
1. Chapter 1


    
    “There is no work for you to do today,” Keqing said flatly.

Ganyu blinked. “What do you mean?”

“As in, there is nothing currently scheduled for you to do, now or for the foreseeable future.”

The two of them were standing in the hallway of Yuehai Pavilion’s Financial Quarter. As always, Ganyu had come in early to get a head start on the day’s workload – but today Keqing had been waiting for her with the aforementioned bombshell.

“I’m very sure that I still have to review the Feiyun Commerce Guild’s annual earnings report.”

“I handed that off to one of the civil servants.”

“I also have to summarize and annotate the recent correspondence from Inazuma’s Kanjou Commission.”

“Again, it was handed off to a civil servant.”

Ganyu narrowed her eyes. “I know that last time was a misunderstanding, but… it sounds a lot like you’re saying my services are no longer needed.” The Qixing technically could not fire her, since they never hired her to begin with. So if there ever came a day where they sought to get rid of her… it would have to be through this kind of complicated song-and-dance.

“Wait a moment,” Keqing said, throwing her hands up in front of her. “It’s nothing that serious. It’s just that, well… me and the other Qixing were discussing it, and we decided that you deserve to take today off.”

“Is that so?”

Keqing nodded. “But, well, technically we don’t have the authority to mandate your absence. So instead, we divided your work for the day and handed them off to various civil servants. Four in total, to be exact.”

“I see. So effectively… I have the day off?”

“That’s correct. You are free to do as you wish.” Keqing raised an eyebrow. “And yes, that technically does include finding some kind of work that needs to be done – but I recommend against it.”

Ganyu folded her arms in front of her chest. “What, am I that easy to read?”

“Of course not,” she said, a smile playing on the corners of her lips. “I’m just exceptionally good at reading you. Oh, and one last thing. I’ve been told to inform you that there’s something waiting for you in your office.”

“That sounds incredibly ominous,” Ganyu said. “I wonder what you left me.”

“Me?” Keqing scoffed. “What makes you think that?”

“Well let’s see. There are two copies of the keys to my office. One of them is in my pocket, and the other…”

“Ah, would you look at the time!” Keqing brushed off her coat and made to leave. “Anyway, go do something fun – and remember, no working!”

As the Yuheng left, Ganyu stifled a bout of laughter. I wonder what she has in store for me, she thought. It was a short walk to her office, and before long she was turning the key to the lock and pushing the door in with a slow, careful movement. She didn’t think she would run into anything troublesome but, it was best to expect the unexpected.

Fortunately, nothing appeared to be amiss. Her desk was the same as she left it, and nothing had been placed on her chair. In fact… as far as she could tell, it didn’t seem that anything had been left for her.

Out of curiosity, she flipped up the tapestry on her wall, but there was nothing behind it. She lifted the mat on the floor, but didn’t find anything.

Hmm… this isn’t quite adding up.

Keqing had no reason to lie, so surely there was something in this room, somewhere. But would she really go through so much trouble to hide it?

A thought came to her, and she went over to her bookshelf and began inspecting the tomes she had lined up. They were all sorted and categorized by her own hand, so it’d be relatively simple to spot if there was –

Ah, found you. She pulled the book out and held it in both hands. Maritime Law in Liyue: 5th edition. This legal codex didn’t belong to her, and she certainly had not placed it on her bookshelf. She leafed through the yellowed pages until a small slip of paper fell out from between them.

Now what do we have here? She set the book down and picked up the paper, unfolding it to its full length. A handwritten note had been scrawled upon it. The characters were messy and uneven, so she figured that it had either been hastily written or written by someone with the penmanship of a child. Or both. It read:


  Dear Ganyu,



  I super enjoyed the riddle you gave me back during Moonchase. So much, in fact, that I am here to deliver you one of my own. No, I am not salty. Do you even know what “salty” means? Probably not, boomer. 



  Anyway. Tonight, when the sun goes down, you are to meet me at an undisclosed location. This location is in Liyue, although most people probably wouldn’t consider it as such. Sketch its latitude and longitude, and you’ll find that this location sits at the intersection between two civilizations of old – one taken by frost, and the other by flood. Once you arrive at this location just follow your heart, and it will guide you the rest of the way. 



  Have an idea yet? I hope so, but if not, I shall give you one final hint. Or rather, I have already given it to you. That’s right – it’s the letter you’re reading! …You are reading it, yes? You haven’t just thrown it away? I’m going to be standing alone in the dark for a very long time if that’s the case, so… do your best! 



