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When the Akademiya’s Scribe comes to Nahida and asks for a short vacation, she has many questions.

Each member of the Akademiya staff has a stipulated number of days set aside for leave. She’s seen Alhaitham’s records before—each year, he takes the precise amount of leave he is allowed. Not a day more, but also not a day less.

What exactly he spends his breaks doing, Nahida isn’t too sure. Well, having recently been reinstated as the main authority in all of Sumeru and hence also the Akademiya, this is her first time being the one to receive and be in charge of responding to his leave request. It’s a good opportunity to ask, and so she does.

Despite his typically cryptic manners of behaviour and speech, when it comes to this, Alhaitham isn’t particularly secretive about it at all.

Nahida tilts her head. “You’re headed to Liyue?”

“Yes.” Alhaitham nods. “I intend to meet an old friend of mine.”

Nahida pauses to process this. Liyue. She’s never been there. Rather, she’s never been to any of the other nations, never stepped foot out of Sumeru even once before. It isn’t her fault that she isn’t particularly well-travelled—she’d spent her first five hundred years of life locked up in the equivalent of a giant snot bubble (yuck), and since she’d been released, she’s been far too occupied with Sumeru’s rebuilding to pay any other nation any mind, much less a proper visit.

Liyue is an interesting place objectively, and it’s of much interest to Nahida in particular—the progression of its governance seems to have run parallel to Sumeru’s, only in the opposite direction. There, Rex Lapis had passed his command on to the mortals, whereas Nahida has just only recently taken hers back from the Sages.

It’s necessary, she reminds herself. What she’s doing here, doing in Sumeru, doing for Sumeru—it’s all in the best interests of her people. Even if sometimes it doesn’t feel like she’s doing it right. Even if sometimes it doesn’t feel like she’s doing enough.

Even if sometimes it doesn’t feel like she is enough.

Nahida can’t help but wonder how the citizens of Liyue are faring in the absence of their god. She’d heard of his passing, but had never had the opportunity to go and pay her respects. And she has no small amount of it for the late Archon. Rex Lapis had been the oldest and most powerful of the original Seven, and for Nahida, as the youngest and newest Archon, she undoubtedly has much to learn from him.

Admittedly, she is extremely curious as to how the nation he’d built is like. She’s heard much of the flourishing capital city—there’s plenty of information on Liyue stored in the reservoirs of knowledge available to her in the Irminsul, but of course, she knows nothing can compare to a first-hand visit. Records of both fact and memory carry inevitable biases and other losses of nuance—no amount of detail in the documentation of something can compare to seeing and perceiving it physically with her own eyes and ears.

Nahida had learnt of curry, for example, while suspended in the Sanctuary of Surasthana—she’d known its key components by heart, as well as every single essential step in its preparation. But when she’d first stepped out onto the streets of Sumeru, she’d had the opportunity to taste a bit of the dish herself. That blend of fragrant spices, that brilliant burst of flavours—no records could ever copy that taste on her tongue or give her anywhere near the same degree of delight.

Nahida glances back up at Alhaitham, the seeds of an idea forming in her mind. She doesn’t want to bother him—after all, Alhaitham is a busy man. (Though with what exactly, she doesn’t always know. He isn’t exactly the type to go above and beyond in his work as a scribe.) Nahida is well-aware of his preference to operate independently, to slink about quietly on his own beneath the notice of most (albeit somewhat suspiciously to those who do pay him any mind).

They’re not even that close—he’d played a critical part in breaking her out from her imprisonment, but beyond that, their relationship so far has more of been that of distant coworkers with acknowledgment extending minimally beyond mutual respect.

“You want something,” Alhaitham observes out of the blue, and Nahida freezes, unused on being called out so plainly on something like that. On something so… shameful. She’ll need to do a better job at concealing her expressions—Alhaitham seems like a good person to learn from, in that regard. The range of expression she’s seen to exist on that face is so limited that it’s honestly rather remarkable. Now, with that same impassive look, Alhaitham nods at her. “What is it? Just ask.”

Nahida hesitates. Nahida doesn’t want things—or more like she shouldn’t—and if she somehow fails to control herself and does end up wanting something anyway, she doesn’t just ask for it. That means inconveniencing others, and asking for someone to give her something means having to take it from them.

But is this a want as much as it is a need?

A responsibility, as Sumeru’s Archon?

Isn’t it in Sumeru’s best interests to maintain strong diplomatic relations with the other nations? Certainly, Nahida may be able to satiate several of her own personal curiosities in the process, but this particular endeavour will undoubtedly serve no small amount of benefit for her people.

She looks up at Alhaitham, who is standing beside her quietly with a calm gaze that contains no impatience and imposes no judgment. She takes a deep breath, and makes a decision.

Now then. Nahida could trawl through the information in Irminsul for the question currently at the forefront of her mind, but perhaps the more efficient way of going about things would just be to seek an answer from the man in front of her. As Scribe, he’s likely perfectly familiar with the practices of the Akademiya.

“Alhaitham.” Nahida pauses, shifting from foot to foot, and fidgets with her own fingers. “Do you… Do you happen to know how many days of leave the Akademiya has allotted to its Archon?”

 


 

So. Somehow, Nahida is now on leave. ‘Holiday’, if you will. She rather likes that word, prefers it, even—it sounds light and happy, holi-day, jolly-day. ‘Leave’ is so much more dry and serious, and Nahida isn’t quite leavingher responsibilities behind—she’s taking them with her to Liyue. It’s best described as a business trip, really.

She leaves Sumeru in the care of the Sages—now that the corrupt ones have been rooted out, she’s quite confident in the reliability of their replacements, as well as those who’d been deemed suitable to stay on. The current state of governance of Sumeru involves her as the linchpin, but she’s been receiving no small amount of support from capable mortals.

When she’d asked Alhaitham, “Do you think you could take me with you?”she hadn’t exactly expected him to say, “Why not?” Which wasn’t exactly the most enthusiastic response—it didn’t exactly provide much reassurance that she wouldn’t be a bother—but then again, Nahida doesn’t think she’s ever seen Alhaitham get enthusiastic about anything.

The man is honestly still quite a mystery to her—his likes, dislikes, his emotions, his motivations, and every other aspect that makes a person who they are… she knows little, because he reveals little. She does wonder what made Alhaitham the man that he is, with all his unique competencies and rather… distinctive character. Sure, it’s well within her capabilities to pry into his memories and his mind, but that would be overstepping far too many boundaries. Nahida much prefers to learn about these things organically, as part of the growth of a natural relationship. Assuming one will ever form between them, that is.

Had he rejected her request, she supposes there wouldn’t be a major problem—she could always have gone to Liyue on her own. She’s over five centuries old and perfectly capable of taking care of herself, thank you very much. Though the matter of her physical appearance would likely be an issue—she expects she’d attract no small amount of concerned stares exploring the streets of Liyue alone, looking much like a little lost child wandering about completely unsupervised.

Having Alhaitham with her will solve such issues, and perhaps it’ll also give her an opportunity to learn more about the man. From what she’s read in books, it’s always good to establish a positive working relationship with her coworkers.

 


 

Alhaitham’s initial plan had been to get there on foot—a journey which would have undoubtedly taken him several days. Luckily, with Nahida with him, the far more efficient Archon Express option is available. He’d been nice enough to agree to let her tag along, so this is just a little favour she can do for him in exchange.

Teleportation lands them smack in the centre of Liyue Harbour’s streets. Any observers passing by would have been greeted with the strange sight of two foreigners blinking into existence out of thin air. They attract a few brief stares, but it’s only for a moment, before everyone goes back about their day. The people of Liyue seem rather accustomed to weird occurrences like this, and Nahida isn’t sure whether that makes her feel more curious or more concerned. She settles on accepting it to be a healthy and justified combination of both.

Liyue Harbour is best described as breathtaking. Nahida loves every nook and cranny of Sumeru’s cities—for centuries, she’d cognitively known every path and every wall better than the back of her own hand, and her first time stepping out of the Sanctuary to feel the street beneath her own feet had been a whole other experience entirely. Even so, there’s plenty to appreciate about these lands. It’s like a whole different world here, bustling with energy and life and culture, with Liyue’s warm sunlight slanting golden over the ruby-red tiles of the roofs, and gleaming pagodas towering over her left and right. It makes her feel small and insignificant—and Celestia knows how familiar she is with that feeling—but this time, it’s oddly only in the best of ways.

