’s desk. “Let’s go, I’m hungry.”


  

  

  



Childe gawks at him for a solid two minutes when Zhongli proudly slides two tickets across the table at Wanmin restaurant. He wonders if it’s too soon to ask Childe to catch an opera with him again, but all Childe is concerned about, is apparently:

“No, seriously, you have mora?”

Zhongli ignores that jib. “The Yun-Han Troupe is staging a particular opera tonight that I will really like you to attend. Will you join me?”

“…What opera?” Childe demands the moment he gets over his surprise. He raises his eyebrows. “‘Farewell, My Archaic Lord’ cannot be completed that fast.”

“No, it has not.”

“Then what is it? ‘The Battle with the Great Lord of the Vortex’?”

“It is not that one.”

“‘The Fall of the Snezhnayan Diplomat is Harder Than the Drop of the Jade Chamber’? No, seriously, that’s Tea Master Liu Su’s hottest story at the moment. Has it been adapted into an opera?”

He can’t really fault Childe for that suspicious edge to his tone. After all, Zhongli is acting highly out of character.

“It is ‘The Legend of the White Snake’.”

Childe blinks, aggression melting away like snow. “I know that folklore. Sort of.”

Given his love for tales, it’s no surprise that Childe has come across one of the four great Liyuen classics. It is a common epic for storytellers to perform at teahouses. Worried, Zhongli retracts his hand a little. “In that case, there is no need to feel obligated to -”

“I’ll go.”

Childe’s hand slaps over the tickets before Zhongli can pull them entirely out of sight. His teeth are gritted, the lines of his body all braced for a fight.

“There is no need to force yourself,” Zhongli admonishes.

“I’m not forcing myself! I’ll be there before you,” Childe declares, like he’s taking on a challenge.

Zhongli simply sighs.


  

  

  



Yun Jin’s opera is true to folklore.

A snake demon falls in love with a village doctor after he’d saved her life. Using her arts, she transformed into a beautiful human girl to approach the doctor. Deeply in love, the snake demon and doctor are quickly wedded and are set to live happily ever after, but a passing exorcist notices the demon in their midst and seeks to exorcise her.

The doctor refuses to entertain any slander against his wife despite repeated counsel. The exorcist pretends to let the issue go, instead tricking the doctor into giving his beloved wife some special wine to celebrate the Lantern Rite. Unbeknownst to the happy couple, the gifted wine is stained with the Abyss. With one sip, demons will be forced into revealing their true forms.

Some versions say the doctor dies of shock immediately after seeing his wife turn into a gigantic, white snake. Some say he runs away in despair, never to be seen again. Some also say that he chooses to stand by his wife; for he will love her no matter what her true nature is.

Regardless of the doctor’s reaction, all versions maintain that the exorcist arrives to defeat the snake demon in her weakened state, sealing her into a pagoda and separating the couple for many years to come.

In the version with a happy ending, the pure love between two beings who are never meant to be is enough to move Heaven. A bolt of thunder falls from the sky to split the pagoda into half, freeing the imprisoned snake demon and letting the happy couple reunite.

In tragic versions, the snake demon is finally released, only to find her beloved drowned in a flood. The curtain falls on Yun Jin, the body of her beloved doctor on her lap as she weeps.

Out of the teahouse and into the cold night, Childe turns and gives Zhongli a wary look. He has been sniffling throughout the show, but Zhongli doesn’t call him out on it.

“Is the original folklore based on some adeptus’ story?” Childe asks. “It’s hard to separate fact from fiction in Liyue.”

“It is fiction,” Zhongli explains. “When I first saw the opera performed three centuries ago, I felt an immeasurable amount of sadness.”

“Well, it  is  a tragedy.”

Zhongli shakes his head. “No, I feared for my xiezhi adeptus who had fallen in love with a human. But… I had never seen him happier. And now, he has Yanfei to remember her by.

“And though I do not understand that emotion known as love, I find myself thinking that being the White Snake cannot be so bad -”

“Xiansheng,” Childe interrupts. He has stopped dead in the middle of the street, and Zhongli turns to face him. “What are you trying to say?”

Zhongli braces himself.

