
1. Chapter 1


    
    Ganyu was there at the founding of Liyue Harbor.

Though her memory was not as perfect as her god’s, she could still remember those early years, and the way the sea shimmered and shadows fell from the wall of Mt. Tianheng. She remembered knowing even then that it was a time of change. The birth of the city marked the start of a new era in the land of the Geo Archon, and the atmosphere amongst the mortals under his care had been tired and frightened and painfully hopeful.

Most importantly, she remembered the rise of the first of the seven Qixing. Their roles were not ones assigned by their god, but rather had been decided amongst themselves to only afterwards receive his blessing. The audacity of it astounded her. Such an arrangement would never have existed during the time of the Guili Assembly, when only the word of Rex Lapis and Guizhong had been absolute law.

But Lady Guizhong was long dead, and Rex Lapis stood changed by the loss of her and countless others, friends and enemies and friends-turned-enemies all alike, and furthermore he stood changed by the horrors of a war which had stretched centuries long and the shadows of which they had still yet to fully escape. When the humans stood trembling before him and proposed their radical idea for the beginnings of self-governance, Rex Lapis merely nodded, and Ganyu did not know whether she or them were more surprised.

In this new version of the world, Rex Lapis forged a contract with the adepti to protect Liyue Harbor from external threats. But when it came to Ganyu, he requested that she help the Qixing.

“Why me?” she asked, and he lowered his head and allowed her to stroke the warm scales on his snout. “I do not mean to question your wisdom. But I am merely myself, and I don’t know a thing about humans, or politics, or finance, or administration. I don’t see how I could be of help.”

“I think you know more than you think,” the dragon replied, his voice a low rumble that sank into the earth. “There are many reasons. Ganyu, you are clever and kind and hardworking, and with the worst of the war behind us it is no longer necessary for the Qilin to pick up a bow. The Qixing are new, and figuring themselves out in a time where everyone is, and I believe you could be of use to them. And unfamiliar with them as you are, you are still half-human, so I wish to give you the opportunity to better understand them and perhaps yourself, if you so desire it.”

Ganyu did not answer immediately, for though she could see the value in Rex Lapis’s words she did not yet know how she felt about it. Rex Lapis added in a voice so gentle she could hardly believe it was him, “You do not have to. There are other ways to help Liyue, and I will not begrudge your choice.”

“If it is your will, I will carry it,” replied Ganyu, though the idea of walking amongst the humans, of working alongside them as equals instead of protecting from a distance, was as frightening as it was intriguing. “But my lord, this humble one cannot help but wonder - why allow this hierarchy to form at all? Do humans really need that much independence?”

Rex Lapis laughed quietly. “All living creatures will eventually gain their independence, whether I will it or not. Us adepti can only ease the way.” His eyes were the colour of molten gold, and the sight of them never ceased to comfort her. “But independence begets power begets danger. In the future there will come days where you will need to protect the Qixing from the people, be it through word or blood. And there will be other days where you will need to protect the people from the Qixing.”

Thus did Ganyu and Rex Lapis forge a contract in stone, and she became first and foremost amongst the emissaries of the Liyue Qixing. Her Vision came soon afterwards, and eventually this new stage of her life settled.

 

While the people who comprised Liyue’s human leadership changed over the years, as was inevitable due to the flickering span of human lives, Ganyu did not.

Time is strange to all things, but stranger to immortals still. Every day saw a million interesting things happen, and yet she could forget entire years of those days when they blurred into the background of millennia. Even people slipped from her mind. Though the names and accomplishments of the first seven Qixing were recorded in the history books, she could no longer recall their faces or personalities or the details of their lives.

This was standard for her. People came in and out like droplets in a stream, indiscernible from one another once they’d passed too far along. Only her fellow adepti stuck in her mind, even more so for the way their few numbers dwindled only further with the passage of time. But mortals?

It frightened Ganyu sometimes. She thought that she shouldn’t be able to care about humans anymore, and should be content to do her job as secretary quietly and without getting attached. And yet she did care, or rather, she felt that she did while they were alive and still there. And yet if she truly cared, why could she not remember them when they were gone?

She loathed to burden Rex Lapis with her personal problems. And yet she could not help but confess to him one day over three thousand years after they’d made their contract that she did not want to forget.

