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    The day continues, reliably, as it always does after a funeral. The clouds roll on after a morning of rain, allowing the pale sun to climb in its trajectory through the sky. Nothing stops just because one person’s heartbeat has.

Keqing has come to hate days like these.

She steps over the threshold of the late Yaoguang’s estate. Ganyu exits beside her, light-footed, with a lift of her skirts. Before them stretches a sparse line of mourners dressed in white, staggered and stuttered up the hillside. Behind them floats the scent of burning incense, potent and stinging-sweet even across the distance of the small courtyard they had just left.

It lingers on the silk of Keqing’s dress. She gives her own skirts a shake as she and Ganyu start down the hill, south, against the tide of guests coming to pay their respects. The grass is still mostly brown and haggard from the winter, and damp, cold around their feet.

“Are you okay?” she asks Ganyu. She knows she won’t receive Ganyu’s honest reply, here, at the height of day. 

“Mhm,” Ganyu hums. It’s not so much an answer as it is a simple confirmation that she’s here, that she’s present. 

Keqing takes her hand, just to be certain, and Ganyu grips her hand in return, tighter than she usually does.

“Let’s stop by the market before we go home,” Keqing says.

“You want to go shopping? Now?”

Keqing almost laughs. She smiles instead—a furtive and slight one, meant only for Ganyu’s sideways glance. “We’re out of tofu and mushrooms,” she says. “I wanted to make stew for tonight. With the glass noodles.”

“Oh,” Ganyu sighs, the slight tension in her shoulders thawing. Keqing likes to think she’s perfected the dish over the years—it is one of Ganyu’s favorites after all. “Then I’ll pick up a few things for the garden.”

Keqing huffs. “Is that not the equivalent of me going shopping right now?”

“It’s not the same as the Yuheng dressed in mourning clothes, leisurely browsing fine silks on the second day of the wake.”

Keqing’s smile widens. “While the secretary waits and watches, and maybe indulges too.”

“Or maybe,” Ganyu says, “the secretary heads home first without the Yuheng.”

“She wouldn’t.” Keqing feigns disbelief, voice hushed.

“She wouldn’t,” Ganyu agrees, with a smile of her own.

Keqing knows she wouldn’t: Ganyu always remains close to Keqing with a quiet, clinging fierceness on the days they attend funerals. Even now, she presses closer as they rejoin the main road that leads into the city. 

Most of Liyue Harbor is not dressed in white. Just like the sun and rolling clouds, they go on with their lives. A few merchants drain water from the tarps over their wares. Others entertain clusters of market-goers clad in double and triple layers. The days are still just cold enough that the roads and squares remain largely free of outdoor diners and prolonged gatherings, but they are rarely ever empty or silent, and this early in the afternoon, they are far from it. 

Keqing overhears some of the chatter between her and Ganyu’s own. Most of it passes over her head, mundane, revolving around things that have little intersection with her life. Snippets of it, however, catch her attention briefly as they drift by. 

“I thought he had at least a few years left in him—”

“—he always looked so sturdy. But I suppose…”

“—heard he was growing more irritable—”

Occasionally, the gossip grows hushed in Keqing and Ganyu’s presence, but mostly, it continues with no regard. The two of them together are no longer a rare sight on these streets, after all, and gossip is gossip.

“What do you need for the garden?” Keqing asks, as they slow before one of the stalls. Wooden boxes of produce sit side-by-side and stacked on other boxes. Some of their contents glisten with the aftermath of the morning’s storm where they peek out from under the tarp overhead.

Ganyu lets go of Keqing’s hand, rounding a stack to survey the pickings. “Mm, I was thinking onions? Maybe potatoes? They’re easy enough.”

“At this rate—” 

“Ah, Lady Keqing and Miss Ganyu!” A greying man wedges his way between two rows of produce, booming a greeting at his usual boisterous volume. “How can I help you today?”

“Uncle Shenwei,” Keqing returns with a nod and a grin. “I was just saying—at the rate Ganyu’s garden is progressing, this might be our last visit to you.”

“Is this true?” Shenwei gasps. He turns to Ganyu. “You won’t need my services anymore? Or worse—you’re putting me out of business?”

Ganyu rolls her eyes at Keqing over the box of carrots between them, although the edges of her mouth press upward in badly veiled amusement. “I wouldn’t dare,” she says. “Nor could I do the work that you do.”

“Nonsense,” Shenwei scoffs. “You absolutely could.”

“Not while the Qixing keep me busy,” Ganyu adds.

Shenwei nods briefly toward Keqing. “Then I’ll have to ask them to continue, for my sake.”

“Of course,” Keqing jests. “For you, uncle.”

“Ah, it is a shame about Master Yongjie though,” he says, a bit more solemnly, although not with the careful veneration most people assume when speaking of the late Yaoguang—at least to Keqing’s face. 

“It’s a great loss,” Keqing echoes. 

“At an unfortunate time.” Shenwei looks at Keqing now. “I know you didn’t see eye to eye with him.”

Keqing sighs. “He was old-fashioned. And inflexible.”

“And you are not?” Shenwei asks. Keqing can see the subtle beginnings of a smile on Ganyu’s face out of the corner of her eye.

“I am when I’m right,” Keqing states. Ganyu’s smile widens, her dimple deepening. Keqing waves a hand. “Anyway, I shouldn’t speak ill of the deceased. Regardless of my gripes, he overlooked our defenses well, and for a long time.”

“Hm,” Shenwei agrees. Keqing is certain he has more on his mind—likely questions about possible successors, but he seems to hold back as he glances between the two of them. “You’re both doing alright?”

Keqing nods. She looks to Ganyu.

Ganyu says, “We’ve had a few days to get our bearings before the news was made public. Don’t worry,” She doesn’t get to the heart of the question. Shenwei doesn’t press further either.

“There’s not much I can help with, but if you need a bit of extra something from here, you just let me know,” he says.

“Ganyu’s garden has us covered,” Keqing reminds him.

“Alright, alright,” he snorts, shaking his head. 

“She’s kidding,” Ganyu amends. She comes to stand at Keqing’s side again with a pointed look directed her way.

“I’m kidding,” Keqing agrees, grinning. “Thank you.”

“Well? Surely you didn’t just drop by to poke fun at an old man,” Shenwei laments.

“Of course not,” Keqing assures him. She begins to sort through the mushrooms. “I’ll take a block of your freshest tofu.”

Shenwei lifts his chin, pointing it at Ganyu. “And Miss Ganyu?” 

“Mm… if you have any sprouted onions, I’ll buy them from you,” she says.

“Wonderful—I just picked them out to dispose of this morning. Give me five seconds, you two!”

Shenwei disappears behind the tallest stack of boxes, calling back something muffled about how they are his absolute favorite customers.

 

 

Keqing and Ganyu manage to secure all the goods they’d been looking for before heading home. The grey in the sky has completely dissipated by the time their house appears around the gentle bend in the road west of Liyue Harbor. It was once Keqing’s house alone. Its structure has remained mostly unchanged throughout the years, but the surrounding area has bloomed—quietly, slowly, still humble—since Ganyu moved in nearly four years ago.

The garden had started small, on Keqing’s suggestion: just a cluster of sweet flowers beside the house. That had expanded to mint, then shrubs of camellias and wintersweets within the next year and a half.

Keqing had made a passing joke about wishing there was something in their yard that she could eat as well. Ganyu had answered her by coming home from the market the following day with tomato seeds to plant. One garden bed easily became two, then more, after that. 

Neither of them have the energy to cultivate anything extensive—nothing so self-sufficient as the imaginary garden Keqing teased Shenwei with at the market. But it’s easy to see how much simple joy Ganyu derives from nurturing the garden in her pockets of spare time. And Keqing has found the same joy in seeing Ganyu’s pride, and in seeing her home—their home—flourish in the hands of the woman she loves.

The stretch of land near the flowers is now lined with neatly spaced stripes of tilled earth. Most of the beds are empty. A couple patches are littered with the husks of vegetation that died in winter. The survivors are few, but their leaves poke proud and green and new from the soil.

“Ah, right,” Ganyu starts. She pauses on the stone-paved path next to one of the beds.

Keqing stops too, a step ahead of her. “Did you forget something?”

“I need to check on the radishes—I think the first batch is ready for harvest.” Ganyu peers over to where a line of green is sprouting. She nods, half to herself. “I think the cabbage is almost ready to transplant too. You go in first.”

“Okay. Let me take this inside then.” Keqing hefts her own bag over her shoulder and tugs at the one Ganyu is holding until she releases it. “I’m just going to prepare a few things for dinner and then I’ll come back out to help.”

“You don’t have to—it shouldn’t take too long.”

“But,” Keqing argues, “it’ll be even quicker if I do. Then you can get to your nap.”

Ganyu relents with a laugh. “Alright.” Then—“Oh, Keqing?”

“Hm?” Keqing turns back around.

“Could you bring the tray of cabbage seedlings on your way back out?”

“Of course.”

“Keqing—”

Keqing turns again, and Ganyu simultaneously catches her chin with gentle fingertips and leans forward to press a quick kiss to her lips.

“What was that for?” Keqing asks, all teasing and smiling—and then she understands.

Ganyu is smiling too. It feels fragile. Keqing catches the wistful lingering of her gaze, the way it fixes on Keqing’s face, yet also seems to go right through her, landing someplace distant. 

“For good luck,” Ganyu replies, but for the briefest second, it doesn’t sound like the jest it’s meant to be.

“I’ll be right back.” Keqing promises, light, then tears herself away from the moment to finally head inside.

The house is cool, but bright enough with sunlight that Keqing doesn’t have to light any lamps when she enters. She stores the tofu and mushrooms in the heavy rosewood cabinet at the back of the kitchen, and the potatoes and onions beside it. The windows at the front open out into the garden, right above the wintersweet shrub, and Keqing watches Ganyu hunched at the end of a row as she waits for water to heat up over the stove.

She hates days like these—days of funerals, because they are a picture of the probable future. She’s still in her thirties and that future is objectively distant, but it looms closer on days like today. Funerals are supposed to be a time to mourn the deceased, yet Keqing always feels as though Ganyu is grieving over her instead. As though Keqing has already died and left her behind.

It’s never overwhelming or intrusive, nor is it even a constant thing. If Keqing didn’t know Ganyu so well, or if she were a stranger looking in, she could easily believe there was nothing wrong. Ganyu’s sadness ebbs and flows in carefully restrained waves. Often, Keqing only catches the barest hints of it, the tail end of the tide licking up the shore, receding just as quickly. There is a certain tenderness, too, in Ganyu’s touch and words on the days surrounding a wake that is easy for Keqing to envelope herself with. 

But they are also a double-edged sword, rending open old aches in her chest. They remind her that despite the lovely garden that sprawls before their house, despite the life they’ve made, despite the vast majority of their days being mundane and peaceful and whole, she is only human. And Ganyu is not. That is something she has never resolved in their eleven years together—something she’ll never be able to resolve.

The water rises to a low rumble in the kettle. Keqing pours some into a bowl of dried lily flowers, and more into another bowl of dried mushrooms. She replaces the kettle on the stove and extinguishes the flames. The heat slips off the water in smoky wisps. Keqing watches them fade above the bowls for a few seconds, then sighs, and starts for the tray of seedlings by the front door.

Ganyu is a little further along the row now. Two radishes lie in the basket beside her, still sprinkled with damp soil.

“The seedlings you requested, my lady?” Keqing offers the tray to Ganyu with an extravagant flourish.

Ganyu looks up and laughs. She tilts her head a bit to her right. “You can leave them under the tree.”

Keqing straightens up. “Oh, are we not transplanting them?”

“Not yet,” Ganyu says. “They need a week or so to adjust to outdoor conditions. We can start by leaving them out for a few hours.”

“Right.” Keqing nods and follows Ganyu’s instruction. Although she’s aware of the general rules of growing and planting, she’s not so familiar with the detailed procedures the way Ganyu is. She seems to learn something new, each time she works in the garden with Ganyu. 

“We should put up a scarecrow or something,” Keqing says when she returns to the garden bed. She squats down across from Ganyu. “I’m surprised we haven’t had more bird incidents.”

“I thought about it,” Ganyu replies. She swipes a bit of dirt off her forearm, then rests her elbows against her thighs. “But I don’t know… the garden is still small, and I don’t want to clutter up your home with unsightly things.”

“It’s your home too,” Keqing reminds her.

“I don’t want to clutter up our home,” Ganyu amends. “Would you want a scarecrow right outside the window?”

“You know I’m not as picky as you are with the garden.”

Ganyu only laughs. She doesn’t confirm or deny this. She says, slowly, “Or…”

“Or?”

“Maybe you can stand here instead.”

Keqing squints. “What are you implying?”

Ganyu giggles. “Mm… that you’re strong, and fierce, and could easily frighten off a bird or two?”

Keqing presses her lips together to stifle her smile, and rolls her eyes. “Right. Let me just quit the Qixing, and become a full-time scarecrow.”

“Hm,” Ganyu chuckles. “On second thought, leaving two seats empty right now isn’t such a good idea—maybe wait a month until we have our new Yaoguang.” 

Keqing frowns. “Not that I’m dying to start my new career as a scarecrow, but I still think the forty-nine day period is excessive. Yongjie’s spirit is definitely screaming at us to get a move on by now.”

“I know,” Ganyu says. “But it’s respectful. And tradition. And for the family too.”

Keqing falls quiet for a bit. “Yeah.” She clears her throat, then rolls her sleeves up. “Okay, show me how to harvest these radishes.”

Ganyu demonstrates how to pull them up by the leaves. Keqing completely overestimates the strength necessary to do so and tugs with enough force to send her radish flying into the empty bed two rows over, and promptly lands herself on her bottom.

“No need to show off—it’s just me here,” Ganyu quips between giggles. “And you can grip lower down too, right by the base of the leaves.” 

Her laughter only crescendos when Keqing gets to her feet and goes to retrieve the projectile radish, exposing the now-dirtied seat of her skirts.

They continue harvesting without further incident, tossing the radishes into the basket, until Keqing lets loose a sneeze. She sniffs.

“Are you cold?”

Keqing looks up to find Ganyu watching her with mild concern.

“You should go in if you’re cold,” Ganyu says. “I can finish up.”

Keqing shakes her head. “I’m fine, don’t worry.”

Ganyu drops the subject with a hesitant, lingering look. They finish with the radishes, then continue to the next row, where weeds peek up sparse and hardy among dead husks of old plants. Keqing is familiar with the force necessary for this, at least, and tugs up a handful of weeds with confidence. She’s thrown a few onto the pile at her side when she sneezes again. She watches Ganyu’s hands still across the row.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Ganyu asks. She gives one of her hands a shake and lifts it, pressing the clean back of her wrist to Keqing’s forehead.

“Totally fine,” Keqing says with an attempt at a discreet sniffle.

Ganyu catches it. She frowns. “You’re coming down with a cold,” she guesses. “You’ve been overworking yourself.”

“No more than anyone else has.”

“You’ve barely been sleeping during the week,” Ganyu notes. “You should go in and rest.”

Keqing pulls out another bunch of weeds. “I’ll finish up out here with you.”

Ganyu changes her tactic. She gathers the radishes in the basket into a neater stack and holds it out at Keqing. “Take these in for me?—I’ll only be a little while longer.” 

Keqing doesn’t reach for the basket. She sniffles again. “You’re worrying too much.”

Ganyu doesn’t deny her statement. The concern furrowing her brow doesn’t change. They both know her worry isn’t about whatever cold Keqing is or isn’t catching, not truly.

“Keqing—please?” 

Ganyu’s eyes are pleading, more so than her voice is. The worry there runs deeper than rational, further than this isolated moment, dipping into fear. Keqing knows that Ganyu won’t voice it. There is little to say that they haven’t already said.

“You can heat up lunch for us too,” Ganyu offers instead.

“Alright,” Keqing relents with a sigh. At least that’s something she can do. She takes the basket and rises to her feet. Her body feels heavy, but she’s certain it isn’t the cold.

“Thank you,” Ganyu says. She smiles in shallow relief.

“Be quick, okay? Or else I’m coming back out, and there’s nothing you can do to get me inside again,” Keqing warns, balancing the basket on one hip.

With her back turned now, Ganyu’s subsequent laughter almost sounds warm and peaceful behind her.

 

 

“You pamper me too much,” Keqing says that night, when Ganyu slips into bed beside her after replacing the medicine in the cabinet across their room and extinguishing their lamp.

“Hm. You didn’t even let me draw your bath.” Ganyu settles against the plush pillows.

Keqing grins. “You were cleaning up after dinner, and that was already my job. What was I supposed to do? Wait?”

Ganyu answers, “Yes, like I always do when you want to do the same for me.”

“Okay, okay—next time then.”

“I’ll hold you to it,” Ganyu says, reaching for Keqing.

Most nights, Ganyu falls asleep in Keqing’s arms. She always drifts off first. And she’s a deep enough sleeper that Keqing can shift around afterward to get comfortable without waking her. But Keqing knows, from the insistent way her thumb draws over her waist now, and from past nights like these, that Ganyu wants to hold her tonight.

She presses closer to Ganyu until she can feel the slow release of her breath, her chest falling beneath Keqing’s head. Ganyu curls her arm around Keqing’s waist and squeezes, cherishes, for a few seconds longer than is normal. Keqing lifts her head and brushes a kiss over her collarbone where it meets the hollow of her neck, then her chin, then her lips.

“I love you,” Ganyu says when their eyes meet in the dark. Keqing remembers one night, a week after her mother’s burial, when Ganyu’s voice broke under the same words. It doesn’t tonight, and Keqing is thankful for that, although her chest aches.

Keqing kisses her again. “I love you too.”

Ganyu’s gaze is alert where it’s usually slow and sleep-laden by now. Keqing feels her arm tense slightly.

“What’s wrong?” Keqing asks, searching.

Ganyu seems to calculate for a second, then murmurs, “It’s nothing. You should sleep.”

“You sure?”

“Mhm.”

“Okay,” Keqing agrees after a beat. She leans her head down against Ganyu’s chest again. In the following stillness, she listens to Ganyu’s breathing. Over the years, she’s learned its patterns and the telltale pace at which it softens when Ganyu sinks into sleep. It seems to take an eternity tonight. 

 

 

Keqing knows something is off the moment she blinks awake to Ganyu’s hand on her forehead the next morning, and not the sounds of her stirring beside her, or bustling in the kitchen as she usually does. She realizes exactly what it is when she tries, abruptly, to lift her head and has to let it drop to the pillow again with a pained groan.

“You’re sick,” Ganyu states the obvious, standing above her at the bedside.

“Is it late? Am I late?” Her voice sounds awful, beyond the usual scratchiness that comes with waking. Keqing furrows her brow and squints at the clock through the splitting headache she’s just brought on herself. At least it begins to subside just as quickly.

“It’s not—”

“I’m late,” Keqing discerns, pushing herself up from the bed. Ganyu’s hands are at her back and shoulder in an instant, supporting her weight.

“Here, drink this first.” Ganyu presses a small cup into her hand, and Keqing takes it obediently, downing the bitter medicine inside.

“Eugh.” She sets it back on the nightstand with a grimace. Ganyu laughs lightly and hands her another larger cup.

“Water,” she says. Keqing drinks that too, sets the cup down, then swings her legs from under the blankets. Ganyu makes a huffed noise of protest but doesn’t move to stop her. “How do you feel?” she asks.

Keqing scrunches up her face and rolls her shoulders as she rises. Her head feels heavy. “Better already.”

Ganyu sighs. “Really.”

“I have a headache,” Keqing admits. “A bit congested, a few aches. It’s nothing, just a cold.” Ganyu definitely knows to multiply said symptoms at least twofold. 

“Take the day off? You need rest,” Ganyu says.

“Don’t be—” Ridiculous, Keqing wants to say, but stops herself. She continues instead, “I can’t. We’re so busy right now—I have the meetings about the new Millelith bases today too, on top of everything else.”

“They’ll manage a day without you.”

“That’s highly debatable,” Keqing snorts, and Ganyu smiles too, despite herself. 

She offers, “Just a day.”

Keqing pulls her clothes from the camphor wood wardrobe and tosses them to the bed. “Ganyu, I can’t. You wouldn’t either.”

“A morning then?”

“I can’t,” Keqing repeats. “I have a meeting in”—another glance at the clock—“one hour.” She strips out of her sleep tunic and begins to dress herself. “It’ll be fine.”

Ganyu is quiet. The sad concern has crept back into her eyes, but they both know Keqing won’t budge on this. “I need to leave now—I have an early briefing with the other secretaries,” Ganyu says slowly, finally. She picks both cups up from the nightstand. “At least… promise me you’ll come back right after the day is done? No late night tonight?”

Keqing fixes her collar with an extra tug and pauses. Her instinct is to refuse, of course. But it’s difficult not to soften when she holds Ganyu’s gaze. “One extra hour, at most,” she compromises. “Then I’ll come home.”

She crosses to the bedroom doorway and slides her palm over Ganyu’s hip and presses a chaste kiss to her cheek. Ganyu sighs and says, “Okay. If… if I catch you in Yuehai Pavilion past seven, you’re in trouble.”

Keqing grins. “Uh-huh. Trouble?”

Ganyu doesn’t clarify. She continues, “I made congee for you—it should still be hot. Please eat it, or bring it, or something.”

“Of course. I love you.” Keqing kisses her cheek again and Ganyu smiles too. She returns the kiss with one to Keqing’s forehead.

“I love you too,” she says, pulling away reluctantly. “See you in a bit.”

 

 

True to her promise, Keqing arrives back home an hour after the workday ends. Ganyu returns half an hour later and attempts to shoo Keqing away from where she’s preparing dinner.

“Go rest,” she pleads.

“Isn’t this resting enough?” Keqing complains.

“No, it isn’t.”

Keqing allows herself to be herded away from the stove after a few more rounds of protest. She takes up station at the kitchen table instead, to work on compiling her reports for the day. Ganyu finishes the stew she’d started, with frequent less-than-furtive glances over at Keqing. 

“I see you looking at me, you know?” Keqing says, after the tenth or so time. She leans back in her chair. “I”m going to start thinking you fancy me, or something, if you keep doing that.”

Ganyu smiles, but doesn’t say anything. 

She remains oddly quiet throughout dinner, and the remainder of the evening. Keqing is accustomed to quiet between them—it’s always comfortable, understanding, a respite. She’s also used to Ganyu’s particular quiet after a recent death. Sometimes, Ganyu voices her fears. Often, she doesn’t. Most of the time, the quiet dissolves and merges back into normalcy, and Keqing gives Ganyu her space until it does.

But Keqing can tell there’s something else there this time, waiting unsaid. She can see it—can feel it thickening the air, when Ganyu sits down across from her with her own pile of work to finish up. 

“Oh—you have a copy of bandit attack locations from the past six months, right?” Keqing says at one point, abruptly snapping her head up.

Ganyu stares at her, or through her—Keqing isn’t sure which it is. She doesn’t respond.

“Ganyu?”

She startles. “Ah—ah?” 

Ganyu’s confused expression is so endearing that Keqing can’t help but smile. She taps the stack of papers sitting in front of her. “Bandit attacks from the past six months. You have the records?”

“Bandit—oh, yes.” Ganyu shuffles through her papers and procures one from the pile.

“Thanks,” Keqing says, taking it and glancing down. And then—“Wait, this is the budget for the Ministry—”

“Oh! Sorry, hold on—” 

Keqing chuckles, letting Ganyu hastily whip the paper out of her grasp again. “It’s okay.” She raises a brow. “Are you sure you’re not the one that’s sick?”

Ganyu regains her focus for a bit as she laughs and finds the correct paper and replies, “If I am, it’s all your fault.”

She seems to teeter along the border of here and there, half-present and half mired in thought, in a place Keqing can’t discern. A few times, her shoulders rise in the way that they do when she’s holding onto something important, but Keqing never hears what it is because she always swallows it back down.

Sometime around midnight, Ganyu stops behind Keqing’s chair. “Come to bed,” she says softly. She rests a hand on her shoulder. She smells fresh, and wonderful, and her thumb rubs soothingly at the base of Keqing’s neck. Keqing is tempted to drop everything and go along.

“I’m almost done. You go first,” she replies, looking up.

Ganyu gives her a slight frown, bordering on a pout. Keqing can’t say she’s ever seen Ganyu actually pout though. “Can’t it wait?” Ganyu asks.

“Barely,” Keqing says. “Five minutes—I’ll be there in five minutes.”

Ganyu lingers, then concedes with an equally slight smile. “Alright.”

Keqing manages to finish up, miraculously, in seven minutes. Ganyu is curled up beneath the blankets, facing away from the door. She’s left the lamp burning, so Keqing puts it out. She climbs into bed and scoots up to Ganyu, molding her body to the curve of Ganyu’s back.

“Hello, love,” Keqing greets with a smile when she shifts. “You’ve made the bed nice and warm.”

“Mm… you’re welcome.” Ganyu blinks at her over her shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

“Better.”

“Really?”

“Really.” Keqing drapes her arm over Ganyu’s side and leans a little higher up against the pillows. “Mostly just congested now. A little tired.”

Ganyu sighs and turns fully around to face her. “Good.”

Keqing can’t help but think that she doesn’t sound relieved or convinced or at peace. Her voice lilts into something unfinished. The intensity of her gaze still burns with something unsaid. Keqing holds the burning until she can’t any longer.

“Are you afraid I’m going to die from a cold?” she asks. The thought sounds ridiculous when she voices it.

Keqing feels Ganyu’s body draw rigid beneath her arm. “Please don’t joke about that. Not now,” she whispers. 

Keqing pauses. “I’m not joking,” she says gently, honestly. “You’ve been watching me nonstop the whole evening. But you’ve also been so… distracted? I’m just confused. Are you really afraid of that?”

Ganyu is silent for a moment. “No,” she answers. “No, it’s not that.”

“Good, because it’s going to take a lot more than a cold to take me out.”

Ganyu’s laugh is strained. “Keqing, please,” she protests.

“Something’s bothering you though, isn’t it?” Keqing asks.

The smile on Ganyu’s lips fades fast—a confirmation. She remains quiet though, for a long stretch. “I don’t know,” she says. “It’s…” Her words trail off.

“Is it about—you know, the funeral? And us?”

Another pause. Ganyu nods, a small dip of her head against the pillow. “I suppose,” she murmurs.

Keqing feels her heartbeat swell steady and forceful, in the next silence. She offers softly, “We don’t have to talk about it now.”