“As it is,” Alhaitham tells her, “I am several days too early for the meeting I arranged for. So in the meantime, is there anything you’d like to do?”

Nahida pauses to consider this. She hadn’t exactly planned out a detailed itinerary for this trip. Her intentions had been simple: to come here and observe. To learn more about this beautiful nation, and about the god who’d played such a large part in building it. There is much she hopes to take away back with her to Sumeru, except what exactly there is, in all of its comprehensiveness and entirety—well, she has yet to find out.

“I don’t really know,” she admits to Alhaitham, rubbing the back of her neck a little sheepishly. “Have you been here before? What would you recommend?”

“I have,” Alhaitham confirms. “It’s been a while, but I believe I remember enough to show you around. If you’d prefer to have me accompany you, that is. Unless you’d prefer to go about the city on your own?”

It’s an offer—or at least, Nahida recognises it as such. It’s bluntly stated, plainly put, but it’s still rather generous of Alhaitham to extend such a suggestion, considering that he owes her nothing. She wonders why he’s bothering with such a courtesy at all—not just because she’s his Archon, surely. Alhaitham had never seemed like the type to hold much reverence for the gods.

“I’d like you to accompany me,” she says anyway, before hesitating, hating how almost… entitled that had sounded. Hadn’t it? “Um, only if that isn’t too much trouble,” she adds hastily.

Alhaitham nods. “You can go wherever you want to go, and I’ll follow and be available to answer questions, should you have any. Though I’d advise you keep your expectations low; this won’t be much of a guided tour,” he notes. “In that department, the friend I came here to meet is far more of an expert. Perhaps I’ll introduce you when we meet.”

Alhaitham’s friend must be someone rather knowledgeable, then. “That sounds very nice.”

It’s then that they’re interrupted by one of the vendors on the street. A toy seller, it seems. He waves one of his wares at her—something that she recognises to be a kite. 

“Hello, hello! Are you new around here?” She isn’t surprised that he picked up on that—with their manner of dressing, the two of them stick out among the citizens like a pair of sore thumbs. “Can I interest you in some of the finest local toys?”

Just to be polite, Nahida walks over to the stall. She’s a bit too short to see over the table, so she tiptoes, trying to elevate herself sufficiently so that her eyes can peer above the surface. It’s quite a challenge. But then there are arms looping under hers to lift her higher. Nahida blinks in surprise. Alhaitham’s scooped her up, and now she’s resting in his carry. At this height, she can see the display on the table much more comfortably.

“Er,” she pauses, not sure what to make of this, not sure what to say. “Thank you?”

Alhaitham nods in his own wordless version of a no problem.

“Ah, good sir.” The merchant beams. “The father of this lovely little lady, I assume?”

Alhaitham pauses. His eyes drift to Nahida’s, and their gazes meet.

Your choice. What Alhaitham wants is apparently for her to respond however she wants. And what Nahida wants is, well…

“Uh… yes,” Nahida says, her face heating up inexplicably. She coughs a little. Nahida has never had a father before. She likes the word, and certainly likes what it stands for. What’s the harm in playing pretend for a little bit?

The toy seller starts talking, starts shuffling through his wares and describing things that he considers to be potentially of interest to her. It goes on for barely a minute before something in the periphery of Alhaitham’s vision seems to catch his attention, because he turns his head to focus on a different stall to the side.

“Do you want anything from here?” he asks Nahida first.

She likes the toys here, but she can’t think of when she’ll get an opportunity to use them any time soon. So she shakes her head and thanks the shopkeeper for his time. He’s rather pleasant about it despite not having managed to sell anything.

“Have a nice day!”

Alhaitham sets her down onto the pavement and begins to head in the direction of the other stall. What seems to have caught his attention, however, is not quite the goods on sale but the man browsing through them, and Nahida can honestly understand why.

Even just standing there, head calmly lowered in perusal of the items on display, the man exudes an aura that is best described as modestly majestic, as contradictory as that sounds. Somehow, he’s much more becoming than the average mortal, and there’s a regal, dignified sort of air around him that commands admiration and respect. Nahida wishes she could learn how to do the same, though she suspects the matter of her being half his height might prove somewhat disadvantageous in that regard.

“That’s him,” Alhaitham says to her, as they make their way over. “The one I’m meant to be meeting.”

They stop in front of the man, who pauses his browsing at their approach. His golden eyes glance over Alhaitham first, recognition taking shape in his gaze, before they shift to focus on Nahida, lingering for slightly longer than a moment.

“Zhongli.” Alhaitham nods at him, and they shake hands. Nahida watches their exchange with an odd sort of fascination. So this is what a meeting between gentlemen looks like.

“It’s good to see you, old friend.” The man called Zhongli has a deep voice that’s soft and silk-smooth, like a dark, rich honey. “You arrived in Liyue earlier than I expected. And it seems you came with company.” His gaze sweeps over Nahida once again, a smile settling onto his elegant features. “Hello. I don’t believe we’ve been acquainted.”

“Y-yes.” Nahida clears her throat, oddly nervous. What should she do? Introduce herself as Alhaitham’s daughter? She doesn’t know what Alhaitham’s told Zhongli about his personal life, but for some reason, she feels like Zhongli would see right through that claim anyway. Being caught lying isn’t exactly the best way to commence a first meeting. So she merely dips her head respectfully and opts for something simple. “It’s nice to meet you. My name is Nahida.”

Zhongli stoops a little to extend a hand to her in greeting. Oh? Oh. He wants to shake Nahida’s hand. She gets a handshake too? That’s rather nice of him. Her own palm is too small to fully grasp his, so she just takes two of his fingers and gives that a firm shake instead.

With the greetings and basic self-introductions out of the way, Nahida decides that it’s probably about time that she move on to other things. In many of the books she’s read, they’d all recommended to avoid beating about the bush. And there is a rather important matter at hand to be addressed.

“Mister Zhongli,” Nahida begins, feeling oddly pressured to speak formally in this man’s presence, “I do hope you’ll forgive my impudence, but…” she swallows, and forces herself to stand a little taller, “I don’t suppose you might happen to be the late Geo Archon?”
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    To say that Zhongli goes quiet wouldn’t be entirely accurate, because he’d already been silent for a period of time before she’d spoken. He does, however, appear to temporarily cease all form of motion entirely except for that of his eyes, which blink at Nahida once, twice—before his gaze quickly flickers away to Alhaitham to assess his friend’s reaction. Which is to say, non-existent.

“…That is an interesting question,” Zhongli finally says, and the slightly pinched look on his face suggests that he does not, in fact, find particular intrigue in her inquiry. Rather, he seems to be experiencing some sort of remarkably quiet and well-contained alarm.

Oh dear… Nahida truly hadn’t meant to upset him. She hadn’t put much thought into things before she’d asked that. Had she said something wrong?

An idea clicks into her mind. A possibility.

She’s had the chance to speak to many citizens in Sumeru’s streets before. Some of them, older women in particular, often share a certain set of concerns that she realises might very well be applicable and present in this situation as well.

“I’m sorry,” she says quickly. “I didn’t mean to imply that you looked deceased in any manner, or like some sort of reanimated corpse. For what it’s worth, you look very much alive and healthy, Mister Zhongli, and nothing like your six millennia of age would otherwise suggest.”

Despite her efforts at reassurance, Zhongli does not appear particularly comforted. Being only a few years over five hundred herself, Nahida worries that she’s being insufficiently empathetic as to his situation.

Still, in a strange way that makes her feel a little guilty, she finds it rather reassuring that even an Archon as great as Rex Lapis himself isn’t immune to insecurity. It makes her feel a bit less ashamed of her own.

It occurs to Nahida in this moment that this might be an opportunity to apply her unique access to information to something purposeful. With that, she takes a moment to mentally travel through the divine libraries stored away inside her mind.

