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    Xiao had picked Wangshu to get away from his natal house. It was, when he was originally picking out places, the perfect location. He wanted to be alone, but not so alone that he was entirely cut off from everything and everyone familiar. 

If something were to happen to Shifu or to Ganyu, he could be in Liyue with one overnight train, and vice versa. Xiao remains within arms reach of his family without bumping into them on a daily basis. In Wanghsu Xiao can learn to stand on his own two feet and further flesh out his own life beyond the boundaries of university and the familiarity of his childhood.

Going in the other direction from Liyue Harbor, Xiao could book a train directly to Stone Gate, and from there he could be in Mondstadt by the next day. 

Wangshu sees traffic from both directions and create a small simulacra of what the world beyond Liyue is like. It should, in theory, broaden Xiao’s horizons. Prod him out of the shell he’s grown so comfortable with. It could, perhaps, even ease some of the tensions he’s carried with him since was a young boy.

The point of moving to Wangshu instead of staying in Liyue Harbor for university, and then not moving back to Liyue after university, was independence and to gain some measure of freedom to explore. Within reason, of course.

And yet.

And yet when Xiao shows up in the flagship restaurant at the highest floor of the Wanshu Inn — named after the location, or perhaps the city is named after the humbly named hotel, Xiao isn’t so sure — Yanfei is sitting in the dead center of the dining room floor, shamelessly eating the serving of tofu Yanxiao leaves for Xiao before the start of his shift working as night guard.

Xiao hadn’t meant to be hired on as security. He had actually applied for a position as one of the line chefs in the restaurant, but Verr Goldet had taken one look at him, thrown out his application, and listed a truly interesting figure if he would accept a job as nightshift guard. 

Apparently, despite Xiao’s laughably short stature, his resting face is more than enough to deter trouble.

“Don’t you have a job?” Xiao asks, attempting to steal his plate back. Yanfei quickly scoops up another section of tofu, the pale white lump quivering in on the serving spoon she was eating it directly with.

“You should eat it hot,” Yanfei says. “And I’m stopping overnight on the way up to Qingce. Shouldn’t you be nicer to me? We’re like in-laws now.”

“Ganyu isn’t my sister. And you two aren’t married.” They’re too young for that. Xiao doesn’t say this out loud because if he did he’d never hear the end of it. Ganyu would be beside herself, calling him xiong and calling Shifu to cry about Xiao’s momentarily lapse in sanity. Next thing he knows he’ll have Shifu and Ganyu and everyone they could pack into a train car up here being sentimental. Xiao might as well fake his own death and ship himself off to Inazuma.

Yanfei rolls her eyes so hard Xiao is surprised she doesn’t strain herself.

“Did you just wake up?” Yanfei asks, squinting at the top of his head.

“I work a night shift,” Xiao says.

“That isn’t what I asked,” Yanfei points to the crown of her head. “You got a lil’something.”

Xiao quickly reaches up and runs his hand through his hair, attempting to flatten a stubborn curl at the back of his head that he’s never managed to lay flat.

“You should check your phone,” Yanfei says, finally allowing Xiao to take his breakfast back. But not before giving the spoon an obnoxious lick.

Ancestors above he’s glad they’re not actually in-laws. If Ganyu ever does her bows with Yanfei Xiao promises himself that he’s going to make sure he’s unavailable. He’ll send an envelope because he isn’t a complete boor, but that’s it.

“Why?” It can’t be too serious. If it was he doubts that Yanfei would even be here. 

Xiao sticks his hand in his pocket, pulling his phone out and tilting it away from her as he unlocks his screen. Yanfei makes a face at him, as if she was actually insulted by the insinuation that she’d use his passcode.

The number of text alerts he has to go through seems normal. If something terrible happened surely they would be in a number that contains double digits.

Nothing in the family group chat. Nothing too concerning in the group chat Xingqiu fondly made them call the “The Latchkey Kids”.

One text from Ganyu. Not a world ender. If something was really wrong Ganyu would have called. Even if he was asleep if he heard his phone ring he’d answer. She knows that he knows her ringtone and she only ever calls if it’s important.

Then he opens the text and his grip on his phone goes white. Xiao feels his teeth clench and the acid in his stomach turn hateful. He braces his arm on the table as he breathes out slow and exasperated through his teeth.

“Shifu is seeing someone.”

“Fuck,” Xiao swears.

“Oh yeah,” Yanfei says, flagging down Yuhua, “Like, for sure. Definitely. Not to be gross or anything, but Zhongli-shibo can definitely get it.”

“I hate you.”

-

Xiao, in theory, has a father out there in the world. He also, in theory, has a mother. He’s not met the latter, and if the former is the person he thinks it is then it is a good thing he has chosen not to remember overly much of them.

Xiao has a Shifu named Zhongli. Not a father, but a teacher. Because when Shifu took Xiao’s hands in his much larger ones when Xiao was the tender age of six he said —

“I cannot replace what you have lost, but I can teach you to find something new on your own.”

So Zhongli became Shifu and it’s been that way ever since.

Shifu has always been surrounded in people for as long as Xiao can remember. Some of them stay, most of them do not. 

There was a woman, once. Xiao never met her, but he’s seen pictures of her around the house, in carefully kept photo albums, and in one precious frame next to Shifu’s bed. The woman’s name is Guizhong and Xiao thinks that she might have been Shifu’s wife.

He’s never asked, because he’s sure that if he did Shifu would say yes, regardless of whether any legal documentation existed or not. Shifu is sentimental like that.

There was a man, for a very long time, who was around. He was already there when Shifu took him home for the first time. He told Xiao to call him Azhdaha-shushu, but Xiao seems to remember Shifu calling him Retuo.

Azhdaha was around for a very long time. Xiao remembers Azdaha was there when Shifu came back with Ganyu for the first time as well.

Shifu had asked Xiao what he thought of having a meimei and Xiao doesn’t remember what he said. According to Shifu Xiao made a face like he had bitten into a grossly underripe mango. Azhdaha-shushu had laughed and laughed and laughed and told Shifu, “I told you so, A-Xiao likes being an only child.”

But still, Shifu came home one day with Ganyu holding his hand and introduced Xiao as her xiong and gestured from Xiao to Ganyu saying she was his new meimei. 

Technically, Xiao should be Ganyu’s didi. She was born four months earlier than him. 

But Shifu and shushu were clear in that they didn’t want Xiao and Ganyu to think of them as their parents, as their new fathers. So, as if they were a martial sect from some old xianxia story, Xiao became Ganyu’s xiong to teach her about life living with Shifu and shushu; Ganyu, neither old enough or of the temperament to care, was happy enough to go along.

And then shortly after Ganyu appeared, shushu left. 

Xiao chooses not to remember much about his childhood, but he does remember that day with unfair clarity. If Xiao could choose which memories of his he could preserve, he would much rather have a memory of a day with Azdaha in it rather than a memory of his terrible absence.

Xiao led the way home from school one day; Ganyu’s sweat damp hand in his as they unlatched the door to their small gated courtyard in front of the house. He had opened the door and saw Shifu sitting with hunched shoulders in the living room.

The house was too quiet. He could not feel Azdaha-shushu’s presence. Azdaha-shushu could be a very loud man, but mostly he chose not to be. But you would know if he was present just by sheer force of his personality. Xiao could not feel him in the house.

“Shushu?” Ganyu had mumbled around a mouth full of hawthorne candy. Shushu had given them each a small little packet of the candies that morning, slipped into the pockets of their school bags.

Shifu flinched, looking up at them and gesturing for them to come close. He ran his hand over Xiao’s head, and tried to press the stubborn curl at the back flat before giving up. He adjusted flyaway hairs that stuck to Ganyu’s face. Then when he could no longer find anything to fuss over to delay the inevitable, he sighed. And he pulled them into his arms and said, very quietly, “Shushu’s gone away. It’s just going to be Shifu.”

Shifu did not say “for now” or “for a while” or “until he comes back”. 

Somehow, both Xiao and Ganyu knew in that moment not to ask. 

The house was quiet for a long time after that. Shushu’s pictures were tucked away into photo albums along with Guizhong’s. His smell faded from the house. The food he cooked was eaten or thrown away. His clothes vanished into donation boxes never to be seen or touched again.