“I watched the current Tianshu grow up from childhood,” she said to him. “He still calls me Ganyu-jiejie, even though the hair at his temples is growing grey. A thousand years after he dies - no, even a hundred, or maybe even ten, will I still remember him?”

And as she spoke she was overcome by the feeling that she’d had this conversation with him before. About someone else long ago. And about someone else long before that.

But if she had, Rex Lapis did not cause her pain by confirming it. He merely said, “There are burdens and benefits to an imperfect memory just as there are to a perfect one. Ganyu, would that I could ease your distress, but all I can suggest is that you value the present and those that stand in it with you. Just because you do not remember events of today in the future, does not mean that they are not worthwhile.”

Ganyu nodded slowly. “Your wisdom speaks true, Rex Lapis. Although I still wish I could remember. It will have to be enough for me that you do.”

“Tell me the names of those that you love, and they will forever shine like gold in my memories.”

 

Twenty years before the death of Rex Lapis, the then-Kaiyang of the Qixing asked Ganyu to look after his young daughter.

The Kaiyang was named Qin Sheng, and he was a cold and efficient man. His daughter was Qin Lingshuang. Some of the other members of the Qixing frowned when they learned what job he’d given her, and if the adepti had learned of it they would have thrown a fit. Cloud Retainer might have cursed his household for such an insult to the esteemed secretary.

But Ganyu did not mind, or rather, she did not care strongly about such things. It was not the first time that she had been assigned to a task ‘beneath’ her, and it would not be the last. Her services were at the disposal of Liyue, and it was not necessarily up to her to decide where those services were needed. Furthermore, she had looked after children of the Qixing before. Had watched many of the past and current members grow up, even. Such was the fate of an unchanging immortal.

Also, she was efficient, not only more so than the Kaiyang but than most mortals could ever dream of being. (Efficiency at one’s job was only to be expected after thousands of years of experience.) It was a trivial matter to do paperwork while keeping an eye on a child.

As for the child in question, she was …

Qin Lingshuang was small and spoiled and petulant and needy and even at that young age she hated her father and the servants of her household and stuck to Ganyu’s side like sticky rice to bamboo leaves. She liked to crawl into Ganyu’s lap while she was working and touch her horns even though Ganyu asked her not to. She wore her dark hair in two braided buns and made flower crowns out of the Glaze Lilies in her mother’s garden and threatened to throw tantrums if Ganyu refused to wear them. Frankly, the threats were unnecessary; she would not have refused.

Lingshuang called her Ganyu-jiejie, as others had and would. She would call her Jiejie and Ganyu would call her A-Shuang until Linshuang turned sixteen and Ganyu asked her not to anymore because she was no longer a child. After that Qin Lingshuang grew cold in manner to her and they spoke rarely even after her father died and she replaced him as the new Kaiyang. But Ganyu still received a vase of Glaze Lilies every New Year’s.

Long before Ganyu killed her, Lingshuang was a child whose name she told to Rex Lapis and who she did not realize she did not understand. When Lingshuang was twelve, she looked at Ganyu with inscrutable eyes while she was signing documents at her desk, and then she carefully reached out and touched the flesh at the base of the neck of the half-adeptus, making her pause.

“Jiejie,” said Lingshuang. “It’s not good enough to just stay together. I don’t want you to continue living after I die.”

Ganyu removed her hand to take it in hers. What a strange thing to say. She could not remember anyone having expressed such sentiments to her before, but that didn’t mean anything. “What brought this on?”

“I’ve overheard the servants whispering that you don’t age, that you’ll live forever. I don’t want to be alone.”

“Oh,” said Ganyu softly. “If that’s all … rest assured, mortality doesn’t mean that you’ll be alone, A-Shuang. The one that will be left behind is me.”

One of them forgot this conversation within half a year’s time. The other did not.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Qin Sheng 琴胜 and Qin Lingshuang 琴灵霜 where A-Shuang 阿霜 is a diminutive. Jiejie 姐姐 literally means ‘big sister’ but can also be used to address older women non-relatives in a friendly and familiar manner.

This story has been sitting gathering dust in my files for a whole month. I came close to posting it to ‘not discarded’ instead but then I realized that it’s almost complete so there would be no point.

Originally this was meant to be one long oneshot, but I lost momentum while writing it. I hope that breaking it into smaller pieces will allow me to actually finish it.

