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    Keqing always leaves a light on for Ganyu. 

She rolls up her maps and extinguishes the candles on her carved hardwood table first, then the lanterns lining the quiet hallway and any others her colleagues have left burning, before heading down the winding staircase. Always, the faint orange glow of firelight still pulses gently from Ganyu’s station near the front entrance. If Keqing looks past the pillar furthest right, she can usually see a tuft of sky blue hair and the curved tips of horns that tells her Ganyu is busy working, head bowed over her desk. She probably wouldn’t mind if Keqing puts out the lanterns by the doorway—and certainly wouldn’t say anything about it—but Keqing always leaves them burning for Ganyu anyway before quietly stepping out. 

Such is their unspoken routine at the end of the day, when they return home from their duties at Yuehai Pavillion. Or Keqing does, at least. She’s never seen Ganyu actually clock out for the night, and when she arrives early in the morning, Ganyu always seems to be there, shuffling papers, setting documents out on tables, or having a red bean bun by the pond (the previous tasks already finished, of course). 

Keqing is no stranger to overworking. From the time she’s started in her position as Yuheng, she can count on one hand the number of times she’s left before dusk, and she often stays long enough to watch the lights of the city below dim into the night, one by one, from the window by her table. But there is an ease to the way Ganyu meanders about her seemingly simple daily routine—work, disappear for a short afternoon nap, work, eat, work—that gives her an air of seniority, even though she’s just a secretary.   

Yet Keqing can’t quite call Ganyu a  friend , despite the way their overzealous schedules match up, despite the hours they spend alone in the pavilion halls at night, despite the way Keqing instinctively (and furtively) glances her way when arriving and leaving. Ganyu is not a  friend —friends don’t work overnights on opposite ends of a building without saying a word to each other. Friends don’t greet each other with curt nods, maybe a “good morning”, and then nothing more. Friends don’t regard each other with critical-sometimes-disdainful gazes from across a meeting table.

No, Ganyu is a colleague to Keqing. And she’s certain she herself is the same to Ganyu, who is cordial towards her, but nothing more. Keqing knows they’ll never see eye to eye when it comes to Rex Lapis and his unnecessary and outdated (essential and impeccable, according to Ganyu)  rule over Liyue—if it can even be called that. She isn’t keen on expending valuable energy to persuade Ganyu of her views, and Ganyu seems to have zero interest in budging or explaining just  why  she’s so adamant, although Keqing  is  curious to hear her reasoning beyond the generic ones that just come across like blanket excuses. 

Even so, Keqing can respect the work Ganyu puts in everyday, and while she won’t go out of her way to do anything for the other woman, she leaves nods to her here and there: hence the lanterns left burning at the pavilion’s doorway. Ganyu has never said anything about it, and Keqing doesn’t expect her to, but it is Keqing’s quiet and slightly begrudging gesture of  I see you. Nice work.  


   Be careful on your way out.  



   Good night.


 

 

It’s two weeks after Rex Lapis’s death, a week and a half after Osial has been resealed beneath the sea, when that routine changes. 

Keqing leaves her desk as usual, and puts out the lanterns down the hall as she makes her way down to the front of the building. And as always, with one hand cracking the heavy wooden door open, she looks briefly toward Ganyu’s station—just a glance from her peripheral vision, no head movements to draw attention lest (god forbid) their eyes meet. 

She pauses. The usual tuft of blue isn’t there. Keqing glances around, then steps back to get a better view of the enclave where Ganyu usually is to confirm—she’s not there tonight. The lantern above her desk still glows and the candles on it still flicker, and a breeze from the open door lifts the corner of a paper. 

 Ah, well.  Keqing doesn’t linger for too long. Where Ganyu has gone and what she’s doing are none of her business anyway. She steps out and lets the door swing closed behind her. It’s late—the whole incident with Osial hadn’t taken any lives, but it has affected some property along the Liyue coast, and on top of the chaos ensuing the Qixing’s official declaration about their archon’s passing, Keqing has found it easy to tack on three, four, five extra hours of work. 

At this hour, the courtyard is nearly empty. Only a few guards remain, looking slightly worn themselves. There’s the soothing trickle of the pond nearby, joined by the sleepy chatter and clatter from Liyue’s streets below, probably the late-sleepers finally calling it in for the night. Keqing rolls her shoulders with a sigh, then walks toward the stairs at the edge of the courtyard, only to stop halfway there. 

The unmistakable outline of two horns is silhouetted against the moonlight. Ganyu sits atop one of the rocks overlooking the terrace below, her back toward Keqing, head bent over. How odd. It’s unlike her to take a break at this hour—at least Keqing doesn’t remember her doing so. 

It would be easy enough to continue on her way: Ganyu probably doesn’t want to be interrupted (she’s awfully difficult to wake from her afternoon naps), and Keqing is ready to turn in for the night anyway. But she stays, head turned, looking at Ganyu, uncertain of exactly what keeps her rooted there. Perhaps it’s the way Keqing has noticed Ganyu being a little slower, more forlorn, absentminded, during her tasks—these observations have been sitting at the back of Keqing’s mind, seeping in like worry. Or perhaps it’s a mesmerizing trick of the moonlight, which gently lights Ganyu’s hair like the clearest noctilucous jade, and curves over her horns.

A few seconds pass, or maybe a minute, and then Ganyu turns, as if sensing Keqing’s gaze. Their eyes meet. Keqing still can’t look away. Have Ganyu’s eyes always been so sad? 

Wordlessly, Keqing walks back over to the patch of grass where Ganyu is. There’s no point making a silent getaway now, and part of Keqing doesn’t  want  to. Ganyu, seemingly surprised that Keqing is actually approaching, hurriedly (but gracefully as always) jumps down from the rock, folding a book beneath her arm and standing to meet her. 

“Good evening, Ganyu,” Keqing says, with a nod.

“My apologies, Keqing,” Ganyu murmurs. “I didn’t see you—if you were waiting. Can I help you?”

Her— waiting on Ganyu. Keqing almost laughs, but it feels out of place for this time of night, too abrasive. She waves a hand. “Not at all, I didn’t see you in the pavilion, so I was wondering where you were. But I was heading home.”  

They stand an arm’s length apart now. Keqing doesn’t know what to do with her hands, the confidence she had striding over here, the confidence she usually has, failing her. She’s uncomfortably aware of how few actual conversations they’ve had outside of work purposes, and of the sorrow in Ganyu’s features. 

“Ah,” Ganyu breathes, nods, steps back just the slightest bit. “Then don’t let me keep you. It’s very late.”

“I…” Keqing pauses again, an unusually long time for her. “You’ve been worrying me.” The sentence comes spilling out, a mishmash of accusation, relief, and topped with more of her usual assertion. “These past two weeks, you haven’t been yourself, so I wanted to check on you. Why don’t we sit down?”

Ganyu glances downward. “It’s really fine, no need to worry.”

“I insist.” Keqing perches herself on the short stone railing that surrounds the courtyard with a sort of finality.

Ganyu looks defeated. Maybe amused or pained or resentful too—Keqing can’t decipher the small curve of her lips as she sits beside her and sets her book on her lap. She doesn’t say anything, the sound of the pond bubbling up through their silence. Keqing rolls her shoulders, a bit uncomfortable with the lull. Ganyu won’t offer much without prompting—that’s clear—so Keqing points. “What’s in the book?” 

“Oh.” Ganyu runs a thumb fondly over its silken cover. “My notes about the flora of Yujing Terrace. I seem to be having trouble focusing on my other work, so I came out here. But please be assured, I will have it done by tomorrow morning,” she adds in haste.

Keqing crosses her arms, slightly irked by the way Ganyu defaults into her position as secretary. Usually, she’s all for it, but right now, it’s not what she needs—not what either of them need. “You’ll be here all night.”

“I’m used to it.”

“No, it doesn’t matter,” Keqing says, a little more heated than she’d intended. “You need a break. Go home early—earlier today. And if anyone complains, just tell them I instructed you to do so.” 

Ganyu sighs almost inaudibly. “I’ll consider it. Thank you for your concern.” And she goes quiet again. Keqing is beginning to wonder if Ganyu is just messing with her at this point. If soothing Ganyu’s troubles is a pointless endeavor. After all, they aren’t friends, and playing the part of pacifier is neither Keqing’s strong suit or her choice of pastime. 

“Are you upset about Rex Lapis?”

It’s really a rhetorical question, but this finally elicits a stronger reaction from Ganyu. Her head whips up from her book, gaze landing on Keqing. In the brief second afterwards, Keqing catches a semblance of anger in the thin line of her mouth, that then twists into what clearly is pain, pressed between her lips and into the hollow of her neck like she’s trying to gulp it down. Her hands tense on the spine of her book. She says nothing for a moment, and then, “I’ll be fine.”

Keqing waits for a few seconds, then stands, somewhat abruptly. Ganyu looks up, surprised. “Alright. I guess I’ve overstepped some boundaries. I’m not entitled to hearing your troubles, of course, so I’ll leave you to your work then.” The frustration seeps into her voice, but barely. She tries to keep it at bay. It isn’t Ganyu’s fault; she’s more frustrated by her own failure, if anything. “Have a good night, Ganyu.” 

She feels Ganyu’s gaze trained on her as she steps delicately past onto the stone tile of the courtyard. Her heels click too loudly as she descends the steps, and only when she reaches the lower level does she look back. Ganyu is no longer there. Instead, the branches of the tree above where she sat shiver and shake.

 

 

The next night, Ganyu is there again. Keqing leaves at the same hour, checking to see if Ganyu is at her still-lit desk—which she isn’t, and finds her sitting atop the rock again. This time, she turns around as the door shuts behind Keqing, and Keqing meets her gaze. Ganyu says nothing, but there’s a beckoning in her eyes, and an expectation in the tilt of her body, as though she’d been waiting for Keqing. So Keqing, perhaps against her better judgment after their previous conversation, makes her way over. Ganyu doesn’t move from her spot, so Keqing sits down beside her, on a protrusion of rock just below Ganyu’s seat.

“You’re here again.” She states the obvious, unsure where to begin.

“Yes,” Ganyu answers. She has her book again, now open on her lap. From this angle, Keqing can see some of one page, which is covered in glaze lilies, intricately rendered in ink and charcoal, paired with neat writing. The product of great skill, but also a labor of love. Keqing isn’t as well-versed in the way of finery and arts as Ningguang and some of the other Qixing are despite her aristocratic background, but she can see the care in the drawings.

She’s so caught up in her observation that it takes her some time to realize that Ganyu has fallen quiet again. When she looks back up, Ganyu is watching her with an indecipherable expression. Keqing stares back, half in defiance (she’s  not  one to lose an impromptu staring contest), half in curiosity. It had always been difficult to read the other woman—her restraint stands in stark opposition to Keqing’s candor. Right now, Ganyu looks like she’s brimming with something, so Keqing waits.

“I’ve been wondering.” Ganyu turns away, looks out at the mountain in the distance. “Are you happy?”

“Excuse me?” Keqing blinks at her, genuine confusion in her question.

“Rex Lapis is gone—are you satisfied?” Ganyu repeats. There’s a faint trembling in her voice, and when she faces Keqing again, Keqing is taken aback by the way her gaze burns. She’s never seen Ganyu angry before, and although her anger simmers quietly now in the restrained sort of way Ganyu is, it’s unmistakable in the way it sits in the furrow of her brows, and hardens her jaw, mixed with hurt.

Keqing can also probably count on one hand the number of times in recent memory she’s been rendered speechless, and this is one of those times. She feels like she’s under interrogation, but there’s something else in Ganyu’s voice too. Desperation, almost. She’s searching for an answer, any answer, more than she’s looking for a right one. “I—uh,” Keqing scrambles, then answers honestly, the first time she admits it aloud: “No. It doesn’t bring me joy. I… have realized there’s still much to learn from him.” 

This answer seems to pacify Ganyu somewhat, who looks like she mulls it over, shoulders slumping forward a bit. “But you hated him.”

“I didn’t  hate  him. I disagreed with him. Strongly. I disagree with you a lot of the time, but I don’t hate you,” Keqing points out bluntly.

Ganyu laughs softly, a lilting sound despite herself. “Thank you.”

Keqing catches herself smiling. It’s good to hear the other woman laugh after seeing her in a state of mourning for nearly two weeks. She continues, “I may have underestimated him. Like they say, you don’t know what you had until it’s gone. There are things that take me days to work through, that he seemed to know like the back of his hand. The nuances of the land, and which roadways are worth renovating, for example.” Keqing stops and sighs, a little embarrassed by her admission, and reluctant to delve much more into her regrets. “I may… have been… a bit naive in the past.”

Ganyu remains quiet, so she takes the opportunity to hastily add, “I still stand by the bulk of my skepticism.” At this, Ganyu manages another light chuckle, this one threatened by tears. She turns away, head dipped. Keqing stares, her chest aching strangely. “You miss him.”

Ganyu nods. “I apologize for my rudeness yesterday, and my outburst today.”

Keqing doesn’t hold back a scoff this time. “Outburst? That was hardly an outburst.”

“Still, it was unbecoming of me to question the Yuheng like that.”

“Ganyu,” Keqing says, reaching out to lay a hand gingerly on the other woman’s arm. “It’s fine. I understand now… the resentment you might have for me. I understand why you asked. And I was… out of place yesterday as well.”  I’m sorry . The words get caught on the roof of her mouth, so she leaves it at that—a pseudo-apology. 

Ganyu neither confirms or denies this, but she does sigh. “I have been thinking too much. Working alone at late hours like this gives my mind too much room to wander.” She turns slightly and sweeps the courtyard with her gaze, then whispers, “It’s been a little overwhelming to be here all the time—it reminds me so much of him. I still can’t bring myself to look over the ocean at Yujing Terrace.” 

“That Rite of Parting…”

Ganyu smiles sadly. “I wouldn’t miss sending him off for anything. But it was difficult. One of the hardest days.” 

Keqing nods. Between the day’s hectic events and Ganyu’s restrained nature, she hadn’t noticed anything. She wonders if anyone had.

“I think,” Ganyu’s voice is a whisper again, like she’s divulging a secret. “Most of all, I don’t want to forget him.”

“What do you mean?” Keqing cannot fathom the concern. It would be like forgetting her own family. “How would that be possible?”

“The long years can be harsh,” Ganyu replies, slowly. “You may be surprised at how much they can take from your memory. How much you can lose before you realize it’s too late to recover it.”

“We’ll only be around a few more decades,” Keqing says gently. “Surely your memories of him can stand to last that long. You’re the most devout Rex Lapis follower I’ve met—I can’t imagine you would forget him.”

Ganyu looks down at the drawings in her book. “We imagine that these glaze lilies will always be here, because they have been for as long as we can remember. But they may not be, one day. We can’t know for certain. All we can do is tend to them the best we can, and hope they live long lives.”

Keqing struggles to make the connection, shakes her head. “I don’t get you. And I think you’re wrong about this.”

“It’s fine. Your certainty is reassuring.” Ganyu pats Keqing’s hand on her arm. “But I’ve said enough, and it’s not something you should trouble yourself over anyway.”

Yet Keqing wants to, although she doesn’t express this thought. She looks down at Ganyu’s hand resting on hers, unsure of when and where and why this desire began. There are very few people in her life she feels strongly for, very few people for whom she would go above and beyond. Splitting her care between too many is an inefficient use of her time and energy. Ganyu isn’t even a friend, so why does she care about the other woman’s wellbeing so much? Keqing doesn’t linger on it too long, chalking it up to years of curiosity, coupled with fleeting pity and a dash of duty. Ganyu would return to normal, and it would pass.

“It doesn’t exactly bring me joy to know you’re suffering at your job alone everyday,” she retorts, slipping her hand from beneath Ganyu’s. Her palm was beginning to feel hot against Keqing’s skin. 

“I’ll be fine.”

“You can’t tell me all this and expect me to do nothing about it!” Keqing shakes her head again. “Why don’t I join you at your desk in the evenings? I have some projects I… could use your input on. If you’d like that.”

Ganyu wavers and averts her eyes. “I’d like that, I think.”

“And you have to promise you’ll go home earlier.”

“I… can’t guarantee that.”

Keqing sighs. “So that’s a no.”

“My apologies.” Ganyu’s smile is more amused than apologetic though.

“That’s a pity. I was hoping to persuade you to leave with me now.”

Ganyu closes the book on her lap. “I have a few things left to do. But you should head home—I’m sorry to keep you.” 

Keqing hops down to the grass, straightening her skirt. “Don’t apologize. I wouldn’t have sat with you if I didn’t expect to be kept. Anyway. I’ll head out then. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She turns toward the stairs when Ganyu calls her name. Her voice is quiet, but so is the courtyard.

“Keqing.”

She faces back around.

“Thank you,” Ganyu says. 

Keqing nods, and says to her what she has been saying all along in the lights she leaves behind. “Stay safe on your way home, Ganyu. Good night.”

When she looks up to the terrace from below this time, Ganyu is still there, looking back down at Keqing. Her blue hair gleams brighter than Yuehai Pavilion’s lanterns behind her, like jade in the moonlight, like the glaze lilies she loves so much. Keqing thinks about that blue, awash in the warmth of firelight, the last thing she sees before she ends her day, bidding her a good night.
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   Ten minutes.  


Keqing sighs, digging her finger into the fabric of the dinner table. She drags her nail up and down the soft silk, her other hand supporting the weight of her warming cheek as she burns a hole through the moon in the sky.

It’s a beautiful night, one painted with little specks of stars on a navy canvas that brought out the intricacy of the lanterns and the bustling people eating and mingling in Liyue’s finest outdoor restaurant. The wine set in front of her, a bottle imported from Mondstadt’s biggest winery, strung the entire scene all together. She wouldn’t blame a single soul if they were to come crouch beside her to take a snapshot of the view. 

Though, she knows what it looks like with a keener eye. 

An exquisite evening, paired with Liyue’s most expensive wine and the chatter of the citizens around her, all with a lady in waiting as the centerpiece of it all. 

Keqing isn’t one to care for what other people think of her, but she knows that it would be futile to disregard their pitiful gazes and the way they lean in to each other to murmur.  She’s been stood up. She knows that’s what they think. She begins to think the same way. 

She starts to drum her fingers on the table, passing the time by letting her eyes wander to the grand infrastructure of the restaurant. Pillars of red and gold surround her from every direction, and lanterns light the way to the harbor. She thinks idly that the pillars are much too close to each other, giving the entrance a tight squeeze and a more cramped design. 

It was her few friends at the Jade Chamber who put her up to this. A blind date would do her good, they had recited to her. One of them already had a person in mind and convinced her to say yes with the promise that this would only happen once, and only once, and it would never be brought up again if (or  when) it inevitably fails. 

Yet, even with the low expectations set before her like the empty plate on her table, Keqing can’t help but feel a tiny bit of remorse. Ten minutes isn’t much to most, she knew, but if she was going to even  consider vying for another as a potential significant other, then time management is first and foremost the thing she should be able to gauge.

 A shame,  she thinks and laments, swirling the last of her first glass of wine,  we could have discussed Liyue’s expanding market twenty minutes ago. 

And in those twenty minutes, Keqing had assessed the restaurant’s framework twelve times, had counted ten new hot meals placed in front of drooling customers, and had seen seven different glances from worrying waiters. 

She pulls in a deep breath, pours herself another glass of wine, and sips it once more. She looks at the framework again. She watches more meals be catered to their respective customers. She sees more looks become increasingly pitying from both waiters and citizens alike. 


   Thirty minutes.  


Her date is  thirty minutes late.

Keqing has always been described as restless by her peers, even as a child. She’s never understood it, and she thinks she never will— she waited for all those agonizing minutes to be courteous, to give this person a benefit of the doubt, but  thirty minutes late is basically a stamp of all day absence. 

She digs her nail into the table one last time, exhaling sharply. Her hand comes up without any hesitance, and her mouth opens to call a waiter.

She knows when to cut her losses. Except, maybe this time, a part of her was too lenient and too caught up with the fantasy of having a good night that she slackened those ropes for a longer period of time than she usually permits. 

Then the smell of warm, freshly-made golden shrimp balls hits her nose and neutralizes all rational thought. When she instinctively turns her head to find them, she only finds a smile that makes any remaining thought dissipate like the steam coming off the meal being placed in front of her. 

The smile is warmer than the golden shrimp balls, and its presence instantly makes her stomach feel a thousand times more pleasant. Which is odd, she thinks, because she hasn’t even taken a bite of the food. 

“I really, truly apologize for not getting here sooner, dear,” Ganyu says, and even the scrunch of her brow conveys her deepest apologies. She’s not touching Keqing, but her close proximity is enough to make Keqing wonder if the hot shrimp balls aren’t the only things heating the air. “Though I do believe there’s a saying that thirty-one minutes late is better than never. Don’t you agree?”

Keqing is dumbfounded. 

She’s been put in all sorts of situations, even ones that require a lot of patience and gritting of teeth, but she’s never been in one like  this. For that, she can’t seem to let out a word slip past her tongue even if she tries.

But Ganyu seems to know the predicament she’s in, and while her apologetic look is still plastered on her face, she leans in closer to speak quietly to her. “I heard the waiters speaking about you,” she whispers, and Keqing feels her shoulders square, “and I… debated on what action I should take. Would you like me to continue?”

 Yes, her mind instantly snaps to say, but the working cogs of her brain instead ask, “Are you trying to pretend to be my date to save me the embarrassment?” It comes off harsher than she intends, but she doesn’t know how to take them back. Keqing scolded herself for it.

Thankfully, Ganyu removes her hand from under the plate, the one carrying Keqing’s supposed apology meal, and leans back. “You can always turn me away. The effect will still be the same. I only came to help you.” Keqing knows what she means.  You’re in control of this situation.  

She also knows that Ganyu has always been one to help others in need, no matter what conditions they’re met with, but the way she’s smiling and looking down at Keqing makes her abdomen feel a little warmer than usual. But maybe it’s the wine talking. 

“Sit down,” Keqing hears herself say. She usually thought these things over, at least four times. Yet it only takes two successive seconds for her to add, “I hope you have a good reason for being late to our dinner.” She’s successful in sounding more teasing than dismissive. It makes her own lips twitch upwards.

And maybe the flickering lights of the lantern are playing tricks on her eyes, but Ganyu’s reciprocating smile becomes that much more sincere.

“If you don’t eat your food any time soon, it’ll get cold,” Ganyu chastises, and Keqing holds the quip in her mouth by taking a shrimp. Ganyu only laughs, and though her skin warms at the sound, it’s done in a way that embraces her, like sitting by a fire on the outskirts of Dragonspine. 

When Ganyu opens her mouth again, it’s not to tease her. She asks Keqing how she is with the sincerest tone, and Keqing finds herself sincerely saying, “Good. I think this is the clearest night we’ve gotten in a week.”

“And it would be a shame to spend it feeling miserable,” Ganyu finishes to her, and she nods her head thoughtfully. “I’m glad your night’s been well, then. Mine is turning out the same way.” 

A waitress comes by to take Ganyu’s order, and even she looks surprised to see a date show up after all. Ganyu recites her order, the freshest spring water and the wholest of bread, and she apologizes to their waitress in earnest. She looks so truly distraught by her tardiness that even Keqing wonders if her blind date was in front of her all along. 

The waitress smiles and takes her order with a couple scribbles on paper before disappearing off into the bustle of the busy night, and Ganyu smooths her features and returns that polite smile to Keqing. And again, for the second time in the span of the forty minutes she’s been there, Ganyu’s smile is soft and wrings that warm feeling in her belly.

It’s so prominent that it blocks the other patrons in the restaurant from her view, and she’s no longer focused on the curious stares of a sea of strangers and instead on the way Ganyu’s eyes fixed so intently on hers.

Maybe in their make-believe date she’s playing the part of an abhorrently late partner, but Ganyu’s intense focus on her words makes Keqing feel as if she should forgive her for this wrong. 

And maybe it’s the freshly cooked shrimp on her plate that sparked the fire, though a couple more exchanges of pleasantries about the atmosphere of the restaurant made her think otherwise. Even the tastiest of shrimp balls she’s ever had the pleasure of having couldn’t compare to the tinkling laughter of Ganyu’s when she made an offhand joke about architecture that she knew wouldn’t have been received so well with others. 

Keqing’s date is nearly fifty-two minutes late, and she no longer cares. Ganyu is a much better companion for dinner than any pompous diplomat could ever be. 

She learns new things about Ganyu for the next half hour. It’s surprising and unsurprising all at once, and she learns these things about the secretary even without her words. Keqing learns that Ganyu likes to garden in a teapot, but she also finds out that when teased of her mixing of flowers and vegetables, Ganyu would become as pink as the carnations she loves so much. There are stories of her old village and of people Keqing could only find in old historic records, and she studies the way Ganyu lights up like the stars behind her head whenever she’s prodded for more information. 

During her seventh story of her old village, Ganyu trails off, and Keqing lifts her chin from being propped on her hand. Ganyu asks her, in the faintest voice, “I only came here to help you. You don’t have to repay me like this. Or in any way, really.”

“Repay you?” Keqing echoes. She scrunches her brow, and she thinks hard. When she connects the dots, faster than seeing the constellations of the sky, she says, “This isn’t repayment, Ganyu. I like hearing about you.”  And I like the way you light up brighter than the lanterns around this place, goes unsaid. “Please, go on.”

Ganyu regards her. She sees nothing but genuine interest (because it’s  there), and her shoulders relax. That light when she speaks rekindles only a couple words into her story, and Keqing settles back into her comfortable listening position. 

Her chopsticks fiddle with the shrimp on her plate, but she makes no attempt to take one. She’s much too captivated to eat properly. 

In the back of her mind, she amuses herself with imagining the faces of her friends after they listen to her recount the events of the date. Yet, she also knows that the shock would be reflected off of her own face, because as she listens to Ganyu wave her hand around and prattle on about the differences in petal shapes, Keqing can’t believe they’re here. 

Here, on a date, that she’s thoroughly,  thoroughly, enjoying. 

The bill arrives much too quickly.

Her fingers rest on top of Ganyu’s in the confusion of taking the bill. Ganyu locks eyes with her, and Keqing finds the courage to say, “I got it. I was planning to, anyway.” She bites her tongue and doesn’t tell Ganyu that it’s only because she thought the date would go awry and would end in a much bigger hurry. Clearly, the opposite has transpired, and she would do anything to preserve it. 

“I insist,” Ganyu persists. She even has the gall to tug it closer to herself. “I was late for dinner. It’s the least I could do.”

Keqing quirks an eyebrow at her. Ganyu looks back at her with amusement twinkling behind her gaze, and Keqing uses that distraction to pull the bill back. “Then pay for our next one.”

The words are out of her mouth before they could even process. Keqing refuses to make a fool of herself though, and she signs off their bill and pulls out the mora without glancing up to her date once. She really doesn’t need to— Ganyu is out of her chair once she hands off the bill to a waitress. 

She pulls back Keqing’s chair and holds out her hand, and Keqing takes it with a twitch of a smile. “If you want to be so stubborn, let me take you home,” Ganyu tells her in stride, and Keqing has to hand it to her— she knows how to be as charming as she can be. The perks of being an emissary, she supposes.

Liyue feels shunned into silence as they walk home. The scuttle of their feet on the pavement and the rustle of the leaves in the wind helps Keqing count the seconds of the day. It grounds her, just as much as Ganyu’s knuckles skimming her hand as gently as the leaves around them. 

“As much as I hate people who like to be late,” Keqing remarks, and Ganyu looks over at her in curiosity, “I should thank that guy. I… wouldn’t have gotten to know all of those things about you today.”

Ganyu tilts her head at that. “Eighty-eight minutes late and you’re thinking of sending your no-show date a gift basket. I know you’re kind and charitable, but I didn’t think you’d take it so far,” she muses.

“I never said I was going to send a  gift basket,”  Keqing argues, and Ganyu merely giggles, hiding her laughter behind the curtains of her fingers. “I just thought today was nice.”  Don’t you? she wishes she could ask, but her bravery has run out for the night. 

“It was,” Ganyu answers, and it’s like a matter-of-fact.

Then with those words out of the way, she takes Keqing’s hand in hers, the warmth of her skin seeping into Keqing’s, and she brings those knuckles up to her lips and kisses it. There’s a playful glint in her eyes, and Keqing thinks it’s a promise to something more if she decides to play her cards right. She never knew that Ganyu could be so bold when she’s mellowed by food and a long night.

Keqing thinks she’s beautiful like this.

(But isn’t she always?)

“Can we do this again sometime?” Keqing blurts. Ganyu blinks at her and drops her hand gently. She tries to find better words, and she has no idea why it’s so hard when she spent all morning writing papers. She blames it on the food in her system, sullying her thought process and making her lethargic. “On a date, I mean? Not a fake one, or one where you have to save me from the embarrassment, just— you and me. I enjoyed myself more than I thought I would, so… Well, you can pick where we can go next time, if you’d like to.”

Ganyu bites her lip, and Keqing realizes it’s to hold back a laugh. “So I get to choose where we go after saving you today?” she teases, and Keqing opens her mouth to argue. Ganyu shakes her head and laughs. She’s never seen Ganyu so relaxed. She wants to see it more. “I’m only teasing you, Keqing. I’d do it again, even if you didn’t offer me anything.”

“So, is that a…?” Keqing asks hesitantly, and she shifts her weight. 

“Yes?” Ganyu tilts her head. “I had fun today. I wouldn’t mind doing it again. If you wouldn’t?”

“Oh.” Keqing blinks. “Oh. Okay. Yes. Um—” She gestures into the darkness, floundering her words and her actions. “I’ll see you around then? Until then?” she corrects herself. 

“I’ll see you then,” Ganyu confirms, and Keqing prays to Rex Lapis for the first time in years. She hopes that this date wouldn’t be plagued with so much strife as her last. Tardiness is the worst thing she could think of, really. “Thank you for offering that.”

“I should be the one thanking you,” Keqing admits. “And I’ll be honest— I wish you were the person I was waiting for in the first place.”  Because you would have been worth the wait. 

Ganyu gives her a knowing smile. “I won’t keep you waiting.”

She watches Ganyu’s shadow retreat under the streetlamps, and then she tilts her head. Though she made sure to count every minute her date was absent, it’s as if Ganyu’s appearance has frozen time for her.

Every step Ganyu takes, it reverses the precious time she lost.

When the time comes, Ganyu is ten minutes early to their date.
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    Keqing gingerly placed a bundle of leaves and stems out of her rucksack onto the table, sucking in a breath as she twisted her body to shrug the bag off her back. Luckily, both the bag and its contents came out of the ordeal relatively unharmed. 

She, however, came out of it slightly worse for wear.

Keqing sighed wearily, leaning against the edge of her desk to close her eyes—only to snap them back open.


  The crashing of waves.



  Heaven and sea splitting open.



  Chamber of stone plummeting into the depths. 


All she wanted to do was slip in some sword training to keep her mind off of unusually intrusive thoughts. 

The atmosphere around the Yujing Terrace was tense these days. So much so that Keqing kept finding herself out on the Guili Plains at night to give her lungs room to breathe. Training with her sword was an effective and strangely comforting way to recenter herself.

Tonight in particular was an odd one however. Without realizing it, Keqing found herself scaling the side of a mountain when something caught her eye. She could’ve easily brushed aside but decided otherwise for no good reason. 

(The little pangs in her chest wouldn’t let her ignore it.)

 Just another part of my training, Keqing tried to justify to herself. The Traveler said it was a good way to build stamina. Stamina was essential for all tasks, from fighting to exploration to enduring the seemingly never-ending flood of meetings with the other Qixing and community leaders. Completely logical.

That was what told herself until her foot stepped on a loose cluster of rock, was sent tumbling down the cliffside, and crashing into a rudely awakened Hilichurl camp. 

During the frenzy, an electro-infused arrow pierced her side. She returned the favor with a calculated slash across its throat.

Her evening was soured even further when she discovered at the bottom of the mountain was a Ruin Guard, activated by a scrambling Hilichurl in a desperate attempt to escape. 

Honestly, what was she doing? 

It was so unlike her; to act on some botched, stupid impulse, much less entertain it. Yet tonight’s failings bothered her relentlessly. Sure, it was a half-baked idea to go mountain climbing in the first place, but that was no excuse for her sloppy performance tonight. 

A hand absently played with singed threads where the arrow cut through her blouse. She had already closed the wound before racing back to the Harbor. As long as she didn’t agitate it, the discomfort was bearable.

She glared at the culprit, sitting on the table where she left it. She picked at a stray white petal that came loose. Keqing clicked her tongue. There was hardly enough to really do anything with them. She would need to gather a few more but it was already so late.

Maybe she will take these home as a reminder of her failure and try again tomorrow evening—


  Knock. Knock.


Two soft rapts at her door had her nearly jumping out of her skin.

She took a frantic glance at the clock on the wall, illuminated by the stand lamp that she flipped on earlier. No one should still be in the Pavilion at this hour. It was so late, who—

“Lady Yuheng?” 

Keqing grimaced. It was the last person that she wanted to face right now and yet the only person that would still be working at this time—a time which no longer counted as overtime and stretched into an all-nighter. 

A time, Keqing duly noted, that was occurring more and more frequently these days. Seems like someone else also has a lot on their mind as well.

“Yes, Ganyu,” Keqing said. “It’s just me. Did you need something?”

“No, I…” Her hesitation was obvious from the other side of the door. Keqing was already moving to throw the bundle into her desk drawers. Wait, no. Could Ganyu smell them? Keqing remembered her saying off-handedly that she had a good sense of smell. “I was about to leave when I saw the lights turned on in your office,” she could hear Ganyu reply back.

Keqing inwardly groaned. To Ganyu, it must’ve seemed strange that Keqing would be here in the Yuehai Pavilion so late at night: Both her and her survey team returned to the Harbor from an expedition and were relieved from their duties hours ago. She could’ve gone home instead but the Pavilion was closer to the Harbor’s entrance than her house. 

“I just remembered to check on something. It’s nothing important,” Keqing said briskly, sweeping stray leaves under the rug with her foot.

“At this hour?”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m almost done here.” 

Keqing did not say anything more. The pregnant pause sent strange shivers down her spine and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Then Ganyu said, “Excuse me. I’m coming inside.”

In a flash of lightning, Keqing was at the door, hand latched onto the handle to prevent Ganyu from opening it any more than halfway. The look of surprise was evident on the adeptus’ face but Keqing’s attention was immediately drawn onto something else. 

“You… You brought your bow?”

The grip on the other side of the door did not budge even when Ganyu had the grace to look sheepish. “In case there was an intruder.”

“Right.” Keqing tensed, feeling slightly unnerved. She couldn’t blame Ganyu for being on edge—only two weeks had passed since the Fatui attack on the Harbor and it was still very much vivid in everyone’s mind. It was certainly on her mind with every swing of her sword tonight and every night prior. “Thank you, Ganyu. Don’t worry; there is nothing to be alarmed about.”

“Truly?” 

“Certainly.”

Her shoulders seemed to relax, enough for Keqing to lower her guard. It was her mistake though because in the next second, Ganyu took advantage of that weakness to completely throw the door wide open. The sudden jerk also threw Keqing off balance. 

The impact of her being thrown against the bookcase dislodged several books from the shelves. What registered in her head first was pain—Keqing gnashed her teeth together when the uncomfortable pressure made her abdomen throb again. 

What registered second was the unfamiliar sensation of being cornered. An arrow of frost pointed directly at her neck. Keqing shivered, not at the icy bite of the arrow nipping at her skin but at the ferocity that glazed over Ganyu’s eyes. Ganyu studied her like a hunter would its prey, waiting for her to misstep before she struck true—her arrow waiting for a lie to rip into her jugular. 

Keqing hardened her gaze, not backing down. 

She already stared down a god after all.

“You’re… the Yuheng.”

“That I am.” 

“Lady Keqing?”

“The one and only.”

The tension that seized Ganyu’s muscles dissipated and Keqing watched the realization slowly dawning in her eyes, like the sunrise melting a thin blanket of snow. Unexpectedly, a bubble of laughter escaped her throat, amused and somehow a bit twisted. Whether it was due to her exhaustion or her pent-up stress finally taking its toll, she did not know. Roughly grabbing the icy arrowhead, she pressed the tip closer to her neck, tauntingly. “Do you really want to shoot me that badly?”

Shock washed over Ganyu’s face first, then the horror that replaced it made Keqing instantly regret it. Her arrow dissolved in a scatter of dull light, along with the bow. Jumping back, Ganyu scrambled into a low bow, body bent rigidly at the waist and parallel to the ground. “N-no! My apologies, Lady Yuheng!

“No, no. That was my bad. I was joking,” Keqing said hurriedly. A rather poor excuse for a joke. She winced internally at herself. Something warm was oozing out of her side. Keqing ignored it. “Oh archons. I didn’t—Please, raise your head.”

“I pointed a weapon against one of the Qixing, I should be—”

“Ganyu,” Keqing said more sternly. “Really, I take no offence. It was my fault for acting suspiciously. I apologize.”

When Ganyu refused to look up, Keqing let out a small huff. Without thinking, she reached beneath Ganyu’s chin, gently forcing her gaze up. When Ganyu averted her eyes away again, Keqing firmly directed her to look her square in the face. “You know, I’d prefer that.”

Unless her mind were playing tricks on her, Keqing could swear there was the barest hint of pink adorning Ganyu’s cheeks. She chose not to comment on that. “W-what?” Ganyu sputtered. 

She also chose not to comment on how red her eyes were, as if she had just finished crying earlier.

“That if there was a suspected intruder snooping around the Terrace, I’d much rather that you be prepared in the case you needed to confront them.”

“I…”

“Not another word. You’ve done nothing wrong.” 

Ganyu stared at her and Keqing waited for her acquiesce so she could shoo her away. The sooner Keqing could finish up her business here, the better. 

The words that fell out of Ganyu’s lips are anything but.

“You’re… hurt?” 

Keqing quickly moved away. “I’m fine,” she said tersely after it clicked in her head that Ganyu must have finally noticed her disheveled appearance. Before she could dismiss it any further, Ganyu suddenly took her by the wrists and pinned them above her head. Keqing couldn’t hide her grimace when Ganyu’s eyes drifted to her torso, where the sash that rested below her bosom stained a dirty red, dried with blood. Ganyu also grimaced at the sight of it.

“How—When did this happen?” 

“Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t hurt.” Keqing said, only to flinch when Ganyu yanked at the sash again. Ganyu gawked at the red leaking onto her fingertips—the wound must have reopened during their scuffle—then to the charred bits of fabric.

“Why does it look burned?” 

“I cauterized it.”

“You what?” 

“I cauterized it,” Keqing repeated, unfazed. “I didn’t bring any supplies with me and it was the fastest way to stop the bleeding.” 

With a very delicate application of her Vision, Keqing coagulated the surface enough to close the wound on her way back to Liyue Harbor. Between the choice of potentially leaving a nasty scar or continue to bleed out, the choice was simple. The electro-arrow had already singed her skin anyway. 

Why carry extra supplies when she already had a tool to do the same job?

Ganyu obviously disagreed, frowning deeply.

“Isn’t that rather excessive? And dangerous?”

“It just looks worse than it is.”

“Let me clean it out at least.” Ganyu sighed, talking more to herself than to Keqing and released her grip. Her tone only irked Keqing further. “There’s a first aid kit in my office. I’ll go fetch it.” 

Keqing casually shook off Ganyu’s concern. “There’s no need. It’ll clot over again. Besides, weren’t you about to go home?” 

“What if it becomes infected? Your face looks pale too,” Ganyu protested. “How much blood did you lose?”

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not.”

“I’ll take care of it later.”

“So I’ll take care of it now.”

“No thanks.”

Ganyu exhaled sharply with a shake of her head. Keqing recognized the familiar undercurrent of frustration, from the rare instances that Ganyu’s immaculate composure cracked when they clashed.

“Please.” Ganyu clutched at Keqing’s sleeve. “Let me help.”

Keqing held her ground defiantly, willing to continue challenging her, even contemplated using her Yuheng title if need be. Yet the genuine concern in Ganyu’s voice chipped at her resolve.

Honestly. Tonight was such a mess.

“…Fine.”

Ganyu released a breath when Keqing finally conceded. “Okay.” She shifted on the balls of her feet. “I’ll go get it. I’ll be right back.” 

Keqing restrained a frustrated groan as she walked towards her desk. She sat on its edge, drumming her fingers impatiently on the lacquered wood surface.

Ganyu returned a few minutes later with clean towels and bandages in hand, locking the door behind her. Not like anyone else was around to barge in. Then again, Keqing was wrong about that in the first place. 

She laid out the supplies beside Keqing. Her hand floated over the flesh wound again, fingers picking at the frayed ends of the torn fabric for a closer inspection. “May I?”

“Go ahead.” 

Ganyu murmured an apology before ripping it a little wider to check the extent of the gash. She took one of the towels, dampened it with disinfectant, and gently dabbed against Keqing’s side. Keqing let out a low hiss, wincing. 

“I didn’t hear reports about injuries during your team’s expedition from the Bishui Plains,” Ganyu whispered.

“That’s because nobody was.”

“Bubu Pharmacy was still open when your team returned this afternoon. Dr. Baizhu would’ve taken you in even if he closed shop early. You should’ve had this already treated if you were hurt,” she chastised. “Yet these wounds still look fresh. What happened?”

“I went back to the Plains after finishing up my preliminary reports,” Keqing said evenly. “I wanted to practice with my sword while I still had time to myself. Ran into trouble on the way back.”

