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    At Smiley Yanxiao’s request, Aether is helping in the kitchen.

It’s hard work, but he’s honoured to be asked. He never thought of himself as a particularly good cook before he arrived in Teyvat – neither of them were, really – but after walking the earth weak and wingless for a while, he has to admit that sometimes it’s the little things that give him courage. Like patting potato into appealing shapes by the fire with Razor, or figuring out how to close up Jade Parcels so neatly they look almost as perfect as Xiangling’s.


  You’re a natural, 
  Smiley Yanxiao said. 
  Whaddya know.


So, because he’s running out of leads on his sister, and because he really needs some downtime after an unpleasant experience with an ancient sea monster, today Aether isn’t a bold adventurer on a grand quest. Just for today, he’s a member of Wangshu Inn’s kitchen staff, and he answers to a burly sous-chef with a gruff enough attitude to keep his feet moving and his mind off his sister.

Right now, he is frying Matsutake Meat Rolls and trying to stop thinking over and over, she’d love this. She’d love the food and the big tree and she’d love Smiley Yanxiao.

He’s trying so hard to keep his mind on the food. Wanxiao has a lot of patience to spare for him, for which Aether is extremely grateful, but he’s already mixed up two orders and he has a feeling a third will wear the guy’s stress levels down to the wire.

He blinks and zones back in to the sight of the meat rolls getting just slightly singed on one side, and quickly turns them over in the hopes the chef doesn’t see – but it’s fine, Smiley Wanxiao has stepped out of the kitchen to run some food down to the guests and he’s taken Paimon with him – he’s got a few minutes to himself.

Minutes he is spending thinking about that thing in the ocean, and about figures frozen in salt, and little ghost girls.

He thought he was too tired to think about anything like that, but now that he’s here, alone, he kind of gets it. Smiley Yanxiao isn’t a man who is easily frightened but this place has an aura, or perhaps his travels in Liyue are just dragging this out of him now that he’s got the time to process it all.

Or, wait. No. That’s not it, either.

There is a presence creeping up and it is slowly, inexorably filling his gut with dread.

Evil, he thinks. There is something unspeakably evil standing right in the middle of this kitchen making his thoughts turn dark, and it is completely silent, and it is not the ghost of a little girl, and it is moving towards him. The hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.

“Aeth-”


  Aether has not slept in a day and a half, which is probably why he doesn’t 
  think. 
  He grabs the handle of an unused frying pan and whirls around and he cracks Xiao across the face.


For a single frozen second Aether feels his heart break into a thousand pieces.

And then Xiao gives a stifled little grunt and slowly straightens up again from where he’d been roughly smacked aside. He fixes Aether with a furious glare, but it’s dazed, like his brain is playing catch-up and he’s still deciding exactly how to react.

As Aether stares, Xiao’s hand strays up and touches curious fingertips to his nose – and he winces as a wet trickle of blood leaks out of it.

Archons forgive him, he’s made an adeptus bleed.

“I’m sorry!” Aether blurts out, and he flurries into action. He takes Xiao’s upper arms in his hands, steering him away from the scene of the crime and urging him into a seat by the corner. “I didn’t- I’m so sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that. Oh, Xiao, you’re bleeding, I’m so sorry.”

Xiao fights him at first, but his eyes scrunch shut for a second and he just covers his mouth and nose with a hand and waits for the sharper edge of the pain to subside, and lets himself be guided into the shadows by the stairs.

“Aether,” he grinds out, hoping to stop him in his tracks, but it’s too late.


  Lumine isn’t here, but Aether’s brotherly instincts need an outlet, and so he unclips his scarf and bundles it into Xiao’s free hand and guides it to his face. He’s almost 
  more 
  shocked that Xiao lets him.


“I’m so sorry. Here. Xiao, you have to believe me, I didn’t mean that. I thought you were – I thought you were something else. It’s your karma,” he says, and instantly it occurs to him that this is a terrible thing to say to him, so he just freezes and stares at Xiao with his mouth slightly open.


  One of Xiao’s eyes flickers open as he holds the scarf to his bloody nose, and he regards Aether with an unreadable – but very 
  sharp –
   look.


“Xiao,” he says again, quietly. “I’m so sorry.”

