
beast of burden

Author’s Note:
      look.

i’ve always wanted to play with ganyu having a bad reaction to beidou slaying haishan but could never pin it down. with the most recent archon quest i’ve been thinking about ganyu and her allegiance, her character quest, her fears and insecurities. i wanted this to be ganbei, but beidou and ganyu don’t even talk in this. keqing and ningguang are likely ooc because i don’t play them and haven’t read their lore or listened to their voice lines. but i…just really wanted to write a love story to ganyu, i think. she drives me crazy sometimes, but i have mad respect for her.

    


    
    







On the day they learn that Haishan has been slain, Keqing knocks on the wall outside Ganyu’s open office door in Yuehai Pavilion. “Hey,” says the Yuheng. “Where’s Ningguang? Reports are coming in that The Alcor has returned, but something weird is going on. They’ve dropped anchor pretty far out and only a single boat is coming in.”

Mere hours away from her afternoon nap, Ganyu hasn’t the patience to deal with Keqing and all her sharpened edges. She performs her duty regardless. “Hello, Yuheng,” Ganyu sighs. She is seated at her secondary desk tucked against the side of the crowded room, strewn with scrolls and ledgers and missives that still need attending. But she offers up, “That is odd. The Alcor never comes into Liyue Harbor.”

“Yeah, and it still isn’t. It’s sitting out there like a ghost ship. I borrowed a looking glass from a sentry—whatever happened to it was bad. They have to be taking in water.”

“Rex Lapis defend them,” Ganyu murmurs.

She has no love for the Crux or their captain, so newly risen to infamy. Mostly they have only given her headaches from the trouble they cause, a sticky mess catching in the living machine of Liyue, which she has striven all these centuries to keep running smoothly. But some habits are impossible to break, and Ganyu has uttered this prayer of protection more times than most. It slips out, natural as breathing.

Keqing snorts. “A little late for that, don’t you think?” she quips, but then shakes her head sharply before Ganyu can do more than inhale in outrage. “Nevermind that. Do you know where Ningguang is or don’t you? I think she’d want to know.”

Ganyu forces herself to deflate. “A meeting,” she says. “Ask Baiwen for details.”

“Thanks,” says Keqing. 

As the Yuheng darts away in a dismissive flare of stylish skirts and bouncing pigtails, Ganyu yanks open a drawer in her desk, finds the sachet of dried flower petals meant for fragrance and rips it open. Shoves a whole fistful of violetgrass and silkflower petals into her angry and bitter mouth in an attempt to sweeten it.

Then she rises, locks her door, and sets out to see what all the fuss is about.

-

Beidou is rowing a boat from The Alcor to the south wharf. A slow progression, as The Alcor is but a distant stain in the blue haze of the horizon. Slow enough for Keqing to find Ningguang, pull her from her meeting; slow enough and interesting enough to draw the workers from their posts, the passing populace from the daily routine. Ganyu perches atop cargo boxes in the back of the crowd, where no one pays attention to her, no one makes note. Even from this vantage, she can see and hear more than most.

Beidou’s boat bumps up against the dock.

“Captain,” says Ningguang, standing apart from everyone. 

“Tianquan,” is Beidou’s reply.

“It would seem you have brought a gift for us.”

Ningguang’s words cause a susurrus amongst the gathered throng. There is a smell that begins to permeate, a sense of darkness within the deep belly of the stained and warped wood that cradles Beidou upon the waves. Some unsettling chill begins, an unease, a feeling of otherness and wrongness that builds until the tension draws as tight and dangerous as a bowstring.

Then, Beidou stoops. 

Gathers the darkness within her arms and with a groaning heave, she’s thrown the cleaved and rotting head of a sea monster from the boat to the docks before her. It skids to a halt at Ningguang’s steady feet, her considering gaze. A ripple makes its way through those gathered: fear, disgust, shocked delight—all held in bated breath, waiting for confirmation.

“For the sailors,” Beidou corrects. Heavily bandaged, bruised and battered; but with head tipped defiantly back, spine straight. “Haishan has been slain.”

Ningguang gives a single, grave nod. “On behalf of all Liyue, we thank you.”

Her voice is calm, but pitched to carry, just as Beidou’s had been. Two commanders equally skilled. They know what theatrics their people need, and know exactly how to comport themselves in order to deliver. 

Beidou’s return nod is just as grave.

In a flutter of silk and shining fur, Ningguang turns, sidesteps. Sweeps one arm out wide and declares: “Citizens of Liyue, rejoice!”

Watching the performance is almost like watching an adeptus spin magic into the air, awe-inspiring and fascinating. Ganyu will never tire of the mysteries of humanity, the power they have to compel, to convince, not merely with raw power but with the subtlety of careful direction. The public readily takes their cue, erupting into eager cheers—the scourge of their seas slain, the waters made safe or as safe as they ever could be. 

And no one save Ganyu watches Beidou’s head droop; witnesses the slow and tired way she grips her oars, how the passage back to The Alcor is just as slow, though the load should be lighter, easier to bear.

When the crowd quiets enough, Ningguang spills her words into the waiting ears with simple efficiency, direct and true and somber, the Jade Chamber eclipsing the sun at her back; a show of power and human ingenuity the city denizens eat up. After, she whispers to a choice official, a trusted merchant’s aide. Sends her people scurrying and tips the scales the subtlest amount, so that the market comes suddenly alive with festivity, food vendors on every corner, banners and ribbons festooned across balconies, stairs, from doorways. The Alcor drifts away, toward Guyun Stone Forest, and Ningguang goes to meet with the Qixing at Yuehai Pavilion, utterly triumphant, resplendent with good fortune.

Only then does the Millelith clear the area enough for Haishan’s head to be removed. Ganyu keeps sentinel through it all. Waits, a silent witness, until the creature is boxed, nailed in, secreted away.

Then, she takes her leave.

-

Ganyu barely recognizes the familiar streets, so swiftly transformed from this morning—all is abustle, strewn with flowers, with ribbons, with silk, loud with music and merriment. Ganyu moves through the joyous crush as quickly as she can, managing a stiff nod with Keqing at the steps of Yuehai Pavilion. “The meeting is over,” Keqing says, flipping a curl of errant hair over her shoulder. Her vivid eyes narrow, piercing and thoughtful. “Where were you?”

“Ah. I…was waylaid,” Ganyu stumbles. 

As the General Secretary of Yuehai Pavilion, Ganyu should have been there for the meeting. She can feel herself flush, shameful and angry, her heart too large and too loud inside her delicate chest. 

“Well, whatever,” Keqing sniffs. “We shouldn’t have to rely on you for everything. The meeting went fine. There’s not much for us to do until things settle anyway, see how much an impact this makes for the Eight. Oh. But Ningguang wants to borrow you if you haven’t anything better to do.”

Ganyu does.

Amongst countless other duties, she has a growing stack of ordinances awaiting fact checking, as well as a dozen errands for every member of the Qixing, including a collection of old ley line maps that Keqing has personally requested Ganyu dig up out of the archives. 

“That’s fine,” is what Ganyu says. “I can attend to her for a while.”

Keqing nods once. 

