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POTENTIAL SPOILERS FOR Bennett’s Hangout Event (if you’re worried, try all branches before you read)

how about that hangout huh

    


    
    The thing about the Traveller, Bennett thinks, is that he just keeps showing up.

Aether is a really nice guy, so it’s not like he’s complaining! Meeting him in the first place was maybe one of the luckiest days of Bennett’s life, and every subsequent meeting has been a total joy. A total joy. Aether’s great.

It’s just, he usually shows up at times when Bennett would really rather he didn’t. Times when Bennett is making a bad impression, mostly.


  For example, Bennett could do without the famous Honourary Knight of Favonius (or S-Rank commission taker, or defeater of Stormterror, national hero/mysterious outlander/coolest guy ever, 
  the list goes on) seeing him hanging upside down from a tree.


Like now, after Bennett leapt from Stormbearer Point to evade an angry Whopperflower and found out too late that his glider was jammed.


  The first thing he’d seen when he opened his eyes – after running the usual check of 
  is anything broken, if so how badly, and can I at least count my own fingers? 
  - was the Traveller standing stock-still in the middle of the path and staring right at him in obvious alarm. All of this the wrong way up.



  The little fairy sidekick – okay, he 
  knows 
  her name, he’s done his homework, it’s Paimon – yells something-something-look-they-landed-over-there, and right away the Traveller jogs straight to him and begins 
  helping.


“Hey! Are you alr- Bennett?”

“Heh,” he grinds out, suddenly so embarrassed he could die on the spot, “hi, there, Traveller.”

Aether can see he’s stuck. It’s obvious by the way one boot is sort of awkwardly wedged between the twist of some branches, and the fact that Bennett is so tangled in his own broken glider he can’t move his arms. He asks anyway.

“Are you stuck?”

Bennett considers the best way of answering this question that won’t make him look even more ridiculous than he already does. He could lie, he supposes. Say actually, I’m fine, thanks, you keep going about your day! He could make a joke or something - Just hanging out!

But it’s been a pretty bad day already, and Bennett doesn’t know if he dares tempt fate by sassing the Mysterious Traveller. So he stays where he is, plasters a sheepish grin on his face, and answers: “Uh, yeah. Sorry. Could you give me a hand, please?”

Bennett was prepared to be yanked down by his arm, and he’d be fine with the resulting twisted ankle, but to his surprise Aether immediately scales the tree to try and disentangle him the hard way. Paimon flutters in close, thoughtful, and examines the way the glider is folded backwards on itself, notes how his arm is trapped between the lightweight frame and the torn fabric, and then snaps her fingers.

“Ooh. Here, let Paimon get it!”

Tiny hands pull at the frame. Bennett hears her grunt with the effort of it, but finally he finds there’s enough of a gap that he can swivel his shoulder to pull one of his arms loose. A twinge in his joints barely registers.

“Thanks… Oh!”

Another pair of hands grasps fistfuls of the back of his vest and pulls, and Bennett finds himself heaved up into the canopy. He grabs at a branch with his now-freed hand to try and help, but it’s not needed – with a final huff of effort Aether pulls him the rest of the way up and Bennett is carefully guided to sit back on the branch, leaving his mangled glider behind.

His trapped leg is folded beneath him with his ankle still caught between the twisted branches, but this position is already tons better. At least the worst he’ll be getting here is pins and needles.

Aether summons his sword – it’s a good one, looks to be an Ordo Favonius specialty, Bennett notes – and wedges it in between the branches, using the metal blade like a crowbar to prise him loose.

Bennett accidentally lets out a little yelp as he tugs his leg free, but the pain passes quickly and he lets his feet dangle with a relieved sigh.

No time to lose, though.

“We should get down. Branches tend to break right out from under me, heh.”

Aether doesn’t question it – they’ve met before, and he knows the score – and instead just nods and holds out his hand.

Bennett is privately relieved. His leg feels pretty much dead to rights below the knee, and he doesn’t fancy climbing down alone with one jelly limb. Assuming that’s all it is.

“Sorry for the trouble,” he says as they climb down together. “But – thanks! I guess I’m lucky you came along, huh?”

