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    Keqing wakes to pale morning light peeking shyly through her bedroom curtains as her ringtone blares shrilly in her ears. She blinks twice and lifts her cheek from her desk. When she looks down, there’s a spot of drool where her mouth used to be. 

“Gross,” she mumbles, rubbing her eyes with a fist.

Her cat, Ming, meows and wraps around her leg. Keqing feels the corners of her mouth tug up.

“Morning,” she says sleepily. She bends down and plops Ming into her lap, stroking the cat’s head absently as she presses ‘answer’ on the incoming phone call.

“Hello?” 

“Keqing?” 

It’s Yanfei. Of course it’s Yanfei. No one else is crazy enough to call Keqing at six in the morning for work purposes with the assumption that she’ll actually pick up.

(Keqing always answers, but that isn’t really the point.)

“Yeah, what’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing,” answers Yanfei airily, before her voice slips into professional mode. “I’m calling you about a job offer we received recently—can you be at the company building in fifteen minutes? It’s kind of important. Also, bring some snacks. I’m starving. Thanks!”

Three years working with Yanfei means that Keqing has learned to roll with all the eccentricities in her methods; she knows how to cut through everything Yanfei says to figure out what she truly means, and she also knows that when she’s left in the dark, there isn’t much to do but wait.

The questions she has will be answered. Eventually. On Yanfei’s timeline.

She tries to gently lift Ming off her lap and place her on the ground, but the cat just ends up slipping out of her hands like a slinky, landing perfectly and stretching. Typical.

Keqing yawns and pads through to the kitchen. 

Ming is playing with the television remote, batting it between her palms like a particularly rectangular ball of yarn. Her cat pupils are wide as the screen blinks on and off. She finds the ‘switch channel’ button and steps on it.

Keqing glances over. There’s a competition show playing; contestants with numbers on their shirts crowd together on the performance stage as a lineup of girls steps up, smiling. Keqing assumes they’re the winners of the round. The show?

The camera pans to the judging table, but Keqing looks away too quickly to see who the judges are.

It sends a chill through her bloodstream, all the way to her heart. The electricity of hope and resignation zipping down her spine, a bloodborne ache she’d almost forgotten existed. She doesn’t let herself get close to searching often. 

When it happens—well. She always regrets it.

She swallows and wrestles the remote away from Ming, turning the television off. After the screen has faded to black and her breathing patterns have returned to normal, she places the remote on a bookshelf so Ming can’t reach it.

“Don’t play with the TV remote,” scolds Keqing, bending down to smooth a hand over Ming’s head. “You have other toys.”

After she’s gotten ready, she swings by the convenience store to grab the snacks Yanfei asked for, and then she takes the train to work. As she passes by billboards and store standees in the station, she looks down out of habit, not making eye contact, ignoring all the advertisements.

She pushes open one of the big glass doors at the entrance of the office building, snacks gathered in one arm. 

When she steps out of the elevator to the fifth floor, a girl rushes past her. Keqing can’t hide the surprise in her voice. “Xiangling? You don’t start work until eleven.”

Xiangling shoots her a hasty smile. “Well, I thought I’d get up early today,” she says brightly, injecting an obviously false sense of cheer into her voice. “There’s lots to do, right? Paperwork, paperwork. I’m really excited to start…processing background checks.”

Keqing narrows her eyes. “Really,” she replies. A statement, not a question.

Her shoulders drooping, Xiangling bites her lip. “There’s a new cafe opening across the street,” she admits. “I need to scout it out! See what the food is like, you know?”

Keqing sighs. “I know.” 

Xiangling nods excitedly. “Are those rice crackers?”

“Yes, but they’re for—”

“Thanks!” And with that, Keqing is down two packets of rice crackers. She silently mourns the loss; they were her favourite flavour, too, the shrimp ones that the convenience store only stocks once a month.

She rolls her eyes, adjusting the snacks in her arms to make sure none of them spill. There’s a wrinkle in her jacket collar, and she itches to smooth it out, but her arms are full so she leaves it be, painfully aware of the crease in the fabric.

Keqing knocks on the office door.

“Come in!”

When she enters, Yanfei is sitting behind her computer, squinting at the screen. 

She sees Keqing and her scowl eases. “Good morning,” she says, gesturing at the seat next to her. “Sit down.”

Keqing drops all the snacks onto the glossy wooden desk and picks out a box of strawberry Pocky. “What’s the problem?”

Yanfei ignores her, inspecting the nutrition label on the cup of microwave noodles. “Snacks should have more regulations. I don’t think the fat content in this is government-approved.”

“It tastes good,” points out Keqing. 

Yanfei shrugs. “You have a point. What were you asking?”

“Why did you call me at six—”

Xiangling bursts into the room. “Sorry Yanfei, am I late for the—”

Yanfei shakes her head. “Don’t worry,” she reassures Xiangling. “You’re right on time!”

The worry on Xiangling’s face melts into relief. “Oh, thank goodness. Hi Keqing,” she says brightly, unwrapping another pack of rice crackers. “These crackers are great. Where did you get them?”

“There’s a convenience store near the train station,” she grits out. “I’ll text you the address later today.” She holds up her phone and opens WeChat, because she’s mad about the shrimp crackers but not mad enough to withhold valuable information.

Yanfei breaks in. “As much as I’d like to talk about snacks, there’s an important offer I have for Keqing.”

“Why does Xiangling have to be here, then?” asks Keqing, snapping the Pocky stick in half. 

Yanfei sits forward. Her hair swishes over her shoulder in a cascade of pink. “There’s an extensive screening process for this job. Xiangling will help you through each step.”

“Like…how extensive?”

Yanfei flaps a careless hand. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you’ll pass with flying colours.”

Keqing makes a dubious face. “If you say so.”

“I do say so,” Yanfei responds, grinning. “Anyway—we were contacted by an entertainment agency a few days ago. One of their most famous idols has been receiving a lot of threats recently, and it seems like whoever’s behind them might be planning to follow through. The company wants us to find a personal bodyguard, preferably one trained in martial arts and self defense. Although I’m not sure why they specified that,” adds Yanfei with an offended sniff, “since everyone here is self defense-qualified.”

Keqing pauses. She pulls another Pocky stick out of the box. “So you think I should do it?”

Yanfei hums. “They also asked that the person we choose isn’t too involved in idol culture. Since you’re like a grandma and you’ve never even watched a survival show—”

“What’s wrong with not watching survival shows?” Keqing says, affronted. 

“—you’re perfect for the job.”

“Nothing’s wrong with not watching survival shows,” supplies Xiangling. “It’s just…the company doesn’t want to hire a crazy fan as a bodyguard. Conflict of interest.”

Yanfei spins a pencil between her fingers. “You’re missing out, not watching the survival shows. I started this new singing one last night and you know who they got as a guest judge?”

Keqing sighs. “I don’t care about the judge. What’s the idol’s name?”

“She’s a soloist. You’ve probably seen her face before, it’s hard to miss it if you ever turn on the TV. Her name is Ganyu.”

Freezing, she turns toward Yanfei. “Ganyu?”

“So you’ve heard of her?” Yanfei asks, clapping her hands. “I’m impressed.”

Keqing has heard of her, yes—but it’s more than that. It’s always been more.

(“I’m proud of you,” Ganyu said, looking at Keqing. Eyes soft, smile sparkling. “I was sure you would be accepted.”)

“I’m not that familiar with her work,” Keqing mumbles, not meeting Yanfei’s gaze. “I mean, I don’t know much about her. I think Hu Tao might have mentioned her once or twice.”

(She walked into the music practice room and sat down next to Ganyu. I knew you’d be here, she thought, but she didn’t say it. Instead, she pulled out her lunch and started eating. 

Ganyu’s eyes were fixed on the sheet music in front of her, graceful fingers poised over the piano.

“You don’t have to eat lunch with me, you know.”

Keqing shrugged. “I like it.”)

Yanfei raises her eyebrows, examining her for signs that she might be lying. 

Keqing tries not to give anything away. 

“Fine,” she relents eventually. “Listen to Xiangling, okay? She’ll get you sorted out with the paperwork and background check. If everything goes according to plan, you’ll meet Ganyu in two weeks.”

Keqing swallows. “Sounds good.”

(Watching Ganyu from across the classroom on their last day of school, curls tumbling around her shoulders. Sitting there helplessly, trying not to blurt out I’m going to miss you so much, knowing Ganyu was going places Keqing could never hope to see. That she should let Ganyu go now, when the wound was still fresh, so it wouldn’t hurt as much when she wasn’t there anymore.)

Xiangling stands up, papers tucked under one arm as she chews on a granola bar. “Come on, Keqing.”

Keqing can do nothing but follow.

★

If she were weaker, Keqing might tell Yanfei to find someone else for the job. Tell her about the concert they snuck out to when they were seventeen and the long nights watching Shanghai city lights pass them by, how Ganyu had always been meant for something better; how she stuck out in a crowd, soft-spoken but shining all the same. How Keqing only ever watched her from afar. A planet in orbit of a supernova.

If she were weaker. If she were stronger. If she were anyone but Keqing, she would spill everything to Yanfei and make sure she never had to be within ten meters of Ganyu.

But Keqing doesn’t say any of this. Instead, she follows Xiangling down the hall and listens as she talks about the writer who published one of the top ten most popular books last year under a pen name and recently had his real name leaked to the press.

“And it’s such a pain, right? I mean, his private life is none of their business. He’s just a writer, not an idol.”

For the first time in almost seven years, Keqing lets herself wonder what Ganyu is doing.

She wasn’t even aware that Ganyu had come back. 

But she can guess a few things. Her life is definitely more glamorous than Keqing’s could ever be, with her level of celebrity: brand sponsorships and commercials and albums and EPs and singles, of which Keqing hasn’t listened to a single one. A mansion, even though Ganyu had always seemed more than a little bothered by the vapid displays of wealth they saw in the rich gated residential complexes of Shanghai. Expensive outfits and luxury vacations and a partner, maybe.

The last thought makes Keqing’s throat tighten in guilt. She pretends it isn’t there and keeps walking.

★

Keqing likes her job. The pay is good and the work, generally speaking, isn’t too emotionally taxing. Yanfei assigns her to a lot of rich people and also the spoiled children of rich people, so sometimes working at a bodyguard agency is more like glorified babysitting with handheld weapons. 

She learned less than a year into the job that taking care of children wasn’t for her; one of her most memorable engagements was looking after the six-year-old son of a tech CEO at the charity dinner he was hosting with his wife. Why they didn’t just hire a babysitter and keep him at home, she still doesn’t know—but the evening was a mess, all in all, because it started with her sitting stiffly off to the side, hand resting on her thigh holster, while the boy fiddled with a couple of Legos. It then ended with her frantically stuffing haw flakes into his mouth to stave off the sobbing after he stepped on a piece of Lego and made a scene during the fundraiser auction for a trip to Phuket.

Keqing isn’t exactly a ‘caretaking’ kind of person, but that’s alright. Yanfei doesn’t give her as many jobs with young company heirs anymore. It’s clearly been substituted with celebrities.

The one and only time she ever worked on a survival show was the worst three months of her life, and she didn’t even know what the premise of the show was. The filming hours stretched long into the night. Since her duty was to guard the trainees and patrol the boundaries of the building so fans couldn’t infiltrate, she slept in snatches—on benches in the hallway, chairs backstage, the trainee cafeteria when she was especially drained.

Sometimes shooting days were twenty hours long, sometimes twenty-two. Keqing was so exhausted she fell asleep with her key in the ignition as she was preparing to drive home.

She was used to going days without rest, but this was a different beast. Stumbling blindly through, not even knowing when she’d get to sleep next. It felt like she was on the survival show herself, just struggling to keep her head above water. But she soldiered on. After the shooting period was over, she thought she might sob in relief—she drove home and fell asleep on the couch before she could even get to the bedroom. 

Then two days later, it was back to work in a longer-term position as part of the security for an insurance company’s vice-chair.

The babysitting problem and the survival show were nothing but minor blips, and she did the best she could in both situations. Other than those two incidents, her career has been largely smooth sailing, and that’s because Keqing is dedicated to what she does.

She’s good at it. She’s built the rest of her life around the large, protruding shape of work; the hours are long and irregular, and they don’t leave a lot of room for social events—if any. She spends too much time travelling or working to think about expanding her social circle, and most of her free time is consumed by sleep.

Which is all to say: Keqing’s work ethic is admired by everyone she works with. There isn’t much she won’t do for her job.

But this screening check might be the last straw. She has to fill out every detail of her work history for the past two years; whether she’s ever been to a pop concert for an artist under SevenStars Entertainment (which makes her chest tighten, because the only concert she ever went to was with Ganyu), martial arts certifications, a mile-long list of references, medical history, and once she’s completed so much paperwork her hand trembles from holding the pen too long, she’s finally booked for a face-to-face interview.

She smooths down the ruffles of her jacket and gulps as a man ushers her into the conference room.

“Miss Keqing?” a woman asks, standing up to shake her hand. Keqing suddenly feels ridiculously underdressed in her jacket and jeans across from her.

“That’s me,” she says. “Sorry I’m—” she glances at the clock, wincing— “five minutes late.”

The woman sits back down. “There’s no trouble,” she answers calmly, but the cold tilt of her orange eyes says otherwise. “Nice to meet you. I’m Ningguang, head of SevenStars Entertainment.”

“Likewise,” responds Keqing. “I would introduce myself but uh. You already saw my resume.” She winces. Already off to a bad start.

“How was your trip here?”

SevenStars is a high-rise building in an affluent pocket of the city, accessible by foot traffic but not by car. Keqing tries to disguise her wince as she thinks about the multiple connecting train rides she took to get to this part of Shanghai in the first place, and the long walk after. Her first instinct is to say a pain in the ass, but she doubts that will win her any favours.

“Wonderful, thank you,” she lies. 

Ningguang nods. “I’m glad to hear it. So, Miss Keqing—can you tell me a little bit about yourself?”

And the interview begins.

It goes alright, for the most part. She only trips up once or twice when she’s explaining her previous experience with clients in the music industry. Ningguang’s stare sharpens at that, but Keqing tries to control her breathing and not break down crying on the spot. It works, kind of.

“Thank you for your time, Miss Keqing,” Ningguang tells her, dignified and poised as she sets down the pen she’s been writing notes with. “I just have one more question to ask: I’m sure you’ve heard her name, but do you have any previous history or interest in the singer Ganyu?”

Keqing stiffens. “I don’t,” she replies automatically. “I’m not…into the idol scene much. At all, really.”

Ningguang appraises her. “Is that so?”

She sits up straighter. “I didn’t actually know who Ganyu was until my employer told me,” Keqing continues. It’s only half a lie. Ganyu’s name leaves a sour tang on her tongue, like there’s been salt scraped into a half-closed wound and only blood can wash it away. “But I can promise I’ll do my best to protect her at all costs.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” she says. She doesn’t let her voice waver. “I’m very dedicated to my job. I won’t let you down.”

(“What about you?”

“What about me?” returned Keqing, frowning at Ganyu. 

“You don’t think you’re talented?”

She laughed. “Not all of us are destined for fame, Ganyu.”

“Fame and talent aren’t the same thing,” Ganyu said.

Keqing glanced up. Ganyu’s eyes were shiny, a shade of lilac dappled in sunlight, so myriad you could study them forever and still not memorize the patterns. She struggled to breathe for a second. “Either way. You have too much faith in me.”

Ganyu swallowed visibly, mouth set in a firm line. “You don’t have enough faith in yourself.”)

Ningguang raises an eyebrow. “I’m sure you won’t. I appreciate you coming to meet me. Your employer will receive information about your hours, payment, and security details in the next week. It was wonderful to speak to you today, Keqing.”

“Thank you,” Keqing says, returning her handshake, “and the same to you.”

She walks through the double doors and out onto the street. It’s early evening, neon lights staining every inch of the rain-soaked pavement in kaleidoscopes of bright yellows and greens.

It takes two hours to get back home. Keqing sits on the floor of her living room, Ming snuggled up in her lap, and pulls up Weibo on her phone. 

She’s never done this before, no matter how much she wanted to—the risk was always too great that she might see something she didn’t want to, something she didn’t feel like she was allowed to find out. Because by the time Keqing was twenty, she had the skill of ‘ignoring celebrities and idols’ down to a practiced art. 

She’d blocked and muted Ganyu’s name on every app she had, she scrolled quickly past the social media supertopics every day just in case something tangentially Ganyu-related arose, and every time an idol video or clip from a survival show came up on her feed, she pressed the button to indicate that she wasn’t interested in this type of content and clicked away.

The hardest part, at the beginning, was not bringing her name into conversation. 

Keqing was used to telling stories about Ganyu, mentioning her casually if someone said anything about the idol industry or even music in general, pulling out her phone to text Ganyu at awkward social events—high school parties or end-of-year dinners, but suddenly Ganyu was gone, and it took Keqing a good six months to learn how to keep her name out of her mouth.

The tail end of her first year at college came and went. Ganyu was still at the forefront of her mind. Keqing still itched to dial the top contact in her ‘most recent’ list, but the disappearance was swift, like ripping off a bandage. She’d erased all Ganyu’s contact information from her phone, and Ganyu wouldn’t have kept the same phone number anyway, so she managed to stifle the urge.

Ignoring the advertisements was more difficult. Everywhere she looked in the city, there were billboards of idols, dewy-face and teeth perfectly white, holding up face cream or toner or a pair of earrings from a sustainable fashion brand. 

At the train station, the TV screen flashed through music videos or drama trailers. The piped-in music at the stationery store was all newly-released songs. Trying to avoid it all or block it out seemed fruitless.

Every morning when Keqing passed the advertisement wall in the subway, she stared at the ground. She walked into the cafe and slipped on her headphones. If she saw a concert being held at a stadium near where she walked, she took another route to get to work. Billboards, light-up signs, loudspeaker announcements. She sidestepped all of it, blocking it out of her life so effectively that she knew absolutely nothing about what Ganyu was doing.

And maybe she hadn’t become a celebrity after all; maybe Keqing’s hard work was all for nothing; maybe Ganyu had given up on music, on performing, on everything she had a passion for, but Keqing couldn’t quite believe that. She couldn’t risk it either. 

Now here she is: risking it.

She runs her hand over Ming’s coat absent-mindedly. 

She removes the name Ganyu from all her blocking and muting lists, checks the Weibo hot search, and finds Ganyu’s name there. A magazine spread featuring a photoshoot and interview with her was released yesterday.

Five million results, four hundred thousand discussions. Ganyu’s official account boasts forty-seven million followers.

Keqing closes it and taps on the search engine app. The same term; four hundred million results. Now that she’s broken down the dam holding the river back, she realizes that Ganyu is everywhere. Everywhere. She’s an omnipresent figure in any space that has something to do with idols or the music industry, enough to have four hundred million search results.

Four hundred million people talking about Ganyu.

Keqing opens the first post that comes up and starts reading.

★

Ganyu is twenty-five years old. 

A singer, actress, and songwriter who first debuted under SevenStars Entertainment at nineteen with the hit single Clover Leaves, a mid-tempo ballad that’s been played in almost all of the popular C-dramas of the past half-decade and won Record of the Year at three of the four major end-of-year music awards. 

Clover Leaves was followed up with a full-length album called Heartbeat that sold over four million copies in China. The music video for the title track of the same name racked up tens of millions of views on the first day. Counted across all platforms years after release, it totalled almost one billion.

Personality-wise, Ganyu has been said to be as polite as they come, shy when the camera is on her but completely in her element onstage. There are stories from people she’s met about the severity of her work ethic, how she refuses to sleep until she feels like a chord progression works well in a song or the way she sang the first verse sounds good enough, how kind she is to everyone around her and how hard she is on herself. Several insiders call her the nicest idol they’ve ever worked with.

Keqing doesn’t doubt that they’re telling the truth.

Since the success of Clover Leaves, Ganyu has been all over the entertainment scene. 

Her list of accolades is long enough to take up a whole Baidu page: acting as the female lead in several dramas, contributing lyrics to other artists, starring in commercials for everything from baijiu to skincare masks, and releasing several more albums.

Her most recent EP—Starward Sky—came out three months ago, and has generated plenty of buzz since then. The critical response was largely positive, despite some reviews calling it overly melodramatic. In a exclusive press appearance for Tencent after the EP’s release, Ganyu said it holds special meaning because she wrote all the songs. 

Ganyu has done one world tour to promote her second album: Sweetened Rain, and two national ones, all of which sold out in a matter of hours. Her next world tour is scheduled for six months from now.

She is considered one of the most popular idols in the continent and beyond, with a significant fanbase in North America and Europe. She has been a judge for five idol survival shows, and three years ago, she was a cast member on a celebrity challenge TV show called Twenty-Four Hours that catapulted her into a household name.

Ganyu’s signature look is curly blue hair. Her favourite animal is cats, but she likes dogs too.

Keqing learns all of this in the span of one hour on the Internet.

★

When she receives the job file, it’s so thick it takes her and Xiangling almost an hour to sort through and read everything. 

Keqing will receive a schedule every morning of Ganyu’s activities for the day. She’ll live in the apartment complex with Ganyu for the next few months, a temporary measure while security measures are more severe.

Professionalism, privacy, and efficiency are key, especially since Ganyu is embarking on a tour in half a year. Keqing will have to coordinate with Ganyu’s manager to make sure she’s safe and shielded from any threats.

In two days, Keqing will meet Ganyu. Three days after, she’ll be her full-time bodyguard.

The initial contract is for two months. After that, a check-in is planned to review her job performance and decide whether she’s suited to continue. If Keqing is given the go-ahead to keep working for Ganyu, her contract will last another year. 

It’s a little unorthodox, but Keqing understands the wariness from Ganyu’s team about who they want to allow near her. The world is only so wide. It’s inevitable that the company runs into people just looking to take advantage of their idol.

Their idol. Ganyu being an idol. Millions of people following her, hanging onto her every word.

Keqing can barely comprehend it. The thought causes something hollow to drop in her stomach and bounce off the sides, ringing forever, getting quieter but never truly going away—just echoing on, and on, and on.

★

(What Keqing remembers is wondering why Ganyu took pity and made friends with her. When Ganyu was already looking towards greater things, only half-tethered to her life as a high school student. She’d already signed a contract with an entertainment company. There was nothing stopping her from taking flight.

Keqing asked Ganyu the same question the year before they graduated, sitting in the music room as she slurped up her noodles.

“Why me?” she blurted out suddenly, fiddling with her chopsticks.

Ganyu turned her head. “What do you mean?”

“I just—you can find better friends,” she mutters. “I don’t want to stop you from doing that. I don’t want to…drag you down.”

“Keqing,” Ganyu said softly. “You’re not dragging me down. You couldn’t.”

What Keqing remembers is carrying that guilt like a second skin all through high school. What she remembers is that even after Ganyu wasn’t in her life anymore, it took years to shake off the residual shame. 

That for a long while it didn’t leave her, a constant voice when she woke up and when she went to sleep, telling her over and over again: letting her go was the right thing to do.

What Keqing remembers is waking up one morning and finding out Ganyu had left already; that she’d packed her bags and headed to the airport in the middle of the night without telling her.

What Keqing remembers is knowing that she would never measure up, never be enough, not even for Ganyu. Especially not for Ganyu.)

★

Keqing gets home from work that night to see a girl on her couch, twin ponytails peeking out from the back and tied with red ribbons. 

She resists the urge to groan.

“Hu Tao?”

Hu Tao flashes her a thumbs-up. “Evening,” she greets cheerily. She tries to pick up Keqing’s cat, but Ming twists out of her hold and patters off to Keqing’s bedroom.

“Why are you here?”

Hu Tao pouts. The effect is weakened by the grin slipping across her face, lightning-quick and gone before Keqing can be sure she even saw it. “Can’t I visit my friend without judgement? I just wanted to say hello.”

Keqing shoots her a dry look. She walks over to the rice cooker and scoops out the appropriate amount of rice from the pantry before filling the pot with water. “You live on the other side of the city.”

“So?”

“And you hate taking the train, Hu Tao.”

“Maybe I just wanted to see you so much I took the train to do it. We all have to make sacrifices for love, Keqing. Did you think of that?”

Keqing switches on the rice cooker and ignores Hu Tao. “I’m moving into another apartment for the next few months. Work stuff,” she says in lieu of a proper explanation.

Hu Tao makes an understanding sound. “Ooh. Work stuff.”

“Stop saying it like that?”

“Like what?” she asks innocently.

“Like it’s some…top-secret thing. It’s just a job.”

“Yeah, a job that’s top-secret,” Hu Tao parrots. She twists a lock of her ponytail around one finger. 

There’s an undercurrent of exhaustion in her voice, and it makes Keqing narrow her eyes. “Is something wrong?”

Hu Tao flops over the sofa. “Your cat doesn’t like me,” she whines, deflecting from the question.

Keqing lifts her shoulders. “You have a bad aura. Ming can sense that.”

“Keqing!” gasps Hu Tao. “I’m offended.”

“Whatever. What do you want for dinner?”

“I don’t care. I wouldn’t want to make you uncomfortable in your own home.”

Keqing bites back you already have. Hu Tao clearly doesn’t need it right now.

Instead, she drizzles oil in the pan to fry up her vegetables. “Sure. Tell me what happened today.”

Hu Tao sits at the table and folds her legs up. “Well,” she begins, resting her chin in her palm, “I had an interview for a new job.”

“Doing what?”

“The PR team for a company that runs an online marketplace. They sell stationery, I think.”

Keqing hums. The oil is beginning to shimmer; she tosses a clove of crushed garlic in and stirs with the spatula. “Did it go well?”

“I thought it did, but in the end, they said my marketing tactics were too ‘out there’ and ‘didn’t fit their brand’ and I’d be better off selling insurance door to door! I mean, can you believe the nerve of some people? Their company would have been thriving with my help.”

Keqing drops the bok choy in the pan. “They’re missing out.”

“They are,” agrees Hu Tao. “Anyway, enough about me. How are you doing?”

She sighs. “Alright, I guess.” This leads into a whole conversation over rice and stir-fried vegetables about work demands and looking for a job and how Keqing hasn’t had a proper night’s sleep in months, really, but it’s fine, Hu Tao. She isn’t struggling. She isn’t.

She purposely doesn’t say that sometimes she sits down at her desk to work in the mornings and sees double because she’s so exhausted; that sometimes the only way she can get through the day is if she passes out for ten minutes during her lunch break before waking up and getting back to work.

After dinner, Hu Tao yawns. “Sorry for staying so long.”

Keqing sighs. “Don’t worry about it. You can sleep here tonight.”

Hu Tao smiles gratefully. “Thanks.”

They sit together in front of the sofa as Ming naps in Keqing’s arms. The TV plays some random new drama. Hu Tao is rapt with attention, eyes reflecting the blue light of the screen.

“Hu Tao,” Keqing says out of the blue. “Have you heard of a singer named Ganyu?”

Hu Tao nearly shrieks. “Yes,” she replies excitedly. “Who hasn’t? She’s all over the Internet. You know, I saw one of her dance videos recently, and she’s so cool. I swear I would love to meet her someday even just to ask why she’s so talented, and her fan club was talking about opening a store for—wait.” Hu Tao’s eyes narrow. “Why are you asking?”

Keqing scratches the back of Ming’s neck and the cat purrs, the sound vibrating through the air. “I heard her name recently and wondered if you knew her.”

“Oh my god,” says Hu Tao, eyes round as saucers. “Keqing, are you learning about idols? Are you going to become a fan? Has the day come?”

“What? No.” Keqing scowls and jabs Hu Tao in the stomach with a sharp elbow. “Xiangling mentioned her.”

“But you want to find out more,” Hu Tao fills in for her. “And you want me to help you.”

She grits her teeth. “Sure. Tell me about Ganyu.”

“What do you want to know?” Hu Tao leans over and tries to scoop Ming into her lap, but the cat meows and pads out of the room.

Keqing stares at the woolly carpet fibers. “Why do people like her? Like, why does she have so many fans?”

“She makes great music,” answers Hu Tao thoughtfully. One of the ribbons in her hair comes loose and she tucks it into her pocket. “But she also just seems like a genuine person.”

“Genuine how?”

“She doesn’t look like she’s putting on an act for the camera. Wait, I saw an interview the other day and you have to watch it—”

Everything Keqing didn’t learn about Ganyu from trawling online forums, Hu Tao tells her. She shoves social media pages in her face and swipes through them at light speed, talking a mile a minute as Keqing starts to go cross-eyed.

In the next hour, the two of them watch so many interviews of Ganyu that it begins to clog up Keqing’s ‘recommended videos.’ 

What Keqing didn’t understand earlier—from the airport paparazzi photos and the magazine spreads—was how little Ganyu had changed. 

The shy dimple that appears when she smiles, the nervous habit of biting her lip. The way her cheeks smudge pale pink when someone compliments her. It’s the same Ganyu that Keqing used to know, once upon a time, and that’s…almost terrifying.

Ganyu has always been pretty. As long as Keqing has known her, Ganyu’s beauty has been an irrevocable, immutable fact of life. She supposes that seeing her in music videos and face cream commercials only puts it in perspective.

The last interview ends with Ganyu telling the host a story about her most recent EP and smiling at the audience as she says, “My next album will be coming out in November. Previews will be shown during the first few stops of the world tour. Please look forward to it.”

Hu Tao turns off the phone. “So? What do you think?”

Keqing blinks. “What am I supposed to think?”

“I don’t know, something. Isn’t she pretty?” Hu Tao sighs. “She’s beautiful. And talented, too.”

Keqing makes an affirmative sound. “Yeah,” she responds quietly. “She is.”

Hu Tao squints. “Is she your idol crush?”

“My what?”

“Idol crush,” she repeats patiently. “Everyone has one. It’s like your favourite artist, or the one you have the biggest crush on.”

“She isn’t my…‘idol crush,’” she says, the words like sawdust on her tongue, stilted. They leave a bad taste in her mouth.

“Aw, come on. You don’t have to feel shy about it.”

“I’m not,” answers Keqing, louder. She stands up. “Good night, Hu Tao. I have work tomorrow. Let me know if the couch isn’t comfortable, okay? And good luck with your job interviews.” She turns on her heel to look back at Hu Tao. “You’re going to nail the next one, I promise.”

Hu Tao smiles bravely. “Night, Keqing.”

★

Xiangling drops a file folder in front of her. It’s almost four inches thick and the thunk it makes as it hits the desk is a bad sign for how much work awaits Keqing today.

“What’s this?” asks Keqing, one brow quirked.

Xiangling opens the folder. “Yanfei did most of it. This is your explainer to idol culture—everything you need to know to do your job well.”

Keqing frowns. “Is it really a big deal? I’ve guarded celebrities before. The survival show,” she says. “And that music awards show last year,” she goes on, scowling slightly as she recalls having to look after a boy group that day—around seventeen years old on average. All they did was stand awkwardly in suits on the red carpet while Keqing hovered in the background trying to block out the sound of teenage fans screaming. 

They also polished off the appetizers within two minutes.

Keqing can’t really blame them, since they were just kids and all, but it was annoying regardless. She spent the entire night watching a couple of teenage boys toss peanuts into the air and try to catch them in their mouths.

“This is different,” replies Xiangling, organizing the papers into several piles. “This is hardcore. Your whole life will rotate around Ganyu’s schedule. To know what kind of danger she’s in, you need to understand the culture around idols. At least that’s what Yanfei says,” Xiangling continues. “There’s a chance she just wants you to start watching those survival shows with her.”

Keqing groans. “Obviously.”

Xiangling laughs. “Don’t worry about it. Just shut her down if the topic ever comes up and you should be fine.” Once all the papers are separated into tidy stacks, she waves. “Bye! I’m taking my lunch break now, so call me if you need help sorting something out.”

“It’s ten in the morning.”

She doesn’t look bothered. “I’m taking my ten-in-the-morning break, then.”

Keqing rubs her forehead. “Okay. Have fun.”

“I will!”

Keqing’s knowledge of the idol industry is slim to none. She’s heard about some of it from Hu Tao, who spends half her (irregular) salary on fruit-flavoured candy and the other half on concert tickets whenever her favourite girl group is in Shanghai.

But for the most part, she hasn’t thought about idols since Yanfei wanted the competition show contestant she likes to win and made all of them download the app on their phone to vote.

Armed with this previous knowledge, Keqing spends almost the whole day poring over the documents Xiangling gave her, making notes when she discovers something particularly important.

Yanfei finds her at eight pm, sitting by the window, brow creased as she scribbles on a piece of paper. 

“Why are you still here?” she asks, but she doesn’t sound surprised.

Keqing sets down the pen. “It’s only eight.”

“Your work hours end at five.”

She hesitates. “Technically, but it’s not like anyone actually—”

“Nope,” Yanfei interrupts. “Go home, Keqing. Everyone else has already left. And you’re meeting Ganyu tomorrow. You need to give her and her team a good first impression.” She crosses her arms. “Especially Ningguang.”

Keqing tries not to shiver. “Yeah.”

“She scares me a little,” Yanfei says conversationally.

Keqing chooses not to mention that plenty of people also find Yanfei scary when they first meet her. Yanfei would probably try even harder to intimidate them. “Me too.”

“We have to put our best foot forward tomorrow.”

Keqing sets her pen down on the table. “Right.”

“Which means,” Yanfei says pointedly, “you go home and get some sleep, yes?”

“…Okay. Good night.”

“Sleep well,” she calls over her shoulder as she walks out of the room. “You’re going to need it.”

★

When Keqing wakes up, it’s raining. “Ugh,” she groans, rolling over. Ming is stretched out on the pillow next to her, fluffy tail high in the air as she yawns.

She fumbles helplessly for her phone. It takes three tries to find it, and when she manages to turn it on, the only message is from Yanfei: good luck today!!! ^^

Thanks, she types.

On the train to the building where she’d first had her interview with Ningguang, Keqing rests her cheek against the window and thinks.

(“Why weren’t you at school today?”

Keqing sneezed. “Sorry. I’m kind of sick right now,” she replied, grimacing. 

Ganyu made a noise of curiosity. “How sick?”

Looking around her room at the stacks of used tissues, Keqing coughed. “Uh, it’s pretty bad. Seasonal allergies and stuff.”

“Do you want me to come over?”

Keqing buried her face in the sweat-soaked sheets. “You don’t have to! Really, I’m fine on my own.”

“I’d like to come.” 

Keqing picked at her cuticles. “I mean, I don’t think you want to. I—”

“I do want to.” Ganyu’s voice was gentle but firm. That was that.

Keqing fell asleep not long after putting down the phone, but she felt a cool hand ghost over her forehead, brushing back her bangs, and a voice whispering tenderly, “Go to sleep, Keqing. I’ll still be here when you wake up.”)

She pushes open the door to SevenStars Entertainment warily. The receptionist looks up. “Miss Keqing?”

Keqing gives her an awkward thumbs-up. “That’s me.”

She smiles. “Wonderful. Miss Ningguang and Miss Ganyu are waiting for you on the sixth floor. Just take the elevator up and turn right.”

“Thanks.”

She’s beginning to sweat, the denim of her jeans sticking to her skin. Maybe these pants were the wrong choice.

With more apprehension than reasonable, Keqing steps out of the elevator and heads down the hallway to the right.

The door to the end of the hall is ajar. Through the crack, Keqing notices the walls are covered in mirrors and there’s a side table in the corner. 

She knocks lightly. 

Ningguang’s voice echoes through the room. “Miss Keqing? You can come in.”

Keqing pushes the door open.

Ningguang inclines her head when she sees Keqing. “Nice to see you again.”

Keqing tries to inconspicuously wipe her sweaty palms against her jeans. “You too.”

“Ganyu should be here soon. Take a seat.”

She obeys.

Ningguang sits down opposite her. She’s wearing a pressed blazer and pencil skirt, hair pinned up neatly. “Did you have time to look through all the information?”

“I did.”

“Were there any issues with the terms outlined? It’s best if you tell me now and we can negotiate new conditions as soon as possible.”

“I don’t think so, no.”

“That’s good to hear. I look forward to seeing how you do in this position.”

The conversation stalls, stilted in its silence and almost unnerving. Ningguang doesn’t seem to care.

Keqing briefly considers asking her how her day is going, but Ningguang might turn her to dust if she even dares to mention anything vaguely personal. She refrains.

Five minutes pass. The silence is so stiff it feels like it’s closing in on Keqing.

“There she is,” Ningguang says all of a sudden, standing up.

The door creaks open.

Ganyu, hair loose around her shoulders, face half-covered by a mask and lashes framing downward-cast eyes.

Keqing’s lungs seize up. Her fingers curl into fists and Ganyu tilts her head up to meet her eyes and—

“Ganyu, this is Keqing. Your bodyguard.”

Ganyu pulls down her mask. “Keqing?” she repeats, mouth slightly parted.

She tries to smile. It comes out more like a grimace. “Hi.”

Ningguang purses her lips. “Do you know each other?”

“No,” says Keqing quickly. “No. We don’t.”

Ganyu’s eyes glisten, pools of…hurt, maybe. Hurt and surprise, stinging so sharp that Keqing can barely make eye contact without feeling like it will rip her apart.

Ningguang’s phone buzzes and she pulls it out of her pocket, sparing a glance at the screen before putting it away. “Good. I have to go—my wife has run into some trouble and she needs help. I’ll leave you here to get acquainted. Ganyu, if you have any issues, just send a message.”

She swishes out of the door, leaving a trail of flowery perfume behind her.

Keqing struggles to find her voice. “Where’s your manager?”

“Zhongli had to leave,” she says after a moment. “He’ll be back in the evening.”

“Okay,” Keqing replies. “Sounds good. I’ll just be here while you…practice or whatever. Don’t mind me.”

They lapse into silence. Ganyu is writing something on blank music score paper, humming under her breath every once in a while. Keqing scrolls through her phone absently.

“Hey,” Ganyu begins, voice soft and tentative. “I didn’t expect you here.”

Keqing laughs a little, despite herself. “I didn’t expect to be here.”

Ganyu taps the end of her pen against the table. “Did you mean it? When you said we didn’t know each other? Because it’s okay,” she adds. “It’s okay if you want to forget.” A beat. “I wouldn’t blame you.”

“…Do you want to?” 

She doesn’t know which would be easier to work with: pretending that she’s never met Ganyu before, closing up all the old wounds and relearning her habits, her manners, her quirks. 

The other option is this: starting from here, where they are now. Saying hello after the goodbye.

Ganyu pauses. “I don’t think so,” she replies quietly. “It’ll make this whole thing easier if you know me already, right?”

“I guess.” Keqing sets down her phone. “So. Second-most followed idol on Weibo, huh?”

Ganyu flinches. “It’s not a big deal.”

“It is to everyone else. I always knew you would be famous.”

Ganyu licks her lips. “Have you been—keeping up with my career?”

If Keqing didn’t know better, she would think Ganyu sounded…hopeful, almost. “Not really,” she answers. “I’m not really into the celebrity scene. I only found out you were…famous a few days ago.”

Ganyu nods. “That makes sense.”

Neither of them speak.

Ganyu looks up at her and opens her mouth. “…Have you ever pulled a gun on someone?”

“That’s strictly classified information.”

“So yes?”

“Sorry. I can’t tell you,” she replies, keeping her face neutral.

“Keqing…” Ganyu says. Her lower lip sticks out in a semblance of a pout and Keqing has to grip onto the seat so she doesn’t do something she’ll regret.

“I shouldn’t be distracting you,” she says quickly. “Keep writing. Or rehearsing. Whatever. Is there a cafeteria here? Or vending machines?”

Ganyu nods. “One floor down, turn left at the end of the hall.”

Keqing takes the stairs to the fifth floor and starts to walk down the corridor. Before making it to the end, she hears pounding music come from a room on the right. Her curiosity is piqued; there’s a large room that’s almost identical to the one Ganyu is practicing in and a girl stands in the middle.

Keqing means to peek into the room and then leave, but the girl spots her before she can turn around.

“Hey,” she calls. “What’s wrong?”

“Sorry, I just meant to take a look, I can—”

“Who are you?” 

She steps into the room hesitantly. “I’m Ganyu’s new…bodyguard.”

The girl’s eyes spark, flames snapping in her pale irises. “Ganyu’s bodyguard?”

Keqing wonders if this is a test of some kind. “Yes?”

“Oh, come in! I’ve been meaning to take a break, we can sit and talk for a while.”

The girl gestures toward the sofa pressed up against the wall. Keqing sits down.

“I’m Yunjin,” she introduces herself. “It’s great to meet you.”

“Yunjin?” asks Keqing.

“Yunjin,” she responds, nodding several times. “I used to be in a group but now I perform solo. What about you?”

“Oh, uh—I’m Keqing.”

“Keqing,” Yunjin repeats, eyes wide. “The Keqing?”

“What do you mean—the Keqing?” She’s clearly missing something.

“Don’t worry,” says Yunjin hastily. You didn’t hear that from me. Anyway!” she claps her hands. “How do you like working with Ganyu?” 

“I just started today. I’m really new—I mean, not to this line of work, but to working with Ganyu. It seems fine so far. She’s…nice.”

“That’s good. You know,” Yunjin whispers conspiratorially, “I’m happy Ganyu has someone to lean on. She doesn’t show it often, but she’s—lonely a lot of the time. I really care about her, so it’s nice that you can keep her company. Thank you.” The last sentence is painfully honest, the celebrity airs and pretensions stripped back until all that remains is a girl who wants the best for her friend.

Too bad Keqing is almost certainly unable to give her that. She settles for a short: “You’re welcome.” The snacks, she remembers. She scrambles to stand up. “Sorry Yunjin, I just—I have to go. I was supposed to bring food back to Ganyu,” she explains. “I’ll see you. Goodbye!”

“See you around!” calls Yunjin. 

Keqing finally makes it to the cafeteria, where she picks up an assortment of snacks: rice crackers and yogurt and Haw flakes, plus a few fruits. The cafeteria is almost empty, and she’s grateful that no one there seems to spare a glance at her.

“I’m back,” she announces, dropping the snacks onto the table. “Sorry I took so long. I got distracted.”

“It’s okay,” Ganyu tells her, turning off the music. She wipes her forehead with a towel. Keqing tries not to look at the sweat dampening the front of her tank top and unwraps a package of Haw flakes instead.

★

(“Keqing?”

The voice made Keqing stop, her shoes squeaking against linoleum tile. “Yes?”

Footsteps approached behind her. 

And thinking back on it: Ganyu looked something like an angel in the fluorescent-lantern hallway, pale yellow light forming a halo around her head. “Are you…busy this afternoon? I know you don’t know me that well, but I—”

“Yes. I mean, no, I’m not busy. Not at all. Why?”

Ganyu looked relieved, and it made Keqing’s heart squeeze pathetically. “There’s a special event at the music store down the street,” she said. “I thought you might like to come with me. I’ll text you the address.”

So that was the first of three stages. Ganyu arrived. 

Secondly, Ganyu stayed. 

Then finally, she left. Keqing wouldn’t have minded if she at least said goodbye, but their friendship wasn’t built for that. They weren’t built for that. Impermanence was all they were good at; time limits and deadlines and lunch conversations about dreams that would never become reality.)

  



2. the day was beautiful

Summary for the Chapter:
            The two of them blend together seamlessly. By the end of the week, Keqing has heard Clover Leaves so many times she can hum along under her breath.

But sometimes she’ll make an offhand quip: about how she’d struggled to pay for college tuition or an inside joke they had in high school or how Ganyu has always been good at quick getaways, and Ganyu will just—shut down. Stop talking unless she has to. Heartache radiates off her in waves so thick Keqing can barely breathe through them without choking.

And sometimes she’ll catch Ganyu looking at her, considering. Like Keqing is a puzzle and Ganyu is still looking for the key.

          
Notes for the Chapter:- i came off anon to post this, which i might regret later but life is short and we make bad decisions

- putting my clown makeup on for the moment yunjin is released and it turns out her personality is the polar opposite of the one i gave her

- content warning for alcohol in this chapter. please drink responsibly

- forgot to mention this last time, but i will hopefully be updating every sunday!




    
    The first time Keqing meets Zhongli, she wonders if he was born in the wrong century. It’s an impression that sticks; she catches him frowning as he tries to figure out how to flag emails as ‘important,’ and he has a perpetual inability to remember to bring his wallet anywhere.

Besides the email and the wallet though, Zhongli is incredibly capable, so together he and Keqing have everything covered.

“Ganyu has mentioned you before,” Zhongli tells her one day while they’re backstage, watching Ganyu perform at a music festival. “You were friends in high school, were you not?”

Keqing’s throat is dry. “We were.”

“Close friends?” he prompts.

“I mean, I thought so. Maybe I was wrong.”

“But she still trusts you,” he answers. It’s a statement, no room for misinterpretation.

“She does,” Keqing replies, eyes following the flashing strobe lights across the stage. She almost adds: I’m not sure why.

★

Over the next few days, they settle into a predictable rhythm. Keqing usually wakes up first and gets ready, makes coffee while Ganyu is still sleeping. She goes to the gym, runs errands, and when she comes back, Ganyu is ready to leave. 

They drive to the company building and meet Zhongli there. Sometimes Ganyu has events lined up in the morning—photoshoots or interviews or variety show pre-recordings, but it really depends on the day. Keqing learns to be flexible with her schedule and even more flexible with airport departures. 

Fans can be wild. Occasionally they’ll try to duck under security barriers or slam past other people to get a brief glimpse of Ganyu, but it’s nothing Keqing hasn’t dealt with before, and she always manages to fend them off long enough for Ganyu to sneak past.

The two of them blend together seamlessly. By the end of the week, Keqing has heard Clover Leaves so many times she can hum along under her breath.

But sometimes she’ll make an offhand quip: about how she’d struggled to pay for college tuition or an inside joke they had in high school or how Ganyu has always been good at quick getaways, and Ganyu will just—shut down. Stop talking unless she has to. Heartache radiates off her in waves so thick Keqing can barely breathe through them without choking.

And sometimes she’ll catch Ganyu looking at her, considering. Like Keqing is a puzzle and Ganyu is still looking for the key.

★

“So, how’s it going?” Yanfei chirps on the phone. 

“Not bad,” she says. She rubs her eyes. Ming makes a mrrow sound and nestles into the blankets. “It’s not as difficult as I expected.”

“Not yet,” Yanfei answers wisely. “What’s Ganyu like?”

“She’s fine,” replies Keqing flatly. The details aren’t worth sharing. She keeps them tucked close to her chest anyway.

Ganyu always wears glitter eyeshadow when she’s filming for a performance and it makes the flecks in her eyes gleam golden. She ties her hair in a braid before going to sleep. It’s all tangled and mussed when she wakes up. She’s taken to Keqing’s cat like a duck to water. When Keqing can’t find Ming, without fail, she’s in Ganyu’s room being petted.

“No problems?”

“No. She seems a little overworked, but nothing out of the ordinary.” 

A little overworked is an understatement. 

Even in high school Ganyu was this way, never satisfied until it was perfect. She wouldn’t rest until everyone else had long since left or stopped working, and now she hides the dark circles, but Keqing knows. They stay at the company building until well past midnight most days, usually only coming back to sleep around two in the morning. The lack of sleep doesn’t bother her, because she can usually fit in a few hours to nap while Ganyu is practicing, but she can’t imagine the toll it takes on Ganyu.

Yanfei clicks her tongue. “I hope you’re getting enough sleep.”

Keqing waves her concerns away. “I’m sleeping plenty.”

“You better not be lying,” Yanfei sing-songs, only partially serious.

She snorts. “Of course I’m not. Bye, Yanfei.”

“Bye! Oh wait, I have to ask—we’re celebrating Xiangling’s promotion next week. Can you make it? It’s going to be Saturday evening.”

Xiangling works two jobs: at the bodyguard agency on weekdays, then weekends and evenings at the cafe across the street. Keqing has no idea how she makes it work. Celebrating a promotion at one job with your boss and colleagues at the other is slightly unorthodox, but they’re good friends.

“Let me check with Zhongli. Just give me the time and I’ll put it in my calendar.”

“Sounds good!” Yanfei says. “Bye, Keqing.”

★

Ganyu’s tendency to overwork comes to a head one Friday at the studio. They’re recording an OST for an upcoming C-drama and they’ve been at it all day. Keqing sits in the corner and watches as Ganyu asks, “Can we do one more take? I think I can do better in this part.”

It goes on so long that eventually, the producer says, “We’ll stop for today and pick it back up tomorrow. Your voice needs rest.”

Ganyu is about to protest, but she deflates and nods. “You’re right. Thank you so much for your hard work today. It means a lot.”

Slowly, the studio clears out.

Keqing waits for Ganyu to stand up and head out the door as well, but it doesn’t happen. She sits down at the keyboard and writes something down. The shadows beneath her eyes are particularly pronounced, gray undertones shot through with red rims. 

“Ganyu?” asks Keqing carefully. “Do you want to go home soon?”

She looks up. They make eye contact, and Keqing realizes that Ganyu’s lashes are wet. Her skin is dulled by lack of sleep. “Not yet. Half an hour and we can go.”

Half an hour goes by, and she makes no move to leave. The set of her shoulders becomes tighter, more pronounced, muscles drawn taut until they look like they might snap at any moment. 

“Ganyu?”

“Not now, Keqing,” she says sharply, her voice trembling. “I mean—I’m sorry. Just a few minutes. I’ll be done.”

A few minutes turns into an hour, and before Keqing knows it the clock is ticking over to three in the morning and Ganyu is still bent over the keyboard.

Keqing lays a deliberate hand on her back. “Come on, let’s go. You need to sleep.”

In the morning, Ganyu has a photoshoot for the jewelry brand she represents and she’s going to be the opening act for a spring idol concert and Keqing will make her sleep before that, goddammit, if it means she has to drag her home.

Ganyu’s shoulders shake with silent, harsh breaths. “I’m sorry,” she repeats. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have anything to be sorry for.” She thumbs away a tear rolling down Ganyu’s cheek and adds, “It’s my job to look after you.”

“You should go home first. I’ll catch up.”

She lets out a chuckle. “How? I’m driving you home, aren’t I?”

“I’ll sleep here,” replies Ganyu stubbornly, rubbing her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt.

“Don’t be silly.” She flattens out her palm and rubs it gently up and down Ganyu’s back, soothing. “You can come back tomorrow.”

Reluctantly, Ganyu gets up from her seat and follows Keqing out of the studio.

“Sleep in the car, okay?” Keqing tells her.

Ganyu curls up in the passenger seat and leans her head against the side window. “Thank you,” she whispers.

Keqing can’t tell if she was supposed to hear the words or not, but her hands tighten around the steering wheel and she answers, “You’re welcome.”

When they get back to the apartment, Ganyu is sound asleep. Keqing doesn’t have the heart to wake her, so she opens the side door and lifts her carefully into her arms.

Ganyu is almost the same height as her, so rearranging her long limbs to fit in Keqing’s grasp is a challenge, but they manage to walk up the stairs without much incident.

The doorknob twists with a click. Keqing lays Ganyu down in her bed and pulls the covers up around her so she’s swaddled in blankets.

“Sleep well,” she murmurs, running a hand through Ganyu’s hair to work out the tangles. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

★

“You’re awake,” Keqing says when Ganyu emerges from her room. “How did you sleep?”

“I’ve slept worse. Listen, about last night—”

“You don’t have to talk about it if you aren’t comfortable,” she interrupts. “I don’t want to make you feel like you have to say anything. All I’m asking is that you take care of yourself.”

Ganyu shakes her head. “I want to talk about it. I want to apologize.”

“Apologize?”

“I didn’t mean to stay so long,” she says. “I shouldn’t have made you wait for me.”

“I don’t care about that. I care about you.”

She takes a sip of coffee to hide her blush.

When she looks back up, Ganyu’s mouth is upturned, gaze soft.

“You’ve grown up a lot,” she tells Keqing. “It’s nice to see. I—I’m really happy for you. I’m really happy that you found a job you like.”

Keqing feels her cheeks turn hot. “We should leave soon,” she says, watching the rising sun glow through the windows. It illuminates the soft lowlights in Ganyu’s hair and the faint, sunny freckles dusted over her nose. “Don’t want to get caught in traffic.”

★

Keqing gets the evening off to go to Xiangling’s apartment and celebrate her promotion to the position of assistant manager. She comes armed with a package of pineapple buns, and Yanfei arrives at the same time as her with a bottle of wine.

Keqing ruffles Xiangling’s hair when she opens the door. “I’m proud of you.”

“Thank you,” she replies, flushing pink with pride. 

Yanfei roots around in the pantry for a bottle opener and says, “I don’t know about you, but I need a drink.” Which leads to three sizable glasses of wine being poured alongside dinner, and Keqing feels her gaze turn fuzzy before the dinner dishes are even cleared. 

Yanfei squints and reads aloud a recipe for char siu pork from one of the recipe books on Xiangling’s bookshelf. She always gets like this after a few glasses, like her mouth needs words to occupy it and she doesn’t really care if those words make sense.

Xiangling’s head is pillowed on Keqing’s lap.

“Cut the pork shoulder into slices…”

“How’s your job?” Xiangling asks sleepily. “No problems so far?”

“Red bean curd, Shaoxing wine, oyster sauce.”

Keqing leans back on the sofa. “It’s fine. The schedule is sort of—frantic.”

“Marinate the pork overnight for best flavour.”

“Frantic how?”

Keqing looks for the words. “There’s a lot of running around all the time. Ganyu is really busy.” She pauses. “I think she’s exhausted.” 

Exhausted, because even though she clearly loves making music, the constant stream of commercials and talk show interviews and trainee contest judging are enough to wear her down. She’s only human.

“I’m not surprised. It happens to plenty of artists,” she adds. “No threats? Nothing suspicious being sent to her or anything?”

“Brush down with previous marinade and honey. Cook for fifteen minutes and repeat the cycle again.”

In her downtime, Keqing searches the Internet for anything that could constitute a verifiable threat to Ganyu’s life. There hasn’t been much new as far as she can tell, besides the odd comment about how cute her new bodyguard is, which makes Keqing blush. But the levels of regular hate shock her; users commenting about Ganyu gaining weight or losing sleep or her voice being too shrill to listen to, manufactured authenticity and lack of talent. 

The insults aren’t even directed at Keqing, and yet they still make her burn.

“I don’t think there’s anything suspicious,” she says. “Just the normal idol stuff.” She wishes it wasn’t so normal.

Xiangling makes a tired sound and burrows into the couch cushions. “That’s good. I’m gonna sleep, okay? Wake me up if anything bad happens.”

Keqing pats her head. “Go to sleep.”

“This should be around fifty minutes to an hour in the oven total, not including—”

“Yanfei,” Keqing says.

Yanfei drops the recipe book on the floor in surprise. “Huh?”

“What are you doing?”

“Char siu pork,” Yanfei answers sagely. “Sweet and sour ribs. Rice cakes. Tangyuan.”

Keqing blinks three times. “Okay.”

She closes her eyes and lets Yanfei’s chatter lull her to sleep.

“Toast black sesame with salt and powdered sugar to create a filling.”

Keqing yawns. 

“Serve the rice balls with osmanthus syrup and rock sugar. You can also make the filling out of toasted peanuts…”

★

(By their last year of high school, Keqing knew exactly what being friends with Ganyu was like and what it entailed. Always trying to catch up, to no avail; never quite reaching the same standards as Ganyu did; feeling like everyone was watching you, all the time, waiting to see how you would measure up against this girl who could sing up storms and write perfect counterpoint melodies in her sleep.

Keqing was tired of trying to catch up. Tired of running, tired of being watched. 

She meant to tell Ganyu about it one day, that maybe they shouldn’t hang out so much at school, because all she would do is tarnish Ganyu’s reputation, that Ganyu would be better off finding someone else. The thought made her want to be sick, but she knew it needed to be said anyway.

“Keqing?” said Ganyu, just as Keqing opened her mouth to blurt it out.

“What?”

“I’m glad you’re my friend,” she told her. “Thank you.”

Keqing’s voice was tinny in her own ears. “You’re welcome.”)

★

Ganyu’s afternoon is spent filming promotional material for an upcoming concert that features all the artists under SevenStars. They dress her up in bright eyeshadow and a pale yellow company t-shirt with the logo printed on the front, letting tendrils of hair frame her face gently.

After the first round of filming, other artists start to come—a six-member boy group, a rock singer who introduces herself as Xinyan, a teen girl group, an R&B singer, background dancers, producers, songwriters. Yunjin arrives last.

“Keqing!” she says happily. “Nice to see you again.”

“You too,” Keqing replies, leaning against the wall in the corner. Ganyu is filming another take for her announcement video with Xinyan. She looks genuine, authentic about her excitement for the concert. Keqing would never guess she was reading from a script.

Yunjin follows her line of sight. “How’s she doing?”

Keqing’s eyes don’t leave Ganyu. “Alright, I think. She—she doesn’t get a lot of sleep. But we’re working on that.”

“That’s great to hear.”

Ganyu notices Keqing watching her and flashes a sweet smile.

“I think she really trusts you,” notes Yunjin. 

Keqing hesitates. “I mean, I don’t know about that.”

“It’s a good thing, I promise. I’ve been worried about her. She doesn’t seem to spend a lot of time with other people, you know? And I’d help, but I’m busy with my own promotions, and I…it’s nice. To hear that she’s doing well. Listen, this afternoon: is Ganyu free? I’d love to grab coffee with the two of you. And Zhongli,” she adds, “even though he’ll probably end up using my money to pay.”

Keqing laughs. “I don’t think Ganyu has anything else until six o’clock, but I’ll have to confirm with Zhongli.”

“Awesome! I’ll see you around.”

★

The four of them end up tucked in the corner of a cafe. “Hi Ganyu,” Yunjin says.

Ganyu smiles at her. “Hi. How have you been?”

“Not bad, not bad,” she replies, flapping her hand. “I met Keqing a few weeks ago. Have you been working together well?”

“We have.” The look in Ganyu’s eyes as she says it—tender and easy—makes Keqing’s stomach turn with an uncomfortable feeling. She doesn’t dislike it.

Yunjin’s gaze jumps between them. “That’s great. And you, Zhongli?”

Zhongli looks up from his phone. “I am doing well,” he answers after a moment. “I bought a new carpet for my living room last week.”

Yunjin seems unperturbed. “And how do you like it?”

“It’s very comfortable,” he replies. “I find it to be serviceable.”

Ganyu laughs, so quiet that only Keqing can hear it.

Keqing glances at her, and Ganyu rolls her eyes playfully. “Carpets,” she whispers. “Only Zhongli would start a conversation about carpets.”

Keqing finds herself grinning. Teasingly, she says, “You mean you’re not a carpet expert?”

“I wish. Not all of us can pretend to be captivated by a ranked list of the correct carpet cleaner machines. “It’s an interesting talent,” she sighs. “Yunjin is special.”

The conversation about carpets quickly recedes and they spend another half an hour at the cafe, sipping coffee. Keqing takes note of the relaxed comfort Yunjin and Ganyu seem to have with each other: leaning into the other’s shoulder or turning their head instinctively if one of them is about to talk. She wonders if there’s anything more going on between them. An ugly knot twists in her gut, impossible to untangle.

Yunjin looks at her phone. “Oh—I’ve got to go, but I had a great time. Bye, Ganyu. Bye, Keqing. Bye, Zhongli. I hope you manage to find a vacuum that cleans your carpet properly! And let me know when you’re available again,” she says over her shoulder. “I’d love to schedule a proper meet-up and bring my boyfriend.”

Unconsciously, the strain on Keqing’s chest loosens at the word boyfriend, thawing into an almost unbearable sensation of lightness.

They drive home. The quiet is foreign after hearing Yunjin’s voice fill so much empty space for so long, but Keqing doesn’t mind. Being able to hear her own thoughts is nice.

It would be nicer if her own thoughts weren’t whispering, you had no right to be jealous about Yunjin. Even if they were together—it’s none of your business.

★

Pressure closes in on Keqing’s lungs—choking her, cutting off her circulation. She flails around but seems to be trapped in a tangle of ropes, wrapped tight around her hands, leaving raw, pink burns on the bones of her wrists.

Come with me, a voice says, thundering in the room. Come. You will never know anything but this. You have never known anything but this. I wonder, the voice says, sweet and sing-songy, are you half as brave as you think? Brave, useful, talented? Not everyone is meant for success. Least of all you.

Keqing’s cheeks are wet, eyelashes sticking to her skin when she tries to blink. “No,” she whispers, squeezing her eyes shut. She tries to fight off the ropes but they curl tighter around her throat and arms as her heart rate picks up. “I know, I know, please let me go.”

A rope squeezes harder around her throat and she sobs. “No, no, please, I’m not—”

“Keqing?” 

She opens her eyes. Her breath is loud. Irregular and panting in the quiet room. All she can see is the shadowed ceiling fan in the darkness and the fuzzy shape of Ming, stretched out on the other side of the bed.

“Keqing?” Again, softer, and a warm hand lands on her ankle.

She makes an unconscious sound, rasping in the back of her throat. The pillow is cool beneath her cheek. “Shit. I—Ganyu?”

“It’s me,” Ganyu tells her. “Are you okay?”

Her chest constricts and she has to cough out a strangled: “I don’t know. I think so. Fuck.”

Ganyu helps her sit up with a hand on her back and hands Keqing a glass of water. “Drink.” Her irises are dark purple rings in the low bedroom light, moist with concern. 

Keqing drinks. She hadn’t realized until now how thirsty she was. “Sorry for waking you up. It was just…a nightmare,” she says, setting down the glass.

“Does this happen a lot? The nightmares?”

She stares at a wrinkle in the blankets. “Not that often,” she answers weakly. “Not for a long time, at least. It started after—” It started after you left. It started when I heard your voice in my dreams and thought you had come back. “A few years ago. She leans over to set down the water glass on her bedside table. “I was sure I was done with them. You know?”