“I’m trying, badly, to tell you how I feel,” he admits. “The snake demon approached the man in human guise, but she never meant any harm. Instead, she cared greatly about the human, but feared her love wouldn’t be accepted should he know of her deception and true form.”

Childe blinks blankly at him.

“You are not a demon,” Childe insists, focusing on the  semantics, of all things. “You are a half-qilin, half-dragon. I did read up on my mark.”

“…Childe, that is not -”

“You sure are a  snake, though,” Childe mumbles viciously under his breath, and he is wrong, for Zhongli is really a half-qilin, half-dragon. But Zhongli has the inkling that some point has flown cleanly over his own head.

“First, you tried to tell me you’re Rex Lapis through operas. Now, you’re trying to tell me how you feel through operas,” Childe sighs in fond exasperation. “I was in denial the first time because I didn’t want to be hurt.”

Zhongli feels like he’d been hit over the head with an explosive. So Childe did somehow catch on before the fallout.

“But there’s just too much that happened between us,” Childe continues, “so I’m going to be in denial this time as well.”

“Childe -”

“You used me, I used you, and your land hates me. I usually wouldn’t care about that, but because it’s your land, I care.”

Childe ceases his rambling and shakes his head. He looks up with a small smile. It is beautiful, it is pained. It echoes of a night at a bridge wrapped in cool air; the night they both walked away from one another with too many words unsaid.

Zhongli’s response is paltry. “I see.”

He really doesn’t know how to fix this.

“We can catch another opera again, soon,” Childe offers. “‘Farewell, My Archaic Lord’, is it? Let’s catch that one when it’s premiering and have a good laugh.”

“Of course.”

“Yeap, just in case we forgot what we did to each other.”


  

  

  



It is the premiering night of the Yun-Han Troupe’s latest masterpiece. Next to Zhongli, Childe is engaged in an intense battle with a crystal shrimp.

“If Yun-xiansheng made me the  chou, I’ll no longer be a fan,” Childe sighs as the  dianxin  on the plate evades his chopsticks once again.

“I am sure she will not,” Zhongli reassures. He holds the crystal shrimp steady with his chopsticks to make it easier for Childe.

Childe still ends up spearing it, anyway.

The opera starts with the entrance of Yun Jin in the role of a  wulaosheng. Yun Jin perches on a mountain range prop, dressed in scale-patterned robes. There’s gold everywhere: the four flags on her back, the beard on her face, and boldly swiped under her eyes.

“The currencies that flow through this land are my flesh and blood,” she sings, gesturing widely to the harbour they’re all in. “For thus did I become the guarantor of the people’s hard work, wisdom, and future. This is the trust I have placed in them. Betray it, and you taint my blood.”

…People really love that speech of his. He’d delivered it during his first Rite of Descension as Rex Lapis. Had Zhongli known those lines would be immortalised for generations to come, he would have phrased it better.

A  dan  enters the stage from the opposite end. From her vantage point on the mountain range, Yun Jin watches the  dan  deliver their song below.

“Yun-xiansheng is obviously Rex Lapis,” Childe leans over the table to whisper. “But who is the  dan? Is that the Tianquan?”

A confused murmur sweeps the teahouse.  But this is Yun-xiansheng’s opera, people are saying in hushed tones.  Surely, the story will all come together somehow. 

But admittedly, the  dan  is baffling. There are feathers on their sleeves and a phoenix headdress on their head. With the flags on their back as well and a spear in their hands, they’re obviously a  wudan.

Ningguang wouldn’t be portrayed as a  wudan. She’d be a  zhengdan, if anything.

Zhongli, for once, has no proper answer to a question about theatre. “I… have no idea.”

Childe gawks at him.

The scene changes. As if in answer to their questions, a  zhengdan  steps onto stage with a little introductory song about being the Tianquan of the Qixing and how it’s a very important day. They unfurls their water sleeves towards the heavens, singing praises of Rex Lapis.

“Oh, finally, something I understand,” Childe cheers. “That’s obviously Ningguang-daren conducting Rite of Descension.”

It is. They both watch as Yun Jin glides down from her mountain range to land in a heap in the middle of the stage. The  zhengdan  and calefare all rear back in horror.