Aether drops to the ground with a soft, grassy thud, and immediately turns back to the tree and stretches up to take his hand a second time. Bennett almost chokes on his spit. He accepts the help and finds himself surprised again when he stumbles on landing and Aether catches him and claps a hand on his shoulder to counterbalance him and,


  and,


Bennett wishes he had that. All the time.

He wishes so hard that he had it. It’s so hard to stamp that out before it can make him do something stupid, like ask to go on another trip together sometime.

The moment passes when Aether says, “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah,” Bennett snips, cheerful, happy, yes, he’ll take this one, he’ll take it! One small bright patch in a very bad day. “I’m fine! Are you?”

“What? Of course. I’m not the one who fell out of the sky.” A beat. “At least not recently.”

They walk, they talk, Bennett talks too much, and then they go their separate ways.

His shoulder burns with warmth and it’s either from the way he wrenched it when he pulled loose from the glider, or it’s a lingering sensation from the Traveller patting him like he’s a friend or a teammate, so-

He wishes, but only for a second, and then he prunes that off before it can sprout.

When they part, Bennett makes his way back to Mondstadt alone. Though he never found the treasure chest he saw on the cliffs, and he trips and it rains and his broken glider stays in a tree near the beach, it’s not a write-off. It is the opposite of a write-off.

He’s still really, really embarrassed, though.

 


 

The Traveller shows up, again, and he is already so tired of pretending under that watchful, keen gold-eyed look he keeps getting. He’ll keep pretending anyway, though. The Traveller deserves to see the best side of him he can manage.

“Hey,” Bennett deadpans, a wispy little smile on his face because it’s all he can afford to summon, and he hopes it comes across as relatively normal. “Fancy meeting you here.”

Aether sees through that smile so easily he might as well not have bothered. He spills into the muddy ditch like he’s about to have a meltdown, hands out and hovering like he’d like to pick Bennett up and carry him home, and he looks distressed as he tries to work out whether it’s okay to move him at all.

Bennett is no stranger to being rescued. Cyrus approaches him the same way, large and in charge and gentle around the edges like Bennett is a fragile thing to be protected, and his heart warms at the comparison, but…

Bennett is not fragile, and Aether has a sister to find, doesn’t he?

Bennett waves him off with his free hand, the other clutching the sizeable burn mark on his midriff.

“I’m fine. Strange you found me here! But I’m fine, I’m good. See?” He forces his hand away from where it had been protecting his injury and spreads the glove palmward towards the Traveller. “No blood! I’m okay. I just need to rest for a while. Promise!”

Aether is unconvinced on a cellular level. Bennett’s breath catches in his throat when the Traveller just shoots him a sad look and stretches out his hand to hover, not touching, over the cauterised spot. It’s where he took a hilichurl arrow just a while before (was it a minute, or ten, or an hour?)… He’s loath to have to explain, but Aether doesn’t ask. He just stares down at the two halves of a snapped arrow lying in the mud beside him.

“I’m fine,” he repeats, wilting under that look.

Aether ignores him, or rather, ignores the part of him that masks.

“Does it hurt?”

Bennett shifts slightly, sliding his feet towards himself so that he’s less sprawled like he threw himself down and more casually relaxing! and says, “Not any more. That’s what my Vision is really good at.”

He feels so very small and like a liar when Aether skids down into the muddy ditch with him and sits by his side. Luck is going to kick him in the shins for that flutter of hope in his chest, probably.

The outlander starts starts rifling through his stuff and starts producing things like mistflowers and cryo slime condensate and, still sitting in the rain with him, starts putting poultices together. Still sitting in the mud. Having his clothes ruined and his time wasted.

Bennett could get up and limp off, and force the famous travelling adventurer to stop worrying about him and focus on the more important things, like that sibling he’s trying to find.

“Can you move?”

“Uh,” he says too slowly. “I’ll need a minute.”

