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    It was said that people who ventured into Vanarana often had strange and mystical experiences. Leaves changing color in real time, music coming from thin air — the hidden wonders of the forest. When Nilou had come to visit, it had been in hopes of glimpsing one such thing.

But never did she imagine that she would encounter a goddess in the flesh.

Hair like the morning sky, dressed in a sleek blue anarkali gown with light embroidery. The hem ran down to just above the floor, and thus when she moved it looked less like she was walking and more like she was gliding, as if on a cloud.

Graceful and elegant, she had the aura of a forest deity straight out of the many tales Nilou had heard as a child. Perhaps she was a yakshini, a guardian of this sacred grove. Zubayr Theater often held performances that drew inspiration from them.

At the very least, however, Nilou was certain that this woman was some kind of divine being. After all…

She had two red-marbled horns sprouting from her head.

They weren’t like the decorations on Nilou’s Sabzeruz Festival outfit, either; even from a distance she could tell they were real. In fact, was it possible that she was the Goddess of Flowers herself?

Supposedly she had met her end long again in Sumeru’s history, but perhaps she was reborn into a new incarnation? Could that be why she was staring at everything with an almost curious expression?

Or perhaps she had been secluded here in Vanarana all this time, and everyone had simply assumed she was gone. Something very similar had happened to Kusanali Devi, so she couldn’t deny the possibility.

At the present moment, Nilou was stealing glances at her from behind a tree. Her heart was telling her that this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and that she should go say hello, but at the same time her mind was cautioning her against it. Was it even acceptable to just ‘go say hello’ to a goddess? She felt like that would be skipping over some crucial steps.

If only Dehya was here, Nilou thought. She would probably have a good idea of what to do. Unfortunately they had gotten separated shortly after crossing into Vanarana. In fact Nilou had just been in the process of looking for her when she stumbled upon—

The woman turned and looked at her.

Nilou’s breath caught. The woman’s sunset eyes caught the evening light as they widened, and she pressed a hand to her chest.

“Excuse me,” she said. “Is someone there?”

She hesitated. Had she just been caught trespassing on sacred ground? Would it be wise to run while she still could? But, the woman’s voice…

It was gentle. Not harsh, nor accusatory in the slightest. And it had a warmth to it. Perhaps that was stupid or naïve thing to say, but Nilou felt like her very words had some sort of pacifying quality. Just listening to them made her feel at ease.

Nilou may not have had as wide a breadth of knowledge as many of her fellow countrymen, but she had always found herself to be a good judge of character. And this woman didn’t seem malicious.

So she stepped out from her cover and waved.

“Um… hello, Miss Goddess. If this is your abode please forgive me for trespassing, I had no idea!”

The woman tilted her head, confused. Had she misspoke?

“Hello there,” she said, giving a wave of her own. “Have you seen a young lady with antlers?”

With antlers? Did that imply there was yet another deity that lived in this grove? Was a bunch of goddeses dwelling in the forest some open secret that only she wasn’t aware of?

“I haven’t,” she said, bowing. “My sincere apologies, Miss Goddess.”

The woman stepped closer, until they were face-to-face. She really was beautiful, and not simply in a way that meant ‘nice to look at.’ Her beauty was more like that of the moon, sitting regally in the night sky. Something very natural with the slightest touch of otherworldliness.

“…I see.” For a brief moment her expression was one of confusion, but it quickly melted into worry. “Sorry to bother you, then. I’ll take my leave.”

“Oh, wait!” Nilou said, before she could turn back around. “Um, I’m actually looking for someone too. If it’s not too much trouble, could I ask if you’ve seen them?”

“Ah, you’re actually the first other person I’ve run into. But since it seems we’re both in the same situation…”

She proffered her hand, a gentle warmth behind her eyes.

“Do you want to search together?”


“Yanfei!” Ganyu called out, to no avail.

She still had no idea how they managed to get separated so suddenly. One moment they were heading deeper into the forest together, and then the next Ganyu had found herself all alone.