  Sincerely, Yanfei


Wow, Ganyu thought. I really should teach that girl how to write properly sometime.

That being said, she felt a rush of excitement. It seems that Keqing and Yanfei had joined forces to foist this mystery upon her, and she welcomed it. Truth be told, Ganyu had very little plans for an unexpected day off, so something to occupy her time was a blessing. Plus, she was genuinely interested in what those two could come up with when sharing their brainpower. She already had a few ideas for where this mystery location could be, but there was one part of Yanfei’s message that eluded her.

“What,” she wondered aloud, “does ‘salty’ mean?”

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    The first step to solving this riddle was to take an afternoon nap. It was rather common for people who worked in Yuehai Pavilion to take naps on account of the long hours the job required. Many opted to fall asleep right at their desks, heads laid atop their arms.

They were amateurs.

When Ganyu awoke from her nap, she did so atop the wide cotton pallet she kept in her office for this exact purpose. A blanket wasn’t necessary, since her qilin heritage kept her from being bothered by the cold, even on a winter day like this.

Yawning and stretching her arms overhead, she resolved herself to begin step two – listing out the hints she had on hand and making notes.

To begin with, she was looking for a location that was within Liyue’s borders, at least on a technical level. This was already a great help, since there was theoretically no location in Liyue that she would not be at least somewhat aware of. Though her role as Secretary of the Qixing meant she didn’t leave the city often these days… she still had about a thousand years’ experience of hunting down roving bands of demons in every corner of this nation. In short, she was very familiar with the layout of the land.

Next, the fact that most people “probably wouldn’t” consider it to belong to Liyue meant it was somewhere along the border. Simple enough. The interesting part came with the next line.

This location shared its longitude with the site of an ancient civilization, and shared its latitude with another. One of these civilizations was lost in a flood, and the other was “taken by frost.”

The civilization taken by flood was easy to identify. Undoubtedly, that was a reference to Guili Assembly, which was submerged during the Archon War. Ganyu knew this because, well, it was part of her own memories. The tall, proud walls and the fields of glaze lilies just beyond them. Letting Guizhong brush her hair and singing with her to bring rainy days… she would never forget that life, or how swiftly it was taken from her.

Putting that aside, though, just what did Yanfei mean by “ancient”? Ganyu clicked her tongue. Just wait until you have a few centuries under your belt.

As for the other civilization, there was nowhere in Liyue she could think of that was “taken by frost.” Rather, the first thing that sprung to mind was Mondstadt. When she was young, Mondstadt had been contested by the God of Storms and the Wolf-King of the North Wind, the latter of which enveloped the land in an endless blizzard. The winner of that conflict was actually a wind spirit that would eventually become a wayward drunk, but that was neither here nor there.

This, however, was where problems arose. If she drew a line horizontally starting from Guili Plains and vertically starting from the old capital of Mondstadt, they intersected… well, at Guili Plains. Both locations were at roughly the same longitude. It didn’t make much sense for Yanfei to mention two civilizations if that was the answer, so she tried another lane of thought.

This time, she drew a line vertically from the ruins of Sal Vindagnyr on Dragonspine. As a youth, that mountain had been lush and green, but it eventually succumbed to a curse that blanketed it in everfrost. And by curse, she meant that a giant nail had descended onto it from the heavens.

Life was a lot more chaotic then, huh? That same mountain would eventually become the location where two dragons vied for control of the skies, one of which was being ridden by a wayward drunk, but that was neither here nor there.

This time, the two lines intersected in what was seemingly the middle of the ocean. But Ganyu knew very well that there was actually an island at roughly those coordinates. It even lined up with Yanfei’s extra hint, which she probably thought she was being clever about but was exceedingly obvious.

The letter was the hint. And the letter had come in a book on maritime law, hence suggesting somewhere at sea. Simple. The next challenge, then… would be acquiring a boat.

_

And so Ganyu found herself visiting a friend on the docks of Liyue Harbor.

“Beidou!” she said, flagging down the captain as she perused the fish stalls. The stench of meat was overwhelming, but she did her best to ignore it.

“Ganyu? Didn’t think I’d find you out here.” An amused expression flashed across her face.

“I didn’t think I’d find me here either, honestly.” She wrinkled her nose in distaste. “But I wanted to ask you a favor.”

“Ah, are you looking to buy certain… products?”

Ganyu blinked. “N-No. Do you… sell ‘certain products’?”

Beidou laughed, but didn’t respond.

“Well anyway,” Ganyu continued, “I was wondering if I’d be able to charter one of your ships for a short trip tonight. Even your smallest Waverunner would be fine.”