Xiao’s eyebrows furrow in the middle.

Aether just looks like he’s about to cry.

“Please say something…”

Xiao stops peering at him from behind the scarf. He sidesteps gingerly in front of a chair and slumps down into it, closing both eyes as another flicker of pain runs through his face.

“Firm hit,” he forces out in a kind of muffled, awkward rumble, and dismissively flags his free hand. “I’m fine. Your food is about to burn. Take care of it.”

“Oh… But I…”

Aether bounces up onto the balls of his feet and back down, torn between sticking with Xiao and doing as he’s told – and then there’s the sound of Smiley Yanxiao’s heavy footsteps on the boards above them and he can hear Paimon chattering, so he darts back to his station quick as a whip.

Xiao watches him intently from behind the scarf for a while. It’s not that he’s offended. Nor is this the first time someone has felt the rotten karma rolling off him and reacted badly (though this is the first time it’s involved a frying pan).

It’s just…

“Xiao!” gasps the Traveller’s fae companion, her eyes wide as she pops into view far too close for comfort. “You look terrible-!”

“Quiet,” he snaps, eyes flicking over to the kitchen area. He does not fancy explaining this to Smiley Yanxiao.

Paimon covers her mouth with both hands, momentarily taken aback. Her eyes are shining with concern, and it makes his skin crawl.

She follows his gaze, and luckily she isn’t as stupid as she acts. When she inevitably continues at least she keeps her voice low.

“Sorry. Paimon was just worried. What happened to you? Was it a demon?”

If there’s one thing Xiao regrets more than stepping into this kitchen today, it’s that he didn’t leave before Paimon saw him.

“No. It’s nothing.”

“Aw… Your nose…”

As Paimon peers closer and reaches out to try and touch his face, Xiao goes stiff.

“Forget it,” he hisses harshly, and she withdraws quickly. “Go help Aether. Tell him I’ll be waiting to have a word with him when he’s finished here.”

He pushes his chair back and forces himself to walk slowly. He is not overreacting; he is removing himself from an irritant. He leaves Paimon floating dejectedly behind him and climbs the wooden steps, and it’s only after he’s past the lobby and Verr Goldet’s searching gaze that he realises he’s still pressing the scarf to his face.

His free hand tightens around the wooden railing as he gingerly removes the bundle of fabric from his face.

There’s an ugly red stain in the white fabric. Xiao glares down at it, considering whether or not it would save Aether a lot of trouble if he just flung it over the edge of the inn and let the winds take it.

–

As it happens, Aether does not seem particularly upset about the blood.

“It’s fine,” he insists, even as Xiao tries to push the scarf back into his hands. “It’s just blood. It’ll wash out. What about you? Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” Xiao replies for the millionth time. “You took me by surprise. It is a mistake I will not repeat.” His voice has taken on a very nasal quality, which is honestly almost as infuriating as the knowledge that he got hit at all. He can still smell blood whenever he breathes in.

Aether is still hovering around him like a gnat, anxiously trying to peer at his face to make absolutely certain he hasn’t broken anything. It’s lucky he told Paimon to keep her distance, because if he hadn’t, Xiao would be in no mood to have this conversation at all.

“I know you’re strong. You’ve probably had worse, right?” Aether begins, and it’s only because this is Aether that all of this doesn’t sound totally tactless. “But I’m strong, too. I’m not… a normal person, either. If I’ve hurt you-”

“You haven’t. Stop going on about it.”

Aether looks at him with pity, which is Xiao’s absolute least favourite way to be looked at. Xiao turns his face away and opens his mouth, but there’s the sound of footsteps and idle chatter from the stairs, so he shuts it again. He hops up onto the railing, turns, and jumps to the roof.

Aether joins him almost immediately. It’s a bit of a scramble for someone without an Anemo-assisted leap to get up there, but thankfully he manages without dislodging any tiles and soon they’re standing side by side at the highest point of Wangshu Inn.

Aether looks like he wants to apologise again, so Xiao cuts him off in a hurry. What comes out isn’t what he meant to say at all.

“I’m sorry my karma affected you.” Idiot. Control your mouth. Xiao looks away very deliberately. There’s no way he can make his voice sound anything less than scathing, so he tries to own it instead. “I’ll be sure to approach with more care in future.”