“Do you always go out to train this late at night?” Ganyu asked.

“When the only free time I have is late at night after work? Then, yes. I suppose so.” Keqing chuckled. She felt her eyelids starting to droop, lulled by the gentle motions of Ganyu’s hands.


   The ocean, roiling in rage and snaking a demon’s head to drag everyone into the depths— 


She snapped her head up in attention. When she noticed Ganyu curiously watching her, Keqing muttered under her breath. “Sleep has been hard to come by recently.” 

When the monstrous god of the sea appeared before Liyue, it was the first time in Keqing’s life that she felt the cold tendrils of helplessness grasping at her heels, the jaws of despair threatening to engulf her. She reflected upon that shame, sparked it into a fire, and every night since, she fanned it on the plains.

Not to mention the horrifying feats that the Fatui were capable of. What if Liyue became a target in earnest again one day? What would they do then? How would they protect themselves?

It was a miracle, or even by the whims of the gods, that Liyue managed to avoid a tragedy. Keqing won’t count on it— them —saving them twice. 

Something flickered on Ganyu’s face. Empathy, maybe? “Next time, try not to be so reckless.” Her voice became a little bit more solemn. “What if something more serious were to happen to you while you were alone?”

“You don’t need to coddle me. I know.”

Ganyu shook her head. “You’re the Yuheng. You shouldn’t act so rashly. Liyue and her people…” She slowed and regarded Keqing with another one of those mysterious expressions. “They need you, more than ever. Now that Rex Lapis is gone.”

Keqing faltered. “I know.”

Rex Lapis’ sudden departure left Liyue floundering and unprepared. Even the Tianquan, always steadfast and calm, was up to her neck with new tasks to manage and work to oversee. Time marched ever cruelly forward and Keqing knew that Ningguang had yet to grieve over her own loss—her precious Jade Chamber, now lost underneath the waves. Keqing doubted that Ningguang was even aware of how often her gaze, shadowed and yearning, lifted to where her grand Chamber used to float above in the skies. 

Keqing could tell that Time had also not allowed Ganyu to grieve over her own losses either. 

Ganyu worked soundlessly, alternating between applying disinfectant around the oozing gash and wiping fresh blood away with another towel. Keqing did not watch her though, instead choosing to keep her gaze on the wall. 

The more the silence dragged on, the more Keqing felt the elephant in the room looming over them. They always skirted around it; the words they rather leave unsaid.

Keqing fought off the urge to glance over her shoulder, where she left her thoughts in a drawer. 

Ganyu must have felt it too because it was when she started to unroll the bandages that she spoke again. “Was it because of this?” Her voice was barely over a whisper.

Keqing lifted her arm up to give Ganyu more access to wrap around her abdomen. “What was?”

“The reason why you didn’t want me to come inside,” she repeated cautiously. “Was it because you were trying to hide your injuries? Or was it because of me?”

The second part didn’t register in Keqing’s head at first. “Why would it be because of you?”

“Well…” Ganyu finished the last of the wrap, securing it tightly so it did not unravel. “I was thinking that it might’ve been hard for you to accept help from someone like me.”

Someone like her?

Keqing frowned. Why did it sound so… distant? So cold. “You make it sound like I dislike you.” 

The words drifted in the air like a half-deflated balloon. When it lingered for a second too long, Keqing finally turned her head, finding Ganyu staring back at her with an unreadable expression.

Keqing felt the need to fill in the stifling silence. “Because I don’t. You do know that, right?”

“Sometimes, I have my doubts.” 

“Look,” Keqing started, biting back her exasperation. “Just because I disagree with Rex Lapis doesn’t mean I hated him and everything he stood for. Same to you. As a fellow professional and your colleague, I always respected you and your opinions. We may disagree on plenty of things, but I never disliked you because of it.”

“Ah.”

Keqing quirked an eyebrow. “What about you? Do you dislike me?”

“No, I never—”

“Tell me honestly.”

Pursing her lip into a thin line, Ganyu hesitated, as she searched for the right words. “I… Um, we have our disagreements so it’s hard to see eye-to-eye most of the time. It’s… hard to hear your criticisms of Rex Lapis, as harsh as they are,” she confessed, nervously wringing at her wrists. When she paused, Keqing gestured with a nod for her to continue. “There were many times where I couldn’t bear to even be around you. I-I wondered how could someone who turned their back on the gods that protected and guided this land for millennia, sit at the highest seat of office and govern the nation by themself.”

Ganyu hung her head. Then she admitted sadly, “And if the time of the gods and adepti were behind us like you as said, I wondered what was to become of Liyue if things were to change… and what was to become of me.”

The flare of indignation in Keqing’s chest fizzled out as quickly as it ignited. “I-I didn’t mean it like that,” she said weakly.

“I know that now,” Ganyu replied simply, her voice still a bit pained.

Ganyu closed her eyes and sighed heavily. Keqing had noticed how Ganyu seemed more and more withdrawn in the past few weeks; now, she looked so small, so resigned, and far away. 

Seeing her so defeated was just too much. It was almost startling, it felt like if Keqing so much as blinked, Ganyu would simply disappear—

“I’m sorry,” Keqing gasped, entirely taken aback. The words caught in the air and trembled.

Ganyu shook her head again. “Why are you apologizing?” 

“I-I spoke out of line, when I had no right to. Dismissing you. Invalidating your sense of belonging. Hurting you,” Keqing breathed. Her throat felt parched.  “Please, just…”

“In the end, you were right after all. Times are changing. Liyue is changing.” Ganyu smiled faintly. It wasn’t a bitter one, but Keqing saw it—the traces of her grief, the shadows of her loneliness, her fear of what was to come. 

She couldn’t bear it.

Keqing swallowed thickly.  “Regardless, that’s no excuse. I have no excuse. I… I’m sorry.” 

Ganyu’s eyes widened, then she turned away. Keqing felt her stomach lurch. Before she could say something, Ganyu continued.

“I never thought of you as a terrible person,” she whispered. Her voice was a little choked up. “I may have doubted your beliefs, but I knew that everything that you have done, it was always for the people and their future.”

Keqing opened her mouth to protest, but there were no words. Her jaw clicked shut.

A quiet lapsed around them. There was a sense that the conversation was done, now with everything that they wanted to say was laid out in the open. Keqing liked completion, closure—but this? It felt unsatisfying, to leave it as it was. Ganyu still did not face her, leaning slightly against the desk and her posture slouched. Keqing withered.

Something beckoned to her—from a place that she did not turn to very often. It was abstract but she tried to grasp it anyway before it slipped away, like sand through her fingers. 

Eventually, Keqing took a steadying breath, trying to put piece together the abstract into something tangible. By the way Ganyu’s shoulders shuddered, she knew that she was doing the same.

“Ganyu.”

“Yes?” 

“You said that you weren’t sure what was going to happen to you if Liyue were to change. How do you feel now, when you look at the Harbor today?”

Ganyu looked at her, finally, and frowned. Then she sighed. “I’m not sure what to think these days.” 

“Because Rex Lapis is gone?”

“Yes, partly because of my contract to him, among other things. And no.” Ganyu creased her brows, struggling. “It’s hard to describe. To explain. There’s a lot of things that have been in the back of my mind for a long time, even before his departure as well. Now that he’s gone—I’m sorry, I don’t…”

“Don’t want to talk about it,” Keqing finished quietly. “I understand. I won’t force you to share anything that you’re not willing to. However, can I share something with you?”

Ganyu looked at her expectantly. Keqing patted the empty space beside her and shifted some to the side when Ganyu picked up on the hint, taking a seat on the desk beside her.

“I have always wanted for this time to come.” Keqing sighed. “But now that we’re here, I feel as if I’ve lost my footing.”

She hesitated briefly, before placing a hand on Ganyu’s shoulder in what she hoped seemed comforting. Ganyu didn’t flinch. 

“I feel like a fool,” Keqing spat. “I thought I was ready. But it turns out, everything that I had planned wasn’t enough. Barely enough to scrape by with. I wasn’t enough.”

“No, that’s…” Ganyu, surprisingly, leaned further into her touch. “I don’t think anyone would have been.” 

“For all that time I spent slandering Rex Lapis, I should’ve been.”

“At least you had direction,” Ganyu murmured, lowering her head. “Serving him was all I’ve ever known. It’s thanks to you and the rest of the Qixing that Liyue can continue to function. The tasks that I can do seem small in comparison.”

If there were any traces of pain or bitterness left in her voice, Keqing couldn’t pick up on it anymore. Ganyu simply looked… lost. 

“Liyue needs people like you right now,” she continued, but her words did not sound like her own. “If the times of adepi are no longer, then I don’t—”

“No. Absolutely not. Do not finish that sentence,” Keqing whispered fiercely, sliding her arm around Ganyu’s shoulders to hold her even tighter, lest she might actually disappear. “If you feel like you lost yourself, I’ll be here to remind you, as many times as it takes. That you belong here, in Liyue.”

“Even if I’m no longer needed?”

“Where would you go?”

“I don’t know,” Ganyu confessed. “This is all I know how to do. All that I’m good for.”

“You shouldn’t demean yourself like that,” Keqing said softly. “You deserve so much more credit than what you’re giving yourself.” 

There was something on the tip of her tongue. Ganyu faltered, before deciding to swallow it. “I… Thank you, Lady Keqing,” she said instead.

“I mean it,” Keqing intoned. “Truly. You said that Liyue and her people need me. That goes the same for you too. They need you, just as much as they need me and the Qixing right now. So please, stop selling yourself short.” 

”…Would it be selfish of me to want to stay?”

“You belong here. Why would that be selfish?” Keqing pulled Ganyu a tiny bit closer. “Or if you want, you can blame it on my selfishness instead.”

Ganyu seemed to linger on that for a moment. She inclined her head, her expression thoughtful, slowly processing her words. Then she raised a hand to her shoulder, searching, and finding Keqing’s. “Lady Keqing.”

Keqing nodded when fingertips grazed her knuckles. “I’m here. As are you, Ganyu,” her heart said, as if in confirmation. “The legacy of Rex Lapis still lives and survives in Liyue, with every one of us. We will continue to carry that legacy in his footsteps as we strive to make our own.”

There were still a great many things that Keqing fervently stood firm on when it came to how to lead Liyue through the absence of Rex Lapis. Yet she severely underestimated how much she was still lacking when the Qixing suddenly had to fill in his shoes. 

Ganyu, with her unwavering faith in Rex Lapis and her meticulous knowledge of his methods of leadership, was uniquely equipped to provide much needed advice and guidance during Liyue’s time of uncertainty. In the past, Keqing regarded it with great disdain. Now it felt like a reassurance and provided a valuable learning opportunity. Keqing often found herself seeking for Ganyu’s opinion more often than not.

“The people of Liyue are strong and resilient. But our future still needs you to continue to build upon what we already have, as you always have done. And it’s a future I want to see come into fruition alongside you. Here.”

“Is that okay?”

“Of course,” Keqing said softly, resolutely. “Don’t you want to see it too?”

Ganyu exhaled with a tremulous breath. She looked to Keqing, eyes alight and renewed. 

“I do.” 

To reach a compromise with Ganyu would take time. That was a given, all things considered. 

For now, Keqing took comfort in the feeling that the wall of glass that kept them an arm’s reach apart seemed to have fallen.

She inhaled slowly, then exhaled with a muted sense of relief.

This was a start. 

She turned to Ganyu with a cheeky hint of a smirk. “Besides, if you leave, we’ll have to hire about a dozen people to even begin to match your work ethic. Do you know how much extra work that’d be in the meantime? You can’t leave. I forbid it.”

Ganyu blinked, then she chuckled. “How selfish indeed. Is that all you want me around for?” she replied, amusement filtering into her voice.

“You’re the only one that can keep pace with me. Why wouldn’t I keep you around?” Keqing grinned. “Aren’t you friendly with the Crux captain too? If you can somehow make Beidou get her ass back to the Harbor faster, that’ll be splendid. I don’t want to keep dealing with Ningguang being so moody all the time.”

A gasp. “How’d you know?” 

“The Captain might’ve let it slip when I caught her stumbling around the streets with an empty jug of wine one night.” 

Ganyu only shook her head fondly. Keqing felt her grin grow a touch wider.

Finally, Ganyu smiled at her, warm and sincere. Keqing hesitated; she was used to seeing those diplomatic, delicate smiles from her. Seeing this one, so genuine and kind…

She quite liked it.

The hand that held her own squeezed a little more tightly.

Was Ganyu’s hands always this warm?  

“Thank you, Lady Keqing,” Ganyu said softly.

A heat rushed from Keqing’s chest and crawled to her cheeks. She hastily cleared her throat to brush it away. It prompted a giggle from Ganyu, who removed her hand to bring it to her lips in a weak attempt to veil it. 

Keqing found that she quite liked that as well. Hm.

“You can drop the formalities,” Keqing said numbly, eager to distract herself from such strange thoughts.

Ganyu’s giggles stopped. 

Keqing cleared her throat again. “I mean, it’s past work hours after all. We’ve known each other for a long while now too, despite it all. You don’t need to use titles with me when we’re alone.”

“Are you sure?” Ganyu asked tentatively. 

“Yes. Of course.” Again, Keqing did her best not to glance over her shoulder. “And If you would allow it, I would like to make amends.” 

She could feel Ganyu staring at her incredulously. So she added, “This might not sound like much coming for me, but I want to apologize for the times I acted out of line toward you. My stance on many things has not changed, but recently, I feel like my perspective has been expanding. There’s much that I can learn from you, if you’re willing to teach me. Your insight has always been valuable to me and the rest of the Qixing and  ugh, what?” Keqing ended her rambling abruptly when Ganyu laughed again.

“Is that why you have been asking for more of my opinions as of late?” Ganyu inquired, visibly more relaxed now. 

“Partly, yes.” Keqing allowed herself to say. “I want to understand you better.”

Once again, Ganyu looked bewildered. Her lips parted open as if to speak, then closed. Again she tried, swallowed, and finally she said, “I’d like that.” She smiled faintly but there was no mistaking the relief that washed over her expression. “I have also been thinking the same. There’s many things that I never wanted to ask, until recently.”

“Then ask away. As much as you like,” Keqing nodded, feeling emboldened. “Both your complaints and your praises. I want to hear them all. Especially the praises after my team finishes the reopening plan of the Bishui trade route.”

“If it’s better than what Rex Lapis could’ve come up with, then maybe,” Ganyu played along with the jest this time, her eyes twinkling with mirth. “Though I doubt it.”

“Without a question, it will. I’ll surpass him. Watch me.”

Another gentle laugh. “I will, Lady Ke—, ah.” Ganyu smiled meekly this time, a pinkish hue more evident on her cheeks now. ”K-Keqing.” 

Keqing also found that she quite liked that too. 

“How strange,” Ganyu murmured, “I never thought that I would be able to speak with you like this.”

“You mean, someone like me—A heretic, a non-believer?” Keqing quipped.

“Especially someone like you.”

“People can change. Even someone as stubborn as me. Just don’t keep expecting it.” 

They both exchanged a laugh.

“Alright, I think this is enough for tonight. It’s already so late,” Keqing said, removing herself from Ganyu, who drew herself to her feet. “I don’t want to keep you.”

“You’re not.” Ganyu said. “But I won’t leave until you promise me that you’ll find proper treatment in the morning.”

“I’ll find Dr. Baizhu before clocking in. Don’t worry.” Keqing nodded. “Say, Ganyu? Do you think you’ll be available tomorrow evening?”

Ganyu tilted her head curiously. “I suppose I can try. What for?”

“Dinner. Tomorrow. After you’re done with work. My treat.” Keqing slid off the edge of the table to stand up straight, shoulders squared. “As my thanks for tonight.”

“That’s…” Ganyu looked almost scandalized.

“Before you say it’s part of your job, it’s not. I’m familiar enough with your position to know that tending to medical injuries past normal work hours is not in your job description. I’m offering not as the Yuheng to the Qixing secretary—but as myself, Keqing, to you, Ganyu,” Keqing said. She let a small grin curve her lips. “Or if it makes you feel any better, think of it as a meeting with food served on the side instead. Yuheng to the secretary.”

“A meeting?”

“About the Bishui trade route reopening plan. I’m interested in what you have to say about it.”

Ganyu blinked owlishly then covered her mouth with the back of her mouth when laughter spilled out. “You know what, I think I’ll take the dinner-only option.”

“Good.” Keqing grinned, fighting down an ebbing wave of heat threatening to shore up on her cheeks again. “Then I’ll send you the details later.”

Ganyu’s posture seemed a little straighter, a little more confident. Like a weight was lifted off her shoulders. “Keqing?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you for listening.”

Keqing felt a little lighter too. “Thank you for being here.”

After exchanging their final farewells, Ganyu gathered her supplies to return back to her office before heading out for the evening. Keqing tidied up the books left astray on the floor to their proper place as she waited to see Ganyu’s form exiting the Pavilion. 

Keqing slid the drawer of her desk open. 

The small bundle of qingxin innocuously stared back at her. 

Keqing inspected her clothes—still a little dusty after sliding down a mountainside. Most of the blood on her clothes was located around her injuries, which Ganyu had already bandaged over. 

She inspected the qingxin for blemishes. The flowers still looked pristine, no bruising and none of her blood seemed to have leaked onto them. Ganyu didn’t seem to have noticed anything either, but Keqing didn’t want to take any chances.

Imagine how incredibly offensive it would be to gift a half-qilin their favorite flowers that stunk of blood. 

Keqing clicked her tongue in irritation. It looked like this batch was going home with her after all. 

Her traitorous mind wandered, back to the gentle movements of Ganyu’s hands, the soft lilt of her laughter, the light curve of her lips when she smiled. 

She sighed, knowing that her mind was already made up. 

Didn’t the Traveler mention seeing qingxin flowers blooming atop a hill right behind the Harbor…?

She glanced at the clock. The night was already deep by the time Ganyu left. But working overtime was never an issue for Keqing anyway. 

Besides, she still needed to scrub tonight’s failure out of her mental records anyway.

 



 

“Lady Ganyu, here. These are for you.”

Keqing, as punctual as always, had only rounded the corner of the great halls of the Pavilion when she came to a halt at the end of the corridor. It appeared that she arrived at the right time, just as she calculated. 

Ganyu seemed slightly bewildered when one of her assistants handed her a modest bouquet of qingxin flowers.

“Oh.” She gasped, beaming. She carefully took them, cradling the bundle in her arms like something so fragile and precious. “Thank you. Did it say who sent them?”

“No, ma’am. A guard found them outside your door early at dawn. There were no new deliveries to the Pavilion yesterday evening and the courier hasn’t arrived with the morning shipments yet.”

“Were they from Bubu Pharmacy? I was sure that Dr. Baizhu said that they wouldn’t restock for a few more days.”

“Apologies, ma’am. There was no mention of it being from the pharmacy.”

“Then who…” She trailed off, finding a small card nestled between the flower stems. 

Keqing approached, her heels clicking against the stone flooring. With little preamble, she beckoned at the assistant and thrusted half of the stack of papers that she carried in her hands into his. Normally, she’d leave a task like this to one of her own assistants to take care of. Today however, she felt oddly energized to run this particular errand herself, despite barely catching a wink of sleep. “These are to go to Ningguang’s office for review. Tell her that I’ll need a response by the end of today.”

He dumbly opened his mouth as if to protest but one sharp glare was all that was needed to make him think twice.

“Y-yes, ma’am!” The poor assistant stammered out before scurrying off. 

Ganyu’s eyes darted between the note and Keqing. “Good morning, Lady Yuheng. Ah, is this—”

Keqing pretended not to notice the pink blooming on Ganyu’s cheeks. She offered the remaining stack of papers to Ganyu, who awkwardly shifted the flowers to one arm to free up a hand. “Here. The initial proposal for the Bishui trade route. I want you to look over it.”

“Oh!” Ganyu snapped to attention automatically, shifting gears. “Of course. I understand. I’ll review it immediately.

“If you have any questions, I want to hear them later. About the proposal or anything otherwise.” Then Keqing leaned in, her voice hushed. “You know where to go later, yes?”

“Ah, yes. I, um, received your message.” 

“Great. Also, one more thing.”

“Yes?” She paused and Keqing realized she was struggling not to add an honorific. “Keqing?”

Keqing gave her a playful smirk, pulling out a small slip of paper—a receipt from Bubu Pharmacy, signed at the bottom with Dr. Baizhu’s signature for a prescription salve—to flutter into front of Ganyu’s face as evidence. “I’ve kept my side of the bargain. Can I expect to see you at Wanmin Restaurant tonight?”

She took a step backward, to look at Ganyu properly.

Ganyu took a step forward, matching her gaze. “I’ll be there,” she smiled, eyes sparkling. “There’s much I wish to talk about with you.”

“Indeed,” Keqing agreed, for once. Something in her chest flickered to life. Keqing didn’t know what to call it. But seeing the smile that lit up Ganyu’s face confirmed in her mind to explore it later. “I look forward to it.”





  
Author’s Note:I wanted to write fluff but this happened instead oops my hands slipped

twt: @vaeyticc_ and I’m constantly combing my tl for AK and Genshin (read: ganqing) content






jealous souls will not be answered so

Author’s Note:
      This is a commission for @ganqinghaver on Twitter! Thank you for commissioning this, I had lots of fun writing jealous gfs (who don’t know they’re gfs)

The title comes from a quote in Othello where someone tries to explain the irrationality of jealousy. It fits, doesn’t it LMAO

    


    
    There were many things in this life that Keqing found as simple pleasures, even to the great disbelief of her friends. She loved perusing the shops of Liyue, for one thing, and she loved looking over architecture of other nations in her spare time to admire and hum over the vast variety of techniques that she could perhaps one day see for herself. 

But, in all honesty, the greatest details in life were the days she got to spend with Ganyu. 

It was a little odd, honestly, at first when it came to working late with the secretary. They used to only exist in the same room, and their acknowledgement of each other’s presence would only ever be reduced to simple nods and well wishes to get home safely. Now, though, with years of development and consternation (through the death of their god, no less), it was slowly blossoming into new routines that Keqing knew she wouldn’t tire of. 

Ganyu’s shy smiles weren’t any less shy towards her, yet now they lacked the sort of lackluster shine of them and invited her in the longer each night drew deeper. Though they couldn’t be considered as something like “friends”, Keqing found herself wondering if there would ever be a moment in her lifetime she could ever pursue that. 

For, of course, simple appreciation of her coworker. 

“Ganyu?” she called out, and the namesaked coworker lifted her head to meet her eyes, tilting her head in quiet question. Keqing gulped down the lump in her throat and continued, “Are you free to look at these plans right now?”

Ganyu gave her a thin-lined smile. So shy, as always. “I’m here for the same reason as you, Lady Keqing. Of course.”

She leaned over Keqing’s shoulder, the thinness of her breath tickling the column of Keqing’s neck. Ganyu inspected the architectural plans for a drawn moment, humming to herself and bringing her finger to trace over the bold lines made by the commissioner. Keqing didn’t let herself dare breathe. 

“Yes, these plans, they’re—” Ganyu searched for the wording. “They’re the most detailed sketches I’ve seen all month. Can I ask who these are for?”

“Pop-ups shops in the Harbor to replace one of the old restaurants in the alleyways,” Keqing answered. She placed the plans on the table and flattened them out with her palms. “I’m not sure if I should approve it though. What do you think?” 

Despite what everyone thought of her and what she made of her beliefs, she valued Ganyu’s opinion more than anyone else’s.

“I suppose we could do with newer things in the Harbor, so I wouldn’t dismiss this just yet,” Ganyu said thoughtfully. She let her words settle on her tongue before she spoke, a finger tapping gently on the table to let herself concentrate. “Liyue’s forever changing, and I like to see it become a good thing. Do you think the Harbor will do good with another market district? I’ve yet to catch up on the ledgers.”

Keqing pursed her lips, forcing her mind to draw out the numbers from the account books she looked at so intensely the day before. “We’ve had a bunch of trades directly after Rex Lapis’ death, but the plunge a couple weeks after was imminent.” She tried not to cringe at how coarse she sounded. She prayed Ganyu didn’t take her so brusquely. “I believe we’re slowly coming back onto our feet, mora wise, but you know how Ningguang can be. She wants it all to be over as quickly as possible.”

“So you think this would be a bad idea?” Ganyu asked her. Keqing still couldn’t tell what side Ganyu was leaning towards.

“Not necessarily, but I do think that I can’t put my wax sealed approval on these plans until I take a better look at each owner’s contributions,” she said decisively.

Ganyu nodded along to that. She seemed content with Keqing’s answer. “I could accompany you to speak to the owners this week. I’m sure Lady Ningguang wouldn’t mind the help.”

“I wouldn’t know how to thank you,” Keqing admitted, and she began to roll up the plans on the table. 

“Thank me by seeing it through, Keqing,” Ganyu said easily, her smile somehow softer under the glow of their candles. 

It made her heart buzz in her chest. Enough so, in fact, that Keqing couldn’t hold back and ask, “If this is all we’re doing for tonight, I wouldn’t mind taking the extra time to escort you home.”

She almost knocked over the candle in trying to unlighting it with her fingers. Why did she say that?

Ganyu took it in stride, however, and laughed gently. “It’s dark out. I wouldn’t want you getting lost on the way home.” Right, of course. The heightened vision thing. 

Keqing shrugged nonchalantly, though her heart hammered in her chest from the embarrassment. “If you’re sure?” she pressed, just in case, and to pretend that it wasn’t one big impulse. She was only human, after all. “I wouldn’t mind the extra walk, really. I’m sure it would help me clear my mind before getting some shut eye.”

“I’m sure,” Ganyu confirmed. Her smile dropped, only slightly enough for Keqing to notice, and she looked suddenly comprehensive. “I’m, um… being accompanied home, anyway.”

Keqing couldn’t explain the drop in her stomach even if she was held at knife point. “Oh. I wasn’t aware you were…”

Dating? Seeing someone? She didn’t know which word was supposed to leave her mouth. 

She was more than thankful when Ganyu caught on. Her eyes widened, and she vigorously shook her head as she let out a skittish laugh. “Oh, no, not like that! My friend docked recently, and we haven’t seen each other in a while, so we planned to go out for an evening walk after work.”

“I see.” Keqing bobbed her head to that, her shoulders gradually untensing. 

And then she remembered that there was only one ship currently docked in the Harbor, a warship that had caused Ningguang great headaches that morning and called for her to fine the helmed captain once she stepped foot in the Jade Chamber. 

Ganyu must have seen the realization strike her at that moment, because her face turned down slightly and subtle panic was painted across her features. 

“Oh, Beidou isn’t— we aren’t— well—” Ganyu stammered, and Keqing felt a little bad. She just didn’t know what to say to comfort her. Trying again, Ganyu loosened a breath and said, much calmer, “Please don’t share my… relations with her. I ask that of you as a friend, Keqing.”

“I wasn’t going to anyway,” Keqing assured her, though still slightly confused, as to why such a trivial thing needed to be kept so hush hush. It made a slow fire burn in her stomach. “You have my word.”

Ganyu shook her head, rubbing her forearm to comfort herself. “Beidou is a wonderful friend, and she understands why we can’t exactly meet under broad daylight. I’m not ashamed to call her my confidant, but I know it would complicate things here if it were to get out.”

Keqing immediately understood. Gossip spread in the very corners of Liyue like wildfire on dry grass, and most of the time it would happen without the recipients ever knowing until the fire was too high to water out. Still, it rubbed her the wrong way to see Ganyu so startled from talking about it. She wondered if it was because she truly didn’t trust Keqing, or if Ganyu reacted that way to everything. 

“I understand, Ganyu,” she said, keeping her voice low. “You don’t have to worry.”

And then Ganyu smiled at her, relieved and happy. She picked up her coat from her chair. “I’m… really glad to hear that.”

Keqing let herself smile back at her. “Of course. I hope you have fun tonight, then.”

“And I hope you get home safe, Keqing.” Those words made the burning in her stomach flounder into something warmer, like steeping tea on the stove. 

Once their desks were cleaned out and things were carried out, they waved to each other goodbye and split their ways. The street lamps of Liyue acted like miniature guiding points to her home, and she found it without any scuffle or mark. In fact, Liyue was so quiet and peaceful that evening that even the grasshoppers forgot to play their songs. 

Despite it, Keqing didn’t know why she tossed and turned so much that night. 

 


 

Keqing yawned, a cup of tea by her side as rubbed her bleary eyes and blinked down at the reports in front of her. The words were beginning to cave in on themselves, making it harder and harder for her to round up the sayings to string them into a coherent sentence for her to decipher. 

She’d never had sleepless nights before, but this one had hit her over the head with a giant mace. Even the strongest cup of coffee the Qixing could provide her wasn’t enough to keep her alive on her feet. 

Nonetheless, work had to be done, and Keqing dimly wished that someone could close the curtains to allow her privacy to scowl at her work. 

“Were the grasshoppers bothering you last night, Keqing?” Ganyu asked her amiably. She set down a steaming cup beside Keqing’s hand, and she realized that her other cup had been nearly empty for hours. 

“You know what’s weird? I haven’t heard a single one all week,” Keqing remarked, and she took a sip of Ganyu’s tea appreciatively. She let the flavor coat her tongue and let the warmth settle all the way down to her stomach. It was already making her feel better, though she didn’t know if it was the hot tea or the proximity of Ganyu’s arm from her. “Thank you for this, though. I really appreciate it.”

“Sleep is one of the most important things you can give to your body,” Ganyu told her. It sounded a little bit like a scolding, and the childish thought made Keqing smile behind her cup as she drained a little more of it. “I’m sure you know that.”

“I do,” Keqing agreed. She cleared her throat to get rid of the amusement in it. “It was just an off day for me, I guess. I’ll get some extra sleep later tonight.”

Ganyu frowned at her. “Usually, there’s an issue if you can’t sleep well. It doesn’t happen often with you.” She paused, as if she was trying to let those words settle in. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Keqing shook her head lightly, putting down the cup to twist her body and look at Ganyu. “I’m fine, Ganyu,” she said sincerely, though it did nothing to damper the frown on her lips. “Thank you for the concern, really. I swear I’m fine.”

Ganyu relented. “If you’re sure.” She pushed herself off Keqing’s desk, and Keqing smiled at her reassuredly. “But if you change your mind and you want to talk about anything, I’m right here.”

“Thank you,” Keqing said genuinely. She didn’t know if it was the drink or Ganyu’s words that pooled her abdomen with warmth. They looked at each other awkwardly after that, with Keqing’s fingers flexing on top of her parchment paper and Ganyu looking at everything around Keqing except for her in an attempt to look casual. 

Thankfully, Ganyu sensed that she wasn’t going to say anything further, so she asked, “I’ve— actually been meaning to ask. Are you planning to go meet the commissioners?”

“Oh, yes,” Keqing said with a blink, and she hit her chest once to clear her throat and sat up straighter on her desk. She rolled up her parchment and busied her hands, just to give herself something to do while Ganyu stared intently into the side of her head to listen. “I asked Ningguang for her time in the afternoon to expand on it further. I was going to bring you up and say that you were interested in collaborating with me in being an envoy for my duties, but well— are you still… alright with that, Ganyu?”

The awkwardness was only mildly scrubbed away with Ganyu’s easy-going smile. “Of course. As long as you think my presence would be helpful, I would be more than happy to accompany you.”

“That’s good. That’s great, actually.” Keqing didn’t know why her demeanor was so… out of place. Maybe the lack of sleep was affecting it, though somehow it only happened around Ganyu. 

Perhaps it was because they were on equal footing, thus creating an imagery issue with herself that maybe she wasn’t showing her usual potential around someone who mirrored her in effort. Yes. That must be it. 

“If that’s all, you could, uh.” Keqing gestured vaguely to Ganyu’s desk quite a few steps away from her, and Ganyu seemed to snap out of whatever trance she was in at that. 

“Oh! Of course. I apologize.” 

“No need,” Keqing said dismissively, and she put a sheet of paper in front of her to take a long. 

But she could still feel Ganyu’s presence looming over her, hesitantly, and she wondered what on Teyvat was making this woman so wary around her. 

Oh. 

“Actually, did you want to ask me something?” Keqing asked her, as kindly as she could muster. She knew that if she snipped her voice just a tad bit more, Ganyu would’ve hung her head and walked off, apologizing for her bothersome behavior. It was a fact she knew from personal experience, unfortunately. “I couldn’t help but notice that you seemed a little…”

“Timid?” Ganyu said, and she smiled at her obvious behavior despite herself. 

Keqing pondered that thoughtfully. “I would have used ‘reluctant’, but you could say that.”

Ganyu chuckled. Her nervous antics were slowly fading away with each friendly jab Keqing made at her. Keqing was silently glad. “I just didn’t want you to think that I wanted to insinuate that I didn’t trust you. Last night.”

“Ganyu, we all have things we want to keep private,” Keqing soothed. She took a sip of the tea Ganyu gave to her, as a way to gather what she wanted to say as concisely as possible. Ganyu fidgeted with her fingertips. It was a nervous habit of hers. “Your friendship with Beidou is none of my business. I wouldn’t have said a word even if you told me I didn’t have to.”

Ganyu’s shoulders slumped. “Thank you, Keqing. But in all honesty, I was less worried you’d gossip about me and more than you’d think less of me, somehow.”

Keqing furrowed her brow. “Think less of you?” she echoed.

Ganyu looked embarrassed by that, and she scratched the side of her jaw with a finger, her eyes wandering to and away from Keqing. “I know what you think of Beidou. You’re quite vocal of it. I didn’t want you to think that because I was friends with her, that I was any less competent in my job.”

It took a moment for that to sink in. Keqing blinked. Then blinked again. And then it truly hit her, right square in the face as if Ganyu had taken her cup and splashed her with warm tea:  she’s been bad-mouthing Ganyu’s friend in front of Ganyu.  

“Oh! Ganyu, I didn’t  mean anything by what I say of her, I just mean—” Keqing shook her head, willing her brain to work and to find better wording. 

Ganyu looked to be the one more apologetic by it. “Oh, no, it’s alright! I know she can be a handful, and some of the things you say do hold some merit, but that’s not what I’m so… well,” she said, laughing slightly to herself and making vague gestures with her hands. 

Keqing still couldn’t help but feel a little stupid. “Sorry,” she said as wholeheartedly as she could. “But, in any case, I don’t tend to see people differently when I know their relations with others. Especially if they’re someone like you.”

“Like— like me?” Ganyu stammered. She was fidgeting with her fingertips again. Keqing smiled a little at that. 

“Over three millenia should be more than enough to vouch that you’re a more competent person than anyone else in Liyue,” Keqing said. “And, honestly, Ganyu, don’t lose sleep over it or anything. I’m sure Beidou’s great company if she’s the reason you showed up to work smiling.”

She couldn’t help but let that tease slip out of her mouth. She found it quite nice how squeaky and adorably pink Ganyu got on the rare (rare) occasions that she did, even if her chest slightly squeezed at knowing the suggestion behind it this time. 

“Actually, it wasn’t her, entirely, um,” Ganyu explained as calmly as she could, but her eyes still wouldn’t meet Keqing’s for more than a couple seconds and Keqing’s chest was feeling like it was under quicksand. “It’s a beautiful morning today. Wouldn’t you say?”

“One of our better days this week,” Keqing agreed. “Too bad I woke up feeling like I drank a sip of dandelion wine.”

Ganyu laughed at that. “I’m sure you’ll feel better after a nap or two. I know I do.”

Keqing bobbed her head to that. “Speaking of naps— isn’t yours coming around the corner?” Having a sharp internal body clock like hers had its perks from time to time. 

“Oh! Yes. Thank you for reminding me,” Ganyu said. She backed away from Keqing’s desk to get back to her own, possibly to pull out her new pillow to take a nap right there after her meal, but it seemed that her sleepless body had been so deprived of natural healing that it went into flight or fight mode, thus giving her the mentality that every thought must be said out loud.

At least, that was the excuse she gave herself. 

“Would you like to go on a walk with me after?” she blurted out, and Ganyu turned her shoulder slightly to look at her, eyebrow curiously raised. “After your nap, I mean. You said it was a beautiful day, and I wouldn’t mind having some company while enjoying it. If you wouldn’t, of course.”

Ganyu’s smile was small. Small, yet quite genuine. And it suited her. “I’d like that very much, Keqing. Wake me up if I oversleep?”

 As if you’d ever, Keqing thought to herself, but she said, “Of course. Enjoy your break.”

The tea’s caffeine seemed to kick in right there. Her hands buzzed with the kind of restless energy she felt after being out too long, and her eyes scanned every report in front of her until letters bled into one another. She signed report after report, and discarded the ones that she didn’t approve of, murmuring under her breath as she did so. 

If there was a timer by her desk, she was sure she would have broken some sort of record, because in one blink of an eye, her tall stack of work was dwindled down to a few dozen. Though, she wondered if she ever blinked at all while doing it. 

Once her stack had run out and she signed the last report with an inked flourish, she sat up from her chair and picked up the papers and set it down on the corner of her desk. 

She miscalculated how loud it was, and startled by her own bang on the table, accidentally cut her finger. 

She knew she should’ve kept her gloves on for paperwork. 

Ganyu was awake in an instant. “Keqing?” she called, and Keqing desperately looked around for a small bandage to put around her finger. “Keqing, are you alright?” The concern in her voice was almost borderline panicked. 

“Fine! I’m fine!” she called back, getting dirty looks from other secretaries going in and out of the building and working alongside them. “Just a papercut.”

Ganyu was by her side with a blink. She almost yelped when she nearly bumped right into her chest. “Can I see it?” Ganyu asked her, and something in her voice made Keqing hand over her finger without another word. 

After a couple seconds of turning her hand over gently, and clicking her tongue under her breath, Ganyu let go of her. “It only cut the first layer of your skin, thankfully. You’ll be fine without a bandage, unless it bothers you.”

“Figures. It didn’t really hurt much.” Keqing pursed her lips. “It just kinda took me by surprise.”

Ganyu gave her a little smile. She looked as if she was stifling a yawn too. “Still stings,” she pointed out.

Keqing nodded, exhaling as calmly as she could. They were standing by her desk, the both of them looking at and around each other. She wondered if they looked as ridiculous as she felt to other people. “I cut your nap short by two minutes,” she said. “I’m really sorry about that.”

“It’s fine,” Ganyu said reassuredly, but her stifled yawn couldn’t hold it back anymore. She yawned, shaking her head and blinking right after. “I can live without two minutes. Do you wanna go on that walk to shake that out?”

“As long as you promise never to talk about it again,” Keqing joked, and she laughed slightly under her breath as Ganyu nodded and pursed her lips to keep from smiling. She took her gloves on her desk and stuffed them into her pocket, just in case. “C’mon. Before I startle you again.”

As they walked side by side out the door, Keqing realized that Ganyu had never woken up so easily like that before. 

Once, in the middle of a firework show, Ganyu napped wordlessly at her desk while everyone around her  oh’d  and  ah’d and giggled at the lights sparkling above them with accompanying booms that shook nearby houses. 

She wondered if it was her presence that had awoken Ganyu so fast, and the mere entertainment of the thought made her puff out her chest slightly in pride while Ganyu bent down to look at the glaze lilies blooming around the edges of their building. 

But then out in the distance, a person waved at them with a leisurely look, her broad shoulder pressed against a stack of planks. She was much too far away for Keqing to recognize, even when she squinted, but Ganyu seemed to light up like a house on fire. 

She sprang up from her crouching position to wave back, much more animatedly than Keqing had ever seen her greet a person before, and the woman down the hill seemed to cup her hands and yell. Still, Keqing couldn’t make any sense of what she was hollering. 

Ganyu, on the other hand, grinned, smiling wider than any time in their career, and cupped her own hands to yell back, “It’s good to see you too, Beidou!” while her coat furled in the wind. 

Keqing watched the scene with semi-amusement, her eyeballs ping-ponging back and forth from the two women who seemed to know what the other was conveying despite the distance. 

Her stomach was warm again, but in a way that trash burned in the alleyways. Gross, viscous, and vile in nature. 

She didn’t know what to make of it, or to understand why the feeling was so present. 

She felt it before, of course. Many times in her life as a child, especially when she looked out of her window while she was studying to see other children her age living carefree lives and spending time the way they wanted to. As she grew, she realized that her feelings were misplaced and that gratitude for the position given to her was imperative if she were to continue to look over Liyue. 

She had felt it before, but not in a long time. At least, not in a time long enough for her to make sense of it. 

Ganyu seemed to sense her unease with it, though, and she turned to look at Keqing with a slowly fading smile. Keqing wanted to see it again, even at the expense of her roiling stomach. 

“Are you okay?” she asked, and the concern was etched in the way her frown became as prominent as her smile before. Her eyes even glanced down to the hand that Keqing put on her stomach, and Keqing cursed herself. 

She removed the hand placed lightly on her abdomen and gave Ganyu the best smile she could muster. “I just forgot to have some lunch,” she said. At least, that wasn’t a lie. “I should be fine when we get back.”

“Alright,” Ganyu relented, though she continued to eye Keqing suspiciously the entire time they walked and felt through the breeze. 

Before going home that night, Ganyu placed a piece of paper on her desk without saying a thing. 

When Keqing opened it, there was a list of ingredients and simple instructions on how to create a stuffing vegetable medley soup in a pinch. 