Ganyu catches her lip between her teeth and sounds doubtful. “Alright. Do you want to tell me what it was about?” Ganyu’s hair is tied over her shoulder in a braid. The strap of her tank top slips down her arm. 

Keqing chews on her fingernail, a nervous habit that hasn’t come out since high school. But then again, she thinks, bitter and amused—the reappearance of Ganyu in Keqing’s life has made her remember a lot from high school. When she was seventeen and reckless and young, foolish enough to think she could stay with Ganyu no matter what the future held for them.

“Sometimes I have dreams,” she responds eventually, heart thrumming deep in the concave loneliness of her chest. “And they’re…different every time, but somehow I’m always stuck and I can’t escape. There’s always a voice. Telling me things.”

“Like what?” 

Wetness trickles down her cheeks and she wipes the tears away fiercely. Ming pads over and curls up in her lap; Keqing hadn’t even known that the cat was awake, but stroking a hand over Ming’s back helps to ground her. “Like I’m not good enough. I’ll never be good enough. Like someone’s going to leave me, or I’m going to—push them away without knowing. Like I can’t catch up no matter what I do, so I might as well not even think about it.” She laughs, eyes and voice both damp. “Does that sound stupid?”

“I don’t think it’s stupid,” Ganyu says. “Is there anything you usually do after a nightmare?”

“Not really.” The urge to cry, the insistent pressure somewhere around her eyes, is lessening. Ming purrs and jumps off the bed, walking through the crack in the door out to the living room. “I just go back to sleep and hope it doesn’t happen again.”

Ganyu surveys her carefully. “Your hair is knotted,” she observes. “Can I…help?” In that moment, with that hesitant request, she isn’t Ganyu the idol, the chart-topper, the three-time platinum album musician, the second most-followed singer on Weibo, or the girl whose face is plastered on billboard advertisements all over the country, she’s just—Ganyu. 

“What do you mean?”

“I can brush it for you,” she offers. “Only if you want to. It was—a suggestion,” Ganyu adds, and Keqing sees her visibly shrinking into herself. “I didn’t mean to overstep.”

“No,” she says quickly. “You can brush my hair. If you want.”

Ganyu smooths down the blankets around them and asks, “Where’s your hairbrush?”

“In the bottom drawer,” Keqing tells her. “You don’t have to do this.”

“I couldn’t sleep anyway. Is this the brush?”

Keqing nods and turns around. Ganyu re-situates herself so she’s facing the back of Keqing’s head.

“You still wear those cat ears.” Her voice is half a whisper.

Keqing reaches up to fix the cat-ear buns out of habit but finds that her hair is completely undone, taken out of its ponytails by Ganyu’s deft touch and flowing around her shoulders. “Habit, I guess,” she says. “They’re easy to do. And they keep the hair out of my face, which is nice.”

The brush strokes through her hair gently, from scalp to ends, getting rid of some of the smaller snarls. Ganyu picks out the larger knots with careful fingers, threading between each strand and tugging them out. “I never quite learned how to do that hairstyle,” she says, breath brushing warm against the curve of Keqing’s neck. “Even though you kept trying to teach me.”

Keqing swallows audibly. “I can teach you again.”

“I’d like that.”

Ganyu’s hand brushes over the curve of Keqing’s ear. “You got your ears pierced?”

Keqing fiddles with her helix piercing. “Just one,” she tells Ganyu. “Someone told me I’d look good with it, so…” she stops and shrugs. “I thought I might as well.”

Ganyu hums. “They were right.”

Keqing tries not to read too much into the reply.

They sit, reticent with exhaustion, while Ganyu brushes the rest of Keqing’s hair out. She separates it into three parts and starts to weave them together into a loose braid.

“Why couldn’t you sleep?” Keqing mumbles. Her eyes droop as the motions of Ganyu’s fingers plaiting through her hair become more rhythmic.

Ganyu keeps braiding. “Hm?”

“You said you couldn’t sleep. Why not?”

“Oh.” Even though she can’t see it, Keqing feels the weight of Ganyu’s eyes flicking around the room. “I was—”

“Were you reading comments about yourself again?”

“No,” Ganyu says. “I mean—yes. I wasn’t looking for them, I just…stumbled across a few. And kept reading.”

The change in Ganyu’s demeanour when she reads people’s opinions about herself online is visible every single time. It’s frustrating how quickly she takes the negativity to heart, how easily she internalizes it until it’s running through her bone marrow and bloodstream. How discouraged she becomes after a string of comments calling her low-effort and overrated, not charismatic enough to hold interest. She’s washed up, expired, lived out her time on the idol scene despite being in the public eye less than a decade.

It’s frustrating that Keqing is powerless to stop the waves of loathing Ganyu has to stomach every fucking day. It makes her want to scream, or hit something, or both.

But she doesn’t. She stays still as Ganyu ties off her braid with a hair elastic. Then she says, “Reading those isn’t helping you.”

Ganyu blanches. It’s noticeable even in the low, murky moonlight leaking in through the curtains. “I know,” she mutters. “But I can’t not. I feel like it’s my job to know what everyone’s saying about me. To guarantee that I’m not making anyone angry or disappointing them.”

Keqing turns around carefully to face her. Their braids are matching, she thinks dimly. 

They haven’t matched in a long time. Not since they were sixteen; maybe younger. The fact that she can’t remember hurts more than it should.

“You’re not going to please everyone,” she tells Ganyu. “You can’t. It’s impossible. And more than that, you’re going to disappoint someone, somewhere. Right?”

Ganyu traces the pattern in the carved back of the hairbrush. “Right.”

“And I’m sure you’ve been told this hundreds of times, but—focus on making yourself happy. If someone thinks you’re a bad singer or you aren’t talented, that’s their problem. Write what you want. Sing what you want. Just like one person will be disappointed, or they’ll hate it, someone else…” she stops. “Someone else will love it. Their life will be changed by it.” Keqing studies her fingers, the tips callused and nails bitten short. “Someone will find exactly what they’re looking for in it.”

“Keqing?”

“What?”

“When did you get so smart?”

“The six years you weren’t here.” The words are out of Keqing’s mouth before she thinks twice.

Ganyu doesn’t speak. Her spine is stiff, mouth squeezed into a tight line.

Regret chafes at the edges of her lungs. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

Ganyu shakes her head. “No. It’s my fault for—it was my fault for leaving in the first place.”

“It doesn’t matter whose fault it was,” she says, hating herself for bringing it up in the first place. “Can we just not talk about it? Please?”

It seems like Ganyu is about to protest, but she nods slowly and fiddles with the end of her braid. “Should I go back? You probably want to sleep. I’m sorry for keeping you awake,” she responds, all in a rush. 

“You don’t need to leave.” By which she means please don’t leave. She trips over her words. “Stay. You can stay. I want you to stay.”

Ganyu’s gaze wavers. “You want me to sleep here?”

“Yes,” she responds softly. “If you want to. I’m not trying to pressure you, but I…would like that a lot.”

“I would too.”

It takes them a while to settle into a comfortable position. Keqing curls up on the side of the bed, trying to leave as much room as possible, and Ganyu lays on her back facing the ceiling, arms tucked up to her chest.

“Sleep well,” she says, so soft she isn’t sure if Ganyu even hears it. 

The reply comes only seconds later. “Night, Keqing.”

★

Keqing yawns, stretches, and nearly hits someone in the jaw. She startles in shock. After coming to her senses about her surroundings, she recognizes what’s going on—somehow, during the night, she ended up with her head tucked into the curve of Ganyu’s collarbone, their limbs tangled together underneath the blanket. 

It’s still early morning; the dawn hasn’t quite alighted fully, just pale sunshine peeking over the hills, but the sunlight is bright enough that it’s hard to go back to sleep.

She tries to slip out of Ganyu’s grasp as quietly as possible. It only sort of works; Ganyu lets out a whiny sound and tries to pull the source of warmth back towards her. 

“How did you sleep?” she asks when Ganyu emerges. A cup of coffee waits for her.

“Really well, actually.”

As if by mutual agreement, neither of them mention the position they’d found themselves in upon waking up. Neither of them mentions reaching for each other, unconsciously, in the middle of the night; finding the other’s warmth like two opposing magnetic poles. Holding and being held.

But Keqing doesn’t forget. She thinks about it the whole morning, and even after, when she’s guarding the perimeter of the parking lot where fans are gathered before the filming of a competition show where Ganyu has a guest appearance—she’ll be performing three of her hit songs in today’s episode.

Keqing doesn’t forget. It sends a shockwave of hurt down her spine, originating at the small, empty space in her heart where eighteen-year-old Keqing harbours hope that maybe Ganyu will return. That things will be the same as they used to be back then, when they were still so young.

★

On her Sunday night off, she buys shrimp fried rice and visits Hu Tao.

“Sorry, I’m not looking for cleaning products—Keqing? What are you doing here?”

Keqing holds up the takeout box, feeling a little foolish. “I thought we could eat together. I have a night off.”

Hu Tao gasps. “A night off?” She sounds scandalized. “For someone with a top-secret job like yours?”

“Yes, Hu Tao. I get vacation days. Now, do you want this fried rice or not? Because I can go home.”

“Fried rice!” Hu Tao yelps. “Of course I want it. What kind of person do you take me for?” She opens the door wider and Keqing follows her in, setting the takeout box down on the kitchen counter. There are job-seeking pamphlets scattered all over the table.

Keqing raises an eyebrow. “How’s the search going?”

“Not bad!” she answers brightly. “I have an interview tomorrow, actually. I think my chances are pretty good.”

“That’s great. Anything else going on right now?”

Hu Tao hums. “Not much. I don’t think there’s—wait. There is one thing.”

“What is it?”

“I was on Douyin this afternoon,” she begins, thrusting the phone into Keqing’s face. “And I saw a video of you talking to Ganyu!”

Keqing swallows back a sigh. Now that Hu Tao knows, there isn’t much point pretending to keep it secret anymore. “Yeah, I—”

“You didn’t tell me you went to the survival show filming!”

Keqing blinks. “Excuse me?”

“I’m so jealous. “Hu Tao splays her hand out on her forehead like a damsel in distress. “I didn’t know you were that much of a fan! I can’t believe you talked to her. What was she like? Why didn’t you get me an autograph?”

She coughs. “Um, I was kind of shocked. Sorry. I should have asked for an autograph.” 

Hu Tao sits up on her knees. “What was she like? Was she as kind as she seems on TV?”

Keqing’s mind flashes to waking up with Ganyu’s chin resting on her head, arms wrapped around her waist. “Yeah,” she admits. “She was. She was really nice.”

“What did you talk about?”

“Not much,” she says, lips stretching around the lie. “I just said I was a big fan of hers and I love her music.”

“And is it true?”

“Hm?”

“That you’re a big fan?” Hu Tao repeats, a crafty look on her face. She seems to be planning something, and Keqing frowns.

“I mean, not really. I like some of her songs. She’s very talented, I’m just not—that invested.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Hu Tao mulls that over for a few moments, and then suddenly she blurts out, “What’s Ganyu’s favourite colour?”

Keqing frowns. “Purple, what does that have to—”

“Do you know which of her own songs is her favourite?”

Keqing has heard Ganyu hum it to herself enough times to know the answer. “The words I never said, but I’m not sure why—”

“What type of meat does she like most? What’s her favourite food?”

“She’s vegetarian,” Keqing answers. “And she loves tofu.”

“Aha!” Hu Tao says triumphantly, pointing at her like Keqing is the winning contestant on a game show. “You couldn’t know that unless you were a huge fan. She’s only mentioned being vegetarian once. And she almost never talks about her favourite food.”

Keqing scowls. “Fine. I’m a big fan of her, whatever.”

Hu Tao giggles. “Don’t be so grumpy about it, Keqing! I think you have great taste in music.”

“I…appreciate the compliment?” 

“I bet you do. Anyway, enough about Ganyu. Let’s eat!”

They open the noodle boxes and pick up their chopsticks. Through a mouthful of noodles, Hu Tao complains, “I never see you anymore, Keqing. You’re so busy with work all the time.”

“I’ve always been like that,” she points out.

Hu Tao sticks out her tongue. “Yeah, but not this much. You look sad. And stressed out. Is work treating you badly?”

Keqing rubs her face with a hand. “No,” she replies, muffled. “I just didn’t sleep well last night. And it’s an important week for—the person I’m working with,” she explains. “They’re busy and their schedule is kind of irregular.”

“That sucks,” Hu Tao pouts. “Come on, can’t you ask for more time off? Or reasonable working hours?”

“Not in this line of work.”

She makes a funny face. “That’s silly, isn’t it?”

Keqing shrugs. “It’s my job. Besides,” she points out, “you’ve known this since I met you. Not everyone hates working as much as you do.”

“I don’t hate work,” Hu Tao huffs. She twists the tab off a can of beer and takes a sip before her face twists into an expression of disgust. “Ugh. I don’t know what I expected. But I find joy in work, actually. Only when it’s something I’m passionate about though. My passion doesn’t lie in selling luxury toothpaste for kids,” she finishes, flicking one of the EMPLOYMENT WANTED flyers away from her. “I think you’ve gotten worse, with the ‘overworking’ thing,” she notes. “It wasn’t this bad when we first met.”

“Wasn’t it?” Keqing responds dryly, because she viscerally remembers a girl bursting into her dorm room at seven in the morning when Keqing was so tired she could barely stand up.

That was then. 

Ganyu had only disappeared a few months ago and Keqing was still learning to reroute her boundaries; first year of university and her soul was bruised from the rapid, almost spontaneous expansion of her known universe, every movement steeped heavy in the wound of Ganyu being gone and Keqing coming up empty.

“Wait,” the girl said, squinting at Keqing. There were two ponytails piled high atop her head and red butterfly clips secured both of them in place. “How long have you been studying?”

Keqing looked up from her textbook and slowly flicked off the lamp above her desk. “What?”

“How long have you been studying?” she repeated. “I was going to come in here and wake you up because—um, I might have flooded the laundry room, just a little and you seemed like you could help but—don’t tell me you’ve been sitting here since last night? Did you even sleep?”

Just then, Keqing registered the empty water bottles crumpled around her desk and the numbers blinking on the alarm clock. She rubbed her eyes. “Was I supposed to?”

The girl walked past Keqing’s bed, smoothing out the blankets as she went, and sat down next to her. “I’m Hu Tao,” she introduced herself, sticking out her hand. The bracelet around her wrist was decorated with red plum blossoms. “You need to sleep. And eat. Also, I broke the washing machine.”

Keqing wanted to say go find someone else to help, but she held her tongue. “Okay. Where?”

“Uh-uh-uh,” Hu Tao sang. “Not yet. You still haven’t told me your name.”

“Keqing. Now what happened with the washing machine?”

“Well,” Hu Tao began, looking almost bashful, “I think I put too much washing liquid in? And then I set it to ‘quick wash,’ since you know, I didn’t want to wait there for a long time—and maybe something reacted, because I opened the door and a bunch of bubbles just spilled out.”

Keqing stands, leaving her textbook face-up. “How often do you do the laundry?”

Hu Tao followed her out the door. “I do the laundry all the time! Just not here. Usually at home,” she added. “These washing machines are kind of weird.”

“Are they?” Keqing asked tiredly. The two of them took the stairs down to the second floor. Keqing pulled open the door to the laundry room and her jaw dropped. “What,” she stated. “The fuck is that?”

Bubbles foamed over the floor, forming little puddles in the corners. The door to one of the washing machines was wide open, and there was a clump of black and red clothes visible in it that were clearly Hu Tao’s. A thin layer of water flooded everything, soaking into the floor tiles.

Keqing stepped further in. She was careful not to place her feet in any large pools of water and soap, but water still drenched her shoes quickly.

Hu Tao clicked her tongue. “It’s a real mess,” she told Keqing, brandishing an arm.

Keqing rubbed her forehead. “First of all,” she started, “we have to turn off that machine. We can’t let the flood get any worse.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” Hu Tao saluted.

Keqing walked gingerly over to the machine. She winced as her socks made splashing sounds with every step, and there was a smell of dampness in the air. “Now, go grab your clothes and put them in a basket,” she instructed. “After this, we can hang them up in your room to dry. It’s probably best not to use the dryer right now,” she went on, grimacing.

Hu Tao hummed. “Okay.”

Over the next forty-five minutes, under Keqing’s direction, they wrangled the laundry room back into a state of semi-presentability, or at least presentable enough that another student could walk in and not notice anything out of the ordinary right away. Except the soaked mops in the corner. And the wet rags on top of the dryers, and maybe the traces of water still gathering between the tiles.

“Good enough,” Hu Tao said. “I had a great time hanging out with you, Keqing! Are you busy this morning? Do you want to grab breakfast? I bet you’re hungry. And after that you can go to sleep.”

Keqing peeled off her wet socks and wrung them out, wincing. “I have a class this afternoon,” she said.

“So we have plenty of time,” Hu Tao replied dismissively. “It’s only nine. What are you studying?”

“International relations. What about you?”

“I came here for accounting,” Hu Tao explained. “Although I’m thinking about switching to another major. Maybe something entrepreneurial. I don’t know,” she lamented. “Tax filing isn’t really calling my name. International relations, though—that sounds great.”

It wasn’t, not really, but Keqing didn’t say that. She didn’t mention that the only reason she’d even wanted to study international relations was because once, Ganyu had told her she’d be good at it, and she could never say no to Ganyu. She didn’t mention that she hated her professors and she wanted to choose something else to study and this fucking major was wearing her down, every single day, so caustic it felt like poison, but somehow she still hadn’t thrown in the towel. 

She was Keqing, and she didn’t give up—especially when she had something to prove to a girl who didn’t even care. A girl who was seven thousand miles away.

Hu Tao tilted her head. “Let’s go get something to eat,” she suggested.

Normally Keqing would have been finishing up her night of studying, maybe settling down for a one-hour nap before she got back up and went on a walk to clear her head. Maybe she would have visited the student center, gotten coffee, and come back to her dorm room to review her notes for her afternoon class. 

But she let Hu Tao pull her along, out of the student housing building and into the crisp air.

Keqing dipped her spoon into her bowl of congee and Hu Tao assessed her with a mischievous look in her eye.

“So, Keqing. What brings you here?”

Keqing swallowed down the congee and picked up a piece of youtiao. Early-morning dew bloomed on the windows outside. “What do you mean?”

“Like—why did you choose this place? Why this city? What’s your story?”

“Do you ask this to everyone you meet?” Keqing mumbled. 

“I like to know things,” she answered, unfazed. “Tell me about yourself.” She lifted her hands. “If you want to, obviously. I’m not trying to pressure you.”

Keqing sat back. Even at this hour, the restaurant was filled with people chattering. The scent of spices and fried food floated through the air. “I’ve lived in Shanghai my whole life. I don’t know. It made sense to stay here, but I also didn’t want to live with my mother. I mean…I love her,” she clarified, “but at the time I thought it would be nice to branch out a little.” 

And now she wondered if she could have chosen differently; stayed at home, spoken to her mother more than once a month. Sometimes the homesickness crashed over her like an unyielding tidal wave of regret and memories, stirring up sand, lapping at the shore like a constant reminder of all the decisions she made along the way that led to this ceaseless storm of loneliness; of yearning to reach the other shore and knowing you would never make it there.

“You didn’t want to go anywhere else?” Hu Tao pressed. “Like across the country, or another continent?”

Keqing stared at the table, faintly slick with oil and grease. “Never. I never wanted to go that far. I think I was always meant to stay here. Not like—my friend from high school. She went far away, and I guess I…we’ve always been different.”

Like a chasm gaping open: Keqing on one side and Ganyu on the other, never quite close enough to bridge the gap, to chart a path through the waters between them.

Hu Tao tapped her painted-black nails against the breakfast tray. “That makes sense,” she answered. “I’ve always been a bit of a homebody too. Different strokes for different folks.” 

Keqing swirled her chopsticks through the congee. “Yes. That.”

“Were you close? With your friend from high school?”

“I think so,” she responded. “I mean, she was my closest friend. I don’t know if I was hers—and I guess it doesn’t really matter, because it’s not like she was ever going to stay, but I—” Keqing deflated. “I never asked. And now I’m stuck thinking of everything I could have told her when I had the chance.”

“You didn’t plan to keep in touch?” Hu Tao asked softly.

She blinked. “She didn’t leave any contact information. I changed my phone number and my email when I graduated. I couldn’t find her if I wanted to.”

Hu Tao’s brow furrowed. She propped her elbows up on the counter. “You mean you don’t want to reach out to her? Why not?”

“I’d like to, but I know she’s better off now. She’s doing something else, chasing her dreams, and it would just be…selfish of me. To hold onto her. Try and bring her back to a place she wants to forget.”

“I don’t think it’s selfish. I think—she means a lot to you. It’s not selfish to have friends. Speaking of which,” Hu Tao said, zooming off on another tangent. “Are we? Friends? Do you want to be?”

Keqing’s throat seized up. “Sure.”

They didn’t make it official, not in the slightest. The closest they came to making a pact was writing their names on a napkin in the restaurant. But it was a friendship anyway.

After that, something shifted in Keqing’s daily routine. She went for breakfast every weekend with Hu Tao. She still stayed awake far longer than she was supposed to, and she still took one-hour naps wherever she could, but sometimes Hu Tao would barge into her dorm room unannounced, and declare, “Naptime. Only sleep from now on, okay? No more studying.”

They said hello to each other when they crossed paths on campus. Hu Tao used Keqing’s room as a landing pad whenever she wanted to crash after an exam, and Keqing couldn’t bring herself to say no.

The only time they ever spoke about Ganyu again was when Hu Tao was spread-eagled across Keqing’s bed and she said, “Hey, what about that high school friend of yours? Did you ever manage to find her and talk to her again?”

Keqing fumbled. “No. I think I’ve moved on. I don’t think I…need her anymore, you know?”

Hu Tao cast her a glance. “You’re doing great, Keqing,” she said encouragingly. “I’m proud of you.”

“Shut up,” Keqing replied automatically, and Hu Tao cackled as she rolled over on the bed.

So Keqing met Hu Tao at an interesting point in her life; this cliff, almost, of anticipating something to come, of feeling too young and too old at the same time, of tumbling forward and counting backwards—grief and uncertainty and homesickness so large it threatened to swallow her whole. 

And then Hu Tao came, bright eyes and plum-blossom skirts and butterfly clips, and the veil of misery lifted, at least a little, to reveal the sunshine that was there all along. A hope, and a wish, and a girl.

★

Smoke stings Keqing’s eyes and she coughs, waving it away from her face.

Ganyu is filming the music video for a summer special single and the special effects involve—but are not limited to—smoke, confetti, and a room with walls of mirrors. Keqing doesn’t even know what the concept is besides colourful.

Someone walks up behind her. “It’s a little boring, isn’t it?”

Instinctually, Keqing’s hand flies to the pepper spray strapped to her waist, and the stranger laughs. “Hey, don’t worry,” she says, lifting her hands. She has a nice voice, deep and a little throaty. “I’m not here to cause trouble.”

“Who are you?” Keqing asks once her brain has caught up to her ears.

The woman smirks. “Beidou. Nice to meet you.”

Keqing lifts her eyebrows. “Am I—supposed to know you?”

Beidou shrugs, running a hand through her mane of black hair. She’s almost a foot taller than Keqing, wearing a red shirt and a black leather jacket, and it’s thoroughly intimidating. “No. You know Ningguang, yeah?” 

“Yes?”

“I’m her wife,” Beidou replies. “And a movie producer. Just here to watch and give tips today, since I’m not working on this music video.”

“Oh,” Keqing answers faintly. Her mind is stuck on the Ningguang part.

Beidou claps her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I know Ning seems a little—intense,” she settles on saying. “But she’s really a softie once you get to know her.”

Keqing doesn’t plan on getting to know Ningguang in any capacity if she can help it. She nods politely anyway. “That’s good to know.”

“You’re Keqing, right?”

“Yes.”

Beidou grins, looking pleased. “Do you like working with Ganyu so far?”

Another spiral of smoke wafts over to them. “It’s fine.”

“Fine?”

“I don’t know what else you want me to say,” Keqing replies, and it only registers after the words are out of her mouth that it might come off as slightly harsh.

Beidou nods understandingly. “Okay. Yeah, don’t worry. How did you get into the bodyguard business?”

“I did a lot of martial arts as a kid,” she says. “And I wasn’t really sure what to do after university, but my friend Hu Tao had a friend who ran a bodyguard agency. She referred me there and I started working a few years ago.”

“It’s quite a demanding job, no?

“It is,” Keqing responds. On the set, Ganyu is wearing a flowery dress, tendrils of hair escaping her signature ponytail. Her cheeks are dusted in warm specks of glitter. She looks like she’s been kissed by the sun. “But it’s rewarding.”

“I’d imagine. You seem very dedicated.”

Keqing shrugs. “I don’t do much outside of this. It’s good to be dedicated to your job.”

“I can’t disagree with you there.”

The speakers crackle and music begins to play. They’re filming another take of the closing scene. Keqing shifts from foot to foot. Pins and needles run up and down the length of her legs. “How did you meet Ningguang? I bet that’s an interesting story.”

Beidou chuckles. “It’s not that interesting. We met through a survival show,” she explains. “I was a filming assistant. She was one of the administrative directors.” She stretches her arms out wide. “An industry romance, you could say.”

Keqing raises her eyebrows. “Is that common?” she says. “Meeting your—partner through the music industry?”

Beidou leans against the wall. “I’d say it’s fairly common. Not as common as idols meeting each other, of course, since they cross paths so often, but still. And there’s an element of proximity. You spend a lot of time with them, so it’s natural that you end up having feelings and wanting to do something about them.” She catches Keqing’s eye. “Why? Do you have your eye on someone?”

She shakes her head. “No. Not really. Did you and Ningguang ever go long distance?” 

The only time Keqing has ever seen someone go away was when they didn’t even tell her they were leaving and Keqing had no idea what they were up to for six-odd years after.

“A few times,” Beidou hums casually. “I travel a lot, and Ningguang usually has to stay here to manage the company, so most of the time we do phone calls or video chat.”

“Isn’t it difficult? I mean, I can’t imagine—being away for that long.”

“We make it work,” says Beidou, brushing a stray lock of hair over her shoulder. “As long as you’re willing to put in the effort, you can do it,” she tells Keqing. “Let your partner know you’re thinking about them. Send them updates on how you’re doing. It takes time, and it isn’t easy, but it’s not a lost cause. There are ways for it to happen.”

Let them know you’re thinking about them, echoes Keqing in her head. 

That wouldn’t have been difficult; throughout university, it was difficult to function without Ganyu, let alone stop thinking about her. Keqing would walk past their old high school and think about how they used to go home from school together; turn on a flashlight and remember the field trip they went on, sneaking out after curfew and running around the city together. She would order rice with egg yolk and soy sauce and recall that it was Ganyu’s favourite dish, and all of a sudden the rice turned to sawdust on her tongue.

Ganyu’s shadow followed Keqing all the way to graduation and even beyond. It’s almost staggering, the impact one person had on the trajectory of Keqing’s life, but she supposes if anyone were to do that—it would be Ganyu.

★

There’s surprisingly little physical action involved in her job, but the first time that her fighting training comes into use, Keqing would have preferred not to have to use it at all.

On their way to a competition show filming, Ganyu is getting out of the car when a man full-on jumps at her, clearly trying to get closer to her. His face is covered by a baseball cap. If she hadn’t been looking out, Keqing isn’t sure if she would have noticed that he was there.

She spins around and kicks him in the stomach before her brain even catches up with what’s going on. It’s not the best response, maybe—but he was only seconds away from hurting Ganyu with the angle he was launching himself from, and Keqing’s instincts are wired to stop that at any cost.

The kick sends him stumbling to the ground, and before he can scramble back up, Keqing pulls him up with one arm and keeps her grip around his wrist tight. “Don’t touch her,” she hisses, squeezing twice to send a message. Her stance is wide and she has her other hand on Ganyu’s elbow to make sure she doesn’t move.

The man nods, eyes wide. “Of course,” he stammers. “I just wanted to—say hi,” he adds, mustering up a trembling smile.

Keqing’s mouth flattens into a line. “You can do it without putting her in danger,” she advises. Her mood is already shot from lack of sleep and the wind whipping around them doesn’t help matters, so she loosens her grip, stands back to shield Ganyu, and says, “Please don’t do that again.”

He runs away. Keqing turns around. Ganyu looks up at her with wide eyes, like she hadn’t quite believed Keqing was capable of violence until that moment.

God. Keqing’s chest hurts with the shame of it, but she knows it was inevitable—sooner or later, Ganyu would have to find out. After all, she thinks bitterly, the human experience hinges on the condition of human suffering. The existence of violence is nothing but proof of the life that came before it.

She reaches out, a little helplessly. “Ganyu.”

“Keqing,” says Ganyu softly. “Thank you.” The apprehension doesn’t leave her gaze, but her voice is kind enough, and fuck if Keqing won’t take whatever she’s given. She has to.

★


  Two months have gone by since she was first hired as Ganyu’s personal bodyguard, and her trial contract has expired. 



  Ningguang calls her into her office one rainy Saturday and tells her, “Everyone has agreed that keeping you employed with us is in our best interest.”



  Keqing isn’t the fidgety type, but if she was she would be squirming in her seat. As it is, she keeps her back perfectly straight, doing her best not to betray her anxiety. “Thank you…?”



  “You’re welcome,” Ningguang replies, with those sharp golden eyes that never fail to make Keqing want to crawl out of her skin. “I expect to see the same level of performance as your first few months with us.”



  “I won’t let you down,” Keqing promises. She just wonders if it’s the truth. 
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3. story of night fall

Summary for the Chapter:
            It’s a special kind of irony that Keqing has spent six years training herself to be less interested in Ganyu’s life, learning how to look away and move on and find other friends, but now Yanfei is asking her to step into her old habits. After taking years to peel the layer of ‘Ganyu’s friend’ off her personality, she’s back at square one.

Now she knows nothing past what Ganyu chooses to show her. It makes her feel awfully disposable.

But then again, she thinks bitterly, it’s not like she has the right to walk back into Ganyu’s life again and expect that she still has a place there.
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- this chapter contains mentions of keqing’s past relationships. none of them come up later as roadblocks to the relationship, but i wanted to make sure to warn for them anyway




    
    A brief history of Keqing’s previous relationships goes as follows, in mostly chronological order:

There was the guy she met while on the job for the heir to a multi-million dollar pharmaceutical empire; he worked at the front desk.

He was nice and he had the same kind of work hours as her, but he didn’t have the slightest bit of dedication to his job. Also, he had the charisma of a paper bag. Keqing ended up leading all their conversations, and it was an emotionally-laden task she didn’t have time or energy for.

So after the fourth date—where she also found out he was allergic to cats, which was really a deal breaker—she sat him down on the couch of her apartment and said, “Look, I don’t think this is going to work out.”

His eyes were red with tears, and for a brief moment Keqing wondered if he had genuinely wanted them to be something more, but then he coughed and said, “Sounds good. Can you bring me my allergy meds? They’re in the front pocket of my bag.”

Before him, there was also Li Na, the girl at the club who was—and Keqing can admit this now, because she hasn’t seen Li Na in years—much too cool for her, which made them basically incompatible for anything that required socializing. 

Her car smelled like weed and she had a belly button piercing, a tattoo of a melting wax candle running up the length of her back. She wore denim jackets everywhere she went.

She was a good kisser, but Keqing was terrified of accidentally messing up her tongue piercing. They didn’t do much in the way of intimacy.

What they did do was go to twenty-four-hour restaurants and grab food when the whole city was asleep, graffiti their names in psychedelic spray paint onto train cars and brick walls and downtown alley doors, a personal love letter to the city they were both raised in. Sometimes they sat on the hood of Li Na’s Toyota Corolla to watch the stars on the outskirts of the city and talk.

“You should get a few piercings,” Li Na told Keqing, taking a drag from her cigarette. Between her graceful fingers, paper-curls of smoke floated into the night sky. “You’d look great with a helix piercing.”

Keqing tipped her head back. “I’d rather not,” she said, and Li Na shrugged.

“Suit yourself.”

Then they broke up, three weeks later. It was perhaps the second-longest relationship Keqing ever had. Nearly seven months.

Li Na was fun and spontaneous and careless—did everything like she was driving a car at top speeds and just had to hope that it wouldn’t crash. 

Keqing did everything she didn’t think she’d be brave enough for, but she would never be the kind of free spirit Li Na needed, and Li Na would never have the kind of dedication Keqing wanted.

The next day after work, she went and got a helix piercing in her right ear.

From then on, the only evidence that Li Na was ever part of Keqing’s life was a helix piercing and a know-how for handling spray paint.

Before Li Na, there was a slew of not-quite partners, more than one-night stands but less than exes.

The guy on her debate team in university who gave her a fountain pen she still uses. 

The boy she went home with after meeting online through a shared college group on Renren—there’s a story behind that one, a rather involved story Keqing would prefer not to think about too much. They friended each other and started talking after a few days, and then when she first went to his apartment, his dog scratched her leg and left her with a three-inch scar up the back of her calf. 

The girl Keqing kissed in her first year of high school. She liked the kiss, and that terrified her when she was fifteen, so she never spoke to her again. Keqing still thinks of her—if not fondly, then at least kindly.

So: pharmaceutical guy, Li Na, boy on the debate team, disastrous Renren date, high school girl who Keqing still counts as her first kiss. And Ruiling.

Keqing ran into Ruiling at the local cafe during open mic night, between the performance of someone playing the Pokémon theme song on the harmonica and a guy serenading his girlfriend with a sad song on the guitar to try and get back into her good graces.

They were sitting at tables next to each other. “That’s pretty cool. Funny, but cool,” the girl said, indicating the Pokémon harmonica song.

Keqing nodded. “I bet it took a lot of practice.” It was late at night and the caffeine in her veins hadn’t taken effect yet, so she was sleepy enough to write off her next question as a slip of the tongue: “Who are you?”

“I’m Ruiling,” she replied. “Nice to meet you.”

Ruiling fit into Keqing’s life with surprising ease. She played the erhu and studied musical pedagogy at the neighbouring university, so the times they saw each other were relatively few and far between. But she always made it worth it. She was familiar in a foreign way, the curves of her body new and strange but the cadence of her voice, the way one corner of her mouth lifted in a smile before the other, on a slight time delay—those felt awfully like home.

Their first time was at night, only the light of the moon illuminating them. Ruiling’s lips tasted like mango. When Keqing was lucid enough to make sounds other than choked ‘oh my god’s and cut-off whimpers, she asked, “Is that your lip gloss?”

Ruiling sat up to look at Keqing. “Hm?”

“Mango,” Keqing said. “Your lips taste like mango.”

“It’s the lip gloss.” Then: “Do you like it?”

“I like it,” answered Keqing, and then she rolled over and kissed Ruiling again, savouring the taste of mango on her mouth—just to make a point.

For Christmas that year, Ruiling bought her the same lip gloss.

They slept over at each other’s dorms whenever they could and they took a trip to Shenzhen in the wintertime—hell, Keqing even visited Ruiling’s parents. She made friends with her little brother and watched old reruns of Yu-Gi-Oh! with him. That was as serious as she’d been with anybody.

Ruiling was kind and gentle and only raised her voice when she had to. She understood Keqing’s erratic sleep schedule and had strange hours of her own. Equivalent exchange, equal proposition. 

She smiled all the time, and she didn’t laugh often but when she did, it was guaranteed to make everyone else do the same. Her hair was waist-length. Keqing always ran her fingers through it to test the silkiness.

They went on a trip to Thailand together, the summer before Keqing’s third year of college and Ruiling’s fourth. The two of them rented a car and drove all around the country, passing highway billboards and sightseeing locations and miles of palm trees as far as the eye could see.

The last night of their vacation, Keqing stared at the hotel room ceiling and had a mild existential crisis when she recognized why Ruiling seemed so familiar, at first. Because she reminded her of Ganyu.

Keqing was lonely and Ruiling was there. Keqing was lonely and Ganyu was thousands of miles away, so she settled for the next best thing.

It only spiralled: all the time they spent together, Keqing thought about Ganyu and imagined her there instead and it felt like the worst thing she’d ever done.

Ruiling kissed a path up her body and licked into her mouth and Keqing wondered if Ganyu would wear lip gloss, if she would kiss Keqing like that, if she would map out the angles of her body with her slender, quick fingers and stroke her hands over Keqing’s hips.

It finally culminated when Ruiling was talking about a recent musical theory exam she completed and Keqing blurted out of nowhere: “I think we should break up.”

Ruiling’s mouth opened and closed. “Why?”

Staring hard at the woollen carpet, Keqing mumbled, “I don’t—this isn’t working for me, I think. I was trying to use you to get over someone, and that wasn’t fair of me.”

Ruiling tilted her head. “Does it matter what you were trying to do at the beginning? We’re here now.”

Keqing shrugged helplessly. Don’t make this harder than it is, she thought, and instantly felt fucking terrible for thinking that way when Ruiling didn’t even know what was wrong.

“And…you still have feelings for them?” Ruiling said. Her voice was dull. The set of her jaw trembled.

Keqing had strung her along so far and was cutting it off so suddenly. But she couldn’t live like this anymore, with this silhouette of Ganyu over her shoulder, in her ear, around her all the fucking time, setting a standard Ruiling could never meet and Keqing could never let go of.

“I don’t know.” She just wanted it all to be over already. “I don’t know. But I think I need space to figure it out. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Ruiling didn’t speak to her again after that. Keqing couldn’t blame her.

After two weeks, Keqing’s room was devoid of any proof that Ruiling had been there, once upon a time. 

Gone were the music theory textbooks stacked on the desk. Gone were the pop songs piping out of Ruiling’s tinny MP3 player, gone were the late nights and sleepy kisses and visits to Ruiling’s college that Keqing had become so used to.

Gone were all the times when Keqing had come back to her dorm room dead on her feet and found Ruiling stretched out across her bed, reading a book or listening to a radio show. Gone were the photos from their road trip in Thailand and the visit to Shenzhen; the Yu-Gi-Oh! trading cards Keqing had bought to give Ruiling’s little brother when they visited again, the back hugs, the whispered good mornings. Every hello and goodbye they’d ever said to each other.

Once pharmacy receptionist and Li Na and debate team guy and Ruiling, Ruiling, Ruiling had come and gone—Keqing found it a little laughable and a lot sad that her longest-lasting relationship was with someone who reminded her of Ganyu.

So here’s what Keqing got from six years of dating around: a helix piercing, a fading scar on her leg, a half-empty tube of mango lip gloss and a realization that leaving Ganyu behind was a lot harder than Keqing first thought it would be. A journey that began as a girl and ended as a shadow of one.

★

On Keqing’s next day off, she dons a black baseball cap, sunglasses, and a mask to meet Yanfei. It feels a little irrational to her, but Zhongli had advised her to disguise her identity. She’s already recognizable as Ganyu’s bodyguard from her hair colour alone, and the risk was too great to ignore.

She meets Yanfei at a bar. They sit on the outdoor patio, a balcony overlooking the Shanghai skyline. It’s early evening and sunlight skims low over the surface of the water, the smell of sea salt permeating the quiet dusk.

“How are you doing?” Yanfei asks, picking up her lychee wine carefully and taking a sip. She’s beginning to flush already, the pink smudging high and tipsy on her cheeks under the blue patio lights.

Keqing clicks her nails on the side of the glass. “Not bad,” she says after a moment. “I think things are getting better. With Ganyu.”

“That’s nice. And you’re not having any problems?”

“Not as far as I know.”

“Hey,” Yanfei begins, leaning forward. “You’d tell me if there was something wrong, right?”

Before she had been Keqing’s employer, Yanfei had been her friend. They met through Hu Tao at the end of Keqing’s third year in college. Yanfei was studying business.

At the time, Keqing was still reeling from the aftershock of her disastrous breakup with Ruiling, so she sat in the corner and mostly just listened.

“Is she always like this?” Yanfei whispered, not very quietly.

Keqing flinched.

Hu Tao made a ‘hmmph’ sound. “Not usually,” she whispered back, also not very quietly. Neither of them were masters at subtlety. “She broke up with her girlfriend recently. She’s been moping around a lot since then.”

“I have not been moping,” responded Keqing sharply. “I haven’t. I’m just…figuring some things out.”

“Sure.”

“Can you stop judging me for one second?”

Yanfei turned to face Keqing, considering. “What do you have to figure out?” 

Swallowing, Keqing glared at the curry stain on Hu Tao’s rug from the last time they ate beef curry and Hu Tao laughed so hard that the soup splashed out of her bowl. “Where to go from here, I guess. How to keep going. Or not.”

“Sometimes,” Yanfei told her, “the best thing you can do is live in the moment. Just enjoy yourself, and the answers will come to you.”

Keqing traced a circle around the stain of beef curry. She doubted Hu Tao would ever be able to get rid of it. “I appreciate the sentiment, but I don’t want a therapist. Thanks for trying.”

“I know you don’t want a therapist.” Yanfei stretched her hand out, inviting. “But maybe you’ll want a friend.”

Keqing took it.

As soon as their palms touched, Yanfei brightened. “Great! Anyway, like I was saying,” she went on, facing Hu Tao once again, “I was talking to this guy and I’m sure he was aware of the rules and regulations around reselling, but…”

Somehow Yanfei always seemed to know when Keqing was feeling bad for herself or drinking too much coffee or going thirty hours without sleeping, because Keqing’s phone buzzed with five texts in a row: Yanfei saying GO TO SLEEP and four exclamation marks. Plus a few cat pictures.

Now, Yanfei looks back at her, expecting an answer.

There are plenty of problems, but they’re Keqing’s business and hers alone. She doesn’t even want to bring Ganyu into them, into the memories she’s still shouldering from high school and hasn’t learned to leave behind. She can sort this out by herself. She has to.

“Of course I’d tell you if something was wrong.”

Yanfei leans back in her chair, satisfied. ” I was listening to Ganyu’s newest EP recently,” she says distractedly, leading with a new point of conversation. “Starward Sky, I think it’s called. It was really…”

“Really…?” Keqing prompts her.

“Really good. I think you’d like it a lot. And it made me wonder if it was about someone in particular, because it seemed so personal.”

“Yanfei,” answers Keqing pointedly. “You can’t ask me whether I know who it’s about. I haven’t listened to it and I’m not allowed to say anything about her private life. Aren’t you going against your own rules here?”

“I know,” Yanfei groans. The alcohol flush has traveled down to her neck and taken residence there. “That’s why I’m not asking you directly. I’m just implying it,” she says. “The curiosity is killing me. But if I wasn’t your boss, I would ask.”

“If you weren’t my boss, you wouldn’t even know about Ganyu.”

Yanfei sighs. “You’re impossible.”

“Better than being let go from my job.”

“Come on,” she wheedles. “At least tell me what Ganyu’s personality is like. You didn’t tell me anything last time.” She yawns. “Is she as nice as she acts in interviews?”

“She’s nice.”

Yanfei rolls her eyes. “So descriptive.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Something intriguing,” she emphasizes, jabbing her finger at Keqing. “Or surprising. None of this boring ‘oh, she’s fine,’ stuff. Can’t you act the tiniest bit more interested in Ganyu’s life?”

It’s a special kind of irony that Keqing has spent six years training herself to be less interested in Ganyu’s life, learning how to look away and move on and find other friends, but now Yanfei is asking her to step into her old habits. After taking years to peel the layer of ‘Ganyu’s friend’ off her personality, she’s back at square one.

She knew Ganyu’s every habit back then.

Now she knows nothing past what Ganyu chooses to show her. It makes her feel awfully disposable. 

But then again, she thinks bitterly, it’s not like she has the right to walk back into Ganyu’s life again and expect that she still has a place there. People change; time goes on. The world turns.

The pain doesn’t go away, though.

“I’m not that interested,” she answers. “I just need to do my job and make sure Ganyu is safe.”

“You’re no fun.”

“I’ll give you details if you’re so curious,” Keqing says, the sweet bursts of lychee wine fizzing in her bloodstream. Her head is foggy. “She laughs the same way as she did in high school and it sounds like…sunlight on the water,” she whispers. “Like the whole sky has opened up. She drinks Vietnamese drip coffee on Monday mornings. She braids her hair before she goes to sleep every night, and she has this pair of sunglasses that are the same size as her face that make her look like a Hollywood celebrity, and she doesn’t text much but when she does she uses panda stickers, reminding me to take care of myself, and sometimes she smiles at me and I—forget how to breathe.”

Yanfei blinks twice. “Oh.”

She laughs, eyes damp. “Are those enough details for you?” She feels like her ribcage has been cracked open to reveal the ruby-red, bloody, beating heart inside.

“I’m too drunk to deal with this,” Yanfei mutters. “So you…what do you mean she laughs the same way she did in high school? You knew her in high school?”

“I didn’t think I would ever see her again. You can…find someone else to take over my position, or fire me, but please know that I—I didn’t expect her to remember me either.”

“And you knew it was her too? When I first told you?”

“I guessed,” Keqing mumbles. “I thought I could handle it.”

“This puts us in a little bit of a pickle, doesn’t it,” she says, blinking slowly. “Well. Was the rest of it a lie?”

She doesn’t say it sharply, but the words dig into Keqing’s skin and leave glass splinters in the open wounds.

“The rest?”

“You said you never watched survival shows. You didn’t know anything about idols. Were you lying about that too?”

“No,” she murmurs. “I wasn’t. Back then, after she left…I tried to avoid anything about idols just in case I saw her. I tried to forget about her.” She’s silent for a moment, watching the neon lights ripple over the sea. “That was the truth.”

Yanfei sets her drink down. “So here’s what we’re going to do,” she starts, articulating each word carefully. “I’m not going to find someone else. I don’t see this being much of a problem, to be honest.”

The taut muscles of Keqing’s shoulders slacken. “Okay.”

“But we still have to set some rules in place,” Yanfei warns her. Her whole face is red from the booze now, and Keqing winces when she thinks of the hangover Yanfei will have tomorrow. “First of all, you can’t tell Ningguang. I know she would raise a fuss about it, and turn it into this whole affair…” Yanfei waves her hands. “Which we really don’t need right now. Second of all: don’t use this to take advantage of Ganyu in any way. Blackmail her, get personal information out of her, anything. I’m sure you wouldn’t do that—” she adds, silencing Keqing’s protests before they begin— “but we have to cover all bases.”

“Thank you, Yanfei.”

She grins sleepily, pink bangs tumbling into her face. “Don’t mention it. Can you call me a ride? I don’t think I can make it to the train station.”

Fifteen minutes later, a taxi pulls up to the curb and Yanfei waves as she steps inside. “Get home safely, Keqing.”

“I will.”

★

Keqing nuzzles deeper into her blankets when her phone rings. “Not right now,” she mumbles to herself, but the ringtone pierces through the dream she was having, so she sits up. She rubs her eyes blearily and misses the ‘answer’ button twice while trying to pick up.

“Who…” she bites back a yawn. “Who is it?”

“Morning, Keqing.” Yanfei’s voice sharpens into crystal quality and blares through the speakers. 

“Yanfei.”

“I shouldn’t have drunk that much.”

“You shouldn’t have,” Keqing agrees. “Did you drink water?”

“I did, I’m at work right now. I just wanted to say—” she stops. “Sorry, this headache is killing me. I feel like I was put through a blender. Xiangling, can you get me a painkiller? Thanks. Anyway,” Yanfei says, “I wanted to make sure you remembered what we talked about yesterday.”

“Yesterday?” Keqing asks faintly. “Oh—yes. I remember.” She doesn’t like it, and she kind of regrets the whole thing, but she remembers.

“I’ll send you an email later today with details,” Yanfei announces briskly. “Let me know when you’ve received it. I hope you have a good day!”

The line goes dead before Keqing has a chance to respond. She puts down the phone and wanders into the kitchen.

Ganyu sips meditatively on a cup of coffee. “Good morning.”

“Morning,” Keqing answers distractedly.

It’s Monday morning, and like all Mondays, she swipes through her phone for the file with Ganyu’s scheduling details this week. 

The company-wide collaborative concert is this Thursday. On Saturday, Ganyu is flying out to Changsha to film a new variety show, so Keqing will have to call the show producers for a preliminary security check today, and she isn’t even sure how to contact them yet. Then there’s the rehearsal for the concert and having to rope off areas around the stadium so fans can’t walk into the building, and the concert itself. 

Keqing’s obligatory hangover headache only worsens.

Ganyu glances at her. “You look stressed out.”

“I’m not. Just busy.” She taps out an email to Zhongli for the variety show producers’ contact information.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m fine, Ganyu,” she snaps. “I can deal with it.”

Ganyu’s eyes widen. “I didn’t mean to…”

 “I know you didn’t. I just—fuck. I’ll sort this out. Don’t worry about it.” Or me, she adds silently.

Ganyu’s knuckles whiten around the rim of her mug. “Okay. I’m sorry.”

Keqing goes about the rest of her day only half-paying attention, feeling the pit of her stomach sink when they make eye contact and Ganyu looks away as fast as she can, like she didn’t mean to be caught. Like she can only look at Keqing for so long.

★

“Qing-qing,” Hu Tao says, sing-songy, into the phone. “Guess what?”

Keqing writes down a reminder to ask the variety show producers about their external staff team’s qualifications, just in case. “What?” It’s around midnight, her notepad lanterned by the flickering kitchen lamp and the weak moonlight streaming in from outside.

“I have a surprise for you,” Hu Tao squeals, dragging out the final syllable.

Keqing turns the volume of her phone down several notches so it doesn’t wake Ganyu. “A surprise?”

“Yep,” confirms Hu Tao. “I got us tickets for a concert on Thursday!”

“I’m busy on Thursday. I have work.”

“But Keqing, these tickets were so expensive and I almost had to fight someone for them and Ganyu will be performing! Come on, doesn’t it sound great?”

Keqing’s pen clatters out of her hand and onto the table. “Ganyu?” She nearly asks: what do you mean ‘fight someone?’ but decides against it.

“Yeah! You know, her company is doing a concert with all the artists, and I’ve heard from sources that Ganyu will be a huge feature!”

Keqing doesn’t tell her that she has Ganyu’s set for the concert memorized: three solos, a duet with Yunjin, the company-wide introduction song, the two closing songs, and a feature on a track by one of SevenStars’ most prolific producers, who was involved in crafting almost all of Ganyu’s discography up to this point. Hu Tao isn’t wrong about Ganyu being onstage constantly. “Hm,” she answers noncommittally.

“It’s going to be awesome! Keqing, what do you say?”

“Look,” she says, gearing up to say no. “Can’t you find someone else to go with you? I bet Yanfei would accept in a heartbeat. I’m going to be really busy then.”

“But I bought them for us,” whines Hu Tao. “Please, Keqing. I haven’t spent time with you in so long,” she adds, her voice taking on a melancholy note. “I miss you.”

“Hu Tao,” says Keqing weakly, “give me a few days to try and clear my schedule. I’ll get back to you on Wednesday and tell you if I can make it or not.”

Hu Tao makes a hmmph sound. “That’s not a lot of time.”

“It’s the best I can do.”

“Fine,” she grumbles. “But you better be telling the truth! I’ll call you on Wednesday.”

“Just don’t bother me about it,” Keqing warns her. “I’ll have to figure it out with my employers and it might take a while. My work hours are kind of…” she searches for a word. “Strict. I’d feel bad taking time off for something like this.”

Hu Tao sighs dramatically. “There is no ethical consumption under capitalism.”

“Hu Tao, were you or were you not a business major?”

“I’ve changed my mind,” Hu Tao responds. “Searching for a job has made me jaded. Fuck capitalism.”

Keqing lets out a laugh. “Whatever you say.”

“I’m serious,” she maintains. “No more work. Only sleep. And food. And scaring people from behind doors.”

“Good night, Hu Tao.” She puts down the phone, massages her wrist to get rid of the pain in its early stages, and sighs.

From here, her only choices are to:


	Get time off. This close to the concert, it would be suspicious to ask for the afternoon free, and she doubts she would have enough time to brief the person who steps in to substitute for her. Showing up at the concert as a fan would raise even more eyebrows.

	Come up with an excuse that Hu Tao can’t see through. It could either be perfect or disastrous, because Hu Tao sees through lies faster than Xiangling scents out cooking food. If it works, all of Keqing’s other problems would be solved, but the chance of that is impossibly slim.

	Tell Hu Tao the truth, which terrifies Keqing. In the end, though—it might be the most viable option.


Keqing reluctantly flips her notepad closed, leaves it on the kitchen counter, and heads to bed. She’ll work it out tomorrow.

★

The next day, she pulls Zhongli aside and says, “Look, I know this is really short notice, but would I be able to get this Thursday off?”

Zhongli’s brows draw together. “This Thursday?” he echoed. “But we have the—”

“The concert,” Keqing fills in for him. “I just…my friend has a thing she wants me to go to, and I—”

“How important is it?”

“On a scale of one to ten, maybe a six?”

He sighs and leans back. “Sorry, Keqing. We just don’t have the time or staff to fill in on such a tight schedule.”

“Yeah, I know. I just thought I’d try.”

“Maybe you can ask your friend if she’d be willing to reschedule,” he suggests, and Keqing wants to cry at the irony of it all—that the very reason she can’t reschedule is the reason she can’t hang out with Hu Tao in the first place.

“Maybe.”

So then she calls Hu Tao, trying to hide the way her voice shakes when she says ‘work commitments,’ and Hu Tao is silent for a long time before she asks, “What kind of work commitments?”

“My client has a networking event at that time,” Keqing lies, watching Ganyu rehearse from backstage. “I’m really sorry, Hu Tao. I wish I could make it.”

Hu Tao clicks her tongue. “Qing-qing,” she sighs. “Can you at least come over tonight? We can watch a movie and I’ll cook. Sound good?”

“What do you mean ‘cook’?” Keqing asks warily. She’s had too much prior experience with Hu Tao’s cooking endeavours to take her at her word.

Hu Tao giggles. “Don’t be so paranoid, Keqing. It’ll be fine.”

After ending the call, she taps on Yanfei’s number.

“Hi,” she starts before Yanfei can put in a word, “if Hu Tao invites me over and says she’s going to cook dinner, it’s not rude of me to bring takeout, right? Just as a—backup plan. A safety net.”

Yanfei sucks in air through her teeth. “It’s not rude. It’s a good idea. I don’t know what Hu Tao is planning, but good luck.”

“Right,” Keqing echoes. “Thanks, Yanfei.”

She approaches Zhongli again to ask if she can have the evening free, and he must feel bad for saying no earlier because he nods and waves her away. “Have fun this evening, Keqing,” he says. “You deserve a break.”

She smiles gratefully. “Thank you.”

They spend all day at the stadium doing sound checks, staging, puzzling out the logistics of transitioning seamlessly from one song to the next and testing the elevator platform built into the stage to make sure it doesn’t malfunction.

By the end of it, Keqing’s nearly dead on her feet from walking across the stadium end to end, and her throat is shot after juggling phone calls and yelling instructions all day.

On their way back, Keqing tells Zhongli the address. It’s on the other side of the city, but he’s gracious enough not to mention how long it will take them to drive all the way there and back. 

She orders takeout on her phone and stops by the restaurant to pick up her order, then they’re off, the plastic bag of fried noodles balanced in her lap and the smell permeating the van.

They pull up to the apartment complex. Keqing slips out of the van. 

Ganyu’s eyes flick upwards from her phone, startled. “Where are you going?” The whole time she’s been slightly out of it, nervously biting her lip as she scrolls through comment after comment. Keqing wants to slap her phone out of her hand, but she resists and settles instead for clenching her jaw.

“Out,” she says, bag slung over her shoulder and takeout clutched in one hand. “I’m eating dinner with a friend.”

“A friend?”

“A friend,” Keqing agrees. “Good night. And Ganyu, put down the phone, okay? The hate comments aren’t helping you. We’ve been over this.”

Ganyu turns off her phone sheepishly and sets it aside. “I—fine. Night, Keqing,” she says, staring out the window. Eyebags hang shadowed and heavy beneath her eyes, dimming her sharp cheekbones.

“Sleep well.”

“I will.”

Keqing knows she won’t.

She climbs all six floors. Take a right, down the hallway with the painting of the ocean. Keep walking, turn left, and—she presses the doorbell for Hu Tao’s apartment.

It reverberates in the vacuum of silence.

The handle clicks and Hu Tao swings the door open dramatically before going in to hug her. “Keqing,” she sings. “How are you?”

Keqing pats her awkwardly on the back. “Not bad,” she replies. “What did you cook?”

“Well,” Hu Tao begins, wiping her hands on her shirt and getting chili oil smudges all over the nice plum blossom pattern (Keqing silently grieves the shirt’s pristine state, because she distinctly remembers Yanfei buying it for Hu Tao’s birthday and worrying about it getting stained), “don’t get mad at me, first.”

Keqing already knows where this is going. “Just say it and I’ll decide what I think afterwards. Is the oven okay?” She looks over to see a tray sitting on the stove and some unidentifiable burnt food in a casserole dish.

Hu Tao pouts. “Don’t you have any concern for your friend’s safety?”

“What?”

“Forget about the oven—I was in danger,” Hu Tao emphasizes, gesturing at the open oven and the paper curls of smoke emerging from it. “I could have been seriously hurt.”

“But you weren’t.”

“It’s the principle of the thing, you know? Like, the potential was there. The multiverse theory posits that every time something happens, the universe—”

“Tell me what happened,” Keqing grits out. “The multiverse can wait.”

“I was trying to make fish,” Hu Tao explains. “Because you like it so much. But I guess I read the recipe wrong and I thought it might need a little more flavour anyway, because it came out too spicy and then the spices burned and I tried to fix it by adding sauce, but it smelled weird and now…” she waves hopelessly to the dish.

Only now does Keqing notice the fierce red shade of the burnt fish and the layer of brown sauce slathered over it.

She’s stuck between laughing and crying. “You tried,” she says as some sort of half-assed reassurance, “but it didn’t quite work. So,” she continues. “We’re going to have to throw away the fish.”

Hu Tao’s eyes widen. “But that’s a waste of food and I—”

“We can’t eat this, Hu Tao,” Keqing breaks in. “Just…scrape as much of it off the bottom as you can and I’ll get rid of it. Then put the dish in the sink, soaked in water. Open the windows so the smoke doesn’t stay here. I think your oven will be okay.” She chances a look at the oven. A light snaps and sparks. “Maybe not.”

“Sounds good!”

Keqing bemoans the loss of her evening to helping Hu Tao clean up a mess entirely of her own making, but immediately afterwards, guilt compounds on her lungs. She breathes through the weight of it. 

Her eyes burn as she picks up a cloth and wipes all the charred bits of fish off the counter, because who is she to resent Hu Tao, at all, for anything? When Hu Tao has done everything for her, given up so much and made sure she didn’t fall asleep on her feet and coaxed her into eating lunch when she hadn’t consumed food for eighteen hours—and yet. All Keqing manages to give her in return is clumsy pats on the back; attempts at empathy that fall short every time.

Hu Tao bumps their shoulders together when Keqing wrings out the cloth and returns it to its spot next to the sink. “Why do you look so glum?”

Keqing wipes her hands. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

“Was it the fish?”

“No,” she replies loudly. “It wasn’t the fish. I just…I’m a little tired.” She pastes an artificial smile on her lips and adds, “I brought takeout. How do you feel about fried noodles?”

Hu Tao brightens. “Sure. I’m sorry the fish didn’t work out. I tried my hardest,” she says, looking at the floor.

Keqing can never stay mad at her for long. “It’s not a big deal. You’ll get it next time.”

“Probably.” Hu Tao’s expression of embarrassment washes away and she grins, seemingly unbothered. “Wanna watch TV while we eat?”

They sprawl out on the floor of Hu Tao’s living room. Hu Tao goes through the channels one by one and complains about all of them. The plate of noodles nearly spills from her lap.

“Not this one. Not this one. Ugh, this weatherman is so annoying. Why are there four golf channels?”

Keqing’s chopsticks are halfway to her mouth. “No idea.” She swallows and tunes out Hu Tao’s rants, letting her mind wander.

She hopes Ganyu gets at least some sleep. Sometimes Keqing will wake up in the middle of the night and hear soft footfalls outside her door, heading for the stove to put the kettle on. 

It reminds Keqing of how Ganyu used to brew tea for her when she was sick—always chrysanthemum, the good kind that she brought over on bad days, lifting the cup to her lips so gently that Keqing could barely shoulder the weight of Ganyu’s concern without falling to pieces.

“…Keqing? Keqing?”

“What?”

Hu Tao frowns. “You weren’t listening to me, were you?”

She considers lying, but it’s no use. “I wasn’t.”

“What are you so distracted about?”

“Work?” It’s not entirely false. Just a stretching of the truth.

Hu Tao flops back onto the carpet. It’s a nice carpet—red ruffles and black edges. Keqing helped her pick it out at the IKEA store when she first moved in on her own—it was cheap and durable and didn’t look half bad, a rare combination—and since then it’s been a permanent fixture in the living room. “You’re always talking about work these days,” she says accusingly. “More than you used to.”

Keqing traces the blossom pattern in the rug. “I don’t exactly have much else to talk about,” she points out. “It’s not like there’s a lot going on in my life. Everything I do is work-related.”

“Right,” Hu Tao says, her voice dripping with doubt. “Just like the reason you can’t go to the concert on Thursday is ‘work-related.’ Networking event, huh?”

A chill runs through Keqing’s veins. “What?”

Hu Tao rolls over on the carpet to poke Keqing’s leg. “I’m not stupid, Qing-qing. I know you’re not telling the truth.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You can’t get anything past me,” teases Hu Tao. “So spill. Why can’t you come on Thursday?”

“No reason,” she hedges.

“Then that means you’re coming with me, right?” Her eyes glint.