Nilou, the young lady she had just met, cupped her hands to her mouth and shouted. “Dehya!”

A moment of silence passed. No luck there, either.

The two of them were following a trail that cut through the thicket, and Ganyu in particular was stepping carefully so that her outfit didn’t snag on some underbrush. It was true that Sumeru’s woodlands were rather dense, but Vanarana itself was relatively small. If they continued at their current pace, they should have been able to comb through most it before it became—

“Ganyu Devi?” Nilou asked, panting slightly. “Can we rest for a bit?”

She stopped in her tracks. Turning to look back over her shoulder, she found that Nilou had sweat beading across her forehead.

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Ganyu said. It had just been her and Yanfei these past few days, so she had forgotten that mortal stamina depleted as quickly as it did. “Let’s take a break, then?”

They took seats on some large, flat rocks beneath one of the massive plant formations that flourished in this corner of the woods. Above the cover of trees the sky was already darkening, oranges and purples fading into a deep and rich blue.

“We’ve been walking for a while now, come to think of it,” Ganyu said. “You must be athletic, to have kept pace all this time.”

“I’m a dancer by trade, so a little.” She took a long sip from the waterskin that hung at her side, then held it out towards Ganyu. “Want some? It’s straight from my vision, though, so it’s a bit lukewarm…”

“Let me see.” Ganyu took the container and channeled cryo, directing the cold from her hands outwards. Then she handed it back to Nilou, who took another experimental sip.

“Wow! This is way better.” She laughed. “Thank you for this blessing, Ganyu Devi.”

Incidentally, “devi” was the word for “goddess” in many of the local tongues. As for why Nilou thought Ganyu was a goddess, part of the reason seemed to be that she interpreted horns as a mark of divinity, owing to one of the major deities worshiped in this land.

“Blessing is quite an exaggeration,” Ganyu said. “I just happen to have a cryo vision. I’m not really a goddess, either, though I’m flattered you seem to think so.”

“Ah…” Nilou tilted her head. “Are you a yakshini, then?”

At that question a cold shiver ran down her spine.

Yakshini. A word she hadn’t heard in a long, long time. And with it came memories so old that they almost seemed like someone else’s. Like they belonged to a dream, and not the bloodstained reality she had lived through.

A woman with hair like roaring flame, and another with eyes like the ocean depths. Both lovely and dangerous in equal measure. And both worn down by the endless passage of time.

The word “yaksha” was one still frequently said in modern Liyue. Partly because of Xiao, and partly because aside from being the masculine form of the word, it was also the catch-all term for the group as a whole.

Contrast this with “yakshini,” the feminine form. In practice it was almost never used, because for the most part it referred only to Indarias and Bonanus.

And they were dead.

Thus there was no longer any need for such a word. Because there were no longer any yakshinis.

Although… some might argue…

“No,” Ganyu said firmly. “I have known a few yakshas in my time, but… I was never considered a yakshini myself.”

“Huh. I see.” Nilou favored her with a curious glint in her eye. “If you don’t mind me asking, what are you, then?”

“What a great question,” Ganyu mused. “I’ve been asked that many times in my life. Often I’ve even been the one asking.”

“Is it… complicated?”

“You could say that.”

After all, what was Ganyu?

She could call herself human, but no mortal lived as long as she did.

She could call herself qilin, but no illuminated beast acted the way she did.

She had been different things at different points in her life. A gardener who tended to flowers, an adeptus who called down blizzards thousandfold. Sweet and loving. Bitter and hateful. These were all words she had embodied at some time, in some era.

But these days…

“For the most part,” she said. “I’m just an office worker.”

It was a very truthful answer. Serving as Secretary of the Qingxin had been her vocation for around two millennia.

But Nilou didn’t quite seem satisfied with it.

“There are offices in the woods?”

“…Pardon?”

“Are they for aranara? Do they work in little miniature offices inside tree hollows, or something?”