Ganyu, in private, stopped asking about him.

For the first few weeks after shushu vanished, Ganyu would sneak into Xiao’s room and pull at his blanket until he made enough space for her to come up. And she would ask him about shushu and when he would be back with more haw candies. Xiao could never answer her. He told her never to ask Shifu. 

When she asked why she shouldn’t ask Shifu, that was a question he could answer.

It would make him very sad, he had told her.

To his knowledge, to this very day Ganyu has never breathed a word about shushu to Shifu. 

In time, it was like shushu wasn’t there at all.

Shifu, Xiao, Ganyu. A strange, not-quite family of three.

And then Shifu started dating again.

Even when shushu was still there, Xiao was not ignorant of the comments and looks Shifu would get. He’d been asked by teachers and daycare workers alike if his Shifu was married, if he had a wife, a boyfriend, a spouse. Xiao became adept at dodging all sorts of questions, as though he were an acrobat or some kind of martial artist in some badly dubbed movie.

When Shifu began to date again he didn’t tell Ganyu or Xiao. They were still very young. But sometimes Shifu would leave them with a babysitter overnight. And the next day they would wake up to Shifu fixing them an overly complicated breakfast, as though guilty and making up for something. Or perhaps he was pleased. Xiao tries not to look into the possible motives behind it.

And rarely, very, very rarely — and only after Xiao and Ganyu were older and were spending more time out of the house — they would wake up to breakfast and another man, or woman, would be in the kitchen as well as Shifu.

Xiao has almost never learned any of their names.

But Xiao and Ganyu, out of self preservation, have definitely learned the signs for when Shifu is dating. Or, as Yanfei would say, playing the field.

-

Xiao and Ganyu have it down to a science, now. What to do when Shifu is dating someone. 

No offense to Shifu, but he has terrible taste. Xiao very rarely sees any similarity between Shifu’s partners. Most of them inspire some kind of frustrated annoyance on sight. Aesthetically, Xiao supposes that they’re all quite good looking.

First Xiao and Ganyu find out their name. And now that Yanfei, Keqing, and Xingqiu have firmly secured themselves in their job posts, it’s easy to have background checks run. It’s very unscrupulous business, but Xiao and Ganyu don’t particularly care when it comes to their Shifu. Before this, Xiao and Ganyu would do simple searches on their phones through various social media feeds. 

Next Xiao and Ganyu would make subtle inquires to Shifu about the new person in Shifu’s life. This could be an arduous and truly fruitless task because Shifu is like a rock. Sometimes dense. Sometimes opaque. Usually not on purpose, but at times most certainly with secrecy in mind.

If Xiao or Ganyu find themselves thoroughly unsatisfied, they put their heads together and think on ways to dissuade their Shifu from his latest relationship. When they were young this was easily done by faking to be sick when Shifu had dates scheduled, or otherwise pretending to have nightmares and not being able to sleep without Shifu nearby. 

One hundred percent guaranteed mood killers.

It got more complicated as they got older, but they’ve managed. 

To be fair to Shifu, it seems most of his affairs seemed to fall apart on their own, quietly fizzling out without any fanfare. Most of the time, he doesn’t even introduce his lovers to them.

But there have been, on occasion, moments when Xiao or Ganyu have had to be very forthright.

Xiao recalls a naval officer that he and Ganyu couldn’t stand. Looking back on it now, Xiao doesn’t think Shifu liked the man very much, either. It was quite possibly hate sex. 

As adults, when this situation occurs, they turn to Yanfei for legal advice. And then they turn to Xingqiu for practical advice. And then they turn to Keqing for general advice. And then they turn to Hu Tao for the answers they really want to hear.

Xiao has a feeling that Shifu is well aware of their meddling and chooses not to say anything. He probably thinks it’s good bonding time between Xiao and Ganyu.

-

“Name,” Xiao demands as soon as Ganyu picks up.

They were raised under the same roof by the same man for almost ten years. She knows not to expect pleasantries from him by now.

“Baizhu. The pharmacist.”

Xiao groans. “I had that one.”

“Pardon?”

“I thought I had that one cut off,” Xiao says, pressing his thumb to the crease between his furrowed brows. 

He’s had stomach problems ever since he was little. Xiao isn’t sure if it’s because of his life before Shifu took him in, or if it’s a general constitutional flaw. He gets stomach pains and most foods disagree with him.

Thankfully it’s never been a real issue. Between Shifu’s dedication to cooking the perfect meal every time he steps foot in the kitchen and Ganyu’s preference for vegetarian fare the foods Xiao’s eaten have rarely given his stomach a reason to bother him. Though now and again, Xiao can feel the telltale beginnings of cramps, no matter how gentle he’s been with his diet.

There is an herbal powder that Shifu found that can help settle Xiao’s stomach whenever it shows signs of being particularly rebellious. 

When Xiao moved to Wangshu Shifu insisted that he would continue to procure Xiao’s medication and send it to him. Xiao had replied that surely he could find a local pharmacy and handle it himself, but Shifu was particularly stubborn about this.

And then the pharmacy that had been making the medicine closed and Xiao thought that would be the end of it. Xiao had plenty of stock of herbal powder left before he had to seriously think on searching out local shops.

But Shifu asked him to come visit and bring the powder with him one weekend. A new pharmacy had opened and Shifu wanted to see if they could make the same powder.

Xiao took the train back to Liyue Harbor, powder in hand. 

Shifu is not the sort of man who gets lost, but he is the sort that can get distracted quite easily. So while they were walking towards the pharmacy Shifu’s eye had caught on something in a store display. And Xiao turned and saw him.

Further down the block and across the intersection, right in front of what Xiao could only presume was the pharmacy based on the sign hanging above him, was tall man with green hair.

Even from a distance Xiao could tell. The man was tall with glasses. He dressed stylishly. He wore his hair long. He wore glasses. That point should be made twice, because Shifu is particularly fond of people’s eyes.

And the final nail in the proverbial coffin was that while he was sweeping the front steps of the pharmacy there was a little girl standing between his legs, also holding onto the broom, as if she were the one doing the chore.

Ancestors be kind, Xiao had thought, seizing Shifu’s arm and bodily pulling him back from where they came, I do not want another meimei.

“Xiao? What is the matter? Are you unwell?” Shifu asked, concern furrowing his brow as Xiao used all the strength he could muster to drag the man towards the train station they’d just left. 

“Cramps,” Xiao ground out through his teeth. It wasn’t exactly a lie. Xiao did start to feel the beginning of a severe stomach ache at the time. “It might have been the coffee earlier. I need to lie down. Let’s just — let’s just go home. I’ll just ask Ganyu to check with Xingqiu about the powder.”

“I told Shifu that I found a place here for medicine,” Xiao tells Ganyu. It hadn’t been a lie, either. He really had asked Ganyu to ask Xingqiu, and Xingqiu had texted him a list of pharmacies. “Why was he at Bubu Pharmacy?”

“You know Shifu,” Ganyu replies, “He probably wants to make sure it’s the best medicine. He has to authenticate everything with his own eyes. If Shifu is getting something it must be the best made by the best. I expect you’ll be getting a call from him any time now. He’s supposed to pick it up later today he said.”

There’s a pause.

“I wouldn’t be opposed to having my own meimei. Do you think she’d call me dajie?”

Xiao hangs up.

His phone starts ringing immediately. Xiao answers before he can consciously register what he’s doing. It’s conditioning. He hears the ring tone, recognizes it as family, picks up. 

Shifu’s voice is low and happy on the other end, “Did I wake you, Xiao?”

Xiao’s stomach begins to let out clarion signals that it’s going to throw a fit.

“No,” Xiao answers, turning towards the small kitchen in his apartment to start mixing the stomach medicine. “Are you well, Shifu?”

“Yes,” Shifu says, “Are you busy? May we talk?”

“No. Yes.” Xiao flicks open the cabinet and takes down the jar of powdered sachets. 

“I apologize for interfering, but I did end up going to Bubu Pharmacy to see if they could make something similar to what you’ve been taking. I met the most charming and fascinating child there. Her name is Qiqi. She’s the ward of the pharmacist there.”