Keqing’s been backed into a corner. “I’m sorry,” is all she can muster up. 

“Hurry up and tell me the truth so I can stop bothering you.”

“It is work-related,” she says, panic seared into her pulsing heartbeat, ashy and fluttering. “It is. It’s just not a networking event.”

Hu Tao shuffles around on the carpet to lean her head against the sofa. “I was close enough. And you’re stalling. Tell me what it is and we can move on.”

Yanfei’s words echo in her head. Completely confidential. Don’t tell anyone about this.

The longer Hu Tao gazes at her, beseeching, the quicker Keqing’s resolve crumbles. Yanfei would understand if she told Hu Tao, she reasons. And despite Hu Tao’s willingness to gossip at all times, she knows how to keep a secret.

“You can’t tell anyone about this,” Keqing cautions her, first. “I’m serious, Hu Tao. This is…it’s really important. I don’t want to fuck it up and put her—them in danger.”

Hu Tao draws her knees up to her chest. “How important can it be? Your whole job is confidential,” she jokes. “What danger can one little secret do?”

Keqing doesn’t smile. Her mouth stays in the flat line, and Hu Tao’s jaw drops in shock, pupils turning to saucers, mouth in a perfect round ‘O’.

“Are you working for the government? Or the mafia?” she whispers, voice high and reedy with panic.

Keqing reels back. “What? No,” she scowls. “It’s not that exciting. Well, maybe it’s exciting to you. But you have to promise not to scream, or bother me about it, or tell anyone.”

“Sounds serious,” Hu Tao remarks, nibbling on a White Rabbit candy she’d found in her pocket. She chews it thoughtfully. “I think this is expired.”

Keqing makes a face. “Spit it out, Hu Tao.”

“It still tastes good,” she protests. “Just. A little funky, that’s all. Less creamy, you know?”

“No, I don’t—I don’t actually know. And I don’t want to.”

Hu Tao sticks out her tongue. “Anyway. Are you going to tell me your fun little secret or not?”

“Remember how I got a new assignment a few months ago? And I had to move, so you couldn’t visit me anymore?”

It’s already been two months. It feels longer and shorter at the same time; like Keqing has done this her entire life and yet only began yesterday.

Hu Tao nods solemnly. “That was a bummer.”

Keqing barks out a short laugh. The force of it surprises her, wrenched from her throat in a mixture of desperation and stress. “I mean, that’s one way to put it. But the reason I moved was because…the person I’m guarding is an idol, so I have to make sure they’re safe at all times.”

“Ooh, an idol,” Hu Tao says eagerly. “Have I heard of them?”

(Keqing leaned her head on Ganyu’s shoulder. It was starting to snow. Neither of them moved. “One day, you’re going to be a household name,” Keqing mumbled. “Everyone will know you. All over the country, right?”

Ganyu looked straight ahead at the tentative, delicate flakes of snow landing on the park benches around them. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she answered, a smile playing on the soft lines of her mouth. “Being a singer isn’t like that. Almost no one becomes that famous.”

“You will,” Keqing replied with near certainty. “I’m sure of it.”)

Snapping back to the present, she locks eyes with Hu Tao and says, “You’ve heard of them.”

“Now I’m even more curious,” she chirps. “Who’s this mysterious idol?”

Keqing braces for blowback when she responds: “Ganyu. That’s why I can’t go to the concert on Thursday.”

Hu Tao doesn’t react. 

“Hu Tao?”

Finally, the girl lets out a sharp, high chuckle. “Keqing,” she says, sounding just this side of frantic, “that’s a funny joke, but I thought you were going to tell me the truth.”

Keqing frowns. “It’s the truth,” she says.

Hu Tao blinks four times. “It is,” she agrees. “I would know if you were lying.”

“Of course you would.”

Keqing waits for the inevitable screaming. Five. Four. Three. Two—

“You’ve been working with Ganyu this whole time and you didn’t even tell me?” Hu Tao shrieks. There it is.

Keqing sets aside her noodles. “You’re not even supposed to know now. Not really.”

Hu Tao’s practically vibrating, bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet. She stands up. “Oh my god. Oh my god. Is this real?” She spins around and points at Keqing. “Is that why you were at the survival show taping? Not because you’re a fan,” she breathes, “but because you were—oh, fuck. Oh my god. Fuck.”

Keqing stands up and places a hand on her shoulder. “Hey. Breathe.”

Hiccuping, Hu Tao nods. “I’m trying not to lose my mind right now,” she explains. “I’m failing, kind of. Oh my god.”

“I could tell.”

“What’s she like? Can you get me a picture with her? An autograph? A signed selfie, a video, something?”

“I’m not asking her for a fucking selfie,” Keqing says, wrinkling her nose. “That would be weird. And she’s not an alien or a museum statue or a…tourist monument. She’s just a normal person. A human, you know, with a life and interests.”

“A normal person who also happens to have forty-nine million Weibo followers!”

Huh. The number has gone up since Keqing last checked, but she supposes that isn’t much of a surprise. Social media only gets bigger every day.

Hu Tao pokes her. “Does she have any interests besides singing? Tell me what she’s like!”

Keqing frowns. “Interests?”

She’d asked her about it once, on a sleepy weekend when Ganyu’s only scheduled appearance was a guest appearance at an Estée Lauder event. Two days stretching out in front of them like yards of luxurious fabric with no obligations in sight. Just miles of possibility.

“Have you picked up hobbies?” Keqing’s voice echoed across the practice room.

Ganyu looked at her and repeated, “Hobbies?” She seemed so unmoored from the mere concept that pity welled up in Keqing’s chest.

“Pastimes outside of being an idol,” she explained. “Things you do in your free time.”

In high school, Ganyu’s interests were small in number: playing the piano or guitar, singing, writing songs. She’d picked up baking after Keqing said it would be nice to bake together, but as a teenager, Keqing’s attention span was only so long and she’d forgotten all about it by the next week.

“Do you still bake?” she asked.

Ganyu faltered. “Not anymore,” she said, staring resolutely at the floor. “I stopped after—high school.” After I left went unsaid, but they both heard it ringing in the air.

“So you don’t have your own interests? Passion projects?” Keqing pressed.

Ganyu laughed. “Having hobbies is a luxury,” she answered, the shadows under her eyes particularly prominent and stark against her pale skin. “I mostly sleep in my free time. It’s hard to find the energy for anything else.”

After that exchange, Keqing was determined to help Ganyu find other interests. She enlisted Zhongli’s aid to narrow down the type of hobbies Ganyu would like (they agreed unanimously on something therapeutic, that didn’t take too much time or effort and could be easily packed up or transported).

A week later, Zhongli deposited a bag of knitting supplies and three skeins of yarn in different colours on Ganyu’s lap.

“What’s this?” she asked, nonplussed.

“Knitting,” explained Keqing. “You need a hobby. A way to unwind.”

Since then Ganyu’s free time has been limited, but Keqing saw her holding the knitting needles on a flight to Guiyang and one of the yarn skeins was half-finished when she last checked. So she thinks it was a success.

“Uh,” Keqing says to Hu Tao, “she started knitting recently. But she doesn’t have many hobbies. Not enough time,” she adds. “You know how it is.”

Hu Tao’s mouth is half open. “Oh my god,” she says again, like the first four times weren’t enough. “Keqing…this is ridiculous.”

“We have to set down some ground rules,” Keqing declares, putting her foot down before Hu Tao says anything more. “No blackmailing me to send you an autograph or a picture. You can ask me questions, but I don’t have to answer them. No scheming to follow me around and meet her in person. Alright?”

Hu Tao grumbles under her breath. “Fine. Whatever. How do you like the job so far? Any issues?”

Keqing chews on the inside of her cheek. “No. Except she works a lot. Her sleep schedule is…unpredictable. ”

“That makes sense,” Hu Tao nods wisely. “It’s to be expected as an idol, right? Was it difficult to get to know her? Was she shy?”

“Kind of?” Keqing replies. “But it wasn’t that hard, mostly because I already knew her from before and we were friends when—” she stops. “Never mind.”

Hu Tao’s gaze crystallizes, irises darkening with curiosity. “Hm?”

“I said never mind,” she dismisses hastily. Her knuckles are white, fingers dug into the sofa cushions. “It’s not a big deal.”

“It sounds like a big deal,” Hu Tao responds, poking and prodding. “I think I can decide whether it’s important or not.”

“You can’t tell anyone this. I’m serious.”

“Who do you take me for? Some kind of blabbermouth?”

She looks Hu Tao dead in the eye. “Yes.”

Hu Tao gasps, clearly taking offense at the suggestion. She’s exaggerating it all for Keqing’s benefit, playing up the dramatic aspect to mask her own apprehension at hearing what Keqing has to say. “Qing-qing, I am not. Tell me!”

“I was friends with Ganyu in high school,” she admits. Better to get it over with first, instead of dragging out the pain and salting the wound.

(Friends doesn’t quite cut it; not by half. Friends doesn’t account for the crush Keqing harboured on Ganyu for their whole senior year and it doesn’t account for quiet afternoons, alone in the music practice room, walls soundproofed but their voices soft anyway. Friends doesn’t account for the way all of Keqing’s romantic pursuits since then have failed, or the way the only one that came close to success still culminated in Ganyu.

It doesn’t account for visiting street food stalls after school and watching taped stage performances on the TV, thinking one day Ganyu would be up there too; for walking down Nanjing Road on weekends, their eyes fixed on the billboards high above the buildings, scraping the sky. The faces of celebrities so large on the screens that they might as well have been gods, worshipped as deities, looking over the bustling street in central Shanghai like angels.

Friends doesn’t account for the high school field trip they took, how the hotel room had two beds but rain was curling around the windowsills and Ganyu slipped into Keqing’s bed when they were nodding off to sleep because Ganyu’s was right over the air vent and a draft was coming in. How they woke up the next morning and they weren’t holding each other but Keqing wanted to, ached to. Oh, how she wanted to.

Friends doesn’t sum up the totality of her wanting. How she could isolate and identify every freckle, stray hair, delicate angle of Ganyu’s face, all backlit by the warm glow of just-risen dawn, and how that was the first time Keqing really understood what it meant to yearn, to be crushed under the weight of her own hunger. How she wondered if this was desire. How she wished she could reach out and memorize the slope of Ganyu’s mouth, the curve of her nose, the soft shine on her cheekbones.

Friends holds so little weight it might as well mean nothing at all.)

Hu Tao drops her phone. It skitters across the wooden floor. The little butterfly keychain attached to the case makes a clunk noise as it hits the ground. “You were friends with Ganyu in high school.”

“Do I have to repeat myself?”

“You were friends with Ganyu? In high school?” she yelps.

“Is that so hard to believe?”

“No,” says Hu Tao quickly, shaking her head. “I mean—she’s Ganyu and you’re you, so…”

Keqing’s gaze turns murderous. “Stop talking, please.”

“Yep, yep. No more talking.” Barely ten seconds pass before she opens her mouth again and asks, “Did you remember her? When you accepted the job? Did you know she became a celebrity?”

“I remembered her. Not well,” she replies. “But better than I thought I did. We hadn’t talked since then and I didn’t know she was an idol.” She squeezes her eyes shut. “I had an idea, though.”

Hu Tao’s mouth is slightly agape. Keqing can almost see the gears churning in her brain. “Ganyu…was she that friend from high school? The one who left and didn’t tell you?”

“Fantastic guesswork,” she says, her voice wobbling with a strangely vulnerable note. She rubs her arms absent-mindedly; goosebumps prickle on her skin. “How did you know?”

“No offense,” Hu Tao says, obviously aiming for solemnity and failing miserably, “but I doubt you had that many friends in high school, Qing-qing.”

Keqing elbows her in the solar plexus.

Hu Tao sputters. “Sorry! Sorry,” she gasps, clutching her chest. “Did she—did she recognize you?”

“Yeah,” she mumbles. “She did.”

“And you asked her, right?”

“What?”

Hu Tao sits up. “You asked her why she left?”

The words lodge in Keqing’s throat, sour on her tongue. “No. I don’t think she remembers that part. And it’s been six—nearly seven years anyway. I’d rather just move on.”

Hu Tao’s eyebrows raise. “Sure.”

“Stop looking at me like that,” she groans. “I don’t need you making fun of me.”

She throws a couch cushion at her. “No one else makes fun of you enough so I need to pick up the slack,” she says, giggling. “Everyone should get a good healthy dose of teasing.”

Keqing rolls her eyes. “Whatever you say.” She turns over and tickles Hu Tao, and before long their conversation devolves into a pillow fight. Keqing’s stomach hurts from laughing too hard.

“I can’t believe you used to be friends with Ganyu,” Hu Tao murmurs. “I’ve never been so jealous in my life.”

“It hasn’t exactly gotten me places. Unless someone wants to do a tell-all interview with me.”

“You should do one of those,” Hu Tao proclaims. “You’d make so much money.”

“I would lose my job,” she answers matter-of-factly.

Hu Tao deflates. “Oh. Yeah, I didn’t think about that. But seriously, Keqing.”

“Yes?”

“Be careful,” she tells her, voice earnest. “Don’t get hurt, okay? I remember what it was like after she left. When I first met you.”

Keqing chokes on her own breath. “Oh.”

“It was pretty bad,” Hu Tao says placidly, looking thoughtful. “You weren’t sleeping enough. It was like you were trying to destroy yourself—like if you just stopped sleeping altogether things would be better. Everything seemed to be collapsing around you. You looked like you wanted to cry all the time. I couldn’t…” she trails off. “Seeing you like that was hard. I couldn’t do anything for you,” she whispers. “Even though I wanted to, even though I saw that you were in pain, I didn’t know how to help you. I wanted to, but you wouldn’t tell me, and I—” she stops. “Sometimes I still think about it and wish I had done more.”

Keqing feels the sting of the words like a blade slipped between her ribs. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to apologize!” Hu Tao says promptly. “What I’m saying is…look after yourself. It’s your job, but your feelings are important too. And if being around her hurts too much, it’s your right to step away. You know that?”

Keqing’s throat is thick. “I know. I don’t want to worry you,” she mutters. “I’m fine. We’re doing fine.”

Hu Tao exhales. “I’m sure you are. But you have to tell me when—if something goes wrong.”

“I will,” she promises, knowing it’ll be a hard pledge to live by.

“Hey,” Hu Tao says after a moment, “do you think you could get me a backstage pass after the concert?”

Keqing knees her in the stomach. Hu Tao just cackles in joy.

★

So things have been ironed out with Hu Tao, as much as they can be. Keqing is free to focus on Thursday’s concert. Finally, she can breathe.

She wakes up early the next day, right when the first shy brushes of sunrise begin to steal over the living room and slips out the door, careful not to wake Hu Tao. She catches a taxi back to the stadium and finds Zhongli in the fifth row from the front, staring vacantly at his empty thermos of coffee.

“Morning,” she says, sitting next to him—mostly to be polite, but also to snap him out of whatever daze he’s in.

Zhongli looks up slowly. “Good morning.” His voice is gravelly. We still have…” he cranes his neck toward the stage. “Thirty minutes or so before your presence is needed. You can get coffee, eat breakfast, anything. I’ll give you my card and we can charge it to the company.” He pats his coat down. “Oh. It seems that I’ve misplaced my wallet.”

Keqing does not say that’s what I expected. But she thinks it. “Don’t worry. I can pay.”

She comes back from the cafe on the street corner with eight cups of coffee balanced in cartons. 

A chorus of thanks floats through the air as she distributes the cups. After giving Zhongli his coffee, she asks, “Where’s Ganyu?”

“I think she’s sleeping. She woke up early today,” he says, “so she needed to rest. She’s in her dressing room.”

“I’ll go check on her.” Juggling two coffee cups in her hands, Keqing takes a sip of her own and sets it down as the caffeine rushes through her veins. Instantly, she feels more awake.

“Thank god for coffee,” she mumbles under her breath, making her way past the stage curtain and down the hallway to Ganyu’s dressing room. She knocks a few times to check if Ganyu is awake.

No response comes, so she steps in.

Ganyu’s cheek is squished up against the dressing room table, her legs spread out across two chairs and her crumpled-up jacket acting as a makeshift pillow. 

Keqing sets down the cup on the side table and approaches her. Carefully, she lifts Ganyu’s head and sets it back down in a more comfortable position.

She combs a gentle hand through her hair. Ganyu makes a faint snuffling sound. Keqing’s heart does not seize up at the noise.

Ganyu blinks her eyes open. “Keqing?” she murmurs. “What time is it?”

“Still early,” Keqing whispers. “Go back to sleep. I brought you coffee.”

Ganyu stretches her arms out. “Coffee,” she says.

A giggle slips from Keqing’s mouth. “Coffee,” she agrees. “Drink it later, okay? You should get some more rest.”

Ganyu closes her eyes. “Did you have a good time last night? With your friend?”

“I did,” Keqing replies, sitting down. It’s clear that Ganyu isn’t going to sleep again without a conversation of some sort, so she goes along with it. “We ate takeout for dinner from our favourite restaurant.” The mundanity of the sentence crushes her. It feels like she shouldn’t be talking about what she had for dinner with someone like Ganyu, who’s—untouchable, not quite like the rest of them.

She hums. “That’s nice.”

“It is.”

Neither of them speaks. Ganyu seems like she’s about to nod off, so Keqing stands up and moves to leave.

“Keqing,” Ganyu says, lips soft around her name, like she doesn’t want to say it too loud just in case it breaks the veil of calm.

Keqing pauses with her hand on the doorknob. “Ganyu.”

“Stay,” she mumbles. “Please.”

“What?”

“Stay,” Ganyu repeats. “Just for a while. Don’t leave yet, okay?”

Keqing retraces her steps and sits back down. “Okay.”

She doesn’t move, waiting for Ganyu’s breath to even out. And after that, she still stays a little longer, unwilling to leave quite so soon.

It’s only when she remembers Zhongli is waiting for her to return that she casts a last glance at Ganyu, eyes half-closed and chest rising and falling, and slips out the door.

★

The next morning, they’re at the stadium bright and early again, the stage lights so blindingly white that Keqing has to shade her eyes.

Four hours go by of Keqing double-checking all the security measures—the metal detectors and the structural integrity of the barriers placed around the back entrance and the bodyguards stationed on every side of the stage just in case an unruly fan tries to get too close. She’s keyed up with nerves and worry, and she pours it into reviewing every aspect of the security dutifully, again and again, poring over seating arrangements and tracklists and audience numbers; bodyguard shifts and transportation plans after the concert to make sure they haven’t missed anything. 

Ningguang and her wife even show up to inspect the preparations.

Keqing sits in the third row, bent over the performance list for the night alongside a floor plan helpfully provided by Zhongli. She makes a note to ask about how stable the rotating platforms are and keeps reading.

Someone sits down. “Nice to see you, Keqing,” they say, relaxed and easy.

Keqing’s neck snaps up. “Beidou,” she manages to reply, then she spots Ningguang next to her. “And Miss Ningguang. Nice to see you.”

“Likewise,” Ningguang responds, inclining her head.

Beidou grins. “Don’t be so uptight,” she cajoles, and Keqing can’t tell which of them she’s talking to. Maybe both. “Keqing and I are friends,” she adds.

Keqing makes a valiant attempt at a smile.

Ningguang’s mouth is a steady line. “I see that you are working diligently,” she tells Keqing. “I appreciate the effort.”

“No problem,” Keqing responds politely. Her fingers tighten around her pen and suddenly, she notices how much her hand is trembling. It could be from fatigue or stress—probably a mix of the two, seeing as this is her first time sitting down for an extended period of time since five AM, and a migraine is setting in.

Beidou’s gaze sharpens. “Did you sleep well last night?”

“It wasn’t that bad,” she hedges.

“Go to bed as soon as you get home tonight,” she says. “Don’t want you falling asleep on your feet, right?”

Keqing nods in agreement. She tries desperately to hide the shake of her hands as she marks an asterisk next to Xinyan’s solo for a bodyguard rotation. “Sounds good.”

“Do well tonight,” Ningguang says. “This is an important event for the company. Security issues would be awful for our image.”

Keqing hums in agreement, as if the sheer thought of accidentally messing up the entire event doesn’t terrify her to no end. “I’ll do my best.”

Beidou and Ningguang stand up and walk away. Beidou lays a hand on Ningguang’s lower back and Ningguang doesn’t even react. Keqing thinks if she went a foot closer to Ningguang she would probably be incinerated through the power of her glare alone.

Since they first arrived at the stadium, other artists have been floating in and out of Keqing’s line of sight—Yunjin even sends her a smile when they do a run-through of her duet with Ganyu—but they don’t get a chance to properly introduce themselves until two o’clock.

“I’m Keqing,” she says. “Ganyu’s bodyguard.”

One of the boy group members lifts a brow. “Keqing?”

“Uh—yes.”

“Did you know Ganyu in high school?” he asks. His stare is piercing. He looks to be around two or three years younger than Keqing, dyed hair tousled and liner dark around his eyes.

She swallows nervously. “Yes?”

Yunjin cuts in with a laugh. “You’re scaring her,” she reprimands him gently. “At least introduce yourself first.”

He looks down. “Sorry. I’m Xiao.”

Keqing doesn’t know what to say to that. “Nice to meet you. Why did you ask—about Ganyu?”

He runs a hand through his hair. “We were trainees together. We came to the company around the same time,” he adds, “and she used to…talk about you.”

Keqing coughs. “She talked about me?”

“A lot,” Yunjin breaks in, her smile wistful. “It was kind of endearing, actually. When she came—she was only nineteen. Just a kid, really. The first time we met she told us that you were the smartest person she knew and that you were going to university for international relations. She had a photo of you two on her suitcase keychain.”

Keqing presses her lips together. “Oh.”

Xiao’s face is impassive as he says, “How did you get into this line of work?”

“I didn’t really—I didn’t keep up at all with what she was doing after high school,” Keqing confesses. “She didn’t give me any way to contact her, so I sort of…moved on. And then I got this assignment.”

Yunjin claps her hands. “That’s wonderful,” she responds, and she seems to mean it. “Ganyu’s been a lot happier these days. I think she likes having a friend.”

Xiao nods. “It’s good for her.”

Keqing tucks the file folder she’s been carrying under her arm. “I didn’t know she still remembered me. From before.”

“I don’t think she ever forgot you,” Xiao answers quietly. “You should be lucky that she treasures your friendship so much.”

Keqing tightens her grip on the folder. “Thank you.”

Yunjin catches her eye and clarifies, “Xiao cares about Ganyu a lot. They started training together and they helped each other through a few rough patches. He seems kind of scary, but he’s a good person. So,” she prompts, “how did you come to be her bodyguard?”

Keqing rubs the back of her neck, chagrined. “I didn’t keep up with what she was doing after graduating. At all. I wasn’t—” she hesitates. “I wasn’t really into the idol scene. So it was kind of a shock, you know, getting the assignment and finding out she was a world-famous celebrity.”

Yunjin laughs. “I can imagine. For what it’s worth, I think you’re great at your job. You clearly care a lot about Ganyu,” she says, “and we all appreciate your hard work.”

Keqing’s cheeks stain red. “It’s not a big deal.”

“You’ve been causing a stir in the media yourself recently,” Yunjin adds conspiratorially. She pulls out her phone and taps the Weibo app to look at the top trending tags. Between the announcement of two c-drama actors falling in love on set and a famous ex-boy group member joining the mentor team for a dancing survival show, there’s a tag about Ganyu’s bodyguard at the airport last week.

She coughs. “What?”

“A lot of fans are taken with you,” Yunjin answers. She taps on the tag, and it’s inundated with airport photos of Keqing walking at the airport—Ganyu’s hand on her arm, Keqing’s eyes scanning the area carefully above her mask, purple hair peeking out from under her baseball cap. Someone has drawn hearts around Keqing’s face. “Give it a few days and you might even get your own supertopic.”

Keqing feels like her brain is glitching out. “Oh. Um, I didn’t…know about this.”

Yunjin smiles. “It’s difficult to get used to having so many eyes on you. A little bit disconcerting at the beginning. If you’re really uncomfortable with it, I’m sure we can ask the PR team to take it down. They’d understand.” She pauses. “Although we’d also have to get in touch with the people at Bilibili. WeChat for the photos as well. And Douyin, but that one’s a little harder to track down in terms of…”

“Don’t worry about it,” Keqing interrupts. “It’s fine. I don’t want to make any trouble,” she goes on, fiddling with her jacket sleeves. “Besides, as long as none of them learn my real name or—find my friends and family, I can handle it.” 

Her gut swirls at the thought of anyone going after her friends; digging up her old accounts or videos of her in college. None of them are particularly incriminating, but they would be a bad look considering the number of drunk comments Keqing has made on her university forum about how much she misses being in a relationship.

(The dark days after Ruiling left are a bit of a blur. She prefers not to think about it too much.)

Xiao’s gaze is sharp. “It’s been trending for days now.”

Keqing finds it hard to swallow all of a sudden. Days. Days of people speculating about her, wondering about her private life, her name, her face. “No. I can ignore it. It’s not a problem.”

Yunjin shoots her a doubtful look. “You sure? This sort of stuff affects you,” she points out. “I mean, going viral online is hard for anyone, but especially since you aren’t that involved in the industry.”

Her fingers curl into her palm. “I’m sure. Just…don’t worry about it.”

When she finally finds Zhongli, she walks up to him and says numbly, “Did you know I’ve been trending on Weibo for three days?”

He glances up. “Oh. That.”

“Did you know?” she demands.

“I thought it would be best not to burden you with the knowledge,” he answers evenly. “This is not something to worry about.”

“Not something to worry about? You mean the fact that there are videos of me walking through the airport? Like—fancams, Zhongli. I’m not a celebrity. I don’t want to be. You think that isn’t worth worrying about? I mean, I don’t want to turn this into a big deal, but you could have at least told me.” She’s practically hyperventilating at this point, taking in sharp breaths between each word as her voice pitches higher.

“Keqing,” he begins, tone level. “Breathe.” He places a steady hand on her back. “Calm down. Don’t work yourself up.”

She manages to get her breath back under control, but it also means five awkward minutes with Zhongli’s hand on her back as she hiccups. He clearly isn’t well-versed in the reassurance department.

“Okay,” she says. “Okay. I’m calm. When were you going to tell me that I have my own hashtag?”

The thing is, it shouldn’t be as important to her as it is. Hu Tao and Yanfei have both mentioned in passing that she’s cultivated somewhat of a following from showing up next to Ganyu at all events and airport appearances, but knowing the sheer magnitude of it—how many people have seen pictures of her at the departure gate, walking behind Ganyu at award ceremonies, standing by the side of the stage at music festivals while Ganyu performs—is overwhelming.

The closest Keqing has ever come to fame was two years ago, when a stupid video of her and Hu Tao rapping along to a hip-hop artist’s new single—badly, and also while fairly intoxicated—got a few hundred thousand likes on Douyin. One of her acquaintances from college sent it to her, saying lol is this you? It was a good thing the video was posted on Hu Tao’s account and Keqing hadn’t been tagged or promoted in any way. But it still took weeks for her text notifications to stop pouring in from people telling her about the video—as if she didn’t already know.

So that was that. A brief brush with popularity, and nothing more. It’s enough for a lifetime. She can’t imagine how Ganyu does it.

Zhongli lifts his shoulders. “It is not your concern,” he says, “and overall it is a harmless trend. Nothing bad is happening to the company brand as a result, or Ganyu’s public image. But if it bothers you, management may be able to take it down from the app.”

“No. I need to get used to it, that’s all.”

“I suggest blocking Ganyu’s name,” Zhongli offers. “As well as your own. It will stop you from seeing posts about yourself as often.”

Keqing doesn’t mention that before all of this, Ganyu’s name was in her block and mute lists on all sites. Avoiding news of Ganyu is a learned skill. Keqing acquired it years ago.

She rubs her thumb across the back of her phone case. “I’ll do that. Thank you, Zhongli.”

He nods. “Are you prepared for tonight’s concert?”

The honest answer is a lukewarm maybe, but Zhongli probably doesn’t want to hear that, so she tells him, “I think so. We’ve worked hard.”

He hums. “The world tour is coming up after this, in a few months. I hope you feel ready for the security those events will require.”

She rubs her forehead. “I’ll try my best.”

“We have several security advisors. This is not an individual task, so not all of the burden is yours to bear.”

Keqing musters up a grin. “That sounds great.”

“The annual company concert is very striking,” he says out of the blue. “I’m sure you will enjoy it.”

Through the curtains, she looks out at the stage; the spotlights coming down on the platforms and shining through the audience. She can imagine all of those seats filled, only hours from now. “I bet.”

★

(The first and only concert Keqing ever went to was with Ganyu, when she had just turned seventeen. It was a birthday present—tickets to see a singer perform live, one who was fairly old by industry standards because they had the music taste of people twice their age. Ganyu learned how to play every song from his newest album on the piano. Keqing had three of his albums stacked on her bedroom table.

It was exciting, and heady, and overwhelming. Keqing had never gone to a concert, let alone without any adult supervision, so she couldn’t stop herself from giggling as Ganyu pulled her down the pavement and they stood in the queue for hours to get their tickets checked.

The concert itself was fine. Loud, with a lot of screaming fans, but both of them took it in stride. Keqing doesn’t remember much about the concert besides the fact that the singer wore thin-framed circle glasses and a leather jacket for his first song, and the girls sitting close to Ganyu and Keqing had gone ballistic—yelling so loud that the sound would echo in Keqing’s eardrums for days.

What Keqing remembers is slipping out of the arena when the concert was over; both of them exhausted, people pouring onto the streets and the subway stations, adrenaline still buzzing in her veins, the strobe lights still flashing behind her eyelids, and Ganyu turning back to see her. Beautiful, like she always was, irises luminous and smile bright and voice hushed as she asked, “Where do you want to go?”

“Anywhere,” Keqing said. “Anywhere with you,” and she should have known how sappy it would sound but both of them were dizzy on the high of independence, too giddy to think about things like sentimentality. Ganyu just laughed and threaded their fingers together.

“It’s getting late,” she replied, glancing at the clock.

“It is,” Keqing agreed. She followed her gaze. The numbers ticked over to eleven PM, and Keqing opened her mouth to speak but she couldn’t say anything because suddenly she was face to face with Ganyu.

They glanced at each other. Just looking, nothing more. Both steeped in the other’s senses. Eyes skating over their forms. The Shanghai nighttime air smelled like cigarette smoke and sea spray, the scent of fried food carrying over the breeze.

“Do you want to go home?” Ganyu said, and it was obvious what she meant for Keqing to say.

“Not yet.” Then, since she was feeling bold: “It’s my birthday, right? I can stay out late.”

Ganyu’s expression lightened. “Do you trust me?”

“Always.”

“What if I said I knew a place we could go?”

Keqing only hesitated for a fraction of a beat. “Always.”

The ‘place’ in question ended up being a secluded pocket of the city behind the subway station, between a record store and a dragon’s beard vendor.

They bought two containers of candy and Keqing moved to sit down on the bench, but suddenly she heard feet on the metal staircase above her and Ganyu’s face poked out from the railing wrapping around the record store. “Come on!”

Keqing frowned. “Isn’t that against the rules?”

Ganyu laughed. “What rules? I’ve been coming up here for years,” she told Keqing. “If it was illegal I would know by now.”

Ganyu was almost never this bold, uninhibited, daring. Keqing couldn’t help but be swept along for the ride.

She followed her up the stairs. The concrete of the roof was flat and smooth.

Ganyu beckoned her over to sit on the roof. “Sit down.”

Keqing obeyed, pulling open her container and tugging off a tuft of dragon’s beard. “How did you like the concert?” she said through a mouthful of candy threads.

Ganyu twisted her fingers together. “It was great. Really great.”

“Have you ever been to a concert before? It seemed like you knew what you were doing. Which is good,” she went on, “since you’re going to be a singer too.”

She blushed. “I’ve been to a few concerts before.”

“How does this one measure up?”

She caught Keqing’s eye. “Better. Because you were here.”

“Don’t be silly,” Keqing mumbled, looking away.

Ganyu captured her wrist around slender fingers. “I’m not being silly,” she said seriously. “Thank you, Keqing. Thank you for coming.”

“It’s my birthday,” she joked. “It’s not like I could have just not attended.”

Ganyu nodded. “Still. I’m happy you’re here,” she said, eyes gleaming with sincerity. “It means a lot to me.”

“Anyone would jump at the opportunity to go to a concert with you. You’re not lacking in attention.”

Even at school hushed whispers followed Ganyu everywhere she went; people muffling rumours behind their hands about her being signed to an entertainment company but wanting to finish her education first, about her dating a well-known boy group member (which made Keqing’s chest twist in hidden agony), about her co-writing a song on a new girl group’s debut album. 

So many rumours, so many modicums of truth.

Ganyu’s grip loosened around Keqing’s wrist. “I don’t want you to think like that,” she said. “I don’t want other people’s attention. And you don’t have to always talk about yourself that way,” she added. “Like you’re…beneath me, or something. Because you’re not. You aren’t.”

Keqing laughed to hide how exposed that made her feel. Like she’d been seen, hunted, a wound gaping open and bared to the chilling night air. “It’s true, though, so I—”

“Stop,” Ganyu interrupted. “I’m serious, Keqing. You’re…” her voice tapered off into the Shanghai ocean breeze. “You’re incredible, and I don’t like hearing you insult yourself. It’s not worth it.”

Keqing didn’t say she only spoke about herself that way because it was the natural order of life; that she knew her place. That she was exhausted. Tired and sick of trying to measure up to whatever Ganyu’s standards might be, so maybe it was better to lean back and embrace the feeling of inadequacy. 

Keqing didn’t say any of that. Instead, she rested her chin on her knees and looked out at the purpling bruise of the city near midnight, the blackened sky pitched grey and purple from smog.

“What’s on your mind?”

There was a crystal of candy on Ganyu’s bottom lip; Keqing wanted to get rid of it. Wipe it away, maybe, tell her about it, lick it off—kiss her, maybe. 

“Nothing,” she replied, watching the city lights pan over Ganyu’s face like it was some sort of movie and she was the lead character. Her vision felt fuzzy at the edges, dizzy and pitched up.

She laid down, the back of her shirt cold on the concrete; acutely aware of Ganyu mirroring her.

Together, they watched the moon rise until it was so large and full in the sky that they might be able to reach out and find stardust on the tips of their fingers.

They stayed there nearly the whole night. It was six AM when both of them woke up and realized they’d been there for hours. Keqing ran down the street and took the early-morning train home.)

  



4. your memory

Summary for the Chapter:
            Keqing thinks of Ganyu, freshly debuted and only nineteen, still growing into herself and subject to scrutiny under the eyes of millions of people on the Internet. She can’t even imagine.

It’s part of the idol lifestyle, sure. But can you ever really prepare for something like that, even if you know about it in advance? Being watched, waited on, told that you’re the future of music and a one-hit-wonder all at once, that in two years you’ll be washed up? That everything you are and everything you ever will be is only quantified by album sales?

Ganyu tilts her head. “What are you thinking about?”

“Do you ever regret it?” she asks suddenly.
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    The SevenStars company concert isn’t anything like seventeen-year-old Keqing’s birthday experience, but perhaps that’s for the better. It doesn’t remind her of watching the sun rise over Shanghai residential buildings, of cotton candy stuck to the lower lip of Ganyu’s red mouth, the city harbour at nighttime. 

Instead, it’s just a flurry of motion.

The audience is already filtering in seat by seat. The concert begins in thirty minutes, and the SevenStars logo flashes on the big screen. A layer of whispered chatter simmers over the whole stadium.

Keqing heads down the hallway to Ganyu’s dressing room. The door is slightly ajar, and she pushes it open further to peek in.

“Hey. How are you doing?”

Ganyu looks up from where a makeup artist is dabbing glitter carefully on the bow of her lip. “Keqing,” she replies, sounding relieved.

Keqing sits down. “Do you need anything?”

Instead of shaking her head and ruining the eyeliner wing her makeup artist is drawing, Ganyu answers with a muffled, “No.”

Keqing very pointedly does not look at the pale curve of her neck, nor the way her collarbone frames her shoulder. Nope. Both of those are very much off-limits. “Okay,” she tells her. “Then do you want me to…”

“Stay,” Ganyu says quickly. “Chu Hua doesn’t mind. Right?”

The makeup artist—Chu Hua, Keqing mentally corrects herself—nods.

Keqing crosses her legs. “Okay, then.”

Ganyu’s throat bobs as Chu Hua tints her lips light pink. “Keqing,” she blurts out suddenly, “do you remember the concert we went to for your birthday? The one with—”

“I remember,” Keqing responds. She laughs despite the nerves building up like acid in her stomach. “I remember. My mother was so mad at me for disappearing, god.”

Ganyu’s lips curve up. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s not your fault,” she says. “I agreed to go with you. Besides, it was fun. And I—” she coughs to clear the rasp from her throat, suddenly doubting herself in case she comes off too honest. “I liked spending time with you.”

Which is to say: she liked waking up next to Ganyu. She liked running across the street climbing onto the roof and opening her eyes to see the skyline paling purple, Ganyu stretched out only inches away, her mouth soft and sugared with the sweet threads of pulled candy, knowing Ganyu was there if she needed her, that they could bask in the comfort that came with another’s presence.

Which is to say: Keqing can’t remember the last time she ate dragon’s beard candy and didn’t think about Ganyu.

Ganyu closes her eyes. “I liked spending time with you too.” Her voice is low.

Keqing rubs the back of her neck. “How many years have you done this concert?”

“It’s a time-honoured company tradition. Not exactly time-honoured, actually. The first one was four years ago,” she adds. “I think that’s when the company first started marketing themselves as…a family. And that’s when I got closer to the other idols too.”

She nods. Even though it’s part of the territory in the idol industry, Keqing still feels shivers run up her spine at the way Ganyu so easily talks about herself through the language of ‘marketing.’ A product to be sold and commodified, as if they’re selling a fantasy, not just an album. The person, not the performance.

“I was talking to Xiao earlier,” she says. “He’s kind of. Intense.”

Chu Hua spritzes setting spray over Ganyu’s face. “Xiao’s interesting, isn’t he?”

“You could say that.”

Chu Hua grins. “You know, I met him when he was just a little boy. He couldn’t have been more than…what, fifteen? And already so determined,” she says, sighing. “He acts older than his age. He’s—jaded.” She puts away the spray. “Ganyu, I’ll come find you in twenty minutes for last touches. Don’t sweat too much or ruin the makeup, okay? That brow gel is expensive,” she continues. “It would be a shame if I had to wipe it all off and start again.”

“Thank you.” Ganyu turns to Keqing. “You’ve met Xiao? What did you two talk about?”

Keqing racks her brain for strands of the conversation. “He said you were friends when you were in training. And, uh—apparently I have my own hashtag from when we were at the airport last week.”

Ganyu looks ashamed. “I’m sorry you have to go through that. I can ask to get it taken down if it’s bothering you,” she says, reaching for her phone. “It wouldn’t be any trouble.”

Keqing puts her hand on Ganyu’s wrist instinctually, before pulling back like there’s an invisible force field between them. “No. It’s fine. It’ll go away whenever another actor gets into a dating scandal,” she says wryly. “Like someone cheating on their co-star.”

Letting a laugh slip from her mouth, Ganyu elbows her. “Don’t talk like that.”

“It’s true!” she protests. “How do you deal with this? Every day? I mean, it can’t be easy,” Keqing elaborates, “having people talk about you all the time.”

Ganyu absently rubs the thin metal of the bracelet encircling her wrist. “You just have to block it out,” she murmurs. “Not everything they say about you is the truth, right? I try to do what I can for my fans and the people supporting me, and if sometimes that means being exposed to the Internet whenever I open my mouth…” she spreads her arms. “That’s the way it goes.”

Keqing thinks of Ganyu, freshly debuted and only nineteen, still growing into herself and subject to scrutiny under the eyes of millions of people on the Internet. She can’t even imagine. 

It’s part of the idol lifestyle, sure. But can you ever really prepare for something like that, even if you know about it in advance? Being watched, waited on, told that you’re the future of music and a one-hit-wonder all at once, that in two years you’ll be washed up? That everything you are and everything you ever will be is only quantified by album sales?

Ganyu tilts her head. “What are you thinking about?”

“Do you ever regret it?” she asks suddenly. Because she knows in her own mind it was never a question of if but when. Ganyu’s success was nothing but an inevitability, and her fame today is the luckiest iteration. Maybe there was a choice, somewhere in there, but Keqing never got to see it.

“Regret what?”

“Regret becoming famous. Do you ever wish you could have just…been a normal person? Lead a normal life? I…never mind,” she says hastily. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that. I—forgot myself.”

She’s supposed to be a fucking professional, but here she is asking the kind of paparazzi questions Ganyu has probably answered hundreds of times over.

Ganyu bites her lip thoughtfully. “I don’t think so,” she says. “I can still live after all of this is over. Life doesn’t end when you step out of the public eye, it just gets a little more—freeing. But sometimes I think…I might have been happier at times if I wasn’t doing this. There’s a lot I wanted to do when I was younger,” she admits. “And now I’m not sure if I’ll ever get to.”

Keqing’s throat is dry. “Like what?”

Ganyu hums. “Date someone. Settle down. Get a job—a regular one, with regular hours. Spend time with my family. All the typical stuff.”

Keqing’s heart aches for Ganyu. “For what it’s worth,” she says, “I don’t think there’s a time limit on any of that. It’s like you said: life goes on. You can still do all of that when you’re older, if you want to step away. It’s your choice.” She’s fully aware that life advice isn’t in her job description.

When Ganyu looks up, her eyes are luminous. “I appreciate it, Keqing.” She blinks and a tear brims in her eye. “Oh god,” she says. “I promised Chu Hua I wouldn’t mess up my makeup.”

“Here, I’ll help,” Keqing offers. She stands up and hurries to the bathroom, returning with several tissues. 

Ganyu dabs at her eyes. Somehow, the makeup remains untouched, and Keqing breathes out a sigh. 

“I didn’t mean to make you emotional.”

“No, it was really nice,” answers Ganyu, sniffing a little. “Sorry, I’m sure I look awful right now.”

“You look great. We should head out,” she says with a cursory glance at the time. “Fifteen minutes before we start. We don’t want anyone wondering if you’ve disappeared.”

Her phone buzzes in her pocket with a text from Hu Tao: when will you get me my special best friend privileges backstage pass >.<

She rolls her eyes. That’s not happening, she types, and the reply comes back immediately.

Not even a picture? A limited-edition photocard? Along with it is a sticker of a pleading panda.


  What are you even talking about?


Hu Tao’s typing bubble pops up. What’s the point in you being Ganyu’s bodyguard if you won’t use it to snag VIP passes?


  It’s my job. 
  I’ll call you tomorrow. Have fun tonight, don’t eat too much sugar. And don’t try to get me to notice you from the audience, it won’t happen.


She turns off her notifications and puts away her phone.

★

As far as concerts go, Keqing would consider it a success. Only a few people have tried to sneak past the barriers or climb onstage, and they’ve all been banned as soon as a guard noticed what was going on. The only time anyone comes close is fifteen minutes before the opening song when a fan shoves past the guards and into the backstage area.

Keqing doesn’t give herself time to hesitate; she sprints and pulls them back, reaching for the taser hanging from her hip. It can’t do any serious damage, but it’s useful for intimidation purposes.

“Audience members aren’t allowed backstage,” she says politely, but with an undercurrent of warning. She curls her hand into the person’s collar and tugs them up to face her. “Understood?” She strokes her thumb over her holster, a clear sign not to push the boundaries any further.

The girl’s eyes go wide. “Of course,” she stammers. “Sorry—sorry about that.”

Keqing presses her lips together. “I better not see you here again,” she whispers, then releases her hold and watches as the girl scurries back into the standing area, not looking back once.

★

There are easily a thousand people in the stadium, maybe more if Keqing strains her eyes to see up to the nosebleed seats, and the volume is deafening.

She wishes she could put in earplugs to shut out the sound of screams, ping-ponging around her eardrums and causing a dull throb to shoot through her head every time the ping-pong ball hits a wall.

And then there’s Ganyu. She looks perfectly poised. No one would be able to tell that she’d woken up at two in the morning last night to make a cup of tea and paced across the carpet for hours afterward.

Keqing has seen Ganyu perform plenty of times already—both in person and on-screen—but in the pulsing beat and the electric air of the stadium, all of that feels heightened. 

Ganyu’s first solo song goes by, a slow number to kick it all off with a dash of intimacy. She sits on a chair placed at center stage with a guitar and strums it as she sings a stripped-back, acoustic version of Clover Leaves, the song that brought her all the fame in the first place. The only other instruments are piano and drums, which roll in when the chorus hits and fade out as the bridge starts.

Ganyu’s duet with Yunjin is a highlight too, a cover of an old-school pop song that Keqing’s grandmother used to like. It reminds her of balmy afternoons when she was only four or five; sitting on the patio as her grandmother hummed along to the music, voice croaky and gnarled fingers tapping against the armrest. The kind of comfort that settles into her bones and refuses to leave.

The trust Ganyu and Yunjin have in each other is painfully obvious onstage. They turn to face each other in sync, the energy crackling between them electric as they reach the peak of the song and slowly taper off into quieter, more subdued vocal lines.

After that, there are a few boy group numbers where the crowd goes wild. Keqing thinks she might have heard the first song before, piping through the speakers at the subway station, and she nods along to the beat. Xiao is a good dancer, she observes. He never misses a step, always concentrating fully on his next movements but exuding charisma at all times. 

Xinyan comes next. Keqing finds herself tapping her foot to the beat, barely able to resist the pull of the loud rock music and the guitar solo that heralds the end of the song. 

Xinyan and Yunjin do a duet, which is an unexpected combination seeing the disparity between their styles. But Keqing will admit that despite all the misgivings, it’s good. Yunjin’s sailing high notes blend with the pounding drumbeat, weaving in and out of Xinyan’s guitar riffs and harmonizing with Xinyan’s voice in the chorus until the whole crowd is on their feet. Pure adrenaline races through Keqing’s veins when the song winds to a close.

Ganyu is on stage again. She’s featured on a track with a SevenStars music producer, contributing the harmony line while an R&B singer who Keqing never learned the name of takes the melody.

The song is quiet and mellow in the warmest of ways. They never raise their voices. The R&B singer has the hint of a rasp in her tone, soft and comfortable and slightly rough. Listening to her voice intertwine with Ganyu’s is like sinking into a bath of hot water at the end of a long day.

The rest of the concert goes by in a blur. Keqing barely remembers yelling directions or forcing back fans into the approved floor areas, but she knows it must happen at some point. Awareness comes to her in flashes and leaves just as quickly, as if the blinding lights and thrumming beats stop it from staying longer. 

For all the preparation that went into it, the concert itself ends remarkably quickly. Keqing’s feet hurt from standing up for so long and her throat is scratchy.

The last number is a ballad. All of them sing in unison, phone flashlights in the audience bobbing back and forth as the artists step forward one by one during their solo parts. When Ganyu’s face appears on the screen, the entire crowd screams. Keqing wouldn’t spot the minute, subtle shake of her hands if she wasn’t looking for it, because her voice stays steady.

Xinyan comes in. She winks and flashes a peace sign. The response to it is a roar from the audience.

Once the song is over and everyone has finished clapping, the artists begin their closing remarks.

Ganyu lifts the microphone to her mouth to speak and the yells are ear-splitting. Keqing’s hands fly up to clap over her ears, and after five seconds she takes them away tentatively. The volume has quieted, if only slightly.

Ganyu laughs shyly. “Thank you all so much for coming,” she says, a little out of breath. Her face is magnified on the big screen, so huge that Keqing can practically count every freckle on her nose, every shade that makes up the pink flush spreading across her cheeks. “I hope everyone enjoyed the concert today. We all worked hard to prepare for this, and it means a lot that so many of you came to see us. We hope to continue working hard and show you more performances in the future. Thank you again!”

Yunjin steps forward, takes the microphone from her smoothly to continue the speech.

One by one, they give their remarks. It’s another fifteen minutes before the concert truly ends and everyone steps off the stage.

Keqing weaves her way backstage to look for Ganyu. She has to fend off two people with massive cameras who are likely fan site owners trying to sneak through, but eventually she runs into Zhongli.

They find Ganyu sitting in a chair as Chu Hua wipes a makeup remover pad over the sharp line of her jaw.

It’s another two hours before they can go home, and Keqing is practically dead on her feet.

The three of them climb into the van. Zhongli drives them through the quiet streets.

He drops the two of them off at the apartment. Keqing does the preliminary security check of all the windows and doors for intruders, makes sure to draw the curtains, and heads to the kitchen to make tea.

“Chrysanthemum?” she asks, the shelf of tea bags and flower petals pulled out.

Ganyu nods. A baseball cap is still tucked over her hair and her face is pale.

“Go shower. I’ll make tea and have it ready when you’re finished.”

She comes out with her hair damp, t-shirt loose around the shoulders. It’s been stretched in the wash and softened by detergent until it cuts off around Ganyu’s upper thighs, the short sleeves nearly reaching the elbows. 

Keqing has the urge to wrap her arms around her waist and hug her. Instead, she pours the tea into two mugs.

“You were great today,” she says. The heady, sweet scent of chrysanthemum curls through the air.

Ganyu smiles. “It was a lot of fun. I forgot what it was like, performing with other people.”

“You don’t do that often?”

“Almost never,” Ganyu says. “And even more rarely with my friends. We cross paths a lot, but I always miss seeing them. Speaking to them.” She laughs, helpless and bitter. “There’s never enough time to say what I want to.”

She doesn’t sound resentful—just sad. Like she’s been alone for so long that she’s forgotten how to function without the sting of loneliness accompanying her, yearning written into every movement, every melody, every sleepless night spent with no one by her side.

Yunjin had told her about this: said that Ganyu didn’t have many friends and she was lucky enough to consider herself one. In their line of work, it’s difficult to find them.

So many people who love you and only a few who know you. 

Even back then, Ganyu held this degree of separation from everyone else, or at least from Keqing; slightly distant, her gaze fixed on a different star system completely while everyone else was rooted on Earth.

It’s the type of detachment that followed her into adulthood and has been amplified by the touch-and-go nature of what she does, because now that she’s someone to everyone, that mostly just makes her—no one. To anyone.

Keqing rests her chin on her hand. “I’m sorry,” she says. 

Ganyu twists a lock of hair around her finger. “For what?”

“I should have been there for you. I’m sorry for not reaching out, after…you went away. I could have done so much more.” Her voice breaks.

“That wasn’t your fault.”

“Still,” she counters, “I didn’t even try to look for you. I gave up. I thought you didn’t want to see me anyway, so there was no point in reaching out.” 

“You had your own life. I wasn’t going to take that away from you,” Ganyu murmurs. “And I got through it, so does it really matter?”

Keqing licks her lips out of habit. They’re dry and chapped; she can taste the iron tang of blood on her tongue, but she ignores it. “Doesn’t your happiness matter?”

There’s no response.

She nurses her cup of tea until it’s almost empty, the kitchen filled with the fragrance of chrysanthemum. 

Ming stretches and wakes up from her basket in the corner of the room, feet pattering against the wood floor. Keqing picks her up, places her in her lap.

“I saw you,” Ganyu murmurs. “Chasing that fan off when they tried to sneak backstage.”

Keqing feels like a bucket of ice water has been dumped down her back. “You—saw?”

She nods. “You’re good at what you do,” she says wryly. “I didn’t expect you to…pull that kind of weight. You looked like you might have harmed them if they went any further.”

Swallowing, Keqing licks her lips. When she speaks, everything feels spacey and faraway, like she’s hearing her voice bouncing off the sides of a massive fishbowl. “Yeah, well. It’s part of the job.”

“I didn’t know you could do that.”

“I don’t want to,” says Keqing. “Sometimes it’s necessary. But I—don’t enjoy doing it. If that’s what you were worried about.”

“No,” Ganyu replies softly. “I think I’m still just…coming to terms. It’s hard to think of you as anyone other than who you used to be. But I’m getting better. I’m trying not to push all my old expectations onto the person you are now. I’m trying.”

Keqing clenches and unclenches her fists. Her hands feel awfully empty. “I’m trying too,” she says back, just as quiet. 

They can’t do anything except try.

The silence hangs in the air like a veil of dusk. Keqing doesn’t have anything left to say, so she says nothing.

“You asked if I regretted this,” Ganyu tells her abruptly. “I had an answer. But it didn’t feel like the right time to say it.”

Keqing strokes Ming. “Is it the right time now?”

She scrapes at a flap of loose skin on her knuckle. “I think so.” She sips thoughtfully on her mug. “I’m not sure if I regret it. I think in order to regret something, you have to know the alternative first.”

“Meaning…”

“Meaning this is the only way I know how to live,” Ganyu says, mouth twisting into a bittersweet smile. “Maybe I would have chosen another path, but…I didn’t know what the other paths even were. I auditioned when I was fifteen and since then all of it has just been—this. I didn’t get the chance to try out another job, to go to college, to really live off my own money. I’m not saying my life has been hard,” she adds quickly, “because it hasn’t. Not at all. I just wonder—I wonder what might have happened.”

“You can’t leave? Retire and find another job?”

Ganyu picks at her nails. “I still love it,” she admits. “I still love performing and I love writing songs and I love singing. I don’t even think there’s anything else I could do, if I wanted. How many people would hire me for a job? I’m twenty-five. My work experience is zero. And it’s hard to walk away from this.”

This. The fame and the spotlight and the variety show castings, national tours and album recordings and trending online every day for months at a time. It’s hard to leave and harder to stay gone when your whole life has been spent as an object of idolization for millions of people across the country. 

Look at me, Ganyu, Keqing thinks, an ache swelling in her chest like a bleeding wound. How much have you thought about this? How many nights curled up on the airplane, the tour bus, the luxury hotel bed, alone in dead-quiet rooms across the country—thinking?

“I’m stuck,” Ganyu says into the midnight quiet, huffing out a laugh. “It’s all dead ends. I want to step away, but I want to stay even more.” She pushes her mug to the side, forgotten. “It’s a nice problem to have. Too many choices, right?”

She lays her hand over Ganyu’s tentatively, tracing the delicate curve of Ganyu’s forefinger and thumb. “Does this…do you consider it often?”

“Not a lot,” she says. “I’m too busy to imagine it, usually.” Too busy to even think about what she wants. It has to be more painful than Ganyu makes it out to be. “But sometimes I get asked in interviews what I think I’ll be doing after I retire, or what job I would have if I never did this in the first place. And I think about it the most, then.” 

Each sentence is wrenched out of her mouth like it physically hurts to say. Piece by piece, word by word. Keqing just listens. 

“Has it been happening for a long time?”

“Only a year or two. Not at the beginning, for sure. I was so excited back then.” She sounds pained. “I’d been training for so little time, and then Clover Leaves became a hit—right off the bat and it was like…like I’d struck gold. I didn’t dare think about anything else just in case I jinxed it.” She sniffs a little and her voice comes out soft. “Do you ever feel like that? Like if you focus too hard, all your work will slip away?”

You try to hold on and you’re left with nothing but emptiness. You try to stumble forward blindly and you’re pulled back to where you started. You try to escape the toxicity of fame, but it’s already living inside your bones and spreading through your bloodstream.

You try to make her stay and you don’t even know when she’s already left.

You fall in the water just to feel yourself come up for air; just to know your lungs exist, just to remember the taste of oxygen.

You try and you try, and you still get it wrong.

Keqing’s grip on the mug tightens. With her other hand, she rubs soft circles around Ganyu’s knuckles. “I know the feeling.”

“The entire first year I thought I would lose it at any moment,” Ganyu mumbles. “I was so scared that I might wake up and find everything gone. Obviously that hasn’t happened. But it still could.”

You press the trigger—aim, shoot, fire—and the kickback hits you like a bullet all its own. You prepare for the fall but you forget about the recovery. 

“We’re all looking out for you,” Keqing says quietly. “I know it’s difficult, and there are things you have to deal with on your own, but you’re not alone. There are people in your corner.”

Ganyu looks at her and laces their fingers together, soft and slender. “You know, when I first saw you again—it didn’t totally register. It was like a shock to the system, kind of.”

Keqing waits for her to explain.

“I knew in my mind that you’d grown up and moved on, but somehow I expected you to just…be the same Keqing I used to know,” she says, tracing the lip of the mug. “And then you weren’t, and it took a little bit of adjusting. This sounds stupid. I’m sorry.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Keqing responds immediately. “Keep going.” 

“I didn’t realize how much you had changed,” she whispers. “I left, but somehow I expected you to be there, the same when I came back.” She laughs wetly. “I guess I just didn’t consider that the world moves on without me. That you moved on.”

“I haven’t changed that much.”

Shifting to face her, Ganyu lifts their entwined fingers, and the way her eyes glimmer, like burning quicksilver, makes Keqing’s throat close up. “Maybe you don’t recognize it, but you have. You’ve grown into yourself.”

“I had friends helping me. I didn’t do it by myself.”

“I wish I had been there to see it.”

The confession hangs in the air. Both of them are vulnerable and unarmed; no walls up, no holds barred. Just the witching-hour mist and chrysanthemum-scented steam floating in the space between them and Ganyu looking at Keqing like—like that. Smile sweet, gaze sleepy, altogether too much for Keqing to handle.

“Leaving was better for you,” she says eventually. “For both of us. I think I needed to learn how to live on my own, you know? And I couldn’t just—fuck. I couldn’t tether you down like that when you had your whole life planned. I couldn’t be the one to stop you from reaching your dream.”

Ganyu squeezes her eyes shut. “I was never tethered to you,” she says. “I just wanted to be with you out of my own free will. Not an obligation.”

The clock is ticking past three in the morning. Ganyu’s wet hair drips down onto the kitchen tile but Keqing doesn’t have the heart to ask her to get a towel and clean it up. Rays of moonlight trickle through the gap in the curtains and onto the heart-shaped bow of Ganyu’s lips. Her cheeks are slightly shiny with the tear track residue.

They sit at the kitchen counter with empty mugs of tea. The dishwasher whirrs and the rinse cycle begins. Keqing counts thirty minutes going by, each blink of the red numbers lulling her into a sleepy state.

“You should rest,” she suggests finally. She stands up and heads to her bedroom. “Good night, Ganyu. Sleep well.”

“Wait.”

She pauses and turns around. “Yes?”

“Can I sleep in your room?” Ganyu mumbles, not meeting Keqing’s eye. “I just…I feel safer that way, and I don’t want to make you uncomfortable but it—”

“Of course you can. I’m not uncomfortable with it.” With you. 

They get ready to sleep, and Keqing slips into bed. “Night. See you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow.”

She closes her eyes and rolls over so her back faces Ganyu. She’s acutely aware of Ganyu’s warmth on the other side of the bed, of the point where their knees press together, of her racing heartbeat and her red cheeks.

It takes her pulse a long time to go back to normal, and even longer for her to fall asleep.

★

The next morning she crawls out of bed at six o’clock, careful not to wake Ganyu. 

She watches as Ganyu’s hair cascades across her pillow, face youthful in sleep. Her lashes flutter.

Keqing looks away. She steps out of the room, picks up her keys from the hook next to the door, and walks until she’s out of the building and on the street below. Only then does she feel safe tapping Hu Tao’s contact on her phone.

The phone rings six times before Hu Tao picks up.

“Keqing? What’s going on?”

“Is it wrong to have a crush on the celebrity you’re guarding?” she says before Hu Tao says anything else.

“Um. What?”

“Just tell me,” Keqing presses, feeling desperate. “I should step down, right? I can help Yanfei screen other candidates, I just…fuck. I don’t think I can do this. I don’t think I should anymore.”

Hu Tao laughs. “Oh my god,” she gasps. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

“I’m not kidding,” Keqing snaps. “This is really bad. Hu Tao, I need—you have to help me. I could lose my job for this. Can you just take me seriously for once?”

“You’re not going to lose your job,” Hu Tao says breezily. “It isn’t a crime to have a crush on an idol, especially not Ganyu. I’d be more surprised if you didn’t have a crush on her.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“Are you planning to do anything about it? Confess to her? Act on it?”

Keqing’s face scrunches up. “Of course not.”

“Then I don’t think you have anything to worry about. You aren’t crossing any boundaries. Besides, Ganyu is probably used to everyone having crushes on her.”

Keqing flounders. “But isn’t it, like…a moral conflict of some kind? It would make me feel like shit. I already feel like shit,” she amends. 

“Okay,” Hu Tao says. “I don’t think it’s wrong of you to stay on. If you want to step down, that’s your choice. But you don’t need to. I’m sure you wouldn’t do anything to…violate Ganyu’s trust or whatever. It’s not a big deal.”

“It feels like a big deal to me!”

“You don’t need to freak out about it, Qing-qing,” Hu Tao tells her soothingly. “This isn’t the end of the world.” She hesitates. Keqing thinks she’s finally about to achieve a few moments of inner peace, but then Hu Tao has to go open her mouth again and ruin it. “This is a ridiculous question, but are you sure she doesn’t like you back?”

Keqing chokes on her saliva. “Yes. I’m very sure.”

“Has she ever told you? Or made you think that?”

“Well, she’s never made me think she likes me back, so I think that’s enough proof.” Keqing’s voice comes out more sour than she intends. “I don’t even know if she…”

“Is like that,” Hu Tao prompts. “I mean—you don’t know until you ask, right?”

“I couldn’t just ask,” Keqing says. “That would be such a breach of privacy. She might fire me on the spot. And how would I even say it? ‘Sorry to bring this up, and this totally isn’t because I’m kind of in—because I have a crush on you,’” she corrects herself hastily, “‘but do you like girls? Hypothetically? Obviously this has nothing to do with me.’” She groans. “I can’t live like this.”

“You’re being way too dramatic, Keqing.”

“You’re not being dramatic enough!”

