
1. Chapter 1

Author’s Note:
      I had the sudden urge to write this while playing through the Archon Quest. Y’all know how it is.

    


    
    
  There was something melancholic about visiting places for the first time after waking up from one of his millennial naps, Venti decided. It was just that seeing the way everything changed was less jarring than seeing the ways they stayed the same.



  Oh, it was probably just him being maudlin again. He hadn’t realized— well, he’d been rather busy at the time!— but the last time he was awake, just five hundred years before, he hadn’t even been aware that Greater Lord Rukkhadevata would be soon to die. Five hundred years back, he’d fallen back into his long sleep already exhausted, and been unable to travel the world as he’d grown used to doing whenever he woke. He wondered how it was that he endured, when so many other Archons, more dutiful, more powerful, kinder and wiser, died off and were replaced.



  It didn’t bear dwelling on, really. What was important was that he’d awakened now, and he’d cleaned the poison from Dvalin’s blood, and everything in Mondstadt was well. He was free as the birds of the sky, and so he made the rounds of Teyvat to see what else had changed.



  Liyue was the same as expected. Of course it would be, with that stubborn oaf still holding the nation’s reins and ruthlessly squelching any threat to its well-being. Boring and dependable Morax, Venti supposed.



  He’d tried nipping over to Inazuma next, wanting to see what Ei was up to and how she was holding up after Makoto’s death. Morax didn’t seem to know much of what was going on thereabouts, and Venti understood why when his path was blocked by the massive storms around Inazuma’s shores. He’d tried slipping through any which way, but these were more than mere storm gales: vicious, cutting winds batted him about, and he realized this was an Archon’s power keeping him at bay.



  Worrisome, any way Venti thought about it, but nothing that he could do anything about, and so he left it alone for now. He was going to think up some other way to sneak in, eventually.



  Where next, then? Ah! The Court of Fontaine! Wine! Song! An obnoxious obsession with granular details of the law, but they also had a healthy appreciation for the artistry of bards, so he could let that slide. He was already plotting how to sneak into Focalors’ own personal cellar and nab a bottle of that wine he’d always liked, but then he thought about getting caught, and he wasn’t quite up to that kind of liveliness yet. Focalors would probably put him on trial as a laugh.



  Sumeru seemed like a fine option, then. He could go to Fontaine afterwards, to cool off after Sumeru’s cloying heat and humidity became too much for him. He hadn’t even met the new Dendro Archon yet, but the old one had been such a good sport, that he was sure he’d make a great friend new.



  Which was how he ended up in Sumeru City, wandering streets that felt the same and different in subtle ways. The Akasha terminals on everyone’s ears made for a strange novelty, and the city itself seemed more subdued than he remembered. Oh, it was peaceful and lovely, but he missed the music and dance that used to be more common in Greater Lord Rukkhadevata’s time. The people of Sumeru these days were a more serious lot than Venti recalled them ever being before. Maybe the new Dendro Archon was more of a stick in the mud?



  Venti didn’t like to think so, and as he continued exploring, he came upon the Grand Bazaar and the Zubayr Theater. Ah, now this was the Sumeru City he remembered! They must have centralized all the artists here, Venti concluded. Some nations did it like that, with designated zones and performance permits and whatnot; it wasn’t to Venti’s tastes. In Mondstadt, bards could perform wherever they could find an empty stretch of space, though most obviously preferred real stages.



  He quite liked the liveliness of the Grand Bazaar, and the performances they put on, and the people here were friendly, enthused about Lesser Lord Kusanali.



  It was there that Venti first put his finger on something that had bothered him since arriving in Sumeru City. People didn’t really talk about Lesser Lord Kusanali all that much. They certainly did about Greater Lord Rukkhadevata, but she was dead going on five centuries, and that people who were not even alive during her reign sighed over her absence seemed like an unnatural overextension of grief. You’d have thought they didn’t even have a new Dendro Archon.



  Of course, once the thought planted itself in Venti’s head, he couldn’t let go of it. Where was Lesser Lord Kusanali? Ought he drop in and introduce himself, or was she enough of a hermit that she would not appreciate it? …Well, that wouldn’t stop him from introducing himself either way.



  He was still pondering his next course of action as he strummed his lyre for the denizens of Sumeru City, when a man wearing scholar robes and a belligerent expression approached.



  “You can’t do that here,” the scholar said, pointing to Venti’s lyre.



  Venti tilted his head curiously. “If the notes I play do not please, I can play a different tune to appease.” He plucked a few notes on his lyre for emphasis.



  The scholar only scowled in response, looking Venti up and down, his gaze lingering at Venti’s ear and the lack of an Akasha terminal.



  “An outlander, then,” the scholar said, with an insincere indulgent smile now. “This may be suitable behavior where you come from, but Sumeru is a land of rationality—” He enunciated the last word like he was explaining something to a dull child, “—so we dispense with such displays here.”



  “By ‘such displays’… you mean music?” Venti asked, befuddled.



  “Exactly so,” the scholar replied, with that same condescending smile.



  Venti craned his head around. He’d been perched up on a stone wall, and previously, the surrounding vendors and passers-by had been all too happy to hear him play his melodies. Now, with the scholar here, they all looked awkward, and avoided glancing at Venti as if their previous enjoyment of his art was something shameful.



  He suddenly wondered if the people in the Grand Bazaar were there entirely of their choice, or if sweeping all the artists under a rock was a more deliberate decision on someone’s part. Whose, though? The Dendro Archon’s? It would break his heart if so.



  “I haven’t the wit to know what music has with rationality,” Venti replied, beaming a smile at the scholar. “So I suppose I shall leave that to you, and you will have to leave the music-making to me.”



  The scholar’s expression held for a beat, brows slowly lowering in a puzzled frown, before melting into a far more genuine scowl.



  Venti had only wanted to wave him off with some sufficiently self-effacing remark, but it seemed now that the scholar was the type to believe any remark he couldn’t fully parse was some injury to his intelligence. Venti did not much like the way the scholar stalked off, and the way someone nearby said ‘uh-oh’ out loud indicated he’d bungled that interaction.



  “You should probably leave,” a kind man advised from behind his kebab stall, “before he returns with guards.”