Xiao wishes Shifu would skip to the part where he begins talking about the pharmacist. Instead Shifu goes through an entire tangent regarding the current state of the foster care system and how it’s changed since he took in Xiao and Ganyu, and how much of it remains the same. 

When appropriate Xiao grunts the occasional noncommittal syllable. He finishes his medicine, grabs the heating pad Ganyu got him, and lies down with it.

By the time Shifu’s gotten around to mentioning that he’ll be seeing the pharmacist again Xiao’s stomach has already settled and now Xiao has the unfortunate mental capacity to pay attention.

“Should I send the medicine to you or will you make a trip down?” Shifu asks.

“Pass it onto Ganyu,” Xiao replies, dreading an accidental run in between Shifu and the pharmacist. Or worse, Shifu and the child. “She’ll figure out a way to get it to me.”

“You shouldn’t push so much onto your meimei,” Shifu chides. “She has enough to do working with the Qixing.”

“She isn’t my meimei,” Xiao protests. “And she still finds time to meddle even with all her work.”

“If she isn’t your meimei why does she call you xiong?”

“Because you told her to!”

Shifu laughs, “But neither you nor Ganyu do everything I tell you to. Surely she must be amiable to it, then.”

“I’m going back to sleep.” Xiao pauses, instinct to hang up immediately before this can continue a further descent into teasing sentimental territory warring with the ingrained habit of wanting to be polite to Shifu. “Goodbye.”

“Goodbye, Xiao. Mind how you go,” Shifu replies, sounding perfectly content now that he’s managed to both inform Xiao of his latest procurement and tease him about something in one phone call. A delightful accomplishment for his Shifu, Xiao is sure.

-

It’s not that Xiao and Ganyu disapprove of everyone Shifu sees. There have been some that Xiao has genuinely enjoyed and some he’s been truly sorry to find out had gone.

There was one particular man whom both Xiao and Ganyu liked from Mondstadt. 

For a time Shifu was seeing a man named Diluc Ragnvindr, a wealthy man who owned a great deal of land in Mondstadt and was in charge of a restaurant in the capitol city. Xiao had liked Diluc. Still does.

Whenever Xiao goes to Mondstadt he makes sure to send a text to Diluc or swing by the restaurant. Xiao is fairly certain that Ganyu purposefully directs people she works with towards Diluc’s businesses. Not that it would be unwarranted, he’s an excellent businessman.

Both he and Ganyu had gone around introducing Diluc by name, rather than as “the current boyfriend”.  It was a tactic they had developed early to distinguish the ones they cared about from the ones they couldn’t wait to see get cut loose.

Names for the ones they liked. “The current” for the ones they didn’t.

But then Diluc and Shifu had overheard Ganyu talking about Diluc as Shifu’s current partner while on the phone with someone and Diluc had turned to Shifu, puzzled.

“Do your children think we’re dating?” He’d said. Xiao and Ganyu both turned around to stare at the two men.

Shifu had been teaching Diluc how to make Jade Parcels, which require a much more delicate touch than the sort of fare Diluc usually makes.

Shifu looked perplexed as he stared over his shoulder at Ganyu.

“You’re not?” Ganyu asked, phone abandoned, voice cracking into a higher pitch with mortification. 

“How can you not?” Xiao asked.

Diluc had everything Shifu found attractive, that Xiao could tell. Pretty eyes, elegant hair, good with children, an incredible reservoir of knowledge and expertise in his chosen field, and most importantly capable hands. Diluc had been spending weekends in their house. He’d been going out on day trips with Shifu. Xiao and Ganyu had taken him on a tour of Liyue Harbor’s more modern shopping districts. The four of them had gone for dinner on a river boat.

Diluc made Shifu smile and laugh. Repeatedly.

“I think,” Diluc said slowly, “There’s a misunderstanding here.”

Diluc had actually been in Liyue to explore the possibility of opening a branch of his restaurant here. He wanted to learn more about Liyue’s food culture. He’d asked his brother, Kaeya, who had in turn asked another friend, who’d asked another friend, who’d eventually come around to recommending Shifu as a guide.

Shifu knows, in a roundabout way, everything and everyone.

If anyone needed to learn something about Liyue, Shifu would be an excellent place to start.

Later, as Ganyu recounted the mortifying moment to her friends — Xiao only present because he’d been promised a free meal, not realizing that it would be free because it was another round of Xiangling experimenting. To this day Xiao isn’t sure if the reason his stomach churns threateningly is because of the memory of the discussion or the memory of the food hitting his troubled digestive tract. — Hu Tao shook her head in despair and intoned, “Top ten anime betrayals.”

Xiao doesn’t know what the means, but it caused Xinyan, Yanfei, and Xingqiu to groan and toss their balled up napkins at her.

“Worth it,” Hu Tao cackled.

-

“Congratulations,” Chongyun says when Xiao joins him underneath the faded overhang of the Wanmin.

Xiao looks around, already on guard. He doesn’t get congratulated for things.

“Congratulations, Xiao,” Chongyun clarifies.

Xiao continues to be suspicious.

Chongyun sighs. “Yanfei said I should congratulate you.”

“Why?” Xiao narrows his eyes. “What did she do? Is Ganyu alright?”

The younger man squints at him, “Dage, has anyone ever told you that you’re very suspicious?”

Xiao ignores him in favor of pulling out his phone and calling Yanfei. Chongyun sighs, shaking his head.

“I’m not late,” Yanfei says upon picking up, “I’ve got a whole ten minutes before we’re supposed to meet up. I bet you, Xiangling isn’t even there to open the restaurant for you. I bet she’s still hemming and hawing about whether she should get one brand of chili oil or buying the raw chilies to figure out how to make it herself.”

Xiao grimaces at the thought of chili oil and the sheer amount he knows Xiangling will put into anything.

“Why did you tell Chongyun to congratulate me?”

“Oh, that.” Xiao can hear the sound of Liyue’s obscene rush hour traffic through on the other side. She must have detoured to pick Xinyan and Xingqiu up from the finance district. “You dodged a bullet. No new meimei for you.”

“I don’t have any meimei.”

“Yeah, sure. You also say you don’t have any friends, but you always come to dinner all the way from Wangshu whenever we set up a date. Looks like your Shifu and Baizhu already split. No interference necessary. Seems amiable enough.”

Shifu’s break ups, or whatever they are, are always amiable. He’s still friends with almost all of them.

Xinqiu speaks up, “Well. Either way. Important things must be said in threes. So, congratulations. Congratulations. And congratulations again. Problem solved before it could become a problem.”

“Maybe they weren’t compatible. You know. In bed,” Xinyan says, voice dipping in and out as Yanfei drives through what is probably a tunnel. “Good thing they figured it out now before they got poor Qiqi confused.”

“We aren’t talking about this,” Xiao says. “Stop.”

And then the adds on, because he’s the eldest and therefore somehow responsible for all of these brats, “Don’t use your phone while driving.”

“Yeah, yeah, sure, sure, dage,” Yanfei says. Cheeky upstart. “Congratulations again. No new shushu or meimei for you. And no work put in to do it!”

-

When Xiao and Ganyu were little, Ganyu would always turn to Xiao for advice because that’s what Shifu told her to do. If Shifu wasn’t there — and when shushu was no longer there — taking care of Ganyu would fall to Xiao. Ganyu should rely on Xiao, because Xiao is also a student like her and they could help each other learn the things they didn’t understand. This is why Xiao was the xiong and Ganyu was the meimei. Supposedly.

Ganyu would always run up to him with questions that ranged from trying to find out the name of a particular plant she’d found growing in their yard to wanting to know how the engine in a car works. As they got older her questions turned away from the more practical, easy to answer by looking it up in some book or article on the old desktop computer in the corner of the living room, to questions about people and mannerisms and why, why, why.

Xiao, himself, will readily admit that he isn’t particularly adept in interpersonal relationships. They baffle him and seem like more trouble than they’re worth most of the time.

Even worse, she’d ask him about girls. And boys. But mostly girls.

Both topics are things Xiao has no interest in.

He’d tried to dissuade her from asking questions, but Ganyu’s always been very good at producing crocodile tears at the drop of a hat. And Xiao’s hates to admit it, but seeing Ganyu’s eyes tear up makes his chest hurt and he’d do pretty much anything to avoid it.