She stuffed it into her pocket, and then hung it up with a clothespin in front of her stove at home. Maybe one day she could invite Ganyu to try her cooking and give her tips on how to improve. The invitation only to make sure she was making good vegetarian food for herself, of course. 

(The vegetarian food she knew she’d barely touch.)

 


 

The next few days at work weren’t so eventful, as they usually were. 

Paperwork upon paperwork was a regular thing to go through with her line of duty, and she mourned for the day when she was allowed to finally do something outside. Her only solace was the fact Ningguang would come by her desk once a day to chat with her, giving her updates with the marketplace that was in development. Most of the things she said were related to the amount of mora they would generate, and though Keqing contributed to most of the Tianquan’s rhetoric, she couldn’t care less. 

Four days passed by without so much as a newer development with the owners of each store, and Ningguang tried to comfort her by putting her hand on her shoulder and leaning over to micromanage her reports. 

Though a little irritating, Keqing didn’t shrug off the hand on her shoulder or to push away the close proximity Ningguang was closing in with, knowing that Ningguang would use it to her advantage to annoy her when she was being especially dismissive of her “mora for thoughts”. 

“Is that all?” she asked, and she didn’t try to hide her annoyance. She gestured at her pile of work helplessly. “I’m here for the rest of the night, Ningguang. You don’t have to pile everything on me all at once.”

“Oh, I know,” Ningguang replied. She sounded amused. Keqing wanted to slam her forehead into the desk. Ningguang was currently sitting on her desk, twirling her pipe and watching Keqing torture herself in trying to find a gentle enough request for her to move. “But it’s a little tiring going from the Jade Chamber to here all the time, if you ask me.”

“You could’ve just made me go up there myself,” Keqing said, gritting her teeth together. She tried to drown out Ningguang’s words while she read the report to herself. 

“Where’s the fun in that?” Ningguang hummed, and she took a closer look at her pipe. “I need to get out of there once in a while anyway. Who better to see than one of my most diligent members of the Qixing?”

Keqing rubbed the side of her head, feeling it throb underneath her fingertips. “You have an entire Harbor at your leisure.”  In fact, you fund it, she wanted to bite out, but held her tongue long enough to prolong the words. 

Ningguang laughed at that. “That’s true. And I do make time for that— but after coming to see you and your work.”

“I feel so special,” Keqing said sardonically. 

Legs hooking back over the desk to come off, Ningguang laughed gently. She placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed, as she’s done several times before over the course of the few days, and bid her farewell (finally). 

Keqing settled back into her work, sighing and playing with her quill while looking over the newest report on her desk. She felt something burning into her forehead a couple moments later, and she looked up in time to see Ganyu look away. 

Before she could ask, Ganyu said, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to stare.”

“I wasn’t assuming you did,” she answered. She straightened her back and tucked in her chair, looking expectantly at Ganyu. “Is everything alright?”

“Of course. If anything was out of order, I would’ve immediately reported it to you,” Ganyu said quickly. Keqing frowned at that. She was intentionally avoiding her question. 

As if catching on to Keqing’s suspicion, Ganyu dropped her parchment and smiled sheepishly in surrender. “I was just curious about Ningguang, that’s all.”

Keqing’s eyebrows pulled together. “What do you mean by that?”

Ganyu shrugged nonchalantly, but she could see the clear tension in them. “She’s been coming down here a lot recently. And… only for you, I’ve noticed.”

It didn’t sound accusatory in any way, nor could Keqing find any reason for Ganyu to bring it up. For once, she was lost in reading someone’s intentions. She decided to fish for context clues instead. “Don’t pay her any mind,” she said with a snort, tapping her stack of papers on the desk. “She won’t say it out loud, but she feels bad that she’s been keeping me in the dark with the marketplace plans. It’s probably her way of showing she’s sorry.”

Ganyu’s frown deepened. Usually, she’d be separating piles and checking things off while she spoke, being Liyue’s champion multitasker and all, but her hands were completely still for once. If anything, it seemed like Keqing had made it  worse, somehow, especially when she noticed how tightly Ganyu had been holding her papers. They creased underneath her fingers.

Before she could say something to douse water on the fire, Ganyu asked, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her be so sociable with another person.” It was said calmly, like a fact. As much as she strained her ears to find something in between the words, there was nothing, as if Ganyu had spoken her words on a transparent sheet of paper.

“Are you sure?” she asked hesitantly. “She’s pretty sociable whenever I’m in the room.”

Keqing forgot that water could make fire worse. 

Ganyu looked down at her papers. There was no emotion etched onto her face, even as she said, “I see. I’ve known her even before she held her title now, and I wouldn’t consider her as someone who enjoyed being that way.”

“Right.” Keqing swallowed the lump in her throat. She didn’t know why she was suddenly so nervous. It was like icicles were formed at her back, its pointy shards pointing right at her organs, ready to pierce her if she made another wrong move. Even the room itself felt like the hot, humid air had become fifty degrees colder. 

They worked in silence after that, the sounds of a clock clicking and the scribbles of ink on paper floating around the room like a ghost. 

Once in a while, Keqing could see Ganyu’s eyes flicker up to where Keqing’s shoulder was, just out of the corner of her eye. At some point, her eyes narrowed, staring at the corner of her desk for what felt like eons until Keqing subtly put her hand in its general direction to rest it and Ganyu blinked herself awake in her daze to look back down at her work. 

Keqing had never felt so nervous to work before. She didn’t even know  why, for Archons’ sake. 

She brainstormed while she worked on the things at her desk, until a fire roared to life in her head, and she blurted out, “Do you want to grab some lunch with me? There’s a great new restaurant that opened across the street from us.”

Maybe Ganyu was having a bad day. At least in her experience, food always cheered her up. 

Ganyu put down her work again, and smiled at her for the first time in hours. Keqing felt relief flood over her. “I’m sorry, not this time,” she said, and Keqing held her breath again. “I have a lot of work to do.” She lifted her long scroll to show off its length, and Keqing finally understood that her smile wasn’t meant to be anything else but apologetic. 

“Next time then,” she said, and Ganyu shot her one last smile before delving back into her secretary work. 

Keqing leaned back, stretching her arms big and wide, and then massaged her wrists. There was always next time. 

Unless Ganyu only rejected her invitation because of something she did? 

Keqing shook off the thoughts. She wasn’t one to overthink— they only ever hindered a person, and she wouldn’t let herself be hindered now. 

She grabbed a couple of her things and a bag of mora, then bid Ganyu a goodbye to take her lunch break. Alone. 

Miraculously, a Millelith soldier stopped her before she strayed away too far, and he was red in the face from running to her (she was just walking at a brisk pace,  really?) and told her that her presence was required at the Jade Palace in Ningguang’s private chambers. 

She supposed lunch could wait for another hour or two, and she followed the soldier to be escorted to where she was needed. All the while, she felt those icicles back at her shoulder blades, though they felt more like a chill in the air than anything else. She wondered what had made the weather change so much in Liyue. Just yesterday, the sun had been beating itself into her back. 

Before long, she was situated between the indoor plants of the Tianquan and the Tianquan herself. 

Ningguang riffled through her papers, talking about things that for once, were going through one ear and out the other. Like the spout of a tea kettle, Keqing couldn’t hold any words in her head as the best tea pot could with overflowing water. 

Outside the Jade Chamber was a giant ship, anchored and tethered next the Harbor while its illustrious sails swam in the wind for all to bear witness to. While Keqing was too high up to take a good look at the faces that walked around Liyue, she only continued to squint and look back and forth between people who looked even a little bit out of place to stare them down. Maybe even ones who looked like pirates.

As ant-like as they may be, Keqing wasn’t one to quit so easily. Plus, she made sure to have her fill of carrots for dinner every night. 

She snapped out of it when Ningguang waved in front of her face. She looked back, staring into the unimpressed look of the Tianquan, and flashed her an apologetic smile. 

“Is something here distracting you, Keqing?” Ningguang asked her dryly. She pointed vaguely around her office, the papers in her hand ruffling with the movement. 

“No. Of course not.” Keqing shook her head at that, then moved her chair closer to preserve her self image. 

“Then I assume you heard about my crunch numbers about the new addition to the marketplace,” Ningguang continued, and sighed through her nose while she flipped her papers back. Pinching the bridge of her nose, she added, “All my years, I’ve never seen you two so distracted before. It’s like Rex Lapis himself had come down as an apparition to detract you away from your work. Get it together, at least while you’re here.”

“My sincerest apologies if I come off that way. I assure you, it won’t happen again,” Keqing said in a stippled tone. She was pinching the ends of her gloves on her lap, knowing that Ningguang had the unfortunate knowledge of her distracted behavior. She paused right then. 


   You two? 


Before she could open her mouth to ask, Ningguang went back to droning on and on about the logistics of the marketplace and the amount of guesstimated mora it would generate for the first two weeks it would be installed versus its initial pricing. 

Keqing wished more than ever that someone could pull her up from the collar and toss her out of the Jade Chamber. Maybe then, she could see Ganyu from here, instead of the abominable ship outside of the window. 


   “Keqing.” 


She flinched, then answered, “Yes, I agree, more mora is good?” Though it came out as an inquiry.

Ningguang glared at her from over her papers. “If you’re going to be so distracted while you’re with me, the least you can do is help me relight my pipe.”

Keqing mumbled a, “Right, sorry,” under her breath, then came around the desk to do as told. She picked up Ningguang’s match and struck it across the desk’s surface, though as she leaned over to light it for Ningguang, she slipped. 

Ningguang reprimanded her while she cleaned up the mess. 

 

She got back about an hour after their meeting. 

Her back ached and she stretched it as best as she could, then plopped herself into her chair with an exhausted exhale. Her muscle memory forced her to take a pen in her hand, even as she stood there looking up at the ceiling to collect herself. 

Keqing closed her eyes and counted to three, before pushing in her chair to get herself ready for the last stack of paper for the night. 

Meanwhile, she could see Ganyu glancing up at her here and there.

Ganyu was glaring right into where her neck and collarbone met, the unfortunate bright red burn mark from her slip glaring back at the secretary. 

Keqing tried her best to ignore her gaze. Perhaps the sun was in her eyes, and she was trying to see what injury Keqing had sustained as non-nosy as she could. 

 


 

As petty revenge for Keqing’s inattention to her during their meeting, Ningguang sent her off to check on the business owners early in the morning. 

Though Ganyu had promised to be there with her for every step of the process, Keqing found it unnecessary to wake the woman up from a long deserved sleep for something she could have done alone. Sure, the company would have been nice, but Keqing didn’t want to dampen their friendship with something as small as an early morning inspection. 

Certainly, Ganyu would refuse to eat lunch with her then. 

Keqing walked through the barren stacks of material goods, all ready to be set up in stalls once the alleyway marketplace would be approved. They all looked ready to go, though some clearly opened and closed their mouths trying to ask her for an estimate of the final approval and others were quite apprehensive under her watchful gaze. 

There was one old lady, however, who was surrounded by a million flowers that she was frantically misting while waving away flies with that morning’s newspaper. 

She zapped away the flies nearest to the florist with electro while coming up to the flowers. 

“Oh, thank you, dear,” the woman said graciously, and she huffed while leaning herself against a brick wall. “I don’t mean to rush you and the Tianquan, but I would appreciate it if I could bring in my flowers into my greenhouse as soon as possible.”

“You wouldn’t have to wait long from here. We only need a few more days to officiate everything,” Keqing promised. She picked up a sack of soil that the woman was eyeing, and the woman redirected her to set it down next to azaleas that looked incredibly beautiful under the rising sun. 

“Well, regardless,” the florist said kindly. She gestured to her flowers. “If you would like some to take home for your troubles, I would be more than happy to give you some. You could even see it as an incentive for you to try and speed up the process a little.” She laughed a bit at that. 

Keqing took a quick sweep at the flowers with her eyes. The polite decline was at the tip of her tongue, though she spotted qingxin flowers neatly tucked away in the corner. 

The florist saw her staring at them instantly. “Unfortunately, I can’t give those to you for free,” she said with a frown. “They’re my most expensive flowers in the shop, coming from the highest peaks in our mountains in Liyue.”

“Oh, I know,” Keqing said, not unkindly.  I know because sometimes I spend my time up those peaks looking for them. And, most of the time, she wasn’t able to find any. “I wouldn’t have taken them from you for free even if you offered. I’ll take a bouquet with a generous tip to go with it.”

The florist blinked. “Are you sure? That many qingxin flowers would cost you a fortune.”

What was the point of having that much mora if she wasn’t going to spend it wisely? The decision was out of her mouth without even having to think much of it. 

“I’m quite aware, thank you. Could you wrap it up in your nicest blue?”

About half of her pouch empty and a bundle of qingxin flowers and accompanying free blue flowers (“If you’re going to give a bouquet to your lady, the least you could do is give her a pretty one,” the florist scolded her, and she said nothing to decline that) in her arms later, Keqing was almost skipping all the way back to her workplace. She had to school her features into something uninterested though, and then opened the door with her shoulder. 

Ganyu perked up at the sight of her, and she had to suppress a grin. She probably saw the flowers first.

But then, Ganyu’s eyes slid away from her face and to the flowers, and her eyebrows jumped up in surprise. If she didn’t see the flowers, what made her so happy to see Keqing come in? She’d muse that another time, but now, she knew she had to put her rehearsed words into use. 

Keqing cleared her throat. “Ningguang asked me to check on the business owners earlier today,” she started, and she metaphorically patted herself on the back on how casual she sounded. “The florist gave this to me as a gift, for helping her business grow and all. I thought you’d put it into much better use than I would.” It wasn’t exactly a  lie, per se.

“Keqing, I don’t know what to say,” Ganyu said quietly, and her eyes kept flicking back and forth between her and the flowers. She stood up slowly, putting her hands out apprehensively as if Keqing would pull that back away from her at the last minute. 

Once Ganyu was in reach, Keqing put the flowers in her arms proudly. “You don’t have to say anything,” Keqing assured her. “I wouldn’t have known what to do with it anyway.”

“Still, I…” Ganyu searched for the words. She was cradling the flowers close to her chest, and Keqing resisted the urge to come closer to her. “Thank you. That’s honestly all I could say at the moment. It’s one of the most beautiful bouquets I’ve seen today.”

“Of course, Ganyu.” She allowed herself to smile and nod, and Ganyu smiled back at her shyly.

Then Ganyu turned around to come back to her desk, and Keqing only realized the meaning of her words. 

Ganyu said  one of the most beautiful bouquets she’s seen that day. 

She said that because there was already a bouquet at the corner of her desk, much bigger and bolder than the one Keqing had given to her. 

Before Ganyu put her bouquet right beside it, a stark contrast between her tiny one versus the behemoth, Keqing could spot the tag still attached to it. 

She couldn’t read the scribbles written on it, but she could read the gigantic letters underneath that were scribbled as,  “Love, Beidou.” beside the draped coat on her chair. 

The tip of her quill snapped on the desk. 

 


 

Beidou was sitting on a crate near the dock with her men, a cup of cider in her cup and a hand on her knee. She was laughing, proud and boisterous, taking swigs here and there to give whatever good ol’ sea story she was retelling a practiced paused suspense. 

All in all, she looked quite relaxed. 

Keqing glared at her from where she stood, imagining how easy it would be to slice her throat open with her hair pin or stretch out her other eyepatch and snap it back or drown her in the river and taze her dead with— 

“You’re doing it again.” 

Keqing flicked her eyes over to Ningguang. She looked bored, almost, as she spun her smoking pipe and squinted at Keqing like she was a figment of her imagination. That, or she truly found it annoying to be forced to come with her two coworkers to check on the market men to double check the ledgers. The annoyance would be shared, at least. 

“Doing what?” Keqing said dryly. 

Ningguang only rolled her eyes. “You’re looking out into the sea like you have a personal vendetta against it,” she explained, as if she was saying the sky was blue. “If I left you out to your own devices, I’m almost afraid you’d zap the rivers dry.”

“I’m not angry with the ocean,” Keqing said impatiently. 

“Then why so…” Ningguang gestured to her tense posture. 

Keqing shook her head. It was better for her to think she had an irrational anger towards a body of water than the woman commanding the helm of it, anyway. It was less messier to deal with. 

“Pirates,” she mumbled under her breath. Because she couldn’t help it. 

Ningguang chuckled under her breath. “Come, then. Let’s push away your childish antics for the afternoon to get some work then.” She accentuated her words by rubbing her hand on Keqing’s back. 

Keqing gave her a subtle side glare, though Ningguang only gave her an innocent half smile in return. 

She shook her head and let out an irate sigh, tuning her ears to the businessmen that were trying to call them over. 

Thanks to her field of work, Keqing refined her listening skills to the best of her abilities. She could hear every lie slipped through the tongue, the most subtle of squeaks in voices, and even the creaks of shifting feet underneath floorboards during interrogations. 

It came to no surprise to her when she heard the telltale sound of a snapped pen, one crisp and sharp enough to belong to many angered merchants she had to deal with over the years. 

Though, she couldn’t imagine that turning her head around would only allow her to be greeted by the sight of Ganyu, who had tagged along to her work as promised, and who was currently checking the flowers in the flower stand nearby, a casual look on her face. 

She wondered if she had to train her ears a thousand more times yet again, but the sight of a broken pen tip clutched between Ganyu’s fingers made her think otherwise. 

Ganyu casually slipped it into her coat pocket, while Keqing watched her in curiosity. 

 


 

If there was one thing Keqing could do without ever a flaw, it was being able to analyze everything. 

Years and years of being able to memorize, annotate, and analyze things that happened around her came in handy when it came to Ganyu, embarrassing as it seemed. 

She analyzed Ganyu’s smile when it came to seeing her versus Beidou, about the prospect of eating alone for lunch versus with her, about flowers and her new vegetable medley soups and Beidou’s soups and her music and Beidou’s music and her like of shopping and Beidou’s dislike of shopping and absolutely everything else in between. 

The conclusion was that Ganyu smiled wide when she spoke to Beidou and turned away after smiling at her, that Ganyu seemed relaxed when eating by herself but fidgeted nervously when eating with her, that Ganyu was over the  moon when seeing Beidou and everything that reminded her of Beidou, only to be much more subdued and hesitant around her. 

In all essence, Ganyu liked Beidou better. 

If there was ever a chance that Ganyu was interested in her, she wasn’t ever as interested as she was with her good friend and secret peer, Beidou. 

Keqing sighed, then twirled her pen a couple times before putting it down on her desk. Her little corner was brightly lit by late night lanterns she set up around the area, ones that glowed in a more familiar way than the firepit at home. 

As always, she was one of the only people working overtime. 

Except, oddly enough for a Wednesday evening that called for no early morning shift, Ganyu wasn’t there with her, as she usually was. 

Perhaps it had to do something with the card left on her table late that morning, when she read it with careful eyes and a slow spreading smile on her lips as she tucked herself back into her chair in a much better mood than Keqing could give to her. 

She exhaled heavily, tapping her pen impatiently on the hollow surface and letting its steady beat fill the room to force herself to focus. It wasn’t working as it usually did, however, because the thought of Ganyu spending time with that  pirate right now was filling her mind with tar and magma from the corners of Natlan.

What were they doing right now? Were they laughing together, jostling each other’s sides and holding each other close while they drunkenly professed each other’s love and kissed and whispered sweet nothings, and that Ganyu would be perfect in a way that Beidou didn’t realize?

But then she thought back to those sweet smiles and the way Ganyu’s unbridled laughter would echo off the nightly walls whenever Beidou was brave enough to sneak her away from work, and realized that perhaps she was the one who was undeserving of that kind of love. 

After all, Keqing wasn’t the one to make her so happy that way. 

So what gave her the right to be so angry?

Perhaps she should have heeded her father’s words closer— jealousy was a corrupted little thing that hurt no one but the one who curated the poison.

“I’ve known of your mood swings all week, but I didn’t think they would get this bad,” Ningguang proclaimed. 

The squeak of a chair being pulled out beside her was the least of her worries. It did nothing to pull her out of her own head. 

Ningguang seemed to notice that immediately. She frowned. “I may like to test your patience time and time again, Keqing, but I don’t enjoy seeing it forever. What’s troubling you?”

“Your microaggressions aren’t going to work,” Keqing replied impassively. She picked up another report and followed the words with a finger, though she didn’t know if it was to make Ningguang think she was working or herself. “If you wanted me to stop slacking off, you could’ve sent me a letter in the mail. It could’ve been less inconvenient for you.”

Ningguang let that roll over them like a blanket before responding. “I’m not here as your business partner,” she began adroitly. “I’m here as your friend.”

Something about her words sounded sincere enough for Keqing to slump. 

She pressed her back against her wooden chair and breathed in deep, before nodding her head twice to let Ningguang know she was listening. 

“You’re only human, Keqing. You were the one to remind all of Liyue that whenever you get the chance, and now I think it’s something you need to hear from someone now.” Ningguang put her hand on her forearm. 

It seemed to be a habit of Ningguang’s. Keqing had found it demeaning, in a way, like she was trying her best to seem eye to eye with people below her. 

Now, Keqing found it comforting. Even if it made her a little sad.

“I gave up,” Keqing told her stiffly. Realizing that those words would mean nothing to someone else, she said, “With Ganyu, I mean.”

Ningguang only lifted an eyebrow. “Giving up on her in what way?”

“As in…” Keqing shrugged helplessly. She didn’t really know how else to say it. “Pursuing her” sounded as if she came on strong, which she made sure she didn’t. “Courting her” seemed like she wasn’t doing enough, which she was. 

“Liking her” seemed the most viable option, but it wasn’t as if she could turn off a switch when it came to feelings. Even now, the wishful thought of Ganyu being across from her while she worked to keep her company plagued her mind. 

“Is this about Ganyu?” Ningguang asked her. When Keqing shot her an incredulous look, she laughed, then leaned back to smoke her pipe. Keqing hadn’t even noticed that it was in her lap. “I don’t spend much time around you, but the children have told me more than once that you seemed too cowardly around a woman for your own good.”

“I wasn’t  scared,” Keqing argued hotly. 

“Then what, by Celestia, is your  issue, Keqing?”

“She likes Beidou!”

Keqing didn’t dare try to take those words away. It was true, in any case, and surely Ningguang with her thousand eyes around Liyue had known longer than she had about their constant associations with each other. She didn’t even shout them— just enunciated them for Ningguang to listen to, even if she already knew. 

Though Ningguang’s open-mouthed gape made her wonder if this was as much of a surprise as it was to her a while ago, but it was more than enough of an incentive for her to continue.

“She’s asked me to hold their relationship secret and I’ve promised to take that to my grave, but I know this isn’t something exactly surprising to you,” Keqing said carefully, and she leaned over to speak more closely to Ningguang. “I’m sure even you, of all people, know when someone’s in love, and when you can’t do anything to stop that, lest you want to be selfish.”

The implication rested between them like a silk sheet over the richest duvets. Clear, delicate, and almost taboo to speak about. 

Ningguang looked almost… amused by her words. 

Once the shock had worn off and her smoking pipe had long since cleared itself from any herbs, her gaping mouth curled up into something that made her look as if she was holding back a laugh. 

Before Keqing could snap at her to speak up, Ningguang shook her head, in a way that looked quite fond. 

Her peculiar smile paired with her mysterious words. 

“Keep your weekend nights free. I will book a reservation for four.”

 


 

It was like Ningguang to book the most high end restaurant in Liyue, but it was very unlike her to book it under the premise that it was a  double date.  

It was practically embarrassing having to walk into Liyue’s finest restaurant in broad daylight right beside Ningguang, knowing that she had announced to the waitress and everyone around them that they needed a table for four, for two joint dinner dates. 

Was she trying to make Ganyu jealous too by pretending she was interested in Ningguang? 

Keqing knew it would be fruitless labor. Ganyu didn’t have a single antagonistic bone in her body. 

“What are you doing?” she hissed in Ningguang’s ear, and Ningguang waved her off with a simple hand. 

“Trust me,” Ningguang told her languidly. “Relax. Everything’s paid off.”

“You know that’s not what I meant.”

“But  I truly meant trusting me.” Ningguang held her gaze while she sipped her flute. “Let things play out, Keqing.”

“You’re making a grave mistake,” Keqing said flatly, glaring over at her. 

She had to reset her facial features once Beidou and Ganyu arrived, both suspiciously close to each other and sporting apologetic looks and coats that nearly matched in color. Without meaning to, Keqing eyed Ganyu’s most vulnerable spots for any signs of, well,  activities present on her skin, though she snapped them away once she realized what she was doing. It wasn’t any of her business. 

But, at the very least, she couldn’t spot any in the few seconds her eyes betrayed her. 

(And that Ganyu had a very nice collarbone.)

“Yo,” Beidou greeted languidly, and the tip of a sly insult was already on Keqing’s tongue.

She only stopped because Ningguang put her hand on her forearm, squeezing to remind her that this dinner was for  diplomatic purposes. The look she shot at Keqing wasn’t any better. 

Beidou pulled out the chair for Ganyu, flourishing a hand for her friend and making Ganyu smile underneath her hand to suppress it. Keqing glared harder, and the surprise of a spark traveling through her wine glass almost made her drop it. She set it down before anyone could notice the light of her Vision at her hip.

“I hope I didn’t inconvenience you two for the evening,” Ningguang told them smoothly, and she raised her glass to her lips. 

“Us? Not really,” Beidou responded with a lazy grin. Ganyu nodded in agreement next to her, her hands resting neatly on her lap. Keqing almost quipped at the pirate to let her speak, for  once. “We probably would’ve gone out and strolled in the Harbor if you didn’t invite us. Right, Yuyu?”

Keqing almost swallowed her wine down the wrong pipe. She inhaled sharply.  Yuyu?  


   Yuyu?! 


“Right, um,” Ganyu said, and her quiet voice almost drowned out under the instrumental nuisances of the restaurant. She contemplated blasting lightning right into the musicians’ stage. “It’s been an awfully quiet morning. If anything, this dinner is a good change of pace for us.”

“Well said!” Beidou guffawed, and she put a hand on her back to pat it. Keqing’s knee twitched at the sight. 

“Of course,” Ningguang answered, and her smooth voice forced Keqing out of her daydreams of destruction. She put her hand back on her forearm, and Keqing could have  sworn Ganyu’s eyes flickered downwards in an instant. “I hope you two don’t mind that I put our orders in the mercy of the chef. I thought it would be nice to be a little adventurous here and there.”

Beidou shrugged, then took a deep chug of her beer. It seemed that while the three of them had gotten wine, she was the only chair with a cold glass of beer. “I don’t mind. We’ve been here a couple times before already, and the chef’s a genius. Not as good as Xiangling, but, you know, beggars can’t be choosers.”

Ningguang smiled gently at that.

It didn’t take long for their meals to arrive after a few more (albeit tense) pleasantries and stories of the comings and goings of the day leading up to the dinner, and a plate of shrimp steamed in front of her face. The sight of it helped her calm down, and she even began to smile with the first bite. 

“So, Keqing,” Beidou said, and she focused all of her attention on her. Immediately, Keqing’s hackles raised and she stood there, tense and forcing herself to plaster on a polite smile. “I hear you’ve been helping with the architecture of the new market.”

“And the administration,” Keqing said dryly. 

“Really? That sounds like a lot to deal with,” Beidou answered, and she raised her eyebrows in surprise. 

Keqing put down her chopsticks. “They sound like a lot to you, you said?”

“Well, yeah?” Beidou tilted her head, as if she wasn’t getting it. “I know if that was me, I wouldn’t be able to keep with all of that, at least without losing my head a little.” She laughed at that. 

“You’re right. You wouldn’t.”

Keqing stared at her while she had another mouthful of her meal. Beidou’s brow scrunched, and she shifted uncomfortably in her seat. 

Clearing her throat, Ningguang asked, “Shall I request the dessert menu now?” 

“But we just got our food?” Beidou mused, and even pointed at her filled-up bowl of rice and meat. One glare from Ningguang later, and she backtracked and added, “Dessert would be nice.”

“Good.” Ningguang relaxed at that. “Now, please, continue with your  cordial conversation.” She gave Keqing a glare of her own. Keqing only ate a shrimp in return. 

“Sure,” Beidou said hesitantly. She put more food in her mouth and let herself savor it before continuing, the soft violins of the background helping Keqing latch onto something that could help her compose herself.

But then Beidou opened her mouth again, and even the strongest, loudest, boldest music in Teyvat couldn’t save her now. 

“Do you do anything for fun, Keqing?” she asked. 

And Keqing quipped, “Anything that isn’t with you is enjoyable to me.”

Beidou decided to dismiss that with a chuckle. She took more beer, though Keqing noticed how she uneasily drummed her fingers on the cup. “Okay, well, do you like your job? I’m sure you’ve noticed that I like mine. Being a sea captain can be challenging at times, but you know what? It’s pretty rewarding if you put in the—”

“Oh, I’ve noticed, no worries.” Keqing played with the food in her bowl as she spoke. “You like bothering as many people as you can.”

Beidou frowned at that. She lifted a subtle hand towards Ningguang when Ningguang opened her mouth, shaking her head slightly. After a swallow of her food, Beidou asked, “Alright. No work chit-chat then. You got anyone waiting for you back home, Keqing? That topic’s always a salve for dry conversations.”

That hit Keqing right in the nerve. 

“Do you, Captain?” Keqing asked her, and the animosity in her voice was rising with every syllable. “Don’t you have things better to do than sit there and peeve people whenever you have the chance? What are your hobbies, Beidou? Are they the same as your work— running around drinking rum and doing trades with people when you’re suffering from a hangover?”

“I drink beer, first of all.” Beidou looked more confused than angry. That made Keqing more furious. “What did I ever do to you? Seriously.”

“What did you ever do to me?” Keqing repeated. “What did you ever do? I could give you a list right here if I wanted to, but it wouldn’t change the fact that  you’re one big—” 

Ganyu sneezed. 

She paused, and her senses finally came back to her. Her tunnel vision dissipated and she saw Ningguang staring at her, gaping and affronted, while Ganyu was rubbing her nose and looking rather embarrassed. 

Keqing immediately sobered up. 

“I apologize,” she said, as sincerely as she could. She turned to look back at Beidou. “I didn’t know what came over me. Sorry.”

“Eh, it happens to the best of us.” Beidou shrugged. The weird thing was that she truly looked unbothered. If Keqing ever had a sliver of respect for her, it would be with that. “Bad days, you know? S’all good.”

“Right,” Keqing said. She shifted in her chair. “Well, do you have any… actual hobbies then, Captain?”

“Just Beidou’s fine,” she said offhandedly. She smiled and held her beer up to Keqing in acknowledgement. “You really weren’t that far off anyway. Drinking’s great, but so is sailing, being with my crew, you know— all the pirate stuff you were talking about.”

“Sorry,” Keqing apologized, and the warmth under her collar crept up to her. 

“It’s fine, really,” Beidou told her with a grin. She turned her eyes over to the person next to Keqing. “How about you, Ning? Got any new hobbies I wasn’t aware of?”

“If you were expecting a different answer from last time, you’d be disappointed,” Ningguang replied, and she put down her cup. Beidou only pouted at her playfully. Ningguang chose to ignore that. “How about you, Ganyu? I’m sure this conversation is a little repetitive to you, but I realize I actually don’t know much about you.”

“The sentiment is shared,” Ganyu said. There was an odd kind of distaste in her eyes, one that Keqing couldn’t say she was familiar with. “And I believe I would like to keep it that way.”

Her words settled like peppercorn on the tongue. Briny, outlandish, and completely indigestible. 

They were still Ganyu-like, with her soft spoken intonation and the softness of the volume, but the stony look in her face made Keqing gape at her from across the table. So did Beidou and Ningguang. 

“Ganyu, I don’t seem to understand,” Ningguang said slowly. “Your words came off a little strong. Could you rephrase that?”

Ganyu thought about it. She shook her head. “I think you heard me perfectly clear.”

“I think what she means is,” Beidou piped up, and even she looked rather nervous. She was gesturing almost wildly with her hands. “She… doesn’t like mixing work with her personal life, as in, the people she works with. So—”

“No!” Ganyu looked flustered by her outburst. “I— I mean, no, no, not that, I—” Her eyes flickered over to Keqing almost nervously, before her shoulders slumped and she focused on Ningguang and clarified, “I meant that I respect the Tianquan. Your laws are efficient in every way and they’re worthy of respect, but as you, Ningguang, I find you too forward.”

The table gaped at her. Ganyu wasn’t one to be forward herself, and she explained things in a way that was euphemistic at best, so Keqing translated as best as she could in her head. 

Ganyu found Ningguang to be too  promiscuous.  

“Now what—” Ningguang looked like she was still trying to wrap her head around her. Even Beidou had left her beer completely untouched. “What gives you that impression?”

Ganyu looked ready for the question. She had her back straightened out, and she put a fist up to her mouth to clear her throat. She said, “For starters, I’ve seen you ask Keqing to your private chambers for her presence. She would disappear for hours at a time, and I could only assume that— that she’s there for personal reasons.”

“Ganyu, that’s not—” Keqing sputtered, but Ningguang put her hand back on her forearm. 

The contact made Ganyu’s eyes flicker down, but this time in a much clearer way. Her eyes hardened, filling with a look that Keqing had found to be reflected on herself numerous times the past month. Ningguang didn’t remove her hand. 

“I respect the decisions you make, both you and Keqing,” Ganyu said, and her soft spoken voice made her words sound much colder than they already were. “But because I respect it, I also hope you respect that it’s something I don’t particularly enjoy.”

Or, in other words:  I don’t like seeing you two together.  

And it sounded hauntingly like the words Keqing wished she spoke herself. 

“I’m going to order some dessert for the table,” Ningguang announced. 

Keqing looked over at her in alarm. “What? But she just—?”

“I know.” Ningguang’s eyes glittered in something akin to mischief. When they flickered over to Beidou, it was like she transported her thoughts to the woman, and Beidou grinned appreciatively. “You two stay here. Beidou and I don’t want any dessert.”

 “What?” came out of her mouth the same time Ganyu said it. 

“Don’t put words into my mouth,” Beidou scolded. She got up from her seat, took off her coat, and put it around Ningguang’s shoulders, who pulled it closer into her. “There’s a great bar down the street. We don’t end our dates without some alcohol in our system. It was per our agreement.”

“Unfortunately,” Ningguang said, and she rolled her eyes. Though, the corners of her lips twitched when Beidou pressed a kiss to her temple. 

Ningguang raised a hand to the two remaining at their table in farewell. “You two have fun. And order as much as you want— it’s under my name.” And then the pair was off, their hands intertwined and laughing all the way to the exit with whatever joke had spilled from Beidou’s mouth. 

And Keqing and Ganyu could only stare after their backs, knowing now that the double date requested was for the wrong pairs. 

And what else could she have done, besides laugh and run her hands over her face in complete embarrassment. 

“I hope you’re not too full,” she said, and Ganyu looked over at her with every inch of red as she was. “Do you want to go on a walk with me?”

“I’d love to,” Ganyu said quietly. And she wrapped her coat tighter around herself.

 

The flowers underneath the moonlight looked as beautiful as they were in the sun. 

Though, in the back of her mind, she knew they only looked that way because of Ganyu next to her, who bent down every now and again to smile and touch the petals with the gentlest of hands. Even in the darkness, Ganyu glowed brighter than any lampgrass she had ever come across. 

Keqing could only stand there while she stopped to look at the flowers, scolding herself for ever thinking that she should be the only person allowed to have this beauty shared. 

“I’m sorry,” she said sincerely. Ganyu tilted her chin up to look at her in question. “About how I acted around Beidou. She’s a good friend.”

Ganyu let that sit in the stagnant air. She stood up first, slowly coming up to her height and letting a smile spread across her face. It made Keqing’s chest feel like a thousand fireflies. 

“I’ll only accept your apology if you accept mine. I didn’t mean all that hostility towards Ningguang,” Ganyu told her. She looked ashamed of herself as she looked down at the grass between them. “I don’t think I’ve ever been that crass with a person before. I still don’t know what came over me during that dinner, I— well, I mean, I  do, but—”

“I understand,” Keqing said quickly. “Actually, I understand a lot more than you think.”

Ganyu’s smile widened at that. “My father used to tell me that human feelings can be easily influenced.” Her smile dropped a little. “I didn’t take him seriously. I should have.”

“But you know better now,” Keqing piped up. “Don’t you?”

“I do.” Ganyu held out her hand. 

Keqing held her breath. 

Then, in one quick, bold move, she took the offer and intertwined her fingers, and let Ganyu lead them down the moonlit hill. The fireflies helped them down, and they danced around her fingers when she reached out to marvel at them. Ganyu watched her, a faint look of adoration in her eyes, and each time Keqing blinked, they only grew in number. 

And that made her think. 

“What makes me so different from Beidou that you could look at me like that?” she asked. After all, she was nothing but an observer— and now she had the final piece of her puzzle. 

While Ganyu looked at Beidou like an old friend with familiarized routines, she looked at Keqing like something new and profound and good, with a nervous attitude that was attuned to the realization that her behavior (and thus, Keqing’s) stemmed from the irrational fear of losing her, even before anything even began. 

Ganyu shrugged at her question. “I was taking a late nap after work, and you put your coat over me. I didn’t ask you to.” And that was that. 

Keqing remembered it. It was nothing but a hazy memory, but she remembered coming home cold and shivering, but knowing that she’d do it all over again. 

It didn’t take big things to be afraid of losing something. 

Near the intersection between her home and Ganyu’s, Ganyu released their hands. 

Her disappointment was brief, however, because Ganyu tilted her chin up with a finger and pressed her lips at the very corner of her mouth. It was almost like a promise of something more, or of a possession that she was finally allowed to have. 

Keqing liked the sound of both.

“Next time,” Ganyu teased, “don’t be so jealous.”

Before Keqing could retort, Ganyu slid the coat off of her shoulders and handed it back to Keqing, then waved at her before pivoting and walking home under the brightly lit lanterns. 

And it was only then that Keqing realized she had been wearing her coat that entire night, and only gave it back after knowing that it would come back to her from now on— that while it was Keqing’s, now it was also hers. 

And there was nothing to be afraid of anymore.

 


 

There was a gift basket waiting for Ganyu at her desk. 

Keqing peeled off her coat and eyed it suspiciously. “Yuyu?” she called, and though her intonation was sweet, Ganyu peeked her head out from the other room suspiciously. 

“What’s wrong?” she called. 

“Nothing, just—” She pointed at the gift basket. “Where’d you get that?”

Ganyu frowned, then squinted. “I’m not sure.” She moved into the room and came by her desk, looking around the flowers and assortment of goods to look for a sender. Once she found the tag, she quickly read through it. She smiled. 

“So, who’s it from?” Keqing asked her casually. 

“Oh, just a diplomat from Qingce Village,” Ganyu told her. “He admired my work effort, so he sent me some local goods to make my day.”

“I see.”

Ganyu scanned her face. “What did I tell you about being like that?”

“I’m  not jealous!” she argued. 

Ganyu lightly hit her nose with a notepad. “I didn’t say you were,” she said in amusement, and Keqing groaned. 

“Go take your nap. I’ll finish the rest of your papers for you while you rest,” she grumbled, then leaned over to kiss Ganyu on the cheek. 

Ganyu kissed her again, right on the lips. “Thank you,” she said sincerely, smiling at her with the biggest doe eyes. “Try not to overwork yourself. We have dinner at six.”

“I know,” Keqing proudly answered. 

But as Ganyu went to take a nap at her desk, Keqing waved a hand in front of her eyes to make sure she was truly out before checking the tag one more time. She stared at the name and committed it to memory, making a mental note for herself to check— just in case, of course. Men were fickle beings who loved to bother.


   “Keqing.” 


She dropped the tag and let out a breathless laugh. “Right, sorry.”

Ganyu shook her head groggily. 

“Hey, don’t look at me like that,” Keqing bickered. “You did the same thing when that lady at the market asked me if I wanted to try her perfume and you—”

“Goodnight, dearest.”

Keqing laughed, much louder this time. She placed a kiss on one of the bases of Ganyu’s horns. “Sleep well.”

It was a sentiment she knew Ganyu would never have to share with her. It was already one that she took every day she spent by her side, one that came from knowing that Ganyu was all hers, that she had nothing to be afraid of, and that everything in her heart was nothing to be so irrational about.

  
Author’s Note:The entire Othello title is “But jealous souls will not be answered so. / They are not ever jealous for the cause, / But jealous for they’re jealous. / It is a monster / Begot upon itself, born on itself” Or, in translation if you hate Shakespeare: Jealousy is a big ol’ monster that stems from nothing. (You can consider that life tips with Arsonide :D)
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The Perfect Pairing


    
    Keqing wasn’t sure what she’d expected when Xiangling had invited her to try a new dish she was working on, but running into Ganyu certainly wasn’t it.

The half-adeptus was standing inside the kitchen of Wanmin Restaurant, watching the bustle of the kitchen with an interested expression before her eyes caught on Keqing entering through the back door. “Oh, the Yuheng?”

“H-hello,” Keqing stammered out as she squeezed past a line chef. The environment was crowded enough that the only space she had to stand was within a foot of Ganyu, which was much closer than she’d usually prefer in public. At this proximity it was impossible not to notice how pretty the secretary looked, from her bright face to her beautiful dress, but Keqing put a damper on those thoughts. She couldn’t risk what those kinds of feelings might lead to. “What are you doing here?”

Ganyu seemed surprisingly at ease, Keqing realized; the secretary was usually more skittish in close quarters like these. “Xiangling invited me to try a new dish of hers.”

