
1. Chapter 1


    
    Keqing finds Ganyu curled up in the alcove behind one of the pillars in Yuehai Pavilion’s central hall. It’s the second place she looks after finding Ganyu absent from her desk. The afternoon sunlight brushes across an exposed bit of her forearm where her sleeve rides up, and the subtle curve of her brows is so peaceful that Keqing almost doesn’t want to disturb her.

Almost.

But Keqing is a busy woman, with plenty of loose ends to tie up before the end of the day. Her remaining hours are already short: there are preparations she has to make at home for the following morning’s journey. She leans over and shakes Ganyu’s shoulder, gently at first, then a little more firmly—the secretary is notoriously difficult to wake from her afternoon naps. Keqing suspects half the difficulty comes from the fact that Ganyu works so tirelessly that most of the staff suspect the thirty minute-long snoozes are all the rest she gets.

“Ganyu,” Keqing calls.

“Mmph.” Ganyu pulls her knees further up to her chest, clearly still much more asleep than awake.

“Ganyu!”

The extra urgency in Keqing’s voice this second time seems to reach whatever deep crevice of Ganyu’s brain her conscience is hiding in, because she opens her eyes, and upon seeing Keqing, bolts unsteadily upright into a sitting position. “Yes—good morning—ah, good afternoon. Did you need something? From me?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t have bothered to wake you up otherwise,” Keqing sighs. Ganyu, looking dazed, opens her mouth, but Keqing continues. “Excuse me for the short notice, but you’ll need to pack your bags tonight. Tomorrow morning, you’ll be coming with me to Qingce Village.”

This seems to cleanse what’s left of Ganyu’s stupor. She stands, the grogginess in her expression replaced with confusion. “Tomorrow?”

“First thing in the morning,” Keqing confirms. “Bring enough clothes and whatever necessities and note-taking things you need for a week, not too much. I hope we won’t take that long, but be prepared.”

“Yes. Um, what’s the purpose of this trip?”

“I need to do an initial survey for a site up there. If all goes well, I want to build out roads and infrastructure to make Qinqce Village a more effective trading hub since we lack such a place up north. It’s a project I’ve put aside for some time but since Rex Lapis is gone now, it’s a much more pressing matter.” Keqing waves a hand. “I don’t have the time to explain all the details at the moment but I’ll fill you in on the way. Just make sure you’re ready to go tomorrow, and meet me by the front gate.”

Ganyu nods slowly, her brow still creased, calculating. Her hesitation is understandable though: she has never been assigned to accompany Keqing on site surveys or any other work trips. “Understood,” she concedes after a moment. “I’ll be ready.”

“Great,” Keqing says, already turning to head back upstairs. She’s eager to get on with the rest of her tasks, and not particularly eager to linger on the prospect of traveling and staying with Ganyu. “Don’t forget.”

“Of course.”

That night, when Keqing leaves the pavilion, Ganyu is still working at her desk. Keqing hadn’t expected otherwise, but she still stops by the doors to call out. “Ganyu! Don’t go home too late. We have a long trip ahead tomorrow.”

Ganyu looks up and smiles. Her voice echoes back softly in the empty hall. “Don’t worry. Good night, Keqing.”

Keqing, of course, continues to worry as she bids Ganyu a good night and steps out.

 

 

Ganyu is as prompt as ever. She’s already waiting at the gate when Keqing arrives the next morning, the sizable cloth bundle on her back just a bit smaller than Keqing’s own. In place of her usual heels are a pair of once-white boots, and a hemp cloak is pinned together with a plain silver brooch at her throat. Her bow and quiver are slung at one side. Keqing tugs her own shorter cloak squarely over her shoulders as she approaches, raising a hand in greeting.

“Good morning,” she says, grinning. Early mornings with their crisp coolness always revitalized her like nothing else. “Glad to see you made it.”

“I wouldn’t be late to an appointment the Yuheng personally invited me to,” Ganyu replies, with the hint of a grin herself, although her focus shifts quickly to the stirring harbor behind Keqing. “Sorry, is there… nobody else coming?”

Keqing supposes she hadn’t explicitly made that clear yesterday. “No, just us two.”

“I see.”

“Is something wrong?”

“Oh, no, of course not. It’s just… unlike your usual outings, is it not? Could your uh, team not make it?”

“Well, it’s not the usual,” Keqing agrees. “But the usual people who come along are needed here. You know there’s a lot to be done.” 

She leaves out the rest of the details: when she’d informed the rest of the Qixing about her choices for companions, they had protested immediately that the staff and the Millelith were spread thin enough as it was. Ningguang had suggested Keqing bring Ganyu instead. And when Keqing complained, she had made the very true and very undeniable point that Ganyu, with her work ethic, was worth an entire team of people, and the one person who could keep pace with Keqing.

“You’ll get to Qingce Village in almost half the usual time. And aren’t you two finally getting into each other’s good graces?” she’d added with a pointed, scheming smile.

Ganyu, thankfully, doesn’t question the explanation, just nods in acceptance. It’s the trait Keqing once appreciated most about her, although ever since they’d begun speaking more after Rex Lapis’s departure, she’s found herself wishing Ganyu were less meek at times. Indeed, they had finally, after years of working together, begun seeing eye-to-eye. But Keqing is skeptical about Ganyu’s ability to be an entertaining travelling companion and colleague for a whole week.  

“If you’ve got everything, let’s get going. I’d like to reach Qingce Village before dusk,” Keqing says. She’s already striding past Ganyu. She looks back over her shoulder to make sure Ganyu is following, which she is. 

“I’m ready,” Ganyu says, jogging a few steps to catch up to Keqing, then falling in beside her. “If we want to get there before dusk, we’ll have to move quite fast.”

“That’s why I told you yesterday,” Keqing replies, “not to go home too late.”

 

 

Ningguang is correct, although Keqing would never willingly tell her this. Ganyu keeps pace with Keqing easily and without complaint, speeding up when Keqing accelerates to a jog, and matching her when she slows to a brisk walk. With the party of Yuehai Pavilion employees and Millelith soldiers she usually brought, the same trip would have required an overnight stop along the way. With Ganyu, Keqing feels certain they’ll make it by nightfall on the same day.

True to her word, she fills Ganyu in on some of the details for their trip. Under Rex Lapis, the current established trade routes and Liyue Harbor as a hub had felt sufficiently stable. Although the Qingce Village plans had been on the table, Keqing always had her hands full with the constant nuances of allotting funds to Liyue Harbor’s current construction, along with tangentially related issues like labor laws. After Rex Lapis’s death, however, she thought it important to divert some funds into fixing and building roads and establishing better trade routes, and had bumped these projects and all they entailed to the top of her agenda.

“Then, have you passed the other projects to someone else?” Ganyu asks. 

They’re walking a bit more leisurely now along the road in Dihua Marsh, bellies full from having stopped for a quick meal at Wangshu Inn. The sun sits directly overhead. Ganyu, to her credit, has shown more interest in her work than Keqing had expected from her, and genuine interest, at that. Keqing might even go so far as to call it delight.

“No,” she groans, rubbing her temple with a knuckle. “Well, I’ve passed along the reworking of labor laws—not really my job in the first place. But the rest of it is still piling up on my desk. I’ve got my new assistant looking into fixing the Mingyun Village bridge already. That’s my next focus after we get back.”

“I think you may have a new record for ‘fastest an assistant has ever quit’ after he’s finished—if he finishes.” Ganyu’s voice is lined with an amusement Keqing is still not used to, not coming from her.

She rolls her eyes, although she has to laugh too. “He has a week’s head start.”

“A week, maximum. I don’t doubt that you’ll finish our business at Qingce Village sooner than that.”

“Are you teasing me, Ganyu?”

“I’m being perfectly serious.”

Keqing looks over. Indeed, Ganyu wears her usual calm expression—just for a second. It quickly morphs to surprise, and Ganyu reaches out to catch a handful of Keqing’s cloak. “Sorry,” she mumbles instinctively, then lifts her chin to point ahead of them, directing Keqing’s attention. “Shh.”

Not far ahead and now in plain view is a small camp of hilichurls gathered in the shade of a tree. Six of them, Keqing counts quickly, sourly wondering how she had missed them, and Ganyu hadn’t. Five of them seem to be asleep, and one sits against the trunk of the tree. Likely the lookout, although he seems to be near dozing off as well.

Keqing clicks her tongue softly in exasperation. “What are the Millelith doing? We’re supposed to have patrols along the road here.”

“Weren’t quite a few summoned back to Liyue last week?”

“Right…”

Ganyu lets go of Keqing’s cloak with another apologetic dip of her head. “Do we need to… clear them out?”

Keqing mulls it over. “No,” she decides. “Not worth the hassle, we’re carrying too much. They look like they’re mostly asleep anyway, so let’s just take a little detour by the water. You brought boots for a reason, didn’t you?”

Ganyu looks relieved, although she eyes the group warily as she nods.

They make their way quietly off the path and toward the shallows of the marsh. Keqing is thankful that she too, had opted for a pair of boots over her usual shoes, although she still isn’t overjoyed to see the dim shine of their leather disappear into soft mud. At least her foot doesn’t sink far.

She’s rounding a large mossy boulder when Ganyu’s warning rings out: “Keqing!”

The same second, she feels the whiff of air next to her, hears the whistle of an arrow just as she jerks back. The arrow catches the edge of her cloak, tearing through the fabric and burying itself into the mud with enough force to stagger her. 

“Shit.” Instinct kicks in, has already kicked in. Keqing ducks low, grabs the arrow and rips it from her cloak, then draws her sword just as she hears another arrow whistling through the air. She dashes to her left, ready to dodge, but is instead met with the pained gargle of a hilichurl.

Ganyu is already closing in on the group, readying another arrow, string pulled taut in one fluid, expert motion. One of the hilichurls—that’s just dropped his bow—clutches the side of one bloodied thigh. An arrow juts out from the grass behind him. The other hilichurls are awake, alert, and look as if they’re seriously contemplating fleeing. Keqing is stunned for a second, then joins Ganyu, hurling a lightning stiletto. It strikes by the feet of one of the hilichurls, which seems to solidify their doubts about the outcome of this skirmish. With a few yells, they quickly scamper off through the marsh.

“Let them go.” Keqing detonates her stiletto with a flick of her sword, and watches the bright violet electricity crackle in the air. Her hands feel a little shaky now that the threat has passed.

“I only grazed him. I wasn’t aiming to kill. Unless I had to,” Ganyu replies, slinging her bow over her shoulder again as she hurries over. “Are you hurt?”

“No,” Keqing says. She looks down at the torn edge of her cloak with a frown. “This is a bit ruined though.”

Ganyu looks down too. “Nothing we can’t fix. Cut a strip off the bottom, and then re-sew the hem. I believe shorter cloaks are now in fashion.”

Keqing snorts. “You’re right, but unfortunately, the last time I sewed anything was when my mother taught me while I was still a child.”

“I’ll do it for you, later.”

“You brought needles and thread?” Keqing asks, raising her brows.

“A secretary should always be prepared, no?”

Keqing falls silent. She’s uncomfortably aware of how much of a help Ganyu has been. “Thanks for… watching my back,” she says, quiet. “You’ve got good aim.”

“I’ve had many years of practice.” Ganyu smiles, although her gaze is focused just beyond Keqing now. “Um… Keqing, would that happen to be yours?” She points, grimacing.

Keqing looks and groans. A smaller cloth bundle sits half-submerged in marshwater, definitely having fallen out of her pack in the brief chaos of battle. She goes to pick it up, wringing it out and groaning again when the water that drains out is a nasty shade of brown-green. 

“That’s a good portion of my clothes,” she says. She might have little reverence for the deities that so-called watch over them, but she’s beginning to wonder who she’s angered to have brought this misfortune upon them so early into their trip. “I wasn’t expecting to tack laundry onto my to-do list this trip.”

Ganyu chuckles sympathetically. It sounds as though she’s holding back a full-on laugh. “You can, um, borrow some of my clothes if you need. If you want.”

Keqing isn’t sure why that idea specifically is so embarrassing to think about, but she isn’t in a place to turn down the offer either, so she just shrugs. “We’ll see.” She tears a strip off her cloak—may as well—and ties the bundle gingerly to her pack, then straightens her clothes out and gestures to the road. “I’d rather not be a hundred favors in your debt by the end of this trip.”

Ganyu laughs at this, following Keqing again. “Consider it as part of my secretarial duties, I suppose.”

Keqing has to grin too. “Let’s tack it on to your year-end bonus, and call it even. I’ll bring it up to the Qixing.”

When Ganyu laughs again, soft and musical, the grin on Keqing’s face softens as well. She’ll lose the other half of her clothes to dirty marsh water before she admits it, but she’s at least a little glad Ganyu is there.

 

 

Despite the small holdup in Dihua Marsh, they arrive in Qingce Village shortly after dusk. As the sun had set, the chill from Keqing’s still-wet cloak had set in, so she’d opted to shed the entire thing. She’d made a stop in a small patch of bamboo to rearrange her items as Ganyu admired the sunset filtering through the leaves, glittering over the water. 

“Your first time seeing a sunset outside of Liyue Harbor for a while, huh?” Keqing had asked, and Ganyu had nodded wordlessly.

The first person to greet them at the village is a small boy, who, after an alarmed shout upon seeing their weapons, runs to fetch an adult. He returns with an elderly man, who introduces himself as Hanfeng. After a short exchange, Hanfeng shows them up a ladder and to a small house. He bids them a good evening and informs them that he’ll let the elders know the Qixing have arrived.

Keqing sets her things down on the rickety wooden table in the front room. She’s making sure her tools are safe and evaluating the damage to her clothing when she hears Ganyu’s soft “oh” come from the doorway behind her. She puts down the shirt she’d been holding and joins Ganyu, peering over her shoulder at what is obviously the bedroom. 

“What’s wrong?” Keqing can’t see anything worthy of shock. The room is small, and fairly empty. Two beds sit on either end of the room, with a set of drawers and a small round table on a worn bamboo mat occupying the floor space between them. There’s not a whole lot of space to move around, and everything in the house is quite humble, but Keqing had asked for their accommodations to be basic. There was no need, in her opinion, to burden the villagers with an extra load. 

Ganyu’s mouth opens but it’s a few seconds before she answers. “I—so there’s just one room for us to share?” 

Keqing tilts her head. “Yes?”

“Oh, okay, no problem,” Ganyu says, nodding, attempting to back out of the doorway and past Keqing. She starts to busy herself with her belongings in the front room instead.

Keqing watches her with some curiosity and some confusion. “What is it?”

“Nothing!”

“Ganyu, you’re not a very good liar.”

Ganyu’s head dips further down. “Um, I thought we would have two rooms, for… I don’t know. I just didn’t expect that. But it’s not a problem at all, please.”

Keqing scoffs, joining her at the table to sort out her dirtied clothes. “I didn’t know you were so picky. They offered a larger house, but I told them this would be fine. No need to have them work extra for us.”

“Of course, of course.” Ganyu nods a bit faster than is natural. “I’m just worried—you… won’t be uncomfortable?”

Keqing eyes her. “Is that really your concern? Don’t worry about me, I’m used to all kinds of living situations. It’s just for a week, anyway.” 

“Right. You’re right.”

Keqing’s gaze on Ganyu borders on interrogating now. She’s still curious, but Ganyu is avoiding eye contact so aggressively that she drops the issue for now. She picks up her clothes under one arm and grabs a wooden bucket with another hand. “Alright then… I’ll be outside to wash and hang my clothes if you need me,” she says, heading for the door.

Ganyu finally looks up. “Okay, I’ll be right there to help in a few minutes. I’m just going to set my things out.”

Keqing waves a hand over her shoulder, her voice full of jest. “Sure, sure, take your time, princess.”

She doesn’t stay around to hear Ganyu’s splutter of protest.

 

 

By the time Keqing’s clothes are washed and hung—with Ganyu’s help, and by the time they’ve cleaned up, accepted a steaming dish of vegetable stew and downed their portions, the rest of the village below is beginning to turn in for the night. Keqing watches from the grass around their house as adults usher children into homes, and the elderly sitting outside stand and begin to take their bamboo stools indoors.

She makes her way back inside the house, where Ganyu already is, stitching the hem of her cloak by firelight. She’s dressed in a loose cotton tunic and pants that match the ones she’d lent to Keqing while her own sleepwear dries. The orange flickers softly around her and across her skin. Keqing watches the patterns of flame dance over her cheek as she works. 

“Looks like the villagers are going to sleep so I’m going to bed too,” Keqing announces. Ganyu stops sewing and looks up. “Not much I can do right now and I want to get an early start at the site tomorrow. You’re staying up?”

Ganyu hums in thought, then nods once. “I’m going to finish this up.”

“You don’t have to, you know. Really, I won’t need it again for a few days at least.”

“You might need it.”

“Then I’ll steal yours. Don’t cryo vision users not get cold?” Keqing’s voice is teasing.

“I—” Ganyu falters. “You could take mine.”

“I’m kidding,” Keqing laughs.

“Really, I’m fine though, I just want to finish the job.”

Keqing hesitates, then decides it’s not worth trying to herd Ganyu into an early bedtime. “If you say so,” she says, heading into the bedroom. “Don’t sleep too late—I’ll need your help tomorrow. Good night, Ganyu.”

“Good night, Keqing.”

From where she lies in bed, Keqing can see half of Ganyu’s torso, softly lit, the rest of her body hidden behind the doorway. It usually takes her what seems like ages to fall asleep, but that night, watching the steady rhythm of Ganyu’s hand pulling the needle back and forth, back and forth, lulls her into an easy rest.
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2. Chapter 2


    
    Morning sweeps through the one small open window, a steady breeze that ruffles Keqing’s bangs against her face and rouses her from sleep. She opens her eyes to a wooden-boarded wall, the unfamiliar view and smell quickly wrenching her out of her morning stupor, although it only takes a couple seconds for her to reorient herself in the room. Right—she’s in Qingce Village with Ganyu.

Keqing sits up. She stretches and cracks her back, then looks over at the other side of the room. She’s slightly disappointed to see that Ganyu’s bed is empty and neatly made, the wool blanket folded at the foot just like it had been when they’d arrived. Sure, it meant that they could start their work right away, but Keqing feels a bit robbed of her pride as an early riser. 

She’s half-dressed and standing in the tiny washroom wrapping her hair into their usual neat bundles atop her head when Ganyu ambles into the front room from outside. Keqing catches her movement from her peripheries. She looks away from the small cloudy mirror to give her a nod. Ganyu walks over, and stops just near the doorway. She looks fresh, clothed in a long simple dress and embroidered knee-length jacket in place of her usual attire. There’s a faint aura of qingxin and honey around her—her usual scent, but a bit stronger, clearer. 

She smiles, bright. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

“Surprisingly well,” Keqing answers, fastening one hair bun with her bow and going to work on the other side. “You? You did sleep, right?”

“I did,” Ganyu laughs. “Don’t worry, I don’t need much sleep at night.” Her gaze trails upward to where Keqing expertly finishes up with the other bun and pins it with her golden hairpin. “I always wondered how you did that.”

“It’s not that hard,” Keqing mutters, although she’s flattered—to her mild dismay. She walks back to the bedroom, where she wraps a second skirt over the robe she already wears, securing it around her waist with a sash. “So, what were you out so early for?”

Ganyu comes to stand by the doorway again. “Oh, I just wanted to make sure your laundry was alright.”

“You didn’t have to—I doubt it’s going anywhere,” Keqing says. “But thank you.”

“O-of course. The night was too cold for the clothes to do much drying but I imagine we can collect them tonight or tomorrow. Supposing it doesn’t rain or—” Ganyu cuts off upon seeing the glare Keqing throws her way. “Which I’m certain it won’t.” 

“It’d better not, or else the rest of your wardrobe is in danger.” 

“I did offer it,” Ganyu points out. “And the offer still stands.”

Keqing only clicks her tongue. Changing out of Ganyu’s sleepwear this morning and folding the pieces to lay on her bed had felt weirdly intimate despite the other woman’s absence from the room—even more so than it had last night when she’d changed into it. Something about the sobering clear-mindedness that comes in the mornings, Keqing supposes. She chalks it up to the weird limbo she and Ganyu are in: no longer just colleagues judging each other with quiet disdain but also not really friends, not by her definition. She would rather not have to borrow more clothes from Ganyu.

The light outside has begun shifting from the fragile gold of daybreak into something bolder. The sounds of the village starting its day float in through their front doorway, reminding Keqing of the task at hand. “Are you ready to go?” she asks. Ganyu nods. 

Keqing slings the leather strap of her bag over her shoulder. She picks up the bundle of tools she’d set aside the night before, gesturing to Ganyu to do the same with her things. “Come on, let’s get going. We can pick up breakfast and lunch in the village on our way up.”

 

 

There’s only one source for food in the small village square at this hour, but Keqing and Ganyu manage to secure a number of pork and vegetable buns before they head up the hillside, winding their way around the terraced paddy fields below and eating as they go. It doesn’t take long until the footpath comes to an end, replaced by tall grass and other greenery.

“These roads are going to need a lot of work,” Keqing notes aloud as they make their way up a ladder, which looks rather dilapidated as well with the way the wood splinters in places. Ganyu gives an absentminded hum of acknowledgement from below her. “We may need to put in wider bridges as well. And more of them. There’s no way the current ones will hold up under more traffic.” Another hum from Ganyu. “Make sure you note those things when we reach the site.”

Silence.

“Ganyu?” 

Keqing pauses at the top of the ladder and looks down just in time to see Ganyu bump one of her horns against the sole of Keqing’s shoe. The yelp she lets out is uncharacteristically sharp and distressed. Keqing’s stomach lurches when Ganyu loses her grip on the ladder’s wooden frame. 

“Watch out!” Keqing thrusts a hand out toward Ganyu. But Ganyu steadies herself quickly, hooking her foot behind a rung and latching on again with one hand. Then she looks up with an expression of such betrayal that Keqing feels a pang of guilt, even though the bump hadn’t looked particularly painful and it hadn’t been her fault that her shoe had been in the way. “Be careful,” Keqing calls down, biting back an apology and pulling her arm to her side sheepishly.

“Sorry, I was a little lost in thought.”

“Clearly, you were lost in something,” Keqing says, hauling herself over the top of the ladder onto the grassy overhang above. “What were you doing? Counting ladder rungs?”

“No… I…”

“It’s fine. Did you hear what I said about the roads and bridges before?”

“Ah, yes, I’ll make a note,” Ganyu says. She climbs up after Keqing, rubbing her head. She seems to be genuinely wincing.

Keqing pauses, a bit concerned and also not entirely sure Ganyu will actually make that note. “Did it hurt that bad? Do you need a break for a minute?”

Ganyu’s hand drops down to her side. “No, no it’s fine. I just… I think I might know this place. The place we’re going, I mean.”

“Oh?” Keqing raises a brow. It’s not a huge surprise: as secretary, Ganyu has traveled all around Liyue to document the Qixing’s business. But it’s a surprise nonetheless. “You’ve come here on business?”

“Not exactly. I mean, I’m not sure. Maybe.”

“You’re not sure?”

Ganyu visibly flushes pink at this. “My memory is… a little spotty. I’m sure walking further will help me recall.” She shuffles her feet, looking eager to move on.

Keqing squints at her doubtfully, then finally glances down at the map in her hands and turns back toward their destination. “Well, we’re almost there. Come on then.”

Ganyu is mostly quiet for the rest of the hike up the hill. The incline is gentle now, flattening out, with grass giving way to patches of dirt scattered in such a way to suggest this used to be a road. Keqing watches Ganyu from the corner of her eye and through furtive glances. She’s engrossed in the surrounding landscape, as if drinking in its slopes and edges through her gaze—almost in the same way a traveling laborer might fondly re-familiarize themself with the road and scenery leading home.

But Keqing can’t be sure of what the sentiment behind her eyes is; she’s never traveled alone with Ganyu before this, and doesn’t presume to know Ganyu or her habits beyond the little she’s picked up as a colleague. She leaves Ganyu alone to her reverie for the rest of the brief walk, making her own mental notes on the terrain.

They stop where the hill begins to dip down again. A sandy cliff rises up not too far in the distance. A couple of cavernous spaces are hollowed out within it. The craftsmanship is rough, but it’s clear that someone once used those spaces. On the flat land before them sit the ruins of what seemed to be a small village. But the architecture is foreign to Keqing—she’s never seen the like in Liyue at least, where wooden structures are abundant. What’s left of the buildings before them look like mostly stone and crumbling clay.

“Alright. We’ll start here, but I’d eventually like to get a read on the area we just went through too,” Keqing announces with a single, decisive clap of her hands. 

She drops to a knee and begins to set out some of her tools on a flat rock, sparing a look up at Ganyu. Ganyu nods, no longer completely taken by the view, instead joining Keqing in unloading her supplies. She still carries a somewhat distant look.

“Is this all still familiar to you?” Keqing asks.

Ganyu pauses, halfway through setting down a box of charcoal sticks and pencils. “Yes,” she replies, more composed than she’d been earlier by the ladder. “I must’ve been here on a job before.”

“Really? With the Qixing? Did I miss something in the archive? I could barely find any documentation on this area,” Keqing says, frowning down at the thin stack of pages she’d set out. “I would’ve thought we’d taken better notes.” She’d scoured their records but could only come up with a map of some topological and terrain details, along with land ownership records from three centuries back. There had been nothing regarding what the ruins might be, no mentions of them, aside from a footnote on the map that they existed. 

“I believe we were just passing through,” says Ganyu.

“Ah, well, if you remember something important, make a note of it.”

“Of course.” 

“Anyway.” Keqing picks up a measuring wheel and sets it upright on the ground. “I’ve made several rough maps of the area. I want to get some more exact distances recorded, since the old map doesn’t include these buildings.” She walks over to the collapsed wall nearest her, holding one rolled map for Ganyu to take. “I’ll give you the numbers to record.” 

And so they go, Keqing taking measurements across the site and relaying the data for Ganyu, who records each number in a neat charcoal scrawl on the map. They settle into a rhythm, easy and free of small talk. It continues for the rest of the morning, into the early afternoon. It’s only when Keqing realizes she hasn’t drunk any water the whole morning that she calls for them to stop.

“Let’s take a break here. We’re almost done so we’ll finish after lunch.” She dabs at her forehead under her bangs with a sleeve as she props the measuring wheel up against a pile of rubble. The air itself isn’t particularly hot, but the way the late summer sun beats down on the clearing has Keqing sweating. She looks over at Ganyu. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m fine,” Ganyu says, rolling the map carefully and setting it down. She looks, as she had said, fine, and not particularly sweaty. “You did give me the easier task,” she continues, gesturing at the wheel Keqing had put aside.

Keqing laughs. “I guess so. I think it’s poor form for a leader to take the easiest tasks for themselves though. Seems lazy.”

“I appreciate it,” Ganyu murmurs. “But I don’t mind if you give me more work.”

“Oh, there’ll be plenty more for you to do—you don’t have to ask. But first, we eat.” Keqing picks up the bundle that contains their food. She quickly examines their surroundings, then points toward the river to their east. “Let’s go down by the water.”

They settle on the grass not far from where it meets the damp sand. Keqing welcomes the cool breeze that floats off the currents, sighing contentedly as she crosses her legs and unties the bundle of assorted buns. 

“These are the vegetable ones,” she informs Ganyu, setting the buns with a little spring onion garnish toward her side. Ganyu murmurs her thanks. Keqing uncaps her canteen, gulping water down. She’d been parched.

Ganyu has already started on one of the buns so Keqing takes one too, biting into its still-warm filling. It’s quiet between them, although the muted sound of crashing water from the waterfall around the bend further downstream fills the silence. Keqing finds she doesn’t mind the quiet; her throat feels scratchy after a morning of calling out numbers, and somehow, it’s comfortable with Ganyu there. Ganyu herself seems lost in their surroundings again, the faraway look from earlier glazing over her eyes. She looks toward the waterfall, but Keqing doesn’t think she’s actually looking at anything at all.

“It’s a beautiful place,” Keqing comments. “A bit lonely.” It’s a tentative shot at shaking Ganyu from her reverie, and it takes a few seconds, but she manages to tear her gaze away from the river and direct it back at Keqing. 

“Yes,” she muses. “The river is wider than it was last time I came here.”

“I’m surprised you remember such a specific detail,” Keqing says with a hint of genuine wonder. 

“Is it so specific?”

“Yeah, I mean, I bet I could give you a ranking on widest to narrowest on most Liyue rivers, but I doubt I could tell you about the changes in a river I’d only seen in passing once or twice. Not off the top of my head.”

Ganyu looks down, busying herself with another bite of food. “My memory is a bit selective, I suppose,” she says slowly, after chewing. “The water flows slower too—that’s how I know it’s widened a bit.”

Keqing knows this correlation well—an old river flows wide and slow, a young river narrow and rapid; as Yuheng, knowledge of the land and how to read it is a must. The land can change with time, can outpace memory, which can easily fail in the first place, but the laws of how it changes stay constant. She hadn’t, however, expected Ganyu to be acquainted with this information. 

“You sure know a lot for a secretary stuck inside Liyue’s gates for most of the year.” Keqing pauses. “And I mean that as a compliment.”

Ganyu flushes pink again. “I—I pick up miscellaneous information here and there.” She wavers for a moment, then continues on. “I can also tell that this river is fairly old but not very old from the way it doesn’t bend so much like the Xitian River does. And the mud on its banks doesn’t reach that far. But the water doesn’t move so fast that you couldn’t take a swim in it.”

There’s an underlying joy to Ganyu’s words that isn’t usually there when she discusses work-related matters. It reaches her face too, alights in her eyes, lines the curve of her lips, and Keqing finds that she enjoys listening to Ganyu ramble like this. 

“Impressive,” Keqing comments when Ganyu trails off. “Seems like I didn’t need to study those texts about Teyvat rivers after all. I could’ve just asked for a lesson from you this whole time.”

The color in Ganyu’s cheeks turns a deeper shade. “I wouldn’t go that far,” she mumbles, although she’s smiling down at her lap. “But you are always welcome to request what knowledge I do have.”

“Then let me ask you, what do you think of this area’s potential for further development?”

Ganyu hesitates. “Um… Is this a test question?”

Keqing laughs. “No, I’m genuinely interested in what you think. Your opinion, as an expert of the land.” She drops the last bite of her bun into her mouth, then leans back, propping herself up with both hands.

“I’m not an expert,” Ganyu insists with soft indignation. “But I think… it has good potential. It was a good idea to start here.”

“Go on.”

Ganyu chews slowly, thoughtfully, before answering, listing off her thoughts on her fingers. “Well, since Qingce Village is here, we won’t have to start from scratch. There are many sources of water nearby, of course, and far and low down enough that flooding shouldn’t be a threat. Some of the hilliness may make it difficult but the surrounding land is flat enough for farming. Like you said, we just need to build better roads and bridges.” She puts her hand back down. “I think there’s a reason people settled here in the past.”

“Yeah, but those people aren’t here anymore though.”

“That… that’s true.” Ganyu takes a breath, as if to say more, but doesn’t continue. Keqing turns and rests her chin against her right shoulder, looking back up the hill toward the ruins.

“I wonder what happened to them,” she muses. “I couldn’t find any clues.”

“Perhaps it was something unrelated to the land.”

“Perhaps,” Keqing echoes. “I asked to speak to the village elders tomorrow, just to get their opinions. They might know something that wasn’t in official records.”

“Ah, that’s a”—Ganyu attempts to stifle a yawn, but it escapes past her hand anyway, mangling the end of her sentence—“good idea.” Her eyes widen a bit. She looks rather mortified as she not-so-discreetly wipes at the tears the yawn had brought. “I’m so sorry, I don’t mean to suggest that I’m bored or anything, I, uh, just—”

“It’s time for your afternoon nap, isn’t it?” They don’t have the grand clocks of Yuehai Pavilion to tell them the exact time, but Keqing knows the routine well. Ganyu eats, then sleeps, like clockwork. 

Ganyu looks so embarrassed that Keqing feels as if she’s intruding on a private moment. “Yes,” she replies. “But I can”—another mini yawn—“stay up. I don’t want to sleep on precious working time.”

Keqing quirks a brow, grinning despite Ganyu’s plight. “Doesn’t really sound like you have the ability to make that choice.”

“I have before, I can try.”

“Nah,” Keqing says, dismissing the notion with a wave of her hand. “Don’t push yourself. We’re only on day one. Besides, what will I do when I have to write home and tell the rest of the Qixing that their secretary dropped dead mid-work trip? They’ll never let me have staff again.”

Ganyu makes a noise that sounds something like a strangled laugh. Keqing bundles the cloth from their lunch up neatly, then stands. “Come on,” she says, holding a hand out to Ganyu. “Or do you need me to hold you in case you pass out before we make it back?” 

It’s a joke, mostly, but Ganyu actually appears to be considering it, a dazed look glazing her eyes. After a couple seconds, she reaches out and takes Keqing’s offered hand. And Keqing, although a little surprised, holds tight and hauls Ganyu up. Ganyu stumbles to her feet with relative grace, at least for someone who’s allegedly on the verge of a programmed nap. 

“Are you okay to walk back?” Keqing asks, actually a little concerned now.

“Mm… mhm.”

“Yeah, right,” Keqing scoffs, stuffing the bundle of cloth in her sash for safekeeping. She holds Ganyu’s elbow with one hand, and gingerly places the other on her upper back. “Okay, let’s go, Miss Secretary.”

They make it back to their pile of belongings without incident, although Ganyu had been leaning harder and harder into Keqing’s grip with every few of her shuffling steps. Keqing is relieved to finally let her lower herself onto a patch of grass with an unceremonial soft thump.

She asks, “Is that comfortable enough?”

The ground looks rather dry where Ganyu is lazily patting her hands around. The grass must be scratchy. Ganyu stops to nod once, more a small dip of her head than anything.

Keqing is unconvinced. “Uh, let me get you a pillow or something to lay your head on at least.” She rummages around her things. Unable to find anything remotely soft among what are mostly tools, she sighs and unwraps the second layer of her skirt, folding it over a few times to form a makeshift cushion. “This will have to do for today.”

When she turns back to Ganyu, she finds her curled up and apparently asleep, or at least unresponsive to Keqing’s voice. Keqing fiddles with the skirt in her hands. She could attempt to slide it under Ganyu’s head, but the idea suddenly feels excessive. Removing her skirt is also excessive, she decides as she wraps it back around her waist with a chastising groan at her own impulsiveness. 

It isn’t easy to forget the moment either, even once she returns to work. Her gaze wanders back to Ganyu’s sleeping form, again and again, curious and wondering. There’s nothing remotely interesting happening—from this distance, Keqing can’t even see the sure rise and fall of Ganyu’s rib cage and shoulders as she breathes, but she still feels oddly conscious of Ganyu’s very presence.

Perhaps it’s the novelty of working together. Although she’d shared a few hours getting Ganyu’s input and help with things here and there recently, spending this much time together is unprecedented for them. Ganyu has always been something of an enigma—aloof yet efficient, quiet, reserved, and with an air of wisdom Keqing has yet to see in anyone else. It had just been hard to appreciate that past Ganyu’s relentless and unwavering defense of Rex Lapis in every aspect Keqing could think to question. Now that they’re no longer butting heads constantly over him though, Keqing can acknowledge her long-standing curiosity about Ganyu.

But preferably not on work time. Keqing frowns. She moves further away, to a different corner of the village ruins in an attempt to stop her wandering gaze, with only little success. She still glances back every other minute or so, and looks away when she sees the pale blue of Ganyu’s hair splayed over the grass.

She makes a mental note to wake Ganyu up after five minutes. But five minutes becomes an extra five, and another five on top of that, until Ganyu finally stirs awake herself and Keqing breathes a quiet sigh of relief that she can finally work peacefully for the rest of the day in welcome normalcy.

 

 

It’s late, well past sundown by the time they make their way back by lantern light. Ganyu heats up their stew from the previous night over the fire while Keqing gathers her laundry from outside. She’s thankful that no further disasters have befallen it. 

The first few minutes of their meal are silent. They sit across the table from each other, Keqing easily and indiscriminately gulping down spoonfuls of stew while Ganyu picks at the vegetables inside with just a little more fervor than usual. 

Then Keqing sets her spoon down in the bowl. “From today’s work, I think our best plan of action is to demolish and clear out the rest of the ruins, and then start building from there.”

“Demolish?”

Keqing isn’t sure if it’s just the cool indigo of the moonlight coming through the window or if Ganyu’s face seems slightly drained of color when she looks up from her bowl.

“Yes, naturally,” Keqing answers. “There’s not a lot but they do take up a lot of central space on the site.” She tilts her head. “Are you suggesting we reuse them in building future structures?”

“Ah, no…” Ganyu trails off and looks unsure.

“Do you have any other proposals?” Keqing sets an elbow on the table, leaning her cheek against her knuckles. “I’m open to suggestions, really. You know I value your opinion.”

“I suppose I was just thinking… there must be so much history behind what’s left of that village,” Ganyu says slowly. “It would be a shame to lose it, would it not?”

Keqing hums, considering this. “I don’t know. We don’t have any information right now about what it was, and I assure you, my search in our archives was very thorough—is it still worth keeping around?” 

The look on Ganyu’s face says she still thinks it is, but she hesitates before asserting quietly, “I think it’s worth it. We may find something out in the future.”

“Maybe,” Keqing muses. “I’ll ask tomorrow, but I have a feeling it won’t turn up much. Oh!” She leans forward and taps the table in sudden realization, and Ganyu startles. “Do you say that because you think it was linked to Rex Lapis?”

“I think it could be, yes, if it’s so old that we have no records on it,” Ganyu says.

“You’re as sentimental as always.”

Ganyu frowns, the corners of her lips turning downward almost imperceptibly. “I suppose.”

“I get it, but I don’t know if the pros outweigh the cons here,” Keqing says, tapping a finger against the wooden tabletop. “Maybe we can save some of it or something. Either way, those are just my preliminary thoughts based on what we have—I won’t be drafting the final plan until later, or after we return to Liyue Harbor.”

“I understand,” Ganyu says with some reluctance. 

“But like I said, I’m open to suggestions. Treat me like a peer this week.”

“I… I’ll bring them up if I think of anything.”

Keqing wonders if she actually will, but nods nonetheless. Ganyu eats another spoonful of stew and sets her bowl down.

“I’m going to go out for a walk,” she announces, going to pull her cloak over her shoulders. “Don’t wait up for me or anything.”

Keqing looks up at her from her seat, surprised. “This late? Ganyu, it’s dark out.”

“I’ll be fine.” Ganyu smiles just the slightest bit.

“Have I upset you?”

Ganyu pauses on her way to the door. She turns a little. “No, the… stew was quite hot, I’d just like to get some fresh air, and… maybe take a look at the flora.”

She’s not a good liar, Keqing thinks, but doesn’t say this aloud. “Okay,” she says instead. “Be careful, don’t go too far.”

Ganyu walks out into the night. She’s not back by the time Keqing is washed up and about to go to bed an hour later. Keqing, worried, dons her newly repaired cloak, ready to go looking for Ganyu. But she stops in the doorway at the sight of Ganyu perched near the edge of their little nook in the hillside. She is unmoving, looking far out at something Keqing can’t discern.

Keqing considers going out to join her, to perhaps persuade her to come back inside, but she stops herself. Ganyu is safe—wasn’t that all she wanted to know? To interrupt the time Ganyu had clearly wanted to spend alone would be selfish. Pushing aside her impulses, Keqing sighs and hangs her cloak up again.

Sleep doesn’t come so easily that night. When Keqing slips into bed and closes her eyes, she sees the pale blue of Ganyu’s hair, splayed out in the darkness.
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3. Chapter 3


    
    With a memory as honed and sharp as hers is, Keqing can’t forget the previous night’s stalemate—it doesn’t plague her dreams, but it’s the second thing she thinks of when she opens her eyes and sees Ganyu’s empty bed. The first, of course, is the day’s work ahead of them. The weight of these two thoughts mixed together sits uncomfortably in the pit of her stomach as she speeds through her morning routine.

Keqing is certain whatever had upset Ganyu last night is still on her mind, but she doesn’t show it. Instead, Ganyu greets her with the same sweet smile as she had yesterday, and agrees without any sign of complaint when Keqing informs her they’ll be heading out to the site for a few hours of data collection before the meeting with the elders in the afternoon. 

Their hike up the hill is quiet, with Keqing leading the way. She’s keenly aware of how far Ganyu is behind her, and how eerily quiet her footsteps and movements are as they trek through the dewy grass. The morning is pleasant enough, but their silence bothers Keqing, unlike the comfort of sitting wordlessly at the river yesterday during lunch. Today’s silence is uncertain, and it sets her mind racing. 

Ganyu may be an awful liar when confronted, but her perpetually cordial demeanor is one facade Keqing has yet to figure out. It has always been like this—demands, chastisement, bad news, insults to Rex Lapis—all met with the same kind tone. Keqing had thought they had perhaps reached some level of friendship, but now she wonders if she’s misread the situation and it’s just Ganyu playing her role of secretary exceptionally well. They are, after all, on a job.

“So, have you memorized the way there yet?” Keqing asks as she slows her steps a bit to fall back beside Ganyu. 

Ganyu’s subsequent musical laugh is a welcome sound, a blessing of rain after drought. “Do you mean that seriously?” 

“Well, yes,” Keqing replies, with a hint of indignance that Ganyu seems to be laughing at her, but also a relieved roll of her eyes accompanied by a slight smile. “I know it’s hardly a maze but—yes.”

“I’m sure even the youngest schoolchildren could remember this route after walking it once.”

“Now that’s stretching it.”

“With all due respect then, perhaps you’re the one with the spotty memory,” Ganyu says quietly, although the mirth lingers in her voice.

Keqing frowns at this. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t get stranded. In case you don’t wake up from your nap and I leave you up here by accident. You know”—she taps her head—“spotty memory and all.”

Ganyu doesn’t look amused as Keqing had expected her to be. Instead, her brow is creased. “What time did you say the meeting with the elders was?”

“Twelve-thirty,” Keqing answers. “I suggested an earlier time, to get it done first thing in the morning, but they invited us to talk over lunch instead, and I didn’t want to be rude and throw them off their schedule. Why?—Oh. Your nap?”

Ganyu presses her lips together in thought. “I think I’ll be alright. Usually it’s the food that really does it. If I eat slow, I should make it through the meeting.”

Keqing laughs. “What happened to your ‘I can stay up’?”

“I could try.” Ganyu looks down at the ground. Keqing knows she’s still self-conscious about the sudden onset of yesterday’s impromptu nap, which she didn’t stop apologizing for throughout the rest of the afternoon.

“I’m kidding, I’m sure it’ll be fine. That habit of yours sure is something,” Keqing says. Ganyu’s embarrassment is beginning to tinge her cheeks pink, so Keqing throws in a comforting, “But you’ve made it this far without getting fired.”

“Thanks…”

“Don’t worry about it.” Keqing picks up the pace again. The site is just steps away, and her earlier worries have been assuaged enough for her to grin and give Ganyu a pat on the shoulder. She might be pushing her luck, pushing Ganyu’s kindness, but she says it anyway. “I won’t be the one to fire you.” 

 

 

They spend the morning working in a more comfortable quiet. Keqing has Ganyu working on measurements while she begins to take notes and samples of the surrounding land, trying to ignore the bothersome impulse to watch Ganyu for any signs of resentment—and failing on quite a few occasions. If she shows any outward resentment, however, Keqing doesn’t spot it. If anything, Ganyu seems wistful, picking around the site as she works. Her pace is a little slower than Keqing would prefer, but she decides to give the secretary a break. They stop promptly at noon, and make it back to Qingce Village for the meeting with five minutes to spare.

Ruoxin, pseudo-village leader according to the other elders, welcomes them into the spacious community center, where the table in the center has already been set for six. She ushers them to their seats and pours them tea with tremorous wrinkled hands even though Keqing insists they can do it themselves. “Pops Kai’s special tea,” she tells them with an equally wrinkled smile. “You won’t find a variety so clear anywhere else in Liyue.”

The elders that are already seated are soon joined by two more, and Ruoxin announces that everyone has arrived. A teenage boy begins bringing in an onslaught of dishes. He arranges them in the middle of the table before bowing out. “No need to be polite,” Hanfeng says from his seat next to Keqing. “Eat to your heart’s content.” 

Keqing murmurs her thanks, although she’s already a step ahead of him. Either on purpose or by serendipitous chance, the boy had placed the platter of golden shrimp balls right in front of her, and it takes all her self control not to unload the entire thing into her bowl. In the weeks after Rex Lapis’s departure, she’d only had the chance to treat herself to the delicacy once. It’s only when she notices Ganyu’s widened eyes staring at her now-filled bowl that she realizes she should probably take it easy.

“So, have you been enjoying your time here, Lady Keqing? And Miss Ganyu?” Ruoxin asks from across the table. “We rarely get visitors from Liyue Harbor anymore.”

Keqing, caught unceremoniously in the middle of stuffing a shrimp ball whole into her mouth, nudges Ganyu with her foot under the table to answer first. Ganyu startles a little in her seat when the side of Keqing’s boot connects gently with her calf, but she gets the message.

“Ah, it’s been lovely,” she says quickly. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been able to come up north, and we’re grateful for your generous hospitality.”

Keqing almost loses a chunk of shrimp as she stifles a laugh into the back of her hand. All she can think of is Ganyu’s mortified look upon realizing they had the one tiny room to share. But the smile on her face betrays none of that—it’s perfectly gracious, soft and welcoming like her voice is, yet professional.

“Yes, thank you,” Keqing agrees, turning her attention back to Ruoxin and the other elders as she swallows down the remainder of her food. “With the recent events, it does feel nice to get out of Liyue Harbor and be somewhere a little more peaceful.”

“Oh, I bet! I’ve heard Liyue Harbor is a frenzy.” Ruoxin offers a sympathetic shake of her head.

“It is,” Keqing confirms. “But we’re working hard to keep it under control. That being said, on the matter of Qingce Village, I—Ganyu and I—do have some questions to bring up regarding our plans.”

Ruoxin nods. She gestures around to the other elders. “We’re listening.”