When she finally finds what she’s looking for, Nahida reaches into the space in front of her and pulls a knowledge capsule out as if from an invisible pocket in the air.

“Here you go.” Nahida presents it to Zhongli, and there’s a shimmery sort of hopefulness glowing warm in her chest. She is just a new Archon—she is just Nahida, nothing but Nahida—but it’d be wonderful if she were able to be even the slightest bit of help to the god she respects so much.

“Are you familiar with knowledge capsules?” Nahida raises it a bit higher towards him, and it catches the sunlight upon its surface and reflects the rays like the shimmer of rubies. “This one here happens to contain several volumes of information that may help you with some of your concerns.” 

She pauses. What had been the title of the series again? Ah, yes. “It’s a very popular book series in Sumeru: The Skincare Enthusiast’s Guide to Glowing Skin and Eternal Youth.” She tilts her head. “While I’m personally not so inclined to accept any claims the title makes of guaranteed immortality,I’ve still been told by many people that the advice included does wonders to slow the apparent aging of one’s complexion.”

A lot of the nice old ladies she’d met had been absolutely raving about it. Hopefully Zhongli will find the same benefit from its contents too.

There’s a choked noise coming from beside her—from Alhaitham. It appears to be have been a cough, though something about it suggests to her that it was really to conceal something else, that may have been a little like laughter.

…Laughter? Nahida has never heard Alhaitham laugh before. So it’s with good reason that she begins to worry both for his mental state and for the contents of what she’d just said. Had her suggestion really been one so deserving of ridicule?

Zhongli pauses, looking almost like he has no interest to accept the capsule. His lips part briefly, and then close. For a moment, Nahida wonders if she’s violated some sort of Liyuen custom with the way she’s presented her gift. Does she need to package it properly or something? Nonetheless, this concern is quickly concluded when he extends a hand to take it from her regardless.

“Thank you, Nahida.” Zhongli clears his throat, and there’s an additional bit of colour in his cheeks that certainly wasn’t there before. “How… how very thoughtful of you.”

It seems his sensitivities about the matter run far rawer than Nahida had thought to anticipate. Aw, he shouldn’t have to feel so bashful over something so commonplace. Oh well. She’s not much of a skincare expert, but she’s pretty sure she’s done what she can.

“You’re very welcome, Mister Zhongli.” Nahida tries to contain her beam, in case she risks coming across as far too proud of herself. Still, she’s glad that she could begin her relationship with another Archon on such a positive note. One involving a gift as a show of understanding and support.

“I may be rather young myself,” she acknowledges, “but I do understand that the effects of aging might be particularly aggravating due to the stress of being the Geo Archon.”

“Haha… I suppose.” Zhongli’s smile is ever so slightly pained. “About that… Would you mind taking me through how you’d arrived at that conclusion?”

Oh? Well… it is difficult to explain, but sometimes Nahida just knows things. The parts of the puzzle are usually all just there at her disposal even if she can’t always see them, and some invisible force of cognition is what helps to perceive what she consciously cannot. It pieces everything together for her instead, presenting only the picture to her in its completion.

Call it a hunch, or gut feeling—intuition, perhaps, would be the most accurate word of description. Still, that’d be a rather unsatisfying answer to give, so she opts for something else. “It would be quite embarrassing if even the goddess of wisdom couldn’t pick up on the presence of another Archon,” is what she elects to say.

Ah… Wait. She’d completely forgotten to properly introduce herself beyond her favored name. Could it be that Zhongli had assumed her to only be a regular mortal child?  She’d be rather surprised if that were the case—do the mortal children in Liyue somehow go around magically pulling objects out of thin air as well?

“Let me clear up the matter of who I am just a little bit more,” she decides. “I go by Nahida, but I am also known as Lesser Lord Kusanali, the current Dendro Archon of Sumeru.”

Zhongli receives that statement with a respectful nod of his head. “Lord Kusanali,” he greets, and there’s no discernible surprise in his tone of voice, suggesting that it’s not exactly new information to him. Nahida also doesn’t miss how he’d dropped the ‘Lesser’ that she herself had incorporated into her title as a matter of habit.

“I indeed had some idea of your identity prior to your acknowledgment of it, but you’ve also made no particular effort to conceal your archonhood,” Zhongli notes, “which is why such a realisation should have been expected of me. On the other hand, as for myself…” His voice trails off, as if out of intention to let her fill in the rest of that statement herself.

Oh. Oh. It’d been a secret? She freezes, dismayed at herself. Now that she thinks about it a little more, that only makes sense. The Geo Archon is meant to be dead, and Mister Zhongli is walking about the streets of Liyue carefree and very much alive. There’s no way that wouldn’t constitute a source of considerable concern to any citizens aware of his identity—so of course it isn’t exactly public knowledge.

Beyond that, Nahida doesn’t quite have the time to put together a complete understanding of the Geo Archon’s motivations for such a secret. Still, she watches as his golden eyes drift over to Alhaitham’s face again, as if to assess his expression, which reveals little as always.

“Haitham…” Zhongli hesitates, as if he’s uncertain as to how to go about what he wishes to say. “I must apologise for not mentioning this to you sooner. It was by no malice of mine that I sought to obscure the matter of my former identity, but merely the intention to leave it as exactly that—as something of the past, and to allow bygones to be bygones.”

Alhaitham only nods. “No matter,” he says. “It’s quite alright.”

He’s looking a lot more calm than Nahida would expect from one who just discovered one of his friends to be a six-thousand-year-old god. Zhongli, thankfully, seems to share the same sentiment as she does, because he blinks at Alhaitham’s expressionless face for a moment, before asking a question slowly. “You knew?”

“I did.” A short and simple admission.

Zhongli processes this. “…Ah,” he finally says. “And for how long?”

“I came to that deduction after two meetings with you,” Alhaitham says, and Nahida isn’t sure if the slight widening of Zhongli’s eyes is due to being impressed, or simply some indication that they’ve met many more times than that—which would mean many meetings in which Alhaitham was supposedly perfectly aware of Zhongli’s identity.

“Arriving at such a conclusion was a straightforward matter. First of all, I find it difficult to believe that a regular Liyuen citizen would find themselves in the company of the adepti as commonly as you do,” Alhaitham points out, “and certainly not have any of them bow to you in deference, and practically scramble to fulfill every small request.”

Zhongli exhales. “I’ll have to ask Xiao to make some adjustments to his attitude around me.”

“That would be wise,” Alhaitham agrees, before going on to list a few more of his observations without pause. “While the range of abilities for Vision holders may vary, regular individuals don’t quite have the ability to conjure entire meteors out of the sky, or take several consecutive hits from a lawachurl without flinching.” He shakes his head. “Your Vision also stays dull and dormant even when you command elemental energy. And you speak about thousands of years of history not as if you have learnt it, but as though you have lived it.”

It is of note to Nahida that Alhaitham must have been through some rather interesting experiences with Zhongli, to have allowed him the opportunities for such observations. Ordinary, everyday events don’t quite allow the chance to witness such occasions.

She also rather admires Alhaitham for his eloquence. Her own attempts to describe how she arrives at certain conclusions are quite the far cry from how he’s able to so cleanly lay out the logic of his deductions in explanation. There’s an evident sort of self-assurance in the way he speaks—a kind of confidence in the direction of his own thought processes, one that makes it easy for him to so plainly share the details of his cognition and the conclusions at which he reaches as a result.

“Also, a smaller detail,” Alhaitham continues, “but there also happen to be statues of your likeness all over Liyue. In case you haven’t noticed.”

“Oh.” Zhongli pauses to consider this rather important point. “That is very true.”

And yet, few of the local citizens seem to have made that connection. Perhaps even none.

That’s rather worrying now that Zhongli thinks about it. Liyue may not be the nation of wisdom, unlike the land of the little archon standing in front of him at the moment, but he’s still rather concerned about what this implies about the insight and deduction skills of his people.

…No, he’s retired now. If the citizens of Liyue happen to be slightly deficient in the intelligence department and other observational capabilities, then that’s now in the hands of the Qixing. They’ve proved their reliability on several fronts already, and so he’ll gladly leave it to them to implement a more robust educational system. Though he certainly wonders how statue recognition would be incorporated into such a curriculum.