Ganyu doesn’t accept the offer. She doesn’t say anything either. Keqing watches the curve of her throat pulse once as she swallows. She wonders if Ganyu is afraid, and draws her closer, palm flat and warm against her back. Some of the tension in Ganyu’s spine melts. Keqing watches her shoulders slacken and drop a little, as she sinks into the safety. Her voice is quiet when she finally speaks:

“What if I said… that there’s a way for you to become an adeptus?”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          hello and welcome to my self-indulgent fic in which i get to write domestic fluff, adventure, worldbuild a bunch, and give these two a happy ending all in one while trying to make it all at least a little believable!! a few notes to start:

this is set 11 years after cornerstone, same universe, if you’ve read that, but it’s definitely Not necessary that you do (some things might carry more significance?)! keqing is in her mid-30s. and ganyu is… well, ganyu :^)

a lot of this is sparked by in-game canon lore, but i’ve taken a Lot of creative liberties with worldbuilding and whatnot based on outside research… a little nervous about it but also excited!! as for this chapter, the yaoguang is one of the qixing.

the rating is currently T and there’s a chance it’ll stay that way, but it might also end up being bumped up to M… eye emoji. and on the same note, 9 is just the current, tentative chapter count estimate- there’s a chance it might end up going longer (or shorter?). this will also have a happy ending, and nobody will die during the story, but just a warning that it will get heavy at times dealing with death/grief/etc. i will tag specific triggers and any such content at the beginning of each chapter- i want people to feel safe and comfortable reading this!! if i miss anything please feel free to let me know.

and to end, a song for this first chapter: marigolds by kishi bashi. i’m so sry in advance for all the angsty songs i’ll probably end up dropping here… thank you if you’ve read this far- i hope you’ve enjoyed! i might be a little more lax about update schedule on this but at the same time, it’s ganqing and i have no chill so… we’ll see sjfkd anyway!

        




2. Chapter 2

Notes for the Chapter:CW: brief mentions of parent’s and partner’s death




    
    Keqing knows the signs when Ganyu is only kidding around. The easy pressure at the corners of her mouth, the creases at the edges of her eyes. She’s miraculously improved at bluffing in front of Keqing over the years too, although Keqing still considers her success rate of calling Ganyu’s bluffs fairly high.

There is none of that here though. No jokes or bluffs—it isn’t the time or the place, not in the stillness blanketing them. There’s not even room for doubt. Ganyu’s words run repeating, disjointed, through Keqing’s mind. She hears, but doesn’t understand; their meaning doesn’t sink in. 

“You’re serious,” Keqing states quietly, because this, she knows.

Ganyu nods. Her body is so unmoving nestled against Keqing’s own that Keqing realizes she must be holding her breath. 

“You’ve been waiting to say this for a while,” Keqing states next. Ganyu’s voice had been too measured, the anticipation too steady-rooted in her eyes now, for this to have been a spontaneously voiced thought.

There’s a short pause, and then another nod. This time, Ganyu exhales and inhales and answers, “Since Ruoxin passed.”

“Since—archons, that’s two years…” 

“I only began to consider it after we left Qingce Village. I wasn’t sure though… it’s—it’s a lot to ask.”

“Why then, of all times?”

Ganyu shakes her head the slightest bit. “I’m not really sure. I suppose her passing affected me more than I’d been expecting.”

Keqing remembers that trip, and their subsequent return to Liyue Harbor. Ganyu had been perfectly cordial for the entirety of it, mingled with the villagers dressed in white. The loss of their elder had been particularly hard on them, and Keqing, having worked closely with Ruoxin in Qingce Village’s continued development, had felt the dull pang of their pain. Ganyu had seemed composed enough, albeit with the same wistful quietness that always accompanied her mourning. 

Keqing lets her arm slip from Ganyu’s waist, where it had gone entirely motionless. She rolls onto her back, settling against the pillows. She feels Ganyu’s gaze follow her. Her own fixes on the ceiling. One of the wooden slats seems to be splitting along the grain, but it’s hard to tell in the dark. In the seconds that tick by on the sandalwood clock against their wall, Keqing waits for the gravity of Ganyu’s question to hit her. It doesn’t though; it remains a force far away. She reaches down between them under the blankets to find Ganyu’s hand instead, and interlaces their fingers.

“I have so many questions,” she starts.

Ganyu answers quickly, “I know.” She squeezes Keqing’s hand. 

Keqing begins to parse through what is certain, and what is not. She knows Ganyu is serious, that she has held onto this for a long time. She is certain that she trusts Ganyu, fully. She knows, that aside from this hypothetical, they have no other alternative but to let their lives progress naturally. She knows what that will lead to.

And she knows that Ganyu must have more to tell her, and that she needs to hear the rest. Ganyu waits patiently beside her, and Keqing turns her head to meet her stare. 

“I’ve heard the legends about people ascending to become adepti,” she says slowly. “I think there were a couple, in the latter volumes of the Records of Jueyun…”

“Volume eight,” Ganyu fills in with a small smile and a hint of surprise in her tone. 

“Right. I knew that.”

“You’ve read it?”

“A long time ago, before I ever met you. But I only skimmed.” Keqing pauses. “You said that not all of the stories are true though.”

“Mm, some are only legends.”

“There are stories of Rex Lapis granting adeptushood to people too,” Keqing recalls. “But you don’t mean that, do you?”

Ganyu shakes her head. “No… he’s no longer an archon—he doesn’t have that power anymore, I believe.”

“So then, this—this other method of becoming an adeptus,” Keqing says. She knows her voice betrays her incredulity. “What is it? It’s real?”

Ganyu nods. “The Trials of Heaven and Earth, but—I’m not exactly sure. I’m not sure what they entail or if they still even exist.”

“That’s what was mentioned in the Records of Jueyun.”

“In name, at least, yes,” Ganyu replies. “But I expect that the story itself is… inaccurate.”

“You don’t know for sure? You’re among the oldest adepti now.”

The corner of Ganyu’s mouth twitches with a faint smile. “Even our knowledge is limited. I wasn’t aware the trials existed until long after the Archon War, and by that time… I don’t think anyone had ascended for a while.”

Keqing frowns. “Then how do we verify if the rest of it is true? Are we going to just march up to Rex Lapis himself and demand he spill all the secrets?”

Ganyu giggles lightly at this, as she often does whenever Keqing mentions the former archon, now parading—in secret—as the human Zhongli. The initial revelation that he had faked his death came as a surprise to both of them. But the ensuing amusement Ganyu found and continues to derive from Keqing’s first formal meeting with him post-retirement seems to have no end.

“We could,” Ganyu muses. “But I’m not sure where he is.”

“Still? It’s been over a month now, hasn’t it?”

“Mm… he’s been going away for longer periods of time.” Ganyu reaches over the blankets with her free hand and pats the back of Keqing’s where their held hands are clasped, resting on Keqing’s stomach. Her voice dips in jest. “Do you need his advice?”

Keqing rolls her eyes and looks back up at the ceiling. She lets out scoffed, stilted laughter, despite herself and despite the hovering seriousness of the situation. “As if! He can vacation for as long as he wants. I’m just trying to understand what… these trials are.”

“Madame Ping might know something,” Ganyu says.

Keqing is outright incredulous this time, when she cuts in with a sideways glance. “What?” 

“If my memory isn’t failing me… I remember she mentioned having a—a lover who became an adeptus.”

Keqing’s brows arch higher in disbelief. “A lover? Madame Ping? All I ever see her do is loiter alone in front of Yuehai Pavilion.”

“Keqing!” Ganyu chastises, to which Keqing only replies with a slightly apologetic grin.

“I mean, she’s nice and reasonable enough,” she compensates. “So where is this mystery lover now?”

Ganyu pauses, then answers, “He died. I think… she said toward the end of the war.”

“Oh.” Keqing’s grin crumbles away as rapidly as it had set in. She recognizes the sobering, dampening drop in her gut that comes with hope falling flat. She hadn’t realized she’d been harboring any in the first place—it seems like a contradiction.  

“I know you… probably don’t like it. It’s not foolproof,” Ganyu says quietly, “but it’s a chance.”

Keqing shakes her head, brow furrowed. “An extremely slim one. We know next to nothing about what these trials are. I can’t agree to put myself through a situation I don’t even know the parameters or consequences of.”

The following silence rings in harsh contrast with the force of her words. Keqing clears her throat and opens her mouth to amend the unintended rise in her voice, but Ganyu speaks first.

“We can find information,” she says. “We can ask Madame Ping—we can talk to any of the other adepti, or Rex Lapis, when he’s back in the city. Whatever helps you make a decision.”

Her voice swells to meet Keqing’s, pushing back. It doesn’t so much match in volume or sheer force—it rarely ever does—but it crests with desperation, a plea. It’s strange, coming from Ganyu. Strange, foreign, to the calmness that usually tempers the edges of her words, even when they are sharp. And even in the intimacy of the years they’ve spent together, Ganyu has asked very little of Keqing—nothing, ever, of this magnitude. Keqing thinks that perhaps, what Ganyu is proposing has finally begun to dawn. Her comprehension of it still only skims the surface, but she knows the pressing weight of a decision. This one is undeniably heavy.

“You don’t have to decide now,” Ganyu adds, softer, although Keqing can hear the waiting that trails her words.

Keqing remains silent for a bit longer. She closes her eyes and sighs and states quietly, “I’m not particularly keen on being judged by the heavens.” The thought of it makes her lip curl in undisguised disgust. “I hate the idea of it, actually.”

“I know,” Ganyu says. She adds, “If it’s any comfort, I’ve found you quite charming.”

Keqing huffs a breath of laughter. “I’m sure that’ll convince them—your recommendation.” She lets go of Ganyu’s hand and rotates onto her side to face her instead. “That is enough for me though.” 

Ganyu’s smile suggests she thinks otherwise, but she doesn’t elaborate. She repositions her head on her pillow, a little closer to Keqing’s. “I’m sorry to burden you with this right before we sleep,” she says.

“Yeah, I’m wide awake now—I could get back up and do some work,” Keqing says. Ganyu presses her lips together in disapproval, and Keqing grins. “I won’t.”

“Good. You need rest to recover from your cold.”

Keqing pauses. She asks, “Were you afraid to tell me?”

Ganyu stares back at her. “In a way,” she replies. “I mean, it’s a big deal. And honestly… I expected you to immediately reject the idea.”

“I most likely would have, if you were anyone else.”

“I understand,” Ganyu murmurs. “I’m asking a lot of you.”

“Maybe. Well. You are.” Keqing raises an arm, beckoning. Ganyu wriggles into the space between her arms, and Keqing wraps them around her. She’s warm and her hair is still the slightest bit damp from her bath and she fits there perfectly. “But it’s better that you said it.”

Ganyu sighs against her chest. “I’ve been trying to figure out the… the best time to ask you. I didn’t know how to say it for a long time, so… maybe that wasn’t the best.”

“I’d say it’s an improvement from dropping subtle hints and waiting months for me to pick up on them,” Keqing says, which is exactly what Ganyu had done four years ago, prior to moving in. She’d taken to leaving things behind in the house when she spent the night—which had grown more and more frequent. Keqing had chalked those incidents up to Ganyu’s bouts of forgetfulness. She would consistently show up after work too, on relatively early days, with a meal or a basket of fresh produce, and insist on making dinner for the two of them. Keqing had correlated that with her mother’s death and Ganyu wanting to take care of her, and so allowed it without much resistance. Oddly enough, it had been Ganyu’s scattered, strained complaints about her own house that finally made things click for Keqing. Ganyu rarely complained.

Ganyu nudges the heel of her palm into Keqing’s shoulder now, protesting. Keqing laughs, and Ganyu laughs too.

“Really though,” Keqing says honestly, “I’m glad you said something tonight. I never want you to hold anything back.”

“I know. I’m trying,” Ganyu says.

Keqing squeezes her, fingers tightening briefly over the curve of Ganyu’s shoulder. “You did perfectly. I’ll… need a bit of time. I’m taking this seriously—promise. I’m just having trouble wrapping my mind around the idea of—of becoming an adeptus right now.” The words still sound ridiculous after their conversation, and her tone makes that clear. 

Ganyu is ever gracious, ever patient. She nods in understanding. “I never expected you to decide anything today. Ah… I really shouldn’t have brought it up this late at night.”

“I did ask,” Keqing reminds her.

“You did,” Ganyu agrees with a small smile. “So I suppose it’s on you if you have trouble sleeping tonight.”

Keqing frowns at her. Ganyu raises herself on an elbow. She brushes Keqing’s bangs back and places a long kiss on her forehead. The hard line of Keqing’s mouth softens immediately, and further still, when Ganyu’s lips find hers. Her heart feels as though it could burst with a nameless ache when Ganyu pulls away.

“I love you,” Ganyu says, “so much.”

“And I love you,” Keqing answers. “I’m really very lucky.”

Ganyu looks almost sad at this, so Keqing adds, “I mean it.”

“I know.”

Keqing cups her cheek and loosens the arm around Ganyu’s torso to coax her back down. “Sleep. I know you’re tired.”

“Mm.” Ganyu relents and sinks into the warmth. Her thumb rubs slow circles over Keqing’s ribcage, and Keqing lets her mind hone in on their pace and pressure until they dwindle to nothing.

 

 

The odd composition of thoughts fighting for dominance in Keqing’s head the next day is almost comical. It would be, if not for the reality of it. She finds herself at her desk in the morning, at once contemplating strategic locations for a new Millelith base and trying to suppress thoughts of what it would be like to live a thousand, two thousand, three thousand and more years. She looks out the window behind her and tries to imagine what strange inventions might arise in Liyue Harbor by then. If the city might still be recognizable. It’s almost childish. 

On her lunch break, she stops by Wanwen Bookhouse. The full collection of the Records of Jueyun fills the entire bottom shelf on one of the bookcases. Keqing browses through them gingerly. She’d read the entirety of the series in her youth at the recommendation of a friend. She winces inwardly now as she recalls her comment to said friend about volume one calling the adepti “pretty pathetic.” Her overall review had amounted to something along the lines of “a decently written waste of time.” A harsh judgment, now that she thinks back on it. Her friend had thought so too, apparently, because they didn’t speak for a few days after that.

Jifang, the shopkeeper, squints when Keqing sets volume eight down on the table in front to pay, but doesn’t comment on her choice of reading material as she takes out her wallet. She’s thankful that the woman is straightforward, and not very verbose, despite her job.

The book sits stowed away in Keqing’s bag until that night after they’ve finished a late dinner. She retrieves it then, foregoing extra work, and cracks open its pristine, creamy pages, seated in the heavy armchair in the front room. Ganyu finds her there when she comes back into the house, the tray of cabbage seedlings balanced in her hands. She sets it down on its corner table, then crosses to Keqing’s side and peers over her shoulder with a hand resting on the arm of the chair.

“A new book?” she asks when she sees how few pages are tucked under Keqing’s left thumb. “You finished the last one?”

Keqing holds the book up so Ganyu can see the cover and the vertical line of characters. “I’m doing research. Or a poor bastardization of it.”

“Ah, Transformed Beings,” Ganyu reads.

“The first few pages made me remember—this was my least favorite volume in the series,” Keqing says.

“Oh—why?”

Keqing pauses, then answers, “I thought the people who ascended were weak. Pretty sure I called them ‘cheaters’ for seeking divine power.”

“Hm. Maybe your opinion has changed?”

“Maybe,” Keqing echoes.

Ganyu chuckles and gives her shoulder a quick squeeze. “I’ll be back. I’m going to wash up,” she says, before stepping away.

She returns forty minutes later, whisking past Keqing in a fresh and faint aura of qingxin and honey. Keqing looks up as she passes by the matching armchair opposite the short table beside hers, and crosses to the guzheng. It rests atop the three-piece carved mahogany stand that Keqing had gifted to Ganyu the same year they moved in together. Ganyu seats herself on the matching stool and swivels to look at Keqing.

“Do you mind if I play?” she asks, as she always does.

Keqing lifts her chin in affirmation. “Go ahead. It’ll set the mood nicely.”

“Alright.” Ganyu smiles. She tugs her sleeves back, and begins to fit the rings attached to jade picks around the fingers of her right hand. “Tell me if I start to distract you.”

Keqing grins and quirks her brows in a blatantly suggestive manner. “You always do.”

Ganyu lets slip a giggle and jests in return, “Sounds like you’re not concentrating hard enough then.” She lifts her hands. They hover, poised but relaxed, over the strings. She plucks one, and the sound rings clear through the room. “Any requests?”

“Hmm… what about the one from last week? Fireflies Dancing at Dawn?”

“Sure,” Ganyu agrees, already plucking the first string. She presses down on it with her left index finger, the right lifting once more. The song continues with a vibrating tremolo that culminates in another clear, resounding note. Then it ambles into a slower, delicate, but joyful melody. 

Keqing indulges herself in watching Ganyu’s fingers dance across the strings. She is so elegant, the concentration on her face both focused and transcendent. Keqing’s chest swells with pride, with adoration. It had taken some time for Ganyu to grow comfortable with playing the guzheng in front of Keqing. She’d had one in her former house, an older, fewer-stringed ancestor of its contemporary, and dusty from years of not being used. She’d balked, the first time Keqing spotted it and asked her to play a song.

So Keqing had been surprised when Ganyu confessed months later that she’d purchased a new guzheng, of her own initiative. It took another month before Keqing was allowed to become privy to her playing, which started shaky and shy. Now, it has become bolder, a regular part of their evenings. 

Keqing watches for a little while longer before she returns to the pages of her book. The current passage details a man finding a magical, immortality-granting plant. She frowns at the simplicity of it.

The song ends on a wistful tremolo that mirrors the one at the beginning, but slower. Ganyu pulls her hands away from the strings with a gentle flourish, and Keqing breaks into applause, clapping against the back of her book. Ganyu smiles wide. She dips her head in mirthful mimicry of a bow. 

“How is your second readthrough?” she asks.

“I’m not sold,” Keqing admits. “I’ve just finished a story about a man who”—she consults the page again and reads aloud—“‘cooked the mushroom into his stew in a bout of hungry desperation. As he would tell the tale to his ancestors to come, he failed to notice anything different until the hair of his friends and wife grew white and frail around him, as his remained the youthful ageless black of a starless night sky.’ Yeah, that,” Keqing says, “is just ridiculous.”  

“Ah…” Ganyu chuckles. She absently plucks at the guzheng. “I did find that one quite far-fetched too.”  

“Right—a man eating a mushroom and becoming an adeptus? And accidentally too?” Keqing scoffs. “Way too easy. We’d have a lot more humans-turned-adepti if that were the case.”

“It was found in Jueyun Karst, right?”

“The mushroom?”

Ganyu nods. She runs the flat unattached side of her finger picks over the strings, away from her body, in what sounds like the beginnings of a new song.

Keqing says, “Yeah. At the foot of the mountains.”

“Not many humans set foot there, even back then.”

“Hm. Maybe, but it’s still absurd,” Keqing says. “Magic, mystical mushrooms.”

“It is.” Ganyu laughs. “They sound tasty though.” The song swells beneath her hands into a moderate rhythm, this one more haunting than the last.

“I’m surprised you’ve read the series when it seems to have gotten so many things wrong about a history you were actually around for,” Keqing muses.

“I’ve read through it three times, actually.”

“Three?!” 

“I can still enjoy it,” Ganyu says, chuckling. “It’s fascinating to see how humans remember those days. And…” Her playing stutters as her fingers still for a moment. “It made me feel less lonely, to read about old times.”

“Oh. Of course.”

“It’s alright though—that’s a thing of the past. And you’re right to call some of it absurd,” Ganyu continues. The song picks back up again. She nods at Keqing. “You should keep reading. I think it gets… less absurd.”

Keqing complies, and finds Ganyu’s claim to be true. But the following stories do nothing to quell her misgivings. The next one is of a woman who wandered into the mountains just prior to her thirtieth birthday, and came back three years later completely changed. 

Scales of iridescent blue covered her legs, which stretched longer and lithe, although she was long past the age of maturing, reads the passage. She spoke in an obscure tongue that only the most senior of her village elders could begin to interpret. Years later, she disappeared into the mountains again, and this time, did not return.

The story after that is also about disappearing into the mountains. The man mentioned in it simply abandoned his job one day. He fought demons in the Trial of Earth, and was raised on a cloud to the Trial of Heaven. Legends were passed down of the same man spotted among the highest trees, shifting between a human form and something fox-like.

Keqing shivers at the close of the story. She isn’t sure if it’s because of its contents, or because of the haunting undertones in the song floating through the room. She doesn’t know if she wants to read on.

When Ganyu asks her later, before they rise to head to sleep, how she’d found the rest of the book, Keqing hesitates.

“I don’t like it,” she admits, setting the volume down on the table beside her.

“Is it still too absurd for you?”

“Less so that,” Keqing replies. “And more… unsettling.”

Ganyu tilts her head. “How so?”

Keqing inhales, then sighs. “Every one of those people changed. Most did fundamentally, in my opinion. And every single one of them had to leave human society. I could never do that. I can’t do that.”

Ganyu hums, then states, “That doesn’t have to be you.”

Keqing crosses her arms. “That’s the thing though—some of them seemed to want to stay, and couldn’t, because they were so different.”

There’s a stretch of quiet, where Ganyu lets her hands settle onto her lap. She looks down at them, then back up at Keqing. “Am I not the same though?” she muses. “And I’m still here, trying.”

“That’s…” Different, Keqing opens her mouth to say. But she isn’t sure that it is. “I suppose that’s true, in a way,” she finishes. 

“And you’re much stronger-willed than I am,” Ganyu adds.

Keqing lets out a short burst of laughter, then shakes her head. “I don’t know though. It’s still unsettling. It’s as if they didn’t have a choice, or something.”

“It’s likely just legend, as you said.”

“But what if there’s some truth to it?”

“I understand,” Ganyu says, softer, after another beat of quiet. She covers the guzheng with an embroidered velvet cloth. Her hands linger there briefly. Then she rises from her stool and steps toward Keqing. “You don’t have to like the idea of becoming an adeptus. You don’t have to want it either, not now, or ever.” Her words sound prepared, rehearsed.

Keqing presses her lips together. She hates the surrender darkening Ganyu’s eyes. She makes to say something to lighten it, but then it seems to dissipate. Ganyu smiles and reaches for Keqing’s hand and leans down to kiss the top of her head. 

“It’s alright,” she says, and her voice is sweet. “Let’s go to bed.”

 

 

It’s always hard for Keqing to focus on work when something hangs unresolved between her and Ganyu. Such occurrences are exceedingly rare, thankfully. And this isn’t quite an argument, not quite a conflict. 

Keqing knows that Ganyu would never press her into anything she doesn’t want herself. If Keqing wants nothing to do with currying divine favor, Ganyu will accept the verdict. She knows that Ganyu won’t bring it back up, over and over, if Keqing doesn’t. She won’t let go of it either; she will simply lock it away as she does with long-practiced and honed efficacy. She will be quiet and pensive, for a time, and then their days will return to equilibrium, or find a new one. Keqing hates the thought of that.

When Keqing finishes with her bath the following night, she finds Ganyu in their bedroom. She’s sitting before the vanity table, combing through nearly-dried hair that fluffs over her shoulder. Keqing drops her soiled clothing in a basket, pauses, organizes her thoughts, then rounds the bed. She lowers herself to sit at its edge, facing Ganyu. 

Ganyu turns to look at her as she does. The glow of the lamp is magnified against the mirror to Ganyu’s side, and warms the curve of her cheek. “Hm?”

“Do you have time to talk?” Keqing asks.

Ganyu lays her comb on a handkerchief. “Of course.”

“I love you,” Keqing starts.

The line of Ganyu’s mouth wavers wider into a smile in an instant. “I love you,” she echoes.

Keqing sighs. “This adeptus business scares and confuses me,” she says.

“I would be surprised if there’s someone out there that it doesn’t frighten,” Ganyu remarks.

“Stupid people, maybe. Stupid and greedy people.”

Ganyu shakes her head and laughs, but doesn’t argue.

“First of all,” Keqing continues, then amends, “if we’re speaking in hypotheticals here—this means you want to spend the rest of your life with me. However many… thousands of years.”

“I thought that was quite clear,” Ganyu says. “Did I not write that in your birthday notes three years in a row?”

“Yeah, but now we’re talking about—about millennia, not just sixty-something years. I’m serious.”

Ganyu replies easily, seriously, “My answer is the same. I’d want nothing more.” She pauses, opens her mouth, then closes it again.

“What?” Keqing prompts gently.

“What about you?” Ganyu asks slowly. “Would you still want to spend your life with me then?”

Keqing sighs again. “Honestly, I can’t even fathom what a couple hundred years must feel like… let alone thousands,” she says, “but I can’t imagine wanting anything else.”

Ganyu smiles. She rises from her seat and Keqing reaches out to catch her around the waist when she moves forward. Her knee nudges between Keqing’s legs to rest on the edge of the bed. She cups Keqing’s face with both hands and dips her head to kiss her. Keqing pulls her fully into her embrace, closer and closer, until they are a monolith teetering off-balance, laughing, falling back onto the bed.

Ganyu kisses Keqing again before untangling her limbs and rolling off Keqing onto her back. Keqing shifts onto her side, gaze trained on Ganyu’s face. Ganyu meets it with her own.

“Tell me what scares you?” she asks. “Or whatever you want.”

Keqing slips her forearm beneath her head. “All of it, I suppose. I can’t fully wrap my mind around what it would be like, to be an adeptus, to live for as long as you have. Maybe I haven’t picked your brain enough, but it just feels unreal.”

“No, I understand,” Ganyu says. “Nothing I tell you could really… prepare you for living it. Just like I can’t… quite understand what it’s like to be fully human.”

“Yeah.” Keqing pauses. “Reading that book scared me too, even if it’s all fiction. Because what if it changes me? I—this is going to sound childish—but I like who I am now. I’m proud of who I am.”

Ganyu smiles, despite herself. “I love who you are. It… it won’t change you… in the ways that matter—I believe that.”

“But how can you be sure?”

Ganyu stares silently back at her. “I don’t know,” she admits.

Keqing swallows. “I’m afraid that it’ll change us too.”

“I believe that it won’t,” Ganyu says, with quiet conviction.

“I do too… I want to,” Keqing agrees. “But three thousand years or more—that’s too large a margin of error. What if one of us dies early? What if something happens that we can’t account for?”

Ganyu remains silent. She reaches for Keqing’s free hand. Her fingers wrap around her palm.

Keqing starts again, “But I keep thinking too—I have you. You’ve already lived for four thousand years. If… anyone is qualified to make judgments about this, it’s probably you.”

Ganyu’s lips part wordlessly. Keqing can see in the wideness of her eyes that she wants to agree.

“I can see how much each funeral we go to erodes at you,” Keqing says. “You keep telling me you’re fine, but I know you’re not, and honestly, neither am I.”

Ganyu’s gaze drops. “I’m sorry.”

“No,” Keqing says hurriedly, with a fierce shake of her head. “No, don’t apologize. It’s nobody’s fault. It’s just the truth.”

Ganyu concedes with a minuscule nod. “I know we already talked about it, and I’d never… truly doubt you, but sometimes I’m still…” She trails off.

“Afraid I’ll leave because of that?” Keqing offers. 

“Yes,” Ganyu breathes, as if it’s a secret. When Keqing opens her mouth again, she adds quickly, “I know you wouldn’t. It’s just my mind being… you know. Difficult.”