 “Alas, alas! Rex Lapis has fallen!” They sing.


   “Seal the perimeter!” 


The curtain falls, hiding Yun Jin and the  zhengdan  from the eyes of the stunned crowd.

Childe snorts. “Yun-xiansheng did it with way more grace than you, falling out of the sky like that. Were you drunk?”

Zhongli cannot help smiling at Childe’s amusement. “I most certainly was not drunk.”

The music starts up again. The  wudan  in the phoenix headdress is back on stage in front of the lowered curtains. They pace with a staccato beat, flicking their fingers to show anger.

“The fuck?” Childe scratches his head in confusion. “Seriously, who is that? Where’s the  jing? Where am I?”

The phoenix motifs. The martial quality to this  dan. Yun Jin’s pause in Xinyue Kiosk when her gaze landed on Childe’s patterned chopsticks.

There is no other way to break the news. Zhongli gives Childe a frank look.

“I think the  dan  is you.”

Childe throws a crystal shrimp at him.


  

  



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          INCOMING LOOONG NOTES

- the wulaosheng (武老生) is a senior male martial role. I felt like that’s what most people would think Rex Lapis is.

- the wudan (武旦) is a martial female role. That’s Childe (please refer below for why Yun Jin wrote him that way)

- the zhengdan (正旦), also known as qingyi (青衣), is one of the most common dan roles in chinese opera. They’re dignified older women, often married. That’s Ningguang in the opera.

-

In full makeup and costume, the actors’ features are completely eradicated to the point that it is difficult to tell their actual gender and age. The pitched singing makes it hard to discern gender too. All that’s left in place is just… the character. The makeup style, costume, gestures and singing style will tell you everything you need to know about the character: their gender, age, motivations, alignment.

In real life, there are guys who specialise in playing the dan (female roles) and girls who play the laosheng (old men). That’s the cool thing about Chinese opera: you can take on any role regardless of your age and gender as long as you’re good enough. I’m trying to explain why it’s not weird for Yun Jin to write Childe as a dan when he’s a man. That’s because gender in xiqu has no rules. Love is always portrayed between the sheng and dan; if she wrote two shengs, people would be like “omg!! bromance…!!!” like, fuck no!!!! Two men can play the sheng and dan anyway, so no, Yun Jin wasn’t putting her hetero spin on Zhongli and Childe. Thanks for coming to my gay opera ted talk.

(it is also why i’m using gender-neutral pronouns for other performers apart from Yun Jin, send help)

btw, ch 4 is done. I’ll post it when i’m done editing lmao sry no beta TT

if there’s anything more you need clarification for, please leave a comment and ask!! i’ll answer to the best of my ability~

        




4. Chapter 4

Notes for the Chapter:i created a  twitter, come and say hi!!

There’s also something i wanna address. i received a pretty nasty, sinophobic comment last chapter TT i’ve already deleted it but i honestly never expected myself and my culture to be attacked in such a way on this platform. it’s ridiculous because

1. genshin is made by a chinese company, in china

2. not all chinese support the *CP

3. i am not even from China

but even without these reasons, it doesn’t excuse such behaviour. i am just some low-key person writing for fun; i don’t think i did anything to deserve this.

but!! there’s so much nice feedback to drown it out, so thank you ❤️

 

on a lighter note:

YASS IT’S DONE

  I AM DEPARTINGGGG

 

-




    
    
  - Two weeks ago, at the Yun-Han studio -


“‘The Legend of the White Snake’?” Yun Jin repeats in surprise. In the background, spears clash as her troupe practises. “That is no trouble when it’s a local favourite, but are you sure that is all you want from your boon?”

“Yes. Lately, I have been finding it a very compelling tale. An immortal falling in love with a human, and taking on a mortal guise to walk by his side.” Zhongli smiles and nods sagely. “I wish for Childe to appreciate that tale as well.”

Yun Jin stares at Zhongli. Zhongli stares back.

Yun Jin puts down her tea cup.

“…I see,” she says, looking dumbfounded and tired at the same time. She turns to Yunning, one hand at her temple as if she has a massive headache. “Can I have another pot of tea? Ask the kitchen to use the extra large teapot, please, thank you.”