Zhongli exhales, and presses two fingers to his temple in a gentle massage. “Well then… shall we head for a meal?” He raises this suggestion simply, seeing no need to drag the current discussion on past its purposefulness. “There happens to be a restaurant just down the street with Liyuen cuisine you might appreciate.” He adjusts his gloves. “It’ll be my treat.”

Mister Zhongli will be paying for all three of them? Well, Nahida supposes that finances should be of no concern to the God of Mora himself. How generous of him indeed.

For some reason, although this should be good news, Alhaitham lets out a sigh.

He pats his pocket, as if to confirm that he’s brought his wallet.
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    It is to the great concern of many Liyuen citizens that Mister Zhongli of Wangsheng Funeral Parlour shows up to Wanmin restaurant in the afternoon with company. Which wouldn’t normally be a problem, except said company happens not to be a certain Snezhnayan Harbinger, but a different handsome young gentleman whom none of them have ever seen prior to this deeply frightening occasion.

Tartaglia is often away from the harbour for extended periods due to the demands of his occupational assignments. However, whenever he is in Liyue, this portion of his afternoons is typically set aside for lunch with Mister Zhongli, and the consultant naturally makes the same arrangements for him. They are both rather protective of the time they allocate for each other.

And Tartaglia is certainly in Liyue today—they’d heard of him being sighted strolling down the streets just earlier in the morning. The news of a Harbinger in town spreads fast, especially when the Harbinger in question also happens to be the one who’d once tried to drown their city. It’d be a disaster if Tartaglia were to pass by now and see his precious consultant dining with another man. And a handsome one at that.

Had they perhaps had a falling out of sorts, or somehow gotten bored of each other? Though Mister Zhongli had never really seemed like the type to be casual with his romantic entanglements… unless this is some kind of rebound? Then again, between them both, Tartaglia had always seemed like the more smitten of the two. No way… had Mister Zhongli really just been using him for his money?

Chef Mao nudges his daughter, and jerks his chin in the direction of the funeral consultant’s table.

“Say, Xiangling,” he whispers, “consider this: what if Mister Zhongli’s companion were inconveniently caught up in… a sudden and unfortunate bout of food poisoning? He’d hence be forced to rush to the washroom, truncating their meeting prematurely, before Childe has the chance to arrive.” He chews on his lip as he watches Zhongli and his new companion converse, evidently nervous. “Wouldn’t that make us heroes?”

“What,” Xiangling puts her hands on her hips, “and compromise the reputation of our esteemed establishment?” She’s been using that description ever since Yanfei had mentioned it once before. She loves how clever it sounds. “That won’t do! You wait here,” she tells her father. “I’ll go over and talk to them.”

The rest of the patrons in Wanmin restaurant watch her with great anticipation and optimism in their hearts. Hopefully Xiangling will be able to resolve this strange and terrible state of affairs. Whatever the reason for this whole situation is, they sure hope it won’t end in the unleashing of a second hostile ancient deity upon their city. The Qixing are capable, but surely there’s a limit to their power.

Ah, if only the great Rex Lapis were still around to save them from the wrath of a lovesick Harbinger scorned.

 


 

The great Rex Lapis sits at a simple wooden table, calmly drinking from a steaming hot cup of tea. In a moment of brief carelessness, he almost burns his tongue.

To his left is one of Sumeru’s smartest men, staring in considerable confusion at one of the unique dishes prepared by the Chef’s daughter. He has never seen such a perplexing selection and combination of ingredients. Across him sits the Dendro Archon, who is straining her neck in an attempt to see over the table. She gives up, and ultimately opts to stand on the chair.

“Not one Harbinger, but two?” Zhongli tilts his head, in response to one of her recounts regarding the Fatui she’d had to deal with. “You managed it well.”

“The Balladeer was no longer a Harbinger at the time,” Nahida feels the need to note, though her face flushes at the praise. “So it was really just one.”

“No need to be so modest.” Zhongli chuckles. “It is important to acknowledge impressive deeds for what they are.”

Nahida’s blush deepens. She can’t help but feel the need to redirect the topic of conversation. “How was the Harbinger they sent you, Lord Morax?” 

“Just Zhongli is fine,” he tells her, and she winces at the thought of daring to address the most senior Archon with such informality. Still, in accordance to his wishes, she has little choice but to abide.

“Like you, I established an agreement with a member of the Fatui in exchange for my gnosis,” he continues. “It was the Eighth, if you remember her. She has since been eliminated by the Electro Archon.”

Nahida nods to confirm that she’s following.

“The Eleventh was also involved,” Zhongli continues, “though at the time, he wasn’t quite aware of my identity as the Geo Archon, or that his participation was intended as part of my plan. In case you are curious, I enlisted his help to release Osial.”

“Osial? What were they imprisoned for?” While she doesn’t quite understand what a random individual would have to do with the matter of Zhongli’s gnosis, she assumes that the local government had somehow wrongfully convicted them. Being the wise and benevolent Archon of Liyue, Zhongli had probably taken matters into his own hands and sought to free this unfortunate citizen.

“Osial is an ancient sea god with whom I have a longstanding grudge.” Zhongli takes a sip of his tea. “He appears in the form of a colossal tentacled monster with a body composed primarily of saltwater. Previously, I sought to suppress him by impaling him with the sacred lance of Liyue, pinning him to the bottom of the sea. I intended for the Eleventh to unleash him upon Liyue Harbour so that he could freely attempt to destroy the city. Tartaglia performed excellently in this regard, and we remain on very good terms.”

Alhaitham chokes on his food. Nahida blinks. Zhongli looks perfectly serious.

A beat. Then she starts giggling. “Oh!” Nahida’s met jokesters like him before—her own General Mahamatra is very much the type for deadpan humor, and it appears Zhongli has similarly mastered such a form of comedy. “You’re a funny man, Mister Zhongli.”

Zhongli does not laugh. He merely fishes what looks like a piece of tentacle out of his soup, and frowns. “I dislike seafood,” he mutters.

Nahida giggles harder. Zhongli deposits the tentacle on a napkin, not looking particularly amused.

His attention is briefly diverted from his disgust by a girl who happens to pass by at that moment. For some reason, the misery in the look on his face only seems to deepen at the sight of her approach.

The girl bounds over to them, her twin tails swinging behind her. “Old man!”

Hu Tao’s called him that on many occasions before, but this time, Zhongli flinches, remembering what Nahida had said from before. Is this a thing now? Has this form really aged that significantly? He’s already getting tired of this.

“…Hu Tao,” he greets, resisting the urge to groan. “I’m on an off-day, might I remind you.”

“Off-days are lovely when spent with friends!” Hu Tao waves at Alhaitham and Nahida, beaming at them. “Hello, hello! I haven’t seen you around before, but It’s nice to meet you! Thanks for entertaining this grumpy old man. He’d be terribly bored otherwise, especially without me around.”

She then turns back to Zhongli, whose expression suggests that he doesn’t quite agree with that statement.

“I can’t believe you. You’ve gotten yourself another cute little girl to fuss over?” Hu Tao gestures at Nahida and pouts, hands on her hips. “Am I being replaced?”

Zhongli frowns. “And when have I ever fussed over you?”

“Clearly not enough, not enough at all!” Hu Tao laughs. “But we’ll discuss this another time—I’d best be going for now. Funerals to advertise, coffins to sell… The grind of an entrepreneur never ends! I’ll leave you to enjoy your lunch. I’m off for now!”

She takes her leave with a skip in her step. Nahida marvels at how much energy she seems to have—while she admires how calm and put-together Mister Zhongli is, it’s interesting that his daughter is so much more outwardly cheery and full of life than he is. She supposes the similarities end with their appearances.

“You look younger than one would expect for a parent to a child that age,” Nahida brings up helpfully, hoping this will help address some of Zhongli’s sensitivities.

Zhongli lets out a long-suffering sigh. “Hu Tao is not my daughter,” he says. “And thank goodness for that,” he mutters to himself, quieter. “She is my employer. Do forgive her for her eccentricities.”