“Oh, hush,” Hu Tao replies dismissively. “Don’t bring it up around her. Act normal. You’ll be fine. I’m going back to sleep.”

And with a click, the line goes flat.

Keqing wants to scream. Instead, she shoves her phone into her pocket, the cold morning air nipping her nose, and tips her chin back up to keep walking.

★

Finding out that she—still—likes Ganyu, even after six years, is less of a monumental realization and more of the inevitable catalyst for everything that led up to it.

Because Keqing had known back in high school that the uneasy feeling in her stomach every time she saw Ganyu wasn’t a sickness, and it wasn’t just friendship either, and she’d been patient enough to keep it quiet until they graduated and Ganyu was thousands of miles away, too far for her to reach.

So she forgot. She forgot about the post-concert sunrise, walking to school as the city dawn glittered pale pink above them, sick days and soup bowls and rooftop lunchtimes, about the freckle beneath Ganyu’s lower lip, the translucent scar on her jaw she got from tripping on the sidewalk as a kid.

She forgot but the memories were still there, just waiting to rise to the surface.

But now she isn’t Ganyu, Keqing’s friend. She’s Ganyu, a famous celebrity with millions of followers and billions of music video views, sold-out national tours and drama filmings and variety show appearances every other month. She’s Ganyu, and Keqing is merely a staff member whose job is to make sure she isn’t put in danger.

Keqing has a job to do. She isn’t going to jeopardize that because of residual feelings from when she was eighteen. 

Besides, Ganyu has her whole career left, years more in the music industry or the entertainment side of things. She can do whatever she wants, take whatever opportunities come her way—everything spread out in front of her like a buffet of opportunities for the future. None of which involve romance, let alone with her fucking bodyguard.

Keqing isn’t about to ruin her life.

It’s hard, though. It’s hard when she steps through the door to see Ganyu rubbing her eyes, saying, “Good morning, Keqing,” and is struck with the sudden urge to smooth away the stray hairs falling into her face and kiss her cheek.

She doesn’t do this, obviously. She tosses her keys on the counter and mumbles, “Good morning.” Trying to be casual, trying to pretend everything is fine. The ruse clearly fails.

Ganyu flinches. “If this is about last night—”

“It isn’t,” Keqing replies forcefully. “I just…I have a lot on my mind. It’s nothing to do with you.” If only she were being honest, but frankly that isn’t an option.

The truth is that Ganyu makes her feel like she’s seventeen all over again, racing through the dead streets of Shanghai and watching neon city lights bounce off puddles; knees pressed to chest pressed to heart, the rays of dawn spinning and colliding until they sharpen into a whisper and a smile. Glowing moon irises, one hundred pounds of concentrated starlight, trained directly on Keqing.

The truth is that Ganyu makes her feel like she can’t control the beat of her heart or the way her cheeks go hot. Like maybe, just maybe—Keqing is alright, like she’s good, even, good at what she does and good at being herself. 

Keqing hasn’t felt that way for a long time. Not since Ruiling, at least.

Ganyu makes her feel like maybe she’s done something right.

“If you’re sure,” Ganyu says after a moment. “You can tell me if something’s bothering you. I don’t mind. I can try to help.”

“No. Thank you for the offer, but this is a…personal thing.” 

Because this secret is one that she’ll carry alone, that no one—not Yanfei, not Zhongli, not Ganyu—can find out.

They can’t find out that Ganyu’s hair streams out behind her like a battle flag at concerts and Keqing wonders what it would feel like to run her fingers through it; that her eyes are a deep, vivid violet Keqing could practically drown in if she let herself; that after rehearsals her shirt always sticks to her chest with sweat and it has Keqing thinking thoughts that are…less than savoury; that her singing is like a poison and a balm all at once. 

That her voice settles safe and steady in Keqing’s chest. That Ganyu anchors her to the shore every time Keqing doesn’t think she’ll make it back and pushes her gently out to sea when Keqing needs the waves to lull her to sleep.

For a moment, she imagines telling Ganyu. The weight lifting off her struggling lungs and being able to breathe properly for once, around her, walking forward and reaching for her and—

That’s where it goes blank. She doesn’t let herself imagine anything more, because realistically it would just end with her being fired and let go from her agency. The thought alone is enough to fill her stomach with a pit of bitterness and acidity that eats away at everything else; sits there festering, like an infected sore.

Keqing moves automatically to the kitchen counter and opens the pantry so she won’t have to dwell on the thought. “Coffee?”

★

The next day they’re out of the door at six-thirty in the morning and on the plane by half past seven. 

The flight is scheduled to land in three hours. Ganyu’s variety show will begin shooting not long after she departs the plane. 

It’s some sort of reality TV premise where they put celebrities in increasingly extreme challenges, ranging from river-rafting to bungee-jumping, then have fans vote on who was most successful each week. Filming is nearly two months long, so Keqing readies herself for a patchy sleep schedule in the upcoming weeks.

Etiquette for security on flights is standard. Keqing usually sits one row behind Ganyu so she can scan anyone coming up and down the aisles. Zhongli sits in the row next to Ganyu to answer any questions she might have, and the rest of the bodyguard team fans out in the surrounding seats until there are at least two aisles of distance between any stranger and Ganyu. 

Keqing plops down in the seat behind Ganyu and puts away her bag.

She pulls her cap further down her forehead and scrolls through her phone for any messagesThere’s nothing. It doesn’t stop her from refreshing her inbox every few minutes while the plane gets ready for take-off.

Her phone pings with a text from Ganyu. Is something wrong?

She frowns. No, she types, glancing up to see if Ganyu is looking at her. She notices that her leg has been bouncing up and down in the seat and wills it to stop. Sorry if I was distracting you.

That’s not it. 


  Then what are you talking about?


Ganyu’s head pokes out from the left side of the seat, and suddenly they’re facing each other. Keqing nearly jumps out of her skin.

“You’ve been kind of quiet,” Ganyu says. “I know you said it wasn’t about what happened but then this morning—”

“Just tired,” Keqing answers, brushing it off. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine.”

“You weren’t talking to me yesterday either,” says Ganyu. There’s no accusing tone in her voice. All gentle.

She stares at the blue pattern on the carpet. Her body feels like it’s seizing up suddenly, the muscles cramping to fit into such a tiny space. “Sorry. I didn’t realize.”

Well. She realized, but she didn’t expect Ganyu to. She tried to put distance between them. Ganyu would turn to her to ask about something and Keqing would school her face into an expression of normalcy. She answered when Ganyu began the conversation, but she never started it herself.

Okay, so maybe it was a little more obvious than she’d thought. But it was a simple act of self-preservation. If Keqing wants to keep it professional, she can’t let anything happen.

Ganyu sits further up, knitting supplies balanced carefully on her lap. Keqing didn’t realize knitting was an ongoing hobby after she and Zhongli first roped Ganyu into it. “You can talk to me, you know? We’re friends, not just colleagues.”

“Are we?”

She flinches like Keqing has slapped her across the face. “I don’t understand you, Keqing,” she says softly. “I want to. I really want to. I want to know if you’re feeling hurt about something I did, but I won’t know unless you tell me.”

Keqing’s jaw clenches. “I’ll keep that in mind. We’re going to start flying soon. You should probably put on your seatbelt.”

Ganyu seems to be on the verge of a response, mouth half-open. Keqing almost expects her to spit out a last remark. 

Instead, she turns back around and clips on her seatbelt.

They don’t speak for the rest of the flight. Keqing dozes in fits and starts, but for the most part she’s jittery from the coffee she chugged before they left for the airport, fingers tapping on the armrest as she swipes through word puzzle games on her phone where she’s in competition with Zhongli for who can find the most words in thirty seconds.

He beats her five times in a row before she turns off the phone and decides to move on.

Zhongli shakes her awake as the flight attendant’s voice comes over the intercom to announce their arrival. 

Keqing blinks her eyes open and wipes away the dried spot of drool that’s fallen onto her jacket. She wrinkles her nose. “Ew.”

As they leave the plane and head towards the car waiting for them outside the arrivals area, Keqing still doesn’t speak to Ganyu. She hurriedly walks alongside her and puts up a strict hand when a fan tries to sneak past the security barrier, fending off the large group that’s gathered to wait for their favourite singer.

It’s loud and chaotic and Keqing’s exhausted brain has trouble processing all of the noise. She opens the car door and drops in the seat behind Ganyu, stifling a yawn.

They drive to the hotel where all the staff members are staying, get checked in, and bring Ganyu to the filming site for a pre-show interview. It takes a combined total of two hours. Not once does Keqing speak to Ganyu one-on-one. She hopes she won’t have to.

★

Avoiding Ganyu is difficult. They’ve crossed so many boundaries already, and Keqing begins to realize how many of their interactions have been more than strictly professional. 

It’s bad for her job and bad for her heart. Staying away is harder, but altogether necessary, in case she does something she’ll come to regret.

As long as she compartmentalizes well and relegates her crush on Ganyu to the furthest corners of her mind, it’s smooth sailing. She doesn’t have to think about the hurt looks Ganyu sends her that Keqing ignores. She doesn’t have to think about how badly she’s failed at her job to have a crush on a client, or how Ganyu is already a natural at river-rafting, the best of everyone on the show, but trembles in fear when she has to bungee-jump. 

Keqing doesn’t have to think about what it would be like to hold Ganyu in her arms and comfort her after the fall.

★

“Hey, Hu Tao,” she says, pushing the cupboard closed with her hip. “Can I talk to you?”

Hu Tao hums easily. “What is it?”

“I spoke to Xiao at the concert,” she says, keeping quiet so her voice doesn’t leak through the hotel walls. “He said Ganyu talked about me a lot. After she left, you know, and I just—” she laughs to ease the sting of it— “I don’t know. I just don’t get it. Why would she leave but still bring me up? I wanted to know so badly that she had remembered me,” she whispers. “But now that I know she actually did, I. Fuck. Can I even feel like this? Do I even deserve to?” Her voice cracks and she coughs to cover it up.

Hu Tao makes an understanding sound. “I think it’s okay,” she says soothingly. “It’s okay, Keqing. You can feel betrayed even if you love her, right?”

Keqing feels the word ‘love’ like a blade slipped in her stomach, but she doesn’t dare acknowledge it. “Goddammit,” she mumbles, sharp between her teeth. “I want to. I just want to know why. I just want to know why she abandoned me. The fact that she didn’t stop talking about me hurts more, but there’s so much else that I wish she would tell me. What she did right after she left, and how she came back, and—back then, did she want to find me too? Did she wonder what would happen if we ran into each other again?”

Hu Tao sighs. “Oh, Qing-qing.”

Keqing picks at the skin of her knuckles. “I think I’m gonna go to bed,” she says abruptly, voice rough. She thinks she might collapse under the weight of Hu Tao’s concern. “I’ll talk to you another day, yeah?”

“Yeah,” answers Hu Tao. “Of course. Night, Keqing.”

★

Days all blend together; time passes without Keqing even knowing. The spring rain of late May melts into a balmy June, moisture so thick she can almost stick out her tongue and taste it.

Two weeks into filming, she gets a phone call.

It’s from a hospital in Shanghai. Her mother has been admitted for a broken wrist and a dislocated hip joint after falling down the stairs, and Keqing struggles to breathe as she fiddles with the hotel duvet and listens to the receptionist on the line.

“Local anesthesia will be required to push the hip back into place, but there seems to be no fractures or significant damage to surrounding nerves. She’s very lucky. And her wrist should be fine in two or three months’ time.”

“So what do I have to do?”

“Your mother should be discharged from the hospital within a week,” the receptionist informs her. “We’ll need someone to be her primary caretaker, guiding her physiotherapy and keeping tabs on her injuries for as long as it takes her to get back on her feet. Six weeks at the very least.”

“Got it,” she says, tossing a sweatshirt back in her suitcase. “I’ll be back tomorrow. Thank you so much for letting me know.”

After a phone call with Zhongli, Keqing is on a flight by seven in the evening. Her phone vibrates as soon as the plane starts to taxi, and she turns it on.

Heard you were leaving early, it says from Ganyu. Take care of yourself. I hope your mother is okay. Accompanying it is a sticker of a panda flashing a thumbs-up.

Keqing barely has time to send a quick thanks before her connection cuts out completely.

★

She arrives at the hospital and speaks to the receptionist, who directs her to the room where her mother is staying.

She pushes the door open and feels like she could cry. “Mama,” she breathes, something tight in her chest unspooling. “How do you feel?”

Her mother’s face is pale, but she musters up a grin. “Sort of sleepy,” she says. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

Keqing sits down gently by her side. “You scared me.”

“I should be more careful, I suppose. Who knew it would be a set of stairs that finally took me out of commission? ‘Never broken a bone,’ I said,” she adds wryly, streaks of grey shot through her black hair that splay across the bed sheets. “I’ll have to take that off my list of accomplishments.”

Keqing finally lets herself laugh.

The next week, she feels like she only has time to sit down twice, and even then it’s for less than five minutes. Every moment she’s rushing around, bringing furniture up and down the stairs to make it more accessible for her mother and free up the cluttered space. She calls her mother’s workplace to tell them how long she’ll be out of commission and carries a copy of the doctor’s notes in her pocket at all times.

She helps with physiotherapy exercises and cooks meals, dutifully notes down the progress her mother makes in her hip mobility, sleeps on the couch at her mother’s house that causes her legs to cramp and a crick to appear in her neck.

“Sleep,” her mother tells her eventually, voice stern. “You look like you’ve died and come back to life three times. You need to rest.”

Keqing resists the urge to protest. “Yes, Ma,” she agrees, and then she lies down on the couch and promptly passes out.

The next day, she drags herself off the couch to see her mother sitting in her wheelchair and using her uninjured hand to write a letter.

“What time is it?” she asks, rubbing her eyes.

Her mother smiles. “Oh, you’re up!” she says. “It’s three o’clock.”

“Three? But did you—did you eat breakfast? Or lunch?”

Her mother flaps an unperturbed hand. “I served myself the congee from last night. Don’t worry. I don’t think I irritated anything, but my wrist does feel a little sore.”

Keqing sucks in a breath through her teeth. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. You needed to sleep. That job is running you dry,” her mother says, half-scolding.

She runs a hand through her hair. Her fingers catch on a tangle and she crosses the living room to grab a comb. “Oops?”

“You don’t sound very sorry.”

“I mean, I chose it for a living. I can’t exactly go back now. And it’s not like you ever gave me advice about—” she snaps her mouth shut. “Never mind.”

Her mother sighs. “No. You’re right. I should have been there for you. In high school. When you were studying for the entrance exam, when you first left for university—I should have been there. I missed out on so much.”

Keqing clutches the comb tighter in her hand. “It was part of your job, Ma.”

“It was,” she agrees. “But I could have tried harder not to miss out on…everything.”

They’re silent as Keqing pulls soy milk and leftover youtiao out of the fridge for a belated meal.

“I think you take after me in that regard,” her mother goes on. “Always working so hard. Do you ever take time for yourself?”

Keqing doesn’t reply, which is an answer in and of itself.

“Exactly.” Her mother leans back in the wheelchair. “We still live in the same city, but you haven’t visited in more than a year.” She raises a hand. “I’m not blaming you. Just pointing out that we’re not so different, you and I.”

Keqing breaks the youtiao in half. “Okay.”

“Be kind to yourself, Qing-qing.”

“I’ll try.”

★

Zhongli calls her on Sunday to let her know they’ve found a temporary replacement for her. He asks when she thinks she’ll be able to return to work.

Keqing sits up further on the couch, the armrest digging into the meat of her back as she winces at the sensation. “I think it’ll be a month,” she replies. “I’m really sorry for the inconvenience. I know it’s difficult at this time, with the tour coming up, but you can text or call me at any point with updates. And put me in contact with my replacement in case they have questions.”

Zhongli hums. “Alright. I hope your mother recovers well.”

Ganyu doesn’t text her—not that week, nor the week after. Keqing tries not to feel too cut up about it.

★

“So,” her mother starts, one night while Keqing is carefully spooning the broth from a bowl of pork rib soup into her mouth. “Do you have a partner yet?”

Keqing rolls her eyes. “So subtle, Ma. And no, I don’t. I’m not planning to get one soon either,” she supplies.

“Why not? I’m getting old, Keqing. I won’t get to spend time with my grandkids if you keep putting it off like this.”

“Sorry if having kids isn’t high on my priority list. I’m just not interested right now.”

Her mother lets out a long-suffering sigh and shakes her head when Keqing lifts another spoonful of pork broth. “It was worth a try. I thought I’d ask anyway. You’re married to your work, aren’t you?” she says, the harshness undercut by her fond smile.

“So?” She’s dedicated to her job, and it isn’t necessarily a bad thing, but the way her mother is looking at her with a mix of sadness and pity makes her skin crawl. “What is it?”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“I know you didn’t, but you were thinking something. What?”

“Nothing. You just—as you get older, I see more of myself in you. It’s…nice.”

When she was growing up, Keqing always thought of the differences between her mother and herself as a canyon. They didn’t have much time together and when they did, there was nothing to talk about; no shared interests or hobbies, no knowledge her mother was willing to offer and no advice Keqing wanted from her anyway. A two-way street of equal apathy that used to sting but now just throbs, dull and sore every once in a while.

“And you’re not interested in anyone?” her mother asks. “No one has caught your eye? What happened to that nice boy—the pharmacy one?”

Keqing frowns. “It wasn’t that serious. How did you even hear about it?”

“I asked Hu Tao when she dropped by.”

“What?” she says, incredulous. 

She’s still struggling to wrap her head around the idea of her mother and Hu Tao gossiping behind her back when her mother adds, “Why didn’t you stay together?”

“It wasn’t going to work out,” she says half-heartedly. “He was boring. And he kept trying to make me leave work early.”

“What about that other girl-what was her name again? Ruiling?”

“How do you know about her? Hu Tao?”

“She told me a long time ago.” 

Keqing hopes to god that Hu Tao didn’t tell her about Li Na, because if her mother knew she’d dated a girl with tattoos and a belly button piercing and gone around tagging train cars in neon graffiti with her, she’d never see the light of day again.

“We broke up years ago. We’d kind of…lost the spark.” It’s a poor excuse, but there’s no real way to tell her mother: I dumped her because I had used her to try and move on but it turned out she’d just sent me back to square one without even knowing it.

Her mother makes an understanding sound. “That’s a shame. She seemed like a sweet girl.”

“You never met her.”

“She sounded like a sweet girl,” her mother amends. “Did she make you happy?”

Keqing closes her eyes. It’s hard to wade through the pit of thick tar that she remembers as the few months after Ruiling, the water that submerged her and the ashes filling her lungs, the psychedelic colours at the nightclubs she visited to escape the pounding of her own head, the quiet midnights where she’d sit in the corner of the room and just cry all of it out, shoulders shaking, silent tears dripping over her textbook, clutching onto the tube of mango lip gloss Ruiling gave her like a lifeline. 

And Hu Tao hovering over her. Worrying, asking what was wrong, and Keqing said, “I think I made a mistake,” before Hu Tao wrapped her arms around her and they sat there, heaving with heavy-wracked sobs as Keqing tried to remember what the fucking point of it all was, because it wasn’t like Ganyu was coming back.

But when Keqing thinks back to the time before that, to being with Ruiling—

“Yeah,” she mumbles. “She did. She made me happy.”

“That’s good.” Her mother watches her closely. “That’s the most important part, Keqing. Find someone who makes you happy. And someone who’s nice to your mother,” she adds. 

Keqing places the spoon on the plate with a clink. She resolutely does not think of Ganyu, or how Ganyu might one day come home and visit Keqing’s family for the holidays—how she would smile while helping Keqing’s mother fold soup dumplings, sit on their rickety old couch and listen to family stories like any good daughter-in-law.

She clenches her jaw so hard it nearly creaks.

Her mother watches her closely. “You’re sure there’s no one?”

She pushes her chair back. “I’m sure.” No one she can have, at least.

“If you say so,” her mother says doubtfully. “Now, come help me to bed, will you? My hip is acting up.”

★

Keqing’s old bedroom looks almost the same as it used to. The clothes in the closet are gone and the bed is conspicuously absent, leaving a large empty space in the middle of the room, but the desk is still there. The pictures on the walls, the dent in the door from when Keqing dropped a book on her toe and accidentally slammed her fist against the frame in pain.

It’s been kept well. The dust is minimal and all the drawers are closed neatly.

Her eyes slide around the room. There’s her desk; the countless hours she spent curled over it studying, and her full-length mirror with notes written in Sharpie on the frame so Keqing wouldn’t forget anything when she got ready for school, and—

There’s a bulletin board on one side that’s bare and full of pinpricks, shallow holes in the corkboard showing that there used to be pins there. At one point it was scattered with Polaroids she’d taken, but when Keqing came back after her first year of college she tore them all down and stuffed them in a box far at the back of her closet.

She walks further into the room and pulls the closet door open. The box isn’t there.

She heads down the satire. “Ma?”

Her mother wakes up with a start, head hitting against the hard back of the wheelchair. “What?”

“Do you remember the box at the back of my closet? What happened to it?”

Her mother frowns. “What box?”

“It was a shoebox. There were…pictures inside,” Keqing explains.

“Oh, that box. I was going to throw it away when we got rid of the bed, but I never got around to it. I think it’s in the cabinet next to the slipper rack.”

When she finds the box, the tension in her shoulders relaxes immediately. She tugs the lid off.

Most of the Polaroid pictures are candid moments: there’s one of the sun rising on a vacation to Seoul and another of Ming napping in a warm slice of sunlight. Ocean waves. The Shanghai port when everyone was packing up and going home for the evening.

She brushes one aside and her breath catches.

The two of them sitting in a park, Keqing holding the camera with a shaky hand as she wrapped her other arm tentatively around Ganyu’s shoulders. A bench behind them and trees silhouetting their faces in pixelated Technicolour shadows.

Ganyu is beautiful, because she always is, and Keqing…is smiling.

She doesn’t even remember when it was taken.

She realizes she’s been staring at the photo for far too long when her mother’s voice interrupts her. “Who’s that?”

She jumps. “Ma! Give me some warning next time.”

“Whoops,” her mother says unrepentantly. “Who’s in that picture? She’s a very pretty girl. When was this taken?”

“You don’t recognize your own daughter?”

“Of course I do,” her mother scowls. “I meant the other one.”

“Oh,” says Keqing. “A friend. In high school. We didn’t keep in touch after graduation.”

“It happens,” her mother says reassuringly. “I didn’t stay friends with anyone from high school, you know? Sometimes you’re just not meant to be in their lives anymore.”

Keqing has heard it all before: how two people who used to be so tightly intertwined with each other diverge across different dimensions, like a cell splitting into two. 

It took the better part of six years to learn how to avoid Ganyu entirely, and within less than four months she’s forgotten it all.

She shrugs. “I guess.”

“Were you close?”

It’s not like her mother would know, what with how little she even visited Keqing.

“We were good friends.”

Her mother lays her uninjured hand on her shoulder. “I’m glad,” she says quietly. “I’m glad you had a friend.”

  



5. nothing left to say

Summary for the Chapter:
            Keqing glances out the window. In a crack in the city pavement, a small aster flower peeks through after the day of rain, lifting its petals to the sun in bravery as it glows translucent violet, blooming wide open and bare. Saying hello.
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- haven’t done anything with it yet, but i’m @yuqingterrace if you want to check it out

- this chapter includes descriptions of a stalking incident. if that bothers you, feel free to skip the first half.

- thank you all for the lovely comments ; they’ve been getting me through a rough patch recently :)




    
    (In the weeks leading up to their final exam, Keqing was tired all the time. She was studying until long past three in the morning, then she had to get up at six and start it all over again. Ganyu slept over a few times a week so they could review notes together.

Keqing bombed her practice exam so hard she didn’t sleep for four days afterward.

Ganyu reached out tentatively. “Do you want help?”

Of course she’d say that, because she was Ganyu and her results were fine. Not perfect but fine, and it didn’t matter for her anyway since she wasn’t going to college, just going through the motions of testing for Keqing’s sake.

Keqing rubbed her eyes. She was starting to see double; the two Ganyus in her line of sight trembled and blurred together into one shape she could only half recognize. “I’m fine,” she said through the yawn. “Shut the door on your way out, okay? There are rice crackers in the pantry if you’re hungry.”

She stared at her failed test until the fifty-seven percent at the top turned into a mess of squiggly lines. She wasn’t supposed to be going around getting fifty-sevens.

Ganyu kept walking in and out of the room, placing tea and water and food on Keqing’s desk until the sky turned pale. Finally, when Ganyu had come in to collect the empty teacup, Keqing stood up to try and stretch but ended up hitting her arm on the sharp edge of the desk and promptly collapsing.

“You need to sleep,” Ganyu said firmly.

Fifty-seven percent.

“We have school today.”

“No we don’t,” she countered. “Keqing, it’s Sunday. There’s no school.”

“I thought yesterday was Sunday,” Keqing mumbled, the ceiling a faint shade of yellow above her. When she blinked, there were orange spots that probably shouldn’t have been there. 

“Keqing, I’m worried about you,” Ganyu told her.

“There’s nothing to worry about,” Keqing answered. “Look, can we talk about this later? I’m going to get something to eat.” She fell asleep standing up before she could even make it out the door.

And then on her first day of university, she sat on her dorm room bed, took off her reading glasses, and thought what the hell am I doing here?

She’d worked her whole senior year—her whole life to make it to college, and when she was finally there it felt like a hollow victory. How much of it mattered anymore? 

The only person who’d helped her get there was gone.

Keqing’s stomach groaned with hunger, but she still didn’t know how the dorm microwaves worked and she had no idea where the nearest store that she could feasibly afford food from was, so she didn’t eat anything. Instead, she opened a textbook she’d purchased last week from the supplies list and read until her head felt like there were hundreds of needles stabbing into it all at once, wishing the words would sense. Begging for it to just click into place.)

★

All contact she has with Ganyu is strictly through Zhongli. “She’s doing a toothpaste brand endorsement this morning,” he says, and Keqing hums as she rearranges the living room so her mother’s wheelchair doesn’t get stuck between the couch and the coffee table. “There’s been some suspicion with online posts about her, but we’re keeping an eye on it. Shouldn’t be too dangerous, since we caught the threat early.”

“What’s it like?”

“Run of the mill obsessive posts, mostly, along with regular emails to the company. They seem to have followed us on the flight here. We have everyone guarding the filming site and hotel carefully in case they try to do something.”

Keqing’s heart rate spikes. “Okay,” she manages to get out, “as long as no one lets their guard down.” 

“We won’t. Ganyu sends her well wishes for your mother.”

“Tell her thank you from me,” Keqing says, and then she ends the call. A pinprick of hurt pokes her chest at the thought that Ganyu doesn’t want to tell her personally, but if she’s being honest, Keqing has done the same. Limiting their direct communication is for the best.

★

“You’re distracted,” her mother observes when Keqing misplaces her chopsticks for the third time.

“Thinking about work,” Keqing says—distractedly. A window is open and a draft lifts the hair that’s been plastered to her neck with sweat.

“Do they need you there?”

“Not exactly,” she hedges. “I’m thinking about what I’ll have to do when I get back. That’s all.”

“If you want to return,” her mother says conversationally, “I’m sure I can find someone else to help me out for the next week or two. Or I can do it myself. It shouldn’t be much longer before my wrist is alright, and the wheelchair isn’t so bad.”

“You can only use one arm. You can’t go up the stairs,” Keqing points out. “That’s kind of limiting. And you need me to help with your physio activities,” she continues accusingly. “I’m not leaving early.”

“You’re so stubborn.”

“For trying to take care of you?”

“It sounds worse when you put it like that.”

“Good,” she says, finally finding her chopsticks behind the bowl of leftover White Rabbit candies. “I won’t let you injure yourself just because you can’t follow the doctor’s orders, Ma.”

She picks up a candy and pops it in her mouth, letting the rice-paper wrapping melt on her tongue. Her mother watches her with an odd look.

“What? Is there something on my face?”

“No, but—”

“But…?” she prompts.

Her mother lets out a small chuckle. “Those were your favourite when you were younger. Giving you one was the only way you would stop crying.”

She rests her chin in her hand. “I don’t remember that.”

“You were only six,” her mother tells her. “I would have been surprised if you remembered. Sometimes, now, I—” she stops. “Sometimes I look for similarities between you now and when you were younger.”

“Are there a lot?”

“Less than I’d think,” she admits. “But maybe that’s because I wasn’t there in the middle. For all the time in between.”

Keqing puts her hand on top of her mother’s. “I missed you,” she says into the warm, quiet afternoon wind.

“You too, Keqing.” She squeezes Keqing’s hand. “You grew up well.”

★

It’s six in the morning when Keqing smacks a couch cushion helplessly, trying to locate her buzzing phone. Her eyes are crusted over with sleep dust and she blinks twice.

She finally locates her vibrating phone beneath a cushion, so drowsy that she misses the ‘dial’ button the first three times she attempts to press it.

“Hello?” 

“Keqing? Did I wake you up?”

“No, I—Zhongli? What’s wrong?” she asks, doing her best to inject energy into her voice as her pulse picks up in a panic.

“Well,” he hesitates. There’s silence on the other end of the line. “I don’t want to worry you, but there was a break-in to Ganyu’s hotel room last night.”

Keqing scrambles off the sofa. “What?” 

“It’s the same person we were monitoring online last week. We’re still working to track them down, but with the hotel security cameras and street surveillance it shouldn’t be difficult.”

“Was Ganyu—was she in the room?”

“No,” Zhongli says, and Keqing sighs in relief. “We were lucky. I believe they thought she would be in; it was a late filming night and they broke in around eleven o’clock, when she would normally be in the room. They swiped a keycard from a staff member who was helping Ganyu. Your replacement hadn’t been fully briefed on the threat, which may have amplified the issue.”

“Is Ganyu alright?” Keqing asks next, tamping down the part of her brain that keeps telling her she should have been there to help. To keep a closer eye on the problem, to make sure Ganyu is okay. Anything.

“She’s mostly fine, just a little panicked. She stayed overnight at the shooting location for obvious reasons.”

Keqing nods. “Did they take anything?”

“They took a hotel towel and a jacket. I don’t think Ganyu was very attached to it—I believe the piece was from a photoshoot, but—”

“Still,” Keqing finishes the sentence for him. “They shouldn’t have been able to steal it.”

“Yes.”

In her time as a bodyguard, Keqing has gone through far worse scares. She’s seen people try to kidnap the children of CEOs by disguising their cars, seen celebrities chased down the street by fans—god, she’s heard of full-on murder plots that could come straight from thriller novels. Break-ins are nothing out of the ordinary, but it feels like a massive failure anyway.

She paces back and forth in front of the stove. Her mother snores away in the next room, so she tries to speak quietly. “How many people were part of the operation? Just the one?”

“The surveillance showed that someone drove them away after they left the hotel. So at least two.”

“Two people,” Keqing mutters. “Fuck. I mean—”

“Swearing is not forbidden, Keqing,” Zhongli tells her, sounding slightly amused. “Curse at your own discretion.”

She releases an unexpected laugh. “I appreciate the gesture. Hey,” she says, sobering up, “can you put me in touch with Ganyu? I just want to check in and make sure she’s okay myself.”

“Her filming break today is around one o’clock. I will tell her to call you then.”

“Great. Thank you, Zhongli,” she says, dread laced with excitement in the pit of her stomach at the conversation they’re going to have—it’ll be nice to speak to Ganyu, but difficult when she knows she shouldn’t be doing it.

Professional boundaries.

“Text me with updates,” she continues. “I want to be kept in the loop if anything—anything happens.”

“Of course.”

Then the phone call ends.

She’s keyed up for the rest of the morning, her phone practically surgically adhered to her hand. She doesn’t dare to put it down in case an update comes through or Ganyu calls her.

When she opens Weibo, the fifth trend down on the hot search is about someone stalking Ganyu. Grainy footage of someone running out of the hotel clutching a jacket that makes Keqing’s blood run cold. 

No one has released the hotel address, and the camera quality is so low that it would be impossible to tell from background clues. Keqing sighs in relief that this, at least, has been kept private. Ganyu deserves this much. She hopes it’s enough.

She scrolls through the comments. Most of them are supportive, and she frowns at the unsavoury ones. But despite how rude some of them are, there’s nothing she can do, so she closes Weibo and turns off her phone.

Her mother glances up at her from where she’s seated squarely in front of the television, watching the weather channel. “You’re nervous about something.”

Keqing laughs, pitched unnaturally high and squeaky. “How could you tell?”

She ignores the sarcasm. Making a ‘come here’ flapping motion with her hand, she says, “Sit for a moment.”

Keqing obediently sits on the floor.

“Breathe. In. Out. That’s it.”

Once Keqing’s breathing is under control, her mother lays one hand on the armrest of her wheelchair and says, “Now. What’s troubling you today?”

Keqing wrings her hands out. “A lot.” Now that she’s sat down and stopped rushing around, the stress headache is starting to set in.

“Specifically?”

“There are work complications,” she mumbles. “I don’t know. I should have paid more attention. I should have been there so no one got hurt. And I need to contact Ganyu to make sure she’s not shaken up about it, but I never—I feel like I failed her,” she continues. “I don’t know how I can face her.”

She thinks, belatedly, that maybe she shouldn’t have said Ganyu’s name. But maybe it doesn’t matter either. Her mother is about as knowledgeable on celebrity culture as any sixty-year-old woman who turns off the TV once the commercials flick on and doesn’t know how to use the Bilibili search bar.

Her mother nods understandingly. “Well,” she begins, “I’m sure they know you can’t be in two places at once, Keqing.”

“That doesn’t mean I couldn’t have helped more.”

“It doesn’t,” she agrees. “But I doubt the complications were entirely your fault. You had other things going on. You can’t always keep tabs on everything at the same time. Something has to give.”

Keqing gets the feeling she’s not talking about Ganyu anymore.

Twelve years old and watching her mother walk out the door to the airport. Fourteen and wishing she was there to help when Keqing didn’t understand her homework, sixteen and never seeing her, texting ‘thank you’ on the phone when her mother transferred money to her bank account and never receiving a reply, eighteen and pretending not to see the empty chair at graduation, the missing figure after her college entrance exam, the is your mother going to be here, Keqing? and the sorry, there’s been scheduling issues, maybe next time. Twenty and nothing, twenty-two and—

“Sometimes we need to compromise, and sometimes we regret it. But the choice is necessary. And I don’t think I’m more important than your work,” her mother adds, picking up the remote to switch TV channels. “Far from it. I keep saying you should go back to work if staying away is bothering you. But trying to juggle everything, acting like you’re a failure for not excelling at one of them—that’s natural, Keqing. Not everything is your fault.”

Keqing almost says it. She’s so close, her lips forming around the words you say something had to give, and you chose me. Do you regret it?

But she looks at her mother. The streaks of grey in her hair, the way her hand trembles as she turns off the television, the tight wrinkles around her mouth. The words die in Keqing’s throat.

“Yeah,” she says. She stands up from the carpet and stretches out her legs. “Thank you, Ma.”

“You’re welcome. And if it’s worth anything, I don’t think anyone else blames you.”

That’s probably true. Ganyu will say no one could have stopped it and Zhongli will say it was a team-wide issue, that no single person is at fault, but Keqing knows better.

★

It’s raining by the time one pm rolls around, water spitting against the living room windows and wind howling outside with a vengeance. Keqing looks through the curtains and finds that the pavement is patched with shallow puddles. There’s no one on the street, no vendors or students walking back to school after lunchtime, and the lack of life is unsettling.

Her phone dings with a text while her mother nods off to a game of tennis on the TV. Keqing nearly slams it on the counter in her hurry to see who it is, and when Ganyu’s name shows up she unlocks her phone, hands shaking.


  Are you free to call right now?


Keqing’s heart jumps twice; two small, frantic kicks against her ribcage, like a sparrow aching to break free. Yes. Just call me whenever.

She heads upstairs and pushes open the door to her old bedroom. She sits on the ground, knees curled to her chest. Facing the corkboard where all her old Polaroids used to be. Rain echoes through the drywall.

Ganyu calls her.

Keqing swallows as she picks up. “Hello?”

“Keqing,” Ganyu says, a note of relief in her voice. “How have you been?” It’s like she doesn’t remember the awkward way their last face-to-face conversation went. The flight to Changsha. I don’t understand you. Or maybe she doesn’t care.

“I’m fine,” Keqing answers quickly. “My mother is doing fine. Look—are you okay? Were you hurt at all?”

“I wasn’t hurt,” says Ganyu. “I’m not staying in the hotel anymore, but besides that. No problems. Although people on social media are already talking about it,” she adds wryly, “so I’ll see if we have to make a public statement soon. Or the PR team will.”

For even paragraph-long Weibo posts, the screening required for public statements is intense. After fleshing out the bare bones, it’s run by the security team, publicists, social media managers, and business advisors to make sure nothing in it will make Ganyu’s reputation take a hit. The whole process can take anywhere from two days to three weeks.

“We might get away without one,” Keqing points out. “Since this was more a thing that happened to you, not something you did. But I think you should prepare a statement for interviews anyway.”

“Good point,” Ganyu responds. 

“Hey,” Keqing says, quieter. “Are you sure you’re okay? Like—emotionally? No one will be angry if you want to take a day off just to let yourself relax.” She leans back against the wall and tips her head up. The ceiling paint is pale green; peeling a little at the corners after years of neglect.

She hears Ganyu shift in her seat. There are voices in the background, probably staff members at the filming site. “I think so,” Ganyu replies finally. “It’s kind of jarring, but not…anything too unusual. And they didn’t try to hurt me.”

Keqing’s throat thickens. Not anything too unusual, because Ganyu has lived six years like this. Always watching over her shoulder for the next threat, giving herself up to millions of fans until there’s barely enough to live on, sacrifice after sacrifice leading her here.

Not anything too unusual, meaning usual. Keqing knows this—has known this, ever since she received her folder for the job requirements. She still has trouble breathing through the phantom ache. The burden she has to carry, knowing she played a part in it this time.

“You’ll tell me, right? If it gets to be too much?”

“You never tell me.”

Keqing frowns. “What?”

“I don’t want to turn this on you,” she says quietly. “But I wish you would just open up if you’re struggling. You never tell me when you have trouble. I asked. You wouldn’t say anything. I want to be there for you, Keqing—I want to, so bad. I want to help and I want you to know that you can talk to me.”

“I mean—” she says, a little helplessly. “That’s not really part of my…job. It doesn’t work like that.”

“It’s not about the job, goddammit,” Ganyu snaps. “It’s about being your friend.”

“Oh.”

“Just be honest with me,” she says, pleadingly, her voice more fragile and close to breaking than Keqing has ever heard it. “I want to know if you’re struggling.”

She swallows. “Um. Okay.”

Ganyu seems ashamed of her outburst. “So. Friends.”

“Friends,” Keqing echoes, feeling oddly hollowed out. The rain is getting stronger if anything, pounding on the walls desperately like it wants to be allowed in.

“I need to go,” says Ganyu suddenly. “I’ll talk to you later. Maybe tomorrow. I hope your mother is doing well.”

“She’s alright,” Keqing answers, and before she can say a proper goodbye, Ganyu hangs up.

Keqing stares at the phone until it goes dark, and something deep in the pit of her chest pangs and echoes, ringing on, and on, and on, a heel pressed to her stomach, a weight just this side of uncomfortable, bones wrapped around all the small grievances while they’re still loose enough to reshape.

She curls up and buries her head in her arms and, well—

The rain goes on, and on, and on.

★

The next day, she gets another call. Same time. The humid rain has cleared to make way for sunbursts and blue skies and birdsong, all heralding the beginning of summer.

“I’m sorry,” Ganyu says when Keqing picks up. “I didn’t mean to…I’m doing this wrong. Hold on.”

“Take your time.”

“I’m sorry. Not for saying—what I said, but I didn’t want to hurt you like that, or make you feel bad about yourself. I’m sorry for doing that.”

Keqing shrugs. “I wasn’t exactly giving you much to work with,” she says, stifling a yawn. Sleep was elusive last night, between the constant sound of rain and her own noisy thoughts. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I mean what I said, though. I mean it. I want us to be friends, and I want you to tell me about your problems. I want to talk to you.” Her voice drops. “I told you so much. Can you do this for me?”

Keqing feels her cheeks flush. “I’d like to, but I can’t—I can’t promise anything.”

“That’s fine,” Ganyu replies. “I don’t need a guarantee.”

“I’ll try my best to talk to you.” She doesn’t mention that she’s used to bottling up her emotions until they compress into a tiny sphere of anger and aching, that half of her current problems are because of Ganyu herself, that she can’t say too much for fear of letting something slip.

It’s not exactly lying, just—omitting parts of the truth. Not the worst thing in the world.

Ganyu sighs. “Thank you.”

Keqing laughs despite herself. “When I took on this job, the file said communication was key. I guess I haven’t been doing great at that part.”

“Don’t beat yourself up about it,” Ganyu counters. “We’re all just learning.”

Learning and growing. Changing, shifting, finding. Wishing and wanting.

Keqing glances out the window. In a crack in the city pavement, a small aster flower peeks through after the day of rain, lifting its petals to the sun in bravery as it glows translucent violet, blooming wide open and bare. Saying hello.

★

It turns out a statement on social media isn’t needed. The crazed fan incident blows over quickly, replaced within a week on the trending search by two well-known idols eating mala hotpot together, and then five hashtags in a row about different celebrities’ messages to their fans for Qixi.

So it has all since disappeared from the public consciousness, but Keqing can’t forget it no matter how hard she tries. She lies awake and thinks about what she could have done differently; whether maybe Ganyu would be better off if Keqing stepped down and took a more secondary job, but every time she thinks about the tour coming up and can’t bring herself to mess with the unsteady equilibrium that they have going now.

Shooting wraps up for the idol variety show. It’s slated to air in early January next year, and only two days later Ganyu hits the ground running again, filming the MV for the title track of her next album.

Zhongli sends Keqing a text asking if she wants to come to the company building to check out their new security measures herself.

She thinks of accepting. She clutches her phone for ten minutes, wondering if it’s the right decision to make, but then her mother calls from the kitchen to ask if Keqing can go collect the package at their front door, and she puts it out of her mind.

★

Six weeks after the accident, her mother’s wrist has almost healed completely. They’ve moved all her belongings to the lower floor so she can still access them while on a pair of crutches, and her physiotherapy exercises are written down on a piece of paper stuck to the fridge in case she misplaces the proper list.

Keqing packs up the suitcase she’d brought and pauses, hand poised on the door handle. She doesn’t know what to say. Would it be rude to say nothing at all?

“See you,” she settles on saying, turning around to face her mother, who looks awfully vulnerable like this, balanced on a pair of crutches and leaning against the wall. “Call me if you need anything.” She doesn’t register how wet her eyes are until she blinks.

Her mother stumps forward on the crutches. “I will. Thank you, Keqing.”

“Mama,” she says, voice cracking. She drops her grasp on the handle and walks toward her mother, capturing her in a loose hug.

It’s hard for her mother to reciprocate with crutches supporting her weight, but she makes a valiant effort. “You’ve grown so much,” she whispers into the curve of Keqing’s shoulder. “So well. You’ve done well.”

“Don’t be a stranger,” Keqing tells her mother as she pulls back. She ignores the way her lashes stick to the skin beneath her eyes as she blinks, damp and swollen.

“You too. Take care of yourself, now.”

Keqing steps out the door with a final parting wave, the words still reverberating in her head. She can already feel her mother slipping out of her arms even as she tries to hold on tight; the connection they’ve forged over the past six weeks fading swift and sudden.

She knows she won’t come back to visit anytime soon. Not that she doesn’t want to, just that she knows it won’t happen.

And that’s the thing, isn’t it? Some relationships just dissolve with distance—vanish, as quickly as it took you to build them.

★

Her first day back at work is awkward and tiring. Keqing drops her luggage back off at the apartment and takes a taxi to the company building, where she finds Zhongli and Ganyu in one of the practice rooms looking over the rehearsal schedule for a summer song festival.

She means to slip into the room surreptitiously, but Zhongli sees her in the reflection of the mirror and stands up. “Keqing. Is your mother well?”

“She’s getting better. The doctor said she’s fine to take care of herself from now on.”

Ganyu startles. “Keqing!” she says. “Nice to see you back here. We were almost done.”

“Don’t let me bother you, I’ll just sit here and wait.”

The air is stilted. Keqing can’t tell if she’s imagining it. Ganyu keeps flashing her stiff smiles and Zhongli carries on like he always does, but whether that’s because he’s ignoring the atmosphere or completely oblivious to it all is up to interpretation.

Keqing would rather believe it’s the latter.

In the afternoon, Ganyu heads to the studio to record the title OST for a video game Keqing has never heard of.

“Have you ever played this game?” she asks before Ganyu walks out the door.

“No,” answers Ganyu. “But it looks interesting. And a contract is a contract.”

Zhongli runs her through the measures they’ve taken to increase Ganyu’s protection—beefing up the external team, weekly briefings, thorough background checks on the security state of each hotel they stay at. It’s particularly important now, when the world tour will be kicking off in September and they have barely a month left before it starts.

Here’s how it goes: most of the stops are in Asia, but they’ll be hitting other continents along the way. Tickets for the first concert went live months ago. It’s an opening show in Shanghai, plus a winding trip along the coast to Beijing, Tianjin, and several other cities in the central and eastern parts before they leave the country. Some places they’ll spend two nights, others three or four—but never more before they’re off again. The tour is peppered with televised appearances and interviews between concerts. Keqing doubts that any of them will even have time to breathe.

The first leg is a little more than two months across Asia. A two-week break before they’re off again to Europe. Two weeks again, then it’s North America and South America in a three-week blitz. In Europe there will be a tour bus instead of constant flights, driving from city to city. Back to Asia for a round trip across several countries—Thailand, Vietnam, the Philippines, and more, plus a slight detour to Australia.

That’s not even to mention the number of interviews and magazine spreads Ganyu will be appearing in prior to the tour, all for promotional purposes. A new Givenchy partnership, an endorsement for a popular brand of huangjiu—an Etude House photoshoot and a sponsorship for Colgate that’s recently come in.

It’s a lot. Keqing feels exhausted just looking at the schedule.

It’s slightly over six months all told, and from what Keqing knows, the trip is almost a year in the making. She’s silently grateful that it’s Ganyu’s second tour rather than her first, because that means most of the staff know how this works and it should go off with minimal hitches.

“The next few months will be hard,” Zhongli tells her matter-of-factly. “A lot of travel and not a lot of sleep. Get as much rest in as you can before the tour starts.”

Keqing says, “I will.” She just hopes she won’t fail everyone again.

“This is a collaborative project, yes? You aren’t doing it alone.” 

“Yes,” Keqing agrees.

★

That night, they sit at the breakfast counter nursing mugs of tea. It’s jarring how quickly Ganyu’s apartment came to feel like home. Keqing notices the difference now, after returning to the place she lived for eighteen years; finding that it took some time to adjust to the new rhythm of daily life, but she could still slip on the skin of home. And Ganyu’s apartment feels more like home than Keqing’s old house ever did.

She notices it now.

“How do you feel about the world tour?” she says abruptly.

“How so?”

Keqing considers her words. “Was it fun last time? Are you looking forward to it?”

“I wanted to sleep all the time,” Ganyu tells her.

“Isn’t that normal for you?” Keqing means it as a joke, but it slips out a little more raw than intended.

Ganyu’s knuckles go paler around the handle. “I was so tired,” she says softly. “More tired than I remember being in my life. I got to go to so many cities and countries I’d never visited before, but then again—it was hard to enjoy sightseeing when I could barely keep my eyes open.”

Keqing stays silent.

“So it was terrible sometimes, but when it was good, it was good. I had more fun than I ever had before. Performing in completely new places was…overwhelming. The rush never really goes away,” she admits. “I’m excited.”

Keqing sips on her tea and closes her eyes, listening to the cars driving by outside and the technicolour soundscape of Shanghai in midsummer nights.

“Did you have a favourite time from that tour?” she says. She doesn’t even know if Ganyu is still awake. “A place where you made the best memories?”

There’s no reply, but Keqing didn’t expect one in the first place. As soon as she’s about to stand up and place the mug in the sink, lead Ganyu to bed just for her to wake up in a few hours’ time, she speaks.

“I saw the sunset in Luoyang,” she mumbles sleepily. “There were peonies in the garden. We should go there again. It was pretty.”

“Hm?”

She repeats, “It was pretty. Like feeling the heartbeat of the world. Like the sky was on fire,” she adds, her words slurring with drowsiness. “Most times I don’t get a chance to see it. Too busy to watch.” Then, after a moment: “Too tired to care.”

“Luoyang sounds nice. You want to go there again?”

“With you,” Ganyu says. “I want to see it with you.”

Maybe it will happen this time. The Luoyang metropolis, rivers winding through the city and warm light flooding calm waters, peonies, dove trees, cypresses and ferns. The sky on fire, flames licking at a bluebell horizon. The sun a blazing stitch. Ganyu and Keqing—figuring all of it out, step by step.

★

This tour has been in the works for a long time, and Keqing gets to see that work firsthand when Zhongli emails her three files—one with hotel bookings and plane tickets, another with stadium capacity and distance from where they’re staying, plus another sub-file that involves the transportation of stage and sound equipment, clothes, props, and instruments, and a final file with the list of staff members who will be coming to each stop, including backup vocalists and dancers.

Keqing doesn’t even make it to the ‘finance’ section of the first file before her eyes start to feel sore.

She sits forward. “This is a lot of work. Did you do this yourself?”

“No,” Zhongli says immediately. “I coordinated the staff lists, but not much else. I know nothing about the finances part—you know that I lack some…knowledge in the budgeting area. And tact.”

That’s a nice way to put it. Keqing tries to mask her laugh, but Ganyu makes eye contact with her and it bursts out all in one breath. “Sorry,” she says when the giggles subside. “Thank you for sending me the files.”

Zhongli waves a hand and switches on the van’s turn signal. “This is standard protocol. Read the flight schedule carefully,” he says. “You do not want to double-book yourself for other activities or under-pack.”

“Got it,” Keqing replies. She thinks about Luoyang, and sunrises, and flights to everywhere. The promise settles into her chest like a cooling salve; something off-balance rights itself in that moment.

A smile stretches across her face.

★

She gets on a video call with Hu Tao to update her on how her mother has been healing since the accident. Two months have gone by since they talked properly face-to-face, and guilt presses in heavy and clammy against Keqing’s skin as she waits for the call to connect. 

She knows the lack of contact is her fault. Hu Tao sends her regular text messages that Keqing always responds to a day too late. I haven’t seen you in a while, followed by how’s the job going? then a grinning ghost sticker, and then nothing. Keqing picks up her phone the next day and sends off sorry I missed you, the job is fine, and when are you free?

It isn’t nearly enough. By the time Hu Tao responds, Keqing is already up and off.

Hu Tao’s face appears on her screen. The poor camera quality can’t hide the impish look in her eye as she sing-songs, “What have you been up to? We haven’t talked in ages.”

“We haven’t,” Keqing agrees. Ming pads into the living room and curls up on the couch, beneath her hand, so Keqing strokes the cat a few times. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, it’s no big deal,” Hu Tao waves it away. “Is your mother okay?”

“Good,” Keqing replies, thinking back to the last message her mother sent her. “She says she wishes she could walk around without crutches, but she’ll be ready in a few weeks. And she’s starting to write with her right hand again.”

Hu Tao clicks her tongue. “I’ll go visit her this week,” she offers. “Check up in person. Doctor Hu Tao to the rescue!”

Keqing snorts. “If you say so.”

“I do say so,” Hu Tao responds. “Anything new with your job? Big projects coming up? Surprises? I heard about the incident,” she says. She lowers her voice as if someone might hear, despite Keqing knowing full well she lives alone and would have mentioned if there was someone staying over. “You weren’t there, right?”

Keqing nods. It’s still a sore spot, her absence at the moment when Ganyu needed her most.

“Was anyone hurt?”

“No,” Keqing answers. “Thank god.” The guilt in her gut loosens as she talks to Hu Tao longer. “I mean, I think it caught everyone off guard, but no one has been physically harmed.”

Hu Tao hums and puffs her cheeks out. “No other updates? Nothing happening?”

Keqing squints. “Why are you so interested?”

“Because your job is interesting,” Hu Tao whines, “and my life is boring. I want to live vicariously through you.”

“It’s not that interesting,” Keqing sighs. She rubs her forehead with a hand.

“It’s better than mine.”

“You got a new job? What is it?”

“I’m in charge of tallying inventory and storage at a convenience store,” Hu Tao announces proudly. “It’s fun, and I get to take snacks home at the end of the day, but it isn’t interesting. Not like yours.”

Now there seems to be genuine melancholy in Hu Tao’s tone, so Keqing hastens to tell her, “Ganyu’s world tour is coming up. Is that exciting enough?”

“Oh my god. I forgot. Oh my god. I forgot about that. Qing-qing, I don’t even think I can get tickets anymore,” she wails. Her voice crackles through the phone speakers. “I bet the Shanghai concert is sold out already. Should I just fly somewhere else?” 

Keqing shrugs. “Do whatever you want. I’m sure you can still get tickets for Shanghai, though,” she replies, trying to sound reassuring. She has no idea how ticket sales work, but the concert is still a while away. It shouldn’t be that hard.

“I doubt it,” Hu Tao says morosely. She makes a face through the screen. “Whatever. I’ll figure it out.” A crafty look overtakes her. “Say, you wouldn’t be able to snag me a—”

“Nope.” She shuts Hu Tao down as soon as the words leave her mouth. “I can’t get you tickets. That isn’t an employment benefit.”

Hu Tao sticks out her tongue. “You’re no fun.”

“It’s my job,” Keqing says sharply. “It’s not meant to be fun.” Ming meows and rolls over so Keqing can scratch her belly. 

Hu Tao looks offended for a moment, but the expression passes and she’s all smiles. “How do you feel about the tour?”

“Well, I guess it’s—”

A door in the hallway creaks open. Keqing stops.

Ganyu walks out of her bedroom, blinking slowly as her eyes adjust to the dim lamplight. “Keqing? Are you talking to someone?”

Fuck, Keqing curses herself internally. “Sorry for waking you up, I’m on a phone call with my friend, I didn’t mean to—”

Hu Tao nearly shrieks. Keqing has to hold the phone as far away from her as possible so it doesn’t blast her eardrums out. “Keqing!” she whispers loudly. “Don’t tell me that’s who I think it is!”

Ganyu looks mildly interested. She sits down on the couch and Keqing needs to focus to stop her mind from melting at the skin contact. “Who’s this?”

“Just a friend,” Keqing grits out, spitting the words out between her teeth. “Here, give me a second and I’ll hang up—”

“Don’t hang up!” Hu Tao shouts, craning her neck as if she can see Ganyu’s full face in the camera if she tries hard enough. Keqing almost jumps out of her seat, and Ming makes a discomfited mrow noise, hackles raising. 

“Can you be normal for one second?” hisses Keqing. “Don’t scare her.”

Ganyu sits further forward. Keqing tilts the phone towards her so she can see Hu Tao, whose face is contorted into something that’s supposed to be a grin but looks more like it’s pulling her mouth as far as it can in either direction. Keqing shudders. The expression is more than a little terrifying.

“I don’t mind,” Ganyu says with a small smile, voice gentle and thick with sleep. “You’re Keqing’s friend?”

Hu Tao nods so energetically Keqing thinks her neck might snap. “Yep. That’s me!” she babbles. Her face is fixed in the same unnerving not-quite grin. “Oh my god. This is crazy. I’m actually a huge fan of yours. I’m obsessed with your music. I was just asking Keqing about tickets for the Shanghai stop of your next tour. Right, Keqing?”

“Right,” Keqing says tightly.

Ganyu laughs. “Really.”

Hu Tao’s cheeks blush red. “Really!” she says—squeals, more like. Keqing can’t remember ever seeing Hu Tao so discomposed.

“That’s nice of you,” Ganyu tells her softly. “I’m glad you enjoy my music. Thank you so much for your support.”

Hu Tao looks like she’s about to combust. “I would love to ask you a few questions if you’re free?”

“Nope,” Keqing interrupts, protective instincts kicking in. Ganyu is too patient to deal with a whirlwind like Hu Tao. “Nope, this isn’t happening. Ganyu needs to sleep,” she says pointedly, glaring at Hu Tao. “She should get as much rest as she can. Photoshoot tomorrow. Remember?”

Ganyu’s lips tug up. “I remember.”

Hu Tao pouts. “But I have so much I want to say!”

“How about this,” she begins, and Keqing’s stomach drops like a stone in it has hit bottom. “We’ll find some free time this week to sit down and talk. Keqing will sort out the location and you can ask me any questions you have.”

Hu Tao’s mouth drops open. “Holy shit,” she says, completely starstruck. “I—okay! That sounds great. Qing-qing will figure it out.”

“Qing-qing will,” Ganyu agrees, a faint smile painting her pink-tinted mouth. “See you, Hu Tao. It was nice meeting you.”

Keqing presses ‘end call’ and turns her head to glance at Ganyu. “What was that about?”

Ganyu shrugs. “She seems like a nice girl.”

“I mean, she is, but—you don’t make a habit of that, right? Asking fans to meet up?”

“Definitely not. She just…seemed so eager. And I…” Ganyu hesitates. “Is it bad to say I wanted to meet one of your friends?”

Keqing narrows her eyes. “What?”

“I thought it might be…nice,” Ganyu says, shrinking a little. “Six years. I wasn’t there to see you through any of it.”

“So?”

“So I’d like to find out from someone who was,” Ganyu presses.

“It’s not your business,” Keqing replies quietly. “You were the one who left first. You could have been there, if you really wanted to.”

Ganyu’s face falls. She’s beautiful, even like this—the slope of her nose proud and graceful, lanterned by the living room lamps, eyes betraying a watery sadness. Still, she doesn’t deny it. “I know,” she mumbles. “It isn’t my right to have that. But I’d like to try anyway. If you’d like to share.”

Keqing’s resolve cracks so easily. It always has when it comes to Ganyu. “Fine,” she says, flicking a hand. She doesn’t let it show on her face, the way her heartstrings tug at the thought of Ganyu wanting to know about her. “I’ll find a time that works. Don’t take advantage of her,” Keqing warns. “Hu Tao is kind of…high-strung. Not gullible, just—”

“You think I’d take advantage of her?” Ganyu’s eyes are shiny. 

Keqing flails for an answer. “I mean, I don’t think you would, but you can never be too careful, and…” her voice tapers into nothingness. She gets the distinct impression that she’s fucked up somewhere.

Ganyu presses her lips together. “I wouldn’t. I promise.” She sounds hurt that Keqing would even consider it. Maybe Keqing doesn’t know her as well as she thought she did.

“Okay,” Keqing says blandly. “We’re on the same page, then.”

Ganyu stands up. “I’m going to go back to bed. See you tomorrow morning.”

“See you,” she echoes, her voice a little flimsy, like there’s not much holding up the walls but old scaffolding and rotting rafters.

Ganyu turns around to leave. She’s halfway down the hall before Keqing’s voice rings out. “Wait.”

“Yes?”

“How do you know Hu Tao is trustworthy?” Keqing says, standing up. “I mean…it’s not great, isn’t it? Trusting a fan not to leak information about you or try to get something from you. I don’t know. It’s a bad idea.”

Ganyu’s hand curls into a fist. She doesn’t even seem to notice. “Would Hu Tao do something like that?”

Keqing frowns. “No, but—”

“She clearly means a lot to you. I trust anyone that you trust. You don’t make friends with liars,” she says with such conviction that Keqing feels fully inclined to agree with her.

Ganyu spins around again and keeps walking. Keqing doesn’t let herself collapse back on the couch until she hears the door click and knows it’s closed fully.

Fuck, she thinks, sliding down the sofa, almost horrified by the level of trust Ganyu seems to have in her. She isn’t sure if she deserves it.

★

Seated firmly at the table and her face hot from embarrassment, Keqing thinks this must be hell.

Hu Tao laughs so hard she nearly falls over, gasping as she tells a story about Keqing getting shitfaced drunk in senior year and making friends with a raccoon crawling out of the sewer. “And then,” she chokes, “I told her it was time to go home and she started crying when I said we couldn’t take it home.”

Ganyu’s eyes curve into crescents, which is the equivalent of a full belly laugh from anyone else. But it’s Ganyu, eternally shy and perpetually reserved, so this is as willing as she’s ever been to show her own joy. “Wow,” she says, shooting a look at Keqing. “I’m surprised. Keqing doesn’t seem like the type.”

“She doesn’t,” Hu Tao agrees. “But you know, this was Keqing’s wild phase, not long after Rui—her friend,” she corrects hastily when Keqing fixes her with a death glare. “Her friend left, so Qing-qing was feeling a little blue. And she decided to befriend a raccoon.”

Keqing slumps further down in her chair and takes a sip of her coffee. There’s a partition separating their table from the rest of the cafe. She silently thanks Zhongli for having the foresight to give them a private room, not just for Ganyu but also for Keqing to suffer through her mortification without prying eyes.

“Qing-qing,” Ganyu repeats, obvious amusement colouring her voice.

Keqing groans. “Don’t call me that.”

“It’s a lovely nickname.”

“Isn’t it?” Hu Tao says, her voice pitching higher. “I gave it to her! It suits her well, don’t you think?”

Ganyu sits through Hu Tao’s rambling patiently. “It does,” she agrees. Then she sends a sympathetic glance to Keqing. “I won’t call you that if you don’t want me to.”

Keqing sets her coffee on the table. “Thank you.”

In the next hour, Ganyu and Hu Tao both seem to have a great time. Keqing sends a silent prayer to whatever god is out there that Hu Tao won’t take this as an opportunity to become friends with Ganyu and prank her, because Ganyu is many things but fearless isn’t one of them, and Keqing has seen firsthand how easily she gets spooked by sudden noises.