“Fancy a bit of seafaring, huh?” She grinned. “I like your spirit… but unfortunately, all my vessels are docked in Guyun save for the Alcor itself, and it’ll be leaving harbor tonight.”

Ganyu slumped her shoulders. “Bad timing, then. Well, thank you anyways, and safe travels.”

“You as well. Do you think you’ll be able to find another way to get where you’re going?”

She put a finger to her chin. “I have another idea, although it’s a bit of a stab in the dark.”

_

As the sun began to sink into the evening sky, Ganyu made her way out to Yaoguang Shoal. It was a lengthy walk, but she knew well which routes to take in order to make it as quick as possible. By the time the grassy hills of Mingyun Village faded into white sandbar, the sun was nearly touching the horizon.

She walked to the easternmost edge of the shoal, feeling the cool winter wind against her face. Waves lapped at the sands in a steady rhythm, and the skies were a picturesque blend of oranges and purples. From where she stood, she could see a modest island out in the distance, dotted with a broken tower. That island was her quarry, and the only thing standing between it and her was the wide, vast sea.

It was too far to swim. Moreover, she had no boat. And so, everything would come down to Plan B. She had very little faith in this plan, and even at this moment was resolving herself to head back to the city with nothing to show for her efforts.

Nevertheless, she looked up into the evening sky, cupped her hands to her mouth, and then shouted at the top of her lungs.

“Xiao!”

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    “It’s not necessary to shout,” Xiao said, descending until he floated just a few steps above the ground. “You know that.”

“Sure I do,” Ganyu said, “but it’s way more fun this way. Feels like I’m the lead actress in an opera performance.”

He rolled his eyes. “Did you call me over just because you were bored?”

“Are you implying you would have come anyway if I did?” She smirked, which seemed to annoy him. “But no, I called you over for a reason. I wasn’t sure you’d come at all, actually.”

“Go on, then. I’m listening.”

She pointed at the island in the distance, across the waves. “I want you to take me there.”

Xiao frowned. “You called a high and mighty yaksha… for transportation?”

Ganyu narrowed her eyes. What’s all this about “high”? Stop levitating, and we’ll see about that. “Come on, please? It’ll be just like old times.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fine, so be it,” he said, before scooping Ganyu up in one quick and concise motion.

“Oh wow,” she said, throwing her arms around his shoulder. “I was just going to climb onto your back, but since you’re eager to princess carry me…”

“Well, you’re a lot lighter now than back then.”

“Excuse me? What is that supposed to–”

Before she could finish, Xiao launched into the air, and her voice was lost to the wind as it shrieked past. Above them was the rose-tinted sky, and below them the rippling blue waves. Ganyu held on tight as they flew, and though she had just joked about it… it really did feel like old times. During the Archon War they had fought together, and even if they weren’t exactly friends, the bonds they forged through hardship surely accounted for something.

“Thank you, by the way,” she said, once he had slowed his acceleration a bit.

“It’s nothing,” he said. “I was in the area, anyway.”

“Really now? And why’s that?”

He grunted. “The baby adeptus.”

“Yanfei? Why did she… wait, is that the Alcor?”

As they neared the island, Ganyu spotted from midair a familiar ship off the coast, its sails lowered. But Beidou said she was leaving harbor? Although come to think of it, she never said where she was leaving to. Ganyu had assumed she was bound to Guyun Stone Forest with the rest of her fleet, but that didn’t necessarily have to be true.

“Where should we land?” Xiao asked.

She was tempted to land right on the deck of the ship and find out what was going on. After all, the letter had said to follow her heart once she arrived. But knowing Yanfei…

“Can you take me to that pile of rocks in the shape of a heart?”

Xiao grunted, and then dropped from the sky, slowing his fall so that he landed in the center of the heart and set Ganyu down in one smooth motion. As Ganyu unhooked her arms from his shoulder, she heard a voice call out from nearby.

“Awe, look at the married couple,” Yanfei said, bundled up in what looked to be at least three layers of clothing. Despite this, she was visibly shivering.

“Have you been waiting out here for a while?” Ganyu asked.

“Maybe.”

“Yes she has,” Xiao said.

“Traitor.” Yanfei stuck her tongue out. “You weren’t supposed to help her cross.”

“If I didn’t, you would have frozen to death waiting here,” Xiao said.

“Wait.” Ganyu raised an eyebrow. “Just how did you expect me to get to this island in the first place?”

“You have a cryo vision, don’t you?” Yanfei sniffled. “Can’t you just freeze the water and walk on it?”