He is fond of Hu Tao, admittedly, but he doubts that he’d have the energy to deal with her in the role of a parent. Oh dear, that makes him sound rather old, doesn’t it? All this talk about his age is really getting to him.

He’d been careful to craft for himself a body that he’d considered appropriate for the persona he expected to come across as, while keeping in mind his own aesthetic preferences. For the longest time, Zhongli had been content. He hadn’t been particularly conscious about the aging of this mortal form, but today’s events have really begun to grate on him.

Should he, perhaps, fake his death again and return to Liyue having assumed a different, younger looking form? He contemplates possible methods of doing so. One potential solution lies on the napkin beside his plate. He could choke on it, or maybe fake some form of a fatal allergic reaction. Death by seafood would probably be a believable end for the funeral parlour consultant well-known for his open distaste of it.

Still, it probably wouldn’t be appropriate to perish on the spot in front of his guests, so Zhongli shelves that idea for another time. He’ll have to ask Childe for thoughts on his appearance in the future. Now that’s a set of opinions that matter, if any.

Since their lunch continues without any notably lethal incidents to anyone involved, they spend the time catching up and exchanging stories. Nahida learns much about Liyue, and finds that she loves listening to the tales Zhongli has to share.

She files away this moment as a memory to revisit in the future, should she ever be in need of something to help her sleep. Zhongli’s voice is deeply soothing, like the rhythm of the tide against the seashore. Listening to him is almost akin to having someone tuck her in and tell her a bedtime story. 

In turn, Nahida tells him about herself and her experiences. Zhongli appears deeply displeased by the matter of her treatment by the Sages, if the furrow in his brow and the downturn of the corners of his lips are anything to go by.

“Outrageous,” he murmurs. It’s odd to see even the great Rex Lapis so upset on her behalf. “To think that I had no knowledge of such a thing happening in the nation directly adjacent to my own.” He lowers his chopsticks. “While it is common practice for us Archons to primarily keep to minding the affairs of our own lands, please do not hesitate to reach out to me for assistance in the future, should you ever be in need of it.”

Something in Nahida’s chest warms. “Thank you, truly,” she whispers. “I… The same goes from me to you too, of course.” She doesn’t know what she would have to offer him, but if he’s ever in need of more knowledge on skincare or anything of the sort, she’d be happy to provide.

On the topic of the recent happenings of Sumeru, the matter of Alhaitham’s temporary reassignment also comes up. Zhongli raises an eyebrow at the news.

“Acting Grand Sage,” Zhongli muses. “Now that’s an interesting development.”

“I’ll admit that it’s an interesting job,” Alhaitham agrees. “However, I deeply dislike it.”

His employer—the little girl short enough that she needs to stand on the seat to see over the table—frowns at his honesty. “But you’re doing a great job at it,” Nahida protests. “There are few as suited as you are.”

“There will be better candidates that come along, and I pray that the Akademiya will find one soon.” Alhaitham picks up a piece of food with his chopsticks. “I much prefer the life I had as Scribe, for obvious reasons including but not limited to the far better work-life balance that position allowed.”

Zhongli hums. “Should you find an undesirable professional assignment inescapable,” he says, “there’s always the option of complete retirement.”

“I indeed have plenty saved up—I’d have more if it weren’t for a certain roommate of mine—” an eyeroll, “but it would inspire a lot of exhausting questions.”

“Hm?”

“I am too young to qualify for such a thing,” Alhaitham reminds him. “Nowhere near Sumeru’s retirement age, which also happens to be, well, nonexistent.”

Zhongli pauses. “Interesting. Is that so?”

Alhaitham nods. “Retirement in Sumeru is often expected only to be when age causes the deterioration of your mental faculties, to the point that they put you entirely out of commission professionally.”

“Ah.” Zhongli considers this briefly, before turning to Nahida. “While each citizen may be eager to prove their own utility to society, a designated end-date of labour would place the promise of rest in one’s seniority. The motivational value of such a reassurance can’t quite be understated. Just a suggestion, but perhaps you could consider doing something about that policy.”

This had been an idea implemented by the previous set of sages, not just for the purpose of extracting as much utility as they could from working citizens, but also to stay in power as long as possible. Still, Nahida’s oddly embarrassed for letting such a matter escape her attention in oversight. She’s been very busy with all the restructuring in Sumeru, but that’s surely still no excuse.

“Yes,” she agrees, grateful for the advice. “I’ll do that.”

“Wonderful. Now, help me understand the nature of the matter a little more.” Zhongli turns to Alhaitham again. “It sounds to me that you felt rather concerned that any destabilisations caused by the Akademiya’s ongoing schemes might make your job more difficult,” he pauses, “and therefore decided that the natural solution would, of course, be to assist in masterminding a plan to overthrow the entire government.”

“You are correct.” Funny how Alhaitham doesn’t even bother disputing that description.

Zhongli nods in approval, as if he certainly understands Alhaitham’s sentiments towards work. “As good a reason to overthrow the government as any.”

How… lovely? Er… well, Nahida certainly admires what a supportive friendship they have.

“Still,” Zhongli continues, “I do have suggestions for a possible method of resolution, should you find yourself in urgent need of dismissal from your position.” He uses a moment to lift the cup in his hand to his lips, and takes a delicate sip of his tea. “Have you ever considered the option of faking your death?”

Alhaitham blinks, and gently sets his chopsticks down. “I beg your pardon?” he asks politely.

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          zhongli in this chapter: how about i commit die right now. haitham, here’s an idea—how about you commit die as well?

fun fact i thought the whole “zhongli faking his death frequently” thing was an actual thing until i went to look for the source and realised it was from glassdrachma’s stories (the sister). I THOUGHT IT WAS CANON. i will continue to headcanon it that way & i would like to thank them for making my life 3000 times better with their works and changing my brain chemistry.



i have another fic in the works which will involve alhaitham taking zhongli’s advice (i.e. faking his death to get out of his role as the acting grand sage.) it should be out soon; i hope you guys will be interested in that too. the fic is chaotic, and by that I mean I am having the time of my life.

        




4. Chapter 4


    
    Xiangling approaches the funeral consultant and his company with a dish balanced in her hands. They’re deep in some discussion that must be a little strange, at least from what she can tell by the looks on their faces. Just going on that alone, she can’t help but feel like she’s intruding upon a conversation she shouldn’t be hearing.

Then again, doesn’t that often tend to be the case when Mister Zhongli and Childe dine together? She’s heard a fair share of things that her ears would probably have been better off without.

They were lovely together, she thinks with a sigh. Most of the time, at least. How sad that Mister Zhongli’s apparently moved on to someone else.

Even so, she doubts he’ll be in much financial trouble even if he’s had a falling out with Childe. There are no shortage of admirers ready to fill the Harbinger’s place, and the gentleman to Mister Zhongli’s left looks to be a possible contender. Still, if Mister Zhongli ever gets fired from the funeral parlour and becomes in need of honest work to fill some of his spare time, Xiangling will make sure to open up a new job position here at Wanmin Restaurant, all just for him!

“Hello!” Xiangling announces her arrival by setting down the dish in her hands onto the wooden table with a loud thump. Something in the periphery of her vision jolts at the sound—oh, wait, there’s also a little girl here? Xiangling hadn’t seen her earlier—she’s so tiny that she’d been blocked by Mister Zhongli’s frame, and she’s also adorable enough that Xiangling briefly forgets what she’d come here for.

“Now aren’t you just the cutest little thing!” Xiangling coos, reaching out to pinch the little girl’s cheek. Aw, it’s so soft and round and squishy! The little girl freezes, a deep flush flooding her face.

“I’m afraid we don’t have any child seats at the moment,” Xiangling sighs with regret, “but I can maybe go and grab one from one of the salesmen down the street for you!”

The little girl’s mouth opens, as if to say something, but she falters, pursing her lips as if she’s unsure of what to say. She’s still blushing hard, and it’s so adorable that Xiangling really, really wants to squish her cheeks again. She thinks they might just be as squishy as Guoba. But Xiangling abstains; she cancontrol herself when it comes to cute things and cute people, she swears she can!