Keqing squeezes her hand in confirmation, but just to be sure, she says, “I wouldn’t. Your brain can be as difficult as it wants, but it won’t change anything.”

Ganyu’s laughter rushes out in a shaky exhale. Keqing brings their hands to her mouth and kisses over the knuckle of her thumb.

“I’m afraid,” Keqing reiterates, “of a lot of things. There are definitely more I haven’t thought of.”

“That’s alright,” Ganyu says. “I’m… I’m not looking for an answer or promise or anything. I’m not sure why I brought it up that night—I suppose I felt that if I didn’t say it then, I might never ask.” 

“No, I’m glad you did.”

“I hope so.”

“Ganyu,” Keqing says, and Ganyu looks up again, fully. “You know I’m always impatient for answers and solutions. And this is something I’ve never found a satisfying solution for, even though I desperately want to.” She takes a breath. “Becoming an adeptus isn’t satisfying in the way that I’d prefer, but… I can’t imagine there’s another possibility that is.” Her brow furrows. “And I can’t deny that I felt hopeful, when you brought it up.”

“Then… are you saying,” Ganyu infers slowly, with that bright flicker in her voice that makes Keqing want to hold her, “that you’re willing to go forward with it?”

Keqing hesitates. “Not exactly. I’m not making any promises,” she says, even though it feels as though she is—the first step of one.

Ganyu nods. 

“I mean that,” Keqing warns.

Ganyu nods again, once, waiting.

“But I’m dead serious about this. I just…” Keqing pauses again. “I just want answers first,” she says. “Not bad speculations out of a book, but facts. So at the very least I can make an informed decision.”

“How very you,” Ganyu murmurs. Her smile is fond.

“Let’s talk to Madame Ping,” Keqing continues. “If what you said is true, then her lover didn’t just up and disappear to Jueyun Karst for the rest of his life after ascending. I want to find out whatever she knows.”

“Anything you need,” Ganyu agrees. “We can go tomorrow, after work.”

“Not tomorrow—I want to prepare first. And tomorrow should be a long day.”

Ganyu giggles. “Are you going to draft a list of questions?” she jests.

“Actually, I was thinking that.” Keqing frowns. 

Ganyu is clearly holding back further laughter. She slips her hand from Keqing’s and reaches out to nudge her thumb at the corner of Keqing’s mouth, trying to smooth the frown away. Keqing doubles down on it instead.

“The day after tomorrow then?” Ganyu offers.

“Yeah. That should be good.”

“Are you nervous?” Ganyu asks knowingly.

“No,” Keqing answers.

“Mhm.”

“Not yet,” Keqing adds.

Ganyu strokes her thumb over the ridge of Keqing’s cheekbone. Keqing turns her head to kiss at the base of her palm, and Ganyu smiles. 

“Whatever it is you feel, I’m here with you,” she promises. “Whatever you decide.”

Keqing looks at her and tries to imagine Ganyu promising this, with the honesty she does now, even in Keqing’s failure, even in disappointment. The picture feels sure, and Keqing holds to its certainty with all her might.
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    Madame Ping is clearing away the cups set out on her table when Keqing steps out of Yuehai Pavilion, Ganyu at her side. The evening is relatively young, but nightfall is still ruthless at the end of winter, chasing the sun down promptly as the work day ends. 

In the dusk, the lanterns around the perimeter of the terrace seem to provide enough light for Madame Ping to gather up her things. She offers a brief glance and a smile as Keqing and Ganyu approach—her usual parting acknowledgement to them if she happens to catch them heading home for the day. But she looks back up when she realizes that they aren’t just passing by tonight.

“Ganyu and Miss Keqing—out of work quite early today, I see,” she says with a warm smile. “Surely not just to pay me a visit?”

Keqing had never paid Madame Ping much attention in her early years as Yuheng aside from noting her odd station on the terrace. But over the course of her and Ganyu’s relationship, Keqing has come to know the adepti to varying, albeit still largely distant degrees. Her place is here, after all, and theirs elsewhere, although their once-shaky cooperation with the Qixing has grown more steady, less begrudging.

Madame Ping remains something of an enigma. Not quite a mother figure to Ganyu in the way Cloud Retainer is: she doesn’t dole out stories from before the Archon War—stories of Ganyu’s more brazen youth—as bits of unspoken peace offerings when Keqing visits. She isn’t privy to Ganyu’s sheepish protests—the ones Keqing grins hard at when they’re seated together around the stone table in front of Cloud Retainer’s mountain home, once a year or so. 

Ganyu tells Keqing stories of the adepti too. According to those stories, she’d only met Madame Ping briefly, in the chaos of the last battles that brought the war to a definitive end. Then, like many of the other adepti, Madame Ping had eventually retreated to the mountains. She’d returned later on, the years in between long enough that Ganyu had grown withdrawn, from humans and adepti alike. Ganyu wouldn’t exactly put a name to their relationship, but if Keqing were to describe it, she might go with something like confidant, or counselor. A reminder of an old, shared past; a quiet companion.

“Good evening, Madame Ping,” Ganyu greets.

“Good evening,” Keqing echoes simultaneously. “Actually—” She cuts off and glances at Ganyu. Ganyu nods, and Keqing continues, to the point, “If you have the time, we actually wanted to ask you about the Trials of Heaven and Earth. About the humans that became adepti and… what you know.”

She half-expects Madame Ping to laugh it off and assure them that it’s only a legend, or a thing of the past, but she pauses instead, palm resting atop a teapot. She peers through her spectacles with kind eyes, and looks between Keqing and Ganyu a few times, as though appraising them. Keqing expects her to decline then, to refuse the information to Keqing. She expects to resort to bargaining.

“Looking for a little storytime from particularly ancient days, hm?” Madame Ping quips instead, whisking the pot away into a basket at her feet.

Ganyu laughs lightly. “Only you could tell it. It was mostly before my time.”

“Well,” Madame Ping sighs. “What I remember happens to be a bit of a long and murky story, and one that should not fall upon the wrong ears. If you would like to accompany me home, we could make ourselves comfortable there. It’s not far,” she adds, upon seeing Keqing’s hesitation.

“Okay. If you think that’s the most secure location, then let’s go,” Keqing says, and Ganyu nods her own agreement.

They head down from the terrace, then west, past the waterfall and glaze lilies dimly aglow. Keqing’s brow furrows further as they go: surely nobody lives here. She would know. Ganyu doesn’t look concerned at all though, and keeps up a loose stream of conversation, so Keqing staves off her own concerns until the last of the manmade lights have faded behind them.

“Excuse me, Madame Ping, but I thought you didn’t live far,” she interrupts.

“I don’t,” Madame Ping replies cheerfully. “We’re here.”

“Here” happens to be a small scattered group of stone pillars, or what remains of them. One curves at the top, in what seems to once have been an archway, but it stops, broken, at its apex. Keqing squints at it, then at Ganyu, then back at Madame Ping.

“Oh,” she realizes belatedly, “you live in one of those realms as well, don’t you?”

Madame Ping smiles. She settles the basket she’d been carrying in a nook in the rubble around them. “I do indeed.”

“Here?” Keqing asks, still a little incredulous. She sees no grand stone doors to mark a home, no glowing runes, no doorway of any kind.

“Yes, here,” Madame Ping says. She procures a teapot from the basket.

“Adepti can create dimensions inside most hollow spaces,” Ganyu explains quickly, almost apologetically, but also with some amusement at the confusion on Keqing’s face. “I, um, probably should’ve warned you earlier.”

“Well, considering neither of us expected to be invited for a house tour…” Keqing waves a hand and looks back at the teapot. She recognizes it from Madame Ping’s table setup—glazed clay, painted with flowers, adorned with a gold trim. Pretty and refined, betraying its actual quality. It isn’t awful, but also nowhere near ideal for brewing the best tea. Keqing had always wondered why Madame Ping had kept such a mediocre pot among her sets, and now she understands: nobody would choose to steal it.

“So we’re all going inside that,” Keqing says.

“Why, of course,” Madame Ping replies. “Unless you would rather me narrate from without. The acoustics inside aren’t too shabby, but I’m afraid I would not be able to treat you to tea and pastries in that case.”

“We wouldn’t want to keep you out of your own home,” Ganyu says quickly.

“Right,” Keqing agrees, with less certainty. She imagines a treasure hoarder or bandit snatching the teapot up, trapping them inside forever. No tea service sounds like a fair trade for some peace of mind. “You don’t have security measures of some sort?”

“Oh, trust me dear, you would be able to hear someone approaching. And I have yet to meet any intruders or ill-wishers I could not easily fend off.” Madame Ping’s voice remains cheery despite the implications of her words. “I’ve lived here for many, many years, in more tumultuous times. And with Ganyu here too, you will be very safe indeed.”

Ganyu’s smile is modest. She dips her head in gratitude, then reaches to settle a hand over Keqing’s wrist. She squeezes reassuringly. “It’ll be fine,” she says. “We won’t be too long.”

Keqing still has her doubts; the adepti seem to share some unfounded belief that all of Liyue is safe, even in these days. It’s almost irritating. She and her fellow Qixing deal with routine reports of bandit attacks, suspicious camps, other outlaws taking advantage of the disorder following Murata’s very public downfall when her gnosis was stolen almost two years ago. The God of War, true to her name, had not gone down quietly. It was a wonder that she even survived the ordeal. Amidst the roiling tension between Snezhnaya and Natlan, Liyue has managed to remain neutral and somewhat peaceful under the guidance of the Qixing, but the same cannot be said for all its vast lands and the lands around it. To not exercise proper caution, Keqing thinks, is foolish.

Yet Ganyu’s hand over hers is soft, safe. Keqing trusts her, and her strength. She’s looking into Ganyu’s eyes when she sighs and agrees, “Alright. How do we get in?”

“Ganyu knows what to do. Simply touch it.” Madame Ping holds out the teapot by its base now. The spout is glowing, wisps of green, flecks of gold rising from it like the tiniest fireflies. “You two go ahead together. I will be right behind you.”

“Okay,” Keqing says. She looks at Ganyu again, and they reach out in unison.

Almost as soon as her fingertips touch the smooth rounded surface of the teapot, Keqing feels herself grow lighter. The green wisps of energy pour from the spout, curling around her hand, and Ganyu’s, winding, enveloping their bodies. There’s a tugging sensation that starts in her chest, somewhere beneath her diaphragm. It intensifies, although not painfully. Keqing feels, for a fraction of a moment, as though she’s leaving her body behind, being pulled forward and folded inward at once—and then her vision goes impossibly bright.

In the next second, everything is golden. Keqing lands on her feet. More accurately, she ends up on her feet, through no effort of her own. She opens her eyes and squints them slightly shut again. The unnaturally warm light stretching endlessly around her is too harsh a contrast from the dark evening she’d just left behind. 

“How was it?”

Keqing turns to her left. Ganyu is steady, smiling beside her. Her fingers are still wrapped gently around Keqing’s wrist.

“Weird.” Keqing grimaces and blinks a few times. “I prefer walking in through an actual door. But not so bad that I’d immediately shoot down the idea, should you ever insist on us moving into a teapot one day.”

Ganyu giggles. “Don’t give me false hope. How opposed to it would you be?”

“On a scale of one-to-ten, ten being ‘absolutely not’? Probably an eight.”

“Not bad,” Ganyu decides. 

Keqing tugs her wrist out of Ganyu’s grip and crosses her arms. “Eight-and-a-half.”

“It would be a last resort only,” Ganyu reassures her. “Vegetables grown in true sunlight taste better.”

“That’s your deal breaker?”

Ganyu only smiles wider in response. Keqing laughs and uncrosses her arms. She says, “So you know how to make realms like these too, I assume.” 

She observes their surroundings now. They stand on one of numerous floating islands made of stone, similar to the ones in Cloud Retainer’s abode. Behind them is a shallow pool, perfectly circular aside from the break on the far side. Water overflows through the gap, bubbling over the edge. Keqing pulls away from Ganyu to peer down at the endless waterfall it creates.

“Mm, yes,” Ganyu replies, watching her. “Although I haven’t for many, many years. I don’t think I could build one close to this degree of polish.”

Keqing opens her mouth to ask more questions, but then there’s a disembodied voice cutting her off.

“Incoming!” the voice drawls out in Madame Ping’s vivid raspy timbre. And in the next instant, she’s standing where they’d been just seconds ago. She gives her arms a single shake, then clasps her hands behind her back. “Welcome, welcome,” she says. “I’m glad I cleaned a few months ago. I was not expecting guests today. Come along—tea awaits.”

She flicks her hand, and a translucent path materializes to their left, shimmering, leading down from their platform. Madame Ping shuffles easily onto it, with a gait that contradicts her elderly appearance. Keqing follows, suppressing the impulse to express how absurd it is that she is just one magically conjured bridge away from falling to sure death. At least she’s more prepared for the absurdity this time; she doesn’t have a fear of heights, but crossing such a bridge for the first time in Cloud Retainer’s home had made her second guess that.

As always, Ganyu’s presence puts her at relative ease. They cross together, Keqing’s steps more sure in the wake of Ganyu’s own. Yellow light scatters and glints off the gold markings stretching down the path. Gold twists along the gnarled trunks of great trees anchored to the tops and sides of the islands, and golden leaves fan out thick and motionless and floating above them. Now that they’ve left the bubbling pool behind, Keqing notes that it’s almost eerily quiet beneath their chatter, mostly between Ganyu and Madame Ping, revolving around what has and hasn’t changed since Ganyu last visited. 

The island they stop on is a little wider than the two they just crossed. A stone table stands at its center, others along the side. Madame Ping busies herself with tea at one of them, clicking her tongue at Ganyu and Keqing when they offer to do it instead. They’re relegated to waiting on stools at the center table with a plate of lotus paste buns—miraculously hot—between them, until the tea is done and poured. Huaguang violetgrass tea, Madame Ping informs them. Its leaves have been dried over cedarwood. Keqing accepts her cup graciously. The taste of it is new and strong, lingering and smokey on her tongue. She decides that she likes it after three sips.

“So,” Madame Ping starts once she’s settled her skirts over her own seat, “you want to hear about my late sweetheart and some old adepti tales.”

“If it’s not too much trouble to share,” Ganyu says.

“We would not be here if it were,” Madame Ping points out with amusement. “The memories are quite old—you will have to forgive me if they are a bit muddled. Ah, let me see… I presume you plan to take on the Trials of Heaven and Earth to become an adeptus, yes?” She looks at Keqing. Keqing can feel Ganyu’s eyes settle on her as well.

“I’m considering it,” she replies. “But I’d like to gather information—firsthand accounts, preferably—before I make my decisions.”

“A wise choice. I would have expected nothing less,” Madame Ping says. She sets her teacup down. “What brings you to a city-dwelling old lady like me, over say, Cloud Retainer?”

“You are older than Cloud Retainer is,” Ganyu points out.

Madame Ping clicks her tongue. “Ganyu, Ganyu, bringing up my age—you’ll break my heart,” she laments.

Ganyu falters. Keqing can practically see the light blush that will soon color her cheeks as she opens her mouth to correct herself. “Wait, no, I mean—”

Madame Ping dismisses the rest of her sentence with a laugh. “I’m only teasing you.”

“Well,” Ganyu hesitates, then continues, “I thought that since you’re—since you were in our position once, you would be the best to ask.”

Madame Ping regards the two of them wordlessly, from aged and heavy-lidded eyes, suddenly serene and bordering on serious. The eerie quiet trickles in again, so concentrated that it seems to press against Keqing’s eardrums. She meets Madame Ping’s stare when it turns on her. It’s hard to read the sentiments there, but Keqing hopes, silently, defiantly, that pity is not one of them. But whatever they are, Madame Ping doesn’t voice them. She taps a finger against the thin rim of her teacup, and asks, voice normal again, “Now, where would you like me to begin, lest I talk your ears off into the wee morning hours?”

“I actually prepared a few questions, if I may,” Keqing says. 

“Be my guest,” Madame Ping invites, nodding.

Keqing takes out a notepad and pencil from the bag at her side. It feels comically out of place now, small and flimsy atop the old stone table they’re seated at. Its pages look a strange greenish yellow in this light. She’d imagined this meeting taking place elsewhere—perhaps inside Yuehai Pavilion, or at a secluded booth in one of the restaurants above the harbor. She looks down at the list. Her writing, thin and square, stares reliably back at her.

“Right, so the Trials of Heaven and Earth are real,” she starts.

“Indeed, they are,” Madame Ping answers.

Keqing nods. “How often did people take on these trials? I mean, they’re very significant, yet there’s so little documentation of it, even in story and legend, let alone anything factual. I imagine either it wasn’t that often, the secrets are well-concealed, or… that those who took it are all gone by now.”

“Very astute,” Madame Ping says. “I’m afraid I cannot give you a precise answer, but it was not as often as you might think.”

“And those that did ascend… are any still around?” Keqing asks.

“Oh perhaps. I knew only three personally—my sweetheart, another who died, and another who disappeared. If there are more, I don’t know of them, and I do believe I know most of the adepti who call Liyue home.”

“Most?” Ganyu echoes.

Madame Ping waves, a flourish of her fingers. “I’m only playing at being humble, dear. I know all of the adepti—all the old folks at least. Now, if any of them are off, oh, you know, finding love and raising children, it would be very kind of them to inform me. Idle time is best filled with gossip!”

Keqing only catches on to the implications of Madame Ping’s words and mischievous stare when Ganyu stammers out, “I—I’m sure they would, if they did.”

“Wonderful.” Madame Ping beams.

Keqing clears her throat to force down her laughter. Somehow, Ganyu’s mortification lessens her own. “I assume the success rate of passing the trials wasn’t very high, then,” she says, in an attempt to steer the conversation back on course.

“You would be right. Greed can only take a person so far when they are limited by strength and flimsy, shallow willpower.” Madame Ping huffs a laugh. “I hear that most balked before even attempting the Trial of Earth.”

“Your… your sweetheart must have been exceptional then,” Keqing notes.

“Oh, he was,” Madame Ping sighs fondly. “Thick-headed and the proudest person I have ever known, but he had all the right to be, in my biased opinion.”

Keqing smiles at the fondness. “So you and your sweet—excuse me, but what was his name?” 

“Ah.” Madame Ping chuckles delightedly, but in a distant way, as though Keqing has stumbled upon something long gone. “He no longer has one.”

Keqing pauses. “He—you mean… because he’s passed?”

“No,” Madame Ping answers. “He gave it up in the Trial of Heaven, as part of the final contract, but now we are getting ahead of ourselves, aren’t we? I have yet to tell you about the Trial of Earth, and that is the prerequisite.”

“I…” Keqing’s brow is furrowed impossibly tight. An equal amount of bewilderment freezes up Ganyu’s features, Keqing notes, when she looks to her side. Only Madame Ping is entirely unbothered across from them, taking another sip of her tea. The clink of ceramic on stone rings melodic and sharp in the quiet surrounding them when she sets the cup down.

“You are probably wondering if it is so simple to become an adeptus, if all you need to give up is your name,” Madame Ping offers kindly.

“It does seem deceptively simple,” Keqing admits.

Madame Ping’s smile is understanding. “I thought so as well. But it meant a great deal, for someone so attached to glory as he was. I did call him Guangting, once upon a time, before that. But he lost all attachment to that name, and when a man no longer recognizes a name as his own, and refuses to do so, how can you continue to consider it his?”

“He gave it up willingly?” Ganyu asks. “He signed it away in a contract? But with whom?”

“He signed it away willingly,” Madame Ping confirms. “Not with Rex Lapis. There is one called, ah… the Lady of the Shrouded Heavens, I believe—if this memory of mine hasn’t jumbled up her name—who dwells on a mountain high above Qingyun Peak. She is closer to Celestia than all of us, even Rex Lapis, when he was still an archon.”

“Above Qingyun Peak?” Keqing echoes. “That’s already the highest point in Liyue—in all of Eastern Teyvat, if I’m not mistaken.”

Madame Ping wags a finger at her, eyes twinkling. “Ah, that’s where you are mistaken. But we have gotten firmly ahead of ourselves. I have yet to tell you about the Trial of Earth and here we are, already speaking of the Trial of Heaven.”

Before Keqing can prod any further about Liyue’s geography, Ganyu reaches over and places a hand on her forearm. Keqing relents, sitting back on her stool a bit and sipping at her tea. “Tell us about the Trial of Earth,” Ganyu prompts.

“Hm. Well, you are both familiar with the temple in Jueyun Karst known as Taishan Mansion, yes?” Madame Ping finishes the last of her tea, and Ganyu jumps for the teapot to fill her cup again. She tops off Keqing’s and her own as well.

“Yes—although, it’s been abandoned, hasn’t it?” Ganyu muses.

“That’s right. No one has maintained it for a long time,” Madame Ping says.

“Last I heard about it was in a Millelith report of Treasure Hoarders attempting to plunder it a year ago,” Keqing recalls.

Madame Ping shakes her head. “Oh dear, oh dear. And the result?”

“They went missing. One survivor—the lookout, which is how we got the report,” Keqing replies, rubbing her temple with a knuckle. She draws the obvious conclusion. “Don’t tell me the Trial of Earth is held there.”

“Precisely that,” Madame Ping says.

“And any old human can walk inside.” Keqing can’t keep the incredulity out of her voice.

Madame Ping scratches her chin rather nonchalantly. “That was never the intention, I can assure you, but it seems our security mechanisms have grown a bit rusty. I remember, in the days before the war, it could only be unlocked with adeptal energies. But worry not, completing the trial is not as simple as breaking down the doors. I’m not sure it can even be completed without its keeper.”

Keqing feels her heart drop a fraction, perhaps in disappointment. She presses further. “What did the trial entail?”

Madame Ping looks off to her right, drawing deeper into thought. “There were puzzles,” she says, “and all sorts of physical stamina tests. Round after round of fighting demons. It is a more peaceful time now, however, and I imagine that the inside of Taishan Mansion is surely a different place.”

A quiet falls over them again, pensive and fraught. Keqing is confident in her combat abilities and the years she spent honing them, but never in her life has she had to deal with a demon, or something so ancient. Her stomach twists with something resembling frustration, something resembling fear, some tiny and wavering hope.

Ganyu speaks up in her silence. She sounds—thankfully—calmer than Keqing feels. “Then… do you think it’s still possible to continue on to the Trial of Heaven?” 

Madame Ping heaves a long sigh. Her fingers tap against the side of her teacup. “Perhaps,” she decides. “Those deemed worthy in the Trial of Earth were given ah… I believe it was a seed, from somewhere inside the deepest chamber, to grant them access to the Trial of Heaven. My guess is that it can still be found there.”

“A seed,” Keqing repeats. Her mind flits back to the stories she’d read, to one in particular. “The Trial of Heaven wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with… mystical mushrooms, would it?”

“Mushrooms!” Madame Ping practically guffaws. “Now where did you get that idea from? What sorts of tales has Ganyu been telling you?”

Ganyu laughs too, half-covering her mouth with the back of her wrist. “Keqing just read volume eight in the Records of Jueyun for research,” she explains.

“‘Research’ is not entirely accurate,” Keqing amends.

“What should I call it then?” Ganyu regards her with mirth-filled eyes.

“Uh, looking for context.”

“That’s the same thing,” Ganyu says, and Keqing gives in with a short laugh of her own. Ganyu turns back to Madame Ping. “There’s one story in there in which a man becomes an adeptus after eating a mushroom from Jueyun Karst.”

“He accidentally cooked it into soup,” Keqing adds.

“Goodness,” Madame Ping chuckles. “It sounds to me like a bit of wishful thinking on the author’s part. No, there is no mystical mushroom involved in the Trial of Heaven, but a mountain, grown from that seed.”

“Do you mean Cloud Retainer’s Dwelling in the Clouds?” Ganyu asks.

Madame Ping smiles and shakes her head. “Oh no, this mountain would easily put Cloud Retainer’s little floating island to shame—but don’t tell her I said that. It is… well, I suppose you could call it of another realm altogether. I could not tell you what it is like at the top, but from the bottom looking up, I remember it seemed to have no end. Alas, it does remain a bit of a mystery to me. My sweetheart insisted he would go up by himself, so all that I know is what I remember from his stories.”

Keqing blinks at her. “And you just let him go by himself?” She must have come off more curt and judgmental than intended, because Ganyu nudges her ankle under the table with the toe of her shoe.

If Madame Ping takes any offense, she doesn’t show it. She folds her hands beneath her chin, elbows propped up against the table. Her mouth is upturned in a knowing smile. “He was certainly the more stubborn and prideful one between the two of us. You must think me a callous lover, but you should understand, it was a different time back then. All of us, to a degree, were ready for death or disaster to take us at any time—I’m sure Ganyu recalls such a time as well.”

“Mm… I don’t think of it often anymore,” Ganyu says slowly. “But it was a much more… precarious time, yes. More simple, I suppose. It was easier to make decisions.”

“A simpler time,” Madame Ping agrees. She addresses Keqing when she says, “You have much to live for now, in a time of peace and prosperity, built with your own hands. And much to lose.”

Keqing frowns. “You say that as if you don’t feel the same way.”

“Me? Oh, I don’t know, the stakes are just not the same for me… let me keep my senses sharp to observe the fun and chip in where I can, and that’s enough to satisfy an old lady these days. Our time has passed now, just as you say, Miss Yuheng.”

Keqing presses her lips together and resists the urge to groan out loud, while Ganyu stifles a few giggles beside her. Madame Ping isn’t the first adeptus to parrot her own words back to her; they all seem to manage to work them in somewhere within their conversations. It’s always with a teasing air. Keqing doesn’t exactly appreciate being the butt of the joke, but she doesn’t retract her words either.

She meets Madame Ping’s twinkling, wrinkled stare. Her own feels determined, defiant, searching. “Why are you trusting us—me, with all of this?” she questions.

“Why indeed?” Madame Ping repeats wistfully. “Ganyu is an old friend, and you’ve proven yourself trustworthy as well, Miss Keqing. Perhaps I hope to see you both share happier, longer lives than my sweetheart and I did.”

Keqing is silent for a while. There’s a small ache that thuds slow in her chest. She isn’t sure if it hurts for Madame Ping, or for Ganyu and herself, or for all of them. Ganyu reaches under the table for her nearest hand, curling her fingers around her thumb. The ache flares up then, and Keqing says, to distract herself, “You must miss him.” 

Madame Ping closes her eyes. She states simply, “Of course. Without a doubt.” When she opens her eyes again, they are without the jovial pretense that has kept them curved and dancing the whole evening. Her voice dips to match—serious and low—when she speaks. “But I must say… you do not and have never struck me as someone who makes life-changing decisions for the sake of others.”

Keqing tenses up. Her eyes narrow slightly. “What do you mean by that?” Ganyu must feel the tension in her hand, because she gives it a gentle squeeze, both in comfort and in warning.

“Nothing bad. It is but a simple observation,” Madame Ping answers, unperturbed. “As the one who has shared this information with you, I only feel a responsibility to warn you that these trials and whatever may come with them are not something you can complete with half a heart.”