He’s a terrible liar. Bennett has the physical strength to get up, he knows. He’s been through much worse. It would hurt, but he can get up, so he should, he should let the Traveller get on with his life-

Aether’s warm hands press an ice-cold compress against the aching, burning pain of his recently-cauterised side and Bennett can’t help the depressing little yelp that comes out. He wishes, wishes, that he can be allowed to stay here and be helped, even if it’s embarrassing, even if it’s a terrible spot of bad luck and inconvenience for the Traveller, and…

He can’t bring himself to get up and go. Five minutes. He can be selfish with the Traveller’s time for five minutes, right?

Bennett closes his eyes against the stinging relief of the cold compress and lets out a shaky sigh. It’s enough to get the smile going properly this time, and when he’s ready he flashes it at Aether and gives him a friendly thumbs-up.

“Haha. That’s way better, actually.”

Aether smiles back at him, and it’s so genuine and unforced and warm that Bennett almost forgets he’s supposed to be leaving. He drinks that smile in like it’s the last oasis before the Mare Jivari and uses it to spur him on, and he gingerly eases himself upright.

Paimon says: “Say… Bennett?” She hovers close and plucks his free hand out of the mud, and she holds it to her chest. He feels a tiny heartbeat, fast and fluttery, like a butterfly’s wings. “If you’re gonna do something dangerous, you can call on us before you go, okay?”

His hand is leaving a dark stain of wet mud on Paimon’s pristine white clothes, so Bennett delicately pulls his hand back.

Famous adventurers have no business hanging around him. He was lucky enough to go with them the first time.

“I appreciate that, but…” He huffs a difficult laugh. “We have to stop meeting like this.”

 


 

Bennett limps doggedly along the corridor of his latest mistake: a domain filled with the kind of traps and treacherous surroundings that would give an S-ranker cause for retreat.

A little determination goes a long way. Bennett may not be able to make his own luck, but he’s able to forge some courage as he goes, and that’s sometimes enough. You can always press on. You can put a bandage over that, you can burn the edges together, you can keep going. Bad luck does as it wills, but fiery passion keeps the dark at bay, and he’s always got more fire.

But being out of blood – well, he can’t make more of that, and unfortunately that last fight knocked him unconscious before he could weld himself together. He doesn’t know how long he was out. Long enough, though.

Bennett staggers along, counting his steps by the dusty handprints he leaves on the wall, patiently ignores the burning pain in his calf and the pulsing pain in his head, and thinks, man, you’re really in it this time.

This isn’t a commission. This is a place that he found while adventuring by himself and investigated on a whim, which means it’s not from the Guild’s intel and no one knows where he is or what he’s doing. No one will be coming to save him, so his emergency fallback – the one where he finds a way to pass out so that his bad luck can take a seat for a bit – doesn’t seem like such a great idea this time.

Bennett takes a deep breath and tries to kindle some life into the part of him that knows ancient ruins and exploration protocols like the back of his hand. It’s up to him to get himself out of this mess.

“Okay,” he whispers hoarsely, and begins his assessment. “Can’t find your canteen. But you have berries from this morning… a handful, maybe? And a couple of wolfhooks. That’s a day if it has to be…”

Bennett finds himself at the end of the corridor and in a large, dark space. His eyes flick to the corners first, then the ceiling, and only once he’s relatively sure nothing’s about to jump out at him does he bother paying any attention to the middle of the room.

“Chest,” he remarks blankly, and does a quick evaluation. “New. Hilichurls, probably. Pressure plate… old. Not old enough to bank on it being broken. Alarm, I bet?” He shakes his head and heaves a ragged sigh. “Oh, boy. Don’t do it, Benny…”

He’s going to, though, he knows it in his bones. An adventurer never leaves a chest unopened. If there’s even a chance that there’s something valuable in this one, at least he can have something to show for all the effort. Mora for his dads, maybe.

Bennett experimentally takes his hand off the wall and tries to stand up straighter. He sways a little, which isn’t good. He’s very suspicious that the dizziness and the pounding in his head might have something to do with concussion, and maybe it’s impairing his judgement a little. But he manages to make his way to the middle of the room regardless, and when he reaches the chest he takes a second or two to breathe deeply and steady himself. So far, so good.