“I think you’ve been reading too many of those light novels from Inazuma,” she said.

“Never mind that. Now that you’re here, follow me.” She made off towards the ship, with Ganyu and Xiao falling into step beside her. As she boarded, she could hear a clamor of noise coming from below deck. There were several people, and they seemed to be having quite a bit of fun.

“How did you convince Beidou to let you use the Alcor for this?” Ganyu asked.

“I have my ways.” Yanfei beckoned the two adepti to follow as she made down the stairs into the underbelly of the ship.

Ganyu caught a whiff of food as she descended. Not only were there no traces of meat, but it smelled familiar. Way too familiar. It felt like she was walking through the door to Wanmin. And as for the voices… they too seemed familiar. Her thoughts were occupied on trying to separate them, figure out who was who, right up until she turned the corner and gasped.

It wasn’t because of the mountains of food that had been piled up on the dining table in platters. It wasn’t because Yanfei had dove in and hugged her at that exact moment. It was because there, standing before her, was a crowd of familiar faces. Not only Yanfei and Xiao, not only Beidou, but… Keqing. Ningguang. Huixin and some of her other coworkers from Yujing Terrace. Xiangling and Qiqi, Madame Ping and Cloud Retainer, even Rex Lapis in his new human form.

They had all been engaged in conversation, but turned to look when they saw Ganyu enter. And then, as if on cue, they all spread their hands wide and shouted, in unison.

“HAPPY BIRTHDAY!”

  



4. Chapter 4


    
    All around Ganyu, the ship was bursting with celebration. Xiangling and Marchosias were serving an array of mouth-watering dishes, Beidou’s crewmates were challenging the civil servants of Yuehai Pavilion to various games, and Rex Lapis was playing a duet along with a mischievous-looking young lady. The aroma of food and the rhythmic beat of the music all mixed with the chatter of life in full bloom to create a warm, pleasant atmosphere.

As for Ganyu herself, she had been dragged to a table by Yanfei, who was now pouring her a shot of liquor.

“Don’t worry,” Yanfei said, pouring out two shots and raising one of them into the air. “This is one-hundred percent verified grain alcohol. Completely vegetarian!”

“I’ll give you points for consideration,” Ganyu said. She raised her glass, clinked it against Yanfei’s, and downed the contents. It burned just slightly as it went down, and then spread through her stomach as a tingling warmth.

Yanfei, on the other hand, grimaced and coughed. “Wow, that sure is something.”

“So tell me, how exactly did you get Beidou to lend you her pride and joy?” She arched an eyebrow. “Are you secretly swimming in wealth?”

“I wish,” she laughed. “But no. It was more of a favor from her to me. Gratitude for always defending her in court, that kind of thing.”

“Oh, you’re her lawyer?”

“Sure am!” She leaned in and gave her a conspiratorial smile. “Between the two of us, I mostly do it because I enjoy pissing off the judge.”

“You didn’t whisper that at all,” Ningguang said, arriving with an amused expression on her face. She was dressed to the nines, with her hair done up in an elegant bun. “The feeling is mutual, though. It’s always a pleasure to see you in court.”

“Lady Tianquan,” Ganyu said hurriedly, “please excuse my junior. She’s only had one drink, but apparently even that was too much for her.”

“It’s been more than one,” Yanfei said, a lazy smile across her face. “But anyway, don’t get the wrong idea. I have no animosity towards Ningguang. If anything, I see her as an equal.”

“You consider her to be your equal?” Ganyu asked, eyebrows furrowed.

“The eyes of the law do not discriminate,” she said plainly.

“That’s correct,” Ningguang said. “Truthfully, I find it refreshing that she cuts no corners for me on account of my status. And besides, I just love seeing what kinds of legal loopholes she comes up with, if only so I can revise them right after. It’s almost like a board game, really.”

“I-If you insist, Lady Tianquan.”

“Very good. On to more important matters, though… please accept this as a gift.” She proffered a small box wrapped in flowing red ribbons.

Ganyu tried to meet her eyes, but the Tianquan looked away. So instead she accepted the box and bowed her head. “Thank you.”

“Think nothing of it.” She opened her mouth as if to say more, but at that moment Beidou came up from behind and clapped a hand to her shoulder.

“It’s not every day I see you on my ship,” she said. “What say we play a round of chess?”

“Chess?” Yanfei perked up. “I’ll play too!”

“Very well then,” Ningguang said, planting her hands on her hips. “Shall we play the regular variant or my own version?”

“You want me to play that mess? You’ve lost your mind.”