        




2. Chapter 2


    
    Two years after the death of Rex Lapis, Ganyu was summoned to the Tianquan’s new Jade Chamber.

Besides Lady Ningguang herself, the Tianshu and the Yuheng were also present. Ningguang’s usual attendants were absent, and the atmosphere was suffocating. Ganyu knew instantly what their unsmiling faces meant with the assurance of one who had been in this situation many times before (although she could not remember the details of any of them): someone in the Qixing had turned traitor, and only those in this room were those she could trust for certain.

But it made people uneasy when Ganyu voiced her intuition on delicate matters before they’d even been explained, so she only bowed and said, “You called for me, Lady Ningguang?”

Yet it was Keqing who spoke. “Are you sure we should have called her here?” she said to the Tianquan. “Not that I don’t believe you, but you did just say they were close.”

Ganyu’s heart sank, though she kept her eyes on the floor. After the departure of their god, she thought that she and Keqing had come to an understanding. But it seemed that trust was not so easily built.

“Rex Lapis believed in Ganyu, and so shall I,” said Ningguang simply. “I have never seen her falter in her duty.”

“It’s not her dedication that I’m worried about.”

“Ganyu-jiejie,” said Uncle Tian, and he smiled at her softly. “Thank you for coming on such short notice. We seek your assistance in something, and we’d like you to hear us out until the very end.”

They explained to her what had happened. They showed her all the evidence that they’d had compiled. Ganyu listened politely, but in the end she knew the details of it didn’t really matter. Only the conclusion did, and the conclusion was that the Kaiyang of the Qixing was selling citizens of Liyue to the Abyss Order, and they intended on exposing her.

“I understand,” said Ganyu once they finished. “The evidence provided is sufficient. You have my support, and my bow, if need be.”

Ningguang nodded and Uncle Tian’s smile turned resigned. But Keqing frowned and folded her arms.

Ganyu hesitated and added, “Rest assured, Lady Keqing, my loyalty is to Rex Lapis and the well-being of Liyue, not to any individual member of the Qixing. I will do what needs to be done and no less.”

“I know,” said Keqing. “But we won’t need your bow. When it comes to arrests, that’s what the Millileth is for. Half-adeptus or not, there is no need for the secretary of the Qixing to dirty her hands.”

For someone so clever, Ganyu could not help but think, Keqing could be startlingly naive.

 

Ganyu logically knew and felt that she had loved Lady Guizhong more than she could remember the specific time that they’d spent together. Her impression of the God of Dust had faded to a mere echo of a delighted laugh, a warm voice and soft hands patting her cheeks. Cute, Guizhong liked to call her. Little Ganyu, fat and round, sweet as summer’s rain. Cloud Retainer liked to talk about how Guizhong braided Ganyu’s hair and allowed her to sit in her lap while she and Rex Lapis held audiences, even though Ganyu liked to chew on her long sleeves.

Ganyu had learned to quickly walk away when Cloud Retainer started bringing up mortifying recollections.

Guizhong died when Ganyu was just a child even by mortal standards, and it was many years before she fully understood what it was that had happened to her. At the time, all that she knew was that the pretty lady who kept tasty Qingxin flowers up her sleeves was no longer there, and everyone was angry and unhappy and worried about Rex Lapis, though Ganyu didn’t know why, as it was a truth of her life even then that there was no one in the Assembly that was stronger.

The only detailed memory she had was the time Guizhong told her about her parents. She remembered making an effort to remember because it was the only time anyone had acquiesced to tell her anything about them. When she’d asked Cloud Retainer, the crane adeptus had merely harrumphed and said in a voice of venom that mortals could be bastards.

“Little Rain,” sighed Guizhong, running a comb through Ganyu’s hair. “Your parents loved one another purely and unselfishly. You are the living proof of that love, that humans and adepti can not only coexist but thrive in each other’s company. I knew them well, and I know they would never have left you willingly.”

“Cloud Retainer said humans killed them.”

“Yes. They did not understand the connection between your parents. Humans are a small and fragile people who feel all the more strongly for that their lives are short. Oftentimes they fear that which they don’t understand, and where fear blooms, hatred soon follows. Cloud Retainer cannot forgive them for what they’ve done. You do not have to either, if you do not desire to - but never forget that alongside the evil there is good in them, as there is good and evil in all things. After all,” she said, smiling and pinching her cheeks, “if they were all bad, would they have been able to create something as beautiful as you?