  Venti had seen the guards—the Eremites with the nasty spears—so he didn’t tempt his luck.



  He was gone like a breeze before the scholar returned with the guards.



  What did he mean they didn’t do music in Sumeru? Rukkhadevata had loved music. For her birthday, she would love nothing more than watching the whirling dances of her loving subjects looking to impress her with their skills. How hypocritical, to simper regrets over Greater Lord Rukkhadevata’s death, but disrespect the vivid culture of music and dance that she had once fostered in Sumeru.



  Venti had heard that Lesser Lord Kusanali spent all her time in the Sanctuary of Surasthana, and so he headed there next, ready to complain strenuously about one or two things, but once arrived to the high reaches of the sanctuary’s doors, he had to pause.



  He sat in the branches and watched the Sanctuary’s exterior doors. He remembered that Rukkhadevata enjoyed quiet meditation sometimes. She once explained that when everything else around was quiet, she could hear even the faintest whispers of her inner voice, the deepest little thread of thoughts that was buried under the rest of her loudest thoughts, and spoke with most sincerity about what she really felt.



  Venti didn’t give much thought to his own inner voice, because he suspected it would say tings like ‘drink more wine!’ and ‘play that song!’ and his surface thoughts already had that kind of stuff well in hand. But Rukkhadevata was always pondering one thing or another, and sometimes, when she was distressed, or confused, or overwhelmed, the quiet of meditation helped her center herself again. On one or two occasions, he had waited for her and seen the serenity in her eyes as she emerged from the Sanctuary of Surasthana.



  But she had only done this on occasion. She had never cloistered herself in the Sanctuary for extended periods of time, and she had certainly never had guards at the door when she did.



  Yet, as Venti looked at the door—so little used that moss and lichen had grown around the hinges—he began to wonder if there wasn’t, in fact, something rotten going on in Sumeru.



   




   



  Nahida dreamed—other people’s dreams.



  Through the shining web of lines that spread out before her, nodules where they intersected showed her the locations of every mind the Akasha connected together. She whizzed along the network with the speed of thought, dipping into every dream along the way.



  Here was a dream about living inside a giant sunsettia, the walls sweet and pulsing warm, and gooey in a pleasant way. Here was a dream about flying—fast and fast, past the moon, hanging suspended and weightless in the air for a moment before gravity reasserted itself and the fall towards the ground began. Here was a dream about being late to class, running and running down an ever-lengthening corridor while being absolutely sure the instructor was already in the room, waiting, knowing that she was late! (She didn’t think she liked that one, but she analyzed the feelings it induced anyway, turning over that strange complex knot of rational fear and irrational knowledge.)



  Here was… a strange feeling of being watched, except she couldn’t pinpoint it to a dream.



  Nahida opened her eyes, attention splitting off from the Akasha and returning to the reality of her body, floating and numb and dull, and she was startled to meet a pair of eyes past the green bubble of her enclosure.



  There, standing on the catwalk that led down towards the meditation dais, there was someone she had never seen before.



  “Hello!” the stranger effused, waving at her. As he noticed she was awake, he hopped up into a burst of Anemo and gently floated up into the air until he was roughly level with her—though he began slipping downwards right away, just like in the dream about flying past the moon.



  “Um— h-hello,” Nahida replied, bewilderment melting into shyness. Who was this? He was not a sage, and even if he were, only the Grand Sage ought to have access into the Sanctuary of Surasthana.



  Curious, she leaned forward, looking him over. When she searched through the Akasha for information, plumbing the visual database, she found a match: a public disturbance report filed against him by a scholar, over a performance he did in Sumeru City without permission. There was no name with the report, only a notation that he looked like a bard from Mondstadt.



  But a simple bard could not have gotten into the Sanctuary of Surasthana on his own. Nor would he have any reason to, in the first place. And the surety and strength of the Anemo abilities on display was a clue all on its own. The Vision on his hip was only glass: it hung cold and unglowing despite the pulsing bursts of Anemo keeping him afloat. A prop, like the kinds the theater players used.



  “Pardon, but, you’re the Anemo Archon, aren’t you?” Nahida asked, clasping her hands together.



  “Got it in one!” the bard declared, grinning from ear to ear. Then he leaned in, adding conspiratorially, “But you can call me Venti.” And he winked at her.



  Nahida giggled in spite of herself, shakily excited and more than a little terrified to be meeting another Archon; she felt awfully ill-prepared for this kind of thing, but perhaps it was fine if it was the Anemo Archon. Less generous tongues always told of how Lord Barbatos was barely an archon at all, for how he shirked his duties, but—he seemed friendly. She didn’t think he would be all that disappointed in her for not rising to the standards of her role. She hoped he wouldn’t be. She hoped at least he wouldn’t say so if he was.



  “In that case, you can call me Nahida,” she introduced herself. “I welcome you to Sumeru. But, if I may ask, what brings you here?”



  “Hm, well…” Venti cocked his head to one side, then the other, taking in the bubble that cradled her. “Wouldn’t you prefer to come out so we can discuss that?”



  “Oh—” Nahida looked down, feeling awkward. “No, I… I’m afraid I can’t do that,” she said eventually, voice subdued.



  “That’s okay!” Venti reassured. “I just thought, doesn’t it get boring in there?”



  “It’s really fine,” Nahida insisted. “I actually get to see plenty of amazing things through the Akasha system.” She touched the leaf over her ear, and felt the pleasant prickle of Dendro energy as it glowed. “Each person carrying a terminal becomes my eyes and ears across Sumeru.”



  “But it’s so much more exciting to see things in person!” Venti said, and used another burst of Anemo to do a little spin into the air, his cape fluttering all around him.



  Nahida giggled again at this display.



  “I know,” she said. “It looks fun, being outside. But I can’t leave yet.”



  Venti’s face drew into sterner lines, looking out of place on his otherwise cheerful countenance.



  “Are they keeping you in here?” he asked, serious all of a sudden.



  Oh, that was probably the wrong thing to say, Nahida realized. The Anemo Archon was also the God of Freedom, and he probably… he probably didn’t like anything that resembled a cage. He likely misinterpreted her remark.



  “It’s not like that!” Nahida waved her hands in appeasement. “I— could leave here if I really needed to!”