So he’d told her, “Alright. Fine. But someday when you’re taller than me, you’ll have to figure these things out on your own.”

He’d long made his peace with the fact that he hadn’t hit any kind of growth spurt, and wasn’t going to. Meanwhile Ganyu had already outgrown three separate sets of school uniform in less than one semester of middle school.

Ganyu is now taller than Xiao and both of them are adults with jobs and university degrees, but she’s still coming to him for advice. 

And damn it, her ability to fake tears hasn’t diminished over time at all.

Unfortunately, she’s learned to use her talents at getting Xiao to do things he normally wouldn’t to get him to do these things for other people.

That’s the only reason why he’s dragged himself all the way to Stone Gate on his day off to help Aether find a present for his twin sister. As if Xiao would have any insight on what to buy sisters.

Xiao is fond of Aether. The young man is remarkably kind considering the sheer amount of bullshit that’s happened in his life. He doesn’t particularly mind spending time with Aether, and if Aether had asked Xiao would probably have come out to meet him. But Xiao knows where his talents lie and giving gifts isn’t exactly in the top ten, or top thirty.

Ganyu had called him and said, “Since you aren’t coming down to Liyue Harbor, can you go up to Stone Gate and meet with Aether? He wants advice for getting a gift for his sister.”

“Shouldn’t he be asking a sister then?” Xiao had retorted, and Ganyu had somehow conveyed through the telephone the image of her giving her very best pleading face, watery eyes and all.

Xiao folded like a wet napkin.

He thinks that he would have a much quieter life if he could figure out a way to inoculate himself against Ganyu’s uncanny ability to appeal to his softer nature.

Xiao adjusts the plain black cap he’d put on earlier to cover up his messy hair. The shopping isn’t very good in Stone Gate, but it has an equal mix of items from Liyue and Mondstadt, which is what Xiao assumes Aether is going for.

Lumine is currently studying abroad, but is coming back for a visit over the holidays. Xiao isn’t sure what Lumine is studying or where she’s studying it, but he knows that it’s the first time she and Aether have been apart for so long.

“Have you considered food?” Xiao asks as Aether frowns down at his phone, quickly adjusting the map displayed on the screen. “Maybe something to remind her of home.”

“Home is wherever we’re together,” Aether says offhandedly. Xiao doesn’t know how Aether can just say things like that. Xiao would be blushing up to his roots. Unlike Shifu and Ganyu, Xiao’s face is thinner than fly paper. He gets embarrassed so easily.

Xiao turns away from Aether to take another look at the shops around them, eyes glancing over the window of a semi-crowded looking cafe. He’s considering whether or not he should risk coffee when a flash of familiar amber catches his eye in the window.

He finds himself standing in the cafe window, peering in against the glare of the sun.

“Fuck,” Xiao mutters under his breath. Of all the places the world to be —

Shifu’s inside. His back is towards the window as he orders something, so Xiao has a perfect view of the barista’s lovestruck face. He’d know that face on anyone anywhere.

“Another one?” Aether asks over his shoulder, sounding delighted.

Xiao resists the urge to kick the other man.

“We just got rid of the last one,” Xiao says.

Aether laughs, “What happened to the last one?”

“Nothing you can prove,” Xiao answers darkly, turning to pull the end of Aether’s braid. “Come on. I don’t want to see how this pans out.”

Aether goes easily, following after Xiao even though Xiao’s picked a random direction to walk that’s most likely not going to lead them to any of the stores Aether had wanted to try.

“Someday you’ll have to face the fact that your dad is,” Aether pauses, searching out for a word that won’t make Xiao ditch him then and there, “Attractive and available.”

“I know Shifu’s…Shifu,” Xiao grimaces, “I don’t need to be reminded of it everywhere I go.”

-

Xiao’s phone will not shut up. It’s charging in his room, where he’d left it after feebly sending a text message to Verr Goldet saying he would be missing his shift. His stomach had started hurting early in the morning after his previous shift ended. He hadn’t taken the medicine in time. It did kick in eventually, but it only took the edge off.

Xiao hasn’t been able to sleep at all. He needs to eat, but his stomach turns at the thought of putting anything in his mouth. But if he doesn’t eat he can’t take any stronger medication.

He’s been curled up on his couch with the hot pad with no success in either convincing himself to get up and boil some weak broth or getting his phone.

Then the landline Shifu and Ganyu bullied him into getting starts to ring. Xiao doesn’t recognize the number and whoever it is isn’t leaving any voice mail.

There’s a pause in the calls before it picks up again. This time Xiao recognizes the voice of Keqing as the voice mail begins to record.

“You aren’t dead, we’d know it if that was the case. Pick up the phone; Ganyu’s going to have a fit.”

Xiao drags himself off of the couch and hobbles towards the phone, picking it up of the cradle and switching to speaker as he huddles on the floor.

“How would you know if I was dead or not?” Xiao asks.

“Your sister is the Chief Secretary for the Tianquan and the entire Qixing’s governing body. I’m the Yuheng of Liyue. Xingqiu is the young master of the Feiyun Commerce Guild. You think we don’t keep close tabs on our friends and family? I know how much change you have in your wallet at this exact moment. I dare you to try and go off and do something stupid without me knowing.”

Xiao hangs up and immediately calls Ganyu.

“What happened?”

“Do you need someone to come to Wangshu?” Ganyu asks. She sounds distracted. 

“No. It will pass. What happened?”

“Do you know Captain Beidou?”

“The Tianquan’s wife?” Xiao’s probably met the Captain once or twice. Xiao had a very, very brief stint as an intern with the Qixing back when he was in between semesters of university. That’s when he confirmed a desk job wasn’t in his future.

“She has Shifu.”

Xiao lets the words hang in dreadful echoing silence.

“What?”

Through the phone Xiao can hear Ganyu moving. The sharp click of her heels and the sound of automatic doors and chatter moving around her.

“Captain Beidou took shore leave early to surprise the Tianquan, but Ningguang isn’t in the office. There was a mudslide in Jueyun province and she went to oversee disaster relief and do an initial overview on what needs to be done. Shifu was here as part of some consultation work reviewing planning materials for the cultural heritage ceremony being held in the fall. The two met.” Ganyu’s voice cracks. “I think they have prior history. Captain Beidou smiled, hooked arms with Shifu, said ‘you’ll do for now’ and took him. I don’t know where they are. It’s been two days.”

Xiao chokes. “Two days? What do you mean two days? You’ve got Keqing saying she knows how much exact change is in my wallet and you lost our Shifu for two days?”

Ganyu makes a sound not entirely unlike a cat screaming. Xiao can’t fault her. Ganyu’s always held an incredibly distinct separation between her personal life and her professional one. Having the two collide in what is possibly the most disastrous and messy way possible would be akin to someone unleashing a tornado in her bedroom.

“What do I do?” Ganyu cries. “The Tianquan is going to be back from her inspection survey of Jueyun this afternoon.”

“Hope the Tianquan doesn’t fire you because our Shifu got picked by her wife,” Xiao replies instantly. He starts to pull himself to his feet. “Calm down. Book me an overnight train ticket. I’ll be there tomorrow.”

Xiao hangs up and goes to shove some clothes into an overnight bag. He needs to apologize to Goldet, he’ll need to take another day or two off. He’s got the time saved up for it, and it’s an emergency.

She’ll understand.

-

Xiao barely sleeps on the train from Wangshu to Liyue Harbor. By the time he takes the second train and the two buses he needs to get within walking distance of the Qixing building his eyes feel like sandpaper and his temples are throbbing. His stomach has settled into a dull ache that promises to be manageable but persistent.

He must look awful, but between his connections to Ganyu, Keqing, Shifu, and Xingqiu no one gives him any trouble as he gets his visitors badge and heads up to Ganyu’s office.

She’s not at her desk, but he can see her pacing through the open door that leads into the Tianquan’s office. 

Tianquan Ningguang spots him, smiles and beckons him inside.

“You know,” she says when Xiao closes the door behind himself, “Your Shifu would be very suspicious if I haven’t met him myself. So many lovers. So many rich, affluent lovers.”

Xiao narrows his eyes. He doesn’t like the implication, but he can’t exactly deny it.