Keqing folds her hands on the table. “As you know, the Qixing are looking to expand Liyue’s trade routes up north. Since Qingce Village is already here, we thought it would be efficient and beneficial to all involved if we were to build up the village to be able to sustain more trade traffic.” To Keqing’s right, Ganyu begins to hurriedly scribble down notes. “It would be a second hub to Liyue Harbor, essentially. We’ve spoken a bit through letters but I wanted to get your opinions—all of yours—on this potential plan and making changes to the area before we move forward with anything.”

The elders pause, some leaning in to mutter to each other. Another elderly woman speaks up first—Yundan, Keqing remembers from their brief introductions.

“We’re of mixed opinions,” she says. “A lot of us old people are pretty fond of our quiet village, or at least we’re used to it. We don’t really have the knack for business or adventure like a lot of you young folks have, so it doesn’t concern us much.”

“But,” Hanfeng chimes in, “some of us wouldn’t mind a change in pace.”

“Oh, Chang the Ninth sure wouldn’t mind,” Yundan quips, eliciting chuckles and further jests from around the table. 

Keqing, clearly having missed the joke, exchanges a look with Ganyu, who mirrors the sentiment with a quick lift of her brows and returns to jotting down notes. Keqing’s gaze jumps to Ganyu’s bowl. The rice in it is mostly untouched, a few bamboo shoots from the stew sitting on top. Keqing looks back at the notepad in Ganyu’s hands, and realizes she’s not actually taking notes, but rather aimlessly underlining and tracing the few she’d already taken as the elders go off on a tangent about Chang the Ninth and his pining for the bustling of Liyue Harbor.

Keqing grins, amused that she’s caught Ganyu in some form of slacking off. She’s about to nudge Ganyu again and nod at her untouched food when she realizes—the vast majority of their dishes contain meat. As a vegetarian, Ganyu can’t eat them whether she’s hungry or not. Keqing knows that if asked, Ganyu would brush off any concerns.

“Anyway,” Hanfeng says, drawing everyone back to their discussion. Keqing snaps back to attention, and Ganyu looks up. “Jokes about Chang aside, I don’t think anyone is really very opposed to expanding Qingce Village. Boredom has driven most of our youngsters away.”

Master Lu, the carpenter, nods. “Many of us are getting old, and some of us won’t be able to work anymore in a couple years. But our kids have all gone off to find jobs in Liyue Harbor—who’s going to take over our duties here? I’ll bet good mora that none of them want to, even if they do come back.”

Yundan snorts. “My dear brother won’t even pay me a visit. I won’t recognize my own nieces and nephews by the time he comes again.”

“That is unfortunate,” Keqing says. Most of what they’ve conveyed lines up with her hypotheses. She suspects that these are the reasons they had been so open to her presenting the idea in the first place. “So you believe they’d come back if there were more work available.” 

“More work,” Hanfeng echoes, “and more people. I suppose that’ll come with more work. My son’s been trying to find a wife—I hope at least—and he sure isn’t going to find one here.”  

“This village is almost entirely old folks and the grandchildren,” Ruoxin says. “I’m sure you’ve noticed already. It’s us old people taking care of the babies, the fields, everything.” Her smile is kind and old and weary. The hand holding her chopsticks suddenly seems frail. “Our children send money back, of course, but none of us are trying to fool ourselves thinking they’ll willingly return to settle down in this little place. I’m sure they’re planning on bringing their families to Liyue Harbor once they can afford it.”

“Right,” Keqing says, nodding. “With the amount of development Liyue Harbor has gone through in the past decade alone, I’m sure the disparity between it and Qingce Village has just grown. And it’s not an easy trip to make back and forth either.”

Ruoxin nods. Keqing, satisfied with the information she’s gathered on the topic, looks over at Ganyu. Ganyu doesn’t look back this time. She’s taken a break from her notes to pick at the bamboo shoots in her bowl, although she hasn’t made much progress. Keqing frowns. She makes a mental note to ask Ganyu if she’s feeling sick later on. For now though, she wastes no time in moving forward.

“Ganyu,” she prompts. Ganyu’s eyes meet Keqing’s, and her expression says clearly that she’s surprised Keqing has addressed her directly mid-meeting. “Do you have any questions for the elders?”

The way Ganyu mouths a silent “what?” and then proceeds to falter and blink rapidly under the gaze of the four elders almost makes Keqing feel bad for throwing her on the spot. Perhaps her method of including Ganyu as a peer in their work this week had been a bit too pragmatic and straightforward.

Thankfully she does, however, manage to recover her thoughts before Keqing has to jump in again. “Yes, actually, just one—the ruins up on the hillside—do you have any information on its history? We couldn’t find anything in our archives.”

The blank looks on the elders’ faces give Keqing the answer she’d been expecting. 

“All we know about it is that the children love going up there when they shouldn’t be,” Yundan says, shaking her head. “Archons forbid one of them gets hurt.”

“Has it been particularly dangerous?” Keqing asks, with a sideways glance at Ganyu. Safety concerns would be bad news for her save-the-ruins stance. Her shoulders have sagged slightly, that faraway look glazing over her eyes again. Normally, Keqing would be gloating quietly over being right about a plan and having evidence to support her ideas, but Ganyu’s disappointment doesn’t bring her that same joy.

The pencil in Ganyu’s hand hovers just above her paper, motionless. Keqing isn’t sure if it’s the nap about to set in or just her being lost in her thoughts again, or both, but she gently slides Ganyu’s notepad and pencil from her hands, and starts jotting the elders’ words down in her stead.

“No, no, but there is a lot of rubble and who-knows-what up there, and children being children…” Yundan sighs. “You know the risks. If you ask me, it’s a miracle none of them have injured themselves aside from a few scrapes and bruises.”

“Actually,” Master Lu cuts in, “there have been a couple times when we’ve had rains heavy enough to cause landslides. Nothing serious, but I’ve seen debris chip off those caves up there. Think it comes off the top or something.”

Keqing taps the end of the pencil against her chin. “Hm, interesting. How many times would you say this has happened in the last decade?”

“Not much. Twice, maybe three times. None of the debris made it to the main village area, but we’ve found some of it on the outskirts.”

“Then it may be good to fill in what’s left of those caves and level the slope a bit.” Keqing doesn’t look at Ganyu when she says this. “Especially if we do end up building up there.”

“Not a bad idea,” Master Lu nods. “I don’t think anyone would be opposed to that.”

Ganyu would, Keqing thinks, although the elders murmur in agreement.

The rest of their meal is mostly a smattering of anecdotes about the elders’ families. They tell Keqing and Ganyu about their children, and their friends’ children, and the difficult lives they lead working away from home. Keqing accepts these stories graciously, with the growing realization that under their laughter, their eye-rolling, their sighs, and their endearing insults, is a simple yearning to be reunited and whole again—one that fires Keqing up with the determination to see their hopes through. 

 

 

It’s hard to tell exactly what Ganyu thinks of the whole thing. Impossible, rather. They leave the community center after Keqing announces that regrettably, they need to get back to work for the afternoon. The elders pack them some food to take back—shrimp balls included—and invite them to an upcoming village festival before sending them on their way. 

Ganyu is quiet as they start up the path to their house. There’s no wistful pleasant smile on her face now, although she doesn’t look upset either. Her mouth is set in a straight line that gives away nothing. Keqing wonders where her mind is, wants to know if her opinion has changed at all, but goes with a more immediate concern. 

“Are you feeling sick? You barely ate.”

“Oh,” Ganyu says, like this is news to her. She shakes her head. “I’m fine! Well, there was just one vegetarian dish, but I’m not very hungry anyway. And I wanted to take notes.”

Keqing knows the last thing Ganyu would do, aside from slandering Rex Lapis, is complain about a service. And especially not to a boss. So she takes this with a large grain of salt, one that she keeps to herself. “And what about your nap?”

“I think that”—Ganyu hides her yawn behind an elbow as if on cue—“is going to happen soon.”

Keqing finds herself holding back a smile. “Remarkable,” she says, and gestures for Ganyu to take the extra food she’d been holding. “Bring that back to the house first and go take your nap. I’ll be there in a bit.”

Ganyu looks confused when she takes it. “Where are you going? Should I come and help?”

“No need,” Keqing says. “I’m just running to buy a few things at the market. Hurry up—I don’t want to find you passed out on the side of the road.”

She could be wrong, but she’s quite sure Ganyu throws her the most subtle eye roll ever performed before continuing up the path. Fueled by this tiny display of attitude, Keqing calls out one more reminder at Ganyu’s retreating back. 

“Don’t drop my shrimp balls!”

 

 

Keqing arrives at the house with an armful of produce, fresh from the small, somewhat overgrown marketplace just south of the community center. Hanfeng had been there too, poking through the radishes, and was surprised to see her.

“Back again so soon?” he’d asked.

Keqing had smiled. “Just picking up some groceries—lunch was so good that I’ve been inspired to try my hand at a few of those dishes.” Not exactly a lie, but also not the truth.

The house is cool and still as Keqing unloads her haul on the table. The front room is empty, so she tiptoes to the bedroom to make sure Ganyu has actually made it back, and is relieved to see she has, and is curled up in bed, headpiece still on and all. Their container of leftover food has been haphazardly left on the floor near the doorway, not even on the table in the middle of the room. 

Keqing chuckles silently in her throat, imagining the final scene before Ganyu had succumbed to sleep. Probably frantic, but in that restrained and inconspicuous way of hers. 

Moving closer, Keqing unfolds the blanket left untouched at the foot of the bed and lightly drapes it over Ganyu’s body. Ganyu stirs in slow motion as she does, murmuring something unintelligible and turning to face Keqing. Keqing freezes. Her hands are still hovering over Ganyu’s shoulders. Their faces are close—too close. There’s a gentle dimple in Ganyu’s cheek Keqing had never noticed before. It deepens when her lips twitch. Keqing can hear the rhythm of her breathing, can almost feel it on—

And suddenly she jolts back, dropping the one corner of the blanket still in her hand. She slowly releases the breath she’d been holding as if it’s something precious, as if the speed of it might wake Ganyu. But Ganyu curls one hand around the edge of her blanket and doesn’t stir anymore, so Keqing forces herself to avert her gaze. She picks up the food by the doorway and quietly shuffles back out.

The afternoon sun coming in through the front room’s windows feels too bright as she emerges from the bedroom. It hits her like a scout’s lantern light, and she blinks and squints, as though caught in the midst of a secret. But she doesn’t give herself the luxury of pondering the moment or the way she can feel her pulse in her fingertips. Instead, she takes her armful of produce to the small kitchen alcove, rolls up the sleeves of her robe, and begins rummaging for knives and a cutting board.

Her swordsmanship is second to none in Liyue, but the same can’t be said of her knifework. Still, Keqing considers herself adequate enough in the kitchen. She scrubs the dirt from the lotus roots in a bucket of water and rinses the rest of the vegetables, giving them a thorough shake. She sets everything in a corner of the long wooden table before beginning to peel, then chop the roots with a knife.

Midway through cutting the third lotus root, Keqing laughs. It balloons up out of nowhere, and she feels absurd afterwards, but so does this whole situation. It’s so far removed from where she’d been just less than a week ago—in the grand splendor of Yuehai Pavilion, nonstop poring over documents upon documents, maps covering every inch of her heavy wooden desk. 

Yet here she is now, neglecting work, albeit momentarily, to leisurely cook a meal for her secretary in a tiny house at the edge of a secluded village. Absurd.

And Keqing finds that she doesn’t hate it. There’s no dooming dread that wells up in her, the way it usually does when she takes a break mid-task. It’s peaceful. Soothing, even, to hear nothing but the distant beat of the mill running. She slides the slices of chopped lotus root onto a plate and smiles.

“What’s so funny?”

Keqing nearly drops her knife, and she does drop the pepper she’d been about to start on. It bounces to the floor and rolls a couple of times. She turns. Ganyu stands by the wall behind her, peering curiously at the assorted vegetables. Keqing hadn’t heard her at all.

“Nothing,” she mutters, bending down to recover the pepper from the floor and re-rinsing it. “You surprised me.”

“I know. My apologies. You scared me too though—when I saw you in here I was afraid I’d slept through the entire afternoon.” Ganyu smiles and steps closer to survey Keqing’s work. “Isn’t it, um, a bit early for dinner? If you’re hungry I could heat up some of the stir fry.”

“It is too early for dinner, yes, but Ganyu, you barely touched lunch.”

The smile doesn’t leave Ganyu’s face, although the corners of her lips drop a little. “I’m really fine, I had the bamboo stew, and some rice.”

“You had maybe three mouthfuls of each.”

“I was… going to snack on something later,” Ganyu insists, a little more emphatically as Keqing finishes with the pepper, like this change in tone would do anything to stop her. 

“Have I told you that you’re a bad liar?” Keqing makes a show of setting the pepper bits aside and slicing the scallions lengthwise. 

Ganyu sighs. “Then let me help you at least?” She opens a drawer, searching.

Keqing instinctively reaches over and puts a hand on Ganyu’s to stop her. Ganyu looks up. Keqing’s hand remains covering Ganyu’s for a few seconds as their eyes meet, and then she pulls it back.

“Nope,” she says. “Consider it me returning one of the many favors I owe you.”

“You… really don’t need to, I never actually expected—”

“Let me do something for you, for once.”

Ganyu stops short at this, staring. Her eyes carry a question. She looks uncertain, but she closes the drawer. Keqing, having made the exasperated statement on a whim, also stills. She clears her throat, then continues with more authority, “The day isn’t over yet. Please compile today’s notes from our meeting so we can go over them later.”

There’s nothing Ganyu can do to escape a direct instruction, so she nods. “Understood.” She turns to leave, then adds, “Call me over if you need any help.”

Keqing does not call her over of course: to admit she needs assistance cooking something as simple as a stir fry and some tofu would be entirely embarrassing and out of the question. Thankfully, she’s well-versed enough in the basics to not actually need assistance—cooking is a survival skill, after all. 

She does, however, look over to where Ganyu sits across the room, hunched over her notes. The third time she glances over, their eyes meet again, and they both look away just as quickly. Keqing’s glances are sparse after that.

The dishes are finished in what Keqing deems a decently short amount of time. She sets them out on the table in front of Ganyu along with a bowl of rice and chopsticks. For herself, Keqing decides to indulge in a few more shrimp balls. She plays with the tail of one and nods at the food.

“Tell me how it is. I don’t expect anything less than a glowing review.” She grins.

Ganyu only looks minimally doubtful as she picks up some of the lotus root. She chews, eyes averted. “It’s really good.”

“Right, now honestly.”

“It is—it’s good.”

Keqing laughs, a single short breath. “Okay, I’ll stop making you flatter me.” She nibbles at the breaded crust of her shrimp ball, savoring it. Ganyu helps herself to more of the stir fry, and a few slices of tofu. A brief silence of satisfaction falls between them.

“I wasn’t sure what you liked other than something vegetarian,” Keqing starts again. “I feel like I never see you eat. So I just went with simple things. And I forgot to check if the house had spices and all so it may be blander than what I usually make.”

Ganyu smiles at all these rambling excuses. “It really is good, don’t worry.”

Keqing is certain that Ganyu would say the same if she’d served up pinecones topped with dirt. The woman eats sweet flowers raw and by the handful, for archon’s sake. But the way Ganyu reaches for another, and then yet another helping of lotus root does back up her statement. Either that, or she’s hungry enough to eat just about anything.

“I’ll take your word for it then,” Keqing says. “Xiangling will have competition soon in the new celebrity chef category, I daresay.”

Ganyu raises a brow. “I have my doubts… Xiangling’s dishes are… rather addicting.”

All Keqing can think of is the time the Qixing catered a lunch from Wanmin Restaurant and Xiangling had shown up with some sort of slime fritters, which Keqing had quickly opted out of on principle. She grimaces. “I wouldn’t know.”

“If I may say though…”

Mouth now full of shrimp, Keqing manages a muffled noise of acknowledgement.

“I didn’t think you knew how to cook.”

Keqing gulps down the shrimp and frowns, slightly offended. She crosses her arms, although her voice holds a hint of amusement among indignance. “Why would you think that?”

“I’ve received your food deliveries at the door enough times. And…” Ganyu trails off.

“And?”

“You were ah… born into wealth.”

The statement, with its apprehensive delivery despite its truth, draws a loud laugh from Keqing. 

Ganyu adds, “Not to imply that you act um, entitled or spoiled.”

“I doubt you’d ever tell me if you did think that.”

Ganyu neither confirms nor denies it.

Keqing goes on. “Do you mean to say rich people aren’t capable of doing things for themselves?”

“Well…” Ganyu squints, clearly trying to find a kind way to state that.

“Because you’re not wrong,” Keqing finishes, and Ganyu lets out a single chuckle in relief. 

“You cook quite well for a rich person. I mean, not for a rich person, for anyone,” she says.

“Thank you,” Keqing snorts. “But food preparation is a skill I think everyone should learn. No amount of mora can save you if you’re caught out alone in the wilderness, and I can’t live off of flowers alone, unlike you.” She wags her half-eaten shrimp ball in Ganyu’s direction. “I bet you would’ve gone off to find some had I not cooked actual food for you just now.”

Ganyu’s mouth hangs slightly open in protest. “They make a sufficient, easy, and widely available snack,” she says.

Keqing gives her a disbelieving squint that says she thinks otherwise. “Is that why you insisted on helping me?”

“Sorry?”

“You didn’t believe I could cook—is that why you insisted on helping me earlier?”

“That’s—well, maybe…” Ganyu mumbles. “But I felt that preparing a meal should be the job of the secretary, not the Yuheng.”

Of course. Over the past few days, Keqing has found herself prone to forgetting their positions. The new environment and the forced intimacy of sharing her space and time with Ganyu alone has made it easy to think of the secretary as a peer, if not a friend. But Ganyu wouldn’t forget.

Keqing sighs. “I told you, just treat me as a peer this week.”

“Forgive me, but it’s a bit difficult to do so when you’re both my boss and Rex Lapis’s harshest critic.” Ganyu looks Keqing in the eye when she says this, one brow lifted as if questioning how Keqing could possibly forget her years of disparaging their archon.

Keqing laughs, and concedes with a shake of her head. “Okay, I get it. But to start, you can stop apologizing for everything—please.”

“I’ll try.”

“So then, Lady Ganyu, what are your thoughts about our meeting with the elders?” Keqing reaches for Ganyu’s notes sitting at the edge of the table, sliding them in front of herself.

Ganyu pauses for a few long moments. Keqing looks up but doesn’t prompt her any further. Finally, Ganyu says carefully, “Their concerns do make a good case for building out the village as you said. I hadn’t thought much of how many people might have left for Liyue Harbor and not come back.”

“I hadn’t thought of it as a big concern either. But it’s an important consideration.”

“Yes. It was… sad.”

Keqing traces the writing on the paper with a finger as she considers Ganyu. “They also have nothing on the history of those ruins,” she says.

Ganyu closes her eyes briefly. Her fingers tighten on the chopsticks she holds. “That was unfortunate. I suppose you were right.”

“Let me guess—you’re still against tearing them down.”

“It’s not my decision, but I would be… very reluctant to do so.”

“You’re right,” Keqing says. “It’s not your decision, but it’s clear how strongly you feel about it. I can tell how upset you were yesterday, and today.”

Ganyu gives a tiny shake of her head. “I wasn’t upset, I was just thinking.”

Keqing’s brows are furrowed. She scans the notes again. When she speaks again her tone is more gentle. “I guess I’m just trying to figure out… what makes you feel so strongly about nameless, unknown, and potentially hazardous old leftovers that can’t even be salvaged. I think it’s a little too sentimental.”

Ganyu winces at the description, particularly at “leftovers.” “Perhaps,” she says, “but I think we haven’t put much effort into finding out more, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I would not.” Keqing has to give her credit for not faltering or trailing off, but still frowns. “You don’t think me searching the entirety of our archives is ‘much effort’?”

“I didn’t mean that…” Ganyu looks like she has more to say so Keqing waits. “But we haven’t done much research ourselves, on the site, measurements aside. Measurements alone won’t tell us… how the people lived.”

“You really are sentimental,” Keqing groans. “What do you propose then?”

Ganyu answers quickly enough that Keqing knows she’s been thinking about it. “Maybe we can spend tomorrow looking through the site for clues. There are more than just walls, you know. There are stories they’ve left.”

Keqing runs a hand over her face. “That’s so… sappy.”

“I know.” Ganyu looks hopeful.

“I can’t guarantee doing that will sway me in any way. You know my opinion doesn’t change easily,” Keqing warns her. 

Ganyu nods.

“I don’t want to spend too much time on this survey either,” Keqing continues. “They’re expecting us back at Liyue Harbor in five days max.”

“We can do it quickly. Or I can do it while you work on what you need.”

Keqing waves off the suggestion with a final sigh. “Alright. I said I respect your opinions, and I do mean it. I’ll work with you tomorrow to… look for clues.”

The smile that spreads across Ganyu’s face is slow, but glowing, trickling past her usual subdued expressions the way a stream forms past a barrier of rocks. It isn’t gloating or even triumphant, just happy. Keqing catches her own lips curving upward to mirror Ganyu’s.

“Thank you,” Ganyu says, and her smile reaches her voice too.

Keqing thinks it might make the time that will inevitably be lost worth it in the end. 
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4. Chapter 4


    
    Keqing isn’t used to seeing Ganyu happy. She’s not particularly unhappy either, but rather seems to exist in a default mode of pleasantness, just as a flame is muted behind the translucent silk of a lantern, always burning but distant in both light and warmth.

Which had been more than fine: in Keqing’s packed day-to-day of being Yuheng, Ganyu has made a reliable helper despite their contentions—more reliable than any of the assistants that come and go. And that’s all Keqing needed in the workplace.

So Keqing isn’t sure when she’d begun to pick up on Ganyu’s joy. 

The first thing she notices is that Ganyu’s lips tend to press together in a thin wavering line right before a smile slowly spreads, and that a light blush almost surely follows that. The second thing is that Ganyu’s laugh is never loud, just melodic. When Ganyu speaks, Keqing catches herself looking for that joy where she once looked for any nitpicks to quietly find fault with. She isn’t trying to actively seek it out, nor does she try to draw it out of Ganyu, but when it happens, Keqing mentally pockets each fleeting moment with a sort of gleeful curiosity.

And sometimes, when Ganyu is off by herself, probably when she thinks Keqing isn’t looking, she inhales deeply like she can taste the air and gives her shoulders a wiggle and a shake. For some reason, this always makes Keqing laugh—and then she stops and wonders if she’d missed these little quirks all along, or if Ganyu had just chosen to hide them.  

Keqing takes a moment to hold back a snort when she emerges from their house in the early morning and catches Ganyu mid-shoulder wiggle. She’s waiting by the ladder leading up to their nook on the cliffside, staring up towards the waterfall.

“What are you looking at?” Keqing stops beside her and squints up too. Ganyu’s head snaps around. 

“Nothing,” she says, bending over to pick up the bags she had set on the grass. “Just thinking.”

“You’re always just thinking.” Keqing only waits a second before she heads down to the path below, knowing Ganyu would be right behind her. “And I’ll never find out just what it is that you’re thinking.”

“Some things don’t need to be said, and…” Ganyu drops softly from the ladder to the ground after Keqing. “I’m not really used to you ever asking.”

It’s fair enough. In the past, Keqing has avoided doing just that, for the sake of avoiding any subsequent disagreement, verbal or not. “So who are the lucky few that are privy to your thoughts?”

“Ah… that’s a secret.”

Keqing isn’t used to Ganyu joking with her, so she isn’t sure if her words are said in jest, but everything about her demeanor, from her lopsided little smile to the way she glances at Keqing from the corner of her eyes, says that she’s poking fun. Keqing doesn’t know whether to feel slighted or honored.

“How exclusive,” she says instead. 

“But if you want to know,” Ganyu continues, “I was thinking about how to go about our… search today.”

“Oh good.” Keqing nods in approval. “The details of archaeological investigations aren’t my area of expertise, although of course, I’ve dabbled in them before. Sometimes I bring a team, but I didn’t think it was necessary for this project.”

“Uh, well, when you put it that way… I’m not a professional or expert in the area. You may know more than I do.”

“Come on now, those ruins are relying on your expertise.” Keqing grins. “Their fate is in your hands.”

The humor clearly flies over Ganyu’s head because she looks rather worried at the idea, chewing on her lower lip as they walk. “I think we could start by trying to identify buildings and structures. And take notes on them.” Her voice is slow but sure. “Collect artifacts, um, and detail the things that we can’t take. It might be a good idea to check for parts that are buried too. And I’ll make a report analyzing everything later.”

“You sound confident.” Part of Keqing is impressed with Ganyu’s determination when she’s usually so willing to go along with whatever is asked of her. 

The other part of Keqing is frustrated that they’re losing hours to what she thinks is ultimately a futile exercise: ruins that carry no significance for the living people of Liyue are also of no great importance to her.

“I believe our search will be fruitful,” Ganyu says. Her hopeful smile from yesterday afternoon is back.

“We’re spending one day on this,” Keqing reminds her, for probably the fifth time since she’d first conceded yesterday. At this point, it serves as less of an actual reminder and more as a stubborn declaration of her position, as well as a refusal to budge from it. “One day, maximum.” 

Ganyu’s resulting laughter is delicate, musical. “Understood.”

 

 

The site greets them with its flat plains and dewy grass like a newfound friend. Keqing always enjoys this part of her survey trips, the part when she familiarizes herself with the land, and begins to see it not just as a work site, but as a home away from home of sorts. She loves being able to pinpoint new favorite spots—patches of especially soft earth, particularly old trees that leave her in awe, smooth boulders to sit on. She doesn’t usually allow herself much time to indulge in them, but their presence is comforting.

The Qingce Village site feels especially intimate, Keqing realizes as she sets her bag down by their usual spot, and watches as Ganyu does the same. Where there are usually scores of people milling about, there is only Ganyu constantly at her side. Where there is usually non-stop chatter, both related and unrelated to work, there is now a quiet that Keqing has come to cherish. This place feels like a secret between them, a respite, one that curls up like a small flickering ember in Keqing’s chest.

“Keqing? Are you okay?” Ganyu is looking at her with a concerned frown.

Keqing, too late, catches herself smiling as she shakes off her thoughts and turns her gaze abruptly away from Ganyu. She clears her throat and busies herself with a notebook, slightly mortified at being caught staring at Ganyu mid-reverie. “Yes, of course. Shall we begin?”

They begin picking through the ruins, noting down the materials of the walls. Stone at the base, clay, what looks to be fine sand, the subtle imprints of a reed-like material in some sections for reinforcement. 

“Starch,” Ganyu murmurs. “Rice starch.”

“What?” Keqing stops in the middle of her notes. “You’re hungry already?”

Ganyu lets out a burst of laughter. “No, they used rice starch to build these walls.”

Keqing is no less confused. Her eyebrows shoot up impossibly high. “What—how could you possibly tell? Did you lick the wall? Please tell me you didn’t lick the wall.” She pauses, then quickly adds, “Not that you could probably taste centuries or millennia-old rice starch anyway.”

“Without first knowing if there’s meat in it or not?” Ganyu’s shoulders shake with renewed amusement. “No, no, I am… familiar with this technique.”

“Really?” Keqing has never seen anything like it before. 

Ganyu traces her index finger over a ridge that runs horizontally along the section of wall they’re squatting near. Her touch is gentle, exploring. She places her palm flat against the stone at the end of the line she draws. “It’s built in layers, see? You mix the materials that make up each layer and compress it down, and keep building up. I—I believe starch is used as a glue.”

Her explanation does seem likely, given how dense and layered the structure looks. “How did you know that?” Keqing asks. 

“I think I read it somewhere,” Ganyu replies.

Keqing finds this questionable, although she’s unsure if that’s because it’s actually unlikely, or if it’s because Ganyu has this obscure piece of information about construction techniques that she, the person in charge of construction in Liyue, doesn’t have. Keqing writes it down begrudgingly while also carving it into her brain. 

“I didn’t know you were looking to take over the title of Yuheng,” she jests. “Should I be worried?”

“Maybe just a little.” Ganyu sounds timid, as if she’s testing the waters. But her voice also mimics Keqing’s jest. “But I’ll let you have a few more years.”

“That’s treasonous!”

Ganyu’s lips waver in the way that they do when she’s holding back a smile. She stands and moves a few paces to the next section of wall.

As they make their way around the site, Keqing’s initial annoyance and frustration dissipates. It’s not so much that she suddenly finds their investigation particularly useful or poignant to the future of the site—at least not yet. She’s too stubbornly set on her initial stance to let snippets of origin stories change that.

But Ganyu flits about the ruins with such a contagious radiance that Keqing is mesmerized. It starts off slow and shaky—Ganyu isn’t used to taking the lead on a project alongside one of the Qixing themselves, after all. 

She asks for permission often at first, when she realizes Keqing isn’t going to give her the usual instructions today. There are long pauses interspersed between each task before Ganyu turns a questioning gaze toward Keqing and asks, “I guess… let’s move on then?”

And Keqing agrees each time, giving her the most encouraging nod she can manage while trying not to rush her along at their usual breakneck pace.

It’s difficult not to in the beginning. At least once, Keqing nudges her with an “okay, I think we’re done here.” But there’s such an ease and fluidity to how Ganyu works and speaks that Keqing begins to forget that they’re mid-investigation, on a time limit. Instead, it’s as if she is listening in on a story, and Ganyu is the storyteller, stringing together all the secret pieces of history they find.

Keqing has never doubted Ganyu’s love of the old and of tradition, but is still surprised and oddly enough, touched by how reverently she treats everything. She cradles pieces of broken pottery like one might an injured bird or lover’s cheek, so carefully that Keqing feels like she’s committed a crime when she dangles a ceramic handle above her head with a loud “I found one!”

Ganyu takes it from her with both hands, a mild look of horror on her face.

They record meticulous notes on the locations of artifacts and parts of buildings, trying to deduce each structure’s purpose and the setup of the village that was once there. The hollows at the base of the nearby cliff could’ve been storage spaces, Ganyu points out. And the shallow trenches around the ruins may have been used for irrigation. 

If Keqing suspends her skepticism for a few moments, she could find it a fascinating process, although part of that fascination comes from how unusually animated Ganyu is.

“This must’ve been their village square,” she says. There’s a spring in her step and a strength in her shoulders as she comes to a stop and turns to look at Keqing. “There’s a well here, and I think these clearings might have been spots for animal pens.” Her smile is glowing. “It was probably a small settlement.”

Keqing has to force herself to look away from that smile and the dimple she noticed yesterday to the aforementioned well. But then she’s looking at Ganyu again just as quickly. “You’re really happy today,” she notes.

“Huh?” Ganyu pauses, wide-eyed.

“What do you look so nervous for?” Keqing laughs. “It’s… nice. It’s good to see you enjoying yourself.”

“I enjoy my other duties as well.”

“Oh, please, you don’t have to pretend.” Keqing waves a hand. “We all have work we don’t enjoy.” Ganyu looks scandalized at the thought being voiced aloud. Keqing continues, “I’ve never seen you this happy before, not even close.”

Ganyu rubs at one of her knuckles. She’s looking down but Keqing is sure she’s beginning to turn pink. “And I’ve… never seen you give in to an employee’s demands before.”

“Ha ha,” Keqing deadpans after a breathy snort of laughter. She isn’t wrong though: Keqing has never budged on something at the whim or suggestion of an assistant. 

Ganyu, however, is different, despite their oppositional stances. Not because of any special persuasive power she possesses, or because of her higher status. Status is of little concern to her. Keqing would shoot down even Ningguang’s suggestions without batting an eye. She can’t pinpoint exactly why she trusts Ganyu—it could be her air of wisdom, or the way Keqing knows with a deep-rooted certainty that her intentions are always good. Or maybe she still feels a bit indebted to Ganyu. She crosses her arms.

“Don’t expect me to make a habit of it.” 

“Ah, don’t worry, I have no such delusions.” Ganyu chuckles. “Still, I’m grateful.”

“For what? I’ve made no official decisions yet.”

Keqing expects Ganyu’s face to fall at that, the reminder that she’ll need a lot more convincing to be won over. Instead, the small smile remains on Ganyu’s lips. 

“I know,” she says. “I’m grateful that you’re willing to listen to my theories.”

The sincerity catches Keqing off guard. She almost feels bad that Ganyu is thanking her so honestly, like she’s done something grand. “You say that like I do it because I pity you or something. I don’t. I listen because like I said, I respect your opinion,” she says. “There’s no need to thank me. I’ve learned a few new things from you already.” This last part is difficult to admit. And Keqing won’t admit that she’s enjoying herself, but she is.

Ganyu beams, then breaks out into giggles that she catches in a fist that flies to her lips.

“What?” Keqing’s small smile quickly morphs to a frown. “Why’s that so funny?”

“Excuse me for saying so, but if you’d said you respected my opinion a year ago, I wouldn’t have believed you. It’s still a bit hard to believe. But you’ve… changed, I think.”

Keqing can’t even argue with that. She may have had some buried respect for Ganyu, but a year ago, she certainly wasn’t acting that way. “So what? People change,” she says defiantly. Ganyu regards her with amusement dancing in her eyes. Keqing shifts uncomfortably.

“They do,” Ganyu agrees, “but everyone always says you’re… ah… impossibly stubborn. I thought so too, until recently.” She gives an apologetic shrug. “I’m starting to think they were wrong about you.”

She sounds genuine. There’s a warmth in her tone that borders so closely on fondness that Keqing doesn’t know what to make of it.

“I’d say I’m still pretty stubborn,” she counters. Her face is heating up by the second, and she’s itching to move past the topic and the weird feeling of being scrutinized, so she gestures at the well. “But enough of that. You were saying?”

Ganyu chuckles one last time, then motions at Keqing to come closer. “Look,” she says, bending down. She pulls a brush from her bag and gently sweeps it over an area at the base of the well a few times. “There are handprints.”

Keqing squats next to her. The handprints are faint, worn by years of weather, but they’re there, about a dozen or so of different sizes embedded in the largest brick. She resists the urge to press her own hand to an imprint. Ganyu would probably not approve of that. 

“Interesting,” she hums, standing to look down past the wall of bricks instead. The well doesn’t reach very deep, and Keqing can see the dull glimmer of water reflecting the sunlight at the bottom. “It’s like… a seal. Or a signature.”

Ganyu nods in agreement. “The builders leaving their mark.”

“Not a tradition I’ve seen before,” Keqing muses, pacing around the well. “Actually, whoever lived here… didn’t leave much behind.”

“What do you mean?”

“This place is quite simple. No texts, no markings, no elaborate structures like the ones we’ve found in Guili Plains. It’s like they were from another era altogether, or at least a simpler time.”

“I believe so as well,” Ganyu says. Her approving tone suggests she’d come to the conclusion long before Keqing ever mentioned it. “If I were to guess, I would say these are from before the Archon War.”

Keqing squints at her, calculating. She states, “There’s something you’re not telling me.” 

“Sorry?” Ganyu meets her eyes.

“You speak with such confidence, it doesn’t sound like just a ‘guess’. It’s unlike you. You seem to know everything about this place.”

Ganyu stares at her for a while. Keqing half-expects her to look away, but she doesn’t. Instead, she replies, “I could be wrong. I’ve simply learned much from the adepti and given this site a lot of thought over the time we’ve been here, but my guess is as good as yours, if you would give it some thought too.”

She’s lying, is Keqing’s first thought. 

But then—what if she isn’t? Keqing can’t find the bluff in Ganyu’s gaze this time. Instead, she finds a challenge. It’s steady, kind, piercing, inviting Keqing to contemplate the past with the same care she employs.

 

 

They end their day when the light dims into orange. Ganyu is a little reluctant when Keqing says they should return to the house and work on their reports before it turns dark, but she relents, of course.

Their descent from the hills is silent, but Keqing can feel Ganyu’s unsaid question saturating the evening between them, growing heavier as they walk along. The atmosphere feels tense once again, in stark contrast with the lightheartedness of the day. Keqing finds herself missing the ease in Ganyu’s step and her rambling, and the banter between the two of them.

“Ganyu,” Keqing says finally, impatient to clear the air. “You have something you want to ask me, don’t you?” She hears Ganyu’s footsteps pause briefly next to her.

“I do,” she confirms after a few beats. “Do you… have you changed your mind at all?”

Keqing exhales slowly. “You probably already know my answer.”

Ganyu doesn’t say anything. Keqing can tell she’s holding her breath. The air grows even heavier between them, and while Keqing is certainly no stranger to confrontations, this one already feels sour on her tongue, and she hates it. 

“I still don’t see the logic of how the cons of demolishing would outweigh the pros,” she continues, because Ganyu’s silence forces her to. “Feels like an argument of sentimentality versus practicality, and I’ll always do what’s practical for Liyue. I’m not intentionally trying to disappoint you, but I still have to disagree with you.”

Ganyu lets out her breath then. “I suppose I expected as much.” She does sound like she was prepared for that verdict. There’s only a trace of disappointment in her voice.

“That’s not to say I didn’t find today valuable,” Keqing adds. “It was interesting. Fascinating, even. If anything, now we have new information to add to our archives.”

“That is good.” Ganyu sounds less-than-enthused, but Keqing can’t blame her.

They lapse into quiet for a minute. Keqing breaks it, curious, and also sure that Ganyu has more to say. “If you were Yuheng, what would you do?”

“I would… continue with further excavation and look into finding a different site to build on,” Ganyu answers slowly, carefully.

“An entirely different place?” Keqing throws an incredulous glance at Ganyu, who nods. “That’s extreme. There isn’t that much land.”

“Surely there’s a way to build around it though, or—other options.”

“You said it yourself when we first arrived—that exact area is a prime location. Even if we avoided the ruins at first, if we ever needed to expand, we’d end up encroaching on that spot anyways.” Whatever mild frustration had dissipated during the day comes rushing back, but Keqing maintains an even tone. “Not to mention, we’ll have to fill out the base of the cliff to prevent possible landslides, and that already reduces the available area.”

Ganyu falls quiet for a bit after this onslaught. She backtracks. “Well, I think my next move would be to do a full investigation. There might be parts of the village that are buried.”

“We’d have a big delay, but it’s possible,” Keqing sighs. That’s one idea she’s not completely against, at least. She could bring a team on a separate visit, although she hates the idea of losing time for the sake of something that may not even be there. “I don’t see why it’s necessary to fully avoid the site though. Why not just gather the artifacts like we did today? We can document them and whatever else we find extensively for our library, and then move on with it.”

“That—that won’t preserve the integrity of the village,” Ganyu replies with a slight frown. “We haven’t touched Guili Plains at all.” 

Keqing shakes her head, brow furrowed. “That’s not the same case. We have no reason to touch Guili Plains for development, and there’s much, much more available land there anyway.”

“Then, suppose it were the same case—you would remove the ruins from Guili Plains?”

Keqing pauses for a couple of seconds. Briefly, she weighs her answer. It’s sharp, unyielding. She knows Ganyu won’t like it.

“If it came to that,” she says. ”If it came to choosing between an action that would benefit the future of Liyue and our growth, and inaction that holds us back for the sake of preserving history in its original form? Then yes, as the Yuheng who serves the currently living people of Liyue, I would choose action. I think there’s still a respectful way to go about it.”

Ganyu inhales sharply beside her. Keqing could say more, but her head is pounding in dull waves with the force of her blasphemy, so she just waits instead.

“I don’t understand,” Ganyu finally sighs. “Why must we always pursue growth? What’s wrong with staying as we are?”

Her questions are so antithetic to everything Keqing believes in that she halts in her tracks. “How—what—what do you mean? If we don’t grow, we’ll be left behind. That goes for everything and everyone. Hell, even if we do grow, there’s a chance we’re still left behind. Life’s cruel like that, sometimes.”

Ganyu doesn’t reply right away, but continues walking past Keqing. Keqing watches her slow paces for a bit, and then takes a few strides to join her. Ganyu’s brow is creased too, and her head is down. She looks rather tired, awash in the cool light of dusk.

“I don’t know,” she murmurs. “I think growth can be… just as dangerous. It leaves little room for compromise.”

“Sometimes there’s room for compromise, and sometimes there’s not,” Keqing says. “And there’s very little room here.”

“I think there’s always room.”

“But that’s because you’re always compromising.” Keqing almost regrets the statement when Ganyu winces, even though it’s true. “Look, Rex Lapis worked for the people of Liyue, didn’t he? The living people of Liyue, not the dead. Wouldn’t he—”

“Don’t.”

Ganyu spits the word with such a sudden ferocity that Keqing cuts off mid-sentence and takes a stumbling step backwards.

“Don’t you dare presume to know what Rex Lapis would or would not do.” 

She’s facing Keqing now, no longer staring down at the path. Her shoulders are tense and her eyes are searing—not just with anger, Keqing realizes. The anger is there, but more than anger, there is pain. Keqing can see the tendons stretched rigid in Ganyu’s neck. She’s never seen Ganyu snap like this before, never seen her truly angry, and she wishes she hadn’t just now. But it seems that today is the day she gets to witness Ganyu go through her full spectrum of emotions.

Keqing lets out the breath she’d been holding. She’s vaguely aware of the rush of blood to her head, and how hard her heart is beating. She thinks it may have stopped, for a second.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbles. Apologies are hard, and this one is no different, but it seems like the only thing left to say.

Ganyu shoulders slump. Her gaze becomes tired again. It lingers a few long seconds on Keqing before she turns silently and starts toward the village again. 

All Keqing can do is follow.

 

 

It’s impossible to get any work done that night. Ganyu doesn’t speak another word to Keqing after snapping. She doesn’t look angry anymore, and Keqing doesn’t feel any particular animosity radiating from Ganyu like she did earlier: now Ganyu is quiet, cold, communicating with only brief nods and averted eyes whenever Keqing hands her something. Keqing lets her be, unsure of what else she can do, but the heavy stillness of the room is suffocating.

Finally, she stands up and looks across the table to where Ganyu pores over her notes.

“I’m going into the marketplace to buy a few things for tomorrow’s festival. I think they’re selling qingxin wine and wreaths,” Keqing says, hesitant. “Do you want to take a break and come with me?”

Ganyu looks up at her. For a second, Keqing expects her to ignore the question and go back to her report, but she finally shakes her head and breaks her silence. “I’ll stay here and work.”

Keqing is both relieved and disappointed. She nods in understanding. “Right, well… I’ll be back soon. Um, do you need anything while I’m there?”

Ganyu shakes her head. Her lips twitch with the tiniest semblance of a smile, and then her gaze drops back to her papers.

The crispness of the clear night envelopes Keqing as she steps out of their house. It’s a welcome change. She shakes her head and rolls her shoulders and releases a long groan. In the same way that she’s no stranger to confrontation, she’s also no stranger to backlash and anger. Yet she can’t bear it coming from Ganyu. Keqing holds to very few regrets, but she wishes desperately that she could take back her statement. 

At this hour, the village square is still bustling, as much as it can be for such a small population. Children chase one another, shouting, as parents look on and eat late dinners at bamboo tables set up outside. It does little to soothe Keqing’s mood, but it’s something.

She approaches the display of qingxin flowers at a stand in the corner of the square. The merchant behind the table is a man she doesn’t recognize. He offers her a warm grin and a booming welcome. “Ah, Lady Keqing, planning on joining us tomorrow for our Qingxin Festival?”

Keqing nods and tries to return the smile, although it’s a half-hearted attempt. “Of course,” she says, “I’m honored to have been invited.”

“You are always invited,” the man laughs. “Consider this a formal invitation to all the future ones. Will Miss Ganyu be joining us as well?”

Keqing closes her eyes briefly. “I hope so. But she loves to work, so we’ll see if I can pry her away.” Her jest sounds rather hollow, but she hopes the man doesn’t catch on. “I’ll need a bottle of wine, right? And a wreath?”

“Ah, yes, yes.” He pulls out two bottles, setting them in front of Keqing. “One bottle on the house, as a gift.” Keqing murmurs her thanks, but he’s already busy rummaging through the flowers. He gathers a few bundles, tying them together with a thin red string. “And for the wreaths.”

“Oh, do we make them ourselves?”

The merchant laughs. “Of course! We weave the bitterness of the past year into the wreath, you know? And then we send them off.” He gestures, mimicking tossing a bird into the air. “We let go.”

Keqing almost groans again. A festival revolving around letting go—most likely not something that would appeal to Ganyu, especially not now, in the middle of their impasse. But she makes the purchase anyway. She leaves the man a generous tip before exiting the square.

The prospect of forcing herself to work in the stuffiness of their small house sounds completely unappealing in the moment. Keqing thinks that maybe Ganyu had been onto something in hoping for two bedrooms. She scoffs and shakes her head and meanders slowly up through the village, stalling for time. 

When she makes it up the ladder to their house some twenty or so minutes later, she lingers at the edge of the cliff for a while, where Ganyu had been that morning. She tries to imagine the fondness in Ganyu’s eyes, instead of the hurt.

By the time Keqing steps back into the house, Ganyu is asleep. She’s not in bed, but rather is slumped over the table, head resting on one arm. The other hand retains a loose grip on her pencil. Keqing looks at her notes. She has to stifle a laugh despite herself: a line runs shaky across the page, clearly a haphazard mark made as Ganyu had fallen asleep. The clock says it’s barely nine, but Ganyu must have been exhausted.

Keqing reaches down and gently uncurls Ganyu’s fingers from the pencil. She considers waking her, but ultimately decides against it. Keqing has disturbed her enough for the day. Ganyu would eventually wake on her own, most likely, or so Keqing hopes. Instead, Keqing brings Ganyu’s blanket from their room and drapes it over her shoulders again. 

Ganyu doesn’t stir this time. Keqing allows herself a fleeting glance at her face. She looks peaceful—the crease between her brows that had been present all evening is no longer there. It’s a small and temporary relief, but a relief nonetheless, one that Keqing holds tight to as she settles across the table to finish her work for the night.
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5. Chapter 5


    
    Keqing dreams of Ganyu. She’s dreamed of Ganyu once before, maybe four years ago when she’d first started as Yuheng. In that dream, Ganyu had been among the myriad people working at Yuehai Pavilion, in a crowded jumble of mostly unfamiliar faces. Between the haziness of the dream and her newness at the pavilion, Keqing couldn’t recall much.

This time, Ganyu is alone. She’s staring at Keqing in the dark, from a distance away. Her shoulders are rigid, and she grips a bow in her hand although she makes no move to nock an arrow. Her stare is fierce, piercing, even from far away. Keqing thinks Ganyu might be crying, but when she tries to move closer to see for sure, she finds that no matter how many steps she takes or how long her strides, she can’t seem to close the distance between them.