Keqing squares her shoulders and lifts her chin. “I don’t intend,” she states firmly, “to make any half-hearted decisions.”

“I am sure,” Madame Ping says. “I am sure.” 

 

 

Keqing estimates that it must be close to nine o’clock by the time they leave the teapot, after having gathered every fact Madame Ping could remember and recording the important things. The teapot deposits them on the grass beside the broken pillar just as gently and miraculously as it had drawn them in. The dirt is solid beneath their feet, the air crisp, carrying scents and sounds from the harbor through the dark. Keqing breathes in the familiarity of it. It grounds her amidst the plethora of new information now crowding her brain. 

They start back toward the harbor, Ganyu’s hand in Keqing’s own, Keqing swinging them gently as they walk. Keqing muses over poor adeptus security measures and whether or not it’s within her jurisdiction to reinforce them, as Yuheng. Ganyu, amused, wonders aloud what year she’ll actually get around to that, given all the work ahead of her already. They go back and forth on which of the remaining adepti might be up to the task.

“Do you feel better about the trials now?” Ganyu asks. They’re zig-zagging their way slowly over the stone path that divides the pond below Yuehai Pavilion. The courtyard is quiet, and the fish resting motionless in the shallow water to either side.

“Well. Now I have real things to fear, instead of abstract uncertainties,” Keqing says. “That’s a vast improvement.”

Ganyu laughs softly. “I’m sure your mind is already coming up with solutions.”

“I think it’s still processing. But I hope you’re brainstorming things to call me in case I lose my name.”

“I’m not, but I can begin now,” Ganyu says. She hums in thought for a second. “My lady?”

Keqing lightly nudges their clasped hands into Ganyu’s hip. “Hey, don’t copy me. I’ve already claimed that one for you.”

“I’m reclaiming it.”

“What?! That’s not even a thing!”

“Alright, what about”—Ganyu’s voice turns melodic, with a little flair—“‘my sweetest glaze lily?’”  

“Oh, archons,” Keqing groans, laughing even as she runs a hand over her face.

“Or ‘my evening flower,’” Ganyu offers in the same tone.

“Why are they all flower-related?”

Ganyu feigns a frown. “That one is from an old Liyue lullaby—please have some respect.” 

“Oh.” Keqing dips her head in mock apology and leans over to sneak a quick kiss to Ganyu’s cheek. “Okay, sorry, I’ll consider it then.”

Ganyu laughs and allows the kiss, like a little peace treaty. But she doesn’t offer any more names. Quiet falls between them as they reach the end of the bridge. A Millelith guard walks by the archway there. He offers them a curt, polite bow in greeting.

“She was right though, you know?” Ganyu murmurs, when he’s passed them.

Keqing turns to look at her as they descend the steps. “Hm? Who—oh, Madame Ping? About what?”

There’s a pause. “You aren’t easily swayed. You aren’t the type to make decisions on account of others. And yet… here you are, having to make such a big decision, because of me.”

Keqing sighs. “Come on, don’t you start on this too. The way she said it, it was like she was pitying us or something. Or like she thinks I’m being forced.”

“I think she only wants the best for us, as someone who understands,” Ganyu says.

“Even so,” Keqing huffs. “Rubbed me the wrong way.”

Ganyu is quiet for another stretch. Keqing can sense her hesitation in the controlled looseness of her grip. She circles the pad of her thumb over Ganyu’s knuckle, slow and soothing. “What’s wrong?” she asks.

“It’s… just… I wonder if it was right of me to ask you to even consider these trials, and… and all of this,” Ganyu finally confesses. “To force this decision on you.”

Keqing shakes her head vigorously. “You aren’t forcing anything on me.”

“But aren’t I though? You’ll have to make a decision eventually, and… I know I’ve said I’ll be with you no matter what, and I will, but you also hate disappointing me—ah, not to suggest I’ll be disappoint—”

She cuts off with a shuddered sigh when Keqing presses a long kiss to the back of her hand. They both stop, standing at the soft edge of shadow where it touches the light cast by the glows of Liyue Harbor’s marketplace. Keqing turns to face Ganyu fully.

“Do you think I won’t be disappointed myself, if I’m unable to come to terms with this? With becoming an adeptus?” Keqing asks.

“I… I suppose you would be, but that’s… still… I don’t know.” 

“The things you want,” Keqing says. “I want them too.” Ganyu is quiet, so she goes on. “If you were to keep this all to yourself, and I somehow found out about it fifty years later, I’d probably be very angry, you know?”

Ganyu’s laugh is weak, perhaps a little teary. “I know.”

“Hearing you two talk of the old times and how easy it was to make decisions and let things go, I almost wanted to be living in those times too,” Keqing admits. “I almost wished I could decide things so quickly and carelessly.”

“I don’t think they were necessarily… careless,” Ganyu corrects her.

“Okay, yeah,” Keqing concedes. “You know what I mean though.”

Ganyu smiles in confirmation. “Yes. But I love you, exactly how you are now.”

Keqing can’t help but return the smile. “You don’t need to feel guilty,” she says. “I promise, between being blissfully unaware and you telling me about the trials, I would choose this, a hundred-thousand times over. So thank you.”

Ganyu closes her eyes, dipping her head. “Please.” The corners of her lips remain softly curved. “You don’t need to thank me.”

“Why not?” Keqing says. “I am thankful, because I know it’s hard for you too. But there will never be a situation where I would rather you keep something from me.”

Ganyu looks up again and nods once. “Promise me the same then? All… the things you feel uncomfortable with or are unsure about or that you don’t want to do… tell me too.”

“Don’t I always?”

“Yes, but—promise?”

Keqing chuckles. “Are we making a contract?”

“Keqing,” Ganyu protests.

“I promise,” Keqing says. She’s still smiling with residual laughter the first time she says it, but the second, her brows are set serious. “I promise.”

Ganyu leans in to kiss her. “Thank you,” she murmurs.

Keqing suggests, “Shall we head home now?” and Ganyu nods.

They start slowly into the glow of lights. Keqing sighs, wistful, content. “Would you go up the mountain with me? To the Trial of Heaven?” she asks.

“Do you even have to ask?” Ganyu says with a laugh. “As long as you don’t insist that I stay behind.”

“Never. But what if I did?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Ganyu steps closer, until their arms are pressed together. “I would come anyway.”
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    Keqing is aware that she doesn’t have the grandest or most creative imagination. She calls it a result of discipline: she makes sure to expend her mental energy first and foremost on practical matters. She divvies up the rest carefully, like the precious resource it is. Liyue is vast, its potential even greater, her work endless, and her waking hours per day too short. 

She has, admittedly, found it easier to loosen the reins on her mind after Ganyu cemented herself as an immovable, irreplaceable part of her life. It had become easy to dream of futures with her. Inevitable, even. Keqing dreams of momentous futures, like moving in together, back when they were still living separately, and seeing Ganyu get a promotion—although she insists that it isn’t necessary and that she doesn’t want one. Keqing dreams of small futures too: what they’ll have for dinner to mark the end of a particularly hectic week; that silver hairpin she spotted in the marketplace that’s sure to look stunning tucked into Ganyu’s hair; a new hilltop view found on a survey trip she wanted Ganyu to share.

Some things are off-limits. Keqing has let her mind only touch, but not delve into, a future where she can run her fingers over the wrinkles on the backs of Ganyu’s hands and wrists, equally as aged as her own. Sometimes she jokes about, but doesn’t linger on, a future where Ganyu doesn’t have to take care of her frail body.

Those are the futures that exist only in fantasy—impossible futures, far beyond the boundary of the unlikely. At least until now. Adeptushood, or the prospect of it, brings those futures back into the realm of the unlikely. And Keqing can work with unlikely. She has, all her life.

Keqing tries not to let these new budding thoughts distract her at work, but her mind is prone to wander when it comes to Ganyu. And Keqing is prone to allowing it.

They’re both sitting around the heavy rosewood table on Tuesday morning, along with the other Qixing, eight people altogether. Ganyu is seated toward the end, across from the empty chair belonging to the Yaoguang. Keqing is seated diagonally from her. Their positions are perfect for them to catch each other’s eyes with meaningful sidelong glances, which is the most they’ll allow themselves in meetings and other work gatherings. The other Qixing know of their relationship, but they’ve agreed to keep up professional appearances in public. 

“In approximately four weeks, the Dizhi Assembly will be holding a convention for the first time to make their nominations for the next Yaoguang,” Xueqiao begins. The Kaiyang’s seat is to Keqing’s direct left, much to her distaste; she’s been vocally disapproving of the blind eye he’s willing to turn to employers flouting labor laws, and he despises the way she oversteps into affairs he considers to be under his authority. That open distaste has mellowed over the years, but neither of them have forgotten it. 

He continues, “This will also be the first member of the Qixing to be appointed after Rex Lapis left us, so let us review the procedures. Any other matters before we begin?”

“Yes,” Keqing says. “I think the forty-nine day mourning period is unnecessary, and in this case, detrimental. We should shorten it.” She catches Ganyu dipping her head the slightest bit—probably to hide her amusement—as she records the meeting minutes. Keqing had said that morning that she’d bring up the point today, although Ganyu had—only halfheartedly—advised her not to. 

Xueqiao huffs. “That will not be happening, and neither is it the purpose of this meeting,” he returns.

“I’m aware,” Keqing says coolly. “I bring it up as a point of discussion for future meetings, to avoid further disasters.”

“And by disasters,” Xueqiao says, drawling the word out, “you are referring to what?”

“I’m referring to the sixty plus days we’re having to wait to choose a new Yaoguang in a time when Liyue’s security and defense is a top priority. If you left the walls of your estate more often, you might’ve seen the people’s panic the few days after his passing was announced,” Keqing says. “If one of us”—the briefest stutter in her momentum—“died at a more critical time, it could be worse.”

Xueqiao bristles. He leans forward on one elbow. “You are proposing we break a sacred tradition of respecting the dead.”

“We’re already here, aren’t we? Discussing his replacement,” Keqing points out, “before the forty-nine days are up.”

“Keqing has a point,” Uncle Tian chuckles lightly from his seat beside Ganyu. “But perhaps a point we can discuss a different day.” The Tianshu has perhaps become her most consistent supporter alongside Ningguang. Keqing is aware that he is more cunning than his fatherly demeanor suggests, and takes his warmth always with cautious gratitude; she’s theorized that most of his support comes as an extension of his fondness for Ganyu. Ganyu usually smiles and denies this when she voices it.

“Agreed,” Keqing concedes.

In the Tianquan’s seat to Keqing’s right, Ningguang laces her fingers together over her papers. She is poised, movements deliberate and patient. “Xueqiao, brief us on the procedures for the convention, if you will,” she prompts.

Xueqiao huffs again. A childish habit unbecoming of a man his age, Keqing thinks. He doesn’t argue anymore. He passes papers over the table, each neatly printed with lines of text, the Qixing’s seal at the top. Keqing’s papers come to her with a little more force. 

“This is a final draft of the document that the Dizhi Assembly will receive,” Xueqiao says. “As you know, the Assembly members are selected via the same examination process that Qixing candidates have historically had to pass.”

He begins to explain the document in further detail. Keqing is familiar with it already. A few years ago, she’d fought for many of the items outlined within and the policies surrounding the upcoming convention. A larger group of delegates whose selection must be confirmed by citizen vote. Lower examination fees and thorough background checks. The fair inclusion of Qingce Village’s population in all procedures. 

It isn’t perfect, but it gives her hope, proud and sturdy. Still a provisional one, as most hopes are. Its weight is like precious cargo suspended from ropes, each painstakingly woven, each integral in maintaining an upward momentum. 

In the months after Rex Lapis’s departure, Liyue had fought a busy, steady battle against despondency. There had been relief, when the Qixing learned the true nature of his disappearance. And then resignation, when they realized that their god had truly, permanently bowed out of his divine responsibilities, human form or not. The years after that had been marked by renewed determination.

In her fifteen years as Yuheng now, Keqing has seen much accomplished, and sees just as much—far more, even—left undone.

Keqing meets Ganyu’s eyes from across the table. Xueqiao is droning on in a particularly mind numbing manner. Ganyu misses a few of his words when their gazes hold and her hand stills. Keqing raises a brow, almost undetectable. Her eyes dip toward Ganyu’s notepad pointedly, and Ganyu returns pen to paper, slow smile simmering. 

Keqing looks down at her paper too, its contents a testament to their collective work. She wonders, heart swelling, what it would be like to keep this upward momentum going for centuries and millennia to come, by Ganyu’s side. 

 

 

“You looked distracted today,” Ganyu notes later on their walk home. Her arm is linked through Keqing’s. Keqing carries a bag containing their dinner—takeout from Wanmin Restaurant—in her free hand. The day had run long, and they’d decided that neither of them had the energy to cook with another early start awaiting them tomorrow. 

“Did I?” Keqing muses.

“After you drilled Lord Xueqiao over the mourning period, yes,” Ganyu replies. Her voice is tired, but infused with the sound of a sure smile. 

“He didn’t have to take it so poorly. I could suggest something as harmless as exchanging the meeting hall chairs to actually match the table better, and I’d still get pushback from him.”

“You did bring it up as a non-related point at a meeting he was heading,” Ganyu points out.

Keqing nudges Ganyu with her elbow. She rolls her eyes. “Are you on my side, or his?”

Ganyu’s smile widens in answer.

“You’re sure you don’t want a promotion? That man can’t have too many years left in him.” Keqing is only partially joking. “You would be an easy pick, especially for Kaiyang.”

Ganyu elbows her this time. “Don’t say that,” she chides.

“It’s true!”

“I’m going to write this conversation into the meeting minutes,” Ganyu warns.

“Oh, I take that back then,” Keqing says. “Didn’t realize you were the type to abuse your powers.”

“Mm, someone has to keep treasonous government officials in check.”

“Ah, a beacon of justice…” Keqing grins. She squeezes Ganyu’s arm in the crook of her elbow. “No wonder I fell in love with you.”

Ganyu breaks into clear and musical laughter. Keqing softens into the sound of it, a sweet comfort momentarily dissolving the weariness of work clouding her brain.

“Do you really think you’ll still be a secretary in another—say, two thousand years?” Keqing asks, when the laughter fades. 

Ganyu glances sideways at her. “Is that what was distracting you earlier?”

“Part of it.”

Ganyu hums. “I don’t know. It wouldn’t surprise me if I were,” she decides. The answer is the same as usual. “Why?”

“Just trying to imagine… still being colleagues in a couple millennia,” Keqing says. 

She predicts the way Ganyu’s arm twitches against hers in understanding. She wonders, for a moment, if it’s cruel to share these tentative hopes with Ganyu, the way she has been since their visit with Madame Ping. She doesn’t want to build Ganyu’s expectations if she will only let them crumble in the end. But it’s difficult to keep them to herself—perhaps due to fear, or perhaps because this is just the way it is with Ganyu: Keqing’s joys and fears and dreams, everything unnamed that makes her heart resonate—she wants to share all of it with Ganyu. This is how Keqing knows that as tentative as these hopes might be, they are real and honest.

“Hopefully you won’t tire of me then,” Ganyu says. Her tone is thoughtful under a layer of amusement.

“I’d never.”

“What would you do?” Ganyu asks. “Would you want to remain Yuheng for the rest of your life, if that were thousands of years?”

“I’m sure that wouldn’t be allowed. The last adeptus in the Qixing—Tianji, right?—was forced to resign. And that was centuries ago.”

“Right. But if you could, though?”

“Yeah. Well, no, not that long. But a while, at least,” Keqing answers. The answer comes easily, without much second thought. “I mean, I felt good, overall, about the meeting today. Confident. But there’s still so much left to do.”

“Oh no,” Ganyu murmurs, smiling into a loosely curled fist.

“Why’s that funny?”

“I’m just enabling you to overwork yourself for the next few millennia, aren’t I?”

Keqing chuckles. “As if you haven’t been doing that yourself.” Ganyu makes a muffled noise of concession in her throat. Keqing continues, “I’d step down though, of course. When I have to. But I just want to make sure nobody undoes all the progress we’ve made. What if the next Yaoguang is even more archaic than Master Yongjie was? Or worse—if they’re like Xueqiao.”

“Your work—everyone’s work—is not so easy to undo,” Ganyu assures her. “Have some faith.”

“Maybe.” Keqing exhales and watches her breath fade pale like smoke into the night, dark where the lights grow sparse near their house. “I could stick around as a secretary too,” she muses. “Maybe do some damage control where I can.”

“You’ll put me out of a job,” Ganyu jests.

“Nah.” Keqing shakes her head. “Maybe I’ll work under you, for once.”

“You wouldn’t like it, I’m certain. I mean, taking directions.”

Keqing presses her lips together. “I disagree. I follow your directions perfectly well when you tell me what food scraps to set aside for the garden.”

“Hmm… then what about when I tell you, every single year, not to spend too much on anniversary gifts?”

Keqing’s frown upturns into a smug smile. “The instructions were unclear,” she says. “Open to interpretation.”

Ganyu’s raised brow relaxes as she shakes her head. She’s quiet for a few seconds, treading silently next to Keqing as they cross their yard. Then she says, “You know, there was a brief time when I thought about retiring.”

“Really?” Keqing lifts her brows. “When?” And then—“You haven’t told me this before, right?” 

It makes sense. They haven’t talked about retirement—barely. Not seriously. Retirement, the assumption goes, happens at the end of one’s life, if it happens at all. And the ends of their lives as Ganyu and Keqing are now, are futures far apart. They rarely speak of the subject, only as needed.

“I haven’t,” Ganyu confirms, as Keqing unhooks their arms to rummage for her key. “I considered it right after Rex Lapis retired.”

“Oh,” Keqing recalls distantly, with a hand on the handle of their front door. “Was it when you had to be fetched from Jueyun Karst?”

Ganyu flushes pink under the two lanterns hanging from the eave. “Yes. That was… embarrassing.”

“Probably the worst recorded days in history for Yuehai Pavillion’s secretaries,” Keqing adds, tugging the door open and waiting for Ganyu to enter first.

“Please, don’t remind me.” Ganyu tosses her a half-pleading, half-disapproving look as she steps inside.

Keqing grins and says in compensation, “I’m glad you stayed.”

“Mm… I am too.”

Keqing waits until she’s shut and locked the door behind them to slide her arms around Ganyu’s waist. The takeout still dangles loosely from one hand. She presses a kiss and a sigh against Ganyu’s temple, resting there. The house is still dark around them, the only light that of the lanterns outside, dim and diluted through the window and curtain. Ganyu doesn’t move to light any lamps. She lifts a hand to cup Keqing’s cheek. 

“Do you still think about retiring?” Keqing asks.

“Not really,” Ganyu answers. “Not when you’re there.”

“I wouldn’t mind or think any less of you. I’d be happy for you—you’ve served for so long.”

“I know, but I’m happiest working with you.”

“Hm… I’m the only thing keeping the Qixing’s greatest ever head secretary tethered to her post?”

Ganyu laughs and swivels a little in the circle of Keqing’s arms to face her. She thumbs over Keqing’s chin. “First and only head secretary,” she amends. “Although… I suppose I can’t imagine doing anything else either.”

“I’m not surprised,” Keqing says. “But between the two of us, we could come up with alternatives.”

“I have something a little different, actually.”

“What’s that?”

“I was thinking that maybe…” Ganyu says, pushing each word forward, trying them out, “retiring together in another thousand years doesn’t sound too bad.”

“Oh.” Keqing holds Ganyu closer, holds this future that somehow feels so imminent in her words. “Not bad at all.”

 

 

As the week continues, Keqing’s mind strays further and further down the trajectory of this previously impossible future. She allows it to, with a certain wonder, and a muted, anticipatory happiness. Doubts filter in at times: if she will be able to make the final contract. How much she’ll change—if she will. How hard it will be to shoulder watching everyone else grow old around her. 

Keqing is only human, but she has spent nearly a third of her life—a shocking percentage, when she thinks of it like that—by Ganyu’s side now. She is no stranger to the cruelties of such a long life, the things that sully the coveted blessing that it appears to be in so many stories. She doesn’t think it’s foolishly prideful of her to believe that she could face them too, but she isn’t so proud as to be certain that they will not somehow change her. 

Yet, as she promised and as she naturally does, she brings up her curiosities—great and small—with Ganyu. Each time, she receives only love in return, so kind, so grounding, so familiar. It seems to outpace her uncertainties. It’s almost easy—tempting—to believe that this love wouldn’t change, whether it faces eight thousand more years or sixty.

Wednesday evening over dinner, Keqing asks, “Do you ever find it absurd to think about? Me, of all people, as an adeptus?”

Ganyu giggles over her bowl of rice. “Yes,” she admits. “But you’re full of surprises.”

Keqing frowns. “I thought you said I was predictable.”

“Somehow, you manage to be both,” Ganyu replies. Her voice brims, then overflows, with fondness.

The same night, after they’ve curled up together in bed, Keqing asks, “Do you think you’ll tire of being with me? Are you afraid of that? Honestly.”

Ganyu shifts. She looks up from where she’d been drawing her finger along some invisible path over Keqing’s collarbone. “No.” The sound is so sure. She pauses. “Sometimes it feels like I’ve only just started loving you. Maybe it’s a little… um, greedy of me, but I can’t imagine… there ever being enough time.”

Keqing kisses her cheek, just below the flutter of her eyelashes. “I like when you’re a little greedy,” she says. Ganyu smiles. She leans up to close the gap between their mouths.

They have lunch together on Thursday, the first time that week they’ve been able to get away with not working through the break. Keqing muses aloud, “Me against a demon—who would win?”

Ganyu looks up from a slice of lotus root between her chopsticks. “Win in—paperwork?”  

Keqing snorts an unseemly burst of laughter. “A fight!”

“I don’t think there will be any demons left around Jueyun Karst,” Ganyu replies, laughing too.

“Hypothetically then.”

“Mm… even hypothetically, a human couldn’t fight a demon without the proper weaponry and techniques.”

Keqing crosses her arms over the table. “Okay, say I had the proper tools.”

“Then,” Ganyu says, and she sounds so proud, despite the mirth that dances between them. “I believe you would win.”

On Friday night, Keqing sits on a low stool and towels Ganyu’s hair dry after a late bath. She takes care to avoid her horns with any rougher movements, the way Ganyu had instructed the first time she offered years ago.

“What if they don’t let me stay as Yuheng anymore?” Keqing wonders. She massages the thick cotton over the nape of Ganyu’s neck, works it down over the damp strands of her hair. “I’ll have to inform the Qixing eventually. Sooner, preferably, rather than later.”

Ganyu hums from where she’s seated on a mat, shoulders barely between Keqing’s knees. “It would only be fair to let you finish another forty or fifty years.”

“Do you think they’d let me have more? That adeptus who stepped down as Tianji got close to six hundred.”

Ganyu’s shoulders vibrate with laughter. “How many more do you want?”

“A hundred—two hundred, maybe.”

A few residual chuckles. “You can always serve Liyue in other ways. Yanfei runs her own legal business.”

“Right. I did consider that too,” Keqing says. “I’d have more than enough experience to offer land survey and consulting services.”

Ganyu reaches down to give her ankle a squeeze. “You’ll end up the best of your field, whatever you choose.”

“It just doesn’t feel like enough though, compared to what I can do as Yuheng. I should do more, if I had all that time.”

A short quiet settles between them. Ganyu’s palm rests warm and soft over Keqing’s ankle. “Keqing,” Ganyu says finally. “In all my years as secretary, I have met few people who love this country as much as you do.” She lifts her head briefly to glance back. “Stepping down from your position now… won’t change or lessen that.” 

Keqing silently mulls over this, probing it for truth. 

“You can take it slowly, with all that time,” Ganyu adds.

Keqing can’t help but laugh. “Now there’s a challenge,” she says, and Ganyu chuckles too. Keqing turns and wrings the towel out into a basin beside her. When the water stops dripping, she returns the towel to Ganyu’s head. “Does it scare you when I ask you all these questions?” she asks.

There’s the expected lapse, then Ganyu confesses, “A little. Because it just feels so… close.”

Keqing thinks of the monumental stone doors in Jueyun Karst, overgrown with vines. She recalls all the times she’s passed by it with Ganyu on their way to Cloud Retainer’s abode on Mount Aocang. They could enter, just as easily. Sometimes, she finds herself choreographing, rehearsing, strategizing whatever battle might ensue inside. Sometimes, she thinks of the view from Qingyun Peak, and imagines looking down from even higher up.

“I understand,” Keqing says. “Like it’s within reach.”

“Yes.” Ganyu leans back against Keqing’s thighs, fitting her body between her knees. She sighs. Keqing feels the way the width of her torso expands and contracts, gently. “And I… don’t want to lose it.”

Keqing’s hands slow over the towel, resting at the back of Ganyu’s head. “If it upsets you, I can stop,” she says quietly. “Asking questions.”

“No.” The answer is immediate. Ganyu shakes her head. She twists around where she sits until she can look up into Keqing’s face. “Please don’t. I want to know where you’re at.”

Keqing holds the stare, studying her. It’s one thing to recognize Ganyu’s discomfort, and another to hear it from her in words. Sometimes, it’s a while before she’s ready. Ganyu’s eyes are piercing in a wide and earnest plea. Still, Keqing asks, “Are you sure?”

Ganyu nods. “Yes.” She pauses, mouth opened. The corners tilt upward in a smile. “You already know I love that about you—how honest you are with me. The way you voice everything.”

Keqing huffs a soft laugh of acknowledgement. “I just worry that it’s too much, especially now.”

“It isn’t.”

“You’ll let me know if it is?”

Ganyu nods again.

“Okay,” Keqing agrees. She leans forward to peck Ganyu’s lips, pulls away with a smile. “Now, if you’ll turn back around, my lady, so I can finish drying your hair.” 

 

 

Late on Saturday morning, Keqing takes a break from paperwork to find Ganyu working in the garden, a few hours after breakfast. She’s squatting by the middle of one tilled row of earth. The sun is ablaze today, unhindered by clouds, the air crisply warm, as if it can’t decide which season it belongs to. Ganyu’s tunic sleeves are rolled up just above the elbow. Keqing pauses a few steps from the door to admire the subtle ripple of muscle in her forearms, highlighted sharp under the sunlight as she works through the dirt. 

“Join me for a spar?” Keqing asks, when Ganyu looks up at her approaching footsteps. Her brow furrows immediately in confusion as she looks between Keqing and the two wooden swords she’s holding.

“Now?” she asks.

Keqing nods. “Or after you’ve finished with the garden. We don’t have to, of course, if you’re tired.”

“I just transplanted the last of the cabbages,” Ganyu says, with a glance down at the vibrant green sprouts. “This is… sudden though.”

“I know,” Keqing says. She pauses briefly. “I was just thinking—if I’m going to take this Trial of Earth, I can’t be rusty at all, and I’ve relaxed too much on training this past month.”

Ganyu’s eyes brighten at that. “Alright. Let me wash up first.”

“You’re only going to end up sweating again.”

“Speak for yourself,” Ganyu replies, standing.