“As a human and adeptus both, you will inevitably walk both worlds. I hope this means you will never have to be lonely.”

 

Lingshuang could not have been expecting them, but not once did she lose her composure. Her office was located on an underground floor at Yuehai Pavilion. The Kaiyang greeted them with polite smiles even as members of the Millileth entered behind them.

“To what do I owe this pleasure, Lady Ningguang, Lady Keqing, Lord Tian?” She did not look at Ganyu.

Keqing scowled. “I think you know why we’re here.”

She said that she could not possibly guess. She asked them to enlighten her over tea; they refused. The tea, that was, not to explain.

“More for myself, then,” said Lingshuang. She strode over to a cart on the side of the room, on top of which a tea set sat on a tray. Then she reached past the cart and touched the panelling of the wall.

Keqing rocketed across the room with electricity crackling over her heels, nearly crashing into the desk, but Lingshuang was already sinking into the rippling wall with a faint smile. Keqing smacked her hand where her face had been, but it was solid.

Holes in the walls burst open. The Millileth cried out as the room began to flood.

“Damn it!” said Keqing. “If I’d reacted a moment quicker - ”

Ganyu waded through the water towards her and put a hand on the wall where Lingshuang had disappeared. “A secret passage resonating solely with her Hydro Vision,” she murmured. “An unusual technology. It reeks of the Abyss Order.” She could feel that dark energy simmering under the wall. “We won’t be able to follow her through, but based on the orientation of the room and building, I have a few guesses for where she might have come out.”

Ganyu turned her gaze towards Ningguang and Uncle Tian. The Millilleth were pulling and pushing at the double doors with little response. Ningguang gestured for them to stand back. Her Geo gems smashed into the polished wood with a force that made the building tremble, but they held strong.

“Although,” mused Ganyu, “by the time we get out of here, she’ll probably be long gone from there as well.”

“Lingshuang has a lot of nerve, trying to assassinate members of the Qixing like this,” said Keqing. “Even if she were to get away, if the Tianshu, the Yuheng, the Tianquan, and you turn up drowned in her office then she would never be able to return to her position as the Kaiyang. People aren’t stupid.”

“She knew from the start that her only choices were to seek refuge with the Abyss or flee the country,” said Ningguang, still hurtling gems, her usual knowing expression twisting into the slightest of sneers. “How disappointing for the Kaiyang to have so little love for the nation she was born in and sworn to.”

Keqing also looked put out. “Wasn’t she a traditionalist? I would have thought that, as someone who worshipped Rex Lapis …”

The water rose fast, and was nearly up to their knees by now. Ganyu summoned her bow and shot at the holes in the walls once, twice, three times, calling upon the power of her Cryo vision. They froze deeply, and the flow ceased. In the absence of the sound of the rushing water, the sudden silence was cold.

Ningguang and Uncle Tian stepped aside for her when she approached the door. Ganyu spread her hands over it. As expected, it was sealed tightly so as not to let the water flow out, and the wood was good and old and strong. But all those qualities she too possessed, and in greater measure.

Before Ganyu had worked for the Qixing, she fought under Rex Lapis during what the mortals now called the Archon Wars. She slew humans and immortals and even assisted in the downfall of gods. Under the shadow of death she grew steadfast and hard and dangerous, as all the adepti who survived those times had to be. The blood she spilt during those dreadful times was enough to make Luhua Pool run red.

She hadn’t had her Vision back then. Only the strength of a Qilin and the cunning of a human and her faith in her god. Her bow, her body, her hands.

Ganyu knocked her knuckles against the wood. There, on the left side of the left door, there was some rot, a soft weakness in the wood under the layers of lacquer. She slammed her palm against it, testing. The doors shook and creaked. She lifted both arms in the air and smashed right through.

Wood splintered, needling into the flesh. The left door fell off its hinges, breaking around the right door which swept clumsily open. Water poured out into the halls. Other secretaries poked their heads out of their offices.

“Thank you, Ganyu,” said Ningguang, beating the water out of her dress with sharp, graceful movements, wearing an expression of continued distaste. “We’ll have to put Yuehai under lockdown, send out a search warrant for the city, and investigate anything Lingshuang left behind.”