It was at that point that Ganyu realized there was some kind of misunderstanding between them.

“I’m from the harbor,” she said.

“Port Ormos? Do you work for the Akademiya?”

“Sorry, allow me to clarify.” She cleared her throat. “I’m from Liyue Harbor.”

“Really?” Nilou touched a finger to her chin. “That dress looks so natural on you, I had no idea.”

“Oh!” She patted down her anarkali gown. “Right. I actually bought this recently. Or, well, Yanfei made me buy it… I’m happy to hear that it suits me.”

“It does! Is Yanfei your friend?”

“Mhm, she’s like a sister to me. She thinks I need to go on more vacations, so we’re touring Sumeru for the occasion. I’m enjoying it a lot, so far.”

Nilou smiled brightly. “That’s good to hear! What made you want to visit Vanarana, specifically?”

“I wanted to see the padisarahs,” she said. “I visited a greenhouse the other day—“

“Pardis Dhyai?”

“Yes, that’s the one.”

“I love that place!” She clapped in excitement. “I take it you must be interested in botany?”

Ganyu nodded. “Lots of beautiful flowers there, but the padisarahs captivated me the most. Though I heard that there was a variety that only existed here in this corner of the woods, so I wanted to search for it.”

Nilou looked as if she was absolutely brimming with enthusiasm.

“Well you’ve run into the right person! When it comes to padisarahs, I might even know more than anyone in the Amurta Darshan.”

She cleared her throat and took a deep breath.

“Remember how I was telling you about the Goddess of Flowers? She created the original padisarahs, which were purple. But when she returned to the cycle they all disappeared, and Kusanali Devi made the modern variants in her memory.”

Nilou held up one finger.

“But — rumor says the purple strain may have managed to survive here in Vanarana. I’m also here to try and find them, so we can look together! Um… after we find our friends, of course.”

“That would be lovely.” Ganyu gave her best smile, trying her hardest to avoid mentioning the fact that she wanted to find those flowers expressly so she could eat one.

“Also, it looks like we’re both celebrating special occasions,” Nilou said. “I’m here because it’s my birthday! Or… it might be. I’m not sure if it’s the second or the third right now.”

“Ah, midnight isn’t for another two hours and thirty-six minutes, so it’s still the second. Which, incidentally, is my birthday.”

“What!?” Nilou’s eyes went wide. “We’re like twins! In fact, how old are you?”

“Well…”

Ganyu scratched her head.

“…I may be a little older.”


“Are these ones safe?” Nilou asked, cupping a handful of red berries in her hands.

Ganyu leaned in and sniffed them. “Yes, they’re edible.”

At that, Nilou popped one into her mouth and chewed. It was a bit sour, but surprisingly flavorful.

Traveling for a while made her hungry, and while she had never been quite talented at determining what was or wasn’t poisonous, Ganyu apparently had a good eye for it. Or a good nose, rather.

“I can’t really put my finger on why,” Nilou said, as they continued down the forest trail, “but you just seem so trustworthy.”

“Ah, that’s just a quirk of mine. My presence has a pacifying effect on some people.”

“Really? I wish I had that kind of quirk too.”

“Heh, I think you already do.” Ganyu glanced over at Nilou. “By the way, what is your friend Dehya like? Should we be on the lookout for anything in particular?”


  Hmm… she wants me to describe Dehya?


“She has a very unique charm that I think is difficult to put to words. But if I had to liken it to something… maybe the aroma of fresh henna berries, or a slow-rising melody played on an instrument carved from the rich wood that grows in the Ashavan Realm. Oh, or maybe the way slivers of moonlight catch on the river that flows through Ardravi Valley, on clear nights.”

Nilou nodded her head in satisfaction.

“Does that answer your question, Ganyu?”

“Um, no.” She looked as if she was searching for the right response. “I think it answers a completely different question, though.”


  Oh?


“How about Yanfei?” Nilou asked. “What is she like?”