  She had thought about it, after all. Yes, the Grand Sage was the only one with access to the controls to let her out, but he also wore his Akasha terminal religiously. She could have just taken control of his body and released herself, and it really would have been that easy.



  But did she have any right to that, really? What could an inadequate archon even do, except disrupt the equilibrium that Sumeru existed in? The Akademiya and the sages had the administrative duties of running the country well in hand, and she had nothing to contribute on that front—worse yet, she could only hinder. The only thing she could do, the only way she could perform her duties, was by finding a way to cleanse the Irminsul. And the Akasha could provide her the means to search for the knowledge she needed. Everything else was just self-indulgence.



  “Could you really?” Venti wondered out loud.



  “I could,” Nahida insisted. “It’s just better if I don’t.”



  Venti still did not look convinced, but he relented.



  “Is it okay if I come back to visit, though?” he asked. “Or you could come visit me! My dreams are always open to you.”



  “Sure!” Nahida replied, burbling with excitement. There were so much fewer dreams these days, and oh, to visit an archon’s! What manner of things might she learn? Then it occurred to her to ask, “How… did you even get in here?”



  “Hehe!” Venti tapped his nose and winked at her again. “I have ways!”



   




   



  Venti realized quickly enough this was not something he could—or wanted—to handle all by himself, and so he had a plan. His plan was to make this issue someone else’s problem as well!



  To this end, he returned to Liyue, and made a beeline for whichever part of Liyue Harbor seemed to have the more interesting shops.



  He found Zhongli pondering a bunch of shiny rocks, which was how Venti tended to find him most often anyway. The exact shiny rocks seemed to change, but Zhongli’s very serious expression of appraisal remained the same.



  “The coloration of this noctilucous jade is quite unique,” Zhongli muttered to himself, making no indication he noticed Venti crowding his elbow.



  “Does that mean it’s more valuable?” Venti asked, peering at the ore. It was more white than blue.



  “Not necessarily,” Zhongli replied. “It is often a sign of brittleness. Visually distinct, but difficult to work on without destroying the material. Still, in the hands of someone skilled enough…”



  Venti hummed once in perfunctory interest, but moved on to the salient issue: “Say, how long since you’ve been to Sumeru?”



  Zhongli’s lips pressed into a line. Under the hungry gaze of the vendor whose wares he was browsing, he did not answer right away. He instead gathered his purchases, agreed to pay full price without haggling, and had it all billed to the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor before leaving the shop with Venti trailing after him.



  “I have not been to Sumeru since long before,” Zhongli replied as they stepped around the thickest press of crowds to head down twisting alleys instead.



  Venti knew what Zhongli meant by ‘long before’. It was about what he’d expected, anyway.



  “It’s been so long since we had a meeting of the gods,” Venti said, waggling his eyebrows in insinuation. “And we certainly haven’t had one to include Lesser Lord Kusanali yet. I’m sure she’s eager to gather all sorts of wisdom from us.”



  Zhongli did not even look at Venti. “The tendency over the past few centuries has been to avoid interfering with each other. Some of the other archons do not necessarily appreciate… hovering.”



  Curious, Venti thought. Was that why Ei had put those awful storm walls up? Had nobody checked on her in five hundred years? Though Venti could hardly blame anyone for that. How could someone even talk to Ei without Makoto being the pain point they would have to work every conversation around?



  “But then, how will we know when one of the other archons need help?”



  “I am sure the God of Wisdom can dispense with your advice,” Zhongli replied tartly.



  “I’m sure she can too!” Venti gestured dramatically, before his voice dropped low and he continued, “But I didn’t say she needed advice, I implied she needed help.”



  Zhongli’s gaze turned sharp then, suspicious. Clearly showing he would be displeased to learn this was one of Venti’s pranks, but Venti merely looked back at Zhongli with all the seriousness he could muster. “Tell me what you know,” Zhongli requested somberly.



  Venti relayed his experience in Sumeru City. Maybe he lingered a bit too long on his outrage on behalf of the arts, but once he got around to expressing his worries about how he found Lesser Lord Kusanali, and the bizarre attitude of the sages of the Akademiya, he thought he was making his point without any unnecessary exaggerations.



  Zhongli didn’t say anything, continuing to walk in silence. Venti could see Zhongli’s thoughts working at the problem like the slow turn of a millstone grinding out flour. He was not the impulsive sort, old Morax, but he was decisive.



  “We should go without any entourage,” Zhongli said eventually. “So that we may not impose,” he amended at the end.



  Venti suspected Zhongli simply didn’t want to show Venti up, considering that Venti was not the type to keep an entourage in the first place (as opposed to Rex Lapis who couldn’t pass a market without gaining hanger-ons) and Venti was sure he still had some adepti knocking about Liyue who would only be too happy to put their best robes on and flank Zhongli like preening courtiers.



  But Venti agreed anyway; they could travel light and be in Sumeru by the next evening. This was a matter of archons, to be settled by archons alone.



  



2. Chapter 2


    
    
  Zhongli did not arrive in Sumeru in the grandeur that could have been his right as Rex Lapis. There were no attendants, no procession, no intricate diplomatic protocols as in the early days when the Seven still observed such rituals.



  But it would serve him well for his nature to be recognized right away, and so he came in one of his traditional aspects as the Geo Archon: his arms hardened to obsidian and veined with lambent cor lapis, his eyes glowing with the light of his element. He had even garbed himself in old hooded robes that he no longer favored, because he knew there was a mural of the Seven in the Spantamad Darshan’s halls of teaching that depicted him looking just so.



  Beside him, Venti had also given up his whimsical bard’s dress for the trappings of Lord Barbatos: glowing white wings, and fluttering gauze garments.



  Suffice to say that together, they made for an arresting enough sight that showy processions were not even necessary. They alighted on the terrace just outside the Akademiya’s entrance, and walked up the walkway and through the front door as if it was their right. The Eremite guards at the entrance made a token effort to halt their passing by crossing their spears, but a burst of wind sent them falling flat on their backsides, and a shield stopped any further approach.



  The researchers and scholars present gaped in confused awe as they passed, some touching the Akasha terminals on their ears like superstitious charms. Zhongli did not deign to look at the crowd, keeping his face as impassive as the stillness of mountains.