When Keqing opens her eyes, the square of light in the window is still a deep blue, but teetering into shades of dawn. She rolls over to see Ganyu fast asleep on her side of the room, headpiece still on, for some reason. She wants to ask Ganyu about it—why in the world spend the few hours she actually sleeps doing it uncomfortably?—but conversation between them has been extremely sparse since last evening, although Ganyu still answers Keqing with the same restrained grace.

It’s the bare minimum though, the same pleasant facade she wears around Yuehai Pavilion, and the disappointment sticks to Keqing with a prickling dread. She hadn’t expected much from this trip in the way of bonding: bonding had no part in any of her objectives and therefore didn’t matter to her, but somehow this strained and careful dance between them feels like taking two steps back after one step forward. 

Sleeping for the rest of the hour or so before daylight sets in would be difficult, if not downright impossible, especially when sleep doesn’t come easily to Keqing in the first place. With a quiet groan, she swings her feet from the bed and shuffles out of the room to freshen up and get some work done before they have to leave. 

Ganyu wakes forty minutes later. Keqing is at the table, reading last night’s reports. A cup of tea sits steaming in front of her, the heat rising up from it in barely-there wisps of white. Another cup sits across the table for Ganyu. Keqing looks up to meet her eyes when she appears in the doorway, and they stare wordlessly at each other for a few seconds.

“Good morning,” Keqing says, finally.

Ganyu dips her head in acknowledgement. “You’re awake early today.” Her voice is still sluggish and soft with sleep and she clears her throat afterwards. Keqing can’t help but smile.

“It takes me ages to fall back asleep if I wake up,” she says. “That’s a talent of yours that I envy.”

Ganyu doesn’t say anything, just rubs at her knuckles and blinks. The corner of her mouth might have twitched but Keqing can’t tell.

“Um,” Keqing continues, “I brewed up some barley tea for, you know, before we head out.”

Ganyu’s gaze drops to the table.

“That one’s yours.” Keqing gives the cup a little push, as though Ganyu would take it.

Ganyu, of course, doesn’t take it. “Ah,” she says, taking a step back and pointing vaguely over her shoulder. “I’ll… go get ready first.” She pauses. “Thank you.”

“Right, yeah.” Keqing nods, half to herself. “Take your time.” She winces. The phrase tumbles awkwardly off her tongue, foreign to her voice. Rarely has she ever told someone to take their time—if she has at all. Ganyu, already turned around in the doorway, stops for a second. If she has any further reaction to the out-of-place phrase, it’s thankfully hidden from view.

 

 

The site isn’t so welcoming that morning. Gloom hangs over it in a thin misty fog even though the sun filters bright enough through it all. Still, Keqing is glad to distract herself with work after a predictably quiet and awkward hike up. She sends Ganyu off to continue her notes on the landscape while she sets up tools for longer term measurements. When Ganyu walks off, Keqing squeezes her eyes shut with a short exhale. 

She hates treading carefully. She has found early on that agonizing over how and where to place each step and each word is an awful way to expend her energy. Yet she can’t bring herself to go brazenly about the day as if nothing had gone wrong between them.

Keqing can count the number of times Ganyu looks at her that day on one hand. She doesn’t outright ignore Keqing—Keqing isn’t even sure if Ganyu is capable of such a slight. But instead of yesterday’s beaming smiles, Ganyu offers only lightning-quick glances and averted eyes, and hunched shoulders as if she’s trying to keep Keqing out. 

And Keqing is no beggar. Nor does she barter with excessive apologies and words she doesn’t mean. She could apologize again. She has considered it, wavered along the edge of it, but “I’m sorry” are two words she has always had to rip from her unwilling throat, syllable by syllable. She said it yesterday, and meant it—she thinks, at least. And late last night, she had almost said it again, but what came out instead was, “you ought to get some rest.”

The ruins seem to mock her stubborn refusal to reach out and find some sort of compromise. Keqing glares at the bricks of the well as she sets up a gauge to collect rainfall beside it. The staggered line of handprints along its foundation face her ire in silent jest, mysterious and old and far-away in a space and time she can’t grasp. She glares at the carved hollows in the cliffside, and at the empty patches of dirt where the animal pens had supposedly been. And she glares at the sky when she realizes Ganyu had been right, in a sense: it’s hard to look at the site now without at least a small thought of the life that once went into it. 

 

 

By the time evening falls, Keqing is tempted to call it a day and skip out on the Qingxin Festival. It hadn’t been a physically taxing day, but she feels exhausted. The onset of a headache has been lingering dangerously close since the late afternoon. Ganyu is still polite-but-distant and Keqing doesn’t have the heart to ask her to come along.

But she’d promised she would show up, and Keqing doesn’t break her promises, especially ones pertinent to her role and pride as Yuheng. When the clock strikes seven, she puts down her papers and stands up from the table. Ganyu continues writing across from her.

“Ganyu,” Keqing says. Ganyu looks up. “I’m going to take a break. The Qingxin Festival is about to start. Are you coming?”

Ganyu fiddles with the pencil between her fingers. She looks reluctant. “I don’t know… I’m not… particularly big on festivals.”

“Come on, didn’t you tell the elders you’d be there?”

“I’m sure they’ll be happy with you as our representative. Besides, I—there’s a lot of work to do after today.” 

Keqing can’t help but think that her words are just an excuse. “And you can always finish it up tomorrow. Building good relationships with the village is just as important, especially now,” she presses. “This only happens once a year.”

One corner of Ganyu’s mouth twitches, then curves upward. She stifles a chuckle with the back of her hand. “I’ve never known you to skip out early on work, or to encourage someone else to do so,” she murmurs.

Keqing isn’t sure if Ganyu means this as a joke or a criticism or an insult, but crosses her arms all the same. “Fine,” she says, conceding with a huffed sigh. “I’m going then.”

She changes from the day’s work clothes into her usual finer robes in their room, then packs up the wine and flowers she’d purchased last night in a bag, along with a blanket. She feels ridiculous holding two bottles of wine by herself. Ganyu glances up quickly at the sound of the bottles clinking, then looks down just as quickly. Keqing catches the smile on her face. Her excess of wine feels even more ridiculous. She hurries to the door of the house, but stops with one hand on the brass handle. 

“I believe we’ll be up on the mountainside to the south if you change your mind,” she offers one last time. “Beyond the paddy fields.”

The sound of Ganyu’s pencil scribbling against paper stops behind her. “Understood,” Ganyu says after a moment. Keqing doesn’t have to turn around to know she’s still smiling. “Enjoy your evening.”

“Thanks,” Keqing says, voice begrudging in comparison. “You as well.”

 

 

It’s easy to spot the small procession of villagers heading up the cleft in the hills. Their line of glowing lanterns bob gently up the wooden steps in the distance. Excited children’s voices float over the night breeze, easily drowning out the shouts of the elderly trying to herd them safely up the mountain. Keqing jogs around the fields to join the villagers and falls in at the rear of the group. 

Yundan is there, some paces behind everyone else, shuffling up the steps with her hands clasped at her back. She looks at Keqing when she joins her, then looks behind her. Keqing already knows what she’s looking for before she says anything.

“Miss Ganyu won’t be joining us?”

Keqing smiles thinly. She’s determined not to let Ganyu’s absence sour the night. “No, she insisted on staying behind to work on reports.” She pauses. “I may have assigned her too much.”

Yundan tuts knowingly. “You young people, you get to a certain age and it’s all work, work, work. Then you get a little older, and you regret it too late.”

“Time is limited,” Keqing says. “We must do our work now while we can.”

“Exactly. Time is limited, and work has no end. Yet you choose to fill your limited time with unlimited work. When will you get to experience this festival again, hm?” Yundan’s forehead wrinkles as she lifts a brow. “Let me tell you, no other place—city or village, has a day just like this one.”

Keqing shrugs and sighs. “That’s what I said to her. I do hope she changes her mind.”

She must sound more forlorn than intended because Yundan laughs, short and loud. “Alright, alright, no need to be too hard on yourselves. You’re still young, after all.”

The steps end at the top of the hill, and their path flattens out for a short while. Then it curves around a bend and juts steeply upward in a rugged dirt trail that zigzags higher up the mountain. A few lights hovering near the top signal that some of the villagers have already made it up.

Keqing holds out a hand to Yundan. “Do you need any assistance?”

Yundan waves away the offer with another laugh. “I’ve been doing this for years now. These legs still have some strength left in them.”

Indeed, she picks her way up the path with surprising agility, although Keqing remains just a few steps behind her, on edge and ready to catch Yundan should she fall.

“Maybe we ought to put in some steps here as well,” she says at some point. “We could do it with the upcoming construction.”

“Sure, sure,” Yundan calls back. “Do whatever you want!”

They reach the top without incident. Keqing finds her footing on the lush grass and breathes out a quiet “wow.”

The sight is humble, but breathtaking nonetheless. Lanterns swoop in a gentle curve between the trees, strung up in a circle around the area. A large fire crackles heartily at the center on a raised platform, its light flickering up to meet the lanterns’ to cast a warmth that dances over the gathered crowd. Beyond the haze of light and smoke that surrounds the hilltop are the scattered lights of Qingce Village below. Keqing can pinpoint their house, nestled a little further above the rest.

The makeup of the village is obvious when Keqing looks around. There are very few young adults gathered. It’s mostly children and old folks, grouped into little circles on blankets in the grass where they chatter and laugh over bunches of qingxin flowers. Some of the older folk clink cups of qingxin wine together. Keqing’s chest aches a bit when she thinks of how many people must be missing from the scene, but none of the villagers seem to mind.

“Beautiful, hm?” Yundan stands beside her, a hand braced against her hip. She grins.

“Very beautiful,” Keqing agrees.

“Come, come.” Yundan beckons to her.

Keqing follows Yundan to settle in an empty patch of grass not far from a few of the other elders. She lays down a blanket while Yundan procures a wrapped bundle from her cloth sack. She opens it and shows Keqing one of the small round cakes inside. It’s plain and a little irregular, different from the mooncakes Keqing is used to seeing.

“I hope you like sweets,” Yundan says. “Sweetness, to counteract the bitterness that we’re sending off.” Sweets are not her particular taste, but Ganyu would probably enjoy them, Keqing notes. Yundan continues, “And now—let me teach you how to weave a wreath. I’ll bet you haven’t done anything like this before.”

Keqing shakes her head as she carefully pulls the bunch of qingxin flowers from her bag and lays them out in front of herself. “Crafts of any sort are not something I get to indulge in often.”

“Always working,” Yundan tuts again. She picks up two flowers, holding them gently by their stems. “To start, you wrap one stem around the other, and fold over twice, like so.” 

She demonstrates slowly, but has to repeat the step twice before Keqing manages it. The stems feel so fragile between her fingers. Keqing almost expects them to snap the last time she folds one over the other.

“Good,” Yundan murmurs, squinting over at Keqing’s work. She takes another flower, folds its stem like she had the last. “And now you repeat it. Easy?”

Keqing follows suit. Her result looks just passable, compared to Yundan’s. “It’s alright,” she laughs. “Easy enough.”

“You’ll perfect it quickly. You’re the Yuheng!” Yundan pats her forearm before continuing with her own wreath. Her practiced hands complete each fold easily, fluidly. “Now, don’t forget to think of the bitterness you wish to let go of. Weave them in so we can give them a proper send-off in the fire.”

Keqing ponders this. She lives with few regrets, and holds few grudges. She can think of only a handful. Ningguang, thwarting her purchases, always with that knowing smirk of hers. An old assistant who’d run off with a folder of her notes upon leaving her employment—she’d apprehended him, of course. The gods that granted her her vision, perhaps, although that grudge is increasingly becoming one of the past.

Her mind circles back to Ganyu. She isn’t sure if she’s bitter at Ganyu, or at herself for indulging Ganyu’s opinions to the point where old rifts have opened between them. Maybe they’d never been sealed in the first place.

“What bitterness will you send off?” Keqing finally asks. She glances up at Yundan.

Yundan is silent for a few moments, hands working deftly at her wreath. Then she says, “The bitterness of change.”

“Change?”

“Mm… I’m reluctant to see my home change. I might never be able to fully accept the development Qingce Village will go through, and losing my quiet, peaceful home.” She meets Keqing’s eyes as she says this. Keqing has to fight the urge to tear her gaze away. 

“You’re against it then,” Keqing states bluntly.

Yundan snorts. “As if I’m the only one that lives here! It’s not as simple as one solitary old woman saying yes or no. You were at that meeting. I’m sure you could feel the longing.” She stops weaving and leans her elbows against bony knees. “My heart is the same as theirs.”

“Then you believe our plan is the right decision after all?”

Yundan pats her arm. “I don’t believe in a right decision or wrong decision. Right or wrong—that’ll tear you apart one day. I believe in living with what we choose.” 

She falls quiet. Keqing stares back down at her wreath, brow furrowed. Then Yundan speaks again, as if reading her mind. “No need to tell me what you’re choosing to send off. Keep it to yourself. But”—her voice becomes mirthful—“it seems Miss Ganyu has chosen to join us after all.”

Keqing’s head snaps up. Her gaze flickers quickly around the scene. It’s crowded, but Ganyu is easy to spot. She stands alone, uncertain, on the other side of the fire. Her cloak is draped over her, although Keqing can see she’s also donned her usual clothing beneath it. She looks from side to side, searching, and it’s a few more seconds before she spots Keqing. Their eyes lock from across the fire. Ganyu’s worried expression visibly softens.

Yundan chuckles and rests a hand briefly on Keqing’s shoulder. “I’ll leave you two to it then, Lady Keqing. You can teach Miss Ganyu how to weave a wreath.” She stands and toddles off.

Keqing pauses, then scrambles abruptly to her feet too. She’s roughly aware of a dull pounding rhythm as she strides over to Ganyu. She realizes as she stops that it’s her own pulse, thudding against her throat and in her ears.

“Finished work early?” she asks, biting her lip to keep from grinning too widely.

The line of Ganyu’s mouth wavers. She dips her head slightly, and looks at Keqing from the corners of her eyes. “I thought I’d take a break… like someone told me to.”

“Ah, wise advice by that someone,” Keqing says. She jerks a thumb over at her abandoned blanket. “Um, shall we sit down?”

Ganyu nods. They round the fire and settle on the blanket. The tension between them has by no means dissipated, but Keqing feels comfortable beside Ganyu. She just isn’t sure where and how to begin.

“Yundan left some cakes for us,” she starts after a beat of consideration, and pushes the opened package toward Ganyu. “They’re supposedly very sweet—I haven’t tried yet.”  

Ganyu picks one up curiously and sniffs it. Then she takes a small bite. She hides her chewing politely behind her hand and nods. “It’s really good. You should try one.”

“Sweets aren’t really my thing,” Keqing says, but picks one up gingerly nonetheless. She bites into it. It is indeed sweet, and the filling sticky. “Quite good,” she concludes. “But you can have the rest, I think.”

Ganyu chuckles softly. “I’ll save them for tomorrow, or I’m afraid I’ll eat them too quickly.”

Keqing finishes off her cake, then reaches for her semi-completed wreath. “Have you ever made one of these before?”

Ganyu leans over to examine Keqing’s handiwork. Keqing can smell the honey and qingxin surrounding her. “Hm, I believe I’ve made something similar before,” Ganyu says, tentatively taking a couple flowers from the pile. “But please, teach me.”

Keqing wonders if Ganyu is just indulging her with the request, but shows her with two new flowers nonetheless. Unsurprisingly, Ganyu gets the hang of it on the first try. Keqing returns to working on her own wreath, but finds herself distracted by the rhythm of Ganyu’s weaving beside her. Her fingers are gentle, nimble, sure. They look soft, Keqing thinks. They grasp the qingxin stems with the same care and reverence as they had the pieces of broken pottery and chipped-off clay at the ruins. 

Then they still. Keqing raises her head to see that Ganyu is watching her now, with some confusion. “Keqing?”

Keqing clears her throat and starts working on her own wreath with a renewed fervor. “Just—admiring how quickly you managed to perfect it,” she says. 

Ganyu smiles downward. “It isn’t so hard.” Even in the rather dim light, Keqing can see a vibrant pink blooming in her cheeks. 

They work in relative quiet for a few minutes. There are shouts from children behind them, and the tittering of grandmothers and grandfathers shooing them away from their wine. But Keqing is more focused on the space between her and Ganyu, and each passing second they spend in silence. The air is tense, but in a way that’s different from yesterday. Yesterday, Keqing had felt the imminent pressure of something about to combust between them. Tonight, she feels the trepidation that comes just prior to crossing a river whose width and depth and currents she doesn’t know.

“They say we’re supposed to weave our bitterness into these,” she says suddenly. “So we can burn them later.”

“Burn them?” Ganyu sounds slightly alarmed. 

“Yes, sorry, no snacks for you today.” Keqing laughs at Ganyu’s quick squint of disapproval. “We’re sending off the bitterness of the past year. Letting go. That’s what they’ve told me.”

Ganyu looks down at the wreath in her palms. “So many flowers… a shame,” she murmurs. “But I suppose it makes sense.” 

There’s another lull between them. Keqing doesn’t know if it’s the fault of her lungs or her heart or the stir fry she’d eaten earlier, but she’s sure she’s about to burst.

“I’m sorry,” she blurts finally. The words are forceful and fast, thundering from her throat like a catharsis. “I’m sorry,” she repeats, dredging up the last of her bitterness, as far as she can reach anyway.

Ganyu’s eyes are wide, her hands still. 

Keqing continues. “I can’t apologize for my decisions regarding this project, but I owe you a real apology for the way I spoke to you yesterday. It was callous of me to drill you like that when—” She pauses. “When you’re still grieving and hurting. I shouldn’t have questioned you like that. And today…” She wavers, then forges on. “I felt bitter over how quiet you’ve been, even though you have every right to your quiet, after all that. I’m sorry.” 

Her final iteration of these words flows easily from her mouth, although her hands are trembling, and Keqing is certain her whole body would be too, if she hadn’t been sitting so stiffly. She curls her fingers, pressing her nails into her palms. 

Ganyu meets and holds Keqing’s gaze for almost the first time that day. Her eyes are searching, bright amethyst and glimmering in the firelight. Keqing doesn’t shy away.

Then Ganyu abruptly closes her eyes and turns her face toward the dark mountain to their right, away from Keqing. “You didn’t need to,” she whispers. Her shoulders heave once, and Keqing realizes she might be crying. 

“I did,” Keqing replies, soft but firm. 

Ganyu shakes her head vigorously. “I—sorry.” She holds up a hand, signaling that she needs a moment. Keqing waits. Ganyu turns back toward her, just slightly. “I actually came up here because I wanted to apologize.”

“What?” Keqing asks incredulously. 

“I’ve been embarrassed all day and all of last night about… my outburst. It was out of place, and unwarranted. I let emotions get the better of me—I apologize.”

“Why though? You did nothing wrong.”

“I spoke back to the Yuheng, in such a rude and angry manner, no less.”

Keqing uncurls her fists and rubs her temples. “And were you angry at me?” 

Ganyu falters. “I… suppose?” 

“Then you had every right to speak angrily,” Keqing sighs. “And also, for the record, I have seen much worse, Ganyu. You didn’t even yell. Although you were somehow more frightening than anyone I’ve seen yelling.”

“Still…” Ganyu seems unconvinced. “You are the Yuheng. I should hold my tongue.”

“I don’t care,” Keqing says. “I promise you, I don’t. I would rather you not treat me with special care. I’m not a flower or delicate pottery, I’m just another person who happens to have a title. Just… treat me as a peer, or a—a friend.” 

“A friend.” Ganyu says the words slowly, as if testing the sound of them on her tongue.

“Yes,” Keqing says. “Please.”

Ganyu’s lips curve shyly upward. “Just two days ago you wished to be treated as a peer. Have we moved past that phase already?”

Keqing groans, although Ganyu’s smile lifts the stiffness from her shoulders and washes over her in a cool wave of relief. “Whatever it takes to get under that constant politeness of yours. Doesn’t it get tiring?”

Ganyu doesn’t answer the question. She laughs instead, then exhales slow and long. “Thank you. Sometimes I don’t recognize my own grief.”

“That’s okay,” Keqing says. “It deserves respect all the same.”

“I… I guess. You’re right.” 

Ganyu’s voice sounds the slightest bit shaky. Keqing decides she would like to avoid any potential crying episodes at the moment, and reaches for the bottles of wine in her bag.

“You like qingxin, correct?” she asks.

Ganyu blinks a few times, nodding. “It’s my favorite.”

“Here, let’s have some wine. I’ll get cups.” She passes a bottle to Ganyu, then fetches two cups from the stack by the fire. Ganyu pours them each brimming servings.

“To… friendship?” Keqing offers, holding up her cup.

“To peership, and fast friendship,” Ganyu echoes, tapping hers against Keqing’s.

Keqing laughs, and downs the wine. It tastes of nothing for a split second. Then it tastes briefly of sweet fruit before the bitterness hits her tongue. Keqing gasps, swallowing it down. It races along her throat like cold fire.

“That’s—that’s strong,” she splutters, shaking her head. 

Ganyu looks rather unaffected. Pleased, even. “I quite like it,” she muses, reaching to pour herself another cup before offering the bottle to Keqing. 

Keqing holds up a hand to decline. “I think I need a break in between. It’s so… bitter.”

Ganyu laughs. “It remains true to the flower. And true to the festival.”

“I guess so,” Keqing says, watching in awe as Ganyu easily downs her second cup. “Don’t drink too much, I’m not especially keen on carrying drunk people home.”

“Is that not a thing friends do?” Ganyu smiles at her over her third cup.

Keqing rolls her eyes a bit. “It is, but it doesn’t mean I enjoy it.”

“But it is a thing you’ve had to do.”

“Unfortunately, more than once,” Keqing says. “My friends seem to enjoy making the most of me being ‘the responsible one’—oh archons, Ganyu, can you please wait at least five minutes before you pour yourself another cup?”

Ganyu pauses, her hand already wrapped around the bottle. “Alright,” she concedes with a chuckle, and sets it aside. 

Keqing is about to regale her with a cautionary story of a particularly messy night after a shopping trip turned into a drinking trip, but notices Yundan approaching them from her periphery. 

“Lady Keqing, Miss Ganyu,” she says in greeting when she draws close enough. “When you’re ready, we have begun burning the wreaths.” She gestures behind her.

Indeed, the noise has died down a bit. There’s a short line of people behind the fire. Each of them hold a wreath in their hands. Each steps up to the flames and drops the flowers inside before stepping back to watch.

“Some of the elders will be ushering the children back down to the village when they’re done, but you’re welcome to stay as long as you like,” Yundan informs them, smiling. “The fire will be burning for a while.”

Keqing and Ganyu thank her before she shuffles away into the crowd. They take a break from their wine and banter to finish their wreaths, then join the dwindling line. Keqing feels oddly somber, waiting there. She thumbs the tender petals and rubs them between her fingers. The warmth of the fire welcomes her when she steps forth, and she hesitates for only a moment before dropping the wreath into its flames. The pearl white of the petals shines briefly, then they catch and charr and crumble, the vision of their demise wavering like an illusion in the sheer heat.

Keqing steps away from the fire into the relative darkness. She tries to imagine every bitter thought burning and rising to the sky in smoke, but it’s so abstract. So she watches Ganyu instead.

Ganyu takes a little longer to let go of her wreath, but she releases it all the same, with a quick dip of her head, as though paying her last respects. Her expression is indecipherable from Keqing’s angle. Keqing wonders what she has to let go of, if she wants to let go of anything at all. 

When Ganyu turns, her eyes scan the sparse crowd for a few seconds. Keqing can see a restrained franticness there, although nobody else notices—they’re all taken by the spectacle of the flames. Keqing steps forward, reaching a hand out briefly. It’s not nearly far enough for Ganyu to take it, but enough for Ganyu to find her. Relief softens her features, the same way it had earlier when they’d locked gazes across the fire.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Keqing whispers when Ganyu comes to stand close beside her.

“I suppose not,” Ganyu whispers back. 

They watch silently until the last wreath has been consumed. Then Hanfeng breaks the silence to announce that all the children should be heading back to the village, to a chorus of groans and complaints.

It’s much more peaceful when they settle back on their blanket. A handful of the older folks are still there too, dispersed in various groups and chatting away into the night. Keqing watches—true to her word—as Ganyu pours herself a fourth and then fifth cup of wine.

“You’re insatiable,” she marvels. “If I’d known you’d like the wine that much, I would’ve bought more.”

Ganyu waves a hand quickly. “No, please,” she says. “If you did, I might not be able to control myself.”

Keqing raises a brow and looks pointedly at her almost empty cup. “Should I be worried now?”

Ganyu shakes her head. “Don’t worry—just one bottle isn’t much.”

“I didn’t think you were the type that could hold their liquor.”

“I’m not the best at it,” Ganyu says sheepishly. “I don’t drink often. But I think I know my limits.”

Keqing decides to take this with a grain of salt.

“Are you—do you not drink?” Ganyu asks.

“Not often,” Keqing replies. “I prefer to have the full use of all my senses at all times.”

“You’re a lightweight then?”

“I didn’t say that… I could have more if I wanted to.”

Ganyu laughs. “So you are?”

“A bit,” Keqing grumbles. “If you want to put it that way. But again, I would prefer—”

She’s interrupted by a shiver that runs through her body. Ganyu suddenly looks concerned.

“Are you cold?” She glances back toward the fire.

Keqing hadn’t noticed the chill that’s set in. But between the hour growing later and the fire slowly dwindling down, the night is certainly getting colder. She can feel the goosebumps popping up along her arms, and her feet feel slightly numb now in her shoes, as if absorbing the cold from the ground.

“A bit,” she says. “But I’ll be fine. What’s a little cold anyway?”

Ganyu doesn’t seem to hear her. “You didn’t even bring your cloak.” She clicks her tongue, getting up and looking around. 

“I was in a rush to leave,” Keqing says.

“Hm, I got it. This will have to do,” Ganyu murmurs, clearly immersed in her own line of thought. 

Before Keqing can say anything else, the sturdy hemp of Ganyu’s cloak has been draped over her shoulders. More accurately, half of it has. Ganyu has settled back down next to her, having unclasped the cloak from around her own torso, and has covered both of them in it. It’s large enough to easily envelope the collective width of their shoulders, but its edge comes up short on Keqing’s side, dangling just halfway across her chest. Still, it’s thick enough, and plenty warm with Ganyu’s residual body heat that’s been trapped inside.

Despite the chilly night breeze that rustles the trees around them, Keqing feels her face heating up with alarming speed. “I’m fine, really,” she splutters. She stares at the fabric bunched up over her lap, unable to meet Ganyu’s eyes.

“I don’t want you to catch a cold,” Ganyu says from beside her. Too close. “You have important work to do. And the Qixing will think me an awful secretary.”

Keqing only half-registers Ganyu’s words. She can feel the bare skin of Ganyu’s shoulder brush against her own. It’s soft. Their knees are touching. Keqing shifts her leg just barely so that they aren’t. 

“Are you uncomfortable?” Ganyu asks.

“Y—No, no,” Keqing says. What can she say? Both answers are true. “No, it’s… very warm actually. Thank you.” She still doesn’t meet Ganyu’s eyes.

“Okay, just tell me if you are.” Ganyu sounds like she’s smiling a bit. “I’m telling you, this wine does wonders for warming you up.”

Keqing exhales slowly through her nose. “I’ll pass, it’s… a bit bitter for my liking.” She finally looks up with a sideways glance to the sight of Ganyu sipping at another cup. “Are you… drunk?”

“Not even close.” Ganyu shakes her head. She doesn’t seem particularly intoxicated. Keqing isn’t sure what to think. All she knows for sure is that there’s a rosy pink in Ganyu’s cheeks, and that she can feel her own pulse throughout her entire body, a tremor that runs from her ears to the bottoms of her feet. She inhales slowly, then exhales again. She has no idea what to say.

Thankfully, Ganyu speaks up again. “You confuse me.”

Keqing looks around, as though Ganyu could be addressing anyone else. “Me?”

Ganyu chuckles. It’s sweet and melodic. “Yes.”

“How?” The statement is so odd that Keqing forgets about how close Ganyu is beside her, momentarily.

“You tell me to let you do something for me, for once. Yet you’re so reluctant to let anyone do anything for you.”

“That’s not true,” Keqing protests half-heartedly.

“It is. Anyone at Yujing Terrace could tell you that.”

Keqing sighs, unable to dispute her claim.

“I’ve been thinking too,” Ganyu continues, her voice growing soft. Keqing can hear the beating of her heart punctuating Ganyu’s words. “I just don’t understand why you seek my opinions, or why you trust me… if you truly trust me.”

“I do,” Keqing replies quickly, with certainty.

“But why? We’re so different. We’re—we always have been on opposite sides of any issue. You could seek anyone else’s opinions, or not at all, but you listen to me… to the point of irritation.” Ganyu tilts her head, resting her temple against one hand. “Why?”

Keqing tentatively turns to face her, finally. Her eyes are searching again, for an answer that Keqing doesn’t quite know herself. She looks for words, and settles with, “I’m not sure.” 

Ganyu doesn’t turn away. Instead, her gaze seems to intensify, as if willing Keqing to dig deeper.

“I don’t know,” Keqing murmurs. “I think… maybe, more than anyone else I know, I’m sure that you always mean well. And that your intentions are pure.” Somehow, her chest aches with the honesty of her statement. “I don’t know how I know, but I do.”

“How can you be sure of that?” Ganyu questions, although Keqing has said she has no answers. “Maybe my intentions aren’t always pure.”

Keqing shakes her head slightly. “You wouldn’t harm a soul.”

Ganyu falls quiet and looks across the dip in the land where the village is, at the waterfall in the distance. Keqing watches the moonlight gently curve over her chin. 

“Maybe I was wrong,” she whispers. “About Rex Lapis. About the site and what he would do.”

Keqing carefully puts together her words. “I didn’t mean to question your knowledge of him, or your love for him.”

“But maybe you were right. He always told me to protect the life of Liyue. The living. Its… its people.”

Of course, Keqing stands by her original stance. But she refuses to parade it in front of Ganyu now. She thinks of Yundan’s words earlier. “That doesn’t mean you have to always agree with him or with his methods. Or with me. It doesn’t mean that you’re wrong.” She gingerly rests a hand atop Ganyu’s own, fingers settling gently over hers. “You are your own person too. Hell, you even taught me a few things by disagreeing with me.” 

Ganyu’s shoulders shake once with her soft chuckle, then slump with her sigh. “Maybe. I just wish he were still here. It would be easier.”

The ache in Keqing’s chest grows and burrows deeper. She doesn’t fully understand Ganyu’s grief, doesn’t understand her devotion, or the confusion she must be feeling, but somehow, she does understand how heavy it all must weigh. 

So she says, “I know. For all the… for all my criticism, I respected his work too. If he were here, I think he would be proud of you.”

Ganyu’s hand curls tighter underneath Keqing’s. Her weight sags slightly against Keqing’s side as she leans into her. 

“Thank you.”

 

 

They’re the second-to-last group to leave the mountainside. Keqing discovers that Ganyu had been drunk—at least a little bit—after all. She falls asleep slumped against Keqing, and Keqing only notices when the crackling of the fire dies down and realizes Ganyu’s breathing has changed.

It’s difficult to wake her, but Keqing manages. She also manages to basically haul Ganyu back to their house. Ganyu is awake the entire time, but just barely, leaning so hard into Keqing that Keqing ends up essentially carrying her back, despite Ganyu’s sleepy repeated protests of “I’m awake, I’m awake, I’m fine.”

Keqing dumps her as gently as possible on her bed once they reach the house. By the time she washes up and is ready for bed herself, Ganyu hasn’t moved. 

With a groan, Keqing stoops down to remove Ganyu’s shoes that she’d neglected to take off at the doorway. Then she reaches for her headpiece, but the moment her fingers brush against the base, Ganyu jolts awake and nearly smacks her head against Keqing’s in her haste to sit up.

“What the—” Keqing jerks backwards just in time. 

Ganyu’s hands fly to the base of one horn, and her still-groggy eyes meet Keqing’s. “Oh,” she says in realization. “I’m sorry.” 

“You almost knocked me out there,” Keqing chastises. 

“Sorry,” Ganyu says again. “I’m um… a bit sensitive.”

“You weren’t the entire time I carried you down the mountain.”

“Ah… Sorry about that…”

Keqing shakes her head. “You don’t need to apologize,” she says, slowly grinning. “And you said you weren’t drunk.”

“I wasn’t,” Ganyu insists. “And I’m not. I just get sleepy, is all.”

“Mhmm, right.” Keqing reaches to extinguish the lantern, then pauses. “You’re wearing those to sleep?”

“Wha—oh, these.” Ganyu reaches up to the horns again. She flushes pink. “Yes. It’s… a habit of mine.”

“Right. Okay. Good night then, Ganyu.” Keqing quirks a brow, but doesn’t question her further as she puts out the lantern and slips into her own bed. It’s a humble, bare-bones bed, but she sinks into it with a long and satisfied sigh.

She hears Ganyu shift where she lies across the room. “Keqing,” she says, voice quiet and timid.

“Hm?”

“Do you remember how I said I didn’t really like festivals?”

“Yeah, earlier,” Keqing says. “Why?”

“I… enjoyed this one, tonight. Thank you.”

Keqing stares into the dark, blinks a few times. “I didn’t do anything, really.”

“That isn’t true.” Keqing can hear Ganyu’s smile.

Keqing sighs, but smiles too. “You’re welcome then. I’m glad.”

 

 

The following morning doesn’t begin with the slow stream of sunlight through the window, nor with the sounds of Ganyu getting ready in the room adjacent. The following morning, Keqing wakes to a sharp knock on the front door. In the few seconds it takes for her to rub away the sleepiness from her eyes, she realizes it’s a bit later than they usually rise, but Ganyu is still sound asleep.

Keqing dons a robe and moves toward the front of the house cautiously, eyes on the silhouette in the screen. She opens the door, squinting into the sunlight.

The man that stands there is dressed in the earthy tones of the Millelith, and he carries a spear in one hand, and an envelope in the other. “Lady Keqing,” he greets with a bow. “My apologies for the disruption this early in the morning, but I bear an urgent message from Liyue Harbor. It’s from the Qixing.” He holds out the envelope.

Keqing takes it from his hands. She thanks the man with a polite smile and an uncomfortable foreboding in her stomach. 

There’s no way of knowing what the letter’s contents are without opening it first, but its presence, and the soldier’s presence at their door, are a sure signal that the week is coming to a close. Liyue Harbor is expecting them back soon. 
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    The letter sits unfolded on the table in front of Keqing. The hardened wax on the envelope has been carefully lifted. It’s red, bearing Ningguang’s seal. Ganyu stands between the table and the bedroom doorway. She looks a little disoriented, and maybe a little apprehensive too—Keqing had woken her up with an unusual urgency after all.

Keqing, standing at the table, runs a finger down the line of immaculately written characters. She’s read it once already, having immediately opened the envelope after receiving it. The message is short and to the point, annoyingly so. “Ningguang needs you back in Liyue Harbor by early morning in two days,” she says. 

Ganyu’s brow is knit with confusion. “Just me? Why?”

“I don’t know, the letter doesn’t specify.” Keqing shrugs and scoffs and holds the paper out for Ganyu to take and confirm for herself. “She thinks she can just say something, and it’ll be done.”

Ganyu doesn’t comment on the slight toward Ningguang. She scans the letter. “I… don’t get why she’s asking for me back.” She glances up at Keqing, then back down, then up again. “I’m sure I tied up as many loose ends as I could before we left. I mean, I finished everything. And the other secretaries should be able to take care of the work I left them and—and Lady Ningguang had personally approved—”

“It’s fine, I’m sure it’s not anything that’s your fault.” Keqing cuts her off gently, recognizing the way Ganyu’s voice had grown more and more frantic as she rambled. No doubt about it—she felt guilty. “Not much we can do. At least she had the courtesy of giving us a day’s notice. I suppose you’ll have to leave by tomorrow morning to make it back in time.”

Ganyu looks concerned. “But we have quite a lot of work left, don’t we?”

“Yeah,” Keqing sighs, clicking her tongue. “I’m going to have a strong word with Ningguang when I get back.”

“Do you need me that much?”

The question catches Keqing off guard. It’s sincere, and nothing about her expression suggests otherwise, and yet Keqing feels as if her heart has jumped full speed into her throat for a second, blocking any words. She stares at Ganyu with her mouth open for that second, processing. 

Then she says, “No, I was—I was kidding. We still have today, and I can finish up tomorrow by myself.”

“You hesitated… are you sure?” Ganyu fiddles with the corner of the paper, but her gaze doesn’t leave Keqing’s face.

Keqing can feel a low, simmering heat rising up her neck. She crosses her arms. “Yes, I’m sure,” she asserts, trying to douse the embarrassment with certainty. “Or would you rather ignore Ningguang’s instructions?”

Now it’s Ganyu’s turn to flush a pale pink. “Of course not. I… simply worry you might work yourself too hard.”

Keqing drops her arms to her side. She realizes her own brow has been furrowed. She lets her face relax with a short huff of laughter. “As if that’s something new to either of us. A day of a little more work is nothing,” she says. “Anyway, we have a lot to do and it’s already later than I’d like to begin—let’s get ready.”

Ganyu lingers for a beat. Then she puts the letter down on the table and nods. “Alright.”

When she turns to walk back into the bedroom, a sense of finality hits Keqing square in the chest. It’s not forceful, doesn’t send her stumbling backwards like a grand revelation, but rather wedges itself between her heart and lungs, expanding ever so gently. 

For so much of her life, Keqing has been acutely—sometimes painfully—conscious of time: how many days a job will take, how many hours left in a day. Everything has a cost in minutes and seconds, and she keeps track of each price tag with a discerning and analytical mind, weighing them against each other: what is worth it, and what is not?

Yet somehow, her past week with Ganyu has escaped this scrutiny, like water trickling through the spaces between her fingers. For the first time in a long while, Keqing finds that she has lost track of time. 

Of course, she’s kept to the initial schedule of work she’d set out for them, more or less. But she hasn’t felt the usual need to rush along, hasn’t felt the gravity of each passing minute. Somehow, with Ganyu, it had been increasingly easy to forget the exact length and shape and volume of a week. And Keqing realizes that she had been content to forget, at least until reality steps in to remind her of her limits.

 

 

The discomfort in Keqing’s chest only grows as they hike up and set about their tasks for the day. It turns into a mild churning feeling in her stomach that she knows isn’t just the tea and steamed buns she’d eaten prior to leaving the house. She tries to ignore it because one, there’s still plenty to be done before Ganyu leaves, and two, it’s silly to mourn the loss of a day’s time together. As if this were a vacation and not a job. Keqing mentally chastises herself for such a childish thought. 

The sky is clear and bright, as if ensuring them a day of smooth work. Keqing has them drop off their bags by the cliffs, so that she can take more exact information on their angles and makeup. But first, she waves Ganyu over to her bag, and carefully takes out a kamera, a gift from her father for her fifteenth birthday. It’s old, heavy, some of its metal trim scratched and worn. Yuehai Pavilion has kameras available for any of its staff to borrow, but Keqing had found that none of them could match the quality of photographs taken with her own kamera. She always brings it along on site surveys, or even on more casual outings, and rarely trusts anyone else to handle it.

“Do you know how to use this?” Keqing asks.

“Um.” Ganyu hesitates.

“I take that as a no?”

“I’ve used them a few times. I must admit I’m… unfamiliar with some of the newer technology, and this one looks more complicated than what I’m used to.”

Keqing laughs. “You sound like one of the grandmas in the village,” she jests. “Kameras are hardly ‘new technology’ anymore, and plus, this is an older model.”

“Oh, you didn’t borrow it from the pavilion?”

“Nah, it’s my own. Much better than the ones we have—I’ll show you when the pictures are developed.” Her voice is lined with pride. “You’ll see.”

Ganyu looks even more hesitant. She wrings her hands nervously. “And… you want me to use it?”

Keqing nods. “I really need to get measurements and samples for these cliffs. I need you to take pictures of the site. Documentation, as detailed as possible.”

“What if I—I don’t know, what if I break it?”

“You won’t,” Keqing states with an easy confidence. “You handled all those artifacts so delicately.”

“But what if?”

Keqing raises her brows. “You won’t,” she repeats. She can’t fathom such a situation, but plays along with a grin. “But if you do, then… you owe me a lot of mora.”

Ganyu smiles, then laughs at this. Then she becomes serious again. “I’m not very skilled at photography.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Keqing waves away the concern with her free hand. “You have an excellent eye for documentation and aesthetics. I’ve seen your notes and illustrations of Yujing Terrace’s flora.”

Ganyu fails to hold back a bashful smile. She opens her mouth, as if to protest, then seems to change her mind. “Thank you,” she says, glancing away.

“Here, take it, let me give you a refresher.” Keqing holds out the kamera. Ganyu takes it carefully, gingerly, with both hands. Keqing laughs. “Don’t be afraid to hold onto it—or you actually will drop it.”

Ganyu grips it more securely, cradling it with one hand beneath the base. Keqing steps closer, unfurling the thin leather strap attached to either side of the kamera so she can loop it around Ganyu’s neck for extra security. The scent of honey and qingxin is almost overwhelming as Keqing moves in. She reaches up and around Ganyu. The strap catches briefly on the tip of Ganyu’s horns as it goes over her head. 

“Oops, one second—” Keqing murmurs with a huff of laughter, just as Ganyu lets out a tiny squeak. Keqing startles, although she manages to unhook the strap from the horn. It settles around Ganyu’s neck. Keqing steps back and raises a brow. “Are you okay?”

Ganyu is looking at the ground. “Yes, I… thought I um, was going to drop the kamera.”

Keqing finds this a bit unlikely. She stares at Ganyu for a few seconds, brow still quirked. “Well,” she says after a bit, “this should save it if you do somehow lose your grip.” 

“Okay. I’ve got it, don’t worry.”

Keqing steps in again, dipping her head beside Ganyu so she can get a good view of all the knobs and fastenings on the kamera. The sunlight of the daytime makes for a stark contrast with the firelit darkness of the previous night when they’d shared Ganyu’s cloak, but the sliver of air between them feels the same. It feels as if it’s dancing, sparking, laden with something about to catch fire. A tuft of Ganyu’s hair brushes soft against Keqing’s cheek—just barely, and she tenses briefly, then tries her best to ignore its proximity.

She points at a couple of the kamera’s knobs instead. “So these control the shutter speed and aperture—you don’t need to touch those since I’ve already set them to fit the lighting today.”

“You don’t need to use a meter?” Ganyu asks, curious.

“I’ve taken enough documentation photos to know what settings to use for most outdoor lighting conditions.”

“Ah,” Ganyu murmurs. “Wow.”

Keqing clears her throat quietly, sheepishly. “Yeah, so just leave them as is.” She pops open the viewfinder hood, then walks Ganyu through the steps of taking a photo and advancing the film. Once she makes sure Ganyu knows what she’s doing, she sends her off to begin with the addendum that she should ask Keqing any questions should they come up.

“Oh, and be thorough!” Keqing calls after Ganyu. “I brought plenty of film so don’t skimp out.”

Ganyu turns her head to smile and nod in confirmation.

As she walks off toward the other end of the site, Keqing is once again struck by a sense of time rushing in like a flood through a dam. As though the clock in her mind had stopped ticking when Ganyu was close, then started back up again in usual merciless fashion. Keqing sets about her measurements with a renewed urgency.

It doesn’t take long for her focus to break the first time, and the times after that. She blames the bothersome desire to continuously glance over at Ganyu on the novelty of letting someone else handle her personal kamera. That, and the extreme delicateness with which Ganyu continues to handle it. Even from a distance away, Keqing is amused to see how slowly she winds the lever to advance the film, and the pause before she takes each picture as she braces the kamera securely in her hand. 

Occasionally, Ganyu stops altogether. She rests the kamera against her stomach and simply stands there, still, wistful, solitary. Keqing wonders what she sees, in those moments.

At one point, Ganyu turns around, and upon spotting Keqing watching her, gives the kamera a little lift with both hands as if to show that all is fine and well. Despite her embarrassment at being caught slacking, Keqing breaks into a grin, one that stays glued to her face when she returns to chipping away at the stone by her feet.

Embarrassment does a decent enough job of keeping her head down and her hands busy until she hears the shutter click close by. She looks up from where she’s squatting. 

Ganyu stands a couple meters away, the double lenses of the kamera pointed at Keqing. Keqing jumps up instinctively. The container of rock samples she’d been holding tumbles to the ground. “Ganyu!”

Ganyu lowers the kamera and laughs. The accompanying smile isn’t gradual, but all at once, a rushing tide that catches in the corners of her eyes.

Keqing doesn’t know why she’s standing, now that she is. She crosses her arms. “Don’t waste my film,” she says, although the mirth in her voice doesn’t match the content of her complaint. Neither does the bloom of red in her cheeks.

Ganyu lips press together in a semblance of an apology, although she looks no less delighted. “You said you had plenty.”

“I—yes, for pictures of the landscape, not of me!”

“I did take a picture of the landscape. You just happened to be in it.”

A fraction of Keqing believes that, for a second, and another fraction doesn’t want to believe it. That same fraction wants to be the subject of the photograph. Keqing tries to contort the muscles of her face into a glare, but it doesn’t work. The resulting expression only seems to fuel Ganyu’s amusement. “You could’ve asked me to move,” she says lamely.

Ganyu shakes her head. “I think it’s a perfect picture for our archives. The Yuheng, in her element.”

Keqing groans. She’s vaguely aware of her heart thudding, each beat leaving a wake of warmth in her chest. It’s uncomfortable, too loud, but also not entirely unwanted. “They don’t need that in the archives. It’s a waste of space.”

“You never know—someone may wish to look back on it one day,” Ganyu says, a hint of seriousness creeping in among the mirth.

“Oh, come on.”

“No, really—if… someone had documented each moment of the village here, wouldn’t our job be much easier today?” Ganyu tilts her head. 

Keqing can tell she means what she says, even though the logic is off. “Well… yeah, but that’s different. Nobody’s going to be looking for pictures of me.”