Ganyu turns on her heel and heads for the lift to the Jade Chamber. She never knows how to handle Keqing when she attempts consideration; it feels half like an attack even when Ganyu manages to convince herself it’s intended to be kind. Easier, she thinks, to simply have their differences than it is to try and navigate past the ire. Perhaps if Ganyu was a thousand years younger and Keqing not quite so open about her distaste for Rex Lapis, it would be different.

Ningguang reclines in her private study with her favorite bamboo pipe, ready to issue orders. “Find Beidou if you can,” she tells her secretaries. “The public will no doubt crave a reappearance of the conquering hero herself before long.”

“Should we enlist the Milleleth?” Baishan asks.

“No,” Ningguang says. Smoke escapes in luxuriant puffs, the spice of her tobacco rich in the still air. Even relaxed, the Tianquan is elegant, perfectly poised in thought. “It would not do to treat the captain as if she is a criminal when she has broken no laws that I could find. Not today at least. If the task proves difficult, merely return here and report to me.”

“Yes, ma’am,” says Baixiao. 

Ganyu waits until the girls leave before she stands at attention before Ningguang’s desk, tidying a stack of calligraphy work to give her anxious hands something to do. “Hm. You’ve gotten better,” she tells the Tianquan once they are alone.

“Do not condescend to me,” Ningguang says, but with a subtle smile.

Ganyu shakes her head; cannot find a return smile, somehow, but at least can manage: “I’m not. I mean it truly, Ningguang.” 

There are more words she wishes to say, explanations and excuses and entreaties. It is not Ganyu’s fault that she has had many more lifetimes to perfect the art; and it is not her fault she is not up to this familiar banter, that she is feeling unmoored within her own skin, alien to the configuration of her bones, and that every time she blinks she sees Haishan’s head in the waiting black, with its lolling tongue, those dead eyes.

“Well, if that is the case,” Ningguang says, tone softer, more careful. “Then I thank you for the compliment, Ganyu,”

“Yes,” says Ganyu. “Of course.”

Ningguang raises one white eyebrow. “To business?” she asks, and it is the kindest she has been yet. 

Ganyu relaxes all at once, lets the comfort of work contain her, shape her. She keeps at it until her nap, and then she wakes and gets to work again. At this point, Ganyu wagers that Ningguang’s personal business ventures have become as integral to the sustainability of Liyue Harbor’s commerce and customs as her duties as the Tianquan are to its very foundation, the bedrock upon which Liyue stands. Ganyu does not mind lending her service, though even Ganyu begins to feel fatigued and irritated by the sheer quantity of things that need doing. There is paperwork that requires burning and new forms to fill out, clientele to contact and business partners to assure. 

“That dratted Captain could at least have given us some warning,” Ganyu huffs when afternoon is well and truly faded and her arms and back burn from carrying what feels like the sum total of all the paperwork that exists in Liyue.

“Oh, she did.”

Ganyu snaps her head up. “What?”

Ningguang does not turn from her board, her brilliance on display, arrayed in scraps of paper, brass pins and thin cord. She says, “When last Beidou marred these halls she told me she would slay the beast.”

“She…hunted it?”

“Only fair, wouldn’t you agree? Haishan has made sport of many a fishing vessel, fed upon the livelihood of merchants, the bones of sailors and passengers alike.”

This is so.

“Still,” says Ganyu. “That…the hubris she must have, to make such a claim to you and then go and—and—”

“And see the deed done? Mm, most impressive.”

Ganyu stares.

For a moment all she can see are Haishan’s old and cracked teeth, stained by blood, splintered by wood. All she can smell is the hot, fetid mixture of death and brine. Then she blinks and sees Ningguang’s head tilted at an angle, her white hair unbound. The way her fingers grip her elbows, tap-tapping in thought.

“Did you believe she’d succeed?” 

Ningguang’s shoulders fall in a sigh. She turns her head so she is revealed in profile, straight nose, red lips, gently curving cheek. “No. I thought it a fool’s errand at best, suicide at worst.”

Again, Ganyu has too much to say and no way to word it. “Ah,” she manages in a thin voice, echoing in her own ears. “Impressive indeed.”

Ningguang turns back to her work.

Ganyu reaches up, touches her fingertips to the curve of her horns. The hard bone, the subtle groove of pattern, the way sensation tingles into her neck when she skims them near the base. 

A door opens in the distance.

Ganyu’s hands busy themselves once more with her own work, an endless sea of paper and black ink, until Beixian returns to say that The Alcor refuses to be boarded, Beidou will send no missive, and the textile merchants and tailors are in ecstasy because everyone wants to make new festival garments.

Ningguang smiles. “Very well. The city will get by without her just fine for now, it seems.”

-

The celebration continues. Mora flows as freely as wine, Ningguang’s coffers grow richer, and the Eight Trades of Liyue immediately take advantage of the open sea routes now allowed them. In the city the festival atmosphere remains, excited children running free and flowers thrown off balconies and ribbons trailing in the wind. The storytellers in the teahouses all tell one tale, to much praise and applause, which Ganyu finds out when she meets with one of the Qixing for a business dinner.  

“Does it bother you?” Keqing asks in the dark and intimate confines of Yansheng. 

Ganyu is sipping her tea and watching the dancer on stage perform to the beats of the storyteller’s tale. The slow and elegant unfurling of his body, shimmering hanfu catching the low lantern light, is hypnotizing. Makes Ganyu feel even stranger, more unreal, a figment of her own imagination.

“I’m afraid you’ll need to be more specific than that,” Ganyu says. 

“That it was a human who saved Liyue from Haishan,” Keqing pushes. 

There is an assortment of food on the table between them, from which they have been selecting choice morsels. Keqing has manners enough, at least, to have ordered vegetarian. Talk until now has mostly been Keqing’s future plans, Ganyu wracking her brain to recall every path and trail she’s followed over her long years across Liyue, so that Keqing might know where the infrastructure will most benefit the attention.

Ganyu blinks at the sudden question, then blinks again.

On stage, the dancer sinks to the floor as the storyteller weaves hostile imagery in the air: a spiral of deep green silk and red embroidery to portray rage, poison, a threat in the making; the mask affixed to the top of the dancer’s head now in full view of the audience. 

It has fangs. Feral eyes. 

Red horns. 

It looks nothing at all like the visage of Haishan’s corpse that frequents Ganyu’s dreams.

“Of course not,” Ganyu says, breath caught in her throat.

She drinks more tea to soothe it.

Keqing narrows her eyes, like she can see the cracks. Ganyu wonders what the Yuheng thinks is beneath—a mortal mind willing to be led astray, away from the surety of Rex Lapis, the protection of the adepti? Or does she see the beast beneath, only pretending?

On the stage, Haishan rises, no longer undulating like the waves.

Instead he spins, chaotic.

-

Rex Lapis appears to the people of Liyue as a dragon, glittering scales mora-gold, whiskers long and elegant, his horns velvet soft and regal. His likeness is depicted in stone and mosaic, in silken thread; the people pray to a visage of a beast, their god so beyond their ken that there is rarely a thought given as to what other forms he may take, what other masks he may don. 

But he is other.

He is meant to be apart, to be worshiped and marveled at.

Ganyu is simply…Ganyu.