The chest is definitely on a pressure plate. He knows the tell-tale seam around the tile it’s sitting on – the rest of the room is tiled so neatly it stands out like a sore thumb – but he can’t fathom a way of getting at the contents of the chest without setting it off.

Oh, well. If there are monsters nearby, he can count on running into them sooner rather than later anyway.

Bennett tugs at the catch and swings the lid open, heedless of the way the quick motion jostles the way the weight is distributed.

There’s a sound like fifteen foxes screaming at once, and it echoes through the long halls and corridors of the pocket ruin and transforms his headache into a full-on migraine.

The chest is empty.

Bennett inhales slowly, carefully, measures it out, and stops when his lungs start to ache. He lets it out in an equally slow sigh, forces a smile, and in a voice too quiet to be heard over the alarm he says, “Okay.”

Hilichurls like to make their home in ruins like these. Maybe they’re attracted to the ancient grandeur that Old Teyvat liked so much, just like any human who sees a huge, impossible space with arches and pillars and thinks, wow! Or, equally as likely, they see value in a place ready-made to be defended.

They come to defend it now, snapping their battlecries at him as they pour in from the corridor ahead. There are a lot of them.

Bennett considers making a run for it back the way he came, but after the encounter with a mitachurl’s axe earlier that knocked him straight over the edge of a high walkway… well, he doubts he could find a way back up there even if the mitachurl is gone. This place is like an impossible maze; when it hasn’t been dark, oppressive corridors, it’s been precarious bridges over endless drops into mist.

A simple room with a tiled floor, solid walls, and no infinite chasm is a much better arena, anyway.

So he braces himself, favouring the leg that protests less, and calls his sword in a flicker of fire.

“You guys really don’t have to do this,” Bennett suggests. “We could talk about it instead!”

“Mimi mosi ye mita,” answers a berserker, and charges.

A healthy discussion, then.

Bennett dives to the side to avoid the flaming club being swung at his head and hits the deck with a grunt. An arrow whizzes past his head, then another, and then he’s up and running. It doesn’t matter that he doesn’t know where he’s going, or that his head feels like it’s splitting open, or that he’s tired and hungry, or that the wound on his calf that he burned closed earlier is sending sharp, stabbing pains through his whole body. If he can get past the crossbows, he’s got a fighting chance of getting out of this one alive, so the pain doesn’t matter.

Except there is another pressure plate in this room, one he didn’t see because he’s rash and impulsive and very, very dizzy.

He feels his heart sink with the tile underfoot and he knows instinctively that nobody puts two alarms in the same room, so this is going to be something else.

There’s movement to his left as an ancient turret mechanism clicks out of the wall, and then a bolt of crackling purple Electro hits him and he curls in on himself like a dying beetle. Momentum sends him careening to the ground again, and this time he knows from the Electro pulsing through him that he won’t be getting up from this one fast enough to do any dodging. His sword clatters out of reach.

“Muhe!”

“Ya! Zido ya!”

“Whoa – somebody’s in here! Wait… Is that Bennett?”

Oh.

This, again.

Bennett can’t bring himself to open his eyes, not when every muscle in his body is trying to tense so hard he shatters like glass, but through the buzzing in his head he can hear the sounds of a sword striking wooden shields, and he swears he can feel the ground rumbling.

Paimon zips into existence by his side, already fretting. “Aether! He looks pretty bad!”

Aether replies with a growl of effort as he clashes sword to club and gives his opponent a hefty kick in the chest. “Busy! Check on him!”

She draws closer and reaches for him-

“N-no-!” Bennett grinds out through gritted teeth. “El-Elec-nggh-!”

“Electro,” Paimon repeats, and withdraws her hand quick as a whip. “Got it! No touching ‘til it wears off. Hold on, Bennett…”

She waits with him, though. He’s grateful for that.

The clash of combat ends with something that makes the ground shudder, and then Aether’s footsteps race to his side with that same fearful speed as when he found him in the mud near Windrise.

As the last shocks of Electro run out, Bennett gratefully goes limp against the cool tiles. “Nnh. Ouch.”