“Maybe not,” Ganyu muses. “But I think… there’s no such thing as a memory not worth keeping, if you have the means for it.” The line of her mouth becomes thoughtful. Keqing feels as if the conversation has entered a different realm altogether, and isn’t sure what to make of it. Before she can conjure up a reply, Ganyu lets out a soft laugh. “Anyway, my apologies for the interruption—I’ll let you work. And you don’t have to worry about any more sneak photos either.”  

Keqing is a beat too late to tell her to stop apologizing. She watches, slightly dazed, as Ganyu walks a few paces away, and true to her word, points the kamera in another direction.

 

 

When evening comes and they settle in the warmth of their house to continue working, Keqing begins to feel the daunting breadth of the work left to do. It is by no means impossible, but hangs darker over her head when she considers she’ll be on her own tomorrow, without Ganyu. In retrospect, perhaps spending a full day on excavation had not been her brightest idea, although when she ponders it, she finds she doesn’t regret it.

Dinner is eaten alongside calculations and planning. Ganyu pushes her own notes aside to make room for the bowls of porridge she’d cooked for them. Keqing glances up and thanks her for the food, then continues to write between spoonfuls of the thick broth.

“Keqing.”

Keqing lets out a soft grunt of acknowledgement, but doesn’t look away from her work. “Hm?”

“Shouldn’t you take a break and eat?”

“I’m eating.” 

“But also working.”

“I’m multitasking.”

Ganyu sighs. Keqing hears the sound of papers being dragged over wood. She looks up. Ganyu has pulled her own notes back in front of her, beside her bowl. Keqing’s hand hovers over the map she’d been writing on. “What’s wrong?” she asks. “Why aren’t you eating?”

“I’m also multitasking.” Ganyu quirks a brow with a lopsided little smile, as if daring Keqing to chide her for doing so. 

Keqing doesn’t. She shoots Ganyu a squinted glare instead, one that says she knows exactly what Ganyu is doing.

The night continues quietly. The room fills with the sound of pencil scratching over paper, the crinkling of maps, the turning of pages. Occasionally, chatter between them as they exchange notes and speak of plans. There’s something else too that Keqing can’t pinpoint, an undercurrent that churns steady, stronger as the hours drag on.

Eventually, Ganyu stops to wash up. She doesn’t immediately sit down again when she returns. Her voice is soft. “It’s well past midnight. Are you sure you don’t want to call it a night?”

Keqing looks toward the clock. It confirms what Ganyu said, but Keqing can still think of at least eight things she has left to do. She waves a hand. “I’m fine, I need to make sure these diagrams are accurate.” She sighs. “Really didn’t anticipate the cliffs being a problem. Although I should’ve known. And then I have to finish this draft to leave with the elders, and—”

Ganyu’s chuckle cuts her off. “You still have tomorrow to do all of that, you know?”

“There’s more to do too—if I can get this all done tonight, why leave it to tomorrow?”

“I remember you advising me the exact opposite yesterday.”

“That’s—” Keqing splutters. “The festival was a special case.”

Ganyu hums in nonverbal disagreement. She sits back down at the table. “Allow me to help with one of the more pressing tasks then.”

Keqing doesn’t move. “You don’t have to stay up. You have a lot of travelling to do tomorrow. Go to sleep.”

“Sleep? While the Yuheng is still working?” Although Ganyu clearly means what she says, Keqing catches a jest there too, in her voice and in her smile. “I wouldn’t dare.”

“Now you’re mocking me.” The look Keqing gives Ganyu is stern, or so she hopes. Yet there is no tinge of annoyance or disappointment at Ganyu’s stubbornness, where there once surely would have been. Now, part of her is relieved. Another part of her feels selfish for being relieved. Both parts sit in her mind, a perplexing concoction.

Ganyu doesn’t answer the accusation. “Let me help you,” she says. Keqing doesn’t bristle at the gentle command in her voice. “It’s the least I can do.”

Keqing wonders if she were to assume all her authority as Yuheng and order Ganyu to go rest, if Ganyu would follow. Chances are, she would. And Keqing probably should. But she doesn’t. Instead, she pushes the draft of plans toward Ganyu, along with some of her notes, and shows her which areas to copy over.

They fall into the quiet lull of work again. Keqing gets up to relight the lamp once. Ganyu watches her with concern as she does, but doesn’t say anything. To her credit, Ganyu doesn’t hound Keqing about getting rest again. Not that Keqing would comply, although she knows she should.

Pushing past the limits of fatigue is nothing new to her, but it seems to get no less difficult each time. Keqing feels sleep weighing on her eyelids and draping itself heavy and inviting over her shoulders. The characters under her pencil seem to waver a bit. A few times, she comes dangerously close to nodding off, only to catch herself as her head begins to droop. Vaguely, she’s aware of the soothing rhythm of Ganyu’s breathing across from her. Or perhaps it’s her own.

The next thing Keqing knows, she’s being shaken awake by a soft touch to her forearm and a voice calling her name. She raises her head and blinks. Ganyu’s worried expression swims into focus in front of her. 

“You fell asleep,” she says, ever informative.

Briefly, Keqing’s tired thoughts wander over to how Ganyu had looked at her last night, under the cover of the shared cloak. She presses her knuckles to her eyes. “For how long?”

“Um… maybe a minute or so? I’m not sure.”

Keqing looks to the clock. It reads a quarter to three. She must be losing her touch, falling asleep this early. 

“I know what you’re about to say,” she says.

Ganyu frowns. “And you’re not going to do it.”

“I’m fine, I’m good.” Keqing shakes her head, rolls her shoulders, braces her fingertips against the edge of the table and presses her palms down in a stretch. It helps a bit. “I’ve pulled plenty of all-nighters before.”

“I know, but… that doesn’t make it a good habit.”

Keqing gives a light chuckle. “You’re one to talk.”

Ganyu’s brows dip a little further down in exasperation. She rises from the table. “I’ll go make us some tea.” 

Keqing watches her disappear behind the half-wall of the kitchen alcove. There’s a dull clink of ceramics, the low rustle of tea leaves, then nothing for a while. When Ganyu emerges again, she’s holding two cups of steaming tea, one of which she sets next to Keqing.

“Thanks,” Keqing murmurs. 

“It’s the least I can do,” Ganyu repeats her refrain from earlier.

Keqing picks up the cup and blows on the hot tea, the edge of her gaze trained on Ganyu. There are only a few hours before she’ll need to depart, Keqing realizes. It’s been percolating in her conscience since this morning, but the immediacy of it hits her now, abrupt and startling. All the hours Keqing had thought they had left condense into questions she has no words for.

“Aren’t you tired?” she asks. It’s a poor substitute for what’s on her mind.

Ganyu shakes her head. She does look considerably brighter than Keqing feels although it’s unlikely she would admit to fatigue in either case. 

Again, Keqing knows she should push Ganyu to get some sleep, and again, she doesn’t do it. Again, Ganyu doesn’t question her. They continue working in an unsaid pact or a silent competition—Keqing isn’t sure which it is, neither of them willing to give in before the other. At this point, Keqing isn’t even sure if she’s still forging on because it’s necessary to complete these tasks, or if it’s simply because Ganyu is still present. It’s easier to go with the former. She isn’t so dramatic as to entertain the latter. Each minute bleeds and runs incessantly into the next.

Keqing wakes a second time to the sound of Ganyu’s voice calling her name and a warm hand on her shoulder. She knows she’s dozed off for longer this time from how difficult it is to crack open her eyes, and wonders if Ganyu had let her. She makes a valiant effort to lift her head from her arm and stretches her neck.

“It’s nearly five,” Ganyu says, to the point. She looks a little more weary now. The light of the lamp highlights the shadows beneath her eyes. “Please, you need to sleep.”

“I just did,” Keqing says. Her voice is dry and raspy, and she takes a sip of now-cold tea to wet her throat. 

Ganyu lets out a short laugh, despite herself. “Actual sleep, not a nap,” she amends. “At this rate, you’ll be able to come back to Liyue Harbor with me tomorrow.”

Keqing knows it’s an exaggeration meant in jest, but finds herself wishing she could do exactly that. “Maybe I will.”

Ganyu laughs again. Then she sits back a bit. Worry settles over her features again as she goes quiet for a moment. “I… really admire your dedication to your job. And… to this project. I doubt anyone would question that. I definitely don’t. But—I apologize if this is overstepping, but I don’t think—”

“It’s not just the job,” Keqing blurts. Her tired brain processes the thought at the same time the words tumble from her mouth.

Ganyu falters. Her thumb rubs over her knuckles. “Sorry?”

The silence between them beckons, dares Keqing to step further into the hole she’s just opened up. And Keqing does, with equal parts unease and exhilaration, all held together by a haphazard confidence. 

“It’s not just the job,” she repeats. “It’s you.”

Ganyu’s hands still and her eyes widen. “I’m… not sure I understand?”

Keqing isn’t sure she understands either. She’s piecing together the haze in her mind and the growing beat of her heart as she goes.

“Ever since Ningguang’s letter came this morning, I’ve felt like we were running out of time—what?” She frowns and tapers off as Ganyu’s confused expression morphs to a grin and she begins laughing.

“Sorry, sorry, but that was so dramatic,” she says between giggles. “It’s not as if I won’t ever see you again.”

“I know,” Keqing groans. She does feel dramatic. “But I don’t mean running out of time in that sense.”

Ganyu must have picked up on Keqing’s exasperation because her laughter dies down and she goes quiet again, eyes expectant and patient.

Keqing struggles for words where her tongue is usually sharp. She works in certainties, not maybe’s. There is so much about Ganyu that is a maybe. 

“I mean that this week has felt unlike any of my other survey trips. I’ll admit, in the beginning, I didn’t want to take you instead of my usual crew. The Qixing just wouldn’t let me have my way.” Ganyu doesn’t look the least bit surprised at this. A small smile twitches at a corner of her lips. 

Keqing continues, “And yet, I’ve come to… enjoy your company.” The words feel so formal. They hang oddly in the air. “I’ve come to trust you. I think I always have in a way, but I don’t know, I trust you more. This week has felt… different, like I’m living a different life. And it’s not because of the project, it’s because you’re here. Does that make any sense?”

Ganyu’s eyes are soft, and a little dazed. Keqing thinks there might be a sliver of understanding there. “You don’t want that feeling to end when… I leave,” she murmurs.

“Yes,” Keqing sighs and nods in gratitude. “But—” There’s more though, a current of feelings that’s harder to make sense of. She tries to distill them from the mess. It’s a delicate process. “There are still things I’m wondering.”

Ganyu tilts her head slightly. “Like what?”

“I’ve felt like an open book this week. Yesterday, you said that I confuse you but I think I’m quite straightforward. But you… you’re always polite and compliant. You’re awful at lying, but you’re a mystery to me.” The words come easier and clearer as she talks. Keqing supposes it’s always been that way. “Do you trust me? Or do you still think of me as a heretic? I feel like I never know what you truly think, or what you’re hiding.”

The ensuing quiet is too precarious. Their lamp still burns but the room feels cold, although not maliciously so. Keqing hastens to add, a bit sheepishly now, “I don’t mean it as an accusation. I don’t need an answer. I just wish I knew what you were thinking.”

She finally falls silent. She almost expects a rebuke, or perhaps a laugh. But Ganyu’s face has become indecipherable over the course of Keqing’s rambling. Her stare is intense, her lips slightly parted, her shoulders stiff, but not unkind. Keqing doesn’t know how long their gazes lock for, but Ganyu’s voice is quiet when she finally speaks.

“Do you know how old I am?”

The question catches Keqing completely off guard. Her mouth opens wordlessly. “What?” she manages.

“I’m nearly four thousand years old now.”

Keqing’s breath catches. A shiver races down her spine and sets her fingers trembling. She pulls them from their place on the table and hides them in her lap. Her body understands she’s in the presence of divinity. Her mind doesn’t comprehend just yet.

Ganyu continues, voice calm in comparison, composed. “I fought in the Archon War, I was there when Liyue Harbor was first built.” She stops to exhale slowly, then smiles. “I am… half-Qilin. So no, I don’t take the horns off when I sleep.”

For some reason, this is what breaks Keqing from her motionless stupor. Her gaze darts to Ganyu’s horns, and Ganyu laughs. 

Keqing clasps one hand over the other, willing them to stop shaking. Her entire body stiffens with the effort. She unclenches her jaw. “I’m not the only one who knows,” she realizes aloud. It’s a silly, minute thought to voice aloud compared to the revelation she’s just been given, but it’s the first coherent thought to pop into her head.

This makes Ganyu laugh again. “You’re not,” she confirms. “You’re the last of the Qixing. And some of the other staff know as well.”

“Oh,” Keqing breathes. There’s a tinge of disappointment mixed in with the awe. Her hands have stopped trembling, mostly, although her limbs are still tense. 

“But you must promise me you won’t share this with anyone.”

“I won’t tell.” Keqing pauses. “So then… then…” Ganyu is quiet and patient as Keqing tries to piece together some of her thoughts. It feels like a frantic grab at whatever will stick. “The site…”

Ganyu nods slowly and lets her eyes finally stray from Keqing’s face to the table instead. “I lived here once, before the war. I helped build that village for my mother and the rest of the people. And then I… left when she died.”

“Ah.” This new knowledge is so intimate that Keqing isn’t quite sure what to do with it. It feels precious, but also damning. Keqing’s thoughts go to that first night at dinner, when she’d first brought up demolition. It feels callous, now. “You haven’t been back since?”

“Oh, I have, a few times, but rarely for long.”

Keqing squeezes her eyes shut for a couple of seconds. “Then this week must have been hard for you.”

“Well.” Ganyu’s chuckle sounds tired. “It’s been a very, very long time,” she says. “But I guess so. It’s… brought back memories I thought I’d lost.”

“I’m sorry,” Keqing says helplessly. Much of the week’s events have begun to click into place: the thoughtful slowness with which Ganyu picked around the site, her joy, her anger, each cryptic sentence.

“It’s alright,” Ganyu says. “Don’t be. This week has been dear to me too. To share this place with someone else…” She trails off and her smile wavers.

“I wish I’d known,” Keqing murmurs.

“You’re the only one I’ve told. That’s still alive, anyway.”

“Oh.” There’s a rush of warmth in Keqing’s chest, hammering against her ribcage with each beat of her heart. Each thud leaves a gentle ache. “Thank you,” she murmurs, feeling rather small. She wonders if she’s really the most fitting, most deserving person to hold onto this secret, given their history, and given her intentions with the site. But she holds onto it nonetheless. She doesn’t dare delve into discussions of construction plans, although they steep in a corner of her mind, inevitable.

“Mm.” Ganyu hums in response, then yawns wide. “Have you made your peace with Lady Ningguang’s letter then?”

Keqing can’t help but break into a grin. “With Ningguang? No way. But maybe with you leaving.” She glances at the window and at the deep blue outside. The current drumming up a storm inside her earlier has ceased. “You should rest.”

“I was just thinking that. I’m sorry I can’t accompany you for the rest of your all-nighter.”

“No, I shouldn’t have kept you.” Keqing waves her hand, hurrying Ganyu along. “Good night.”

“Good night. I’ll see you in a couple hours.” Ganyu yawns again, rises slowly to her feet and shuffles toward the bedroom. She pauses for a moment by the doorway to turn around. “Keqing?”

“Yeah?”

“You don’t have to worry—nothing will change when we go back.” 

Keqing looks at her carefully. Ganyu’s eyes are weary, but sure, and bright.

Keqing smiles. “I believe it.”

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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did keqing just confess? discuss
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7. Chapter 7


    
    When Keqing next wakes, blinking, it’s to the chirping of birds and sunlight warming her cheek. She raises her head to see that her hair has left imprints against the skin of her arm, which is numb where it lays on the table. Her notes are still scattered around her. It’s not an unfamiliar scene—she’s begun many mornings at Yuehai Pavilion this way.

She rises to her feet. A blanket falls to the floor from around her shoulders. It’s the wool one, from her bed, but it hadn’t been there the night before. Ganyu must have covered her with it. For a moment, Keqing squints down at the pile, then quickly strides to the bedroom with a dawning realization. 

Ganyu’s bed is empty, neatly made, blanket folded at its foot. Her bag is gone from where it sat on the floor. 

Keqing had half expected it: the hue of the light pouring in tells her it’s no longer the early morning, but disappointment still digs at the pit of her stomach. Ganyu hadn’t woken her up before leaving. And she hadn’t somehow woken up on her own. She had wanted to bid Ganyu goodbye and safe travels. It’s redundant and unnecessary, and Ganyu had probably come to the same conclusion, but Keqing feels robbed of the moment all the same.

She moves back to the main room. The open window displays the scene of a village beginning its day and Keqing, still stinging a bit from disappointment, spares herself a moment to watch. A few elderly folk are setting out vegetables in the village square, and another few are winding their way down to the paddy fields. Just beyond the gate stands a handful of people huddled in a loose group. One figure bows and breaks off from the group to head away from the gate. Keqing sees the blue hair, pauses for a split second, then bolts abruptly for the doorway.

Two steps later, she trips and hits the floor hard. Her knee and the base of her palm take the brunt of the impact as she lets out a string of curses. She grips her wrist, wincing and looking behind her for the culprit, which she quickly identifies as her blanket, now kicked askew from its pile. 

Keqing curses it—and her carelessness—one last time for good measure, then hobbles to her feet and toward the front door again.

Ganyu is halfway down the long path of stone steps by the time Keqing makes it to the edge of the grassy overhang. Part of her wants to chase after Ganyu. The more logical part of her suppresses that impulse. She stays where she is and calls out instead.

“Ganyu!”

Her voice comes out weaker than she’d expected. On her end, it fades into the crashing of the waterfall behind her. A child playing on the path below looks up at the noise, but nobody else seems to have heard. Ganyu continues down the stairs, and Keqing’s heart pounds loud and indignant.

“Ganyu!” 

This time, her shout rings out sharp and clear. Almost every head in the village square turns toward her. Ganyu stops at the end of a bridge and turns toward Keqing too. From this distance, Keqing can’t make out the features of her face. Her horns are dark specks nestled in the bright blue of her hair and the bag on her back looks comically large.

Keqing cups her hands around her mouth to amplify her voice. “Stay safe!”

She would like to think that Ganyu smiles at this, but she can’t see far enough to confirm. Ganyu raises a hand and waves it. She doesn’t shout anything back, which is likely for the best; the villagers’ gazes are still fixed on Keqing after her very vocal interruption to their morning activities. Keqing ignores them for now and raises her hand to wave in return.

Ganyu turns and continues away from the village. Her earlier disappointment now somewhat quenched, Keqing watches Ganyu’s figure grow smaller and smaller until she disappears behind a far-off hill. Only then does she allow the embarrassment of the villagers’ attention and her own looming workload to usher her back inside the house. 

 

 

Being on site alone doesn’t sit right. Keqing feels like she’s trespassing onto sacred ground the moment she steps off the end of the path where it fades into dirt and tall grass. She doesn’t notice how tense she is until she shrugs her bag off her shoulder at the edge of the site and winces at a cramp in her neck. She digs a knuckle into the pain.

Nothing about the place has changed, of course, but Keqing finds herself treating everything with a new care and wonder, as if she’s been tasked to watch over it all in Ganyu’s place. Which she has not. Ganyu has asked no such thing of her, so Keqing is both baffled and frustrated with the slower pace at which she works. 

Her mind stalls often and strays easily as she makes her final rounds. She feels, as she works through the day, that she is gathering more questions than answers. 

Did Ganyu personally build these walls? Or if not this wall specifically, what about the ones of the house adjacent? Which house had she called home? Had she come up with their construction methods herself? What had her mother been like?

Does she resent Keqing?

Keqing has never cared much for others’ opinions of her, and even less so when it came to that of an archon. But Ganyu, sitting at the precipice between human and divine, has somehow wormed her way into Keqing’s conscience, quietly, steadily. Keqing continues her tasks as intended, thinks about the future construction as projected, and forges on, but Ganyu’s words and small joys from the past week simmer beneath all her plans. They are not damning. They don’t feel like an accusation now, or an argument, but rather a wisdom. And in their presence Keqing feels small again. 

 

 

It’s almost a relief when morning rolls around, and with it, the time for Keqing’s own departure. Another sleepless night makes the bag on her shoulders feel twice as heavy as it is, a brilliant bruise is darkening across the bottom of her palm, a matching one on her knee, and her wrist is hurting, but she also finds an energy she hadn’t possessed the previous morning. Her limbs are buzzing as she tidies up her bed to match Ganyu’s empty one. When she’s satisfied, she does a last wistful check of everything. The house is as they had first found it, a silent witness of secrets. Keqing brushes a grateful thumb across the doorframe, then turns toward the village.

Yundan is the only elder there when Keqing arrives at the gate. She greets Keqing with a nod. Keqing gives her the best smile she can manage. She’s itching to set off, but it seems she’ll have to wait for the other elders.

“Good morning,” she says, stopping before Yundan with a dip of her head.

“Good morning, Lady Keqing,” Yundan returns. “You’ll have to forgive the others—they’re running late, it seems.”

“That’s alright, I’m a little early myself.”

Yundan chuckles. “So, did you enjoy your time here? Or are you eager to get home?”

Keqing considers this, and finds her answer different from what it would have been two days ago. “Both,” she confesses after a second. “It’s been an eye-opening week. I’m grateful for the hospitality and invitation to be a part of your lives here. But I’m also… looking forward to going back.” A small smile tugs at the corners of her mouth. She doesn’t state why.

It turns out she doesn’t need to.

Yundan looks into her eyes and asks, “Looking forward to seeing Miss Ganyu, are you?”

Keqing freezes up and stares. Yundan smiles, waiting. Keqing stares some more. Her lips form a series of shapes as if trying to find the proper one, and she finally manages to drawl out a hesitant question. “What… do you mean?” 

Yundan scoffs in the way that grandparents do at the antics of children. Keqing feels a spark of indignance flare up inside her but she is too curious, waiting too intently, to voice it. 

“You know,” Yundan says, “when we saw Miss Ganyu off yesterday, she seemed reluctant to go. Formalities aside and all that. She kept looking back at your house. And then”— Yundan snorts—“out you come a few minutes later, yelling her name loud enough to wake folks over in Mondstadt.”

Keqing feels yesterday’s embarrassment warming up her face again, but it’s a much more direct heat this time. She isn’t sure if her bruised hand is just acting up, but she can sense her pulse in her palms, throbbing against her curled fingers.

“She didn’t wake me up before she left,” Keqing explains in protest. “I didn’t get to say a proper goodbye.”

“A proper goodbye!” Yundan lets out a laugh. “For what—being apart for a day?”

“Two days,” Keqing corrects her quickly. It sounds lame.

“Two days,” Yundan repeats. She rests a hand against her waist and regards Keqing with a pensive sort of amusement. Keqing shifts her weight uncomfortably, oddly nervous. Yundan clicks her tongue and shakes her head. “Ah… you two, you remind me of my younger brother when he first met his wife.”

The current from two nights ago comes back then, but not as a steady, hidden thing. Now, it comes as an undeniable roar, a flood, turbulent and overflowing in her chest, ringing in her ears. Now, it has a name. Keqing’s knees suddenly feel weak, yet the beating of her heart is triumphant. Finally, finally, it says.

Keqing raises her voice above the noise rumbling inside her. “When he met his wife?” she echoes, asking for an answer she’s pretty sure she already knows.

Yundan looks blissfully oblivious to the turmoil she’s just caused Keqing. Either that, or she hides it well as she reminisces aloud.

“Oh yes, he would travel with our father between here and Liyue Harbor for work. He was reluctant. Never wanted to leave home, but he always went, of course. And then he met a girl there, and that changed everything.” She laughs. Keqing hangs on every word. “I could tell how eager he was to get back to her. You—” Yundan wags a finger in Keqing’s direction. “You have that same energy right now. And Miss Ganyu yesterday… ah, I recognized that reluctant look. My brother had that look, before he met his wife.”

Keqing immediately goes on the defensive. “I’m just glad to get back to my job after a week away.” It’s more lie than truth, but she isn’t ready to give voice to the full truth of it yet, not before she grapples with it herself.

“I’m sure you are,” Yundan says simply. She glances to her side and promptly redirects their attention with a mirthful greeting. “Ah, finally, Ruoxin, Hanfeng—have you no respect for the Yuheng? She’s a busy woman.” 

Ruoxin ambles up beside them, Hanfeng right behind her. Keqing greets them too. The elders toss banter back and forth that Keqing is only vaguely attuned to. She’s still reeling from her conversation with Yundan.

Master Lu rounds out the group a couple of minutes later, and Keqing wills herself to focus on the present situation instead of on the mess in her head. 

She passes them the folder containing her loose draft of plans and runs through the steps briefly. She informs them of future visits and a rough schedule moving forward. She reassures them of her aims. They bid her safe travels and she leaves them well wishes and her gratitude, and then she’s off.

 

 

On the road, Keqing has no companion but her thoughts. She quickly understands that she has nothing to do but to parse through them. Now that they’ve had the time to settle a bit from their new and hectic state, they are more manageable. Keqing doesn’t recoil so much at their weight.

She draws a few preliminary conclusions:

One, her feelings for Ganyu are romantic. 

Keqing fights the revelation, but her efforts are feeble and too late, futile. She finds there is evidence to support it, when she combs back through the week. It explains her dramatics from Ganyu’s last day on site, and the way her pulse seemed to grow erratic anytime Ganyu gave her any extraordinary attention. She recalls, with some chagrin and a flare of heat in her cheeks, how tongue-tied she had been the night of the festival, pressed up beside Ganyu. The fact that even Yundan had picked up on some pining only solidifies her hypothesis. What she doesn’t understand is how or why this has all come to be, and that confusion gives her pause.

Two, Ganyu may not return her feelings. Most likely not.

Evidence points both ways, but Keqing would rather remain skeptical than give herself false hope. Yundan had compared Ganyu’s apparent reluctance to leave with that of her brother’s, but that could mean any number of things. Keqing thinks of Ganyu sneaking a photograph of her, of Ganyu confiding her secrets, of her concerned looks and her smiles. Each memory flutters light and giddy and warm in her stomach, but Keqing knows better than to extrapolate this warmth as fact. 

Ganyu has lived almost four millennia and has met countless people—this is a fact. Ganyu had called the two of them peers, and at best, friends, just a few days ago—another fact. Ganyu has precious memories directly tied to a site that Keqing means to raze for future construction—yet another. All skew heavily in favor of Ganyu not returning her feelings.  

And three, Keqing will inevitably have to work with Ganyu for the foreseeable future. This is a given.

These three things lead her to draw a fourth conclusion: she has two choices, action or inaction. Keqing is self-aware enough to know that one is not a likely option for her.

“Lady Keqing, is everything alright?” A deep voice shakes her from her thoughts.

Keqing blinks. A Millelith guard stands beside where she’s perched on the stone wall at their base north of Guili Plains. She’d stopped there in the late afternoon to take a break. Her mora meat has grown cold in her hands, half-eaten and neglected. A bit of the filling is starting to droop pathetically out of the pastry pocket. She tightens her grip on it and meets the man’s quizzical stare with her own.

“Of course,” she says. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

The man looks hesitant. “You haven’t eaten in almost twenty minutes and um, you’ve been staring off for the same amount of time. Kind of… angrily. If uh, the food isn’t to your liking, I can find you something else.”

“It’s perfectly fine.” Keqing takes a bite of meat and pastry to prove her point. She chews and swallows quickly, and shifts her expression to something more undeniably pleasant. “Thank you for your concern.”

The man bows respectfully and takes his leave. Keqing finishes the rest of her food to avoid any further questioning. The afternoon is beginning to cool, and she knows she ought to get moving again. She finds herself wishing she could have made this return trip with Ganyu, instead of alone.

Liyue Harbor is a cluster of glowing lights by the time Keqing reaches its gate. All her aggressive pondering must have made her step brisker than usual, because she’s back a bit ahead of schedule. She pauses just across the bridge, glancing up to where Yuehai Pavilion overlooks the city. 

It’s late enough in the evening that most of the staff would have called it a day. It’s early enough that Ganyu would still be working. 

Keqing could go to see her now. The prospect makes her breath catch and looses those damned butterflies in her stomach. She wants to go. She isn’t due back at the pavilion until tomorrow morning, but nobody would think twice if she were to show up under the guise of getting a head start on work.

But if she goes, what will she do? She has no plan, she hasn’t weighed the consequences, she hasn’t measured the depth of her feelings—what if they were just an illusion born from Ganyu’s absence and Yundan’s meddling? Perhaps she would show up, and feel nothing. It would certainly make things easier.

For once, Keqing wishes she could be like the friends she loves to tease so much for their frequent crushes and—in her eyes—messy romantic endeavors. She wishes she could confide in them in such a carefree way as they do in her. But she dares not let them know, at least not until long after she sorts this out on her own. Their combined teasing would be relentless, easily tenfold the scathing remarks she’s been shooting their way over dinner on the weekends. After all, she has been on the receiving end of a handful of affections—all turned down, but never has she harbored any meaningful ones herself.  

Keqing groans. The fluttering in her stomach is quickly devolving into a nasty churning instead. She decides that what she needs is not more chaos in her gut, but a quiet night off to settle down. She tears her gaze away from Yuehai Pavilion and continues through the city to her house on the outskirts.

 

 

By the next morning, Keqing discovers that one somewhat restless night of contemplation is apparently not enough time to sort out one’s mind-boggling crush on a four thousand-year-old adeptus.

She has, however, managed to devise something resembling a plan—an extremely loose one. First, she has to confirm that her feelings for Ganyu actually exist. If they don’t, if they were only fleeting, then she has no problem on her hands.

If they do—she has no idea how to go about it all. Her plan ends there. Keqing has no prior experiences to draw from, and considers her friends’ love lives poor case studies. If she had read more romance novels, she might have a clue, but most of her spare reading time has been poured into volume upon volume of history books instead. 

She supposes that if at all possible, she should suppress the feelings and do nothing. Liyue does not need its Yuheng getting entangled in personal workplace affairs. She supposes, if she succeeds in that, then there’s also no problem.

But Keqing lets herself entertain failure for a brief moment—another first for her. She could tell Ganyu how she feels. She could even ask her on a date. She could let her affections roam free and grow. 

It feels selfish. She doesn’t allow herself to imagine past that. Past that, it grows into a complicated thicket. And there’s a very good chance Ganyu wouldn’t even be on the same page. She has to retain that skepticism.

Yuehai Pavilion welcomes her back with a flurry of activity and a mountain of papers stacked on her desk. She thinks, grimly but not without some amusement and fondness, that it’s all too simple to ease back into the routine after a week of relative calm.

Keqing spends the morning with her newest assistant reviewing his findings and proposals for the Mingyun Village bridge. It doesn’t take long for her to begin rubbing her temples in exasperation.

They’re mid-discussion over revisions—of which there are many—when a knock on her door cuts between them. Keqing shoots a mild glare at the silhouette against the screen. “Who is it?”

“It’s Ganyu!”

The crease in her brow immediately softens. Keqing glances at her clock, then at her assistant. “You may go,” she says to him. “And make those edits, I want new quantities for materials ready tomorrow.”

The young man hastily rises from his chair with a bow as Keqing raises her voice and calls out, “Come in!”

The door opens a fraction, enough for Ganyu to slip inside. She looks surprised when Keqing’s assistant tugs it wider and hurries past her, but her expression quickly turns to a warm smile as she lets the door close behind her and faces Keqing.

Keqing can feel any shreds of confidence she’d had in the “no feelings” part of her plan slipping away by the millisecond. 

“Good afternoon,” she sighs, trying to ignore the flicker of heat in her veins and the rush of words pooling in the back of her mouth. She could at least fall on her backup plan of going on as normal and not acting the part of some smitten fool. Which she is not.

“Welcome back,” Ganyu says, still standing near the door. A thin stack of papers rests in her hands. “Am I interrupting something?”

“Not at all, we were… finished. If you could call it that.”

“It seems you’ve had a rough morning.” Ganyu sounds amused.

“Nothing new, I guess.” Keqing sits back in her chair and gestures for Ganyu to move closer. “Come in—what are you doing here? Just dropping by?” 

Ganyu quirks a brow as she crosses the room to stand by the desk. Keqing nods at the chair there, and Ganyu takes a seat. “No, you told me to meet you at noon the day you returned, remember? To… go over my work?”

“Oh.” Keqing glances at the clock again—it’s five past noon. She’s mildly disappointed and embarrassed. She had indeed forgotten the appointment. “It’s been quite the morning,” she admits sheepishly.

“A week away with me, and you’ve caught my forgetfulness,” Ganyu says with a laugh. “I think… maybe you should ease up a little on your assistant—that boy looked half-scared to death.” 

“I wasn’t even that hard on him.” Keqing rolls her eyes. “Not my fault he’s been incompetent. I mean, days of research and a whole report later, and he fails to come to the basic conclusion that we need to tear down the existing bridge first, and not just tack on more wood?”

“Not everyone has your experience,” Ganyu reminds her gently, but still with a smile. “I probably wouldn’t have known either.”

“I suppose.” Keqing clicks her tongue. Her frustration dissipates quickly though, and she turns curious eyes toward Ganyu. Two days apart, and she feels like she has so much to catch up on. “So, what did Ningguang need you back for? You’re not in trouble, are you?”

“Oh, no. Lady Ningguang just set up a week or so of talks with some officials from Inazuma. They’re meeting daily to discuss new trade deals. She wanted me there for them.”

She could have picked another secretary, Keqing has half a mind to say, although she understands too. Ganyu’s experience, trustworthiness, and station make her a perfect fit for the most important jobs. Keqing holds her tongue. 

“Inazuma… interesting. She could’ve just mentioned it in the letter,” she says instead. “Have you been busy?”

Ganyu gives her a small shrug, humble as always. “No busier than anyone else here. And you? How were things at the village after I left?”

Keqing wishes she could relay the whole truth. She wills her features to not betray the nervous thrum of her heartbeat. She remembers Ganyu’s promise to her at Qingce Village—that nothing would change. Keqing’s nerves aside, the space between them is comfortable, familiar. She is aware that this promise sits on both their shoulders; Ganyu has kept her end aloft. Keqing hopes that she is not the one to let it fall.

“Busy,” Keqing replies. Confusing, a little lonely, are the things she doesn’t say. “I almost pulled another all-nighter, but everything got done in the end.”

Ganyu looks worried. “You rested well last night then, I hope?”

“More or less.” Another lukewarm half-truth. Keqing despises how much she leaves unsaid; it screams against her nature. So she allows herself one simple full-truth. “I missed you.”

Ganyu’s eyes widen a little, the same way they had on her last night in Qingce Village. There, in the steadiness of her gaze, Keqing thinks she might find the slightest evidence that Ganyu feels the same as she does.

She waits for any further signs to prove otherwise. She waits for Ganyu’s polite laughter to chide her for her dramatics, or for her to shift uncomfortably in her seat. Instead, Ganyu’s brows angle downward again, gentle and sweet. Her lips waver as they do right before she smiles. 

“I missed you too,” she says. 

Keqing looks for a lie there, but sees none. She glances away and down at her desk. She has to, or some part of her might combust. The grin that spreads across her face feels too wide. She doesn’t trust herself to say anything.

Ganyu continues, “We both made it back, didn’t we? And nothing has changed?”

There’s a genuine question there, asking for a confirmation. Keqing looks up and answers her with a firm nod. “You were right.”

Ganyu breaks into a string of laughter, soft and musical. It’s contagious—Keqing finds herself chuckling too, partly in relief. They fall into silence for a few moments before Ganyu sits forward in her chair, raising the papers she’s been holding.

“Um, about the work you wanted from me though…”

“Oh, right.” She’d forgotten again. “Let me take a look.”

Ganyu lays out her papers on Keqing’s desk in separate stacks. “These are the final notes from our meeting with the elders, and a compiled version of both our notes on the landscape features. And this is a copy of all the existing information I could gather about the area’s climate history.”

“Excellent,” Keqing murmurs, briefly scanning the top page of each pile. “And you’ve sent the film in for developing?”

“Yes, I did so right away.”

Keqing grins. “You have no idea what a relief it is to work with you after a morning with that man.”

Ganyu chuckles. “I think he might be thinking the same.”

“Good then,” Keqing says, reaching out to rifle through the climate records. Ganyu’s writing scrawls small and neat in blocks over the papers. “He should know my standards aren’t—”

She doesn’t get to finish her sentence because Ganyu has reached out to catch her left hand. Keqing freezes up. 

Ganyu doesn’t seem to notice. She’s leaning intently over the desk, turning Keqing’s hand palm-up to rest on her own with a gentle grip on her fingers. She brushes a thumb feather-light over Keqing’s wrist where the edge of the bruise peeks out from under a dark glove. 

“What happened?” Ganyu asks, looking up at Keqing.

Keqing can barely hold her worried gaze. Had both their hands not been gloved, she’s sure she would have turned bright red by now. She estimates her current shade to be a solid rosy pink. 

“Nothing,” she mumbles. “I… fell.”

Ganyu’s ensuing burst of laughter doesn’t help the color in Keqing’s cheeks. “What?” she barks indignantly.

Ganyu presses her lips together. A few giggles still escape. “Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh, but I can’t imagine you… falling.”

Keqing squeezes her eyes shut. “Please don’t then.”

“I think it’s too late,” Ganyu jests. She returns her attention to Keqing’s hand and peels back the edge of her glove. The bruise spreads, an ugly blotchy lake, across the base of her palm. Ganyu draws in a breath. She traces her fingertips back down to Keqing’s wrist, which seems to be swelling in a way Keqing hadn’t noticed before. She shivers at the touch.

“Does it hurt?” Ganyu asks. “It looks sprained.”

“Not really,” Keqing says honestly. The spot throbs with a constant dull ache but her pain tolerance has always been high. She had briefly let it soak in cold water last night and deemed that enough. “It’s not my dominant hand anyway.”

Ganyu throws her a look of blatant disapproval. She pulls her hands away and stands. “I’m going to get some first aid things.”

“What? Wait, it’s fine, I’m fine—Ganyu!”

Ganyu is already out the door. It thuds softly shut behind her and Keqing sits back in her chair with a defeated groan. She berates herself for not tugging her glove more snugly over the bruise to hide it.

A minute later, the door opens again, and Ganyu hurries in with a handful of bandages. She sets them down. “Let me see your hand again. You should have wrapped it up right away. It should be compressed.”

“I know how to do it myself,” Keqing protests, pulling off her glove and reaching for the bandages.

Ganyu catches her left hand instead and bats the right one away. “And yet you didn’t,” she points out.

“I told you, it’s not bothering me that much.” Keqing gives her hand a tentative twist, trying to remove it from Ganyu’s grasp. She winces a bit when a twinge of pain runs up her forearm. But it’s Ganyu’s resulting glare that stops her from trying again.

“You really are quite bad at letting others do anything for you,” Ganyu says. 

“Because I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself.” 

Her complaint is weak. Keqing resigns herself to quietly observing Ganyu work. Ganyu doesn’t say anything either. Her hands are deft as they wind the cloth firmly around Keqing’s wrist and then her palm and back down again.

The bustling of the city beyond the window and the chatter in the halls outside Keqing’s door grow distant. Keqing only vaguely registers them. Her senses fill with Ganyu. The rhythm of her hands is soothing, the faint scent of sweet qingxin calming, and as Keqing’s gaze trails up to the profile of Ganyu’s face, half-hidden behind tufts of hair, she consciously thinks to herself for the first time that Ganyu is so very beautiful. 

Her pulse is too loud, suddenly. It pounds in her ears, alternating with and then overtaking the ticking of the clock hanging to her left. Keqing wonders if Ganyu can hear it, or feel it, where her fingers rest over Keqing’s wrist. She hopes not. She opens her mouth, wanting to drown it out with words, but doesn’t trust herself to speak right away.

“I didn’t realize administering first aid was one of your duties,” she says finally, an attempt at a joke.

“It isn’t,” Ganyu says with a smile. “It’s just something I’ve picked up over the years. Life is fragile. And some people… are stubborn.”

Keqing is left speechless again. Luckily, she doesn’t have to say anything because Ganyu finishes up her work with a neat little knot. “All done,” she announces.

“Thank you,” Keqing murmurs. She pulls her wrist back and makes to flex it, to test the strength of the wrapping. Ganyu stops her with a hand to her forearm.

“Don’t,” she says sternly. “Let it rest, don’t move it so much. It should heal on its own.”

Keqing frowns at her but lets her arm rest against the desk again and Ganyu removes her hand, sitting back. The space between them grows. Keqing’s pulse hasn’t slowed or quieted; it pushes up her throat, taunting and impatient. She feels all at once that she stands at a crossroads, one foot lifted, mid-step. She already knows where it will land.

“What time do you think you’ll finish work today?” she asks slowly.

Ganyu tilts her head and pauses for a moment, fixing Keqing with a questioning stare. “I’m not sure. Maybe a bit late? Why?”

Keqing ignores the question. “Do you think you might be done by eleven?”

“Before midnight?” Ganyu feigns surprise. “I suppose I could be, if… if you need me to be?”

“Good,” Keqing says. “Then meet me out on the terrace at eleven.”

Ganyu pauses again. “May I ask why?”

“I have”—Keqing inhales—“something to discuss with you.”

“I have some time now. I was just going to take my nap anyway.”

“It’s… it’s not work-related,” Keqing says, partly true, but also an excuse. “I’d rather not take up work time, especially if you’re busy.”

Ganyu looks as if she’s about to question this, but settles with a slow nod instead. “I understand,” she confirms. “Eleven on the terrace then.”

Keqing exhales. “Yeah.”

“Do you need me for anything else?”

“That’s it. Thank you for your hard work,” Keqing replies with the most nonchalant smile she can muster before busying herself over Ganyu’s reports on her desk. “You should go take your nap.”

“I should.” Ganyu returns her smile and rises. She gathers the remaining bandages. “See you tonight?”

“See you tonight.”

Keqing pauses in her paper organization to look up and watch Ganyu leave. The door shuts again, this time with the gravity of a verdict. So much for her meager plans. There’s only one path forward now—and perhaps there has only ever been one. Keqing tests her footing on its soil with a new sort of fear, but also a hopeful anticipation. 

She looks to the clock. It’s almost one. It dawns on her, with an accompanying dismay, that despite their hour together, she’s gained no more clarity on Ganyu’s feelings for her, or how to even begin making sense of everything. She still doesn’t know how to convey the storm in her chest. She had simply enjoyed her time with Ganyu, unsaid words and all. But Keqing supposes it doesn’t matter: she will make the leap regardless. 

Her heart soars and her gut churns. She feels the most unprepared she’s ever felt, and that will have to be enough. 

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          so when keqing and ganyu say their vows they definitely owe yundan a shoutout… yundan #1 wingwoman!! keqing confession 2.0 LETS GO (or maybe not, shrug emoji). someone get her google in the meantime..

last chapter’s comments were a mix of crying emoji and “CUTE” which made me laugh- but here is some fluff to make up for some of the angst i guess? there was a lot of keqing alone time and introspection this chapter, i hope it wasn’t a slog to get through lskjfk

also, i bring u two more songs from my ganqing playlist, both by morcheeba: riverbed and it’s summertime. if u have any songs that remind u of ganqing, feel free to share down below too!! i do love song recs…

and once again, i’m really touched and grateful for your comments, your support and your love for this story. thank you so so much for reading!!

        




8. Chapter 8


    
    Keqing has always understood hope to be a powerful but precariously balanced thing of many parts. A necessary thing. Hope is not a thing a person can snatch from thin air and hold to like a sweet little bird. It is not magical—it is built. It requires an upkeep.

She’s intimately familiar with its construction. Her hope, as grand as it might be, is a product of careful calculation and decisive action. Infallible, or so she likes to think. 

Yet her hope tonight, as she walks down the emptied halls of Yuehai Pavilion to meet Ganyu, is a delicate one. It’s shaky and fragile, missing parts that Keqing doesn’t know how to search for, but it’s been sincerely built nonetheless. Despite its construction, there is nothing haphazard about it.

After all, Keqing has spent all her spare minutes in the latter half of the day—and some not-so-spare minutes—piecing it together. She’s weighed all the evidence again, has calculated her chances for failure, has rehearsed drafts of what she could say in her head—and once, aloud—and considered what could go wrong. But where she’s usually able to fortify those weak spots with backup plans and precautionary action, she finds herself at a loss. Each route ends in uncertainty. There is nothing she can do to guarantee that Ganyu’s affections will match her own, yet there’s still a part of her that hopes for it, even believes in it. 

Keqing feels like the exact kind of naive fool she might scoff at, throwing wishes to the wind.

The heavy front doors of the pavilion creak shut behind her, unceremoniously announcing her presence to an otherwise quiet night. The sounds of the harbor’s nightlife below are muted. Ganyu, standing at the bottom of the steps and holding something in one hand, looks up. A smile warms her face when she sees Keqing, and Keqing tucks the curve of it carefully into the spaces of her heart, a small reassurance.

“Good evening,” Ganyu says.

“Hey.” Keqing wills her voice to remain even as she walks down the steps to stop a few paces away from Ganyu. She’s off to a decent start. “Did you manage to finish your work for the day?”

“Yes, most of it. I found a stopping point.”

“Good. I don’t want to add onto your workload. Or cause you to stay later.”

Ganyu shakes her head. “You’re not at all, don’t worry. I was thinking of calling it a night after this, actually. Our meetings will start early tomorrow morning.” 

Keqing’s stomach lurches a little at the words “after this” but she manages a nod. “Okay, good.” 

“Ah, I brought this for you.” Ganyu holds out a drawstring bag in her outstretched palm. The bag’s contents are irregularly shaped, making the whole thing rather lumpy. “To ice your wrist.”

Keqing doesn’t take it. She glances sheepishly down at her hand instead. “You didn’t have to. I feel fine.”

“It’ll help you heal faster,” Ganyu says. She doesn’t retract her offering. “Wouldn’t you rather have full usage of your hands as soon as possible?”

“I already have—” Keqing changes her mind mid-complaint and sighs. She quickly meets Ganyu’s eyes as she relents and accepts the bag. “Thank you,” she says. “You do too much.”

Ganyu laughs. “I would hardly call fetching ice from our storeroom and wrapping it up ‘doing too much.’”

“You know what I mean.”

“Not everything I do is because I was instructed or…  obligated to do so,” Ganyu says. “I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t want to.”