Perhaps she has lived amongst humans for too long, to be so consumed with the thought of form, of nature, of being. The other adepti have no thought toward it; Madame Ping seems plenty content. Rex Lapis dons the guise of child, of woman, slips in through the crowds and then out again, leaving the populace wondering why the mora left in their hands shines especially brightly, as if freshly minted, as if magicked into existence by godly thought.

Ganyu cannot help but be afraid.

Her contract is to remain steadfast and true, to see Liyue prosper, to support and protect the humans from within their midst. To be one of them, even though she is only so in part. She has survived hundreds, thousands, millions of souls. She has seen their darkness and their joy, their kindnesses and their cruelty. She knows the nature of humans perhaps better than they do.

And she has learned to hide.

To bury her qilin ancestry as deep within as she can get, to lie and say that the horns in her hair are not horns at all, but a family heirloom. To eat a normal, human amount, to keep her flesh pale and pink, her hands with five fingers each. It is safer that way. Safer to blend in. To be similar if not the same, enough so that no one will peer at her too closely, ask questions, point fingers.

Ganyu cannot begrudge humans their tenacity—that instinct to survive, to thrive. It would be hypocritical of her to blame them, to act as though she has not torn monsters apart from the inside out, has not trampled demons beneath her hooves, has not led an army to war when the gods last clashed. But she knows the worst of humanity, has seen it in action. The pack mentality will circle, will hone in, will seek blood and bone and not stop until she is left squealing, beaten, the otherness purged from their society.

It is remarkable what humans will do to feel safe.

Ganyu cannot begrudge them this, but neither can she begrudge her own heart. Not its true nature, and not the fear and fury that pounds within, that shakes her apart.

For it is bestial, yes. But it is also all too human.

Instead, her grudge is for Beidou.

It is easy to lay blame at the captain’s feet. To curse and accuse her for not caring that she was slaying a living and breathing being, a sentient soul with thoughts, with desires. For igniting this bloodlust and fervor. In the dark night, alone in her bed, Ganyu woken by nightmares, she doesn’t remember that Haishan was a true villain to mortal folk, dangerous and deadly and hateful. 

She only knows that she may be next. That if anyone knows of the other half of her soul, they may spurn her, hunt her, distrust her. She will be outcast. 

Entirely forsaken.

This is not logical, she knows. Liyue is populated with people who worship a dragon-bodied god. Who praise and revere the adepti in all their many forms. Who do not fear those creatures who are different, but rather respect them, welcome them, cherish them as their own. It is not fair to think the worst of humanity, and she doesn’t, not usually. But it has been an age since last the streets of Liyue Harbor echoed with praise for a monster-slayer. Centuries at least since Ganyu’s ears rang with the storyteller’s grotesque embellishments, the depictions of scale and horn and bestial nature made wretched, obscene. 

And Keqing speaks loudly for the end of the era of the fantastical, the immortally divine. Ningguang, though she speaks in far more elegant rhetoric, does not disagree.

Sometimes, Ganyu’s fears conquer sense, surmount reason. They eat at her like worms in rotten wood, like maggots in decaying flesh. 

She struggles to escape.

-

“Confound her,” Ningguang murmurs, standing before a window in Yuehai Pavilion and watching the passerby. There was a meeting of the Qixing that morning; the Tianquan was distracted, and this odd, idle moment catches Ganyu’s attention. 

“A problem?” Ganyu asks. “Maybe I can help.”

Ningguang turns to her, humming. Then her brows lift, a smile curling her red mouth, and some of the agitation disperses, transformed into affectionate mirth. “Why, Ganyu. That is a lovely look on you.”

A hot flush crawls its way up Ganyu’s neck. She clears her throat and does not fidget. “Ah. Thank you, Tianquan. I thought perhaps…it is a time of celebration in the streets, after all, and…”

“You do like your fashion,” Ningguang murmurs. “Though you are less obvious about it than some I could name.” Reaching up, she taps a metal claw to one of the woven flowers pinned in Ganyu’s hair, hiding her horns from easy view. The rasp of metal dragging down silken thread sends goosebumps shivering out over Ganyu’s skin.

“Very pretty,” Ningguang says.

“Tianquan,” Ganyu complains. “Was there something you needed help with?”

Ningguang sighs. The gentle, coy affection with which she turns on Ganyu in private moments fades away. Her expression is calm, stern. Her shoulders tighten beneath gold embroidery. “Hm. Sadly, I doubt that you can help with this plight, Ganyu, despite your skills. But walk with me for a moment. We shall see if you have some insight I may yet use to remedy this situation.”

“Of course,” says Ganyu.

She falls easily into step with the Tianquan, settles into her role as aide, confidant, fixer of problems. It is pleasurable to occupy herself with duty, particularly now, when every other moment not taken up by tasks sees her out of sorts, distracted in the worst ways. She is wearing white and blue today, a defiant mirror to the Haishan she and Keqing watched at Yansheng Teahouse. She began second guessing her choices five minutes after leaving her home, worried that Keqing would take one look at her and understand; would know the secret Ganyu tries so hard to hide.

Escorting Ningguang out of Yuehai Pavilion is a relief. At least, it is until Ningguang begins to explain. 

Word was finally sent from The Alcor directly to the Tianquan: Captain Beidou is dying of infection. 

“It is nonsense,” says Ningguang, adamant in tone. But her eyes are dark and troubled. “We have doctors aplenty who can aid her. Healers who can utilize their Visions. Only her sheer stubborn idiocy is keeping Captain Beidou from a full recovery.”

“What do you mean?” Ganyu forces herself to ask.

Ningguang makes a sharp, angry exhalation. The crew of the Crux refuses to move her off ship, despite Ningguang’s invitation, and any doctors that Ningguang sends are turned away. “Even Baizhu,” Ningguang murmurs, waving genteely at a young family passing by. “Who would see her whole and hardy even without the aid of his Vision.”

“Why do they deny you?” Ganyu asks. “I don’t understand. It’s not some…some pirate thing, is it?”

“No,” Ningguang says. And then: “I don’t know. Perhaps Beidou did not know how bad it would get when she warned her crew against accepting outside aid. Perhaps she would rather die than owe me a favor. She is too ill for me to ask now.”

Thoughts fill Ganyu’s head, too many to wrangle. Words bubble up her throat, thicken it and make it impossible to speak. She focuses on her shoes, the dull leather shine of the rounded toe. One foot first, then the other. For a moment, it seems strange to walk on two feet. Finally, she says: “Would it be so bad?”

“Oh?”

Ganyu cannot stand to look at Ningguang’s face, and yet she is compelled to do so—to see the look of muted surprise, the distant gleam in those blood red eyes. “Have you perhaps had the…uncertain pleasure, shall we say, of meeting the Captain before, Ganyu?”

“N-no. I have not, Tianquan.”

“Hm. Then where does this favor for her demise stem from, if I may ask?”

Ganyu works her jaw. Her stomach twists, fear clamping down on her. In her chest her heart pounds, as frantic as a beast before a hunter. “It is only…does she not cause you concern, Tianquan? You have confessed on several occasions that she irritates you, causes nothing but problems. You—”

“I find her a necessary burden,” Ningguang interrupts, the low rasp of her voice very calm, almost serene. It is when she sounds the most dangerous, Ganyu thinks. “Captain Beidou is as integral a cog in the mechanism of our city, dear Ganyu, as you or myself. Where we must be beacons of light, of law and order, so too must there be those who can wade through the grime, set the snare in the demon’s den so that I might better hunt those who would harm us.”