“Lady Ningguang,” said Ganyu, shaking out her hands. “If you will allow me - I believe I am the person best able to find her. I have a few guesses for where she might have headed, but I will need to be fast.”

“I’ll go with you,” said Keqing, stepping forward. “I’m still the fastest one here, even more so than you. It’ll be better if a member of the Qixing were there to witness and oversee the arrest. And it’s a good precaution to have backup.”

Ganyu had not needed backup for anything for nearly four thousand years, but she nodded her assent.

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    Little love had existed between Qin Lingshuang and her father, but nonetheless the previous Kaiyang lavished gifts on his only child in the way only wealthy and indifferent parents could. As such she had been materialistically spoiled in childhood. Young Linshuang was the kind of person to mock, tear, and ignore the many dolls, toys, clothes, books, and jewelry that she received a constant stream of, but her mood turned foul if too many days stretched on without her having received anything.

It was not a mindset Ganyu could have wrapped her head around. During her own childhood she had been thoroughly doted upon by the adult adepti who cared for her, but her toys had consisted of perhaps one straw doll and a hard ball to throw around. The adepti had not expected her to want for material things, and it never occurred to her that she should either. All of Liyue had been her playground, so small Ganyu had been happy to roll down hills and chase after animals and fall asleep amongst the flowers. Times were simpler back then.

Lingshuang’s early teenage years had been unpleasant for more or less everyone involved. She was haughty and cold, ill-tempered and sometimes vicious with her servants. Her frazzled mother often begged Ganyu to come deal with her despite the fact that she was old enough to no longer need looking after, as the apparent only person who Lingshuang would listen to. It was true that A-Shuang smiled whenever Ganyu came to visit and would dismiss all her other appointments as irrelevant if it meant spending time with her, but Ganyu felt uneasy instead of touched. If A-Shuang knew she was coming in advance, she would terrorize the servants into making sure everything was perfect for her arrival. If Ganyu was only there for a short time, was only there to speak to her father, or didn’t show up after all, she would have a quiet meltdown in her room afterwards, according to Lady Qin.

Ganyu could see the cracks of devastating disappointment in A-Shuang’s mask every time she had to politely and regretfully cut their meetings short, and she never knew what to make of it. She had no idea why Lingshuang was so attached to her, and she had no idea what to do about it. In the end, after seeking the counsel of Madame Ping and giving the situation a lot of thought, she decided to set aside some proper time for her, perhaps two or three days scattered throughout the year, and drag her out to wander Liyue’s countryside while fervently hoping that the healing power of nature would have some effect.

She was mostly sure it worked. As the years went by Lingshuang’s temperament calmed and she ceased lashing out at the servants. She no longer mocked her tutors but took diligently to her studies, especially in regards to Liyue’s history and the economics of mining. When she took an interest in painting Liyue’s landscapes her mother nearly wept in relief at her daughter having found a cultured hobby. By the time A-Shuang turned sixteen she was exactly the sort of accomplished, composed, and elegant sort of young lady that her parents had always wanted.

For A-Shuang’s sixteenth birthday, Ganyu gifted her a glittering amethyst geode Rex Lapis helped her pick out from amongst the ore merchants in the marketplace. In return, A-Shuang gave her a black and white ink painting of Luhua Pool on a long silk scroll.

“This is beautiful,” said Ganyu, lifting it up to admire it. “You’ve gotten very good at this.”

“As long as Jiejie likes it,” said A-Shuang, sipping her tea.

“Lingshuang,” she said, and hesitated. Carefully, because she did not want to hurt her, “You’re almost an adult now, aren’t you? You’ve grown up well, and you don’t need me to look after you anymore. I am just a secretary, so it might reflect poorly on you if you were to address me so familiarly in the future. Is it alright if you don’t call me that anymore?”

“Alright,” said Lingshuang, and did not seek her out nor speak to her for another seven years, not until she became the Kaiyang and interaction was inevitable. Even then it was with a polite and professional coolness befitting a stranger.

Ganyu was thus certain that she had offended her after all, but with Lingshuang being barely willing to even look at her, she set aside her own feelings of hurt and tried to let it go. She accepted the Kaiyang’s scraps of distant goodwill when they came, admired her dedication to her work from afar, and neither pretended to forget nor brought up the past. After all, from the moment they’d first met she’d known a parting between them to be inevitable. Lingshuang was mortal; Ganyu was not. She comforted herself with the thought that though they could never go back to what they had been, at least they would remain united in their work on maintaining the wellbeing of Liyue.