  And so they walked into the Akademiya without anyone stopping them, and even more so with most frazzled scholars scattering out of their paths like startled birds taking flight. Unfortunately, this also meant there was nobody there to greet them, so they stopped into the great entry hall of the Akademiya to ponder their next move.



  “Hm,” Venti said, voice pitched louder than necessary, “the Dendro Archon doesn’t appear to be here! Should we just head straight for the Sanctuary of Surasthana instead?”



  Zhongli could see what he was doing, but couldn’t exactly fault the strategy.



  “Yes,” he replied, and he didn’t need to say it too loudly, because his voice rumbled with the resonance of shifting tectonic plates, “I suspect it would be less disruptive if we go meet her directly.”



  This, at least, Zhongli expected to provoke a reaction, some robed figure scurrying off to fetch their superior. Nobody present seemed to know what to do except gape. But the news must have traveled by the Akasha connection instead. The expected lackey did appear, in the form of a young woman with dark blue hair.



  She approached them with confident steps, and stopped before them, bowing at the waist.



  “I am Setaria, closest aid to Grand Sage Azar,” she introduced herself. “The Grand Sage will see you in his office.”



  The Grand Sage, Zhongli thought, would have come to greet them personally were he possessed of an ounce of politeness. But Zhongli did not say it out loud. It was not this woman’s fault that her superior was trying to play games of power in which he was hopelessly outmatched.



  “But we’re not here to see the Grand Sage!” Venti said with an obvious pout. Then, tilting his head and blinking with an air of angelic innocence, he added, “What does he want with us?”



  Zhongli tried not to rub his hand down his face. This was a masterful performance, even if not to his taste.



  Setaria, looking not at all ruffled by Lord Barbatos acting like a petulant child, merely gave him a flat look in return. A very controlled woman, this one. Used to suppressing her reactions.



  “He would like to greet you, of course,” she replied. “As guests to Sumeru and to the Akademiya.”



  Zhongli jumped in to reply before Venti could. “Is it not egregious enough that he has not come to greet us himself?” he asked, deceptively calm.



  This, at least, seemed to stop Setaria in her tracks.



  “We are not misbehaving students, to be fetched to his office for a lecture,” Zhongli continued, with a dismissive gesture of his hand. “If he needs to see us, have him present himself to us. But we would prefer you inform the Dendro Archon that we are here. We have come to discuss business of the gods, and it is not something the Grand Sage needs to trouble himself with, if he is so busy that he cannot even show the proper respect to visiting foreign dignitaries.”



  Setaria stared mutely for a few long seconds, her cool facade sliding in the face of the Geo Archon’s scolding. Zhongli thought he was rather mild in his criticism, mindful as he was of the fact that he was a guest in this country, and that he truly did not want to cause an incident. But perhaps he was too mild, because there was a strange lack of urgency in everyone’s manner, as though gods were too distant things to cause much worry to those present.



  Did the people of Mondstadt act like this, considering their absentee god? Zhongli glanced at Venti, who was smiling in a way that seemed strangely joyless; more a show of the canines than one of his genuine friendly expressions.



  No, there was something making Zhongli unease here, and Venti was tense as well.



  Seeing as they were not offered any hospitality at all, Zhongli proceeded to handle the issue himself, and with a gesture and the smallest twitch of his Geo powers, created a great stone table and two simple seats. Venti looked upon the table and, catching on to the idea, disappeared in a burst of wind, and reappeared soon enough carrying a bottle of rice wine and two cups.



  “Some coffee would have been more appropriate,” Zhongli remarked as Venti poured him a drink.



  “I don’t think flying around with a pot of coffee is a smart idea. I could scald myself, you know!”



  Yet, given the gusto with which Venti poured himself a full cup, Zhongli suspected that was just an excuse.



  “We will wait here for the Dendro Archon,” Zhongli explained to the confused Setaria. “Please do let her know of our arrival.”



  Setaria nodded stiffly, and turned to leave.



  Zhongli looked around as she disappeared down a corridor. The surrounding hall had cleared of scholars quite hastily, leading to some awkwardness when a couple of young researchers stepped through the front door, saw the two archons sitting right in the middle, and then backtracked.



  The wait extended longer than Zhongli would have thought advisable. When the Grand Sage appeared, he did so flanked by all the other sages, and the Grand Sage’s entourage, including Setaria and a couple of others. The young man with the polearm must have been the General Mahamatra, judging by his ceremonial garments.



  Grand Sage Azar’s face settled into a mien of indulgent politeness.



  “We welcome you to Sumeru, great Archons. How may we be of assistance?” He put a hand to his chest in an unconvincing show of humility.



  “We are here to see the Dendro Archon,” Zhongli repeated himself yet again. “You may assist us by bringing her here, or by leading us to her. We leave the details at your discretion.”



  The Grand Sage’s expression melted into something more pitying. “Ah,” he replied, gentle and sad, “I am afraid that is not possible.”



  Zhongli felt the first true rattle of annoyance in his chest.



  “I think you will find all things are possible between sky and earth,” he replied.



  Azar seemed momentarily taken aback by this reply. Did they not teach classic literature in Sumeru anymore? Regardless, Zhongli continued,



  “If you are not willing to cooperate, we can proceed on our own.”



  He and Venti made to rise from their seats.



  “Peace, peace, my lords archon,” Azar said quickly, palms raised in appeasement. “I only meant that the Dendro Archon herself is not able to see you.”



  “How would you know?” Venti interjected.



  This was apparently not the question Azar expected, but he proceeded with his excuses anyway.



  “She is currently cloistered in the Sanctuary of Surasthana, deep in meditation,” Azar explained.



  “That is hardly an impediment,” Zhongli replied. “Greater Lord Rukkhadevata could rouse herself from meditation in an instant, if the need arose, and on such important issues such as a visit by another archon, she strenuously insisted that she be notified anyway. It is not our first visit to Sumeru, you see.”



  The Grand Sage smiled widely, apparently not taking the implied rebuke.



  “Yes, yes, but Greater Lord Rukkhadevata was an exemplary archon,” Azar said quickly. “Lesser Lord Kusanali is… not as adequate in comparison. She is young, and not as wise. You must forgive her shortcomings.”