No pranks occur—but at the end, Ganyu rises from her seat and says, “If you’d like to see the Shanghai show, I’m sure Keqing and I can find a way to get you tickets,” and to Keqing, that’s worse than any prank Hu Tao’s mind could conjure.

Hu Tao’s mouth practically unhinges from her jaw. “Really? I mean, I wouldn’t want to cause you any trouble…” she wavers, despite vibrating in her chair at a frequency that could shatter glass.

Ganyu shakes her head. “We’d be happy to. Right, Keqing?”

Keqing’s jaw works. “Right,” she says. It takes an immense amount of effort for the word to come out.

“In that case,” says Hu Tao, “I’d be pleased to! Qing-qing can send me the details.”

“I can,” agrees Keqing. She doesn’t even know why she’s so hung up on this, but for some reason the idea of Ganyu and Hu Tao being friends stirs up an ugly feeling in her gut and a sinking in her chest.

Hu Tao grins bright. “Thank you,” she says, bowing to Ganyu in an overzealous show of dramatics. “See you, Keqing! And Ganyu, it was wonderful to meet you.”

“Likewise,” Ganyu responds, and then Hu Tao has blown out the door in a whirlwind of plum-blossom skirts and twin ponytails.

In the car to Ganyu’s photoshoot for Etude House, she pulls her face mask down and says, “Are you angry?”

“About what?”

Ganyu sounds hesitant. “I don’t know. Me meeting Hu Tao. Being friends. Do you not…would you rather I just stay away from your personal life?”

Keqing’s grip on her phone slackens. She would, in fact, rather Ganyu just stay away altogether, that she keep a clear boundary between the professional and the personal so maybe Keqing could handle this fucking crush by herself. But she can’t say that. And besides, there’s no untangling the two at this point. 

Keqing’s life is curled too tightly around the uneven, unpredictable corners of Ganyu’s, and trying to detach it would result in more knots.

But why Hu Tao, precisely? Why does Ganyu’s camaraderie with Hu Tao bother Keqing so much, when there are other things going on that haven’t hurt her half as much? Why here, why now?

So maybe Keqing is a little jealous. Not of Ganyu, but of Hu Tao—jealous that Hu Tao got to meet her like this, knowing her accomplishments and treating her with the honour she deserves instead of the way Keqing did it, which was nothing more than searching up her name online and surrendering herself to the media firestorm she’d managed to sidestep for all six years Ganyu was gone from her life.

And maybe she kind of envies Hu Tao for being so free in everything she says and does around Ganyu. No professional barriers like the ones Keqing has to keep an eye on. Unconditional, unequivocal. 

The flip side to it is that Hu Tao has been her friend since university, and for years Keqing has expected her to float away eventually. It hasn’t yet, but perhaps now is the time. Perhaps she’ll decide that Keqing isn’t exciting enough for her and move on to greater things. Keqing wouldn’t blame her.

Ganyu has everything. Keqing wishes she could just keep this much for herself. She can’t have a social life, or fall in love with the one person she wants to, and now Keqing’s irrational hindbrain chips in helpfully with a quick: apparently friends are off-limits too.

“Keqing?” Ganyu’s eyes are still on her, waiting for an answer.

“You’re fine,” Keqing mumbles. Putting up a fight about it is futile. She’s fully aware that she’s being petty. “I need some time, that’s all. To get used to the idea.”

Ganyu nods understandingly. “If it’s a problem for you, I don’t mind stopping this.”

It’s a problem. It’s always going to be a problem. But that’s none of Keqing’s business, and it’s certainly not within her authority to tell Ganyu who she can and can’t be friends with.

“It’s not,” Keqing snaps, which doesn’t help her case in the way of ‘being fine with it,’ but she’s too tired to care. “Do whatever you want. It isn’t my concern. I don’t have a stake in your personal life, okay?”

Ganyu swallows. “Okay.”

★

Ganyu meets up with Hu Tao twice. The first time Keqing goes with her, and the second time she catches a brief cold and ends up staying at Yanfei’s apartment so she doesn’t pass it on to Ganyu. They can’t take any risks, what with the tour being so close and an album dropping in the midst of November to boot.

She feels like she’s just waiting for the ball to drop. At the same time though, she can’t remember ever being so busy. They wake up at six am and Ganyu rehearses until one pm, then there are hours of interviews or performances or survival show appearances, and they come back around ten at night and Ganyu practices past two in the morning.

The next day, the cycle starts all over again.

This endless course of rehearsing, promoting, filming in preparation for the tour comes to a halt the night before the Shanghai show, when one of the dance instructors sends Ganyu home early to rest for tomorrow.

“You nervous?” Keqing asks on the drive home.

Ganyu hums. “Kind of. I mean—I’ve done this so many times that it isn’t really overwhelming anymore, not like it was at the beginning. But the nerves don’t go away. Ever.”

“I bet,” Keqing says under her breath. She hasn’t been on a stage since she did wushu for her middle school talent show, and she tripped twice during her routine. It wasn’t her proudest moment. 

For Ganyu, in front of thousands with stakes much, much higher than mediocre kung fu in a talent show for eleven year olds, the scope is unimaginable.

“What about you?”

Keqing snaps out of her daze. “Huh?”

“Are you nervous? For tomorrow?”

She snorts. “What do I have to be worried about?”

Ganyu shrugs. She leans her head on the window, pale blue hair tumbling over one shoulder. She’s wearing a loose jacket and a pair of leggings with a hole in one knee—the frames of her glasses creak softly. Her hair is tangled and sticking out slightly from her head, a far cry from the polished Ganyu that the audience usually gets to see. 

She makes Keqing falter in every step. She makes her want things she can’t have.

★

Somehow, Hu Tao gets a ticket close to the stage for the Shanghai concert. Keqing gets the WeChat notification from her the next morning telling her about it, followed by an excited sticker.

She shelves the message for later. There are more pressing things right now, like the fact that two of the metal detectors at the front entrance aren’t working and so far several fans have tried to dress up as staff to sneak in.

Keqing runs around all day. Since her own duties are few, she spends most of the time as an extra pair of hands for any issues that need resolving, which seems to be all of them. In the early afternoon, she helps move the set pieces onto the stage. 

She finally manages to sit down at three o’clock. Sweat drips off her face; it’s September, and the residual balminess from August has yet to diffuse into autumn. Keqing sits in front of an air conditioning vent and wipes her forehead with a towel. It comes off with obvious damp spots. She wrinkles her nose.

She finds Ganyu in her dressing room, mumbling softly.

“What’s going on?” she asks, still struggling to catch her breath.

“Practicing my speech for the end of the concert,” Ganyu answers. She smiles a little sheepishly. “It’s mostly the same every time, but you know—I would like to make this one special. It’s not often that I get to have a world tour, and the first stop…especially in my home city…I think it would be nice to add a little more to it. Thank everyone for their support.”

Ganyu’s loyalty to the people who support her shocks Keqing. She’s dutiful to a fault, almost, determined to practice until she’s deemed herself performance-ready. She works herself to the bone in an effort not to let anyone down, so Keqing isn’t surprised that she would want to rehearse her speech as many times as possible.

She finally gets a chance to sit down and listen when the concert draws to a close after two hours and Ganyu walks up to the front of the stage for her speech. Keqing watches from the backstage TV, broadcasting in real-time.

“Thank you all so much for coming,” she begins, slightly short of breath. Glitter has sunk into the creases of her eyelids, but she’s glowing. “This is our first stop, so thank you for your enthusiasm and energy. I’m so grateful that everyone made the first concert memorable. With your help, I’m sure the rest of the tour will be just as great!”

Minutes of applause with no end, cresting with screams and claps that roll over the arena as far back as the nosebleed seats. Keqing hears the noise doubled, first from outside and second from the TV, both feeding off each other. It’s heady and roaring and fucking insane, but Keqing doesn’t mind the chaos as much as she tends to. 

It’s almost buoyant, even, an ocean of sound she could float in.

The din quiets and Ganyu opens her mouth again.

“Shanghai is where I was born and where I grew up,” she says genuinely. “I feel so lucky to be performing in this city I love, in front of people I love.” She gestures to the crowd and the cheers start up again.

“Actually, I was quite nervous about tonight,” she admits. “Especially because…well, the expectations are high, and I didn’t want to disappoint anyone.”

She keeps talking, but Keqing fixates on that one line, and something slips into place in her head. Ganyu, her whole life, has done it this way. She’s too scared of disappointing someone else to think about what she wants, too determined to fulfill another person’s needs to care about her own.

It’s a sad thought if Keqing dwells on it.

★

They’re all packing up backstage when someone breezes into the hallway and past staff members, jumping up and down in excitement. Keqing’s first instinct is to use an arm and block the person from going further in the corridor, but as the figure sharpens into clarity, Keqing slowly lowers her arm.

“Yunjin?”

Yunjin waves at her. “Keqing! Do you know where Ganyu is?”

Keqing turns her head. “I’ll take you to her.”

“Great, thanks.”

As they start the walk down the hall, Yunjin strikes up a conversation. “Ganyu was great tonight,” she says. “Wasn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Keqing agrees, doing her level best to reply despite feeling so weary that her tongue is practically glued to the roof of her mouth. “I—it means a lot to her. Getting to perform in the city she loves.”

Yunjin makes an inquiring noise. “Does it, now?”

(“You’re going to leave Shanghai forever, but I—”

Ganyu stopped her. “Why do you think I’m…not going to return?”

Keqing stared at her. “I mean. Isn’t it obvious?”

When Ganyu still didn’t seem to understand, Keqing elaborated. “There are other cities. Other places you could go see.”

“Still,” Ganyu said. “That doesn’t mean I’m not going to come back.” Then, after a pause: “I’ll be back, Keqing. I will.”

“Okay.”

“I love this city, and I love—” Ganyu halted. “Never mind. Just…Shanghai. It will always be home.”)

“It does mean a lot,” Keqing confirms. “She left the city, and I guess in that time she—realized how much she missed it. Or something.” Or something, because Keqing couldn’t pretend to know what Ganyu was doing in the six years they weren’t together. She wasn’t even aware that Ganyu had come back, let alone how she felt about—well. Anything.

Or something, because Keqing still isn’t fully convinced that Ganyu knows what it feels like to miss a place or a person like a half-severed limb you can’t leave behind. Or something, because she can’t imagine Ganyu wanting more than she has, which is everything.

Or something.

Yunjin hums meditatively. “That’s great to hear.”

Keqing has no idea how to respond to that, so she doesn’t.

It isn’t long before they round the corner to Ganyu’s room. Keqing knocks on the door.

“Ganyu, it’s me,” she calls. “Can I come in?”

Ganyu’s voice is muffled. “Hi, Keqing. Feel free to.”

Keqing pushes the door open. She’s prepared for her eyes to land on Ganyu, but not to find Ganyu looking back at her. 

She has changed out of her final outfit into street clothes; a pair of canvas shoes, a sweater that looks suspiciously like one of Keqing’s.

Keqing squints. “That’s not my sweater, right?”

Ganyu tugs at the sleeve, turning red. “Sorry. I think it got mixed up in the laundry,” she explains, embarrassment written across her face. “I put it in my bag without thinking.”

“It’s fine,” replies Keqing automatically. She doesn’t have an explanation for the way her stomach stirs with heat at the sight of Ganyu in her clothes. “You can keep it.”

“No, no, I’ll wash it and put it back in your—”

Keqing can pinpoint the exact moment Ganyu notices Yunjin hanging in the threshold.

“Yunjin!”

Yunjin steps forward. She always looks like she’s on the verge of laughter somehow, no traces of tiredness in the set of her mouth or her eyes. Keqing doesn’t know how she does it. “Ganyu.”

“Why are you…I didn’t know you’d be here,” Ganyu breathes, eyes crinkling up. “You didn’t have to come.”

“Of course I did,” Yunjin says chidingly. “I can’t miss the start of Ganyu’s world tour, can I? Besides,” she continues, “I didn’t have anything else to do today. And I wanted to cheer you on.”

Ganyu sits down. She hasn’t taken off her makeup yet, so the glittery eyeshadow is still brushed bright and sparkly over the contour of her lids, and her lip tint still fades out to a soft pink at the corners of her mouth. As Yunjin pulls out the chair next to her, an assistant rushes into the room with a bag and starts dabbing Ganyu’s face with makeup remover and a cotton pad. “Thank you,” Ganyu says, trying not to move her features too much, directed in equal measure to the makeup assistant and Yunjin. “I’m glad that you liked it.”

Yunjin nods. “Of course I did,” she answers. “Oh, and I almost forgot! I brought food,” she adds, lifting a bag that Keqing hadn’t even noticed until now. “I hope pineapple buns are part of your meal plan, because I didn’t have time for anything else.”

Ganyu picks up a bun and tears it into two pieces. She keeps one half and hands the other to Keqing, who takes it obediently.

Yunjin starts pointing out the highlights of the concert. Keqing lets her brain switch off for a few moments, tuning out Yunjin’s conversation and just keeping one eye on Ganyu to make sure nothing happens while she chews on her pineapple bun.

“Anyway,” Yunjin says, twenty minutes later. “I don’t want to keep you too long. You both look like you could use some sleep. And Ganyu, I’m proud of you. This is going to be awesome, you know that?”

★

Keqing is silent on the way back. Her eyes swell with a mixture of exhaustion and agony until they’re red-rimmed. If this is any indication, the next few months will make her feel like she’s been tossed into a blender and spit out with the blades still running.

They shuffle back to the building complex, all the adrenaline spilling out of their veins in a flood.

“You did great tonight,” she says, barely holding back a yawn as she opens the door.

“Thank you,” Ganyu says. She must have heard the same sentiment hundreds of times, but she sounds impossibly honest. “Go sleep, Keqing. You need it.”

Keqing steadies herself on the breakfast bar so she doesn’t fall over. “Yes. That’s a good idea.”

And with that, she stumbles into her room and trips promptly into bed.

She falls asleep so quickly she doesn’t notice another body slipping into bed with her only minutes later, hair tickling her bare shoulder, breaths even and deep.

★

Keqing opens her eyes, sees Ganyu still curled under the blankets, and promptly has an existential crisis.

Bodyguards aren’t supposed to sleep in the same bed as the person they work for. People aren’t supposed to sleep in the same bed as the girl who left them without an explanation in high school and has come back more than six years later, her face now plastered on every billboard in China. Keqing isn’t supposed to sleep in the same bed as Ganyu, but it’s happened several times already, and there’s no pretending it was a one-off anymore.

In a normal situation, she would ask Hu Tao, but now that she and Ganyu are friends there’s no trusting that she wouldn’t either relentlessly make fun of Keqing or let it slip to Ganyu.

So instead she stews in it, the feelings of yearning and regret and self-hatred festering deep in the pit of her stomach. They don’t go away, they just—stay there. Reminding Keqing.

Maybe she isn’t cut out for this job. She’s sure Ganyu would prefer having someone else work for her, but it feels uniquely shitty to drop out when the tour has just started, so she ignores the feeling and hopes it will pass soon.

★

It’s on their first flight out of the city that Keqing ends up sitting next to Ganyu instead of behind her like usual. Something about one of the staff getting airsick from window seats, so instead of switching with someone else they’d decided that Keqing was the best person to change seats.

The flight is two hours at most. Keqing panics anyway.

She fiddles with her seatbelt as the flight attendant calmly announces: “One-thirty flight from Shanghai to Beijing—departing in twenty minutes. Please double-check your seatbelt. The security video will be starting shortly.”

“I never asked,” Ganyu says, her voice muffled through her mask. “But do you fly a lot? Like…outside of work?”

Keqing shrugs. “Not really. We didn’t go on vacations much,” she responds, grimacing at the mere thought of having to withstand a vacation with her mother. Who—before the recent injury—she saw sparingly, and actually talked to even less. “I only started flying regularly after I started working as a bodyguard.”

Ganyu nods. “You know,” she whispers, like she’s about to share a secret, “I get a little scared when I get on planes.”

“You do?”

“It’s silly,” Ganyu says by way of answer. “I’ve been doing this for years, but it’s still nerve-wracking. You never know what might happen.” She pauses. “I’m usually too nervous to sleep for long either. I think that’s why I’m so sleepy. You know how it is.” She laughs, high and brittle, knuckles blood-white against the armrest.

Keqing sits there awkwardly, unsure of how to respond. “Is there any way I can help?”

Ganyu’s eyes curl into crescents over the mask. “I don’t think so. Thank you for asking, though.”

“You can sleep on my shoulder if you want,” she offers. “I mean, I know it’s probably not that comfortable, but it might help with your…nerves.” She spots the apprehension in Ganyu’s gaze and retracts it hastily. “Or not. It was just a suggestion, don’t feel like you have to—”

“Keqing.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

Well, Keqing wasn’t expecting that. “You’re welcome?”

The plane engine whirrs up. Keqing slips an earbud into one ear and tucks her bag under her seat.

When they’re in the air, the plane steady and the turbulence at a minimum, she feels a weight on her shoulder. Ganyu’s head is tipping slightly to the side. Her eyes are closed.

Keqing doesn’t want to disturb her sleep, so she shifts closer to Ganyu and gently moves her head until it’s in a position that won’t hurt Ganyu’s neck when she wakes up.

Her shoulder goes stiff after thirty minutes, but she doesn’t dare move.

★

They land in Beijing and she taps Ganyu lightly on the shoulder. “Ganyu,” she whispers. “We’re here.”

Ganyu yawns. Her spine pops as she sits up, all the vertebrae cracking at once. Keqing has to stifle a laugh. “Here? Already?”

“You slept the whole flight,” she tells her.

“Oh. That’s…wow. I don’t think that’s ever happened before,” Ganyu says. “Usually I can’t sleep for more than five minutes. No wonder I feel less tired.”

“You can sleep more when we get to the hotel,” Keqing says. She glances over at Zhongli in the aisle across from them, intent on a word puzzle he’s doing on-screen. He’s wearing a shirt that says 2011 MEN’S MINI-GOLF CHAMPIONSHIPS, SHANGHAI.

Keqing blinks for longer than strictly necessary, feeling the thin film of sleep dust coat her eyeballs. It’s a welcome respite from the exhaustion that’s plagued her all day. Opening her eyes again is a thankless task, but when she does she finds Zhongli leaning over her seat to pull his carry-on out of the overhead storage bin.

“Did you really participate in the 2011 men’s mini-golf championships?” she has to ask, because Zhongli does seem like the golf type if she’s being honest, but probably not mini-golf. Definitely not mini-golf. 

Zhongli tilts his head before looking down at his shirt. “No, I didn’t. My partner took me thrift shopping, actually, after I told him I wanted to be more environmentally conscious.” One corner of his mouth curls up. “He says the shirt is a good conversation starter. It keeps people curious about your prowess in mini-golf, apparently.” He must spot the look of doubt clear on her face, because he adds, “Ajax can be…strange sometimes. He grows on you.” 

“Ah,” Keqing says slowly. “Okay.”

Her heart squeezes slightly at the thought—Zhongli seems like an almost omnipresent figure. She’s never even entertained the idea that he might have a life outside of this, someone to go home to at night and to message when album recording runs late, to yearn for on plane rides and call when he lands.

“Do you have any pets?” she asks suddenly.

Zhongli hums. “We have a hamster,” he answers, thoughtful. “Ajax doesn’t like animals very much—he thinks they play favourites too much and he can’t stand being loved less. But he spoils our hamster rotten.”

Keqing grins. “That sounds lovely.”

They step out of the plane and carry their bags down the walkway.

“Your cat is very nice,” he tells her. “I see it sometimes when I go to Ganyu’s apartment. What did you name it?”

“Her name is Ming.”

“That’s a wonderful name.”

“Thank you,” Keqing laughs. “I was only fifteen when I got her. She’s a pretty old cat now.”

Zhongli hums. “Get ready for a firestorm,” he cautions her. “Everyone knows Ganyu is landing in Beijing today. We’ve been warned about fans camping outside since the morning.”

She sucks in a sharp breath. “Got it.”

She has to protect Ganyu from the prying hands of hundreds of fans trying to duck under or crash through the security barriers. Keqing feels unexpectedly bad for the other passengers on the flight who are just trying to make it out of the airport.

Phones, papers, pens are shoved into her face. Someone drops a t-shirt on the ground and she grimaces, hoping it wasn’t taken off anyone’s back.

Ganyu’s eyes are downcast the whole time. She pulls her baseball cap down until it submerges her entire face in shadow and rests a hand on Keqing’s elbow.

Keqing tries not to let any panic show on her face. She stands up straighter and walks faster as Ganyu keeps pace alongside her, fingers digging into Keqing’s arm with a death grip.

They sidestep in sync to avoid a phone being tossed at them.

Keqing turns her body out to the slightest angle, shielding Ganyu. Once they’re out of the airport and in the van that’s come to pick them up, Zhongli reaches back and offers Ganyu a bottle of water.

He looks drained. His MINI-GOLF CHAMPIONSHIP shirt has a hole in the sleeve, Keqing notices. She wonders if it’s the hamster’s fault. “Interview tomorrow,” he says, swiping through his phone and tapping an app with one finger. “Shooting will take the whole morning. We’ll arrive at the concert stadium around one in the afternoon, so try and sleep well tonight.”

Keqing flashes a thumbs-up.

They’re all drooping by the time the van pulls up to the hotel, standing up and checking in automatically as Zhongli helps everyone find their luggage. Keqing feels like she’s walking through honey—slow, every movement sapping the energy from her limbs.

She swipes the keycard in the door, remembers briefly that she still has to do the security check on Ganyu’s room, and passes out only three paces from the bed.

★

“Who are you texting?” Keqing asks, still rubbing her eyes with her hands. She’d slept almost three hours before she woke up and panicked at the sight of an unfamiliar room around her, and now she’s finally doing the security examination that was supposed to be finished hours ago.

Ganyu sits on the floor of her hotel room with her eyes fixed on her phone as Keqing scans the room for security threats. She searches the bathroom in case there are cameras there, then locks the door to the balcony for the night.

Ganyu looks up. “Just Hu Tao.”

“Oh,” Keqing replies, keeping her voice carefully neutral. “That’s nice.”

She doesn’t address the guilt and jealousy coalescing into a throbbing in her chest, the shame she feels at herself for this kind of flare-up. Her own solar system of pain, orbited by embarrassment and regret. She grips her phone tight, pulls the curtains together with a ring of finality, and turns around to head out the door. “We’re going for dinner in a few hours. Get some sleep before that, okay?”

Ganyu blinks. “Okay?”

Keqing doesn’t even respond. She doesn’t have the energy to care: tired of fighting and tired of wanting. She walks out the door and shuts it behind her with a sharp, loud ring of finality.

★

Nothing happens for the rest of their time in Beijing. Keqing feels the tension in the air, palpable between them, but Ganyu doesn’t make a move—doesn’t break away or come closer.

They eat dinner together the night after the first of two Beijing concerts. Ganyu knocks on her door when they get back to the hotel and says, “You don’t have to say yes, but I…I noticed you didn’t eat lunch today and I thought you might—”

Keqing clearly has some kind of expression on her face, although which expression she has no idea because she’s moving entirely on instinct at this point. 

Ganyu closes her mouth. “Never mind.”

Keqing’s brain-to-mouth function stops working. “Uh,” she manages to say. “No, keep going! What were you going to ask?”

Ganyu’s cheeks are red. “I was wondering if you want to eat dinner. With me. I mean, it’s not really dinner anymore—” then both of their eyes land on the clock on Keqing’s bedside that’s ticking over to three in the morning, and Ganyu lets out a nervous, reedy chuckle— “but just. Food. Yes? No?”

“Yes,” agrees Keqing before she can think twice about it, and that’s that.

She orders room service for both of them, two plates of steamed dumplings, while Ganyu changes into comfortable clothes.

She’s wearing one of their track team shirts from high school. So many memories, all distilled into this one person and place and time. Ganyu, Beijing, three AM. Dumplings. High school t-shirts—unknown in detail but perfectly known in spirit.

“You weren’t on the track team,” states Keqing.

“I wasn’t.”

“Where did you get the shirt?”

“Oh,” Ganyu says, plucking at the fabric. “They had a secondhand clothing sale at the school—you know, in our last year. And I wanted something to remember it by. To remember you by,” the last part so quiet that Keqing wonders if her sleep-addled mind is just imagining it.

“I could have given you something,” she tells Ganyu. The part she doesn’t say is I would have given you anything you wanted.

Ganyu stares at the table. There’s barely enough room for two people to sit without their shoulders hitting each other. “I didn’t want to cause trouble. I was already leaving, I didn’t think it was right to…expect anything more from you.”

Keqing sets her glass of water down with a clunk. “There are worse things.”

Like driving to the airport without giving her notice. Like disappearing without saying close to goodbye and leaving behind not a single trace—not a phone number or an address or a message.

Keqing had known what city she was in, but with no other leading information it was like finding a needle in a haystack and she figured that if Ganyu had really wanted Keqing to look for her, she would have said something.

She would have said something, just a clue for Keqing to find her or a way to contact her, rather than what they ended up with—six years of breaking her own heart and patching it back up all for a girl who wouldn’t even tell her goodbye before she left.

She scrapes the plastic-coated tablecloth with a nail. “I would have helped if you asked.” 


  If you’d just asked. If you’d said something, anything at all. I would have walked to the ends of the earth for you.


Her heart pangs. A lonely, freezing echo of what once blazed bright. 

Ganyu nods. “I know that now. I didn’t then.”

The bell rings. 

They don’t talk much as they set the chopsticks and plates out, both intent on the jiaozi in front of them. In the rush of concert preparation, food had slipped Keqing’s mind and now when she picks up the chopsticks her stomach growls twice in quick succession.

“Hungry?” Ganyu asks. She dips a dumpling in the sauce. “Today was a busy day.”

Keqing nods. “Tomorrow will be worse,” she notes plaintively, grimacing as she recalls the back-to-back variety show interviews scheduled for tomorrow. She’s thankful that most of the other promotional material was pre-taped weeks ago. “We should sleep soon.”

“You’re right,” Ganyu says, looking down at her plate with regret.

They finish their food quickly, spurred on by the thought of sleep and warm beds. Keqing turns around to say goodbye as she puts her plate back on the room service tray, but she suddenly comes face to face with Ganyu.

“Keqing,” she says quietly. “I, um. Thank you again. For eating with me tonight. You didn’t have to.”

Keqing swallows. “You didn’t have to ask me either. So thank you too.”

They’re so close, she realizes dimly, that she could bridge the distance in less than a stride. A strand of Ganyu’s hair floats across her forehead and Keqing reaches forward, flicks it away absently.

She coughs. It sounds too loud in the silent hotel room. “Sorry. Force of habit.” She’s also taller than Ganyu now, she recognizes, with a start. They used to be the same height but Keqing edges her out by barely an inch. From this distance (or lack thereof), said inch feels more like a foot.

“Force of habit,” Ganyu repeats, but Keqing doesn’t think there’s anything coming after it. Like Ganyu just says it for the sake of saying something.

Keqing, here, creates a roadmap of Ganyu’s face—the freckle below her right eye and the plane of her nose, a downhill slope, her long lashes and the gentle curve of her heart-shaped mouth.

Keqing’s cheeks are so hot she could fry an egg on her face.

“I should go,” she says, taking a reluctant step back. “Sorry, I just—sleep,” she excuses herself lamely. “I need to sleep. You need to sleep.”

Ganyu hasn’t moved. Her lips are still half-parted and good fucking lord, Keqing has never wanted to kiss a girl this much. Never wanted to do anything so badly that her own mouth aches at the thought of it. 

Good lord. Good luck.

She didn’t know a feeling like this existed.

“Sleep,” she says again instead of doing what her body is telling her to, which is stepping back toward Ganyu and capturing her lips. “Early start tomorrow, right?”

Keqing brushes her teeth and slips into bed. She’s tired, but she can’t close her eyes long enough to drift away. Sleep is elusive. 

She lies awake staring at the dark, trying not to let her mind wander, because it always goes back to the same thing and Keqing doesn’t need the reminder of what just happened to know that she’s completely, absolutely fucked.

She keeps thinking about Ganyu’s lips, soft and sweet. She keeps thinking about what it would feel like against hers; about licking into Ganyu’s mouth and resting her hands on her hips and saying her name under her breath like a prayer

It reminds her of one night—midwinter in Shanghai, sitting next to each other on the sofa at Keqing’s house and watching a movie, whichever one had come up first on the channel that both of them had been too lazy to change.

The circle of Ganyu’s waist was slender and graceful. Rain pattered on the windows outside. They were seventeen; their last year of high school. Everything had happened, then. 

Too much to remember. Too much to forget either.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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6. restoration

Summary for the Chapter:
            So she stays—from Changsha to Chengdu, flights to nowhere and everywhere, sleepless nights in unfamiliar rooms and sold-out evening concerts illuminated in expired, cheap fluorescence, strange looks Ganyu gives her and forced smiles Keqing sends in return. Out of some twisted sense of obligation or self-hatred, or a little bit of regret—she stays.

Keqing stays. When has she not?

          
Notes for the Chapter:- no content warnings besides the fact that this chapter is ridiculously dramatic




    
    The whole four days they’re in Beijing, Hu Tao doesn’t text Keqing. Not once. When she finally does, five minutes before they board the train to Tianjin, it’s a sticker of a dog with the words GOOD LUCK superimposed over it and Keqing assumes she’s sent it to the wrong person. The follow-up message reads: travel well!!

Keqing contemplates not replying, but eventually, she decides to at least indicate that she’s seen the message. She sends back a smiley face, then the connection cuts out after two minutes on the train and she can’t check her texts again.

She’s sitting two rows behind Ganyu and one behind Zhongli, who’s wearing a different shirt, dark maroon this time, with GUIZHOU GO-CART RACES 2005 emblazoned on it. Keqing can only assume he purchased it from the same thrift store as the mini-golf one.

Everyone’s a little looser, more relaxed now. Zhongli has gone from sleek fitted dress shirts to…whatever this is, Keqing has swapped out her jeans for cargo pants, and even Ganyu is buried in a large sweatshirt—all compensating for the added stress that the tour brings with comfortable clothing.

On the day of the second Beijing concert, both Keqing and Ganyu had pretended the night before never happened. Keqing studiously did not flinch when Ganyu reached out and grasped her arm as they waded through the crowd on their way back from a morning TV performance. She did not flinch when Ganyu looked up and met her gaze, eyes clear violet. She did not flinch when Ganyu sat down backstage after the first sound check and said Keqing’s name, slipping out from between her lips like it was an accident, barely a breath escaping her. 

Keqing tried her best to concentrate, but fuck if it wasn’t near impossible to rein her mind in firmly from the memory of standing an inch away from Ganyu, of sharing her breath and tilting her head down and—

“Ugh,” she groans now, tipping her neck back. It lands against the headrest of her seat with a loud thud. 

She has to slip in a pair of earbuds and turn on some music so her thoughts don’t stray again. She leans over to one side to watch between the cracks of the seat as Zhongli goes through another word puzzle on his phone.

If it’s already this bad only a week into the tour, Keqing can’t even fathom what the next few months will feel like in such close, constant proximity to Ganyu. She shouldn’t have taken this job.

She wonders, not for the first time, if it would be too rude to resign. Then she thinks about how neatly and efficiently Yanfei dressed her down the first (and only) time she walked out of a job early, and decides against it.

If worst comes to worst, it’s an option. And Ganyu would probably be satisfied to get a new bodyguard, one who wasn’t her high school best friend, one who doesn’t have any extra baggage from six years ago that they still don’t know how to leave behind. One who isn’t in love with her.

Keqing squeezes her eyes shut tight. Only when the dull pounding of her headache recedes does she dare open her eyes again.

In the seat ahead of her, Zhongli swipes diagonally and forms the word ‘watermelon.’ 

Keqing sighs.

★

After they arrive in Tianjin and get checked in, Keqing decides to go out for a walk—get some fresh air after being cooped up in the hotel or stadium all day in Beijing. The Tianjin concert isn’t until tomorrow, so she has some time.

“I’m going out for a walk,” she tells Zhongli.

He nods, turning off his phone with a click and putting it face-down. “Of course. Enjoy your walk.”

She heads down the hall and says the same to Ganyu. “I’ll be back soon, so don’t worry,” she adds. “It’ll only be half an hour. Maybe less.”

Ganyu places her phone on the bedside table. “Can I join you?” she asks, eyes bright with anticipation. “I would love to walk around a little. And Tianjin is so pretty in autumn.”

Keqing tries to pick her words with caution. “I don’t know.” She scuffs her toe on the floor, hesitating. “You might be recognized. And I don’t think me being with you would help matters,” she continues lightly. “You know, with my purple hair.” She’s acutely aware of the angle the Internet sees her in. Her hair colour has spurred more than a few Weibo posts, which is simultaneously flattering and mortifying since she’s been colouring her hair in the bathtub with drugstore box kits for the past ten years and she is enormously unqualified to teach anyone else how to dye theirs.

Ganyu looks down, biting her lip. “You’re right,” she says. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

“You know what,” Keqing says then and there because she hates seeing Ganyu disappointed, “I’m sure it’ll be fine if we go just for a while and wear our masks.”

Ganyu looks up. “Really?”

“It can’t be that bad,” she answers. “We’ll have to stay away from the crowds, but we can do it.”

Zhongli looks uneasy when Keqing approaches to ask if they can go out, but he finally relents. “Be vigilant,” he warns. “You would be surprised how well people can recognize public figures.”

They step out of the hotel’s back entrance wearing masks and baseball caps, hair tucked up under the hats. After a few minutes of wandering around, they decide to go down a trail hidden among the trees, in view of the main street but not too obvious.

It’s still mid-September, but the leaves are starting to tint green-gold and orange and a chill nips at Keqing’s nose. She pulls her jacket closer around her arms. 

“I don’t think I ever asked you,” Ganyu mumbles beneath her mask and sets a moderate pace for their walk, “and I’m sorry if this is too personal, but I’ve been meaning to say: Hu Tao mentioned that you were…that you were in a relationship?”

Keqing feels a shiver run up her spine, partial frustration at Ganyu bringing up Hu Tao for the fifth time in as many days and partial shock at the question. Partial irritation at Hu Tao for telling Ganyu, but Hu Tao has done worse things and Keqing has become so numb to it that she doesn’t even react anymore. “Uh. I’m not right now,” she says blankly. “I’ve had relationships in the past, but—no. Not at the moment.”

Ganyu nods. “Oh,” she says. “Sorry for asking. I just asked Hu Tao about what you had been up to while I was…away. And she said something about a girl named Rui—”

“Ruiling,” Keqing fills in for her. “Yeah. She was my…girlfriend for a while. More than a year, and I was never known for long-lasting relationships, so I—” she chokes off her own sentence with a sharp laugh. “Never mind.” She deliberately leaves out the fact that Ruiling reminded her of the girl walking next to Keqing right now, and that at one point she’d thought her type was ‘girls similar to Ganyu’ before realizing it was really Ganyu. Just Ganyu.

Ganyu looks at her. “Were you happy?”

The same question Keqing’s mother had asked her. “I was,” she replies honestly, more open with her own answers. “It didn’t end well, but I don’t regret it. Not at all.”

“That’s good,” Ganyu says. “Sorry for asking, I just wanted to hear it from you. I never really…” her voice tapers into the crisp Tianjin air. “I’ve never known what that’s like. Being in a relationship and all.”

Keqing can figure out the rest herself. 

“I don’t mind you asking,” she finds herself saying. By now the ache of Ruiling has softened enough that it’s only a bruise rather than a wide-open, gaping wound, bloody and sore to the touch. “I don’t mind answering. It’s not a big deal.”

“Oh,” Ganyu says, sounding relieved. “I’m glad.” 

They keep walking. A few people walk past them, but no one seems to take too much note of them so Keqing feels herself start to lose the tension in her shoulders.

“You’ve never had a partner?” Keqing blurts out, the curiosity of it pushing her to open her mouth.

Ganyu chuckles. “Not a real one,” she says. “It’s a little pathetic, isn’t it? I’m twenty-five and I’ve never really been in a relationship. I mean, I’ve gone on dates but it doesn’t go anywhere. And no one would want to deal with my schedule,” she explains self-deprecatingly. “Too demanding.”

“I don’t think you’re too demanding,” Keqing responds.

“Of course you don’t,” Ganyu tells her easily. “It’s part of your job description to deal with me. But no one is looking for a relationship with a job description,” she says. “Most people just want someone who’ll be there when they go home. Right?”

Keqing frowns. “Not exactly, but—”

“It’s the same idea.” Ganyu’s voice is as even as ever, the tone ringing out like church bells.

Keqing flinches, barely perceptibly. “If you say so.”

She and Ruiling didn’t work out because Keqing treated it like a job. Because she was moving on autopilot, doing what was expected of her and nothing more, not even registering everything Ruiling gave her in exchange and assuming it meant she was getting nothing at all.

The path they’ve taken re-converges with the main sidewalk up ahead and leads to a park, benches scattered around beneath the shade of trees.

“You want to sit down?” Keqing asks, indicating an empty bench that faces the river, water glittering clear and sunlight skimming gently across the ripples. This side of the park is nearly vacant. The chance that someone will recognize Ganyu is low.

Ganyu obliges. They sit down.

“Do you have a lot of…experience? With dating?” Ganyu asks. She kicks a pebble. 

Keqing bites out a chuckle. “Not really. Less than most people I know, I think.”

“More than me,” Ganyu remarks, “but I suppose that’s a low standard.”

“Probably,” Keqing says. Has her throat always been this dry? She coughs before talking. “I don’t think it matters, anyway.”

Ganyu tilts her head. “Oh,” she answers. “If you say so.”

★

Unlike the stop before it, where scheduling was smooth sailing and everyone got a moment to breathe, Taiyuan is stressful. The train’s arrival is delayed due to bad weather, water droplets that smack against the pavement and soak everyone’s clothes until they’re soggy with rain, clothes heavy and shoes squelching. Keqing wrinkles her nose and pulls her boots up in a fruitless effort to protect her socks from getting wet.

Ganyu walks alongside her. She says something under her breath, and Keqing strains to hear over the sound of the Taiyuan downpour.

“Hm?” she says. “I didn’t hear you.”

“I said you never liked the rain.”

Ganyu has made hundreds of references to their high school days, but somehow it’s this simple, plain sentence that makes something unspool in Keqing’s chest.

“You’re right,” she manages to grit out around the immovable lump in her throat. “I mean—it was frustrating,” she settles on saying. “And annoying, trying to dry off your clothes. That kind of thing never really changes.”

The earth spins on its axis. Keqing and Ganyu move further and further apart from each other, opposing poles rotating in an endless void of nothingness until they break away to twist forever in space. A planet at its most distant point from the star it orbits. 

What’s it called, the moment before a star collapses in on itself and becomes a supernova? What’s it called, when a planet breaks away from its center of gravity and floats forever in space?

The weather stays the same; the sun still comes out and it still rains and Keqing still loves Ganyu as much as she ever has.

Ganyu puffs out a breathy laugh. “I’ve gotten used to it. Fans don’t care about the weather. You have to go to photoshoots and concerts all the same. Scheduling never accounts for rain, right?”

“I guess so,” Keqing agrees. 

“I’ve performed during snowstorms before,” she adds with a grimace. “The climate can turn on you in an instant. You just have to keep going.” She turns her neck to glance at Keqing, eyes so wide and dark that Keqing nearly stumbles at the sight of them trained directly on her. “You planning to lead the way, bodyguard?”

The word forces her to snap out of it with a start. She’s merely a bodyguard. Making conversation doesn’t come with the territory, and neither does developing feelings. If anything, the constant closeness is an inconvenience. And the way Keqing’s heart skips and stumbles when Ganyu’s hand lands in hers or they make skin contact—well. That’s remarkably inconvenient too.

Especially now. Ganyu places a careful hand on Keqing’s forearm and tips her chin forward as if to say your call. 

Keqing tries to direct her mind elsewhere, to think about things that have nothing to do with how much she wishes Ganyu would curl her fingers around Keqing’s arm or slip her hand down to Keqing’s and intertwine them. Like Ming. Or the puddle she barely dodged in time just now, or the picture Hu Tao sent her last week of her trying to fit fifteen marshmallows in her mouth, or—

Hu Tao. Hu Tao and Ganyu, which is another problem altogether, and Keqing can’t tell if it’s resentment or jealousy, shame or something else brewing in her stomach and twisting her gut into guilty knots that can’t be untangled.

She resolutely steps around the Hu Tao issue and focuses on the marshmallow bit. At least that’s easier to focus on. At least she can mull on that without wondering where she stands, the same unknown shore she’s found herself on so many times, the same chasm and the same yawning distance. Keqing on one side, wind whipping around her hair, sand gritty in her eyes and the dry taste of sea air curled up against the roof of her mouth. Hu Tao and Ganyu on the other side. So distant that Keqing can barely make out their figures.

She tries to hold on and comes up with something close to emptiness, clutched in the trickling streams of her palms. It rushes away with the current. 

It’s gone, but the feeling remains.

★

In the dressing room before the concert, Keqing walks in with two cups of coffee and her phone pressed to her ear, listening to Zhongli as he says ‘two fans disguised themselves as staff members and snuck in’ more calmly than anyone should be able to.

“Have they been banned?” she asks. “Do we know if they were working with anyone else?”

“We have people currently working on it,” he tells her. “They were not believed to have been helped by anyone else. Their names were taken down and their IDs have been noted. Everyone is under strict instructions not to let them back in.”

“Good,” Keqing says, relieved. “That’s good. We should look at the list of all the staff working tonight, just in case, and cross-check them with everyone who’s here. If there are any discrepancies we can contact the staff personally.”

“We only have so much time,” Zhongli warns.

“We can get it done.”

Zhongli seems to be contemplating it if the hum that buzzes over the speaker is an indication.

Keqing swallows. “We should make this a regular practice,” she continues. “Don’t you think? We need to safeguard against this happening again.”

He hums. She can’t tell if he’s in agreement or not, so she waits for him to speak. “We will find a way,” he says eventually. “Where are you?”

“Ganyu’s dressing room. Do you need me to cross-check personally, or will we find people to do it?”

“I’m sure we can spare two or three staff members,” he says. “Your first priority is Ganyu. You can stay with her.”

“I will,” she promises. She hangs up on the phone and sets down the two coffee cups.

A stylist is brushing out Ganyu’s hair and another one is curling her eyelashes with the burnt end of a stick.

Ganyu looks up, or as much as she’s able to look up with her eyelashes held next to a stick that was just on fire. “What’s wrong?”

“Security issues,” Keqing explains. She tries very hard not to let the headache pressing in on her leak through in her voice. It’s an arduous task. She rubs her temples with her fingers and feels like she’s aged ten years in the span of one five-minute phone call. She’s running on three cups of coffee and two hours of sleep. “We’re handling it. You don’t need to worry.”

Ganyu presses her lips together. “You can tell me. You don’t need to shield me from everything bad that might happen.”

“I’m not trying to shield you,” Keqing protests. “Just…I don’t want to pile on anything more that you might stress about. You have enough on your plate already. Anyway,” she says as she sits down, switching tacks, “are you excited for the album? When’s it releasing again?”

Ganyu narrows her eyes, but she lets it go anyway. “Mid-November.”

It’s her fourth full-length effort. Keqing doesn’t know most of the details besides the name, Sonata, and a vague understanding of what the songs sound like from studio snippets she’s heard.

“How do you feel about it?”

The stylist finishes brushing out Ganyu’s hair and sprays it down with a helmet layer of hairspray before deliberately arranging it to fall around her face in artful waves. The eyelash curler has been set off to the side in favour of applying a careful layer of mascara to the lower lashes.

“Fine,” she says finally. “It’s not bad.”

Keqing frowns. “You’re not proud of your work? I’m sure you could make changes,” she suggests. “It might be a little late, but still.”

Ganyu blows out a breath. “I could, but that’s not really what I mean. I…my last EP,” she starts. “It was a passion project from the start. I put so much time and love into it and I felt like I was showing my true self. It was like a love letter to—someone. To the world, kind of.”

“The EP did well,” she goes on. “It has the highest rating of all my albums with music critic rankings, and the sales were good. But management said if I made it part of my brand—the honesty, the sadness, all of it—my image would suffer in the long run. So this album is trying to take back what I said in the last one. Retract everything from then. It’s a lot more…artificial. The songs are good and the music video is incredible and I’m glad to have been part of it, but it’s not—” her voice cracks. “It’s not me. Not really. So it’s hard to drum up the same kind of enthusiasm I had for Starward Sky.”

Keqing taps her fingers against the table. “I haven’t listened to it,” she admits. “I’ve listened to most of your other albums, but not that one. I even saw the special music video from before your official debut,” she says, flashing a shit-eating grin for the first time in—a long while. She hasn’t felt this sort of playfulness in years.

Ganyu groans, and Keqing knows exactly what goes through her head: the pastel-pink wig and the mint miniskirt, Ganyu not even nineteen yet and standing on a filming set with flowers raining around her, teddy bears spread out across the stage. The production was far too garish; even Ganyu’s beautiful voice wasn’t enough to save the sharp synth beats poking at the forefront of the song.

As far as music videos go, it’s…not the most professional one, relegated to the far reaches of Ganyu’s online presence. 

It took Keqing more than two hours of poking around the Internet to even find a reupload of it, because it was taken down from all her social media accounts ages ago, and it’s fucking painful to watch, really—because despite the pink wig, despite the teddy bears, despite all of it, Ganyu looks exactly the same as she did the day before she left Shanghai behind, and that’s what hurts the most.

“How did you even find it?” mutters Ganyu, a baleful look in her eye as she tries to hide the redness of her face. “I didn’t know it existed online anymore.”

“Detective work,” Keqing answers cryptically. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I can’t believe you saw that one.”

“I forgot all about it until now,” she admits. “You just reminded me. But my friend said Starward Sky was her favourite of your albums,” she says, thinking of Yanfei.

“I think it’s my favourite too,” she says quietly. “Obviously it’s hard to pick, but that EP—means a lot to me. It gave me space to say things I wasn’t brave enough to tell people out loud, and I…” she flushes a pale, pearly pink. “I would like it. If you listened to it,” she finishes, her voice catching. “I think it’s my best work. That’s all. To go from that EP to this album, for me, feels like I’m going backwards. Like I’m taking back all the emotion and hard work and the happiness I felt while writing the last one.” She giggles a little wetly. “That sounds ridiculous. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” Keqing responds reflexively. She hesitates for a second. “Does anyone know you feel like this?”

“No,” Ganyu says with a sigh. “I like the work we did on it, and I wouldn’t be embarrassed to say it’s mine, not like the music video from seven years ago—” pink wigs and miniskirts and teddy bears and Ganyu looking just the same as Keqing knew her— “so it’s for the best if I just wait it out. I’m getting old. I’m not going to be this famous forever.” Coming from anyone else, in any other tone, it would reek of conceit. But Ganyu just says it like a fact, even laced with the slightest tinge of resignation.

Keqing isn’t sure what else to say. Instead, she drops a hand on Ganyu’s shoulder, careful not to mess up the ruffles on her outfit, and keeps it there for two seconds before she pulls away. A perfectly professional amount of time, two seconds—long enough for comfort but not for confession.

“I’ll listen to the EP,” she says. “I promise I will.”

Ganyu closes her eyes. She looks tired, even with the foundation and concealer caked on her face to hide her shadows. “Alright.”

★

The concert passes with little incident. They get back to the hotel and crash earlier than usual, merely half-past one instead of the customary two or three in the morning, and Keqing is grateful for it because her alarm goes off at four-thirty and she has to drag herself out of bed before her eyes have even properly opened all the way.

They’re filming a promotional video for one of the b-sides on Ganyu’s new album. It’s fairly late to be shooting this kind of material, considering the album is releasing in less than two months, but they want to capture some authentic tour footage for a vlog-style format and for some reason they decided it was best to do it when the sun wasn’t up yet.

Keqing rubs an eye with her fist, doing her best to blink away the sleep dust. 

She stands at the edge of the water. There’s a team of fifteen with filming and lighting equipment, all standing around in a semicircle with Ganyu on the path next to the river. 

This early, no one is awake except two or three commuters booking it to the train station. A hush blankets the city like early morning dewdrops.

Vlog-style my ass, Keqing thinks, half-bitter and half-sardonic as she catches a glimpse of four cameras being set up at the same time.

It starts with a moving shot of Ganyu walking next to the river as the sun alights behind the buildings, an aerial view of the river that will have to be filmed tomorrow, then a handheld shot of Ganyu going over the bridge, laughing and singing along to the track that’s being piped in through speakers.

“We’re burning through sunrise,” the director calls. He crouches down to adjust the camera angle. The chatter lowers to a murmur, and filming begins.

Keqing watches all of it, bleary-eyed but trying to stay alert in case anyone notices them. For a group of less than twenty, they’re relatively discreet, keeping close to the riverside. Most of the equipment is hidden by hedges.

By the time they’ve wrapped up filming on the bridge, the sun is almost all the way up in the sky and pedestrians are beginning to walk past them.

“Good work everyone,” the director calls. “We’ll pick this back up in Japan.”

From what Keqing can gather, the concept is Ganyu in different cities across the continent—the globe, even, if they’re planning to drag this out past Asia—all shot on just this side of intimate, like you’re seeing Ganyu up close and personal and she’s holding your hand as she walks across a bridge in Taiyuan rather than a front-facing camera, hair streaming out behind her with the morning breeze and mouth open in a guileless laugh.

Keqing understands the appeal of this kind of video. The thought of millions of people seeing it is jarring when she ponders it, a rush of jealousy and protectiveness bolting down her spine, but she has to remind herself that it isn’t her duty—her right, even—to feel jealous. It isn’t her right to see Ganyu, to have her like this. 

“I think that went well,” Ganyu says, shivering faintly as they load up the shooting equipment and step into the van to go back to the hotel.

“Are you cold?”

Ganyu glances at her, startled. “A little,” she says, “but nothing I can’t handle.”

Keqing tosses her jacket in her lap before she can think twice about it. “Take it,” she says.

“Oh. Thank you.”

They drive back in silence. Most of the filming crew has gone in other vans so it’s just the three of them—Ganyu, Keqing, and Zhongli, too weary from the late nights and early mornings to do much other than lean their heads against the windows and stare outside.

“What are your plans for today?” Zhongli asks finally.

Keqing hums. “Not much. Probably sleeping.”

“Good idea,” he agrees. “You both need to rest.”

“I might go sightseeing in the evening. What time is the flight tomorrow?”

“Eight o’clock in the morning. And Ganyu? Is there anything you want to do today?”

Ganyu pulls her legs up in her chair and settles back down cross-legged. “Sleep,” she says with a yawn. “We have a meeting with Estée Lauder tomorrow,” she mumbles.

Zhongli taps his fingers against the driver’s wheel. “We do.”

“Maybe we should plan for that.”

His hand stills. “I don’t think we need to plan,” he says. “We know what to discuss. But you can message me with any of your concerns. I will make sure to bring them up at the meeting.”

She hums. “Good. Thank you, Zhongli.”

The tapping resumes, slow and methodical, like a metronome ticking every second. Sixty beats per minute, the same as an average human heartbeat.

“This is in my contract,” he says after a moment. “There is no need to thank me. I do my job as well as I am able to. I try my best to uphold contracts.”

Keqing thinks the last time she made a contract with anyone—a real one, one that mattered, an emotional binding rather than just a professional one—it didn’t go well.

She isn’t keen on contracts.

★

Once all is said and done, Keqing goes back to the hotel and passes out for a solid eight hours. She wakes up around four in the afternoon to find her stomach grumbling, alone in her cramped double bed. The room is almost completely silent, save for the sound of her blankets rustling and her stomach grumbling. She hasn’t eaten in eighteen—maybe twenty hours, and she feels light-headed as she tries to stand up to find something to eat.

As she’s walking down the hallway to leave the hotel and look for a nearby cafe, she runs into Ganyu.

“Oh,” Ganyu says, looking surprised. “Keqing. I thought you were still asleep.”

“I was until five minutes ago,” Keqing explains. “Sorry, I’ll get past you.” She tries to slip around, but Ganyu doesn’t step aside.

“Where are you going?”

“Trying to find something to eat,” she says, jerking her chin at the staircase leading down. “I’m kind of hungry.”

Her stomach lets out another rumble to corroborate her statement. She feels the tips of her ears warm.

Ganyu’s lips curl up in a smile. “Actually, I was planning to order food,” she says. She gestures at her own room. “You could eat with me if you want? I don’t mind. And it would be faster than looking for a place,” she adds. 

Keqing shakes her head. “Oh no, I wouldn’t want to intrude on you, I really don’t need to—”

“Keqing,” Ganyu interrupts. “I’m inviting you.”

Keqing’s cheeks burn. “Oh. Then um—I’d be glad to eat with you,” she replies, even as the rational part of her brain tells her this is most definitely not a good idea, and not at all something that bodyguards typically do for the person they’re guarding. Especially when said person is a world-famous idol, and their bodyguard has a crush on them that’s impossible to hide or get rid of.

She follows Ganyu into her room with slight reluctance.

“Did you sleep well?” Ganyu asks as she picks up the phone to dial for room service.

Keqing sits down in a chair. Ganyu’s hotel room is clean, she notes, tidied up with her bags in one corner and suitcase laid neatly across the luggage rack. “I did,” she says. “Better than I’ve slept in a while, actually.”

“I’m glad,” Ganyu says. She moves around the room, picking up things that have fallen around on the floor and the table, confident and contained in her own easy grace. Poised and sure without a hint of brashness. 

Keqing doesn’t know what to do with her hands. She rests them on the table, but her arms start to hurt so she folds them across her chest, which seems more aggressive than it’s supposed to. She finally puts them in her lap and prays that she looks less awkward than she feels.

“Do you need help?” she says when Ganyu starts pulling out hangers from the closet to hang up her clothes.

Ganyu shakes her head. “I forgot to clean up this morning,” she says as she folds a shirt that was lying on the floor. “I hope you don’t mind me doing it now.”

“I don’t,” Keqing replies quickly. “Do whatever you need to.”

They stay silent until the food comes. Keqing has long since grown comfortable with peace and quiet between them; it isn’t awkward like it used to be and she doesn’t feel the need to fill it with conversation. They’ve spent so much time in each other’s presence, no words said and none needed regardless, that it’s easy to slip into the same old familiar cadences.

Besides, it isn’t entirely silent. Ganyu hums a little under her breath while she fluffs up her pillows and straightens out the blankets; makes a surprised noise when she steps over the threshold from the bathroom into the living area and nearly trips on the step; puts on music in the background, strumming guitar and soft piano chords interspersed with placid melodies.

Habits that Keqing still recognizes from back in high school—how Ganyu’s face goes shocked too and her shoulders jump, barely perceptible, when she’s surprised, how she tilts her head as she tries to figure out what to do next and straightens up once the answer presents itself.

Boundaries, she reminds herself sternly after she catches herself staring at Ganyu’s hair curling behind her ear for a second too long. She rips her gaze away, focuses on the threaded fibers in the carpet instead.

Their food finally arrives with a knock on the door. Keqing goes to get it—she rolls in the tray of steamed dumplings and thinly-sliced noodles with a dramatic flourish. 

As soon as Ganyu gives her the go-ahead and passes her a pair of chopsticks, Keqing concentrates all her attention on the food. 

She doesn’t realize half an hour has gone by until her plate is empty and her stomach is pleasantly full. She sets down her chopsticks. Ganyu hasn’t finished eating yet but she’s looking at Keqing with an odd expression on her face. 

If Keqing didn’t know better, she’d think it was something close to fondness. 

“The food was good,” Keqing says for lack of any other meaningful contributions. 

Ganyu splits a dumpling in half with her chopsticks. “It was, wasn’t it?” she says.

“How did you know I liked these noodles?”

Ganyu’s neck blushes a pale shade of pink. “I remembered,” she answers. “I remembered you telling me how much you liked them back then. You always get my favourite foods and make coffee the way I like it and I—I thought I should pay it forward.” She lets out a reedy giggle, sounding nervous. “I wasn’t sure if you still had the same taste in food.”

“I do,” Keqing interrupts, trying to soothe Ganyu’s nerves. “It never changes. I—I’m predictable,” she adds with the smallest self-deprecating undercurrent to her voice. So subtle Ganyu doesn’t even notice.

“That’s good to know.”

A brief silence ensues. Ganyu opens her mouth to speak again, but before she can say anything, a phone rings.

Keqing throws a questioning glance. 

“It’s mine,” Ganyu tells her as she fumbles to turn her phone face-up and check who’s calling. “Oh. Hu Tao is calling. I’ll just…take this quickly. Or tell her to call me back later.”

Keqing’s throat thickens. “Go ahead,” she says. She doesn’t mention that it’s been days since her last message from Hu Tao where Keqing was left hanging. She doesn’t mention that Hu Tao had been wary of Ganyu at the beginning despite her celebrity, but now all her concerns about the girl who kept Keqing in the dark for nearly seven years seem to have been to the wayside. Her stomach roils. Maybe the noodles weren’t such a good idea. “You can take the call. I’ll wait. I can go back, if you’d prefer—”

“No! You can stay,” Ganyu says with a hint of vehemence. “Stay. Please. It’s no trouble. I’ll be back in…five minutes? Maybe more?”

“Five minutes,” repeats Keqing tonelessly. She can’t help wondering what Ganyu and Hu Tao even talk about, or what would take more than five minutes for them to wrap up.

She feels something slipping out of her hands, away from her reach as Ganyu stands up, presses the phone to her ear, and heads to the bathroom.

Keqing doesn’t consider herself an irrational person; the people she’s chosen to surround herself with as friends practically demand rationality, because someone has to be the sensible one when Xiangling gets the idea to flambé a pancake on Keqing’s tiny gas stovetop.

But she’s here now and she said yes when Ganyu asked if she wanted to eat together even though the rational Keqing would have known better and refused. She’s here now and she’s glued to the chair, every muscle in her body frozen. She can’t move, can’t stand up to leave, can’t fucking do anything.

She’s here now, sitting at a table of empty plates while Ganyu’s voice comes from the bathroom, light and happy as it echoes through the wall. 

Rational Keqing wouldn’t do this, and rational Keqing certainly wouldn’t feel this anger twisting her stomach into knots at the mere thought of Ganyu and Hu Tao being friends.

She doesn’t know which of them she’s angry at—maybe both, maybe neither. Maybe herself. Maybe she’s just tired and resentful. Maybe she wishes she hadn’t said yes.

Her hands clench in her lap. Fingernails dig into the flesh of her palm so deep that she feels the tang of blood before it breaks skin. 

Ganyu steps out of the bathroom with her phone in hand. “Sorry about that,” she says ruefully. “Hu Tao just had something to tell me. It took longer than I expected,” she continues with a cursory glimpse at the clock. 

“It’s fine,” Keqing says numbly. “I actually—I think I’m going to go.”

“What? Why?”

“I, uh—I remembered I have to go do something. I should leave.”

“You didn’t mention this before,” Ganyu says, and Keqing desperately asks the universe why she’s being so persistent about this now, why she won’t just fucking let Keqing go and move on. 

“I’m mentioning it now,” she replies testily, her patience boiling over and bubbling into an irritation she can’t shake. She pushes back her chair with a screech.

Ganyu catches hold of her wrist. “Wait. Keqing, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Ganyu, just let go of me—”

“I’m not letting go until you tell me,” she insists. “Why are you mad? Did I do something wrong?”

“You didn’t do anything,” Keqing pushes out between gritted teeth. “I’m in a weird mood. That’s it.”

“There has to be something,” Ganyu answers, and she won’t stop pressing for a response, won’t stop tugging on Keqing’s arm and looking confused and Keqing wonders hazily why Ganyu even cares and— “you have to tell me, please—” and—

“It’s Hu Tao,” Keqing finally spits out, considerably louder than she would say it normally. It rings in the hotel room with a deadened finality. “Not Hu Tao herself,” she retracts. “But you and Hu Tao, because it’s fucking—it’s so hard to listen to every single day, and I don’t care that you’re friends but—”

Ganyu’s mouth opens slightly. “You don’t want us to be?” she asks, cutting Keqing off in the middle of her sentence. “But I thought…”

“I just said I don’t care,” Keqing says between clenched teeth. “But I miss her, and she’s always talking to you these days and I know I’m not a good enough friend to her, I have no idea why she still stays—I never text back quickly enough and I make fun of her because she can’t fucking cook to save her life—but I don’t need you saying it. I don’t need you stepping into my private life, and I don’t need you reminding me that she’s going to move on and decide that there are more interesting people to make friends with. I don’t need to be told that both of you are better than me, every day, all the time. I tell myself that enough for both of us.” She blinks back sharp tears. “Fuck,” she mumbles, rubbing her eyes, and it’s only then that she realizes her eyes are awfully wet, eyelashes sticking to her skin. She doesn’t dare look at Ganyu in case the disappointment on her face is too hard to bear, too much guilt for Keqing to carry.

She squeezes her eyes shut. “You’ve come into my life again after—six? Nearly seven years? Something like that. And I’m happy you’re back, don’t get me wrong—and I’m happy that we managed to meet again because I thought I wouldn’t ever see you again. I really did. But how much are you going to take from me? How much will you take away? I—please, Ganyu,” she says, her voice breaking hopelessly. “You didn’t even tell me when you were leaving. You didn’t say anything. You already took away yourself, without warning me. Wasn’t that good? Wasn’t that enough for you? Is anything enough, ever?”

Ganyu makes a choked sound. “What…”

Keqing turns to face her. She looks shell-shocked. Beautiful, because of course she would be stunning even while her face went slack, of course she would be no less gorgeous as a tear ran down her cheek. The secret fourth law of motion—Ganyu’s beauty is immutable and unchangeable. Such is the natural, fated way of the universe, and who is Keqing to think she could ever dare disturb what love orders for her?