He knows that growing up they were not poor. They lived in a house, albeit a small and somewhat old fashioned one, with a small yard in the suburbs of Liyue. A luxury that few can afford, especially now. They were one train ride away from downtown Liyue Harbor, and Xiao could get anywhere he wanted by bus.

They lived simply, but anything Xiao and Ganyu could possibly want they could get. Shifu is a man of taste. As in all things he applies himself to, the tools with which he acts must be the best. When computers first came out Shifu got them one. He bought them each cell phones when the technology first became widespread. And as technology advanced, he procured them newer and better ones. Phones with keyboards, and then phones without them. Tablets. Laptops.

Ganyu and Xiao both got sent to private schools. They had tutors to learn second and third languages. They had lessons for calligraphy. Ganyu had dance classes. Xiao had learned to play the dizi. And of course, all of the materials for these classes were the very best Shifu could find through his research.

It is entirely possible that the dizi Xiao still has in his apartment in Wangshu is some kind of antique. Ganyu is ready to swear that her calligraphy brushes are made with real hair. 

When Ganyu got tired of dance classes and expressed interest in archery Shifu immediately bought her the best modern equipment he could find, and took precious hours off every weekend to drive her for lessons and practice.

When Xiao developed an interest in wushu, Shifu personally took Xiao to see some competitions to see what he liked best. And when Xiao said the qiang events, Shifu took Xiao into their narrow and small back yard, carrying a spear he carried out from their narrow attic storage space. And Shifu taught him personally.

Although both of them used scholarships to go to university, they did not have to take out any loans.

The money, of course, has to come from somewhere.

When Xiao and Ganyu became of age to start learning finances, Shifu had shown them the account books. The numbers going out were hair raising and staggering. The numbers coming in would make a person faint.

Ganyu later took over the household finances, but even she doesn’t quite understand how it works. It just does.

Shifu spends money and he spends it very well. And yet, he never runs out of credit. Just whenever Xiao and Ganyu think they should be in trouble, in very serious trouble, some sort of windfall arrives into the accounts to turn every red digit into solid, healthy black. Shifu has never explained where this money comes from.

Ganyu and Xiao are both a little too afraid to ask.

It certainly isn’t from the wages he gets as a consultant. No one would pay a consulting fee that high. 

It would be easy to see this clear deficit in funding and then see Shifu with his…lovers and make a conclusion. Xiao would be lying if he hadn’t come to that uneasy conclusion a few times himself.

But the timing never adds up. And the money always comes from a very specific account number, the same one every time. And the money is always a consistent sum, like a scheduled deposit. Almost like some kind of pension.

When Xiao and Ganyu were young — but old enough to understand commerce and work and responsibility — they had wondered what Shifu did for a living. He would get dressed every day, Monday through Friday, in his immaculate suit, and he would walk with them part of the way to school and then they wouldn’t see him until around six or seven in the evening when he came back.

Shifu has a small office at home that they were not allowed to enter unless Shifu gave them permission. Xiao remembers hearing Shifu walking and talking in a low voice late at night in that room, accompanied by the sound of computer keys, the shuffling of paper, and the sounds of drawers opening and closing. 

They understood, vaguely, that Shifu was important in some way. He had, or maybe still has, an important job that isn’t just being a consultant. 

Shifu had been working with the Qixing long before Ganyu received her post there. In fact, Ganyu received a chance at getting that post because Shifu put a word in for her as an intern.

Shifu’s name carries weight. And his name goes very, very far.

Xiao has gone as far as Brightcrown and still run into people who’s eyes widened in recognition upon hearing the name Zhongli-xiansheng.

Xiao walks over to one of the long windows overlooking Liyue Harbor’s busy central district, squinting down below.

“Ganyu, breathe,” he says as Ganyu continues to wear a hole in the Tianquan’s floor with her pacing.

“Two days, Xiao,” Ganyu says, “They’ve been missing for two days.”

“They aren’t missing,” Ningguang sighs, “Worry less. I doubt the two of them are getting into any real trouble. They’re high profile figures. And Captain Beidou can certainly hold her own. They’ll turn up any minute now, once their fun is over, I’m sure.”

As if on cue, Xiao spots two figures exiting a car. Xiao recognizes Shifu’s telltale hair, even from this distance, and Captain Beidou’s signature red jacket would be a dead giveaway if he didn’t.

“Ah,” Xiao says and Ganyu is on him, shoving him out of the way as she peers out the window.

Xiao quickly rights himself, turning back towards the window and finding the two figures in time to see Captain Beidou pull Shifu close and kiss him on the cheek. Ganyu wheezes out a groan and Xiao feels his stomach bottom out.

Captain Beidou pats Shifu’s cheek, tilts her head back in laughter, then gets back into the car and drives off.

“I take it you’ve spotted them,” Ningguang says from her desk.

“I wish I hadn’t,” Xiao replies.

Ganyu slumps down into a crouch and puts her head between her legs. Xiao puts a hand on her head but can’t bring himself to do much else.

Soon — too soon — they hear the elevator chime. Xiao doesn’t need to turn to look to know it’s Shifu.

“Ah, Xiao,” Shifu sounds surprised. “What’s wrong with Ganyu?”

“You were missing for two days,” Xiao says.

“I wasn’t missing. I knew exactly where I was at all times,” Shifu corrects, “I was with Captain Beidou. Ganyu, you saw me leave with her.”

Xiao warily turns around to look. There’s a dark red lipstick print on his cheek, close to his mouth.

“And how is the good captain, Zhongli?” Ningguang asks. Xiao shivers at the laughter just barely contained in her voice.

Shifu nods, walking around the desk to lean down and press a chaste kiss to the Tianqian’s cheek. Right in the same place Captain Beidou’s mouth left a mark on Shifu’s.

“She sends her regards,” Shifu says, also sounding like he’s laughing. He sits on a corner of Ningguang’s desk, body angled towards her as he folds his arms across his chest. “And wanted me to inform you that she regrets that attempt at surprising you were timed so poorly. Perhaps you might be able to catch her before her ship is due to depart for the next leg of its journey later tonight?”

Xiao tips his head back to stare at the recessed lighting on the ceiling as Tianqian Ningguang and Shifu cheerfully tip off into playful, intimate banter with each other.

There are some things, may things, about his Shifu’s life that he really, really wishes he didn’t know.

Later that night as Ganyu leans heavily on Yanfei’s shoulder and Xinyan pours another round of shots, Ganyu sobs — “The Tianqian and Captain of Liyue’s navy may or may not have had a ménage à trois with our Shifu.”

Xiao wordlessly takes the shot Xinyan pours a double of and downs it, ignoring the watering of his eyes as it burns all the way down.

Keqing holds up her credit card. “Alright, drinks on me. We’re all going to be in it tonight, I guess.”

-

There are a truly alarming amount of texts on his phone. Xiao isn’t sure if he wants to deal with it now or procrastinate it for after his night shift.

It’s the fact that one of them is a message from some unknown group chat that makes him concede to his curiosity over his own self preservation.

Aether has added him to a group chat with several people from Mondstadt. Aside from Aether’s, the only other number he recognizes is Kaeya’s.

“Hi, sorry to spring this on you. Is this your dad?” One of the unknown numbers asks, sending a blurry picture of who could possibly be Shifu. It’s from far away and the lighting is bad. It could be. But Xiao can’t tell.

“Xiao works night shift, he won’t see this until later,” Aether replies to the message. “But I can confirm, that’s definitely Zhongli-xiansheng.”

After that are four numbers sending incomprehensible strings of emoji’s and letters.

Xiao, with no small amount of dread, switches to the Latchkey Kids chat, which is still sending alerts.

It takes Xiao four tries to scroll to the top.

“Guys!” Xinyan typed in all caps. “You will not believe the shit I am about to show you.”

“O-ya, o-ya?” Hu Tao responded.

“I’m playing a show up in Springvale. I am looking at Zhongli-xiansheng right now,” Xinyan had said, or tried to say. She’s typed the same message out five times and only got the spelling right on the fifth. “Tell me I’m hallucinating the person standing next to him.”

The image is just as grainy as the one sent by the unknown number in the chat Aether put him in. But Xiao recognizes Shifu’s favorite coat and the faint light ends of his hair.