“What—come on,” Keqing groans. “I’ve gotten you to break a solid sweat plenty of times.”

Ganyu smiles. “I’m just going to wash the dirt off,” she repeats, reaching for Keqing’s face with soil-covered hands, “unless you want this all over you.”

“Gross!” Keqing grimaces, ducking out of the way with a laugh. “We’re sword fighting, not grappling. But okay, go, go. I’ll be out here.”

When Ganyu returns from the water pump behind their house, Keqing is performing a series of sweeping horizontal cuts to warm up. Her back is tight from sitting the entire morning.

“Ready?” Ganyu asks, picking up the sword Keqing had set down against the tree. Her sleeves remain rolled, and Keqing watches her forearm tighten slightly when she grips the hilt. 

The first time Keqing asked her to spar, it had quickly become clear that she’d underestimated Ganyu’s competence in fighting close range. She wields a sword with the same precision as she does her preferred bow, the same quick fluidity. A few years ago, they were more evenly matched. Keqing’s reactions have dulled now—just the thinnest margin, still honed and sharp—but enough that she can tell the difference sometimes, when her body is a fraction of a step behind her mind. She tries to adjust, to make up for it in strength and disciplined practice.  

“Ready,” Keqing confirms. She offers a little bow in banter. Ganyu returns it.

Keqing holds her sword with one hand, waist level, tilting it up. They lower themselves, sliding feet into position, calculating, maintaining distance. Keqing knows that Ganyu will always wait to react, rather than initiate. She knows that the first move will always be hers. There’s no point in wasting time—she lunges, makes an upward cut toward Ganyu’s shoulder.

Ganyu moves to block. Keqing anticipates the angle of her blade, but not the speed with which it slams into hers. The resulting crack of wood against wood echoes loud enough to scare off the few birds roosting on their rooftop. Keqing steps and lets her blade slide off the contact and swings from the left, ducking low. Ganyu jumps high, twisting her body over Keqing’s, landing out of reach. Wood whooshes uselessly through air where Ganyu stood. Keqing pulls back and finds her balance to right herself, sword at the ready.

“Pulling out all the stops so early,” she notes, grinning.

Ganyu tilts her head in answer.

Keqing doesn’t give her time for further words. She launches forward, swinging her blade down. Ganyu meets it with force, knocks it aside, flows into a sweeping cut that Keqing hastily blocks. They fall into a string of even blows, resounding cracks. Ganyu ends it with an upward thrust of her blade, separating them from their exchange.

Keqing is already closing in again with an overhead cut. Ganyu doesn’t meet her this time—she ducks and tilts back in one fluid motion—just far enough. Keqing’s momentum carries her through her swing. She sees Ganyu moving but is unable to redirect as quickly as she once could, leaving her helpless as Ganyu stabs straight forward. The rounded tip of the wooden blade stops exactly before it touches her shoulder. Ganyu smiles at her, victorious.

“Nice one,” Keqing grunts, settling back into position. “I’m just warming up.”

“As am I,” Ganyu quips, smile having stretched into a grin.

Keqing huffs. She inches forward once. Ganyu holds her ground, weapon out. Keqing takes a lunging step. Ganyu cuts in low, forcing Keqing to leap over. She dives, rolls to her feet, pivots instinctively, arm shooting up and out to block Ganyu’s second strike. It lands squarely on her blade and in the same beat, she sweeps her foot around, aiming for Ganyu’s ankles. Ganyu jumps nimbly away and Keqing follows her with a thrust of her sword that Ganyu deflects to her right with a precise flick of her forearm. 

Keqing catches the spark of her eyes as their blades lock again. It’s mirthful, under the calculation. It dances adoringly. It’s as mesmerizing as the rhythm of their strikes and parries as they carry their rapid back-and-forth over the grass. 

Finally, Keqing feints toward Ganyu’s left, and when Ganyu moves to block, she rolls her blade away, below, draws it around in one smooth tight circle to bring the tip to the base of Ganyu’s neck. They’re both breathing hard. Ganyu’s gaze flits down.

“Ah, Keqing,” she says.

Keqing looks down too: her foot has landed on top of a cabbage seedling. It bends under her weight, two of its leaves crushed beneath her heel. “Oh gods—sorry,” she mumbles, jumping off and crouching down. She attempts to spruce up the plant again, a futile effort. “I didn’t notice—” 

She looks up at Ganyu again. Ganyu has her free hand curled loose against her mouth, giggling now. “It’s okay,” she says.

“It’s okay?” Keqing repeats. She spares another glance at the sad, crumpled leaves and the guilty footprint in the soil.

“It’ll live,” Ganyu says. She picks up Keqing’s discarded sword and holds it out. “And if it doesn’t, then… I suppose you owe me Uncle Shenwei’s best cabbage.”

Keqing shakes her head in amusement and rises to her feet. She accepts the weapon. “You’re letting me off easy.” 

“Mm, I may have a soft spot for you.”

They launch back into their bouts. It isn’t long before banter falls away, then words altogether, only grunts and gasps of exertion joining the charged air between them. 

At some point, Keqing sheds her outer layer by the tree. She wipes at the sweat on her forehead with the thinner sleeve of her shirt. The sunlight, peaking in brightness, glistens off Ganyu’s skin too, around the collar of her tunic, on her neck. Along her arms, in dull flashes, as she twirls and weaves alongside Keqing’s blade. 

As per usual, Ganyu pulls ahead easily. Keqing is unable to keep up with her sheer reflex and strength. Once, this had been a point of frustration; Keqing couldn’t fathom falling behind despite how diligently she worked. Now, it is a point of pride; sometimes, in moments like these, Ganyu’s eyes bright with rare fire yet familiar behind the flame, Keqing marvels that Ganyu chose her.

She exhales sharply as Ganyu’s sword hits her parry above her head. She knows she’s tiring from how narrowly she missed the counter. Sweat drips into her eyes. She deflects to the right, twisting from her abdomen for more power. Ganyu follows through, circling her blade back around with alarming speed. Keqing knocks the blow away again, although the force of the collision is nearly strong enough to tear the hilt of her weapon from her grip. 

She flips backward, to buy herself a second—but Ganyu follows. She’s too fast. Just before Keqing feels the ground beneath her, she feels hard, weighted wood connect with the side of her shin. She lands on her feet, then sinks to one knee with a groan. 

“Keqing! Oh—I’m so sorry—” Ganyu is down on the ground beside her, sword thrown aside. Her hand comes up to cover Keqing’s where it’s clutched over her shin. Her voice is laden with concern.

“I’m good, it’s all good,” Keqing grits through her teeth. Ganyu must’ve held back, she realizes as her head clears from the flash of pain. If she hadn’t, she could have easily broken bone.

“Sorry, sorry, I pulled back but I didn’t—I miscalculated.” Ganyu’s words come out in a hurried jumble. She gently pushes at Keqing’s fingers. “How bad is it? Let me see.”

Keqing removes her hand and lets Ganyu tug the loose pant leg up. The searing has dropped quickly to a warm throbbing, albeit one strong enough to overpower the sensation of Ganyu’s fingers brushing over her skin. Keqing assesses the pain quickly. “Not bad,” she says. “It’ll probably just bruise tomorrow.”

Ganyu looks up at her, unsure, brimming with concern. 

“I’m not lying—it’s fine,” Keqing adds. “Are you sure you weren’t avenging your cabbage?”

Perhaps convinced, Ganyu finally breaks into a small smile. “Maybe I was.”

“A little warning would’ve been nice,” Keqing jests. She reaches for her sword, but Ganyu snatches it first.

“I think we’re done for today,” Ganyu states. Keqing recognizes the gentle finality of her tone. She knows there’s no use arguing.

“Fine,” she relents. 

Ganyu kisses her cheek in gratitude and touches a hand to her elbow. “Are you able to stand?”

“Of course.” Keqing rises to her feet immediately, to prove her point. Ganyu reaches out when she stumbles a little, but she centers herself with a stubborn shake of her head. She hobbles to fetch her jacket where it’s piled by the tree.

Ganyu has gathered both swords and is watching her when she turns. Seemingly assured that Keqing is steady enough on her legs, she nods back toward the house. 

“I’m going to draw you a bath,” Ganyu says, “and get you some ice. But we should take care not to soak your shin, in case the bone is bruised.” She pauses when Keqing joins her. “I’m sorry, love.”

“No need for that—it’s really nothing,” Keqing reassures her. She rests a hand at the small of Ganyu’s back. She smiles, and hopes Ganyu can’t see how it presses a little strained at the edges. It isn’t Ganyu’s fault. And it isn’t hers either, yet Keqing can’t help but feel the slightest prickle of disappointment—directed only at herself—as they return inside.

 

 

When Keqing climbs into bed that night, her shin is freezing cold and sporting a red patch from the ice pack Ganyu had made her use on it. 

“How is your leg?” Ganyu asks, curling at her side.

“Cold and properly numb,” Keqing says. She draws her leg up under the blanket and touches the spot against Ganyu’s bare calf. Ganyu giggles and jerks back. Keqing presses mercilessly forward with an impish grin until Ganyu pushes playfully at her shoulder. 

“Honestly though,” Keqing continues, “I’m sure it won’t end up being anything worse than a slightly nastier-than-average bruise.”

Ganyu sighs. “Thank goodness. We should still be careful though. To make sure it’s nothing more serious.”

Keqing settles a hand over Ganyu’s waist. “Good thing I’m in the best care then.”

Ganyu smiles. She rights the blankets over them again, then inches her head closer, to the edge of her pillow. She inhales a quiet, shallow breath. “Were you serious earlier? About wanting to be ready for the Trial of Earth?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I was,” Keqing answers. “As serious as I’ve been this whole week. I wouldn’t—you know—mislead you like that. And it’s a good time to be extra prepared, with the number of armed groups roaming around now and everyone on edge.”

“They would never give you trouble,” Ganyu says. 

“Still think I could defeat a demon after today?”

Ganyu reaches for her bicep and gives it an appraising squeeze. She nods, expression impressively sober aside from a slight wavering of her lips. “Mhm.”

Keqing scoffs. She flexes the arm briefly. Ganyu laughs too. 

“I felt slower though, a couple times,” Keqing muses, more seriously. “Maybe a month of no proper sparring has been more detrimental than I thought.”

“You still got three points on me.”

“To your nine. And I know you were holding back.”

“I wasn’t,” Ganyu insists. “That was completely you.”

Keqing frowns in doubt. Ganyu rises to one elbow and smooths her fingertips over Keqing’s furrowed brow, beneath her bangs. “Don’t underestimate yourself,” she says.

“I’m not—I don’t. I’m only being realistic,” Keqing replies.

Ganyu’s fingers trail down her face. “So am I.” 

Her voice is soft and decisive. It feels just like the warm security of the palm that cups Keqing’s jaw. Keqing smiles in some half-acceptance, and Ganyu dips down to kiss her. Her lips are like her voice and her hand—warm, soft, safe. Keqing curls her arm around Ganyu’s torso, pulling her close as if to see if the line of her body is the same. 

When Ganyu draws away, it’s with a tiny sigh. Keqing wants to hear more. She tilts her chin up, and Ganyu’s lips meet hers again. This kiss is gentle, a series of caresses. One, another, and another, patient. Then Keqing understands the exact moment it tips into something more wanting. 

She palms across the sliver of Ganyu’s waist exposed by the hem of her shirt. Ganyu’s soft hold over her jaw grows more insistent. Keqing slides her hand up Ganyu’s skin, traces a fingertip up her side, over the ridge where her ribcage begins. She feels the jump when Ganyu’s breath hitches in recognition.

“What are you up to?” Ganyu murmurs against her lips. Keqing can feel the knowing smile there.

Keqing parts from her enough to say, “Payback for earlier.”

“Hmm…” Ganyu hums, skeptical, teasing, challenging.

Keqing huffs and leans up to suck a hot kiss just below Ganyu’s jaw in response, and the hum fades. She eases her body forward, pressing, and Ganyu lets her, rolling onto her back. Keqing maintains the warm contact between them. She trails down with her lips, just before the point she knows a mark will form. Down, slowly—savoring. She’s rewarded with the barest sigh. Ganyu’s hand comes to cradle the back of her neck. Her thumb strokes purposeful tight circles at the sensitive spot behind Keqing’s ear, and Keqing moans against her skin.

She reaches Ganyu’s collarbone, the path obstructed by her shirt. Keqing sits up, straddling Ganyu’s right leg, to pull at the hem, and Ganyu shifts to let her tug it off. It falls beside them. 

Their room is dark, cool bluish in the moonlight leaking through the curtain. Keqing can still see how it’s a perfect compliment to the blue of Ganyu’s hair and to the colors of her waiting eyes. She runs her hands over Ganyu’s skin. She replaces the touch with a kiss planted between her breasts—“Beautiful,” she murmurs. Another kiss, open-mouthed and smiling over the muscle of Ganyu’s shoulder. “So strong.” Ganyu huffs breathy laughter.

Keqing reaches up to cup a breast. The pad of her thumb rolls over the nipple, and Ganyu’s laughter turns to a sigh. Keqing falls quiet too when she moves her mouth down. Sometimes they talk, sometimes they laugh, but Keqing loves to listen the most. 

Ganyu isn’t naturally vocal during sex. Keqing used to tell her not to hold back, but then quickly realized that she hadn’t before—the noises that Ganyu could so easily draw from her didn’t come with the same ease to Ganyu herself. Ganyu responds quietly, but just as intensely, in subtleties that Keqing has become attuned to.

Her breathing has grown louder above Keqing. She gasps, when Keqing’s tongue circles hot on her skin. Her back arches up, when it strokes a heavy, wet path over her nipple. Keqing groans in answer when Ganyu’s hold tightens in her hair. She revels in each subtlety. She listens to and loves each one. She draws them out with pride and hides them in her heart.

Keqing shifts and reaches down. Ganyu raises her hips to let her remove her pants and underwear. Then she sits up too, hooking her fingers under the hem of Keqing’s shirt. 

“Off, please,” she says. “I want to see you.”

Keqing grins and complies. She lets her shirt drop next to Ganyu’s, and Ganyu’s hands are on her immediately. She kisses at the base of Keqing’s neck, then lower. She squeezes Keqing’s breast, and Keqing whimpers into the thick blue of Ganyu’s hair. She can feel the line of calluses on her fingers where she draws her bowstring. Everything about her feels good, and right, and it takes immense willpower for Keqing to pull away and lay a halting palm on Ganyu’s shoulder. 

“You first,” Keqing says, breathless. She adds, as if she needs a reason, as if this isn’t something she insists every time, “You’ve taken care of me all day.”

“I’m the one who hit you in the first place,” Ganyu points out. 

“Right. I never knew you had it in you,” Keqing returns with a chuckle. She pushes lightly with her palm. Ganyu places one last kiss on Keqing’s chest, then allows Keqing to coax her back against the pillows.

Satisfied, Keqing settles over Ganyu again. Ganyu pulls her down for a kiss, and Keqing goes. It’s deep and needy, punctuated by gasps. Keqing reaches lower down. She runs a palm along Ganyu’s inner thigh to ease her legs apart. When she traces to their center, she finds Ganyu wet and wanting. 

Keqing sighs. She takes her time, but then Ganyu whispers her name—and far be it from her to keep her love waiting too long. She moans when her finger dips inside. She swallows Ganyu’s shaky drawn out sigh. 

It’s the most natural thing in the world to find the slow and heavy rhythm that Ganyu loves. Her quiet gasps fan out into the dark of their room as Keqing returns her mouth to her breast. Her hips rise in tiny circles against Keqing’s hand. Keqing looks up to find Ganyu watching her too, a beautiful pink flushed over her face. Their gazes lock. Ganyu bends her knee a little, pressing her thigh up between Keqing’s legs, and Keqing cries out against her skin, a further string of moans escaping through teeth sunken into her lower lip. She chases the pressure, pushing her hips backward, and Ganyu gives her what she needs.

Just when Keqing withdraws her fingers to reposition herself between Ganyu’s thighs, Ganyu lifts her face with a gentle hand. “Keqing,” she breathes, shuddering.

Keqing kisses the base of her palm. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want to feel you,” Ganyu replies. “I want you on top. Ride me.”

Keqing has to stifle a groan at the words. She nods and draws back to discard the rest of her own clothes. Ganyu watches her with eyes so hungry she’s sure she’d be blushing if she weren’t already.

She moves forward again to slot her legs with Ganyu’s, then laughs as she wobbles, her muscles shaky and buzzing with pleasure. Ganyu reaches out to catch her waist with steady palms, smiling fondly. Keqing lowers her body to Ganyu’s, fitting together the juncture of their thighs, draping Ganyu’s leg over her own. Her head lulls forward with a high moan at the contact. Ganyu holds her hips with both hands and pulls them down against her. 

She leads Keqing to settle into a moderate pace, as easy and unspoken as the tide, their gazes piercing. Ganyu’s releases her grip with one hand to roam it over Keqing’s chest, then her back, when Keqing leans down to take a nipple into her mouth.

She knows the signs just before Ganyu comes apart—her string of quiet gasps growing silent in concentration, the exact tension in her abdomen, the way her thighs tremble. She opens her eyes to catch the way Ganyu’s body curls in and goes still even as Keqing continues to roll her hips. It’s the most beautiful sight. If Keqing were closer, it would be enough to send her over the edge too—sometimes it is. She groans softly as Ganyu envelopes her at her peak. Her fingers go tight in Keqing’s hair. Then Keqing lowers her forehead to Ganyu’s and kisses her through the end. 

Ganyu pants out a few breaths when she pulls back. Keqing knows she’s sensitive, so she moves her leg from between Ganyu’s and lays down against her instead.

“Thank you,” Ganyu says, smiling, running a hand up her arm.

Keqing bursts into laughter. “You have to stop thanking me.”

Ganyu hums low in her throat. She cradles Keqing’s jaw and kisses above her collarbone, at the juncture of her neck. “Why?”

“Because,” Keqing gasps, “it’s ridiculous.”

“You said it to me the first time.”

“I was ridiculous,” Keqing groans lightly in protest. It becomes a whimper when Ganyu palms her breast.

“I loved it. It was sweet,” Ganyu says. “I love you.”

Keqing has to smile. She sighs back, “I love you too.” 

And as if the words aren’t enough, Ganyu lavishes her body in adoration. Each kiss is tender, reminders feathered and pressed over her skin. Her touch is firm, almost reverent. It makes Keqing’s chest ache beneath the pleasure that comes out in shivers and moans.

When Ganyu settles between her legs, her eyes are intent on Keqing’s own. Sometimes, they close, when Ganyu loses herself in Keqing’s taste and licking her apart, but not today. Keqing almost has to look away from the intensity of her gaze, but she doesn’t. She cries out, when Ganyu presses her mouth there. She arches into the heat. She’d been so close already—each following pass of Ganyu’s tongue is a declaration that quickly stokes the fire in her belly to impossible heights. 

Ganyu reaches up to where her hands are curled into the sheets and eases one open. She interlaces their fingers instead, and it is with that assurance that Keqing bursts—with Ganyu grounding her, holding her. 

 

 

Ganyu rarely wakes during the night—unlike Keqing—but she is awake when Keqing returns from a trip to the washroom later on. She stirs and blinks sleepily when Keqing presses close again. The warmth is so welcoming. Keqing strokes her thumb over the soft skin of Ganyu’s shoulder, and Ganyu’s lips curve into a loving smile. Keqing lingers there, staring, for a few long seconds. Her heart swells with some kind of finality.

“Love,” she says, finally kissing Ganyu’s forehead.

“Mm.”

Keqing inhales deeply. She breathes out. “Let’s go to Taishan Mansion,” she decides.

Ganyu’s body tenses beside hers. Then she lifts her head. Her eyes are wide, the sleep gone in an instant. “You—really?”

“Yeah,” Keqing answers.

Ganyu blinks. Her expression splits into a brilliantly wide smile. Beautiful, hopeful. She squeezes Keqing’s hip. “Did I make you feel that good?”

“What—no! I mean,” Keqing amends after her incredulous burst of laughter, “yes, but that wasn’t the clincher.”

Ganyu tucks her forearm beneath her head, searching Keqing’s face. “Then what was?”

“I… don’t exactly know,” Keqing admits. “But I suppose it’s as simple as you love me.”

“I do. So much.”

“I can come up with so many pros and probably even more cons,” Keqing continues. “Not that each is weighted equally. I could probably reason with myself forever, but I don’t have forever.” She pauses. In her lapse, Ganyu reaches an arm out to her. Keqing shifts closer and lets Ganyu embrace her against her chest.

“This whole week—and probably earlier too—I’ve been thinking about the trials, imagining what they’re like. I keep thinking about what life would be like with you after that. Understanding you more. Growing old with you. Seeing Liyue into the future with you. Maybe… retiring with you.” Keqing chuckles, then sighs. “I want that. It feels like—like my heart has already decided. And I’ve yet to go wrong with listening to my heart when it comes to you.”

Ganyu runs her fingers through Keqing’s hair, loving, rhythmic passes. “Are you sure? I want all of that too but… I know this is a bigger decision than any you’ve made before.”

Keqing considers this for a while. She leans into Ganyu’s touch and watches her eyes. “No, I’m not,” she answers honestly. “This will sound awful, but I think a small part of me would be relieved if Taishan Mansion were empty, you know? Part of me… is so willing to go ahead because of the uncertainty.”

Ganyu’s hand stills for a few moments. Keqing hears her swallow. Then she begins stroking Keqing’s hair again, slower. “I understand,” she murmurs. “It’s a chance to turn back, even after you’ve said yes. You… you could say you tried, at least, in that case.”

“Yeah,” Keqing says, averting her gaze. “I’m sorry.”

Ganyu kisses the top of her head. “Don’t be. It’s more complicated than a sure yes or no. And I… I know you’re not so used to that.”

Keqing smiles. “I’ve gotten better, probably thanks to you.”

“Mhm,” Ganyu agrees.

“I’m still—well, afraid,” Keqing says. She leans her jaw on Ganyu’s shoulder and meets her gaze again. “But then I think about you—about us, and I’m convinced that whichever of those fears eventually come true, you’ll be enough to get me through. What we have will be enough.”

“And you—you’re enough,” Ganyu adds softly, so surely. “You’re strong. You amaze me constantly.”

Somehow, the statement brings stinging tears to Keqing’s eyes, and she squeezes them shut. “Right,” she says. 

Ganyu runs a thumb along Keqing’s lower lids when she blinks her eyes open again, wiping away the residual wetness. She doesn’t say anything about the tears, but instead asks, “You’ve been nervous this whole week, haven’t you?”

“Could you tell?” 

Ganyu hums. “You ask a lot of questions when you’re nervous,” she says. “I could tell you were frustrated when we were sparring too.”

“Archons,” Keqing says. “You’re too good. I—” She cuts off, then restarts. “I’m afraid I’ll fail the trials, I suppose. I’m no longer at my best, and this is a world that’s unfamiliar to me.”

“And you won’t be alone there,” Ganyu states. “I’ll be with you. I know… that doesn’t guarantee anything but I don’t know—I think I can help.”

“You can. You already do.”

“Please, rely on me then.”

Keqing heaves a sigh. “Not my strong suit.”

Ganyu laughs against her hair. “I know.”

“But I’ll try. I’ll probably have to.”

“Good,” Ganyu murmurs, and Keqing huffs a small snort, rolling her eyes. Ganyu adds, “I’ll be here, no matter what.”

Keqing nods. She lifts herself enough to cup Ganyu’s cheek and press a kiss to her lips. “What about you?” she asks, studying Ganyu’s face beneath her. “Are you afraid?”

Ganyu remains silent. Her fingertips have moved to tracing lines along Keqing’s spine. Keqing waits. Finally Ganyu murmurs, slow word by word, “I think… I fear most that you’ll regret this.”

“I’ve never had a single regret in my whole life,” Keqing declares. 

Ganyu chuckles. “What if this is the first?” she asks.

Keqing thinks on this, then decides, “It won’t be. But if it is… then it’s one that won’t be so hard to live with, because I’ll be with you. People can do that right? Live with regrets?” She smiles, and Ganyu returns it.

“I hope so,” she replies. 

“We’ll take it as it comes, okay?”

“Okay,” Ganyu agrees, nodding, then yawning. “Keqing?”

“Yeah?”

Ganyu blinks at her, clearly tiring again. “Tell me again in the morning, please? That you want to go to Taishan Mansion. I want to make sure this isn’t… a dream.”

“It isn’t,” Keqing says. “But I will. My answer won’t change.”

Ganyu kisses her one last time. “I know.”
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5. Chapter 5
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    Keqing tells Ganyu again in the morning, in the unrushed scattering of Sunday sunlight permeating through their curtains, that she wants to undertake the trials. She thinks that she sounds braver and surer than she feels. She also understands, now, that certainty is something that can be cultivated along the way—that it can be grown into. She knows that it germinates from the kind of deep and curious wanting that is already present in her heart. 

Ganyu’s smile is pure and simple in answer. She pulls Keqing close against her chest. Keqing can hear the relief tremble through her when she releases a long sigh.

Naturally, Ganyu also refuses to go until they’re sure Keqing’s leg is alright, and Keqing agrees. They tentatively settle on the following weekend. Ganyu makes a salve for Keqing to apply to the bruise that blooms on her shin. It begins to tinge blue, then yellow, around the perimeter by the end of the week. Ganyu runs her thumb gingerly over its blotchy patches then, and deems it mild enough for them to make the trip.

They retire to bed by ten, to rest for their planned early start the following morning. In the dark, the air feels dense in Keqing’s lungs. Heavy, as though it’s weighing down on her stomach too, keeping her from sleep. She inhales through her nose, exhales through her mouth, finds a pattern, repeats it again.

The rhythm of breathing beside her tells her that Ganyu isn’t fully asleep yet. Still, Keqing keeps her movements minimal as she shifts her arm where it’s draped over Ganyu’s waist and twists her body a little to get comfortable. She doesn’t want to disturb Ganyu; at least one of them should be well-rested. 

But Ganyu stirs and turns to face Keqing. She sighs sleepily and blinks long and slow until her eyes steady on Keqing’s own. “Too nervous to sleep?” she murmurs.

Keqing has to smile at how sweet her drowsy voice is. “Can you tell?”

“Mm, I can feel how tense you are. It’s like being held by a rock.” 

Keqing groans out a laugh. She lets go of Ganyu and stretches one arm, and then the other, above her head. She leaves them there, folded over the pillow. Her gaze lifts to the ceiling in her pause.

“I feel like I still have no idea—no real idea—of what’s ahead,” she says finally. Even what little information they’ve been given feels unfamiliar, abstract.

Ganyu reaches to tuck a stray strand of her hair away, then lets her hand drop to rest over Keqing’s stomach. “I know.”

“It’s hard to go ahead so unprepared. I’m not backing out,” Keqing adds quickly. “Just”—a sigh—“thinking too much, probably.”  

Ganyu hums, her thumb drawing thoughtful circles that Keqing can feel through the blanket. After a few moments, she says, “Think of it as a land survey.”