Ganyu stifled a laugh, and off to the side noticed that Keqing was waving her over. She was seated with Xiangling and Qiqi, a huge platter of food in front of them. Truth be told, she had her eyes on that food from the moment she walked in, and was waiting patiently for a chance to slip away and serve herself a plate.

“Excuse me,” she said, pushing her chair in. The three waved her off as she made her way over to the other table. As she walked, she caught snippets of the chaos around her. Several of the civil servants were engaged in a drinking competition with members of the Crux, and were surprisingly holding their own. I guess government work does that to you, she thought.

“Ganyu,” Keqing said, holding out a bowl of something that smelled absolutely divine, “you have to try this.”

“Oh my,” she said, taking a seat at the table, “what is it?”

“My newest creation,” Xiangling said proudly. “Universal Peace is normally served sweet, but I wondered – how would it taste if it was made spicy? So instead of berries, I cooked it with Jueyun Chili Peppers. Tell me what you think!”

Ganyu waited for Keqing to hand her the bowl, but she did no such thing. Instead, the Yuheng grabbed a piece of the rice with a pair of chopsticks and held it up to the other woman with a flushed expression. Not wanting to embarrass her, Ganyu went along and brought her mouth to it. The rice had the soft, fluffy texture that she was used to, but like Xiangling had said – this time it had a bit of a kick to it.

“Well?” Xiangling asked, eyes glittering.

“As always, your food is amazing,” she said. “Thank you so much for catering tonight.”

“Oh don’t worry,” Keqing said, regaining her composure. “I’m sure she’s more than happy to unleash her newest inventions on a crowd of unsuspecting test subjects.”

“Don’t say it like that!” Xiangling pouted, which caused Keqing to laugh.

I didn’t know they were friends either, Ganyu thought, as they began to tease each other in earnest. Maybe my inner circle overlaps more than I thought? It was rather strange, watching all the people she knew from different areas of her life interact. The Crux, the Qixing, even the adepti – in a sense, this little event might even be considered a first in history. Oh, speaking of adepti…

“And how are you doing tonight?” she asked, pulling Qiqi up and placing her on her lap. As always, she was frigid to the touch. Moreover, she had been quiet all this time, probably overwhelmed by all the noise and people. Poor thing.

“Good,” Qiqi said, resting her head snugly against Ganyu’s arm. “But… Hu Tao is here.”

“Hu Tao?”

She pointed at the young woman who was playing music with Rex Lapis. “Scary.”

Ganyu patted Qiqi’s head, gently running her fingers through her hair. “Don’t worry, nothing will happen. Promise.”

She nodded, and then looked up at Ganyu with her rosy eyes. “I wish the finch was here.”

“Me too.” Where was Yaoyao, anyhow? It was starting to feel as if she hadn’t seen her in an awfully long time.

Qiqi reached into the satchel by her waist, fished around for a bit, and then pulled out a bright, fragrant Qingxin flower. “For you.”

“This is quite the specimen, Qiqi.” Ganyu could tell from the coloration of the petals that it was retrieved from a very high altitude. “…Where did you find it?”

“Secret.” Qiqi rarely smiled, but for a moment Ganyu thought she caught a flash of one across her face.

“Very well,” she giggled. “I’m pleased either way.” She reached out to take the flower, but Qiqi stopped her.

“No eating,” she said. And then, she stuck the flower into the front pocket of Ganyu’s coat, so that only the petals poked out.

“Aw, saw right through me, huh?” No seriously, is it that easy? “I’ll wear it proudly then.” She hugged Qiqi one last time, and then set her down. The girl closed the flap of her satchel and then went off to play with Marchosias, in his miniature bear form.

And now, she thought, time to eat. She was scanning the colorful selection of dishes before her. Rice plates, soups, salads, everything she could have hoped for. As she was plotting how much to take of what, she noticed something.

Xiao was heading up the stairs to above-deck, a troubled expression on his face.

Well, he can brood if he wants to. But even having thought that, she found that she couldn’t will herself to ignore it. As appetizing as the food before her looked… she suddenly found that she wasn’t in the mood to eat.

Curse you, she thought, getting up and pushing her chair in. You better be having a mid-life crisis up there. She marched her way across the room and up the stairs, until she felt the cool wind blowing her hair.

The sun had sunk below the horizon, and stars carpeted the night sky like a thousand glittering pinpricks. Up here the buzz of conversation was muffled, replaced by the rhythmic ebb and flow of the tides.

Xiao was standing by the railing, looking out over the sea with his arms crossed. She walked up beside him and sighed, watching her breath leave as a trail of mist.

“There’s something pretty about the sea at night, huh?”