Ganyu walks at Ningguang’s side.

One step, and then another.

She does not say: I am not your junior to be so lectured. She does not say: I have seen this ploy a hundred times over, and while it works I dislike it. I dislike the cunning cruelty, the subterfuge, but I understand the martial necessity of such tactics. She does not say: I hate Captain Beidou of the Crux, and damn your need for her!

Ganyu has walked beside countless Tianquans. 

“Yes,” she says. “Of course, Ningguang. You’re right.”

-

The evening after Ganyu’s walk with Ningguang, she climbs to the tallest peak surrounding Liyue Harbor. By the time she clears the surrounding terrain and finds herself with her head in a field of stars, it is true night. The wind is cold, wet from the nearby sea. In the distance she can see the wreckage of Rex Lapis’ spears.

Ningguang does not know it, but she lectured Ganyu on more than the different means to an end. 

Ganyu is qilin and human; immortal and strange. She will never truly be one nor the other, and perhaps some day may come when she is exiled from human society, unwanted and spurned. But that day is not today. It may never come. 

All she can do is what she has always done, every moment of every day for all these countless centuries.

She will serve Liyue and its people.

Even if fear rots out her heart, she will bend her body to the work she’s tasked with. It is her duty. She does not regret this path, turbulent and lonely though it’s been. Frightening as it is at times. 

Faith is a tenet she is no stranger to, after all.

So she leaps.

Up high into the cold air, the stars as footholds. She dons fur and tail and cloven hooves, tossing her horned head, muzzle lifted. A qilin white as the moon over Liyue Harbor, strange and unknown, but with a frail heart that beats the same as any, frantic at times, often unsure. There is peace in that comparison, Ganyu thinks.

Then Ganyu stops stalling. Gathers her fears, her hopes and dreams, and most of all her determination, her commitment, her belief in her chosen duty. 

Whatever it takes, she will obey Ningguang’s wishes, the needs of the people.

Captain Beidou, beast-slayer, will not die this day.

Ganyu will see to it.
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    Ganyu meets her on a cloudless day.

Twilight eyes meet golden ones, and it had been easy to pick her apart from the line of trees, a single shade of white strolling through the underbrush of greens and oranges and reds. With her blonde hair and golden eyes, Ganyu is utterly fascinated from the start— a foreigner for sure, but not with the looks of a native from any nation she knew of, and with well over three thousand years in her pocket, if there was anyone in Liyue who could place a foreigner, it would be Ganyu.

“Excuse me, miss!” With a light wave of her hand, the newcomer approaches and Ganyu lets her, gently placing her basket of sweet flowers down. “This may sound strange, but would you let me know which nation I’m currently in?”

“You are in the nation of Liyue, Traveler,” Ganyu replies, giggling slightly at the way the girl’s mouth parts in an ‘O’ shape. “I’m guessing you crossed over from Mondstadt?”

“Yes!” Sheepishly, the blonde-haired girl rubs at the back of her head, fingers lightly grazing the flower threaded in her hair. “I didn’t mean to travel this far out, though. I guess I wandered farther than I anticipated.”

Ganyu cocks her head, a smile growing on her lips. “Did you notice the trees turning different colors?”

“Of course!” Eagerly, the other girl joins Ganyu on the ground, splaying her arms out wide. “I’d never seen such pretty trees before! Is it like this all over Liyue?”

“In the forestation areas, yes.” Bobbing her head considerably, Ganyu hums. “There is a great mountainous area as well, although most humans do not enter there, as it is the realm of the adepti.”

Confusion colors the girl’s expression. “Adepti?”

“You  really  aren’t from around here!” Delightfully amused, Ganyu sits back on her heels. Overhead, the warmth from the sun feels calming against her skin, the bustling of Liyue Harbor a world away. She hadn’t known how to fill her schedule today, with the Qixing giving her the week off, but this? Certainly not a bad way to spend the beginning of her vacation. “Perhaps then, shall we talk?”

—

Her name is Lumine, and just as Ganyu had suspected, she is not from Teyvat. She had fallen to the land and upon waking from her slumber, had gone on to explore the new land with eagerness.

The lazy afternoon sun drifts across the sky as Lumine regales the half-adepti girl with tales of lands Ganyu has never heard of; speaks of horizons Ganyu struggles to even conceive in her mind of millennia; talks at length of magic and advancement Ganyu does not even dare to imagine.

In a way, it almost feels nostalgic— when was the last time she’d been able to listen to anything even remotely close to the tales that Cloud Retainer would murmur to her in her youth? After living for so long, Ganyu knows them all by heart, instinctual.

It’s thrilling, really, to let herself fall into that enthralled state; let Lumine entrance her with colorful worlds Ganyu can only imagine, never grasp.

“So you truly are from somewhere else entirely,” Ganyu marvels in awe once Lumine finishes speaking her piece. “How fascinating! You’ve really been to all those different places?”

“That’s right. Always on the move.” Lumine dips her head in a nod, smiling shyly. She lifts her head in a shrug. “It’s fun seeing new places, and I’ve met many wonderful people along the way, but since it’s obvious I’m an odd one out, I’ve never stayed in one place for too long.”

“Is that so…” The half-adepti trails off.

Would it be presumptuous for Ganyu to say that she could understand? She’s hardly been beyond Liyue, and certainly nowhere beyond Teyvat, but—

“Have you ever felt lonely?” She cannot help but ask, curiosity getting the better of her.

“Whenever I arrive at a new place?” Lumine cocks her head, considering. She seems to mull over her thoughts for a moment, and all the while, Ganyu’s typically unwavering gaze flickers about elsewhere— the trees, the grass, Lumine’s folded hands, the rabbit hopping innocently out from the underbrush, the feather in Lumine’s hair—

“Loneliness definitely is a factor,” the blonde-haired girl finally settles on, giggling lightly. “I’m always aware that I’m not a native, and that I never will be one, but it’s the kind people like you who keep me from feeling too self-conscious, Ganyu!”

“Oh!” Ganyu blushes. Suddenly, the basket of sweet flowers in her lap is  very  interesting, and she twiddles her fingers nervously. She hadn’t been expecting that answer in the slightest, but warmth blooms from deep in her chest nonetheless, and she feels it expand through her body, a mixture of kinship and genuine fluster. “I’m glad I was able to make you feel welcome, Lumine. That truly makes me happy— thank you.”

“Oh, no, thank  you!”  Lumine laughs and Ganyu almost feels herself be lifted higher. Then, the girl in white leans forward, eyes looking Ganyu over as the half-adepti girl squirms under the attention. “Ganyu, may I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Are you lonely?”

“Ah—” Ganyu squeaks in surprise, not expecting her new friend to have caught on so fast. She fidgets in place. “Um, I will admit that it gets difficult on occasion.”

“Is it because of…?” Lumine motions vaguely over her own head, right where Ganyu’s horns would be.

“Ah.” Bashfully, Ganyu looks to the side, hands coming to fist in the fabric of her bodice. Suddenly, the dark red horns atop her head rest heavy, and she ducks her head under their weight. “Yes… I’m sure you must have figured by now, but I am only half-human. I am also half-adepti— half-Qilin, to be precise. While I look human enough to mingle amongst them, I cannot hide these horns and,” she sighs, “my lifespan vastly outnumbers that of humans as well.”