“Oh,” Aether sighs, and the sheer relief upon hearing that Bennett is conscious is enough to break him twice over. He bends down. “Come here, pal. I’ve got you.”

“Can’t,” Bennett warns him, “stand up… right now. Think I’m gonna be, um, pretty sick. Heh. Though,” he adds as an afterthought, “I also might pass out, and – and that might… be better.”

“Did you hit your head?” Aether guesses, and his compromise is that he very gently slips an arm under Bennett and guides his head into his lap.

There’s some soft fabric under him – Aether’s scarf, he realises when the decorative bead digs into his back. Bennett knows he smells of sweat and smoke, so it’s a relief to find that Aether doesn’t exactly smell of cecilias either. More like earth, for some reason.

“Uh-huh. I fell. It’s. Pretty bad, this time.”

“Water?”

“…Please?”

Aether nods to Paimon and she calls a canteen into her hands, silvery and marked with the sigil of the Ordo Favonius. He tries to force a shaky hand up to take it, but to his surprise she’s already pressing it to his lips.

Paimon’s a good egg. She probably dotes on Aether like this every day. Must be nice.

“Pretty unlikely odds that we’d run into you here,” Aether remarks. “I thought nobody knew about this place.”

“Yeah,” Paimon agrees, “it’s super lucky, huh?”

Bennett gently pushes the canteen away once he’s done, and avoids eye contact with the guy looming over him by simply letting his eyes drift closed. “I’m sorry I keep making trouble for you, Traveller.”

He’s making more trouble by not getting up right this second, but his head is pounding, and his body hurts, and he feels sick, and…

Aether’s hand is resting on his shoulder, and now it squeezes reassuringly. Bennett permits himself another five minutes, like last time, to just lie there and appreciate a little safety. Five minutes to be held by a hero and and doted on by a floating fairy and then he’ll get up and go.

“Aww, don’t worry about that!” Paimon chirps. “Paimon just wants to know why you won’t return our letters.”

Bennett’s eyes flicker open and he peers up at Aether with his face scrunched in confusion. “Letters?”

“Oh, boy,” says Aether, already registering that this is a Bennett thing, and peers down at him with a grin. “I sent three. Didn’t they get to you?”

Come to think of it, Bennett realises he hasn’t gotten a letter about anything in a very long time.

He feels the cold sting of embarrassment crawling up the back of his neck. “I don’t really check my mail very often. Not much point when they always turn up drenched or muddy… if they turn up at all.”

Paimon folds her arms and glares down at him with a teasing expression. “O-o-oh,” she sing-songs. “We thought you were just being rude.”

“Paimon,” Aether scolds. “No, we didn’t, Bennett, don’t listen to her. I figured you must be busy with your adventure dads, or something. It’s been months.”

“What… why would you send me letters?”

Aether hesitates. He’s smiling again, like he just does sometimes when he’s talking to Bennett. “…Barring just wanting to send a letter to a friend, which I’d hope you thought of already…”

“Um,” says Bennett, but Aether is still talking.

“…I hoped you’d agree to travel with us for a while.”

Bennett considers this very carefully.

“I’m unconscious,” he decides. “That’s cool.”

Aether laughs. The movement jostles him slightly, sending a thrill of pain through his head. Pain isn’t really something that happens in dreams, but the Traveller keeps calling him friend and that’s basically impossible.

“You’re not unconscious. You’re fine, and we’re getting out of here as soon as you feel like you can move.” He pats him gently on the shoulder. “But if you could give it some thought-”

“But you’re the Traveller,” he blurts out.

Aether blinks down at him. “Yes.” He sounds nonplussed.

“You’re a super cool hero or whatever. You saved Mondstadt.”

“Paimon thinks that sort of talk will go to his head.” A beat. “But what’s your point?”

Bennett opens his mouth to tell them that he’s nobody, that they’re crazy if they think he’s an asset to whatever they have going on already, that he’s not worth the risk, but Aether beats him to the punch.

“Don’t you want to travel with us?” He’s trying not to look hurt. Bennett’s heart skips a beat. “That’s okay, you know. I know your home is in Mondstadt.”