“I’m not angry at you because you’re friends,” she says quietly. “I’m angry at myself for thinking I could be friends with people like—like you. Like Hu Tao. For thinking I wouldn’t be left behind.”

“Keqing,” Ganyu mumbles. She reaches out a hand. “I didn’t know you…I’m sorry.”

“Forget about it,” she says quickly, as blood rushes to her cheeks and she realizes she’s gone and fucked up everything. Either she’ll get fired or Ganyu will never speak to her again or she’ll be blacklisted from the idol industry, and at this point it’s really just a question of which happens first. She starts to step backward. Slowly, then she trips over her foot and almost falls flat on the rug. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m going to…go now. Early start tomorrow morning. I’ll see you then.” Trying her best to disguise the tremble in her voice, she barrels on before Ganyu can get a word in. “And if you can—forget this happened. I didn’t mean to say it. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. Please just forget,” she says finally. “Please.”

Then she’s out of the door, almost crashing into the room service tray. She steadfastly avoids looking at Ganyu; she keeps her eyes trained squarely on the floor, holds a staring contest with the carpet pattern and fails. Her hair falls over her shoulder to hide Ganyu from her line of sight.

With how badly her hands are shaking, it takes four tries until she manages to slot the keycard into the lock. She slips the keycard into her back pocket, slides down the wall until her legs are flush with the cold floor tile, buries her face in the sleeve of her sweater, and lets all the tears out in a rush, her face hot and wet and breath uneven. Her shoulders shake in the attempt to keep quiet, not to let her sobbing leak through the hotel room walls. 

It makes her chest ache.

Then Keqing remembers there’s still a team dinner tonight to celebrate their last night here, so she pulls her phone out of her jeans and weakly taps out hi Zhongli. I’m not feeling well so I dont think I’ll be able to make it to th e dinner tonight. sorry for the inconvenience.

She’s too worn out to fix the typos. She clicks ‘send,’ watches as the chat bubble pops up, and then she puts her phone back down and lets herself cry. Properly, this time.

★

There’s a knock on her door the next morning when she’s thoroughly dehydrated, tired with tears wrung dry from her eyes and cheeks red. 

She hasn’t cried so much since…since Ruiling, really, and since then no breakup has held that sorrow. From the pharmacy guy to online hookup to Li Na—Keqing sleepwalked through all of it but now the pain is sharp in focus. 

She wonders why a fight with Ganyu feels more bitter than any breakup could ever be.

When she opens the door, she doesn’t see anyone up or down the hallway, and she’s about to turn around to head back inside before her eyes catch on something just outside her door.

It’s her jacket. The one she’d lent to Ganyu this morning, the denim soft and the buttons perfectly innocent-looking, hanging from the knob.

She sighs. Her chest pangs hollowly but she doesn’t want to cry again in the middle of the hallway so she tugs the jacket off the handle and shuts the door behind her.

Her phone notifications have been turned off for the past few hours, but she makes herself switch it on and check her messages. Nothing from Ganyu, and radio silence from Hu Tao too. 

A reply to her text to Zhongli last night. Alright, I’m sorry you are not feeling well. Is there anything I can do to help?

Then: a quick reminder that our flight tomorrow is at one o’clock. Please be ready by ten in the morning.

Keqing’s eyes are puffy and swollen

I should be fine, she taps out, but thank you for the concern. I didn’t forget about the flight. I’ll be there at ten.

There are another two hours until she needs to be ready. She shrugs on a coat and walks down the hallway to take the elevator and get out of the hotel, but she’s stopped by the sound of voices coming from a room across the corridor.

She knows she shouldn’t listen. But every rational part of her brain goes silent, and it’s pure instinct that leads her to crouch down and lean her head against the wall next to the door of Ganyu’s hotel room. 

“…something wrong,” Ganyu says. It’s faint, but there’s a distinctive note of brittleness to her voice that Keqing has never heard before. It hurts. “Hu Tao…”

And there it is. Obviously she’s talking to Hu Tao. 

She’s practically numb to it, numb to the realization that her best friend made a choice and she didn’t choose Keqing.

Her legs begin to cramp from squatting down like this. She stretches them out but can’t bring herself to stand up and move on, walk away like she should.

There’s one sentence that stands out against the background hum of chatter. One sentence Keqing hears the entirety of and wishes she hadn’t.

“I think I made her cry.”

Which makes it click into place—they’re talking about her. About Keqing.

She strides away, pressing the elevator buttons in a haze of rage and exhaustion until she makes it to the ground floor.

The morning air is cool on her tear-streaked face. She scrubs away the wetness furiously and steps onto the street. She blends in with the crowd of busy commuters.

No one would know that last night, she lost any chance she might have had to be something, do something, have something with Ganyu; that now she’s going to lose her job and it will be all her fault. That she will have no one to blame but herself.

That part is what cuts the deepest.

★

She stumbles through the next morning blindly, her body moving on instinct while her mind stays in airplane mode. The only time her consciousness really comes back and anchors is when Zhongli sends her a text to ask if she’s completed the customary hotel room examination and she has to type back a shamefaced no, not yet. She sets her coffee down and toes on her shoes to visit Ganyu’s room.

Keqing is three seconds away from deciding to leave and head back to her room when the door opens.

“Oh,” Ganyu says. Keqing sees her throat work as she swallows and steps back. “Did you need something?”

Keqing lifts a hand. “Security.” She hates it, hates the thick sound of the word in her mouth and the bitter taste of knowing she’ll be gone from this job soon enough. That someone else will come by Ganyu’s room to say ‘security,’ that someone else will sit exactly one row behind her on every flight and tell her to sleep well before bed. That someone else, soon, will take on her role and it will be like Keqing was never there.

She’s sure that it’s better for both of them, and this whole thing has just expedited the process, but that doesn’t stop the misery from swelling in her lungs.

She hates certainty and doubt in equal measure.

Ganyu steps aside. She doesn’t meet Keqing’s eyes, not once. “Go ahead. I was planning to head out anyway, so…” she gestures at herself, where she doesn’t look ready to head out in the slightest. She’s still in a pair of sweatpants and a tank top. Keqing isn’t even sure if she’s washed her face yet.

“I can come back later if you’re not ready to leave.”

Ganyu flattens her lips into a line. “No,” she says decisively. “It’s your job. Give me five minutes to change and I’ll be out of your hair.”

So badly, Keqing wants to say: stay. She wants to say: don’t leave yet. She wants—so much. She wants to see Ganyu in the mornings in sweatpants and tank tops, hair loose around her shoulders, and she wants to keep her job, and she wants Ganyu to sprawl around the room while they work in silence, wants her to be comfortable with Keqing in her space and not feel the need to fly away like a caged bird. Keqing wants everything she can’t have. She wants.

She does not say this. Instead, she says, “Okay.” She says, “I’ll wait out here,” and she says, “let me know when you’re ready to go. Have fun when you go out.” She also says, “Make sure to tell Zhongli you’re leaving and he’ll assign you someone for security detail. Does that work?”

Ganyu nods, but Keqing sees the clenching of her jaw; the vague, barely-there irritation at having to tell someone whenever she wants to go on a walk or step outside. It has to be more stifling than Ganyu lets on.

The door closes in Keqing’s face, and she sits down cross-legged on the floor. They’re at the end of the hotel hall, and it’s the first time Keqing really lets herself appreciate the view: the city metropolis unfolds below the window, sunlight shimmering off the tall glass skyscrapers and skimming over the river that bisects the city.

After some time travelling, all the cities start to look the same, to blur together into one big mass of park benches and buildings that brush the horizon. But here, now, Keqing doesn’t mind it so much. She stares out the window and watches daylight bend around the sharp corners of office buildings and glass domes.

“It’s pretty, isn’t it?”

She jumps at the voice behind her. She turns around to see Ganyu freshly dressed.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s fine,” Keqing says, her mind and heart racing in tandem, both past the speed of hummingbirds. She can feel the hot flush of her cheeks and silently wills her face to cool down. “I’ll just get on with inspecting your room now. Have a great walk.”

The conversation between them is painfully stilted, neither of them quite knowing what to say and what not to. The thought of Taiyuan and what Keqing said to Ganyu burns bright in her memory. They stand at this crossroads between two diverging paths, and they wait.

“Have a great walk,” she repeats. “Bye.”

So Ganyu leaves, and then Keqing turns around and pushes open the door to her hotel room. She sees that Ganyu has left it nice and neat with all the clothes on hangers or in drawers so Keqing won’t trip over anything, and the fact that Ganyu still acts so thoughtful towards her when she’s going to lose her job as her bodyguard anyway—it’s enough to make Keqing want to scream.

She doesn’t scream. 

She moves a chair to the side and starts scanning the corners of the room for cameras.

★

They arrive at the arena mid-morning and jump into rehearsals. Keqing wishes she felt as energized as the other staff members seem to be, but her night of no-sleep and all-crying in Taiyuan and the encounter with Ganyu this morning have both taken a bitter toll on her.

It’s particularly difficult, Keqing finds out, to avoid Ganyu during the concert. She’s expected to accompany her at all times, so ducking into a different room when she hears Ganyu’s voice coming closer is out of the question.

This leads to Zhongli knocking on Ganyu’s dressing room door an hour and a half before the opening number. He pokes his head in and says, “Excuse me. Could I borrow Keqing for one moment?”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong,” he answers placidly. “But I would like to speak to you in private.”

She raises her eyebrows. “Okay.”

Ganyu’s hair is being brushed out into soft, pale-blue waves. She doesn’t acknowledge the conversation. Out of the corner of her eye, Keqing notices that she’s staring fixedly at the counter.

“I’ll just be gone for a minute,” Keqing says to Ganyu, even though she knows she won’t get a response.

They make their way down the corridor. Zhongli’s polished shoes tap against the linoleum floors, and eventually he rounds on his heel and comes face to face with Keqing.

“There is something going on between you and Ganyu.” Not angry or frustrated, merely stating a fact. “Did you have a conflict?”

Keqing’s stomach turns. “Not a conflict,” she counters. “We just…we disagreed about something. It wasn’t a big problem.”

“It is impeding your ability to protect her.”

And Keqing doesn’t have a response to that besides: “I’m sorry.”

“Please sort this out,” he requests gently. “If you have not come to a mutual agreement in two days, we may need to take more drastic measures.”

Keqing doesn’t even want to know what ‘drastic’ means. It can’t be worse than being fired, she supposes, which is already on the table.

“Got it. I apologize for my behaviour.”

★

That night, Keqing leans against the wall and watches from backstage as Ganyu steps up to the microphone for one of her last songs of the night. 

“This song is very special to me,” she begins, adjusting the mic. She looks less bold and more shy, like she’s unearthing a part of her heart for hundreds of people to see—breaking it into shards and tossing it out across the audience. “None of you have heard it before—well, I hope you haven’t,” she jokes. Laughter ripples through the crowd. “This is the first song you’ll hear on my upcoming album. I hope you enjoy it.”

Keqing closes her eyes. 

★

Her phone rings after the concert. She’s curled up cross-legged in bed going over the schedule tomorrow, which starts with an interview filming at ten and ends with yet another concert. Somewhere in there, they have to wedge in a meeting with a hair product brand to discuss Ganyu’s advertising contract.

Keqing flips her phone over to check the number. A chill runs through her entire body and she can’t make her finger move, can’t press answer or decline. It keeps ringing.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Keqing.” Hu Tao’s voice is abnormally serious.

Oxygen scrapes the edges of Keqing’s lungs. “Hu Tao.”

“So,” she starts conversationally, “I heard you and Ganyu had an…argument of sorts.”

“Not an argument,” Keqing replies, remembering what she’d told Zhongli. “More like a disagreement.”

“A disagreement,” Hu Tao says, easy. “Fine. Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really. I’m going to figure it out. It’s not that important.” In the grand scheme of things at least, she adds silently. “We both agreed to forget about it.” Her voice cracks embarrassingly.

Hu Tao hums. She sounds casual and incredibly judgemental at the same time. “That’s not what Ganyu said when she called me afterward and couldn’t stop crying because she thought you were going to leave your job in the middle of the tour and never speak to her again.”

The words hit Keqing like a two hundred ton truck. “Oh,” she mumbles.

“So I think we should talk about it.” 

Hu Tao doesn’t get mad like most people, navigating awkward social situations with the expertise of someone who’d flip-flopped between business and public relations courses through most of university and somehow gotten enough credits to graduate with a double major. This is definitely her ‘I’m frustrated and can’t scream so I’m going to talk to you very politely and hope you understand’ voice. Keqing hasn’t heard it in years, let alone directed at her.

“Talk about it.”

“Yes. You know, I spoke to Ganyu for a while, so I’m going to tell you what she said.”

“Okay.”

“Here it is, I wrote it down: that you didn’t want her to be friends with me because it reminded you that we were both better than you and you would never measure up. That she keeps taking things from your life without permission, including your friends. Did I get that right?”

Keqing coughs. “More or less.” It’s almost word for word what she said to Ganyu, but having it spelled out for her in Hu Tao’s clear, methodical, ‘business major’ voice makes it sound more irrational than it truly is.

“We need to get one thing straight,” Hu Tao says. Her voice crackles through the speaker. “Two, actually. The first is that friends aren’t a commodity. Look, Qing-qing—” and the nickname forces a muffled sob out of Keqing’s throat that Hu Tao doesn’t appear to hear— “I know you have trouble with this. I know you always think of relationships as something conditional, because that’s how you approach everything, like it’s going to slip away if you don’t sacrifice enough for it, school and online dating and your fucking job. But they’re not. Just because I’m friends with Ganyu doesn’t mean I’m going to stop being friends with you. Secondly—”

“You didn’t call,” Keqing mutters.

“…I promise that—what?”

“You didn’t call,” she repeats, louder. “You didn’t call, or text, and I knew you were seeing my messages because you were texting Ganyu at the same time. What was I supposed to think?”

Hu Tao is quiet.

“I didn’t mind you not replying, because I do that all the time when I forget to respond, but I would have appreciated some warning in advance. Goddammit, Hu Tao, I—” she chokes back another sniffle. “I thought you didn’t want to talk to me again.”

“I was giving Ganyu advice,” Hu Tao murmurs. “On something she was struggling with. And I, uh…I got laid off from another job last month. This sounds stupid—” then here she laughs, like she can’t help making fun of herself even as she’s trying to teach Keqing a lesson of her own— “but I didn’t want to text you until I’d found another job. Because I knew you were going to ask about it, and I thought it would be better if I didn’t…disappoint you.”

Keqing swallows. “You could never disappoint me.”

“I know that, but it was like an incentive for me. ‘You can’t text Qing-qing and distract her from work until you’ve found a job.’ I guess it didn’t work too well, because now I’m down one best friend and still unemployed.” She laughs. “Funny how life works out.” The tone of her voice indicates that she doesn’t think it’s funny at all. Sad, if anything.

“Hu Tao, I—”

“Moving on!” Hu Tao says promptly. “We’re not talking about me today. Just you and Ganyu. What was I saying before?”

Keqing racks her brain. “Uh. You had two points to make.”

“What was the first one?”

“Friendship isn’t transactional,” she recites dutifully. “And you didn’t—”

“Right!” Hu Tao exclaims. “I remember. So. What I was going to say was: why would you ever think you aren’t good enough, Qing-qing?”

“What?”

“I’m not better than you,” Hu Tao tells her, the tone of her voice soothing. “I never have been. Why would you think that?”

Keqing lets out a giggle, slightly hysterical. “Please, Hu Tao. I’m fucking awful to you. I forgot to get you a gift for Christmas and I always bug you about getting a job even though you’re the reason I’m employed anyway, and I don’t know celebrities and I don’t care about your interests and I never pick up the phone before ten at night and I…” her voice dwindles into nothing.

Hu Tao doesn’t speak for a long time. When she does, she sounds—pained. “Keqing,” she says. “You’re my best friend. The shrimp thing wasn’t your fault; it slipped my mind and I didn’t think it was important to tell you. You forgot about Christmas because you’d just gone through the worst breakup of your life. Your encouragement is the reason I haven’t given up on looking for a job that works for me.”

“But—”

Hu Tao shushes her. “Be quiet. You’re good, Keqing. You’re a good person and you’re a great friend. I’m never going to replace you. Especially not with Ganyu. Now—is there anything else we need to talk about?”

“If I was a good person, Ganyu wouldn’t have left in the first place,” Keqing says softly. “If I was a great friend, I might have found a way to convince her to stay.”

Hu Tao makes an inquiring noise. “You think so?”

Keqing huffs out a laugh. “How could I not think so? But that wouldn’t have been fair,” she adds, rueful. “I couldn’t drag her down like that. I couldn’t tether her to one place.” She stops. “If I was a good person, I wouldn’t have wanted her to give up her whole career to stay with me. I just wish…” she tries to laugh, but it breaks in the middle. “I wish what I wanted was the right thing to do.”

“Oh, Keqing,” Hu Tao sighs, pity and sadness tugged out in strains through her words. “I think you have to speak to Ganyu and sort this one out. Don’t you? Besides,” she says, “there’s a lot you two should resolve. Let me know how it goes. I’ll be rooting for you.” A pause. “I’m always rooting for you, Qing-qing.”

“Okay,” Keqing says. She hasn’t gotten up to draw her curtains yet, and the pale yellow city lights of Chongqing are runny and fluorescent through the window, like egg yolks dripping down the sides of skyscraper walls. “Good night, Hu Tao. Sleep well.”

“You sleep well. You sound tired.”

“I’m always tired.”

“You shouldn’t be,” Hu Tao reprimands her. “You shouldn’t have to be.”

Keqing tries to speak but the words get stuck in her throat, caught up with the rush of love and gratefulness she has for Hu Tao, here and now. “Yeah,” she says. “Yeah. Night.”

“Night, Qing-qing,” Hu Tao says, but they don’t hang up.

As if by a shared understanding, they stay on the line for minutes after that. Neither of them talks, they just—listen to each other breathe.

Keqing might be imagining it, but she swears she can hear Hu Tao’s heartbeat, quiet and watery across miles of phone lines and kilometres of distance; Chongqing to Shanghai, one nightless city to another.

Keqing falls asleep. Hu Tao hasn’t hung up the phone yet.

★

She wakes up at one in the morning to go to the bathroom and notices that the call is still going. Faint snores emanate from the speakers. It makes her smile.

★

The next morning, she finally ends the call when she needs to use her phone, but she sends a sticker of two bunnies hugging to Hu Tao just to let her know that everything’s okay.

Keqing rolls out of her hotel bed at six-thirty in the morning and goes to the gym, grabs breakfast from the hotel restaurant, and heads out to a cafe. She’s back by eight, hair still wet from her shower and holding two cups of ice coffee.

She knocks on Ganyu’s door.

The door cracks open half an inch. “Hello?”

“It’s me. I brought you coffee.” She holds the cup out in the door gap, an unsubtle peace offering.

Ganyu opens the door a little further. “Thank you.” She takes the cup and closes her lips around the straw. Keqing has to look away. “Did you need something?” she asks.

“I wanted to talk to you,” Keqing says. She manages to step through the door until she’s face to face with Ganyu. She has to take a step back when she realizes how close their noses are to touching, and her cheeks flame bright red. “Sorry.”

“You wanted to…talk?”

“Talk,” Keqing agrees. “I said some pretty shitty things and I’m here to fix them.”

The height difference between them feels like so much here, with Ganyu’s head tilted up to face her.

“Did Hu Tao put you up to this?”

Keqing releases a chuckle. “If by ‘put up’ you mean ‘pull my head out of my ass and make me work out my problems,’ then yes. Zhongli also told me, so…” she lifts her coffee. “Time to talk?”

They end up on the floor at the foot of Ganyu’s bed, legs stretched out so their feet almost touch. The proximity makes Keqing’s skin crawl. She pulls her legs into her chest.

“So,” Ganyu begins. “I think I should start by apologizing.”

“If you want me to resign, I completely understand,” Keqing blurts out at the same time.

“It wasn’t fair of me to—what?”

“I’ll resign if you tell me to. I know I exhibited unprofessional behaviour and you deserve someone who can protect you better. I also know I wasn’t fair to you at all. And then there is…” she catches herself before she can continue with the fact that I have a massive, incurable crush on you and every day I feel like I’m taking advantage of you. “Other things.” She hates herself for almost telling Ganyu, which wouldn’t just guarantee the loss of her job but also a friend. “What I’m saying is, please let me go if you feel that I’m underperforming. I would never hold it against you.” 

“Other things?” Ganyu repeats.

“Personal problems,” she says, waving her hands around. “Stuff I have to sort out by myself.”

“If you say so,” she answers, sounding doubtful. “But Keqing—I’m always here if you need to talk to someone. It’s what we agreed on, right? That’s not a one-way transaction,” she adds. “That’s something you have the right to. I’d be glad to help if you want me to.”

Keqing tries to open her mouth and speak, but nothing comes out save for a tiny, pathetic croak.

“I’m not going to make you resign,” Ganyu tells her forcefully. “I won’t fire you. I won’t ask that you step down. Keqing, do you know how hard it is to find a bodyguard who…” she pauses. “Who doesn’t want anything else? Who cares about my wellbeing and wants to protect me for no other reason than it being their job? Zhongli was so grateful after your interview and screening, saying that maybe he’d found someone who could hang onto the job for longer than a few months. You’re good at what you do. I know everyone is glad that you’re with us.” She bites her lower lip out of habit, or nerves. Maybe both. “Including me.”

Keqing presses her lips together. “That doesn’t mean you can’t find someone better.”

“I’m not going to fire you. I’m not going to look for someone else unless you want me to. Is that a fair deal?”

“Fair,” she replies numbly. She can’t remember what fair even means anymore. It isn’t fair for her to demand friendship with Ganyu knowing full well that she wants more. It isn’t fair to pin her wings to the ground, because Keqing has always preferred to keep both feet rooted to the ground while Ganyu flies among the stars; because Ganyu loves music, loves the limelight, loves singing, loves stars and sunsets the likes of which Keqing has never seen before. 

Ganyu loves singing. Keqing just loves her. 

It isn’t…fair.

“I’m glad we got that figured out,” Ganyu says with palpable relief. “You’re not being fired. Was there anything else you wanted to say? Honestly—” she blows out a breath— “I’m not good at these things. I would like to talk, though. As much as you’d be willing to tell me. So please just hear me out, then you can leave if you want to.”

“Okay.”

“I have to tell you I’m sorry,” Ganyu begins. “I didn’t know you felt so strongly about Hu Tao, but it—I understand now, and I won’t make that mistake again.” She plays with a frayed string on her t-shirt. It’s pale purple and matches the colour of her eyes; rumpled, soft like it’s been tossed in the dryer too many times and washed thin. “Like you said—your private life is none of my business. I should have recognized that I was pushing you too far.” She giggles wetly. When she looks up, her eyes are red-rimmed. “I just wanted to know everything about you,” she mumbles. “I wanted to know what you’d been up to and what you were doing outside of work. I wanted to know your hobbies and friends and favourite foods. I wanted to know how you’d changed since I last saw you. It never occurred to me that you…you might have wanted something else.”

Keqing’s resolve begins to disintegrate. 

“I didn’t realize you felt like I was…coming into your life and taking things away one by one. I didn’t realize,” says Ganyu again. “I get it. I’ll stop doing that and I hope you can forgive me.”

She still hasn’t made an excuse for why she left without saying anything, Keqing notices. But both of them have their secrets, and this is the equivalent of an olive branch, so Keqing decides she better not snap it while the offering is in progress.

“I should apologize too,” she says instead. “It wasn’t right of me to get angry at you like that when you were just trying to help. I shouldn’t have said so many awful things about you. And…you can ask about my personal life. If you want to.” I don’t know why you’d want to, she adds in her head. 

Ganyu is a world-famous idol. The idea that she would be even slightly invested in the wellbeing of Keqing, whose job makes hundreds of times less money and who lives in an apartment with exactly two and a half rooms—the kitchen, the bedroom, and the bathroom that measures less than four feet across—is laughable.

She reaches out her hand; her own version of atonement. Ganyu’s palm is soft, she registers dimly. Slender fingers wrap around her own. 

“I’m really sorry,” she tells Ganyu, because that’s truly the only thing she can say. “I hope you can forgive me too.” The hummingbird-flutter of her pulse has slowed to a more manageable speed. She feels like this is the first time she’s been able to breathe easy in days.

“Of course I’ll forgive you. And thank you for the coffee. I’ll stop speaking to Hu Tao if you want me to.”

Keqing shakes her head. “You don’t have to cut her off. Keep talking to her. I promise I don’t mind.”

Ganyu smiles. “Hu Tao is a great person and she gives incredible advice, but she scares me sometimes.”

She grins. “She tends to have that effect on people.”

★

Their next flight is seven-thirty in the morning. Keqing ends up sitting just behind Ganyu, and after they’re all strapped in, the plane departed and flight attendants starting to walk up and down the aisles with snacks, she leans over to tap her on the shoulder.

Ganyu looks at her. “Hm?”

“What do you and Hu Tao talk about?” she says. She can’t stop the question from spilling out of her mouth.

Ganyu’s ears turn pink. “Why?”

“Just curious,” she replies, playing it off with a shrug. “I—forgive me for saying this, but it doesn’t seem like you have much in common. On first impressions, at least.”

Ganyu’s voice is quiet; Keqing strains to hear her, between the airplane engine whirring and the mask covering her face, and she barely catches the murmur: “At first, I just texted her because I wanted to learn about you.”

“You what?”

“I wanted to learn about you,” she repeats. “Hu Tao is your best friend, and you were so cagey about what you’d been doing while I was…gone. I wanted to know more. I wanted to know what I should get you for your birthday too.” Her entire neck has flushed red. “I overstepped. I shouldn’t have done that.”

“What did Hu Tao tell you?” Keqing asks, dreading the answer.

“Not much. She’s a good friend to you. She didn’t tell me anything you weren’t comfortable with, just your major in college and how you got your job. Your favourite restaurant. I stopped asking as soon as I realized that was all I was going to get.”

There’s an odd, groaning emptiness in the hollow of Keqing’s chest that she can’t quite isolate. She doesn’t know what she’s feeling. “You wanted to learn about me?”

Ganyu clasps her hands in her lap. “I always have. I knew you were special,” she says, like it’s a forgone fact, like a preordained truth: “Even back then I knew, and I had to see what you would do with it.”

“Not as much as you have, clearly,” Keqing tries to joke, but it doesn’t hit right and might as well have landed flat on its face.

“You don’t have to compare us. You’ve done a lot better than I have in more than a few ways.”

“Like what?”

Ganyu coughs. The sound rasps low and sweet in her throat. “Dating?”

Keqing snorts. “That doesn’t count. All that got me was a terrible breakup and an even worse junior year of university.”

“…What do you mean?”

“I didn’t mean to say that,” she sighs. “I just…junior year, my girlfriend—ex-girlfriend. We had a pretty massive blow-up. It took a toll on my studying.” Studying, and everything else; how at one point she couldn’t stand up for more than ten minutes without getting dizzy because she hadn’t drunk water in so long. How every night she fell asleep with her cheek pressed to the desk and uneaten energy bars rotting away in the corner; how her whole life was collapsing around her and Keqing couldn’t do anything except watch as it fell apart, a spectator to her own destruction. “That’s all.”

Ganyu shrinks away, clearly noticing the look of apprehension in Keqing’s eyes and the hard set of her mouth. “I forgot—no asking about your private life.”

“It’s fine.” She doesn’t even care at this point. She just doesn’t want to talk about Ruiling with the girl who was the reason they broke up.

There’s an awkward silence, and Keqing tries to smooth it over with a question. “What’s your favourite part about coming here?” They fly to Changsha fairly often for variety show filmings and magazine cover shoots, and every time Ganyu steps off the plane there’s a fond loosening in the set of her mouth that only appears for a select few cities.

“The food,” Ganyu says immediately. “The food and the view. It feels…familiar. After I debuted and Clover Leaves became so popular, it was the first city I ever went to that welcomed me. Where people knew my name and said hello and hoped that I would enjoy my stay. It stuck with me,” she confesses. “It’s a special place.”

“That’s nice.” And it is: the idea that even if Ganyu can’t return home whenever she wants, even if she can’t be in Shanghai all the time, she at least has a place to welcome her with open arms. A home away from home; somewhere to rest when her bones grow weary and she needs to rest for the night. It’s nice. 

Keqing is glad that Ganyu has this.

★

The next three weeks are a blur of hairspray and glittery eyeshadow and pop songs pounding over the speakers; quiet evenings on planes, Zhongli’s terrible thrifted sweatshirt logos and nighttime hotel views overlooking the city. Their blitz across the country has five more stops—Wuhan, Guiyang, Shenzhen, Hong Kong, Chengdu—in one dizzying swoop. It’s exhilarating and exhausting and the only thing Keqing knows for nearly a full month, all there ever was and all there ever will be.

Somewhere in there, an album is dropped. The days after are dominated by chart sales news and ranking updates that Keqing can’t bring herself to care about, but Ganyu gains five million followers and the album goes platinum so quickly that they barely have time to blink.

Keqing’s birthday also passes in that three-week flurry. It’s been years since she properly celebrated, and this one is just as lowkey. 

She receives celebration texts from Hu Tao, Xiangling, and Yanfei. The staff sing her a round; Zhongli’s gift for her is an umbrella and Ganyu passes her a box wrapped in sparkling paper. She opens it to see a pair of silver earrings nestled inside.

“Happy birthday,” she says, smiling small.

Keqing wants to kiss the grin off her mouth and the breath from her lungs. But she doesn’t. “Thank you.”

After her birthday she has no time to herself, no time to take a breath. The thought still resides in the back of her head. It rolls around there like a marble: the question of whether she should go or stay—which would cause less pain? Her self-preservation instincts all say to go, now, and never think of it again, but there’s a tiny part of her that wants to stay.

Maybe she should leave now so she doesn’t cause any more pain than she already has. It’s a world tour and there’s no room for error. Stepping down would mean at least a month spent looking for a replacement. Perhaps it’s worth it; Ganyu will be protected by someone who cares about her wellbeing, won’t force her into situations she doesn’t want to be forced into, doesn’t have feelings for her that are impossible to shake. 

Keqing just wants the best for her. And if that means removing herself from Ganyu’s life and going back to the way it was, then so be it.

It might be worth it, but she can’t bring herself to do it yet.

So she stays—from Changsha to Chengdu, flights to nowhere and everywhere, sleepless nights in unfamiliar rooms and sold-out evening concerts illuminated in expired, cheap fluorescence, strange looks Ganyu gives her and forced smiles Keqing sends in return. Out of some twisted sense of obligation or self-hatred, or a little bit of regret—she stays.

Keqing stays. When has she not?
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7. let it rain

Summary for the Chapter:
            “So feel free to step down. But you’ll have to deal with the fall-out, Keqing.”

“The fall-out.” She can’t even imagine what anything will look like post-Ganyu. Everything from before feels hazy and out of reach; and it’s scary, goddammit—this feeling, this acute awareness of the sudden widening of her known universe, how her entire life has curved and readjusted to accustom the foreign yet familiar presence of someone so unexpected, someone who Keqing would know at the ends of the earth but still can’t quite keep hold of.
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    There’s a week-long break before they go to Japan. The first leg of the tour is over; Keqing can barely remember what life was like before it, and of course the break isn’t really a break (there are still promotional posts to make and advertiser meetings to attend, competition show appearances set mostly in Beijing which means more plane flights) but at least it’s a week to catch their breaths. 

She pays a visit to Hu Tao the day after they land in Shanghai with a box of takeout in one hand and her phone in the other.

I’m outside your apartment, she messages. Barely five seconds go by before she hears a shriek from the other side of Hu Tao’s door and footsteps pattering on the floor.

“Keqing!” 

“Hi, Hu Tao,” Keqing says, smiling small. “Nice to see you.”

“You didn’t tell me you were back,” she gasps. “Come in! And you brought food!”

They eat their takeout at the kitchen counter while Hu Tao regales Keqing with tales of how she got her new job. “And the interviewer was stunned by my creativity and intellect,” she preens, brandishing a chopstick. “I had my first day yesterday.”

“That’s great,” Keqing tells her genuinely. “I’m happy you found a job you liked.”

Hu Tao props her chin up on her hands. “Anyway, enough about me. How’s your work going? Any celebrity news? Gossip from the other staff members?”

Keqing picks a splinter of wood off her cheap chopsticks. “No news. I think I might be leaving,” she confesses, and braces herself for the inevitable shockwave.

“Leaving? Why?” Hu Tao frowns. “But you’re so good at it.”

“I think I’ve stayed as long as I’m welcome,” she says. She chases a stray grain of rice around the styrofoam container and wrestles it into her mouth. “I mean, I’m sure the team would like me to keep working, but I’d like to move on.” The excuse sounds flimsy and weak to her own ears.

“Huh.”

Keqing scowls. “Stop judging me.”

“Judging you? Who, me?”

“I can see that you want to say something. Just tell me what a bad decision you think I’m making.”

Hu Tao sits back. “If it’s your decision, I’m not stopping you. But are you sure this isn’t about what happened with Ganyu? She’s forgiven you. Stepping down is a bit of a…drastic reaction.”

“It’s not about that,” she murmurs. “It would be nice to pick up another job. A change of pace.” She laughs and hopes Hu Tao doesn’t notice the bitterness in her voice. “Travelling all the time takes a toll on you.”

“Have you decided when you’re going to leave?” Hu Tao asks. There’s still obvious doubt in her gaze, but she seems to be going along with it. At least for now. Keqing appreciates that.

“Not yet.” She traces the wood veins in the chopsticks. “I would feel kind of shitty if I left now. It’s a busy time.” There’s a pause. “Maybe after the end of the Asia leg. So two, three months?”

“Hm,” Hu Tao says.

“Hu Tao. What are you thinking?”

“You’re so quick to assume the worst of me, Qing-qing.”

“I’ve known you for too long,” she points out. “It’s practically hard-wired into me. Let me hear it.”

“It’s nothing,” Hu Tao responds. Her voice is carefully neutral. “I was just thinking…Ganyu wouldn’t want to see you go.”

Which is something Keqing has been trying very hard not to think about. “It doesn’t matter,” she sighs. “It’s better in the long run.”

“Is this about your crush?”

Keqing lifts her shoulders. “Isn’t it always?”

“You don’t have to resign if that’s your concern,” Hu Tao tells her directly. “I promise, Keqing. Even if she finds out, no one will hold it against you.”

“It’s not just that,” Keqing interrupts. “I—it’s been dragging up a lot of stuff from high school that I’d rather not get into. You know?”

Hu Tao’s eyebrows shoot up. “Ah,” she says, like she’d expected this. “Okay. I mean, if you’re sure this is the best decision. You need to deliver the news to Yanfei, though.”

Yanfei will skin her alive for this, but she’ll have to grin and bear it. “Right.”

“And you know she wants you to have a good reason.”

“Right,” she says again.

“So feel free to step down, but you’ll have to deal with the fall-out, Keqing.”

“The fall-out.” She can’t even imagine what anything will look like post-Ganyu. Everything from before feels hazy and out of reach; and it’s scary, goddammit—this feeling, this acute awareness of the sudden widening of her known universe, how her entire life has curved and readjusted to accustom the foreign yet familiar presence of someone so unexpected, someone who Keqing would know at the ends of the earth but still can’t quite keep hold of.

“I’m prepared,” she says, despite the earth as she knows it shifting beneath her feet. It’s hard to prepare when she can’t tell which way is up and which is down.

Hu Tao sends her a perceptive look. “I hope you are, Keqing. I hope so.”

★

And then Ganyu’s birthday comes and all corners of the Internet blow up with well wishes. She trends as the top search topic on Weibo for four days—the day of her birthday, one before, and two afterward. 

By the end of the day, she looks worn out from constantly smiling, so Keqing doesn’t want to make a fuss. 

She slips her birthday gift—a new phone case to replace the old one, which is peeling at the corners, and a keychain with a microphone charm on it—in Ganyu’s drawer. She doesn’t write her name on it. 

She’ll be gone from Ganyu’s life soon enough, so why bother?

★

The Japan portion consists of three consecutive concerts in Tokyo, a quick stop in Yokohama for a morning television appearance, then making their way down the coast before circling back up north to Sendai. All told, it’s going to take the better part of a month.

They walk off the plane to see a crowd of fans welcoming Ganyu, and after half an hour where Ganyu takes pictures and signs autographs while Keqing does her level best to avoid passing out, they drive straight to the hotel. 

Keqing grips her suitcase harder as she tries to stand up without falling over from how tired she is. She’s mostly successful.

Ganyu steadies her with an elbow. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she mutters. Yellow spots dance in her vision that almost certainly aren’t supposed to be there. “Is there yellow on the ceiling?”

“Yellow?” Ganyu looks up. “No. Keqing, I think you need to lie down.”

“I’m fine,” she says, and just as she tries to grab the keycard from Zhongli to get into her room, her knees give out and she lands on the floor with a loud thunk. “Fuck. Maybe not fine.”

Zhongli moves immediately, bending down to pick her up off the ground. Ganyu holds one arm and Zhongli holds the other. Keqing hates how helpless it makes her feel.

“Let’s get you lying down,” he tells her, voice deep and soothing. He sounds completely unphased. “Come on, Keqing. You have to sleep.”

Somehow, they manage to hobble into the elevator and Ganyu slips Keqing’s keycard into her door. 

“Should I stay with her?” Keqing hears Ganyu ask. 

She can’t see what Zhongli does behind her back, but he follows up the action: “We’re busy this afternoon. You can check in on her every once in a while, but try not to disturb her. Keqing,” he says, addressing her, “when was the last time you slept?”

Keqing tries to remember. She was busy the day before the tour, packing and checking the setlist and transcribing all the dates into her calendar because she wanted to be organized, goddamnit, and what was a few hours of sleep next to poor job performance? “Uh. I napped for an hour on Friday?” She doesn’t even know if it was a full hour; traffic was loud and Ming kept padding into her room to bother her. It was probably less, now that she thinks about it.

Zhongli presses his lips together. “Friday.”

“Friday,” Keqing agrees.

“You will sleep at least eight hours now.”

“It’s only four o’clock,” she protests.

“It doesn’t matter. You are going to sleep.”

Reluctantly, she staggers over to the hotel bed and lies down. She stares at the ceiling. “Ganyu has to film the second part of that promotional video today,” she remembers. “Right?”

“Right,” Zhongli says. “But that is not your responsibility. There are several other bodyguards. They can cover you for one day.”

Ganyu has been hovering nervously at the edge of the conversation this whole time. Here she steps up and places a cool hand on Keqing’s forehead. “Sleep, Keqing.”

She obediently closes her eyes.

★

She sleeps away the entire afternoon and evening. When she finally wakes up, feeling better-rested than she has in months, a message waits for her. Her phone says it’s eleven o’clock at night. Through the curtains, the only thing that’s visible is a pool of inky darkness.

Gone out, Ganyu’s first text reads, dated two hours ago.

Then, five minutes ago: can you come pick me up?

Keqing’s finger is poised over the ‘call’ button before she can even think twice. It rings four, five, six times, and Ganyu finally picks up her phone.

“Hello?” There’s so much white noise in the background Keqing can hardly make out her voice.

“Where are you?” she asks.

Keqing,” Ganyu says. She must move to another area because the background chatter immediately quiets. She lets out a sniffle. “Um. I’ll tell you the address.”

“Did something happen?”

“No. I just…drank a little too much. And I might have lost my bodyguard, so—”

“Who was it? I’ll go find them and make sure they don’t do it again.”

“No!” She sniffles again. It seems like she’s tearing up. “It was my fault. I purposely lost him. I wanted to get away. That’s all.”

Keqing rubs her forehead. “Give me the address.”

Ganyu dutifully recites a series of numbers. 

Keqing stays on the phone with her as she jogs downstairs and heads out of the hotel to find a taxi.

The next fifteen minutes might be the most painful fifteen of her life. She finds out Ganyu is both incredibly chatty and disgustingly emotional when she’s drunk. Sometimes she goes silent and Keqing swears she can hear muffled sobs through the phone, and then a minute later she’ll pick the thread of the conversation back up with, “This place smells like burning rubber.”

“Don’t worry,” Keqing says. “I’ll be there soon.” God, her head hurts. Maybe she should quit now. In the whole time she’s had this job, Ganyu has never gotten drunk. Or at least not this bad. From what Keqing hears, she’s well past tipsy and into absolutely shitfaced territory. It doesn’t seem pretty.

They get there, and it’s a bar that looks just seedy enough to set off Keqing’s blaring alarms. “Will you give me a minute?” she asks the taxi driver. “Just, uh—have to pick up a friend. We need a drive home.”

He looks disgruntled but nods anyway.

She finds Ganyu with her back against the brick wall outside the bar, staring glassily at the ground. Her legs are crossed and she’s sitting directly on the pavement even though it’s almost definitely soaked in alcohol and sewage. Keqing wrinkles her nose. Ganyu was right; it does smell like burning rubber.

“Ganyu?”

Ganyu looks up. Her face brightens and she makes grabby hands. “Keqing,” she manages to get out before she devolves into another round of tears.

“Wait, come on, don’t cry,” she says as she helps Ganyu stand up. “Here, can you slip this on for me?” She offers her a mask. She has no idea if anyone has recognized Ganyu yet. On one hand it would be difficult not to, with her pastel blue hair, but on the other—no one would expect world-famous idol Ganyu to come to a bar, especially not one like this with the neon lights flickering and the front door creaking on its hinges. The mask is a helpful precaution either way. 

Ganyu puts it on.

“We’re going to head home,” Keqing tells her in her most soothing voice. “There’s a taxi waiting for us, okay?” Give it a few hours and Ganyu will be less hammered, or at least lucid enough for Keqing to ask what the fuck she was thinking when she ditched her bodyguard and went to a sketchy bar to get drunk in a city she doesn’t even know.

Ganyu makes a hmmph sound. “I don’t want to drive home. Can we walk?”

“Driving is faster.”

“I want to walk.”

Keqing suppresses the strong urge to roll her eyes. “Fine. We’ll walk. Stay here for me, I’ll go pay the taxi driver.”

Ganyu sits down. She seems all too eager to plant herself back in the same spot, staring emptily at the gravel and surrounded by the smell of rubber and trash. 

Keqing wants to laugh, or cry. Probably both at the same time; there doesn’t seem to be any other rational response to this kind of situation. It isn’t like she’s ever had to deal with a drunk Ganyu before, and if this is what she looks like…well, Keqing isn’t eager to repeat the experience.

She pokes her head back into the taxi window. “Hi, sorry—change of plans. We’re walking home. How much will the ride cost?”

She pays quickly, making sure to leave a proper tip, and stands on the side of the bustling street as the taxi speeds away.

“You’re going to have a killer hangover,” she mutters as she slings one of Ganyu’s arms around her shoulders. She pulls her baseball cap off and puts it on Ganyu’s head instead to hide the blue hair.

Ganyu giggles, then starts sobbing. “Oops.”

“Oops is right. Let’s get away from here, okay? Then we can figure out how to walk home.” 

Navigating the streets is hard enough in a city neither of them know, but it’s even worse with Ganyu as a dead weight on her shoulder.

“Ganyu,” Keqing hisses. “Can you try moving your legs?”

“Can’t,” she says plaintively. “I’m sorry.” It seems like all her pent-up frustration is coming out in the tears that keep rolling down her face. It’s good that she’s found an emotional outlet, but Keqing can’t say she’s happy about it.

“Hey, don’t cry, I—fine.” She pulls them into a side alleyway to reassess the situation. “You’ll have to hop on my back,” she says, and she isn’t glad that it has come to this but at the very least it’ll be a good workout.

They proceed down the street in the same fashion. Keqing ignores both the odd looks from other pedestrians and the sensation of Ganyu playing with her hair, combing her fingers through it and trying to weave a few strands together. She would laugh if it wasn’t so late at night and they weren’t in a public space where anyone could spot Ganyu like this.

The street seems to be endless, miles and miles of pavement billowing out in front of them. Keqing just keeps walking.

“Why did you go out tonight?” she asks. She’s aware of how judgemental it sounds, but she can’t stop it.

Ganyu frowns. “I wanted to.”

“Okay, but why here?” she presses.

“I don’t know,” Ganyu huffs. “It didn’t seem…obvious. Maybe people wouldn’t notice me.” She sniffles into Keqing’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t think this was in my job description,” she mutters. But then again, there’s plenty Keqing has done that isn’t part of her job. So she doesn’t have much ground to stand on.

“I don’t think so either,” Ganyu agrees. Her voice is choked up, scratchy in the way it only is after crying. “Can we go home?”

“We’re going home right now.” 

“You’re wearing my earrings,” Ganyu tells her, brushing a lock of Keqing’s hair behind her ear.

It takes Keqing a good two minutes to understand what she means. The silver earrings Ganyu gave her as a birthday present that she put on before leaving for Japan.

“I am.”

“That’s good. I spent a long time picking them out.” She makes an earnest sound of affirmation. “I wanted to make sure you would like it.”

Fucking god. Keqing is not getting emotional about this, she is not—

“Thank you,” she responds, a little strangled, the tips of her ears red and throat choked up. 

“Thank you,” Ganyu says back to her, and apparently something is funny about that because she begins to giggle uncontrollably. The sentimental moment is lost.

The space they finally find to stop and scout out their whereabouts is a large alleyway; spacious and walled in by two cafes. It smells like city rain and day-old coffee.

Keqing lets Ganyu climb off her back. Her shoulders ache, but she shakes them out as she pulls out her phone to check their location on a map and find out how long it’ll take to get back to the hotel. Thankfully, it seems like they’re approaching a quieter part of the city, and they’re also headed in the right direction. She would have cried if she had to walk all the way back to that bar with Ganyu latched onto her shoulders.

“Thirty minutes to get back.” With Ganyu’s state, it’s shaping up to be more like forty-five. “We should start moving. Come on.”

They make some good progress over the next fifteen minutes. Well—they make progress. Whether it’s ‘good’ or not is up for debate, because Ganyu starts sobbing uncontrollably three times, laughs four times, and asks if they can take a break twice.

“Keqing,” she says, pounding Keqing lightly on the back with both fists. “Can we sit down? I’m tired. Keqing, please. Sit down?”

“Why are you the tired one?” she grits out. “I’ve been carrying you for half an hour.”

“I just am,” Ganyu said, mulish and more petty than Keqing has ever heard her. 

“I’ll find you somewhere to sit down,” she replies. Ganyu’s hair gets in her face. The scent of mint and lavender shampoo wafts over her, but she clenches her jaw and endures it. 

Another ten minutes goes by as Keqing searches for a suitable place to sit. At one point they walk past a clothing store where Ganyu’s new album is piping through the speakers and Ganyu perks up, looking around. “That’s my voice,” she says.

“It is,” Keqing agrees quietly. “Keep it down. We don’t want people recognizing you.”

Ganyu slumps down against her back. “Fine.”

They finally come upon a bench under a roofed area, closed off so it’s nearly invisible from the main street.

She deposits Ganyu unceremoniously on the bench and tugs her phone out of her pocket to text Zhongli. Ganyu and I are coming back now. We’ll be there in—she catches her lower lip with her teeth and makes a wild guess. There’s no telling how long Ganyu will go without wanting to sit down again, and honestly Keqing’s legs are aching too. Forty minutes?

Zhongli replies immediately. Please be careful.

We will, she responds. To Ganyu she says, “You can’t be going out alone. It’s too dangerous.”

Ganyu’s lip wobbles. “I’m sorry. I just wanted a break. From—everything.”

“I get it,” she sighs. “But it’s my job to protect you, and it’s a lot harder when you’re ditching security to get drunk in random bars.”

“I won’t do it again.”

“Good.” Her arms are sore too. She stretches them one after the other. “When do you want to go?”

“Not yet,” Ganyu mumbles. “Ten minutes?”

Keqing exhales, long-suffering. It’s nearing midnight, and Ganyu is guesting on a top radio show tomorrow morning, but instead of sitting in bed and going over the security detail, Keqing is here: a tucked-away corner in the heart of Tokyo, trying to convince a drunk Ganyu to come back with her. “How about five.”

“Seven,” she insists stubbornly.

Keqing has never wanted to roll her eyes harder than she does right now. “Seven, then.”

Ganyu starts humming under her breath. It’s a pleasing sound, because her voice always is, but it has the tiniest playful lilt that tends to be absent from her singing when she’s sober.

“I shouldn’t have left,” she says under her breath. 

Keqing thinks she might have heard wrong. “What?”

“I left before I told you.” Her eyes well up with shiny tears, but suddenly she lets out a sharp giggle. “I wasn’t going to, but you know—I thought if I told you and you came to the airport to see me off, I would end up…losing my nerve.” Her cheeks are reddening with alcohol, eyes unfocused. “I would end up deciding to stay anyway. It scared me. How quickly I would have changed my mind for you.”

Keqing’s throat is thick. “You didn’t tell me that.” She doesn’t want to think too hard about why she would be able to make Ganyu change her mind so quickly, because if she goes down that route there’s no telling what conclusions she’ll draw, however false they might be. “You could have said something earlier. During the blow-up with Hu Tao, you could have—”

“I wanted to,” she cuts in. Her pronunciation is clear, but if Keqing focuses she can hear the smallest hint of slurring. “But I didn’t want you to think…” her head tips forward onto one shoulder.

Keqing realizes with a sense of mounting dread that Ganyu is probably on the brink of falling asleep. “Think what?”

“Think I still cared,” she mumbles. “You were over it. I should have been too.” She yawns. “‘M tired.”

“I know,” Keqing says patiently. “But you can’t sleep here.”

“Why not?”

“We have to get back to the hotel.”

“I don’t wanna. What was I talking about earlier?”

“Um. You didn’t want me to think you still…cared.”

“Right,” Ganyu says. She sits up, serious for a brief period of time. “Yes. And that was why I couldn’t—” she giggles wetly. “That was why I never dated. I tried, but they kept saying I was…” she yawns again. “Um. ‘Emotionally unavailable.’ I think.”

Keqing’s heart squeezes in her chest. She finds it hard to breathe all of a sudden, her lungs seizing up and filling with saltwater. “Because of me.”

Ganyu wipes away a tear trickling down her cheek and slumps back against the bench. “Because of you.”

Keqing struggles to wrap her head around the absurdity of this moment. As soon as she gets back to the hotel, she resolves, she’s going to take a long shower and then stare at the ceiling until Ganyu’s words begin to make sense. If that ever happens. “Alright. Uh. Here’s what we’re going to do. Let’s keep walking and—”

“I wish I’d told you,” she murmurs. “I wish I’d given you a way to contact me, but by the time I realized that I missed you more than I could handle…” her eyes flutter shut for a second. “It seemed like it was too late to call and say something.” She’s quiet. “Six months. I came back, but I figured you wouldn’t want to hear from me, and I debuted and suddenly I was…people knew my name. And I thought if you wanted to find me you could, because all it would take was a search. But you never did.”

“Ganyu,” Keqing whispers, the words for something unnameable right on the tip of her tongue.

“I wanted to.” She smiles glassily. “I always wanted to reach out. But I figured I should let you move on.”

And then right when Keqing’s about to say something, right when she’s worked up the nerve to tell her—

Ganyu lets out a small snore. Her head rolls to one side and her eyes flutter closed.

Keqing groans. Fucking hell.

She slings Ganyu onto her back—her quads are going to have a field day tomorrow, not to mention the ever-present soreness in her shoulders—and stumps out onto the street to flag down a taxi.

★

(The week after graduation, Keqing sat on a bench at the park across from her house and stared at the sidewalk. It was late; it would be getting dark soon and everyone was heading home, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave just yet.

Are you free today, she typed. She clicked ‘send’ on the message before she could think twice about it.


  I am, why?


Can you meet me, she sent. I’m at the park.

There was a two minute delay. Keqing swallowed and put her phone away, because it wasn’t like she was going to get a response and there were plenty of—

“Keqing!”

She turned her head so fast her neck nearly snapped. “Yes?”

“I ran the whole way,” Ganyu said, gasping as she bent down to put her hands on her knees. 

“You didn’t have to,” Keqing said, a wave of affection cresting in her chest. “It wasn’t urgent.”

“I know. I just wanted to see you.”

The sincerity with which she said it nearly bowled Keqing over. She opened and closed her mouth. “Oh.”

Ganyu nodded. “Where do you want to go? Should we head inside?”

“Can we just…go somewhere that isn’t here? I don’t think I want to go inside right now.”

“Alright,” agreed Ganyu easily. “Let’s go somewhere else.”

They walked out of the residential area and to the closest street market, where they ended up with two roujiamo clutched in their hands, encased in wax wrappers. The bun was piping hot and fluffy. Pork spilled out of the sides of the wrapper, so Keqing bit into it with gusto before any of it could land on the ground.

“Good?”

“Mmph,” she replied, voice muffled around the bread in her mouth. She gulped it down. “Good.”

Ganyu laughed. She laced her fingers freely with Keqing’s; Keqing knew it was just a friendly gesture to make sure neither of them got separated in the night market crowd, but her hand tingled with warmth anyway. “What’s the occasion? Why did you text me?”

Keqing grinned. “Just wanted to see you,” she answered, mirroring Ganyu’s answer from before. “And it’s a nice night. I didn’t think you would want to miss out on that.”

“You’re right.” She tipped her head up to look at the stars—barely visible with the amount of light pollution but peeking through anyway. The slope of her nose was bold; proud and elegant in the dim moonlight. “I’m glad you asked me to come.”

They sat down on the front stoop of a shed; the paint was peeling and cracked, the wood rotting as it fell over. Keqing didn’t care. She swept aside a few paint chips to clear a space for Ganyu to sit.

“When are you leaving?” she asked abruptly. “Soon?”

Ganyu froze. “Are you asking me to?” she teased. “You could just say you wanted me to leave.”

No, Keqing thought, wishing with every selfish, greedy part of herself. No, please don’t leave. Stay here, she thought hopelessly. Stay with me.

“I was curious,” she said aloud. She kicked at a pebble. “I want to know how I should prepare. How to give you a proper send-off.” By which she means I’d like some advance warning. By which she means are we going to keep in touch, after this?

By which she means do you even want to?

“Not for another month, at least,” Ganyu hummed. “I still have to pack and all.”

“I can help you,” Keqing offered. 

Ganyu brushed aside the suggestion with a wave. When she spoke again, it was halting. “Do you want me to leave?”

Keqing’s smile slipped off her face. “What?”

“I could stay,” Ganyu said slowly. “I don’t have to go.”

“Ganyu. You can’t stay.”

“Why not?”

“Well—because,” Keqing responded, floundering. “You can’t. You’ve been working your whole life for this.”

“What do you want me to do?” she asked stubbornly.

“I want you to do whatever you want,” Keqing said. “I want you to chase your dreams. You can’t give up your entire life’s work on a whim. You have to go,” she said, even though it felt like it was tearing her apart, saying that.

Ganyu’s shoulders rose and fell. “I know,” she said. “It was just a thought. Never mind.”

“And I would love for you to stay here.” Keqing ached—heart chafing against the sides of her lungs. “I really would, but you shouldn’t change your mind on my account. I’d feel awful about it.” She forced the words out one by one, callous and digging into her own chest like needles. “So just…just go, okay? It’s better for you.”

Ganyu worried at her bottom lip with her teeth. “Yes,” she said eventually. 

Keqing pulled her knees up on the step so she could balance her elbows on them while she ate.

“Are you excited for university?” 

She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s going to be a lot of work.” Keqing grimaced, already anticipating how little sleep she might be getting.

Ganyu made a sound of sympathy. Keqing tipped her head up; they were sitting on the front stoop of a broken-down house, surrounded on all sides by the smell of frying food and the grease-slicked road, wafting through the air with cigarette smoke and the night breeze.

“You could come to New York with me,” Ganyu blurted out suddenly.

“What?”

“Come to New York,” said Ganyu, and she looked—desperate. “Come with me. We could live together. You could get a job or go to university there and we could…” she let out a breath, all in one whoosh.


  We could do what?


What could they do? 

Keqing’s heart dropped into the low, grounded vicinity of her gut. Her stomach swooped. “Ganyu, don’t joke like that,” she said, trying her best to laugh it off. “Of course I couldn’t go with you. I have my college offer and a house here and my life here. Besides, you wouldn’t want me there. I would just be dead weight.”

Ganyu pursed her lips. “Dead weight?”

“Dead weight,” Keqing agreed. “Don’t talk about things that aren’t going to happen.” Because they aren’t real, she added internally, as much as I want them to be. “You go your way and I go mine. That’s how it’s supposed to be.”

And in the buzzing chatter of the Shanghai night market, sitting on this half-formed, broken staircase that should have led to a home but really came back to a dead end, that’s all it was—Keqing let herself believe, just for a moment, that Ganyu might want her there. That even if they couldn’t stay together for college, Keqing could at least follow her to New York and watch her build cities out of dreams there, see the spark ignite on a career that must (how could it not, when it was Ganyu?) have signalled the start of something brilliant.

“Right,” Ganyu said. “I—never mind. Forget I said anything.”

“Good. I thought you were serious for a moment.”

When Ganyu didn’t say anything, Keqing stopped laughing and crumpled up her wax paper wrapper into a ball to throw away. “Want to go home?”

Ganyu closed her eyes. “Not yet,” she mumbled. “Five more minutes.”

Keqing sat back down. 

“I’ll miss you when you leave,” she said under her breath, mouthing it out into the lit-up sky. Her words formed puffs of air. “Will you tell me when you go?”

And Ganyu didn’t do that, but back then—how was Keqing supposed to know, dammit? How could she have predicted waking up the next day and finding out that Ganyu had just…gone in the middle of the night; that she’d disappeared like that? 

How could she have imagined herself scrolling through her phone and refreshing her messages madly, going through the whole house from top to bottom, walking to Ganyu’s apartment and finding only her mother there—all in her search for a note, a message, anything? How could she have foreseen the fact that Ganyu would melt away from her life like spring frost and not reappear for another six years? 

How could she have known? How?

She couldn’t. Especially not when Ganyu said, “I’ll tell you.” She didn’t look over or make eye contact, but she said the words. Keqing thought that was enough of a guarantee.

“You can sleep over tonight,” she suggested. It would have been smarter to start cutting ties now, to prepare for the inevitable fall, but Keqing couldn’t bring herself to do it.

“No thanks,” Ganyu said, and she wouldn’t meet Keqing’s gaze. “I think I’ll go home. I’m a little tired,” she added, pasting a smile on her face. But thank you for the offer.”

“Oh. Good night.” They parted ways at the intersection. Ganyu turned around to start making her way home. Keqing did the same after a moment. Ganyu was never this…curt, but she chalked it up to tiredness.

As an afterthought, she turned around and called, “See you tomorrow!”

She probably should have thought more of it then—but Ganyu didn’t say ‘see you tomorrow’ back. She said ‘goodbye,’ which was arguably different, and certainly more finite.

So the warning signs were there, but Keqing didn’t notice them.

And then—and then there was the real goodbye, and—well. Keqing knows exactly how it went. She knows that she wouldn’t like to relive it either.)

★

Keqing can’t sleep a wink the whole night.

The thing is: she’s missed Ganyu. She can finally admit that she’s waited for this kind of closure for six years, wanting to know why Ganyu left so suddenly even as she tried to pretend she didn’t care and didn’t even know where Ganyu was anyway.

Six years is a long time to love the memory of someone.

The thing is: Ganyu will regret saying anything in the morning. She’s going to regret going out and getting drunk to loosen up and telling Keqing her secrets.

If Keqing were better at her job she would forget it had happened. If she were better at her job she would have kept an eye on Ganyu and made sure she hadn’t been stranded in the middle of Tokyo with no way to get home. If she were better at her job this never would have happened.

How will she act normal around Ganyu, now that she knows the truth? How will she keep up this cautious equilibrium they have, restrain herself from doing everything she’s ever wanted to do—thinking about what Ganyu’s waist would feel like under her wandering hands and what her lips would taste like? 

How will Keqing stop it?

She curls up on one side. The air conditioning is loud in the quiet room.

If she’s lucky, Ganyu will forget what she said last night. Keqing can continue in peace, and then when it’s the right time, she’ll tender her resignation.

It’s the most fortunate outcome and yet the thought of it drops a stone in Keqing’s stomach that skims the walls and scrapes the edges with guilt.

Where do they go from here?

★

The next day, the concert is scheduled to kick off at six, so they hit the ground running in the morning with a radio show. The whole drive there, Keqing stares out the window. In the reflection she can see Ganyu looking at the floor.

Dread thickens between them, palpable and so sour Keqing could stick out her tongue to taste it. She closes her eyes and the tear that runs down her face is hot and fast against the cool glass.

She doesn’t talk. She keeps her head down as she guides Ganyu through the crowd waiting at the radio station. Ganyu places her hand on Keqing’s arm and she doesn’t even react.

Ganyu blinks up at her. “Keqing?”

“I’m fine,” she says sharply, but the hint of a rasp betrays her awkwardness. “Just keep walking.”

“But you—”

“Ganyu,” she replies, pleading, too raw to be casual. “Please just leave me alone.”

She does.

Before they step into the recording room, Ganyu lets go of her arm. “I’m sorry about last night. I said a lot of things that I shouldn’t have.”

Keqing doesn’t speak. So Ganyu remembers. So Keqing isn’t as lucky as she thought she might be.

“If you don’t want to talk to me, I understand. But I wanted to apologize anyway.”

So now what? Keqing thinks. They’re at a standstill. Neither of them will be the first to budge. But by god, she adds in her head, hopeless and tired and worn out, something has to give.

Someone has to break.