The pack is cold despite the heavy duty fabric—a couple of layers from the feel of it—covering the chunks of ice inside. Keqing presses it over her bandaged wrist. She savors the cool relief, and Ganyu’s words, another reassurance. 

There’s a few moments of silence between them until Keqing realizes that Ganyu is waiting for her lead. She has no idea why Keqing has called her here, after all.

“Um, what I wanted to talk to you about.” Keqing looks around. The lanterns overhead are too bright, the soldiers at their posts too close. “Let’s actually move a little further,” she says, pointing with her chin toward the steps. “I don’t want prying eyes or ears.”

“Oh.” Ganyu tilts her head and falls in beside Keqing as they walk away from the pavilion. “Is this… is this a big secret?”

Keqing’s stomach lurches again. “Maybe,” she replies, unsure of how to answer. 

“Hm.” Ganyu falls quiet. They descend the stairs, heels clicking against stone. Ganyu speaks up again, halfway down. “May I guess?” Her voice carries a hint of amusement.

“I bet you won’t get it,” Keqing says, smiling too, despite herself. A sliver of hope flickers inside her that maybe, somehow, Ganyu already knows. 

Ganyu hums in thought. “Is this something about… an increase to my year-end bonus?”

Keqing can’t help but burst into laughter at this sudden reminder of the joking suggestion she’d made at the beginning of their trip. “I’d forgotten about that, actually.”

“Really? I was counting on you!” Ganyu feigns disappointment.

“I’ll get right on it tomorrow,” Keqing says, chuckling.

“If not that, then… you’ve schemed something against Lady Ningguang?”

“What?” Keqing huffs. “We have our differences but I’m not shady like that.”

Ganyu giggles. “Then… is it… do you plan on leaving your job as Yuheng?”

Keqing throws Ganyu an incredulous glance. “Absolutely not,” she says. “I have no plans to do that.”

“Ah, that’s good,” Ganyu says. Keqing wonders if she means it, despite her jovial tone.

“Zero for three now.”

“Mm…” 

Ganyu’s melodic hum floats pleasantly between them. Keqing doesn’t dare stare directly at her, but she does allow herself to watch Ganyu from her periphery. There’s a soft, thoughtful smile on Ganyu’s face—slight, but enough for her dimple to show. She looks off to the right a bit, toward the pond as they pass by it. One hand is lifted to her face in thought, and the knuckle of her index finger brushes over the tip of her chin, barely resting against it. 

Keqing wonders, tentatively, what it would be like to nudge that hand aside and press a kiss there. Her breath hitches and her chest aches at the thought.

Ganyu looks back at her then, and their gazes meet for a split second before Keqing turns her own back to the path up into the nearby hills.

“Is it about the Qingce Village site?” Ganyu’s voice is low this time, lacking the amusement from earlier. “Have… have you made up your mind?”

Keqing feels a pang of guilt. “I… it’s not about that,” she says. “I’m sorry.”

Ganyu nods slowly. “I suppose you did say it wasn’t work related.”

“That’s true—it isn’t.” 

Suddenly, Keqing doesn’t want Ganyu to keep guessing anymore. Her determination is beginning to dim and waver—of course, Ganyu’s mind is on the site. There are bigger things than blooming romantic affections, and Keqing feels silly and selfish for entertaining them in such a time. She should be at work. She should be thinking about her projects, about Liyue’s future, its people, its wellbeing, and yet she finds her yearning elsewhere. It doesn’t manifest as the usual inklings of new plans in her brain, but rather as a thunderous warmth in her heart that sweeps through her entire body. For such a supposedly trivial thing, it doesn’t feel small at all.

Keqing stops and turns abruptly to face Ganyu. Ganyu halts too. They’ve only made it to the first rise of the hills. A few glaze lilies shimmer in the grass beside them, and the waterfall roars steadily. Somehow, that calms Keqing a bit. The hope she’d built so earnestly that day feels more fragile than ever, and Keqing knows that she has to say something now.

“Are you okay?” Ganyu asks. “You look… flushed. Have you caught a fever? Or an infection?”

“I’m fine,” Keqing insists half-heartedly, pulling her hand away when Ganyu goes to reach for it. She’s well aware of how hot her face is. “Ganyu… what I wanted to discuss…”

“Ah.” Ganyu lets her hands fall back, clasping them in front of herself.

Keqing’s breaths feel shallow and too slight for how furiously her blood is flowing through her veins. 

“This will probably seem… very sudden,” she begins. Her fingers fiddle with the pack over her opposite wrist. “I know we’ve had a few differences in the past—and we still do. I said a few days ago that I trust you, and all that, but there’s… there’s more.”

Ganyu remains waiting when she pauses. Keqing grapples for the words she’d run through during the afternoon, that now drift faraway. Every possible sentence and scenario mingles together in her mind. 

“I trust you. I value your company, and your wisdom. You’re so kind, and gentle, and hard-working, and much funnier than I thought you were, and you’re… I think you’re brave. And beautiful.”

The curve around the hollow of Ganyu’s neck is sharp. Keqing can tell she’s holding her breath, and takes her silence as a sign to continue.

“There’s still so much of you that remains a mystery to me. Actually—maybe even more now than there was two nights ago, and—and so much of what I’m feeling I don’t really understand”—Keqing inhales, her words coming rapidly now, unrehearsed—“but I know it isn’t going away. What I mean to say is, I have feelings for you. Romantically. And as much as I cherish being your colleague and your friend, I’d like to be something… different.”

The final word settles between them briefly before it’s swallowed up by the sound of the water. Ganyu still hasn’t betrayed anything, although she clutches her hands closer to her chest. Her eyes are wide and her brows slope upward in a question.

Keqing has mentally steeled herself for a rejection all day—even yesterday—but she suddenly understands that no matter her fortifications and hypotheticals, an actual rejection would cut deeper than she’s capable of preparing for. She understands that whatever conservative volume of her heart she had estimated Ganyu to occupy, she already holds more than that. Keqing watches Ganyu for any signs of an answer. She remembers Ganyu’s seemingly endless patience, and wills her desperate pulse to calm and afford Ganyu the same.

Ganyu’s gaze finally drops to the grass at their feet. “You know…” she says slowly, “I actually wondered if you would say that.”

She’s wondered before. Keqing breathes out. “You knew?”

“I, um, I wouldn’t say I knew. I… only briefly entertained the possibility, but I dismissed it quickly.” Ganyu pauses. “Because it’s you.”

“Because it’s me?”

Ganyu seems to search for words. Keqing can imagine what they are, but she wants to hear Ganyu say them herself. She wants to know each stage of Ganyu’s thoughts. 

“Because…” Ganyu starts, “Because you and I were always at odds. I suppose I didn’t express it, but I think we both knew. And… you’re constantly busy with something. I didn’t think you had time for… thinking about this. I don’t know—it was just… very unlikely.”

“It was,” Keqing confirms with a weak chuckle. “Yet here we are.”

“Yes…” Ganyu trails off. 

The following quiet isn’t the usual comfortable one. There is a comfort there, in the rhythm of rushing water and the blue glow of moonlight against Ganyu’s cheek. But Ganyu’s thumb rubs between the knuckles of her opposite hand, and she doesn’t meet Keqing’s eyes. The unsaid seems to eat away at the very air between them like an impossible sinkhole, and Keqing can feel herself being drawn in.

With both great trepidation and a familiar boldness she says, “I know you don’t owe me anything, and you don’t owe me this, but if you would, I’d like to know what you… feel for me.”

Ganyu still doesn’t look up. Keqing waits. 

“I’m sorry.”

Keqing can read the words on Ganyu’s lips before she registers their sound, they are so softly spoken. There’s no resulting stab to the chest or gut punch like Keqing had been expecting. She feels instead, as though she’s observing from afar while all her delicate hope is shaken into shambles with a single tremor. Then the earthquake reaches her too, inevitable, and all her strength rushes out.

The ice pack drops to the ground with a rustle of grass as it hits. Both Keqing and Ganyu look down at it. Keqing bends to pick it up again. Patches of the fabric are damp now, the ice inside having melted enough to seep through the layers. She holds it gingerly in one hand, and when she straightens up again, Ganyu is looking at her. Keqing is the one to avert her gaze this time—she can’t bear the worry in Ganyu’s eyes.

“I do care about you,” she hears Ganyu say. “I—I also trust you. I wouldn’t have told you all those things two nights ago if I didn’t. And I enjoy spending time with you and… admire you, but I don’t know…”

“It’s okay,” Keqing says. Her head is growing heavy with what she knows are tears. She tries to gulp them down and they catch angrily in her throat, but she refuses to cry here. She’s certain she will if Ganyu goes on. “You don’t have to justify yourself. I think—I think maybe I should go.”

Ganyu pauses. She doesn’t argue. She’s probably relieved. “Will you be alright?” she asks.

“Of course.”

“I care for you,” Ganyu repeats. “Very much.”

Keqing doesn’t know how to reply. She knows Ganyu’s words are meant as a reassurance, but they feel like pity for the injured, divine consolation for a mere mortal. 

“Thank you,” she says, her focus more on the route she will walk home and how long it will take than on their exchange now. Ten minutes, if she’s quick about it. “Thank you for this too.” She holds up the pack in her hands. “And don’t go home late.”

Ganyu’s reply comes agonizingly slow, steeped in worry. “I won’t. Take care of yourself, Keqing.”

Keqing glances up for long enough to give her a nod. Ganyu looks uncertain and stiff and small against the waterfall. Keqing looks down again. Her eyes are beginning to prickle hotly. 

“Yeah,” she says, stepping away. “See you tomorrow.”

 

 

Keqing doesn’t see Ganyu the next day, or the one after that. It’s likely for the best. Every time she thinks back to her confession, her head fills with anger. It’s not a violent one, and isn’t directed at Ganyu, but inward at herself, draining her. 

How dare she spend precious brainpower and effort on such personal and frivolous matters. How dare she assume Ganyu would do the same, would feel the same. And how dare she, after meticulous consideration, build her hopes and go forward with something that had such slim chances of success.

Keqing has always dared, but this time, she thinks she may have dared too much. 

The pain in her chest only starts the morning after. She doesn’t feel it so strongly when she’s busy poring over work, but the moments of rest in between are when she feels that dull, rending hurt. Sometimes, it bleeds from her heart into the rest of her body. She knows it’s no one’s fault but her own.

She’s sitting at her desk at noon two days afterward, trying not to think about it all with the help of a double order of golden shrimp balls, when there’s a knock at her door. She goes still, tentatively pushing her dish aside.

“Lady Keqing?” It’s one of her assistants. Keqing sighs.

“Yes, come in,” she calls.

The woman enters and approaches her desk with a dip of her head. “Sorry to interrupt. I was told to deliver these straight to you—your negatives have been developed. Would you like me to send them back for printing?”

It must be the photos from the site. Keqing thinks of Ganyu, holding her kamera in gentle hands. “Let me see them,” she says.

The assistant slides an envelope onto her desk. Keqing opens it and extracts the thin sheets of nearly transparent glossy paper. Each is covered in neat rows of colored squares. Keqing shuffles through them quickly, admiring the composition of each miniature image. Toward the end of the stack, she stops. 

Among the inversely colored grass and dirt and mountains is a figure—it’s her, Keqing knows. It’s the photograph Ganyu had snuck of her. Her hair stands out a pale yellow against the deeper blues and greens that make up the cliffside surrounding her. She’s squatting on the ground, and her feet are cut out of the square at the bottom right.

It isn’t the only one. In the rows before that, there are spots of yellow too, smaller, always tucked into a corner or edge of each frame. Keqing forgets to breathe for a few long moments. She can count six other frames where she shows up.

Finally, she looks up. “I’ll take care of printing myself,” she informs her assistant. “Thank you for bringing these.”

The woman nods and smiles and walks back out, leaving Keqing alone with this new sliver of hope in her hands. 

 

 

Photography is the art form that speaks to Keqing most. She’s not particularly fond of the others—at least not in practice. In her childhood, her family attempted to find her tutors of painting or calligraphy, but she eventually found them too simple, or too boring, or too abstract.

The process of producing a photograph, from start to finish, satisfies her in a way other arts have not. She takes comfort in the methodical certainty of the process: a good final image is the result of planning and executing an exact sequence of steps. It requires a vision and faith in one’s expertise and knowledge. One step missed or stumbled will result in something subpar.

There’s a beauty to it too: any photograph will tell the viewer something about the person behind the kamera and how they see the world. And despite all that’s happened, Keqing’s heart flutters in anticipation as she readies herself to see the images Ganyu has taken.

The small darkroom attached to Yuehai Pavilion is usually empty, as it is that afternoon. Keqing finds refuge in the cool darkness, illuminated by a single dim lantern. She exposes her first negative onto a sheet of silver salt-coated paper and carries it to the basin of chemicals to develop. 

She clips one corner with brass tongs, then holds her breath as the paper submerges into clear liquid. Her grip on the tongs is steady. She swishes the paper around in an easy and practiced rhythm.

The image shows slowly, blooming over the white, some patches darker than others at first. Then they even out into a seamless, colorful whole. The colors are vibrant, even in the dim light. Keqing squints. The cliffside runs along the top half of the image, below an equal width of sky. A few crumbling walls sprawl front-and-center in the lower half. 

But Keqing’s gaze fixes on the edge, on the spot of purple hair. She’s almost embarrassed doing so—it feels more vain and self-indulgent than admiring her reflection in a mirror. 

Now that the scene has been magnified, it’s easy to see what her photographed self is doing. She stands with her back to the viewer, one hand resting against the large measuring wheel, the other on her hip. 

Caught taking a break, Keqing thinks with accompanying chagrin and nostalgia. She can almost imagine Ganyu’s hint of an amused smile behind the kamera.

She lifts the paper from the basin and moves it to the next, the final step, where the chemicals would set the image. As it sinks into the liquid, she realizes how deliberate and thoughtful the framing is. Ganyu had chosen a distance that would capture the landscape the way Keqing had asked, yet it doesn’t dwarf her figure in the photo. The placement is shy, modest. But she is as much a subject as the ruins or the cliffs are.

Had Ganyu given it that much thought though? Does Keqing dare believe she had?

Weariness rolls over her like storm clouds, distantly suffocating. She leans against the table that the basins are sitting on for a moment before removing the paper and laying it out to dry on a different table. 

The verdict would be easy, if she were only giving advice to friends: don’t pursue it any further. Her friends wouldn’t listen, of course, and she’d berate them later, saying “I told you so.”

Now that it’s her, her resolve falters. Her heart instructs her brain to rebuild her shaken hope, and to keep going, to keep searching. And she finds that she wants to. She doesn’t know if this makes her weak or strong. She doesn’t know if it matters.

 

 

Keqing isn’t quite ready to face Ganyu, but she doesn’t have a choice. Ningguang calls for a briefing the next morning. The Qixing and a few secretaries gather promptly in the meeting hall just before eleven. Ganyu sits to Ningguang’s left, a notebook on hand.

Keqing is seated diagonally across from them, a little further down the grand rosewood table. She successfully avoids looking at Ganyu until Ningguang begins to speak. Keqing jots down her usual notes, but barely takes in what Ningguang relays about the Inazuma trade deal discussions so far. 

From Ningguang, it’s all too easy for her gaze to veer a meter sideways to Ganyu. Ganyu’s head remains mostly bowed as she follows along in her own notes, occasionally slipping a paper to Ningguang.

Once, Ganyu looks up. Her gaze flickers naturally around the room’s occupants, and stops when it catches Keqing’s. It staggers, straying down, then back up. Ganyu offers her the tiniest of smiles, hesitant and hidden. Keqing has to look away then, lest she analyze what lies behind the curve of Ganyu’s lips only to find herself devastated yet again. She blinks down at the carvings in the tabletop. By the time she finally risks a glance up, Ganyu has already turned her attention to her papers.

The meeting comes to an end around noon. Most of the staff disperse quickly. Keqing is torn. Her body betrays her mind. Her feet root her to her spot, where she stands, risen from her chair. She feels as if she gathers her items in slow motion, acutely aware of Ganyu doing the same across the table. There are three of them left. 

Ningguang lingers at the corner of the table on her way out. She eyes Keqing. “Will you not be taking lunch?”

Keqing presses her lips together. Whether out of spite or because she’s given in to her heart, she makes a split second decision. 

“I need to have a word with Ganyu.”

She can see Ganyu pause out of the corner of her eye. Ningguang lifts a single brow.

“Do be quick about it then,” she says. “This room is scheduled for a cleaning in one hour. And I will need it in the afternoon.”

“I know,” Keqing says. She doesn’t actually know, but refuses to give Ningguang the satisfaction of any other reply.

Ningguang disappears through the double doors. Only Keqing and Ganyu are left. The walls are thick, and the doors heavy—the silence that falls is complete, dense. Keqing takes a breath and opens her mouth to speak, but Ganyu beats her to it.

“You want a word with me?”

Keqing exhales shakily and clears her throat. “Yes. Could we step outside?”

“No prying eyes or ears?”

The timid mirth in Ganyu’s voice makes Keqing’s chest ache. She doesn’t want this partial strained joy, she wants the unbridled whole of it. She huffs out a laugh of sorts. “Exactly.”

They make their way out onto the terrace in a contractual quiet. Although the days have begun to grow crisp and cool, the sunlight is steady and bright, warming Keqing’s skin. She doesn’t lead them down the steps and to the waterfall this time—she can’t bring herself to go there. Instead, she turns right when they exit the pavilion, and Ganyu follows her to where the terrace opens up to overlook the city and the sea. 

“I’m cutting into your lunchtime,” Keqing realizes aloud, stopping to face Ganyu by the balustrade. It’s easier to say than everything else that presses against her tongue.

Ganyu shakes her head. “That’s alright. I’m not too hungry.”

“Okay.”

Unlike the last time, Keqing is thoroughly unprepared now. She has no words at the ready. Perhaps it’s better this way, to have no expectations. Although she knows that’s not entirely true—she would not be out here in the first place if she had no expectations or hopes. Her jaw trembles with the weight of them. 

She studies Ganyu, and Ganyu stands there patiently, eyes apprehensive, but soft. Keqing wonders if Ganyu had regarded her with such softness from behind the kamera.

“I printed the negatives,” she says abruptly. “I saw the photos you took from the site, the ones of me.”

She hears and sees Ganyu’s shallow intake of breath. Nothing comes after, so she continues, from the heart.

“I find it hard to believe that… they mean nothing. Well, no—I can reason with myself that they mean nothing, and I might be able to convince myself, but I don’t want to. I want to believe that they mean something.”

To her horror, Keqing feels a sudden pressure in the corners of her eyes and tears lining her lower lid. She blinks hard and looks up. She will absolutely not cry out in broad daylight on Yujing Terrace. She inhales and exhales shakily. The tears remain at bay.

“Please,” she breathes. The desperation of the word almost shocks her, it’s so foreign to her voice. “Will you tell me what they mean?”

She can’t read the look in Ganyu’s eyes anymore. It’s twisted into something more complex. Somehow, it gives her hope.

“I don’t know if… if I can put it all into words,” Ganyu murmurs after a stretch of quiet.

“I’ll wait,” Keqing says quickly. “I’ll listen to whatever you have to say. Take your time.”

The corner of Ganyu’s mouth twitches. She rests a hand atop the balustrade. “When you came to me the other night, I was… shocked. The signs were there, but I never thought I’d hear a confession from you. I was… upset too. And—and angry.”

“Oh.” Keqing feels her heart drop. “I didn’t realize.”

“It’s alright, you were upset enough already.” 

“I wasn’t—” Keqing sighs. “I suppose. Why were you angry?”

Ganyu stares at her for a few long seconds. There’s no trace of anger there, or in her voice when she speaks, but Keqing shudders still. 

“Do you know what you were—what you are asking of me?” Ganyu asks softly.

Keqing wants to say yes, but it would be a lie. “I’m not sure,” she says instead, a question.

Ganyu’s shoulders sag a bit. “I’m not human like you are. I’ll outlive you by thousands of years.” She looks as if she has more to say, but cuts off.

It’s fear, Keqing realizes with a shiver and a pain that shoots through her ribcage to lodge in her throat. Fear is that indecipherable and ancient undercurrent in Ganyu’s gaze. 

“I’m not asking for your hand in marriage,” Keqing mumbles in a hesitant, hollow attempt at lightheartedness. 

Ganyu actually smiles, surprisingly. It’s short-lived. “I know. But should we… should we not consider the possibilities? I thought you would, of all people.”

“I was… afraid.”

“I am too.”

Keqing resists the urge to hang her head in shame. Ganyu is right: of all people, she should have considered this for both their sakes. She had, briefly, fearfully. She’d hovered along the border of it like a coward. But the rest of her life is such an abstract, uncertain stretch of time. It’s a time too precious and long to entrust to the hands of anyone besides her own, even in hypotheticals. Especially in hypotheticals that could easily become reality.

“I don’t think either of us are half-hearted people that start things without intending to see them through,” Ganyu continues gently. “I trust that you didn’t tell me… everything that you did without thinking it over first. I trust that you mean what you say.”

“I’ve meant every word,” Keqing says. “I always do.”

“Then… do you have a—a solution?”

It’s a way out, Keqing knows. She could retract her words, she could say that it’s right and safe and easier that they put the events of the last few days behind them and move past it all. She doesn’t. She looks down at her feet and answers, “I’m sorry. I wish I did.” 

If Ganyu wants a way out, she will have to say it herself.

Ganyu releases a long breath and turns to look out at the sea. Keqing follows her gaze, but the water is vast and glitters too brightly. Her eyes come to rest on Ganyu instead, on the slight part between her lips.

Their silence stretches on and on, and finally, Ganyu turns her head a fraction toward Keqing.

“I haven’t stopped thinking about you, you know?”

Everything stills. Keqing’s mouth hangs half-open. “Me.”

Ganyu’s shoulders shrug upward with her sweet peal of laughter. “Yes. I think… I think I was drawn to you, even back in Qingce Village. But—I don’t really understand, but when you confessed, it felt like…” She falters a little. “It felt like I could allow myself to think about what that meant.” 

“What did you find?” Keqing dares to ask.

“That I’m afraid.” Ganyu takes a deep breath. “And that I’m probably so afraid because… what I feel for you isn’t nothing. I don’t—I don’t think it’s just… friendship.”

“Then… do you feel the same about me as I feel about you?”

“I don’t know… but maybe.”

It’s enough. Ganyu’s words flicker like a warm, mending ember among the wreck of hope in Keqing’s chest.

“I don’t want to scare you,” she says, over the hammering of her pulse, “but you mean a lot to me—maybe more than you think, and certainly more than I realized when we spoke last. I haven’t felt this way before, so to be completely transparent, I don’t really know what I’m doing, and I don’t have a lot of answers…” She clears her throat sheepishly. “But I’d like to show you how much you mean to me, if you’ll let me.”

Ganyu tilts her head. “If I’ll let you?”

“If you want nothing to do with me, if you would rather remain strictly friends or colleagues or—if you think it’s not worth it, then I’ll take a step back and drop the matter,” Keqing replies. “I would understand.”

Ganyu’s mouth wavers, curves upward at the edges. She twists around to face Keqing fully. “You’re asking for permission to court me.”

Heat flushes up Keqing’s neck and into her cheeks. “I’m—I, well, yes, if you want to put it that way,” she splutters. “If you’re okay with it.”

Ganyu studies her, and Keqing doesn’t shrink away from her burning, searching gaze. If she could lay bare the contents of her heart and convey them now, she would, but they are an obscure mess, even to herself. She hopes that whatever assurance Ganyu finds in her eyes is enough.

“You don’t have to be afraid on your own,” she adds quietly.

Ganyu’s sigh stutters as it rushes from her. “Okay,” she says.

Keqing can barely breathe. “You’re sure?”

“Are you?” Ganyu returns. “I—I can’t guarantee you anything. You could end up… being hurt.”

I won’t be, Keqing wants to say, with her usual confidence. But she understands that she must surrender some of her control, for once. Then again, she already has. She straightens up. 

“I’m sure,” she says.

Ganyu hesitates briefly, then nods. “Then I trust you.”

Despite all of Ganyu’s uncertainty, and despite her own worries, the relief that washes over Keqing is complete and sure. 

“Okay,” Keqing breathes out. “Okay. Okay.” She grips the smooth stone of the balustrade—her legs suddenly feel weak. She smiles and it catches flame, racing warm and proud across her features. “Thank you.”

Ganyu is smiling too. The curve of her shoulders is relaxed again. Her thumb rubs between her knuckles, almost shyly. “So, what do we do now?”

Keqing is too elated to think of anything coherent. She’s not even entirely sure what Ganyu is asking. “I don’t know—I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

Ganyu raises a brow. “You—unprepared?”

“I’m not,” Keqing protests. “Let’s… let’s start with lunch.”

“Now? Together?”

“Yes. If you’re willing. I can order for us.”

“It’s quite late…”

“I won’t have you skipping a meal because of me,” Keqing insists, inclining her head to point back at the pavilion. “We can be quick.”

Ganyu chuckles, then relents. “Alright.”

They walk back to the pavilion side by side. Keqing wants to take Ganyu’s hand—she wants to know how Ganyu’s fingers fit between hers. 

She won’t, because they’re at work and in public, because she’s more nervous and jittery than she’ll let on, and because she doesn’t know if Ganyu would allow it in the first place.

But in this moment, Ganyu’s presence, the ease on her face, and the hope that one day, her hand might be Keqing’s to freely hold, are enough.
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9. Chapter 9


    
    Yuehai Pavilion’s library does not have books on how to court someone. 

Keqing finds this out when she goes to search for them at the end of the day, after the staff have gone home. She tells herself, as she sifts through the densely packed shelves, that this is all out of curiosity, to build her arsenal of knowledge so that she can come up with something undeniably superior. She doesn’t actually need the information—she isn’t that helplessly lost when it comes to a first move.  

Still, she finds herself sighing when row after row turns up nothing. There are a few stacks of dusty old marriage records sorted by decade, and thin volumes detailing histories of courtship and marriage customs. She thumbs through these briefly and grimaces at the formality of the rigid procedures described within. So much of it revolves around the preordained blessing of the gods, around fate and auspicious signs, around seemingly anything else except the decisions of two people actually involved. Keqing has learned of them before. She knows that the traditions linger in a watered-down version to this day, but she has never found them appealing. She slots the books back into their places with a roll of her eyes.

Yet after the ordeal of the past few days, she can almost—just barely—imagine there to be some comfort in having a future already laid out. She dismisses the thought quickly.

On a shelf below is a box of letters. The paper crinkles, thin and aged and fragile between her fingers, as she squats down and unfolds one. It’s written from a high-ranking inspector to a military officer.

An inventory of betrothal gifts takes up most of the page: jewelry, an abundance of foods, fine cloths, a large sum of money. Likely the final product of much negotiating. There’s another page beneath the first. This one contains a letter, short and neat, penned by the groom himself.

It reads: what I wish for, above all material things, is that I might one day have your love, and that I might give you mine in return.

Keqing recoils at first, glancing away from the letter and grimacing at stumbling upon something so intimate, simple, and honest. Then she feels the heat creeping rapidly into her cheeks. She wonders if the groom’s wish had come true. Briefly, she imagines herself writing something so bold to Ganyu. 

The thought makes her entire face scrunch up, as if rejecting it. She shakes her head, glances back down at the letter once, then swiftly folds it up again with an exhale and stashes it back in its box on the shelf. 

Perhaps reading up on old marriage traditions isn’t the best avenue of research. Keqing isn’t sure where else to turn. Her friends have regaled her with enough of their dating stories, but they all seemed to involve the same things: flowers, dinners, occasional lavish gifts from the wealthier men. They all ended the same way too, so far: unsuccessfully. And failure, now, is simply not an option for Keqing.

 

 

As it turns out, there aren’t many options when it comes to courtship, not when Ganyu is preoccupied with meetings and other tasks all day, and Keqing herself is juggling multiple projects. That rules out any elaborate meals at a restaurant or other outings. Keqing doesn’t want to inadvertently stress Ganyu out by adding to her schedule.

There’s also the concern of privacy: between the delicate ambiguity of their current situation, and the unsaid disapproval toward workplace relationships, Keqing doesn’t want to draw too much attention to the two of them. Flowers are out of the question—they’re both obvious and cliche, Keqing thinks. They’re a hollow symbol. That, and Ganyu might just eat them, which, Keqing supposes, wouldn’t be the worst outcome.

After an evening of deliberation, she settles on something not as groundbreaking as she would’ve liked. But it’s something that’s both practical and hopefully not too ostentatious. Keqing puts in the reservation with the shopkeeper the next morning before work. She picks up her purchase at the beginning of her lunch break, along with an order of lotus flower crisps and steamed vegetable buns from a nearby stall. 

Ganyu is absent from the desk in her alcove when Keqing returns to the pavilion, wooden box tucked comfortably under one arm, and the bag with the food in her other hand. A glance at the clock tells Keqing that she’s most likely still caught up in a meeting, so Keqing sets the gift down on a corner of the desk and the dishes beside it, and waits.

Each minute feels too long, and each set of passing footsteps too loud. Keqing tenses up at every noise that comes close. She wishes the alcove had more privacy. The heavy paneled screen dividers are admittedly better than what most of the other staff have, but pales compared to the offices of the Qixing, with their outer chambers. 

Two minutes pass, then five, then eight. Keqing shuffles from one foot to the other. 

She shouldn’t be nervous—she is the Yuheng, and this is Yuehai Pavilion. There’s nothing wrong with the Yuheng waiting to talk to a secretary. She isn’t out of place. 

Yet her fingers tap restless rhythms against the box’s edge, and her gaze flits back and forth between the translucent screens and the clock. She recalls the letter from yesterday, and wonders if she should just write a note and leave. But what would she write? Would it be safe just sitting here? Would Ganyu even prefer to see her now? Their lunch yesterday had been pleasant enough, but maybe two days in a row is excessive.

She doesn’t have a chance to decide. Ganyu appears then, in the gap between the dividers. She pauses, eyes widening. Keqing’s fingers go still. 

Ganyu’s mouth wavers. Her face lights up with a smile. The sweetness of it immediately relieves the tension in Keqing’s shoulders. Her heart swells against her ribcage.

“I wasn’t expecting you,” Ganyu says, coming to stand in front of her desk, a careful arm’s length from Keqing. She glances at the box. “Have you been waiting long?”

“No, no,” Keqing says. She tries to tame the grin on her face, but it doesn’t obey her. “I thought I’d, uh, surprise you.”

“Ah.” Ganyu is beginning to turn a pretty pink and Keqing revels in it. “Consider me surprised then. What is… all of this?”

“A gift for you. And lunch.” Keqing gestures at her chair. “But you should sit first, you must’ve had a long morning.”

Ganyu dips her head and takes a step toward it, then seems to change her mind and turns on her heel. “Oh, hold on.”

Keqing watches, brows upturned, as Ganyu disappears past the screen dividers and returns with a chair from the hall outside. She lingers a few paces away from the desk, hands clutching the sides of the straight wooden back. “Um, where do you want this?” she asks.

“Huh?”

“Where do you want to sit?”

Keqing blinks. “Oh! Oh, I didn’t realize—”

Ganyu tilts her head. “Were you… not planning on staying?”

“Of course I can,” Keqing replies quickly, wincing inwardly at her blunder. “If you want me to.”

Ganyu stifles a chuckle behind closed lips. “I would like that—yes.”

Keqing beams. She steps forward to take the chair from Ganyu, and Ganyu lets her, relinquishing her grip on it to go sit in her own seat.

Instinctively, Keqing sets it down across from Ganyu, where she’s already standing. She pauses, and frowns at the distance and the obstacle of the desk between their two chairs. She picks up her chair again and rounds the table to Ganyu’s side, then on second thought, takes a couple of steps back and finally settles with a seat at the table corner nearest Ganyu.

When she sits down, she catches the bashful amusement playing across Ganyu’s face, pressed in the curve of her mouth and settling in her dimple. If Keqing were with anyone else, she would be mortified by her apparent indecision—embarrassment still tingles in her fingertips and heats up her ears, but somehow, it’s acceptable when it’s Ganyu. Somehow, it feels safe, comfortable. Keqing clears her throat and tugs the box and dishes over to their side of the desk.

“Did you want to open the gift or eat first?” she asks.

“Um…” Ganyu’s gaze jumps between the two a few times. “I’m curious to see what gift you chose. It looks… quite nice. It’s not more qingxin wine, is it?”

Keqing laughs and pushes the box toward her. “No—that would be boring.”

“It was good wine though,” Ganyu reminds her, leaning in to examine the exterior. 

“Yeah, but flowers and wine are overdone. They’re too easy.”

Ganyu glances up. “I think flowers are… sweet, actually.”

“Right.” Keqing presses her lips together in a slight frown. “Well, noted for next time.”

Ganyu giggles. “It’s alright. I… I do think they’re sweet. But I’m sure what you’ve chosen is just as good. Or better.”

“I sure hope so,” Keqing mumbles nervously, eyeing the box. “Can you just open it?”

Ganyu acquiesces with another chuckle. Keqing stares and holds her breath as she undoes the thick golden cord that wraps around the wooden case. The top panel slides off easily afterward. Ganyu carefully lifts the few layers of cloth padding.

“Oh,” she breathes. 

Her hands hover just inside the box briefly. Then she reaches in and pulls out a pillow. It’s relatively small—just a little longer than the length of her forearm—and the shape of a flattened cylinder. The surface consists of a neat but flexible grid of smooth rosewood tiles, each the approximate size of a thumb and exquisitely crafted. They are all woven together and held on either end with carved wooden panels. 

Ganyu sets the pillow gently down on the table, then reaches back into the box and takes out a silk-covered cushion of a similar length and width. She turns it over in her hands, silently running a thumb over the embroidered flowers. 

“I wanted to get you something practical.” Keqing breaks the quiet and shifts in her seat. “I thought the quality of your naps might be improved with a pillow,” she explains. “And since you’re always sleeping on… well, you’ll sleep on anything, so I didn’t want to get you anything too soft. Personally, I’m not so fond of hard pillows, but I tried one like that before and thought it might work for you.” She pauses, then adds, “If it’s too hard though, the cushion should help.”

Ganyu lays the cushion atop the pillow. A full-on blush has bloomed over her face, Keqing realizes. She had been so busy watching Ganyu’s hands that she hadn’t noticed.

“It’s—it’s beautiful,” Ganyu murmurs, turning to Keqing with a sort of bewildered, shy smile. “I’m… I, um, thank you.” 

“So it’s to your liking?” Keqing asks, trying to assess Ganyu’s expression and the success of her efforts thus far.

“Yes! Yes, it’s really lovely.” Ganyu stares at the pillow again. Keqing watches her gaze trace along the embroidered lines. “Sorry, I’m not used to getting gifts like this. This looks… expensive.”

“Don’t worry, it wasn’t,” Keqing says. “I mean, mora isn’t an issue.”

Ganyu huffs a soft laugh at this. “I’m lucky to have such a wealthy suitor, aren’t I?”

The word “suitor” wipes Keqing’s brain blank with alarming speed. All she can think of is the letter from the library. She stammers a few incoherent noises as Ganyu bends down to tuck the box and pillow beneath her desk. 

“It’s late—you should eat before the food gets cold,” she blurts finally. She emphatically shoves the bag containing said food in Ganyu’s direction, to emphasize her point. 

Ganyu peers into the bag, then over at Keqing’s empty hands, resting on the tabletop. “You didn’t get yourself anything?”

Keqing wrinkles her nose and sighs and gestures in the general direction of the food and gift. “I… actually was just planning on dropping all that off. I wasn’t planning on staying.”

“Oh!” Ganyu says. “Then—”

“Not because I don’t want to,” Keqing cuts in. “I do. I just wasn’t sure if lunch two days in a row would be… overstepping.”

For a couple of seconds, Ganyu regards her with the same bewildered expression as she had before. Keqing wonders what it means, but doesn’t have a chance to ask. Ganyu slides the containers of food out of the bag and begins to open them. 

“Since you’re staying, then why don’t we share these?” she suggests.

“There’s not enough for two people,” Keqing protests. “You’ll end up hungry.”

“Mm… maybe you should’ve brought me flowers after all then? To snack on,” Ganyu jests.

Keqing huffs. “I will next time.”

“I’m kidding,” Ganyu laughs, and reaches out to pat Keqing’s arm. 

They both freeze at the contact. Ganyu’s fingers curl away into a loose fist and she pulls her hand back with a quiet “ah.” Keqing can tell it was a spontaneous, accidental touch by the way the easy joy in Ganyu’s eyes tenses up into something resembling surprise, something timid. It isn’t fearful though—it’s soft, almost inquiring, and Keqing is quite certain her own heart stops for the few moments before she breaks into a grin.

“I’ll get food for myself later,” she says. “Don’t worry. It’s all yours.”

The tension in Ganyu’s eyes melts away, although her brow is now furrowed. Keqing knows she’s going to disapprove even before she says anything.

“At least have something,” Ganyu replies. She slides the shallow dish of lotus flower crisps halfway between them in a plea. “I don’t want to be the only one eating.”

Keqing supposes she can’t argue with that logic. Her purpose here isn’t to make Ganyu uncomfortable, after all. “Alright,” she agrees, plucking a crisp from the dish and nibbling at it with a deliberate slowness.

Satisfied with the compromise, Ganyu picks out a vegetable bun. She bites into it. Keqing is concerned when she doesn’t see the telltale wisps of steam rise from where the filling is exposed.

“Is it still hot?” she asks, while Ganyu chews.

“It’s plenty warm.”

“But not hot.”

Ganyu shakes her head and smiles. “I don’t mind. I quite like cold dishes, actually.”

Keqing takes note of this. She still frowns a bit. “Steamed buns should be eaten hot.”

Ganyu’s chuckle is sweet as she raises the bun in her hand. “I think this tastes really good.”

“Okay,” Keqing relents. “As long as you like it.” 

She goes back to nibbling at the fried petals of her crisp. Her attention remains fixed on Ganyu though, eyes studying her, and it’s not long before Ganyu’s gaze lifts to find hers. It dips a little, then drifts back. Ganyu covers her mouth as she finishes chewing. “Is there something on my face?”

“Oh, nothing,” Keqing answers. She pauses, and swallows, then voices the question behind her stare. “I—I’m not overstepping, am I? With all this?”

Ganyu’s eyes are dancing with a hint of amusement again, coupled with that bewilderment from earlier.

“What?” Keqing asks, a little defensively. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

Ganyu breaks into a string of giggles. Keqing isn’t sure if she should be relieved, or more apprehensive.

“You were so bold and decisive the past few days,” Ganyu murmurs, when her mirth dwindles into a smile. “As you always are. And now… you’re so…” There’s a pause, where she surveys Keqing and lifts a brow. “…shy? You don’t have to question everything you do, you know?”

Keqing wishes it were that simple. She sighs. “I don’t want to mess up,” she admits. “I don’t want to do too little, or too much, out of inexperience. You’re—you’re too important to me.”

Ganyu’s lips part wordlessly. She flushes pink. Her fingers fiddle with the edge of the dish before her.

“Um,” Keqing continues, “well, I suppose meal deliveries are pretty standard but the… the gift. Was that okay?”

“I promise, I thought it was beautiful,” Ganyu assures her. “It was very thoughtful.”

Keqing shakes her head. “I believe you on that. But I mean, was it too excessive? Did it make you uncomfortable?”

Ganyu hesitates. “I’m… just not used to getting gifts like that. And out of the blue too. I did—I did love it, truly. But you don’t have to… force yourself to do such lavish things all the time.” A pause, where Ganyu takes a breath. “I simply enjoy spending time with you.”

Now it’s Keqing’s turn to blush. One hand jumps to the tip of her ear, which is as warm as she’d predicted. “Anyone can spend time with you though,” she mumbles, her tone betraying how pleased and flustered she is. “That’s too easy.”

“That doesn’t mean I enjoy spending time with them.” Ganyu’s voice is playful first, then grows serious again. “We wouldn’t be here now if I… didn’t like being with you. I’m… happy with the little things.”

“Okay,” Keqing says, angling her face away in an attempt to hide her impossibly wide grin. “Okay,” she repeats, and looks at Ganyu again. The soft curve of her lips overwhelms Keqing with a wave of gratitude. “For the record, I enjoy spending time with you too.”

Ganyu laughs. “I know.”

“So, having lunch together is fine?” Keqing asks. “Or dinner?”

“As long as you bring food for yourself as well.”

“Dropping by unannounced is okay too?”

“Yes—but if you need me for a while, it… it would probably be best if I had a few hours of advance notice.” 

“Ah,” Keqing says sheepishly. “Sorry.”

“It’s alright.” Ganyu smiles. “I don’t mind.”

Keqing continues, “And… are gifts acceptable?”

Ganyu opens her mouth to answer, but they’re interrupted by a knock against wood. A young man steps around the screen divider, a stack of papers in his arms. Both Ganyu and Keqing turn to look at him in unison. He stops short.

“Ah, good afternoon Lady Keqing,” he greets, with a dip of his head and an uncertain glance between the two of them. “Um… I was looking for Miss Ganyu but… are you busy?”

“N—” Ganyu starts.

“She’s busy,” Keqing answers.

“Oh, my apologies,” the man says quickly. “I’ll stop by later then.”

He’s barely gone from their sight for two seconds before Ganyu turns to Keqing with an exasperated but not unamused look. “Keqing,” she scolds, the syllables drawn out.

“What? It’s technically true,” Keqing says unapologetically. She’s grinning herself. “I’ll chase him down later for you so you don’t have to waste time waiting.”

“You don’t have to,” Ganyu says with a sigh and a fond shake of her head.

“So… gifts are okay?”

“Yes, but maybe not everyday,” Ganyu answers. “And just… don’t go bankrupt, please.”

They both break into laughter. It’s warm and sparkling and hopeful, and Keqing thinks, with her heart soaring, that this must count as some success.

 

 

Keqing drops by the next day for a late lunch. They end up in her office this time, after Ganyu gives in to Keqing’s strong suggestion of an interruption-free meal. They sit side by side, a dish of bamboo shoot stew between them, mostly drained. Their once-full bowls of rice have dwindled to a last few mouthfuls. Ganyu is grinning so sweetly over one of the photos from the site Keqing had printed, where she’d caught a bird mid-swoop, the blur of its wings obscuring the landscape behind it.

Keqing decides it’s a good time to bring up the unsaid topic that has lingered between them.

“I’m actually going back up to Qingce Village tomorrow,” she says.

Ganyu’s giggles fade. One hand shifts to clasp over the other. “Oh, why?”

“I’m bringing in an excavation team,” Keqing replies. “I’ll be heading up tomorrow with them to make sure things start off smoothly for the first couple of days, and then they’ll continue with a full investigation after I return. There’s too much to do here, so I can’t stay the whole time.”

Ganyu remains quiet for a few moments. “You changed your mind. You’re going through with… with the excavation,” she breathes. 

“Yeah. Again, I—I can’t guarantee anything, but I’ve decided it’s most fair to be thorough,” Keqing says. Her pulse quickens. “And… well, I can’t ignore the site’s historical significance to you. Which is why I wanted to ask if you’d like to come with me.”

Ganyu’s eyes widen slightly. “Tomorrow?”

Keqing nods. “It would only be for the few days I’m there, of course. I just can’t help but feel that this project is as much yours as it is mine. If you want to, I can try and clear your leave with the rest of the Qixing this afternoon.”

“I can’t.” Ganyu deflates, slouching back against her chair. “I still have one or two more days of the trade deal meetings.”

“Oh. Right.” Keqing’s gaze drops to her bowl. She knows she shouldn’t be disappointed—it’s neither of their faults, just the fault of an unfortunate circumstance. And Ningguang. She supposes she could take it up with the Tianquan, arguing that Ganyu’s presence is absolutely necessary, but it would be a lie, and they would both know that.

Ganyu must have detected the disappointment in Keqing’s voice, because her tone is gentle and insistent when she speaks. “I want to go. I would much prefer to go. I just… can’t leave my duties.”

“No, of course,” Keqing agrees quickly. “I understand, I’m not blaming you or anything. It’s just… unfortunate.”

“It is,” Ganyu echoes. There’s a few beats of silence, and then she speaks again, thumb pressing against her knuckles. “Since you’re going through with this and since I can’t be there… I should tell you—there’s um… there was a gravesite to the east of the ruins. It should be at the foot of the cliffside.”

Keqing blinks, then stares. The air feels heavy when she opens her mouth, and her words come slow. She thinks back to their weeklong survey. “A gravesite? I don’t remember seeing—oh. Was it buried?”

Ganyu gives a subtle shake of her head. “I’m not sure, but that’s what I believe happened. It was a very, very simple site. The landscape has changed quite a bit.”

“That’s where the villagers were buried?” Keqing exhales. “And… your mother.”

Ganyu’s expression betrays no sadness. Instead, there’s a hint of a smile at the corners of her mouth when she nods. Keqing can’t tell if it’s sad or not. 

“Why didn’t you tell me before?” Keqing asks.

“I was certain you’d made up your mind,” Ganyu murmurs. “And… and I didn’t think it was worth changing your plans or burdening your decisions for the sake of… for my sake. It would be selfish of me to hope for that.”

The heaviness in the air seeps into Keqing’s chest. Her heart aches terribly at the way Ganyu has grown so quiet, and at the way her gaze has dropped. It’s not a distant ache, but one that understands, or at least begins to understand. Ganyu’s hands are clutched tight on the tabletop between them. It would be easy to close that distance. Keqing reaches out tentatively to settle one hand over Ganyu’s, and feels as some of the tension in Ganyu’s knuckles dissipates beneath her palm.

“I don’t think it’s selfish to hope,” Keqing says, gently, but with conviction. “Or to want.”

She wants to believe it too. She thinks she might be on her way there.

Ganyu looks up to meet her eyes. “Maybe,” she says finally. “I just didn’t want to interrupt your plans. I know now that you always mean well… and that you work for Liyue’s good.”

“I understand. And I do,” Keqing says. “But you don’t have to hide things just because we’re in disagreement. I’m stubborn enough to make my own decisions in the end anyway—you can trust me on that.”

Ganyu chuckles softly at this, and Keqing smiles, giving her hand a light squeeze before pulling back again. 

“I mean it though,” she reiterates, “I want to know your thoughts—whatever you’re willing to share. If you’re uncomfortable, if anything comes up—tell me.”