“Thank you, Xiangling, but that won’t be necessary,” Zhongli interrupts, before the child gets any words of her own out. He reaches for the little girl and moves to shift her onto his lap, which provides sufficient elevation for her to use the table more comfortably. He nods at Xiangling. “We wouldn’t want to trouble you, so we’ll just make do.”

Ah, it’s peak hour after all. He must have noticed and wanted to refrain adding to her workload. “How considerate of you!” she beams. Mister Zhongli is a gentleman as always!

Xiangling realises several things, then. Especially now that the little girl’s eyes are directly below Zhongli’s own.

Her gaze carries a calm intelligence and wisdom that is much like that of the man whose lap she’s currently rested comfortably upon. And she’s also kind of… green? Just like Mister Zhongli’s companion.

Now… Xiangling’s never bothered to study biology, but this combination of traits can’t be a coincidence. Can it?

Oh dear. Childe is going to be absolutely livid.

No amount of diplomatic mediation from her is going to be able to fix things. She turns and hurries to look for her father. Truth be told, she somewhat doubts he’ll know what to do either, but perhaps they can discuss how to arrange for a city-wide civilian evacuation.

By the looks of things, there’s a good chance it may be necessary.

 


 

The Eleventh of the Fatui Harbingers may consider Snezhnaya his home, but when it comes to his favourite places, Liyue probably ranks right there as a close second.

Childe’s gotten rather comfortable with it in his time here. Liyue is a gorgeous nation, with the gold in this capitalistic country thankfully not limited to just the gleam of Mora, but also generously present in the sunshine and warmth of the streets. There’s also no shortage of powerful opponents here, as well as people whom he considers wonderful company. His only complaint about this place, if he had to name one, would perhaps be related to the choice of cutlery.

A sudden assignment had brought him here, and he’d accepted it with no complaints. He’d sent word to Zhongli of his impending visit, but with much shorter notice than usual due to the circumstances this time around, so it doesn’t exactly surprise him that Zhongli hadn’t gotten around to replying yet. No matter.

How convenient that he’d pass by the man in question while walking down the street today. Dining at Wanmin Restaurant isn’t exactly cheap, so it’s great that Childe’s here and ready to swoop in to his rescue like a knight with shining Mora.

But wait, Zhongli isn’t alone—who’s that with him?

It’s a cosy little scene—two adults and a cute little kid giggling between them. Childe’s a family man. He knows what this is.

For once, he doesn’t like it.

Childe barges into Wanmin Restaurant, strides purposeful and swift as he makes a beeline straight for Zhongli. As he stops in front of the table, the three people seated around it pause briefly to look up at him. He’s a little sorry to interrupt their happy little lunch. Or maybe not. Not at all.

“Hey there.” Childe’s eyes dart between the unfamiliar man seated to Zhongli’s left, and the little girl with the moon-white dress perched upon his lap.

“Long time no see, Zhongli-xiansheng.” Childe’s smile is stiff, and the corner of his eye twitches. “Hey, so… since when did you have a daughter?”

“A daughter AND a husband?” is the real question he wants to ask, but the second part of that statement hurts far too much for his mouth to form, so he doesn’t even want to try.

Childe had been away for a few months at most, and that’s all it had taken for Zhongli to be snatched away by someone else? He knew he should’ve acted sooner. Maybe if he’d actually bought out all the Cor Lapis in the entirety of Liyue as a present that one time…

The thought also occurs to Childe that Zhongli might already have been taken long before they’d met, and that he’d simply never thought to mention it. No wonder Zhongli hadn’t reacted properly to any of his advances. Childe feels so stupid.

What are the chances that Zhongli and Mister Needs-His-Pretty-Face-Punched-In will break up sometime? Preferably soon. Childe would gladly help expedite the process.

Things aren’t looking too optimistic for him, though. God, they even have an adopted child together. So this is serious. So Zhongli is really—

“It’s good to see you, Ajax.” Zhongli greets him calmly, apparently impervious to the way his world has been shattered. Not too much—Childe isn’t that weak. Just slightly. “Please, do take a seat.”

He does. Next to Zhongli, where he’s in prime position to glare at the jerk opposite him if he needs to. But Childe’s a diplomat—he can have self-control if he tries.

“And there appears to be a misunderstanding of sorts.” Zhongli chuckles, and Childe’s heart does a little flip. Come on, it’s been months since he’s heard that sound. He’s been positively deprived. “This isn’t my daughter.”

Oh. OH. So it’s just Mister Green Man’s daughter, then. A single parent? Childe respects that. He does not, however, respect this man sneaking in to steal his Zhongli while he’d been gone.

“Hello.” The little girl smiles at Childe. A pity that such a cute little girl is the daughter to a boyfriend-stealing bastard who’s too handsome for his own good. “My name is Nahida.”

“It’s great to meet you, Nahida.” Childe grins at her, outstretching a hand for her to shake. “I’m Childe, one of the best toy salesmen in Teyvat.”

The girl’s eyes widen.

“How impressive,” she says, with a manner of speaking that somehow really doesn’t match her appearance. Her voice is young, but the way she enunciates things like an adult would is downright uncanny. “It must be difficult to juggle such a business alongside your service to the Tsaritsa. Oh, please do send her my regards.”

…What.


  What? 


Childe chokes on nothing. Zhongli’s lips curl with amusement.

The Tsaritsa? Childe doesn’t know how this kid had come to be aware of his affiliation without him even introducing it. Is she some kind of psychic or something?

“What sort of toys do you sell?” Nahida goes on to ask, even though Childe’s mind is still reeling. “Do you have any with you right now?”

“…um.”

She looks so intrigued that he can’t bring himself to disappoint. So Childe waves a hand, conjuring a small Hydro butterfly into the air.

A little bit of elemental energy manipulation, and he manages to maneuver it to flutter forward. It tickles Nahida on the side of her face for a brief moment, before falling apart in a little burst of cool water against her cheek. She giggles, clapping her hands together in delight.

“The children in Sumeru would love that!” She beams at him.

Sumeru? So that’s where she’s from. “Hm, you think your friends back there would like it?”

“…friends?” Nahida pauses, a wistful look fading into her expression. “I… I’ll admit I don’t have many of those. Nevertheless, even if I may often only be able to observe from afar, it’s still my responsibility to stay well-informed of my people’s preferences, as their Archon.”

“…”

Whoa there. Whoah. 

Childe hates this. Childe hates this all very much.

Made a fool of, again. So this is not some ordinary little girl, the same way Zhongli hadn’t been some ordinary funeral parlour consultant. Childe looks over to the other man at the table. He won’t be fooled a third time.

So which deity is this guy? Perhaps… the Pyro Archon in disguise? Oh god, no wonder why he’s so hot. That’s unfair, Childe thinks. How’s he supposed to compete with an Archon for Zhongli’s affections?

“I am Alhaitham,” says the man. “Acting Grand Sage of Sumeru Akademiya.” He sighs. “Unfortunately.”

Oh. Maybe not the Archon of Natlan then.

A pity. Childe would’ve liked to fight them.

 


 

In between bites of food, Zhongli finally remembers his intention to ask Childe for his opinions on a rather important matter.

“Ajax,” he begins, “what do you think of my appearance?”

Childe freezes at the question, eyes rapidly sweeping over Zhongli’s face and down his body.

“H-huh?” Childe’s face is growing increasingly red at a rather alarming rate. “Why… why do you ask?”

Because it’s an unexpected topic of sensitivity. But Zhongli wants honest answers, so it’s probably best not to tell Childe that. He’d get better results by getting straight to the point.  “I simply wish to know if you find my appearance aesthetically appealing.”

“I…” Childe chokes. Stumbles on his words. “I… You’re…”

…Is it really that bad? To think that Childe can’t even say it to his face…

Zhongli makes it a point to hold Childe’s gaze, in hopes that establishing such a solid form of eye contact will ease communication and hopefully drag an answer out of him. Except that doesn’t happen—rather, it only seems to get the color in Childe’s face to deepen, and for him to hastily avert his eyes.