 

 

 

Back to the stage, Yun Jin re-appears, void of the gold beard, gold flags, and gold paint she bore as Rex Lapis. The distinctive scattering of blush down the centre of her forehead shows that she’s still playing a  sheng; a  wensheng, this time.

“Huh,” Childe snorts at the same time dread pools in Zhongli’s stomach. “So Yun-xiansheng knows?”

Yun Jin begins pacing, singing about how she had skillfully avoided an attempt on her life after the news of the attack on the Anemo Archon, the meanderings of a long life, and of all things, osmanthus wine.

“Oh, Rex Lapis is still alive!” the audience excitedly murmurs.

“That’s him, descended in mortal form!”

“What brilliant storytelling by Yun-xiansheng!”

Zhongli chokes on his tea.

 

 

 


  - One week ago -


He greets Childe with his unimpressed visage when he arrives at the Harbinger’s doorstep at an ungodly hour.

“I heard from the traveller,” Zhongli says with way too much calm when there’s a turmoil inside him. “You strained yourself with the transformation when you should not have. It was not a life-or-death situation.”

The traveller had related the events over a course of tea; one last meetup with the Archon of the land before she snuck off into Inazuma.  I have never seen him in such bad shape before,  the traveller had shared.  He was wrecked. And Zhongli had immediately assumed the worst.

“It was life-or-death to me, xiansheng,” Childe argues, equally unimpressed. He closes the door and immediately heads back to bed, his condition severe enough for him to be so blatant about needing rest. “You don’t have family so you won’t understand.”

Zhongli ignores the barbed remark; Childe is looking for a fight when he’s in no state to hold his ground. He drags a chair to Childe’s bedside and perches on it instead, ignoring the boy’s squawk of protest to pull his wrist onto his lap. He presses two fingers to the artery there to read Childe’s pulse.

Childe’s hand jerks in reflex.

“Relax,” Zhongli says, and the boy seems to do the exact opposite. The blood thrums and flutters wildly beneath his fingertips and Zhongli frowns. He slides off his glove to try again.

The pulse gets even more erratic.

“Are you… alright?”

Childe turns his head away. “Mm.”

“Your heart is going very fast.”

“Cardiac arrest, mayhaps.”

He sounds so nonchalant about it that Zhongli is stunned. “…Very well, try and take slow, deep breaths.”

It takes a while, but the rabbit-fast pace starts to ebb. Zhongli keeps monitoring the pulse, just in case.

“It means a lot for me to keep up with my brother’s fantasy,” Childe murmurs into the quiet, sounding a little loopy. “He sees me as a hero. What’s that opera guy again, the one with all the flags at his back…? That’s who I want to be, for Teucer. For my family. For… Snezhnaya. The Tsaritsa…”

Is that why it’s so important for Childe? To be written as a hero in Snezhnaya?

“The  wusheng,” Zhongli says distractedly, concerned by the pulse readings. At least it is slowing to a much more sedate pace. He looks up at the boy. “Childe, how are you feeling -?”

The Harbinger is asleep, lashes fanning across his cheeks and lips slightly parted. The fondness in Zhongli’s chest grows and expands so rapidly; he feels like he’d surge outwards and explode in a shower of Geo particles not unlike the actual demise of a god. He stays as still as stone to not rouse Childe, holding on to Childe’s hand for as long as he is allowed to.

 

 

 

Back to the present, a hefty actor makes their debut to the sounds of crashing waves, their entire face bone white with face paint.

“Herald my arrival, Liyue! For it is I, Osial!” they boom to the sounds of percussion and war drums. “Beware, beware!”

There is an inhuman noise of utter betrayal next to Zhongli.

“Osial? Osial is the  jing?” Childe looks ready to clamour over their table and tackle the actor on stage. His hands find the underside of the table like he’s about to flip it. Zhongli grabs on to both his scarf and the table, just in case.

“Childe,  no.”

“I can’t believe I’m rooting for the Jade Chamber.” Childe drags a hand over his face in pure, unadulterated stress. At least his hands are no longer on the underside of the table. Their  dianxin  are safe. “The Qixing and the adepti had better take down Osial and the Fatui immediately or I’ll riot. Get that  jing  out of my face.”