“A survey?”

“A survey is about discovery, isn’t it? Gathering new information?”

Keqing considers this with a slight frown. “I suppose, within very specific parameters. It’s really more about updating old information, since everything has already been mapped out, and our job is to designate boundaries and—what?” She cuts off when she glances sideways and sees that Ganyu’s small smile has widened into a knowing, amused grin.

“You’re getting technical,” Ganyu says. 

“Right, yeah. You were going to make a point?” 

Ganyu chuckles in confirmation. She asks, “You’re not nervous going into a survey, right? Even if the land is unknown to you.”

Keqing raises a brow. “No, but I’ve had years of experience now.”

“And what about your first few?”

“Not particularly, no,” Keqing repeats. She thinks back on her early years as Yuheng, on her split-second judgments, the stubborn certainty with which she went about all things. “I knew the procedures though. I had all the tools and the expertise—and help—that I needed.”

Ganyu nods. “You have that all now too, for these trials.”

Keqing’s frown deepens as she tries to reconcile the two. “It’s not the same.”

“Not quite,” Ganyu admits. “But my point is… that you’re probably much more prepared than you think you are. You’re strong enough here…” She leans up and in to kiss Keqing’s arm just below the curve of her shoulder. “And here”—a kiss to her forehead—“and here.” Ganyu’s hand traces up to rest on Keqing’s chest, over her heart. Keqing covers it with her own hand. Their joint weight and pressure is comforting. Ganyu continues, “You might not be able to see where your strengths will come in yet, but… trust in yourself.”

Keqing sighs. “You have so much confidence in me.”

Ganyu’s smile is proud. “It’s well-founded.”

“I feel like our roles have reversed.”

“That’s alright,” Ganyu says. “You don’t have to be so confident and sure all the time.”

“Right,” Keqing agrees slowly. 

“And…” Ganyu pauses for a moment, then continues, “If ever you decide you don’t want to go through with this, you can stop at any time. For whatever reason. I won’t think less of you, and… I will not love you any less.”

There is resolve in Ganyu’s eyes, brilliant and soft, betraying its depth. Once, Keqing had thought Ganyu to be lukewarm, without much conviction of her own. But she has since learned that Ganyu only places her certainties with caution, then tends to them diligently, patiently, with quiet intensity. The few things Ganyu is sure of, she is truly, wholly sure of—as though they are truths she has believed in for the entirety of her long life.

Keqing wonders what it would take to break her own resolve. She hopes, with a muted desperation, that she will not find it weaker than she believes. She steels herself and promises, “I will see it through.”

“I know,” Ganyu murmurs. “I know you want to.”

Keqing squeezes Ganyu’s fingers beneath hers. “Let’s sleep now.”

“Mm,” Ganyu agrees. “Feeling better?”

“As much as I can,” Keqing answers honestly. The uncomfortable weight constricting her gut seems to have lifted. Her pulse seems to have returned to its baseline thudding. “Thank you.”

Ganyu smiles. “Come here,” she says, reaching to cradle Keqing’s cheek. Keqing leans in to kiss her. She lets Ganyu tuck her head into the curve of her neck and sighs into the warmth there. Ganyu laces her fingers into Keqing’s hair, stroking in a short and gentle rhythm. Keqing closes her eyes and focuses on the way her heartbeat calms to match the pace of Ganyu’s touch, until sleep finds her.

 

 

Taishan Mansion glows with an otherworldly light under the overcast morning sky and shadows of the surrounding crags and slopes. Keqing sees the faint red emanating from its doors as she and Ganyu veer off the path into the overgrown grass along the southern edge of Jueyun Karst. The entrance itself remains hidden from view at this angle, embedded into the steep slope beneath them.

It’s quiet, hours from Liyue Harbor or any odd towns, and still too cold for birdsong and the buzzing of insects to come to life. Only the waterfall thunders steadily. Keqing shivers, tugging the collar of her thin woolen jacket closer around her neck. They’ve both foregone their usual outfits—Keqing’s suggestion—in favor of plainer clothing—still light, but less conspicuous, to avoid attracting unwanted attention.

Keqing scans the circle of ruins in the shallow pool below, then the rock rising around them. She looks at Ganyu and inclines her head toward the bridge to her left. 

“I’m going to get a better view from above,” she says.

Ganyu gives her a curt nod and repositions the bow that’s sling over her shoulder. “I’ll come too.”

Ganyu has expressed her doubt that they’ll be disturbed by any stray Treasure Hoarders or bandits here, given that Jueyun Karst is the home of the adepti, and most people—if they’re smart—tend not to linger in these areas. Keqing points out that it’s not impossible though, and not unheard of, especially now. Taishan Mansion is located at the edge of sacred territory; enough camps have been reported in its vicinity, and the Millelith presence has always been respectfully light. The last thing she wants is for anyone to follow them inside, or to catch onto their intentions. This, she thinks, is a dangerous door to open.

The karst looks peaceful from above. The surrounding roads look empty. Keqing’s gaze catches instead on the stone temple doors, now easily visible from their vantage point. Ganyu lays a prompting hand on Keqing’s forearm, but waits for her lead. 

“All clear,” Keqing decides. “Guess nobody is waking up that early on a weekend morning to go treasure hunting after all.”

Ganyu smiles. “You would, in a different life.”

They retrace their steps back around the clearing. Keqing feels surer as they go, although her confidence feels as though it’s waging an ever-mounting battle against the fears that simmer low and stubborn in her stomach. For now, at least, her confidence wins. It couldn’t be any other way, when Ganyu strides with such assurance beside her.

Keqing descends the rocky slope first, taking care to avoid slippery patches of moss. Ganyu follows close behind. Near the bottom, Keqing stops at a stone tablet, which protrudes from a slab of rock, as if wrought forth from it. She examines the lines of etched writing.

“‘At the sight of these words, people should leave immediately, as they should at the sight of the adeptus,’” Keqing reads the last portion aloud as Ganyu joins her, and shoots her a half-amused look. “Well. I’m reading these words, and I see an adeptus—clearly I’m doubly unwanted here,” she remarks.

Ganyu laughs and takes her hand and kisses the back of it, over her glove. “There,” she declares. “You have my express permission to be here.”

Keqing grins. “What an honor.” 

Ganyu lets go of her hand to make a wide, sweeping gesture at the ground below, an invitation, accompanied by a jovial dip of her head. “After you, my distinguished guest.”

Keqing snorts. “Quite a blasphemous move to invite me as a guest into a home that isn’t yours,” she notes, hopping down the last couple meters onto the uneven stone path at the base of the slope. “An archon’s former residence, at that.”

“Mhm, I hope I won’t regret my decision,” comes Ganyu’s mock warning. She lands soundlessly, easily, next to Keqing. 

The doors are even more massive than Keqing remembers or had estimated them to be, now that she stands right before them. Various fissures snake across their surface, inevitable marks of age, but they are undoubtedly solid, heavy, and well-constructed. The glow of the symbols on its frame glares down at her, brighter now in its proximity. She stares back hard, determinedly, and turns to Ganyu.

“You know how to open these?” she asks.

“I believe so,” Ganyu replies. She takes a step forward and fixes Keqing with a questioning gaze. “Are you ready?”

Keqing squares her shoulders. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

Ganyu nods. She closes the distance between herself and the doors, then lifts a palm and presses it flat against the center of the radial symbol there. Its red light saturates her skin with the same hue. For a still and silent second, nothing happens. Then Keqing inhales sharply. 

Red shifts to blue, which spreads, racing and curving up along symmetrical patterns in the stone like blood through veins, until the light becomes briefly overwhelming. Keqing squints into the brightness. The doors rumble, groan, almost alive—then begin to creak open, giving way at a nearly glacial pace beneath Ganyu’s touch.

Keqing can’t see anything in the widening crack—only dark. Her heart pounds. Perhaps turned away by the unfamiliarity of it, or perhaps drawn by the pinprick nudging of imagined dangers, she swivels to give the karst a last sweeping look.

Sudden movement makes her head snap to the left. She catches the form of something hurtling at her. The draw of her sword is instinctive. She tears it from its sheath in time to catch the head of an axe that had been aimed at her chest.

There’s no time to get a good look at the assailant’s face, hidden below a hat, before Keqing twists her blade away from their impasse and slashes. She’s too quick for the man’s attempted parry. He lets out a strained grunt and steps shakily backward, dark red beginning to stain his tunic from the new gash above his hip.  

“Ganyu!” Keqing calls over her shoulder. “We have com—”

“Keqing!” 

Ganyu’s scream cuts her off, raw fear pitching her sweet voice into an almost unrecognizable tone. Keqing is in the midst of whipping around, ready to strike, when something heavy bites into the side of her left shoulder with rapid force. 

She stumbles forward and down, confused, catching herself with her free palm against a rock. The sudden pressure shoots a dull pain up her arm. 

In the following half-a-second, Keqing’s eyes catch on an arrow lying on the ground to her left, then on the ragged tear in her jacket sleeve—and she understands just as the pain begins to intensify. 

She turns in time to see Ganyu loose her own arrow at the sky. Then she sees its target, sees it rip at an angle through the archer’s glider. Keqing isn’t sure if the arrow caught flesh as well, but the man teeters in the air and then drops. The fall isn’t particularly far, but he hits the unforgiving stone below with a muted sickening crunch and doesn’t move anymore. 

Ganyu’s hands are frozen on her bow, where she’s readied another arrow, her eyes wide. Keqing sees a flash of anguish there, mixed with shock. Her blood runs cold. She staggers to her feet and moves toward Ganyu.

“Are you—” she starts, but Ganyu cuts her off with a shake of her head.

She says, “I’m fine.” The tremble in her voice is almost undetectable. Her gaze, now intent, drops to Keqing’s shoulder. “Your arm—I thought—”

“It’s fine,” Keqing echoes. 

Ganyu almost smiles. But then her attention darts a fraction to her right. Without warning, she raises her bow in one swift motion and releases the arrow. It whizzes past Keqing. Someone cries out, and Keqing turns to see the first axe-wielding man on the ground, arrow buried above his knee. The wound in his side bleeds freely. He struggles but doesn’t rise.

“There are more,” Ganyu notes, low. She has another arrow nocked and aimed. This one radiates cold, the cryo energy visibly condensing at its tip into blooms of freezing, pulsing mist. 

Keqing follows her gaze upward. Five other figures are descending quickly down the rocks toward them, weaving between the trunks of trees that grow sideways and askew from the slope. Briefly, Keqing wonders how they had missed them when scouting the area earlier. Two men split off to the left, three to the right. Ganyu’s aim trains on the group of three. One fires an arrow between a gap in the trees, and Ganyu nimbly sidesteps it.

“I’ll take the others,” Keqing says, because she knows Ganyu would have her stand back if she had her way, and she refuses to be both injured and useless. 

There’s a pause—likely where Ganyu considers asking her otherwise, but instead she replies, “Be careful, love.” 

Keqing nods. She wants to give her further reassurance, but they have to be quick. She makes do with a smile and says, “You too.”

Now that Keqing has a clearer picture of what they’re dealing with, her confidence roars back. She knows her abilities, knows that there are few people who can surpass her, fighting head-to-head. Ganyu must have realized this too.

Keqing dashes toward the pair to her left. She gauges their weapons—one spear, one broadsword. She flings a lightning stiletto at the spear-bearer. Crackling violet electricity sears cotton and flesh. The man shrieks, his arm spasming, as Keqing swings her blade down at the other assailant. He grunts, barely blocking the blow, pushed back by its force.

Somewhere to their right, the spear clatters to rock, the first man no longer able to control his grip. The second glares at Keqing over their locked blades. Distantly, behind them, Keqing hears the telltale shatter of ice exploding from Ganyu’s charged arrow. Screams follow. 

“Vision-bearer,” the man before her snarls. There’s a tinge of surprise among the menace. “What are you doing with the adeptus?”

Keqing narrows her eyes. “Nothing that concerns you, thief.”

For a second, she wonders if she should let them leave. But the man’s failure to recognize her and the group’s dismal lack of preparation suggest that they pose no real threat. She forces her sword forward. The man stumbles another three steps back. Keqing points her blade at him, electro energy flickering along its sharp length. Her shoulder burns.

“Take your companion and leave,” she says. The man’s gaze veers sideways to the yawning open entrance of Taishan Mansion. Keqing steps forward, a warning, a test. “You won’t get in there alive—it’s not worth losing your life over.” 

If the group has hidden, more malicious intent, Keqing doubts they will back down so easily. If they are just stray bandits, it’s likely they might retreat. 

And they do. After a few long seconds, the man begins to edge slowly toward his conscious but incapacitated companion, who twitches with intermittent spasms on the ground. Keqing holds her sword level and watches, but makes no move toward them as they escape clumsily up a gentler portion of slope, the more coherent one shouting at the other group.

The karst is quiet again when Ganyu walks up beside her. They’re alone, save for the two fallen men. Keqing turns her head and leans gently into the kiss Ganyu presses to her temple. 

“I’m sorry,” Ganyu murmurs. She thumbs at Keqing’s sleeve, a safe distance away from the injury.

“What for?” Keqing asks, although she knows. She sheaths her weapon and turns fully around. “Don’t apologize. You probably saved my life—or my whole arm from getting torn off at least.” 

Ganyu’s expression finally cracks, lines of worry softening into a smile. She makes an exasperated noise resembling a chuckle in her throat. “I should have been watching out for you.”

“You were—you did. And the doors weren’t going to open themselves,” Keqing points out. She glances at the wide open doorway. The sight makes her uneasy. “Speaking of which—we should get going.”

Ganyu pauses. “Let me see your arm.”

Keqing waves a hand. “It’s not that serious.” She catches Ganyu’s frown, and adds, “We can deal with it inside.”

Ganyu still doesn’t move toward the entrance. Instead, she touches her fingers to Keqing’s wrist and says, “Alright, just… give me one moment.” 

She whisks briskly past, to the body motionless on the mossy ground. The man’s axe lays just out of reach of his unfurled hand. Ganyu kneels at his side, and Keqing’s hand tenses on her sword hilt, but there’s no movement. Ganyu presses two fingers to the side of his neck to confirm what Keqing already knows is true.

“Nothing,” she announces softly when Keqing joins her. She looks up. Her gaze is kind and conflicted.

Keqing shuts her eyes briefly. Her own gut twists and lurches uncomfortably. She swallows hard. Even in times of relative peace, she knows that none of them are truly so far from death. It holds even more true now. Still, killing is always a last resort. She rests a hand on Ganyu’s shoulder.

“There’s not much else we could’ve done,” she says. “We already let the others go.”

Ganyu stands and heaves a sigh. She glances at the other body, crumpled under its glider by the circle of ruins. “Who were they?” she wonders aloud.

“Not sure. My guess is just common bandits camped out near the area. Although I doubt they’re from here,” Keqing replies. She’d recognized their dress, but not their weapons, or their slight accent from their brief exchange. “Might not be a bad idea to suggest that the adepti tighten their security next time we visit Cloud Retainer, if outlaws are starting to infringe on these lands.”

The corner of Ganyu’s mouth twitches. “Are you worried for them?”

“Hardly.” Keqing raises her brows. She crosses her arms and starts toward Taishan Mansion. “Just making sure the adepti hold up their end of protecting Liyue. The Millelith are overworked as it is.”

“Mhm…” Ganyu lets out a few chuckles and follows. As they reach the doorway, she catches hold of Keqing’s hand and says, “Wait.”

Keqing stops and turns.

Ganyu studies her. “Are you sure? We don’t have to proceed if you’re… if you’re shaken.” 

“We’re already here.”

“Even so…”

Keqing squeezes her hand. “I’m sure. You don’t have to worry about whether or not I want this every step of the way.”

“Sorry, I know—I just… can’t help it,” Ganyu says.

“I know,” Keqing echoes back, and softer, “I understand.” She looks to the doorway again. “When I become an adeptus, will you finally stop making a fuss over me?”

Ganyu smiles and shrugs. “Maybe. I can’t make any promises.”

“We can find out.” Keqing tightens her grip on Ganyu’s hand. “Ready?” she asks.

“Yes,” Ganyu answers easily. “I’m with you.”

The stone of the open doorway frames a void that emanates heat and faint gold. It shimmers with what appear to be stars. The path extending inside seems to go on endlessly, but Keqing knows better than to trust her eyes when it comes to adeptal spaces.

She inhales a breath and holds it. Hand in hand, she steps with Ganyu into the dark, and slowly, the doors groan shut behind them, sealing them in.

For a long moment, there’s only the dark, and the odd sensation of walking through thick liquid. A distant light draws closer, at a pace far faster than they seem to be moving. Then Keqing feels sudden solid ground beneath her feet and everything rushes into focus around her. She exhales sharply.

The inside of Taishan Mansion is massive, nothing short of palatial. Its interior dimensions are very obviously incongruous with the low hill in which its entrance is embedded. A hazy warm-purple sky stretches above them, and a lake—of fire or water or neither, Keqing isn’t sure—extends around them. The spacious paved pathway before them bridges to an equally wide staircase. At the top of it seems to be some kind of central courtyard. 

Keqing releases Ganyu’s hand to turn and survey their surroundings. Her gaze drops to the space behind them.

“The entrance—” Keqing feels a low panic rising up her throat. 

“It’s still here,” Ganyu interrupts quickly. She takes two strides and holds out a hand at the edge of their platform. A set of stone doors materializes beneath her palm, then disintegrates seconds after her hand drops to her side again.

Keqing blinks. “And—I can do that too.”

“Yes.”

“Oh,” Keqing says. She tests it out in the same spot: the doors appear, then disappear. She feels the rest of her panic dissipate. “Tch. No clear exit route. Barely one step in and this place already violates building safety codes.”

“It was built long before those ever existed,” Ganyu jests.

“Yeah,” Keqing mumbles, “and it needs an update.”

Ganyu giggles. The sound echoes sweetly in the cavernous space. “Your arm,” she prompts. “Let me see.” 

Keqing holds out her left arm. Her shoulder throbs briefly and she wrinkles her nose. Ganyu takes one look at her expression and the bloody tatters of her sleeve, and says, “We should sit.” She places a hand on Keqing’s opposite elbow, as if to say she won’t accept any further delays.

Keqing complies. They take a seat on the low stone wall lining the pathway, next to a brazier whose flame burns hot and steady.

Ganyu has Keqing shed her jacket before taking a better look. Keqing sits there in her sleeveless tunic and frowns at the gash now laid bare: not particularly deep, but messy, jagged along the edges. Blood has already dried in and around the area; a little more still oozes out.

“I need to remove the bottom portion of your sleeve,” Ganyu says. “For fabric to clean dress the wound.” She summons an arrow into her hand.

“Wait—use this.” Keqing removes her left hairpin and holds it out. “It’s easier.”

The arrow melts away. Ganyu takes the accessory with murmured thanks and sets to cutting the fabric just below the rip. Once the sleeve is removed, she tears it into two pieces. She soaks the wider strip in water from her canteen and briefly heats it near the fire beside her.

“Tell me if I’m hurting you,” she says.

“Uh-huh.”

Keqing braces herself. The pain isn’t awful, but it still stings, then burns, when Ganyu dabs the makeshift rag lightly against the wound. Ganyu glances up at her sharp intake of breath, concerned, but Keqing shakes her head, motioning for her to continue. She grits her teeth and digs her fingers into her thigh. Ganyu works gently, methodically, and Keqing watches her clean the excess blood away in silence.

After the burning fades to a constant ebb, Keqing realizes that Ganyu’s fingers are trembling—not the hand that holds the rag, but the one that maintains a loose grip on Keqing’s forearm. Keqing swallows and feels a small ache swell in her chest that has nothing to do with her injury. She looks to Ganyu’s face. Beneath her bangs, her brow is knit with worry, the line of her mouth wavering, but set with determination.

As if sensing the shift in attention, Ganyu pauses and lifts her head. “Still alright?” she asks. “You’re doing so well.” She offers a little smile.

Keqing leans forward to place a chaste kiss on the faint dimple in Ganyu’s cheek. Ganyu makes a rather endearing noise of surprise and pulls back. “What—what was that for?” 

“I’m just grateful that you’re here,” Keqing states. Her chest feels full, aching. She’s almost certain Ganyu is beginning to blush.

“Of course I am. I love you,” Ganyu says simply.

Keqing feels her own face heat up slightly now. “And I love you. But it must be hard.”

“It isn’t difficult to love you.”

“No, I—” Keqing dips her head a little, hiding her face and her sudden shortage of words. “I mean, it must be difficult to go through these trials with me.”

“It’s not much, compared to what you have to face.”

Keqing doesn’t argue on this, but pauses, then says seriously, “I know it’s been a long, long time since you’ve… killed anyone.”

Ganyu stiffens almost imperceptibly. Keqing can see the conflict in her eyes. “It’s… I’ll be fine—I’m not unused to it,” she says finally.

Keqing covers Ganyu’s hand with one of her own. “Did you expect to have to?”

Ganyu sighs slow. “I considered the possibility, yes. I didn’t think it was likely. But Keqing…”—her voice flares with conviction—“please understand, I’ve long made up my mind that I would do whatever it takes to help you through, if you chose to do this.”

Her gaze is knowing, daring, and Keqing meets it with similar firmness. “We don’t know exactly what’s ahead,” she says. “I don’t want you to have to suffer. Or to compromise yourself.”

“Some things are worth suffering for, if it comes to that,” Ganyu answers. “I’m not… not so fragile.”

Keqing shakes her head. “It’s not that I don’t believe you’re strong enough—I’m certain that you are. But that’s exactly it. I worry that… you’re too good at pushing beyond your limits.”

“Mm… as if you’re not.”

“Fair,” Keqing concedes with a single laugh. “But you’re also much better at hiding it. And I know you’ve done things against your nature in the past, out of devotion. I don’t want you to have to do that for me.”

Ganyu regards her with a silent stare that borders between exasperated and tender. “In a way… are you not doing the same?” Her words are clear, piercing in the space between them.

Keqing’s mouth opens soundlessly. It’s different, she wants to say—becoming an adeptus is different. But perhaps it isn’t. 

In their lapse, Ganyu reaches to cup Keqing’s face with her clean hand. “Just trust me,” she says, half-declaration, half-plea, “as I’m trusting you.”

Another silence. The flame beside them flickers, but the resolve in Ganyu’s eyes does not.

“Okay,” Keqing replies quietly. It’s hard—impossible—to rid herself of the worry, but she nods. “I do trust you.”

“Thank you.” Ganyu tilts forward to kiss her, long and lingering.

Keqing parts with a final reminder. “Just… I know you keep reassuring me, and I know you want to keep me safe, but don’t forget, I’m also looking out for you.” 

Ganyu’s smile is genuine as she lifts the rag to Keqing’s arm again. “I know. I have never doubted that.”

 

 

Aside from clear signs of struggle marring its floor, the circular courtyard is empty. Keqing lets her hand tentatively drop from the hilt of her sword as she slows at the edge of it. 

Now that they are here, after hours of travel and their morning ordeal, now that she is faced with this vast and esoteric place, she feels a twinge of frustration that the way forward is not yet clear, and a sliver of dread that there might be none. She wills herself to remain patient and observant.

“It’s all in very good condition for a place that was supposedly abandoned a long time ago,” she notes. Her voice echoes louder within the circle of jet-black monoliths towering around them. A sizable chunk has broken off the top of one and crashed into the polished stone floor, forming a shallow crater. Keqing brushes her fingers over the smooth surface. “Obsidian?” she muses aloud.

Ganyu stops next to her. “The adepti are well-versed in building structures to last for millennia,” she starts.

“I know what you’re about to say—don’t—”

Ganyu tilts her head and continues, “Would you like some tips?” 

Keqing presses her lips together, holding back her laugh. “I don’t know—it’s not particularly welcoming architecture for what’s supposed to be a home.” 

Ganyu’s mirthful expression grows thoughtful. “I… suspect this might only be the surface of it.” She glances around. “We should look for another doorway.”

They cross the courtyard toward the great tree whose bare branches spread over them. Keqing stops at the top of the stairs, between two lit braziers. Another large platform greets her. The tree grows through a round opening at the center. 

She peers down through the gap between the tree and the edge of the stone and finds it much taller than expected—they must only be seeing the very top of it. Runes similar to the ones marking adeptal bridges rotate slowly around the old gnarled trunk, which is massive in circumference, and becomes even thicker the deeper it descends. 

“You can move closer,” Ganyu prompts.

She’s already standing on the translucent layer of glowing runes. Keqing grimaces, but follows suit, with one, then two cautiously placed steps.

“This is an irminsul tree, isn’t it?” Keqing asks. Even from this new angle, she can’t see the roots or the base.

Ganyu hums in affirmation. She sounds proud. “When did you become such an expert?”

“I have to be familiar with the land,” Keqing says, grinning. “But I’ve also had the fortune of studying directly under Liyue’s leading expert in flora.”

She turns away from the sight of Ganyu’s smile and reaches a hand to the tree. She touches first with one fingertip, then lays her palm on the bark. The hardness almost resembles stone, but it isn’t cold, although it isn’t warm either. Instead the tree seems to thrum beneath her hand, alive, perhaps responding. The sensation follows her, chasing her palm like static, when she pulls her hand back, running along the bare skin of her wrist. It isn’t unpleasant, but she gives her arm a good shake anyway. She turns to find Ganyu observing her with amusement.

Keqing clears her throat. She thinks back to their conversation with Madame Ping. “Does this tree produce seeds?”

“Not to my knowledge… it doesn’t flower and its fruit have no seeds. I’m… quite sure irminsul trees grow from a shared network of roots,” Ganyu replies. 

“Then where could those seeds that Madame Ping was talking about be?”

Ganyu worries her lower lip between her teeth. “I’m not sure,” she admits. “Let me… let me think.”

While Ganyu examines the upper platform, Keqing ends up circling the courtyard again in search of clues. She examines the scratches and scuff marks and cracks on the ground—signs of battle, and, she thinks, repercussions of whatever violence happened during the trials. But with no keeper and no other adepti around, the stone is otherwise ungiving. The wall of monoliths around them is the same. 

A bright, distant “oh!” cuts into her thoughts, and then Ganyu’s voice echoes out louder and more deliberately. “Keqing!” 

Keqing looks up to see Ganyu appear from behind the tree. She waves for Keqing to join her, and Keqing hurries back over, up the steps. 

Ganyu gestures at a row of eight lanterns when she approaches. They flank the platform around the tree in an arc. Each is four-sided, carved from what seems to be cor lapis, and empty. Old Liyuen writing runs along each base but the characters are foreign, too old in form; Keqing can only guess at what they say.

“Watch,” Ganyu says. She holds her palm out to the leftmost one, as if releasing a bird. Keqing’s eyes widen as a blue flame flickers to life inside the lantern’s frame.

She murmurs, “Is that…”

“Adeptal energy,” Ganyu answers. “Now wait…” Keqing leans closer, watching intently. A few seconds pass. Then the flame fades out with a soft burst of cinders.