“What? No! I mean – it is, but – I – you-” Oh, he really is concussed. He drapes an arm over his eyes to shut out what dim light there is in this dingy place, and not because his eyes are starting to water. “…I’d love to. More than anything.”

His tone makes Aether pause, like he’s waiting for more. When no more is forthcoming, he says gently, “…But?”

That’s enough, he thinks. Five minutes is over.

Bennett shifts in his lap, then digs an elbow against the cold tiles and forces himself to try and get up. Aether is quick to put both hands at his back, rising with him and giving him a gentle push to help him to his feet. Which is good, because he doubts he’d have made it by himself.

“But you’re, like – ouch – a million miles better than me, and you’re on a really important quest. Why would you want to drag around a bad luck charm?”

“Bennett…”

“It’s fine, it’s fine! I’m just being practical. Heh. You already got me out of trouble a bunch of times, right?” He limps over to his sword and picks it up, inspecting the blade so he doesn’t have to turn around and face that look again. “Trust me. If you bring me along, you might never find your sister. That’s just the way it is,” he finishes cheerfully.

It’s best to cut ties before Aether finds out the hard way what it’s like to be stuck with him. But the silence stretches on, and despite knowing it’s a bad idea Bennett can’t help but look over his shoulder when neither of them speak. At least he can smile at them, and that might reassure them both that he’s right. It usually works.

As it turns out, smiling does not work. Paimon and Aether are almost as stubborn as he is, and they don’t look reassured at all.

“So, uh,” he starts, one hand idly straying to check his quick-fix leg injury, “do you know the way out of here, or-?”

“Say something,” hisses Paimon loudly. She nudges Aether painfully in the ribs.

The national hero/Honourary Knight/S-ranker flounders, and what eventually comes out is:

“I could really use the company. A friend. If that makes sense.”

Bennett processes this slowly, and gives a couple of experimental half-slashes of his sword before the pain in his head scolds him for it with a particularly icy sting. He dismisses the weapon and stares at the ground, heart pounding. It’s hard to go back to ignoring the pain when the Traveller just gave him permission to lie there and feel it; this is why he should have gotten up straight away and kept moving.

But there’s a more important thing to focus on right now.

“…A friend, huh?”

“Yes. And anyway, Paimon likes you,” Aether accuses with a grin. His hands find his way to his hips and stick there jauntily.

Paimon’s mouth gapes like a fish – and then she closes it in a huff. “Well? Paimon does like you,” she agrees shyly. She twiddles her fingers, watching him intently, and smiles. “You’re really nice, Bennett. Paimon thinks you’d be a great friend to bring along.”

Bennett doesn’t know how to answer that, so he just stands and stares over his shoulder at them and hopes someone else will buy him some time to think. They keep saying it – friend, that is – but somehow it won’t sink in. Fischl’s a friend. Royce is a friend, technically. The Traveller is a famous, world-saving hero, and that’s very different.

Aether seems to take his silence as a negative, and coughs lightly.

“Well, can’t say we didn’t try. Thanks anyway. Let’s get you home, at least.”

“W-wait,” Bennett grinds out, and they do.

He’s been trying so hard to stamp down the fire that flickers up every time the Traveller sees him, but he can’t do it any more. If he puts it out one more time, he thinks, it might really be gone for good. This is probably his last chance to… hope, maybe?

“Please. I…” He turns and takes a limping step towards them. “I want to. I really, really want to. T-travel with you, I mean! And – be friends! I- I just, are you sure? Are you really sure? Why wouldn’t you take someone more experienced?” His leg twinges and he fights not to wince.

Aether studies him carefully and seems to decide he shouldn’t be walking on his own, because he closes the rest of the distance and swoops in to pull Bennett’s arm over his shoulder. It’s not fair on Aether, but it’s such a relief that Bennett has to fight not to sag against him like a sack of bricks.

“Yes, I’m sure. That’s a tough question to answer, though…”

As they start walking, Paimon floats ahead. She’s trailing little constellations behind her, Bennett notices. They don’t quite give off light, at least not in a useful way, but it’s something to follow. He wonders if she’s doing it on purpose.