He grunted. “I’m not used to the ocean being this calm.”

During the Archon War, a terrible beast arose from the depths to threaten this nation. The sea was the most dangerous place for anyone to be, whether human or adeptus. So to Ganyu it made sense for him to feel that way.

“I get a little anxious too,” she admitted. “Looking out at it, I feel like any moment something will jump out. But you know, it looked really stunning when we were flying over it.”

Xiao cast a sidelong glance at her. “You don’t have to come out here to comfort me. It’s your night, after all.”

“So?” Ganyu furrowed her eyebrows. “Have I ever left you to suffer? In all this time?” He didn’t respond, so she continued. “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

A moment passed, and then he finally spoke. “I don’t envy humans. I respect a few of them, like the leviathan-slayer who captains this ship, but I do not covet their lives. They are short-lived, ignorant, and irrational. And yet…”

“…they’re happy,” Ganyu finished.

He nodded. “You’re half human yourself. Do you understand it?”

She took a deep breath. “In some ways I do, and in some ways I don’t. I think… that humans shine as bright as they do because they know they don’t have forever. And that ignorance? It’s more like innocence. They can be happy because they’ve never been forced to see the things we’ve seen, or done the things we’ve done. They’ve never…”

“…been broken, like we have.”

Ganyu cast her eyes downward. “Right.”

“Maybe that’s the closest I’ll ever come to being jealous of them,” he said. “It doesn’t strike me as fair.”

“It’s not,” she said. “But even so, I don’t think it means our lives are any less valuable than anyone else’s. So what, if we’re broken? So what, if we have to spend the rest of our lives picking up the pieces? …It doesn’t mean we can’t try and find that same kind of happiness along the way.”

“And if we never do?” he asked, in a voice that seemed all-too-fragile for him.

“Then we’ll make sure the next generation does. That’s what we’ve always done. Just look at Yanfei. When I see her smiling and laughing without a care in the world…” She felt hot tears welling in her eyes.

“Ganyu…”

“I’d do it all over again, Xiao. Every awful day, every sleepless night. I’d relive all the nightmares and heartbreaks… if only it meant creating a better future for her.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve. “Hey, yaksha. It’s my birthday, so… will you grant me a wish?”

Xiao contemplated for a moment, and then nodded. “Only for you. Speak it.”

“If something ever happens to me… look after her, okay?”

His expression softened. “I would have done that anyway.”

“Good.”

They stood in silence beneath the stars, watching the waves lap against the hull of the ship, until a pair of footsteps drew both their attention.

Turning her head, Ganyu found that Rex Lapis was approaching her, with Cloud Retainer in tow. He had a troubled look on his face, and stopped a little ways away from her. Cloud Retainer, meanwhile, sidled up right beside her.

“This one,” Cloud Retainer said, “has come to apologize.”

Rex Lapis cleared his throat. “Ganyu, this is long overdue, but… I regret not telling you sooner about my actions during the Rite of Descension.”

“Oh, that.” He was, of course, referring to the time he faked his death. As someone who looked up to him for as long as she could remember, his “death” had come as a shock to Ganyu. …No, that was an understatement. It had completely, utterly knocked her off her feet. She didn’t even remember the details of the day itself. If she were asked, she wouldn’t be able to recall what she had been wearing that day, what she had eaten, or even where she had gone afterwards. All she remembered of that day was the burning numbness in her chest.

“Well,” she said, “at least you told me eventually.” In a dream, nevertheless. Come to think of it, was this her first time seeing him in person since the incident? “Don’t get me wrong, I never want it to happen again, but… I won’t hold it against you, if that’s the answer you’re looking for.”

“Thank you,” he said. “It’s a relief to hear you say that.” He shifted his eyes over to Xiao, and then back to Ganyu. “I should have had more trust in the people I’ve counted on for so long. So again, I apologize.”

“You’re free to do as you wish,” Xiao said bluntly. He cast a glance over to Ganyu. “So are you now, matter of fact.”

She nodded. “Our contract is over, isn’t it?”

“That’s right,” Rex Lapis said. “You are free to end your service to the Qixing whenever you please.”

“Should they really be left to their own devices?” Cloud Retainer mused. “Who knows what they might do without her guidance.”

“Don’t worry,” Ganyu said, “I don’t plan on leaving any time soon, contract or not.” She thought back to the promise Yanfei had made to her during the Moonchase Festival. “Although… I think maybe it’d be okay if I started taking more days off.”

Rex Lapis arched an eyebrow. “Those are surprising words, coming from you.”