Unfortunately, Xiao also recognizes the person next to him. How could he not?

“Oh no, oh no,” Hu Tao quickly replied, using some kind of chat effect to make the little bubble repeat and fill up the screen.

“What I wouldn’t do to be there when Xiao wakes up and sees this string of texts from literally probably everybody who has his number,” Yanfei responds.

“I have a warrant out for that man’s arrest,” Keqing says. 

“Are you going to crash Zhongli-xiansheng’s date with Childe?” Xingqiu asks, “Can I go, too? Wait. Some of us should get tickets to Wangshu to check on Xiao-ge. You know. Make sure he didn’t pass away out of sheer fury.”

“Flip a coin for it,” Hu Tao replied. 

“Which one does the winner get?” Xiangling asked.

“No matter what you’ll be a winner,” Xiangqiu said. “But maybe we shouldn’t be talking about this in the chat that Dage can see.”

One single message directly from Ganyu to Xiao.

“I am seriously at my limit.”

-

“Dage never calls us out to meet,” Chongyun says, “It must be very serious.”

“Have you been living under a rock?” Hu Tao rounds on Chongyun. “Does your overabundance of yang energy stop you from keeping up with the hottest goss in Liyue?”

“Probably not under a rock, but definitely under Xingqiu,” Xinyan says, exchanging a fist bump with Hu Tao. “Yo, young master Feiyun, can confirm?”

Xingqiu’s eyes crinkle at the corners, lips pressed together in a tight smile as he pours cups of tea.

“Boring,” Hu Tao rolls her eyes.

Xiao looks directly at Chongyun. “It’s Childe.”

Chongyun squints, puzzled. “Like…a child? Is someone pregnant?”

“No, the Fatui agent. The one who was all over the news last year. Tartaglia,” Yanfei corrects, slowly turning the lazy Susan as Xingqiu adds teacups to the edge. “It was all over the news cycle. Remember? He’d planted bombs in the harbor and broke into the Golden House. The treasury had to  go over every single mora with a fine toothed comb to account for all the serial numbers.”

Somehow Chongyun looks even more puzzled. “What about him?”

“He’s dating Zhongli-xiansheng,” Xiangling says, ladling steaming spoonfuls of soup into bowls. She sets aside one bowl, half filling it with ice before pouring soup over it. “Also, the fucker took Zhongli-xiansheng out on a date to Liuli Pavilion. Not even Third Round! What a shitty date! Who’s he trying to impress here?”

“What’s wrong with Liuli?” Keqing asks, passing chili oil into Xinyan’s waiting hands. “I like their food. They’re the only place that does lotus root the way I like it, and they’re extra generous with the pork.”

“Yeah, they do have a pretty good lotus root stir fry. Technically nothing is wrong. Their food is good, their ingredients are excellently sourced, and they treat their employees very well,” Xiangling concedes. “But spiritually? Emotionally? As a concept? Who in their right mind is going to charge a that much mora for dry hotpot? It’s hot pot! And it’s an additional charge per handful of vegetables. That place is aimed at rich tourists who want to be able to go home and say they went native.”

“Back on track, everyone. If Xiao didn’t call a meeting for this I’m pretty sure I would on behalf of Ganyu,” Yanfei says. “As hilarious as this is from an outside perspective, it’s also dead serious. We do not want this relationship to take off.”

“Do you want me to dump more cases on your Shifu?” Hu Tao says to Xiao. “I can have him working his ass off. Yanfei, find me some kind of loophole in the labor laws. Keqing, pretend you aren’t looking. I’ll make it so he doesn’t have time to date. Won’t even have time for a quickie.”

“Do not ever say the word quickie again where I can perceive of it happening,” Xiao says, nose wrinkling at the smell of chili oil being liberally poured into soup bowls around the table. “And don’t work my Shifu to death.”

“Are we actively breaking up Zhongli-xiansheng?” Xinyan asks, spinning the lazy Susan to get to the bottle of chili flakes. Xiao doesn’t know how the woman’s stomach can handle it. “Like, actually putting an effort into it? No offense, but like. Pretty sure he’s got his relationship track record under perfect control. I don’t think he’s ever dated or slept with someone for longer than three months.”

Hu Tao turns to Xinyan, disbelief in her eyes, “Have you ever seen the man’s luck? Combined with Xiao-ge’s? What if this is the one that sticks around? What do we do then?”

“As honored as I am that Xiao-ge thinks we’re excellent sources for help in this matter,” Xingqiu butts in, “I’ll also like to point out that two of our little group are members of our government who have been actively working on getting Childe thrown in jail. And no offense to Keqing or Ganyu, but clearly those efforts aren’t turning out very well. I don’t think Childe is someone we can handle.”

“Quitter,” Hu Tao mutters, rolling her sleeves up in preparation for eating. 

“Hey, even if we don’t get it, at least we can say we made an effort,” Xiangling points out. “That’s got to count for something. And if Childe somehow avoids legal repercussions and turns into Zhongli-xiansheng’s new arm candy, then the rest of us can say that we were definitely there when Ganyu and Xiao planned his murder. But also so was Keqing so, like. It was political and they should definitely get some kind of amnesty. It was Qixing approved.”

They do not come up with a plan. They come up with some very, truly, creative scenarios. But they do not come up with a plan. As Xingqiu pointed out, perhaps they are not the best group to be turning to for advice in this matter.

Xiao ends up offering to move back to Liyue Harbor, just so Ganyu wouldn’t be alone in suffering the early phases of Shifu in a new relationship. Maybe if both of them are in the house Shifu will act with some modicum of reserve. Xiao can get a job anywhere. If anything he’s sure that Xingqiu or Chongyun could find a place for him to work in their families’ businesses.

“It’s alright. You have your own life in Wangshu.” Ganyu smiles at him, though her eyes look a little pained around the corners. “I think I’ll be spending nights over at Yanfei’s for the foreseeable future.”

“Is there room at Granny Ping’s?” Xiao asks dubiously. He remembers he helped Granny Ping out with repairs a few times. The kitchen was so small and cluttered that Xiao felt slightly claustrophobic. He remembers that Yanfei’s bedroom door didn’t open properly because of how much stuff she had stacked on the floors inside.

“When Granny Ping finds out about the situation,” Ganyu says, eyes flat, “She’ll make room.”

-

“I need legal advice,” Xiao says without preamble as soon as Yanfei picks up.

“Ancestors,” Yanfei breathes, “I knew it was going to happen someday. I fucking knew it. I knew this day would come. You finally snapped. Ganyu is going to be so disappointed. Who was it? Were there any witnesses? Wait, don’t answer. I need to get you a quote. I don’t care if you’re Ganyu’s xiong, you still have to pay the consultant fees. I’ll use them to buy Ganyu something nice to make up for the fact her xiong now has a record.”

Xiao pinches the bridge of his nose. “Have you ever considered that I might be the wronged party?”

“Oh.” Yanfei sounds too disappointed for Xiao’s liking. “Well. Fine. Go ahead, I guess.”

“How do I get Childe out of Liyue and away from Shifu without causing a diplomatic incident?”

Yanfei is quiet for a full minute, which is either very good for Xiao or very, very bad.

Then there’s a loud thump as Yanfei pulls out what Xiao can only assume is her massive rolodex of business cards. She’s the only person Xiao knows who has a rolodex anymore.

“Give me ten — no, eight hours and I’ll have a solid game plan for you,” Yanfei says.

“What’s the fee?”

Yanfei laughs, “Xiao. It’s Childe. The Qixing has been calling for him to be extradited for almost a full year. They’ve imposed sanctions and tariffs on Snezhnaya trying to get Childe released into Millelith custody. Getting Childe out of here before things turn into a literal cluster fuck of a political nightmare is doing a favor to myself. Consider it done.”

Despite Yanfei’s promise, and the multiple attempts by the Qixing, Childe remains out of the Millelith’s hands and the political stalemate with Snezhnaya continues. Childe is free to roam Liyue at Shifu’s side. And roam they do.

The longer it goes on without Shifu mentioning anything at all — not during any of Xiao’s visits or in their weekly phone calls — the harder it is for Xiao to bring it up. And eventually, he stops thinking about it.