Zhongli has to check. “Are you still a fan of Yun-xiansheng?”

“…Yes.”

 

 

 


  - One week ago -


Zhongli is still there when Childe awakens.

“Seriously?” Childe yawns, sleep in his voice. He gets up. “You’re  still  taking my pulse?”

“The human heart is a marvel,” Zhongli admits, lifting his fingers off Childe’s wrist. “I enjoy counting its cadence.”

“Okay, poet.”

Childe holds his pillow to his chest as he potters around, freshening up. He ducks his head to check the sky outside, muttering something about whether it is too late for supper. There are sleep marks on his cheek and his hair is askew.

The fondness is too much to bear. Zhongli is really going to explode in a shower of Geo particles. This moment is too transient, too ephemeral. If he doesn’t grab on to it, it’ll fade one day, dissolving at the edges like all memories eventually do, even Zhongli’s.

“I do not claim to understand the human heart,” he hears himself admitting, “but yours, I especially wish to.”

Maybe this is what it feels like to seize the moment. Maybe this is what it feels like to not have all the time in the world. Maybe this is what it feels like to be so fiercely, desperately in love that impulse takes over.

Maybe this is what it feels like, being human.

Childe stares at him like he’s a madman. “I just woke up,” he announces at last, heading off to the balcony. “I’m not doing this.”

Zhongli follows him out into the cool night air. “Ask me that question again.”

“What?”

“The question you had asked, on the bridge on a fair-weathered night just like this.”

Childe clearly remembers the question but certainly wishes he hasn’t. He rolls his eyes. “I already know that you’re Rex Lapis.”

“Was that really all you were asking?” Zhongli pauses. “I did not answer you that night, but am I too late?”

“I… I don’t know,” Childe admits, burrowing his chin into his pillow. But still, he asks, and for that, Zhongli is grateful.

“Is there something you want to tell me?”

 

 

 

The  wudan  blazes their way across the stage, phoenix headdress tinkling as they dance and twirl their spear. A few steps behind, Yun Jin follows in their wake, replicating their dance a few beats too late.

Yun Jin throws out a hand and reaches out for the  wudan, only catching their sleeve. She stands motionless as the silk slips out of her hand, looking utterly forlorn.

“Oh good lord,” a girl a few tables ahead swoons. “Marry me, Yun-xiansheng.”

The phoenix spins and twirls in a full circle around Yun Jin, who follows them with her eyes and a wry little smile. The  wudan  flicks a sleeve to brush against Yun Jin’s shoulder, plucking a feather from their robes to drop it before Yun Jin.

“I’m leaving,” the phoenix sings, and flits off the stage.

“The  fuck  are you leaving for?” Childe throws up his hands. “You didn’t even do shit. Is that spear just for show? Fight Rex Lapis!”

Someone shushes him. He shushes them back, indignant.

Left alone on stage, Yun Jin picks up the phoenix feather and holds it to her heart. Several people in the audience go, “Aw…”

“Aw, my foot,” Childe ruins the emotional scene to complain. “Why is that bird being so coy? Excuse me, was I being coy when I was pissed at you? Was I  flirting  with you?”

“You did not actually draw any of your blades against me,” Zhongli reasons, just to further ruffle Childe’s feathers. “For your standards, Childe, I believe you were being very coy.”

“Oh my gods.”

The Hydro vision on Childe’s hip sparks and condensation coalesces in Childe’s palms. Zhongli leans over and smacks it out of his hands immediately, sending hundreds of harmless water droplets into the air.

“That was not an invitation to cross blades with me in a teahouse. Do you want Yunning to blacklist you from Yun-xiansheng’s fanclub?”

Childe’s Hydro vision dims immediately.

“…Fair point.”

 

 

 


  - One week ago -


“I am Rex Lapis. I love you.”

There is a harsh unevenness to Childe’s breathing, like he’s running a marathon even as he’s standing there with a pillow clutched to his chest. Red blooms blotchily on his cheeks. His nose. The pale shells of his ears. The delicate skin around his eyes.

“You said you don’t know what love is.”

“I did not,” Zhongli admits, tucking a strand of hair behind his ear as he sighs. “Not until you taught it to me.”