“Mhm. Even without your contract, I think it’s important for me to witness the growth of Liyue Harbor. I’m one of the few people who can, after all. But I’d like to witness other things, too. Other cities, other peoples. I’d like to see more of what the world has to offer.”

“I think you should,” Xiao said, crossing his arms over his chest. “You’ve given enough to humanity. Let them fend for themselves.”

“They’re doing a fine job of it,” Rex Lapis said. “It’s good to know that our efforts weren’t in vain.”

Cloud Retainer poked at the box Ganyu was holding. “What is this?”

“Oh, the Lady Tianquan gave this to me.” Curious, she unwrapped the ribboning and popped open the lid. Inside the box was… an assortment of seashells. Beautiful, gleaming seashells in a variety of shapes. Many of them were spiraled with a smooth, even texture.

“Shells?” Xiao asked.

Ganyu was silent for a long moment, running her thumb along the glossy surfaces. “I remember. As a child, she used to collect the prettiest shells from Yaoguang Shoal and–“

“Sell them in the city,” Rex Lapis finished.

She nodded. “One day I came across her, and handed her some mora. She tried to offer me the shells in exchange, but… I refused.”

“Perhaps it is that one’s own way of settling the debt,” Cloud Retainer said.

“The more I hear about human customs,” Xiao said wearily, “the less I understand.”

But Ganyu was smiling to herself. These shells, and Qiqi’s flower. It felt good, knowing that others remembered her. For such a long time she had struggled to find her place in this world, but right here, tonight, she felt like she fit in. With Keqing, Beidou, even Xiao. In this chaotic mix of bureaucrats, pirates, and adepti… she felt at home, for the first time in forever.

Above her, the moon shone full in the night sky. It was the same moon that watched her grow up on the lonely peaks of Jueyun Karst. The same moon that watched her cry, when Guili Assembly fell to ruin in war. And it was the same moon that watched her bury herself in an endless trawl of paperwork day after day, year after year.

But tonight, it would watch her smile for the world to see.
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5. Chapter 5


    
    The art of chess was like the art of war, in the sense that Yanfei was skilled in neither.

She studied the board before her with a cold, calculating gaze. Beidou was on the offensive, and through a hard-fought campaign had managed to back Yanfei into a corner. Truly, she expected nothing less from the woman who could best even the Tianquan — it meant that Beidou was Ningguang’s equal, which in turn made her Yanfei’s equal.

“You’ve been staring for quite a while,” Beidou said.

“You cannot rush genius.” Yanfei cracked her knuckles. “My position here is so disadvantageous, it would take a grandmaster to salvage it.”

“No,” Ningguang said flatly. “Not even I could turn this around. I don’t think there’s a single human in this world who could.”

“You may have taken my queen,” Yanfei said gravely, “but you’ll never take my resolve.”

“You’re rather wordy when you’re drunk.” Beidou nodded towards another table, where a man who looked like the personification of autumn was serving himself a bowl of food. “You’d fit right in with Kazuha.”

“Really? Is he drunk too?”

“No. Actually, come to think of it, I’ve never seen him drink.” Beidou leaned in with a conspiratorial smile on her face. “Honestly though, I peg him for a lightweight.”

Yanfei’s eyes shot wide open. “You do what to him?”

Ningguang buried her face in her hands. “Please just make your move, dear. I’m begging.”

“Alright, alright,” Yanfei said, as Beidou burst into laughter from the seat across her. Perhaps it was true that no human in this world could save her from losing. But then… she wasn’t human, so did such a limit really apply to her?

As a xiezhi her judgment was unparalleled. Good and evil, right and wrong, all would be stripped and laid bare before her impartial gaze. All she had to do was tap into that adeptal energy, into her inner reservoir of wisdom and power, and…

Yes, I see it! An opportunity, a path to victory. Enlightenment washed over her and settled in her stomach like a fresh shot of liquor. With a steady hand she chose her piece, slid it into position, and then laid back into her chair.

“Checkmate,” she said smugly.

“Wow,” Beidou said. She blinked in disbelief. Or well, she probably did, beneath her eyepatch. It was hard to tell sometimes.

“Surprised?” she asked.

For some reason, Ningguang was struggling to stifle a laugh.

“Indeed,” Beidou said. “I think that’s the first time someone has ever lost against themselves.”

Yanfei arched an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”

Ningguang gathered her composure and pointed at the board with a long-nailed finger. “Dear, you just moved her piece.”

“What?”

Ningguang stared at her. “You put yourself in checkmate. You lost — against yourself.”