Keqing blinked. “That’s… what I’m here for too.”

“Is it?” Ganyu turned her head. “She doesn’t usually invite multiple people to sample her cooking at once.”

“It’s a bit serendipitous,” Keqing agreed. “Do you think—”

Her thought was interrupted by a clamor in the restaurant as a short figure entered the kitchen through the front and practically bulldozed her way through, a basket of fresh chilies balanced on her head. “Excuse me! Coming through! Sorry!”

As both women expected, the figure was Xiangling, who popped out in front of them a moment later with an apologetic expression, Guoba trailing behind her. “Sorry I’m late!” she said with a bow that somehow didn’t disrupt the balance of the ingredients resting on her braids. “I got held up by some slimes right outside the Golden House.”

“No need to apologize,” Keqing said as Ganyu did a bow of her own. “Although maybe we should alert the Millelith if there are monsters so close to—”

“Nope!” Xiangling shot back up and grabbed the hand Keqing had started to raise, placing it back down in a resting position. “I killed all of them and collected their condensate to use later. You two can stay riiiiiight here.”

“I-if you say so,” Keqing said hesitantly.

“Although that does remind me of something,” Ganyu thought aloud. “When you’ve invited me to sample your dishes in the past, you usually had me try them alone.”

“Yup!” Xiangling said with a smile. “I prefer having one friend try my dishes at a time so I can study their response as closely as possible.”

“I see,” Keqing said. “But you invited me here today as well. Is there… a reason for that?”

The girl blinked momentarily as if she didn’t understand the question. Then her eyes widened and she waved her hands in front of her. “Oh, it’s nothing! Nothing! I just, uh… wanted to see both of your responses at the same time because I’m… making something without animal products! Yeah!”

Keqing and Ganyu gave each other a look.

“And why does that require us to both be here at once?” Keqing finally asked.

Xiangling was clearly grasping at straws for an explanation. “It’s a… a chef thing! Something about the magic of the table, you know! And I definitely didn’t choose you two specifically for today, by the way. Just a coincidence!”

Silence from the adults.

“Aaaaaaand because the dish is vegetarian I won’t have the scent of meat distracting me!” Xiangling attempted. “Without those in the dish I can focus on two people.”

“I can still smell pork and beef in the air from the other food being prepared here,” Ganyu commented.

Guoba glanced at Xiangling with a confused expression as the girl’s words failed her. “That’s, that’s…”

At this moment, Xiangling’s father walked up behind her and put one of his large hands on her shoulder while smiling at the two Qixing officials. “Oh, you must be Xiangling’s guests for today! Keqing and Ganyu, right?”

“Indeed,” Keqing said as Xiangling squirmed slightly under his grip. “It’s a pleasure to see you, Chef Mao.”

“Of course, of course. You know, my daughter’s been talking a lot about you two lately. She’s been saying that you’d make a good—”

Xiangling squealed in alarm before she recovered herself and pulled her father’s hand off of her, a somewhat comical sight given that he was two heads taller than her. Then she grabbed Keqing and Ganyu’s hands and yanked them towards the front of the kitchen. “Okay thanks dad good to see you now let’s get you two settled outside rightnoworelse!”

Despite the seating area of the restaurant having multiple tables placed in the shade, Xiangling put Ganyu at the end of the overcrowded front counter where the blazing noonday sun was at its strongest. She then pulled out a stool and squeezed it between Ganyu and the location of another (now very irritated) guest. Her and Keqing ended up so close that their shoulders bumped into each other every few seconds, making Keqing’s face redden slightly once she realized.

Ganyu took a look at Keqing’s lack of composure before turning to Xiangling. “I think both of us would prefer a table—”

“Sorry!” Xiangling said with an exaggerated smile. “Need you two to be smushed together at the counter for the optimal flavor experience.”

“How does the counter—”

“Chef magic!” She made a motion with one hand that Guoba imitated for emphasis.

“…If you say so.”

Xiangling started to walk back to the kitchen area, her head trailing behind the rest of her body so she could continue to talk at her guests. “Now you two get comfortable while I’m cooking! Talk to each other, play some word games, maybe even kiss! I’m just kidding about that one. Wasn’t that a funny joke, Guoba!”

Xiangling then vanished into the building, leaving Keqing and Ganyu alone.

Ganyu sat nearly motionless as she tried to sort through everything that had happened. “Well, that was…”

“Not how you expected to spend your lunch hour?” Keqing asked.

The half-qilin giggled. “Yes, that sounds right. At least the weather is nice.”

“It’s typical Xiangling,” Keqing said with a sigh as she slumped down in her seat. “She tried to set up Beidou and Ningguang like this once, too. Apparently it almost ended in a fistfight.”

“Between Ning and Beidou?”

“No, between Beidou and a man from Mondstadt who had been staring at Ningguang for too long.”

“I see.” Ganyu turned to Keqing and grinned. “It seems that Xiangling’s friends aren’t very good at telling her when they’re dating someone.”

Keqing almost started to laugh before the double meaning of the sentence sunk in. Her cheeks flushed almost instantly and her posture shifted back into its usual conscientious rigidity. “I-it’s embarrassing! You’re the first person I’ve been in a relationship with. And we haven’t been dating for that long, anyway.”

Ganyu placed her hand on top of Keqing’s on the counter and wove their fingers together. “It’s been two months.”

“Th-that’s…”

“I’m not bothered,” Ganyu said with a forgiving smile. “I know you don’t want to be public about it yet. But I think Xiangling would keep it a secret.”

Keqing turned to stare at a particularly fascinating pavement tile. “I-I’ll think about it.”

The half-qilin squeezed her girlfriend’s hand before changing the subject. “Would you like to speculate about today’s experimental dish instead?”

The mention of Xiangling’s cooking made a shiver run through Keqing’s spine. “Do you think it’s eggplant again? She keeps trying eggplant with all these weird ingredients.”

The genuine fear made her girlfriend laugh softly. “We’ll find out soon enough, I think.”

  
Author’s Note:Keqing and Xiangling becoming friends during the anniversary event is really sweet in my opinion, and I think Xiangling is nice enough to want to set the Yuheng up with the girl she’s been pining for. Unfortunately my poor little chili pepper is also very oblivious. It’s okay, we all love her anyway.
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offerings to the adepti


    
    The list Keqing had drawn up for every adepti she was gifting to spanned the entirety of the office she worked out of, and had lists of lists dedicated to individual ones. 

Everyone received gifts tailored to their needs: Yanfei received several bookshelves for her consultancy, made from the finest of Sandbearer Wood, while Madam Ping had been granted a sack of seeds that grew across seasons for her unique teapot domain, including the rare Glaze Lilies that Ningguang had finally completed repopulation of. As for Cloud Retainer, she had been presented with the fireworks tin that she had perfected in her travels to Inazuma, and had left gifts for both Mountain Shaper and Moon Carver when they eventually returned from their travels. 

The Conquerer of Demons was far more difficult to shop for, for he lacked any interest and desire that did not involve bloodshed. Keqing eventually elected on quality whetstones from Mt Tianheng for his spear, alongside a special style of Almond Tofu that she had left in Verr Goldet’s care when she elected to travel to Wangshu Inn, though his specific instruction to the Traveller had not been ignored. Even then, Madam Ping had very kindly reminded her that there was an adeptus that she’d forgotten to shop for when she’d finally returned to Liyue: a golden-eyed man with two-toned hair that carried a unique, meteor-shaped mechanism with him at all times. 

Keqing’s annoyance at missing one adeptus had been all consuming, and she had rectified her mistake by leaving the gifts (a hastily put together stack of Cor Lapis, rare minerals and a hanfu woven with gold and black silk) at the newly finished temple of Pervases before finally, finally managing to drag her tired form back to Yujing Terrace, hoping to collapse into bed and forget it all. 

As she made her way back to Liyue Harbor, Keqing glanced up to take in the lanterns and decorations she had a hand in arranging and putting up, and a load seemed to be lifted from her shoulders. Everything seemed to be coming together the way she wanted it to be, with only three days to spare before everyone would return to their families for tuanyuanfan, but she couldn’t seem to muster any sort of enthusiasm and joy for the festivities. 

How long had it been since she’d last visited her parents? She couldn’t remember at this point, being so overwhelmed with the attack and subsequent rebuilding efforts afterwards. They knew what she had signed up for when she had been appointed as Yuheng, anyway. It was to be expected that she was going to miss tuanyuanfan again, not that they expected her to return specifically for them at this point. Maybe it was better that way. 

She sighed deeply, trudging forward towards the doors of the Terrace and reaching over to push the door open- just as the door opened from the inside to reveal Ganyu, clutching a stack of scrolls in her other arm as her gloved hand touched hers. The sudden space caused Keqing to lurch forward, before quickly steadying herself and straightening her back, meeting Ganyu’s concerned gaze. 

“Lady Keqing—” Ganyu spoke, her face immediately reddening as she retracted her hand to adjust the scrolls in her arm, “I wasn’t expecting you to come back to Yujing Terrace! Did the other deliveries go well? I’m sorry I wasn’t able to accompany you, Lady Ningguang was very insistent we count the salvaged cargo that the Traveler was turning in and…” 

Keqing struggled to stand on her feet, the rush of fatigue abruptly overwhelming her: but Ganyu’s voice was nice, always welcoming like dew drops on a spring day. She forced a smile to the secretary alongside a nod of acknowledgement. “Thank you for your work, Ganyu. I…” She startled, abruptly straightening her posture: 

Ganyu was an adeptus. 

She squeezed her eyes shut, clenching her fists at her sides as she felt fingers dig into flesh. Ganyu paused from her recount, before gently taking her by the arm. “Let’s get you inside, Lady Keqing,” she commented softly, helping her into a chair, “Archons. You look so exhausted. Did something happen outside?”

“No, it’s not about that,” Keqing was quick to correct Ganyu, before another wave of guilt washed over her watching her attentive gaze fall upon her (she was taking up her time, precious time to run errands), “I…um. You can head off first. I just need a breather.” 

To that end, Ganyu nodded as Keqing rested her hand in her cheek, closing her eyes. Keqing rarely showed such weakness around any of the other employees except to her, and while she appreciated those rare, fleeting moments, she worried for her whenever it happened. It only meant that Keqing was so tired, so burnt out that she no longer had the ability to continue putting up those walls. 

“Yes, Keqing,” she quietly managed, dropping the honorific when she recognised it was just the two of them, “I’ll come back with some Qingxin tea…hang in there, ok?” 

Keqing nodded to her again, a stiff and tired one as she waved a hand towards Ganyu to dismiss her. It hadn’t taken long for the fleet-footed qilin woman to take off, guided by divine strength to her next destination, and once Keqing was certain she was out of earshot, she finally opened an eye and heaved a shaky sigh. 

The cogs in her mind turned at its hinges as she stood back up, pacing in the room with a narrowed glare of concentration at the ground. She knew everything that Ganyu liked at the back of her own hand: Qingxin, being occupied with responsibilities, Keqing herself, relaxing on grass plains after a long day of work, walking along Yaoguang Shoal, tuning her bow, Keqing…

She stiffened at this, the flush suddenly consuming her face as she moved into a side room, figuring she had to make haste before Ganyu returned. 

At the very least, she still had the opportunity to fix this. 


Ganyu had returned to an empty Yujing Terrace from the backdoor, looking around in confusion as she recatalogued the responses from the Jade Chamber back into their respective sections. 

Had Keqing finally taken her advice and gone to bed? She’d even taken out a pot of Qingxin tea specifically for her. Ganyu listlessly poured the contents into another clay pot for reheating later, shuffling outside to retire for the night- 

Only to see the purple-clad woman sitting on the steps leading inside the terrace, a comically oversized bow around her neck as she perked seeing her. 

“Hey,” Keqing spoke, trying to keep her voice stable when she stood, stumbling slightly at the bow covering most of her face, “So…the presents to the adepti, right?” 

“Yeah…” Ganyu blinked towards Keqing, quickly rushing over with divine speed to grab her by the waist when she stumbled, “What is this supposed to mean?” 

“I missed one,” Keqing replied, unable to stop the grin forming on her face before opening her arms, “Happy Lantern Rite. An offering from the Qixing, to the Adeptus Ganyu…the Yuheng herself.” 

Ganyu’s grip nearly slipped, before Keqing threw her arms around her neck in a bid to stop her from dropping them both down the stairs. “You’re ridiculous!” she muttered fiercely, her high-pitched voice and bright-red ears unable to hide her fluster, “I don’t need gifts or offerings from the Qixing at all! This…what even is this supposed to…” 

“You need to undo the bow to get your present,” Keqing closed her eyes and leant her neck away from Ganyu so she could tug at it, “It’s how it works, sorry. …look, it took me way too long to get this on myself. Do it for me, please?” 

With a sigh, Ganyu dropped Keqing on the steps again before fussily undoing the bow from her. “You can’t just offer yourself up to me like that, this is a terrible joke to play on me,” she squeaked in between her motions, “I can’t accept this! What if I get accused of nepotism?” 

“From who now?” Keqing tilted her head back to Ganyu now that her face was completely visible to her, “Who would be audacious enough to claim that of you? You’ve been so competent, does it really matter for you to sneak a few moments here and there for me?” 

Ganyu chewed her lip, running her hand nervously over a horn. “I-I…you know…if it’s just a formality…then I have to stamp to accept the package first,” she managed at last, before tilting Keqing’s chin upwards and planting a kiss upon it, “There. The adepti Ganyu accepts this offering for Lantern Rite, and offers thanks to Liyue Harbor for producing such fine gifts this year.” 

She had the faint aftertaste of Qingxin. Keqing reddened this time, gripping the steps a bit tighter than she usually would. “Of course, that means my job is done,” she finally mustered, and reached over to Ganyu, “A fine gift for a fine adeptus, no?” 

“It’s perfect,” Ganyu sat down next to Keqing, placing her hand over hers and looking up at the stars, “I couldn’t ask for a better one.” 

  
Author’s Note:Tuanyuanfan = reunion dinner, usually during the eve of Chinese New Year 
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Flowers for Two
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    Keqing’s lunch breaks are always the same. 

They serve one purpose—to carry out the basic human function of feeding oneself—and she does not have time to indulge in any more than that. Her breaks are quick and efficient, and as soon as her hunger is sated, Keqing is back to work. She does not believe in luxurious meals nor hour long respites. She never has.

Today, though, is different. Today, Keqing decides to indulge.

Recently, Keqing has had to grapple with another concept besides how best to do her job—she’s had to figure out how best to make a relationship work.

She’s been trying her hardest to be less of a… What was it that Ganyu had said… less of a workaholic. 

(In hindsight, that was rich coming from Ganyu.)

She’d taken the comment as an insult at first (What do you mean, “workaholic?” You’re ridiculous!) but, admittedly, there was a part of her that was stuck up on it. And then, of course, she’d really started overthinking it, and subsequently felt worse because of it. Felt terrible for all of the time she had lost that could’ve been spent with Ganyu, time spent at an office desk mulling and deliberating over papers and tax returns and decisions instead of walks and lunches and little adventures they’d never gotten to have. 

Truthfully, Keqing knows she will never really be happy taking time off of work during the day, even for what others may consider inconsequential breaks, and she knows that Ganyu hasn’t asked her to. After all, Ganyu is somewhat the same. Both of them prioritize their jobs over most things. Perhaps that’s what had brought them together in the first place. 

But even though she hasn’t asked, Keqing knows Ganyu wants it. She’s asked Keqing to spend her lunches with her more than once, abashedly mentioned going on a trip to one of the fishing villages in Guili Plains with her, and even questioned her about more after-work dinner outings. Ganyu tries her best to appear discreet, but Keqing knows better.

Keqing doubts that she will ever be able to stroll around carelessly during work hours, luxuriate in grandiose lunches, or make small talk with her peers without feeling some sense of discomfort—of time being wasted—but the least she can do is try. Try to open herself up more to the idea that maybe a break or two isn’t so bad… if not for herself, then for Ganyu. 

She will do it for Ganyu.

Yujing Terrace is always gorgeous, brimming with flowers and colour and fragrance, but its beauty is brought out even more during bright, late afternoons in Spring. The many clusters of silk flowers burst into bloom during this time of year, happy little buds of scarlet and rose amongst the greenery of the courtyard. They are contrasted by the soft blues of the glaze lilies sprinkled amongst them, far and few in between, but an essential part of the picture nonetheless.

Today however, Keqing is not here for an afternoon stroll, nor the spring scenery. Today she has a particular goal in mind. She clutches her gift closer to her chest.

She’s scanning the many small green swards spread throughout the terrace when she finally spots what she’s looking for—pale winter hair adorned with an almost ethereal set of horns. 

They are horns that separate Adeptus from mortal. Horns that Keqing had once believed to be nothing but a mere ornamental headpiece, something of worship perhaps. Ganyu had always been an avid follower of Rex Lapis and his teachings.

Perhaps Keqing’s firm, persistent ignorance of the gods had blinded her from Ganyu’s obvious true nature.

Now, like a gentle sleeping deer, Ganyu lies amongst the blades of emerald grass, her hands underneath her head, cushioning it like a pillow. A far cry from the gallant, fearsome Adeptus defender she had once been in times long past.

As usual, the secretary looks deep in sleep, peaceful and serene. Keqing does not wish to wake her, instead stopping and smiling softly down at the form of the half-Adeptus who has so easily stolen her heart. Her decision made, Keqing bends down to set her precious cargo down beside the other woman. A beautiful, blossoming bouquet of qingxin flowers. Ganyu’s favourite.

She’d hoped to spend some time (if only a few minutes) with Ganyu on her break, but Keqing finds she is loath to wake her girlfriend as she watches the Qilin mumble softly in her sleep, eyelashes fluttering. Keqing wonders if Ganyu is dreaming, and what she dreams of.

Smothering the embers of disappointment flickering in her chest, she smiles softly, adjusting the sleeves of her dress and turning to leave. 

“Ke…qing?”

A soft mumble of her name has Keqing twirling around, her eyes wide at the sight of Ganyu shifting to sit up, looking around with a bleary, half-lidded gaze.

“Um… did you need me? Was I asleep for too long?”

Already asking the important questions, Keqing muses fondly. It’s obvious that Ganyu is still half-asleep, looking quite out of it. Even her usually flawless hair is mussed, the ends looking crushed from where they had been squished under Ganyu’s head and chest.

“No, no,” Keqing reassures her, “you’ve still got some time. I’m sorry for waking you.”

She isn’t sure Ganyu has even registered her words, as the half-Qilin is suddenly too busy studying the bouquet of flowers now clasped in her hands.

“What… are these?” 

Keqing flushes, opening her mouth to explain, but stops abruptly at Ganyu’s countenance.

Ganyu smiles down at the pale blossoms, a radiant smile gracing her face. She strokes the stems and petals of the flowers, holding the bundle of blossoms with an almost reverence.

She looks beautiful. Every bit the mythical, elegant and illustrious Adeptus depicted in Liyue’s many murals.

Keqing’s breath catches. Is Ganyu that excited at the prospect of some simple flowers? She files away the information for later. Their relationship is still new, and Keqing vows to use any and everything she can to bring Ganyu happiness. Even if that means a multitude of bouquets delivered to her desk.

“Did you bring these for me?” Ganyu asks with a childlike lilt to her voice, eyes shining. Ganyu has always had gorgeous eyes.

Keqing’s heart does a funny flip. She’s absolutely smitten, isn’t she? She smiles softly, moving closer to the Adeptus. “I did. Do you like them?”

“Oh, very much. Ganyu blushes, looking away in unexplained embarrassment. “It appears I’m more hungry than I thought. I suppose I didn’t eat enough this morning.”

Keqing has about four seconds to process those words before Ganyu hefts the bouquet up and takes a bite out of it.

She takes a bite out of it.

Keqing just stares, utterly dumbfounded, as Ganyu munches heartily on the qingxin flowers like some sort of fancy salad.

She knows of Ganyu’s vegetarian lifestyle (even if she can’t fathom it herself… how could one ever choose to forsake Golden Shrimp Balls?) but this is completely new to her. Ganyu is literally eating decorative flowers from a lavender-paper-lined bouquet right in front of her.

Keqing doesn’t know how long she spends standing there with her mouth hanging open, but eventually, Ganyu lifts her head and meets her eyes.

Two whole minutes must pass before the secretary suddenly gasps, her sunset eyes going wide as saucers.

She drops the remains of the bouquet, snowy petals fluttering down to her lap.

“Oh! Oh my goodness…” Ganyu’s cheeks are redder than a jeuyun chili. She looks so horrified that Keqing is convinced she might faint.

“Ganyu, Ganyu please calm down… Ganyu, hey, it’s okay!” Keqing consoles quickly, kneeling down fast and placing her hands over Ganyu’s to stop her girlfriend’s panic.

“I ate your flowers! You got them for me as a gift, didn’t you? Oh, Keqing, I’m so sorry. It was such a beautiful bouquet…”

“Don’t worry. They were just flowers, Ganyu. I’m, uh, more concerned about your eating habits… Did you even have breakfast today?”

Ganyu’s prolonged silence gives Keqing her answer.

The Yuheng sighs, pinching the bridge of her nose.

“It’s all right. It seems you’ve eaten your fill now anyway. I wasn’t aware that you were a fan of, er…” 

“Flowers?” Ganyu finishes for her.

Keqing nods.

 “Yes… I’m rather fond of them. Most of my time under Cloud Retainer’s care was spent in the mountains where qingxin were plentiful. All my life I’ve had an aversion to meats and heavy foods, so I often ate flowers, herbs and the like instead.” Ganyu rubs her head sheepishly. “I’ve taken to eating more… human meals now, but every once and a while I miss the taste of them.”

“Do qingxin even taste that good?” Keqing wonders, doubtful. The plants are pretty, yes, but they hardly look to be bursting with flavour.

“Um, well, I find them quite palatable. Would you like to try?” Ganyu offers her a bloom.

Keqing purses her lips, tentatively plucking the flower from Ganyu’s fingers. She squints at the petals, scrutinizing their colour and texture. They look harmless, and are soft to the touch. They’re pretty in their simplicity, pale and small. She shrugs. How bad can it be?

It is very bad.

Keqing spits out the white plant almost a second after putting it in her mouth, trying her best not to retch. The flower is terribly bitter, cold and far too soft. It feels a little like an extra limp, floppy piece of lettuce, only she’s pretty sure that would taste better. She grimaces, wishing she could scrape the taste from her tongue.

Thank goodness for the absence of people in the courtyard, Keqing would be mortified for Lady Ningguang or her assistants to catch her choking on a qingxin flower.

The sound of quiet chuckling breaks her out of her thoughts, and she glares at Ganyu when she finds the other woman giggling at her.

“You actually enjoy those?” Keqing asks incredulously.

“They… have a bit of a unique flavour. Let’s call it an acquired taste?” Ganyu responds sheepishly.

Keqing sighs, shaking her head. “Well, I’m glad you enjoyed them, even if in a different way than what I originally had in mind.”

Ganyu’s face softens. “Thank you for taking the time to purchase them and come see me. I know you must be busy right now. Ningguang is stirring up a storm with her latest proposals, isn’t she?”

“She sure is,” Keqing grumbles. “I’d rather appreciate if she informed me of changes to the renting and purchase restrictions of stall space in the market, especially this close to Lantern Rite.” 

“Oh, I didn’t even know that was happening…”

“Great. Then I suppose the proposals you mentioned are something entirely different that will take up even more of my time.”

Ganyu laughs, her shoulders shaking. “And you say you love your job.”

Her laughter is infectious, and Keqing finds herself smiling too. “Well, I said I liked my job, never said I liked working with the people that my job entails.”

Ganyu feigns shock, her bottom lip jutting out in a pout so uncharacteristic of the Adeptus that Keqing almost snorts, “You don’t like working with me? I’m hurt.”

Keqing pats her arm, her expression grave. “You’re the only one I can tolerate.”

They grin at each other.

“Really, Keqing… Thank you. It’s nice to see you out of the office for a little bit. I think I needed the break as well.”

Keqing traces her fingers over Ganyu’s forearm, suddenly shy. “I tried to take your advice. Take some more time off during the day. And, well, um…”

Ganyu looks at her expectantly, encouraging her to continue.

“I wanted to see you, too. I don’t want to keep missing out on time together.” 

Ganyu averts her eyes, blushing. Keqing is certain her own face is just as red. 

Ganyu looks back at her then, quickly, and leans forward just the smallest bit to peck her on the cheek. Her lips are so soft, like the brush of a butterfly’s wings. It’s so sudden and fleeting that Keqing only makes a noise of surprise in response, blinking owlishly at her girlfriend.

Ganyu coughs lightly. “I’ll see you later this evening then, Keqing. Have a good rest of your lunch.” She stands, dusting her skirts off and fixing her hair in a way that looks almost elegant. Refined. Although Keqing is pretty sure that Ganyu could do almost anything and look graceful while doing it.

“Wait, um,” Keqing says eloquently, stumbling up. 

Ganyu stops, waiting. Keqing can still see the flush high on her cheeks.

Keqing strides forward, placing her hands on the sides of Ganyu’s face and presses a chaste, gentle kiss to the other woman’s lips.

“I’ll see you.” Keqing says, beaming.

Ganyu squeaks faintly, nodding so fast that Keqing thinks her head will pop off and roll away, before she clutches what’s left of the bouquet to her chest and scurries away.

Keqing lifts a hand to her cheek, lingering over the kiss Ganyu gave her as she watches the half-Qilin exit the courtyard.

Hm, yes, Keqing thinks she could definitely get used to lunch breaks like these.

  
Author’s Note:Thank you for reading! Comments and kudos make my day <333. My Twitter.






Taproot


    
    Ganyu’s house is younger than its owner by three thousand and four hundred years, but is still among the oldest standing residences left in Liyue. The house looks and acts its age. Everything groans—the windows, the floorboards, the door frame, when Keqing opens the door a little too wide the first time Ganyu invites her in.

Keqing’s house is of modest size, but constructed from the choicest materials: cypress instead of sandbearer wood, the finest pine. It is very young, located on the opposite side of Liyue Harbor from her family’s estate, the distance between a statement. The third night Ganyu stays over, Keqing explains she had it built for herself two years after moving out. She’d worked meticulously with an architect on the exact structure. 

She speaks of it with such pride. When they talk of living together three years later, Keqing muses that perhaps they should find a new house. Ganyu shakes her head and says easily, “I love the work that you put into this one. I know how important it is to you.”

They move Ganyu in after the sun peeks over the Sea of Clouds, but before the temperature begins to climb as it tends to do in mid-spring. Ganyu thinks her few boxes of belongings look out of place, sitting in the middle of Keqing’s expensively furnished living room. Even more so, when they begin to unpack. Keqing is methodical. She has Ganyu hand her items, then ferries them to appropriate spots throughout the house.

Ganyu is on the floor, stacking notebooks on her lap when Keqing returns from the bedroom.

“What are those?” Keqing asks.

“Just my notes and sketches,” Ganyu replies. “Like the ones I keep at Yuehai Pavilion.”

“Oh? Can I see?”

Ganyu tries to recall if they contain anything embarrassing. When nothing comes to mind, she nods and hands a notebook over. She supposes that Keqing, thorough and intent a lover as she is, will eventually unearth it all anyway.

Keqing grins and takes it. “Anything about me in these?”

Ganyu laughs. “Mm… I’ll let you find out for yourself. Good luck,” she quips, to which Keqing huffs a laugh of her own.

Ganyu lifts two more books from the box. The ones at the bottom are older. Flakes of discolored brittle paper flutter to the floor. She sweeps it all into a pile with her hand, making a note to clean it up later. 

“This is amazing,” Keqing murmurs. She angles the open notebook toward Ganyu. Drawings of tree trunk cross sections fill the spread, the lines of their growth rings fanning out in dense, hypnotic patterns. Ganyu’s writing at the bottom left notes that they are sourced from the forest that once stood north of Mingyun Village when half of it was downed for timber. 

Ganyu averts her eyes briefly, smiling. “Thank you,” she says. 

“I mean—” Keqing examines the drawings again. “The level of detail in these rings is so precise. Masterful.”

“You’re flattering me.” Ganyu shakes her head. She stands, balancing the stack of books against her chest. “Where shall I put these?”

“Oh, the bookcase should still have space.”

Ganyu glances at it. “I don’t think there’s enough.” She hesitates. The contents of the notebooks aren’t particularly intimate—nothing she can think to keep from Keqing, but displaying them openly after they’ve been hidden away for so long gives her pause. “Maybe I can just put them away in the bedroom instead?”

Keqing looks at her bookcase, then at Ganyu. “I’ll get a new set,” she decides. “The library is bound to grow anyway. And”—she thumbs through the notebook in her lap, then nods at the stack in Ganyu’s arms—“these are a perfect addition. That isn’t flattery.”

Keqing’s sincerity is firm. Despite her own uncertainty, Ganyu smiles again and agrees, “Alright.”

 

 

Falling asleep tucked against Keqing’s side each night and waking up beside her is already familiar to Ganyu. To know that she can now do this each day, for many days to come, is new.

Novelty soon eases into routine, hurried along by their relentless schedules. But the house is not quite theirs, not fully. 

When she walks home alone on particularly late evenings, Ganyu still finds herself guided by some long-tuned compass. Occasionally, she absentmindedly turns up the path that leads to her old house, instead of continuing straight home, to where Keqing most likely has a bath drawn and waiting for her. It often takes her a few steps to realize her mistake.

And on the rare nights that Keqing returns home hours after she does, Ganyu wavers on what she should or can or cannot or wants to do. Sometimes she takes a walk, breathing in the cool air that belongs to anyone. Sometimes she sits stiffly at the grand desk in the study that she and Keqing now share. Her own documents are kept to a careful corner. She sifts through her papers until she hears the front door open and Keqing’s call of “I’m home!”

Ganyu rises then, and goes to greet her, pulling Keqing’s tired body into her arms. She asks to make sure Keqing has eaten, and laughs whenever her answer is accompanied by a succinct version of her latest work gripe. They share a kiss, and it is here, together, that Ganyu feels truly at home.

Keqing is hers, by way of her heart, but this house is not.

It’s late on a Friday night when they finish dinner, hot enough that the windows are left open to let in the cooling breeze. Ganyu is starting to wipe the kitchen table down with a rag when Keqing returns from the washroom. She’s patting her hair dry with a towel, but her hands still when she meets Ganyu’s eyes, and Ganyu knows the protest that’s coming.

“Oh—Ganyu, I said I was going to do that!” Keqing’s gaze sweeps the table, then the empty counter, to the wok, now clean on the stove. “You washed the dishes too.”

Ganyu offers, “You were busy, so I thought I would take care of it.”

“That’s what you said the last two times.” Keqing settles the towel over her shoulders, then crosses to the table and holds her hand out. “Here, let me finish. Your bath is ready.”

Ganyu shakes her head. “It’s alright, I’m almost done.”

Keqing makes a swift grab for the rag, but Ganyu’s reflexes are quicker. Her resulting smile widens when Keqing clicks her tongue with a slightly forlorn expression.

“You made dinner and cleaned the dishes. Let me do this.” Seriousness seeps in among Keqing’s initial mirth. “Let me take care of you too.”

“You already do,” Ganyu replies. Her words come quieter than intended. “You… draw my baths all the time.”

Keqing’s mouth sets into a calculating frown. “It doesn’t feel like it lately,” she says. “Aside from that. You’re almost singlehandedly doing all the housework, except on the rare occasions when I beat you to it.”

Her stare suddenly feels too close. Ganyu turns from it, and resumes her wiping of the table instead. “You’ve always done so much for me.” 

Her own protest feels weak, a half-truth. Ganyu knows it is. Because the truth is—despite what the rational part of her brain says—she feels she has yet to find her place here, in Keqing’s house, this carefully crafted pride of hers. She did not expect this unbelonging to cling so restlessly, for so long. 

Keqing’s gentle voice permeates her thoughts. “What’s wrong?”

“Hm?” Ganyu looks up to equally gentle eyes. She musters a smile. “Nothing’s wrong.” 

“You’ve been wiping the same spot for at least twenty seconds.”

Ganyu glances at the polished wood and mouths, “Oh.”

She watches Keqing’s hand settle over hers and coax the rag from her hold. Ganyu lets her. 

“You’re upset,” Keqing both states and asks.

Ganyu looks to where Keqing waits. She still struggles with speaking so freely. Some troubles, she’s long believed, should be shouldered alone; to share them would be unkind. Yet Keqing persists in asking for them so earnestly that sometimes, she believes—and wants to believe—otherwise.

“I’m not upset at you. I don’t want it to sound like… it’s your fault,” Ganyu says, “because it’s not.”

Keqing pauses, then nods.

Ganyu starts again, slowly, “I know it’s been over a month since I moved in, but I’m having a hard time feeling… at home.”

Keqing’s face crumples, a subtle collapse. “I should’ve realized,” she says.

“I was hoping you wouldn’t,” Ganyu admits.

“Why not?”

“I thought the feeling would pass on its own.”

Keqing studies her. “So this is why you’ve been overdoing housework?”

“It’s… you’ve put so much work and thought—so much love—into this house, and I…” Ganyu trails off, unsure of how to word the rest. 

But Keqing is sharp. She fills in the unsaid. “You think you have to earn your place here.”

Ganyu dips her head. “Yes, in a way.”

Keqing groans and presses her fingers to her temple with a frustration Ganyu knows is directed inward. “You’ve felt like a—a guest in your own home for nearly two months and I never noticed.”

Ganyu smiles, despite herself, because Keqing is so very predictable, the most willing victim for her own scrutiny. She thumbs at the crease in Keqing’s brow. “Keqing,” she says. “I don’t feel that way all the time. I’m… I feel at home when you’re here—truly.” 

Keqing looks mostly unconvinced. “And when I’m not here?” she asks.

“That’s when I feel a little lost,” Ganyu confesses. “Like… I’ve been given a gift I don’t know how to accept. Or like I have to be careful with it.”

“You don’t,” Keqing says, “have to be. You aren’t indebted to me.”

“I know.”

“Right.” Keqing exhales a curt sigh. “I’ve lived by myself for so long, and you seemed so happy staying over before you moved in, so I assumed… well, I never thought to check in with you. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You’ve done nothing wrong,” Ganyu says. “We’ve been busy too—there hasn’t been time to dwell.”

“I’ll make time,” Keqing insists. “What can I do to help?”

“I’m… not sure,” Ganyu says slowly. “I’ve lived alone for a very long time too. Maybe I just need more time to adjust.”

“Maybe,” Keqing echoes. “But besides just… waiting. Waiting is the bare minimum.”

Ganyu feels fond laughter surfacing at Keqing’s practicality. It escapes in a soft giggle. The sharp concentration worrying Keqing’s features finally lightens at the sound, although her brows remain angled in contemplation. Ganyu knows she’s searching for fixes, mapping out optimal paths to a resolution. Keqing is good at talking through them. Ganyu isn’t always so good.

And right now, she feels drained—a necessary, relieving sort of drained, the aftermath of a burden being said, in which she only feels the ghost of its lifted weight, but drained nonetheless. 

“It already helps, just talking to you like this,” she says honestly. “I think that’s the most we can do for now.”

“Okay,” Keqing relents, after a pause. “You’re probably right. You usually are.”

“Maybe.” Ganyu smiles and kisses her. “Just give it time.”

 

 

Keqing refuses to let Ganyu do the dishes the following evening. Ganyu allows herself to be persuaded into relaxing in the living room instead. A novel lies open on her lap, although she doesn’t read it. Her eyes fix on the two bookcases standing side by side, or rather on her notebooks, alone in the newer case. They fill the top shelf, their worn and creased spines a too-obvious presence.

By the time Keqing finishes up in the kitchen and comes to join her, Ganyu is ready to voice a suggestion.

She says, “There is one small thing, actually… that I’ve been thinking about…”

Keqing lowers herself onto the hardwood couch beside Ganyu, settling into the silk cushions. “What’s that?”

“My notebooks.” Ganyu gestures toward them. “Every time I pass by, I keep thinking they’re out of place.”

Keqing looks at them, then back at Ganyu. “Because the new case is too empty?”

Ganyu shakes her head. “They just feel too personal to be out in the open… like this. I’ve always kept them stored away.”

For a moment, Keqing is silent. She doesn’t reply that guests are rare in this house anyway, that the books would blend in as the shelves fill, or that Ganyu will grow used to this—all avenues of reasoning that Ganyu has taken herself. 

Keqing asks softly instead, “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

“It seemed… inconsequential.”

“It isn’t.”

“You purchased a new bookcase,” Ganyu says. 

Keqing huffs. “Which was necessary anyway.”

Ganyu offers up her final reason like wood to a fire. “This was your house first.” She waits for Keqing to consume it. “Your arrangements.”

“And it’s yours too now,” Keqing returns firmly. “Ours. Your input is equally important. In everything.”

Ours. Ganyu lets the word simmer in her mind. The sharedness of it is still distant, but perhaps draws steadily closer.

“I’ve always been proud of this house,” Keqing says, “but I don’t think I understood the extent of what coming home—what being at home—could mean until you started staying here. I want you to feel that too.”

Her words send slow heat rising across Ganyu’s cheeks, but she doesn’t look away. 

“I am at home,” Ganyu says, “with you.”

“I don’t want it to be conditional.” 

Ganyu smiles. “I know. I’ll work on it.”

“We,” Keqing amends, “will work on it.” Her gaze flits past Ganyu’s shoulder. “So where would you rather have them be?” 

“Have…?”

“Your notebooks.”

“Oh,” Ganyu realizes. “I’m not sure yet. But… I’ll decide on something tomorrow and we can move them then, together.”

“Okay, I’m holding you to it.” 

“Mhm.”

“We can rearrange the rest of the house too, so it doesn’t feel like I’m the only one who worked on it,” Keqing tries, glancing around the room. “You could pick out new furniture. Things you like.”

Ganyu tilts her head. “Is this an excuse to go shopping?”

“Could be multiple things.” Keqing grins. 

“You just purchased new pieces last year,” Ganyu chides. “Let’s start with something smaller. Maybe… new bedsheets?”

“Bedsheets? Is there something wrong with the ones now?”

“No—you just have five of the same exact set.”

“They’re perfectly comfortable,” Keqing argues, then cuts off with a chuckle. “But if my lady demands new bedsheets, then new bedsheets it is.”

“I’m not demanding,” Ganyu corrects her.

Keqing replies, “I wish you would sometimes.” 

Ganyu sighs, slow, with resigned amusement.

“I’m kidding,” Keqing adds, curling an arm around Ganyu’s waist.

Ganyu leans into her. “You aren’t.”

“Half kidding,” Keqing chuckles. “Suggesting is also acceptable. I just—you know, worry something will upset you and I’ll run right past without realizing.”

Ganyu meets Keqing’s steady focused eyes, patient beneath their intensity and ever-observant. “You wouldn’t,” Ganyu says, because she believes it. 

“But you’ll tell me if I do?”

“Yes. I’ll do my best.”

 

 

Keqing returns from the market one weekend morning wearing a brilliant grin.

“I have a surprise,” she announces.

Ganyu blinks. “A surprise?” Her brow furrows when she notices Keqing’s hands are hidden at her back. “Have I forgotten an occasion?”

Keqing snorts. “No, nothing like that.” She procures a sackcloth bundle from behind her, barely small enough to be held in both hands. The top is cinched but open, and a young plant sprouts from the soil inside. “For you—well, for us.”

“A… that’s a berry plant,” Ganyu notes, still confused.

“Truly an expert.” Keqing beams, impressed. “I should explain—I was looking through your notes, and I found your drawings of the sunsettia tree you planted at your old house when you moved in. And records of people doing the same with different crops when they built their homes or moved to a new one.”

“Ah,” Ganyu recalls. “It was an old tradition for bringing abundance to the household, yes.”

Keqing nods. “Right. It’s outdated now, but I figured we could continue it.” A pause. “Not for that reason, of course, just—because I know you enjoy tending to plants, and your sunsettia tree seemed important to you. I thought we could share that here too—together.”

Ganyu thinks to her old house and the tree that once stood in front of it. She’d documented the two centuries of its life in her notebooks—its youth, the fruit it bore, its final years when no fruit grew. Those same books have been relocated to the study, to occupy a smaller bookcase. Ganyu imagines Keqing studying their pages. The thought swells tender in her chest.

“I would love that,” Ganyu murmurs. 

She takes the sackcloth bundle from Keqing’s hands and feels its promising weight fill her palms. They plant the seedling after breakfast in a bright sunlit patch of ground some twenty meters in front of the house. 

A week later, Ganyu looks out the window to see Keqing crossing the grass, watering can in hand. Her hair is held by her hairpin in a single loose bun, her gait purposeful but light, her shoulders strong but devoid of tension. She looks peaceful, so at home. Something simple and restful settles inside Ganyu too. She takes in the scene until Keqing disappears from view, then goes to join her outside.

“I can take care of that,” Ganyu says, approaching where Keqing stands by the berry plant.

Keqing waves a hand and draws the watering can out of reach. “No way. You promised me you were going to stop stealing all the housework.”

Ganyu hums. “Do you know how to water it?”

“Of course! I—” Keqing falters. “The guide I read said to keep the soil moist, so I’ve been watering daily.”

“Daily?” 

Keqing squints. “Is that incorrect?”

“It’s a bit too much. Those were most likely watering instructions for a new seed. This one is already almost a year old.” 