Ganyu perked up, an eager expression coming over her. “She’s a very diligent and successful young lady, but she also has quite the silly side. You see, she was the type of child who would always ask ‘why’ for everything, and—“

A noise in the distance caused her to stop.

Slow, high-pitched, and following a clear rhythm. Singing? And in fact, Nilou felt as if it was a familiar tune…

“Hey,” Ganyu whispered, suddenly alert. “I think there’s someone ahead of us.”

But Nilou wasn’t listening. She took a step forward, following the source of the melody.

“…Nilou?”

“I think I know this song,” she said, beckoning Ganyu over with a wave of her hand. “Follow me!”

She bounded along the path, Ganyu chasing after her. The night air felt cool against her cheek, and she drank deeply of it as she ran.

Slowly and surely the music grew louder, from something barely perceptible to the same volume as stage music during her performances. And when it finally reached its peak, she emerged from the cover of trees and found…

A glade.

There was a wide, shallow pool of water along the basin of the clearing, scarcely up to Nilou’s ankles. In its reflection was the starry sky, but rather than the deep and dark blue it had been just a moment ago, it now seemed to have an almost pinkish-purple cast to it.

Like the color of the cosmos, but with the texture of a sprawling cloud. And in fact Nilou spared it only a moment of thought, because her eyes were instead drawn towards the center of the glade.

Where vibrant purple padisarahs bloomed in clusters.

“Nilou! Don’t just take off like… oh, this is beautiful.”

As Ganyu entered the glade her voice trailed off, and she came to a stop besides the other woman.

“Isn’t it?” Nilou asked, taking a step and watching how her movement disturbed the shimmering sky painted upon the water’s glassy surface. “It’s like something out of a fairy tale.”

They approached the padisarahs and knelt down to inspect them closer. Ganyu had reservations about getting her outfit wet, so Nilou pushed back the water around them, forming a dry circle.

“I can’t believe it was true,” she said, touching the petals of one flower with a delicate hand. They were so soft, and with a fresh fragrance. “Those Amurta scholars would trip over themselves to see these…”

Ganyu gave her a curious glance. “You don’t quite like the Akademiya, do you?”

“Well, I don’t hate them or anything.” She faltered. “I’m just used to them looking down on me.”

“Because you’re a dancer? I’ve heard that the arts aren’t so respected here in Sumeru.”

Nilou nodded, a feeling of tightness in her chest. “Even holding performances can be deemed illegal if it’s about the ‘wrong’ content. But aside from that, I think I’m just tired of being treated like…”

“Like you’re stupid?”

She looked at Ganyu, who was running her thumb along the petals of one padisarah with an unreadable expression on her face.

“People will always find it easier to criticize than to understand. So many things can change in the span of a thousand years, but that one unfortunately seems to be a constant.”

When Ganyu mentioned her true age earlier, it took Nilou some time to process it. Thousands of years was easy to say, and made for a neat little number, but in practice it was difficult to conceptualize.

A common belief shared by many of the various faiths in Sumeru was samsara — the cycle of life, death, and rebirth. Nilou sometimes wondered if her soul was an old one, and if it had lived many lives before her own.

But even if her soul had been through samsara dozens of times, it still wouldn’t be as old as the woman knelt before her.

“Hey, Ganyu?”

“Hm?”

“What makes you not a goddess?”

She blinked. “What do you mean?”

“You’re old enough to be one,” Nilou said. “As graceful and benevolent, too.”

“Archons have to be selected by—“

Nilou shook her head. “Sumeru had gods that weren’t archons. Didn’t Liyue?”

“Well, I suppose it did…”

Ganyu cast her eyes downwards. A long silence followed, punctuated by the slow song emanating from the woods around them.

“I have seen what happens when people try to insist that their existence is more valuable than others’, and it’s an ugly thing.” She took a deep breath. “To be a god is to exert some level of control over others. I am just happy enough to be able to experience life.”

Nilou frowned.