“I’ll try,” Ganyu says. “You’ll have to be patient with me though. I’m used to things being a certain way, especially… between us. I can’t change overnight.” The corner of her mouth twitches. “I’m not you.”

Keqing rolls her eyes and tries to ignore how fast her face heats up. But she can’t help but smile too, because they’re here, at least, despite everything.

“I’ll try too,” she agrees with a nod. She knows that patience isn’t her strongest virtue, but for Ganyu, and for them, it must be worth working on. “I’m not going anywhere.”

 

 

The excavation team of ten and accompanying Millelith soldiers set off from Liyue Harbor mid-morning. Between their carts of equipment and the number of people and the beginning-of-the-day energy, their group is rather rambunctious. Keqing doesn’t mind it—she enjoys the energy, and spends much of the trip discussing details with the head archaeologist. But in the respites where they stop for breaks, she wishes that Ganyu were there.

It takes them the full projected day of travel, with an overnight stop. They arrive the next morning, greet the elders and disperse into their assigned houses briefly, then head to work at the site.

The familiar scenery welcomes Keqing, but this trip is a much grander affair than the initial survey. Where Keqing and Ganyu had only the flat boulder to serve as their base every day, the excavation team sprawls over the grass south of the ruins, unloading equipment that’s been painstakingly hauled up the hills. 

By the time the sun begins to disappear behind the low mountains in the east and the chill of evening sets in, Keqing is exhausted. She calls an end to the work when the lamplight is no longer sufficient to combat the dark. They haven’t made much progress unearthing more of the village, but they’ve managed to collect quite a few buried artifacts, and the head archaeologist claims to see sure signs of a gravesite by the cliffside.

Everyone retires to their houses after a short end-of-day briefing at the edge of the village square, and Keqing is more than ready to do the same, until a familiar voice stops her.

“Ah, Lady Keqing!” Yundan calls from behind her. 

Keqing squeezes her eyes shut briefly, then turns toward the front gate. The last conversation they’d shared near this very spot rises tauntingly to the front of her mind. 

Yundan hobbles steadily up the stone steps just beyond the gate. But she isn’t alone: Ganyu is beside her, her pace slowed respectfully so as not to overtake Yundan. She’s wearing her traveling cloak, and the expectant smile on her face only widens when she spots Keqing. 

Keqing’s jaw drops. Her gaze flits toward Yundan, then settles on Ganyu. “What?” she mouths.

“You have a surprise guest,” Yundan says, as if the fact weren’t already obvious. She stops at Keqing’s side, but Keqing’s attention is fixed on Ganyu, in front of her. Her hair is a bit windblown and ruffled from the trek, but she is as pretty and elegant as always. Keqing swallows hard.

“I made it after all,” Ganyu says, almost bashful, perhaps even a little mischievous. Keqing can tell she’s real and not just a vision because the evening breeze catches the hem of her cloak, ghosting it over Keqing’s shin.

“What? How?” is all Keqing can manage.

Ganyu reels in the fluttering edge of her cloak. “Lady Ningguang allowed me to go,” she says. “I left this morning.”

“I’ll let you two have your reunion in a minute, but how would you like to have Miss Ganyu set up?” Yundan cuts in, voice laced in mirth. “Unfortunately, all our free houses are now occupied, but we could arrange for her to stay with one of the families that have an extra bed.”

“No need,” Keqing answers, finally wrangling coherent words out of her throat. “She can stay with me.”

Yundan raises a pointed, quizzical brow. “Your house this time only has one bed,” she reminds Keqing slowly.

“I—yes, I’m aware,” Keqing says, face warming. She avoids glancing at Ganyu. “Is—is there an extra mat or anything? I can set that up on the floor.”

Yundan barks out a laugh. “Sure, I’ll arrange for another set of bedding to be brought to you along with dinner.”

“That would be great,” Keqing agrees. “Thank you.”

“You can expect it in about an hour,” Yundan says, then waves a hand at them before shuffling off. “Good night, you two.”

Keqing heaves a relieved sigh and looks back at Ganyu. Ganyu’s entire face and neck are tinted a warm rosy red, obvious even in the dim lantern-lit night.

She stares at Yundan’s retreating back. “Is it just me or did she… seem like…”

“I’m almost certain she knows that we, well, I—I, you know, have feelings for you,” Keqing grumbles, pressing a knuckle to her temple. “I’ll explain later. Over dinner.”

 

 

Although it’s smaller, their house this time resembles the one they stayed in last, and with Ganyu there now, it feels just as cozy and serene to Keqing. It’s easy to settle into their old routine. She spreads pages from the day’s notes on the table after she’s urged Ganyu to wash up first, citing her long hours of travel. A lamp burns warm and bright beside her. The weariness from the day has already drifted far away.

Dinner and the extra bedding arrive just shortly after Keqing finishes washing up. They sit across from each other at the table, chatting over the generous bowl of noodle soup between them. Keqing catches Ganyu up on the excavation progress, and reluctantly, after much prodding, on her last conversation with Yundan.

She’s never seen Ganyu laugh so hard.

“She said—you—loud enough to wake folks in Mondstadt,” Ganyu gasps between giggles that shake her entire body. That appears to be the funniest part to her, because this is the third time she’s repeated it.

Keqing crosses her arms on the table and groans a half-hearted complaint through her traitorous smile. But she doesn’t mind. Ganyu is radiant like this, so beautiful and free. The sound of her laughter resonates, pure and delicate and too large for the space of the room. And Keqing feels the overflow of joy swell inside her own body, a wave that never crests. 

No, she doesn’t mind at all.

They finally wind down to turn in for the night as the hours amble on. 

Ganyu is kneeling on the floor in her sleepwear, setting out the bamboo mat next to the bed, when Keqing returns from the washroom. She stops dead in the doorway.

“What are you doing?”

Ganyu looks up, confused. “Getting ready… to sleep? Is there something else we need to do?”

“That’s my bed,” Keqing says, stepping toward the unrolled end of it, as if to claim it.

“You…” Ganyu starts slowly. She doesn’t budge from her spot on the floor. “You can’t possibly expect me to take the bed while you sleep on the floor.”

“That’s exactly what I expect you to do,” Keqing asserts. “You can’t expect me to let you take the floor when I’m—when I’m trying to—court you.”

Ganyu blushes. “I don’t mind, really.”

When she still doesn’t move, Keqing sits down on the mat. “No way. You just traveled an entire day too.”

Ganyu’s hands drop away from the still-rolled side of the mat and settle on her knees. “I’m not that tired. And you admitted it yourself—I can sleep anywhere.”

Keqing grins, despite herself, and despite Ganyu’s frown of exasperation. She gestures to the bed. “There’s a perfectly good bed right there.”

“I don’t… I mean…” Ganyu falters. She stands. “Alright,” she says. “But I’m taking the floor tomorrow night.”

Keqing lifts a brow and shoots Ganyu a pointed look that promises the same trouble if she tries.

Ganyu shakes her head as she climbs into the bed. “You’re impossible,” she mumbles, although her gaze is tender and amused as she watches Keqing lay out a pillow and blanket over the mat. Keqing chuckles, and goes to extinguish the lamp.

There’s only the rustling of blankets and quiet sighs as they both get comfortable. Now that it’s still and dark, Keqing’s senses seem to hone in on Ganyu’s location in the room. She’s aware of every noise that comes from the bed beside her, and of the rhythm of her heart beating. It doesn’t feel purely joyful, as it did earlier. The joy is there, but mixed with an anxious erratic pounding. Her thoughts wander to the day ahead, to the graves waiting to be uncovered, to the night Ganyu had snapped, and to the pain in her eyes.

She listens for the patterned breathing of sleep from above her, and doesn’t find it.

“Ganyu?” she says, tentative. She turns to her right, facing the bed. The moonlight through the window is enough to trace the faint outlines of shapes.

Blankets rustle off to her side, almost concealing Ganyu’s reply. “Hm?”

“What did… Ningguang say earlier?”

“We finished early this morning, and she said I could come to Qingce Village, and that my presence wasn’t necessary for the final day of meetings.” A pause. “Why?”

Keqing tries to swallow her doubt. Her voice thankfully remains even. “She told you to come? Or she said you could?”

There’s another pause. Then melodic giggles waft over her. “You’re worried I came on an instruction, and not because I wanted to,” Ganyu discerns.

Keqing blinks once, then stares at the dark gap beneath the wooden bedframe. “Yeah, I suppose.”

“Lady Ningguang said she was aware how integral I was to this project. And that I could join you if I wished to.” Another rustle. Ganyu’s voice sounds clearer when she next speaks, as if she’s turned to face Keqing. 

“Keqing, I want to be here.”

Her words are so honest, so close, Keqing feels her heart skip. She shifts a little to look up at the ceiling. 

Ganyu continues, “I wouldn’t have spent a whole day hurrying through Liyue otherwise.”

Keqing laughs once. “I don’t know—maybe you just really enjoy a good walk.”

“That I do,” Ganyu admits with a laugh of her own. 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Keqing says.

An easy silence falls for a few seconds, or perhaps a few minutes.

“I’m happy to be here… together,” comes Ganyu’s sleepy murmur. It flutters between them, a shy secret told under the cover of night. “It wouldn’t be the same without you.”

Keqing inhales deeply, as if she could draw in these words and keep them within her. 

“I’m happy too,” she says, smiling. She imagines Ganyu is too. She can hear it in her voice. “Thank you for coming.”

Ganyu’s hum is barely audible. “Mhm.”

“Good night, Ganyu.”

There’s no further answer, only the telltale rhythmic breaths of sleep floating above Keqing. They are calming, soothing and overriding her anxious heartbeat enough until she too, finally drifts into rest.
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    There’s a wisp of a breeze by Keqing’s face, the faint passing of something sweet. A muted footstep, more vibration through the floor than sound. And then another.

Keqing startles awake at its proximity. It takes her three blinks to take in the pale sunlight filling the room, the hard bamboo her shoulder presses against, and Ganyu, standing just beside her. She’s dressed already, leaning over the bed to fold the blanket. Her face is hidden at this angle, but the morning light collides with the off-white of her dress almost blindingly. The movement of her hands is elegant, and all of her is brilliant and aglow.

Keqing realizes she’s lost herself in watching, and pushes her blanket away to sit up. Ganyu turns swiftly at the sound, pausing in her folding.

“Ah, sorry,” she says quietly at first, as if Keqing were still asleep. “Did I wake you?”

Keqing shakes her head. She opens her mouth to speak, but her voice catches prematurely in a sleepy rasp. She clears her throat. “Nah, I should get up anyway,” she says, standing and stretching. Something cracks in her shoulder and she wrinkles her nose. “Good morning.”

“Good morning.” Ganyu’s smile is undeniably fond. She halves the folded blanket lengthwise and drapes it over her forearm. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yeah,” Keqing answers. Her shoulder is a little sore, but she’s otherwise well-rested. “And you?”

“I slept very well,” Ganyu says, nodding at the bed. “Thanks to you.”

Keqing blinks and presses her lips together and glances away. “Of course. It… was nothing.”

She can hear Ganyu’s smile widening when she speaks. “I just put water out to boil, and I’ll be done in a second.”

“Sure,” Keqing says, pausing in the doorway. “Take your time—the excavation team isn’t used to getting to work as early as you do.”

Ganyu laughs. “Alright.”

The rest of the house is silent save for the crackling of the fire below the tea kettle, and the chirping of birds filtering through the window. It’s bright, familiar—too tranquil. The weight of the impending day creeps over Keqing with a shiver. She exhales and heads to the washroom.

There’s no putting off what she already knows the excavation team will unearth. Keqing knows she can’t avoid the decision ahead. She isn’t afraid of its inevitability: she knows how to square her shoulders and face into the brunt of a difficult decision with both vigilance and resolve. 

But where she can usually estimate each consequence and the toll it will take, Keqing once again finds herself at a loss when it comes to Ganyu. She thinks back to their initial days here, and how easy it had been to say the word “demolish” with no remorse, how easy it had been to justify her intentions. Her work has always been, after all, for the good of Liyue and its people. She has always believed that.

Now, there’s a crack in the strong wall of her resolve. A single fissure is all it takes for stone to crumble. Keqing holds it together with stubborn hands, running through her plans over and over to convince herself, but she can’t ignore the extra factor that Ganyu presents. Or rather, the factor that Ganyu’s newfound trust in her presents. It works its way into Keqing’s defenses, muddying her justifications. 

She knows what she should do, according to her convictions, and she knows that disappointment is inevitable with decisions like these. Loss comes with the natural push-and-pull, give-and-take of the world. But she doesn’t know how she will shoulder the weight of Ganyu’s disappointment—she imagines it will be gentle and private, not angry or accusing, and that will only make it heavier.

 

 

The day is crisp but clear—prime conditions for working. Ganyu had trekked up to the site earlier with Keqing, and is showing her the general location of the tomb when the rest of the excavation team arrives. They greet Ganyu in mild surprise before setting off to work. The bulk of the team continues chipping away at the village remains, and the rest of them gather around the approximated burial site.

Keqing roams at regular intervals between the two groups with her kamera to document each stage of excavation, but her attention always circles back to Ganyu, who follows the instructions of the head archaeologist. Keqing looks for signs of discomfort, any minute changes in Ganyu’s expression or demeanor that might point to how the work is affecting her, but if she shows any, Keqing doesn’t catch them. Ganyu is as professional as ever, the polite smile on her face unchanging. 

At some point in the middle of the morning, Keqing takes a break from documentation, and joins the team at the burial site. After a day and some hours of work, the relatively flat ground has been noticeably whittled away, beginning to expose the mounds of earth and uneven tops of headstones. Each grave’s boundaries have been carefully marked out with a rectangle of white paint, and extend in two roughly spaced rows running parallel to the foot of the cliff.

Ganyu is at the edge of a row, methodically troweling dirt from one of the marked areas and depositing it into a cart. Keqing grabs a hand shovel and heads over.

“Hey,” she greets, squatting down beside Ganyu to dig at the thicker patches of dirt around where a headstone peeks out of the loosened ground.

Ganyu looks up with a smile, which quickly downturns at the edges. “Has your wrist healed enough to be doing that?” she asks, pausing in her work.

“Of course. It’s totally fine now,” Keqing says. She flexes her wrist to prove her point. “See?”

Ganyu doesn’t look convinced. “Sprains usually take longer to heal.”

“It doesn’t hurt, at least. You did a good job taking care of it.”

“Are you sure? I can shovel if you want to, um, trowel. This is easier.”

Keqing shakes her head firmly. “I’m fine, I promise. It’s just shoveling.”

“Hm,” Ganyu hums. Her lips press together in an amused concession, and she begins skimming earth off the mound again. “Okay. You should take a break if you need it—it would be bad if you hurt yourself again.”

Keqing’s face heats up a little as her thoughts trail back to how she’d hurt herself in the first place. She shakes the memory off and continues digging. Dirt crunches against metal, the sharp sounds interspersed with the softer scraping of the trowel. Similar rhythms echo theirs nearby, further down the rows.

Keqing allows herself a glance at Ganyu. Her expression is indecipherable, serene. There’s a slight furrow in her brow, but Keqing isn’t sure if it’s born from emotion, or from focus. She wonders if the grave at which they’re working is her mother’s, but she can’t bring herself to ask, now that they are here in its presence.

“You too,” she says instead, slowly. “Take a break if you need it.”

Ganyu pauses again and lifts her gaze to meet Keqing’s. It holds steady and silent enough for Keqing to know that Ganyu understands the unsaid concern behind her words. 

“I’ll be fine, don’t worry,” Ganyu says, smiling. Her eyes are piercing but gentle, obscuring any emotion. They are sure. Somehow, Keqing believes her. She shivers as she turns back to her work, feeling distinctly human.

 

 

The team calls it a day as soon as the sun begins to set. Keqing wheels a last cart of dirt to the dump site. A few meters away, the rest of the group is wrapping up, hauling bags over their shoulders for the hike down to the village. But Keqing’s gaze returns to fix on Ganyu, whose back is to them. She lingers halfway between them and the rows of graves. 

“Are you ready to go, Lady Keqing? Should we fetch Miss Ganyu?” 

Keqing turns. The head archaeologist is waiting, bag on his back, looking at her expectantly. Keqing hesitates briefly, then shakes her head.

“We have a few things to take care of—you all head down first and get some rest,” she says. “Thank you for your work today.”

The man nods. “It’s an honor. Be careful though—it’s easy to make mistakes excavating in the dark.”

“No worries, we won’t be doing much,” Keqing assures him. “See you tomorrow morning.”

As the group turns to leave, Keqing crosses the grass to where Ganyu now squats by the grave beside the one they had been at in the morning. The headstone at its base has been exposed enough that its rectangular shape is clear. The roughly chiseled top is worn by weather and time, and its face bears only the faintest illegible markings running down the center into the earth. Ganyu is clearing out the dirt that still surrounds the stone with a trowel. 

Keqing slows as she approaches. The beginnings of sunset bathe the scene in gold, and the shadows cast by each grave stretch long and striking and monumental across the ground. Everything feels alive, yet intangible—sacred. Even Ganyu, framed in warmth, her hair falling like a veil around her.

Keqing releases her held breath as she stops next to Ganyu.

“Hey, the team left,” she says.

Ganyu startles with a noise of surprise, the hand holding the trowel jerking backward.

“Oh sorry,” Keqing says quickly. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Ganyu looks up and lets out brief, soft laughter. “It’s okay,” she says. “Are you heading back too?”

“I was just about to ask—are you staying?”

Ganyu glances at the headstone, then back up at Keqing. “I’m… going to stay a bit longer, I think. I’d like to clear out the grave and pay my respects. Since we’re leaving tomorrow.”

Keqing feels a dull pang in her chest. She kneels and reaches for a discarded trowel. “Then I’ll stay too.”

“You don’t… you don’t have to,” Ganyu says. “You must be tired.”

Keqing is almost offended, although her feet are indeed aching for a break. She huffs. “After that? Hardly. I’m f—” She pauses, remembering where they are. “Unless… would you prefer to be alone?”

Ganyu regards her, brow furrowed, for a few seconds, then shakes her head. “I don’t mind.”

“Okay,” Keqing says, relieved. “If… if I’m making you uncomfortable, please tell me though.”

“I’ll try,” Ganyu replies, and Keqing decides that Ganyu’s trying will have to be good enough to quell her own doubts.

They work in relative silence for some time, shoveling and scraping dirt away from the headstone. A few minutes in, Keqing wheels a cart over to collect the excess. The sky deepens into a brilliant orange, setting the ground ablaze and making it seem as if they are digging into fire itself, dense and old, hiding many secrets. 

Keqing’s gaze trails sideways toward Ganyu beside her, and she realizes with another dull throb of helplessness, that Ganyu’s fingers are trembling around the wooden handle of her trowel. The tremor is miniscule, almost invisible, and Keqing could easily write it off as an illusion of the quickly dimming light, but she doesn’t. 

She wishes she knew what to do or say to put Ganyu at ease again. She doesn’t know if such a thing exists. She wants to reach out and cover Ganyu’s hand in hers, but her muscles lock up in opposition when she thinks about it—it feels inappropriate for the moment.

“Is this your mother’s grave?” Keqing finally asks, if only to break the agonizing quiet, and to breach the subject she’s been dancing around all day.

Ganyu looks somewhat surprised at the question. But a bit of the tension binding her shoulders seems to thaw.

“Yes,” she answers. There’s a pause. “I… haven’t seen it for a long time now.”

“Oh.” Keqing studies Ganyu’s face between each deposit of dirt. “For how long?”

“Not since… Liyue Harbor was built, I believe. Probably before that.”

Keqing draws in a breath. “That’s almost two thousand years. You haven’t been back since?”

“I have,” Ganyu replies. Her words come a little easier and her hands have stopped trembling. “But—I don’t know—I suppose war and time changed the landscape. Most of this was buried by the time I returned. I didn’t have much time after the first Qixing were established.”

“Ah.” There are millennia separating Keqing and those first Qixing, but somehow, she feels the sting of Ganyu’s words as though the fault were hers. “I do remember seeing that paid leave wasn’t established until later.”

“Something like that… I don’t really remember the details.”

“Hm, sick leave was established early on, actually, but paid personal leave only came around three centuries ago,” Keqing muses, half to herself, recalling the histories she’s pored over. She clears her throat. “Anyway—you still don’t take much time off now.”

“There’s so much to do, it’s easier not to. I could never decide what to do with a day off anyway,” Ganyu says. “There are too many options.”

“So take two days.” Keqing risks a grin, and Ganyu joins her in light laughter.

“I never thought I’d hear that coming from you,” Ganyu jests. 

“Yeah, well, you’ve heard a lot of that lately,” Keqing replies. Their laughter crescendos. 

The momentary lightheartedness in Ganyu’s mirth comes as a respite. She doesn’t feel so far away and unreachable now. Keqing still feels small, but at least she doesn’t feel so helpless.

It takes them another fifteen minutes or so to reach the base of the headstone, where the slab of rock widens out, rooting it in the ground. Ganyu scrapes away a final layer of earth, then sets her trowel down, seemingly satisfied. Keqing follows her lead and sits back on her heels, watching. 

Ganyu reaches out and swipes some dirt from the top of the headstone with her bare hand. The motion is slow, almost like a caress. Keqing rises to her feet.

“Let me get you a brush for cleaning—the excavation team brought some up,” she says.

“No.”

Ganyu’s reply is so commanding in its simplicity that Keqing stops immediately where she’s turned to head for the carts. 

“It… it’ll make it easier,” Keqing suggests, “and you don’t have to get your hands—you know…” 

Ganyu looks up at her and gives the slightest shake of her head. “Thank you. But I’d like to do it this way.”

Keqing hesitates, then nods sheepishly. “I understand.”

With a grateful nod of her own, Ganyu turns back to the grave and runs a hand over the top of it again. The pads of her fingers dip along nooks and crannies and bumps in the stone, brushing the stray dirt away. Each touch is tender, and all are performed with the utmost care, as if they were choreographed. 

Keqing feels like a stranger, looking in. She isn’t sure if she should follow suit, or if her presence is wanted. She knows Ganyu would never send her away unprompted, so she asks, “May I help?”

Ganyu pauses and gestures to the spot where Keqing had been squatting before. “Of course.”

Keqing joins her on the ground again. Her heart pounds oddly as she reaches out to dislodge a clump of earth from the side of the grave. The sunlight has dwindled to its darkest, and the stone is now cold to the touch. All the life that had danced over the site earlier in blazing shades of red and orange has slipped into something solemn, but just as alive. 

Keqing shivers. She’s glad to be in work robes; the double layers of cotton and linen in her sleeves are at least sufficient protection for the dropping temperatures.

Ganyu’s expression remains the same throughout their task. It’s indiscernible, focused somewhere between here and faraway. She doesn’t speak, and so Keqing doesn’t either. They clean off the grave in a reverent silence.

“I think that’ll have to do,” Ganyu announces finally. Her hands drop to her lap as she examines the headstone. After a few moments, she nods. She leans over to rummage in the bag that sits beside her, then pauses. Her shoulders slump.

“Ah, I forgot flowers,” she murmurs, sighing.

She means to set out offerings, Keqing realizes, which they are ill-prepared for. She glances at the piles of carts and equipment in the distance—there’s nothing there, of course. “I can gather some,” she offers, standing again.

Ganyu’s head snaps up quickly. The surprise arching her brows makes it clear she’d momentarily forgotten Keqing’s presence. 

“No, no, it’s okay, I have other things,” she says, reaching back into her bag, from which she procures two bundles. She unwraps two buns, and a small dish of rice and what looks like fish. Careful hands fold the cloth wrappings beneath each offering before setting them out in front of the grave.

Keqing swallows. “There’s… um, there’s nothing to burn. I should’ve brought incense or paper—if I’d known—”

Ganyu’s subsequent smile is wistful and far off. “It’s alright, there’s no need. We did things very simply back then.” 

“Right.” 

Keqing waits for further direction, any sign of what she should do, but nothing comes. 

Ganyu turns wordlessly back to the grave and lowers herself from the balls of her feet to her knees. Her dress splays over the dirt, but she seems not to care as she presses both her palms to the earth.

The sacred old current that’s been building all evening rushes in then, visceral and thick, pushing Keqing out. Keqing succumbs to it, finally, and allows it to carry her. She takes a small step back, and then another, then turns around.

The sun has completely disappeared from the sky, giving way to the stars. Grass rustles in a whisper beneath Keqing’s feet. She inhales deeply and tucks stiff fingers under her armpits. Her tense muscles loosen with a shiver that runs through her body.

Keqing’s acquaintance with grief is rather distant, almost always one degree removed. Still, she has spent her due time at the graves of ancestors to honor them. She has seen death too—funeral processions, the covered bodies of fallen Millelith, friends and relatives in mourning. Her own grandmother died when she was eighteen; she’d returned to her family home for the five months after that and felt the sorrow hidden in its walls long after laughter crept back into their meals and conversations.

Keqing may have only brushed elbows with grief this far into her life, and it may confuse her, but it isn’t so foreign. None of her experiences have prepared her for this, however—for seeing Ganyu, kneeling at her mother’s grave. She had felt like a stranger, an intruder. Her mind backtracks to the night of the Qingxin Festival, to the two of them seated side by side. She thinks of the assurance she’d shared to comfort Ganyu in her quiet grief over Rex Lapis. She’d chosen her words carefully, but they were not so difficult. 

Keqing’s unease today feels vastly different, and she can’t pinpoint why. 

She turns her attention to the grass stretching out around her, looking for flowers. She can do this much, at least, even if Ganyu had deemed it unnecessary. It’s dark, but the white petals and golden cores of sweet flowers are easy to spot. Searching for and picking them is methodical and calming. Before long, she’s managed to gather a fistful. An odd qingxin from the cliffside is nestled among the rest of the bouquet. 

Keqing grasps it tight as she returns to the gravesite. She stops by a tree, a safe distance away. Here, the sacred current doesn’t run so powerfully. Here, she doesn’t feel like an intruder. She peers out into the moonlit dark. Ganyu is still kneeling, one palm to the earth, head dipped. Hunched over, she’s only slightly taller than the headstone before her. The chill of the night and of uncertainty begins to seep in again, and Keqing sets the flowers down briefly to light a lantern.

After some time, Ganyu lifts her head and straightens up a bit. Keqing takes this as her cue to approach. She opens her mouth to call out, so as not to spook Ganyu again, but Ganyu turns around first, likely alerted by the lantern light that bobs across the ground. Her lips waver and stretch into a modest smile.

Keqing stops next to her. “I gathered some flowers,” she murmurs, holding them out. “I hope they’re alright.”

Ganyu’s focus drops from Keqing’s face to the offered bouquet. She manages a small “oh”, and then her eyes squeeze shut and her shoulders start to shake.

For a second, Keqing thinks she’s laughing, until the firelight catches on something glimmering and welling in the corners of her eyes, and Keqing realizes, startled, that Ganyu is crying. 

“Ganyu—what—” Keqing drops to one knee. She hastily sets the lantern and flowers on the ground. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to, um, oh archons…”

Ganyu is full-on sobbing, although her sobs are almost soundless, shuddering hard through her body. Then, somehow, laughter finds its way in too. “I’m sorry,” she finally gasps between a sob and a laugh. “I didn’t think I was going to cry today.”

“Don’t apologize,” Keqing insists. “It’s only natural.”

“It’s—it’s been so long.”

“That’s okay,” Keqing says, heart aching. “It’s not like you have a deadline to finish crying. Or a time limit.” 

Ganyu’s eyes are a blurry mess when her gaze meets Keqing’s through the tears. Keqing lifts a shaky hand and runs a thumb gently beneath one eye, then the other. Ganyu lets her. Her eyes squeeze shut. Keqing catches the tears that leak out at the corners and wipes them away too. She takes the edge of her sleeve and dabs over Ganyu’s wet cheeks. Ganyu’s chest heaves with the erratic and intermittent aftershocks of her crying, and her breaths stutter soft against Keqing’s wrist.

When Keqing pulls her hand away, Ganyu sighs and says, “Thank you… for the flowers. I’d planned to bring them myself but…” She trails off.

“Oh, they’re okay?” Keqing asks, relieved.

“Yes,” Ganyu replies, smiling again. She reaches to pick up the bouquet, lowers her face to it to breathe in the scent. “She loved sweet flowers.”

Keqing feels a lump rise in her own throat, but she smiles too. “You got that from her then.”

Ganyu chuckles softly. She lays the flowers next to the food. Her hands settle back on her lap and her shoulders rise and fall with another shuddering sigh that turns into a shiver. 

Keqing speaks up hesitantly. “It’s cold now. We should get you off the ground at least.”

Ganyu stares down the row of graves for a few moments, then nods. She braces a hand against the dirt to unfold her legs and get up, but falters. Keqing leans in to catch her elbow when she wobbles.

“Careful,” Keqing mumbles.

“Sorry, my legs must have gone a bit numb,” Ganyu says, with a sheepish glance downward.

“I’ve got you,” Keqing assures her. She’s glad the lantern light is warm—her face has flushed the same hue and her pulse quickens. Her hand remains steady against Ganyu’s elbow and the other wraps around Ganyu’s forearm as she helps her to her feet. Ganyu lifts her foot tentatively, giving it a shake. 

“I’m okay,” she says.

“Alright,” Keqing says, although she lingers a little longer to make sure before letting go to pick up the lantern.

Ganyu glances back at the headstone, then turns to Keqing. There’s a pause. She sniffles. “I’d, um, like to stay around a bit longer. If… we can sit down somewhere else.”

“Of course,” Keqing agrees, with an encouraging nod. “You don’t need permission from me.”

They make their way to the same grassy patch the excavation equipment sits on. Keqing follows close beside Ganyu, holding the lantern but ready to catch her should her legs give way again. Thankfully, Ganyu’s strides are steady, albeit slow, as they cross to the large flat rock they used as their base on the previous trip. 

Ganyu sits down on its smoothest edge, facing the burial site, and Keqing perches herself a forearm’s length away. She sets down the lantern at their feet. The flame flickers as the metal base clinks against the hard ground and she stares at it.

“Are you sure you don’t want to head back first?” Ganyu asks.

Keqing looks up. Ganyu watches her from an angle with uncertain eyes, as if unable to fully face Keqing. Her thumb rubs slowly across her knuckles in her lap. 

“I’m here because I want to be here,” Keqing echoes Ganyu’s reassurance from the previous night. She hopes that her own determination is clear in her eyes. “As long as you want me to be.”

Ganyu breathes out a short laugh at the repurposing of her own words. “Yes, I’m… I’m grateful.”

Keqing nods. “Then take as long as you need.”

Keqing hears Ganyu inhale as she turns and looks out into the darkness. Her lips are parted slightly as her gaze traces slow and recollecting along the top of the cliffside, down to the ruins, across to the gravesite, where it lingers. Then it returns to Keqing, silent and—for the first time that day aside from the crying—unequivocally sad.

“I couldn’t remember which grave was hers at first,” Ganyu admits. “Isn’t that… isn’t that terrible?”

Keqing’s mouth opens wordlessly. Whatever she had been expecting, it hadn’t been this. 

“No—of course not,” she replies. “It’s been so long. And they all look… well, they all look very similar,” she adds, wincing. 

Ganyu’s lips press into a wavering line. Restrained amusement catches at the edges, a strange match for the sadness in her eyes. “They are quite uniform,” she agrees, “and not very well crafted.”

“Like you said, it was a different time,” Keqing says.

“Yes,” Ganyu says. She looks out at the burial site again, falling quiet. 

Keqing’s head fills with a hundred nebulous questions, but she waits, in case Ganyu has more to say. The silence drags on though, and Keqing ventures into it.

“What was she like?” she asks. “Your mother.”

Ganyu’s head droops. “That’s the thing. I hardly remember much—not as much as I should,” she says, her voice slow like a confession. “I can remember where all the animal pens were, and I remember building all these houses but… when I try to think of her, it’s like… I don’t know.” Her hand curls into a fist as if grappling for words. It falls open again, palm-up, on her lap. “It’s like… I—” Her breath catches, then rushes out in a gust.

“It’s okay, take your time.” Keqing’s own breaths feel shallow but she recognizes Ganyu’s frustration. She shifts in her spot on the boulder, swivels around further to face Ganyu. It would be easy to reach out a comforting hand, but she settles with leaning forward instead, elbows on her thighs. “If you don’t want to talk about it… that’s okay too.”

Ganyu shakes her head, still in thought. “It’s like I can almost grasp those memories, but not quite,” she finishes after a few moments. “They’re just out of reach. Or… or sometimes, I think I’m only recalling a memory, or a memory of a memory, and not the real thing. I can’t be sure.”

Something about Keqing’s earlier unease clicks into place. Ganyu’s grief over Rex Lapis had been fresh. Keqing knows fresh grief and how it ebbs and flows. This is something ancient: grief—if it could still be called that—eroded by the relentless passing of time, but just as potent. 

Keqing cannot fathom it. She never will. She can only see the pain of it, furrowing Ganyu’s brow and darkening her eyes.

“Earlier,” Ganyu continues, “when you brought the bouquet, it—it reminded me of how much she loved sweet flowers.”

“Oh.” Keqing glances down at their laps. “I’m sorry.”

“No… I’m glad you did.” 

“It made you cry.”

“Because I felt so apologetic to my mother. And… thankful to you.” Ganyu’s fingers press into the fabric of her dress. “I hate forgetting. It makes me feel… guilty.”

“It’s not your fault,” Keqing says softly. “It’s just one of those uncontrollable things.” 

“I know. I suppose I’ve grown used to it too. It doesn’t usually feel so… so heavy.”

“It makes sense,” Keqing reassures her. “She’s your mother. You loved her.”

“I’m the only one left who remembers her at all,” Ganyu murmurs. “So when I forget…” She struggles again. “It’s like I’ve let a piece of her die a second time. Like I’ve failed her.” 

Keqing inhales, choosing her words. “You have your own life to live, one that doesn’t require you to keep others’ memories alive. That’s—that’s not your burden to bear. It shouldn’t be.”

“I don’t know how to put it down though. I don’t… I don’t even know if I want to.”

Keqing opens her mouth, but no sound comes out. What wisdom could she possibly offer that Ganyu hasn’t already considered in her thousands of years? 

“I apologized to her so many times today,” Ganyu says. Her eyes close. “It doesn’t feel like enough.”

She sounds so tired, and sad. And much like her grief, none of these things are fresh. They sound worn and rooted, the kind of thing that’s been carried for so long that it becomes a part of the soul. Again, Keqing tries to wrap her mind around the depth of them, and fails. Again, she reads the pain from the slopes of Ganyu’s shoulders. They curve slight and small and heavy laden in the night.

Another piece of Keqing’s unease falls into place then, but not with the distant click of realization. This one dawns with all the fear of something imminent and inescapable. It rises like a sickening flood in her stomach and up her throat. 

She dares imagine herself as another weight on Ganyu’s shoulder—not her, but her memory, in the years after she’s died. She imagines Ganyu trying to hold onto the whole of it, her efforts ultimately futile as pieces break off and drift away. She imagines Ganyu, thousands of years later, still holding onto the remains and apologizing to her for forgetting the rest.

Keqing doesn’t care much for personal legacies, but she doesn’t want hers to be this. She couldn’t bear adding to the hurt.

“Ganyu,” she says lightly, pushing her desperation down. This isn’t the time to make things about her and her own concerns, she thinks, yet they are laced in her next words. “What about the things you do remember? Surely there are some?”

Ganyu looks up. She seems mildly surprised. A smile wavers in the line of her mouth. “Yes, of course.” 

“Tell me about them.”

“A lot of it is sort of… blurry. Like I can remember feelings, but not anything concrete,” Ganyu says.

Keqing nods. “That’s okay—tell me whatever you want to share.”

“Mm… well, she loved to sing. I—I can’t exactly remember any of the songs she taught me, but the children used to love them.”

“Oh, what sorts of songs?” 

Ganyu’s face scrunches up in thought. “Sort of… happy songs. She used to gather everyone by the well. It was funny because… she had a temper too, and her voice could be, um, harsh. But it was so lovely and soft when she sang.”

“A bit like you then,” Keqing muses.

“Do you think I have a temper?” Ganyu’s eyes widen almost imperceptibly.

“No!” Keqing can’t help but laugh. “I mean—your singing.”

“Have you… have you heard me sing before?”

Keqing feels her face heat up. “Um, I’ve heard you from afar a few times, out on the terrace.”

“Ah,” Ganyu says, briefly averting her gaze. “With the glaze lilies?”

“Yeah.”

Ganyu has flushed a light pink, and Keqing is sure her own cheeks have gone the same color. She clears her throat and continues, “What about other things? Besides the singing?”

Ganyu hums. The crease in her brow has disappeared, replaced by something wistful that alights in her small smile too. She turns a little to face Keqing, their knees almost touching, and Keqing feels grateful relief swell in her throat at the ease in Ganyu’s posture.

“She hated leaving her hair down,” Ganyu recalls. “She used to do my hair sometimes. When… when she got older I would do hers for her.”

“Oh,” Keqing says. “How did she like her hair?”

“It was quite simple,” Ganyu replies. “Just loose braids, to keep it out of her face. She liked to work a lot—oh!—she was good with growing and planting things too. I remember… she kept a small plot of vegetables when we first built the village, and it later expanded—nothing big like Qingce Village’s fields, but it was right outside our house. I’d wake up and look out and see the men working.”

Her rambling so closely resembles joy that Keqing grins. “You sound a lot like her.”

“The villagers would say that too,” Ganyu says with a chuckle. “I don’t think I was nearly as temperamental.”

Keqing raises a brow pointedly.

Ganyu squints.

Keqing breaks into laughter again. “I’m kidding,” she says. And then more seriously—“She seems kind though. Like you.”

Ganyu’s expression softens. “She was.”

“Isn’t that… a way of remembering?” Keqing muses. “When someone becomes a part of you, when you carry them with you?”

“I suppose… but it feels too… too easy.”

“You’re too hard on yourself,” Keqing states gently. “Your mother doesn’t sound like the kind of person who would fault you for forgetting things.”

Ganyu sighs. “You’re right. She wouldn’t.”

Keqing finally reaches out to settle a hand on Ganyu’s forearm. Ganyu’s averted gaze returns to meet hers. It searches for a respite.

“Don’t punish yourself for it then,” Keqing says. “And—you just shared a few things with me, right? My memory is impeccable. I’ll help you remember.”

She knows that her jest is only momentary reprieve, and her comfort insufficient and small. She is proud, but not so naive to think that she can relieve over three millennia of pain in a single night. She’s certain that Ganyu knows this too. And they both must know that Keqing’s memory, as impeccable as it might be, will tire and fall useless by the wayside in time, while Ganyu’s continues on alone. 

But for now, Ganyu lets out a quiet string of laughter that turns to a single gasping sob. She leans slowly forward until her forehead comes to rest against Keqing’s shoulder. Tears begin to wet the fabric there. Keqing tries stubbornly to swallow down the pressure rising up her own throat until it joins the ache in her chest. She lifts a hand to the back of Ganyu’s head and tentatively runs her fingers through her hair in what she hopes is a comforting rhythm. 

For now, they stay like this, even after Ganyu’s shoulders have stopped shuddering, and for now, Keqing tries to fool herself into believing that this is sufficient, that this makes a difference.

 

 

Ganyu is so drained by the time they return to their house that she doesn’t put up any fight when Keqing insists on taking the mat on the floor again. She’s asleep barely a minute after her head hits the pillow. Keqing fixes the blanket so that it covers her fully before she slips under her own blanket. Thankfully, miraculously, the sheer exhaustion of the day beats out the legion of thoughts in her mind, and it doesn’t take long for her to drift off too.

They set off for Liyue Harbor early the next morning, after Keqing meets for a final briefing with the excavation team. Beneath the warmth of the sun, the weight of the previous day has lightened considerably. Ganyu is bright as she keeps pace with Keqing down the winding roads, and Keqing basks in her light.

Sometimes they reminisce over their first trip up to Qingce Village. They laugh over Keqing’s fumbled bundle of clothing, and her slightly shorter cloak. More often, Ganyu talks about the village. 

The stories come up staccatoed, interspersed between other conversation and lapses of silence. She recalls something new with an “oh!” and Keqing listens as she starts recalling a memory. It is always with the same fondness and underlying sadness, but the sadness doesn’t show on Ganyu’s features, only seeps through her voice between words. 

Still, there’s a subtle disquiet that creeps over Keqing as they make their way south and the sky begins to darken into evening. Only when Liyue Harbor’s front gate looms into view does she slow down.

“Ganyu,” she says.

Ganyu pauses a few steps ahead of her and turns on her heel. The grin on her face dwindles down. “Is something wrong?”

“Not exactly,” Keqing says, catching up to her. They begin walking again at a more subdued pace, in quiet, until Keqing continues, “The site, the way you’ve been talking about the village and the ruins like it’s all already gone—I can’t help but feel like you’ve given in with the construction project.”

Ganyu remains silent for a bit. “Is that a bad thing?”

“Not necessarily. It just feels like you gave up.”

“I… would you prefer if I fought you on your decision?” Ganyu tilts her head.

“I haven’t made a final decision yet,” Keqing insists. “But maybe.” She pauses, amends her statement. “Or maybe not. You just haven’t voiced any further complaints for… well, a long time, and it makes me curious as to if you had other thoughts on it.”

Ganyu hums in thought, then chuckles. “It kind of sounds like you want me to convince you of my case.”

Keqing wonders briefly, if this is true. She shrugs, an in-between answer. “I just know how reluctant you are to voice your opposition. And I want to be thorough, because… it’s you.”

Ganyu averts her gaze shyly, lips pressing into a brief smile. They both lapse into another silence as they walk through the gate. The guards there greet them with a bow before they continue along the harbor. Ganyu dodges a few children barrelling along the wooden planks, then looks at Keqing.

“I’ve been thinking about it a bit. Yesterday, actually,” she admits, pressing her knuckles against her chin. “But it feels a bit silly to say now.”

Keqing inhales. But she doesn’t hesitate to say, “Tell me. It’s not silly.”

Ganyu’s hands clasp together in front of her. She plays with the hem of her left sleeve. “When I look at the ruins and everything at the site, I don’t feel so lonely,” she says. “I think the hardest part about… losing all of it… is losing their companionship.”

Keqing’s mouth curves into the slightest frown, not in distaste, but in thought. “What do you mean, their companionship?”

“To me, the land is alive too, and the ruins,” Ganyu says. “They remember the things I can’t. When they’re gone, I’ll be left alone to carry the memories.” A pause. “I don’t know if… if that makes sense.”

Keqing nods slowly. She thinks back to Ganyu’s fierce stare the night she had snapped. The grief there had not been for Rex Lapis alone, she realizes, but for the site, and its life.

“I think I understand a little. When you and I talk about the living, and serving the living, we’re speaking of different subjects.” She squints, then adds, “Well, not completely different. Overlapping.”

“Yes,” Ganyu murmurs. The sound is almost lost in the noise of the harbor. She turns back to Keqing, and Keqing is surprised to find her smiling. “But I understand your plans too. I trust that they’re good.”

Keqing studies her. “Do you mean that?” she asks.

Ganyu nods. “Of course,” she replies. “And in the end… loss is inevitable and—and unpredictable, isn’t it? Even if you didn’t go through with construction, the site could end up destroyed anyway.”

“That is true,” Keqing says. “But not guaranteed, like demolition is.”

“It’s possible.”

“I suppose…”

“You’re going to begin arguing against your own stance,” Ganyu laughs, then fixes Keqing with a determined gaze, almost challenging. Her voice is gentle though. “This is unlike you. Don’t doubt yourself.”

Yet doubt has already lodged in the pit of Keqing’s stomach. She heaves a sigh. “I’m just worried,” she confesses.

“Mm… about what? That you’re making the wrong decision?”

Keqing shakes her head and finds Ganyu’s eyes with her own. “No, about you.”

“I promise, I’ll be fine,” Ganyu says. “It might—well, it will hurt, but it’s not the greatest loss.”

Keqing squeezes her eyes shut. Her words tumble out. “I mean—there’s that, but I’m also worried that I’ll lose you.”

“Oh.” Ganyu falters in her steps for a moment. “Oh,” she repeats, before laughter bubbles up.

“What?” Keqing asks. “I’m being serious!”

“I know,” Ganyu says. The laughter quiets, but doesn’t fade completely. “You’re worried about—this… about us.”

“Yeah,” Keqing mumbles.

“You would throw away your… meticulously planned construction project for me? That’s very valiant—”

Keqing immediately cuts in, face flushed, “I didn’t say that—I just—worry.”

Ganyu’s giggles fade, leaving a hint of amusement, shy and bashful. “I’m flattered.”

“I’m serious though,” Keqing repeats.

Ganyu doesn’t say anything as they leave the harbor and head toward the bridge. She speaks after they’ve crossed halfway. 

“You know… one of the things I’ve come to admire about you is your boldness. I used to think it was… callous at worst, ignorant or naive at best.” She smiles. “But you’ve proved me wrong, over and over. So when I say that I trust your decisions, I mean it. I trust you, both as a leader and as… as…”

Keqing can hear her own heartbeat in the moment that Ganyu pauses. She doesn’t finish the sentence, but continues on, “If something were to… come between us, I’m certain it won’t be this.”

Keqing exhales in relief. Ganyu’s steady certainty is enough to dislodge the doubt in her gut, melting it down for now into something insignificant. 

“Okay,” she says, and lets out a laugh. “Actually, I think that might’ve been one of the nicest things you’ve said about me.”

Ganyu joins her mirth. “You have to earn them,” she jests.

“Right,” Keqing says. “Thank you.”

Ganyu comes to a stop on the path a little beyond the final bridge. It’s further than they’ve ever walked together, which is to say, not far at all. She points vaguely to her right. “Um… I’m going this way,” she states.

Keqing’s house is further down the road, but she musters up her courage and the high of Ganyu’s previous reassurance, and asks, “May I walk you home?”

“Oh.” Ganyu grins, looks down, brings a fist to her lips to catch the giggles. “Yes, I… I wouldn’t mind that.”

The hill Ganyu lives on is rather steep. The path is narrow, overgrown in a few places, and Keqing walks behind Ganyu when there’s no room left for them to stand side by side. She holds out a tentative hand, to catch Ganyu in case she should fall, even though she’s undoubtedly made this trek up countless times. 