 

The Kaiyang owned a property on the hills south of Luhua Pool, with a beautiful view overlooking the water. You could see Wangshu Inn from here, towering in the distance. She’d commissioned the creation of the small mansion shortly after ascending to the ranks of the Qixing. As a youth, despite the size and opulence of her residence on Yujing Terrace, she’d complained often about not having enough space to herself. These days the Qin family home was empty but for Lingshuang’s aging mother and a couple of servants left over to look after her. The Kaiyang preferred to stay in Yuehai Pavilion, or here.

Lingshuang owned this house under a different name, however, and never used it to conduct Qixing business. Ganyu only knew that it belonged to her because of a couple of off-hand comments she’d made a couple of years ago.

Looking down at the house from the cliffside, Ganyu said, “Though Lingshuang usually used her Hydro Vision with a catalyst when doing work as one of the Qixing, but she is also trained with knives and the bow. I don’t think she’s your superior in close combat, but she is an excellent shot.” She’d won archery competitions as a young adult. She’d started shortly after their falling out, according to Lady Qin.

Keqing nodded. “So you’re saying her fighting style is versatile, like most Hydro users. It’ll be hard to take her into custody unharmed.”

Ganyu paused. “Custody?”

“… It is custom to give criminals a trial before execution, Ganyu,” said Keqing. She sounded faintly shocked.

“Yes, if possible. But she has already made attempts on the lives of members of the Qixing, and she will do it again to you once you step within her territory. She knows what the outcome of a trial would be. She has nothing to lose. She won’t come quietly.” They never did.

“I’m not in the practice of killing before asking questions,” said Keqing.

“Neither am I,” said Ganyu quietly. Something in her expression made Keqing hesitate. “But right now it is my job to protect you, first and foremost. That is my duty as Emissary, to a member of the Qixing. I don’t want to hurt her, but I will do what I have to. You should be prepared for every outcome, especially the most likely one.”

They made their way down the slope. “Ningguang said the two of you were friends,” Keqing ventured.

“That was a long time ago,” said Ganyu. “I’m sure she’s already forgotten.”

 

There were no signs of any servants in Lingshuang’s mansion, though the open courtyard at its center was beautifully decorated with silk flowers and glaze lilies. Lingshuang was waiting for them there, alone. She shot an arrow at Keqing without preamble.

Though startled, Keqing knocked it away with her sword. Ganyu’s own arrow left her bow in the same instant. It found home in Lingshuang’s forearm and only came to a halt after its tip had poked out the other end, its length halfway through. Ice spread over her skin, encasing her arm.

She staggered, bow vanishing. Her eyes were bright with pain and hatred.

“Don’t make this more difficult than it has to be,” said Keqing, mouth a grim line. “It’s not too late to turn yourself in with dignity.”

Lingshuang ignored her. “You missed, Ganyu,” she said.

Keqing stepped forward. “Miss Qin, you don’t have to - ”

“Shut up,” said Lingshuang. For a moment she looked as she’d been at fourteen, contemptuous and cruel. “I have no interest in listening to the self-righteous prattle of coddled upstarts who don’t know the first thing about the real world.” With her uninjured hand she pulled a long knife from her belt and used it to gesture at Ganyu. “As for you. I’ve never been able to stand you. Always acting like you’re better than the rest of us, just because you’re an adeptus. If you were really as nice as you pretend to be you would have put that arrow through my skull instead of through my arm. Does it feel nice to drag out my final moments, Jiejie? Do you think I’m pretty, with blood dripping down my arm?”

She swallowed. “You could have been better than this. You worked so hard to become Kaiyang. Why throw it away for the Abyss?”

She laughed, the sound short and harsh. “Why not? Everything in Tevyat is temporary, even the archons. I believe that even Celestia will fall one day. Only the Abyss is ever-lasting. Though I guess I don’t expect you to understand that, old and stuck in your ways as you are. The past two years, I’ve been wondering, how does it feel to be the follower of a dead god?”

“Rex Lapis isn’t dead,” was all Ganyu managed to say. “You - you had that dream, with the rest of us.”

“Dead or not, isn’t it all the same? He abandoned us.”

“He trusted us humans to lead ourselves,” Keqing snapped. “A trust you are betraying as we speak.”