“It’s more fun hanging around with people the same age, isn’t it?” Paimon muses, tapping her lips thoughtfully with one finger. “Not that you’re the exact same age.” A beat. She swizzles in place and flies backwards so that she can squint suspiciously between them both. “Or are you…?”

Aether laughs. “I don’t think so, Paimon. But you’re mostly right. Some people are harder to talk to.”

“Yeah,” Paimon nods, “like Master Diluc, for example! …Oh – don’t get Paimon wrong! Paimon thinks he’s super nice deep down, but…”

Bennett dares himself to venture into this conversation with the trepidation he usually reserves for when he’s about to walk into a domain. “No, no, it’s okay – I get it. I keep meaning to ask him for some advice on using my Vision better, but… He’s kind of intense, isn’t he?”

“Exactly!” Aether replies easily. He pauses to think. “The people of this world have been kind to me, but I’m still a stranger to Teyvat. When we first met, I figured out pretty fast that you and I share a lot of ideals.”

“Ideals?”

Aether rattles them off quickly. “Stay positive, look for the good in people, believe it’ll all work out… I felt less like a stranger. I think you might be better at all of that than I am, though. I… guess I’m just looking forward to adventuring with someone who gets it.” He finishes with a guarded laugh.

Bennett sniffs.

“Oh…” Aether shoots him a concerned look. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” he says, and for once it’s just the bare truth. He scrubs at his eyes with the hand not using Aether as a crutch, and manages a watery smile. “I’m just feeling a bit… fragile. It’s not like me. It’ll pass, I swear.”

Aether says nothing to that. He just squeezes Bennett gently with the arm hugging around his side, and that’s enough.

Now that he thinks about it from the vantage point of someone who accepts that the Traveller considers him a team member and not a nuisance (yet! Yet,) maybe it’s not so terrible that he keeps showing up when Bennett is low, lower, or lowest. Maybe it’s just good luck. Maybe he’s allowed a little of that.

Bennett knows it’s not good to stoke the fire too high when he knows his track record all too well, but oh, he hopes this team will last.

 


 

“If I trip-”

“No peeking!” Paimon snaps, her high voice too loud and too close to his ear, and it shakes him out of the excuse. She’s floating behind his head and she has her small hands over his eyes like a makeshift blindfold. She’s got him, basically.

Bennett knows they’re on Starsnatch Cliff, because Paimon told him that much. He can feel the springiness of the turf underfoot, so he knows he’s walking on grass, not a path, but the exact whereabouts got away from him about thirty metres back. Paimon won’t steer him over the edge, though. He hopes.

“Almost there…” Another few steps. He smells cecilias. “Further…” He lurches as the ground drops sharply away, but it’s only a small dip and he judders unpleasantly when his boot hits the ground again. “Oops! It’s okay, keep going… And… Stop! Ta-dah!”

Paimon’s hands spring away, and Bennett blinks away the sudden blinding shine of warm sunlight. When his eyes adjust, he sees the Traveller standing by the point of Starsnatch Cliff just a couple of metres ahead, framed against a horizon glittering with distant waves. Princess Fischl stands beside him, her arms folded and head tilted just so as though she’s about to say something condescending. Bennett knows her well enough to take the smile on her face at nothing more than face value.

There’s someone else here, too. One of the bards – no, the bard, the famous one in the green cloak and hat. When he sees Bennett looking at him, he winks.

The Traveller is holding a glider.

“Oh. What is all this?” Bennett asks earnestly, his gloved hand finding its way to his hair and scratching idly.

Fischl is the first to speak. She tosses her hair and makes a wispy gesture over her shoulder. “One did wonder about thine repeated decision to scale painstakingly down the rocky faces of Mondstadt’s mountains instead of simply taking to the sky. At first, one thought perchance it was simply a lack of efficient thinking, but now your Prinzessin has been informed of thy misfortunate collision so many moons ago.” She stomps her heel and stands to attention. “Fear not: gravity shall drag thee down no longer. Our dear retinue has facilitated a replacement!”