  Zhongli was staggered by the disrespect shown by this Grand Sage towards his own archon. Rukkhadevata herself would not have abided such an attitude in a sage when she’d been alive; perhaps the Akademiya truly had entered a decline since her age.



  “I have seen no evidence of Lesser Lord Kusanali’s shortcomings, though I blatantly see your own,” Zhongli replied, voice turning hard and harsh.



  This finally seemed to give the Grand Sage pause. His expression faltered into something almost afraid for the first time.



  This was not Zhongli’s personable funeral consultant voice anymore. As Zhongli rose to his feet and crossed his arms across his chest, he spoke with the weight of the Geo Archon’s authority. His voice thundered. His eyes glowed with the light of churning magma.



  “Do you presume there is anything you can do to turn us away?” Zhongli asked. “Do you think there is any trick of words you can use on us to convince us to leave? We have come here to see the Dendro Archon, and so we will see her. Whether we need to flatten you along the way like a cartwheel crushing a worm on the road makes no difference to me.”



  The Grand Sage quailed. Most of the other sages were pale and shaking now, though the one in yellow was looking more dyspeptic as his nerve failed him, while the one in green was throwing furious side glances at Azar, as though blaming him for getting him in this mess. The others in the entourage had an interesting array of emotions: fear and bewilderment on the faces of Setaria and the other next to her. A cool detachment on the face of a gray-haired young man at the back of the gathered crowd. Keen attention from the General Mahamatra, clutching his polearm but making no move to defend the sages.



  “Oh, let’s not be so hasty, Morax!” Venti interjected.



  With a flutter of his wings, he moved from his seat to sitting on the edge of the stone table, and he patted Zhongli’s arm in a half-hearted attempt at calming him down. But he looked far too cheerful for the sages to derive much reassurance from that.



  Venti turned to the gathered sages next.



  “Now look,” Venti addressed them with collegial sympathy. “Maybe you should just get Buer here. The sooner we finish our business, the quicker we’ll be out of your hair. That’d be for the best. Don’t you agree?”



  “This is—” Azar shuddered again in a paroxysm of fear before he managed to get a hold of himself, “—an outrage! You have no right to come here and make demands of another god’s people!”



  Venti gave Zhongli a sidelong look, because that, at least was true, and Venti was loathe to order around his own people, much less anyone else. But this was not the moment to lose their nerve.



  “Even if you wished to remove us by force,” Zhongli said, “the only one capable of doing such would be the Dendro Archon herself.”



  “Greater Lord Rukkhadevata would not stand for such behavior!” the Grand Sage hissed.



  “Greater Lord Rukkhadevata is dead,” Zhongli said bluntly. “She cannot save you, no matter how sincerely you worship her. The only one you can rely on now is Lesser Lord Kusanali. You may look down on her however much you please, but the fact does not change that she is a god and you are not. It is a difference you cannot overcome with mere bluster, and I assure you that bluster is all you have on your side.”



  Grand Sage Azar bristled, though whether with rage or fear, it was hard to tell anymore. One emotion seemed to feed into the other, by some architecture of the man’s personality.



  “Pardon me,” Azar finally gritted out between his teeth. “We must reconvene to discuss the matter.” He gave a perfunctory bow and turned on his heel.



  The sages and his entourage followed in his wake.



  Sure enough, they were once again alone in the cavernous entry hall of the Sumeru Akademiya. Zhongli and Venti sat once again at their makeshift table.



  Somewhere within the Akademiya’s walls, the sages were undoubtedly gathered up and having a lively discussion about what to do next. It was unconscionable that the self-evident answer hadn’t even occurred to them yet. It seemed to Zhongli that every time he requested the Dendro Archon’s presence, there was a flash of embarrassment across the sages’ faces. But why? What could possible be so embarrassing about the Dendro Archon that they would keep her hidden away from everyone, not to be taken out even for such urgent matters?



  What made such people presume they had the right to keep her hidden away in the first place? This did nothing but worry Zhongli.



  After a while, presumably after coming to come conclusion, the gray-haired young man who’d been part of the entourage approached. He introduced himself as a Scribe of the Akademiya, Alhaitham.



  “The Grand Sage requests that you return at a later time,” the Scribe informed in a flat, disinterested tone. “He would like you to know that they are not barring you from meeting with the Dendro Archon, merely requesting that you do so when it is more convenient for all involved.”



  Not information he wanted to relay, judging by Alhaitham’s expression, but he must have been low enough in the pecking order that he was chosen for this task and could not refuse the responsibility. Probably it fell to him because he was one of the few not shaking in his boots.



  Zhongli met Venti’s eyes across the table. No, neither of them wanted to leave. The behavior of the sages was growing more questionable by the minute. But there was a limit to how much fuss they could raise before the political repercussions became too onerous. And as the Geo Archon he could shoulder a great deal of the consequences, because Liyue was a powerful nation in its own right, but Mondstadt neither knew about nor deserved to suffer the consequences for their archon misbehaving.



  So, after considering several courses of action, Zhongli decided reluctantly that he was not going to start throwing spears just yet. But there would be consequences regardless.



  “The timing may not be ideal, that is true,” Zhongli agreed smoothly. “The Rite of Descension will take place in Liyue soon, and I must prepare myself for it.”



  Alhaitham merely listened, impassively. His calm was somewhat deeper than the other scholars’. Setaria had been stiff, and the sages had lost their masks of superiority quickly, but Alhaitham was self-possessed in a way that indicated that was merely his natural disposition. If he was as intelligent as Zhongli expected an Akademiya Scribe to be, he would catch the meaning of his next words.



  “I am expected, of course, to relay my divine insight to the people of Liyue. On my word, all manner of business decisions will be made in Liyue in the next year. But it is not at all an exaggeration to say that in reality, as mora flows through all of Teyvat, so too does my word have consequences for every nation beyond my own.” He shifted his gaze to Alhaitham, and met his eyes as he added for emphasis, “I know that research of any kind can be an expensive endeavor.”