“Really?” Lumine looks surprised. “You look so young, I couldn’t tell!”

Ganyu giggles at that. “Admittedly, I  am young in relation to my adepti peers. In actuality, however, I am three thousand years old.”

 “Whoa,”  Lumine whispers, before a wide smile blooms across her lips. “That’s  amazing.  But I understand your loneliness, though. It must be hard, having to watch everyone else change around you while you’re essentially frozen in time.”

“I couldn’t have worded it better myself.” Ganyu’s smile is tired. “I treasure my peers at my workplace, and I have gotten used to the passage time, but… I will admit that sometimes I feel more alone than ever, even in such a bustling place as Liyue Harbor.”

“Why did you choose to spend your next week alone and far from the Harbor, then?” Lumine asks, tentatively reaches out to hold Ganyu’s hand within her own.

“Perhaps it does sound strange of me to say.” Ganyu giggles. “But when I am lonely in Liyue Harbor, that is when I feel the most non-human— when I feel the most ‘other,’ if that makes sense. When I am on my own, I only feel the solitary silence of a cloud gazer. When I am on my own, there is no one else to compare myself to.”

“I see… Oh!” Lumine startles, straightening up as she gazes guiltily at Ganyu. “I’m terribly sorry! Am I disturbing you? You’d looked so peaceful earlier, I’m sorry, I really should’ve—”

“No, no, Lumine!” Ganyu quickly amends, fighting back a laugh at how sheepish Lumine appears with her shoulders hunched as though closing in on herself. “You’ve been the best company! I… I know we just met, but I can’t help but feel like I can understand you well.”

“You do?” Lumine beams, bright like a ray of sunshine. “Me as well! Thank you for indulging me, Miss Ganyu! You’ve really put my heart at ease.” Picking absently at the grass, Lumine raises one shoulder in another sheepish shrug. “Truthfully, I’d been traveling around this area of Teyvat to calm my own anxiousness.”

“Anxiousness?” Ganyu frowns. “What for?”

“Ah, you see, I don’t usually travel on my own.” Lumine rubs at the back of her head, flashing Ganyu a smile. “My twin brother, Aether, actually came to this world with me— he is my traveling partner.”

“Oh, your brother!” Somehow, the idea of Lumine having a companion on her many, many travels sets Ganyu’s own worries lessen. “I’m very glad there’s someone to keep you company.”

“Yes!” Lumine says eagerly, smiling widely. “We bicker a lot because we’re siblings, but he really is the best partner— don’t let him know I told you, though! Aether would  never  let me live it down. He also hasn’t woken up yet. Still, I can’t  wait  to show him Teyvat, and  especially  Liyue, Ganyu! I’ll introduce you!”

Ganyu laughs, covering up her smile behind a petite hand.

“I’d love to meet him, Lumine.”

—

They spend the night camping beneath the stars, Lumine eagerly listening to Ganyu tell her of constellations, and Visions, and Archons, and the Seven Nations. At some point during the excitement, they’d fallen asleep amidst everything, and early the next morning, Ganyu escorts Lumine back to the Stone Gate in order to help the other girl cross back over to Mondstadt.

“I’m staying in Khaenri’ah for the time being,” Lumine had explained the night prior. Apparently, she had woken up from her slumber near the so-called ‘godless nation,’ and its citizens had taken her in as she’d continued to wait for her brother to awaken as well.

“Khaenri’ah,” Ganyu had repeated. She had witnessed the nation of humans rise from a distance, overhearing news from travelers and merchants stopping by in Liyue. Even hearing such tales from the very real salesmen had felt like fairytales to her— they’d spoken of technology Ganyu couldn’t even fathom, and the dangerous thoughts of what a nation without a god had crept in.

(She’d squashed those thoughts with haste— Liyue thrives under the benevolent and watchful eye of Rex Lapis, and if Ganyu could have it her way, it would stay that way until the end of time.)

“Tell me about it?” She had asked Lumine, since she had never set foot in Khaenri’ah herself, to which the other girl had perked up and indulged her with what information she had acquired from her short time in the nation.

Not wanting to stray too far from Khaenri’ah and her brother, Lumine had opted to explore Mondstadt, only to accidentally wander into Liyue territory during her traveling.

“Visit me in Liyue Harbor once your brother awakens,” Ganyu tells her at the Stone Gate, handing Lumine over the map of Liyue she’d kept on her being. It had been an unnecessary item on her being anyway— after three thousand years roaming the nation, Ganyu knows the land like the back of her hand.

“I will!” Lumine promises with a nod, safely whisking away with Liyue map with a flick of her wrist.

“Good.” Ganyu nods, a small smile playing on her lips. “It would be wonderful to see you there.”

Something flashes in Lumine’s eyes, and Ganyu only  barely  manages to catch it. She blinks, surprised, and the half-Qilin girl opens her mouth to ask if there’s something wrong—

When suddenly, Lumine’s arms are around Ganyu’s neck, and she’s hugging Ganyu close, face pressed into the crook of Ganyu’s neck, and Ganyu  swears  her brain stops working for a whole moment before she squeaks and wraps her arms around Lumine’s waist in return.

“Thank you, Ganyu,” Lumine murmurs into her ear, and Ganyu shudders. “Really.”

“It was my pleasure,” Ganyu says softly in return. “Don’t worry about it.”

She doesn’t know how long they hug on the border between Liyue and Mondstadt.

Still, even after Lumine reluctantly pulls away, flashes her one last, final friendly smile, and she sends the blonde-haired girl off with a wave, Ganyu continues to watch Lumine’s silhouette until her eyes can no longer follow.

—

A few days pass, and she thinks of Lumine more than Ganyu thinks is necessary.

Had she been losing her mind to believe that there had been a connection there? She has always believed in the story of red strings of fate, and  oh,  how wonderful it would be if Lumine were to become a part of the tapestry that weaves through her life.

She wonders if Lumine had made it back to Khaenri’ah safely. She has no real way of checking, but Ganyu hopes that Lumine did.

Forcing herself to push such thoughts to the back of her head, Ganyu huffs out a breath and draws her bow, aiming idly at the makeshift targets of driftwood she’d set up along the peaceful Yaoguang Shoal. It wouldn’t do to grow rusty with her weapon of choice, even during an era of peace.

She looses an arrow, watches it embed itself in the driftwood with a  thud. 

Drawing back her bow again, she readies another arrow. It glows in her grasp, imbuing itself with the power of Cryo, and when Ganyu releases it, it whizzes through the late afternoon air, ice showering from where it lets loose.


   Yes, this is enough for now. 


But then that night, the sky turns red.

In her isolation, Ganyu does not know why.

Nevertheless, the sight of a crimson red sky is  terrifying,  and Ganyu, having checked into Wangshu Inn for the night, keeps her head tilted up towards the heavens for hours, her only comfort the adepti boy who she’s never quite gotten along with. Still, they are two of the small handful of their kind left, so Ganyu allows herself to feel some semblance of kinship with Xiao, and that night, they coexist beside each other.

“Something happened with Celestia,” Xiao mutters under his breath. He stands on the railing a few feet away, and his hand flicks out to summon his infamous Jade polearm, gripping it with a vengeance.