Keqing presses a knuckle to her chin. “It’s—do you think it’s some kind of puzzle?”

“I believe so. It’s… not really a common security mechanism, but I’ve seen it before. They have to be lit in a certain order…” Ganyu’s expression droops from mildly triumphant to uncertain.

Keqing groans and voices the thought that likely runs through Ganyu’s mind too. “There are too many combinations.”

Ganyu sighs and nods.

Keqing paces closer. “What about the writing? I can’t read it—but does it tell you anything?”

Ganyu looks back down at the lanterns, as if seeing the writing for the first time. “Ah. Four… signs of autumn,” she reads slowly. She stares at the lantern before her and clutches both hands over her chest, thumb rubbing over her knuckles, brow furrowed in some faraway thought. Keqing watches in a patient quiet. Ganyu’s lips part slowly, as though she’s stumbled upon something. 

“I have an idea,” she says. “There’s a… a series of old poems passed down among adepti. I learned them rather late. Meditations on Autumn.” Her lips curve with affection. “Moon Carver actually made up a song for them…”

Keqing smiles, despite the situation. “Will you sing it for me?”

Ganyu giggles. “It’s a bit sad,” she warns.

“I don’t mind. I love your voice.”

“Mm… maybe another time, when I can actually recall the tune properly.”

Keqing relents with a laugh. “Alright,” she says. “But you remember enough of the words to solve the puzzle?”

“Yes, I think so, but I… I might need a bit of time.”

“Of course.”

Ganyu sets to work testing out combinations of flames. She lights the second, the third, the eighth lantern, then frowns, mumbling something to herself, and tentatively lights the fourth. The flames flicker out in silent denial. Ganyu releases a barely audible sigh and starts again. Two attempts become three, and then five, and more. Keqing stands back, watching wordlessly, to give Ganyu some space to think. But as the minutes tick on, she can see the frustration weighing heavier on Ganyu’s brow. Finally, Ganyu turns.

“I’m sorry,” she says, sounding tired. “I can’t think of any other solutions… I could be missing something.”

“It’s okay, love,” Keqing says gently. She knows that as restless as she is, Ganyu must be feeling the pressure even more acutely in this moment. She draws close again. “Take your time.”

“I’m almost certain I have the lines correct, I just… it’s possible the mechanism isn’t working as intended anymore…” Ganyu trails off.

“It’s okay,” Keqing repeats. She takes both her hands and coaxes Ganyu around to face her fully. “How about we try again with your idea—you can recite the relevant lines to me. Will that help? Sometimes things are more obvious when you hear them out loud.”

Ganyu’s lips are pressed in a thin line of thought. “Maybe,” she agrees. “I’m looking for numbers or… or quantities in the verses.”

Keqing nods, prompting her. 

Ganyu mouths the first lines to herself, eyes focused on their clasped hands. Then she recites, more audibly, “Above the gorge, wind joins the earth. Chrysanthemum bushes open twice, weeping for past days—that’s the first one. So I lit the second lantern. And…” Her voice quiets again, slowing as she combs through the words. “A lonely boat, connecting my heart to home… winter clothes, winter shoes—” 

“Wait,” Keqing interrupts. “Wait. What about—are you counting the boat?” 

Ganyu’s eyes widen. “Oh,” she breathes. “One boat—I’d overlooked that. I think I know—”

She removes her hands from Keqing’s grasp and turns back to the row of lanterns. With brisk purpose, she lights the second, the first, the third, the eighth in sequence—the four flames flare brighter this time. They do not go out. A set of double stone doors shimmers into solid existence before them, just past the lanterns. Ganyu gasps.

Keqing beams, triumphant. Her heart thrums in anticipation and with pride. “You did it!” 

“Yes,” Ganyu sighs. “Thank you.”

“Nah.” Keqing shakes her head and waves a hand. “It was all you. You are incredible.”

“For remembering a poem?”

“For knowing how to use it.”

Ganyu hums in disagreement, but her smile is pleasantly bashful when she pulls Keqing in for a kiss. Keqing slips both arms around her waist and tugs her closer. Ganyu lets out a muffled noise of surprise, but her smile widens against Keqing’s lips, and Keqing allows herself to rest in this mundane and celebratory moment for a little longer. Ganyu seems content to do the same.

 

 

The new doorway doesn’t disappear when they step through—it’s the first thing Keqing checks when the doors close. Past the doors, the purple sky is no longer visible. They stand in an enclosed tunnel, albeit a grand one, at the top of a staircase wide enough to fit any of Liyue Harbor’s main boulevards. Braziers light the path down, their flames reflecting off dark stone. 

Somewhere along the way, Keqing finds herself glad that she’d sacrificed her jacket for first aid. The air is growing undeniably hotter, perhaps heavier. Briefly, she wonders how much time has passed since they first entered Taishan Mansion.

At the end of a few turns in the staircase, the tunnel opens up into a spacious chamber. A bright night sky inexplicably unfurls its golden stars above the domed ceiling. Oddly warm light spills through a ring of narrow windows.

Keqing frowns up at this phenomenon. “How is it that we can see any sky?”

Ganyu smiles into the back of her hand. “After all you’ve seen, you still question that?”

“I mean—surely there’s some explanation? Or will I have to wait to find out?”

“We can add it to the list of things to ask Rex Lapis,” Ganyu quips. She gazes upward too. “But it seems to me… like an advanced form of subspace creation, similar to how Madame Ping created her teapot home.” 

“Hm.” Curiosity momentarily quenched, Keqing redirects her attention. “I suppose these were the living quarters.” 

Where the upper level had been empty and vast and alien, this chamber contains furniture, or remnants of it. Much of it is cracked and faded, or in ruins altogether. Only a stone table, some pottery, and a large wooden cabinet stand fully intact. Ganyu breaks into sweet laughter when Keqing goes to open the cabinet doors and is met with a faceful of dust and an unidentifiable ancient stench.

At the far side of the chamber is a section of tree trunk, extending the full height of the chamber like a giant column. Keqing recognizes it as the same irminsul tree from above. It reaches deeper down, into yet-unknown depths. Beyond it is another door. The seal of shining runes gives way when Ganyu lights the two lamps at either side of it with adeptal energy, allowing them through.

The structure of Taishan Mansion repeats itself: a stairway tunneling down, a chamber punctured by an increasingly thicker section of tree, another door. In the following chambers, however, there are no impossible skies for Keqing to question. 

The light within them isn’t harsh or even dim, the air warm but breathable, yet Keqing feels a light stifling pressure weighing on her back. It’s not strong enough to cause discomfort or alarm, but enough to be noticeable. Keqing grounds herself with the sweet safe sound of Ganyu’s voice and the rhythm of her footsteps beside her.

She turns a corner in the staircase, one step ahead of Ganyu. A soft glow of cool blue surges up to meet the blaze of orange from the braziers. The chamber ahead will be the fourth—Keqing is making sure to keep count. 

“Madame Ping said the seeds were found in the deepest chamber. I hope—” she freezes halfway down. She lifts a hand to halt Ganyu beside her. Her voice drops to a whisper. “Someone’s there.”

Ganyu goes tense as she listens too. Her eyes narrow. 

The distant sound of someone’s voice drifts up the tunnel. Keqing strains to hear. The language is foreign, but not completely unfamiliar—she isn’t sure if it’s just the distance that makes it incomprehensible. 

“Adepti?” Keqing mouths to Ganyu. 

Ganyu shakes her head. All the lines of her body are rigid and poised.

Another voice joins the first—this one is louder, its pitch and timbre too dissonant to be human, and Keqing realizes at the same moment Ganyu breathes, “Abyss.”

Something about the sharp edge of her tone makes Keqing grip her forearm just milliseconds before she attempts to descend the remainder of the steps.

“Ganyu!” she hisses. Some half-subconscious part of her mind cannot believe that she, and not Ganyu, is the one exercising caution. “Wait.”

Ganyu’s eyes are fierce when she turns, momentarily betrayed, but quickly softening. “They’re trespassers,” she whispers back, “in Rex Lapis’s home.”

“His former home,” Keqing amends.

“It’s still sacred. I—I can’t allow it.”

Keqing sighs and releases her arm. Her hand settles on the hilt of her sword instead. “I understand. But we go together.”

Ganyu holds her gaze for a few long seconds, then nods. Keqing glimpses the flash of a grateful smile before she takes off down the stairs.  

They burst into the chamber, Ganyu first, Keqing close behind, sword raised. She takes in the number of enemies—three Abyss Mages—just as Ganyu’s cryo-charged arrow pierces the nearest one straight through its unshielded chest and shatters. The creature topples over with a gargled cry, body rapidly withering and disintegrating as wispy vapor rises from shards of deadly ice strewn around it. 

The two remaining mages have managed to form shields amidst their confusion—one hydro, one pyro. Ganyu aims another arrow at the hydro mage, her eyes burning with divine and righteous anger.

Keqing takes a rushing step toward the other—and immediately folds over in pain. It’s sudden and sharp, driving into her abdomen and vibrating into her limbs. She gasps, not understanding. She has fought creatures of the Abyss before—there have never been attacks or side-effects like this. 

As though filtered through the thick of water, Keqing hears Ganyu’s muffled voice call out for her. The sound of faltering footsteps.

“I’m fine,” she grits out through the thudding in her head. They can’t afford to pause for her now. She can push through. She rights herself again, gripping her sword’s hilt for an anchor.

The hydro mage is frozen in place when she refocuses. Its shield is misshapen, as if melting and draining away, losing its integrity. The pyro mage’s shield is in better shape, but hisses with trails of smoke where it’s been hit by Ganyu’s attacks. 

Keqing’s first step is painful and staggered. The next is sure. She charges the mage. Electricity flows easily down the length of her sword. She leaps over the fireball that jets out at her feet and braces herself as her blade meets the shield with a booming explosion. 

The resulting hole in the shield smolders, the surrounding barrier thinning. The Abyss Mage raises its arm. Keqing cuts off its spell with a lightning stiletto, aimed with perfect precision at the break in the shield. She detonates it as it strikes. The resulting explosion obliterates the rest of the shield.

Keqing wastes no time in rushing the mage when it falls to the floor. It fires a last, desperate jet of flame that singes the leg of Keqing’s pants when she thrusts her blade into its torso. The mage reaches for the wound with one rigid hand, then disintegrates, its shriek lingering in a high disturbing echo.

Keqing shivers, only to realize that the chamber has now gone silent. She registers that it’s far larger than the prior ones. Her head is still thudding, limbs still wracked with tiny tremors she doesn’t know the cause for. 

“Keqing!”

She turns to see Ganyu running toward her. She takes hold of Keqing’s arm, gaze wide and distressed and sweeping for any sign of injury. She is—thankfully—unhurt. Ice lies scattered in the aftermath where she’d been standing. Ganyu’s fingers find the singed threads of her pants. 

“What happened? Were you hit?” Ganyu’s words rush out in a single breath.

“I wasn’t,” Keqing replies. Her voice comes out shaky at first, and she clears her throat. “I’m fine. I’m not sure what happened, but I’m fine now.” 

Ganyu stands. She removes her glove, presses her fingers flat against Keqing’s forehead, then her cheek. Her skin is cool and soothing. “Tell me the truth—how do you feel?”

“I’m okay,” Keqing insists. “Bit of a headache, a little shaky.”

“And earlier?”

“I’m… not sure. It felt like someone stabbed me in the stomach,” Keqing recalls with a grimace. It had come and gone so suddenly; she’s almost unsure if it happened or not. “And then all my senses stopped working, for a moment. But I’m fine now,” she reiterates.

Ganyu frowns. The crease in her brow is deep. Keqing reaches to smooth it out with a thumb, as Ganyu so often does to her. The corners of Ganyu’s mouth press into a slight smile.

“And you,” Keqing continues, eyeing her intently. “You didn’t feel… anything out of the ordinary?” 

Ganyu tilts her head. “Not really. It’s just… a little difficult to breathe at the moment.”

Keqing’s brow furrows before she realizes aloud, “Ah, I feel that too. A bit.”

Ganyu’s frown comes back in full force. “You didn’t say that earlier.”

Keqing shrugs. “I’ve been feeling it since the second chamber. I grew used to it.” Before Ganyu can interrupt, she forges on. “Do you think it’s being caused by corrupted energy from the Abyss?”

The thin line of Ganyu’s mouth loosens into something more thoughtful. “I haven’t experienced anything like that before but… it’s possible,” she murmurs. “But I don’t understand how creatures of the Abyss could have entered.”

She sounds troubled. Keqing tries to think through her headache. Part of her wants to deal with this now, in case it festers. She does not particularly want to have to revisit it. The other part of her—the part that remains aware that this is beyond her expertise and experience—urges her to not overstay her welcome.

“There were only three Abyss Mages. It’s possible more have come through, but given that we’ve had no extraordinary reports from the area… they seem to be contained. It’s probably not so urgent that we can’t consult the other adepti first, before doing anything drastic,” she reasons. “Let’s look around and report our findings.”

Ganyu looks as though she’s going to argue for a moment, but then nods slowly. “Alright,” she agrees.

This chamber is oddly empty, for all its vastness. It is filled only with the blue glow that had been visible from the stairway. They follow it, toward the towering trunk of the irminsul tree, and soon find its source. 

The floor they stand on drops down steeply halfway across, forming a ledge approximately two meters tall. At the center of the space below, the tree meets the earth. But instead of extending through as it had in previous chambers, its sinewy form twists out into a shimmering network of thick silver roots, firmly grounding the tree’s massive form in place.

The light is blinding. Keqing realizes she’s been staring, breath held, for a while now. She blinks away the harsh stars in her vision and inhales. The air feels thin.

“This must be the last chamber,” she realizes aloud.

“Yes,” Ganyu breathes. “The place where the tree meets the Ley Lines.” She drops down from the ledge and Keqing follows. Her head and injured arm throb when her feet make impact, and she winces briefly.

Now level with the roots, walking among them, Keqing is amazed at how large they are. They are easily triple the thickness of the columns holding up much of Liyue Harbor’s buildings, even at their furthest extremities where the roots disappear into the stone. 

“I’ve never seen a tree this old,” Ganyu muses. Keqing smiles at her delight and the wonder lacing her words, at the way her hand explores a leisurely path along the lines of wood.

“Do you think it’s older than Rex Lapis?” she asks.

Ganyu laughs, easy and musical. “Definitely,” she replies.

Keqing gazes up at the trunk above. When she looks back down she catches sight of a bush, growing from one gnarled root. Pure white flowers sprout along the slender branches, and nestled within each one’s petals is a single seed.

Keqing breathes out Ganyu’s name, but it comes out too softly. Her voice sounds oddly far away. She calls out, louder, “Ganyu—come look!”

Ganyu joins her from where she’d wandered off to their right. Recognition lights up her eyes. “The seed,” she murmurs. “This must be it.”

Keqing raises a brow. “And yet I recall someone—someone I trusted as an expert—saying that irminsul trees don’t produce seeds…”

Ganyu mirrors her amusement. “Don’t discredit them just yet. Look closer,” she beckons, pointing.

Keqing squints at where she points. She can’t tell if it’s an effect of the bright glow, but her vision swims a little, her eyes straining. “I… don’t get it.”

Ganyu’s lips pull wider. “It’s a different plant,” she explains. “It’s a bit hard to see, but… you can tell—here, where this seam is.” She runs her fingertip along a faint line in the wood, where the silver of the tree fades into pale white.

“Oh,” Keqing says. “So it’s parasitic.”

Ganyu lets out an unexpected string of laughter at this. “Yes, actually, I suppose it is. It’s probably feeding off the Ley Lines. The energy must be powerful here.”

Keqing falls silent for a moment, processing. She expects the relief to seep into her tired limbs, cool and light, but it comes and goes—only a brief respite. A nagging sense of unease follows. The gash on her arm has been burning with a gradual pain, and the thudding in her head has grown stronger. Now that their target is right before her, all she can think about is how deep underground they are, and how ready she is to leave.

“Are you alright?” Ganyu asks, concerned at her quiet.

“Yeah, of course. I… can just—pick a flower then,” she states slowly. “And that’s it—that’s the Trial of Earth?” 

Ganyu’s expression twists to match her slight bewilderment. “I suppose so. I suppose the trials are no longer the same…”

“I feel like I’ve done nothing,” Keqing admits. “Like I haven’t earned it.”

Ganyu gives a fierce shake of her head. “You’ve done enough just by being here. You don’t—you don’t have to fight tooth and nail to earn everything.”

Keqing looks down at the flowers, open petals offering their gift. An opportunity presented.

“You made it, love,” Ganyu says, soft, equally soft fingers lifting her chin. “We’ll take a proper rest when we get home.”

Keqing smiles when their eyes meet. The promise of home, of being wrapped in Ganyu’s arms, both of them clean and safe—it is wonderfully inviting.

“I’ll do the honors then,” she says, and Ganyu giggles and nods.

Keqing takes a breath and grasps a thin stem. The flower separates cleanly from the bush, petals quivering, and then— 

The breath she’d taken is suddenly gone. She can’t find the air to expel from her lungs. There’s no air left anywhere—she can’t breathe it in.

She tries to say Ganyu’s name. There’s no sound—just a deafening ringing that splits her open along the gash in her left arm. It’s pain, surging from the throbbing in her head and her limbs like fire that seeks to burn her heart out from her chest.

Somewhere among the blinding dark that crowds into her vision, she sees Ganyu’s face. She registers the shapes of her lips that form her own name—but there is no sound at all.  
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6. Chapter 6


    
    Keqing doesn’t know what drowning feels like, but she imagines that it must feel something like this. Leaden limbs, lungs burning as if charring the cavity of her chest, mind screaming directions to a body unable to follow them. Her open eyes strain into a false and murky darkness. Ganyu is there, behind that, she thinks desperately and indignantly just before her mind untethers from consciousness.

For either a long, long time or a very short one, Keqing seems to wind in and out of reality, an incoherent and unraveling string of thoughts too far to be tangible, colors, muted sounds—none of which she has any control over and is all the more frightening because of it. 

There’s a sudden burst of light, and slowly, she becomes aware of something rolling off her fingertips, falling. Then there’s a jostling feeling, the rhythm of a few footsteps, which send earthquakes through her body, pulses of sharp pain. 

Stop, she wants to say, it hurts. Stop, I dropped something. Something important.

Then, as if she’s been heard, the earthquakes stop. She feels something solid underneath her, and she feels her eyes opening, and—

“Keqing? Stay with me—please, Keqing—” 

Ganyu, it must be Ganyu, but oh, her sweet voice has never sounded so wounded, so desperate, so alone. Another dull quake passes through Keqing’s chest, perhaps her heart breaking. Of course she has to stay, of course she will.

“Just… stay awake, stay with me—”

Something warm frames her face—hands, and Keqing’s vision comes rushing back. Ganyu’s fear-stricken face flashes before her, one second, and she tries to breathe, and then she’s drowning again, plunged back into that endless timeline of incomprehensible terrors.

Perhaps most clear is the strange sensation of walking. It feels as if she has always been walking and will always be walking, unable to stop even as her legs beg for respite. She stares into the pitch black of the distance, looking for any semblance of a destination. 

Eventually, among all this, she registers scarce moments of far-off softness, of floating, as though she’s been swaddled in clouds. It’s warm though, secure. She clings to those moments until she inevitably submerges again.

 

 

Keqing wakes next to the bitter scent of burning herbs. She faintly registers their heat, nearby, and tries to open her eyes. Cool blue light, slightly familiar, sears her vision and momentarily deters her. She squeezes her eyes shut again with a groan, and the glow of the white flower—from what seems like ages ago—floods behind her eyelids. 

Right—the trial, she remembers, and curls her fingers and finds her hands empty. She immediately tries to rise to her elbows, twisting and pushing herself up, squinting.

There’s a sudden rustle to her right, a blurry form, and the weight of someone settling beside her into soft plush. At once, a hand is gripping at her forearm, another at her shoulder, coaxing her back down against the pillows. The touch is familiar, as is the voice.

“Keqing?” Ganyu whispers. “Are you”—and then louder—“oh, you’re awake!—oh thank the archons, I wasn’t… I thought…”

She teeters back into a whisper. Keqing forces one eye open a crack, then the other. It’s not an easy feat: the light, mild as it is, makes her head pound. She focuses blearily on Ganyu, who is perched on the edge of the bed and staring back down at her, gaze wide, a little strained. Keqing’s initial instinct to rise and survey her surroundings is still there, but Ganyu, despite looking worn, seems otherwise content to stay where she is, so Keqing lets herself rest a moment.

“You—and the seed,” she forces out in a whisper. 

“It’s safe. I’m okay, I’m unhurt. How are you feeling?” Ganyu asks, lifting the hand on Keqing’s shoulder to cup her cheek instead.

“Pretty—” Keqing’s voice catches in a rasp. She clears her throat, swallows. “Pretty awful,” she finishes honestly. “But I’m fine.”

Ganyu releases a breath that is part-laughter, mostly-relief, and shakes her head. “How can you say those things one right after the other?” 

“You don’t believe me?” Keqing asks. 

Somewhere in the midst of her chastising, the deep concern has lifted from Ganyu’s brow, so Keqing allows herself to grin. There’s a sudden twinge of pain in her lower lip that tells her that she’s probably just split it while doing so, but she can’t be bothered about it. Her limbs ache, yet her body feels light, almost buzzing. Ganyu is here and smiling, and she’s alive and breathing, and they’re safe and alright.

“I believe you,” Ganyu sighs. She procures a handkerchief and dabs at Keqing’s lip. It comes away with a spot of blood and Ganyu frowns briefly at it before adding, “But that doesn’t mean I think you’re ‘fine.’ You were… we didn’t think you would make it, at first. And then you were moving about so terribly in your sleep…”

Keqing licks at her lip and tastes blood. She reaches to take the handkerchief from Ganyu so she can tend to her lip herself, but her injured arm doesn’t cooperate. She lets Ganyu continue. “I’m alive. I’m okay,” she says. “Thanks only to you.”

Ganyu’s expression wavers and falls, face darkening with concern again. “I thought I was too slow.”

“No, no—you weren’t. I’m fine,” Keqing repeats gently. As if to reassure Ganyu, she pushes herself onto an elbow with a grunt, trying to sit up. It proves harder than expected; her arm and core feel unnaturally weak.

Ganyu clicks her tongue and makes an indignant noise but doesn’t stop her this time. Instead, she sets aside the handkerchief and helps Keqing up, then rearranges the pillows behind her for better support. Once Keqing is stable and upright, Ganyu passes her a cup of tea from the bedside table. 

“Careful,” she says. “It’s still hot.” 

Keqing takes it with both hands; she doesn’t trust the current strength of one hand alone. She tests its temperature against her fingertips but doesn’t drink yet. The makeshift bandage around her arm has been replaced with a clean one, she notes. The gash throbs underneath, but no longer bleeds. 

“The trial,” she says. “It’s all over?”

Ganyu nods once. “It’s over. You’ve been unconscious for almost twelve hours.”

Keqing exhales and watches her breath ripple across the tea. “I caused you so much worry,” she murmurs, looking at Ganyu. “Sorry.”

“Oh, Keqing, don’t…” Ganyu shakes her head. She motions for Keqing to drink, and Keqing finally sips the tea, which is mild in flavor, a little earthy. Ganyu says, “I should’ve realized the possible dangers of having you touch the seed directly.”

“There’s no way we could have known that,” Keqing replies. 

“Perhaps…”

“So the seed was the cause then? Where is it now?” 

Keqing glances around, her need to place herself rushing back now that she has adjusted to being conscious. Her bed sits toward one side of a spacious pavilion, which is surrounded by a bright night sky. Keqing doesn’t recognize the quarters, but the stretch of quiet moonlight over what seems like an endless landscape feels familiar. She squints at the faraway low-hanging moon. 

“Where are—is this… Cloud Retainer’s abode?”

Ganyu nods, a faint fond smile surfacing at Keqing’s recognition. “It was between bringing you here and taking you home, and I—well, this was the first place I thought of. It was the safest option, rather than treating you on my own.”

Keqing nods in agreement, doing a second sweep of the pavilion’s interior. It’s extremely sparse, with only her bed and table, and another stone table sitting on the far side. Probably rarely used. Paper lanterns sit atop wooden railings that run between the six pillars. Smoke rises from a bowl of burning herbs on the railing closest to her. 

“Adepti aren’t really keen on furnishings, huh?” she jests, remembering Madame Ping’s teapot and the areas of Cloud Retainer’s abode that she has visited.

Ganyu laughs. “There is a lot of space to fill,” she points out, nodding at the realm beyond the pavilion’s perimeter.

“Fair enough,” Keqing chuckles. She glances at the bedside table, which is bare aside from a burning lamp. “And the seed? Do we still have it?”

Ganyu opens her mouth to answer, but she’s promptly interrupted by the sound of fluttering wings. A short gust of wind sweeps through the pavilion and ruffles Ganyu’s hair unceremoniously into her face. Keqing brushes aside her own stray bangs and turns her head to see a proud crane alight on one of the railings, fold her wings, then hop gracefully down onto the floor.

“The seed is with me,” she announces.

“Cloud Retainer!” Ganyu greets, standing up. “Keqing awoke—”

Cloud Retainer takes one lithe and long stride closer to both of them. One bright turquoise eye fixates on Keqing. “Hm! One sees that. It appears you are already well enough to be ridiculing one’s home so shamelessly.”

Ganyu sits back down on the bed and casts a sidelong glance at Keqing. She subtly quirks a brow in prompting, amusement hidden in the line of her mouth.

Keqing resists the urge to roll her eyes. Her relationship with Cloud Retainer has improved considerably since the point when there was little more than distrust and formalities between them, but from time to time, the adeptus, just like her peers, still enjoys prodding at Keqing. Ganyu maintains that Cloud Retainer does so out of affection, and Keqing has come to enjoy her company and tales and odd mannerisms to a degree as well, but it doesn’t stop her from jabbing back—when appropriate.

“My apologies,” she says to Cloud Retainer. “I’m grateful for your hospitality.”

“Hm!” Cloud Retainer says again. “One should hope so.” She unfurls one great wing out toward Keqing. A round jade capsule sits nestled among her feathers.

Keqing sets down her teacup and reaches for it, but Ganyu calls a sharp warning. “Wait!” She grabs Keqing’s wrist, eyes wide. 

“It is safe, child,” Cloud Retainer says in a tone much gentler than her usual one. “One has examined the seed and transferred it to a more suitable container.”

“Oh,” Ganyu murmurs. She pulls her hand back. “Of course. Thank you.”

Keqing places one hand over Ganyu’s where it rests in her lap, and takes the capsule from Cloud Retainer’s wing with the other. The piece of smooth jade is small, but dense and cold in her grasp, heavier than its size and material might suggest. She lets it roll around her cupped palm curiously.

“If what Ganyu says about the seed’s origin is true,” Cloud Retainer begins, “then one believes it is a divine and highly pure entity, such that only adepti can come into direct contact with it unscathed. It is a wonder your mortal body did not succumb to it completely. Although… one suspects that you would have at least suffered some irreparable damage, had Ganyu delayed bringing you here any longer.”