“Oh.” Keqing looks at it with a sheepish grimace. “I didn’t kill it, did I?”

Ganyu bursts into laughter. “You haven’t, don’t worry.”

“Okay, good.” Keqing finally holds out the watering can, and says, “Teach me then?”

So Ganyu does. She teaches Keqing how much water the seedling needs, and how to check the dampness of the ground. Two weeks later, she teaches her to prepare fertilizer, instructs her on when to add it to the soil. 

In the coming years, Ganyu shows Keqing how to prune the branches, and how to snip the first new buds. She shows Keqing how to pick the fruit when they are at their sweetest.

The berry bush thrives vividly under their nurture. Ganyu feels proud each time she sees it through the window, or on her way in and out of the house. She cannot see its roots, but she knows that they’ve long since found their place in the soil, spreading dense and robust.

When Ganyu documents the stages of the bush’s growth in her notebooks, she thinks of Keqing, always: the twisting delicate lines of the plant she draws are the lines Keqing tends to by her side, with the same thorough care and diligence she takes to everything else in her life. Ganyu renders them with love.

One autumn evening, she finds Keqing sprawled on the couch, a newer notebook open before her. Ganyu peers over her shoulder. She runs gentle fingers through Keqing’s hair, short strokes beneath her right ear. Keqing leans into her touch.

“Finding anything about yourself?” Ganyu asks.

Keqing looks up and sighs, “No.” Yet she sounds content.

“Hm.” Ganyu smiles and leans down to kiss her forehead. “Look a little harder.”
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Sweet Flowers in the Rain


    
    The moon is an arc in the starless sky, a rose among the sharp lines of Liyue Harbour’s buildings. It covers Yujing Terrace in an enchanting glow and provides solace to the members of Qixing who often burn the midnight oil, namely Ganyu: seated in her office, a mug of cold tea on her left and a note penned by the Tianquan herself. 

	These documents must be sorted through before tomorrow’s meeting, its hasty scrawl read. My apologies for the short notice, Ganyu, but you are the best of the best.

	And so here she is, a pathetic excuse of a slacker as she takes a sip of her tea and scratches her brain dry of any functioning cells it has left. She’s on her fourth stack of papers when moonlight filters through her window and onto her desk, an iridescent reminder of just how late she’s going to have to stay back.

	A glance at the clock tells her that it’s almost 3, but the purple figure of a familiar face catches her eye. Under the glow of the night is the Yuheng of the Qixing.

	Keqing.

	Her hair, usually tied back in two stiff ponytails, must have been let down because it flows down the length of her back like it’s meant for Ganyu’s slender fingers to card through. She’s opted for sandals instead of her black heels, and her dress has been replaced by long pants and an oversized shirt. Under the moonlight, she looks heavenly.

	Ganyu thinks she looks utterly beautiful.

	But then the clock ticks sharply and it’s 3:30. When Ganyu looks back out her window, Keqing is gone.

 

——

 

	Ningguang loads Ganyu’s ego with an abundance of praises the next day.

	The meeting doors close shut behind them, and the cacophony of voices they were previously surrounded by mute themselves to mere hisses. “You’re a godsend, Ganyu.” Ningguang smiles. “You’re as meticulous as I remember. Your work ethic is truly admirable, you know.”

	Not really, when said work is forced upon me. Ganyu thinks to herself, but she would rather stomp on three (3) sweet flowers than say that to Ningguang’s face.

	“The meeting went well today. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve had to rely on you during close calls, and you’ve never failed me once. That deserves some level of praise, doesn’t it?”

	After an internal debate, Ganyu settles with: “You need not, Miss Ningguang.” 

	The Tianquan chuckles lightly, covering her mouth with her polished nails. “A promotion?”

	Ganyu stares at her in shock, the words failing to register into her already-exhausted brain. “I- I do not think that’s necessary, Your Eminence! I’m happy with where I am now.”

	Ningguang hums, and says nothing. They walk back to Yujing Terrace in silence.

	When Ganyu bids goodbye to the Tianquan at her office and returns back to her own, she catches a glimpse of Keqing; stationed by her desk, her brows furrowed as she works away on one of her architectural tasks, based off the blueprints sprawled across her table.

	Before Ganyu can even realise what she’s doing, she knocks twice on the mahogany. Her foot hovers over the threshold as Keqing looks up from where her nose was buried in papers.

	“Ah, Ganyu.” She smiles wearily, as if treading on foreign territory. The dark circles under her eyes become more prominent under this light. “What can I do to help you?”

	The words stick onto the walls of her throat. She seizes by the door, not knowing what to say, because why did she even knock in the first place if she had no idea what her intentions were?

	“Well…” She stutters. Keqing raises an eyebrow at her. “You… appeared to be hard at work, and I thought if there was anything I could do to help.”

	Anything I can do to help? Stupid!

	“I’m sure you have quite a lot on your plate too, Miss Secretary. Don’t worry, it’s not my first day here, and I can handle a little bit of workload.”

	“Can I at least get you some tea, then?” Ganyu suggests quietly. She doesn’t want to push her boundaries. “I’m sure it’ll help keep you more awake.”

	Keqing appears to consider it for a moment, before smiling gently. It seems that this one’s more sincere. “If you have coffee, I’ll take it.”

	She nods wordlessly and takes off, leaving the Yuheng behind to work on her papers. She needs time to gather her thoughts, because only Rex Lapis knows what just happened.

	Why did she just knock on Keqing’s door like that? Archons knows how much work she has, and interrupting her during work hours was just… unprofessionally out of character. Perhaps the lack of sleep from last night’s beginning to get to her head, because Ganyu’s mind is most certainly not present in her current body.

	Or it could be for other reasons. Except she doesn’t want to think about that, or else things will just get a lot more complicated.

	The lower-ranking members gathered around the pantry nod their greetings towards Ganyu, and typically she would have made it a point to say a proper hello to them, but today is not ‘typical’ because Ganyu is having a crisis over a certain Yuheng so her mind is very obviously occupied. 

	A simple wave and smile sufficed, and the remaining people in the small room scurry out to make way for their superior. (In Ganyu’s honest opinion, it’s a bit too extra, but she’s not going to complain if she gets some free space to linger with her menacing thoughts.) 

She works quickly as she prepares the coffee, and soon enough a piping hot cup of brain juice is ready to be sent over to Keqing’s office. Ganyu tries to drag her feet as much as she can on the way there, because the mere idea of having to see her face mere minutes after making a fool of herself sounds as painful as having someone touch her horns. Completely, and utterly unbelievable.

And yet, here she was, knocking on the goddamned mahogany door once again.

“Ah,” Keqing laces her fingers together, smiling at the sight of Ganyu holding her drink. “I can’t believe I have the Qixing’s secretary serving me coffee right now. Am I dreaming?”

“Well.” Ganyu treads carefully to her desk, trying to suppress her nerves as she slides the cup towards Keqing. “I could always pinch you, if you’d like.”

“And now she wants to pinch me! Goodness, I think I’ve ascended to Celestia.”

Ganyu’s lips twitch in amusement. “I don’t think they’d want you there, what with your ideals about how it’s the end of an era for archons and whatnot.”

She almost regrets what she said when Keqing’s lips seal shut in an instant. She fixes a heavy stare towards Ganyu, but then bursts over in peals of laughter moments later. The other woman can only stare in shock and disbelief before laughing uncertainly to follow.

“And here I thought you’d be too scared to talk about that. Our clash,” she gestures at the space between the both of them, “of ideals. You surprise me, Ganyu. You’re awfully sweet for someone who’s as intimidating in all those big conferences, you know?”

“Well.” 

There’s a silence between them, broken by Keqing’s snicker. “You do that a lot, too. Well. And then this dramatic pause.” She mimics Ganyu in an almost offensive way, altering her voice to a high-pitched rendition that butchers the secretary’s actual voice, but she makes no comment about it when she notices how wide the Yuheng is actually smiling.

Considerably wider than the other times she’s seen Keqing smile; when they’ve met with envoys, Fatui diplomats, she’s always had her business smile on. Strictly lips, no teeth. And then her casual smile, when she’s waving at her colleagues or occasional friends (no, Ganyu doesn’t stalk her, and yes, she has bumped into Keqing once or twice at a few local restaurants with her friends), but never has she seen such a bright smile on her face.

	It glows, and it blinds Ganyu with its sheer intensity. She loves everything about it.

	Wait. What the fuck? 

	Overtaken by panic, Ganyu’s brain goes on autopilot. Which means it’s no longer Ganyu in the room — it’s an empty shell of Ganyu, because the actual Ganyu can’t stand being in the situation and has virtually left.

	“Well. I won’t bother you any longer.” She turns to leave, but stops with one foot out the door. She turns and smiles as wide as she can. “Good luck on the work.”

	Keqing seems amused by her sudden leave, but does not comment. She lifts a hand to wave and smiles back, bright as a beacon of light in Ganyu’s awfully dull life. “You too. If you plan on working overtime in the future, you know you can always join me outside.”

	“I don’t think being part of the Qixing has such a thing as ‘overtime,’ b—”

	She splutters in shock when she notices.


   If you plan on working overtime in the future, you know you can always join me outside.


Does that mean Keqing knew she was watching that night?

“You’re not exactly discreet.” Her voice, on the brink of laughter, breaks her out of her reverie. “You had about 10 candles lit, and it was 3am. Your window was the only one that had its lights on in the entire terrace, and when you’re working, you usually have your head completely down. You were looking up when I saw you, and you never dawdle, much less wasting time staring at walls, so…”

TheI just assumed goes unsaid between them.

“It… it seems you know me fairly well,” Ganyu stumbles, barely recovering from what Keqing just said. She’s only focusing on the fact that she needs to get out of here before she mentally combusts into a pile of mush. “Ah, I best be going. Good luck, then.”

She leaves the room before she can even hear Keqing’s goodbye.

 

——

 

	It’s another all nighter at the office when Ganyu spots a blob of purple in the corner of her peripheral vision. Of course, it’s none other than Keqing, and the words from their previous meeting echo in her head.

	She could just step out there, stand next to her, and Keqing would not think it unusual. The four walls surrounding Ganyu suddenly feel suffocating, the words penned on paper blurring together to form incomprehensible black lines, and the heat coming from her tableside candle burning through her fingers.

	Ganyu can’t stand another second in the room.

	So she heads out of the office, descending down the stairwell to reach the front entrance. At the sound of her clacking heels, Keqing turns around and finds exactly who she’s been waiting for the entire night.

	“You don’t think it’s a little too early to take a break?” She teases when Ganyu comes into earshot, apparently feeling comfortable enough to bump shoulders with her. The other lady startles a little, but settles into an easy smile. 

	She sighs, rubbing her temples. “I can already feel a headache forming. I needed some fresh air.”

	Keqing glances at her, but offers no sentiment. It would be them both, out of all people, who are the most acquainted with the Qixing’s ruthless work ethic — Ganyu’s served at least fifteen different Tianquans, and Ningguang would not be her last boss as of yet. Keqing’s got her own number of relatively impressive experiences under her belt (definitely nothing to scoff at), so they both know just exactly how each other feel.

Perhaps that’s why Ganyu feels so much towards her. Yes, they share similar work experiences, and that’s the only reason why. She definitely does not feel anything when Keqing smiles at her when they pass by each other, or when she hands her mugs of her favourite tea as a return of favours, or when she’s currently looking at Ganyu as if she’s a picture of perfection.

She does not feel anything. 

“Penny for your thoughts?”

“Sorry, not today.” Ganyu chuckles. “You wouldn’t be interested.”

Keqing blinks, like an owl. “You’d be surprised.”

“I wouldn’t, actually.” She laughs, and she does not miss the way Keqing’s eyes

crinkle in the way that Ganyu’s happiness is contagious. “You, of all people, know how long I’ve lived. Not much surprises me anymore.”

	The sound that comes out of Keqing’s throat would, without a doubt, be classified as undignified for the Yuheng. “What?”

	Ganyu meets her confused stare. “What?”

	“What… what did you say? Repeat what you said.”

	“Nothing surprises me anymore?”

	“No, no. Before that.”

	Ganyu’s brain strains. “Ah… well, I’ve lived for so long that nothing much surprises me anymore, but that’s all I can remember.”

	She’s met with silence, and when the silence becomes unbearable, Ganyu turns to meet Keqing’s gaze. 

	She’s staring at her with the most incredulous look on her face.

	“You… what is that supposed to mean? You’ve lived for so long? You’re, like… 20 something. 30, at most.”

	Ganyu hums. “Add two more zeros and you’ll probably be right.”

	Keqing chokes on air and begins tearing up. 

	“Are you fucking immortal?”

	Now, that was rather crude. The Yuheng mustn’t be seen cursing so loudly in a public area, no matter how late the time is. “That’s not a very nice way to say it, but yes. I am half Qilin, so I’m an adeptus.” 

	“What the fuck?!” 

	“Hey now. No need to curse so much, lest you want Rex Lapis’s ears to bleed.” She tuts. “And what’s there to be so shocked about? Pretty much everyone in the Qixing knows.”

	“Wait, wait, wait. Everyone in the Qixing? You’re saying I’ve been preaching about the redundancy of archons to a fucking adeptus, and I’m the last person to know about it?” Keqing gapes, and Ganyu would bend over laughing if she wasn’t worried about prying eyes. The walls have ears.

	“Yeah.” She laughs lightly, and Keqing thinks it sounds like wind chimes. “Congratulations, I guess?”

	Keqing can only stare at her in disbelief. She opens her mouth to say something else, but a lone raindrop falls between them and lands on Keqing’s nose. The resounding bloop shocks them both, and before they can move, the sky showers them in heavy rain that leaves them soaked to the bone.

	“Archons!” Ganyu screeches, feeling the cold seep through her clothes. “Keqing, we need to get back in!”

	She feels herself being pulled by the wrist, and suddenly they’re racing through the rain and up the stairs hand-in-hand as the downpour rains harder on them. When they run up the stairs, Ganyu’s heel slips and she trips on one of the steps, but Keqing is lightning fast and pulls her up with enough force to help her regain her balance. They make it back under the roof of the entrance without incident, although the both of them are out of breath by the time they get there.

	“Huh,” Keqing says, staring at the raindrops pattering against the roof. “You know what I just thought of?”

	Ganyu looks at her. “What is it?”

	“Well, your name’s Ganyu, right? Gan-yu. Sweet rain.”

	“Gee,” she laughs. “What a great analysis.”

	“Yeah, and it just rained. Isn’t that cute? You came out and it started raining. It’s like sweet rain, calling sweet rain.”

	Ganyu stares at her for a little while, her heart thumping dangerously loud in her chest, and it feels as though it just might explode. The innocent look on her face, the joy in her eyes — Keqing’s the embodiment of a rare gem that’s only stumbled upon every few thousand years, and Rex Lapis may be the archon of his land, but even he has overlooked this diamond because Ganyu would be a lesser person if she didn’t think Keqing was the closest thing to a god she’d respect more than her own.

	“Ganyu?”

	Her eyes twinkle underneath the moonlight. It’s starless, just like the first night, but Keqing’s eyes seem to hold the galaxy. 

	“Aha, Ganyu, penny for your—”

	The words never leave her mouth, because they’re swallowed by the kiss Ganyu lands on Keqing’s lips. It’s delicate and soft, and Ganyu melts into it like Cryo was never her element, opting for the adrenaline that runs through her veins like it’s the lightning Keqing holds beneath her fingertips. They move in tandem with each other, arms wrapping around necks and shoulders, muffled giggles and quiet whispers under the shadows of Yujing Terrace as they break apart.

	Ganyu’s enamoured by the flush on Keqing’s cheeks. She laughs, squishing them softly, watching the colour grow deeper.

	“What?” She whines, twisting her face around to no avail. “Hey, don’t do that! You just kissed me!”

	“And?” Ganyu murmurs. “I loved it.”

	She captures her lips again, and they spend the rest of the night in each other’s embrace. It’s safe to say that, even by the time her candle goes out, the rest of Ganyu’s paperwork remains untouched.

 

——

 

	The autumn leaves fall around them, painting the terrace’s landscape in a yellow-brown hue. During working hours, Ganyu and Keqing work tirelessly in keeping the Qixing up to date with current affairs, never taking a break unless necessary; but during the occasional breaks, when they’ve both overworked themselves a little too much and one comes to the other’s office to take a break…

They’re tucked away in the corners of the building, hiding behind the blind spots where nobody would see them. Keqing initiates the kiss this time, and her thigh is pressed between Ganyu’s as she descends upon her with a myriad of featherlight kisses, eventually settling on a corner in her neck that makes her squirm.

A light tug of her ponytails has Keqing drawing back, lips glinting and curled with mischief while she admires her handiwork. Ganyu’s staring at Keqing in betrayal when she sees her reflection, neck covered with a line of bites and bruises that would surely attract attention if not covered up properly.

“I told you, no marks.” She huffed, lifting her sleeve to cover Keqing’s hard work. 

“You don’t look like you seem to mind, so.” The Yuheng smiles proudly, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. The sight alone can be considered sinful, and yet worth more than a million dollars. 

“I may not, but everyone else sure does,” Ganyu rolls her eyes, “and we most certainly will when people start asking us about it.”

“Then I’ll tell them the truth!”

“The Qixing’s newest scandal: the Yuheng and secretary in cahoots with each other! I wonder how Cloud Retainer will react.”

“That old goose?” Keqing’s nose scrunches in distaste, and Ganyu flicks her fingers at that. “What? She was awfully rude the last time we spoke.”

“Yes, but you don’t pick fights you know you can’t win, right?”

“You do realise she’s a bird.”

For someone whose expertise knows no bounds, Keqing could be really naive. “Archons, power does not base off appearances. She fought in the archon war!”

“So?”

She glares at her, hard. “May Rex Lapis grant me the patience to tolerate my girlfriend’s antics. I don’t think I can last any longer.”

Keqing cackles and slaps a hand on Ganyu’s shoulder, the force strong enough to send any mortal flying. Ganyu secretly wonders if she just has a strong girlfriend, but then she sees the muscles in her bicep flex and perhaps she just has a very buff girlfriend.

Not that she minds, of course. 

 

——

 

	Time slows for the both of them whenever they’re in each other’s presence, but Ganyu of all people would know that time is as swift as it is merciful.

	In the blink of an eye, the age of the adepti passes, and so does Keqing. Once again, Ganyu is left as the only constant in the Liyue Qixing, even as all else fails to keep up with the passing of time. The pieces of her heart are left beneath her grave, buried with the remains of what they could find. 

Time has paved its path. Powerful as Ganyu may be, not even she can stop its tracks.
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qingming
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    Liyue has a tradition called the Qingming Festival. Once a year, families gather to mourn the loss of their loved ones. As per tradition, they will visit the headstone of their loved ones, wipe off the dust that has accumulated in the past year, lay flowers, and place food offerings for the deceased.

 

While most headstones are located in temples in the streets of Liyue, there is a special temple dedicated to the ashes and headstones of people who have contributed greatly to Liyue, namely the members of the Liyue Qixing. Although a few people do go in to pay respects for those who governed their city, they mostly prioritise their own family and friends, and so it is mostly empty every Qingming.

 

That is, except for one blue haired woman who comes in every year without fail, clutching a bouquet of expensive glaze lilies. Every year, she kneels before one of the headstones, laying the flowers before it. Every year, she carefully extracts a handkerchief from her bag and wipes off the headstone meticulously, often cleaning it multiple times.

 

After that, she stays there for at least another two hours, either whispering to the headstone or sitting in silence, gently brushing her fingers over it. Sometimes she will cry, other times she won’t, but what never changes is her presence there, a haunting yet heartwarming display of love.

 

-

 

When Ganyu first realised she had feelings for Keqing, her first reaction was to avoid her. Avoid her enough and maybe she could eventually stop the annoying flutter in her chest every time she saw the Yuheng, and save herself from the emptiness in it when Keqing was gone. 

 

It wouldn’t have been a problem if it was only one sided, but Ganyu wasn’t stupid. She had been alive long enough to tell that when Keqing brought her tea every night, when she offered to go on walks along the Liyue docks on weekends, when she treated her to meals at Wanmin Restaurant, they were not regular acts of friendship. Certainly no friends would intertwine their hands together as they wandered the streets of Liyue, looking like a couple in every way but the name.

 

All these acts were evident of Keqing’s affections, and it was exactly that that terrified Ganyu. Her past had been occupied with servitude to Morax, leaving her no time to be distracted by romance, but now she had all the time in the world to do so. However, the same lifespan that had enabled her to gain all her life experience would also be the cause of her pain. 

 

And so she endeavoured to avoid Keqing until her feelings vanished.

 

Her only problem was Keqing herself. For a mortal trying to court a half adeptus, she was extremely confident, not to mention persistent. Ganyu’s plan had been set up to fail from the beginning, given that her job as secretary meant being unable to be more than one Yuehai Pavilion’s length away from Keqing every day, but Keqing definitely wasn’t making it easier on her.

 

“Ganyu!” 

 

Ganyu lifted her head from her work, although she already knew who it was. With a bright smile, Keqing tapped the chair next to her. “Mind if I sit here? There’s a new proposal I need you to review. This involves increased manpower to handle the extra shipments we’ll be receiving. Our workers won’t be able to handle it and we need new ones, as well as a new schedule.”

 

Nodding, Ganyu moved to take the papers from Keqing, but Keqing moved her hand back, instead pulling out the chair and taking a seat next to her.

 

“Here, I’ll explain it to you and you can help me edit it later,” Keqing said, neatly stacking a few pieces of paper that Ganyu had left strewn on the table and placing them at the side. Ganyu felt her chest tighten in a mixture of nervousness and anticipation.

 

“It’s okay, I can review it myself, I wouldn’t want to bother you,” she replied. 

 

Keqing turned to her with a slight frown. “You’re not bothering me, Ganyu, I just wanted to make sure that you don’t get confused. Besides, am I not allowed to spend a bit of time around my friend?”

 

“No, I - I’m sorry, I just thought…” Ganyu stuttered, “…just thought that you would be busy with other projects. And also, you already came to see me just now when you gave me my tea,” she added, tilting her head to indicate the empty cup of tea on her desk.

 

She trailed off as she watched the frown deepen on Keqing’s face. She put down the papers and turned her body to face Ganyu better. 

 

“Ganyu… am I making you uncomfortable? If you don’t like my presence, I’ll stop bringing you tea and leave you alone.”

 

Ganyu’s eyes widened. “What? Of course not! I just -” She scoured her mind for excuses that weren’t “I want you to stay away from me so I don’t fall in love with you”. “I thought we would be more productive this way.”

 

To her relief, Keqing’s face immediately cleared. She rolled her eyes and burst into a grin. “Oh, Ganyu, you think too much about work. You work overtime every night. You put me to shame, and I used to think I was the most efficient person I knew! It’s been eight months since the Osial incident, and the paperwork has slowed down somewhat. Really, you’re finishing everything I place before you faster than they can come in. So what do you say we review this proposal since it’s urgent, and you can call it a night for today? It’s almost midnight, but that’s fairly early compared to what you usually stay up until.”

 

Ganyu blinked, staring at Keqing’s sincere eyes. She briefly considered just encasing Keqing in ice and leaving, but that wouldn’t do. 

 

“Alright.”

 

Keqing beamed.

 

True to her nature, Keqing breezed through the proposal in five minutes flat, concisely explaining everything that Ganyu needed to know. After she was done, Ganyu took it and started reading in more detail, frowning and leaning over to see Keqing’s neat but small handwriting. She didn’t find many problems with the proposal - something to be expected from Keqing and her attention to detail.

 

However, halfway through she found a missing detail and, intending to ask Keqing about it, straightened up and turned to her right, only to find her passed out on the table, her arms folded nearly under her head as a pillow. 

 

Ganyu blinked, pondering her choices before deciding to write down her query on the paper, stacking it with the other pending proposals and settling into her chair, preparing to watch over Keqing for the rest of the night. After all, she couldn’t just leave her in the room; while the security was excellent, Ganyu wasn’t going to risk anything if she could do otherwise.

 

If Keqing knew what she was doing, she would definitely insist on Ganyu getting her own rest, but Ganyu was used to not sleeping. Besides, she had her afternoon naps that often recharged her more than sleeping at night.

 

So she poured more oil into the lantern, resolving to ensure no harm came to Keqing until she woke up.

 

(And maybe she spent majority of the night staring at Keqing’s sleeping features. The way moonlight turned her lilac hair almost white, the way her lips rested in a gentle curve, and the way her eyelids fluttered.

 

She was so pretty. Ganyu was so fucked.)

 

-

 

Ganyu honestly didn’t mean to fall in love with Keqing. She didn’t. But after countless months of shameless flirting, dates disguised as outings between friends, and much soul searching, Ganyu was finally ready to admit to herself that yes, she wanted a relationship with Keqing, immortality be damned.

 

After all, what use was a nigh-immortal life if she lived it so terrified of when people would leave her that she never found time to love? Unlike her, humans like Keqing were mortal, and they were aware of it. They knew that their lives had expiration dates, and so they dared - dared to love, to dream, to change the world, all within their short lifespans, while adepti were content with watching the years go by, rarely taking action. 

 

And Ganyu, having the blood of both in her veins, decided to go with the human side this one time, for the best human she ever knew and possibly ever would. She returned the flirting from Keqing, initiated spending time together, and Keqing’s returning smiles and sparkling eyes when she did so made it all worth it.

 

It all came to a head on New Years’. 

 

Liyue was always beautiful, but on New Years’ it was dazzling. The docks were lined with street food and games, the air filled with shouts of the store owners loudly advertising their products and families celebrating together. The whole city was bedecked with red thanks to the locals, who enthusiastically strung up paper lanterns and dragons, as well as firecrackers. And as per tradition, the entrance to Liuli Pavilion featured the traditional large chunlian that wished prosperity and happiness upon Liyue for the next year.

 

Ganyu loved to stand at the balcony of the two arches that led into Liyue’s harbour and look down upon the bustling city in all its beauty, with its glowing lanterns, moving seas of people, and homeliness so strong Ganyu imagined that she could feel it in the form of a warm blanket wrapping around her. This was the city she loved - the city that she had been, was, and would be dedicated to all her life.

 

Despite her affection towards the city, Ganyu rarely ventured down into the crowds. Her ears were especially sensitive to loud noises; she’d learnt the hard way that she couldn’t stand the sound of firecrackers being started up close many years ago. Another thing she’d learnt was that while in a crowd, her horns were prone to being jostled, causing extreme discomfort and her body to seize up. And while she’d dealt with worse pain in the past, it didn’t help her conceal her identity as half qilin.

 

So there she was, gazing into the crowds. If she concentrated, she could see specific people doing different activities - a mother guiding her daughter to throw a hoop over a pole, people boat racing and others betting on them, a thief choosing a stall vendor’s moment of distraction to steal his profits. She didn’t know where Keqing was at this point, but she could imagine her mingling among the Liyue residents, laughing and talking with them as she did every year during New Years’ celebrations. 

 

Ganyu’s mouth lifted at the corners as she recalled how, two years ago, Keqing had come back completely stuffed full from eating too much, due to a mixture of the residents treating her and her own love of food, as well as slightly giggly from the wine she’d drank. It was one of the rare days where she wasn’t her usual composed self, and Ganyu had stared curiously at the Yuheng from a distance, not daring to approach as Keqing stumbled to her own chambers. The next day, Keqing had seemed embarrassed around Ganyu, who then had to reassure her that no one had been around aside from herself.

 

Their relationship had been painfully formal back then, compared to what they were like right now. 

 

Somewhere along the way, Ganyu had realised that Keqing wasn’t simply a doubter of the archons. Morax had told this to her during his musings over the years, but her devotion to him had made her antagonise Keqing nevertheless. But she had grown to understand Keqing better through her small actions. When Keqing asked for her opinion on a project although it wasn’t Ganyu’s area of expertise, Ganyu knew that she wanted to know what Morax would’ve done. She saw Keqing’s trips to the temples, her studies of ancient texts, her lack of suspicion or hostility when talking about him. It was why Ganyu finally began to warm up to her, after years of cold indifference.

 

And after she got over her initial bad impression of Keqing, well. Keqing was pretty, not to mention selfless and hardworking. It didn’t take much to develop feelings for her.

 

Suddenly, Ganyu’s ears picked up on a creak in the stairs leading up to the platform she was on. She wasn’t surprised that someone would come up here, as it was fairly common for visitors to Liyue to admire the city scenery from this very spot. What she was curious about was why anyone would leave the celebrations down below.

 

She tilted her head to glance at the entrance and had to do a double take at the flash of purple.

 

“Keqing? What are you doing up here?”

 

The woman in question stepped fully onto the platform, and Ganyu couldn’t help but notice how gorgeous she looked in her qipao. It had been tailored by Keqing herself - she didn’t trust anyone but herself with her outfit - and it sparkled as it moved, embroidered with woven gold threads. She wore this exact outfit to every special occasion, making adjustments if needed in between, and the care she put into it really showed in how unique it was.

 

“I thought you would want some company,” she said, walking up to stand next to Ganyu. 

 

“But… you love talking to the people,” Ganyu replied, furrowing her eyebrows slightly.

 

Keqing didn’t reply for a moment, instead gazing down into the city. Ganyu stayed silent, letting her think.

 

Those violet eyes flicked upwards, making eye contact with Ganyu, and Keqing reached out to take both of her hands in her own. Ganyu’s breath stuttered, feeling Keqing’s warm hands envelop her own.

 

“I have something to tell you.”

 

Her voice was gentle and tender, so unlike the usual confident, assertive Keqing, and Ganyu swallowed as she felt her heart skip a beat. She was suddenly very aware of how bright Keqing’s eyes were, unable to tear her own away.

 

Was it finally going to happen? Were they about to confront their feelings and relationship head on?

 

“Ganyu, you’ve probably figured it out by now, but I thought I should tell you straight to your face… I really really like you, and have for a while now. And I was really hoping that we could start the new year in a relationship…” Keqing trailed off, her grip on Ganyu’s hands tightening as she took a deep breath. “I’ve seen you flirt back with me, so would you be my girlfriend?”

 

Blood roared in Ganyu’s ears. Before she knew what she was doing, she took a step forward and leaned closer until her face was just in front of Keqing’s, close enough that they could breathe in each other’s breaths.

 

“Keqing…” Ganyu whispered, watching Keqing’s eyelids flutter closed at their intimate proximity, “I like you, too.”

 

Then she closed the small gap between their lips. Keqing gasped sharply, and suddenly Ganyu’s hands were free as Keqing let go of them in favour of holding Ganyu closer to her, tilting her head to deepen the kiss.

 

After a few moments, Keqing pulled away to breathe. She was smiling at her so brightly, Ganyu felt as if her body was vibrating from the sheer happy pounding of her heart. 

 

“And yes, I will be your girlfriend. It’s been a long time coming,” Ganyu said breathlessly, feeling the same giddy grin spread across her face as she watched Keqing’s eyes light up even brighter. 

 

Gently, she traced a thumb across Ganyu’s face. “I love you,” Keqing said simply.

 

Ganyu didn’t reply, and instead ducked her head into the area between Keqing’s neck and shoulders, enjoying every moment of the physical contact. She couldn’t believe she would be able to do this over and over again - have Keqing hold and cuddle her. 

 

“You smell like smoke,” Ganyu said, her voice muffled, and she felt more than heard Keqing’s laugh.

 

“Firecrackers. You know, I never thought you were the cuddly type.”

 

Keqing moved to stand at the railing, and Ganyu shifted so that one arm was wrapped around her girlfriend while her head rested against Keqing’s shoulder. Together, they admired Liyue Harbour, the city they both had had a hand in building, revel in celebrations.

 

In the distance, she heard firecrackers go off.

 

“Happy new year, Keqing.”

 

As Ganyu held Keqing tighter, the only thought that went through her mind was that in that moment, the woman in her arms was far more beautiful, far more radiant than Liyue ever could be.

 

-

 

Loving Keqing was, if Ganyu were to be honest, a whirlwind. A whirlwind of moonlit dates at the docks, stolen glances during work hours, sparkling eyes and jasmine scented perfume - Keqing’s favourite. 

 

Ganyu was constantly surprised by how much affection she could feel for one person. Whenever Keqing smiled at her, she would feel her heart flutter, as if it was a butterfly trying to break free from her ribcage. The more Ganyu got to know about Keqing, the more she fell in love with her every little detail. 

 

Having lived for three thousand years, Ganyu could rarely distinctly remember specific events that lasted less than a week, but with Keqing, she could remember every significant moment that they spent together with overwhelming clarity. The first time they kissed, the first official date they went on, the first trip into the wilderness of Liyue they had, the first night they spent in the same house in the same bed, and it went on and on.

 

Sometimes, when Keqing was dozing off wrapped in her arms with her lips grazing Keqing’s forehead, Ganyu would wonder what she had done to deserve this amount of love. She’d spent her whole life shunned by both adepti and humans - openly by humans, more discreetly by adepti, but alone nonetheless.

 

Ganyu had been floating through life by herself, and somewhere along the way she had come to the conclusion that being alone was what she was forever meant to be. So she did - never daring to become too close to anyone, hiding herself away behind a mask of timidity and shyness and burying herself in work. She had thought that maybe work and settling taxes could fill the void in her life, and for a while it had.

 

But then she’d met Keqing, selfless and brave and fiercely independent, and suddenly her life was so full she couldn’t imagine how she had put up with it before. Suddenly she had someone to talk to as a friend, more physical affection than she’d ever received, and someone genuinely interested in her being a half adeptus, instead of being wary or straight up scared.

 

And Ganyu decided that, if being alone for 3000 years meant she could meet Keqing after those years, she would do it over and over again. 

 

Was that what love truly was? Ganyu didn’t know. All she knew was the way their hands fit together like two pieces of a puzzle, the way Keqing’s eyes contained the stars in the sky, and the way Ganyu felt at home for the first time in many years, and that she never wanted it to stop.

 

-

 

Keqing died at the age of 72.

 

It wasn’t due to any reasons other than regular old age, but it was exactly that that brought Ganyu’s worst fears to life. Watching Keqing go from lively and energetic to weary and frustrated that her body couldn’t do what she wanted it to - it weighed Ganyu down too, as if she were aging along with Keqing. And while Keqing tried to keep her body active and mind simulated with frequent stretches, light exercise and reading texts, she couldn’t stop the deterioration that came with old age.

 

The first time Ganyu walked into a room and saw Keqing perched precariously on a chair, trying to reach a book on one of their higher shelves, she panicked and ran over, yelling at Keqing to come down. Stubbornly, she reached up and took the book before stepping down from the chair, where Ganyu immediately started fussing over her.

 

“Archons, Keqing, you can’t just put yourself in danger like that!” Ganyu exclaimed. “Are you okay?”

 

Keqing sighed and put the book down. “Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I’m wholly incapable of doing things myself, you know?” she snapped, a tint of anger in her voice.

 

Taken aback by Keqing’s tone, Ganyu blinked. “I wasn’t saying that, I just…”

 

“Then what did you mean, Ganyu? I know you’re still young and able bodied, but at least try to understand me! I was doing perfectly fine just now, you know? I know I’m getting old and you think I’m fragile and stupid and ugly, but…” Keqing cut herself off with an abrupt sob, covering her face with her hands.

 

Suddenly, it all made sense to Ganyu. Why Keqing was so reluctant to ask for help, and why she’d been so angry - she was worried that she was being a burden to Ganyu, and no longer attractive to her. After all, Ganyu still looked young and was more physically capable, why would she still be interested in Keqing anymore?

 

Ganyu felt her heart shatter.

 

Blinking away the tears gathering in her own eyes, she reached out and tentatively wrapped Keqing in her arms, and her wife instinctively melted into the embrace, sobbing into Ganyu’s neck. 

 

“I just… I feel so useless now, I can’t go on those trips with you, I can’t properly write proposals for new projects because my eyesight is too blurry, and I don’t want to keep you at home making sure I don’t get injured… and I know I’ll leave soon and I don’t want to leave you… please don’t make me leave you…” 

 

Keqing’s arms around Ganyu tightened to the point of pain, but Ganyu could barely feel them over the sobs that now, too, wracked her body. She wanted to collapse into Keqing’s warmth to seek the comfort she so often gave, but she knew that in this moment, Keqing was the one who needed her. It took every ounce of will in her body to not give in and instead support Keqing.

 

Through her tears, she managed to stammer out, “Don’t - don’t say that, I just didn’t want you to get hurt. I’ll always love you, I don’t care how old you are. Liyue will always love you, it’s okay, it’s okay. It’s okay…”

 

They stood there, tightly wrapped together, for what might have been hours, until Keqing had sobbed herself hoarse and Ganyu had calmed down enough to gently press kisses to Keqing’s forehead.

 

“It’ll be okay, let’s just enjoy the rest of our time together,” she whispered. Keqing said nothing but gave a small nod.

 

After that day, Ganyu silently moved all the items on higher shelves down, and Keqing made a habit to ask Ganyu for help. They had a mutual, wordless agreement to never mention that day again, but Ganyu could feel the way Keqing held her just a bit tighter, kissed her a bit longer.

 

But no matter how much time they spent together, it was never enough. 

 

The day their time together ended, Ganyu could feel it. She had watched countless humans die of old age, and was painfully familiar with how their actions became slower, their breaths became further apart, and their words became more and more slurred. But no amount of past experience could have prepared her for this.

 

Keqing lay in bed, her face wrinkled from age, every breath slowly inhaled. Ganyu sat beside her, gripping a glass of water so tightly she feared it would break. Keqing had taken a bad fall and sprained her foot a few days ago, and she was now bed ridden. She’d asked for some water, and when Ganyu arrived, her heart dropped when she recognised the symptoms.

 

“Do you want more water?” she asked, barely able to prevent her voice from trembling. Keqing nodded, and Ganyu passed her the glass for her to shakily raise to her lips. She watched as the excess water trickled from the corner of her lips and soaked into the collar of her shirt. 

 

“How’s the weather been? Have your joints been hurting?” Ganyu asked with the best smile she could muster, taking the glass of water and placing it on the bedside table. 

 

Keqing smiled and tilted her head towards Ganyu. Although her violet eyes were rheumy, they had never lost the spark of life and excitement unique to only her. 

 

“I can feel it, you know.”

 

Ganyu’s heart leaped into her throat. “Feel what?”

 

“Feel myself dying. You know it too. I know you’ve been pretending that you don’t.” She took a shaky breath. “I know I’ll be gone soon, and I don’t want to spend my last hours just crying and crying. I don’t want you to cry either. Just… just talk with me.”

 

Ganyu blinked back her tears and laughed. “Always straightforward I see, Qing-ah.”

 

Keqing laughed in response, but it faded away quickly as she let out a harsh cough. When Ganyu frowned, she hushed her with a finger over her lips, saying, “Alright, want to tell me about your childhood again?”

 

They spoke for hours, the conversation ranging from Ganyu’s life, the archon war, and her opinions on Morax, to Liyue, its past, its future, and what they both loved about it, to Keqing’s various opinions on the other regions of Teyvat and what she thought of their future. Then they moved to memories of their relationship, how Keqing had carefully analysed every interaction they’d had all those years ago when they were merely the Yuheng and a secretary to each other, all their inside jokes, and anecdotes from their multiple trips into the Liyue wilderness.

 

Somewhere along the way, Ganyu began to cry, then Keqing did, too, until they were talking and laughing through their tears, happy and sad and everything in between. Somewhere along the way, Ganyu’s hand had found Keqing’s, and they were now tightly gripping each other’s hands as if doing so would bind Keqing tighter to the world of the living. And while Keqing’s hoarse voice got weaker and weaker, her hand tightened more and more. 

 

Just as Ganyu finished up a story about how she accidentally discovered how delicious qingxin flowers were, Keqing sighed softly and said, “Yuyu… you know how much I love you, right?”

 

Ganyu gazed at Keqing, noted how her breaths were coming slower than ever, and nodded.

 

“I don’t know how I’ll live without you,” she suddenly blurted. All day, she had been holding back on Keqing’s behalf, but now her mortality was right in front of her. 

 

Ganyu had never been so scared to watch a human die.

 

Keqing smiled and cupped her face with her spare hand. “I know you will. You’re strong, and I will always be with you. Not just with my Vision, but in your memory.

 

“I think my organs are going to fail me soon, so - I love you so much, Ganyu. Thank you for being by my side all these years. I’ll… I’ll miss waking up beside you and stroking your horns. I’ll miss listening to your stories about the adepti.” She took a breath, a slow inhale and an even slower exhale. “I hope you don’t forget me. Take care of Liyue for me.”

 

Keqing lapsed into silence and closed her eyes, tears overflowing and streaking down her face. Ganyu tried her best to stop her voice from shaking, even as her chest shook with the force of holding back her sobs. 

 

“You’re the best thing that ever happened to me, Keqing. Liyue won’t forget you and neither - neither will I. I’ll make sure of it.” She squeezed Keqing’s hand and her wife squeezed back weakly. Their hands were trembling, but Ganyu couldn’t tell if it was from her or Keqing.

 

Keqing opened her eyes again, the last glimmer of life in there. Her lips moved but no sound came, and Ganyu had to lean closer to hear her.

 

“I’ll wait for you, no matter how long it takes. I love you.”

 

Ganyu finally allowed herself to break down, her whole body shaking as she watched Keqing’s chest rise and fall.

 

One breath. A long pause.

 

Another.

 

And another.

 

A very, very shallow one.