“Celestia?” Ganyu whispers, chancing the Anemo Yaksha a glance. They’re on the highest floor of Wangshu Inn, watching the crimson spread across the starry ether. “How can you tell?”

Xiao shakes his head. “You sense it too, right? Only the power of gods could linger in the air like this.”

He’s not wrong, and the acknowledgment is  scary.  There is a certain energy that shimmers in the air tonight, different from any other elemental energy she’s ever felt, and Ganyu shudders to think of it. The gods of Celestia are very different from the Archons that continue to govern Teyvat’s Seven Nations— stricter, for one, and angrier, too.

“What do you think happened?” Ganyu murmurs. Even in her several millennia of life, she’s never seen the gods of Celestia take action before— in truth, she’d expected Celestia to remain as silent.

“Not what, but  where.”  Xiao frowns. He crosses his arms and stares into the distance, and at times like this, Ganyu briefly wonders what the distance was between the two of them; between a half-Qilin and a full Yaksha.

“Where?” Ganyu wishes she could see whatever it was that Xiao could.

He pauses, almost hesitating, then stares gravely at her.

“Khaenri’ah.”

Ganyu’s blood runs cold.

“No,” she whispers. “There’s no way—”

Xiao says nothing, and Ganyu hates the way she can feel the truth ring in her bones.

They end up watching the sky for the rest of the night. By the time early morning arrives, the crimson slowly starts fading back to a neutral, pale blue, Ganyu feels her exhaustion weigh down heavily.

“You should rest,” Xiao suggests, unnaturally gentle and lacking his usual blunt undertone.

“I can’t,” she tells him simply, and he watches wordlessly as she turns on her heel to pack up her belongings from a room whose bed remained untouched through the evening.

—

They find each other in a golden pool of dying sunlight again, and it’s a wholly unfitting setting for the gaunt look of exhaustion imprinted on Lumine’s porcelain features.

“Lumine!” Ganyu gasps as the otherworlder stumbles forward through the tall grass, and Ganyu immediately stands to greet her, new basket of sweet flowers left forgotten on the ground. “Are you alright? The sky was red last night, and I got worried—”

“It’s gone, Ganyu,” Lumine interrupts with a whisper, and Ganyu’s eyes widen as the blonde girl collides with her, hands gripping at her forearms as though she’d turn to sand and slip through her fingers. “Khaenri’ah has been  destroyed.” 

“What?” Ganyu says, breathless, and the sinking feeling in her stomach is back with a vengeance. “No… so the red sky really  was  from Khaenri’ah…”  Xiao had been right. 

“It’s  gone,  Ganyu.” Lumine’s voice breaks, choking on a sob, and she seems to crumble in Ganyu’s arms. “It happened so suddenly when the sky turned red and everything was falling apart around us, and it was all— the land was on fire and the city was destroyed, and there was  nothing  I could do but  watch.” 

They’re nearly the same height as they stand, but when they collapse to the ground together like this – Lumine, hiding her face in the crook of Ganyu’s neck, hands fisting into the fabric of her clothes – the blonde girl looks  small. 

And Lumine shakes and trembles, and Ganyu’s heart aches for her— for this girl who had just wanted to show her brother this new, strange world.

“He woke up, too.”

“Your brother?” Ganyu’s sucks in a breath.

“I know.” The laugh that leaves Lumine’s lips holds no humor, contains none of its previous warmth, nothing more than a fraction of the bright sound it had been. “What timing, right?”

“Where…?” The adepti girl is almost afraid to ask.

“My brother awoke, and I was panicking. I hurriedly told him about Khaenri’ah’s destruction, about how it was too dangerous for us here.” Clenching her fists, Lumine grits her teeth. “I tried… I  tried  to get us to leave! I wanted us to move on to the next world now that he was awake! But… we were stopped.”

“Stopped?” Ganyu frowns, feeling her blood run as cold as the ice she wields. “Who could have…?”

“I don’t know.” Lumine shakes her head, angry tears coursing down her cheeks. “I don’t know who she was, but she was powerful— a  terrifying  goddess. And before I knew what happened, I was waking up, back on this earth, and without my brother.”

“He’s—” Ganyu swallows. “Lumine, you don’t think he’s—”

“He can’t be.” In denial, Lumine looks away, blinking harshly through the tears escaping the corners of her eyes. “There’s no way. He can’t be.”

They fall into silence— fragile, a bubble trembling in the same way Lumine does in Ganyu’s grasp even now, and Ganyu swallows and forces herself to take the plunge, because if she doesn’t, who will?

“Lumine,” Ganyu finally says, desperate. Her right hand moves on its own accord, coming up to cup Lumine’s cheek. Her skin is smooth beneath her hand, through the thin fabric of her gloves, but it’s Lumine’s eyes that hold Ganyu captive— wide-eyed, scared, and angry Lumine whose golden gaze  begs  for someone to help her.

“Lumine,” she repeats, voice shaking but the adepti girl pushes on nonetheless. “Stay with  me.  You can stay with me in Liyue, and you can have a home here, we can—”

Ganyu cuts herself off, and there’s a sad, sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, because the sudden guilt that floods into Lumine’s golden orbs tell her everything she needs to know.

“You’re… you’re not staying,” she whispers. “Are you?”

“I—” Lumine looks away, heaving a deep breath. “I can’t, Ganyu. I’m sorry.”

Ganyu says nothing, biting the inside of her cheek as conflict wars across Lumine’s perfect features, the otherworldly girl seeming to struggle to find the proper words to say.

“It’s like,” she starts, only to pause again with a frown. “It’s like there’s something stirring.”

“Like something’s calling you?” Ganyu suggests quietly. She remembers a similar feeling— recalls the call to arms from her days in the Archon War. How she had survived without the Cryo Vision she now so deeply depends on; she no longer knows. Perhaps it had been divine intervention that had called upon her every time she’d drawn her bow back, launching her terribly mortal arrows into the hearts of her enemies.

Despite her adeptness with the Amos Bow that arrives in her hands at every beck and call, Ganyu loathes to imagine taking part in another major conflict.

 I might not have a choice,  she thinks to herself, resigned. Something terrible had happened to Khaenri’ah overnight, which means the need to be on edge is all that much greater.

“Like I’m being summoned.” Lumine nods, somber and staring down at her hands. “I don’t understand it, but it’s like I’m being tugged towards something, and whatever it is, it has to be profound.”

“Where will you go?”

“I don’t know yet.” Blowing out a shaky breath, Lumine sits on her heels, gaze upturning to the sky. “This was all so sudden, I don’t have much of a plan yet. I just know that I can’t stay put— I  have  to find the reason why I’ve been brought back here, and why I can’t leave.”

She pauses. “And most importantly, I need to find my brother.”

Ganyu follows suit, looking up at the starry sky as well. At some point, the orange sunset had melted away to the cool navy blue of the nighttime, a splatter of stars twinkling against a never-ending sky. If what Lumine said had been true, could those far-off lights truly be other worlds? How many of them had Lumine seen?

She changes a glance at the girl clad in white.