Keqing glances at Ganyu, feels her fingers stiffen. “What do you mean, by pure?” she asks.

Cloud Retainer answers, “Every human, that is, every mortal like yourself, is born with inherent impurities, unlike adepti, whose energy is pure. The seed is filled with such pure adeptal energy that it is incompatible with your body. The damage you have sustained is from your body rejecting the seed, and likewise, the seed rejecting and decaying your body.”

“It’s why you were in pain and having a hard time breathing even before you touched the plant,” Ganyu adds in explanation. “And probably why I experienced mild discomfort, but not nearly as much as you.”

“Indeed, that is most probable,” Cloud Retainer says. “Ganyu’s mortal half still would have suffered under the effects of the seed.”

Keqing frowns. “So why would it have been part of the trial, if it’s so deadly for humans?”

“One cannot be certain. But it is likely that it was intended to be handled by adepti alone,” Cloud Retainer answers.

Keqing falls silent. This new information only confirms the fear nagging in the back of her mind. She has to refocus her strength into her fingers, which had almost gone slack around her cup. There is nothing—absolutely nothing, that she could have done on her own to succeed. She is out of her depth here, in a realm that is not hers. 

“So if Ganyu hadn’t been there, I would’ve died,” she states. 

“It is fortunate Ganyu was quick to think on her feet,” Cloud Retainer agrees. “She contained the seed using subspace creation to halt any further damage and brought you here. Ah… she arrived in her qilin form, in tears, you must realize, with you on her back, so one assumed the worst—”

“Cloud Retainer—” Ganyu pleads weakly. Her voice rises in embarrassment. 

Cloud Retainer doesn’t acknowledge the protest aloud, but at least complies with Ganyu’s plea and glosses over any further details about her arrival. “In any case, you will likely feel weak for some time, but one has ensured after quite some hours of treatment that your condition is stable now.” She jabs her beak at the bowl of burning herbs. “These herbs will continue to stabilize your energies.”

Keqing watches the blooms of pungent smoke float into the moonlit sky, ghost white on blue. The bitter scent is similar to that of the herbs her mother used to burn in their house, to aid blood circulation, but it carries an unidentifiable cool, sweet undertone, rendering it different from anything Keqing’s experienced before. The air sits dense on her shoulders, her light giddy buzz from before now dissipated. She is alive, she reminds herself. And the seed is theirs, despite everything, and that counts as a success, however unconventionally won it is. The jade capsule is now warm in Keqing’s palm. 

She asks, “So I should make a full recovery?”

“So long as you do not exert yourself unnecessarily,” Cloud Retainer replies pointedly.

Keqing closes her eyes briefly. “Thank you, Cloud Retainer,” she says, then turns to Ganyu with a squeeze of her hand. “And thank you, Ganyu.”

“Hm! Certainly,” Cloud Retainer says. “It is no challenge for one’s abilities, although…” She swings her head toward Keqing, and stares. “One should hope you are taking proper care of Ganyu as well.”

“Cloud Retainer!” Ganyu cuts in, louder this time, and then quieter: “She does, you know she always has.”

Keqing doesn’t shy from the challenge in Cloud Retainer’s gaze. Once, she might have flared up at the audacity that anyone would question her devotion. 

But today, she understands that for all Cloud Retainer’s haughty words, she cares for Ganyu as a daughter, and that just like Keqing, she only wants the best for her. Today, she knows that Cloud Retainer asks this from a mortal who has just barely escaped death, and not by her own doing. Although Keqing knows Ganyu would insist otherwise, she suddenly feels as though she has something to prove.

She sets her shoulders with resolve. With as much promise as she can muster, Keqing says, “I always will take care of her.”

Ganyu sighs fondly—and a little exasperatedly—by her side, and Cloud Retainer says, “Very well.” She steps back, the curve of her neck more at ease. “One has also heard from Ganyu that you plan to ascend Mount Songfeng.”

“Mount Songfeng?” The name is vaguely familiar, but Keqing cannot pinpoint where she has heard it from, or a place in Liyue to which it might refer.

“It is one of the long-forgotten names the adepti once called the mountain above Qingyun Peak. You intend to ascend it, to take the Trial of Heaven.”

“Oh. That’s right,” Keqing says. “Do you think we’ll have any problems accessing it then? We have the seed, but I haven’t technically taken the first trial as it was intended.”

Cloud Retainer hums, a low rumble from her chest. “One does not see why you would be denied the opportunity. But that is something only the Lady of the Mountain can decide, once you reach its peak.”

Keqing holds back a grimace. “Would you happen to know anything else about the trial?” she asks.

The feathers around the base of Cloud Retainer’s neck puff up. “You have already sought Madame Ping’s advice,” she says.

Keqing wonders if there’s a hint of jealousy there, but decides it’s in her best interests not to bring it up. 

Ganyu answers quickly, “Yes. She’s often stationed outside Yuehai Pavilion. It was convenient to visit after work.”

“Well,” Cloud Retainer says, “there is nothing more one can tell you that Madame Ping has not already spoken of, it seems. You ought to be prepared for a difficult climb.”

Keqing nods. “I’m prepared for whatever is up there.” She must be.

Cloud Retainer stares at her, then at Ganyu. In the seconds of hesitation, Keqing remembers Madame Ping and her slow wrinkled smile, the wistful and mournful way in which she sent off Keqing and Ganyu with her well-wishes that night they visited her teapot. 

Cloud Retainer is harder to read, with her unfamiliar avian features. Her severe beak and uncannily blue eyes give away little. But in her pause, Keqing can almost imagine there is a familiar sadness, some kind of ache. After all, the adeptus hardly ever remains silent. Keqing is certain she likes the sound of her own voice too much.

Finally, Ganyu interrupts. “Don’t worry, Cloud Retainer. We’ll be alright. You should rest—you’ve done a lot.”

Cloud Retainer relents. “Enough chatter, then,” she decides. “Rest for now, both of you. One will return.” 

She turns and touches a wingtip to Ganyu’s shoulder. Then she spreads both wings and takes off into the night of her abode. Keqing watches until only a small speck in the distance, then turns to Ganyu. She pushes down the uneasiness that steeps in her stomach.

“We’re going to be the next big topic of gossip among the adepti, aren’t we?” she says. “Everyone will know we’re going through the trials.”

Ganyu laughs lightly. “It won’t take long, now that Cloud Retainer knows.”

“Careful, don’t let her hear you.”

“I’m allowed to say it,” Ganyu quips.

Keqing clicks her tongue. “And I see I’ve missed a rare qilin transformation while I was out.”

Ganyu’s smile turns faint. “Mm. I knew it would be faster. I didn’t want to lose any time.”

“I was in bad shape, huh?”

“Probably… the worst I’ve seen anyone in recent times,” Ganyu says vaguely after a pause. Keqing isn’t sure if she’s withholding details for Keqing’s sake or for her own.

“You must’ve been scared.”

Ganyu pauses again. “I was. At first I didn’t understand what was happening. You were getting worse. You stopped breathing at one point—” She shakes her head. “Anyway, there was a moment when I was carrying you out of Taishan Mansion when the seed fell out of your hand, and…”

“That’s when I woke,” Keqing realizes aloud.

Ganyu looks a bit surprised. “Yes, you regained consciousness for a few moments—I didn’t think you remembered. You… went under very quickly after that, but I felt your pulse again, and it was stronger, and I realized I had to keep the seed away from you.”

“Cloud Retainer is right,” Keqing says. “I’m lucky you’re so smart.”

Ganyu stares down at Keqing’s hand in hers, running a fingertip over the back of it, stewing quietly. “I was… angry that such a thing could exist among the adepti, that could harm you so badly.”

Keqing gives her hand a small squeeze. “I suppose we can’t blame them,” she says gently. “They have to protect themselves and their secrets, don’t they?”

Ganyu looks up, an apology welling in her eyes. She opens her mouth. Keqing tries to stop her with two fingers touched to her lips.

“I know what you’re about to say,” she says. “And it’s not true.”

“I failed to protect you,” Ganyu says anyway.

Keqing shakes her head. “None of that. Cloud Retainer said it herself. I wouldn’t be here, if it weren’t for you. And we both know she doesn’t hold back on the truth.”

Ganyu lets out a strained laugh.

“Come on, let’s sleep,” Keqing says, dipping her head toward the bed. “You must be exhausted.”

She shifts to make room so that Ganyu can lie down next to her, but it’s more of an ordeal than she’d estimated. She winces when she drops to one elbow and pain lances up her injured arm.

“Slowly,” Ganyu murmurs. She helps Keqing ease back down, just as she’d helped her up.

Keqing is grateful that Ganyu makes no further comment about the useless state she’s in. “I really hope I’m in better shape tomorrow,” she sighs. “We can’t stay here into the week. The Dizhi Assembly is convening soon.”

“Then you’d better rest up,” Ganyu tells her, “properly.”

She climbs onto the bed beside Keqing, and halts Keqing’s hand when she goes to rearrange the blankets.

“Uh-uh,” Ganyu says. She reaches for the blanket herself. It’s not big enough to cover both of them comfortably. She draws the bulk of it over Keqing’s torso, then her legs. “Stop moving so much, love. Let me take care of you.”

Softened by the command in her voice and bogged down by now-mounting fatigue, Keqing resigns herself to Ganyu’s care. Once satisfied, Ganyu climbs in. Her movements are restrained. Keqing can tell that Ganyu is making sure not to jostle or move her.

Ganyu curls up at the edge of the bed, facing Keqing. There’s a small careful gap between them, running the length of their bodies down until Ganyu’s knees, which touch Keqing’s thighs. The space isn’t large; it wouldn’t even catch her attention on any normal evening, but Keqing frowns at it now. It feels wrong, like Ganyu is farther away than she actually is. Keqing reaches for Ganyu’s arm beneath the blanket.

“Come closer,” she says. “I’m not going to break.”

Ganyu’s brow furrows. She hesitates. “Are you in pain?”

“No, don’t worry.”

Ganyu looks like she’s about to say something else, but shifts closer, closing the gap. She says, “Tell me if you’re uncomfortable at all. If anything hurts, or if you need anything.”

She wraps an arm around Keqing’s waist. The bend of her elbow fits perfectly there. Keqing imagines it is also partly the fatigue taking over, but she feels her nerves and discomfort subside a bit, held in Ganyu’s warmth like this, sinking into safety. 

“This is good,” she murmurs, letting her forehead tilt against Ganyu’s chin.

Ganyu hums in answer. Keqing can feel the soothing vibration in her chest. She closes her eyes, breathing in Ganyu’s sweet scent.

“Cloud Retainer said to stop by when we go up, you know. To Qingyun Peak,” Ganyu says after a while. Her voice is mellow, tired. “She wants to come and send us off.”

Keqing blinks her eyes open, which is a bit of a challenge. “I’m not too surprised. She’s probably curious about the technology,” she muses with an amused huff. “And she wants to see you happy.”

“You too,” Ganyu adds. “And not just for my sake. She’s quite fond of you too, I can tell.”

Keqing laughs, a little louder than she’d expected. Perhaps it is just the lens of her soon-to-sleep brain, but the thought of Cloud Retainer caring so much about her is bizarre, and warm, and sits a bit oddly in her stomach.

“Well,” Keqing says. “I’ll try not to let her down.” It seems, she thinks, the number of those she hopes to not disappoint only grows.

“You won’t,” Ganyu murmurs.

Keqing kisses her, just under her jaw. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

“I should get her a gift,” Keqing muses. “To thank her.”

Ganyu laughs, soft and sweet and lulling. She brushes her thumb gently back and forth, back and forth, behind Keqing’s ear.

“I can help you come up with one later,” she promises. “Rest now. Or we’ll both be getting a scolding.”

 

 

Rest, it turns out, is hard to find in the aftermath of their foray into Jueyun Karst. 

The night they return home to Liyue Harbor, Keqing tears herself from a nightmare with a desperate gasp so loud that even Ganyu rouses from sleep. She snaps up, panicked, hands jumping to Keqing’s shoulders.

“Keqing!? Keqing?” she cries out.

Keqing finds one of Ganyu’s hands, her own trembling. “I’m here, I’m—I’m awake.” 

She gulps air, feels for the side of her neck, trying to rid herself of the ghost of the very real pressure that had been tightening there just seconds ago. She finds nothing but the rush of her pulse and the pull of her tendons as she draws deep breaths. Her skin is damp with sweat.

Ganyu’s frenzied eyes find hers. They echo the same awful, terrified expression Keqing had glimpsed in her seconds of consciousness after fainting in Taishan Mansion. She sees the exact moment Ganyu realizes that she is, indeed, awake and safe; relief floods in. Ganyu’s shoulders go limp.

“What happened?” she asks.

“Nightmare, I think,” Keqing replies, still dizzy and shaken. “Felt like someone was choking me. Slowly. And I knew but I couldn’t wake myself up—” She takes another breath. She can hear Ganyu’s breathing under her own, loud and shuddering.

“This has never happened before?”

“No, nothing that felt this real.”

Ganyu touches a hand to her pulse point, just under her jaw, then to her cheek.

“I think I’m fine now,” Keqing adds. “Just—just need a drink.”

“Okay,” Ganyu agrees. “Stay here, I’ll bring it to you.”

She brushes Keqing’s sweat-mussed bangs back from her forehead and kisses her there. Then she’s off before Keqing can squeeze a protest in.

The nightmares persist into the week, as preparations for the fast-approaching gathering of the Dizhi Assembly pick up. At regular intervals throughout the day into early evening, secretaries and other staff drop by Keqing’s office, to ask her approval on final drafts, to get her seal on documents, to deliver messages.

Most importantly, the Qixing are to finalize the group of nine candidates from which members of the Assembly would nominate three. As always, disagreements among them are plenty, especially in proportion to the short time left. 

Several times, Keqing finds herself clashing with Xueqiao, who is backed by the only slightly more agreeable Tianxuan, Master Wen. They put forth a frustrating—yet expected—number of mediocre candidates coming from prominent and wealthy families, some with dubious motivations, by Keqing’s judgment.

“You insult us,” Xueqiao says when Keqing voices her dissent for the fourth time. He half-rises in his conviction, then takes his seat again. “You yourself come from wealth and opportunity.”

Keqing narrows her eyes. Sometimes she wonders how he’d ever been chosen for the position of Kaiyang. She’d asked Ganyu once, and Ganyu had recalled a time when he had been more humble, a little naive even, less puffed-up with power. “I think he hates that you can get him riled up,” she’d laughed.

“I’m well aware of my background,” Keqing counters, “but that doesn’t negate my own efforts, nor any of yours. In any case, you are the one taking offense and throwing around personal insults. If a candidate has merit, then I’ll consider them all the same. It just so happens the ones you are suggesting do not.”

Uncle Tian chuckles from his spot around the table. The building tension seems to break, and Keqing knows that she’s won, for now.

“Do not forget, Lady Keqing,” Xueqiao says quietly to her left as they exit the meeting room later, “that we are not yet at the last steps. You are but one person, with less say here than you think.”

And although she knows he is only digging at her in usual fashion, Keqing cannot help the shiver that creeps down her spine, and the lingering feeling of helplessness that lasts the rest of the day.

She throws herself into her work twice as hard to shake it, staying up longer and longer, and just as well. She quickly begins to dread her sleepless nights, each one cruel and tediously drawn out with cycles of terrifying awakenings and frustrating attempts to catch some sleep. 

Even worse is the way Ganyu startles awake almost every time, as if she’s learned to sleep on edge too. She sits Keqing up and rubs her back in soothing circles and holds her with a quiet fierceness until one of them sleeps again. Rinse and repeat. 

Keqing reasons with herself that all this time spent floundering and disturbing Ganyu’s rest would be better spent wholeheartedly invested into working. It is, after all, something productive, something she can do. 

Under the orange past-midnight glow of the lamp in their shared study, her body supposedly recovering from its obscure ailments, she tries to drive out thoughts of her frailties at Taishan Mansion, and afterward, in front of Cloud Retainer. She convinces herself that she is no less capable now. She’s not naive enough to think there exists a person who can accomplish anything and everything, but she believes she knows the strength of her resolve and the volume of her effort, and what they can amount to. 

The limit of one extra hour she promises Ganyu quickly turns into two. It’s simple enough to wriggle past Ganyu’s fussing; for the first week she’s too busy herself to nag about bedtimes or do much else. 

Friday night, Ganyu is free from the burdens of extreme overtime. She finds Keqing in the study, half-slumped over her desk. Keqing snaps up when she sees Ganyu in the doorway, and Ganyu jumps back too.

“Oh!” she exclaims. “You scared me—I thought you were asleep.”

Keqing rubs the sleep from her eyes. “No, no, just taking a small”—a yawn—“break.” 

It’s the suboptimal thing to say, if she wants more time to work. Ganyu frowns and comes to Keqing’s side. Keqing knows she’s here for a reason, and she isn’t going to be deterred. Ganyu glances at her spread of books and parchment as she sets both hands on Keqing’s shoulders, massaging gently.

“You can take a proper break,” Ganyu says, “in a proper bed. You’re not even working efficiently anymore, at this hour.”

“Soon,” Keqing replies. 

Ganyu is right, of course. Keqing knows she’s at the point of the night when she’s better off sleeping, and usually, she would go. But sleep has become unreliable, no longer preferable to staying up.

“I’ll wait for you,” Ganyu says, with a cheeky smile, and she’s leaving before Keqing can slip in another protest. Keqing groans in defeat. There’s a small chance Ganyu will fall asleep first, but it’s much more likely she will indeed stay up to wait, and Keqing does not want Ganyu doing that on her behalf.

She slips into bed twenty minutes later. Ganyu turns to face her. 

“Finally,” comes her sleepy scolding mumble.

“Sorry,” Keqing murmurs. “I just need to make sure everything is right.”

“Mm… you worry too much.”

“Says you.”

Ganyu only responds with a breath of laughter. They fall quiet. Keqing stares at the ceiling, listening to Ganyu’s steady breathing. Her body is tired, still plagued with residual aches, as is her mind, yet she is reluctant to close her eyes. 

“It’s… the nightmares too,” Keqing confesses. “I’ve been dreading sleep because of them. I’d rather just work.”

The blankets rustle and Ganyu’s breathing stills. Keqing turns to see Ganyu fully awake and watching her. “I thought they were getting better.”

Keqing shakes her head. “I don’t think so. But at least it’s not waking you up every single time.”

Ganyu finds her hand beneath the blanket. “You should’ve told me sooner,” she says.

“I’d hoped it was only a phase,” Keqing replies. 

It’s the truth; she’d been hoping they would simply stop. Or at the very least, that she could hold out until she had some extra time, so that she could figure out a solution herself. She wanted to handle this one thing on her own. 

She sighs, and continues, “But you’re right. It’s… best to be careful. You wouldn’t happen to know any treatment methods, would you?”

Ganyu squeezes her hand. “I might. I’m not completely sure, but we have to try.”

 

 

Ganyu begins the next day gathering herbs and plants from Bubu Pharmacy. The day after that, she visits Madame Ping and the nearby mountains. She relocates the jade capsule from their bedroom to the unoccupied guest room for good measure.

“We should have stayed with Cloud Retainer longer, to let you recover,” Ganyu says, as she brews Keqing some tea. “I really don’t think your energies have fully stabilized yet.”

She prods around the jujube and chrysanthemum tea that simmers over a miniature stove in the outer chamber of Keqing’s office at Yuehai Pavilion. She adds a sprinkle of something that Keqing doesn’t recognize. A blend of herbs sits nearby in a bowl, to be burned. 

Keqing finishes cleaning their late delivery dinner off the table and replaces it with her stack of papers. She settles on a stool to continue working.

“I did feel well enough,” she says, pausing a moment to glance at Ganyu. “And you know I can’t really take leave from work now.”

“I know,” Ganyu says. “You can let up a little though, at least. There are still five other members of the Qixing besides you, remember?” 

Keqing clicks her tongue. “Yeah, half of which already fight me every step of the way, even when I am present.”

Ganyu chuckles. “And the other half will fight your fight.” She pours some of the tea into a cup and hands it to Keqing.

“Debatable,” Keqing quips back, quirking a brow and accepting the cup. “Thanks.”

“Mhm,” Ganyu hums. “It’s fortunate I’ve picked up some of Cloud Retainer’s remedies. I hope they work.”

She ignites a stick of dried mugwort and adds it to the bowl of herbs. She opens a window, then sits down at the table across from Keqing as the bitter smell begins to fill the room, overpowering the much more pleasant scent of their dinner. Keqing wrinkles her nose. She’s come to appreciate medicinal herbs as beneficial and sometimes necessary, and will tolerate them, but she has never outgrown her visceral distaste for them.

“It’s fortunate that almost nobody in this wing likes to stay here past nine,” she adds, sniffing.

Ganyu laughs, a loud burst of mirth that subsides just as quickly. “And you,” she says, with a pointed look. “You’ll be ready to go home in an hour?”

Keqing pauses, readying herself. “I don’t think so,” she says. “Before midnight though, I promise.”

Ganyu presses her lips together, mouth a line of soft disappointment. 

“The pool of candidates is set already. Most of the preparation is done or scheduled,” she points out. “Even my allotted work relating to the Assembly is dwindling. Surely… you can bear to leave this until tomorrow.” She peers over at Keqing’s papers. “Instructions for the Millelith? Haven’t these already been finalized?”

“I’m double checking them and making last edits. Someone has to,” Keqing argues, “since we have no Yaoguang right now. There will be many important people gathered at Wangshu Inn, so security is—wha—”

She cuts off as Ganyu swiftly reaches over and peels back the top portion of Keqing’s stack of papers to reveal a thick plain folder of documents.

“What’s this?”

“Ah, those are the outlines I’m leaving my assistants, about what to do in my absence.”

“And under that?” Ganyu eyes the papers at the bottom of the stack, below the folder.

“Claims of bribery raised against two of the Dizhi Assembly members,” Keqing says, with a sheepish glance at it. Perhaps she’d been overly ambitious to think she could finish all of this by midnight. “They were submitted last week, but Xueqiao was keeping them hidden. Or rather, he’d conveniently forgotten about them. One of the secretaries found them this afternoon.” 

Ganyu stares at her, the set of her jaw both exasperated and thoughtful. “I will take care of that then,” she decides.

“You don’t have to—”

Ganyu swipes the papers deftly from the pile and raises her brows. They lift higher as she skims the top sheet.

“Maybe it would be good to form an independent committee in the Ministry of Civil Affairs, to handle these investigations,” she says. “Just for the future.”

“Good idea,” Keqing agrees. “There have been more than expected. Will you bring it up at the next meeting?”

Ganyu nods. “I’ll make a note.”

“Thank you, love,” Keqing sighs. 

She suddenly feels very tired. Not the usual fatigue, which passes with a ten-minute break or good night’s sleep, but similar to what she’d felt just after Rex Lapis’s departure; the sort which makes her feel older, acutely and newly aware of her load. As if a stone has been knocked loose in the mountain of responsibilities that she has—willingly—taken on, whose weight she has grown dulled and accustomed to. It disrupts her momentum, staggering her. 

At the same time, she is grateful. The burden Ganyu has lifted from her is a simple relief, small in the complicated scheme of things, but the hazy storm roiling in her mind, heavy as it is, feels temporarily and miraculously lighter. 

Keqing rubs at her temple. “I thought we were sufficiently organized going into this—I mean, we’d worked so hard to make sure of it,” she says. “But now it feels like I’m still scrambling after a thousand loose ends.”

A beat of quiet, then Ganyu stifles a giggle into her fist. “Isn’t that just how it always is with you?”

Keqing rolls her eyes, barely hiding her own laugh. “Only sometimes!”

“I understand though,” Ganyu says. “The Dizhi Assembly was derived from your idea, after all. It’s only natural that you’d want it to be perfect, especially for its first meeting.”

Keqing runs a hand over her face. “Was it this stressful when Rex Lapis oversaw appointing new Qixing members?” she asks, already knowing the answer.

Ganyu’s smile is kind. “No, not quite,” she admits. “Busy, certainly, but I suppose in the end, we all knew he would take care of it.”

“I wish I could be that sure with the state of things now,” Keqing admits, then adds, “Not that I’d change anything or go back—it’s just such an important decision. I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

“Trust yourself. I do,” Ganyu reminds her. “Rex Lapis does. A lot of people do.”

Keqing rolls her shoulders, setting them with more confidence than she feels. “Right. Yeah. It’ll be fine.”

“It always is. And you’ll be able to get some rest soon,” Ganyu says.

Keqing nods, slightly pacified, but only half-convinced. She thinks of the upcoming gathering of the Assembly, of the fights that are sure to follow regardless of its success, then of the Trial of Heaven, awaiting her somewhere in the sky. She wonders where rest fits in, when all-is-well might come.

Keqing sets down her pen to take a sip of tea, only to find Ganyu with her hand still and hovering over the paper, gaze fixed on Keqing. Her eyes are proud and fond, a little faraway, but the delicate crease in her brow is sad, matching the curve of her mouth. It all lends her an old and distant look that Keqing can’t read.

“What’s wrong?” Keqing asks.

Ganyu blinks. Her gaze centers back on reality, on the here and now. “It’s nothing,” she says. 

Keqing pauses. “You’re sure?”

Ganyu smiles again, with a dip of her head—affirmation. “Of course.” She taps the tip of her pen against paper with renewed focus and finality, signing off the matter. “Come now,” she beckons, “it’s late, and we have work to finish.”

 

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          ahhh man i apologize for the very long wait and any rustiness especially after last chapter’s cliffhanger- i didn’t intend to take that long, but lots of things (feels like a lot) happened, some good!- i moved in with my gf!!! i’ve been so all over the place, but i have some more insight and slight tweaks on how i want this fic to go, am excited (and nervous) abt it, so all in all, good news?

notes on lore for this chapter:

1. the seed and the conflicting adepti vs. mortal energies are loosely derived from early daoist views (sorry if i’ve badly misinterpreted anything, i’m definitely no expert) that the body is intrinsically connected to the universe and that a person’s life is naturally long, but death comes because this nature of longevity is disturbed by material desires, evil, etc. there is, however, still a difference between an immortal who achieves a long life (“no death”) thru practice and one who is “otherworldy.”

song for the chapter: avenue joffre by the shanghai restoration project (don’t mind me recycling this from a diff fic, i still love it for them, and i think it fits keqing’s grand dreams for liyue + her devotion to ganyu)

again, sorry about the long wait and any future delays (i’m hopeful that it won’t be months-long tho). i’m behind on a lot of things, including comments all over. i go back to them often though, and def plan on getting to the ones i missed next- just had to rapidly dump this chapter on paper while my brain was obsessing over it this last week. and thank you very very much for being patient with me and for all your support, i’m very thankful for it T_T 

happy new year, and i hope you all are well!

        
Author’s Note:you can find me on twitter (or landsailing @ tumblr) for updates and other stuff!!