“It’s alright,” Zhongli finally says, not wanting to trouble Childe, if such a question makes him this uncomfortable. Still, it’s hard not to feel somewhat disappointed at Childe’s reaction. Over the past few years, has age really made him so unpleasant to the eyes that Childe is forced to look away?

Since immediate self-destruction is unfortunately not quite an option at the moment, Zhongli decides to temporarily distract himself with his food. He downs a spoonful of it with a solemn expression on his face.

“What does it taste like?” Nahida wonders, just out of curiosity.

Zhongli looks down at his bowl. “Salt,” he murmurs, stirring at his soup, “and betrayal.”

 


 

Mealtime proceeds largely uneventfully, despite the profiles of the people at the table. Two Archons, a Harbinger, and the Acting Grand Sage of Sumeru don’t exactly make for the most mundane of  gatherings, after all.

Nahida rather wants to ask Zhongli to elaborate on what Childe had actually done, since Zhongli had very obviously been joking about the whole “get him to unleash a god and destroy my city” thing. But she ends up spending far too much time puzzling about how to bring that topic of conversation up, and before she can say anything, the conversation takes off in a different direction.

Childe, for one, seems to be undergoing a crisis simply by observing Alhaitham eat. The mix of envy and growing dismay is evident on his face as he watches Alhaitham stretch out his chopsticks to pick up a piece of crystal shrimp with comfortable ease, lifting it to pop it into his mouth.

He’s good with chopsticks, outright elegant with them, even. Childe deflates at the realisation.

“You said you were from Sumeru,” he begins. “Do you eat with chopsticks there?”

“No,” Alhaitham says. “I picked it up during my time in Liyue.”

“…Oh.”

“Please do not worry yourself, Childe.” Zhongli’s attempt at reassurance doesn’t seem to do much, going by Childe’s expression. “Haitham here has had much longer to practise his skill with chopsticks.”

“‘Haitham’?”  Childe echoes. “So you’re on a first name basis with this guy already, huh?”

“We’ve known each other for a very long time,” Alhaitham says simply, though his lips quirk. It seems obvious to Nahida that he’s intentionally trying to get on Childe’s nerves, but somehow it still seems to be working.

Childe makes a little noise at the back of his throat, his fingers tightening around his utensils. “Hah.” He smiles stiffly. “I was wondering… Do you happen to fight?”

“Not often.” Alhaitham takes a sip from his cup. “I am merely a feeble scholar.”

Feeble? “…Then what are all those muscles for?”

“To pick up quills,” Alhaitham says, “and write with them.”

 At the look of incredulity on Childe’s face, Alhaitham raises his shoulders slightly, in what can only be interpreted as the laziest possible version of a shrug. “My job involves a lot of paperwork.”

“What?” Childe snorts. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me next that the quills you use weigh several kilograms and come from an exceptionally large chicken or something?”

“Childe,” Zhongli says gently, “people don’t use chicken feathers as quills.”

“If you say so, xiansheng.” Still, Childe makes it a point to frown at the self-proclaimed feeble scholar. “You sure you don’t fight?”

“Last I checked, nothing’s changed since my answer about a minute ago.”

“I don’t believe you.” Childe shoves a bite of shrimp into his mouth, and jabs his chopsticks at Alhaitham in challenge. “How about this. You, me,” he looks around, and points to a random spot outside the shop on the streets. “Right there, right now. Let’s fight.”

“You don’t appear to be carrying any weapons,” Alhaitham notes. “Unless, of course, you intend to attack me with your utensils, which I would advise against.”

Childe grins. “I’d probably be able to defeat you anyway.”

“Ajax,” Zhongli says with an exasperated sigh, as if this is an everyday occurrence. Nahida wonders if it is. “Please do not attempt to attack my guests with a pair of chopsticks.”

“Fine. I’ll just use one.” Childe raises a single chopstick. “Happy?”

Zhongli frowns.

“That’s the only way to make it a fair fight, xiansheng!”Childe protests, before skewering another piece of food using that one chopstick like a spear, shoving it into his mouth. He shoots what is presumably an attempt at a threatening glare at Alhaitham, but with his cheeks puffed full like a chipmunk, it notably has no such effect. “If not,” his voice is muffled by his mouthful, “I’d absolutely destroy hi—”

“What have I told you about talking while chewing on your food?” Zhongli chides, and Childe obediently shuts his mouth.

It’s then that they’re interrupted by someone shouting Alhaitham’s name.

The newcomer marching in their direction has his brow arched in irritation. “What are you doing here?”

From the direction of his gaze, it’s clear that all his attention is fixed on one person only, and said person shows little reaction to his appearance.

“Perhaps I should extend that same question to you.” Alhaitham’s voice is ever so calm in contrast to Kaveh’s. “Did you miss me so much that you had to follow me all the way here on my vacation?”

“Vacation?” Kaveh crosses his arms. “Hmph. Well, I came here for a meeting with a well-paying client.”

“So you came here for business.” Alhaitham sighs. “I suppose it’s too much a challenge for some people to understand the concept of work-life balance.”

“It was a very well-paying client,” Kaveh argues. “A ridiculously rich client who promised me—oh, hey. Uh… that’s him?”

Kaveh blinks at Childe, appearing to just only have noticed him, having previously been far too occupied by arguing with Alhaitham. Childe grins at him and waves. “Heya, comrade.”

Kaveh’s mouth opens, as if he intends to say something, but he closes it again. “…Hello,” he says, and ultimately settles with that.

“Why don’t you join us for lunch?” Nahida offers.

Kaveh looks between the faces at the table. But he doesn’t seem to have it in him to argue, so he sits down with a sigh.

 


 

Xiangling watches from the side with great relief. She’d panicked when Childe had showed up, but hey, at least now everyone seems to be getting along.

It looks like giving the Qixing a call to request backup for help with handling a heartbroken Harbinger won’t be necessary after all.

The blonde foreigner who’d just arrived also seems to greatly enjoy her cooking. “This is wonderful!” he declares. He waves at her from a distance. “My compliments to the chef!”

“That’s me!” she laughs, waving back. What a likable guy.

 


 

It’s quickly obvious to Nahida that Alhaitham and Kaveh are very different people. This extends to even their preferences in food—while Alhaitham had picked at the food on his plate with a frown, Kaveh digs into the meals served with no reservation. His tastes appear to be far more eccentric.

Alhaitham watches him swallow down a mouthful of food, looking rather unamused. “Do you even know what you’re eating?”

Kaveh looks down at his plate. There’s a strange slimy consistency to the sauce, and an unidentifiable piece of something green poking out. “No,” he admits, “but I’m enjoying it.”

A slight furrow appears in Alhaitham’s brow. “More than my cooking?”

Alhaitham’s frown deepens as Kaveh pointedly ignores that question.

“So how did you and Childe meet?” Zhongli asks Kaveh.

“I was referred by a past client who was pleased with my work.” Kaveh shoots an accusatory glare at Alhaitham. “One with a good appreciation for the art, unlike a certain someone.”

Alhaitham ignores that jab, his eyes narrowing. “And what exactly are you helping him build?”

“It’s a house that’s a comfortable distance away from the centre of the city,” Childe cuts in, “incorporating a variety of Liyuen structural principles into its architectural design.” His eyes dart to Zhongli briefly, as if to gauge his reaction.

“It will be beautiful,” Kaveh murmurs, gaze going dreamy. His fingertips idly trace something on his napkin, as if he intends to carve his vision into the paper. “I can already see it in full—”

Alhaitham sighs. “Have your dealings with Dori and Alcazarzaray taught you nothing?”

Kaveh snaps out of it for a moment, just to cross his arms, glaring. “What are you insinuating?”

“You seem far too eager to plunge yourself deeper into debt.”

“Debt? Nonsense.” Childe waves a hand dismissively. “That’s not possible when there’s hardly a set budget for my commission either. Please spare no expense,” he tells Kaveh. “I’ll cover the costs in their entirety, and you can expect to receive full remuneration for your services.”

Zhongli tilts his head, a thoughtful look on his face.

“I wasn’t aware of your interest to own property in Liyue,” he says.