Aether groans like this is the worst thing he’s ever heard and lowers himself into a seated position on the sloped roof, apparently having faith that Xiao isn’t about to disappear on him. Which, frankly, is presumptuous at best.

“A guy saves my life and I hit him in the face with a kitchen utensil,” Aether sighs. “Listen, Xiao… You know what it is to be vigilant.”

“More than you could possibly comprehend. We don’t need to have this conversation.”

“Yes, we do.”

Xiao tchs and folds his arms. He waits for Aether to make his apology and pointedly does not look at him. They’re clearly not getting anywhere until that’s out of the way.

Aether does his best.

“I guess I haven’t slept much since Osial,” he confesses, and damn it if this is turning into a therapy session Xiao wants no part of it. “I just… keep thinking about it all.”

“Osial is gone,” Xiao reminds him.

“It’s not just Osial. Your world is a powder keg.”


  That 
  gets his attention. Xiao studies Aether’s face intently.


“You think Liyue is in further danger?”

“Xiao, Teyvat is in danger.” He continues, gesturing animatedly. “A man woke an ancient god by copying someone’s handwriting. There’s a woman collecting the power of archons, and all it took was kicking Venti around and taking advantage of Zhongli-”


  Unacceptable. 
  “Rex Lapis is the 
  god of contracts.
   Speak no ill of 
  any
   bargain he makes.”


“Rex Lapis is retired,” Aether says coolly, “and his name is Zhongli.”

It’s all Xiao can do not to summon his spear, even though he knows this is an objective truth. But to Xiao, Zhongli is just a label Rex Lapis is taking. He is different now, but he isn’t gone.

“You’re simplifying it too much.”

“…I know. But from the perspective of… of everyone else who knows what really happened, that looked like a bad deal. I hope Zhongli has a contingency measure, because whatever this Tsaritsa is going to do with his gnosis, I’d be willing to bet it spells something terrible for Teyvat. But I don’t see any sign that he does, so Teyvat could be on the verge of something. And-”

“And?”


  Aether’s eyes are shining. “…And I’m stuck here.” He finishes quietly, limply, all the fire gone out of him. “Without Lumine.”


Aether stares distantly off at the mountains. His hands are folded in his lap, and if Xiao spied a person like this on a hillside without context, he’d think nothing of it. Mortals have their sombre little moments and Xiao does not involve himself.


  But Aether does have context. Xiao has never asked if he’s mortal, and he doesn’t need to know, but he’d still wager he’s wise beyond his years. Aether is strong, too, strong enough to shoulder three forms of adeptal energy without it burning him up from the inside. This traveller is not a human, he is a star that fell to Teyvat, an outsider who doesn’t belong here, and this world’s sins are none of his business. And 
  yet.


Aether has fought a dragon in the name of Mondstadt. He has fought a sea monster in the name of Liyue Harbour.

He is alone, and still he takes responsibility that could easily be someone else’s.

Silently, Xiao takes a seat beside him. There is no great evil to fight right this second, no one calling his name despairingly into the night. Despite the hit to the face and the objectionable things he says about Zhongli, perhaps Xiao can spare a minute or two of his time for Aether.

Still, it takes a while to think of what to say.

Eventually what he settles on is:

“You would have made an adequate yaksha.”

Aether dips his head, idly fidgeting with his hands until Xiao begins to worry that he’s said the wrong thing. He feels an unfamiliar sense of relief when Aether finally replies.

“You make a better one,” he says with a small voice. “I really am sorry I hit you.”

“Stop talking about it.” Xiao almost leaves it there, but… well, he has some pride to salvage. “No one else could strike me so suddenly. It is as you said. You are vigilant. The state of my karma is not news to me.”

Aether puzzles that one out for a minute.

“Does it hurt?”

“An adeptus cannot be damaged by something so mundane as a frying pan.”

Aether almost laughs. “No, I mean… No.” He leans back to rest his head on the roof, sweeping his long plait over his front shoulder with a hand. “Your karma. Zhongli said-”

“If he saw fit to tell you anything about me, then it is between you and him.”

“He said it hurts.” Aether continues, oblivious. “I want to help you.”