Shifu is seeing Childe. Shifu seems happy to be seeing Childe. Ultimately, is this not what is best? Does Shifu not deserve to find happiness, even if it is in the arms of someone who is literally wanted by the state?

Part of Xiao feels guilty for waiting and hoping for it to end. He should want Shifu to find happiness where he can. But most of Xiao rests on pins and needles, holding his breath and waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Xiao comes home one weekend upon the behest of Xingqiu to celebrate some sort of anniversary or event for the Eight Trades group. As one of the young masters in the Feiyun guild and active member of the Guhua, Xingqiu has a staggering amount of influence on such gatherings and insisted on everyone coming for free food, drinks, and to enjoy the performers. Xinyan, much to her dismay, was not invited to be one of the performers. Though Xingqiu swears that he pushed very hard for her to be added tot he list.

Part of Xiao dreads going back home because he’s never sure if this is the moment he’ll run into Shifu and Childe together in person, at which point Xiao and Shifu will no longer be able to play ignorant. 

He thinks this is that moment when he unlocks the front door and hears the faint sound of voices coming from the back of the house. Xiao quietly slips off his shoes, avoiding the creaking floorboards as he carefully walks towards the kitchen to put away the groceries Ganyu asked him to pick up on his way from the train station. If he could get away with it, he would have hidden the groceries in his room and fled the house to avoid any confrontation, but Ganyu had asked him to get firm tofu and lily stems.

The accent Xiao hears coming from the slightly open back door isn’t Snezhnian, though. The voice carries the faint curve and gentle whisper of Mondstadt.

Xiao can’t pick up what they’re saying. He hears what could be a word or a name, “Morax”, and “Barbatos”.

Xiao finds himself peeking through the back door, curiosity getting the better of him.

First he sees Shifu sitting in one of the woven porch chairs, long legs crossed and fingers splayed over the rim of a glass of clear liquid. There’s a tall bottle on the ground next to his chair. Xiao recognizes the label as Dawn Winery’s. But the voice he heard wasn’t Diluc. 

Xiao pushes his luck, but unfortunately that causes the door to creak as it twitches forward.

Shifu turns over his shoulder, faint smile on his lips.

The other person, sitting in the porch chair beyond Xiao’s limited vision through the back door gasps. 

“Is that Xiao? Or Ganyu? I haven’t seen either of them since they were my size.”

“Apologies for interrupting,” Xiao says, pushing the door open and leaning out to peer around it.

The other person looks — he looks very young. He looks like he could be Xiao’s age, or maybe Aether’s. He dresses like he’s Xingqiu’s age. But he’s holding an almost full glass of liquor, that he knocks back like it’s nothing. Xiao’s eyes dart towards Shifu’s but Shifu is giving the other man a cross look.

“Drunkard,” Shifu scolds, but he’s already reaching for the bottle to pour another glass. “Xiao, this is Venti. He and I used to work together, along with — “

Shifu pauses.

“Along with Azhdaha. You might not remember, you were very young. Venti would sometimes visit us.”

The old name strikes against something soft and almost forgotten in Xiao’s chest. But it refuses to knock any memory loose.

“Oh,” Xiao says lamely, eyes moving from Shifu to Venti. “I’m heading out again. Do you need anything? I’m taking the bus towards Chihu. Xingqiu’s holding an event tonight, but I can bring back some extra stuff for dinner if you’re staying in.”

“Ay,” Venti laughs, “What a dutiful boy you’ve got, Zhongli! Just came back, fresh off of a six or seven hour train ride and he’s running errands for you and his sister and being so very considerate of this surprise guest.” 

Venti shakes his head, waving Xiao off. “Don’t mind me. I’m not eating a full meal here long. No offense, but Zhongli takes forever in a kitchen. We’d end up killing each other. Nah, us old folks are just going to talk and reminisce some more. We’ll drink until dawn, Zhongli! Just like old times, eh? Ha! Don’t make that face, you know I’m only joking. We could be here for years and we’d never manage to out drink each other”

“Ah! But this old man isn’t what he used to be.” Venti quickly rises to his feet, gently setting his glass down on the chair. “Give me a moment to use your faculties and I can be right back to pretending like a youngster again. Or at least, I will. I think you’re entirely content to pretend to be an old retired man. Domesticity is a good look for you.”

Shifu sighs as Venti breezes past him and Xiao to head into the house, fully comfortable as though he’s been there his entire life.

For a brief moment, Xiao thinks that perhaps the situation with Childe has run its course and Venti is the new problem to worry about.

But from down the hall Xiao sees Venti’s hand waving towards him, beckoning him over.

Xiao hesitates, glancing back towards Shifu, but he’s already turned back to his quiet contemplation of their small back yard. His only acknowledgement of their unusual visitor is the wry uptick to the corner of his mouth.

Xiao tentatively walks into the hallway, coming almost nose to nose with Venti. The man’s eyes are warm and bright, only the finest lines at the corners to betray any sign of age.

“Listen,” Venti whispers, “Your Shifu is a grown man who can take care of himself. I know you and Ganyu know that. And I’m sure that the last thing Zhongli would ever want is to make you two feel like you’ve got to take care of him. But sometimes even the most solid of foundations needs a little shoring up now and again. Understand?”

Xiao does not understand at all, but he nods anyway.

Venti smiles like he knows Xiao is lying. He gently pats Xiao on the shoulder.

“He’s done so good for himself,” Venti says, almost to himself. “Just keep an eye on him, would you? Things are happening in this world. And they aren’t always good.”

With those words in mind, Xiao braces for the worst. But the worst doesn’t come.

Inexplicably, the Childe affair lasts. And lasts. And lasts. Half a year. Which is longer than most of Shifu’s affairs, that Xiao knows of.

Half a year of Xiao and Ganyu and everyone they know, other members of the Qixing and the Millelith included, holding their breath and hoping, feeling guilty for hoping, but continuing to hope anyway.

And the longer it goes on, the more permanent it seems, the more Xiao and Ganyu feel like they’re hovering at the edge of something. Some transition into a new stage of life. Every time Shifu calls, Xiao half expects the man to mention it, to mention Childe, in some form. Even just dropping Childe’s name casually and saying that the man was present when Shifu was doing something. Something, perhaps some throw away line like “Childe and I” or “Childe ordered” or even “I took Childe to see”. 

Because surely Shifu knows that everyone knows and strongly, deeply disapproves. Surely Shifu knows that his outings with Childe are known. All the eyes of Liyue are on the man and have not left him since he came back to Liyue Harbor.

But Shifu never mentions Childe to Xiao. Or Ganyu. Or anyone, that Xiao can tell.

Xiao wonders if Shifu thinks he’s keeping it a secret. If so, he’s doing an extremely poor job of it. The two of them are spotted together quite frequently and they aren’t exactly going around towards secluded areas.

Or maybe Shifu thinks if he doesn’t talk about it no one else will. Which is a correct assumption.

Xiao certainly isn’t going to be the first one to bring it up. Ganyu would sooner swallow her own tongue than directly confront Shifu about it.

The longer Childe’s stay in Liyue grows, the more attention the situation gets. Xiao is sure it’s through the Tianquan’s hand that Shifu’s name and image are spared from the constant media cycle talking about the Fatui terrorist and the ongoing tensions between Liyue and Snezhnaya.

And just when the situation reaches a tipping point that threatens to be unrecoverable from; when Xiao thinks that he’s going to have to says something because Keqing and Ganyu are both looking increasingly stressed —

Childe leaves.

Childe leaves and Shifu says nothing at all about it. But the news does. The news has a lot to say about it. So does Keqing.

Xiao goes home that weekend. Both he and Ganyu go out to buy Shifu’s favorites and set up the dinner table nicely and cross their fingers, hoping for the best. Shifu seems pleasantly surprised by this. They eat dinner, Ganyu and Xiao shooting glances at each other across the table and silently daring the other to broach the subject but not quite succeeding. Xiao brings out his dizi and after a moment Shifu brings down his guqin. Ganyu sits and watches. She experimented with a pipa when they were in middle school, but never developed much of a talent or interest in it.