“Okay,” is all she can say aloud. She glares at the beige-yellow tint of the corridor wallpaper in her effort not to look at Ganyu head-on, but it might as well be for nothing. Trying to avoid Ganyu is like trying to bottle a thunderstorm. Like looking away from a supernova in the making.

“I’ll talk to you later,” Ganyu tells her when it’s clear that Keqing has nothing else to add. “I hope you slept well last night. I know it must have been hard to drag me home.” She lets out a brittle laugh.

Keqing swallows. “Don’t worry about it. Just go.” 

Please just go. Please don’t make her go through this anymore. To feel so much and to resist it all, to collapse under the weight of her own desire and have shame be the last barrier to complete destruction. 

She isn’t sure how much longer she can stand to be in Ganyu’s presence without looking at her. She feels like she hasn’t drank water in years. This is the closest to a drought she’s ever lived through.

Ganyu turns away from her, but not before Keqing spots the way her pretty mouth trembles. “Bye.”

Keqing inclines her head. “I’ll wait out here.” There are only so many people allowed in the recording booth, and it’s a limitation that Keqing is glad for right now.

★

Every stop of the Japan leg is weighed down by an unnerving, clammy silence. The next three nights in Tokyo, Keqing only speaks when she’s spoken to and all questions directed at her receive monotone responses. 

Distance is good for them, Keqing convinces herself. She needs space to sort everything out, and maybe detaching herself now will make it easier to leave.

After the second concert, Ganyu seems to catch on. She still sends Keqing concerned glances and touches her arm gently, fingers brushing over the skin and sending nerve signals to Keqing’s brain that read something like oh my fucking god and this is the wrong thing to be doing now—but she stops pushing it, and that’s really all Keqing can ask for.

She asked for it. Her chest throbs at the lack of intimacy anyway. It’s impossible to acknowledge that maybe she misses it, just a little, because it’s not like it meant anything in the first place. And clearly Ganyu doesn’t care, so why should she?

Zhongli confronts her backstage at a variety show taping in Kyoto to ask if anything is wrong.

“You seem subdued,” he says. “This is not meant to be a judgement on your personality or job capabilities. Your work performance has been stellar. I simply would like to know if there’s anything I can do to help you through this time.”

The concern in his voice makes her choke up.

Her voice catches: “No.” She clears her throat. “No. I have been under the weather recently, but it’s a personal matter.”

His eyebrows raise. She wishes he didn’t look so…knowing. 

“I’m okay,” she answers firmly, and there must be enough of a please don’t ask me again undertone in her voice to curb any further questions. Zhongli turns around and walks away to talk to the post-production crew, ‘MEN WANT ME AND FISH FEAR ME’ emblazoned in bright orange letters on the back of his sweatshirt.

★

By the time they reach Osaka, Keqing has to admit to herself that she should move on. Her welcome on the team only lasted so long, and her original contract was for a mere two months. It’s the perfect time to leave. Rip off the bandage and make a clean break.

But working up the nerve to actually do it is another thing.

She looks at Ganyu as they board the plane and remembers that in less than a month she’ll never see her face again. Keqing will go back to ducking away from billboards and turning off the TV when the commercials come on, blocking Ganyu’s name on all social media, staying far, far away from the limelight. 

In less than a month, Keqing will never again witness Ganyu the way she can right now, hair loose and undone around her shoulders, shirt sleep-soft, smile gentle. In less than a month all of this will be gone, and that—

God. That scares her.

★

The first thing she does when they land in Hiroshima is text Hu Tao. Can you talk? I’m free this evening.

Hu Tao’s name shows up on her phone at eleven pm. Her profile photo is some stupid one taken by Keqing on impulse during a drunk night out, where Hu Tao has ice cream on her nose and her eyes are crossed, fingers held up in two peace signs, so carefree Keqing can’t help the smile that curls at her mouth.

She fumbles to answer. “Hi?”

“Keqing,” Hu Tao says cheerfully. “What did you want to talk about?”

She stalls. “Can you tell me about your day first? Or something? The ease of Hu Tao’s chatter will lull her into a calmer rhythm. Calm enough to confess all her doubts.

“There’s this guy at work who’s been stealing my snacks. And he says it isn’t him but I’m sure it is. It was my favourite candy last time too. I’ve been thinking about installing a security camera in the break room so it doesn’t happen again, especially because…”

Keqing leans back in her chair. She doesn’t yawn, but it’s a close thing.

Hu Tao keeps talking. Despite the complaining, she seems genuinely happy with the way her work is going. Keqing’s chest is warm with pride.

“Anyway, that’s enough about me,” Hu Tao says, which is something she almost never says unless she’s talking to Yanfei, who chatters enough for both of them. Keqing appreciates the amount of effort it must take Hu Tao not to go off on another tangent. “What’s your current concern?”

Keqing laughs. “I have a few.”

“You always do.” Hu Tao’s voice is soft and entirely too merciful, but fuck if it isn’t nearly midnight and Keqing can’t be held liable for the way a tear escapes her eye at the sound. If anyone asks, it didn’t happen.

Hu Tao thankfully doesn’t comment on the sniffle Keqing lets out.

“I don’t know how I’m going to leave,” Keqing says after a minute into the forgiving silence. “I have to do it soon. They want at least one month’s notice before I step down. But it’s hard.”

“Which part?”

“All of it,” she replies before realizing that isn’t a helpful answer. “Saying goodbye. Preparing to leave, and then—imagining what Ganyu will say when I tell her I’m resigning,” she professes. “I’ve spent almost a full year here. It’ll be difficult to adjust.”

Hu Tao makes a contemplating noise. “And you’re still sure you want to do this?”

“I think so. I’m sure.”

“I would just get it over with,” she suggests. “But let Ganyu know in advance, maybe. You don’t want her to be caught unaware, right?”

Keqing bites her lip. “No, but—” and for a second she tries to envision telling Ganyu beforehand, sitting her down to say I’ll be resigning before the new year. All attempts fall short. Her mind blanks out. “I don’t think I can do that.”

“Why not?” There’s no judgement in Hu Tao’s question, merely pure curiosity.

“I don’t want to see her cry.” It’s cowardly of her but true all the same.

“Oh, Keqing.”

“Don’t. Just—don’t,” she says, scrubbing at her eyes fiercely before the tears well up. She’s been doing an awful lot of crying recently. “I already know.”

“Don’t you want her to hear it first?” Hu Tao asks quietly. “Wouldn’t you rather she find out from you than from someone else?”

And Keqing does, but she can’t bring herself to do it. She is selfish in the face of her own fear, and she continues to be even though she knows better. She knows better. 

Human desire hinges on the condition of human suffering, of human greed, of taking and taking and never being willing to give back. 

Keqing is selfish.

“I can’t.” Her voice is scraped raw. “I’m sorry.”

Hu Tao shushes her. “Don’t cry. If you can’t, we won’t bother pushing it, okay? Take care of yourself. And don’t leave without talking to her at least once.”

Keqing swallows. “Hu Tao?”

“Hm?”

“Can you…stay on the phone? You don’t have to talk. Just don’t hang up.” Her voice comes out childishly plaintive and she winces. “Please.”

“Of course,” Hu Tao says soothingly. “Go get ready for bed. I won’t hang up.”

And she doesn’t. Keqing crawls into bed and hears Hu Tao on the other end padding into the kitchen to find the last cookie from the box she bought two days ago, Hu Tao brushing her teeth, Hu Tao getting into bed and falling asleep.

“Thank you,” she whispers.

★

Now the idea that Keqing will be resigning as soon as possible is real. It isn’t just a thought to be toyed with or a what-if, but it’s happening. Will be happening.

Before she even sends her letter of resignation, she has to clear it with Yanfei.

“Do you know what you’re doing with this?” Yanfei asks, leaning back in her chair and crossing her legs on the other side of the video camera.

“I do,” Keqing responds.

“And you’re sure the reasons for your resignation are purely professional?” The camera quality is terrible, Yanfei’s curls pixelated into little pink squares, but Keqing detects Yanfei squinting.

“I’m sure.”

“Well, then,” Yanfei sighs. She rubs her forehead. “I’m not jazzed about you terminating your contract—” who the fuck even says jazzed? Keqing thinks— “but if it’s what you want, we’ll figure it out.”

“Thank you,” she says gratefully.

“Then there’s the question of what you want to do next. What’s in the cards for you?”

Keqing looks down at the table. There’s a crumb on her desk, she notices absently, from when she was eating shrimp chips earlier. She brushes it away. “I’ll take any job you want me to, but I don’t think I’m right for the idol industry,” she answers, fully candid. “Finding time to sleep was hard,” she says, which is a gross underestimation. “Honestly, I’d like to go back to the business side of things. Guarding CEOs’ secretaries, their assistants, their kids. That kind of thing.”

Yanfei nods slowly. “Okay. We can do that.”

Right before they end the call, Yanfei pauses. “Keqing,” she says carefully, “would you mind telling me if something happened to bring on this change? Was it the tour? Because when we last checked in you seemed to really like your position.”

Keqing bites her tongue so hard she tastes blood. “Nothing big,” she lies between her teeth. “I just wanted a change of scenery. I realized I wasn’t cut out for this kind of thing.”

Yanfei gives her a searching look. “Alright.”

Later, when the call has ended and the digital clock is flashing two in the morning, Keqing sits up. It isn’t her first time doubting that she’s making the right choice, but it is the most vulnerable time of the night and the Sendai sky shines above her in a shower of constellations, stars raining down around her one after the other like teardrops.

She tugs her knees up until they’re flush against her chest and consoles herself: at the very least, she’s doing Ganyu a favour. One grace to outweigh all the grief.

★

(She got out of bed the next morning and there was a message from one of their high school classmates. Caishan had written: did you hear that Ganyu left?

She rubbed her eyes. What are you talking about?

She’s gone, the reply came. She left this morning, apparently.

A minute passed before the next message: I would have thought you knew.

I didn’t. Are you sure she actually left?

Ninety percent sure, Caishan responded. Her phone number’s out of service. Luoxia lives across the street. She saw her getting into a taxi at five this morning.

Why was Luoxia awake at five in the morning? Keqing texted back. She exhaled. Never mind. Thanks for telling me.

Why did Caishan know that Ganyu was gone before Keqing did?

She recalled Ganyu saying that she wouldn’t leave for at least another month. So that wasn’t true. How much else was she lying about? How much did she keep from Keqing?

She tripped on her way down the stairs and fell at the bottom with a loud thump. It was with a throbbing bruise on her knee that she hobbled around the house, scouring the corners for a note, a piece of paper Ganyu might have left as a message for her, something to let Keqing know she would be leaving in advance.

She didn’t find it, so she stumbled the entire fifteen-minute walk to Ganyu’s apartment and knocked on the door.

Her mother opened it. “Nice to see you, Keqing.” She didn’t look surprised to see her there.

“Do you know where Ganyu is?”

“She left this morning. It was a sudden thing, so maybe she didn’t have time to tell you—”

“Can I look around for a moment? Please?”

She must have seemed crazed, then and there, eyes wild with desperation and disbelief. Ganyu’s mother stepped aside to let her in.

“Did she say she was leaving?” she demanded. “When did she decide?”

Ganyu’s mother looked unperturbed. “Just last night,” she said. 

Keqing’s heart dropped through her stomach. “Do you know where she’s staying?”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Keqing. She asked me not to tell anyone.”

“Okay,” she breathed. “Whatever. That’s—okay.”

And it was only after a top-to-bottom sweep of Ganyu’s apartment, after sitting in the corner of Ganyu’s bedroom where she’d sat so many times, knees curled up and pressed to her stomach, breathing in the slightly-stale scent of mint and lilac that was always Ganyu’s signature one—only then did she let herself believe that Ganyu was really, truly gone.)

★

The email, when she drums up the courage to draft it, is addressed to Ningguang and has Zhongli and Yanfei copied. It goes like this:


  Dear Ms. Ningguang,



  I hope this email finds you well.



  After almost a year of working with you, I have decided to move on to other ventures. Please accept this as my formal resignation from my position at SevenStars Entertainment. I will stay on for as long as it takes you to find a suitable replacement, but I would prefer to step down within the next month or two if possible.



  Thank you so much for your support during my time here. I extend my gratitude to the rest of the team. This was a wonderful experience, and it has been my greatest pleasure to work here.



  Please let me know what I can do to make this transition period smoother. I apologize for inconveniencing you and thank you in advance for your time and understanding. If you have any questions, I would be glad to answer them.



  Best wishes,



  Keqing


There are also the parts that were in her first draft but were crossed out and removed for a variety of reasons. Most of them are of the spelling error variety, but there are a few that she typed in a fit of desperation and faltering honesty, when she just wanted it all to be over with.


  I’m sorry for how sudden this email is, but I need to do this now otherwise I’m afraid I will never.



  Tell Ganyu I’m sorry. I’ll miss her.



  I wish I didn’t have to let the team down like this.



  Thank you for the memories.


Her hand trembles as the cursor blinks over the ‘send’ button.

She clicks it.

It’s done. She couldn’t take it back now if she tried.

★

She opens her inbox the next morning to find a response from Zhongli. She’s going to see him in a few hours anyway, but she supposes the email is more for Ningguang and Yanfei’s sake than hers.


  Dear Miss Keqing,



  I must admit that this email came as a shock, but thank you for your diligence in fulfilling each requirement of the resignation process.



  While we are sad to see you go, we at SevenStars wish you all the success in your future endeavours and hope you gained valuable knowledge during your time here. Please know that your work performance was impeccable. We would be happy to keep you on as a security advisor or rehire you for your current position in the future if you so wish.



  Ningguang was too busy to respond personally, but she also sends her regards. 



  Of course, your help will be appreciated in the hiring and training of your replacement. I will keep you updated on each step of the process. Thank you for your consideration and cooperation during this time, and good luck in your next professional ventures, wherever they may lead.



  Regards,



  Zhongli


So now it’s settled. Everyone has come to terms with the new development. Except Ganyu; Keqing doesn’t know if she’s been notified yet, but she supposes it doesn’t matter. She’ll find out soon enough.

Keqing is scheduled to leave in a month’s time, as soon as the papers are processed and the new bodyguard is on board, fully briefed on their security protocol, greeted with the same sheaf of papers and massive file folder that Keqing first got in February when she signed onto Ganyu’s team. That day feels light-years away.

The reality of it sinks into her chest like a balm, so cold it burns, like a minty salve spread over her aching muscles.

She reads the email twice, three times over until it starts to cement itself in her mind.

Then she texts Hu Tao: I sent the resignation email. My last day is in a month.

She doesn’t mention that her last day coincides almost perfectly with the midway point of January; that she’ll be gone before the Lunar New Year and won’t get to celebrate the spring festival with them, red envelopes and lantern rites and the rest of it, which is perhaps the worst grief of all. She doesn’t mention, either, that she’ll miss what they had—layover flights at witching hours, the sterile scent of makeup setting spray and the shine of overexposed lighting. Speakers turned up so loud they rang in her ears from backstage. Ganyu’s face plastered on every television screen, magazine cover, billboard they passed.

She curls her fingers into a fist.

Her phone vibrates. Hu Tao: I’m proud of you, Keqing.

She steps out on the hotel room balcony and closes her eyes. Morning breeze chills the tears making their way down her cheeks. She blinks, feeling her lashes stick to her skin, wet and cold and clinging. 

★

Today is their last day in Sendai. The earliest flight leaving for their next destination is tomorrow morning, so they have the whole day off today. Keqing starts by going back to sleep and not waking up for another hour.

When she finally drags herself out of bed and walks downstairs to grab a cup of coffee before heading out to the gym, Zhongli is sitting in the lobby. There’s a 20-yuan bill in his hand that he inspects carefully.

He looks up, catches her gaze, and walks toward her. She barely has time to think what does he want? before they’re face to face.

“You are resigning,” he states, judgement-free. 

Keqing is so grateful for the lack of blame that she nods immediately. “I am.”

“Is there a particular reason? I would like to know if we have not been as…” he hesitates. “Hospitable to you as we should have been.”

She keeps her voice light. “Nothing like that. I thought it was time to move on. I don’t think the idol lifestyle is for me.” She can’t tell him she’s doing it all for a girl she once thought she would never see again, a girl who still holds her heart cupped in her slender palms, a girl who—

A girl who’s better off without Keqing in her life.

Zhongli hums. “Well. I hope your last month with us is an enjoyable experience. Thank you for all your help.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“And I’m sure Ganyu will be sad to see you go,” he continues, “as will the rest of us.”

“Does she—does she know yet?”

Zhongli gives her a look more piercing than she can handle. “I assumed you would tell her on your own schedule. I could forward her the email and speak to her myself if you would prefer.”

“Yes please,” she replies, relieved. “Thank you.”

“It’s no trouble, though she would be happy to hear something from you. She treasures your friendship, you know.”

Keqing thinks she shouldn’t have to.Ganyu can do so much better, find so much better, and it’s almost gut-churning to hear that Keqing is limiting her like this. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Please think about it,” he advises. “It wouldn’t be right to go away without having a conversation with the person you plan to leave behind.”

The person you plan to leave behind, the person who you’re leaving behind, the person who was left behind—

Keqing just wishes Ganyu had said something. They could have had a conversation and Keqing wouldn’t be hung up on this anymore, so she wouldn’t have to leave right now, or perhaps she wouldn’t have chosen to take the job anyway. Perhaps she would have been alright without it.

There’s no use dealing in hypotheticals. Ganyu left, plain and simple.

“You’re right,” she says. 

He nods firmly and turns around to head back to his seat, but she opens her mouth. “Wait!”

“Hm?”

“The bill you were looking at earlier,” she begins, remembering the 20 yuan in his hand. “Was something wrong with it?”

“What do you mean?”

“You were frowning at it. Was it counterfeit? Why did you look so confused?”

His expression clears. “Ah. Well. My partner usually pays for me when I need money, and on tour I tend to use my credit card. But I ran into a coffee shop this morning that only took cash. So I had to find something in my wallet.” He pauses and rubs the back of his neck. “This is embarrassing to admit, but I’m not too familiar with banknotes. It took me a bit of time to figure it out.”

Keqing tries her best to look sympathetic. “If you ever need someone to teach you, I’m available and willing to help.” 

But then she remembers she won’t be much longer, not after they find someone else for her position. Not after she’s back in Shanghai and at another job, with Ganyu and Zhongli and Ningguang and the rest of them in the past. 

Everything she’s built up in the past ten months—all the layover flights and jet-lagged evenings, the sleepy morning car rides to radio show tapings and scrolling mindlessly through Weibo to find out what people are saying about the girl Keqing loves, the drinking tea at the kitchen counter past midnight—all of it, gone.

She’ll be happy to see the end of some things, but others are harder to shake.

Zhongli smiles. His voice rumbles in his chest; it’s low and gravelly from sleep, but the undertones of gratitude are easy to pick out. “I appreciate it, Keqing. Have a nice day off.”

She bows. “I will.”

★

(Ganyu was in New York, and Keqing was stuck in the backwaters of Shanghai, swimming and paddling and desperately hoping she wouldn’t drown. Waiting for Ganyu to come back, always.

Later she would look back on this time as one of regret and not much else. Even back then, it felt like that: constantly wallowing in sadness, asking herself what she could have done at the Shanghai night market, the signals she missed and the ones Ganyu didn’t send. 

Every night she fell asleep with her ear pressed to the wall, like maybe she’d hear it if Ganyu decided to return. 

Like maybe she would wake to the sound of footsteps and she might run downstairs to see Ganyu’s beautiful, graceful figure standing in the middle of her kitchen—silhouetted in the moonlight. Like maybe Ganyu would open her arms wide for a hug. 

Maybe Keqing would stumble into her embrace, hear Ganyu say she didn’t mean to leave without telling her, that next time she would say something, that next time she would bring Keqing with her. Merciful to the very end. That next time she would make space in her heart for Keqing to stay.

And maybe they would be okay.)

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          thanks for reading! i’m on twitter at @yuqingterrace, and you can retweet this chapter here :)

        




8. listen to this song

Summary for the Chapter:
            “A friendship isn’t like a fucking fashion trend, Keqing,” Ganyu snaps, tears brimming in her shiny violet eyes. “I don’t want a damn upgrade.” Her voice cracks; a slip in her picture-perfect veneer, and the mask comes off. “I just want you.”

          
Notes for the Chapter:we’re in the home stretch here! thank you all for your support so far, and i promise this chapter will provide some closure :) also, in case you missed the rating change, this is where the e rating comes in!




    
    “I need to talk to you,” Ganyu says when they cross paths outside the hotel. Keqing’s on her way back from the gym and Ganyu is heading out to the cafe across the street. At least, Keqing thinks she is.

“Where are you going? You’re not supposed to leave by yourself,” she replies automatically.

Ganyu’s eyes flash over her mask. “I was looking for you.”

“Oh.” Keqing suddenly becomes painfully aware of the state she’s in, hair tangled in disarray and cheeks red from exertion. Her shorts stick to her legs with clammy sweat. “Do you want to—we should go somewhere private,” she decides eventually. She jerks her chin at the alleyway next to the hotel, facing the street but secluded enough that the chance of Ganyu being recognized is low even for the eagle eyes some of her fans have.

Ganyu follows her. They face each other, leaning against the two opposing walls.

Keqing uncaps her water bottle and takes a drink.

“You’re leaving.”

Her hands tremble in shock and she ends up spilling half of her water across the ground. “Fuck,” she swears, pulling a towel out of her bag and wiping it over her leg where the water ran down.

Ganyu doesn’t even acknowledge the spill. “You’re leaving,” she says again, like she needs to solidify it in her mind. 

Keqing doesn’t blame her. She keeps her gaze low, at the wall, at the ground, at the towel—anywhere but Ganyu. “I am.”

“I thought we’d already cleared your worries about it.” She swallows visibly. “I thought you were staying.”

“Change of plans, I suppose,” Keqing gets out. 

“Why?”

“You know,” she replies gingerly, folding up the towel and putting it away, “I was looking for a change of pace. The schedule is…taxing.” It’s an effort to get out all the words without crying or breaking down.

“You never complained about it before.” Ganyu’s voice is cold, so cold, colder than Keqing has ever heard it, and it turns the blood in her veins to solid ice.

“It got tiring. I think it’s because—”

“Don’t give me that, Keqing. I want to know why. And why didn’t you—why didn’t you tell me first?” Her voice dwindles away. “I had to find out from an email that Zhongli sent me. You didn’t even bother copying me on it.” She stares at her hands, the perfect oval-shaped nails. Her index fingernail has been bitten raw, and from the red markings it had to have been this morning. 

Keqing struggles to find her breath. “I didn’t want to give you false hope. I thought it would be…cleaner, to do it like this.”

“Cleaner?”

“Less emotional mess,” she says weakly, waving her hands around.

“That’s not what it felt like to me,” Ganyu replies. Her voice is soft and barely audible, and that makes it all the more difficult to listen to. “It felt like you didn’t care enough about me to say anything.” She lets out a whoosh of air. “Is that what you think we are? What we have? Emotional mess?”

Her lungs ache. There’s a stabbing, muscle-deep hurt in the center of her chest. “No. No, Ganyu, I don’t—”

“Maybe I could have written it off as a mistake if you’d just forgotten to copy me on the email or tell me in person, but you’ve been avoiding me for weeks, Keqing. What else was I supposed to think? And why have you been avoiding me?” Her voice breaks. “If I did something wrong, please tell me.”

“You haven’t done anything wrong,” she whispers. “It’s what I did. I…” she hesitates.

Ganyu’s mouth settles into a hard line. “I knew you didn’t have a real reason,” she says.

Keqing has nothing to say to that, but she makes a valiant attempt. “My professional choices are none of your business,” she grates out.

“Of course they aren’t. But I would appreciate a warning when my bodyguard decides to quit out of nowhere without even telling me.”

The lunch crowd is beginning to swarm the street, hundreds of workers on their noon breaks and looking for somewhere to eat. As if on cue, it starts to rain; faint drizzles of water seeping through their hair and collecting in the drains. Keqing rubs her arms to fend off the cold.

“I don’t know what you want from me, Keqing.”

Keqing’s brain is short-circuiting. “What do you mean?”

“Do you ever—” she cuts herself off. “I mean we haven’t seen each other in so long, but when we finally meet you look like you would rather be anywhere else. I mean…I think we’re becoming friends but then you cut me off again. I mean I think you’re going to do something, say something, but you panic and won’t look at me for the next two days. You’re always ready to shoulder my problems but when I try to help with your problems, you just…brush me away. It seems like you care about me, even if only because of your job, but within weeks you’ve stopped talking to me completely.” 

The rain is getting heavier. It smacks against the walls with purpose and Keqing feels a droplet run into her eye. 

Ganyu presses her lips together. “God. I don’t understand you. I really don’t.”

“I’m sorry if my work performance made things difficult for you.” Keqing sounds so robotic in her own ears that she can hardly stand it.

“It’s not about the work performance,” bites out Ganyu helplessly. “That’s not the point.”

“So what?”

“The point is that you never tell me anything, even when we agreed that we would be friends. I feel like you don’t think I can handle it. I tell you everything and you just take it because it’s your job. I see you working yourself to the bone all the time, I see you getting barely two hours of sleep a night and I can’t say anything because you won’t let me, because you’ll say it’s your job to worry about me, not the other way round. But you aren’t just my employee, you’re my—” she squeezes her eyes shut. A rivulet of rainwater runs off her eyelashes. “You’re my friend. And I wish you would start treating me like one.”

That isn’t the problem, Keqing wants to scream. The problem is that I wish you were more than that, and I don’t think I can handle being around you knowing it’s never going to happen. Knowing I’m making your life worse by thinking that way. “I’m sorry,” she says.

Ganyu lets out a watery gasp of laughter. “Yeah, well.”

And that hurts, but Keqing can handle it. She can bear the weight of this never-ending disappointment, she can stomach Ganyu’s resentment even as it tears her apart. She’s doing her a favour, Keqing reminds herself fiercely, which is the only way she can stand there and take it as Ganyu wavers on the brink of tears.

“That night in Shanghai. You listened as I told you everything I was dealing with, how lonely I was and how badly I needed company—I thought you would be it. I thought you would stop me from being lonely, because you always did it back then and I…I guess I didn’t think you would have changed.”

Keqing steels herself to respond. “I tried to be. I wanted to be. But it’s better for you if you find someone else to do that,” she says. She keeps her voice gentle.

“You don’t know what I need.”

“I know that what you need isn’t me,” Keqing spits out sharply, her conviction crumbling and falling into ruins around her.

“How could you know that without even giving it a try?” she yells, and—fuck, her eyes are wet and shiny, not just from the rain but a dampness building around the red rims of her eyes. When she blinks, a tear runs down her face to join the water swirling around their feet. 

Keqing leans back harder against the wall, like if she puts enough of her weight into it she can push it away and create some distance between them. “I know because I’ve tried. I know because I know myself even if I don’t know you, Ganyu, I—” she swallows. “I know that you deserve better. A better friend and a better bodyguard.” Rainwater puddles in her shoes but she feels paralyzed all over and doesn’t even register the sensation. “I’ve failed you so many times and—”

“A friendship isn’t like a fucking fashion trend, Keqing,” Ganyu snaps, tears brimming in her shiny violet eyes. “I don’t want a damn upgrade.” Her voice cracks; a slip in her picture-perfect veneer, and the mask comes off. “I just want you.”

The first fissure in her composure; a rift running straight down the middle. 

It’s difficult to witness.

“Well?”

“I’m trying to save you!” Keqing yells. She feels like a tea kettle boiling over, everything pent-up in ten months frothing at the surface and spilling. “It’s obvious that you haven’t been happy since I came. I know you getting drunk in Tokyo was my fault. I was causing you pain, and in case you haven’t noticed—I fucking worry about you. I don’t want you to lose sleep and ruin your reputation because of me.” She stares hard at the pavement. “I’m not worth it. I promise.”

Ganyu’s lip curls. The look on her face, a cocktail of hatred and sorrow and fury, makes Keqing want to pull her knees to her chest and cry until her eyes have run dry.

She’s putting all her energy into not sobbing right now, and it’s only half-working. 

“I don’t care about my reputation,” she says, each word punctuated by a beat of silence like a metronome, like a heartbeat, pounding at the words until they sink in. “I care about you and I care about—about us and—”

Us, Keqing thinks. She says, “I’m not that important. Your reputation means everything.” And it’s the opposite of what she wants to say, which is: I want to run away with you. Which is let me kiss you until I forget how to say anything but your name, which is I feel selfish whenever I’m around you and also you care about me now, but what about two, three, five years from now, when I’m not there? What then, Ganyu? 


  What then?


What then.

“You’re always running away.”

Keqing’s heart rate picks up. It’s hard to see Ganyu through the raindrops obscuring her line of sight. She’s more like a silhouette without the details of her features, a shape of light and beauty that isn’t truly visible. But then again—Ganyu is never truly visible. Has never been. Silk-slipping just out of reach. “I’m always—what?”

“You’re always running away,” Ganyu grits out. “I think we’re getting close but you avoid me over and over again, and you deflect whenever I try to get to know you, and—shit,” she says. It’s barely a word; more of a breath, sculpted around the contours of her mouth and the graceful tilt of her lips. “Shit. You’re like a bird in a cage, Keqing, you know that? You panic every time things get too personal. I tried to hold onto you at the beginning but it didn’t work, and now I just have to let you come and go whenever you want and pretend it doesn’t hurt to see you leave every time.”

Keqing thinks faintly that she might have stopped breathing by now. All the air sucked out of her lungs.

“I’m tired. I’m so, so tired of you…stringing me along. Can you stop running for once?” Her voice pitches lower, uncertain. “Can you just stay?”

Keqing’s mouth reacts before her brain does. “I’m not the one who ran first,” she replies unsteadily. “I waited for you so long, Ganyu.” She licks her lips; they’re hopelessly chapped. The rainwater dripping into her face soothes the dryness, if only for a second. “I kept hoping you would come back and you never did.”

Ganyu’s mouth opens and closes. “That’s beside the point.”

Keqing closes her eyes. She hasn’t cried yet. But if she tries hard enough, she can pretend the cold raindrops running down her face are tears. “Is it?”

“I thought we’d figured that out, I thought you knew—”

“Sorry if it takes me more than a few days to come to terms,” she says, cheeks wet, hair soaked, everything drenched and cold and so, so numb. “Sorry if I want a better explanation.”

“I only have one explanation,” Ganyu pushes out. “If that isn’t good enough for you I’m sorry. You don’t have to forgive me, but at least listen.”

“I’m listening.”

“I was scared.” Her voice has to compete with the pounding rain for volume and the ferocity of it sounds strained. “I was scared because you didn’t even ask me to stay but I wanted to. You didn’t ask anything of me, but I would do it anyway if I thought it would make you happy.” She catches her lip between her teeth. “Do you know that feeling? Like realizing you’re drowning after it’s already happened? Like the ground giving way beneath your feet?”

Does she know that feeling? 

Something close to it, from the night when Ganyu asked if she would come to New York with her and Keqing almost said yes. 

Both of them caught up in their own universes of sadness, the private pain that couldn’t be shared.

But she doesn’t dare give a voice to any of that. She says, “Why? Why does any of it matter, why do you—why do you even care what I think? Why do you care about my happiness?”

Ganyu steps forward, closer and closer, until Keqing can pick out every raindrop on her eyelashes.

Her lips, when they crash against Keqing’s, are soft; plush and slick with water and hungry, kissing into Keqing’s mouth, crowding her up on the wall—and Keqing doesn’t even think before reacting, doesn’t consider anything but the line of Ganyu’s body pressed against her before she kisses back.

Ganyu is bolder with her mouth than she is with her words. Keqing makes a cut-off noise of surprise when Ganyu’s teeth dig into her lower lip and her tongue presses forward into her mouth. The sounds their mouths make when they meet are almost obscene, wetness aided by the rainwater as warm breath fogs up the space between them. 

It’s only when Ganyu tilts her head and presses a hand to Keqing’s shoulder that Keqing freezes and pulls away.

“Keqing?” she asks uncertainly, noticing the way she’s gone stiff as a board against the wall.

Keqing’s lips tingle. “Go,” she says with difficulty. “Ganyu, I can’t—you have to go,” she chokes out, hoping Ganyu understands: it isn’t that Keqing doesn’t want her. It’s that she wants her too much.

Her own desire threatens to swallow her whole. All she can do is make sure Ganyu isn’t swept up in the rip current.

Ganyu stumbles back. “I…” She looks up, searching Keqing’s face for—something. Whatever she sees there makes her expression crumple. “I’m sorry,” she says desperately. “Fuck. I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Ganyu, wait—”

“No,” Ganyu spits out. “No. I’m going to leave. I’m so sorry,” she repeats. And then, over her shoulder: “Please don’t follow me,” she begs. “This was a mistake.”

Keqing’s legs refuse to move. They had turned to jelly under the force of Ganyu’s kiss and the aftershocks still resound. She should say something, she thinks frantically, but she can’t think of anything to say before Ganyu has disappeared back out into the street.

The rain doesn’t let up, either. 


  This was a mistake.


She hadn’t cried through the entire conversation. Not once. Now, though, the tears spill full force, streaming down hot and fast as she tips her head up to curse the overcast sky. Once she starts crying she can’t stop. “Fuck,” she hiccups. “Fucking hell.” Her eyes sting.

This was a mistake.

All of it, she thinks bitterly, was a mistake.

She feels foolish, curled up in the alleyway by herself, but what can she do? Ganyu said not to follow her and Keqing hasn’t gained control of her limbs yet so it doesn’t matter, not really. It doesn’t matter at all.

Keqing stands there for hours, her legs numb and immovable, alone. Rain soaks through her shirt and pants until she shivers from the cold, but she can’t bring herself to find shelter.

And then a long while later, maybe a few more hours if Keqing’s sense of time hasn’t gone completely haywire, the rain lightens up and the sun comes out, and she wants to laugh, she just has to laugh, because it has to be some big fucking cosmic joke that the sun is shining now of all times, when Ganyu is gone and they can never go back to the way it was. The sun is shining, and Keqing’s clothes make a drip-drip sound on the pavement as the rainwater soaks out of them, and Ganyu is gone.

It takes all the courage Keqing has not to collapse.

★

They land in Malaysia the next evening.

Ganyu hasn’t looked at her. Her complexion is pale and the shadows under her eyes are dark, and Keqing isn’t much better. She gave up on trying to sleep by four in the morning.

She wants to reach out, but the canyon grows ever wider and ever more uncrossable. The two of them, facing off against all odds.

When they reach the hotel, she rinses off the grime from the plane and the dirt that comes with hundreds of Ganyu fans touching her in an effort to get to the idol herself. It still lives beneath the surface of her skin.

She moves on complete autopilot until she’s curled up in bed, pulling out her phone, and then she calls Hu Tao.

Hu Tao picks up after two rings. “What’s wrong?”

“Why does something have to be wrong?” Keqing jokes, but it lands flat and just leaves her feeling awfully hollow. “Can’t I call my friend because I want to hear her voice?”

“Not before ten o’clock,” Hu Tao points out. “You’re three hours early. The only time you ever call me before ten is when something has happened. So. What?”

“I. Uh,” she begins before pulling up short. “Zhongli forwarded my resignation email to Ganyu and she didn’t…take it well.”

Hu Tao doesn’t say anything, but the sound of her breathing, consistent and calm, tells Keqing that she’s still listening.

“And we kind of got into a fight. She said she didn’t understand me and that I was always running away and I—” she trails off. Her eyes are swollen from crying all night. It doesn’t take much for another tear to slip down her face. “I told her I wasn’t the one who ran away first. Then…”

“Then…?” Hu Tao prompts.

“Then she kissed me,” Keqing admits. “I kissed her back. She left after that and told me to forget about it because it was a mistake.” She laughs. “I think I got sick from standing in the rain,” she adds lightly. The rasp of a cough grazes her throat, and her nose is still runny. 

“You got sick? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she says, brushing it away. “I’ll be alright. But Ganyu…” She doesn’t know how to finish the sentence, so she stops there. What else can she say? Ganyu isn’t going to speak to me ever again? Ganyu will ask for me to be removed from the team early? Ganyu and I will go through this final month before parting ways, and it should make me happy but it feels like it’s killing me inside?

Her voice, when she can form words, comes out small. “What can I do, Hu Tao?”

“Keqing,” Hu Tao sighs. 

“And it’s not that—not that I want to forget about it,” she hiccups, “but I would feel like shit if I tried to force anything on her.” Her throat is thick with unshed tears. “I don’t think she really…likes me that way. She said it was a mistake.”

“Are you sure she doesn’t like you?” Hu Tao asks softly, and perhaps it’s the gentleness that makes Keqing cry harder.

“She could have anyone,” she mutters. “Even if she does like me, she’ll move on and find someone better. She deserves someone better. I can’t be hanging around her all the time, dragging her down, there’s no room for me in her life and isn’t it pathetic anyway? That I haven’t moved on in seven fucking years, that I’m still hung up on this girl who’s done so much more than me since I last saw her and—”

“Keqing,” Hu Tao interrupts her. “Breathe. Calm down.”

Keqing breathes dutifully. “I’m calm.”

“Good. That’s good,” Hu Tao says. “Now—you’re so convinced that you’re not good enough for her, Qing-qing,” she continues. “Why?”

She sniffles. “Why not? I don’t know what to do,” she whispers. “I just want to fix things. Somehow.”

“Do you want my advice?”

Keqing hiccups again. “Yes?”

“Have you listened to Ganyu’s EP?”

It startles her. “Which one?”

“Starward Sky,” Hu Tao says. “The one where she wrote all the songs. I think you should listen to it. That might help you feel better.”

“Why?”

“Just trust me. Listen to it and tell me what you think afterward.”

Keqing wipes her nose with her sleeve. “Yeah. I’ll do that.”

“Great. Be safe, Keqing. Sleep well. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

So she opens the app and clicks on the EP. Her phone buzzes with a text from Hu Tao: oh, and don’t forget to search up the lyrics!

She presses play on the first song.

★

GANYU - “STARWARD SKY,” THE EXTENDED PLAY, uploaded on Bilibili on November 20th, one year ago.


  51,823,017 views


View bullet chat comments: on ↓


  Track list:



  Restoration (00:00 - 4:03)



  Beyond the Moon (4:04 - 8-27)



  Starward Sky (8:28 -12:20)



  The words I never said (12:21 - 16:47)



  (see more…)



          thank you for the timestamps!



          restoration breaks my heart T__T who hurt our queen?



  I’m crying while I do my homework hhh my tears are falling onto the math textbook this is not okay



  songwriting genius!!



  in my opinion this is Ganyu at her best. I hope she continues to write more of her own songs. the world needs to hear them.



          seconded! her lyrics are beautiful



          I agree, I haven’t listened to anything else since this album dropped.



  does anyone else wonder if this is about someone in particular? I can’t help thinking it sounds a little too personal to be random. especially since it’s the first album where she had a hand in writing all the songs.



          ohh I wonder who the lucky person is?



          have you heard Ganyu talk about anyone in interviews like this?



          I don’t think so…maybe from a few years ago? when she first debuted? that might be easier to narrow down.



          she talks about the inspiration in this interview (https://weibo.cn/u/…), but doesn’t mention anyone in particular wwwww ;;



          we should keep looking!



  beyond the moon makes me tear up every time



  this album is what I think true love sounds like.


★

Behind the Lyrics: An Interview with Ganyu about Starward Sky, uploaded on Weibo on December 13th, one year ago.


  17,935,944 views


“Who is this album for?” Ganyu reads from a card in her hand. She looks up at the camera. “Well, there are a few people. I never want to forget my childhood and the people who helped me become who I am today, so this is dedicated to them. It’s also for my fans. I hope they’ll stay by me for many years to come,” she adds, smiling.

“Next question: what was the inspiration behind the songs? Why did you write them?” she reads. She sets the card down and takes a second to think about it, eyes looking past the camera at a faraway spot on the wall.

“I wrote these songs hoping that people in a similar situation could relate to them,” she answers slowly. “So if you find yourself missing home, or missing a particular person, or regretting the way a relationship ended: please know you aren’t alone. There are others who feel the same way.” Her eyes curve into crescents. “I understand you. I hope you find what you’re looking for. Who you’re looking for. I hope you find the star in your sky.”

What goes unsaid is I’m still looking for my own.

Video description ↓


  In an interview for Sina Weibo, Ganyu answers your questions about her new release, including the inspiration for each song, her favourite track, and which one took the longest to write, record, and produce. Join Ganyu to learn all about her self-written EP, Starward Sky!


Posts about this topic ↓

 Ganyu OFFICIAL Weibo   Watch Ganyu’s interview with Weibo about her writing and recording process for Starward Sky here: (see more…) (view 652 replies)

 Ganyu OFFICIAL Fan Club   Download and stream the EP now! You can purchase or listen to it at any of the following links: (see more…) (view 233 replies)


  This interview makes me emotional…who knew Ganyu could write like this? (view 5 replies)



  the way she blushes at 5:13 is so cute TT (view 17 replies)



  I really relate to this EP. I can’t believe this is the same Ganyu who usually sings about love at first sight, I really hope she continues to write music like this. (view 1 reply)



   i wish she would just come out and say who she wrote the songs for. i’m dying with curiosity!! (view 32 replies)



  Why I think these songs are about Ganyu and her co-star on last year’s web drama, an analysis of their relationship (mostly a joke, don’t take it too seriously!!): (see more…) (view 24 replies)



  her voice brings me so much comfort 



  why only 4 songs in the EP? I want more (view 14 replies)



  It sounds like she was hurt in the past. I hope she’s doing better now. (view 11 replies)


★

By the time the clock strikes ten, Keqing is curled up on her side and can’t move. Her whole body aches with…hurt, maybe, hurt and yearning and emptiness, because from the moment the first song had started and the bullet chat comments had swept across the screen, Keqing knew.

Perhaps she had known all along. Perhaps she simply hadn’t let herself believe.

Starward Sky is about her.

She’s had three hours to come to the conclusion and it rings heavy and true; it sits in the pit of her stomach with a solid certainty Keqing hasn’t felt in years.

There’s the first song, a lilting piece with guitar as the only background instrument as Ganyu’s voice interweaves sweetly with the strumming. It’s intimate and soft and it makes Keqing feel like Ganyu is in the room with her. Whispering secrets in her ear. And there are the lyrics, which talk about regret and giving up what you’ll never see again and falling in love young without knowing how to let go.

Keqing felt her cheeks heat up after listening to that one.

The second song is more upbeat, not as sorrowful but no less wanting; bright, beautiful, hopeful. About a girl growing up alone and finding a friend when she was almost fully grown—a friend with a smile blazing like the sun, a friend who could hang planets in the sky and command them to orbit with just a snap of her fingers. A friend who would be there through everything. Purple hair and twin ponytails, with eyes the cool shade of summer rain after a thunderstorm. I would name the stars for you, the lyrics say, and Keqing has to take a moment to remember how to breathe.

The track acts as the prequel for the rest to come, the precursor to the two next songs. The goodbye and the years of distance and the yearning. It’s the closest the EP comes to traditional pop, subtle synths piping through as instrumentation, and also the closest it comes to happiness.

Then next is the title track, which: Keqing is embarrassed to admit that she cried, tears running down her face and dripping into the pillow, splashing across her phone screen. Because she hadn’t realized, hadn’t known—from the first verse about leaving home to the chorus about waiting forever, the second verse about wanting to go back and fix things, the bridge about wishing you could see their face one last time and the outro, where Ganyu sings tender and soft as she says she has never stopped waiting. That she never will.

Keqing should have known.

She looped that one three times.

The final song is a ballad. The soundscape is barren, almost as stripped down as the first song. The only backing instruments are guitar, piano, and a basic drum line that kicks in around the one-minute mark. The intro lasts thirty-five seconds; just guitar and piano. The lyrics are sparse, but Keqing can’t forget the final line: if you ever decide to come back, I will be here.

I will be here.

“Fuck,” she breathes, rubbing a hand over her face. “Fuck. I need to—” she scrambles out of bed. “I need to find her. I need to tell her.” Finally, she allows herself to hope.

She taps out a final message to Hu Tao: you were right, with no context. Hu Tao will understand what she means.

Then she pulls on a mask, slips her feet into her shoes, and opens the door to head to Ganyu’s room.

She knocks on the door. Two minutes go by, and she wonders if she should head back and return tomorrow, but her pride won’t let her. She has to do this now.

Ganyu’s door swings open. “Keqing?” she asks, looking sleepy and confused. There’s a hint of surprise on her face.

Keqing steps inside. “Can I kiss you?”

Ganyu blinks. “What?”

“Please,” she insists. “Just—can I?”

“I…” she looks torn. “Yes,” she breathes, so Keqing pushes her up against the wall and fits their lips together, tentative and chaste for a moment before Ganyu parts her mouth and Keqing takes the opportunity to tilt her head and suck on her lower lip.

“Keqing,” Ganyu gasps. “Keqing, wait.”

Keqing pulls away. Ganyu’s lips are pleasantly red, she notes with satisfaction, swollen and shiny and looking exactly like she’s just been kissed.

“What’s this all about?” she says, looking up at Keqing and licking her lips.

“I listened to the EP,” Keqing murmurs. “Starward Sky. It’s—it’s about me. Isn’t it?” She hadn’t realized until now that there was still a seedling of doubt in her ribcage, but it quickly withers and falls away as Ganyu nods.

“It is.”

“I didn’t know,” she says. Her heart, suddenly, feels much too large for her body, inflating like a balloon that might come loose and float away at any moment. Untethered, unkept. 

Ganyu laughs, but it seems to be mostly directed at herself. “I thought it was fairly obvious.”

“It was the only album I hadn’t listened to.”

“And?” Ganyu prompts. “What did you think of it?” Despite the casual tone of her voice, her eyes are apprehensive.

The grief in her heart and soul echoes, bone-deep. “It was beautiful,” she says when she manages to string words together. “I cried,” she admits.

Ganyu seems at a complete loss. “Keqing…”

“I didn’t know,” she says again. “I should have, I should have figured it out, I didn’t realize you…”

Ganyu spreads her hands out in a gesture. They tremble. Keqing wants to circle her fingers around Ganyu’s wrist and stop the shaking. “Now you know. You can leave. I won’t be angry if you don’t—feel the same way,” she tells Keqing, stumbling over the words. “Just don’t draw it out.”

“I’m not going to leave.”

“You can. Please don’t feel like I’m making you stay here.”

Keqing swallows hard. “Ganyu. I promise I’m not leaving.” When Ganyu seems unconvinced, she rubs the back of her neck. “I guess this is where I tell you I’ve been in love with you for…nine years. Maybe longer.” Her lips curl up into a sad grin. “And the worst years of my life were when you were gone.”

Ganyu’s fingers curl into her palm. “You what?”

“I’m in love with you,” she repeats. “I have been for—fuck. Forever. When I came back I tried to pretend it wasn’t true anymore but…you know me,” she says, affecting a laugh to disguise the racing of her heartbeat. “I’ve never been able to pretend for long. Not with you.”

“Almost a decade. That makes this less embarrassing, then.”

Keqing barely dares to hope. “What?”

“I realized I was in love with you after I left,” she says with a bitter smile. “Bad timing, I guess, but it was too late to go back and tell you.” They’re still standing in the middle of the entranceway, so she looks over her shoulder and walks backward into the hotel room. Her hands twist and untwist in the fabric of her shirt. “I couldn’t contact you, not with the way I left. Besides, it would have just…felt terrible. Like I wasn’t letting you move on and have your own life.”

“I spent the entire first year of university in my dorm room thinking about you and wondering what you were doing,” Keqing says in a rush. “I dated…so many people. I broke up with them because I kept comparing them to you and they came up short every time. If anyone wasn’t letting me have my own life, it was myself.”

Ganyu gazes at her, tender in a way that Keqing doesn’t deserve. “I didn’t know that then. Not until just now.” 

“You didn’t know a lot of things,” she mumbles. “Neither did I.” A moment of silence passes, hanging in the air between them. “I would have gone to New York for you,” she blurts out.

Ganyu’s hand stills. “You would have…”

“I would have gone if you really meant it,” Keqing whispers, “when you asked. I would have. I thought about it.”

Her jaw tenses. “I would have stayed if you asked me,” she confesses. “Even if you hadn’t, if I thought it would make you happy—I would have done it.” Her throat bobs. “When did you know?” Her hair tumbles over her shoulder, bright and curly and beautiful, a star burst of blue against the ink-dark night.

“When did I know what?”

“That you…that you loved me,” she says, the words dissolving like sugar on her tongue, like she still can’t quite believe they’re true.

Keqing grins helplessly. “It feels like I’ve always known,” she admits. “I know it sounds stupid, but. I can’t remember not loving you.” 

Because it’s true. Because that’s the way it always has been, and that’s what Keqing has always done: love Ganyu, love her with no conditions and no constraints, even if it meant staying forever in the shadows. Even if it meant loving and loving and receiving nothing in return, which turned out not to be the truth but was still a reality Keqing forced herself to live with for years.

Ganyu reaches out for her, instinctually, and Keqing tangles their fingers together. “You can’t just say things like that without warning me.”

“Why not?” Keqing returns. She can’t remember ever being this happy, a lightness that foams and bubbles in her chest like freshly-popped champagne.

Ganyu turns red; wildflower elegance and snowy modesty melted over, a flush spreading down her neck. “Stop it, Keqing.” 

“Maybe you should be glad that I’m leaving,” Keqing teases, but the raw, split-open look on Ganyu’s face tells her immediately that it wasn’t the right moment. 

“You’re still planning to leave?”

Keqing’s palms are clammy. She doesn’t let go of Ganyu’s hand. “I don’t know. I mean, do you want this? Us?” She makes a gesture of their joined hands.

“Yes,” Ganyu says with conviction. “Yes. I want to make this work.”

“I’ll stay,” Keqing says. “Maybe not forever, but at least until the end of the tour. At least a few more months.”

“Thank you,” murmurs Ganyu. She steps closer to Keqing. “Why did you want to leave in the first place?”

Keqing shrugs; as the distance between them narrows, her brain completely malfunctions. “I was in love with you. Am,” she corrects. It doesn’t quite feel real that she can say it aloud; I’m in love with you in such a casual manner, like it’s an immutable fact of life rather than a secret years in the making. “I thought it was unfair,” she says, “to take advantage of your kindness like that. I was scared that I might accidentally say something.” She barks out a laugh. “I felt like shit, keeping it from you.”

Ganyu presses her lips together. “I’m sorry I ever made you feel that way.”

“It wasn’t your fault. It was my own guilt. I was making myself feel that way, really. Even during—” she gets choked up, but recovers as quickly as she can— “even during high school. I thought I was dragging you down all the time, like you were just friends with me out of charity and it made me feel awful that I was burdening you with something as worthless as my friendship.” She tries to play it off with a laugh. “I don’t know. I wasn’t that…” she stops, choosing her words carefully. “I wasn’t confident enough in myself, and I didn’t have enough faith in you.”

Ganyu squeezes her hand. “You’re not worthless,” she tells Keqing. “You aren’t, and neither is your friendship, I—it was all I cared about, back then. As long as we were friends, everything would be alright.” She forces out a bitter laugh. “Which obviously didn’t turn out well when I left. But we’re here now.”

“Here now,” Keqing agrees. “You wrote an album about me,” she says, partially to see Ganyu blush but partially because her brain hasn’t caught up to the fact; a love letter at its best and most stunning. A collection of songs all about Keqing.

“I wrote an album about you,” Ganyu agrees. Her cheeks tint pale pink. “It was the only way I knew how to—reconcile my feelings about you. The only way I could say them aloud and not have people know who I was talking about.”

“Except me.”

“Except you,” she says. “And Hu Tao. She put the pieces together a few months back.” She looks sheepish. “Maybe I was a little bit too obvious.”

“You were just obvious enough,” Keqing counters. Then, on impulse: “I love you.” The words feel solid in her mouth, bursting on her tongue and fizzling. They feel right.

Ganyu covers her face. “Keqing,” she groans.

“I’m going to keep telling you if it always makes you blush like that,” she says lightly. Something in her chest moves and settles. Locks into place. “I love you.” They’re only inches apart now and it makes her head spin.

Ganyu’s eyes have gone dark. “Really?”

“Really,” Keqing breathes, voice pitched low, and then they’re on each other, hot and heavy and wanting, stumbling to get to the bed. Keqing’s back hits the mattress and Ganyu climbs on top of her.

“Qing-qing,” Ganyu sing-songs, stroking a careful thumb over Keqing’s cheekbone.

“Don’t call me that,” she whines. “Don’t make me think of Hu Tao when I’m about to kiss you. Please.”

Ganyu’s face brightens with happiness. “Kiss me, then, and I’ll stop,” she says boldly, and—well. Keqing has never been one to turn down a challenge.

Ganyu’s lips are plush and red, and Keqing catches the lower one between her teeth as she presses them together. Ganyu’s hair tickles her bare shoulder. Her mouth tastes sweet, minty from toothpaste with the slightest hint of fruit. 

She lifts her hands to rest on the curves of Ganyu’s hips, skimming up and down her sides before curling into the thin fabric of her shirt, and Ganyu makes a muffled noise that sounds like keep going as she snakes a hand behind Keqing to tilt her head to one side.

Both of them groan at the new angle, the way it lets Keqing lick so much further, deeper into Ganyu’s mouth, tongue exploring all areas before it withdraws and she focuses her attention on the pale skin of Ganyu’s neck. God, she wants to see her marked up—to see that she’s left bruises on Ganyu’s skin, to see the proof that she was there.

Keqing rolls them over until her knees bracket Ganyu’s hips, trapping her in place. “Can I—” she pants, mouthing helplessly at the perfect, smooth angle of Ganyu’s collarbone.

“Yes,” Ganyu breathes. “Yes, Keqing—please. Mark me,” she says, and fuck if Keqing’s brain doesn’t screech to a rapid halt at the way Ganyu arches her back beneath her, throwing her head back and tugging the collar of her thin shirt down for easier access. It’s obvious where this is going, and Keqing jumps into the fray of it with wild abandon.

She hitches a leg over Ganyu’s hip and strokes her collarbone with a gentle finger before attaching her mouth to it, and then she picks a spot to mark up, low enough that any stage clothing will cover it. She goes at it for several minutes until it’s formed a pleasantly purple bruise that sends heat stirring in the pit of her stomach. She scrapes her teeth over the spot and soothes it with a feather-light kiss. 

They continue in the same manner for a few more minutes, Keqing licking and sucking at a patch of skin until it’s flushed and bruised dark. One of her hands curls around the back of Ganyu’s head to keep it supported. As she nips Ganyu’s ear with light, teasing motions she accidentally tugs on her hair, which elicits a cut-off, quiet moan from Ganyu that goes straight to the arousal Keqing has been trying to ignore, and also activates something in her brain she will definitely need to examine later.

When her lips go swollen with spit and she runs her tongue up and down the curve of Ganyu’s nape, she lets her other hand float down, down, fingers dancing quickly and skittering across miles and miles of Ganyu’s skin (clothed, which Keqing notes regretfully) before coming to rest around the waistline of her pants. 

She crawls further down the bed and plants a kiss on Ganyu’s hip bone where it curves sharply and angles to meet the space between her legs. She tugs Ganyu’s pants down a centimeter; not enough to see anything, but enough to make her intentions clear.

“Keqing,” Ganyu groans. She covers her eyes with a hand and her hips stutter as she thrusts them up once, helplessly, looking for friction. “Stop teasing.”

“Ganyu,” she begins, and then she stops. Her throat swells with emotion, something hard to pin down and harder to give a name to. It’s shocking how much trust Ganyu shows her, how much faith she has in Keqing to treat her well, and all of it is in the small details—the gleam of sweat on her neck, her wide open and vulnerable expression, her fingers scrabbling in the thin bed sheet for purchase. 

She isn’t loud, Keqing has gathered that much already. But every time she lets out a choked gasp or a breathy moan, every time pleasure builds up in her chest so overwhelming that some of it needs to escape through voice instead of motion, Keqing holds the sound tight and tucks it into the quiet cavern of her heart.

She’s beautiful like this; the pale curve of her skin in the dim light. How moonlight filters through the window and catches on the luminous rings of her eyes, lips bitten to the point of redness. Her back keeps arching off the bed and her hips roll up against nothing, instinctually, like she needs Keqing’s touch to keep going. It’s overwhelming. Keqing doesn’t know how long she’ll last if Ganyu goes on like this.

“What is it?” Ganyu asks, looking up at her. “Is there something wrong?”

“No,” Keqing murmurs before she bends down and captures her lips again. “Nothing’s wrong,” she says through spit-slick kisses. “I’m just happy. Because of you. And I—” she wills herself not to choke up. It works, kind of. “I didn’t think I would ever get to have this,” she whispers. “To have you and know you. To love you, like this.” She already feels like she’s said too much, so she rests one flaming cheek on Ganyu’s exposed collarbone and intertwines their fingers. “Forget I said anything.”

“I don’t think I will,” Ganyu answers pleasantly, because she is incredibly brazen when she wants to be and no one would believe Keqing if she said the famous Ganyu had talked back to her when they were about to have sex.

“You’re a devil, you know that?” Keqing mumbles. She turns away.

Ganyu threads a hand through her hair. “I love you,” she says suddenly. “I didn’t think I’d ever get to have this either. I didn’t think I was allowed and I…didn’t think you would want it anyway.” Her face is bright and hopeful. “Thank you.”

Keqing huffs out a throaty laugh in disbelief that Ganyu has just pulled a reverse card on her. “I feel like you shouldn’t be allowed to swing back at me with something ten times more emotional,” she mumbles.

Ganyu’s shoulders shake from laughter. “I’m glad I could embarrass you, but I think you were in the middle of something,” she says, looking pointedly at the hand still hovering at the waistband of Ganyu’s pants.

“Right,” she says, suddenly feeling hot all over and wanting to get both of them unclothed as quickly as possible. “Right—right. Yes.”

She ducks down to work at untying the string in Ganyu’s sweatpants. “Off?” she says, looking up to ask for permission.

“I wanted them off five minutes ago,” Ganyu says, not unkindly, and Keqing is powerless to say no.

She tugs Ganyu’s pants down to her knees and—the faint wetness showing through the fabric of her underwear makes Keqing’s mouth go completely, fully dry, throat parched.

She struggles to find her voice. “You…”

Ganyu grits her teeth. “I’ve been turned on beyond belief for the past fifteen minutes,” she gasps. “What did you expect?”

“Oh my god,” Keqing says. “Oh my god, I need to—need to eat you out,” she says, dropping her head. Ganyu’s legs immediately part for her, which Keqing finds way hotter than she probably should.

“Please,” Ganyu mumbles, so on-edge that her hips jerk and roll up into the air against nothing when Keqing starts to inch her underwear down. Then once they’re all the way down and everything is visible, she traps Keqing’s neck between her slim thighs, practically commanding her to stay.

Keqing is more than happy to obey. “You’re so wet,” she says, flushing at how dirty it sounds. “So wet, just for me.”

“Just for you,” Ganyu echoes, spreading her legs even further. “Always for you.”

Keqing dips a tentative finger into the slick collecting between Ganyu’s folds. The sound it makes as she withdraws is obscene. “Fuck,” she breathes. She needs her mouth there right now.

Ganyu’s legs tremble at the first contact with Keqing’s tongue. Keqing licks a broad, unhurried stripe up her folds, the tip of her tongue playing with the gathered fluids and teasing at Ganyu’s clit. She reaches up her hands and places them on the curve of Ganyu’s hips to steady herself, to give both of them comfort and to ground her own racing heart.

It’s only been a minute or two but her chin is already glistening, shiny and glossy and soaking wet as she darts her tongue out to lap at Ganyu’s slick. It’s clear and sticky, absolutely dripping, so Keqing licks up as much as she can.

Ganyu keeps letting out halting groans above her that Keqing wants to hear more of. Spurred on by the sweet sounds spilling from Ganyu’s mouth, she buries her tongue deeper until she can stroke each individual fold; her nose brushes Ganyu’s clit and Ganyu lets out her loudest, most unrestrained moan of the night, ringing for a full second before she snaps her mouth shut in embarrassment.

“Don’t hide,” Keqing mutters, and she doesn’t know if Ganyu can even hear her but her voice puffs soft currents of air across Ganyu’s sensitive spot and Keqing watches in fascination as her legs seize up with immediate pleasure. “I want to hear you.”

Ganyu’s face is bright red. “Keqing,” she whines. “Don’t make fun of me.”

“I’m not making fun of you,” she says. And—because she’s feeling lighthearted, because it’s past midnight and her chest is consumed by this bubbly feeling, she adds a cheeky: “I promise, jiejie.”

Ganyu’s mouth drops open. “Fuck,” she breathes. “Fuck.”

“You’re into that?” Keqing says, looking up from between Ganyu’s legs; her eyes are liquid violet, warm and dusky with desire in the low lamplight. Keqing wants to ravish her. “You get off on me calling you that? I might have to keep doing it, jie.”

“Stop it,” she responds through gritted teeth. “Just let me come, please, Keqing.”

“Whatever you say, jie,” Keqing answers, so she dips her head down again; stiffens her tongue to play and poke at Ganyu’s tight entrance just to take the edge off. She pulls one hand off Ganyu’s waist to stroke over her clit. 

As soon as her tongue slips in, lips brushing across the folds surrounding it, Ganyu trembles. She reaches down and buries one hand in Keqing’s hair, tugging it hard. 

Keqing brings her hand down and slides one finger in next to her tongue, up to the knuckle, and it’s an inconvenient time to take stock of her own desire but she can’t pretend it isn’t there anymore, the throbbing, swollen need between her legs that will have to be taken care of once Ganyu has had her fill.

“Tell me what you—” she says at the same time as Ganyu’s hips grind back against Keqing’s finger, rutting against her, shaking as Keqing’s tongue takes her apart slowly and methodically. 