Childe’s eyes are rimmed red. “I… I don’t know, xiansheng. Too much had happened between us.” His voice is cracking. “I don’t know if we’re too late.”

Zhongli is transported back to a lighter evening, watching Yun Jin’s butterfly sleeves billowing on stage. An evening where Childe, touched by the opera, gazed tenderly at the stage.

“No matter how changed we are from whoever we were before, I still choose you.” He finds himself dredging Childe’s words from memory. “I want to be free of all worldly burdens and take flight with you.”

“‘Take flight’…?” Childe’s eyes widen in recollection before narrowing in exasperation. “You think our lives are like some quaint little opera song about reincarnated butterflies?”

“They can be,” Zhongli says simply.

He drops his mortal guise, letting golden horns extend from his head and scales patch over his skin.

Childe’s jaw drops. He panics. He tosses his pillow off the balcony and reaches forward to grab Zhongli as if he could halt the transformation in its tracks.

“What are you doing? You can’t turn into a dragon and take to the skies just like that. Your form is distinctive!”

It’s true. The very instance he takes flight in his draconic form, everyone in Liyue will know Rex Lapis isn’t dead.

“What I had earned through deceiving you, I will give it all up,” Zhongli says. His tail extends from under his coat. When he used to tread Teyvat in his semi-divine form back during the Archon War, some mortals would faint at the sight of him. It is the main reason why he never did his yearly descent in this form.

“The loss of trust you suffered in Liyue who believes you murdered her god, I will return it all back to you. I no longer care what the world thinks. The only burdens I wish to shed now are those between you and I, and I really wish to take flight with you.”

He laid down his pride as Morax; he played dead to the whole world as Rex Lapis; he masquerades as the mortal Zhongli, when he is anything but.

Zhongli is done with the show.

He’ll exit, stage left, to the accompanying farewell of  I am departing. He’ll step back on stage as the curtains fall, gold paint on his face.

 Gold, he’d quietly explained to Childe once upon a time as Rex Lapis decimated armies before them,  demarcates a god on the stage.

(He is tired too, Childe shares later. Tired of feeling anger as Tartaglia towards a mission failed; tired of Childe feeling betrayed. Tired, of not letting  Ajax  feel. He is done with these masks, the ever-changing  bianlian.)

Childe is speechless. “You’ll ascend again, just for me?” he manages at last when he finds his voice. “You’re a god, and I’m just… I’m just some stupid clown.”

“I have been deeply shakened,” Zhongli confesses. “The time we spent together and the laughter we shared – it was enough to move Heaven. Love has always been foreign to me; a spectator sport I participate in from the audience seats. But you made me learn what it is like to yearn. Am I… still too late?”

Childe steps forward to slip his arms around Zhongli’s neck, melting against Zhongli in a hug. This close, Zhongli can hear his heart once again at a rabbit pulse. He doesn’t think it’s fear.

Maybe it’s love, returned.

“No, you’re just in time,” Childe whispers. “Then, let’s go. As long as you promise me a fight with you in this form afterwards.”

“Anything you want.”

He fully transforms and takes off into the skies, with Childe between his horns and the wind against his scales. A heart he never knew he had, soars.

 

 

 


  - One week ago, at Yun-Han studio -


“I need you across the stage in twenty seconds and you were late by three. Why did you add that flourish?”

“I wanted to make the moveset more delicate, Yun-xiansheng.”

“The original is delicate enough. Take it out and save the three seconds.”

Yun Jin may be challenging the traditions of Liyuen opera, but let it never be known that she’s anything less than a perfectionist. She takes her favourite seat by the window again, ready to practise her song.

A shadow falls across her studio. Yun Jin looks up to see a very familiar dragon blotting out the moonlight.

“You’re kidding,” she deadpans, getting up. To her troupe, she orders,  “Keep practising until Act Three. I have to make some modifications to Act Four.”

There’s a human on Rex Lapis, too far for anyone on land to make out their identity. Others may presume they’re one of Rex Lapis’ adepti in human form, but Yun Jin knows better. They should elevate her from  xiansheng  to  dashi, at this rate.

The elders will never let her hear the end of it.