 

An even longer pause. It stretched on, seeming to encompass the years upon years that they had spent laughing and loving together, and Ganyu couldn’t tear her eyes away from Keqing, hoping and praying that it would move one more time, but it didn’t. 

 

Just like that, she was gone.

 

And Ganyu felt as if a piece of her heart left with her. 

 

-

 

Ganyu didn’t attend the funeral.

 

Keqing had always expressed her dislike of funerals, especially the large one that was bound to be hosted after her death, but the Qixing had insisted, wanting to honour one of their Yuhengs. Ganyu had let them, too tired to argue over her wife’s death, and on the day of the funeral she left Liyue Harbour to take a walk through Guili Plains.

 

The sun hadn’t risen yet, so the air was cool on Ganyu’s skin, and her lungs were grateful for the fresh air. She could hear crickets chirping in the grass, the soft pattering of feet of nocturnal animals going about, and the distant bustle of the city behind her. Her legs groaned in protest, unused to the sudden exertion when she’d spent the past four days as a husk of a person, going around in their house, performing human-like moves but not actually present. 

 

She’d only been snapped out of it when the current Yuheng, Jiayu, arrived to inform her about the funeral and invited her to attend. 

 

The anger sparked by the announcement, coupled with the pity in his eyes, had brought her to action. What did he know, what did anyone know, about what she’d been through? What did they know about losing their wife and best friend and other half? How could they ever imagine going through life, knowing that everyone around them would die and all they could do was watch?

 

She’d curtly declined and shut the door in his face. And when she had seen the preparations for Keqing’s funeral being done through her windows, she had finally decided to get out of the house, if only to avoid the funeral.

 

Without realising, Ganyu’s feet had carried her to a familiar spot - a tree where she and Keqing had watched the sun rise behind the mountains of Dragonspine countless times. Already, she could see the clouds lightening in the distance.

 

With a heavy sigh, she leaned against the tree’s sturdy bark and tried not to think about how Keqing would wrap her arms around her from behind, hooking her chin over Ganyu’s shoulder as they watched the sky turn from indigo to pink.

 

Her heart ached, and she wondered how she would ever recover from this. She couldn’t imagine having to go through life for the next few thousand years, always knowing that something was missing. She felt lost, like a boat stranded in the middle of an ocean, wanting to move but not knowing where its destination was.

 

Ganyu hadn’t felt this way in a long time. Most of her life before had had a sense of security, only having to focus on carrying out Morax’s orders, serving him and Liyue. Never before had she had the freedom to fall in love. And now, after discovering the joys of it, she had to endure the pains.

 

Leaning her head against the tree, Ganyu looked out across the flat, grassy landscape.

 

Guili Plains - derived from the combination of Guizhong and Morax’s names. Was this hole in her chest how Morax felt after he lost his best friend? Ganyu thought back to when he’d lost Guizhong. He’d allowed himself to grieve, but eventually had collected himself and built Liyue Harbour, because it was his duty to protect his people. He hadn’t allowed himself to be lost in his grief.

 

And while Ganyu had never dared to directly mention Guizhong to him, she had seen how he walked with an additional weight on his shoulders. At first he had struggled under it, but eventually he grew to cope with it, and instead of dragging him down, it strengthened him.

 

All her life, Ganyu had looked up to him. When rebuilding Liyue, she would often think of him and his advice in terms of trade, governance and infrastructure. Perhaps it was time to learn from him in other ways.

 

What would he say to Ganyu now? Ganyu thought she knew the answer.

 

Beyond the mountains, the sun’s rays broke over the horizon, filling the world with light. Ganyu tilted her head, let the sun’s warmth wash over her, and breathed in the hope of a new day.

 

-

 

Sometimes, Ganyu still wakes up instinctively feeling for Keqing on the bed beside her, or turning her head to search for her whenever she needs advice on work. The hairpin she slides into her braid and the dimmed Vision she hangs around her neck every morning remind her of Keqing, as does the smell of fried radish balls. The first day she went back to work, she heard someone call for the Yuheng and turned around expectantly, only to remember that the Yuheng she knew was gone.

 

With every reminder, the accompanying pain is always the same, but Ganyu’s learnt to allow them to wash over her instead of rip deeper into her chest. Whenever she is reminded of Keqing, she chooses to think of what Keqing’s presence accomplished instead of what her absence took away, and she smiles instead of frowns.

 

Ganyu looks to the future, and sees a day where she will die and finally join Keqing.

 

And so, every Qingming, she returns to the temple, seeking Keqing’s company for as long as she can, counting down the years until they are reunited again.
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Nine Lives
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    Keqing dies at the unfortunate age of sixty-five. 

Of course, it’s common for people to die before reaching even sixty, but sixty-five is young for an aristocrat of her stature, with her access to the greatest healers—this is the gossip around the harbor that Ganyu hears, passed along in hushed and reverent tones. But Ganyu understands how it happened. She’d seen firsthand how Keqing pushed her body and mind for hours, years, decades, until fatigue caught up to her.

When Keqing dies, Ganyu is with her. She is prepared, in the way a small city sees a vast army approaching its shoddy splintering gates. The few days before Keqing’s death, Ganyu doesn’t leave her side. She takes Keqing in her wooden wheelchair to see the land she loves so dearly. They stay out from sunup to sundown, taking generous breaks so Keqing can drink in the landscape.

“I wish I could walk these hills again with you,” she says with a fond sigh. “Or teleport up to those cliffs. Remember when I could still race you there and beat you?”

Ganyu knows she’s dying from the weariness in her voice and how it falters, and the way Keqing’s fingers struggle and tremble against her own when they lace them together. Ganyu knows, from the past millennia of seeing life cycle into death, what it looks like when the last drops of life are seeping from a living thing. But she’s never drowned in them like this before.

When Keqing dies, Ganyu doesn’t take her home right away. They remain beneath the shadows of the great tree they both loved so much until morning’s gold stretches across the hills, and Ganyu can no longer look at the peaceful dip of Keqing’s closed eyelids with the futile, naive hope that she’ll take another breath.

After Keqing’s death, Ganyu stumbles under the weight of the life still ahead of her. She carries it like she’s always done, but it brings her to her knees sometimes, and tears a hole in her chest with the way it grinds at her heart.

Madame Ping tells her it doesn’t get much easier, because the only way it would is if they forget, but, “You won’t ever forget,” she says, sad and slow and kind. “It’s a blessing and a curse. You’ll see her in everything. She’ll be there to remind you.”

She’s right, of course. 

Ganyu sees it as a haunting at first, painful and cruel. Then she understands the blessing—Keqing, stubborn and steadfast in death as in life, has never stopped holding her hand.

 

 

Keqing dies at the age of sixty. 

She is the young secretary who comes to work at Yuehai Pavilion a century later, with fire in her eyes and a quiver of arrows in her mouth. She manages to offend half the Qixing within her first week, yet also manages to stay employed.

Ganyu takes her under her wing, mentors her and guides her and smiles to herself when she spouts the same bold sentiments Keqing once had. She brings a life to the tasks that had become dull, and when she laughs, Ganyu can almost imagine it’s Keqing there instead.

She grows old too, and her hands tremble in the same way Keqing’s did at the end of her life. Ganyu visits her still after she retires, and they reminisce over their long evenings at work. But Ganyu isn’t there when she dies. The news comes to the pavilion in the morning, and Ganyu looks out her window and wonders if she’s with Keqing in the same place.

 

 

Keqing dies at the age of fourteen, or maybe fifteen, maybe sixteen. 

She is the thin stray kitten that sits by the pond every morning, eyeing the fish. Ganyu begins to bring food out for it, but she can never get close, not at first. She learns to leave the dish by the grass and move to the distant steps of the terrace to watch. The cat prowls cautiously to the dish, finishes the food inside, and slinks silently back toward the hills.

It’s a year before the cat begins to watch Ganyu too. It perks up when Ganyu strolls past in the mornings. Sometimes, it meets Ganyu’s stare after it eats, and blinks slowly. 

In another few years, the cat allows Ganyu to approach it. It sits by the spot in the grass, tail flicking from side to side as Ganyu sets the food down. The first time Ganyu reaches to stroke its head, it nudges its cheek into her palm with a gentle purr.

She thinks of how Keqing had loved when Ganyu ran her fingers through her hair after she unfurled it from its buns each evening. She thinks about the years it had taken for them to get there. 

Ganyu never finds out where the cat goes when it leaves, but one day it stops coming back.

 

 

Keqing dies at the age of six seconds.

She is the fireworks exploding in the sky on the New Year. Ganyu follows the spark that races straight up, new and fearless and true. It blossoms in a burst of gold and white and scarlet, multiplying and radiating into the night to the applause and awe of the spectators on the harbor below. 

And then the lights fall, fizzling out as they plummet into the sea.

Ganyu’s smile is soft but bitter. The brightest and most brilliant burn the fastest, and everything returns to dark in the end.

 

 

Keqing dies at the age of five thousand years, at least.

She is the stream become a river, flowing just southwest of Liyue Harbor. Ganyu has watched its growth from the beginning of her own life, has watched it carving its steady path into the ground from a trickling spring to a narrow river that rushes proudly through the landscape.

Its currents are louder and slower than Keqing’s nimble footsteps, but the way they roam the land reads like a love letter—the river’s edges curl around rocks and lick over muddy banks to learn their slopes, and its waters glitter and dance under the sun.

At the end of its life, it gives its all, as Liyue diverts it to feed new crops and bring up new towns. Ganyu thinks perhaps it’s been reborn, watching over the land in a different way.

 

 

Keqing dies at the age of four thousand years.

She is the great tree they had loved. It had already been old by the time Keqing was buried there. Over the years, the branches continue to spread, and its roots cradle Keqing’s resting place.

Ganyu knows it’s dying when she places a palm on the trunk, and feels the hollow space underneath. The bark peels and splits in various states of decay, and curled leaves litter the ground around her even when it’s spring. The back of her hand is wrinkled too, like the bark she touches. She runs her thumb along a flaking ridge and understands that her time is soon. 

Her end is coming, not tomorrow, or the day after, or even in a century, but Ganyu sees it looming, a hazy vision of a ship on the horizon coming to take her. She is not afraid. 

 

 

Keqing dies at the age of eight thousand years.

She is the glaze lily that loves Ganyu’s song most, that wilts when Ganyu no longer sings to nourish it in quiet midnights on the outskirts of Liyue Harbor. No one else’s song would do.

Ganyu isn’t there to watch it crumble into the soil though, not in person. She’s in the skies with her beloved, hand in hand once again.

“Finally,” Keqing says, as if she’s been waiting six hours and not six millennia. She is real. She is beautiful, timeless, splendid, and her fingers are sure and strong intertwined with Ganyu’s own. Her arms are safe when they pull Ganyu into their embrace.  

“I’ve decided I hate Liyue,” she murmurs into Ganyu’s hair. Her voice is muffled and wet.

Ganyu doesn’t pull back. “Why?”

“It kept you from me for far too long.”

Ganyu’s own laugh is thick and teary too. “You waited.”

“Of course I did.”

“You hate waiting.”

Keqing presses a kiss to Ganyu’s temple. “But it’s you.” Ganyu can feel the smile on her lips. “And when time is all you have, waiting isn’t so hard.”

Yet, waiting for Keqing is the hardest thing Ganyu has ever done. 

So she holds tighter to Keqing’s shoulder, nestles into her warmth, runs a hand through her hair. Keqing sighs, the sound drawn out and shuddering. They stay like this for a long time. Keqing makes no move to pull away or rush along like she once did. Her palm is steady against Ganyu’s back. After all, time is finally on their side.
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    The first time Yanfei loses her, heartbreak is like an endless sea of turmoil, and she might as well have been a single flickering flame on a candlewick, struggling to stay above water level and trying not to drown.

She spirals, then— down, down into a terribly dark place. The horribly human organ in her chest  hurts—  oh, why did the gods allow for such things? Why was she cursed with such longevity? What was the point of it all, to have had something so wonderful only to have it whisk itself out before she could even blink an eye?

Why she decides to steal away to Jueyun Karst, even Yanfei herself doesn’t know.

The only thing she’s sure about is the ache between the space in her ribcage, and the fact that she feels so utterly, helplessly  human. 

It shouldn’t have been a surprise that Ganyu is the one who finds her, curled up into herself against a cliff in Jueyun Karst, knees pulled to her chest.

“Are you crying?” A gentle voice asks, and an equally soft, gloved hand caresses her shoulders with such care that had Yanfei any tears left to cry, she would have burst into waterworks on the spot.

“No,” Yanfei whispers, hoarse. It hurts to speak. “They’re all dried up.”

“Then you should sleep. You’ll have the energy to cry more later.”

“I don’t want to cry anymore.”

“Sometimes, we all need to cry in order to rid ourselves of these emotions.”

Without looking up, Yanfei feels the other half-adepti girl fall in place beside her. Ganyu shifts to sit on her knees, and before she knows it, Yanfei finds herself lying down on her back, head in the older adepti girl’s lap, comforting fingers running through her hair.

Ah, her throat hurts.

“Please, drink from my canteen,” Ganyu murmurs, and Yanfei feels water trickle through her slightly parted lips. “We can’t have you resting while your throat is burning.”

“I’m so tired, Ganyu…”

“I know, I know…”

“I don’t want to forget her.”

“You won’t.”

“What if I can’t find her again?”

“You will.” Steady as always, Ganyu takes to massaging Yanfei’s shoulders upon setting down her canteen.

“How do you know?” Yanfei croaks.

“Because if my clumsy self can manage to do something right and find my  person  against all odds,” Ganyu hums, tilting her head, “then you can too.”


   But I’m not you. I could never be you, Ganyu, so benevolent and patient. I could never. 


“You will find her again, Yanfei.” Ganyu’s words are gentle, and they wash over Yanfei’s raw, aching being like gentle waves; the serenity of mountain blossoms blowing in the wind. “And then you’ll learn to live happily.”


   Even though I’m only doomed to lose her again? 


In hindsight, countless years later, Yanfei will look back on this and know that Ganyu is correct— that Ganyu is almost always correct.

For now, though, she merely turns on her side, says nothing as Ganyu continues to run comforting hands along her back.

—

It takes a week, but eventually, Yanfei finds herself able to wake up in the morning without crying. It’s still shaky, and her world still feels like it’s been tipped on its head, but it’s  something  , it’s  progress,  and so she figures she must take what she gets.

“You’re… painting?” Yanfei blinks, staring in slight confusion at the canvas the older half-adepti had set up atop a cliffside. Albeit truthfully, the more she observes Ganyu, the more confused she seems to become. “And wait a minute… don’t you have Qixing work?”

“I took some time off,” Ganyu replies kindly, twilight eyes crinkling up as she shoots a smile in Yanfei’s direction. “You’re going through a rather hard period. I wanted to be there for you.”

Yanfei feels her face alight, looking out over Jueyun Karst in embarrassment as she resolves to stare anywhere but Ganyu’s countenance. Archons, she must have looked so pathetic in the older girl’s eyes— what kind of adepti got so hung up over the passage of time? It’s not even the first time Yanfei has ever lost a loved one, so why…?

 Because you loved her, you idiot,  a voice that sounds irritatingly like the adeptus boy, Xiao, chimes in mockingly.  That should be self-explanatory, and yet you somehow dare call yourself Liyue’s best legal advisor. 

“You didn’t have to take so much time out of your busy schedule just for me,” Yanfei finally mumbles, finding the ground beneath them suddenly incredibly interesting. “I know how the Qixing has been counting on you for centuries.”

“Perhaps,” Ganyu admits, but then she shrugs, smiling sheepishly as she sets down her paintbrush and touches a horn. “But regardless, I do think I needed a break anyway.”

“You?” Once again, Yanfei blinks in surprise. “Forgive me, Ganyu, but in the hundreds of years that I’ve known you, I can count the number of voluntary breaks you’ve taken on one hand.”

“I know!” Ganyu laughs. “But Keqing used to chide me for never taking any time off at all, so now seemed like as good a time as any to add to my count.” She winks. “Maybe one of these days, you’ll need two hands.”

“Maybe,” Yanfei finds herself echoing, the place in her chest ringing hollow at the sudden mention of a name she had not heard in years.

 Keqing.  The lavender-haired Yuheng had been both Ganyu’s lover and a dear friend of Yanfei’s during their collaboration work in the Qixing.

Keqing had also passed on several years ago— a few years before… before… 

“I didn’t know you painted,” Yanfei says, keen on changing the subject.

“Oh, I don’t.” Picking up her paintbrush once more, Ganyu twirls it around deft fingers before laughing. “I can flourish it like this but truthfully this is only my second attempt at painting anything! One of the things I promised Keqing is that I would find hobbies beyond my work.”

She pauses, tucking a strand of lavender hair behind an ear.

“Truthfully, I don’t quite have the time to get good at one particular hobby specifically, so do you think it would make sense to say that my hobby is trying out other hobbies?” Ganyu giggles, and Yanfei almost feels like she’s underwater—  how is Ganyu so at ease? “Keqing used to explain to me why she loved shopping— she loved the freedom of being able to choose between countless different varieties. Still, I don’t have much use for material goods, so I decided on trying many hobbies instead. It’s the same principle, yes?”

Yanfei nods numbly. “Yes, I suppose so.”

“Good. I wish to make Keqing proud, after all!”

“How are you so okay with saying her name?” Yanfei blurts out. “How can you say her name so easily?”

Ganyu blinks, surprised. A small smile twists on her lips, nostalgic and wistful.

“It hurts at first,” she admits, as tender as a glaze lily, and with that being said, Ganyu dips her paintbrush into her palette, dying the hairs lavender. “It hurts a lot. But something that I have realized— something that you will soon come to learn, is that rather than the person that we love vanishing from our lives, it is more as though she has slipped away into the next room.”

Yanfei grows still. She says nothing.

“Why should Keqing be out of mind when she is simply out of sight?” Ganyu continues, questioning. Then she pauses, smiles once more, and turns to Yanfei, whose teal eyes are wide. “You and I are lucky— you will see her again, just as I will see Keqing again. The cycle will continue, and soon enough, you will be standing in the same room once more.”

—

“Is it strange that even after many years together, I still find that there was so much that I wish I had the chance to convey?”

Yanfei poses the question to Ganyu on a rainy day, when they’ve taken shelter after a heavy drop of water had thumped against one of Ganyu’s horns, and they’d raced to the nearest cave entrance.

“I don’t think it’s strange,” Ganyu tells her easily. “I think there is something to be said about how we often have the most clarity only in hindsight.”

Yanfei sighs, drawing her knees up to hug them to her chest. She tips her head back, feels her hat become askew as it bumps against the cave wall, and keeps her eyes trained on the downpour of water droplets outside. 

“I wish I told her I loved her more.” The pitter-patter of rain fills her ears. “I thought I said it a lot back when she was… back when she was with me, but now I look back and wish I told her even more.”

 Hindsight…  even as a lawyer, Yanfei hadn’t expected such intense longing. Even before, she’d even though she and her lover had clung to each other  too much, and yet… 

“I want to see her so badly.” Yanfei shuts her eyes, heaving her shoulders. She wills the tears pricking at the corners of her eyes to go away.  Ah, how sad… just when I could have sworn I was getting better too… “I wish I could have told her how she brightened my day by just being there. I wish I could have told her that I can no longer go to our favorite places without thinking of her. I wish… I could tell her that I loved her.”

“And you can,” Ganyu says patiently, inching closer. Her hands are gentle, always gentle, and Yanfei leans into Ganyu’s touch, feeling lithe fingers caress the taut knots in her shoulder blades. “Soon enough, you can.”

“I’m being unfair, aren’t I?” Yanfei sucks in a breath, shoulders heaving once more, and she laughs hollowly. “Why am I being like this when I get to see her again?”

“Because loss hurts?” Ganyu offers, and not for the first time, Yanfei finds her self-deprecation halted in place. “Or perhaps because since we are not wholly human, because we have such long lifespans, we just have  more  than what the typical human feels. And that isn’t a bad thing— it’s just something unique to us that our human friends simply cannot understand.”

“…Loss hurts. A lot.”

“It does. But we get to move forward anyway.”

“Sometimes I wish we didn’t.”

“Sometimes, I wish the same. But then I remember how wonderful our world is— how I have so much to tell Keqing.” Ganyu giggles, tranquility wrapped up in one neat package. “I have many, many things I wish to speak about with her. The phrase, after all, is ‘Absence makes the heart grow fonder.’ “

“But Ganyu- jie jie  , I want to see her  now, ” Yanfei whines through her teeth, pouting, and Ganyu giggles again. The elder brings the sound of a chiming of clear bells, and it delivers a genuine smile to Yanfei’s face as she finally allows herself to relax her shoulders; force the hunch out of her posture. “They never specified how long the absence had to be!”

“No, I suppose not,” the older girl ponders, the corner of her mouth quirking up in amusement. “I’ll tell you this, though— Keqing once said I got too overbearing when I told her I loved her too much!” Ganyu laughs, the sound echoing off cave walls. “Her face would get red, and she would scold me! How dare she be embarrassed by my love, right?”

“Of  course she was,” Yanfei replies, rolling her eyes dramatically. Nevertheless, the growing smile on her lips belies her sarcasm— it feels good to hear about Keqing again, as if the former Yuheng had never left. “She really did love you above everyone else, though.”

“I know,” Ganyu says, smile softening into something fond and gentle. “That’s why she’s kind enough to come back for me, and that’s why I must keep the light on to welcome her home.”

—

Ganyu tries to get her to paint sometimes. Somehow, it’s the hobby that, despite her trying several other activities, she manages to keep coming back to.

“It’s fun, I promise!” Ganyu says insistently as she washes her hands in one of the winding, lazy streams that trickle through the adepti realm. Meanwhile, Yanfei stands beside where she kneels, an amused grin toying on her lips. “I’m serious! I’m not even good at painting and I’m enjoying myself.”

“What do you paint, anyway?” Yanfei asks her, because for all that she’s seen Ganyu standing beside an easel, she’s never actually taken a peek at what the older adepti girl is creating.

“Oh, anything of interest!” Tipping her head, Ganyu smiles thoughtfully. “Sometimes the clouds, other times a flower, or maybe a crane— I even tried to paint Keqing once!” She giggles. “Knowing her, I’ll be scolded for how funny it looks.”

“I’m sure she’ll love it,” Yanfei insists. “She loves everything you do. I’m sure it looks perfectly fine.”

“Perhaps.” The upturn of Ganyu’s lips as she flicks her hands free of water and settles back down to the riverbank is playful. “But what about you? Why don’t you paint a picture of—”

“Oh no, I couldn’t,” Yanfei hastily says, laughing sheepishly. She kneels in the grass, twiddles her thumbs, suddenly finding her lap incredibly fascinating. “My hand’s not nearly steady enough for painting.”

“Then, why not something else?” Ganyu prods insistently. “Creativity is the best way to rid yourself of stress, after all. I do believe it would bring you some good, were you to ever try.”

Her words have Yanfei thinking, because Ganyu does have a point— and there won’t be any moving forward should she not put her own foot in forward to begin with. Maybe with an additional hobby, the years would even pass by faster.

Still—

Yanfei blinks.“What would I even do?” 

“Wasn’t she rather fond of poetry?”

“Oh.” Yanfei’s eyes widen. How could she have forgotten? It seems that in her grief, she’s gotten terribly short-sighted. “That’s right, she did love writing poetry. I,” Yanfei flushes, “I don’t consider myself any real good at it, but I did love listening to her impromptu verses. Maybe I could…” she trails off, a contemplative look adorning her face.

“Shall I leave you to it?” Ganyu asks gently, making a motion to stand.

“Stay?” Yanfei says instead, the request leaving her mouth before she can think about it. Instead, she rises to her feet, a strange energy jittering through her bones. “If you don’t mind, that is— I’ll be right back, I’m going to get some paper—”

Somehow, she doesn’t want to be alone.

Ganyu beams and settles back onto the riverbank.

“I’ll be waiting here,” she promises, content to recline in the lush green grass of Jueyun Karst. “I’m sure whatever you write will be wonderful!”

—

That night, when Yanfei sits atop Mount Aocang, a candle in front of her next to some parchment. It is late, and Ganyu has already turned in for bed, but Yanfei feels restless, so she sits and stares at the wax candle, its color a deep maroon.

With a snap of her fingers, a flame alights, flickering in the late-night air.

She lights the candle.

A trail of wax trickles down the side.

It is said that no Pyro Vision produces the same flame, and while Yanfei isn’t sure how special her own fire is, she still finds herself dreaming of crimson butterflies, crimson blossoms. She remembers the batting of wings, the way the heat would radiate off of them, like miniature suns, descending to melt the lonely earth.


   Just because she is out of sight, does not mean that she is out of mind. 


Oh.

For the first time since her loss, Yanfei allows herself to breathe.

The truest of smiles finally graces her lips.

Tomorrow, the sun will rise again, and the sky will be dyed crimsons and golds. Tomorrow, she will add more to her poem.

She blows out the candle.

It will be ablaze again tomorrow night, until the wax runs out and it is time to get a new one.

—

Before she knows it, a month has passed. Yanfei watches Ganyu move from hobby to hobby— painting turns to flower pressing, to writing poetry alongside Yanfei, to simply cloud gazing.

“I will return to Liyue Harbor soon,” Ganyu tells her one day, as they lie on their back and stare up at the rolling clouds above. “The Qixing do need me.”

“Thank you for staying with me as long as you have,” Yanfei tells her honestly, because it’s true. The ache in her chest has dulled. It has been hard, but her days in Jueyun Karst with the older half-adeptus have helped in easing the weight, even just for a bit.

“Of course!” Ganyu beams, tranquil under blue skies. “Any time, Yanfei, really.”

“When will you be leaving?”

“I still plan on staying until at least the end of the week.”

“If that’s the case, then… will you visit somewhere with me?”

That’s how they find themselves at Wuwang Hill, Yanfei on her knees, closing her eyes in a short prayer to Rex Lapis as Ganyu stands dutifully beside her.

“The border is here,” Yanfei finally says, after a few minutes of silence. Finally, she lets the name of the person she still holds dear pass through her lips—

“I’ve never seen it myself, but Hu Tao had told me about it.”

Ganyu nods solemnly. “I see.”

“She told me of souls who were unwilling to step through to the other side,” Yanfei says quietly, crossing her arms with a light chuckle. “Souls who would wait at the border, regret lingering, always waiting for something or someone— souls who are afraid of moving forward.”

“Are you wondering if Hu Tao hesitated before passing?” Ganyu asks, hands delicately held behind her back.

“No, just the opposite, actually!” Yanfei laughs, the sound ringing through the stillness of Wuwang. “I know that she didn’t hesitate. She’s not afraid of death, not in the same way that I’m afraid of losing her.” She pauses, catching her thoughts in a net, holding them on her finger like a butterfly. “But if she can have faith and pass through to whatever lies beyond without fear, then it only makes sense that I should have that same belief too, right?”

Looking up at the sky, Yanfei smiles.

“I’ll see her again before I know it.”

Ganyu hums in agreement.

“You definitely will. I believe in you too.”

Yanfei leaves a pile of plum blossoms at Wuwang. Thoughtfully, Ganyu adds a small bouquet of silk flowers beside the other blossoms as well.

Together, they set off back to Liyue Harbor— back to home.

—

Settling back into her daily routine comes almost startlingly easy.

While she had initially escaped from the city she loved so dearly due to its reminders of the one that she’d lost, its citizens had greeted her return happily, offering condolences but reassurance. There was no need to flee from their pitying looks— they knew more than anyone that Hu Tao had not feared death.

Somewhere deep, deep within her, Yanfei had known this truth too. Perhaps the sting still remains, but as Ganyu helps her settle into her new apartment, she heaves a deep breath, holds her head high, and carries on.

Her work persists; Liyue Harbor needs its Number One Legal Expert and Yanfei aims to provide. The Wangsheng Funeral Parlor remains in the safe hands of one of Hu Tao’s relatives, and she greets him happily whenever they pass in the streets, makes sure to ask if he’s doing well.

Her chest no longer squeezes painfully when she sees the hat on his head. Once, he had taken it off and offered it to her. The hat had been held tender in his hands, its new owner clearly taking good care of it, and Yanfei had smiled but shaken her head.

“Only the director of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor may have that hat,” she had said, honest, and from the way he had brightened, she knew she had said the right thing.

—

On warm days, she gets into the habit of meeting Ganyu atop Mount Tianheng. Apparently, the older half-adeptus had started taking more breaks now, despite dutifully keeping up with all of her workload.  New assistants have been assigned to me,  Ganyu had told her during one of these meetings, balancing a paint palette with ease on one hand.  Apparently, Keqing had left instructions to future Yuhengs to make sure I have all the help I need. How interesting that is! 

The fond smile on Ganyu’s lips had spoken entire novels.

Today, she finds Ganyu seated daintily on a nearby stone, a needle in one hand and thread in the other, fabric splayed across her lap.

“What are you making?” Yanfei asks, sitting next to Ganyu as the older girl dutifully threads her needle. “I didn’t know you sewed.”

“Oh! I learned a long, long time ago during the Archon War.” Ganyu smiles fondly as she looks over the expanse of Liyue Harbor, and if Yanfei didn’t know better, she’d think that Ganyu was staring at the past— at a time from long, long before Yanfei had even been born. “We went through many battles during that time, and our clothes got torn often. I learned to sew in order to help mend the garb of my comrades and me, but I hadn’t needed to use my knowledge ever since.”

She hands the violet fabric over to Yanfei, and the younger is surprised when she spreads it out, holds it up to find the beginnings of what appears to be an intricately patterned dress.

“You’re making Keqing a dress,” Yanfei says aloud, glancing over the fabric in awe. Inadvertently, a smile makes its way across her lips, thinking about the lavender-haired girl wearing such a pretty piece of clothing— Ganyu is clearly putting much thought into it. “Oh, she’s going to love it!”

“You think so?” Ganyu’s eyes crinkle into crescent moons, bright smile rising like the morning sun. “Years ago, she spoke to me about her love of clothing. I thought that maybe I could make her something to wear as well.”

“She’ll absolutely love it,” Yanfei insists again.

An idea strikes.

“Oh,” she murmurs, and her eyes settle on a nearby stick. Ganyu watches her in interest as she picks it up, chewing on her bottom lip as she starts to trace the shape of a flower in the dirt.

Ganyu smiles, tips her head.

“Thought of something?”

“Yes,” Yanfei breathes, a light huff of a laugh leaving her lips. She looks over her shoulder, up at where Ganyu has finished threading the needle. “Ganyu- jie jie,  have you ever been good at arts and crafts?”

—

Months pass, and Yanfei works on and off on her pet project for the better portion of the year. She doesn’t work on it every week— sometimes, just speaking with Ganyu, listening to her fellow half-adeptus companion proves to be more comforting. Other times, she gets frustrated and needs to set her work down.

Ganyu eases her through the discouragement with calming words.

“It’s alright,” she soothes when something bends out of shape. “We can always try again. It’s alright— we have time.”

“Too much time,” Yanfei huffs, disheartened. “And somehow still not enough time.”

“We have time,” Ganyu repeats, her words like calm waters after a storm. She is kind, and Yanfei finds that she wishes to be kind like Ganyu. “I will help you! Let’s try this again.”

The ornament gets completed between the likes of ice and fire. Somehow, Yanfei realizes that she thinks that Ganyu’s ice must be warm.

“You’re a conundrum,  jie jie,”  she tells Ganyu one evening.

 “I’m  the conundrum?” Ganyu replies in amusement, raising an eyebrow as she motions to Yanfei’s  everything. 

“That’s… actually, fair.” There’s nothing to do but concede between bubbles of laughter.

On the night she finishes, Yanfei places her craft in a small, neatly decorated box. Hu Tao has always been appreciative of the beauty in simplicity, after all. Anything gaudier would certainly be a disservice.

She leaves the box safely on the corner of her nightstand, content, and continues about her daily routine, getting ready to go to bed for yet another busy day in Liyue Harbor tomorrow.

—

She eventually finds her again, and the years are blissful when she’s not thinking of the inevitable.

Down the line, they lounge beneath Hu Tao’s favorite plum blossom tree— the very one that still stands tall after all these years, planted and replanted, as unchanging as Yanfei herself.

“It was hard,” she finds herself saying. “I had lost you, and even though I was the one still left on Teyvat, it was like you had left me behind. It was like… you had continued on into this unknown land that I could never even imagine.”

“Silly girl,” Hu Tao chides, grinning, and Yanfei gets lost,  lost  in twinkling flowery eyes. The funeral director – Hu Tao will  always  be a funeral director – reaches up, flicks at Yanfei’s hat. “You shouldn’t have been sad— you know that I don’t fear death.”

“I know,” Yanfei insists through a small hiccup. Hu Tao rubs her back comfortingly, saying nothing, letting Yanfei continue. “But while you don’t fear death, I—” She swallows and leans forward, fingers intertwining with Hu Tao’s and she takes comfort in the cool, grounding sensation of the flower-eyed girl’s many rings pressing into her skin, “I was afraid of never seeing  you  again, Hu Tao. I was afraid that I wouldn’t be able to find you.”

At that, Hu Tao cocks her head, the edges of her grin softening out into a gentle smile. Wordlessly, she removes her signature hat adorned with plum blossoms from the top of her head before reaching to swap Yanfei’s hat with her own.

“You’ll always find me,” Hu Tao says steadily, and she presses her forehead against Yanfei’s. “Always, without fail— because I will  always  be waiting for you. And I’m never far either! Just think of my time apart from you as…” Hi Tao pauses, pondering. Then, “Think of it like I’m simply around the corner! Away for an interval— I’ll be back because I always am!”

The funeral parlor director tilts her head, grinning that cheeky, signature grin of hers that never fails to let Yanfei smile along.

Hu Tao holds up a fist.

“Think about it like this,” she says, and unclenches her hand to let dozens of golden butterflies flutter about. Yanfei has seen these butterflies before, knows the beat of their wings like the back of her hand, and never fails to be in awe of the shimmering sight no matter how many times Hu Tao conjures them. “You’ve seen me disappear into these before, right?”

Yanfei nods dutifully.

“But I always come back, don’t I?” Hu Tao prods.

Yanfei releases the breath she didn’t even know she was holding.

“Yes,” she breathes, an effortless smile finally blooming across her face, the coming of spring. “Yes, you do.”

—

All is as it once was before.

Well, almost.

There is a new brooch that Hu Tao now wears on her coat. Yanfei had fastened it to the fabric herself, laughter bubbling from her lips as Hu Tao had puffed out her chest, declared that she would continue to wear the plum blossom-shaped ornament from this life and even into the next.

“I know your hat is passed down among Wangsheng Directors,” Yanfei had murmured shyly, running her thumb over its red-colored silver, “but I thought it would be lovely if you had something entirely of your own, waiting for your return to this world. So, with a bit of help from Ganyu… I made it for you.”

“That  is  a lovely thought, isn’t it?” Hu Tao had mused in turn, humming to herself before pulling Yanfei into a tight hug, her face buried in the crook of Yanfei’s neck.

“Thank you, Yanfei,” she had whispered, clutching at the adeptus girl tightly. Yanfei had felt the imprint of the brooch press through the fabric of her clothes— she hadn’t cared in the slightest. “I will treasure this so long as my body continues to look for you. Thank you! I love you!”

“I love you, too,” Yanfei had choked back, suddenly overcome with a wave of emotion. She’d clenched her eyes shut, allowing herself to bathe in the warm pool of happiness that had formed in her stomach, pulsed through her entire being. “I’ll always be waiting.”

—

The second time she loses Hu Tao, Yanfei still cries at the funeral procession, as she watches the plum blossom brooch be extracted from the coffin; watches it be tenderly placed back into its treasured box, awaiting Hu Tao’s return.

There is still an aching hole in her heart. She still finds herself retreating to Jueyun Karst.

All is as it once was before.

Almost.

Ganyu accompanies her to the adepti’s realm this time instead of chasing after her. She remains by Yanfei’s side every step of the way, rubbing Yanfei’s back as they set down their supplies and make camp for the night like before.

Ganyu brings out her easel and paints.

“Back to the literal drawing board?” Yanfei manages to joke, somewhat weakly. It’s an improvement, and she thinks she’s learning.

“Keqing was annoyed that I hid all of my paintings from last time,” Ganyu tells her with a tender laugh. “I didn’t think they were good enough for her to see. This time, I’m going to improve as much as I can, so that I can proudly show her the things that I can create with my own hands.”

“She would have loved the paintings,” Yanfei insists with a small hum, pulling out the very same scrapped book of poetry that she’d nearly thrown into the fire, she’d been so embarrassed by her sappy, melodramatic words. “She did love the dress you’d made her, after all— just as I said she would.”

“Perhaps,” Ganyu considers, giggling. “Still, since I cannot redo the past, I suppose I will just have to settle for more improvement.”

“I suppose that I should too,” Yanfei agrees.

“You have more inspiration now.”

“I do.” Yanfei chuckles. “Life has been fun. Every day has been fun.”

“It will continue to be fun.”

“I know it will, too.”

And with that, Yanfei pulls out the slip of paper from her back pocket, eyes scanning over the final poem Hu Tao had left her with a quiet hum.

“Yes, Hu Tao would want me to take inspiration from life.” Yanfei nods, satisfied with herself, and allows a smile of hope and anticipation for what the future holds to bloom once more; her own spirit glimmering in the setting sun of Jueyun Karst, the crimsons and golds of fire butterflies.

“Yes,” she repeats, content. She grins at Ganyu, who regards her kindly. “That is what I think.”

—


   Whatever we were to each other, that we are still. 



   Speak of me in the easy way you always have. 



   Laugh as we always laughed at the jokes we enjoyed together. 



   Play, smile, think of me. 



   Let my name be spoken without an effort, without a ghost of a shadow upon it. 



   Life means all that it ever meant.



  - Hu Tao *


 

—

 

End.

 

  
Author’s Note:thanks so much for reading! also just wanted to note that Hu Tao’s poem is based directly off of a passage by Henry Scott Holland, called “Death is Nothing At All”. while I initially tried to write something of my own, nothing summarized my thoughts as succinctly as this passage did, so all credit goes to him for the poem! I highly recommend you look for the full passage, as it’s helped me through tough times, and I hope it helps you as well.
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cat got your tongue?

Author’s Note:
      I won’t lie, this fic is COMPLETELY self indulgent LMAO. I was shopping for things for my dog and met this lonely cat in the corner of the shop, and I couldn’t stop thinking about cats after that. So if there was ever a dedication for this fic, this fic would definitely go out to that cat for giving me this brainrot. 

Also, if you’re curious of how I envisioned Zhongli/Morax to look like as a cat, google Chantilly-Tiffany, and you’ll see why I got so desperate to write this lol. 

But anyway, yeah, ganqing + adopting a cat named Morax, I don’t know what else to tell you, I never meant for this to even touch 6k but here we are at 12k WOOO

    


    
    There was something quite calming about being able to work in an animal shelter. 

Some people had looked at her weirdly whenever she decided to express that to them (and the admissions had already been so scarce to begin with), because honestly, who would look at a loud, depleted, and smelly building chock-full of wailing cats and dogs and everything in between and call it  calming?  

Well, Ganyu certainly did. 

When the sun was setting and visitors looking to adopt or coo at the poor animals in their care were beginning to thin, the crescendo of barking and rattling would steadily decrease, as if a controlled speaker had been set on a specified timer. It was during these times that Ganyu would come in to volunteer, almost everyday except on those when she had to work overtime, to relish in the company of furried friends that looked at her with such unconditional love that it made her heart ache. 

Weekdays, too, had been known to be increasingly slow. That was fine with her. Everything was in its place— a litter of kittens were currently with Xiao for bottle feeding, and all she was told to do today was clean out a couple kennels that had been recently left empty thanks to their free adoption event the day before. 

No, she wasn’t being paid to do this. Not a single cent or favor came to her by coming in every late afternoon after her horribly busy and secure secretary job, but she didn’t mind it either way. This was what she called her one true hobby outside of work, because she felt at peace with every task set out before her in a room full of beings that needed her the most. 

Morax, the graying eldery cat who had captured her heart since the first day, stared mournfully at her on top of a cat tower while she scrubbed vigorously at a stain in the corner of a small carrier. Ganyu wiped her brow with the back of her hand and set her lips into a thin line, staring back at him and hoping that her eyes conveyed a promise of her presence in  just a little longer. 

Morax huffed, his nose twitching, and he closed his eyes for another nap. His tail swished slowly behind him. 

She sighed, bending back over to scrub away. There were people who were going to need this any time soon, and it was her job to provide them these services. 

The sounds of the bustling tires of cars and wind pressurized the air, accompanied by the soft chime of the front door. 

Ganyu lifted her head and almost slammed it directly into the lip of the carrier. She put a hand behind her head to protect it as she backed out on her hands and knees, a dirtied towel on her shoulder. 

“Oh! Hello,” she greeted to the waiting patron genially. 

She was certainly not what Ganyu was expecting. 

The woman had her hair up in twin buns (and a passing thought of  cat  passed through her mind, but she cleared it just as fast as it came), as well as sporting a business suit that was clearly pressed and polished. She fidgeted with the gloves on her fingers, and Ganyu noted her shifting feet and glancing eyes. As if she was rather embarrassed to be here. 

Ganyu remembered her. They worked in the same business firm with Lady Ningguang, though she worked as an executive manager. That fact alone, paired with Keqing’s too-formal-for-an-animal-shelter outfit, made her wonder if the woman had wandered in here by accident. 