“Are you, though? You’ve been doing enough office work to fill several lifetimes, and you said yourself that you don’t take enough vacations.”

“Well, I said that Yanfei thinks that.”

“Is she wrong, then?” Nilou pushed. “Are you really experiencing life?”

A small smile spread across Ganyu’s face, though it didn’t reflect in her eyes. “You would get along well with her. She’s quite fond of debate.”

“I took an interest in it recently!”

“That’s good, then.” She laughed. “And you know, I often ask myself the same. Even my own god has gone and retired, so why haven’t I?”

“Eh? Isn’t Morax dead?”

“Is he?” Ganyu plucked a petal off a padisarah and began chewing on it. “That would be simple, huh. Then I could just mourn like a normal person and not have to feel like I was abandoned.”

Nilou didn’t say anything. It felt like one of those situations where silence was the most appropriate response.

“Sorry,” she said, after swallowing her petal. “I guess it’s easier to open up to strangers.”

“I’m a pretty good listener,” Nilou said. “It sounds like you’ve been holding onto something for a while. Maybe saying it would help?”

It didn’t escape her attention that her grievance seemed to tie back to her definition of a god. There was something complicated there, she could tell.

Ganyu considered this, then nodded.

“We’ll be here all night if I tell you the full story, so I’ll give you the brief version.”


“So in the end,” Nilou said, “he faked his death?”

“Right. I learned it was an act afterwards, but… I think that only made it hurt more.” Ganyu rubbed her shoulders. “Why didn’t he trust me enough to tell me?”

“It not my place to judge gods, but I think I understand how you must have felt.”

“Thank you.”

She inhaled sharply, listening to the rhythmic thrum of singing in the distance. No matter where they moved, it never sounded closer; it remained just slightly out of reach. That, and the pinkish-purple sky, were apparently tricks of maya — the illusory magic of the aranara.

“Liyue doesn’t need any more gods — hell, it barely even needs me.”

Nilou touched a finger to her lips. “But you’re not bound by contract anymore, right? So why do you stay?”

“Good question.” Ganyu rose to her feet and helped Nilou up, stepping back into the shallow pool of the glade. “Nilou, why do you dance?”

“Hm? Well, it’s fun.”

“But on stage, specifically?”

“It’s a performance! I want others to come and watch.” She made an expression as if she were gathering her thoughts. “Having an audience makes it special, somehow.”

“Right. There’s value in being witnessed.” Ganyu held her hand up towards the sky, as if she could snatch the moon from out of the sky. “I weathered the age of gods and monsters, and helped usher in the age of humanity.”

She stretched her fingers apart, feeling small beneath the heavens.

“I will witness the growth of the harbor, and my memories will validate the sacrifices we made. Every painful day, every sleepless night… we sowed seeds of hope in a wartorn land, and nourished them with the blood of our labor. At long last they have bloomed into a nation of shining jade — but this is something only I can fully appreciate, and so I will.”

Ganyu couldn’t tell if Nilou had grasped the full depth of her words, but it looked like they carried some weight to her.

“I think that’s a beautiful and noble goal,” she said, a flicker of something bright behind her eyes.

“Thank you.” Ganyu felt the corners of her mouth tug upwards into a small smile. “And by the way, don’t let anyone tell you how you should live your life. I spent way too long figuring that one out.”

“Don’t worry,” Nilou said, a serious look on her face. “I would never give up the arts.”

“Good.” She let out a breath, feeling tension drain from her body. “I think that — Nilou? What are you doing?”

The girl was using her vision to collect the water from the ground, shaping it like one would clay. What began as an amorphous blob slowly became more defined as she worked, a look of concentration in her eyes.

A humanoid figure, wearing a sleek gown. Its features were finely delicate, and it had long hair extending below its waist. But its most noticeable feature…

…were the horns sprouting from its head.

“Nilou? Why did you make a replica of me out of water?”

“Well, it’s not supposed to be water.” She glanced at her. “Could you lend me a hand?”