He’s a fool. Or else perhaps he doesn’t care that Xiao doesn’t want to talk about this, would rather be doing anything else, should really just stand up and step off the roof and be gone into the wind. The weight of hatred is for yaksha alone.

But Rex Lapis has told Aether, which means Aether is allowed to know, so Xiao swallows his pride for a second. Just long enough to explain, in case Rex Lapis didn’t tell him enough. In case Aether – for some terrible reason – cares to hear it.

“It is a despair,” he grinds out, “like nothing you have ever experienced. A despair of the body and mind. It is my burden. Let it go, Traveller.”

Xiao decides he is quite finished with this conversation, and stands to leave before it gets any more bizarre. But Aether sits up and looks at him, suddenly unhappy. Xiao hesitates.

“What I said on the hill still stands,” he declares as the Vigilant Yaksha. “I will come when you call my name.”

“Anywhere?”

He is sworn to Liyue. Here is where a yaksha ought to remain, and Aether seems to know this in his heart.

The whole of Teyvat is a big place. It is out of his jurisdiction. But this Traveller will surely go there looking for his sister, and he will find new evils, and he’ll take his responsibility to a fight again…

Well, it is Xiao’s duty to vanquish evil. It is not a lesser evil because it crawls the land outside of Liyue.

Perhaps he can make an exception.

“Anywhere,” he replies, as Xiao.


  Aether smiles. It’s a tired smile, and Xiao can’t begin to try and interpret all of the strange human emotions he can see floating around behind it, but it’s better than nothing.


“…Why did you come to the kitchen, anyway?”

“I-”

“Were you going to ask for Almond Tofu?”


  He’s gone in a blink, leaving Aether sitting alone in the moonlight. Later he will realise yet again that he hasn’t managed to give back the scarf, and he’ll leave it with the inn’s lost and found while pointedly avoiding eye contact with Verr Goldet.



  –



  It has been a tiring week, but his duty calls out clear as a bell: 
  Adeptus Xiao!


He knows whose voice it is. He recognises it instantly amid the whispers and screams that have been following him like a miasma for days, and so Xiao calls his spear to his hand, sheds his exhaustion like a mantle, and leaps from the roof.

He barely knows the terrain of Mondstadt, but when he arrives, even he can tell that Starsnatch Cliff is not a place known for being particularly difficult to traverse. For what, then, is he needed?

“Adeptus Xia- oh, there you are.”

There are no demons here. The cecilias are dancing by his feet. He can hear the waves very distantly, and the sun is shining so brightly that someone shrouded in as much shadow as he is could burn away where he stands.

Spread on the grass by the edge of the cliff is a little blanket patterned with windmills. There is Aether, there is a neat little plate of almond tofu, and there is an empty space.

Xiao checks and double-checks. There is no darkness here. None but his, crawling all over him like his soul has been dipped in insects. It’s been a bad week.

“Sit down,” says Aether.

The empty space is meant for Xiao. He frowns.

“If you are not in danger, I have no purpose here.” He dismisses his spear, and takes his hand off his mask. He does not leave. Yet. “Why did you call?”

“Sit down,” Aether repeats. “I’ve been talking to some friends of mine. I have a theory I want to test.”

Aether has a strange-looking sword on his lap. Even from here, Xiao can feel it thrumming with energy, so much that a human should never have dared to touch it. The otherworlder has his hand resting calmly on the hilt.

Xiao does not sit, but he makes his way closer and stands at the edge with his arms folded. He listens.

Xiao discovers that one of the friends Aether is talking about is an alchemist from Mondstadt. This interests him none. He discovers the other one is Lord Barbatos, and somehow he doesn’t even have it in him to be surprised.

Aether did not, apparently, just fight the dragon of the wind, the same as he didn’t find an enchanted sword just lying on the ground somewhere. These were both infected with a terrible evil, some great poison of the soul that still bleeds under Dragonspine.

Aether does not know how it was done, only that it was done. Things do not stay evil around the Otherworldly Traveller.

Xiao is uncomfortable with where this is going.

“You think you can purify me.” He’s tired.

“I purified Dvalin’s tears,” Aether explains again. He gestures to the blade on his lap. “I purified the sword.”

“You’re dreaming.”