Her house is at the top. It’s small, and mostly neat. A single lantern hangs from the eave, and some fallen leaves litter the roof and surrounding grass.

“Ah, sorry for the mess,” Ganyu says sheepishly. “I don’t have much time to clean up.”

“Don’t worry, mine is the same,” Keqing replies.

They stop a few steps from the front door, and Ganyu turns to face her. Their gazes hold for a few, long seconds. Keqing watches as Ganyu’s shifts from amused to soft to something indecipherable. Her lips part slightly, and Keqing’s gaze flits there. She forgets to breathe, until Ganyu’s voice pulls her from her reverie.

“Thank you, Keqing,” she murmurs, “for everything the past few days.”

Keqing blinks, suddenly aware of her heartbeat again. She tries not to think about how close they are, or how easily she could reach out to embrace Ganyu.

“Of course,” she replies instead. “I’m… happy you made it up there. Thank you for sharing that time with me. It must’ve been difficult.”

Ganyu pauses, shifts her weight between her feet. “I’ll admit I wasn’t sure I wanted to at first. But I’m—” She exhales, a little sadly. “I’m grateful you were with me. I think it would’ve been harder… without you.”

“It was nothing,” Keqing says. Her gut is beginning to roil with emotion again. 

“It wasn’t just nothing,” Ganyu insists, quiet, but with conviction. “I didn’t feel so alone.”

Keqing finds only truth in her eyes. She tucks it away in her chest.

“You’re not alone,” Keqing says. “I’m here.”

She’s acutely aware of how finite and small her promise is. She wonders if Ganyu feels the same.

Ganyu’s lips waver into a smile. She says, “I know. Thank you.”

The lamp flickers in their silence. Keqing speaks up, “I… should get going then.”

“Yes,” Ganyu agrees slowly. “Um, get home safe.”

“I will. Good night, Ganyu.”

“Good night, Keqing.”

Keqing watches as Ganyu disappears inside her house. The door creaks shut behind her with a small gust of air that whisks across the light of the lantern again. Keqing releases the breath she’d been holding. Her head spins from the sudden rush of oxygen, dizzying, coupling with the roiling of her gut and her thudding pulse.

She tries to distill something coherent from it; there’s triumph, giddy and abuzz in her veins. Doubt, again, mixed in with everything. Relief, simple and sweet. An ache that yearns.

Keqing realizes, with a pang, that it’s guilt mingled in the doubt. Ganyu had thanked her so earnestly. Despite that, and despite all her reassurances—perhaps because of them—Keqing feels as if she’s offering Ganyu so little, and asking her to deem it enough.

Her mind tells her that it is enough, that she has made her compromises, that this is her best. Her heart rejects that. It implores her otherwise, and if anything, Keqing has found that it isn’t such a terrible thing to listen to her heart. 
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11. Chapter 11


    
    Guilt does not suit Keqing’s sure steps; it never has. She knows that it can be a productive emotion sometimes, when wielded properly against others, but she doesn’t allot much space for guilt in her own mind. It’s only ever a hindrance, a signal that something has been left unresolved. And Keqing does not leave matters unresolved. She knows how easily they can fester and spread.

Yet the Qingce Village site simmers stubbornly, frustratingly, in her mind. She wants nothing more than to send off her final drafts to their respective destinations so that construction can begin before the days begin to grow too cold. Instead, the papers have been sitting stagnant on her desk while Keqing scours her texts on construction and consults various experts on her options.

It only takes half a day of indecision for the work to begin piling up. Two days until the stack of papers awaiting her review has tripled in height. Every time she glances at it she has half a mind to default to her initial demolition plans. After all, her schedule is packed, each task measured and carefully slotted in among the rest. She can’t afford to drag her feet on this for long.

But her mind always wanders back to Ganyu, to their night at her mother’s grave, to their conversation on the way back, to her tears. Keqing weighs them against the longing of the villagers, against a potentially more secure future for Liyue. The consequences of each hover over her like a waiting catastrophe. She tries to find a satisfying in-between.

Ganyu, true to her reassurances, never pressures Keqing on her plans or expresses any resentment. Keqing brings her lunch each day promptly at noon. There’s no mention of the site between the bites of food and shared mirth. Each time Keqing bids Ganyu goodbye and a good afternoon nap, she looks for any shifts in Ganyu’s expression, and finds none; it’s always pleasant and fond. But Keqing knows all too well the great multitude of things that facade can hide. When she turns to leave, it is always with guilt trailing at her heels and unsettling her steps.

On the fifth day after their return from Qingce Village, Keqing comes to find Ganyu in the afternoon. She’s worked through lunchtime herself, and after factoring in the thirty minutes for Ganyu’s nap, plus a ten minute buffer, she stops by the alcove at twenty past one.

Ganyu isn’t there. Her chair has been left slightly askew. Keqing frowns and confirms the time with a glance at the clock. 

She knows Ganyu doesn’t always nap here. Sometimes she’s in the back of the central hall, sometimes in a less busy corridor on the top floor, and more occasionally, when weather permits, she takes her naps in the grass skirting Yujing Terrace. Keqing had assumed she’d be back by now though. She’s considering dropping by again later in the afternoon when a shadow darkens the screen of the divider.

“Oh—Keqing?”

Ganyu stops at the alcove’s threshold. The pillow Keqing gifted her is tucked under one arm, and the smile that lights her face is immediate. Keqing thinks she could never tire of seeing that initial joy, reserved just for her. 

“You didn’t come for lunch today,” Ganyu notes, stepping inside after her short pause. “Unless… you’re just an hour late?”

There’s nothing accusing in her tone; it’s fully delighted, rather, but Keqing still wrinkles her nose. “No—I mean, I had to work through lunch. Urgent stuff. You still ate, right?” she asks.

“Yes,” Ganyu chuckles. “Did you think I’d become helpless without you bringing me food?”

“Of course not,” Keqing huffs. Heat starts to rise up her neck. “I’m just making sure.”

She watches Ganyu round the desk and stash the pillow away beneath it. Her heart flutters in her chest, shouting its proud and quiet triumph. She tries to curb her grin but her voice betrays how pleased she is when she says, “I see you’ve been enjoying the pillow.”

Ganyu nods as she straightens up. “Mm, it’s very comfortable, and a little easier on my neck.”

“To think that you’ve gone this many years without one…” Keqing rests her hip against the desk, grin growing smug.

“Well… it’s been quite some time since anyone has tried to court me with expensive gifts.”

Keqing’s smugness promptly dissolves. “There have been others?” 

Ganyu laughs. “Not for a very very long time,” she replies. She glances down to where her fingers rub shyly over the top of her desk. “And… none as thoughtful as you.”

Keqing’s grin widens again, just a fraction. Briefly, she wonders how and where those others failed, if they failed at all. She supposes it shouldn’t come as a surprise, given Ganyu’s years. Curiosity nudges at some crevice of her brain, but for now, she basks in her small success.

“Um, did you… only come by to see if I’d eaten?” Ganyu asks.

“Oh, no,” Keqing says. She takes a breath. “I wanted to invite you over for dinner at my house tomorrow.”

Ganyu’s fingers still. “Dinner, as in… a date?”

The word has been running through Keqing’s head all morning, yet the heat still rushes up her neck and into her face when Ganyu says it aloud. It feels frivolous, a little silly.

“Yes, a date,” she confirms. 

Ganyu smiles against the back of her hand. “Is there a special occasion?”

“Um.” Keqing falters. “Do I need one?”

“No, no… I was just curious.”

“Oh. I want to spend some proper time with you—you know, outside of work. And… well, I’d like to make up for the meal I cooked for you in Qingce Village,” Keqing admits, grimacing at the memory.

Ganyu bursts into giggles. “There’s nothing to make up for—it was perfectly fine,” she murmurs when they die down.

“It was bland,” insists Keqing, crossing her arms. “And ‘fine’ is not a result to be satisfied with.”

“It was the best you could do given what you had.”

“Not enough. Let me do better.”

“Alright,” Ganyu concedes. The soft amusement curving her lips matches the warmth dancing in her eyes.

Keqing beams. “What would you like to eat? Please don’t say ‘surprise me.’”

“Mm, I would be fine with anything.”

“That’s the same thing,” Keqing protests, although she’d expected nothing less. 

“I’m not picky,” Ganyu says.

“I know—but you’ve never expressed distaste at anything.” Keqing frowns, then admits, “It’s impossible to tell what you actually like. Besides flowers.”

Ganyu looks as if she’s going to refute this, but instead answers, “Then… I wouldn’t mind some hot and sour soup.”

Keqing pauses. She raises her brows. “Hot and sour soup?”

“Yes,” Ganyu says, tilting her head. “You… don’t know what that is?”

“Of course I do! I didn’t think you’d like it though.”

“I didn’t either, until I had some at Wanmin Restaurant last year.”

She sounds wistful. Keqing scrunches up her nose at the mention of the restaurant. “Don’t tell me—did Xiangling add slime to it or something?” 

“Not quite. She substituted the pork with flaming flower extract-infused wheat gluten… and used violetgrass too. I think that’s what she said.”

Keqing blanches. “I can make it, but I’m not going to put that stuff in.”

Ganyu’s nod is understanding, encouraging. She lets out a short laugh. “That’s alright. I’m sure it’ll turn out wonderfully.”

“It will,” Keqing says, with a confidence that outpaces her culinary skill. “That’s your only request?”

“Mm… yes. Surprise me with the rest.”

Keqing supposes that’s the best she’ll get out of Ganyu. “Okay, okay,” she agrees, reaching for a spare pencil. “Let me mark my house for you on a map. Is eight good? Or too early?”

“Eight is good,” Ganyu replies. She leafs through a stack of papers at the side of her desk, then slides a small map of Liyue Harbor toward Keqing. 

Keqing circles a small spot toward the edge of the map. She sets the pencil down with an air of finality. “Okay, I’ll leave you to your work then,” she says, sidestepping toward the alcove’s entrance. “See you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow,” Ganyu echoes. Then, “Oh, Keqing?”

Keqing turns her head. “Yeah?”

“Will you come by for lunch tomorrow too?” 

There is an easy hope there, laced in Ganyu’s question, light and breezy. It clashes oddly with the familiar guilt that seeps in when Keqing leaves, layering over her turmoil like a temporary salve. But for now, Keqing gives in and allows it to soothe her.

“Of course,” she answers.

 

 

Keqing has never actually attempted to make hot and sour soup before. She stands in her kitchen, washed up and dressed in fine silk. The half-done concoction simmers in the pot on the stove. She glowers at it, trying to figure out exactly when the proper time to add violetgrass is. 

Following some deliberation the day before, she’d dropped by Wanmin Restaurant after peak dinner hours to consult Xiangling on how exactly to use the unfamiliar ingredient. She’d gathered information on how to pick out the best flowers for cooking purposes, and how to prepare them, but had overlooked one of the most crucial steps.

Keqing prods at a floating bamboo shoot with her chopsticks. It caves and sinks easily into the broth. Keqing squints at it, then over at the page in her newly acquired book of recipes. It informs her that she should be adding the flour mixture next, and then the egg. Perhaps the violetgrass should have gone in with the lily flowers in a previous step, but those were dried. At least that’s what Keqing had reasoned.

Half on a whim and half out of exasperation, she tips the dish into the pot, then gives the soup a stir. The purple petals swirl around, quickly wilting in the heat. The flour mixture goes in next—smoothly, to Keqing’s relief. She lets it simmer while she moves to the smaller stove and stir-fries a quick water spinach dish, something simple that’s thankfully also a staple in her humble repertoire.

She’s tilting the bowl of beaten eggs carefully into the pot in a thin stream, stirring slowly with the other hand, when two knocks interrupt her focus.

“Shit—”

The impact of brass against wood had been muffled and gentler than usual, but heavy enough. The bowl slips slightly from Keqing’s hand as she jerks back, and in the time it takes her to stabilize her grip on it, the entirety of its contents has plopped unceremoniously all at once into the pot. 

Keqing groans loudly. She doesn’t have time to observe the consequences though. After a quick glance at the clock, she sprints for the front door.

Ganyu’s awaiting grin and the way it reaches her eyes when the door opens are enough to wipe Keqing’s fumble from her mind. She too has forgone her usual outfit in favor of a long silk dress. The floral embroidery winding over its left shoulder matches Ganyu’s eyes, and Keqing stares wordlessly.

“Hi,” Keqing finally breathes. “You’re early.”

“I happened to finish work earlier than expected so I thought I’d come over,” Ganyu says. “Is… that okay?” 

“Yeah, of course,” Keqing says, trying to stave off thoughts of her soup now swarming back in. She steps away from the doorway. “Come in.”

“You’ll have to excuse me,” she continues after the door has shut behind them. Ganyu’s gaze wanders slowly over the room and its rather sparse—but not inexpensive—furnishings. Keqing points apologetically toward the kitchen. “I’m almost done with the soup. It’s still on the stove so I have to get back to it, but uh—feel free to look around a bit!”

It doesn’t take long for Ganyu to join her at the stove. She peers over Keqing’s shoulder. Keqing catches the scent of honey and qingxin, stronger than usual.

Ganyu brings a fist to her mouth, but her silent giggles swell easily into a melody.

“Are you sure you’re not making an omelette?” she jests. She looks away from the cloudy clumpy mass of egg in the pot and at Keqing.

A snort escapes Keqing through her frown. “Your knocks threw me off,” she protests. “It was almost perfect.”

“Ah, sorry.”

“No, it’s fine,” Keqing insists quickly. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

Ganyu examines the contents of the pot again. “You added violetgrass?”

“Yeah. But I didn’t have time to figure out that whole… flaming flower… gluten… whatever though. Xiangling didn’t sound like she would’ve shared her methods with me anyway.”

She can sense Ganyu’s gaze shifting to her face. 

“You went to talk to Xiangling?” Ganyu asks quietly.

Keqing’s ears feel hot, but not uncomfortably so. “After dinner hours yesterday, yeah,” she mumbles.

Ganyu doesn’t reply. She leans back a bit, then after a few beats, says, “Can I help with anything?”

Keqing releases a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “Absolutely not,” she says, and they both chuckle.

The soup is promptly done ten minutes before eight, just as Keqing had planned. She ushers Ganyu to the small square table and sets out the soup and water spinach, along with a heaping plate of cold noodles and bowls of rice. Now that the preparations are complete and she can finally sit down, Keqing can feel her limbs buzzing with nerves—anticipating Ganyu’s reaction to her cooking, but also something more. 

Ganyu raises a spoonful of broth to her lips, and Keqing watches, hand hovering over her own bowl.

“How is it?” Keqing asks, once Ganyu has finished the bite.

Ganyu nods. “Strong—the violetgrass is strong,” she says, and adds, “but it’s very good.”

“Does it taste like the version you had at Wanmin Restaurant?”

“Not exactly. A bit.” Ganyu tilts her head, reminiscing. “The flavors are more… distinct, I think.”

Keqing frowns a bit. “Hm. Is that a bad thing?”

“No, not at all. I never expected a… an exact replica.”

“I’ll get it closer next time.”

Ganyu smiles over a second spoonful. “It doesn’t need to be perfect,” she says. “I could easily have a second helping of this.”

Her smile is contagious, as always. 

“And a third?” Keqing jests.

“And a third.”

“Even though the egg came out wrong?”

“Even then,” Ganyu says.

“I’ll take your word for it.”

Keqing starts on her own soup and finds it as strong as Ganyu had claimed it to be. Ganyu moves on to the other dishes as the conversation ambles over to Keqing’s house. It’s smaller than expected, notes Ganyu, to which Keqing makes a similar observation about Ganyu’s own residence.

“It’s hard to believe we’ve lived just down the road from each other for so long, and we never knew until now,” Keqing marvels. “Come to think of it, I don’t think I ever saw you walking to or from work, even though we both stay late often enough.”

“Ah, that—” Ganyu is quiet for a second. Her lips press together, wavering. Then she bursts into laughter.

“What’s so funny?” Keqing asks, confused. 

“That’s because—I don’t know if I should say this, actually—um…” Ganyu taps a fingertip against her chin. “I used to… avoid leaving at the same time as you.”

“What? Really?” Keqing feels an old indignation flare up in her chest, although it’s tame, muted by the sound of Ganyu’s mirth. 

“Not every single day,” Ganyu amends. “Just—you know, when we happened to finish at the same time. I would give you a fifteen or twenty minute head start and pray I didn’t catch you on the way home.”

“That doesn’t make it much better,” Keqing groans and folds her arms on the table. “Did you really hate me that much?”

“I didn’t hate you,” Ganyu replies, voice growing softer. “Maybe… maybe at first. But even then, not truly.”

“You disliked me then,” Keqing infers. “Or you were scared of me?”

“I… I think the dislike was mutual, was it not?”

“Maybe a bit,” Keqing admits with a light huff. “But I wasn’t the one going home fifteen minutes late because of it.”

Ganyu hums in thought. “I… couldn’t understand you. And I didn’t want to try.” 

There’s a lull between them. “I suppose I was the same,” Keqing says.

“How about now?” Ganyu asks.

Keqing holds her stare. She reads the brightness in Ganyu’s eyes, the slightest crease in her brow, the shadow of her dimple when her smile is just the barest curve.

“I think I have a lot more to learn,” Keqing muses. “But I’d like to say I understand you a bit.” She grins, and adds, “Although… I don’t think I’ll ever understand why you love eating flowers so much. The texture can’t even be that good.”

She watches Ganyu’s dimple deepen as she laughs.

“And have you ever tried them?” Ganyu asks.

“Not raw,” Keqing replies. “I have good reason not to.”

Ganyu raises a brow and Keqing shakes her head. Both are smiling. It’s quiet for a few moments as they return dutifully to their meals. Keqing glances at Ganyu between mouthfuls of noodles. She seems so at ease, one elbow leaned against the table, the other hanging off the edge of it. It’s a lovely scene—Ganyu, here, sharing a meal with her under her own roof. It should roll over her like a triumph, a comfort.

Yet Keqing can hear her own breathing, constricted and shallow and strange amidst the warmth of the room. It drowns out the comfort and the triumph. She sets her chopsticks down across her bowl.

“Ganyu… um…”

Ganyu stills and looks up.

“I made a decision about the site,” Keqing says.

To Keqing’s surprise, the easy, amused smile doesn’t slip from Ganyu’s features. It persists as she replies, “I thought this was a date, not a work meeting?”

Keqing pauses. “It—it’s not. A work meeting, I mean. I was going to tell you tomorrow at work, but I don’t know… I’m not saying this as the Yuheng. I want to tell you this as…” 

Ganyu’s unfinished sentence from their trip back from Qingce Village surfaces to the front of her mind. She hadn’t called them friends, but also hadn’t defined Keqing as anything else.

“…as someone who cares deeply about you,” Keqing finishes.

Ganyu’s expression softens into something gentle and open.

Keqing goes on, trying to keep her voice even. “I don’t know where to begin,” she realizes aloud. Her fingers have curled of their own accord into a fist against the tabletop, and she realizes that they’re shaking. She wonders if Ganyu has already discerned the verdict. Surely, she must have some inkling.

Ganyu prompts her with a nod. “I’m listening.”

Keqing inhales, then exhales. “We’re—I’ve decided to go ahead with the construction. I mean, I haven’t sent off the final drafts yet because—because I wanted to tell you first, but once I do… demolition should begin in two weeks maximum. Everything aside from the well will be gone. I’m sorry.” 

Ganyu releases a long sigh then. Keqing pauses. It’s difficult to keep her gaze level on Ganyu’s face, but she forces herself to. Ganyu’s expression stays unchanged, still listening, beckoning her to go on.

“I wanted to find a different option,” Keqing says. “One that would be good for the villagers’ future, and for Liyue’s future, and one that—that wouldn’t hurt you. But there’s only so much available land in that area given the topography and Qingce Village’s location. Even if—if we didn’t need infill to level the slope of the surrounding cliff, the village ruins take up such a cen—”

“Keqing.”

Ganyu’s palm settles over her trembling hand, and the sound of her laughter cuts into the strained current of words with such an unexpected tenderness that Keqing’s breath hitches. The warmth emanating from Ganyu’s skin is all-encompassing, absorbing the tremors until they stop. 

Keqing resists the urge to pull her hand away. Ganyu’s comfort flutters over her like a mercy she can’t fully receive, but she clings tentatively to it nonetheless.

“I know all this—I was there, remember?” Ganyu says. “You don’t have to explain it to me.”

“Right,” Keqing says, wincing. “You don’t need to be reminded of it again.”

Ganyu shakes her head, ever patient. “It’s not that. You don’t have to… justify your decision to me. I understand.”

“I owe you an explanation. An apology. Or—or something,” Keqing finishes with a frustrated sigh.

Ganyu doesn’t respond right away. Her mouth twists in thought and her gaze roams down to their hands, then back up. 

“Did you think I was lying the other day?” she asks, genuine curiosity in her voice and in the arc of her brows.

Keqing blinks. “Um—when?”

“When I said I would be fine—that… this wouldn’t be the thing to come between us.”  

“Oh.” Keqing exhales. “Well. A little.”

The corner of Ganyu’s lips twitches at this, then curves upward. She pulls her hand back. It comes to rest over her other hand, both curled on the tabletop.

Keqing continues, “You have a pretty good track record of hiding your opinions and your discomfort.”

“I suppose I do,” Ganyu concedes with a chuckle. “Would you… believe me now if I said I wasn’t lying?”

Keqing thinks on this for a moment. “Not fully,” she replies.

Ganyu doesn’t move away, but squares her shoulders where she’s leaned over the table. Her head is held high. She seems to consider her words. 

“I’ll admit I was… extremely upset at first, when you first told me your intentions. I thought you were… careless and brash, and I didn’t think there was a need for change.” Ganyu stops to take a long breath. “Sometimes… I still wonder if there needs to be change—I suppose that’s where we’re different. But I’ve understood that—that you’re never careless, and you’re always working tirelessly for good. Remember when you told me the same thing? That you knew that I always meant well?”

“At the Qingxin Festival, yeah,” Keqing recalls.

“Yes,” Ganyu says. “So I trust your decision. It must have been a hard one to make.”

“It’s a much harder loss for you,” Keqing murmurs, finally averting her gaze and blinking hard.

“It’s necessary. And it’s… inevitable,” Ganyu says gently. “I’ve seen enough things come and go to understand that you don’t get to keep anything forever. Not even the land itself. I’ve made my peace—as much as I can. And… if I were in your position, I think… maybe I would make the same decision after all.”

An ache burrows deep into Keqing’s chest. It’s a little familiar, not so different from the one a few days ago in size or location. Perhaps it has been there for some time now, a fissure reopening, trying to understand and absorb the depth of Ganyu’s own loss. Keqing pulls her elbows in and presses them into her sides as if she could close it up.

“There’s also more,” she says, a meager offering.

“Oh, more to your decision?”

Keqing nods. She ventures forth with a hesitance that lessens as she speaks. “This doesn’t make up for anything but… about the burial site. I’m, uh, working with a team of engineers to figure out a new method for permanently stabilizing the cliffside around it. So that we can leave that area as it is. Undisturbed. Right now they’re looking into a drainage system.” 

The newfound hope lighting Ganyu’s eyes is so pure and complete that Keqing feels shameful being on the receiving end of it. Yet she dares to exhale in relief, her breath escaping her in a silent steady stream.

“Why… didn’t you say that earlier?” Ganyu asks.

“I thought it would be cruel and… disingenuous to not deliver the worst news first,” Keqing says. “Besides, this is hardly compensation.”

“It—it means more to me than you know.”

Keqing shakes her head firmly. “I figured the least I could do is to try and return some of the time you’ve lost with your mother. To make up for it. If… if that makes sense.”

Ganyu nods. Her eyes close for a few seconds. “Yes. Thank you.”

Keqing tries to shrug off this undeserved gratitude with another shake of her head. 

“What if the… drainage system doesn’t work?” Ganyu asks.

“Then I’ll keep that area blocked off. We’ll try other methods.”

“And if they don’t work?”

“They will. Something will,” Keqing says, lifting her chin, determined. She can promise this much, at least. 

Ganyu breathes a soundless laugh. “Somehow, I believe you.”

Keqing finally allows herself a small, thin smile. “I’m also working on a comprehensive history of the site,” she says. “The excavation team brought back plenty of samples. Between those and the analyses we’ve already done, I should be able to compile it all into something decent.” 

“You’re writing a—a book? That’s… a lot of work,” Ganyu says. There’s wonder in her eyes and Keqing looks down for a bit, away from it.

“I wouldn’t say I’m writing a whole book,” Keqing corrects. “More, uh, gathering information. Compiling it. I thought maybe you could help—if you feel up to it and have the time, of course.”

“Oh, how so?”

“Well, since you lived there, I thought you could help proofread, and add in details and your own anecdotes,” Keqing says.

“I… yes, I can do that,” Ganyu agrees. “I’d like to do that.”

“Thank you.” Keqing pauses for a long while, poised, thinking. “I think that was everything I had to tell you.” She slumps back in her chair. “I’m sorry. It’s not perfect.”

She braces herself for the weight of Ganyu’s disappointment to descend on her—silently, if not in words; slowly, if not all at once. She waits for Ganyu’s gaze to grow tired and sad, but it doesn’t.

“Maybe not,” Ganyu agrees. “But I don’t think there is a perfect situation. And I think maybe you’re being much too hard on yourself for… for being unable to find something that doesn’t even exist.”

Keqing’s brow furrows. “You could be right,” she admits. “It just feels so… unsatisfying. It’s weird. I can almost always—no, I can always come up with something that clicks. Something—well, optimal. But I’ve spent so long on this and it still ends up hurting you.”

Ganyu’s gaze is firm, but not punishing. “You’ve worked hard. For what it’s worth, I’m surprised and… touched.”

Keqing studies her intently. “Really?”

Ganyu dips her head in affirmation. “Now let it sit for a while. Some things take time to bear fruit.”

Keqing swallows. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.”

For the first time that night, she relents and accepts some of the relief that Ganyu offers. It wells like a spring, unbidden, in Keqing’s head and up her throat, choking up her last syllable. She sighs shakily and squeezes her eyes shut until the pressure ceases.

“You know, I’m beginning to think you’re taking this much harder than I am,” Ganyu says gently.

Keqing wrinkles her nose and presses her fingertips to her temple. “I know, I’m being ridiculous now.”

“Maybe a little. But I understand too.” The mirth in Ganyu’s voice is a welcome drizzle after a drought, and Keqing catches it with a laugh of her own.

“Told you patience wasn’t my strong suit,” she says. 

“Mm… I think it will be, after all this.”

Keqing groans, letting her head fall back. When it tilts forward again she looks at Ganyu. “Thank you,” she says, simply. “I’m lucky you’re as kind as you are.”

Ganyu’s eyes widen slightly. The surprise there is fleeting. It mellows into something shy and soft. Despite the softness, it is secure. And perhaps, Keqing thinks—or wants to think, forgiving.

Keqing takes it in for a moment, then clears her throat and rises halfway from her seat to reach for Ganyu’s empty soup bowl. She’s not convinced all is well but at least she finds herself lighter, her footing more solid.

“Sorry to interrupt dinner,” she says sheepishly. She submerges the ladle and holds it up. “Seconds?”

Ganyu nods. “Yes, please.”

Keqing fills the bowl, then halts. “You’re really okay?”

“I am,” Ganyu says. “And I will be.” 

Keqing finds evidence of Ganyu’s declaration in the subtle curl of her lips and the way she relaxes against the table again. Keqing hands her bowl back, and tries to believe the truth of her words.

 

 

Ganyu carries the decision with grace over the rest of the evening. Keqing can almost believe that she wasn’t and isn’t devastated each time their gazes meet over the table, each time joy flows into their chatter. Gradually, the dishes empty as their bellies fill. The intervals between bites of food draw longer and longer until Keqing pushes her bowl away and rolls her shoulders. She glances at the clock, which reads a quarter past ten. 

It’s late. Keqing knows she should send Ganyu off, but she can’t bring herself to. Ganyu makes no move to leave either. She relaxes easily against the table, as if this is where she wants to be.

In a lull in their conversation, Keqing asks, “Are you up for a walk?” She pauses, then adds, “If you would rather go home though, I get it—it’s pretty late.”

“On a normal day, we’d probably still be at work,” Ganyu points out.

“Right.”

“But yes, I would enjoy a walk.”

The road outside is largely deserted at this hour. A generous swath of grass stretches between it and the house. Keqing makes her way beside Ganyu down the stone steps and dirt path until it joins the road. They turn east at the same time, toward Liyue Harbor.

The nights are quieter now, cooler, devoid of crickets chirping like they do in the warmest times of year. Fireflies are sparse too, but their yellow lights still flicker occasionally, speckling the darkness. One alights on Ganyu’s sleeve, just above her elbow, like a tiny miracle. She laughs, then jerks away with a sharp noise of indignation when Keqing reaches for it.

“What?” Keqing protests. “I just wanted to catch it.”

“You’ve scared it off,” Ganyu chastises, watching the light blink further and further away. But when she turns back to Keqing, the thin line of her mouth is barely concealing her amusement.

The air fills with distant chatter drifting over from the harbor as they near it, but they veer right instead, heading up a slope. The grass is lush and mostly untrodden here. Keqing recalls their first days in Qingce Village, trekking through similar terrain.

At its peak, the hill doesn’t rise anywhere near Mount Tianheng’s grand heights, but the view of Liyue Harbor is still spectacular. Keqing stops by the edge of the hilltop to admire the city below them, layered in splendid lights. People still roam the cobbled streets, and docked ships bob gently in the harbor.

Ganyu seats herself on a fallen tree trunk just off to the side, a few steps away. Keqing lingers a moment longer, then joins her. She checks the cracked wood for excessive moisture with a fingertip, then sits to Ganyu’s left once she deems it acceptable. They survey the city wordlessly.

“It’s beautiful,” Ganyu voices eventually.

“Easily worth the long nights at work,” Keqing says.

Ganyu hums. She releases a fond sigh. Keqing follows her eye line, directed a little to their right, and finds a boat floating in toward the port. It navigates the final distance with a practiced carefulness. Keqing exhales when it docks and begins to bob in tandem with the other ships as the crew appears to unload it.

“I used to want to build ships when I was younger,” Keqing muses. “I wanted to sail on one.”

“You?” Ganyu turns to her. 

“Is it that surprising?”

Ganyu surveys her for a moment, then amends, “I can see it, actually. Maybe.”

Keqing leans her elbows over her knees, parted comfortably beneath the longer skirt of her dress. “I was fascinated by them—I couldn’t figure out how they could float, even though they were so big,” she laughs. 

Ganyu joins her laughter. “What made you realize sea life wasn’t for you?”

“Who knows, it still could be,” Keqing jests.

“Do you think you’d survive out at sea?”

“Easily,” Keqing scoffs, to which Ganyu lifts a skeptical brow. 

“I don’t know…” she says, one corner of her lips twitching. “I’ve heard different things. I think it might be quite rough, especially for someone who doesn’t know how ships stay afloat.”

Keqing rolls her eyes. “I know now, obviously. Although I still think they’re fascinating.”

“They are,” Ganyu agrees. Her attention travels back to the harbor. “The boat that docked just now—I remember when the largest sailing vessels were no larger than that. Even smaller, I think.” 

The boat is by no means small, but it’s dwarfed by the ships docked nearby. Even the relatively calm waves rock it in a rhythm that seems slightly too tumultuous for its size.

“When Liyue Harbor was built?” Keqing asks.

“Mm,” Ganyu replies, wistful. “Everything was centered around where Yujing Terrace is now, at first. I remember we built a bit further away from the sea, in case of flooding. And the boats… they would dock right on the sand.” 

“Liyue has come a long way,” Keqing murmurs.

Ganyu hums again. “Yes… sometimes it’s hard to believe what it’s become.” 

Ganyu suddenly feels far off again, or perhaps she’s close, but intangible, just as she had been the night at her mother’s grave. Keqing wants to move closer—as if that way she could see the same humble beginnings of the city that Ganyu is seeing, and all the stages in between.

But the only Liyue Harbor available to her is the one she overlooks now. It has been the same since her first concrete memory of it, and would likely remain unchanged over the course of her lifetime. Her scope is so small. And Keqing feels small and tumultuous beside Ganyu, carried far out by the tide despite all her desperate efforts to make it to shore.

When Keqing says nothing, Ganyu turns to look at her. It’s a sideways glance at first, but then she turns fully, pivoting where she sits.

“What’s wrong?” she asks.

Keqing blinks, sitting back a bit. “How—it’s nothing,” she says, a beat too late.

Ganyu tilts her head. She frowns. “Something’s troubling you,” she states.

“How… how can you tell?”

There’s a few beats of intense silence where Ganyu studies Keqing. “Your eyes. I think it’s… you… you have this, um… faraway look,” she says. “Or you did. But usually your eyes are so—so focused.”

“Oh.” Keqing’s throat suddenly feels tight.

“What’s wrong?” Ganyu prompts again.

Her tone is so welcoming that it’s tempting to spill, but Keqing doesn’t know where or how exactly to begin. She doesn’t know if she can add to all the heaviness already weighing on Ganyu. She shouldn’t. Surely, there must be a breaking point.

“I’ve bothered you enough today,” Keqing answers. 

“Not at all.” Ganyu shakes her head. “I feel… I feel lighter now, actually.”

A noise of strained relief rushes from Keqing’s throat. “If that’s true, then I’m glad.”

“So let me listen to you,” Ganyu says, “unless you truly don’t want to tell me.”

Keqing wants to—her heart is bursting to pour out its fears. She wonders if Ganyu can see that too in her eyes. Ganyu waits, quiet, and in that quiet, Keqing can hear her own pulse thudding louder and louder.

“I’m scared,” she confesses, finally.

“Scared… about what?”

“I don’t know what I can be to you. I don’t know what I can offer you.”

Ganyu’s brow furrows. She looks slightly bewildered when she says, “Aren’t you underestimating yourself? You’re… you’re good, and intelligent, and hardw—”

“I know all that,” Keqing says, then adds, “not to boast.” 

They both let out stifled laughs. Their mingled sound hangs in the air, a moment of relief.

“I know who I am and what I am,” Keqing starts again. “But I know—or I understand more of who you are too. You have all the wisdom and experience and—archons only know what else—of four thousand years. What could I possibly still offer you?”

Silence punctuates her question. Even the harbor below seems to still, and wait.

“If… if we go by that logic, wouldn’t that mean all my relationships are…” Ganyu searches for words, each strung slowly, one after another. “…meaningless?”

Keqing’s heart drops. “No,” she backtracks. “No, I don’t mean to imply that—I…”

She tucks her fingers under her biceps, then changes her mind. She feels even smaller that way, with her frame curled in on itself. She lets her hands rest on her lap again, inhaling, then exhaling.

“The night at the burial site,” Keqing says, “I saw how much pain you were in over your mother. I realized then that I would—I could cause you the same pain.”

“Oh,” Ganyu breathes. A heavy pause of comprehension follows the sound. “That’s—you don’t have to carry that… that burden.”

“But I do—I can’t ignore it.” Keqing’s voice swells louder with conviction and she reins it in with a shallow breath. “And I want to. I want a lot of things. I want to be by your side, but I—I don’t know what in the world I could give you to make it all worth it.”

Ganyu remains quiet.

Keqing adds, “I know I’m thinking far into the future. I just can’t ignore it.”

Ganyu is still quiet.

“You don’t have to give me an answer or anything. I know there aren’t any easy ones,” Keqing continues. “I’m not even sure I’m asking for one.”

Ganyu murmurs, “Keqing.”

Keqing falls silent. She waits, for what seems like an eternity. She knows it hasn’t been an eternity because the moon hangs fixed in the sky, which persists in its deep blue.

“Do you remember when I… when I cried on your shoulder that night?” Ganyu asks.

“Of course.”

Ganyu takes a shaky breath. “I know I’ll never receive forgiveness from my mother—not directly, but… but in that moment it felt like I was forgiven. At least a bit.”

“Oh,” Keqing says.

“So many years of…” Ganyu shakes her head, lacking words. “It feels lighter now, because you were there with me.”

Keqing swallows. “It was the least I could do.”

Ganyu shakes her head again. “And the night I, um, I was angry with you. When I snapped at you—do you remember that?”

“I don’t think I could ever forget it,” Keqing answers.

“It’s because of you that I could muster up the courage to… to try and move on.”

Keqing nearly laughs. Almost. “My drilling you over Rex Lapis and your opinions did that?”

Ganyu’s mouth curves a little. She shrugs lightly. “I don’t know either. But it was just—I suppose, one of those moments of clarity.”

Keqing looks at her, instead of a few degrees off to her side.

“And when you confessed—” Ganyu starts again.

“I remember.”

Ganyu’s smile pulls a little wider before it goes slack with a sigh. “For a long time, I’ve lived with what I needed. I asked myself, do I… do I need you? Or do I need this? I thought, I’ve lived for this long on my own—I don’t need something like… like…”

“Like love. Or romance,” Keqing offers. “Or a relationship.”

“Yes,” Ganyu says.

“I do agree,” Keqing says. “We don’t need romance to live. But yet… you gave me a chance in the end.”

“Because I wanted this,” Ganyu answers, “more than I realized. And I thought that maybe what I want and—and what I need don’t have to be so separate. I think I used to understand that but I suppose, somewhere along the way, I grew… wary.”

Keqing is vaguely aware her lips have pressed into a frown as she tries to take all this in. She tries to hold onto it, tries to plant it in her chest.

“Do you understand?” Ganyu asks softly. “I’m not perfect or—or anything greater just because I’m different from you. You’ve already done so much for me.”

Keqing understands this. She supposes she always has. It isn’t some divine and faraway being that’s taken root in her heart, but Ganyu—the whole of her, with all of the enigmatic and the familiar and the in-between.

“But all the things you’ve said,” Keqing murmurs. “Is it all enough? Will it be worth it?”

“I…” Ganyu’s brow furrows. “I think… I think that you can’t measure the worth of everything. And some things don’t have answers.”

“I hate that,” Keqing admits in a whisper.

Ganyu’s laugh is quiet, a little sad. “I know, and I… hate that I can’t relieve your worries in the… in exactly the way you need.”

Keqing shakes her head. “No, you’ve done a lot,” she says honestly. “Really.”

Ganyu’s eyes are bright, reflecting the moonlight. Keqing watches as they look briefly to their laps. Slowly, almost tentatively, Ganyu leans forward and reaches her hands out. She rests them staggered and unfurled, palm up, one on her own knee and one on Keqing’s knee. Keqing understands the invitation. She places her hands in Ganyu’s, and feels as Ganyu’s fingers take her own, as certain as her eyes.

“You said that you wanted to be by my side,” Ganyu says.

Keqing says, “More than anything right now.”

“And do you trust me?”

“Yes.” The answer is easy.

Ganyu nods, just once, a small dip of her head. “Then please, trust me when I say that you are enough, and—that I want to stay by your side too.”

Keqing breathes out, shuddering. “Okay.”

Perhaps this is the answer Keqing has wanted, first and foremost: not a speculative and abstract guess about what pain might lie in their future and if their time together might be a remedy, but simply that Ganyu wants to be here too. That Ganyu, despite everything, still chooses her, chooses them. Perhaps this is the only answer Ganyu can give.

“I trust you,” Keqing says.

Ganyu smiles. “I’ve put you through a lot of hurt these past few weeks, haven’t I? I’m sorry.”

“Not as much as I’ve brought you.”

“I’ve sort of… caused it all, in a way though, no?” Ganyu tilts her head. “The site being my home once, then turning you down, now—”

“Okay, I get it,” Keqing concedes, and they both chuckle. “I would do it all over again though.”

“Really?”

“I mean, I’d prefer not to go through… the entire ordeal. For both our sakes.”

Ganyu’s subsequent laugh is sweet. Keqing watches her tip forward with the sound of it, angling her face away.

“But if it came down to it,” Keqing says, “then yeah, easily, I would do it all again.”

When Ganyu raises her head, a tuft of stray hair from her bangs brushes over Keqing’s nose.

“I would too,” Ganyu echoes.

Her eyes find Keqing’s, and Keqing stills when she registers how close they are. She can see the near-radial symmetry of colors, vibrant in the moonlight. If she looks down, she can see the pink that blooms in Ganyu’s cheeks. Ganyu’s lips are parted slightly, the smile there just seconds ago replaced by something else.

Keqing knows she could kiss Ganyu, and bridge the gap between them. She wants to—the wanting burns like an ember inside her. Just as easily, she could pull back. She does neither, but looks to Ganyu’s eyes again. The expression there borders on unfamiliar, simultaneously delicate and piercing. Perhaps, wanting; Keqing dares to believe they are thinking the same thing.

Keqing could kiss her. She could ask to. She waits instead, hoping to hear Ganyu’s want for herself. 

“What are you thinking about?” she asks, voice low.

There’s a pause in which Keqing can hear her own heartbeat, and maybe Ganyu’s too. She can feel it in her palm, and realizes when she glances down that it’s because Ganyu is still grasping her hands. Her pulse rushes against the places where their skin touches.

When she looks away, she finds that Ganyu’s gaze has undeniably flickered to her mouth. It flits back up. Their gazes hold.

“I…” Ganyu whispers, “I want to kiss you.” Another pause. “May I?”

“Yes,” Keqing says, but no sound comes out, so she nods.

She watches as Ganyu leans forward, until her face is so close Keqing can no longer focus on the edges of it, or take in all her features at once. She watches as Ganyu stops just short, and closes her eyes, the barest sliver of air between them a final waiting question. 

Keqing is still watching when she meets Ganyu there, to give her own answer, when she leans in to close the distance. She is watching when her nose bumps first against Ganyu’s, their mouths not having met yet. She is watching as Ganyu smiles and tilts her head gracefully, graciously, until her lips fit soft against Keqing’s own.

And they fit wonderfully, so harmoniously. Only then does Keqing let her eyes slip shut too. There is only Ganyu, steadying her senses even as the rest of her body seems to melt, composure evaporating, leaving her light and warm. Whether it’s out of inexperience or because there’s simply no need to, Keqing doesn’t move. Her lips press to Ganyu’s, and Ganyu kisses her back, equally unmoving, sure and patient as a promise. 

They remain there, until Keqing begins to grow dizzy. She pulls back with a gasp. Her limbs feel weak. Cool air fills her lungs and she realizes she’d forgotten to breathe even long before their kiss. 

Ganyu’s eyes are open and regarding her with a shy tenderness when Keqing looks there. Her cheeks seem a deeper pink, her breathing calmer than Keqing’s. The sight of her is stunning. Keqing’s heartbeat runs triumphant and singing.

“Um,” Keqing says, to fill the silence. “I haven’t kissed anyone before.”

Ganyu laughs, head dipping as she does. She releases one of Keqing’s hands to bring a loose fist to her mouth. 

“You could tell, couldn’t you?” Keqing groans.

“It was… it was lovely,” Ganyu replies, skirting the question.

“Lovely,” Keqing repeats.

“Yes.”

“Okay,” Keqing accepts.

Ganyu giggles. “You’re already thinking of what you could’ve done better,” she discerns.

“Well,” Keqing says, staring down at her free hand. She could have cupped Ganyu’s cheek instead of letting both her hands sit uselessly in Ganyu’s palms, for one. She would like to do that. “Of course.”

Ganyu gives Keqing’s hand a quick, amused squeeze. “You are truly a perfectionist. You’re so hard on yourself. You have been, the whole evening.”

“I want to give you something good,” Keqing says, looking up with determination. “As perfect as possible.”

“Didn’t I say?—you’re already enough.”

“I—still. There’s always better.”

“Keqing…” The sound of her name is so soothing on Ganyu’s tongue. Ganyu finds her eyes and says, simply, sincerely, “I feel… happy. I’m really, really happy. I have been, all this time with you.”

Keqing pauses. “Okay,” she says. “I—I am too.”

“So let yourself… rest a little.”

“Easier said than done,” Keqing protests. But she takes in Ganyu’s joy, sprawled across her face in such a rare and honest and peaceful radiance, unmatched by even the moon itself, and adds, “I’ll try.”

Ganyu nods. She squeezes Keqing’s hand again. This time it’s long, lingering. She hasn’t let go the whole while.

Keqing holds on too, a little tighter, as she looks out over the harbor again. In the time that they’ve been there, the lights have faded out into a thinner canopy. Chatter and noise have become sparse too. The city seems to yawn, drifting with the sea. Keqing’s gaze catches on two more lanterns that go out, extinguished one after the other.

“You must be tired,” she says, turning to Ganyu.

“Mm…” Ganyu hums softly. “I suppose, a bit.”

Keqing laughs. “You sound more than ‘a bit’ tired. We should probably get home.”

“Ah.” Ganyu inhales, as if drinking in the moment. “Yes,” she agrees.

Keqing stands, finally releasing their held hands to stretch her arms and shoulders and back with a drawn out groan. Something cracks, and Ganyu giggles. Keqing rolls her eyes.

She looks back at Ganyu. Her heart swells. She offers a hand. “May I walk you home?” she asks.

Ganyu smiles. “I would like that.” She reaches out and takes Keqing’s hand with ease, tugging herself up.

Part of Keqing expects her to let go once she’s stable on her feet, but Ganyu doesn’t. Once again, she holds on. Keqing laces their fingers together, the gesture tentative. Still, Ganyu holds on. 

They start together through the whispering grass. Keqing holds tighter. Ganyu doesn’t let go.
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12. Chapter 12


    
    The turning of seasons is reliable. As Yuheng, Keqing is well-acquainted with the changes that accompany the passing of days. She understands how to account for them when she formulates plans. Foundations should be built before the ground begins to freeze. Lumber should be kept covered and raised during the wet humid months. Workers must be provided the appropriate wear for the climate.

It is a system of anticipation, of predicting, of preparing, of overcoming—methodical, as many things in Keqing’s life are. She finds peace in it. Even the sky, in all its grandeur, has its rhyme and reason.

Now, as summer gives way to full autumn in the same windswept blaze of colors as always, Keqing finds herself unable to predict exactly what will come with Ganyu by her side. There is nothing to prepare for, and everything to learn. And Keqing anticipates each coming day with her whole heart. After all, Ganyu’s hand is now hers to hold. 