“Can I help you?” she said again. The silence between them was becoming much too tense. 

Keqing jumped slightly at that, and her eyes settled upon her as if she herself was surprised to see Ganyu. And in all honesty, Ganyu would have thought of this situation to be amusing, had it not been for the fact that she was rendered into silent, utmost confusion. 

“I—” Keqing began, and she inhaled a deep breath to steady herself. Her posture straightened, and Ganyu observed that she spoke and acted as if she was speaking to a businessman in a meeting. She would know. “I just wanted to see a…  cat that I saw while I was passing by. I hope that’s not a problem? If it is, it would be my deepest apologies, and I wouldn’t mind—”

“No, no. Please,” Ganyu said, waving a hand dismissively at her. She stood up to be at eye level, then gestured welcomely to the cat room, separated by a wall of glass so that patrons may see it in its full glory. “We don’t have time limits for guests to play with our adoptable animals. Visit them as much as you’d like.”

Keqing nodded stiffly at her, then brushed past her to delicately open the knob of the half-windowed door to allow herself access into Ganyu’s second favorite place in the shelter (the dog pen being first, obviously). 

Surprisingly, she did not once look at the young cats mewling and pawing at her pant suit, but rather made a beeline to the elderly cat sleeping on top of his cat tower. 

Morax lifted his head when she approached and with the speed of a careful senior, he stretched himself into an arch and yawned. 

Ganyu shook off the shock of Keqing’s tastes in cats— she’s not one to judge, after all, considering that Morax was the one to persuade her to come here as much as she did. She did, however, cringe internally at the expectant situation to come. 

But instead of bouncing away and pointedly ignoring Keqing like he did with most people, he let her get near enough to close his eyes and bump her head against her palm. Keqing looked like she loosened a breath in her chest, and she petted him with a gentleness that Ganyu was embarrassed to admit that she didn’t expect the executive to possess. 

Ganyu went back to cleaning, allowing the two the time to themselves. 

Keqing left five minutes later, and Ganyu knew this from her own body clock and the analog clock that stretched its arm to the precise number. She left without a word, breezing past a younger volunteer worker who opened her mouth to say something and Xiao, who was balancing three kittens in his arms. 

When the door chimed and sealed itself close, it almost felt final. 

Morax stared mournfully into the outside where he last saw her, and Ganyu did the same. What an odd day. 

A once in the blue moon kind of day, she mused to herself. Keqing probably just wanted a distraction, and that she would never come again. Somehow, Ganyu felt more remorseful for that fact alone than anything for the rest of the day ever did. 

 


 

It happened again the very next day. 

Ganyu had just taken a dog out on a walk and was refilling his water bowl when the door chimed merrily, greeting a purple-haired businesswoman who looked much out of place from everything else. Ganyu smiled at her politely, and Keqing waved meagerly at her before turning her shoulder and pivoting straight into the cat room. 

Morax made his way down his tower to purr against her leg, and Ganyu couldn’t help but stare as Keqing broke into a rare smile and bent down to pet the full length of his body. 

She tried her best not to watch them while she continued to scratch the dog behind his ear and lap up his water carefully. Nonetheless, Ganyu could see a flash of purple and graying black whenever she turned her head slightly to meet the demands of her needy dog. It was almost always accompanied with a subtle grin and a tail that whipped back and forth high in the air in excitement. 

Then, five minutes passed after Keqing’s arrival, and she left just as swiftly as she arrived. 

The next day was the same ritual— inside for five minutes, then back outside, seemingly never to be seen again. 

Ganyu stared at the door, pressing her lips into a thin line. It felt like a weird sense of deja vu staring like this. 

She was jerked forward with the force of a hand on her back, and Ganyu tried not to glare too firmly at the woman who grinned down at her with a pen behind her ear. 

“She was just here yesterday, wasn’t she?” Beidou asked, almost to herself. “D’you know her?”

“Yes, ah,” Ganyu answered, and she straightened herself to brush off the hair attaching to her shirt. She paused, wondering how much she should tell her advisor and friend, before replying, “She works with Ningguang’s corporation. We’re not close, but I know she’s quite a busy lady.”

“But so are you, aren’t ya?” Beidou retorted. She folded her arms over her chest and tapped a finger on her bicep, puffing out a cheek and tilting her head at her in thought. “Did she ever tell you why she keeps coming here?”

“No,” Ganyu said honestly. “And I wouldn’t ask. It’s her reasons, and I don’t think I should be one to pry.”

Beidou regarded her for a quick moment before barking out a quick laugh, then patted her on the shoulder heavily in that chummy way of hers. “Alright,” she said, but the curl of her words made Ganyu realize that she was teasing. “If you don’t wanna ask her about it, then I suggest you stop looking at the door after she leaves like she just broke up with you in a seven year relationship.”

Ganyu waved off her hand. “I’m just curious about her thought process,” she argued, but her weak voice sounded even weaker in her ears. “That’s all.”

 “Or, you could be jealous that she’s the only other person Morax lets in his vicinity,” Beidou hummed. At her surprised face, Beidou shrugged. “She sticks out like a sore thumb. Can’t blame me for being a little bit nosy.”

“I see.” Ganyu pressed her lips together, then rubbed her shoulder. “Do you need any more help today at all?”

At that, Beidou’s facial features softened. She put a hand on her opposite shoulder and moved it around, then answered, “Nah. And even if I did, I would’ve kicked you out to the curb anyway.”

“Isn’t that the opposite of what we’re trying to do here?” Ganyu teased, and Beidou snorted. 

“Well, sure, but if they’re working overtime for  volunteer hours—” Beidou glared at her playfully at that, and Ganyu smiled sheepishly, “—then clearly we have a problem.”

“I tell you time and time again, Beidou, I enjoy working here,” Ganyu said with a light laugh. Beidou didn’t look convinced, judging from the thin line of her lips and the mocking nod thrown her way. “I swear by you, I mean every word when I say that every minute spent caring for these animals is both therapeutic to me and serves as a great hobby. Would you rather I spent my outside work hours pouring over my worksheets?” she pressed on. 

At that, Beidou lifted her hands up in surrender, suppressing a clear grin. “Okay, okay. I get you,” she finally relented, and Ganyu slumped in relief at the end of her interrogation. “Get home safe, alright? The puppies will miss you if you don’t.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Ganyu answered, and Beidou side-hugged her goodbye to tend to the rest of her work. 

Ganyu looked back into the cat room. She truly did find this a peaceful hobby— even if her shirts were stained with puke some days and some birds would leave deep imprints into her skin. They were all worth it to pat some bellies and make some poor animals’ lives a bit better. All worth it. 

And, maybe she’d admit, it was Keqing’s soft smiles when she thought no one was watching that made it just a bit more worth it. 

 


 

It was like clockwork with Keqing. As if she stared at a clock and timed everything out from the pace of her work all the way to the potential obstacles that could block her way. 

Exactly an hour before rush hour, Keqing would enter the animal shelter with no more than a nod or a “Good afternoon” when she was in a chipper mood. Ganyu would usually be there when she did, usually while cleaning kennels or petting a shaking dog on her lap to calm him down. And whenever she did, she had enough sense to feel guilty for the way she would simply watch, maybe a glance or two (or more), while Keqing always, always situated herself in front of old Morax and played with him. 

There was one time, even, when Ganyu watched her come in, exhaustion and irritation coming off of her in waves, and she dragged her dead legs next to an even more exhausted Morax and let him sleep on her lap while she closed her eyes. 

It was truly endearing. 

But she’d never admit that. Especially when Beidou would waggle her eyebrows at her at every chance she could milk. 

Then, on one weekday afternoon, when Ganyu had gotten to the shelter earlier from work due to the lack of workload (a once in a lifetime opportunity, and she’d know), she decided to enjoy her time by being with Morax. 

He was an old cat, that was a fact. He barely moved some days and he needed help the most, but Ganyu couldn’t help but have a soft spot for him. 

“Oh.”

She was so deep in thought with her hand mindlessly stroking his fur that she didn’t realize that Keqing had been standing in front of her. Ganyu’s hand froze on his body, and Morax lifted his chin to look at her curiously. 

“I could come back some other time when it’s more convenient,” Keqing said, and Ganyu couldn’t help the heat from crawling underneath the cotton of her collar. Keqing scratched the inside of her wrist. “I wouldn’t want to impose on—”

“No!” When Keqing’s eyebrows jumped up at her blurted response, Ganyu hitched a breath in embarrassment. “Sorry, I just mean… please. Don’t let me bother you.”

Honestly, she wouldn’t be surprised if Beidou was laughing her butt off in the distance. Even to her, the silence was chokingly awkward, radiating from both parties. She would have laughed herself, had it not been for the fact that she was very,  very flustered at the moment. 

She couldn’t understand why. It wasn’t as if Keqing was kicking her out, or Beidou caught her snoring again. 

Ganyu, propelled by the sound of a dog’s sharp bark, stood up on shaky legs and smiled the best she could at Keqing. 

Keqing nodded at her. There was a faint smile on her lips, and she couldn’t tell if it stemmed from genuine friendliness or an awkward attempt to dispel the sudden sheen of awkwardness over them. 

She nearly clipped Keqing on the shoulder as she walked out of the door, though she wouldn’t let herself screw out a breath until she was already fifteen feet away from the room. By then, Ganyu took three quick shallow breaths and put a hand over her chest in an attempt to calm the sudden thrum. 

“Nice,” Beidou snickered behind her. Ganyu whipped her lower back with a dog towel. Beidou yelped.

“I’m going to bathe some of the dogs,” she said under her breath, hanging her head. 

Her friend’s laughter followed her all the way into the other room. 

 

It took a week and two days for Ganyu to gain the courage to enter the cat room ever again. 

Every volunteer on the premise were either busy tending to the new litter of kittens or simply snoozing with a newspaper plopped on their face (and Ganyu knew exactly how sacred nap time was), so it fell onto her shoulders to be the one to brave the afternoon feeding of the cats. It wasn’t that she  hated cats— no, not at all. She liked them, even, though dogs had always been the favorable species in her eyes. 

It was the fact that Keqing always seemed to be in the room whenever she thought of stepping in.

Beidou teased her about it for days, though Ganyu would rather put wet dog food on her face than admit that she was just too scared to approach. Realistically, yes, Keqing had no claws or sharp teeth to bat at her with, but the fear was relentless nonetheless. 

She took a deep breath. 

Then three. 

After the fifth, Ganyu wrenched open the door with a hand towel, then walked in with a coy smile on her face. 

As always, Keqing was the only person in the room. People often came by in the early afternoons, but Keqing was never one for the conventional timing. Time seemed to work around her, to her every whim. It made Ganyu feel a little… tense. 

Morax was the first to greet her presence. Seeing his old face come up to meet hers, bright gold eyes peering into the corners of her fears, Ganyu couldn’t help but slump her shoulders. He opened his slightly to meow, and the tiniest of sounds emitted from him. 

At that, Keqing scratched right behind his ear curiously. Then she raised her head, similarly to Morax’s, and her eyebrows jumped up in surprise. 

Ganyu smiled at her. She hoped it didn’t look as wobbly as it felt. “I’m just here to feed the cats. Don’t mind me,” she said nonchalantly. Keqing nodded stiffly at her. 

With that out of the way, Ganyu got to work. She rolled up her sleeves and swung the hand towel over her shoulder, then unlocked the corner shelf stocked with kibble to open the packaging. Sounds of insistent meows and pitter-patters on the floor filled the bursting air, and Ganyu couldn’t help but smile down at the cats that rubbed against her shins and followed her all the way to the empty cat bowls. 

She felt pairs of eyes watching her every move, which was to be expected when she was the one to feed a dozen hungry cats, though the feeling didn’t go away once she finished refilling the water fountains from across the room. 

Her task was done, and the feeling of satisfaction filled her tired bones. She smiled happily to herself, taking a couple seconds to enjoy the munching and chirping of her cats while she cordially wiped her hands on the towel. 

“Morax really likes you,” Keqing mused. 

Ganyu pivoted on her foot to look at her. No longer was Morax sleeping on her lap as he did each time she came, but he was sitting exactly two steps away from Ganyu, head tilted upwards and eyes unmoving from hers. 

Ganyu glanced between Keqing’s inscrutable face and Morax. She would have laughed at how similar they looked, had she not been so caught off guard. 

“Well,” she said, processing her words to its absolution, “the sentiment is certainly shared with you.”

And Keqing laughed.  Laughed.  

That was an event rarer than seeing Morax do a backflip. 

“I didn’t think I was all that special to him,” Keqing admitted. Ganyu wiped her hands one last time. “I thought he was one of those— those cats that just  like everyone, you know? But then a couple children came through while I was here and he hid from them.”

“It does feel good to be liked by someone who seems to dislike everyone,” Ganyu agreed. She didn’t know what possessed her to do it— perhaps her body saw Keqing’s opening conversation as an olive branch, or she was much too tired to argue with the quibble in her brain— but she let herself move forward to allow Morax to get up and saunter back into Keqing’s lap. 

Once he did, his head resting on Keqing’s knee, Ganyu stroked his head gently. She didn’t look up in fear of seeing the look Keqing was giving her. 

“But, I also know that Morax isn’t one to dislike people,” Ganyu said kindly. Morax pushed his head against her palm to incite her. “He just likes being in the presence of people who understand him.”

Keqing silently stroked Morax’s body when Ganyu pulled away. 

“I see,” she murmured. After a beat, she cleared her throat and laughed a little. “I’m sorry. I’m not good at small talk.”

“So why try and start one with me?” Ganyu felt herself grow hot at her blurted words. She looked up sharply at Keqing. “I’m sorry— I, um— didn’t mean for it to sound so… so rude. I only meant—”

“It’s fine. I understand,” Keqing told her with a slight upward quirk of her lips. “I guess neither of us are good at it, so it checks out.”

Ganyu thanked the heavens that she had enough self control not to blurt out the next few things on her mind. Instead, she shook away her embarrassment and answered, “This is the longest time we’ve spoken about something that wasn’t about work. That alone is enough to celebrate, at least in my eyes.”

Keqing nodded thoughtfully. “I actually struck up a conversation with you for that very reason,” she confessed, and Ganyu tried her best to squander the surprise on her face. “We all have the innate desire to avoid people we know in public, but I felt like you were intentionally avoiding me. So I wanted to apologize.”

“Apologize?” Now Ganyu definitely couldn’t keep the surprise from growing on her face. “Why would you apologize for that?” And maybe she was a little embarrassed that she got caught, like with a hand stuck in the cookie jar. 

“If I’m making you uncomfortable by being here, I wouldn’t mind cutting back on my visits,” Keqing said matter-of-factly, and panic rose in Ganyu’s voice. She could only gape as Keqing continued, “After all, I… I think I do visit Morax a lot more than I should. And it’s clear to me that you see this place as your safe haven— ”

“No!” Ganyu blurted out. Keqing’s hand froze on top of Morax’s sleepy head. She backtracked, flubbering every other word as she did so. “I mean— yes. This animal shelter is— well, it’s a place for me to wind down while still channeling my energy into something  good,  so that means watching other people feel good when they see these animals too. And, clearly, you like being here with Morax, and I couldn’t  impose—” 

The door to the cat room burst open. There were indignant shouts and meows. “Ganyu!” 

“Mm— yes?” She turned around to blink at Beidou. 

“Uh— a dog barfed on Xiao’s shirt.” Then Beidou blinked at her. She made a face, and pointed out of the door with an apologetic grin. “Would you…?”

“Oh! Yes! I’ll be right there,” Ganyu said hurriedly, and she sprang up on her feet to tend to her endeavors. Beidou clapped her on the back and said a quick apology, before jogging out of the door with a quick wink (at least, Ganyu thought it looked like a wink). 

Ganyu put one foot in front of the other when she remembered her prior conversation. As if a bolt of lightning went through her body, Ganyu turned to look at Keqing apologetically, words half stumbled off of her lips, when Keqing simply raised a hand to her. 

“It’s fine,” she said with a smile. A genuine smile, in fact, and it was that fact alone that made Ganyu’s shoulders untense for the first time in an hour. “I’m leaving in a minute anyway.” She probably meant that literally too.

“Of course.” Ganyu tilted her head. “It was nice talking to you, Keqing,” she said as an afterthought. 

Keqing’s genuine smile only seemed to grow in its warmth. “As to you, Ganyu.”

Morax purred on her lap. He seemed to smile himself. 

 


 

Keqing was notorious for being the one to start every meeting at the exact time specified on their calendar. She was known for being ruthless for those who came in late, even going as far as to slam doors in their faces. She was cool under pressure, unbreaking, unyielding. 

She allowed no distractions when meetings started, and her piercing gaze when phones rang or pinged in the middle of it was enough for anyone to feel like they should swallow their phone whole. 

But when Keqing indulged a teenaged son of a client by looking at pictures of his new kitten, a comfortable smile situated on her face, Ganyu pretended not to notice. 

 


 

Something shifted between them the day Keqing let down that olive branch. Or, more fittingly, that branch of catnip. 

Nothing substantially changed at work, of course. Ganyu still did her paperwork and Keqing did hers, but there were subtle nods shared between them whenever they passed each other on the way to the coffee machine, or blunted words instead of their usual sharpness when they disagreed. 

At the animal shelter, however, it all made the difference. 

Keqing would come in everyday right when Ganyu’s watch struck its usual arrow to remind her, and they’d share small talk while Ganyu refilled bowls and cleaned up toys from the floor. It was a bit stiff at first, with their only topics being about work and Morax’s cleaning habits, but Ganyu was proud to think that they had come a long way since then. 

She was still the one who had to initiate most of the conversation, though she knew that it wasn’t from lack of attention. Keqing nodded along to everything she said, adding on to her stories and advice like she studied and analyzed every word. It made Ganyu’s chest feel the way a cat would press itself against her. She worried that she bore the woman with her simple words, but Keqing had such a subtle way of showing that she  wasn’t.  

And, it turned out, Keqing loved everything she said about Morax just as much. Deny it as she will, Ganyu knew that her tilted head and attentive eyes meant that she was actively hiding away her knowledge into organized files in her head.

Her five minute meetings with Morax became ten, which became fifteen, which doubled into half an hour. It stayed that way, and Ganyu was proud to think that she had a hand in convincing to make Keqing stretch her time so thin, but even then it felt much too short. 

“Morax’s favorite toy is the bamboo shoot,” she said one day. To make a point, Ganyu picked up the toy and tapped him on the nose, and he instantly tried to attack it with both his paws. His light eyes were brightened in ways only a young cat would. 

When Ganyu left the room after that, she turned around to see Keqing grinning happily while Morax bounced around the room with the toy in her hand. Ganyu had only seen her that satisfied with herself when she managed to approve a half a million dollar project in one pitch.

There was another time too, one that Ganyu knew she would remember like a clear paw print in the snow, when she walked in on Keqing sleeping on one of the couches with Morax’s head on her shoulder. 

She put up such a front with everyone she knew, and it almost felt like a sin to witness something so fragile, so  vulnerable, whenever Keqing took down her walls for a cat she seemed enchanted with.

And it made her curious, despite her mantra to think that it was not her place to ask. 

“Keqing,” she said, and her voice came out much smaller than she hoped. So, she channeled her inner strength to try again and continue with, “What made you come in here?”

“For Morax,” Keqing answered stubbornly. Such an obvious answer, one that would’ve satisfied anyone else, but Ganyu was much too curious not to ask for more. 

“What about Morax captivated you enough to come see him all the time?” she asked. Morax bumped his head against her criss-crossed knee. Ganyu chuckled and picked up to lay him on her lap. She rubbed his cheek. “I don’t mean to be so nosy, I just thought it would be a good conversation starter. If you’re uncomfortable with it, I wouldn’t mind—”

“What about you?” Keqing asked. There was no bite to her words. Simple curiosity. “Morax seems to like you, and you reciprocate wholly.”

Ganyu tilted her head at her and smiled. “Are you answering me with a question like I’m corporate competition?”

Keqing seemed to grow embarrassed at that. She sank her head. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that— I was curious too, is what I meant.”

“I was just teasing,” she assured. Morax purred and chased her hand with his head, eyes closed. “The story’s too long to say in one go, but Morax was the one to convince me to volunteer here. I’ve loved him ever since.”

“Ah. Right,” Keqing said thoughtfully. She nodded, and she frowned while she played with the cuffs on her sleeves. Three separate lint rollers laid by her side. “I heard. He was struck by a car when he was a kitten, right?”

“It left him unadoptable. He was almost declared dead,” Ganyu explained further. Morax’s tail swished slowly from side to side while Ganyu continued to scratch behind his head. “By the time he recovered, he was too old to be… wanted, I suppose. He’s the oldest cat here, both by seniority and time spent in the building.”

“Oh.” Keqing’s soft admission made Ganyu’s heart feel like an open wound. She heard and lived through Morax’s story, but even its heartbreak didn’t compare to the way the sadness on Keqing’s face made her feel. 

When Keqing noticed her stare, she blinked, placating her face back to the neutral look she constantly wore. She cleared her throat subtly, and said, “I should be heading back soon.”

“Two more minutes,” Ganyu reminded. Mostly because she knew Keqing’s schedule like the back of her hand. But also because she dreaded the moments when Keqing would get up and leave.

“Can I ask you something a little bit personal before I go?” Keqing asked, and there was a twinge of uncertainty behind her words. 

Ganyu tried not to smile too much. “Sure, though I think our acquaintance status would have to be changed,” she teased, and Keqing rolled her eyes good-naturedly. 

“You clearly love him,” Keqing began, and Ganyu’s teasing smile fell off into an inquisitive look. “Why won’t you adopt him yourself?”

Ganyu tilted her head. “Why won’t you?”

“Is this what I get?” Keqing complained, and Ganyu laughed. 

“Maybe,” Ganyu said cryptidly, and Keqing shook her head. 

“I’m too busy for a cat,” she said solemnly, and Ganyu frowned at the sadness in her words, even if she did her best to mask them behind indifference. “These moments I have with you and Morax— they’re all I can spare. I wouldn’t be able to feed him, or play with him, or give him the time he needs to be truly happy with me.”

“I… see,” Ganyu said. She figured as much, but it made her sad all the same. “But even then, I can’t imagine you wouldn’t be half as lovely as you are to him now.”

Keqing let herself indulge in a little laugh. 

“And,” Keqing continued, surprising her with the candor in her tone, “I never thought of having an animal companion. They always seemed like a waste of time to me. Why cohabit yourself with something that can’t speak back to you? Or provide you with anything else?”

“Because they’re the truest form of peace,” Ganyu said. She surprised herself with her own words, and Keqing glanced over at her for a moment. 

“Yeah,” Keqing agreed. She reached over to scratch sleepy Morax behind the ear. He leaned into her touch, and a small smile was graced upon her lips. “I was having a… rough day, I guess you could call it, when I saw him. He was napping on the window sill when I was walking by and I couldn’t help but stare at him.” She laughed. “He made me so irrationally angry at first, did you know that? I was so angry at him for relaxing and being a— a  cat, while I had to jump through hurdles to justify a nap for myself. But then he opened his eyes at me and…”

Keqing’s face softened. Ganyu had the innate desire to lean over to her. She resisted. 

“He would be so happy with you,” Keqing said. Ganyu lifted her head to look at her. Keqing’s eyes met her with the same intensity as she did with everyone else she felt the need to intimidate, but there was something more rounded under her gaze. Ganyu realized with a start that she was trying to convey something genuine to her. “Why can’t you adopt him?”

Ganyu released their gaze. She looked down at the cat on her lap, molded to the fitted criss-cross of her legs and his head drooping carefully on her thigh. She gingerly touched a paw on her knee. He twitched. 

“I’ve been waiting for someone to take care of him for me,” she admitted. “Just like you, I wouldn’t have the time. And I can’t help but hold onto that hope that maybe someday, I’ll— he’ll find someone to take care of him.”

 Like you, she almost said. 

“Wouldn’t it be nice,” Keqing mused, almost to herself, “if the both of us could just have all the time in the world and take care of him like he takes care of us?” Then she chuckled, finally fixing the stray cuff on her sleeve, and fixed her blazer. “He’ll meet his match someday, Ganyu. Don’t lose hope,” she said, then got up on her feet to leave. 

Then, almost as if she remembered to say it, Keqing added, “But waiting around for miracles helps no one when you were already the miracle to begin with.”

Ganyu held Morax while Keqing said her goodbyes to him (one last scratch to the chin was all it took for her to smile), and she even decided to wave at Ganyu before disappearing into the bustling city. 

Ganyu glanced between the door and Morax’s big, curious, almost judgmental, eyes at her. 

“Don’t look at me like that,” she reprimanded gently. He kept staring at her. 

She never adopted any of the dogs, no matter how many stole her heart, because she knew that once she adopted one, she wouldn’t stop adopting the others. It would cause a domino effect, she reasoned to herself multiple times, if she adopted one dog or one cat, she’d adopt them all out of guilt. Don’t get high on your own supply, was something Beidou had once said to her when she admitted that, and it was something she repeated to herself every time she was tempted to, no matter how stupid the analogy was. 

She was tempted to adopt Morax, more than a dozen different times, but even then she couldn’t bring herself to do it. There would be too much expected from her, too much anxiety, too much  everything.  

Plus, there were better people than her, people who would spoil their pets with a dozen different toys and cuddles and open backyards— or, more importantly, she just didn’t want to play favorites, no matter how blatant her favoritism to Morax ran. 

But Morax was looking at her contemplatively. Wise, golden eyes peered into hers. They weren’t imploring in any way, and if they were, it was easy to brush them off as self-projection.

But then she thought of amethyst eyes, just as wise and just as kind, no matter how hard they seemed. 

Ganyu thought of the way they looked through her, watching her with a cat’s intense gaze. She thought of how soft they looked when she let herself breathe. When she let herself love. 

And then she made a decision.

 


 

“Ganyu?”

Keqing squeezed herself into the room. The storage room wasn’t really where Ganyu hoped this conversation would take place, but she supposed it would have to do. 

She quickly wiped off her hands on a towel and turned around to meet her. She almost hit her head on a top shelf.

“Your friend told me you had some news?” Keqing continued, and she glanced around Ganyu’s face for any sign of distress. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, yes!” Ganyu said, and she hated how squeaky they sounded to her. She pressed a bag of kibble deeper into the shelf, just to give her hand something to do. “Um… I don’t really know how to tell you this, even though I thought about it hours ago, but…” She laughed nervously.

“Ganyu.” Keqing’s voice was flat. Ganyu tried not to flinch and straighten her back in surprise. “What happened?”

“Well.” Ganyu chewed on her bottom lip. Keqing’s eyes were becoming more cat-like by the minute. She felt like she was sweating under her gaze. “Morax has been adopted. Officially unofficially.”

Keqing gaped at her. “What?”

“I haven’t signed his adoption papers yet!” Ganyu said hurriedly. “But when I’m finished with pressure washing the sidewalk, I will. When we were talking about adopting him, I realized I couldn’t just  wait for a miracle, so…”

“Can you…” Keqing’s face morphed from emotion to emotion, much too fast for Ganyu to catch up with her. “Can you back up? For just a minute? You—  adopted Morax? You?”

“About to,” Ganyu corrected meekly. 

“I—” Then Keqing sighed. She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose, a hand on her hip. Ganyu was familiar with this, considering she saw it every time Keqing was fed up with someone. “You told me just  yesterday that you couldn’t adopt him,” she finally said, incredulous.

“I’m aware,” Ganyu said, smiling at her sheepishly. She hoped it would dispel the weird tension between them. 

“Why?”

Such a simple question to such a simple answer. 

But somehow, Ganyu needed it to be more complex than it needed to be. 

“It would be easier for me,” she began. It was off to a great start, at least to her. “But also to… to you. The commute to my apartment is much more convenient than from the shelter. If you’d like to see him, of course. No pressure! And also, I just thought I could finally do this because— because you made me realize that I’ve just been too scared to do it myself.”

Keqing kept gawking at her. 

“And I know!” she said hurriedly, putting her hands up. “I know you like him too. So, I wouldn’t mind it one bit if you want to stop by and see him. I mean, I wouldn’t be home a lot because I would be working or volunteering at the shelter or— you know, um, both, but I’ve been trying to make arrangements so I could spare some of it with Morax.”

“Did you…” Keqing pinched the bridge of her nose again. “Did you adopt him on a whim?”

“Uh…” Ganyu knew the answer was yes. She tried so hard to convince herself it was a  no,  because what message would she be giving to herself or to  anyone if she allowed herself to make such a big decision on a whim? But then again, it was a decision in the making for years, ones that felt like eons, really, but it wasn’t like she could admit that Keqing was the primary catalyst for driving her to do this. “Well.”


   How eloquently put, Ganyu.  


“Ganyu,” Keqing groaned. Ganyu lifted a finger to speak on it, trying her best to digress the truth and form them into words that could finally convince both of the ladies standing in the middle of a small storage room, but then Keqing said,  “I came in here today to adopt him!”

What?

“What?” she said, echoing her thoughts. 

Keqing scratched the side of her cheek, and Ganyu noticed that she looked rather flustered. “I was thinking about it last night,” she admitted (see also:  I was tossing and turning about it last night). She wouldn’t meet Ganyu’s eyes. “And I realized that… if I could spare some of my time to make it here then back to my apartment everyday without fail, then I’m sure I could do that with Morax at home and give him everything he could ever need.”

“Keqing.” Ganyu was the one gawking now. “You’re not serious?”

“Deathly,” Keqing said flatly. “So. Pardon me for being a little chagrined at the situation right now.” But the grin on her face reflected her amusement at their mishap. 

Ganyu couldn’t help but let out a bubbly laugh. 

“So. Heads or tails?” she said jokingly. The look Keqing gave to her made her realize that she made the mistake of turning it into a competition. 

 

Beidou printed out the adoption papers and handed them over to Keqing. 

“You know,” she said, and Ganyu made a face at her subtly behind Keqing’s back, “you guys could just share custody.”

“Is that something people could actually do?” Keqing said in disbelief.

Beidou shrugged. “Probably not. But I have a feeling you two will need it.”

 “Beidou!”  Ganyu hissed in between her teeth. 

Keqing merely laughed, Morax watching them contentedly in his kennel.

 


 

Ganyu nearly scared herself out of her wits when she turned around to be met with a mountain of boxes. She squinted enough to recognize the logos nearly painted on some of them, all from expensive cat toy companies she saw promoted on TV. 

Keqing cleared her throat and stuck her head from the side of the mountain. “I didn’t know what brand of bamboo shoots he liked,” she said with a guilty smile, “so I bought all of it.”

Ganyu helped her sort them on the counter, sparing her the teasing for after Morax settled in. Her thought of  how cute towards her mannerisms was also left to be spared, though she couldn’t tell if it was for her sake or for Keqing’s. 

And as it turned out, Keqing loved spoiling Morax in more ways than she ever thought could be possible. 

She swore she was only gone in the bathroom for a couple minutes, but she came back to see Keqing smiling shrewdly at her with a  “Delivery on the way!”  notification on her desktop. But, as much as she didn’t understand Keqing’s fixation on the wonders of shop ‘till you drop, Ganyu could only shake her head and turn around to hide the twitch of her lips. 

Settling Morax in was a lot harder than she had ever dreamed of. She thought that his manners at the shelter meant that it would transition nicely over to a new home, though that was the complete opposite of what transpired in Keqing’s apartment. He took one step onto her polished floors and flicked his tail at them as he turned around to sleep in the kennel, not once bothering to look again. If that wasn’t enough, he shredded almost every expensive toy they threw at him, and he looked over at their anguished faces as if to ask them,  “Is there more?” 

“Spoiled cat,” Keqing said harshly, scrubbing the spot where he threw up expensive canned tuna in the kitchen. 

Ganyu laughed while she stroked his back. She could feel his stomach grumbling on her knee. “He’s probably just stressed out,” she told her reassuringly. “Give him some time, Keqing.”

“I know, I know—” Keqing rested her knees on the floor and dragged her hands over her face. She sighed irritably. “I just kinda… well, I’m more mad at myself that I put up all these expectations for his homecoming like it was a cat commercial or something.”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Ganyu soothed. She didn’t blame her either, after all. Finally getting to have Morax, even if she wasn’t the name on the paper, felt like a blessing from the stars. Having Keqing to be the one to give him a home was something that allayed every worry in her bones.

She put her hands on his chest and lifted him up to put his face side by side to hers. “Look at him. Isn’t he adorable?” she cooed, and he grumbled in her hands. “Sure, maybe a bit spoiled rotten, but isn’t he everything you could dream of?” she said teasingly. 

Keqing’s eyes softened when they settled on her. They flitted back to Morax, but the softened impact on her facial features stayed the same. 

“Yes,” she finally said, words strangely soft, and Ganyu flashed her an encouraging smile. Keqing shifted her weight then cleared her throat. Her hands came up to fix an invisible tie, and her mannerisms seemed almost nervous.

But they dispelled in a lazy cat blink of an eye, and Keqing added, “Do you mind getting the paper towels?”

“Oh! Not at all.”

 

So maybe having Morax wasn’t the homecoming they both hoped for. 

There were scratches and bandaids, barf and soggy paper towels, hairballs and coughs— but honestly, everything was worth it. 

Everything was worth it, because it felt so right to have a cat purring gently on her lap while Keqing laid a hand on her thigh for Morax to swat at, an old vinyl record playing a gentle jazz tune on the record player. 

A domesticated cat, it seemed, was a puzzle piece she needed to feel somewhat at home. 

 


 

They were both terrifyingly busy ladies who never had the time to even say they had free time, but somehow, the few minutes where they had to take care of Morax together felt as sacred as the tending of silk flowers. 

Keqing was astute to recognize her reasonable fears. There were times when they completely forgotten that there was a cat to be fed at home, but two scattered brains were better than one. If Keqing forgot to feed Morax, Ganyu was there to remind her— on the flip side of the coin, if Ganyu forgot to buy more soothing oils, Keqing was there to buy them for her. 

Beidou was relentless in her teasing about their efforts to raise Morax, but Ganyu tried her best not to let the embarrassment surface onto her face. Even though Keqing no longer needed to go to the shelter to visit her only bargaining chip, Ganyu still perked up at the sound of the wind chimes in the late afternoon, a muscle memory that never seemed to fade away. It only solidified her friend’s teases. 

It didn’t help that at least once or twice a week, Keqing would indeed come into the shelter, but it seemed her bargaining chip had turned away from Morax and turned into her. She’d come by to ask her if she was okay with taking care of Morax for the following morning or the upcoming weekend, citing reasons that ranged from business trips to shopping trips with her friends. As thanks, Keqing would more often than not drop off a basket of Ganyu’s favorite treats (and that  certainly did not help her case with Beidou’s inquisitive stares). 

Ganyu never had the heart to refuse her or subtly point out that yes, they lived in a century where text messages existed and arduous side trips from her duties weren’t exactly required. 

With that alone, she learned to bare with the jabs at her side and the waggled eyebrows. Even Xiao, the quiet volunteer who tended primarily to kittens, would look over at them with slight curiosity on his face. 

Sometimes at work, when they both get off at the same time, they would walk to Keqing’s apartment together. The first time their coworkers noticed, they were given blatant stares and odd looks. She realized that there was no point in explaining themselves, as explaining that they were technically (technically!) raising a cat together was going to cause more trouble than it was worth. 

Ganyu also noticed that with each passing day, their time together would lengthen itself— slowly, in minute increments, to the point that Ganyu herself hadn’t noticed because the development was so forgiving and gradual that it felt like boiling a frog. 

Little play sessions with Morax turned into dinner, which turned into lengthy discussions about infrastructure, which turned into debates about the exact color of Morax’s eyes, which turned into promises of nights spent over to pour over a collection of DVDs. 

Ganyu guiltily felt like she could get used to their shenanigans, and she selfishly hoped that Morax won’t stop doing whatever he was doing so Keqing could keep coming and needing her help. As selfishly stupid as it sounded. 

There was something that was gonna leap out of the pot soon, but she couldn’t find it in herself to wonder too harshly what it was. 

Eventually, about a month and a few weeks into their endeavors, Keqing bluntly held out a key to her. 

“What’s this?” she said with a frown. Keqing placed the key in the middle of her palm, and it was warm from being kept in a pocket. It was small, but she could make out the care put into welding it. 

“A spare key. To my apartment,” Keqing said matter-of-factly. 

Ah. 

Oh.

Wait. 

“K—  key?  To your— did you say your apartment? Like this apartment? As in, this—  this apartment?” Ganyu sputtered, and she pointed almost frantically at the apartment door. 

Keqing’s lips curled into an amused smile. She crossed her arms and leaned backwards onto her kitchen counter. She tilted her head as she said, “Yeah. What other apartment do I have?”

“You  know that’s an unfair question,” Ganyu said flatly. Keqing grinned. 

“Well,” Keqing said, and she shrugged carelessly. As if she wasn’t literally handing Ganyu a copy of the key to her apartment— which obviously a sane person would know to never do. “Sometimes I’m out too late. Or too early, most days. I know you don’t ask because you don’t want it to be a hassle, but I know sometimes you want to see Morax when I’m not there to let you into the apartment.”

“That’s not—” she argued, but Keqing raised her hand. 

“Morax is as much of mine as he’s yours,” she explained, and the intense look Keqing was giving her was somehow much more pleasant than she could have anticipated. “He doesn’t let anyone else even see him unless it’s you or me. And you love him. You let me adopt him because I won the coin toss, but I know you would have let me have him anyway regardless. I want you to see him at any point you want to.”

“Keqing,” Ganyu said. That was all she said, because nothing could come out. 

“Let me do this for you,” Keqing told her, and Ganyu finally recognized the intense look on her face— it wasn’t the piercing warning she gave to her business partners, but rather a kind, imploring look. “Besides, you’ve been here more times than I can count. I’m not worried about you doing anything in here you’re not supposed to.”

There was a beat of silence.

Morax came in and chirped, then padded over to rub his leg against her shin in greeting. 

When Ganyu looked up to see Keqing again, she was watching the both of them. She looked content, almost. 

“If you insist,” she finally relented, and that’s when it started. 

Or, maybe it started a bit longer before then, but that trust put on her was the catalyst that spurred her to realize that maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t the cat that drove her to do the things she did. 

On days when Keqing was out too late with a lengthy project, she would cook food on her stove and leave a steaming plate on her table before she left. After a couple days of back and forths of instances like that, Ganyu opened Keqing’s fridge to see a new selection of vegetables and vegetarian meats. 

Sometimes, they exchanged sticky notes on the counter, all plastered over the basket of fruits for the yellow square to be the first thing noticed when walking through the door. There were days when they didn’t cross paths due to work and commitments, but Morax was always the one to be the bridge of their encounters. There were small reminders to buy more cat toys or food, or simple  “Don’t stress yourself out, you got this!”  messages on days when one or the other had important meetings to attend to. 

Gifts like small flowers or novelty items from cities across theirs were common, as well as pressed knees when they played with Morax on the couch when they had the time to spare. 

It only hit Ganyu that these things had come up into her life so fast that she didn’t recognize what they were until Keqing got a call in the middle of their debate about the best kind of tea.

Morax complained when she lifted up his limp body to place him onto Ganyu’s lap, but she laughed as she did so. 

“Ningguang needs me for advice,” she explained. Morax writhed on her lap before settling nicely. 

Ganyu nodded thoughtfully at that. “Will you be home late or should I wait for you to come back to help me bathe Morax?” she said, half jokingly. 

Keqing laughed at that. She seemed to laugh more and more with each passing day, and it was a fact that never failed to fill the pride in her heart. “Don’t wait. I’ll bring you home those flowers you like in the morning,” she said. Ganyu hummed approvingly at that. 

Then Keqing put a palm on the coffee table between them to lean on it, all to press a chaste kiss on her hairline. That was when it finally seemed to click for Ganyu. 

It was exactly a second after her lips left her skin when they both finally froze. 

Even Morax seemed to stop in place.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Keqing said, and even her steady words took on an edge. She pulled away so fast that Ganyu could only helplessly blink as she put on her coat in record time. “There’s some vegetable soup on the stove, I already fed Morax his dinner, don’t wait for me, closethedoorandputinthesecuritycodebeforeyouleave, see you tomorrow!”

Then another blink, and Keqing was gone like lightning in a blue sky. 

Ganyu put two fingers on her hairline. It felt warm under her fingertips.

“Ah,” she said simply. 

Morax meowed in agreement. 

 


 

Ganyu turned quickly enough to watch a figurine on the wall crash to the ground. Morax slinked away into his cubby hole. 

“Really?” she complained, and she hurried over to pick it up and inspect enough. There was a scratch on its head, but otherwise, nothing was damaged. She huffed and put it back up, but pushed it much deeper against the wall. “Morax, you can’t keep jumping up there and expect me to clean up after you!”

He only blinked at her from the depths of the cat tower. Even then, she could tell that he seemed unperturbed by her chiding. 

Ganyu glared at him one more time, albeit weakly, before pivoting back on her heel to finish cooking the vegetable spring rolls. They snapped and crackled on the stove loud enough for it to drown out the door handle’s jiggle. 

“Oooh,” a familiar voice said approvingly, and every displeasure placed in her muscles from Morax’s antics faded away into hairballs under the couch. “That smells divine. Spring rolls for tonight?”

“I do remember you saying you were craving them this morning,” Ganyu hummed, and she tried not to jump five feet in the air when Keqing slid over next to her with the grace and subtlety of a cat. 