  He watched Alhaitham closely, to see if his meaning was caught in its entirety. Far from looking perturbed, there seemed to be just the slightest curve of a smile at the corner of the Scribe’s lips. He found this exchange entertaining! Well, that was a reaction that would have caught Rukkhadevata’s attention, though Zhongli had no idea how to interpret it.



  “Yes,” Alhaitham agreed in a deadpan. “A pity.”



  He left after that, presumably to deliver Zhongli’s threats. Zhongli and Venti were left waiting for some time longer, though this time there seemed to be a certain added urgency to the wait.



  Venti shook the pot of rice wine, listening to the dregs swishing along its bottle. He was clearly considering if he should nip out and get more alcohol, when a nervous secretary type in a blue robe approached and requested they follow him to a nearby meeting room.



  This was at least some manner of movement. Zhongli and Venti followed, rewarding cooperation with cooperation.



  They were indeed led to a meeting room. About a dozen carved wooden chairs, and low tables between the chairs which held trays of roasted nuts, pots of coffee, matching cups, and spare paper.



  This was the kind of room Zhongli had seen before, on a previous visit. Rukkhadevata liked meeting with sages or other worthy scholars in such settings, to discuss all manner of interesting things. She had even invited Zhongli to sit in on one such meeting as Rex Lapis, and discuss certain matters of history which had fascinated Sumeru’s scholars at the time, and which Zhongli could offer first hand accounts about. He had enjoyed that meeting greatly, and that was perhaps the reason he still sought the company of historians at times, even back in Liyue.



  In this room, they did not wait for long. They had not even selected any chairs to sit in before the doors opened again, and the Dendro Archon finally made her appearance.



  Zhongli was momentarily startled by just how far down he had to look to see her, but recovered quickly enough. She was but five centuries old, and Rukkhadevata had told him once that the mightiest trees grew the slowest. It was hard not to miss Rukkhadevata at times like this, when he stared into wide green eyes the same shade hers had always been, peering at him with the same bright curiosity.



  As she walked into the room, she was followed by the Grand Sage, and a few of the matra.



  “Your presence is not required anymore,” Zhongli informed them all. “Is it?” He had had quite enough of Azar and his coterie of fools by now, but he did not wish to contradict the Dendro Archon if she wanted them there, so he looked to her to check.



  “No,” she said, shaking her head solemnly.



  Azar opened his mouth to say something, but a solid burst of Anemo already sent the doors closing, and he had to jump back to avoid getting smacked in the face as they slammed shut.



  “Pardon for the intrusion,” Zhongli said, once the doors were closed. “But upon some consideration, Barbatos and I decided a visit was long overdue.”



  “You don’t need to apologize,” she said. “You’re quite welcome here. If anything, introductions are long overdue. I’m Lesser Lord Kusanali,” she said, putting a hand to her heart. “But you can call me Nahida.”



  She turned to Venti next.



  “We’ve already met, of course!” she declared, her face splitting into a smile.



  “Nice to see you again,” Venti replied, with an identical smile.



  Nahida found a seat for herself, hopping up onto one of the chairs. Her feet dangled in the air, and she swung them a little, looking enthralled.



  “Hm, this is still quite strange,” she remarked. “Truth be told, I haven’t left the Sanctuary of Surasthana since shortly after I was born, so walking around like this is still a new experience for me.”



  Zhongli bit down on a rumbling rage that might have started earthquakes if left unchecked. It explained a few things about the sages’ arrogance, if they were allowed such unchecked rein over the Akademiya for such a long time. Venti’s wings twitched in an annoyed flutter, and a breeze swept through the room, barely strong enough to ruffle loose hair, but a telling sign of his own suppressed outrage.



  “We would have come sooner, had we known what was going on,” Zhongli said.



  “No,” Nahida shook her head gravely. “As I explained to… Venti,” she  stumbled over the name, obviously unsure if she should have deferred to his divine name instead, but Venti just looked encouraging, “I could have escaped on my own, if the need ever arose.”



  “Freedom is not just a need that arises from time to time,” Venti said, looking grave, “but a natural right of every living being.”



  “As for need…” Zhongli pulled up a chair of his own and sat down heavily. “Perhaps you could explain why you allowed them to treat you this way.”



  To her credit, Nahida did genuinely seem to consider the question. She laced her fingers together as she put her hands in her lap, and tilted her head as she looked down thoughtfully.



  Zhongli and Venti waited quietly, attentive but inobtrusive. Venti sat askew in his own chair, legs thrown over an armrest.



  “I suppose at first, it was because I didn’t know any better,” Nahida said eventually. “When I was born, I didn’t know or understand much. I was just the smallest of sprouts, new to the world, merely grown from the same place where Greater Lord Rukkhadevata was felled. I was not as wise or as powerful as her, and so, naturally I was a disappointment to the sages.”



  She said it so matter-of-factly, that Zhongli felt an oddly hollow pang of pity. Hardly anyone could be said to be as wise as Greater Lord Rukkhadevata, but to fall short of that standard was not a sin, merely a fact that was true of most people. Certainly, none of the Seven had ever needed to equal her in wisdom in order to function in their roles.



  Nahida continued to relay some vague memories of her early life, and an explanation of how she used the Akasha system’s reach to explore the world on her own terms.



  “But is that enough?” Venti asked.



  “For now, it has to be,” Nahida replied. “The sages, the Akademiya—they have spent the past five hundred years administrating Sumeru, and they’re doing a good job of it. I… don’t know if I would do as well. But there is something only I can do, and that is to heal Irminsul. This is my duty as the Dendro Archon, and so I will do everything I can to prove myself worthy of that title.”



  Venti shook his head and fluttered out of his chair, into the air and then gently floating to the floor in front of Nahida in a cloud of billowing gauze.



  “No,” Venti said, and tapped Nahida’s chest, “the fact that you are already the Dendro Archon proves you’re worthy of the title. You don’t need to let yourself get locked up by a bunch of self-important old men just because you’re not exactly like Rukkhadevata.”



  Nahida blinked, touching her chest, where the Dendro Gnosis was cradled safely inside.



  “But…” She was swayed, but obviously not fully convinced.