Aether stretches out his arms, offering the glider to Bennett. The breeze plays softly with the feathered edges, the material lit up by the sunlight in a bright, dizzying cyan. It’s a beautiful thing – the kind of glider a high-ranking Knight of Favonius might receive in commemoration.

He’s moved. But he’s also going to break that in, like, five seconds.

“Oh,” he says. “That’s really nice of you guys, but-”

Venti begins plucking out a tune on his lyre and interrupts him. “The Traveller told me you might need a little confidence boost,” he quips cheerfully. “The glider is imbued with Anemo. It won’t fail you until you come down to roost.”

Bennett considers this as he draws close and reaches out to the glider, running his hands along the front of the frame and daring himself to take it. “…I didn’t know you could do that with a Vision,” he admits. “Enchant stuff.”

Venti laughs flightily. “Ahh, ha-ha, yes,” he dodges, “well, the only explanation is that I am simply very good at what I do. Any more detail than that and you’ll be falling asleep, I assure you!” He waggles a finger at him.

Aether seizes the moment to push the glider forwards, hooking the frame over Bennett’s hands, and lets go. “It’s all yours, Bennett.”

“But…” He meets the Traveller’s eyes somewhat timidly. “You must have worked really hard to get this. I can’t take something so valuable.” It’s a waste.

Aether laughs. “Well, I’m taking good care of the one Amber gave me, so I don’t need a spare. You could always trade with Fischl.”

Fischl eyes the glider for a second and shakes her head. “Such a gaudy shade would bring shame to the House of Immernachtreich.”

“It doesn’t go with the royal wardrobe,” adds Oz, sweeping down to land on her arm in a flutter of wings.

Bennett glances at Venti.

The bard just giggles in that way that makes the air feel lighter. “Hmm! How does that saying go?” the bard pretends. “Oh, yes: don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. Take your wings, dear citizen, and ride the wind with all of our blessing.”

His hands close carefully around the frame. He examines it again, turning it this way and that so that the bright colour catches the light, and folds it up, unfolds it again. He looks up at Aether and Fischl and doesn’t bother masking the huge grin that spreads across his face like a wildfire.

“You guys are seriously the greatest. I’ll take good care of it, I promise!” Uh, well. “I mean, I promise I’ll try really hard, so-!”

Venti rescues him by strumming his lyre a bit louder. “Are you three going to fly, or did I come all the way out here at the Traveller’s behest for no reason at all?” He twirls in place, one foot lifted off the floor, and there’s a sudden rush of wind that catches at Bennett’s new glider so sharply he almost loses his grip. “Spread your wings already! We won’t let you fall.”

Bennett holds tight to his glider and glances around at the others. They look amenable to the idea, so he nods. “I guess it is a great day for it, isn’t it? The weather’s perfect!”

 


 

Venti does not have the vital part of him that makes the wind feel effortless, but he and the Traveller have been figuring out a few other ways to get him back up to speed. He’s got enough power in him now to sense the shift in the air when Bennett says the weather’s perfect, and when neither Fischl nor Bennett are looking, he closes his eyes and sweeps his playing hand upwards.

“Oh, not now, will you,” he scolds in a murmur that only Aether notices.

Anemo disippates the dark clouds trying to gather overhead before they can form a bank.

While an excited Bennett fixes his glider to his back, the Traveller leans to peek past him and raises an eyebrow at Venti.

He returns the glance with a knowing grin and a nod. I’ve got you covered.

It is not often that he steps into the role of archon so lightly, but a favour is a favour. It helps, of course, that there are three bottles of cider waiting for him by the statue in Windrise.

He watches the trio take a flying leap into his wind currents amid cheering and laughter and the shine of fabric feathers. He catches a squall of sea-fret before its updraft can unsettle the pale-haired one with all the scars, and sends a calmer current under his wings for good measure. He watches the girl try to show off; her glider is angled wrong and she won’t pull that loop off without his help, so he facilitates that, too.

Children of freedom, he thinks, and sighs pleasantly before dismissing his lyre. Venti backs up a few steps to get a running start and takes a flying leap off the point of Starsnatch Cliff. His glider snaps open, the same resplendent sky colour as Bennett’s, and carries him up to join them.

  