Ganyu likes it best when Keqing laces their fingers together. Keqing knows this from the way Ganyu looks down briefly, and from the subsequent blush that rises faint and rosy to her cheeks. It deepens slightly the first time Keqing lifts their hands to her lips and presses a shy kiss just below Ganyu’s knuckles.

It’s the same blush that colors her face when, after dinner one day, Keqing asks to confirm that her courtship had indeed been successful.

“Oh! I thought that had been obvious,” Ganyu giggles in response.

“Well, yeah,” Keqing says. “But I wanted to make sure.”

Ganyu tilts her head, still amused. “Mm… you weren’t already sure before this?”

“I was,” Keqing repeats. She sets down the stack of dishes she’d been clearing up and crosses her arms. “Consider it double-checking then. To be absolutely certain—just in case some other suitor attempts to court you.”

“You know that won’t happen.” 

“So that’s a yes—I was successful?”

Ganyu nods.

A smile escapes through Keqing’s pursed lips. “Right, so then that makes you my, um”—she clears her throat—“my girlfriend.”

Ganyu bursts into soft laughter, muffled against the back of her hand. Keqing stares, bewildered and reddening. “Why is that so funny?” she asks. 

“Sorry,” Ganyu says with a residual chuckle. “You just… say that as if you dislike the word.”

“Which—girlfriend?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t dislike it,” Keqing replies insistently. She doesn’t. She couldn’t, not when it makes such a saccharine warmth flutter in her stomach. “It just, uh, I don’t know, doesn’t it sound a bit… juvenile?”

Ganyu hums in thought. “Then… what else would you consider me?” 

Keqing thinks on this, then admits, “I suppose there isn’t another option.”

“I like it, a lot,” Ganyu says. “I think it’s sweet.”

The edge of her gaze is fixed on Keqing, and her cheeks are such a calm and pretty pink that Keqing finds herself agreeing.

That pink is a different shade and intensity from the blush that flares up when Keqing’s newest assistant walks into her office just as Ganyu is settling in for her afternoon nap on one of the two benches lining the room. She’s taken to doing this, on occasion, when they happen to eat there, but not often.

The door opens without warning and Ganyu bolts upright, the suddenness of both disruptions startling Keqing where she sits at her desk. All three women stare at each other in an awkward silence.

“I’m busy at the moment,” Keqing says first, as evenly as possible.

“Um, I’ll… um, come back later?” her assistant offers.

“Yes, thank you. In an hour would be great,” Keqing replies. “And please knock next time.”

The young woman stammers an apology as she leaves. Keqing exhales and turns in her chair to find Ganyu flushed red and frozen where she sits wide-eyed on the bench. Her hand rests tentatively on her pillow. 

“Sorry,” Ganyu says, finding her voice. She sounds slightly dazed, like the onset of sleep hasn’t fully dissipated.

Keqing frowns. “What are you apologizing for?”

Ganyu looks to the door, then back at Keqing. “Your assistant just—what if—” she starts. “Maybe I shouldn’t be here for naps. I don’t want to cause trouble for you.” 

“You’re not the one who barged in without knocking, and I’m the one who asked you to stay,” Keqing says. “It’s okay.” She understands the concern, yet feels oddly unbothered. Perhaps it’s because she’s scoured the policies thrice now and found nothing explicitly forbidding workplace romances. Or perhaps she’s long accepted the inevitability of their relationship becoming known. This isn’t something fleeting. This will last.

Some of the tension slips from Ganyu’s shoulders, although she doesn’t look entirely convinced. “Do you think she…”

“She’s brand new—she won’t talk,” Keqing assures her. “And if she does, then so be it.”

Ganyu still seems worried. There’s a shallow crease in her brow and her fingers rub over her knuckles. 

“Ganyu,” Keqing says, more gently. “It’ll be fine. Nothing will happen to you, or to me. Or to us.”

There’s a pause. Then Ganyu sighs and says, “I know.”

“What are you worried about?”

“I’m… not even really sure myself,” Ganyu admits. “It’s silly.”

“It’s not silly,” Keqing says.

Ganyu’s lips curve into a small smile. “I’ve just worked here for so long… maybe I’m just worried things will change. Not—not between us, just… with everyone else, I suppose.”

Keqing knows the worry well. She understands how frightening it is to face the tides of change unprepared, to find unknown and uncontrollable factors looming in the future. She understands that she has more control over this than Ganyu does. 

“I’ll inform the rest of the Qixing of—of our relationship right away, to be transparent,” Keqing suggests. The thought is a bit daunting—she isn’t sure how she’ll bring up the subject—but she’s confident. She has to be. “At least that way none of them can be caught off guard in case rumors spread. If—if that’s okay with you, of course.” 

Ganyu nods slowly. “I think Lady Ningguang already knows.”

Keqing scoffs lightly. “I’m not surprised. Has she said anything to you?”

“No,” Ganyu replies. “But even when she dismissed me from the Inazuma trade deal meetings so that I could go to Qingce Village with you… I had the sense that she knew.”

Keqing shakes her head, and Ganyu chuckles and says, “We should probably be thanking her for that.”

She’s right, but Keqing grimaces, leaning back in her chair. “Nah, I’ll pass. But you can.”

“Hm, shall I thank her on your behalf then?” Ganyu jests.

Keqing rolls her eyes, feigning disgust. Her expression softens when she looks at Ganyu again. “I’ll let the Qixing know tomorrow during our morning meeting. And we’ll go from there,” she says. “Does that sound okay?”

“Yes,” Ganyu answers. The curve of her shoulders has relaxed again. “Thank you.”

“Of course,” Keqing says. She gestures at the pillow. “You should get some rest before my assistant comes back.”

Ganyu dips her head. She starts to lie down again, but pauses. “You won’t fire her, right?”

Keqing laughs. “No, of course not. She seems competent so far.”

“Mm… good.” Ganyu stifles a yawn and curls up on the bench.

“And everything will be fine,” Keqing says. “I’ll make sure of it.”

Ganyu glances up at her, then closes her eyes. She nestles her head on the pillow. Keqing can hear her smile when she murmurs, “I know.”

Naturally, the days they finish work together are a refuge. On those nights, Keqing walks through the emptied halls to find Ganyu waiting for her by the front door, anticipation sweet and pink across her cheeks. They leave the pavilion side by side.

At this hour, the city is usually a little quieter, but still very much alive. Ganyu presses closer to Keqing’s side as they make their way through crowds and stragglers and cobbled streets. Keqing can feel her own heartbeat quicken when she does. It nearly stops the first time Ganyu takes her hand. 

She almost doesn’t notice at first. Their hands are always close; sometimes their knuckles brush against each other’s, but Keqing doesn’t reach out to hold Ganyu’s hand until after they are past the bridge, out of the crowds. She doesn’t want to cause Ganyu discomfort.

But then Ganyu’s fingers have slipped between hers, gently, with a quiet grace, like they belong there. Keqing looks at her in surprise, and feels her fingers stutter and pause. 

“Is this alright?” Ganyu asks. Yet there’s no worry in her eyes.

Keqing beams, despite the heat flooding up her neck. “Of course,” she answers, and fits her palm to Ganyu’s.

Their pace always slows once they reach the bridge, as if by unspoken agreement, as if they don’t want to part ways. The first few times Keqing offers to walk Ganyu home, Ganyu protests, citing the already-late hour. But Keqing is stubborn, and the pleased smile that plays across Ganyu’s lips is telling enough when she gives in. Eventually, she stops protesting.

Keqing kisses her good night at her front door. In the beginning, the kisses are chaste and nervous, accompanied by a bubbling of warmth in Keqing’s ribcage that flutters rapid and rejoicing against her chest. Keqing recognizes the way it leaves her mildly flustered and giddy.

Slowly, the kisses become more sure, and so does the fluttering. It shifts into something she doesn’t recognize—denser, thicker, patient, but just as warm.

She feels it welling up when Ganyu’s hand slips from her waist, when she brushes her thumb down Ganyu’s cheek before her arm drops to her side. It yearns when they step apart. It pushes gently behind her words when she bids Ganyu good night and see-you-tomorrow, and a little more firmly when Ganyu smiles and bids her the same. And when Keqing turns to leave down the hill, it settles with a thrumming back down into her chest, where it lies dormant but ever-present.

 

 

The turn of the season brings a letter from Qingce Village. It arrives a few weeks after the last leaves have drifted from the trees, scattering over the outskirts of Liyue Harbor and covering it in a swirling carpet of colors. 

The first building is nearing completion and the roof beams have been raised, the letter informs them in Ruoxin’s neat writing, and both Ganyu and Keqing are invited to attend the roof sealing ceremony the following week.

“I’ve read about these, but I’ve never been able to attend one in person,” Keqing muses when she shows the letter to Ganyu on one of their lunch breaks.

She feels almost childish for being as excited as she is. The ceremony is a rather superstitious one, if she looks at it objectively, and a certain waste of resources. The completion and longevity of a building depends entirely on how well it was planned and built. It has nothing to do with the banishing of evil and malicious spirits via setting off fireworks, all of which is highly questionable in terms of efficacy. It has nothing to do with luck. 

Yet, perhaps out of curiosity or because it’s this specific project, Keqing wants to be there, with Ganyu. Ganyu agrees easily when she asks. Keqing sends off their reply the same afternoon.

And so they find themselves in the house nestled on the hillside nook once again, in the following week. Quiet mountain moonlight streams into the room in an elongated rectangle of blue, framing the low table atop the bamboo mat. Keqing lies awake in her bed across the room from Ganyu’s. She stares at the wall just above where Ganyu’s head rests. Everything is still—familiar, but intensified. Keqing counts the beats of her own pulse, which pounds, echoing, in her ear. She tries not to think about the distance between them.

Just as Keqing manages, determinedly, to close her eyes, a soft giggle rings out, barely audible. Keqing blinks into the darkness again.

“Ganyu?” she calls out tentatively.

Ganyu’s reply comes muffled. “Hm?”

“I thought you’d be asleep by now. Are you uncomfortable?”

“No, I…” There’s a rustling of blankets, and Ganyu turns in her bed to face Keqing. The room is dim, but the glow of blue is enough for Keqing to see her smile, peeking out from under the edge of her blanket. “I was just thinking,” she says.

“About what?”

“Just… about the site. Qingce Village. This house… how this is where it all started.”

The slower, patient warmth swells inside Keqing again. It catches halfway up her throat. “Technically, it all started at Yujing Terrace,” she points out, despite that.

Ganyu giggles again. She closes her eyes, turning her face half into her pillow. “You know what I mean,” she protests.

“I know. If it weren’t for this project, you might still be leaving work fifteen minutes behind me,” Keqing jests, because now, in the safety of what they have between them, she finds this funny. 

“I stopped doing that a while ago!”

“Yeah, because we’re—we’re together.”

“Before that,” Ganyu says in exasperation, although her exasperation is drowsy and soft.

“When, then?”

Ganyu hesitates. “Two weeks before we first came here, I think.”

“That barely counts!” Keqing says, and they both laugh.

Keqing lets their mirth fade into silence, and lets the silence sit, until she’s uncertain if Ganyu is still awake or not. Then she admits, “I was nervous about this trip.”

Ganyu doesn’t move, but Keqing sees her blink sleepily. The corner of her gaze rests on Keqing, and she asks, “Nervous? Why?”

“It’s all just very final. The village ruins aren’t there anymore. It’s going to look very different when we get up there tomorrow,” Keqing says, a warning. 

“I know,” Ganyu replies gently. “You’ve shown me some of the plans.”

Keqing sighs, her breath pooling hot into her pillow. “It’s one thing to look at drawings on paper, and another to see the real thing.”

“Mm… I suppose.”

“I was worried that you’d have regrets when you see it. Or that you’d hate it.”

Ganyu’s stare is piercing, even half-laden with sleep, even in the dark. “I won’t,” she says. “Not when you’ve put so much into it.”

“I hope so,” Keqing says.

Another silence. Ganyu murmurs, “And I’m not going anywhere.”

Keqing nods slowly. The movement is loud against the fabric beneath her head. “I know,” she says honestly. “I just hate to think you might be… hurt, or disappointed.”

“Don’t worry.” Ganyu yawns and smiles again. “Maybe… you can show me around tomorrow,” she suggests.

“Of course.” Keqing smiles too now. “Better get some sleep then, there’ll be a lot to take in. And we’ll have the ceremony in the evening too.”

Ganyu hums a short agreement. She closes her eyes, and the soft curve of her lips remains.

 

 

True to her word, Keqing guides Ganyu up to the site in the morning. They bundle up in warmer clothes and eat a quick breakfast before heading out. The village is abuzz all around them, in flux and caught in the midst of change. Keqing could immediately see the difference yesterday when they arrived, but it’s more obvious awash in sun. Everything feels charged with a newness that mingles oddly with the usual sleepy atmosphere.

They head around the paddy fields toward the looming rise of the hills. The way is familiar, but the path is now neat and sturdy beneath their feet. Streams bubble under bridges that no longer creak precariously with sections of planks missing. Keqing points out the potential spots where future ones will eventually be built as they pass by. She attempts to demonstrate the strength of the new fortified bridges with a few stomps, and Ganyu laughs.

The dilapidated wooden ladder they’d used to ascend the hill is now gone. A stone staircase extends winding up the now-gentler incline in its place. Its steps are generously wide, and Ganyu walks easily at Keqing’s side. A few meters away, a crane hauls a bundle of lumber up from the fields below. Keqing and Ganyu greet the crew of men operating the pulley system as they reach the top of the stairs. Hanfeng is there too, and he returns their greeting enthusiastically.

“I don’t recognize the rest of them. But they seem very friendly with Hanfeng,” Ganyu notes once they pass by. They turn down the makeshift road, which is now clear of grass and streaked instead with footprints and wheel tracks.

“Me neither,” Keqing says. “The elders wrote in a letter that there’ve been returnees from Liyue Harbor though. Could be them.”

“Ah, they came back to work on this project?”

Keqing nods. “We’ve been matching the wages in Liyue Harbor. I imagine that was enough incentive for some.”

Ganyu glances back. “Hanfeng looked happy.”

“He did,” Keqing agrees. “I’m glad. He’s rather depressing otherwise.”

Ganyu gives her a chastising frown, although it’s wholly noncommittal. 

The distant clamor of construction heightens as they near the site. Ganyu releases a little “wow” once it comes clearly into view over the last rise of the hill. She halts. Keqing looks sideways at her. Ganyu’s eyes are slightly widened, tinged with wonder. Keqing dares to hope that’s what it is. She thinks that she’s learned, now, the lexicon of subtle curves and quiet shifts that roll over Ganyu’s features.

Keqing’s heart feels full. Anchored, but not heavy. The sunlight is bold but she is bolder still to brush her fingertips against Ganyu’s palm when she asks, “Shall we?”

A smile flickers across Ganyu’s face. She chooses to take Keqing’s hand, her grip a little looser, shy in the light of day. Her skin is warm despite the chill in the air. She nods.

An array of wooden frames jutting from stone foundations welcomes them where the land once sprawled flat and crumbling and peaceful. A few familiar faces and many more unfamiliar ones mill about. Keqing is used to the sight of construction. She’d been back here once, when the crew first broke ground, yet the difference and scale of it is still jarring. Walking next to Ganyu, she’s acutely aware that this place that had once been Ganyu’s secret, and then their secret, is no longer just that.

“I’ve been working with our planners and the elders to come up with a plan that reflects the former layout of your village,” Keqing says.

“Oh?” Ganyu tilts her head. “There wasn’t much of one though. Just the square… the fields, and our houses.”

“Well, we did take a few liberties,” Keqing amends. “Or a lot.”

“Mm… I would hope so,” Ganyu replies.

“The village square will remain in the same place, of course, around the well. I know it looks a little… uh, unfinished at the moment, but they’ll pave the ground to match once the buildings are further along.” Keqing lets go of Ganyu’s hand to gesture as they slow, nearing the center of the site. 

The well stands untouched, a solitary last remnant. It’s small and almost out of place compared to the town rising around it, but Keqing had been adamant about leaving it alone.

“I think it looks lovely,” Ganyu says.

Keqing knows that tone, and the way she says that word. She presses her lips together and surveys Ganyu. “Oh, come on.”

“Hm?” Ganyu raises her brows, just as knowingly.

“You say that because you’re too kind to tell me otherwise.”

Ganyu giggles. “It does look a little lonely too,” she adds. 

“Thank you for your honesty,” Keqing snorts.

Ganyu is quiet for a moment, then says, “It makes me glad to think that people will be gathering here, in the same place, once again.”

This, Keqing knows, is sincere. The slow fluttering in her chest surges.

They start on the eastern side. A spacious boulevard extends down the edge of the site there, nearly identical to the one that runs parallel to it on the west. Keqing leads Ganyu along, weaving around the carts of materials that clutter the unpaved path. She points out the buildings that line either side, their skeletal structures encased in bamboo scaffolding that workers clamber nimbly over.

“What’s this one?” Ganyu asks, pausing before a two-storeyed building, a bit grander than the rest.

“Guess,” Keqing prompts.

Ganyu stares at the bare bones of it for a few seconds, then replies, “I… don’t exactly have much to work with.”

“It’ll be an inn,” Keqing says with a laugh. “Apparently Miss Bai has a cousin who’s been in Liyue Harbor for almost ten years. He’s been wanting to start a business.”

“Oh, how fortunate,” Ganyu muses. “He’s moving back?”

“Yeah. They already get a handful of visitors and people passing by up here. We thought it’d be fitting,” Keqing says. 

“Wangshu Inn will finally have some competition then.”

“Give it some time, and they just might.”

Ganyu remains an attentive audience to Keqing’s explanations of business incentives and community goals. They reach the turn in the boulevard, where the cliff marks the northeastern border. But the incline is much gentler now, extending out into the flat land, and the caverns are gone, filled in with earth. Ganyu’s gaze lingers on the sloping wall for a moment.

On their left, a courtyard opens up between the road and another building. This one stands taller and nearly complete.

“Ah, I know—this is the administrative building, I’m guessing?” Ganyu asks.

“Yeah,” Keqing replies, beaming at her, then at the building. “The elders are also hoping it’ll function similarly to the community center. They named it Huilang Hall.”

“Returning waves,” Ganyu says. She nods in approval. “That’s fitting.”

“Agreed. I’m just glad I didn’t have to name it in the end,” Keqing says, “because they did ask.”

“What would you have chosen?”

“You don’t want to know.”

The corner of Ganyu’s mouth pulls upward. “I think I do.”

Keqing squints at her, then mumbles, “Ganshou Hall.”

Ganyu bursts promptly into laughter. She raises the back of her hand to her mouth. “You—you wanted to name it after me?”

“I couldn’t think of anything else. And this was your home and all,” Keqing protests, ears heating up rapidly. But Ganyu’s laughter is so dazzling. Keqing can’t look away.

Ganyu presses her knuckle to her chin. “I’m flattered.”

“It was a ridiculous idea. And sappy.”

“A little bit, but I’ve heard much worse,” Ganyu reassures her.

“Thanks,” Keqing deadpans.

“I’m glad the elders named it in the end though.”

Keqing laughs. “Me too.”

They round the site, until they end up on the other side of the square. Keqing watches Ganyu’s gaze stray to their right, toward where rope netting and a sturdy wooden barrier cover much of the still-steep cliff. The headstones at its base are clearly exposed now.

“Do you want to see it?” Keqing asks gently.

Ganyu nods. “If that’s alright.”

“Of course.”

The actual burial site is blocked off behind lengths of rope attached to stakes. They stop at the edge of it. Keqing glances at Ganyu again. A slight wistfulness presses at the edges of her mouth. 

“It looks a little hectic,” Keqing says apologetically. “But we just don’t want anything getting accidentally disturbed while they’re running tests. We can go in if you want though.” 

She lifts the rope, and Ganyu nods again and ducks underneath. Keqing follows behind her. They walk silent and slow down the row of graves until Ganyu stops before her mother’s. She squats down and reaches out to brush off the top of the stone. She isn’t solemn and mired in thought like the last time, but the gestures are still soft, fond. Keqing finds herself holding her breath, as if awaiting a verdict.

“The… stabilization project seems to be going well,” Ganyu says finally. She stands, lifting her eyes to the cliffside.

“It’s been progressing,” Keqing says. “The first system doesn’t seem effective enough, but it looks promising if we combine bolting with deeper drainage.”

Ganyu giggles. The sound is sweet enough to melt any tension still left. “I don’t quite know what any of that means,” she starts. 

“Right. Uh—” Keqing opens her mouth to explain, but Ganyu cuts her off.

“But I believe you.”

Keqing pauses. “Okay. I promise we’ll figure it out. We’re close.”

“I’m not worried,” Ganyu says. The ease of her smile and the slant of her brows confirms her words. 

“Not at all?” Keqing asks, to be sure.

Ganyu shakes her head. “You’re so capable. I know you’ll figure it out,” she says.

“I will,” Keqing states. Another pause. “And you… have no regrets? You don’t think about what could’ve gone differently?”

“Mm… of course I think about it. Especially now that we’re here,” Ganyu says. “But it doesn’t do any good to dwell.”

Keqing knows this well, but there’s still a pang inside her. “Yeah. What’s done is done.” She sighs. “I wish it could’ve been perfect for everyone.”

Ganyu dips her head. Her mouth is a thin line, lips pressed together in thought. “I don’t have regrets though.”

“None,” Keqing says.

“None,” Ganyu echoes. “If anything… seeing all this only makes me more sure that you made the right decision.”

Keqing feels a twinge of pride, the light coolness of relief. She knows, confidently, she made the best decision she could at the time, or rather, she has grown to understand this. And she knows—has long known—that it’s futile to regret. She herself is certain of these things, but to hear such a certainty from Ganyu is a different relief, and she craves it. She could never tire of hearing it.

“How so?” she asks.

“I think you know,” Ganyu says, amusement lilting her voice.

“Maybe,” Keqing replies sheepishly. “But indulge me anyway?”

Ganyu inhales deeply. She turns, eyes sweeping over the site. They come to rest on Keqing, clear and bright. 

“It’s all so alive,” she muses. “The villagers look happy. It seems like people are starting to return home.”

“A few have, yes,” Keqing says. “Hopefully to stay. Or at least to come around more often.” 

“You know, to see it all…” Ganyu trails off, and swivels her head to survey the landscape again. Keqing takes in the arc of her neck, the contours of her face, and waits until she finds her words. “I know it’s different, but it almost feels like… the people I loved are here too.”

“Oh,” Keqing breathes. It’s more than she’d expected. Ganyu’s words sink into the rhythm churning in her chest, shaping it into something louder. 

Ganyu turns back to her. “You’ve done something beautiful here, I think.”

“I didn’t do it alone.”

“No, but you did start it.”

“Yes, and it wouldn’t have become this without the villagers. And definitely not without you,” Keqing says.

Ganyu looks as if she’s going to counter this again, but decides against it. She smiles instead. “If you insist.”

“I do,” Keqing says. “I’m also hoping to have a small garden planted around the graves too. In the spring, of course, when everything is done.”

“Mm,” Ganyu hums. “What will you plant?”

Keqing grins. “I was hoping for your expertise on that.”

“Then,” Ganyu answers, “I will always be happy to give it.”

 

 

Keqing spends the rest of the afternoon alternating between discussing progress with the foreman and checking up around the site with Ganyu. They continue until the sun begins to dip in the sky, when high-pitched rowdy chatter floats through the air. Keqing turns to see the elderly ushering a group of children over the hill. The children shout with excitement when they see the construction, and bolt for the site, scattering, adults chasing behind them in a sorry attempt at keeping their attention.

Keqing laughs and turns to Ganyu. “I think the ceremony should be starting soon,” she infers.

Sure enough, a young man appears, trailing behind the last of the group. He’s pushing a small cart full of what looks like firecrackers, chatting with Ruoxin, who shuffles along at his side.

Before long, the crowd of villagers and construction crew alike begins to filter toward the courtyard in front of Huilang Hall. The light condenses, saturating everything in tones of celebratory warmth.

Keqing and Ganyu stand toward the right of the loosely gathered mass, mingled with the edges of it, but not in its depths. Keqing feels something brush against her sleeve. She turns abruptly to see Yundan, who pauses before them. Yundan meets Keqing’s eyes, takes one look at the practically nonexistent distance between her and Ganyu, and breaks into a toothy grin.

“Congratulations, you two,” she says.

Keqing blinks. She senses Ganyu’s arm twitch next to hers, and imagines a blush is already creeping over her cheeks. Her own face feels hot too.

“Uh, thank you,” Keqing replies, because there’s no use pretending. Her own thinly veiled grin is telling enough.

Yundan’s smile remains knowing as she turns into the crowd with a wave of her hand. “Enjoy the celebrations,” she calls back to them.

Ganyu has, as Keqing predicted, turned a light pink. 

“How does she know everything?” Ganyu murmurs.

“I don’t know,” Keqing whispers back. “But we’re not exactly being subtle either.”

Ganyu doesn’t move away though. She shifts her weight and leans a little closer—barely, but Keqing can feel her sleeve pressing to her own. Keqing shifts closer too, and hooks two fingers around Ganyu’s pinky, a playful question. She watches the dimple in Ganyu’s cheek deepen, feels as Ganyu answers her by taking her hand, fully, wholly, and rests them amidst the folds of their robes.

Eventually, Ruoxin makes her way toward the front of the courtyard. The thick columns of the hall behind her are towering, and the roof beams cut striking and sturdy between the sky and the bare treetops in the distance.

Ruoxin stands proud too. Her frame is small, but commanding. A hush spreads gradually over the clearing, punctuated by the impatient voices of younger children and subsequent shushes from their guardians. Ruoxin’s voice carries easily over the relative quiet.

“We’ve never been one for long-winded formal speeches here,” she says, “but I would like to think I still have something left in me from my days at Heyu Tea House.” A smattering of laughter rolls through the crowd, and she pauses graciously before continuing, “I shall keep my words short anyway, for all of our sakes.”

Her gaze scans the people before her. Keqing meets it for a second before it moves on. “I see many familiar faces—some I’ve known for years, some I’ve only seen a few times, and some I haven’t seen for a long time. I see unfamiliar faces too. And a lot of changes. I’m sure it’s a little frightening for some of us.”

“No, it’s not!” comes a child’s shout. Keqing turns to see the girl’s grandmother swiftly bend down to chide her for her outburst as another wave of laughter sweeps over the crowd. Ganyu stifles a giggle.

Yundan chuckles too. “Not for the bravest of us,” she amends affectionately. “But it’s always been the spirit of this village to help each other. I hope it will continue to remain so, through all the changes. I have faith that it will, or else I don’t think we would be here right now. So thank you, for your hard work. Tonight, as much as we are sending up prayers for good fortune, we are also celebrating what you all have done.”

She turns to nod at the young man who’d been wheeling the cart, who now stands off to the side behind her. She steps back, and he steps forward to light the small bundle of fireworks in the clearing. His movements are quick, nimble. In, then out. 

All holds still as the spark hisses rapidly brighter, then fades. For a split second, there’s nothing. Then a deafening crack, another, and another, in rapid succession, sound and light and smoke. No matter how many times Keqing has seen fireworks above the sea in Liyue Harbor, she’s never been able to avoid recoiling at the onset, and today is no different.

She isn’t sure if Ganyu flinches too, but her fingers tighten briefly around Keqing’s hand. Keqing returns the pressure. She holds tight as they watch the sparks whistle through the dim night until they burst, blooming at their apex into a dazzling array that illuminates the frame of the hall underneath. The sound drowns out the chorus of delighted shouts and applause. 

Keqing doesn’t understand how this brings good fortune, but she does understand the unmistakable joy radiating from the people around her. It escalates as another round of fireworks goes up. Keqing watches them burst too. 

Then she turns toward Ganyu. Her breath hitches when she finds that Ganyu is already looking at her. Her eyes hold so much—so much fondness, that gentle wisdom, a quiet pride, so much light.

“You’re beautiful,” Keqing breathes.

Ganyu doesn’t say anything for a second. Then she tilts her head forward, a little closer. “Sorry?” she enunciates, clearly having lost Keqing’s words to the din surrounding them.

Keqing breaks into laughter—it bubbles up, exponentially greater than what the moment calls for. 

Ganyu looks as if she’s caught between laughter and bewilderment, unsure of which way to veer. She leans in closer. “I didn’t hear you,” she says. 

The confusion in her voice adds inexplicably to Keqing’s mirth. But Keqing holds it down long enough to lean in too, her cheek brushing light against Ganyu’s hair, lips by her ear. “I said,” she states, “you’re beautiful.”

There’s a quiet in which Keqing isn’t sure if Ganyu has heard her or not. But then Ganyu turns and presses a secret, soft kiss to Keqing’s cheek. “As are you,” she says. The softness remains in her gaze and her flushed face when she pulls back. “I’m proud of you.”

Keqing’s cheek feels warm where Ganyu had just kissed her. But then she realizes that it’s all of her that feels warm. “Are you happy?” she asks.

The courtyard is still loud, but Keqing is already anticipating the shapes of Ganyu’s mouth when she answers, “I’m happy.”

The sky deepens further into night as the first bundle of fireworks quickly multiplies into bunches of firecrackers crackling to life all around the clearing. Children squeal as adults safely guide their hands to light smaller fireworks that hiss and sparkle on the ground. Keqing convinces Ganyu to light a string of firecrackers, although she declines any more after that.

At some point, Ganyu touches Keqing’s shoulder. “I’ll be back in a minute,” she says. 

Keqing turns to see where she’s going, to follow her, but Ruoxin’s voice stops her.

“Lady Keqing,” Ruoxin says, stopping at her side. Her hands are folded behind her. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

Keqing is still distracted, but she returns the elder’s kind smile. “Yes, fully. This is my first time attending anything like this,” she says.

“Ah, you don’t get these in the big city anymore?”

“No, they’ve been banned, unfortunately,” Keqing replies. She continues earnestly, “It’s wonderful to see it all come together—congratulations.”

“Thank you,” Ruoxin chuckles. “I think congratulations are in order for you as well. And, speaking of which, we’ll be having a bit of a celebratory feast in the village square in a little while. You’re more than welcome to join. And Miss Ganyu too.”

Keqing nods. “Thank you. We’ll be there.”

By the time Ruoxin ambles away, Ganyu is nowhere in sight among all the noise and smoke. Keqing squints as she weaves through the crowd. Only when she reaches the edge of the courtyard does she spot Ganyu across the boulevard. She stands by one of the stone foundations, arms loosely folded. The bursts of light from the fireworks cast faint glows over her. She spots Keqing too, and Keqing crosses to her.

“Hey,” Keqing says when she’s near. “Is everything okay?”

Ganyu nods and returns her smile. “I just needed a break. Don’t let me keep you—I’ll only be a short while. They’ll be looking for the Yuheng.”

“Nah,” Keqing says. “They don’t need me. And I’d much rather be here.”

“You don’t enjoy fireworks?”

“I do—besides the safety hazard bit, and the expenses,” Keqing says, “but you’re here. And it’s not as loud.”

Ganyu laughs, and Keqing perches herself resolutely on the ledge of the foundation. She pats the stone beside her. “Come on, sit for a little.”

Ganyu sits down to her left. Her sweet scent of qingxin is a welcome relief from all the smoke. “Are you tired?” she asks Keqing, her tone teasing.

“Of course not.” Keqing rolls her eyes, despite the faint dull ache in her heels. She stretches her legs out before her. Ganyu is close enough that their thighs touch when she does.

They fall quiet for a bit. Ganyu is watchful, observing the festivities. Some of the crowd has left for the village, but some remain—grandparents trying to pry children away from getting too close, workers still standing around and chatting. 

Keqing’s gaze lingers somewhere between the smoke-filled courtyard and Ganyu. The bubbling giddiness threatening to overflow within her has since settled. It’s still present. Keqing recognizes the weight and fullness of it, the way it’s been growing there for some time now. She thinks that it almost has a name.

“I can see why they banned these kinds of celebrations in Liyue Harbor,” Ganyu muses after a while.

“Honestly,” Keqing says, clicking her tongue. “I’m considering going over and asking them to cease.”

“I wouldn’t stop you,” Ganyu says.

Keqing chuckles. “How was it when you finished building the village here? Not this loud, I assume?”

“I don’t… exactly remember, but I’m sure it was nowhere near it,” Ganyu replies. “We could be quite loud though, if you would believe it.”

“Thanks to you, I’m sure.”

The corner of Ganyu’s mouth curves a bit. “You’d be surprised—I was… brash sometimes.”

Keqing huffs in disbelief. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“Mm… I’m not sure that I can bring that version of me back.”

“That’s okay,” Keqing says. “I’m pretty happy with this one.”

Ganyu glances down at her feet, mouth wavering in shy amusement.

“Very happy,” Keqing amends, grinning. Ganyu lets out a soft laugh and shakes her head and taps Keqing’s thigh with the back of her wrist in bashful protest.

“We had a lot of wine back then,” Ganyu recalls after another few seconds, “whenever we celebrated.”

“Qingxin wine?”

Ganyu smiles. “No, rice wine. Stronger than anything that’s around now.”

“Ah,” Keqing says. “So that’s why you have such a high tolerance.”

“Probably,” Ganyu agrees. “But the taste was awful. Do you… do you remember the handprints at the base of the well?”

“Yeah.”

“How some of them were a little lopsided?”

Keqing frowns, trying to recall. “You’ll have to show me when we head back,” she admits. “Why? Were they yours?”

“Oh, no,” Ganyu says. “A few of the villagers were drunk when we made them though. They were mortified to see how it all came out the next day.”

Keqing laughs. “And now their legacy continues to live on.”

Ganyu breaks into a sweet string of giggles. It trails off into a wistful sigh. She’s looking out, past the courtyard, into the dark. “I… miss them… a bit,” she says simply.

“I’m sure,” Keqing murmurs. “Especially today.”

“They would be happy though, I think. To see what their home has become,” Ganyu says. She slips her fingers over Keqing’s palm where it rests open atop her thigh. “So thank you.”

It’s not so frightening anymore, to hear Ganyu speak of a past Keqing has no access to. Keqing still wishes she could see it all—the scenes in Ganyu’s mind, and the ones she no longer remembers. She wishes she could share in all of Ganyu’s life, more intimately than she already does. 

But Ganyu doesn’t feel far away now. Neither do her joy and her wistfulness and her sadness, and everything in between; they aren’t currents Keqing has to tread carefully through or around, as though she could be swept off balance at any moment. 

Keqing runs a thumb over Ganyu’s knuckles. She wonders at how securely Ganyu’s hand fits in her own, at the warmth between their bodies. The currents are still vast, but she can stand in them safely, because Ganyu is close and steady beside her.

“I love you,” Keqing marvels.

She feels Ganyu tense next to her, watches her turn slowly, as though in disbelief. But the steadiness of her hand doesn’t change. 

“I love you,” Keqing repeats, soft, like a revelation.

She says it again because even though Ganyu’s gaze is wide, Keqing doesn’t know if she heard it the first time amidst the now-sparse bangs of firecrackers. She says it again because it is true and she is sure, because the thing anchored in her heart has a name. She never imagined it would be so easy to say.

Ganyu’s mouth opens wordlessly. She inhales, and her breath catches visibly in the rise of her shoulders, and still she says nothing. She seems like she wants to, desperately.

“It’s okay,” Keqing offers, scrambling a bit now in Ganyu’s bewildered silence. Yet she’s sure that Ganyu’s hand will not leave hers. “You don’t have—I mean, I’m not saying it because I expect to hear it back. I’m saying it because—because it’s the truth.” She pauses. “And you know I’m not good at holding back the truth when… when it comes to you. Or, I suppose—”

“Keqing,” Ganyu murmurs, and leans in to kiss her, firm and gentle all at once.

“Was I talking too much?” Keqing asks sheepishly, when Ganyu pulls back.

Ganyu’s smile is enough of an answer to make Keqing’s face heat up. Ganyu inhales again, and this time she says, “I want to say it too.”

“You don’t have to. Really.”

“I want to. I—I tried. I wish I could.” 

Keqing studies her. “Do you feel like you have to?”

Ganyu is quiet, her mouth a thoughtful thin line. “I suppose so,” she replies slowly. “It feels like I should. But also like… I shouldn’t.”

“Because you’re always doing what you should do. And what you’re supposed to do,” Keqing says.

“Yes,” Ganyu says. “But… I also don’t want you to feel like you said something wrong. Or… to think that I don’t want to be by your side.”

“I would never think that,” Keqing says firmly. “And I would never take back my words.”

Ganyu’s stare is piercing, searching. “You’re always so certain.”

“Not always,” Keqing replies, then adds, “but most of the time, yeah.”

They laugh. Ganyu is smiling when she reaches to Keqing’s jaw and guides her in for another kiss. Keqing feels the tension of the smile. It softens as Ganyu’s lips part slightly against hers. She thinks that she can almost taste the words there, but she will wait to hear them. She slips her hand from Ganyu’s to rest it on the small of her back instead, the touch light. Ganyu leans closer, pressing in, and Keqing curls her arm around her waist. This is safe, she knows.

Ganyu rests against her when they part. “I will say it,” she promises.

“I believe you,” Keqing says, equally a promise.

Ganyu hums. “What is it like?”

“What’s what like?”

“What is it like to say… I love you?” Ganyu speaks slowly, as if testing the words out for herself.

“You’ve never said it before?” Keqing asks, curious.

“Not… romantically. I’ve never felt this strongly about anyone before.”

A proud flame flares up in Keqing’s chest. She grins and some of the flame seeps through. “Really?”

Ganyu looks at her, squinting at the jest in her voice. “Really,” she says.

Keqing continues grinning until Ganyu nudges her cheek with her forehead. “You didn’t answer my question,” she reminds Keqing. “What is it like?”

“Oh. Right.” Keqing considers it for a bit. “Easy,” she answers, “but not until now.”

Ganyu meets her eyes, waiting. Keqing continues, “The words were there, but they needed time to… grow and be ready.” She frowns. “That sounds ridiculous.”

“No,” Ganyu says. “I think I understand.”

“Okay,” Keqing says, pausing. She reaches for the love inside her. She feels for its edges, trying to mold something coherent. “I think,” she starts again, “it must be the most certain thing I’ve ever said. There’s just nothing else it could possibly be. Like—like if I went back via process of elimination I would definitely always end up at this.” Another short pause. “And I had to say it.”

Ganyu releases a sigh, then a few stray giggles. Keqing presses her lips together and asks, “What?”

“Nothing,” Ganyu murmurs. “That was just very… you. So sure.”

“But I wasn’t always so sure with you,” Keqing muses aloud. 

“It always felt like you were,” Ganyu says.

“Maybe. But I didn’t feel that way when I was confessing, or… or when we were here last, or on our first date,” Keqing says. “I think I wanted to be sure, but I was still a little scared.”

Ganyu rests a hand on her knee and squeezes lightly. “What about now? Are you scared?”

“Of some things, yes,” Keqing confesses. “I suppose the certainty outweighs the fear. But I’m not scared about us.” Her brow furrows. “Does this all make sense?”

“Yes. Thank you,” Ganyu assures her. “I think I’m just… just trying to make sense of my own feelings too.”

Keqing nods. “You don’t have to rush. You always did take a little longer than me with these things.”

Ganyu chuckles. “Your confession,” she recalls.

“Yeah, that,” Keqing sighs.

“I’m sorry,” Ganyu says. “I think I can feel it—what you said… about being ready. I think I’m getting there. I—I’m sure that I am.”

“Don’t be sorry. There’s absolutely nothing to apologize for,” Keqing insists.

“I won’t keep you waiting long.”

“I know. But I’ll wait,” Keqing says. “And I’ll say it again and again—I mean, if you want to hear it.”

Ganyu’s eyes meet hers. Keqing again finds herself breathless, almost overwhelmed, at everything they hold.

“I want to hear it,” Ganyu prompts.

Everything has already gone still around them, Keqing realizes. The last of the firecrackers have ceased, the chatter and the people have gone. Her words come quieter this time, yet they seem to weigh more, when she gives them to Ganyu. If she could measure them, she might find that they equal the exact magnitude of her heart—and then some. 

“I love you,” Keqing says.

Ganyu smiles, radiant. Keqing feels her face heat up in the glow.

She asks, “Does that scare you?”

“No,” Ganyu answers. The sound of it is a safe place to land.

“Good,” Keqing murmurs.

Ganyu sighs contentedly. Then she dips her head, tentatively, placing it on the rise of Keqing’s shoulder. Keqing tilts back to make room. Ganyu shifts to fill it. Her head comes to rest just above Keqing’s chest instead. Her eyes slip shut. 

Keqing listens to her breathing. She feels the way it feathers softly between them. Eventually, she becomes aware of distant rejoicing meandering up the hillside.

“Ruoxin said they’re feasting in the village square,” Keqing remembers. “Shall we go join them?”

Ganyu is quiet for a while. “Are you hungry?” she asks finally.

“I’m okay. Why?”

“Then… can we stay here for a little while?”

The warmth in Keqing’s chest swells. “Yeah,” she says. Ganyu hums in response. Keqing continues, smiling, “Tired?”

“A bit,” Ganyu says. “But in a good way.”

“Then how about you go back to our house? I’ll steal some food away for you.”

Ganyu giggles, breath fluttering over Keqing’s neck. “It’s alright. Give me a few minutes and I’ll be fine.”

“Okay. You’re not going to fall asleep on me, are you?”

“And what if I do?”

“Then I’ll carry you down, of course,” Keqing says.

“Thank you,” Ganyu says, her smile evident in her voice.

“Let’s come back here in the spring,” Keqing suggests. “Together.”

“Mhm,” Ganyu agrees.

“And after that too.”

“Mm.” Then—“Are you alright? You’re talking a lot.”

Keqing blinks, reddening quickly. “I’m—yes. Sorry. I just”—her voice dips lower with embarrassment—“enjoy listening to you right now.”

Because the lilt of Ganyu’s voice sounds a lot like love. It’s secure and warm like love, Keqing thinks, but this, at least, she will keep to herself for now.

Instead she says, “Are you trying to nap? I don’t actually mind, you know, if you do.”

There’s a stretch of quiet before Ganyu murmurs, “I’m listening to you.”

“Me?”

“Your heart.”

“Oh.” Keqing turns an even warmer red. Surely, Ganyu can hear the way her pulse accelerates, because she laughs into the fabric of Keqing’s robe.

“Okay,” Keqing says. “I’ll be quiet. Five minutes?”

“Five minutes,” Ganyu agrees, although they both know that Keqing will gladly stay for more.

If Keqing were anyone else, she might call this love a miracle. But Keqing believes in miracles the same way she believes in the gods—begrudgingly, minimally. Some things are inexplicable by the laws of the world. Some things go beyond comprehension. Keqing supposes that the circumstances of this love could be called a miracle: she and Ganyu existing in this time, and this place.

But to call the entirety of this love a miracle would be inaccurate, and a disservice. Keqing can’t look back at a miracle and trace the steps of its formation, nor can she look to what follows with the confidence she so craves. It is a solitary and unreliable thing, with no root in the past, and no guarantee for the future.

This love, Keqing thinks, isn’t a miracle. It has been, it is, and it will continue to be a thing that is built. She can pinpoint the times she called out, and Ganyu answered. She remembers each instance Ganyu chose to take her own outstretched hand. 

Ganyu rests against her now, gentle and patient and wise in a multitude of ways she is not. The stuff of their individual building might be vastly different but the result is sturdy, and Keqing dares to hope, infallible, so long as they continue. They breathe in tandem, and the pressure between them is steady.

“Still awake?” Keqing asks, although she isn’t sure whether five minutes have passed or not.

“Mm. Still listening,” Ganyu murmurs.

“It can’t be that interesting. What’s it sound like?” 

“Healthy,” Ganyu says, and they both laugh.

“I’d hope so.”

“It sounds,” Ganyu continues, “safe. Like—like I could fall asleep here, the whole night.”

Keqing curls her arm tighter around Ganyu’s waist. “It is safe. But you probably shouldn’t.”

“I also heard your stomach rumble. Twice,” Ganyu says.

Keqing groans through her laughter.

“So I think we should head down now,” Ganyu finishes.

“Yeah, we probably should.” 

Keqing is reluctant to let go of Ganyu. She understands why Ganyu had wanted to stay here for a while. She misses the warm anchoring pressure when Ganyu uncurls her body and lifts her head with a soft exhale.

But Keqing knows with a deep-seated certainty, that she will find it again, when Ganyu takes her hand, and again, and again after that.

And she does, as Ganyu’s fingers slip between hers and fit to the spaces between her knuckles, and when she does the same. Their footing is steady, even in the dark, as leftover smoke dissipates in a haze across the place that was and perhaps still is their secret.

There is nothing but certainty when Keqing says, once more, always, “I love you.”

There is no fear when Ganyu answers her, not with the same words, but with her sweet smile and a tug to their hands. Keqing stops, and Ganyu answers her again with a long, honest kiss that tastes of all the things she hopes to say.

When they part and face down the slope, Keqing finds nothing but solid ground stretching before them, the sureness of what they have built between them, and Ganyu, at her side, with her through it all.

 

 

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          here we are, at the end. whew, i don’t know what i can even say to end it. thank you, to everyone who made it this far. i hope you’ve enjoyed!!

as per usual, here’s the song for this chapter: gentleness in the palm of your hand (this is a cover that i prefer), and a translation of the lyrics. (besides like… one line) i felt that this is a fitting song for the whole of the story.

when i started this, i meant for it to be a relatively small thing, but i’ve ended up putting my heart into this. writing, for me, is a deep reassurance in ways that visual art doesn’t cover, and for the same reasons, i’m also a bit wary to share my writing. so all the love on this has meant a great deal to me. it’s been a huge joy (and sometimes a challenge) to write, and i’m thankful for the people i’ve met and conversations i’ve had and everything i’ve learned. ganqing is powerful indeed….

i love them and i’m hoping to write more for them too, so if all goes well, that will happen in the future and i’ll see some of you soon again? if you so happen to have the time or energy and are willing, i would love to hear your thoughts in a comment, regardless of how great or small you think they are. either way, i’m grateful- thank you!!!

i’m on twitter here if you’re interested in updates or art or anything (also @landsailing on tumblr, although it’s barely used)! 

and once again, thank you so much for reading this quiet story- i don’t have enough words to say how grateful and touched i am. it’s been a joy and an honor. be safe, and take care of yourselves.

-jess
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