  “Consider something else,” Zhongli said, and tried to think of how Rukkhadevata would phrase such things. She’d always been fond of similes and metaphors as instructional aids, so he thought of a suitable comparison. “A small seed may be planted in a pot. With water and sun, it will sprout and grow into a plant. But in a pot, it will only grow so large. In order to grow bigger, it will have to be replanted in a larger pot. In order to grow into a mighty tree, it may even need to be replanted into the ground instead.”



  Nahida seemed to understand, eyes wide and green and attentive.



  “You have not figured a way to deal with Irminsul yet, have you?” Venti asked.



  “No!” she admitted.



  “The answer may be somewhere beyond the reach of the Akasha,” Zhongli nodded. “Even if it is not, the experiences you would accumulate by seeing the world with your own eyes may offer you insight that you could not gain otherwise.”



  “Oh…” Nahida sat back, a finger pressed to her chin as she thought furiously. “I… have to admit your arguments are persuasive. When you put it like that, it seems I was derelict in my duty to grow and become a better archon.”



  That… was not how Zhongli meant it at all, but Venti took Nahida’s hand in his and patted it.



  “That isn’t your fault,” he said. “The sages could have nurtured you to grow much sooner. They had a whole Akademiya that’s supposed to be a center for wisdom, and they threw you into a bubble instead!”



  “They…” Nahida seemed to want to say they meant well, but couldn’t quite make herself utter such things aloud. “You… do have a point,” she admitted, more subdued.



  “Right? So, who cares what the sages think!” Venti continued. “They wouldn’t be able to recognize a proper archon if one came knocking down their door!”



  “Literally, considering how we were treated on arrival.”



  “I’m sorry,” Nahida said, her voice small. “They’re my responsibility. For too long, I let them believe it was the other way around.”



  Venti seemed pleased to hear her say so.



  “So, what are we going to do about it?” he asked, cheered.



  “‘We’?” Nahida repeated, gobsmacked.



  “Of course!” Venti said. “We’re your friends, so we’re going to help you.”



  Zhongli did not comment on Venti’s haste to declare them friends, but he supposed he could not protest when he agreed with the sentiment.



  “Oh, I’d love us to be friends!” Nahida said, looking suddenly animated by the thought and grabbing onto Venti’s hands. “But I believe there are things I have to do for myself first.”



  She shook her head, more to herself than anything.



  “I should be the one to handle the Akademiya, if I’m to prove I can stand on my own too feet.” Then, after a moment’s though, she added, “But thank you! You’ve already done so much for me.”



  And she patted Venti’s head. Venti burst into surprised laughter, and patted Nahida’s head in turn.



  When Nahida grinned from ear to ear, the expression was luminous, adorable. It also seemed like she hadn’t smiled like that in a long time, but Zhongli put that thought aside in favor of tutting at Venti and steering the conversation to more serious things.



  It was, after so long, a pleasant meeting, and it put them in the mind that all seven of them ought to gather once again.



  



3. Chapter 3


    
    
  Grand Sage Azar did not wish to prowl outside the gods’ meeting chamber like a cat scratching at a closed door, so he returned to his office. But every so often, he checked the Akasha visual feed of the matra he’d posted as guards outside the door, to see if there was any movement.



  He wasn’t sure how long he expected this meeting to last, but it was simultaneously shorter and longer than he would have thought. When the doors finally opened, the two foreign archons emerged first, saying their goodbyes and taking their leave. They then walked out the front door of the Akademiya just as brazenly as they’d walked in, and on the platform outside, Rex Lapis turned into a dragon disappeared into the sky. Barbatos lingered a few moments more, looking around and sticking his tongue out at onlookers, before he, too, took wing and disappeared into the sky.



  With the interlopers gone, Azar breathed out a long, relieved sigh.



  Now they just needed to usher Lesser Lord Kusanali back into the meditation chamber, and this whole stressful interlude could be put behind them all. He only hoped this incident didn’t put ideas into anyone’s heads; he could not afford to have his authority questioned, when the sages were the ones holding this country together after Greater Lord Rukkhadevata’s death.



  Out of an excess of caution, he summoned the General Mahamatra to come with him and the sages.



  “To escort the Dendro Archon back to her dwelling,” Azar had explained it, and Cyno had made a non-committal sound in his throat and had not commented on this one way or the other.



  The truth was, Azar did not expect Lesser Lord Kusanali to put up a fight, but if she pitched a tantrum, he didn’t want to be the one to have to deal with that. And Cyno was frightful as a combatant, so surely he would be able to handle a juvenile god.



  When they arrived to the meeting room, vacated now of Morax and Barbatos, there was only Lesser Lord Kusanali, sitting in a chair in the middle of the room, small and harmless.



  “Ah, good,” Azar said. “Come along then.” He beckoned her along.



  She— only looked at him.



  “I’m afraid I won’t be returning to the Sanctuary of Surasthana,” she replied in her high, child-like voice, though her tone was incongruously mature.



  The other sages squirmed behind Azar, suddenly uncomfortable.



  Azar huffed, exasperated. His voice turned honeyed, the way one addressed stubborn little children. “That’s ridiculous. If there is something you wish to discuss, we can do so later, after you have returned to your room.”



  “There are many things to discuss, always, but regardless, I have decided not to return there,” she replied, unflappable in a way that was disturbing in someone who looked so young. “I have many things I want to accomplish outside the Akademiya, and so, it would not be convenient for me to return to the Sanctuary at this time. I’m certain you understand.”



  Some of the sages whispered behind Azar, ‘What’s going on?‘, ‘What is she saying?‘, but Azar did not let himself become flustered.



  “That’s enough,” he said, hard and stern in a way that always made students shrink back. “General Mahamatra, please escort Lesser Lord Kusanali back to the Sanctuary of Surasthana. Don’t be more forceful than you need to, however.”



  Cyno’s head turned to Azar as he spoke, then towards the Dendro Archon, but he hadn’t even taken a step towards her before she spoke,



  “General Mahamatra Cyno.” Her voice resounded as she sat up straight in her chair, hands on the armrests like they were the armrests of a throne. The show of authority again seemed odd from someone looking so young—more like something expected from the likes of Rex Lapis than her. “Your job is to deliver judgment upon the guilty, and see that transgressors are punished. Tell me, have I committed any act that justifies my imprisonment?”



  “Not that I’m aware of,” Cyno replied in the bewildered silence that followed.