 Oh,  how she would have loved to travel with Lumine. Ganyu’s heart aches at the thought. Still, she has a contract with Rex Lapis to fulfill and a nation that needs taking care of— abandoning her post is out of the question. She supposes it would’ve been futile anyway, to force this girl who has come and gone like the wind through other worlds to simply settle down and stay.

“Okay,” Ganyu whispers. She reaches out, grips at Lumine’s hand one final time. How strange, how they’d only known each other for less than a week, and yet— “Okay. But please, stay safe.”

“I’ll visit you.” The promise leaves Lumine’s lips immediately, with a note of desperation.

 But you won’t stay. You  can’t  stay. 

“Let me help you prepare for your journey.” The least she can do is be supportive, let Lumine know that there will always be someone there for her no matter how far off the beaten path she must stray.

“I have to go back to Khaenri’ah and check for survivors.” Lumine swallows, squeezes Ganyu’s hand like she doesn’t want to let go. “But then I will meet you in Liyue Harbor. I… I still have the map you gave me.”

“I will prepare provisions for you.”

“You don’t have to do this, Ganyu.” Lumine’s smile is pained.

“Please,” Ganyu’s smile is strained, but she holds Lumine’s gaze nonetheless, “I want to, Lumine.”

She does, because this— this is all she can do, even if she desperately wishes she could do more.

—

A few days later, Ganyu waves off Lumine and a tall man named Dainsleif from Liyue Harbor with a smile.

She tries not to think too hard about what could’ve been different had their circumstances been different; tries not to think too hard about what could’ve happened had Lumine landed in Liyue first; if Ganyu had offered Lumine a room at Wangshu Inn instead of sending her back off to Khaenri’ah from the Stone Gate; if Ganyu had found Lumine  first. 

“I’ll visit,” Lumine promises her again.

“I’ll be waiting,” Ganyu tells her. Selfishly, she almost wishes for the both of them to forget, though.  Visits  are not permanent.  Visits  mean coming and going, like the tide on the shore— touching, but never staying.

But Ganyu remembers— she remembers  everything. 

With a sigh, she watches Lumine and Dainsleif’s silhouettes until they remain mere dots splattered on an orange canvas of the setting sun’s sky.

When they disappear over the horizon, Ganyu wordlessly turns around and disappears within Liyue Harbor’s bustling nighttime.

—

Five hundred years pass by in what seems like the blink of an eye, and throughout it all, Ganyu does her best to shove her thoughts of Lumine into the very back of her mind, stored away in a little box of  what if’ s among other trivial things.

(The red sky, though. She can never go too long without the sight haunting her dreams; the sight of Lumine’s despair ripping itself from the little box and embedding itself against her eyelids.)

True to her word, Lumine had visited— just once.

Were it not for her virtually unchanging appearance, though, Ganyu might not have recognized the outlander.

There had been something different about the Lumine that had returned to Liyue Harbor nearly two years after she’d set out on her arduous journey. Her golden eyes had no longer carried the same spark they’d held before, and even more than that, Lumine had seemed  tired.  Her eyes had not been the same, her smiles had not been the same, and her power had not been the same— Ganyu had felt it, the endless abyss within the other girl’s soul, seeping with something  deeper,  something equally as unknown and terrifying as the red sky on the night of Khaenri’ah’s destruction.

“You really haven’t changed, Ganyu!” Lumine had said with a delighted laugh. Ganyu hadn’t known what to think of that.

(Perhaps it had been Ganyu’s lack of change that had been the most terrifying thing in the Harbor that day.)

Lumine had not stayed long.

Ganyu had not asked her to stay.

And so, the years had passed on. Liyue continued to ebb and flow with the waves. Yaoguang Shoal eventually became yet another ground for hilichurls and a single, lost Ruin Guard, but the Harbor remained as busy and bustling as ever. The Qixing members had come and gone, and Ganyu had seen each and every one of them off with a smile before welcoming its new members with just as much courtesy. This was, after all, Ganyu’s greatest contract, her pride and joy.

But then Lady Ningguang, in her Jade Chamber in the sky, has to go and say  his  name, and Ganyu finds herself freezing in the same way she had when Xiao had told her of Khaenri’ah’s imminent destruction.

“There is someone I wish for you to look for, Ganyu.” This had been delivered casually, Ningguang in the middle of penning what Ganyu had assumed to be yet another notice of fines to a certain pirate captain.

“Yes, Lady Ningguang?” Ganyu looks up from her own pile of paperwork.

“There is a boy on the way back here from Jueyun Karst,” Ningguang mentions thoughtfully, setting down her brush and propping herself up on an elbow. A smile quirks at the corner of her mouth. “I believe him to be the very same boy the Acting Grand Master of Mondstadt wrote me of.”

“That very same boy Master Jean mentioned successfully visited Jueyun Karst?” To say that Ganyu is surprised is an understatement— the adepti are not known to be very welcome to ordinary humans. “He is okay?”

“That is what the scouts say.” Beckoning Ganyu closer, Ningguang extends to her the paper she had just finished penning. “I would like to invite him to the Jade Chamber— I believe he is the key to settling all of the unrest in Liyue that stemmed from the death of Rex Lapis at the Rite of Descension.”

The mention of her Archon’s death has Ganyu swallowing. Still, she nods, obediently taking the letter.

“I will find him, Lady Ningguang.” She makes her way to turn on her heel before pausing. Ganyu looks over her shoulder, something compelling her to swivel on her feet and ask. “If I may inquire something, Lady Ningguang?”

“Of course.”

“What is the boy’s name?”

“I believe Master Jean called him Aether.”

It would have been impossible to ignore the sharp pain that leaves Ganyu’s throat, and she has to gasp for the air that rapidly leaves her lungs; a sucker punch.

Immediately, Ningguang is on her feet, circling her desk with a worried frown. She reaches out to gently grasp at Ganyu’s shoulders, forehead creased in concern.

“Ganyu?” The Tianquan squeezes her shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Ganyu rasps out, resisting the urge to hug herself. “Nothing.”

“Does… Does that name mean something to you?” Ningguang asks carefully.

“No,” Ganyu whispers. It had to be a coincidence— it had to be, right? There’s no way… it had been  five hundred years.  Could Lumine even still be alive after all of this time? And Aether… he had been captured by that unknown goddess. It couldn’t actually be him after so long, could it?

She shakes her head again, trains her voice more neutral. “It doesn’t.”

“Ganyu—”

“I had misheard you originally, Lady Ningguang. I apologize, I’m getting worked up over nothing.” Ganyu sends her Tianquan what she hopes is a reassuring smile. “I’m okay, really. It doesn’t mean anything to me.”

—

Except it does.

He is sitting at Third-Round Knockout with that man, Zhongli, from the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, and she is wholly unprepared because suddenly Ganyu is settling her twilight eyes on familiar innocent golden gaze, and her heart squeezes and aches all the same, and she can’t get too close to him, not like this— and  oh, he looks so much like her. 

In three thousand five hundred years, Lumine still remains her biggest  what if. 

Aether doesn’t need to know that, though.

She takes a deep breath and makes herself known.

“At last, I have found you!” She keeps her distance, looking down at him from a rooftop because Ganyu cannot bring herself to be brave. “You, who have returned from Jueyun Karst!”

Twilight eyes meet golden ones, and for a moment, Ganyu is taken back to a simpler time.