She was going to say tell me what you want, but the way Ganyu’s body reacts to her licking into her entrance is indication enough.

The slick and constant teasing has made Ganyu’s body loose; just flexible and pliant enough for Keqing to sink another finger in. She gets it up to the knuckle soon enough. Ganyu is tight at the beginning, but she loosens up as Keqing’s tongue explores her entrance, and so Keqing takes it one step further. She spreads her fingers to scissor them apart and back together, twisting them in the tight, snug heat and stretching the rim.

“I’m close,” Ganyu gasps out. “Keqing.”

“Yes,” she pants. The lower half of her face is completely drenched in Ganyu’s slick. She takes Ganyu’s clit into her mouth and sucks on it. “Come for me, jie.”

And for one earth-shattering, blessed moment, it’s like a star has imploded in on itself and exploded outward to become a supernova. Ganyu’s back arches off the mattress, lower body curling up to meet Keqing’s quick tongue and she releases a pained, drawn-out cry, shuddering through her orgasm.

Keqing fingers her through it frantically and laps up the steady stream of fluid that spills from her folds, swallowing as much of it as she can. She doesn’t want to waste a single drop, and the way both of them shudder at the contact means she feels almost wild with it, sinking her fingers in further, widening and scissoring them, licking away everything that leaks out.

Ganyu’s thighs clench around Keqing’s shoulders; the headboard hits against the wall several times with the force of her thrusts into Keqing’s waiting mouth, jaw numb and tingling from how long she’s been eating Ganyu out, lips red. Ganyu’s hands are still buried in her hair, mussing up the two ponytails.

Keqing crawls up the bed on hands and knees to lie down beside Ganyu. Her chest is tight and frantic with pressure from how badly she wants to come herself after watching Ganyu shake apart beneath her ministrations. She sucks in a breath.

“That was…” she trails off.

“Something,” Ganyu agrees. She’s still dazed and her eyes are slightly unfocused from the aftershocks of climax, but she pulls her hands out of Keqing’s hair and watches her as she tries to wipe her chin clean of Ganyu’s slick.

“Sorry for making a mess,” she says apologetically.

“Don’t apologize,” Keqing answers. “It was hot,” she adds. “Really, jie.”

Ganyu hides her face in the pillow. “Stop calling me that.”

“You don’t like it?”

Her cheeks dust over with a reddish tint of pink. Keqing doesn’t think she’ll ever get tired of seeing her blush. “I never said that.” 

She looks down at Keqing, who’s still almost fully clothed—compared to Ganyu, the lower half of her body completely bare and her shirt thrown off sometime in the middle of it. The hickeys on her chest stand out stark; proud and blemished against her porcelain skin, and her nipples aren’t much better. God, Keqing wants one of them in her mouth. She has nowhere safe to look, nowhere on Ganyu’s body that won’t elicit those kinds of dirty thoughts. It’s an unfortunate side effect of being in love with the most beautiful woman in the world, but Keqing would bear it hundreds of times over. 

“You haven’t come yet,” Ganyu points out, interrupting Keqing from thoughts of what the love bites will look like, come tomorrow, and also what it would be like to have Ganyu’s breast in her mouth.

“I haven’t,” Keqing agrees, and right when she’s about to say she can take care of it herself if Ganyu wants to sleep first, a hand snakes down the mattress and Ganyu lays her palm flat between Keqing’s legs, rubbing it against her swollen clit.

“Shit,” she says, grinding back helplessly into her warm touch. “Are you allowed to do that?”

“Who’s going to stop me?”

Keqing feels a rush of slick leave from her, all of a sudden, and the arousal becomes too much to bear. “I have to—” she mumbles, kicking off her pants and slipping the underwear off. “Your braids,” she says quickly. Ganyu catches on; she reaches to untie her plaited hair with practiced efficiency, releasing the already-tousled braids back into waves of blue hair. It’s not like the hair ties were holding much anyway, not after her hair had become disheveled by constant friction against the pillow and headboard.

Ganyu’s eyes darken at the sight of her. “How do you want to do this?” she asks. She takes her hand away from between Keqing’s legs and uses it to push herself up on her elbows.

“Want you to finger me,” breathes Keqing, reaching down to rub at her clit lazily. Her brain is fuzzy and all her functions have shut down in the pursuit of pure pleasure. “Will you?”

Ganyu bites her lip. “Yeah. Yeah, let’s—do that,” she murmurs, and she skims her hands down Keqing’s side until they come to rest on her hips. “We need lube. Hold on.” She rolls off the bed and stumbles on unsteady legs to her suitcase, where she pulls out a travel-sized bottle.

“You’ve been having sex with other people on this tour?” Keqing says, raising an eyebrow. “Or just preparing?”

Ganyu drops the lube on the mattress. “It’s not like that,” she replies defensively. “I just…I felt like I should bring it. As a preemptive measure, just in case anything happened.”

Keqing doesn’t comment any further, trying to save Ganyu the embarrassment. She leans her head back on Ganyu’s shoulder, sucking lightly at the skin there as Ganyu uncaps the lube, pours some on her fingers and rubs it together. Some of the extra liquid drips down the sheets. Her hands flutter around Keqing’s legs uncertainly.

“You can touch me,” she says, deadpan, pulling her mouth off Ganyu’s collarbone. She admires the faint red mark that’s quickly developing under her attention. “I won’t break.” Then, a creeping idea. “Wait. Have you…is this your first time? Doing this?”

Ganyu slaps her arm lightly. “No,” she answers, sounding half insulted and half fond. “But I want to make this good. For you,” she clarifies. “I want you to feel good.”

Keqing is completely, utterly charmed. “How about this,” she begins. “If I don’t like it, I’ll tell you and we can work it out. But I trust you,” she says. “And somehow I think I’m going to like it.” She levels a glance at the deft flexing of Ganyu’s fingers, the delicate angles and agility, all of it shiny with a faint layer of lube.

“If you say so,” Ganyu hums. “Are you ready?”

“Ready,” Keqing replies. She continues to nip at Ganyu’s smooth skin in tiny, sharp motions until purple spots are scattered across the length of her bare chest.

The moment the first finger breaches her, Keqing has to stifle her shudder. The tip of Ganyu’s index finger is slim and supple, and Keqing is so relaxed that her entrance is loose already, pliable and a little messy with slick and lube. Ganyu uses her other fingers to stroke around the hole, running them through the layers of folds and scooping out tacky fluid. 

Keqing whimpers at the sensation.

“Still good?” Ganyu says into her hair.

“Good,” she whispers. “Better than good. Keep going. You can push it further,” she says. “Promise. I’m still—” and Ganyu sinks it past the knuckle, all the way to where her palm connects her index and middle fingers. Then she crooks it inside her, stretching out the suffocating, tight heat, and Keqing lets out a moan. “Fuck.”

“You’re still what?” Ganyu asks mischievously. “I didn’t hear the rest of that sentence.”

“Stop talking,” Keqing gasps. She clenches her legs when the tension stirring in her gut becomes too much to bear, but Ganyu bites her ear lightly as a reprimand, right above her helix piercing, and she loosens her muscles again.

“Whatever you want,” Ganyu tells her seriously. She crooks her index finger even further inside of Keqing, adjusts her hand to grind the heel of her palm back against Keqing’s clit, and drops a light kiss on her cheek like Keqing isn’t seeing stars at this moment, a rush of sensation exploding behind her eyes like fireworks. She’s already so keyed up from eating Ganyu out, the slick sounds of her release and the fucked-out daze in her eyes, that the stimulation is almost too much.

“Shit,” she groans. She tilts her hips forward to give Ganyu better reach and, for lack of anything better to do with her hands, as well as curiosity as to how Ganyu will react, reaches over and takes one nipple between her fingers.

Ganyu shivers. “Keqing…”

“Shh,” she mutters, rolling the brown head of the nipple around between her fingers and watching in fascination as it begins to darken. It pebbles under her touch, an angry brownish-red. I did that, she thinks hazily. “Let me make you feel good. Just keep—focus on your fingers.”

She nods dutifully and traces the ring of Keqing’s entrance with her middle finger. “I’m going to put another one in,” she says. “Is that okay?”

“It’s okay. It’s good, jie, it’s—so good.”

So without preamble, Ganyu uses the fluid gathering between Keqing’s legs (and there’s so much of it, too, like a river streaming from her folds) to ease the way and slides her middle finger in. 

It doesn’t feel like much at the beginning; just more pressure, a stretching that starts out uncomfortable but not unwelcome, but then Ganyu twists her fingers, spreads them and fans them out inside Keqing, and that’s what pushes her to the brink.

“Yes, there,” she gasps wetly. “Again, Ganyu, please—” 

Ganyu obliges, stroking a strand of hair away from Keqing’s face. Her brow is tight with concentration as she hooks her fingers inside Keqing and rubs her palm against the clit, applying friction to the spot where Keqing is most sensitive and tender to send her over the edge.

Keqing keeps rolling her hips back against Ganyu’s hand and her frantic breaths heat the space between them, exhalations warm against the curved, angular bow of Ganyu’s lips as she finally comes with a cry.

Ganyu brushes her clit slowly with wide, broad strokes of her thumb as she shakes through the aftershocks of climax. She pulls her fingers out with a slick sound. Keqing winces. She’s about to roll over and clean them up, pile all the clothes up and wipe away the slick that’s rubbed off on her inner thighs so they can go to sleep, but she notices suddenly that Ganyu’s nipples are still standing at obvious attention.

Clearly Keqing toying with them did something. Her cheeks flame red. “Um. Can I—”

Ganyu looks down. “Go ahead,” she says, smiling slightly. “I can’t exactly go to sleep like this, so you might as well fix it.”

The husky rasp of her voice is so hot Keqing almost demands to come again. Somehow, she restrains herself and sits up on the bed so she’s bent over Ganyu, thighs braced against her, hair brushing her abdomen as she presses messy kisses up the length of Ganyu’s stomach. 

She takes one nipple into her mouth and sucks. The response is immediate.

Ganyu’s back curls off the mattress in a long, graceful arc. “That was—”

“Good?” Keqing asks, even though she already knows the answer. Motivated by the reaction, she bites lightly at the nipple, teeth catching on the sides, and sticks her tongue out to give it a few licks.

“Good,” Ganyu chokes out. 

Keqing soothes the bite with a kiss and Ganyu sucks in another breath. 

She continues in the same manner, alternating between sucking and biting and licking like she’s dying of thirst, one hand coming up to squeeze Ganyu’s other breast.

She pulls off the nipple and sits back on her knees to admire her handiwork. Ganyu’s hair is splayed across the pillow, hopelessly tangled. Her eyes are unfocused.

I did that, Keqing thinks suddenly. A sense of pride filters through her bones and warms her from the inside out, and then Ganyu lets out another pained whimper, shoulders and head thrown back to put her chest and neck on full display. Keqing refocuses.

The nipple she’s been sucking on is an angry red, glossy with spit and pebbled from the constant stimulation. Just looking at it puts Keqing in very real danger of coming again, even though she’s still a little giddy on the aftereffects of the first orgasm.

Ganyu glances pointedly at her other nipple, which has gone untouched thus far besides some squeezing from Keqing’s free hand. “I hope you’re going to fix this one too,” she remarks playfully.

Keqing’s brain feels like it’s leaking out of her ears. “I will,” she stammers, and rather ungracefully pulls her knees up so she can bend over and reach Ganyu’s other nipple to suck on it.

As she dips her head down, she feels Ganyu’s fingers come up to card through her hair and massage her scalp. “So good with your mouth,” she hears Ganyu mumble. “So good. Don’t stop, Keqing, ah—” she cuts off her whine with a rough, sweet gasp of surprise when Keqing wraps her lips around the nipple and bites it.

 Keqing brings her other hand down and plays with the slick still gathering at her folds. She sucks hard on Ganyu’s breast at the same time and it isn’t long until they’re both racing towards orgasm, Ganyu’s hand tight in her hair and Keqing thrusting mindlessly against the bedsheets.

“I have to come,” she grits out. Her mouth comes off Ganyu’s nipple with a soft, wet pop and she hitches her leg over Ganyu’s hip so she’s seated directly above each other.

Ganyu nods frantically. She settles her hands on Keqing’s waist and pulls her down, presses the long, hot lines of their bodies together and rocks her hips up to meet Keqing’s. 

The friction is electric; Keqing lets out a hopeless, breathy moan and then they’re rutting against each other, over and over and over as the stimulation becomes too much to bear.

“I’m about to—”

“Come for me,” Ganyu says, her voice breaking, thumb stroking over the curve of Keqing’s cheekbone in repeated, soothing motions. “Come, Keqing.”

The command is what finally tips Keqing over the edge, and then she lies there, providing a thigh for Ganyu to wrap her legs around and circle her hips, rolling them against Keqing’s leg until she follows Keqing past the brink with a throaty groan.

“Wow,” Keqing says when she’s no longer mindless with the need to come. She lays flat on her back and stares at the ceiling. It’s almost two in the morning; the room is warm and cozy and smells like sex.

Her eyelids start to droop closed.

“Wow,” Ganyu agrees. “You want to clean up?” 

Keqing pushes herself up on her elbows. “We should do that. I’m going to—” she rolls over and places the lube in the bedside drawer from where it was thrown haphazardly in the sheets. “I’ll get a cloth.”

She pulls on a random t-shirt off the floor and stumbles into the bathroom, where she surveys her own appearance with a critical eye. The smile hasn’t worn away from her mouth yet; she looks fucked out and dazed, and her lips are decidedly kiss-swollen.

Leaving the bathroom, she kneels back on the bed and gently tugs away the covers so she can wipe away the slick that’s rubbed off on Ganyu’s inner thighs. It looks obscene, smeared all over the paleness of her skin. 

Keqing does the same for the sloppy mess of fluid and lube between her own legs, then tosses the cloth onto the bedside table and curls up next to Ganyu.

“That was nice,” she whispers. “So—Ganyu-jiejie, huh?”

Ganyu’s cheeks turn hot. “You’re terrible.”

“I won’t call you that if you don’t like it,” she says, “but it seems like you did. She raises an eyebrow at their…general surroundings.

Ganyu swats her. “I, um. I liked it. A lot.”

Keqing nods. She opens her mouth to say something, but ends up yawning instead.

“Tired?” Ganyu mumbles. She slings an arm over Keqing’s waist and Keqing rests her cheek on the top of her head. 

She makes a humming sound. “Long day tomorrow.” Two back-to-back interviews, a concert, and an album signing. Long day is an understatement.

“Right,” whispers Ganyu sleepily. “Good night.”

And then she’s out, breathing in softly through her nose, snuggling further into Keqing’s embrace. It takes Keqing only a few minutes to follow her into sleep.

The sun starts its slow ascent, burnishing the windowpanes in shades of amber. The dawn breaks; the morning alights. They sleep on.

★

She wakes up late the next morning, late enough that mid-morning light illuminates the spread of Ganyu’s bright blue hair across the pillow. Keqing nearly jumps out of her skin before recalling the events of last night.

Last night, she thinks wryly, because it certainly was—something. Something Keqing is unlikely to forget.

Ganyu stirs, making a soft noise of complaint as she tries to roll over but finds Keqing’s arms still trapping her in place.

“Morning,” murmurs Keqing into her hair. “We have to get up.”

“Keqing,” Ganyu says, her voice becoming clearer as she shakes off the sleepiness. She turns around, meets Keqing’s sleepy, tender gaze, and smiles. “You’re still here.”

“Where would I go?”

“Don’t know,” she whispers. “But I was worried. That you might have left.”

Keqing’s heart squeezes. “I wouldn’t,” she says. “I won’t.”

Ganyu nuzzles into her collarbone. “Good.”

“You ready to get up?”

“Five minutes,” Ganyu answers, muffled into Keqing’s skin, and Keqing would normally protest but it’s gentle here, comfortable and tender, everything bathed in the golden morning light, so she doesn’t complain. She tightens her hold around Ganyu’s waist and listens as they breathe together. Rhyming home with each other’s heartbeats.
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9. beyond the moon

Summary for the Chapter:
            Ganyu turns to her. Hair cascades over her shoulder and into her face. “Keqing—”

“Let me finish,” she says softly. “Please. I’m not great with words and I know I’ve…said this to you before. But I want to say it now.” She squeezes her eyes shut, all the tenderness welling up in her gut. “I want to say it often. All the time, really.”
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    As the tour winds to a close in early April, their last stops are packed together, just a short train ride connecting each of them. In that month-long blitz, they manage to cover most of the major cities they missed at the beginning.

“Luoyang,” Keqing blurts out. They’re sitting together in the train compartment, Zhongli behind them and Ganyu’s agent in the row ahead. 

Ganyu doesn’t tear her gaze away from the window, where the countryside races past. “What?”

“Luoyang,” she repeats, quieter. “Before we left on the tour last year. You said your favourite memory of the first tour was watching the sun set in Luoyang, and then you told me you wanted to see it together next time,” she adds. “Are you still up for that?”

Ganyu shoots her a look. “I can’t believe you remember. But I’m still up for it. I’m always up for doing things with you.” The cheeky raise of one eyebrow tells Keqing the remark isn’t as innocent as Ganyu’s voice makes it seem.

Keqing rolls her eyes to the ceiling. 

Ganyu rests her head on Keqing’s shoulder. “I’m serious,” she says softly. “I want to watch the sunset with you.”

Keqing gets choked up suddenly. “Me too,” she manages to say around the thick lump in her throat that will almost surely lead to tears soon. “We’ll find a time. Right?”

“Right.”

She squeezes Ganyu’s hand. Outside, the countryside melts into exurban housing, leafy foliage and dusty plains fading away until they’re finally met with the sight of skyscrapers and city parks. They’ve arrived at their next stop. Only two weeks until all of this is over.

Keqing will miss it.

★

When they make it to Luoyang, Keqing crashes as soon as her head hits the pillow. She’s running entirely on caffeine and the blue Gatorade pack she picked up from a convenience store earlier. It’s late afternoon; the train was delayed so they’re slightly behind on their schedule, and Keqing is decidedly very far behind on her sleep schedule.

She naps, curled up in the unfamiliar bed and surrounded by the scent of fresh sheets, until the sound of her phone buzzing off the nightstand interrupts her dream.

She picks it up and tries not to let the exhaustion leak through in her voice. “Hello?”

“Sorry,” Ganyu whispers. “Did I wake you up?”

Keqing yawns, relaxing back against the pillows. “You did, but it doesn’t matter. I’m not getting back to sleep.” She stands up; her blankets crinkle as she moves. She pads to the window to open the blinds. “What is it?”

“It’s almost sunset,” Ganyu says. “And we won’t have the chance to see it tomorrow because of the concert, so if you…”

The memory rushes back to Keqing. “Yes,” she says. “Yes. I almost forgot. Do you want to—”

“You can come to my room,” Ganyu tells her immediately. “Third from the last, on the right side of the hall. There’s a balcony here that faces the mountains. And I thought it would…unless you’d rather go somewhere else?”

Keqing finds it hard to speak around the flood of emotion that spills in her lungs. “No,” she breathes. “No, that sounds great. I’ll go to your room.”

She slips her shoes on and the door clicks open as she pushes it. Walking down the hallway, she finds Ganyu’s room number and knocks.

When Ganyu opens the door, Keqing is on her immediately, kicking the door closed and pushing her up against the wall to kiss her hard and fast.

Ganyu lets out a laugh as she melts into Keqing and kisses back. “What is it?”

“I missed you,” answers Keqing. She smiles against Ganyu’s lips. “You taste good.” She always does, and Keqing has come to associate the taste of strawberry lip gloss with Ganyu; a conditioned response to an external stimulus that makes her feel warm inside every time.

“Thanks,” Ganyu manages to say between kisses. “So do you.”

They stand there, Keqing’s hand next to Ganyu’s head and Ganyu’s back pressed against the wall, making out until Keqing’s legs turn to jelly. Ganyu is demanding with the press of her tongue and the flexible motions of her hands tangling through Keqing’s hair, tugging her closer, closer so their mouths move together in tandem.

Keqing’s lips part and Ganyu slips her tongue in. They let out simultaneous moans.

“Okay,” gasps Ganyu eventually, when both of their mouths are tingling and Keqing is starting to think she might be up for a round or two tonight. “No more. We have to catch the sunset, remember?”

Forget the sunset, Keqing thinks for a moment, but the logical part of her brain overpowers it swiftly, reminding her that they’ve been waiting for this for so long, that it would be unfair if she refused now. Ganyu has put so much thought into this. Keqing can hold off for one evening.

Besides, they can have sex whenever they want. Tonight is the only time they can catch the sun sinking behind the mountains in this city, in this time, together.

The sex will have to wait.

She follows Ganyu past the foyer. She had been too intent on kissing Ganyu breathless when she first entered the room to check out the surroundings, but now that she looks around, Ganyu was right: the view is nice. The balcony extends outward with two lounging chairs and a table between them, overlooking the rolling hills and green-peaked cliffs.

“I still have to do the security check on your room,” she says. One of the other guards has already finished a quick top-to-bottom scan for cameras, but Keqing needs to do a proper examination as soon as she can.

“Wait until the sun sets,” Ganyu answers distractedly. “It isn’t as urgent as this.”

Keqing can’t find it in herself to argue. She steps outside and sits down in one of the empty chairs.

It’s almost sunset: the skies are alight in a wash of gold, backlit by the smudged silver glow of the faint moon already rising. 

Keqing looks over at Ganyu. She seems entirely at peace, basking in the vast light of dusk. Her head is tipped back so the proud slope of her neck exposes itself to the warm sunlight, lashes curling over her cheekbones and framing the lower half of her face.

She’s disarmingly, utterly beautiful, and Keqing still can’t believe she is hers, sometimes. She has to pinch herself to believe it; she lies awake wondering how this happened, how she became lucky enough to call herself Ganyu’s and to call Ganyu her own.

Without even noticing it, she reaches out to flick a strand of hair away from Ganyu’s face.

Ganyu smiles, small and quiet and barely there. “Thanks.”

“No problem,” Keqing croaks out. She clears her throat. “Aren’t you going to watch?”

Slowly, Ganyu opens her eyes. “I just wanted to—bathe in it, for a second. You know.”

Keqing feels a rush of affection for her. “You’re like my cat,” she says teasingly. “Always napping in the sun.”

The corners of Ganyu’s lips curl up. “I don’t know whether to be offended or not,” she says. She looks wide awake now, but Keqing smooths a hand over her forehead anyway. Eight months of nothing but flying from city to city, of almost nightly concerts and daily promotional activities will do that to you. Ganyu feels it more than any of them.

“I can’t believe it’s over soon.”

Ganyu’s teeth dig into her lower lip. “Me neither,” she replies. “I don’t know how we’ll go back to the way it was before. I mean, there will be other tours and other cities, but…” she trails off. “This one was special. Because of you,” she adds. “Because I could finally tell you how I felt.” Letting out a laugh, she says, “I thought I would be waiting to do that for the rest of my life.”

Keqing slaps her shoulder. “You’re making fun of me.”

She raises her hands. “I’m not!” she protests. “I’m making fun of myself. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” she says, her voice dropping lower. “It’s strange how things work out.”

And Keqing lets herself believe, just for a moment, that perhaps all of this: knowing Ganyu and meeting Hu Tao and being hired by Yanfei and becoming Ganyu’s bodyguard—perhaps it was the universe’s way of making sure that Keqing would never be alone. That everything would work out, and she would have someone by her side, the way it always was and always will be.

“I love you a lot,” Keqing says into the calm twilight. This: a wildfire slowly going out, flames licking sluggishly at the edges of a forest as the light extinguishes with it into a blazing glow of oranges and reds. This, where the setting sun beckons everyone to turn heel and head back home, where Keqing sits next to the most perfect girl she’s ever had the chance to meet or know or love, and she feels a weighty, blanketing calm fall over them.

Ganyu turns to her. Hair cascades over her shoulder and into her face. “Keqing—”

“Let me finish,” she says softly. “Please. I’m not great with words and I know I’ve…said this to you before. But I want to say it now.” She squeezes her eyes shut, all the tenderness welling up in her gut. “I want to say it often. All the time, really.”

Ganyu doesn’t speak. Keqing takes it as an invitation to continue.

“When you first left, I was angry,” she starts, sinking into the chair and staring at the majestic, towering peaks in the distance, at the sun dipping behind them. It stains the rock faces orange. 

Clouds pass over them and break the atmosphere into molten shards of sky, little pieces of the earth on fire. Keqing closes her eyes. She feels the warmth as it strokes her eyelids and curls off her lashes, imploding into tiny sunbursts.

“I was so angry. Partly at you but mostly at myself, because—” she tightens her grip on the arm of the chair. “I thought I’d done something to make you leave, even though at the same time I hated myself for thinking that. It wasn’t my job to make you stay and it would have been selfish to try, even. So I didn’t.”

Ganyu’s voice comes out tentative. “Keqing?”

“And I felt like shit for it,” she goes on. “I never wanted to hold you down. If letting you go meant pushing all the blame onto myself, that’s what I would do.”

“So you were gone, and I was—drowning, kind of. Wanting so badly to make it all work that none of it did. I tried dating people, I tried going out, I tried everything but it never seemed to happen right.” She shrugs. “At the time I chalked it up to something being wrong with me. I didn’t realize until I broke up with my—longest-lasting girlfriend, that I was waiting for something. I was waiting for you.”

Ganyu slips her hand into Keqing’s and laces their fingers together. The sunset is in full glory, light skimming off the water in the river, flying into the air like comets burning up. It’s still spring so the sun isn’t as red as it will be in summer, but it suffuses everything in warmth until the whole city looks like it’s awash in lava.

“All those years I blamed myself for being the reason you left,” she says quietly. “Well—not exactly. I forgave myself a little bit. Towards the end, after university, I knew deep inside that there must have been another reason. It couldn’t have all been my fault. But I held onto the idea, still, and convinced myself you would be better off if I didn’t see you ever again. I got so used to you not being there that it became the new normal.” 

Ganyu’s absence from Keqing’s life was like white noise; a sound that was uncomfortable at the beginning but became an everyday occurrence, a feedback loop that Keqing used to fill the rupture in her life, inane chatter and staticky memories packed in tightly to the space where Ganyu used to be.

She doesn’t realize until now that she’s been holding her breath after each sentence. For once, she lets herself inhale, feels the ache inflating in her lungs and leaving through breath.

“I went to work and I came home and I went out for dinner with my friends. I went to work and I came home and I sat on the sofa with Ming, I went to work and I came home and it all felt—empty. Like something was missing,” she whispers, “and I didn’t know what. I thought I’d done such a great job at getting you out of my life, because I blocked your name on every social media that existed and never watched idol TV shows or listened to pop music. My friends thought I was just a stick in the mud who hated popular celebrities, but it was all to avoid you.”

Ganyu looks at her, eyes luminous; dusk brings out the sun-splashed freckles on her cheeks and a light breeze tousles her hair. “I’m sorry for making you feel like you had to do that.”

“It wasn’t your problem.” Keqing’s mouth twists. “Just me and my own stupid pride. I thought I had it all figured out, but then I got a new job and it was you, my job was to protect you when I’d spent seven years training myself not to care about you, and I hated that it felt so natural. I hated that I didn’t hate you.” She pauses, sorting out her thoughts in her head. “I hated that I loved you, because I knew it was the worst thing to do to you after so long. Especially as your bodyguard.”

“You weren’t wrong,” Ganyu interrupts. “About this, or us. We aren’t wrong. Keqing, you’re the best thing that’s happened to me in—years. I waited for you too, even if I didn’t realize it. Sometimes I wondered how you were doing, when I was backstage waiting to go on. After my first national television appearance I thought maybe you’d call, because everyone I knew had seen me on TV and I hoped maybe you would be one of them. I hoped you still—” her voice catches. “You still remembered me.”

Tears sting Keqing’s eyes. It’s hard to see through them, but the sun is almost all the way down now, mixing with inky darkness to create a dark blue that stretches across the wide-open embrace of the sky. All of it caressing the sun, merely a small orange streak of light.

“I don’t think I could forget you,” she says. “Not if I had a hundred years.”

“I love you,” Ganyu responds after a moment. “Just…come here, will you?” she pats her legs.

“Your legs are too bony to sit on,” Keqing says, but she goes anyway. It’s a fruitless attempt to sound unaffected even though emotion clogs up her throat and she chokes on her words. She sits on Ganyu’s lap facing the sunset, back pressed to her chest, legs bracketing her waist and spread on either side of Ganyu’s hips.

Ganyu places a hand on her hip to support her and rests her chin on the jut of Keqing’s collarbone. There’s a smile in her voice when she speaks. “See if I ever offer to do something nice for you again.”

Keqing grins. She tips her head back so it lands on Ganyu’s shoulder. “You love me too much not to,” and the fact that she isn’t even exaggerating is—freeing. 

It’s wild and incredible and she can’t believe it herself, hardly believes it herself until Ganyu snakes her arms around her waist in the mornings and whispers missed you like they were thousands of miles apart instead of two hotel rooms over. Until they’re in the dressing room an hour before the concert begins and Ganyu has to call the stylist over to reapply her lip tint because it’s all smudged off in a hasty makeout session she initiated.

(Ganyu always tries to insist that it was a joint effort. Keqing knows better.)

The sun is completely gone at this point, the whole sky enveloped in the velvety shadows of night and the slice of moonlight shining onto the balcony. Keqing feels goosebumps rise on her bare skin and shivers.

“Cold?”

“A little,” she admits, so Ganyu wraps her arms around Keqing in a hug and squeezes her tight to alleviate it.

“There are other ways of keeping warm, you know,” Keqing says. At first she tries to make it deadpan but her voice cracks halfway through and she has to laugh. “That was the worst pick-up line ever, god. You should break up with me just for that.”

Ganyu goes stiff below her. 

Keqing lifts her head from her shoulder; she peels Ganyu’s arms away from her and swings her leg around until they’re facing one another. It takes some effort, especially without standing up throughout any of it, but eventually she’s back in a seated position. It’s only now that she notices the stilted, tense look on Ganyu’s face. “Ganyu?”

“Don’t joke about that,” Ganyu says helplessly. “Keqing. Please. I don’t want to—” she swallows hard. “I’m sorry for getting emotional,” she half-sniffles, half-laughs. “I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want you to think I would break up with you over…anything. Especially something like that.” She leans forward so her forehead presses against Keqing, her breath coming minty and warm over Keqing’s face. “Because I wouldn’t. You know that, right? We’re not going to break up. We won’t.”

And that unlocks something inside Keqing, a fear she didn’t know she had but that makes more sense under the vulnerable cover of nighttime. She makes jokes about breaking up, not because she thinks they’re funny but more to soften the blow if it does happen. She mentally prepares herself for Ganyu not to love her anymore when she wakes up one day, so she won’t be taken by surprise when it’s the truth. 

There are days she lies awake thinking that maybe tomorrow, Ganyu won’t come back. Maybe Ganyu won’t slip her arms around Keqing in the morning and say she missed her, because to do so would be to lie. Maybe Ganyu will look at her the same way she looks at everyone else, which is more horrifying of a thought than anything else.

Keqing has spent the last three months in a complete trance, wondering when this will all be taken away from her and she’ll find out that it was a dream. She’s so scared of having it taken away from her—terrified it will be—that she refuses to accept it while it lasts.

She can’t think about it for too long without feeling sick to her stomach.

Ganyu strokes her thumb across Keqing’s cheek to catch the tears, which is how Keqing realizes that she’s been crying.

“Okay,” she whispers, and then her vision clears and—oh, Ganyu is crying too, tears sparkling across her cheeks like newly-sharpened diamonds.

“I love you a lot. I don’t want to see you hurting,” Ganyu whispers. “Especially not because of me.”

Keqing smiles, squeezing her eyes closed. “I didn’t mean to ruin the mood. This was supposed to be a nice evening,” she adds. It still is; neon city luminescence brushes over the rooftops and the water shimmers with lamplight, but Keqing doesn’t feel nearly as buoyant as she did fifteen minutes ago.

Ganyu says firmly, “It doesn’t matter. It’s nice whenever you’re here.” Which is objectively awful and makes Keqing want to curl up in a ball and hide her face in her knees, but Ganyu looks at her with such calm, outward affection that Keqing just has to plant a kiss on the tip of her nose instead, which leads to Ganyu tipping her head up to capture Keqing’s lips instead, which leads to making out.

Keqing softens against Ganyu as her lips part. Ganyu plants messy kisses along the line of her lower lip, lazy and unhurried. They could stay here forever if they wanted to.

“We should go inside,” she says eventually, hands still cupped on the angular line of Ganyu’s jaw, finger rubbing her curved lower lip.

“We should. Not yet,” Ganyu tells her quietly, staring past Keqing’s face to the golden hills in the distance, the dove trees and gingko leaves silhouetting the cliffs in greenery. “Can we just sit here? For a little longer?”

Keqing shifts on Ganyu’s lap to recenter her weight. “Yeah. That sounds good.”

She falls asleep with her head pillowed against Ganyu’s shoulder, lips pressed lightly to her neck, every point of contact like a fire crackling low.

★

After the tour finally comes to a close with a final concert back in Shanghai, Keqing stands at Hu Tao’s front door.

Hu Tao greets her with hands splattered in paint. “Welcome back, Qing-qing!” she says. “Do you want to join me?”

“Why do your hands…” look like a bloodbath, she wants to say, but what comes out is a thousand times more polite: “Were you painting today?”

Hu Tao nods. “Sure was,” she answers. “I had a day off work, so I went and helped out at the preschool nearby. The kids are so cute! We did finger-painting together. Anyway, I missed you! How do you feel?”

“Tired,” Keqing confesses. Her head feels like it’s been stuffed with cotton after almost a week-long frenzy of nothing but performances, interviews, album signing events, trying to squeeze every last bit of promotional material out before the tour ended. “It’s been a long week.” And an even longer more than six months on tour.

“You should sleep,” Hu Tao replies. She ushers Keqing to the sofa. There’s a new stain on it that wasn’t there before. It looks suspiciously like blue paint.

“Can’t,” she says, stifling a yawn. “My internal clock is still fucked. Did you eat dinner?”

Hu Tao crosses her legs. “Mhm. Yanfei came by to drop off food yesterday, so I ate the leftovers. Actually, I invited her over today. She should be arriving soon.”

Keqing tries to look awake. Her eyes droop. “That’s great.”

“So.” Hu Tao’s voice takes on a sly note. “How are things with Ganyu?”

She can’t help the faint smile that stretches across her face. “Good. Really good.”

“Oh?”

“She doesn’t sleep enough,” Keqing responds, “but now that the tour is over it should be better. Hopefully. We’ll get some time to rest.”

“You look disgustingly happy,” Hu Tao remarks with satisfaction. “I’m glad for you, Keqing.”

She huffs out an exasperated laugh. “Thank you, Hu Tao.” A thought occurs to her. “It’s true, though,” she adds. “She makes me happy. Happier than I thought was possible. I didn’t realize anyone could—I could be so happy. You know?”

“I know,” Hu Tao answers, voice soft, the one time she doesn’t seem to be gearing up to tease Keqing about this. “She better treat you well, otherwise…” she lets her voice taper off with intention.

“Please don’t give her the shovel talk,” she groans. “You can’t embarrass me like this, Hu Tao.”

“Oh, I already gave her one of those,” Hu Tao tells her breezily. “And she didn’t run away. I consider that a success.”

Keqing chokes on her own breath. “When?”

“Hm. November?”

“November…Hu Tao, we weren’t even together then. She didn’t even know I liked her then.”

“I was sure it would happen soon, and I wanted to get it out of the way first. She was a lot calmer about it than I expected.”

“What did you even say to her?”

“The usual. I told her about your inferiority complex and your ex-girlfriend and—”

Keqing’s eyes widen. “I cannot believe you.” 

“Kidding! Kidding,” yelps Hu Tao, raising her hands. “That was a joke. Sorry. I didn’t mention the self-esteem issues or the girlfriend. Just that you were a good person and you wanted the best for her. What else…oh, right. And then I said if she hurt you I would personally separate all her limbs from her body. She didn’t reply to that. I may have scared her off for a day or two. Oops!” She doesn’t sound regretful in the slightest.

Keqing suppresses a sigh. “You’re terrible.”

“I know,” Hu Tao returns, cheerful. “It’s one of my most charming characteristics. I put it on all my job applications.”

Keqing sends her a look.

“Okay, I don’t. But the point still stands. You’re together now, so does it really matter what I said in November? …Wait.” Her eyes narrow. “You’re dating, right? Is she your girlfriend? Have you…given it a name yet?”

“We’re dating,” Keqing replies. “I mean, I don’t—I haven’t called her my girlfriend. It still feels strange. It’ll take some getting used to.”

Hu Tao nods. “Of course, of course,” she says sagely. “A new relationship takes time to bloom. I understand. But for what it’s worth, I started calling her your girlfriend in my head a long time ago. Ganyu, Keqing’s girlfriend. World-famous singer and one of the most well-known idols in China too, but mostly Keqing’s girlfriend.”

She rolls her eyes. “Whatever you say.”

The doorbell rings. Hu Tao jumps up. “That must be Yanfei! I’ll grab the door, you just sit here and rest. She might be bringing more food,” she supplies with a mischievous grin. “Let me check.”

Keqing spots a streak of pink hair as Hu Tao opens the door. She’s too far away to hear their voices properly, but Hu Tao cuts through the air with a shriek of: “Food! Yanfei, did I ever tell you that you are my favourite person in the world?”

The door clicks shut and they start walking back to the living room.

“Several times,” Yanfei answers. “Hi, Keqing. How was the tour?”

She rubs her eyes. “Good. How are you?”

“Not bad,” Yanfei responds. This is where she would normally launch into a monologue about the quality of her day and its pros and cons, but the way she stifles a yawn behind her hand makes it clear that Keqing won’t be getting the monologue today. So does the movement of her fingers, itching to crack open the cap on a bottle of sweet huangjiu—which Keqing knows she prefers because it goes down easier than baijiu and doesn’t hit as hard after the first glass—it tastes less bitter besides. “Just tired. I want a drink.”

“I’ll get you a glass,” Hu Tao says quickly. “Drink responsibly, please! No passing out on the carpet. I might step on you in the morning.”

Yanfei flaps her hand. “I’ll take the couch if I can’t make it home tonight. Just don’t trip over me,” she says sternly. “I still have a scar from last time.” She pulls her sleeve up and shows the pale underside of her arm. It bears a long, deep scrape.

“It was instinct!” Hu Tao protests. “I didn’t mean to scratch you. I got scared, that’s all.”

She sits forward to pour herself a glass of alcohol. “Why were your nails so long anyway?”

“I figured it would give me a higher chance of survival,” Hu Tao says: no context, no explanation, nothing.

Keqing stares at her for a second. She meets Yanfei’s eyes, and Yanfei just shrugs. “Okay. By the way—I invited Xiangling. She’s bringing snacks, I think.”

Hu Tao claps. “Snacks!”

Keqing feels her enthusiasm beginning to waver by the time Xiangling shows up; it’s late and she just lies back on the sofa, letting the sound of Hu Tao’s voice carry her to sleepiness, huangjiu buzzing in her veins and making her head floaty.

She only awakes when Xiangling directs a question to her: “How do you feel about the tour ending?”

Keqing opens her eyes and looks around. Hu Tao stares glassily at the ceiling, a vague expression of confusion on her face as she spaces out. Yanfei has slipped into the talkative stage of drunkenness, picking a self-help book off Hu Tao’s shelf and reading the chapter headings aloud. “The Lesson I Learned From Divorcing My Husband. How To Raise a Gifted Child. Making Easy Money From Home. How to Form Long-Lasting Social Connections.”

Xiangling shifts on the carpet. She looks up at Keqing, waiting for an answer.

“It feels…strange,” she responds finally, ignoring Yanfei in the corner. “It hasn’t really sunk in yet, that it’s actually over.”

Xiangling makes a sound of understanding. “I bet. You did a great job, though. Ningguang sent us a nice email last week about your job performance.” She’s silent for a moment. “Your contract is up in two weeks.”

Keqing presses her lips together. “I know.” She’s been thinking about it for months now, trying to figure out what comes next.

“Have you decided what you’re going to do? Ningguang says she would be happy to renew your contract, if you want.” Xiangling’s face is open and genuine.

“I haven’t come to a decision yet,” she says, swallowing down the feeling of sourness in her throat, because she wants to stay, to stay for as long as Ganyu would need her, but she’s spent more than a year here. The longest she’s ever held down a job and a client, and she can’t help feeling like she’s been stuck in the same routine for far too long. “I don’t know. It’s…complicated.”

“It always is,” Xiangling tells her. “For what it’s worth, though—you’d be great at anything, Keqing. You don’t have to worry about that. We’ll support you no matter what you choose. Me and Yanfei and Hu Tao, we just want you to be happy, whether that means leaving or staying.” She hesitates. “I’m not qualified to talk about this, and Yanfei would have my throat if she heard me, but…” she gestures to the corner. Yanfei is still reciting from the self-help books. “I hear her on the phone with Hu Tao sometimes. She’s scared that she makes you feel pressured to stay in one place all the time. She says she doesn’t want you to ever think that you’re stuck with your job. You can talk to her—any of us—if you’d prefer a reassignment. We never want to force you into something you don’t like.”

The huangjiu tastes cloying on Keqing’s tongue. She’s in real danger of crying, even though she’s more than fulfilled her tears quotient for the month, thank you very much. “I appreciate it,” she manages to say. “Really. I’ll keep that in mind.”

Xiangling smiles small. “No problem. We’re all looking out for you.” 

So many people are looking out for her at any time. Keqing can’t remember the last time she felt this…watched. Cared for. Or maybe they were always there, even when they weren’t directly involved in her life: they cared. She was just the last person to notice.

Yanfei continues with her self-help narration obliviously. “Let’s Talk About Losing Friends. Budgeting For Parenthood 101. If Not Today, Then When?”

Then when? Keqing thinks as she closes her eyes and drifts off to sleep.

★

The SevenStars company Lunar New Year party is loud and draped with ornate hangings, all gold and red lanterns, champagne flutes on every available surface. The television in the corner broadcasts the New Year Gala live. 

Ganyu tugs her further into the hall. They arrived after the dinner portion because neither of them could keep their hands off each other long enough to make it to the taxi, so they’re a fair two hours late. From the half-dazed expression on Ganyu’s face courtesy of Keqing kissing the breath out of her lungs, she doesn’t quite mind being late.

Keqing doesn’t either.

She winds an arm around Ganyu’s waist as they step through the crowd.

“We should get food,” Ganyu says into her ear. She’s dressed in a robin’s egg blue with red and gold detailing. Keqing wants to kiss her again, lick that wine-red lipstick off her mouth and thread a hand into her hair. She restrains herself, somehow. “The dinner is over, but I’m sure there are drinks at the bar.”

“Yeah,” she replies. “Let’s do that.”

They navigate through the crush of bodies, Ganyu’s bodyguard Zhanxiang following a few meters behind them dutifully. After they’ve picked up their drinks, Ganyu narrows her eyes and looks for familiar faces.

“I always forget how big the company is until these parties,” she says with a self-deprecating laugh. “I didn’t realize there were so many people. Everyone behind the scenes, too. Agents and managers and producers and backup dancers. It’s great, but it makes it hard to find people you know,” she adds. “Hold on, I think I see Yunjin. Do you want to talk to her?”

Keqing tightens her grip around Ganyu’s waist as they walk further into the crowd. “Sure. I haven’t seen her in a while. It’ll be nice to catch up.”

“We don’t have to talk to anyone if you don’t want to.” Ganyu leans in until her lips brush against the shell of Keqing’s ear, breath tickling her skin. “If you need to sit down for a moment or go outside, just tell me.”

“I’m good,” she answers. “I promise I’ll tell you.”

Yunjin’s hair is loose, flowing around her shoulders while she dons a pink and blue hairpiece and a purple dress. She smiles when she spots Ganyu, and it only widens as Keqing walks up to stand next to her. “Happy new year! Keqing, how’s the new job going?”

“It’s great, actually.” 

And it is. After her contract ran out Keqing moved on to other assignments. Now she works at a museum on the weekends and during the weekdays, looks after a scientist who’s up for a prestigious award and needs extra protection while he goes about his day. It’s demanding but the work hours aren’t half bad. She has time to call Ganyu every night and they get together on weekends. Her work-life balance has evened out into a happy medium.

“I’m having a lot of fun. The work environment is right for me.”

Yunjin grins. “I’m glad to hear that. So you think you made the right choice?”

“Absolutely,” she says. “It was time for me to go.” She squeezes Ganyu’s hand. “The hours are much better. I still get to see Ganyu every week. If I miss her, I can just turn on the TV.” 

It’s a joke. She never watches Ganyu’s shows or searches for her commercials. The idea of seeing Ganyu on-screen when she could just talk to her in real life is strange, and the layer of separation that exists between idol-Ganyu and girlfriend-Ganyu is doubly so.

Yunjin’s lips lift up into a grin. “Ganyu would drop everything if she heard that you missed her,” she replies.

Keqing turns to Ganyu and raises her eyebrows.

Ganyu just blushes. “I like you,” she says defensively.

“I like you too,” Keqing answers, melting, always gentle in the face of the girl she’s loved her entire life, and then some. “I also miss you all the time,” she says, testing out the hypothesis.

Ganyu bites her lip. “I can talk to Zhongli about doing more local projects—”

“I was joking,” she says quickly. “I mean, I wasn’t joking about missing you, but you don’t have to do anything with your schedule on my account.”

Ganyu hesitates. “I’ll see about it anyway,” she decides.

“Sounds good.” Keqing leans her cheek on the top of Ganyu’s head. Yunjin is watching them, obviously fond.

“You two are sweet,” she says, barely audible over the loud chatter of the party. “My boyfriend wasn’t able to make it, but he would have loved to meet you both. I think—” she pauses, head turned to the side. “Wait here, I’m going to grab someone. You know them!” she calls behind her shoulder. “It’s no one bad. Don’t move, okay?”

“Who?” Ganyu asks, a crease forming between her brows.

Keqing smooths the crease with a gentle finger. “I have no idea. I guess we’ll just wait and see.”

They don’t stand there for long. Keqing toys with her champagne glass, takes a sip. The bubbles rise and she has to grin as they fizzle out on her tongue. 

Yunjin appears in front of them again, this time with someone in tow. “Sorry for disappearing! I saw him and couldn’t let him disappear like last time. No more running away at company parties,” she says sternly, and Xiao finally slinks out from behind Yunjin’s back.

“Hello,” he says quietly. “Happy spring festival. I hope the new year brings you good luck and happiness.”

Keqing nods and bows slightly. “Happy spring festival to you as well.”

“Xiao,” Ganyu says, half-smiling. “I saw almond tofu at the buffet table. Have you had a chance to try it yet?”

His gaze sharpens, interest piqued. “Almond tofu?”

She nods. “It looked good, too.”

He spins on his heel to head to the buffet table, but before he leaves, he looks back at Keqing and tells her, “Thank you for taking care of Ganyu.”

He’s gone before Keqing can even think of how to respond.

“Well,” Yunjin says after a moment of silence. “That’s Xiao for you. Always disappearing. It’s beyond me why he ever chose to become famous. He isn’t a fan of cameras or attention. If I’d known him before we started training, I wouldn’t have guessed that he wanted anything except a quiet life.” All three of them crane their necks to see Xiao. His gaze jumps between the plates of almond tofu, seemingly undecided between two of them. As their eyes follow him, he picks up one of the plates and walks to the corner to eat it alone.

“He likes being alone,” Ganyu says, sounding sympathetic and a little pained. “But he likes having friends, too. He just gets overwhelmed sometimes.” She turns to Keqing. “He’s not a bad person at all. If that’s what you were thinking.”

She shakes her head. “No. I was…he seems nice. I think.” She still doesn’t really know what to make of him, but she’ll take Ganyu’s word for it. The alcohol is starting to hit and she’s just this side of tipsy enough that everything feels five times funnier than it usually is. She takes another sip. The bubbles fizz and explode on her tongue, tickling the roof of her mouth. 

Yunjin nods a few times. “He is nice,” she agrees. “Cynical, but nice. You want me to grab you some nian gao? There might be a few pieces left if we hurry.”

Ganyu shakes her head regretfully. “I don’t think so. We still have a few people to talk to before the party ends. But thank you for the offer, Yunjin.”

She waves at them. “See you! Happy new year,” she says again, just for extra luck.

“You too,” Keqing tells her, pleasantly buzzing from the champagne, then they turn around and they’re off.

“Who should we find next? Oh!” Ganyu says, attention piqued. “There’s Xinyan.” She rubs the pad of her thumb over Keqing’s knuckles; small, habitual intimacies. “Let’s go say hi.”

Xinyan looks up and grins wide when she sees them. “Ganyu! Happy spring festival,” she tells her, eyes flicking warmly to Keqing. “You too, Keqing.” 

“Thank you,” she says politely. She isn’t as familiar with Xinyan as Xiao or Yunjin, just by virtue of her schedule overlapping less with Ganyu’s and Xinyan being a fair few years younger than the others, but she enjoys her music and has one of her new singles set as her morning alarm. She tells Xinyan this much.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Xinyan replies. She looks pleased. “It’s one of my favourites too.” Looking around the room, she asks, “Is this your first time at our company party?”

Keqing takes another sip of champagne, lips brushing the edge of the glass. “First one here, yes. It’s…” she searches for a word. “Louder than I thought it would be. For some reason I expected it to be kind of lowkey.”

Xinyan nods sagely. “They go all out for the new year party, especially since so many people bring plus-ones.” Of which Keqing is also one. “But people usually start to leave around eleven, so it won’t be as loud later tonight.”

“That’s good,” she answers with a nod. 

They trade conversation for a while longer. Ganyu and Xinyan commiserate about the demanding nature of promotional schedules and Xinyan tells Keqing a little bit about the thought process behind her new album.

“I find that writing and producing is a lot easier when you write from personal experience,” Xinyan says. “When I first started with this album it felt like I was pulling teeth, thinking ‘what can I write about that feels relatable without being generic?’ But once I started viewing it through the lens of ‘what speaks to me?’ and ‘what feels real for me to write about?’ I didn’t feel like I was in a constant fight with myself.”

Keqing almost teases Ganyu about writing from personal experience. She limits it to a subtle elbow poke and Ganyu’s grip on her hand tightens.

That’s great advice,” responds Keqing genuinely. “I could really tell that the lyrics felt real for you, too.” It devolves into another conversation about her favourite songs by Xinyan, and she’s just starting to relax into the easy cadence of talking to Xinyan when Ganyu taps her on the shoulder.

“I’m so sorry to cut this short, but we still have a few people to catch up with before the new year starts,” she says apologetically, addressing Xinyan. “It was great speaking to you. Keqing really loves your music,” she adds. Her smile is gentle. Small yet radiant, like the rays of the sun warming her face straight-on. “I think she listens to your songs more than mine.” She thankfully does not mention the Xinyan poster in Keqing’s bedroom. She brings it up every time she sleeps over, despite Keqing saying again and again that it just came with the album she bought, that she didn’t purchase it separately and she put it up because the background was beautiful.

(“I know it doesn’t mean anything,” Ganyu laughed, curling a lock of Keqing’s hair around her finger. “I’m just teasing you. Put up posters of whoever you want.” Then: “But don’t be mad when I mention it to her.”

Keqing tackled her onto the bed and kissed her so she would stop talking.)

Xinyan laughs. “I would hate to cause relationship problems, but I’m happy you like my music,” she says to Keqing. “That means a lot to me. Bye, both of you! I hope you have a great night.”

Ganyu leans her shoulder against Keqing’s. “You too. Happy new year.”

Xinyan turns around. Before long, she disappears into the crowd.

“So,” starts Keqing. “Where next?”

“Hmm,” Ganyu says. “Do you want to sit down? I think the champagne did a number on you,” she tells Keqing wryly, holding her own glass of lychee wine, mostly full. 

Keqing feels dazed and her head is gauzy from the alcohol, but she’s at least sober enough to absorb the information. She nods. “I think so.” She hasn’t even been aware of her own intake, running on autopilot from nerves and grabbing a flute of champagne off a nearby tray out of habit every time hers runs out.

Ganyu guides her with a hand on her back to the bench next to the wall.

“You look really good today,” she says, eyes skimming over the pale gold hair clip in Keqing’s hair. There are blue details on her dress to match with Ganyu’s, an intentional decision on her part but a surprise for Ganyu, and when Keqing first tried on the dress Ganyu pushed her up against the wall and left her mouth bruised for the rest of the day.

She grins at the memory.

“What are you smiling about?”

“Thinking about you kissing me,” she says truthfully.

Ganyu’s eyes go dark. “Really.”

She hums in agreement. A tray of champagne passes by, but she wisely chooses not to take any. “We’re in public,” she reminds Ganyu before either of them take it too far. “My head hurts,” she adds.

Ganyu strokes one of her temples, brushing back a piece of hair. “Do you want to go home?”

“No,” she says. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Give me a few minutes.”

She bends over as the headache pricks behind her eyes. She’s vaguely aware of Ganyu rubbing her back, but it’s hard to appreciate the touch with a hundred needles stabbing into her brain.

An undetermined amount of time passes. Her headache finally begins to recede and she tries to stand up.

“Not yet,” Ganyu says, massaging her back soothingly. “Don’t stand up right away, just in case it comes back. Okay?”

Keqing nods. “Okay.” It takes no convincing for her to sink back down and tip her head on Ganyu’s shoulder, lithe fingers wrapping around her waist.

A shadow approaches the two of them.

“Are you feeling alright?”

Keqing glances up. Zhongli looms over her. There’s a man next to him, ginger hair and blue eyes and a cheeky smile. “I’m okay,” she tells them. “I had a headache but it’s gone. Happy new year.”

“You as well,” he replies with a subtle incline of his head. “I don’t believe you’ve met my partner, Ajax.” He bows slightly and the other man steps forward.

“Call me Tartaglia,” he says with a grin. “Or Childe.”

“Childe?” Keqing asks, raising an eyebrow. 

“It’s a nickname,” he replies. He shrugs. “But it’s stuck. And you are?”

“Keqing,” she says dubiously. “Ganyu’s…” her voice tapers off and she waves her hands around, trying to communicate ex-bodyguard but now girlfriend.

“Partner,” Ganyu fills in. She hooks her arm through the loop of Keqing’s elbow and scoots over to sit closer to her, until their legs press together. 

Zhongli nods. “Keqing and I are good friends.” He looks toward her for confirmation.

“Good friends,” she echoes. “He struggled a little on tour, trying to figure out how to use paper money.”

Childe laughs. “He does that often.” He sounds fond. “We’re working on it. He’s just…scatter-brained, sometimes. Old habits die hard.”

She nods. “How did you two meet?”

Childe bumps his shoulder against Zhongli’s. “Work obligations,” he says. “I was an investor in SevenStars. I met him at a business meeting.” 

“That’s nice,” she says politely.

“What about you and Ganyu?”

She feels her face reddening. “Oh, well—”

“We were friends in high school,” Ganyu jumps in, saving her from having to explain anything. “And we recently…reconnected.”

Childe’s eyes flash with curiosity, but he doesn’t pry. “That sounds wonderful. Oh, and happy new year!”

Keqing bows as she stands up. Ganyu does the same. “Happy new year to you too.”

Zhongli steps forward. “How is the new job, Keqing? I don’t believe we’ve had a chance to speak about it yet.” She sees Zhongli at least once a week, while visiting Ganyu’s apartment or while Ganyu comes to hers, but she can’t remember the last time they had a conversation.

“It’s really good,” she answers honestly. “I think it’s the right fit for me. The workload is nice and I have great hours,” she continues, shooting a glance at the girl by her side. “So it leaves a lot of time for me to spend with Ganyu.”

There’s the trace of a smile on his face. “That’s lovely to hear.”

“New job?” Childe asks. “What do you work as?”

“I’m a bodyguard,” Keqing explains. “It’s how I met Ganyu. Re-met,” she corrects herself. “Just last year.”

“Romantic,” he remarks, wiggling his eyebrows, and Keqing has to smile.

“You’re right,” she says. “It is pretty romantic.”

Ganyu flushes pink. “It didn’t feel romantic in the moment,” she complains lightly. “I thought you hated me for a while.”

Keqing plants a kiss on her nose. “You were wrong. I loved you. Love you. Always have loved you,” she amends, punctuating each statement with another kiss.

Childe laughs. “That’s sweet.”

They stand there for a while longer in the corner of the room. Childe regales them with tales of his first date with Zhongli and the eventual proposal while Ganyu laughs and presses into Keqing’s side, the line of her body warm and long and sweeping against Keqing’s: shoulder to hip to ankle. So close they might as well be one person.

It takes all of Keqing’s willpower not to pull her into a kiss right then and there.

Eventually Zhongli and Childe float away, drawn to the TV live streaming the countdown on the other side of the hall—where, as Childe puts it, they’re going to “ring in the new year with a kiss.”

Zhongli sighs. “Ajax,” he says, vaguely reprimanding.

Childe raises his eyebrows. “What? It’s the truth. Honesty is the best policy.”

So Keqing and Ganyu are left by themselves again. They complete a lap around the entire hall, circling for familiar faces, and right when Keqing is about to suggest that they go home and ring in the new year with a few kisses (maybe more than a few) of their own, she runs into someone she knows. Crashes into them, in fact.

“Whoa! Slow down.” Beidou laughs, gently stepping back.

Keqing sucks in a sharp breath. “Oh my god. I’m so sorry.” She spots Ningguang next to Beidou, looking disapproving, and wants the earth to swallow her up. She feels like a withering plant. The sight of Ningguang glancing down at her in disdain is enough to suck all the air out of a room. “I’m so sorry,” she repeats. “I didn’t see you there, I didn’t mean to—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Beidou reassures her with a hand wave. “It didn’t hurt. You two planning to head home?” she asks, nodding at the exit.

“Not yet,” Keqing says. “But soon, probably. It’s getting late.” The countdown says only ten minutes until midnight and Keqing slept late last night, crawling into bed next to Ganyu at two in the morning after she was put on evening patrol at the museum.

“Right,” Beidou returns. She snakes a hand around Ningguang’s hip and pulls her closer. “How have you been doing? I haven’t seen you in a while. What was it, a year?”

Keqing nods. “We were busy with the tour. But it’s good to see you again.”

“Is your new job treating you well?” Ningguang asks, eyes piercing.

Keqing gulps. “Yes,” she says, willing her voice not to shake. Ningguang isn’t her employer anymore, but it’s damn near impossible not to be intimidated by her. “It’s going great so far. I plan to stay in this position for at least another few months.”

“That’s good,” Ningguang says calmly. She raises her eyebrows. “I must admit, I was disappointed to see you go. Your work performance was consistently stellar and I was prepared to offer you a promotion if you so wished for one. You came to our company at a good time. We made the right decision hiring you.” She raises an eyebrow, practically daring Keqing to say something.

“Okay, no scaring Keqing,” Beidou says, snickering as she takes control of the conversation. She places her hand on Ningguang’s shoulder and steers her away. “We’re not trying to bring her back to the company today. She’s just here as Ganyu’s plus-one.”

Ningguang’s expression doesn’t change. “Happy spring festival to both of you,” she tells them, then walks away with Beidou, the line of her shoulders straight and perfectly upright.

As soon as they’re gone, Keqing lets out a breath. “How do you even talk to her without being terrified?” she mutters.

Ganyu smiles. “It’s a practiced art. She isn’t as scary as she acts,” she explains. “She just doesn’t want anything to go wrong. I was so afraid of her at the beginning,” she admits, “because I was alone and new to the company. I thought I might be kicked out at any moment. But it turned out better than I could have imagined.” She squeezes Keqing’s hand. “And now I have you, so it’s perfect.” Her eyes catch the light from the crystal chandeliers on the ceiling.

Keqing finds it hard to speak. Her chest hurts with the feelings overflowing inside her, proximity and affection and sheer love blazing into a bonfire, slow to warm but quick to burn.

She wants to say I love you and you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me and sometimes I wonder who gave me all the luck it took to finally find you again. She wants to say you make me believe that destiny exists. She wants to say I would follow you anywhere and everywhere, and also I don’t know any other way to love than this, which is your arm hooked in mine and your handprint on my heart. Which is you, waking up next to me in the mornings and pulling me closer; you, on stage singing all the songs you wrote for me when I was gone; you, waiting years just in case I came back; you, you, you, always.

“It’s almost midnight,” she says instead. She ducks out of the door and pulls Ganyu into the corridor, empty and echoing with a ringing, final sort of silence. “You know,” she mumbles, pushing Ganyu against the wall and leaning up into her. “Kissing someone you love when the clock strikes twelve is supposed to be good luck.”

All the luck she could ever need is right here in her arms.

“According to who?” Ganyu asks, eyes sparkling bright. 

“Me,” Keqing says, puffing out an amused breath. “Maybe I just wanted an excuse to kiss you.”

Inside the hall, the sound of fireworks pipes through the speakers. A light display ignites and showers the inky sky in sparks, burning bright as they soar through the atmosphere.

“Happy new year,” whispers Keqing, and then she leans down, captures Ganyu’s lips with her own, and hopes for good luck. Good luck for today, for tomorrow—for all the days after.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          find me on twitter at @yuqingterrace! you can retweet this fic here :)

there is also art for this fic!!

idol ganyu here 

ganyu and keqing here

ganyu and keqing (again!!!) here

please check them out if you have the time, they are absolutely gorgeous.

i don’t want to clog up the notes too much, so i write about this fic’s inspirations and process (plus my writing plans for the coming months) in this post; i hope you’ll read some of it, but if not, I’ll just say thank you so much for reading, and your support means the world to me. i truly cannot thank you enough!!

        