 

 

 

Yun Jin steps back onto stage, once again with gold fiercely lining her eyes. The golden flags line her back and the golden beard covers her face. In full glory once again as Rex Lapis, she grabs the  wudan’s  hand, and together, they fly.

“Through the mountains and skies so clear, the dragon soars. The phoenix will bring prosperity to these shores,”  Yun Jin sings, her lilting vocals resonating around the teahouse.

Next to Zhongli, Childe graces the dragon and phoenix on his chopsticks with a deep, searching look.

“With his lover, Rex Lapis takes a gander.” Yun Jin locks eyes with Zhongli as she sings the last line. “To our god we give a sign: Liyue is doing just fine.”

Alright. Yun Jin definitely knows.

In hindsight, they weren’t exactly the most subtle during Yun Jin’s interview with Childe. And a playwright can certainly read between the lines. Zhongli sighs, and joins in the applause with a smile.

“Beautiful, this is beautiful!” A man hollers from the back of the teahouse, clapping vigorously with tears streaming down his face. “Rex Lapis, stepping back from Liyue for love! What a novel idea, as expected of Yun-xiansheng! I have never been more moved.”

Childe’s hand is groping along their table, and for one moment, Zhongli is extremely concerned that he is looking for a weapon to throw at that unsuspecting man. The groping hand closes around his chopsticks. Zhongli immediately seizes that hand.

“Childe, no.”

“But he -!”

Zhongli replaces the precious chopsticks with another crystal shrimp.

“Here, throw this instead. Anything but the chopsticks.”

“Like this will hurt anybody.”

“I am sure if it is you, you can kill someone with a crystal shrimp projectile,” Zhongli nods earnestly. “I believe in you.”

Childe looks back at the stage, at Zhongli, at the chopsticks. He begrudgingly shoves the crystal shrimp into his own mouth, chewing aggressively before swallowing.

Zhongli smothers a chuckle. “Does this rendition really upset you so much?”

“Why wouldn’t it? Yun-xiansheng made me the  dan!” Childe gripes. “She turned it into a love story!”

“Is that so bad?”

“Of course!” Childe looks away. “…not.”

 

 

 

Childe holds up his chopsticks. “She’s singing about dragons and phoenixes,” he says suspiciously. “Is there a story behind these?”

“Oh, that? I was proposing to you.”

The chopsticks clatter to the ground. “What.”

Onstage, Yun Jin breaks character as Rex Lapis, and laughs.

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          -

 

   twitter

 

I referenced two of the Four Great Chinese Folktales throughout the story. One of them is The Butterfly Lovers; the other is The Legend of the White Snake!

The wensheng (文生) is a civil/scholar male role. It’s what Yun Jin portrayed Rex Lapis as when he descends (with Zhongli as reference material LMAOO)

bianlian (变脸) is more of a Sichuan opera art rather than Peking. It literally means ‘changing faces’; the performer will rapidly switch between masks with sleight of hand. The know-how is a very closely-guarded secret of the industry!! i thought it would be cool to mention it in the story.

“xiansheng to dashi” is a bit tricky. Essentially, Yun Jin is saying they should upgrade her from “Teacher/Sir” to “Maestro/Grandmaster” lol

I also have to clarify that the jing (净) is not always the villain!! They can be really hammy, loyal generals or wise men. It is the white face paint that denotes the villainous quality of Osial, not the fact that he’s a jing. Childe’s fascination with the jing and penchant for throwing himself under the bus are two separate issues. On that note, I considered mentioning gold patterns in Osial’s face paint because he IS also a god and gold face paint distinguishes the immortals on stage, but I was afraid of making it even more confusing

Lastly, just a fun fact: the last scene of Yun Jin breaking character as Rex Lapis was the image that sparked the whole fic idea so yes, i literally wrote a whole dang story just to get there. There’s no chou in ‘Farewell, My Archaic Lord’ because it’s me. I’m the clown. I’m the whole circus.

i can’t believe i wrote 11k of this fic and they didn’t even kiss??? smh

thanks for reading

        

  Works inspired by this one:
  
    	
        [PODFIC] farewell, my archaic lord by lady_peony
    

  