 

End.
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Hu Tao Doesn’t Cry

Author’s Note:
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    Hu Tao doesn’t cry. Crying is for babies, for the likes of Xiangling and occasionally her other peers too, when her pranks work out particularly well.

Having already completed the school curriculum three years early—with flying colours, even—Hu Tao rarely needs to go to school. Instead, she spends her days learning the ins and outs of her family business: Wakes, burials, memorial plaques… She knows all about them, on top of the quirks of each and every ghost that wanders around Liyue Harbour. Little kids don’t get to know this stuff.

In her free time, she terrorises the Harbour through general mischief. Rooftop ambushes, water balloons and Jueyun chilies are among her best friends, riling up even the gentlest of souls. None of her neighbours can achieve the feat of being chased around by not one, not two, but four Milleliths, and she makes sure to remind them of that with an ever-growing barrage of pranks whenever she gets the chance to.

There are days when her grandpa doesn’t let her disturb her neighbours, however—mostly just the few days right after Hu Tao gets in trouble yet again for kicking tiles off rooftops. During these times, she would stick to messing with the ones she is more familiar with: making up demon sightings to tell Chongyun, replacing Qiqi’s coconut milk with cow milk, before heading to Wanmin Restaurant to give Xiangling a good fright and have a hearty meal to celebrate her victories over her peers.

(And maybe also to watch Xiangling as she busied herself on a stool in front of the stove; the glow in her eyes during these moments was cool, even to Hu Tao. But at the end of the day, Xiangling was a nervous crybaby who would tear up at the slightest mention of ghosts. Hu Tao was not like her.)

 


 

Hu Tao doesn’t cry. Things like loss and grief don’t weigh her down—they aren’t supposed to. And everyone who does get affected are simpletons who don’t see the cycle of life for what it is.

She watches her grandpa send his customers to the other side and shrugs off the heavy air during these ceremonies. The tears in their loved ones’ eyes baffle her; instead of tears, shouldn’t they be receiving congratulations for moving onto a new stage of life? And if they have regrets in this world, that’s on them, really. As long as they have followed their heart throughout their lives, those around them shouldn’t have any reason to mourn.

That is exactly the case with her grandpa. He has lived an open and honest life, even passing with a smile. She plasters that same smile on her face and it never quite wears off, as much as she feels like falling apart. After all, she has no reason not to be happy for him; he has left no unfinished businesses behind, only his love, his wisdom, and the gaping hole in her heart—a testament to his existence.

Oh and, that rock which people call a “Vision” counts too, serving as a reminder of his sincerity that has let her grandpa cross over without regrets. She keeps it on her as a tool for maintaining the cycle, so others can continue onwards like him; she pities those who cannot and will stop at nothing to burn down their ties to this world, whether they be lingering regrets, rogue monsters that disturb the Border, or immortal corpses that cage mortal souls. Still, the Vision doesn’t replace the warmth of his hugs, only searing her skin instead, but it’s better than nothing.

(When Hu Tao had finally returned to the Harbour with the newly-received Vision in hand, Xiangling bawled her eyes out from relief. “I thought I’d never see you again,” she had said. Hu Tao gave her a hug for comfort, but she didn’t really understand why Xiangling would cry in the first place.)

 


 

Hu Tao doesn’t cry. She is above feeling trivial emotions like loneliness, cravings for recognition, and other unnamed ones in her that constantly fight for release.

Admittedly, her way of life doesn’t exactly help her fit in. No longer is she just “the weird-eyed rascal”; now, she is also “that nutcase of a funeral director” to the average Liyuen, and to those around her, “a pest through and through”. Strained smiles, rumours and outright scorns become regulars in her daily life until eventually, she finds herself less and less interested in the eccentricities of common lives.

It’s not as if she has no one who understands her: Zhongli and Yanfei see her devotion to her duties; Xingqiu and Chongyun see her literary flair; Whiskers, Mittens and Rex Lapis’s statues see her fascination for the rest of this world. Although she is no longer a friend to Qiqi after her mistakes, her care for the zombie has gotten through, probably. She has fans for both her playful rhymes and solemn verses, praises for sun-kissed fields and illustrations of moonlit streams, and she doesn’t need any more than that.

She has always been a lover, not a fighter, and things are no different now. She loves this world her grandpa loved, she loves its people who treat her with a hint of approval at best, and with contempt and disgust at worst. Her unrequited love spew out of her Vision as flames that gnaw at her flesh, as wordless poems understood by her countless scars; and when she collapses at Wanmin Restaurant—an increasingly common occurrence—these poems also find a reader in Xiangling, who tends to her burns in muted anguish and tells her again and again that her love is returned. But at the end of the day, what does Xiangling know?

(Hu Tao started bringing Xiangling the freshest fruits and the best cuts of meat from the monsters she had come across, as a token of gratitude. In turn, Xiangling told her that she’d rather not have the ingredients, if it meant Hu Tao would get into less battles and come back less charred. Hu Tao paid her no heed. Xiangling stopped accepting Hu Tao’s gifts.)

 


 

Hu Tao doesn’t cry. She isn’t a one-in-a-kind phenomenon, just a broken automaton of a person, plain and simple.

The Harbour has no reason to call her the emotionless fiend she is; she talks and smiles when they do, and she jokes and cheers when they don’t. But the brighter she burns, the colder her world is in comparison, until she is left with nothing but a numbing chill whenever she makes the mistake of letting her laughter die down. Maybe they’re right. There is nothing wrong with following her desires, but what is she to do when it is her desires or perhaps herself that is incorrigibly wrong?

Before she knows it, she finds herself jealous of those around her. In place of her fake smiles they have real ones, and in place of the unending clamour in her head they have their tears and wails. She wants to cry like them, she really does, but all that comes out of her is more of the scorching fire that feast on her blood and heart, leaving her more hollow than ever. She tries to weave her despair into verses, but no longer does anything flow from her pen save for senseless splotches of ink.

Nor does she see a happy Xiangling at Wanmin Restaurant anymore. She hears her giggles and laughs from afar, but it seems that whenever she approaches, the joy on Xiangling’s face immediately shifts into worry and pain—not an unexpected reaction, given how her visits always result in a mess of used bandages, half-eaten food and unanswered questions. She stops visiting; she’s unable to make herself happy, but if she stops seeing Xiangling, stops seeing everyone around her, then at least…

(It didn’t work; Xiangling showed up to Wangsheng Funeral Parlour with a basket of bandages and salve that night and the next one, and every night after that. Hu Tao would silently bury her head in Xiangling’s shoulder every time, after she was patched up. Xiangling would hold her for as long as she needed, until the chaos in her head quietened for the night.)

(“I love you—you are loved,” Xiangling said. “If you can’t cry, I’ll cry in your stead.”)

(Hu Tao finally believed her.)

  
Author’s Note:Is this a gratuitously emo ventfic? Yes. Is this a gratuitously emo ventfic for my problems? No, actually. IDK whose problems am I venting and despite this fic being entirely self-indulgent, IDK what I got out of it apart from slivers of TaoLing food and general entertainment and an excuse to imagine not-crying in XL’s arms.

Also disclaimer I love love love HT (and proud characters like her in general but especially HT) but also she just has so much angst potential okay. [Car Salesman meme] *slaps roof of HT* this character can fit so much f-ing angst in her.