  “Do you feel it would be just to lock me up on the Grand Sage’s order, then?” she asked.



  “No,” Cyno replied again, just as matter-of-factly.



  She nodded in acknowledgment.



  “We are agreed, then.” She hopped down from the chair, and smoothed out her white dress with a few casual brushes of her hand. “I will depart the Akademiya immediately.”



  “You cannot do that!” Azar growled out, thoroughly enraged now. He took a step forward, but Cyno’s polearm came down to bar his way. Azar looked at the polearm, then at Cyno. “This is insolence!”



  “I don’t understand why you wouldn’t want me to leave, when you are so obviously angered by my presence,” Lesser Lord Kusanali said coolly.



  “She does have a point,” one of the other sages said. Azar turned to identify the one saying such traitorous things, and discovered it was Naphis, the sage of the Amurta Darshan.



  When sensing Azar’s annoyed gaze, Naphis only scowled right back at him. “Well, she does!” Naphis snapped. “Let her leave! What difference does it make to you, Azar? You never gave her so much thought in thirty years that you did today, so wouldn’t you want her out of your hair if she’s such a bother to you?”



  “It would undermine our authority, you fool,” Azar gritted back.



  “If my leaving would be enough to undermine your authority, then you never had that much to begin with,” Lesser Lord Kusanali interjected.



  “Mind your words, child!” Azar hissed.



  Lesser Lord Kusanali put her hands on her hips, in a gesture that was indeed very child-like, but she did not look that upset at being spoken to in this manner.



  “I can’t talk to you when you’re this emotional,” she said, and the words were like a slap across Azar’s face, who’d always considered himself the very exemplar of rationality to have ascended to his position.



  But Lesser Lord Kusanali turned away from him completely, and then towards Cyno instead.



  “General Mahamatra, could you please escort me to the entrance?” she asked. “I’m rather small, and I’ve never navigated a crowd before.”



  Cyno blinked, but inclined his head in acquiescence.



  “Thank you!” she said, suddenly bubbly like she hadn’t commanded the room just moments before.



  For his part, Cyno seemed a bit baffled why he was doing this in the first place, but he joined Lesser Lord Kusanali’s side and cleared a path with his sheer presence. Even the sages skittered a few steps back, to say nothing of the matra who took all their cues from their general anyway.



   




   



  Nahida felt shaky inside as she stepped outside the Akademiya for the first time in five hundred years. She went to the edge of the terrace and looked out over Sumeru City, enthralled and excited by the sight.



  Cyno had accomplished his task, but he still lingered by her side, arms crossed and his intentions uncertain even to himself.



  “It’s true what they say, you really have to see it for yourself to realize how beautiful the world is,” Nahida remarked.



  “What do you intend to do now?” Cyno asked.



  “Travel, mostly,” Nahida replied, eyes on the distant horizon. “Through the rainforest, then through the desert.”



  “Why the desert?”



  “Why not?” she asked, and looked up at Cyno. “The desert and its people are also part of Sumeru, but their needs have been ignored for too long.”



  Cyno mulled on this for a few moments. “You… intend to change that?”



  “A lot of things need to change,” Nahida said, looking once again in the distance.



  “Young lady,” a new voice interrupted, then, more cautiously amended, “Great Dendro Archon.”



  Nahida and Cyno both turned to face Naphis, who’d apparently walked quickly enough to have worked up a sweat. He mopped his forehead with a handkerchief and caught his breath.



  “Are you taking General Mahamatra Cyno on your journey?” Naphis asked.



  Nahida and Cyno looked at each other in surprise, but Nahida was the first to find her footing again.



  “The General Mahamatra has more important duties to attend to,” Nahida replied. “I don’t think it would be fair to drag him along.”



  “Then… you’re going alone?” Naphis persisted. “All by yourself? Is that wise?”



  “It’s necessary,” Nahida replied. “No matter how many feathers it grows, a fledgling will never learn to fly if it doesn’t leave the nest. I’m sure travel will be an educational experience for me, and anyway, I’m… not as defenseless as my appearance may suggest. I am older that you, remember.”



  “Hm, well, yes,” Naphis rubbed his mouth, apparently hiding a smile. “If I may make a suggestion, however. You should begin your journey in the Avidya Forest. My former protege is there, and willing to help if you ever need it.”



  “Ah, you mean Tighnari. Yes, I know about him,” Nahida said.



  Naphis and Cyno were both puzzled by this. Nahida, on the other hand, put her hands on her hips and huffed.



  “I am the god of wisdom, you know. You shouldn’t be so shocked when I know things!”



  Naphis made a sound in the back of his throat, and hid his mouth again. This time there was definitely a smile, because it reached his eyes.



  “A different favor, then,” Naphis said. “Could I persuade you to take along a companion?”



  Nahida found herself hesitating here. “Um… it depends on the companion?”



  Naphis turned and gestured to someone, and shortly Alhaitham made his appearance, strolling towards them with leonine grace and a look of perpetual boredom.



  “Take along a spy, you mean,” Cyno muttered under his breath, though loud enough that they all caught the words.



  “If the Akademiya wants to keep tabs on me, I don’t mind,” Nahida said. “They might learn something.”



  “I’m glad to hear you won’t be objecting to the reports I’m going to be sending to them,” Alhaitham said. “The Grand Sage was very insistent on that point.”



  “Were you supposed to tell me that?” Nahida wondered.



  The corner of Alhaitham’s lip pulled into a smile. “No,” he admitted. “But you would’ve figured it out anyway, so what would be the point of concealing it?”



  “Well then, I’m looking forward to working with you,” Nahida said, and extended her hand.



  Alhaitham looked at it for a moment, visibly taken aback, though he did lean down and take Nahida’s much smaller hand, shaking it. He made no indication either way about what he thought of the notion that they were colleagues, but he didn’t protest, at least, and that put him heads and shoulders above certain others in the Akademiya.



  This was going to be a good experience. She could already feel it.



  She could go anywhere! Even beyond Sumeru!



  So she would begin with the Grand Bazaar.



  
Author’s Note:The real tragedy of this AU is that without the Traveler around, Venti had to do his own breaking and entering. He has to commit crimes with his own little raccoon hands.