Yanfei rubbed her chin. “But doesn’t that mean… technically, I won against myself?”

“I… yes, dear. I suppose it does.”

“And isn’t that basically a form of self-improvement?”

“Absolutely,” Beidou said. “Now how about you go drink some water?”

“Okay!” Yanfei got up and pushed in her chair. It took a couple tries, but success was the fruit of failure, as they say. With unsteady feet and the room spinning just slightly, she began making her way over to the dining table.

Before she could get there, though, she was stopped by a woman with bright eyes and a cheery smile. She was dressed in a long winter coat, with the hat of a funeral director fit squarely over her head.

“Yanfei,” Hu Tao said. “I hear you’re the one who organized all this?”

“That’s right! Wait… did I invite you?”

“Oh, no.” She made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “I just go wherever the old man goes. Still though — how did you get both the Qixing and the adepti here?”

“The Qixing were pretty easy,” she admitted. “Ningguang just likes parties, and Keqing just likes Ganyu. As for the adepti, well… I went all the way to Jueyun Karst to ask Cloud Retainer.”

“That must’ve been tough, huh? Such a long trip all by yourself.”

“Oh, I wasn’t alone.” Yanfei gestured towards Qiqi, who was playing peek-a-boo with Guoba, who was apparently the sealed incarnation of a long-forgotten god. Family tea simply hit different when your family were all adepti.

Hu Tao frowned for a moment, and cast her eyes off to the side. “Is that so? Well, I’m glad she has people to keep her company.” She cocked her head. “And what about Xiao?”

“Him? Well, it turns out he just appears if you call his name,” she said, mistakingly believing that he would do such a thing for just anyone. “He gets super pissed about it though. Boomer.”

Hu Tao tapped a finger against her lips. “I’m tempted to test that theory for myself… maybe another time. Say, what are you looking for, anyway?”

Huh… what am I looking for? The reason she had come over here to begin with because of what Beidou said. What did Beidou say? Something about Kazuha and peg— no, that wasn’t it. It was about… water? Yes, that’s right. And come to think of it, she was on a boat, so what better place to find water than…

“I’m going above-deck,” Yanfei declared.

“Have fun! I’m going to go ask Kazuha to teach me about haikus. I’ll see you around.”

Isn’t the less you see me the better? she thought, heading towards the stairs. Ascending them proved to be quite the challenge, but thankfully there was a railing to hold onto. Modern technology is a blessing.

As she crested the top and came out above deck, she saw Ganyu surrounded by Cloud Retainer, Xiao, and Rex Lapis. What is this, a family meeting? A chill wind brushed past her face, and she shivered.

“Oops,” she said. “I must have took a wrong turn and ended up at the retirement home.”

“Yanfei!” Ganyu planted her hands on her hips, and Xiao chuckled to himself.

“This one is pleased to see you,” Cloud Retainer said.

“Nice to… see you again,” Rex Lapis said, not meeting her eyes.

Yanfei waved, a bright smile on her face. “Hello, hello. Is everyone having a good time?”

“Mmm, not as good as you, I think,” Ganyu said, with an amused expression. “By the way… thank you for setting all this up for me.”

“Don’t sweat it. I promised to keep you company, didn’t I? And you have to keep your promises—“

“To live a happy life,” she finished. She smiled warmly at Yanfei, and then beckoned her over. “Come here, I want to show you something.”

Yanfei came up so that she was shoulder-to-shoulder with Ganyu, leaning on the railing of the ship. Below her, the waves stretched out further than the eyes could see. On a dark, winter night like this, it almost seemed like the ocean was boundless, as if she could travel its whole length and never once come upon another shore.

And above her was a sea of stars. When Ganyu had taken Yanfei into her teapot, modeled after the Guili Assembly of old, the stars in that sky had swayed back and forth as if they were dancing. The stars in this sky, too, appeared to be moving to Yanfei, although it was probably due to different reasons entirely…

“Pretty, isn’t it?” Ganyu asked.

“Breathtaking… although I’m not sure if I’ll remember it come tomorrow.”

“That’s okay,” Ganyu said softly. “Sometimes it’s the moments we don’t remember that end up changing us the most.”

“You always say sad things,” she grumbled. “Can’t you say anything happy?”

“Oh?” Ganyu said, the corners of her lips turned up into a smile. “Then how about this?”

And then she hugged her. It was a warm, tight hug, the kind that squeezed the breath out of Yanfei’s lungs and hurt just a little bit. She could feel Ganyu’s hair brushing against her forehead.

“I love you,” she said.

And Yanfei, without skipping a beat, “I love you too.”
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