Aside from some idle chatter they don’t speak much of anything. Shifu asks Xiao about work up in Wangshu, asks about Xiao and Ganyu’s friends. Xiao shows Ganyu and Shifu a picture he’d recently taken from the top floor of the Wangshu Inn at sunset. He mentions that Aether’s sister’s return from her studies abroad have been delayed because she’s found an internship. Ganyu begins talking about the interns at the Qixing and how a few of them are also from study abroad programs. Shifu comments about how he sometimes regrets not pushing either of them to try for study or work abroad programs themselves.

Keqing texts them both in the group chat to ask if they need any help. Honestly, Xiao doesn’t know how to answer her so he doesn’t. Ganyu answers for him, responding with a simple “we’re okay”.

Are they okay?

Shifu doesn’t act differently at all the entire weekend that Xiao can tell. Venti’s words of warning keep springing to the forefront of Xiao’s mind. He can’t shake them.

The morning before Xiao has to catch his train back to Wangshu, he summons up all his courage to ask.

“About…Childe,” Xiao says haltingly, hands damp with nerves, “Are you — is it?”

He still can’t quite get himself to say something. Anything.

Shifu’s eyebrows raise into his hairline, mouth curving up into a faint smile. “What about Childe?”

Xiao’s eyes shoot towards Ganyu’s. He doesn’t know where to go from here. Her eyes are wide as she stares at him, mouth hanging open and her hands frozen in the motions of adding tea leaves to the pot. She probably didn’t think he’d manage to get that far.

Xiao swallows nervously, turning back towards Shifu.

“Are you alright with him leaving?” Xiao asks, words coming out in a rush.

Shifu blinks at him, then looks at Ganyu, and then back at him. He carefully sets his chopsticks down. And then he laughs.

He laughs, a rich sound that fills the kitchen and echoes in Xiao’s ears, which he’s sure are rapidly turning red.

“Of course I’m alright,” Shifu says when he finally stops laughing, though his face is flushed pink with laughter. “Is there a reason why I shouldn’t be?”

Xiao turns back to Ganyu. He can’t do it. Call him a coward, Xiao will accept it gladly. But he can’t go on.

Ganyu takes pity on him, clearing her throat as she sets the tea leaves down with shaking hands.

“You two were close,” she says. Xiao stares at her. Close. That’s what she’s going to call them? Close? The time for being polite and understated is over. Childe isn’t even in the picture anymore. “Weren’t you? It all just seems. Well. It seems very sudden. And. You seemed very happy.”

Ganyu hesitates for a moment before asking, voice careful and quiet. “You were happy, weren’t you?”

Shifu’s eyes sparkle as he takes them both in. “Childe going to his motherland seems sudden? To return to his work? To his job? Childe isn’t exactly a welcome guest in Liyue, either. The Qixing has been attempting to get Childe to stand trial for months now, have they not? Is there a reason why he should have continued to stay?”

Xiao resists the urge to squirm like he’s a young boy again. Ganyu lowers her head, bangs covering her eyes as she visibly shrinks in on herself.

Shifu sighs, taking pity on them. His expression softens into fondness. 

“Do not trouble yourselves over this matter. Childe did what he felt was necessary, and I do not begrudge him his choices. He and I had an interesting time, however short it was, and that is all there is to it. Yes, Ganyu, I was happy, and still am. I will remember him fondly. But happiness is fleeting, and not made to be permanent, otherwise it would not be happiness. Would it?  Now, Xiao, finish your breakfast or you’ll miss your train. Ganyu, please drive Xiao to the station. I have to run some errands.”

-

Xiao still can’t shake the foreboding feeling he’d gotten from Venti’s words. But he can’t stay with Shifu all the time. Xiao has his own life to return to, even if so much of it remains tied to Liyue Harbor and the people there.

He can only trust in the flow of time to reveal all things and erode all mysteries.

And so time passes. And it passes and it passes.

There’s been no news from Ganyu or anyone Xiao knows of regarding another lover in Shifu’s life. Keqing calls this a dry spell. She says this with some measure of optimism.

Xiao calls it peace and quiet, which means it’s not meant to last.

After a late dinner at Xiangling’s, Xiao and Ganyu return home to a familiar sight. Part of Xiao sighs, and wonders if Ganyu will tell Yanfei who’ll tell everyone else. The dry spell is over. Life continues.

Shifu is holding onto somebody in the middle of the living room. It wouldn’t be the first time, or the last, Xiao and Ganyu have accidentally walked in on Shifu in the middle of one of his affairs. Xiao’s already leaning on the back of his heel to turn around and walk right back out the door, ready to usher Ganyu out with him before Shifu and whoever it is can realize they’ve been seen.

But something is off. There is something about this familiar tableau that stops Xiao from turning around.

Xiao can hear the audible hitching of breath that can only come from crying. Broad hands clutch desperately the back of Shifu’s shoulders, and Shifu is holding the person back just as hard. The two figures are leaning heavily on each other to remain upright.

Xiao’s mind knows. Xiao’s mind knows this person. And that knowledge has him rooted to the spot.

Xiao —

His keys slide from his hand as well as the bag of take out that Xiangling had forced them to take home. The sound of both hitting the floor seems very far away. The part of him that operates in rational thought notes that he might have spilled the left over soup. 

But the rest of him is preoccupied with staring, thoughts going blank and staticky. 

Xiao knows this person. He knows this man.

The dust and cobwebs of years past lift away from his memory, as Xiao is whisked back to a moment so much like this one so many, many years ago. He and Ganyu coming home to Shifu sad and alone in this very same room. An absence that filled the house. An absence that carried a name that Ganyu had spoken, but there was no one there to answer to it. 

And now, finally, a conclusion to that open question. A qualifier to that one sentence Shifu spoke that hazy afternoon.

According to Xiao’s memory, this man should be taller. Broader. Overall bigger and louder. His face should have less lines. Or perhaps more but in a different way. Laugh lines abut the eyes, not folds at the mouth. His hair seems softer, flatter than in Xiao’s memories.

Shifu turns towards them, face torn between joy and tears. His eyes are bright with tears. Shifu’s voice doesn’t quite manage to maintain composure Xiao knows the man is trying to hold onto. It’s gravely and low and cracks terribly.

“A-Xiao,” Shifu calls out, holding a hand out towards Xiao and Ganyu. Xiao’s heart hurts. It’s been a very long time since Shifu’s called him that. Shifu’s knees give out and both he and the man in his arms crumple to the ground in an undignified and clumsy heap. “Yu-er.”

Ganyu chokes a sob around the candy she’d pilfered from Chongyun earlier — and that, too, is just like before. The details of the situation unfolding about them is uncanny — and she’s pushing past Xiao to rush towards them, stumbling over the dropped left overs and her own feet. 

“Shushu?” Xiao whispers, floating towards the pile on the floor like he’s a ghost, like he’s dreaming. And as though there were any other he called by that, he has to clarify — “Azhdaha-shushu?”

Xiao falls to his knees, not quite in arms reach of them, and unsure of where and when he is. Xiao did not know how much of a wound this would be until it happened. Xiao had never imagined it. He never even dreamed of it.

Azhdaha-shushu’s warm eyes are rimmed red. He has glasses now. Up close, Xiao can confirm that the man’s hair seems a little thinner, a little lighter. There’s slight touches of grey at the roots near his temples. But his voice is so achingly familiar as he reaches out and touches Xiao’s hand.

“A-Xiao,” he says, voice a rough croak, “I’m home.”

And then, only then, does Xiao feel his own eyes begin to burn and prickle with tears.

Shifu and Ganyu are pulling him in and he tangles himself in their arms and the arms of the man Xiao would’ve sworn would never be the one to come back.

Shifu, Xiao, Ganyu. A strange not-quite family of three.

And now, finally, Azhdaha.

“You’re never leaving again,” Xiao finds himself saying through hiccups that make his throat hurt.

“A-Xiao got sticky,” shushu teases, voice rough with his own tears. “No. I won’t. I won’t leave.”

“Promise,” Ganyu demands, “Promise it, shushu.”

Xiao doesn’t have to look up to know that Azhdaha-shushu is looking at Shifu when he answers Ganyu.

“As fate wills it,” he says softly, “I will return to you, again and again. I might take the long way back, but I will return.”

  