“You’re so naive,” said Lingshuang. “For a self-proclaimed skeptic, you certainly are jumping at the chance to defend him. Between you and that loathsome Tianquan, the Qixing have certainly dropped in quality since my father’s time. These are the people you’re going to choose, Ganyu?”

“Miss Lingshuang,” said Ganyu. “You have no right to cast judgement on others when you would sell innocent civilians to the Abyss. If your reasons are so petty, then I have nothing left to say to you. Surrender so I don’t have to hurt you further.”

For a moment, Lingshuang’s expression twisted into something so savage she looked inhuman, but almost as quickly it smoothed out again. “I guess I should have expected that,” she sighed, head shaking. “Duty and loyalty - for all these years, you haven’t changed a bit. It was too much to hope that there was room in you for anything else after all. But I’m still disappointed.”

The Vision over Lingshuang’s heart glowed. Spheres of water pooled into the air. Her blood dripped onto the tiles of the courtyard, red on pale blue.

Ganyu blinked away her tears as she strung a second arrow into her bow. “So am I.”

  



4. Chapter 4


    
    Rex Lapis had killed countless. All the adepti knew it, and none of them judged him for it. Six thousand years was a long time to live, plenty to deal with contract-breaker after contract-breaker, one enemy after another, any single threat to Liyue purged quickly only for another to rise up in its place.

Ganyu was awed by him. Plenty had met their end at her hands but it was nothing compared to the violence Rex Lapis had waded through to maintain peace and order in Liyue. Had it been her, she would have broken under the weight of that suffering long ago, but Rex Lapis endured and endured until he was the oldest Archon in Tevyat and only wiser for his longevity.

Inevitably, some of Rex Lapis’s enemies used to be his friends. And very occasionally, they’d been human as well.

She thought about this as she and Keqing made their way back to the Harbor. She thought about this, and the blood on her clothes, and the way Lingshuang had looked at her when her arrow struck her heart.

Ningguang was waiting for them at Yuehai Pavilion. The place was swarming with the Millileth. She flicked her fan shut when they arrived, her calm red eyes filled with unusual pity. “Everything has been taken care of here. Lingshuang?”

“Dealt with,” said Keqing simply, stiffly. “The body has already been turned over to Wangsheng.”

“Good. Miss Ganyu,” she said, voice gentling. “Why don’t you take the next couple of days off? You’ve worked hard; you deserve a break.”

Ganyu blinked. “I - but isn’t there much to do? With … with the Kaiyang dead and all that’s happened, aren’t I …”

“My personal secretaries have learned a lot under your tutelage the past few years. They can handle things on their own for a short while. Take some time to yourself, get some rest, come back to work when you’re ready.”

Ganyu looked away, biting back the words, “I’m ready now,” on the tip of her tongue. “If Lady Ningguang insists. I’ll … go pick my stuff up from my office.”

“Mine is on the way,” said Keqing. “Come with me there first.”

Keqing’s office was small for a room in use by one of the Qixing, and unusually simple. A few potted plants sat in the corners and on the windowsill, and a bulletin board covered in notes sat on one of the walls. Besides that the place was largely empty of personal furnishings. Keqing directed Ganyu to sit on the plush chair opposite her desk and went to rummage through her drawers. She pulled out a medical kit and out of that, a pair of tweezers.

Ganyu watched her take her hands in hers and carefully pluck the wooden splinters from them, leftovers from when she’d broken down the door to Lingshuang’s office. “I could have done this myself,” she said. “I don’t want to trouble you, Lady Keqing.” But she didn’t pull away.

“It’s no trouble,” said Keqing shortly, not looking up from her work. “You should let other people do something for you for once.” She paused. “May I be honest?”

“I’ve never been able to stop you.”

A ghost of a smile crossed Keqing’s features. “The Kaiyang doesn’t deserve your pity,” she said. Her voice was quiet, not unkind.

“Ah.” She closed her eyes. “Did I show her pity?”

“More than she was owed.”

Ganyu tried to laugh. “You’re the one who tried to convince me to spare her.”

“Mercy is one thing. Pity is another.” She set down the tweezers and opened up a sealed wet cloth. The disinfectant stung Ganyu’s skin where Keqing applied it. “And … you were right, for what it’s worth. She wouldn’t have come quietly.”