“I’m hoping,” Aether gently corrects him. “If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. We don’t have anything to lose by trying.”


  I should leave, 
  thinks Xiao. 
  I should end this foolish business before it gets any more excruciating. I belong in Liyue. I have vital duties there, and this is an utter waste of my time!


This is too simple and too easy, and it won’t work. How cruel of Aether to try and get him to hope. He should go back to the inn, let the worst of his karma wash over him as he always has, and resume his work when the pain subsides enough to let him.

The weight of it must be leaden indeed that he can’t bring himself to move his feet.

“Do as you will. This is a foolish endeavour. I expect nothing from it.”

Aether stands and turns on him with an eagerness that makes Xiao nauseous. The strange sword is dismissed carefully, as if Aether is concerned something will happen if he simply sets it aside. Aether holds out both hands and stares at him expectantly.

“I’ve never tried it on a person before. Just tears and weapons. You’ll tell me if it’s working?”

This will be no different, then. He is a weapon. Xiao gives a disillusioned little grunt in response and sets his hands on Aether’s.

It’s-

It is not unlike flute music, he thinks, and passes out.

–

There is a cool hand on his face.

“Oh, Aether, you should never have tried.”

“I know that now…” Aether groans. His voice sounds ragged.

“But let’s stay positive,” says the other, familiar voice. “Neither of you have died.”

Xiao springs up into a sitting position. He hits his nose on something, and the bruise from last week shoots a lance of pain through him.

“Ouch!”

A pair of bright Anemo-aqua eyes flick all over him very quickly, checking for something, and then stare into his. Venti is crouching in front of him and smiling.

“Welcome to Mondstadt, Demon Fighter. Tell me, old friend: do you feel any lighter?”

“…Lord Barbatos.”

“He’s fine,” Venti decides offhandedly, and rises to his feet with a cheerful little bounce on his tiptoes. “I hope you won’t be trying this again any time soon, Aether. It seems you’re braver than your smarts, no? Here, allow me…”

Xiao watches from some drowsy place as Venti draws a canteen from somewhere and offers it to the Otherworlder.

“I don’t want-”

“It’s water,” Venti explains, and shakes the container at him encouragingly. “Holy water, actually.”

Aether accepts, uncorking it and taking a long, grateful swig. When he’s done, he wipes his lips on his (perfectly clean, how?) scarf, and eyes Venti with a smirk.

“Holy water?”

“Water blessed by the Anemo Archon himself. Aren’t you lucky?”

“You blew on it.”

“The hidden ways of an archon are no business of an outlander.” Venti grins and conjures his lyre. It’s no flute, but Xiao’s heart leaps anyway. “If you think it strange, then I think it slander.”

The sound of strings reaches into the haze Xiao is floating in and gently coaxes him out.

It’s as he picks his way back to full consciousness that Xiao realises there is something missing. He sharpens his senses and checks himself over, and a strange, unknown feeling rises in him as he finds the frayed edges of his karma and discovers where some of it has been torn away.


  Do you feel any lighter?


His eyes flick to Aether.

The outlander is sitting between the roots of the great tree of Windrise – Barbatos must have brought them here, swept on the wind to safety once he realised what Aether had done. Even the windmill blanket is tied up around the plate by Aether’s side, and he’d bet the plate of almond tofu survived the journey only because Venti knows who it’s for.

Aether has his back against the bark, and he’s relaxing, but he looks tired. The strange feeling ripples like the surface of a pool as he finds himself desperately searching for something in Aether, and then it subsides when Xiao can’t sense anything different about him at all.

Aether did not take on what he removed. It’s just gone.

“What a headache,” Aether remarks, like he’s just finished writing an essay. “Xiao? How are you feeling?”

“Lighter,” he confirms, and presses a hand to his chest. “Traveller-?”

“I’m fine!” replies Aether swiftly, and cheerfully waves a hand at him to prove it. “Just a little disappointed. It didn’t go how I wanted it to.”

“Ah,” says Venti, “the arrogance of you, Traveller.” His tone is fond. “To think you could erase centuries of sin all in one blow! Though I should commend you for trying, even so.”