It took Ganyu a second to grasp the meaning of her request. When it clicked, she approached the watery figure and touched a finger upon its surface.

Frost spread outwards from her fingertip, enveloping the mass of water until it was encased in solid, frozen ice. The result was a life-sized sculpture of herself, standing amidst the padisarahs.

“Do you like it?” Nilou asked.

“It’s beautiful,” Ganyu said. “But why?”

“Hm? Didn’t we just talk about this?” She tilted her head. “I created this so it could be witnessed.”


  …Huh?


“I call this piece ‘Yakshini of the Glade,’ and it represents when I ran into a nature spirit wandering the forest, who helped lead me to what I was searching for.”

A warm smile spread across her face.

“My encounter with her is something I will always remember. And maybe that doesn’t mean much, because my life is so brief, but it’s all I can offer. To witness something is to acknowledge its beauty, and to validate the hardships of its growth. So with the little slice of existence I have… I witness you, Ganyu.”

How silly. It wasn’t such a simple thing as she made it out to be. And yet, it was a pleasant feeling. Even if Nilou couldn’t have known the full extent of her long and complicated history… it felt nice to he listened to. To be heard.

To be witnessed.

“I’m not a yakshini,” she whispered, feeling a strange feeling come over her.

Nilou shook her head. “I don’t know how the word came to have such a violent meaning in Liyue — what you described sounds more like a rakshasi. But here in Sumeru, yakshinis are kindred spirits.”

She stepped up and hugged Ganyu, wrapping her arms around her shoulders.

“When I think of Sumeru, I don’t think first of forests or wisdom. The desert doesn’t have forests, and not everyone here is as wise as a scholar. Actually, I think of dreams.”

Nilou spoke in a low hush, just audible above the slow song of the woods.

“Everyone dreams. Wherever you’re from, whoever you are. Even gods dream. It’s the one thing that brings everyone together. And Ganyu?”

“Yes?” she whispered, feeling tears well in her eyes.

“Watching history unfold around you is also letting it pass you by.”

A half second of silence. A single pause. Then, into the gentle night air she spoke.

“Is that really your dream?”

Ganyu opened her mouth, mind working to produce some response, but before she could a rustle of leaves off to the side caught both their attention.

Turning her head, she found a tall woman with piercing blue eyes and yellow-streaked hair stepping out from the underbrush, and trailing behind her was…

“Yanfei!” Ganyu shouted.

Nilou beamed. “Dehya!”

“Well, this is interesting,” Yanfei said. “Ganyu, why is there a statue of you in the middle of nowhere?”

Dehya rubbed her chin. “These padisarahs… so the purple strain really did exist somewhere?”

“Aren’t they pretty?” Nilou did a little twirl out of what was likely sheer excitement. “I’m glad we finally found you two.”

Ganyu gave a sheepish smile. “I think it’s the other way around…”

“Looks like you two were fast friends,” Yanfei said, nudging Dehya with her elbow. “Just like us, huh?”

But on the contrary, Dehya had a mortified expression on her face. “I’m just glad I stopped you from setting the forest on fire…”


  Huh? Was that something that almost happened?


“In any case, thank you for looking after her,” Ganyu said, bowing.

Nilou mimicked the gesture. “Thank you as well, Yanfei.”

Dehya and Yanfei exchanged sidelong glances.

“Well, the important thing is that it all worked out in the end.” Yanfei nodded in self-satisfaction. “How about we catch up over dinner?”

“Come to think of it,” Nilou said, “I am pretty hungry. How about you, Ganyu?”

“Hm?” She paused with another padisarah petal halfway to her mouth. “Um…”

Dehya laughed. “Come on, then. I remember the way out.”

With that the four of them began the journey back, the song of the forest fading behind them and the pink haze of the sky lifting to reveal the silver gaze of the moon.

As they walked, Ganyu thought of many things. A sculpture of ice, a cluster of purple flowers…

And the question Nilou had asked, weighing heavy on her mind.
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