Ganyu opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. “I wonder for how long she was lost,” she murmured. “Maybe, if I had paid closer attention, I could have …”

She trailed off. Keqing said, “She made her own choices.”

“I know. But she used to listen to me. I wish I’d known how to make her listen again, but I …” She swallowed. “For all that I’ve lived amongst humans for thousands of years, and for all that I’m half human myself, I’ve never understood them. I’ve known A-Shuang since she was twelve but I never knew what she wanted from me. Now I never will. And while I know nothing but the duty of an adeptus, my memory is mortal. In a few hundred years her name and face will slip from my memory.” So would Keqing’s, and Ningguang’s, and Uncle Tian’s, and everyone except for her fellow adepti, all of them standing like pillars of stone watching the river flow around them and away.

Keqing wrapped bandages around her fingers. “I won’t pretend to know the burdens of an immortal,” she said at last, “much less one in your position. But for my part, if I were Lingshuang, I wouldn’t mind being forgotten by you if it meant I stopped causing you pain.”

Ganyu’s lips quirked. “But you’re not Lingshuang. She would want to be remembered, burned into my mind no matter what it took to make it happen.”

“That’s true.” Keqing cut the last strip of bandages free from its roll with a small pair of silver scissors. “But if you know that about her, then you probably understood her better than you’re giving yourself credit for.”

The Yuheng didn’t shoo her out of her office when she was finished, saying nothing to dismiss her even after she put the medical kit away and started on her paperwork. How very like Keqing, a workaholic to the very end. After everything that had happened, it would have been reasonable for her to take a break as well. But Ganyu could understand the need to keep busy, even though for some reason she could not muster up the will to move herself at the moment.

Instead she looked past her, out the open window to where the sky glowed orange with the incoming evening. Ganyu breathed and thought of the heartbeat of the earth, of the painting of Luhua Pool that hung on the wall in her office, of a god who’d once pinched her cheeks and whispered her wish that she never be lonely.

“Keqing,” she said. “Thank you.”

 

Rex Lapis was dead, but Zhongli was not.

He found her sitting on top of Mt. Tianheng a week after the Kaiyang’s death, knees drawn up to her chin and looking out to the sea.

“The burial rites have been completed,” he said without preamble. “Would you like to have tea with me?” His gaze drifted to the horizon. “But if you want to be alone, I will respect your wishes.”

The Ganyu of old would never have dared refuse an invitation from Rex Lapis, nor made any demands of him. But Rex Lapis wasn’t here.

“No, please stay,” she said. “Can we sit here for a while longer?”

Zhongli nodded and sat. The years had changed him. His eyes were not as gold as they used to be, though the amber in them would never fade entirely. Time had darkened them from something brilliant and unearthly into something warm and tangible, almost mortal. But he would never be human, never fully one of them. Such a commonality between them she had never expected. And yet somehow it felt perfectly natural.

Ganyu said, “Do you ever wish you could forget?”

He said, “Yes.”

“Perhaps I would feel the same if I could remember things as well as you. I’m sorry for asking you to hold onto the stories I tell you of the mortals I meet. You must have enough memories of your own already.”

Zhongli smiled wryly. “On the contrary, recording the joys of yourself and others is one of the few things that make this old mind worth it.”

“I’ve done what you’ve asked,” she said. “I’ve protected the Qixing from the people, and the people from the Qixing.”

“So you have. Nearly four thousand years you have flawlessly fulfilled your contract.” Zhongli lay his back down against the grass and closed his eyes, the breeze buffeting at his bangs. They’d had a conversation like this once but he’d been a dragon then. Now he was not even an archon. “This is no longer the age of gods and monsters. Would you like to retire?”

She considered it. “I enjoy my job.”

“So did I.”

“I didn’t expect to,” said Ganyu. “Not at the beginning. I don’t remember why I agreed, nor why you asked me, of all people.” She took a deep breath. “I never thought I could be one of them. Not properly. And maybe I won’t ever be completely human, not effortlessly. But I still … I’m still …”

She trailed off. Zhongli said nothing.

“I think I’d like to see this through a little longer,” Ganyu whispered. And as she spoke she was overcome by the feeling that this was not the first time she’d said so.

 


  Fin.


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Note: I changed the implied ganqing tag to platonic because this came out more like … pre pre-relationship than pre-relationship, I think.

        