Xiao makes no move to get up yet. He’s still adjusting, balancing himself out and accounting for the shredded hole in his negative karma – so he sits in the grass and rests his arms on his knees while the breeze plays with his hair. It’s still painful – of course Aether couldn’t get rid of it all, it’s like having a hole punched in a heavy cloak, but. But, but, but.

It’s a little less than it was. He…

He needs a minute.

Aether gingerly picks himself up, swaying in place, and he shakes out his arms like he’s limbering up for a training exercise. “Well… I couldn’t just do nothing.” He sounds like a child at the inn being scolded by a parent for standing too close to the railing.

Venti chuckles. “Naturally! Sitting on your hands is the one thing you’re terrible at, Traveller. One of these days you’ll bite off more than you can chew.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“No,” Venti corrects him gently, “you won’t. But if Xiao is with you, I have faith in your chances.”

Xiao perks up at the sound of his name, and he realises Venti is looking right at him and he’s smiling.

The unknown feeling is back, and it grips his heart like a vice. He looks at Aether instead.

“My duty is to protect through slaughter. You must accept my…” A growl sneaks into his voice. “…My apologies for putting you in danger.”

Aether shakes his head quickly, and when he sees Xiao preparing to stand he suddenly jogs over to help him up. “No! No, it’s fine, I’m fine. Here…”

Xiao can’t help it. He takes Aether’s hand and allows himself to be pulled to his feet. To his relief, Aether seems strong and sturdy as ever. Still…

“I gave in to weakness and allowed you to suffer the effects of karmic debt in my place. That was an unacceptable lapse in judgement, even for a moment.”

“That’s not what happened,” Aether chastises softly, and ugh, he’s smiling, too. Xiao sharply looks away. “I don’t seem to run that risk. I just overworked myself, or… Actually, I don’t know how this purification thing works. Just keeping Dvalin’s tears with me was enough to purify them, so maybe I shouldn’t have tried concentrating like that… I should ask Albedo.”

Aether’s babbling is getting on his nerves. Xiao snatches his hand back as soon as he realises Aether is still holding onto it, and he catches a strange, disappointed look that flashes across Aether’s face in that split second. He can’t identify it, but maybe Venti can, because the archon is looking at them both with deep curiosity.

“I guess you can go now,” Aether says quietly, reluctantly. “I can’t really do that again so soon.”

He has his duties. Whatever Aether is grappling with is not a demon, and he has no way of slaying it. It’s better that he leaves.

“Hmm. Before you part, Guardian Yaksha, Traveller: a word.”

Venti closes the distance between them and glances between Xiao and Aether with a curious little smile. The sound of his lyre is floating around them all like a breeze.

“I should waste no more time here,” Xiao hears himself say, but Venti starts speaking over him and he can tell by his tone that it’s important.

“Karmic debt was gathered upon you over many years. Aether’s abilities are strange and wondrous, but it seems the stains on your soul won’t come out in one wash.”

“Right,” says Xiao, and takes a step away with his heart in his mouth. “Enough, then. I’ll return to my duties, and we’ll speak no more of purification.”

Venti continues as if he didn’t say anything. “Instead, perhaps the Traveller ought to take the same angle as before? Many great endeavours take time, after all.”

Aether blinks at the archon and tries to make sense of his words, like it isn’t obvious. Xiao silently begs him not to make the leap.

“…You think I should just travel with Xiao and see what happens?”

Venti plucks lightly at his lyre. “He has already given you his name, has he not? It should not be hard to have him at your side quite a lot.”

Xiao makes a noise like an angry tiger. “Enough. This is nonsense and I agree to nothing. Call me to your foes, not your lunch breaks.”

He steps into the wind.

Aether and Venti look at each other in quiet contemplation. An understanding passes between them: Aether will call Xiao again. They have a theory to test.

“Well,” says Aether after a long moment, “he certainly seemed embarrassed.”

There’s a flash of little constellations beside him as someone makes their presence known, and there’s a mischievous lilt in her voice.

“Paimon bets he’d be way more embarrassed if he knew Paimon was listening the whole time. Hey, can Paimon have the almond tofu?”

  
Notes for the Chapter:venti: ohhhh yes. this is the PERFECT excuse to have both of you hang out and support each other. my sad angsty friends will make each other happier. i am the smartest archon in teyvat

xiao: [walks directly into the sea]