Childe hesitates, as if he has broken bits of words in his mouth that he’s still trying to piece together on his tongue. “…What about you, Mister Zhongli?”

“Hm?”

“Would you like to? …Own property in Liyue, that is?”

“I already own a residence of my own,” Zhongli reminds. “You’ve been there.”

Oh? How interesting, Nahida thinks. Mister Zhongli seems to be quite close with this Harbinger, somehow. She wonders if she and the Balladeer will ever get along this well. It’s a work in progress, but now that she’s seeing how well an Archon and a Harbinger can get along, she has plenty of reason to be hopeful.

“I meant another one.” Childe’s face looks so warm that Nahida briefly wonders if she’d be able to fry an egg on his cheek. “You know, uh… The one I’m getting built.”

Zhongli’s confusion makes itself evident in the furrow of his brows. “Wouldn’t that logically belong to you?”

“Yes, but…” Childe chokes out his words, “I meant… I meant with me. You could, you know, co-own it with me—”

Zhongli’s eyes widen slightly.

“—only if you want to, that is!” Childe adds with great haste. He looks like he might faint from panic.

Interesting, Nahida thinks. If only Dottore were as easy to defeat as the Eleventh Harbinger.

“It’s not just so you’d be living with me,” Childe stutters out, “because why would I want that? Hah. I mean—it’s just… A cosy alternative for when you feel like it? You’d be able to get far away enough from the bustle of the city. Probably far away enough from Hu Tao that she won’t be able to come and bother you at your doorstep as and when she pleases. And I’ve already placed orders for twenty-seven different porcelain sets and plenty of furniture in a style that I think you’d like—”

Zhongli interrupts him mid-ramble. “Childe,” he says gently. “My answer’s yes.”

Childe goes still entirely. “You… Y-yes?”

“Thank you, Childe.” Zhongli smiles. “This is far more than any of my friends have done for me.”

Childe’s expression freezes on his face. He stiffly leans back in his seat, as though his spine is made of stone. “Hah… Y-yeah. Of course.” Nahida thinks his smile almost looks pained. Still, Childe has it in him to choke something else out. “Shall…” his voice is weak, “shall we get the bill?

Zhongli nods. “I’ll go with you. Xiangling is usually kind enough to offer me a discount.”

They get up and walk away. Once they’re gone, Kaveh chuckles. “What an interesting pair.” He stands. “Anyway, excuse me for a second. I’d like to go and study some of the architectural structures of the buildings around this area for inspiration. Look for me outside when you’re done.”

Now that they’re alone, Nahida turns to Alhaitham.

“Pardon my ignorance, but…” she hesitates, “Is… is this custom Liyuen behaviour between friends?” Nahida whispers, because it certainly isn’t that way in Sumeru, at least to the best of her knowledge.

“Not exactly. First of all,” Alhaitham tells her, voice low, “Childe is from Snezhnaya, not Liyue. Second of all, this wouldn’t be normal behaviour between friends in any corner of Teyvat imaginable. They are not friends, Nahida,” he says, with a little curve of his lips that betrays his amusement, “they are simply extremely homosexual and also highly incompetent at dealing with their own feelings. A terrible combination of things to be, if you were to ask me.”

Nahida blinks. “…Ah,” she says, “I see. That… that makes sense…?” Or does it? It’s honestly just giving her more questions. “How could you tell?”

“Childe hired the Light of the Kshahrewar all the way from Sumeru to build him a house,” Alhaitham points out, “just so he could invite an often Mora-less man to live together with him on the occasion that he’s in Liyue.”

Huh. Now doesn’t that sound familiar…

Nahida contemplates this, nodding slowly. “I see.”

She wonders what that means about Alhaitham. He’d invited Kaveh to live with him full-time, hadn’t he?

 It’s then that Zhongli and Childe return to the table.

“The bill’s been paid,” Zhongli informs them. “Would any of you have preferences that may be useful in determining our next activity?”

“Can we do something a little action-packed?” Childe stretches, looking restless. “I haven’t seen you in so long…” he half-whines, “and now that I finally get to, for the first time in months, it’s when you’re busy with another man.” 

There’s a slight flicker of a smirk across Alhaitham’s face.

“I apologise if I’ve unwittingly left you feeling neglected,” Zhongli says, somehow seeming to miss the primary point of complaint in Childe’s words. “How can I make it up to you?”

Childe pauses, thinking, before perking up immediately. “Maybe I would feel a little bit better if you were to spar with me.”

“Childe, we’ve been through this.”

“Just a little bit.” Nahida watches with interest as the fearsome Eleventh Harbinger widens his eyes and pouts like a pitiful puppy. “Please?”

Zhongli contemplates this for a moment, before exhaling. “Fine. Perhaps it’d be alright for me to indulge you just this once.”

“Yes!” Childe punches the air. “Don’t you dare go easy on me.”

“No,” Zhongli says, frowning. “I like you far too much as you are.”

Childe flushes. “W-what?”

“Alive.”

“…How cocky of you, xiansheng. But I’ve improved greatly since our previous fight. Maybe I’ll be able to knock you down a peg this time.” Childe grins, his smile sharp and wide with excitement as he pulls Zhongli to his feet. “What are you waiting for, let’s go!”

“Now?” Zhongli glances the others at the table. “But we have guests.”

“We can go with you,” Nahida says. Perhaps she can learn something about combat by watching them fight. She looks to Alhaitham to confirm that he wouldn’t mind, and he nods.

Despite Childe’s eagerness to commence a fight right away, perhaps right there in the middle of Liyue Harbour, Zhongli insists that they take it to one of the plains farther from civilisation.

Here, there’s plenty of open space for combat. It’s a good thing that they’d shifted here, because the centre of the city would by no means have been suited for the intensity with which they set about their fight.

Nahida briefly glances at Alhaitham. From the way his eyes are tracking Childe’s movements with incisive focus, Nahida can only assume that he’s analysing Childe’s fighting style and taking mental notes of it for future purposes. What purposes exactly, she isn’t sure.

There’s a loud yawn from her left. Kaveh stretches, and leans over to rest his head on Alhaitham’s shoulder. Alhaitham doesn’t shrug him off or anything, as if this is something normal.

Extremely homosexual, she vaguely recalls him saying not too long ago, and also highly incompetent at dealing with their own feelings.

Hm. Nahida has several theories about their relationship, but perhaps it’d be better for her to gather more data before jumping to any conclusions.

Nahida isn’t one for battle herself, but watching Zhongli and Childe fight is a separate experience in itself. Truthfully, she has never seen such a captivating kind of violence. The way they whirl around each other in an elemental storm of gold and blue is almost like a dance choreographed for two. Sometimes the light blends between them and glows green—and Nahida wonders if that’s how beautiful she’ll look in battle someday.

Someday.

Kaveh, with all his appreciation for the aesthetic, seems to share her sentiments. “It’s beautiful,” he murmurs, before sighing at Alhaitham. “Why can’t we have what they have?”

Alhaitham looks over to the plains, where Childe is attempting to stab Zhongli in the chest with a shimmering dagger of water. The ex-Archon hurls what appears to be a meteor at him, which Childe promptly dodges by rushing forward out of the way, tackling Zhongli to the ground in the process.

For a moment, Nahida thinks they look like they might kiss. But that lasts about a moment, before they resume trying to violently murder each other with great enthusiasm.

Oh well.

“…Yeah,” Alhaitham says flatly. “Why can’t we.”

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          fellas is it gay if you spend an ungodly amount of mora hiring sumeru’s greatest architect to build the perfect house for you and some broke dude to live together all nice and cosy— (life protip: don’t actually go battling gods right after lunchtime. wait a few hours first or else you’ll get stitches)

there was initially a lot more childe-kaveh bromance in this at first but i threw it over into another WIP for the sake of flow. they both find much solidarity in each other as victims of alhaitham being purposefully infuriating

so i made a twitter because genshin will be living in my brain rent-free for the long-term the same way kaveh lives in alhaitham’s house. (please be patient with me; i do not know how to use it. and by that I mean twitter, not my brain, but honestly it’s probably both.) i also have a silly little scribble for the dads and daughter squad in this fic over here

thanks for reading!

        