Keqing was so close that Ganyu could smell the faintness of misted flowers on her, a smell so familiar and warm to her that she would have collapsed on the spot and napped if it weren’t for the intensity of her gaze as she perused the food frying on her stove. Her lips curled eventually, and she nodded approvingly. 

“I should have adopted Morax eons ago,” she said jokingly. She walked off to shed the coat on her shoulders, kicking off her flats as she did so. Over her shoulder, she continued, “It would have helped me save money from buying take-out so much.”

“Even if you didn’t, you could have just asked me to make you something once in a while,” Ganyu said genuinely, and Keqing hummed ambiguously at that.  Or all the time, if you prefer, the quiet part of her mind said, and every other part of her mind shushed it. 

“And then what? I send flowers to your office in gratitude?” Keqing retorted, and Ganyu laughed. 

She crept by her to coo over Morax, who had already emerged from his housing to chirp happily at her. Keqing picked him up from under the arms and kissed him all over the face, murmuring little words of sweetness to him while he graciously let her rub his face on her without mercilessly scratching her up like the rest of their friends. As long as they kept him well-fed and well-played, Morax seemed to take it as their contract to let them live another day without a bandaid on their nose. 

And, in all honesty, Ganyu stayed so late at night just to witness this as often as she could. Cold and calculating Keqing, all reduced to a cooing cat lady right after a business meeting. It was both shocking, amusing, and adorable, like a spring roll of emotions that roiled in her chest whenever she saw this side of her friend. 

She looked down at the food she was cooking to bat away the thoughts in her head, but she let herself smile when Keqing let out a careless laugh as Morax rubbed against her chest. 

Ganyu would do anything to keep things the way they were. 

“Ganyu?”

“Hmm?” She looked up to meet Keqing’s speculative look, and she shot her a sheepish quirk of the lips. “I didn’t catch that, sorry.”

“After you finish cooking, do you want me to put on a movie?” she repeated. Morax was put down, which he immediately took as a sign to hop on the couch and curl up to watch them. As always, waiting. “I don’t mind if you pick tonight.”

“What a truly kind gesture, Keqing, you have my many thanks,” she teased dramatically, and Keqing rolled her eyes. She used chopsticks to take out the ones that were beginning to brown while Keqing walked around the apartment to find the remote.

“What do you feel like?” Keqing finally said, fishing the remote out from in between the cushions. Ganyu could hear the familiar click of the TV. “Romance? Comedy? Romance-comedy? Can I finally convince you to watch that home improvement show you were convinced you would sleep through?”

“Because I will!” Ganyu argued, and she pointed her chopsticks accusingly at Keqing. “Why would you want to watch a TV show about your own job?”

“Job-adjacent,” Keqing corrected, but there was a twinge of amusement to her tone. 

“Yes, because that makes it so much better,” she countered, and Keqing snorted at her response. The stove was taken off the heat and the oil was beginning to simmer down. Morax meowed incessantly at that, knowing that his time for food was approaching. 

“Okay! Okay, you decrepit dumb cat, come with me,” Keqing huffed, picking up their cat over her chest to bring him to the other room nearby for his food. But then she stopped and poked her head out the kitchen, gathering Ganyu’s attention. “Can you bring the food in front of the TV? I’ll be out in a minute,” she said, and smiled at Ganyu in a way that made her heart do little swishes of a cat toy. 

“Take all the time you need,” Ganyu assured, and she was gone to tend to their needy cat. Morax had a tendency to take forever to enjoy his food, after all. 

The spring rolls were placed on a plate with a paper towel with each delicate grab of her chopsticks. After that, she sighed, running her hands over her face. She stayed like that for a minute. 

What was she thinking, cooking dinner and waiting in front of the TV for Keqing like she was allowed to? They’d evolved from coworkers to acquaintances to friends, to whatever this arrangement was, with bickering and calls about picking up groceries and “What would you like for dinner tomorrow?”s all week long. 

Somehow, she went from taking care of a cat to taking care of a person she harbored too much for. Was that so wrong?

Ganyu took a look at her plate of cooked food, as well as the open TV and the couch with stray cat hairs poking out from the surface. 

She certainly hoped not. 

She balanced the plates and the cups from the crooks and surfaces of her arms, then let go of them to be arranged on the coffee table, just in the way they both liked it. It was a practiced act, after all, and she knew how Keqing liked to eat her food in the exact order she consumed them. Self consciously, she tilted the chopsticks on the side of Keqing’s plate, just in case she thought they looked too neat. 

Or maybe she liked them neat and uniform? But would that be too weird?  Oh, she should just stop it. Ganyu clapped her hands over her cheeks and inhaled deeply, then looked up at the ceiling. 

There was a carrot toy hanging above her, half dangling from the top of Morax’s shiny new cat tower. She righted herself and lowered her hands from her face. She forgot that they were still in the apartment, with Keqing probably urging Morax to chew faster and Morax chewing slower and meeting her eyes in spite (if, well, cats could have spite). 

Ganyu got up from her position on the couch and made her way to the other room, a spare room that Keqing turned into Morax’s due to the lack of conventional use. She cracked the door open, tending to rap on the door. 

She only allowed herself to hesitate when she noticed that Keqing was sitting on her knees, petting Morax on the head. His food bowl was empty, and though Keqing’s back was facing her, Ganyu immediately recognized the soft inclinations of her words.

“You ancient, stupid cat,” Keqing said, though Ganyu couldn’t stop the smile that approached her lips at the irony of the gentleness of her tone. “You’re lucky she loves you, you know that? If she didn’t, I would have had you kicked off the streets for scratching me like that.”

Morax opened an eye to look at her, almost smugly. Almost knowingly.

“Ugh!” she said irritably, and she patted Morax’s head harshly enough for him to mewl in complaint. “You know why you’re spoiled like a four-year-old toddler? You’re cute even though you’re irritating sometimes. But you’re also the reason why she comes here so often.”

Ganyu’s breath hitched.

“Stupid cat,” she murmured under her breath, and Morax meowed and tilted his head at her, as if digging at her to continue. “I know you’re laughing at me. See? Even right now! You’re looking down on me— you have  no right to judge me, Morax, you don’t know what I—” Keqing paused then, both in her ramble and the hand stroking his head. Morax looked up at her slowly, and she laughed despite herself. 

“What am I doing, Morax?” she said quietly. Ganyu felt like this was the part where she turned around and pretended not to hear anything— but her feet felt like they were glued to the floor. “Why is it so hard for me to just be like,  ‘Heyyy  Ganyu, are you… free tonight?’” Then Keqing laughed harder at herself, and she leaned back to sit down on the floor. Morax hopped into her lap, obstructing himself from Ganyu’s view. 

“Jeez… that sounded stupid even hypothetically,” she grumbled, and Ganyu felt like she had lost the ability to breathe by herself. “What if I just went… ‘Hey baby, cat got your ton—?’ Ugh! That’s even worse!” She  bleghed at herself, and Morax chirped at the agitation and amusement mingling in her voice. “How the hell do you do it, Morax? I mean, I don’t think you’ve ever had… cat ladies or whatever, but you gotta be old enough to at least know how. So how?”

 Just tell me,  Ganyu begged her.  That’s all you have to do. That’s all you really need to do.  

“How do I tell Ganyu I love her so much that I’d be on hairball duty for the rest of my life to make her happy?” Keqing picked him up to look him in the eye. “How do you tell someone as wonderful and kind and— and as compassionate as her without making a fool of yourself, Morax? Is that even possible?”

Morax didn’t reply. Instead, he looked over her head to meet Ganyu’s eyes. His golden eyes held a greeting to her. 

Ganyu, embarrassed that she had been caught eavesdropping by a  cat of all things, immediately turned around to walk back to the other room as quietly and quickly as she could. Her heart thrummed like an earthquake in her chest, incessant and undeterred. She let the tremors in her hands play out by fixing and moving the plates and chopsticks on their table. 

By the time Keqing came back, the drumming in her heart slowed to a steady, solid rhythm. Morax sauntered in and locked eyes with her, then jumped on top of the couch to be beside her. His tail hit her neck and she moved it away distractedly, smiling at Keqing as unobtrusive as possible. 

“Did you pick a movie?” Ganyu asked casually. 

Keqing raised a curious eyebrow. “I thought you were going to pick one?” 

“Oh! Yes, of course— ummm…” She flicked her eyes over the selections in a panic, then landed on the first one she saw that seemed interesting enough. “That one. Bottom right.”

“The… documentary on cat domestication?” When Ganyu nodded vigorously, Keqing nodded thoughtfully. “Okay. That’s fine.”

They watched the documentary in silence. They shared food and stories during the most dull moments, but Keqing seemed to enjoy it well enough. She commented on some of the aspects, either correcting the facts it states or nodding to the advice the narrator would give out about cat care.

All the while, Morax’s tail tickled her ear and neck, almost compellingly. Whenever she batted it out of the way, it would come back to bother her some more. 

“Morax!” she hissed under her breath, and both cat and friend turned to look at her curiously at her unprecedented outburst. She cleared her throat and put down her chopsticks, embarrassed, and picked up his tail to curl it against him. Morax blinked at her, then put down his head to take a nap. 

She turned to look at Keqing. She was already looking at Ganyu with a worried stitch of her brow. “His tail was bothering me,” she said quickly, and Keqing nodded in understanding. 

The thrum in her chest came back to haunt her with a steady rhythm when Keqing squeezed her hand and puffed out a laugh under her breath. Each swallow of her food felt like a jagged rock. 

Once the movie ended, Keqing wasted no time to switch their activities. Always the efficient one, it seemed, but Ganyu couldn’t help but notice the fact that she let herself waste time when it came to childishly speaking to Morax. 

“Do you feel like rock or jazz tonight?” Keqing asked her.

They already both knew the answer, but Keqing still nodded when she answered, “Jazz, please.” 

Plus, even if she enjoyed rock the way Keqing did, she doubted that it would help with calming down the light flutters of her fingertips and chest. 

They made ample conversation as it played, carrying on around the apartment like a blanket of warmth. Not that Ganyu really needed it, because the sight of Morax sleeping on Keqing’s lap alone while she stroked him with a tranquil smile was enough to fulfill even the most nervous parts of her heart. 

What was it that Keqing tried on her? A pick-up line?

Was that really how this was going to happen?

Did she want that?

At the face Ganyu made, Keqing pressed her eyebrows together in concern. “Ganyu? Is something wrong?”

“No, no. I’m fine,” she managed to squeeze out. 

“Are you sure?” Keqing moved closer to her, just by a fraction. “You get the same look on your face when you can’t decide if you should get red or white flowers for the office.”

“It’s fine, really,” she insisted.

“Ganyu, if something’s bothering you, you know I’m here.”

“Please, I do mean it— I’m fine.”

“Well, clearly not!” Keqing looked increasingly worried. “You’re turning red. And you look— well, I’d say constipated, but you also look lost and—”

“I just got a cat!” she blurted out, and Keqing raised her eyebrows. “I got a— a cat on my… tongue. Cat got. On my tongue. My cat— um. Morax… got my tongue?”

“What are you…?” Keqing looked utterly confused. Then as Ganyu’s words settled down like a fine leaf on a river, her facial features were beginning to soften, while Ganyu only looked more flustered by the minute. “Ganyu, did you hear me? Lately, with Morax?”

“Yes,” she squeaked out, and she played with her nails in shame. “I wasn’t trying to! I…”

“Ganyu.” Keqing was dumbfounded. “Did you really just try to use my own line on me?” 

Ganyu blinked. Then blinked again. “Yes?”

There was a brief moment where nothing seemed to happen. Everything seemed to be tossed into the air, all to be suspended. 

But then Morax yawned, sauntered forward, and slinked away by cutting in between their faces. The soft pitter-patters of his paws faded away. 

Then Keqing laughed.  Laughed, fully, like she always did with Ganyu, with a side of relief and delight as everything came down on her, the same way it was when Morax swiped everything off the counters when they cleaned together. Chaotic and gleeful and boisterous. 

“Ganyu.” Keqing said her name this time with much more joy, and Ganyu found it hard not to reflect it. She lifted Ganyu’s chin up with a curled finger, and the shimmering delight in her eyes made her realize how much of a fool she was to ever think that everything between them was only secondary. 

“I think Morax really did get your tongue,” she said teasingly, but then she lowered her head, and Ganyu parted her lips in surprise. “So I’ll make it easy on you. Can I kiss you?”

No words came out of her lips, no matter how hard she willed them. So, she simply nodded. 

And their kiss was mellow, affectionate in every aspect— everything that made her feel like spring rolls for dinners and fresh vegetables on the way home and a box of new cat toys arriving on the front steps. Hands were frozen before they moved, fingertips ghosted over goosebumped skin. She could tell that Keqing was as nervous as she was, from the brief clash of their teeth and the way she had to wipe her hands on the couch. But, it was perfect. The hum of her contentment made every nerve vibrate with energy, zeroing in on a goal that she finally, finally got to settle her score with. 

This was perfect. 

 Except, she hummed thoughtfully, and Keqing pulled away from her like she was sprayed with water. Before Keqing could ask her, she said, “This means we can adopt a dog too, right?”

When Keqing stared at her, bewildered, Ganyu smiled. “I’m more of a dog person myself, you know.”

And when Keqing giggled with her, holding her face, Morax meowing and sitting at their feet like he accomplished something, maybe she could make a compromise to hold off on that dog. Because was already more than what she could ask for. 

“You’re impossible to please,” Keqing quipped. Ganyu laid her head on her chest, exhausted from the expulsion of tension from her body. She could feel the vibrations of Keqing’s voice. “But, if that’s something that I have to do for you… then fine, I’ll walk to the shelter right now and get you one.”

“No,” Ganyu murmured tiredly against her shoulder. She couldn’t tell if the buzz in her ears were from the adrenaline or the sudden cold through her windows. “Stay here. For… for as long as you want.”

When Keqing kissed the crown of her head, it sealed everything for her in a red stamp. 

She didn’t need to say it, she knew, because Keqing knew exactly how happy she felt. 

Having her tongue tied by a cat wasn’t the end of the world, when she had someone who recognized the words in her heart anyhow. 
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    Qilin Crossing may not be the game that brings in the most viewers to Ganyu’s channel, but it is a stream favorite that she comes back to time and time again when she just wants to relax and chat with her viewers. As a casual vtuber, she enjoys those types of streams the most, the easy, laidback atmosphere as she curls up snugly in her office chair with the lights off, a warm blanket draped over her lap, and the ambient sounds of the game playing on the speakers. Her own little slice of zen in the always rushing city of Liyue.

 

“Tartal0ni_Beeg_Bal0ney, thank you very much for the superchat. They ask, ‘Have I ever played Residence of the Dead or any other games in the series?’” Ganyu shakes her head ruefully. “No, but it’s a franchise I’ve always wanted to try out one day. Maybe not on stream, unless there’s someone nearby backseating me, I’m so bad at FPS, haha.” 

 

Ganyu scrolls down the page, switching to the next set of superchats. “The_Ancient_Taco, thank you for your yellow super! May I get a ‘Glory for Rex Lapis’ before I log off for the night? Of course you may. ‘For the glory of Rex Lapis!’” 

 

She mashes the A button on her controller, and on-screen, her Qilin villager goes haywire, spinning in place like a demented top. On cue, her chat begins spamming  qiqiClappy, an emote that Ganyu’s niece doodled for her when she visited. It’s a little hard to tell if the deadpan-looking zombie is actually clapping or not, but Ganyu’s had it enabled for so long that removing it at this point would probably start a riot with her subscribers. Plus, it would break her niece’s heart, a fate literally worse than death.

 

“qiqiClappy  to you guys too. Ummm, where was I? Oh! A red superchat from… XxStarward-Spar- oh my archons.” Ganyu rubs her face, even as the smile forces its way onto her lips. “I’m not reading this. You  know you can just DM me like any sensible mod would! This is why I made you mod in the first place!”

 


   autumnXverses15: lololololol 



   ZamZen: Can’t believe mods are flexing on us plebs again paiSadge 



   Captain Crux-A-Lot: Read read read read 


 

Oh, what the heck. Ganyu obliges the last chat message and scans over the red super. “XxSkyward-SparksxX says, ‘Just a heads up, you forgot to turn off donations, they’re still on right now,’ oh for the love of-” Ganyu places her head in her hands. “You spent 500 Mora just to tell me that?”

 

A notification sound pings in her headset. Ganyu scrolls to the top of the super chat list

 

 XxSkyward-SparksxX  : >3<

 

“Alright, I’m turning donations off now, you’ve had your fun.” Thankfully, Sparks’s donation was the last one and with a deep breath, Ganyu leans back into her chair. “That was the last one. We’re all caught up now, yaaaay.”

 

Even to her ears, the yay falls flat. Chat seems to sense the change in the atmosphere because almost at once, they begin spamming variations of the pleading face emoji along with a few crying faces thrown in as well.

 

Welp. Time to face the vishap in the room.

 

“So for everyone still here, thanks for tuning in to the penultimate stream.” Almost immediately, chat goes into hyperspeed with the emotes, but Ganyu plows on, trying her best to ignore the uncomfortable lump in her throat. “It means a lot to me that you guys still want to hang out after all this time. And just a reminder, next week is the end of the month, which will be my last stream before I go on indefinite hiatus, so if you could tune in one last time, it’d mean a whole lot to me.”

 


   BigDumChum: nuuuuu I’m not ready ToT 



   spiceXnice: I’ll be there o7 o7 o7 


 

Even now, it still stings, knowing that all of this has to come to an end. But real life comes first, after all, and Ganyu is at a point in her career where she needs to focus on her own growth instead of streaming, as much as she wants to juggle both. Maybe one day, when she’s ready again. 

 

One day. 

 

“C’mon guys, None of that now?” Ganyu puts on a big smile, ensuring that her camera can capture it properly for her avatar. “I’m going to miss this, but this isn’t the end. And we still have a week left, so smile, okay? I’ll be back before you know it. Promise.”







With that, Ganyu cuts off the screen capture and ends the stream before she can break her own promise. Keep it together. 

 

She shakes her head, letting out a rough sigh, and checks the clock. 3 AM. Oh boy. And she has work tomorrow too.

 

Her phone buzzes. 1 new notification. She swipes it open and checks the message.

 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: gonna miss sending you my money 


 

As tired as Ganyu is, she can’t help but smile at the message before typing out her reply.

 


   Dew_Da_Dew: That’s exactly why I’m going on hiatus. To keep you from your reckless spending. 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: i can’t believe you would take away the one thing i have over chat.  


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: Your mod privileges? 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: i cant believe you would take away the two things i have over chat. 


 

The sound of Ganyu’s giggles breaks the midnight quiet of her room. A fond warmth fills her chest as she scrolls up the chat log, viewing her previous messages. It seems to go on forever, which makes sense. Sparks was there since the very beginning when she first started streaming, fresh and new, a fish out of water. They stayed through all the ups and downs, the highs and lows, and over time, they became practically irreplaceable to Ganyu. She doesn’t regret her decision to stop streaming to focus on her burgeoning career, but this? This feeling, this exact moment in time shared just between the two of them? 

 

This is what she’s going to miss the most. 

 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: btw did your boss give you time off next week for the last stream? 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: Ughh, I haven’t asked her yet. 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: seriously? 


 

 XxSkyward-SparksxX: (‘д｀)

 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: you were supposed to ask ages ago! 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: I know, I know! It just was never the right time. Plus, it’s hard asking her for stuff!  


 

 XxSkyward-SparksxX: i thought you said you two were starting to get along .

 


   Dew_Da_Dew: We are! Sort of. It’s just a little awkward. 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: because she’s hot as hell amirite >:) 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: LAPGOIASKFJLKFJ 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: i told you that in theint he STRICTEST CONFIDENCE 


 

 XxSkyward-SparksxX  :  you did 

 

 XxSkyward-SparksxX  :  that was your first mistake 

 

 XxSkyward-SparksxX : ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°)

 


   Dew_Da_Dew: You’re such a bully 


 

 XxSkyward-SparksxX  :  XD 

 

 Dew_Da_Dew: :(

 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: okay okay i stop 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: but seriously, how are you going to ever ask her out if you can’t even ask for time off 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: Because one, those are two entirely different things 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: And two, why must you always meddle in my love life  


 

 Dew_Da_Dew: (>д<)

 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: Because I want you to be happy 


 

The message is so sincere and entirely unexpected that Ganyu nearly fumbles her phone in response. When she picks it up again, she can see LS already typing out a response.

 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: dont get me wrong.  


 

 XxSkyward-SparksxX: i think you could do way better than your stiff of a boss.  

 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: but if you think you got a chance at being happy, then i say go for it. its the same reasoning for why your going on hiatus, isnt it? you saw a chance and you took it. 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: besides, life goes too quickly to be stuck at the crossroads. wait too long and the chance will slip by before you know it. 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: take it from me 


 

Ganyu furrows her brow. That last comment sounds almost uncharacteristic coming from Sparks. For as long as Ganyu has known them, they’ve always been quick and decisive in all their decisions, but that last message…

 

It almost sounds… regretful in a way.

 

Before she can reply, the typing ellipses appear on the screen, and a new message pops up.  

 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: or you can always try bribing her instead.  


 

 Dew_Da_Dew : ಠ_ಠ

 


   Dew_Da_Dew: Bribe her into giving me time off or into going out with me 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: yes 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: asgdjllsdjfldsfj 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: You are the worst 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: you say that but i bet your smiling right now 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: I’m going to bed right now 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: XDDD 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: alright alright 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: just remember what i said 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: no ragrets 


 


   XxSkyward-SparksxX: gn!!! 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: aldskjflaskjfd 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: <3 


 


   Dew_Da_Dew: ttyl!! 


 

–

 

Ganyu hadn’t necessarily lied when she told Sparks that her relationship with her boss had improved over the past few months. It just wasn’t necessarily the whole truth either. Things  have gotten better, but not to the point where Ganyu can even begin to describe their relationship as cordial. It’s more of an uneasy middle ground of sorts, edging somewhere between forced casualness and straight-out awkwardness. The best of both worlds. 

 

Asking for time off definitely won’t be as easy as it sounds.

 

“Sure. What days next week?”

 

As it turns out, it  really is as easy as it sounds.

 

Keqing barely looks up from the iPad she’s hunched over, scrolling through the PDF on-screen at a frightening pace while her other hand thumbs through a dizzying stack of important-looking documents. When she finally glances up, there’s a slight frown on her face, making the sharp slant of her eyes all the more severe.

 

“Well?”

 

With a start, Ganyu realizes she’s been staring, and she quickly blurts the first thing that comes to mind. “S-sorry, I um… wasn’t expecting you to… ah… that is, er…”

 

Keqing raises an expectant eyebrow. “Yes?”

 

Caught between a rock and a hard place. “…to say yes so readily,” Ganyu admits shamefacedly. 

 

As soon as the words leave her lips, she visibly winces. Foot meet mouth. The wince is what probably saves Ganyu from her faux pas because Keqing’s expression goes from mildly impatient to mildly amused.

 

“I’m not that much of a slave driver, am I?”

 

“N-no, of course not! I only thought… er….” Ganyu flounders. “It’s just… hard to bring up, is all.” 

 

Unexpectedly, the sharp look in Keqing’s eyes softens. Her lips twitch as if she’s trying to figure out what to say, and then after a few awkward seconds, she lets out a sigh and looks away.

 

“Sorry,” she murmurs after a pregnant pause, and Ganyu nearly drops the stack of documents she’s holding right there in her arms. “For making you feel like you can’t be forthright with me.” She holds her hand up before Ganyu can protest. “You don’t have to say otherwise. I’ve been told by my peers that I’m not exactly… the easiest person to get along with.” 

 

She scowls, and Ganyu gets the distinct impression that by peers, Keqing means one exclusive peer with a penchant for jade jewelry and teasing remarks. 

 

“Anyway, it’s something I’m working on,” Keqing admits before turning her gaze back onto Ganyu. “So let me be the first to say that I’m sorry. I know in the past we didn’t start off on the right foot… and maybe it’s just my pride talking, but… I value you and your opinion. More often than not, you’ve shown a better understanding of what happens here at the Qixing than some of the higher-ups. Yet, you always offer the same amount of respect and understanding to every individual, no matter their position or standing. I admire that and… and I hope one day I can also become one of those individuals. Someone that you can trust.”

 

Keqing’s gaze is intense. Any other time, Ganyu would have… well, not exactly welcomed it, but she wouldn’t say no either. The sharp lilac in her eyes is intensely distracting, and Ganyu just knows that her face is worryingly pink at the moment. That awkward sincerity that Keqing is showing it’s well, for lack of a better word- it’s  cute.  

 

Archons, this crush will be the death of her.

 

“Ganyu?”

 

With a start, Ganyu realizes Keqing is still waiting expectantly for her response.

 

“You are!” she says, maybe a little more forcefully than she intended because Keqing starts back in surprise, and she quickly reiterates. “I-I mean, you are. One of the people I trust. I-I always have.”

 

Keqing looks surprised and then, oddly pleased. Almost shy. “You have?”

 

Ganyu nods fervently. “Of course. You’re strict but fair, honest, and forthright. I may not always agree with you, but I know every decision you make is not just for your own end but for the good of everyone else as well. A-and I’ve never thought of you as rude.”

 

“Really,” says Keqing with a raised eyebrow.

 

“…maybe a bit intense?”

 

To her surprise, Keqing lets out a short chuckle. “That’s probably the nicest way somebody has ever called me stubborn.”

 

Ganyu gasps. “I-I didn’t- I wouldn’t!” she stops when Keqing doubles over, failing terribly to smother her giggles. At that, Ganyu pouts even as she tries to fight her own traitorous lips from turning into a smile. “Alright, now you’re just being mean.”

 

“You say that, but I can see you’re trying not to smile,” says Keqing with a smile of her own, and Ganyu blinks as a sudden wave of deja vu hits her. For once, there’s no awkwardness or hostility in their interaction. It feels nice.

 

And… strangely familiar too, for some inexplicable reason.

 

Before she can think harder on the feeling, Keqing brings up the calendar app on her tablet and asks, “So, what days were you looking to take off again?”

 

“Oh. Right.” Ganyu shakes her head, and the weird feeling goes away. Probably just a side effect of sleep deprivation or something along those lines. “Just Thursday.”

 

Keqing pauses mid-scroll. 

 

“Thursday, you said?”

 

The odd tone of her voice makes Ganyu frown. “Is… that alright?”

 

Keqing looks up. There’s a pained grimace on her face.

 

“Thursday might pose a… slight problem.”

 

Ganyu blinks. “What do you mean?”

 

For once, Keqing almost looks embarrassed, shifting around in her seat.

 

“Don’t get me wrong, I would like nothing more than to give you Thursday off. But somebody needs to be in the office that day, and it just so happens that, ah…” she coughs into her fist. “That I’m taking Thursday off as well.”

 

Ganyu nearly drops the stack of documents in her hand. Shocked is an understatement. She can count on one hand the number of days Keqing has taken off for a vacation since she started this job. Incidentally, it’s the same number of days Ganyu herself has taken off for vacation. Also incidentally, that number lies squarely between the digits of 0 and imaginary.

 

“You never take time off,” Ganyu blurts out.

 

Keqing flushes. “N-neither do you!” she fires back with a lukewarm scowl. It’s such an uncharacteristic look on her face that if it were any other situation, Ganyu would’ve backed off on her demands, but this time it’s different. She needs Thursday off. There’s too much at stake for her to give in now.”

 

“Could I maybe take an extended lunch break?” she tries instead.

 

Keqing glances down at her tablet again. “What time?”

 

“4:00.”

 

Keqing grimaces again. “That’s the time I’m taking off.”

 

This is starting to get ridiculous. Ganyu prides herself on her patience, but even that patience is beginning to dry up. “For what?”

 

“For personal reasons,” Keqing shoots back, her tone taking an exasperated turn. “But if you must know, I’m attending a friend’s graduation.”

 

Ganyu’s about to retort back, but at the words’ graduation,’ her mouth clicks shut. Keqing is on the younger side of the Qixing company board, that’s a given, but it seems strangely out of place that she has friends who are still in school. Maybe a niece or a distant relative? 

 

“That’s funny. I’m attending a graduation as well,” Ganyu says slowly, gauging Keqing’s reaction. 

 

A single, raised eyebrow isn’t much to go on, but Ganyu presses on regardless. “Where is the ceremony being held?”

 

At her inquiry, Keqing twitches. “It’s… more of an online gathering,” she says almost evasively. “What with the hassle of logistics and all.”

 

The nagging feeling in the back of Ganyu’s mind is growing stronger. Once is a coincidence, twice is a pattern. “My graduation is online as well.”

 

There’s a strange expression starting to form on Keqing’s face. It’s hard to describe, but if Ganyu had to put a name to it, it’d be ‘I’m starting to think what you’re also thinking, but it’s way too crazy to be true, so instead I will be skeptical ‘ sort of face.

 

“What are the chances,” Keqing says slowly.

 

But what  are  the chances though? There’s coincidence, and then there’s whatever  this  is. All of it lines up a little too perfectly. 

 

Ganyu’s mind races as she considers her options. Asking directly would be the easiest way to go, but if she’s wrong, she might just literally die of embarrassment. Sweeping it all under the rug would be the next best thing, but she  needs  that time off. Giving up on her last stream is  not an option. 

 

Which leaves the final alternative. Keqing admits it herself. But the chances of that happening are laughable. She’s streamed gacha with higher appearance rates than those odds.

 

Unless….

 

Keqing’s dry cough breaks the silence. “Look, I’ll try to make something work out, but if it doesn’t, then I’m sorry, but-”

 

“For the glory of Rex Lapis,” Ganyu blurts out, betting it all.

 

“qiqiClappy,” Keqing says automatically, clapping her hands for good measure.

 

There’s a long, drawn-out beat of silence.

 

In an instant, Keqing flushes fire hydrant red. Her face runs the gamut of emotions in a few scant seconds- surprise, realization, before finally landing on complete and utter mortification, which is all the confirmation Ganyu needs.

 

“I knew it!” Ganyu would be pointing accusingly if her hands were free at the moment, so instead, she settles on crowing out her accusation. “I knew you weren’t going to an actual graduation! You were going to tune in to my stream!”

 

“W-what, no! No!” Keqing’s eyes dart around the room like a cornered hillichurl. “Stream? What do you mean stream, I have no idea what you’re talking about, I would never.” 

 

She sets her phone down a little harder than strictly necessary, upsetting the stack of documents nearby. With a muttered curse, she shuffles them back haphazardly, missing the fact that they’re upside down, before leveling an embarrassed scowl at Ganyu. 

 

“Okay, fine, yes! I’m taking time off to watch Dew_Da_Dew, but that’s because I’m a mod in her chat!” she explains heatedly, missing the way Ganyu suddenly freezes in place because, wait,  what mod in her chat she only has that one mod hold on a minute.  “So I can’t NOT be there for her, or I’ll look like a complete tool and even worse, a crappy friend, and that little tidbit stays between you and me, or I swear to all the Archon’s that I’ll-  did you just say   your    stream ?”

 

“Errrrr,” is Ganyu’s eloquent response.

 

Keqing’s eyes narrow. In one fluid motion, she flips her laptop open and pounds furiously at the keyboard. A search bar pops up, followed by what looks to be a list of videos. Keqing clicks the first one.

 

“Okay, so I’m on soft pity right now, and I’ve got enough crystals for a ten roll. What do you think, chat? Should I go for it? 1 for yes, 2 for no.” 

 

Ganyu’s voice comes out tiny but embarrassingly clear from the laptop speakers. Her voice changer is on, but there’s no mistaking who’s speaking at the moment, now that she’s basically outed herself. 

 

“Looks like the majority is 1. Alright then. Here we go. Please be gold. Please, please, pleeeeeease.” 

 

A beat.

 

“F.” Ganyu finally hears herself say softly but with great feeling. “F.”

 

Keqing’s jaw drops. She looks up from her laptop screen. It’s hard to describe the look on her face right now, but if Ganyu had to take her best shot, it’d be somewhere between ‘I am trying to reconcile this information in my brain, please give me a moment’  and ‘Actually, I am NOT reconciling this information in my brain, in fact, I think I may be having a slight breakdown send help.’ 

 

Soooooo, probably the same expression Ganyu is making too. 

 

Small world.

 

Nobody moves, but Ganyu can see the gears working in Keqing’s head. Her own mind is going into hyperdrive, playing every possible choice and option available to her. All of them are terrible, save for one. The one option that has never failed her before.

 

“Igottagobye.”

 

Ganyu drops the documents in her hands, ignoring the sudden flurry of flying papers and Keqing’s surprised shout, and makes a straight beeline for the door. She hears Keqing call out her name, but she doesn’t stop, not until she can outrun the furious pounding of her heart and the burning heat in her cheeks.

 

Looks like she’s not getting that time off after all.

 

– 

 

After that inglorious exit, Ganyu works the rest of the week from the safety of her home. The alternative is going back into the office and facing Keqing again, and well… that’s not really an alternative she wants to explore at the moment. To be honest, she’s not even sure if she still  has a job to go back to after pulling that little stunt. 

 

But then the weekend comes, and nothing happens. Nothing. Not even an email or notification from anyone, nothing about an inevitable layoff or taking impromptu time off. And as much as it is a relief, Ganyu can’t help but feel… disappointed. Because criticism? She can take to understand what she did wrong and to correct herself. But absolute silence? That means nothing. 

 

It makes Ganyu question herself. Maybe their friendship really wasn’t as strong as she thought it was. Maybe it really was all in her head, and she was just filling in the blank spaces with what she wanted. Maybe it was all one-sided.

 

Maybe Ganyu was just fooling herself and everyone else.

 

And that makes it so  much harder to figure out how she really feels.

 

Unfortunately, Ganyu doesn’t have a whole lot of time to process. Her graduation stream is just around the corner, and she still has so much prep work left to do, people to contact to see if they’re free Thursday, dozens of loose ends to tie up. It’s actually a small blessing that she’s working from home since now, she can juggle too many tasks from the comfort of her messy bed as opposed to juggling too many tasks from the confines of her office. 

 

Small victories.

 

Then, without warning, it’s Thursday evening, and Ganyu is trying not to throw up because it’s finally happening. It’s all hitting her at once now. No more time for prep. After tonight, it’s all over.

 

Pressing on the ‘start’ button never felt so daunting until now.

 

“Hey everyone, good evening, morning, afternoon wherever you are in the world.” 

 

Somehow, Ganyu manages to get through her usual cheery greeting with just the tiniest hitch in her voice. Already, chat is spamming her feed with an immense amount of blue hearts, salutes, and crying emojis. The sight makes her smile. Dramatic as ever. And she wouldn’t have it any other way. 

 

“So I think everyone knows, but this is going to be the last stream for a while. I didn’t really have much planned, but what I thought could be fun is if we finished up that Qilin Crossing drawing I started a while back. I’ll be in the voice chat, and some of my other streamer friends can hop in whenever they feel like- aaaaaand speak of the devil.”

 

Her notification sound pings. A second later, a loud, cheerful voice fills her headset.

 

“Ahoy there, Dewy! How’s it hangin’?”

 

Ganyu rolls her eyes good-naturedly while chat replies back with scattered ‘ Ahoys!  ‘ and ‘  The captain’s here! ‘

 

“You know that’s not my name.”

 

“I’m not saying  Dew_Da_Dew every time, that’s a mouthful.”

 

“And  Captain Crux-A-Lot is that much shorter?”

 

There’s a sharp bark of laughter from the other end. “Alright, fair enough, you got me there!”

 

Leave it to the Captain to break the ice. With a shake of her head, Ganyu asks, “So, what can I do for you, Captain?”

 

“Glad you asked! Since this is going to be a drawing stream, I have a request.”

 

Well, she’s not wrong. Technically. It is a drawing stream, but not exactly a request-taking stream either. But, oh what the heck, why not? Who knows when they’ll be able to meet again like this?

 

“Let me guess. You want me to draw Alcor?” Ganyu asks as she pulls up a blank canvas on the second monitor.

 

“I want you to draw Alcor.”  Captain Crux-A-Lot confirms, the dirt-eating grin utterly evident in her gleeful tone. “But I want the face to be super anime, with those big ol’ eyes and other sparkly stuff. Oh, can you add sparkles?”

 

“I’ll see what I can do. Can you send me the reference pics?”

 

“I can do you one better! Check out my stream!”

 

Curious, Ganyu pulls up the stream. When she sees what’s playing, she’s not sure if she should laugh or just hang her head in amazement. Maybe both.

 

“Are you going to hold your cat up to the camera the entire stream?”

 

“I’m  definitely going to be holding up my cat to the camera the entire stream.”

 

“Mroooww …”

 

Alcor takes an inordinate amount of time to draw out, and the whole time Captain Crux-A-Lot tries to distract her with stories of their past streams together, with all the highlights and embellishments that only she can provide. Ganyu gets as far as a rough sketch before Alcor has enough, and he paws the camera off its stand. But by then, someone else has joined the chat with another request, followed by someone else who has another embarrassing story at hand. Another and another, and it all just spirals from there.  

 

Ganyu can’t remember the last time she’s laughed so hard, smiled, and teared up as much as she has now. It’s bittersweet that it all has to end, but even now, she’s glad of what she’s accomplished with the friends she’s made.

 

As much as they try to stall her, Ganyu makes steady progress on her Qilin Crossing drawing. Ganyu’s latest guest in the voice channel, an old friend of hers who specializes in reviewing contract law, is waxing poetic about some obscure piece of litigation when the voice chat notification suddenly pings.

 

Ganyu glances over distractedly, paying half attention to what’s being said. She’s not expecting any more guests tonight. Everyone she knows in her community is already here, so she has no idea who this surprise addition is. Nevertheless, she adjusts her microphone and offers up an inquisitive “Hello?”

 

There’s a moment of silence on the other end. And then she hears a familiar voice hesitantly pipe up.

 

“Hey.”

 

Ganyu freezes. Her heartbeat stops for one perilous second and then resumes beating at a terrifying pace. Quickly, she switches tabs, bringing up her voice chat just to make sure that she’s not hallucinating and that the voice really is who she thinks it is.

 

There’s one new person on the call. Their icon is an old, worn-out hairpin with sparks lighting around it.

 

Ganyu leans back heavily in her chair, mind awhirl. Oh. Suddenly, she feels self-conscious and panicky, all at once. Oh. Oh. Outside of direct messages, they’ve never actually spoken before. 

 

Wait, no, that’s not true. Because Sparks in real life is- but that’s different. But is it? Ahhhhh, this is too much at once!

 

“Hello,” Ganyu manages to get out, her voice cracking embarrassingly on the last syllable. She clears her throat and tries again. “So I know who you are, but would you mind introducing yourself to everyone else?”

 

Her chat is moving faster than she can keep up. Excited curiosity is the primary emotion she can garner from the emote spam.

 

“Ah. Right. It’s ah, me. Ke-” the voice suddenly stops and coughs before quickly changing tracks. “Er, Sparks.  XxSkyward-SparksxX. The mod. Hey everyone.”

 

There’s a dutiful chorus of replies from the voice call. Ganyu’s chat is chaos, most of them in shock at hearing the legend herself,  XxSkyward-SparksxX , for the first time ever.

 


   Perfectaronii27: She’s real?! 



   Winning*Sun: SHe’s a she?! 



   BerriBeryy: GuobaChamp 



   [this message was deleted by a moderator] 


 

Ganyu jerks her head up. “Wait, are you moderating the chat even now?”

 

Ganyu hears a dull thump from the other end of the call as if someone bumped into their desk in surprise.

 

“Yessss?” comes the hesitant reply before adding on a touch defensively. “I mean, it’s my job!”

 

“You want to do your job now, of all times?”

 

“I can multitask!”

 

The reply surprises Ganyu, not because it’s just so utterly Sparks, but also because it’s so utterly Keqing too. The snicker forces itself out of her mouth before she can stop it, which turns into a fit of badly suppressed giggles, which turns into full-on laughter. A second later, she can hear Keqing joining in, and then it just becomes impossible to stop.

 


   Winning*Sun: LMAOOOOO 



   Princess_NaNaNa: Cute cute cute 



   autumnXverses15: #blessed #im #die #thankyou4eva 


 

It takes a while, but Ganyu finally gets the giggles under control enough to feel sane again. Unsurprisingly, everyone in the call has left, leaving only Keqing and her to their own devices.  Captain Crux-A-Lot’s doing, no doubt. She makes a mental note to thank the Captain afterward.

 

“I’m glad we could finally talk,” says Ganyu. An inside joke, just between the two of them.

 

There’s a breathless sounding laugh from the other end. “Same here. It feels a little weird, doesn’t it?”

 

“A little,” Ganyu admits. “But I’m just happy I can hear your voice.” She nearly says  again but stops herself in the nick of time. No need for her chat to start getting any ideas.

 

She hears a strangled sounding noise from Sparks, followed by her loudly clearing her throat.

 

“Stop trying to sidetrack me. We’re here to celebrate you, not talk about my voice. I had a speech written out and everything.”

 

“Had?”

 

“…It may have exceeded the document word limit,” Sparks admits, and the frightening thing is, Ganyu isn’t sure if she’s joking or not. “But that’s okay. I remember the most important parts.”

 

“Alright then, let’s hear it.”

 

The silence that stretches on from the other end of the call goes on for a beat too long. Just as Ganyu is about to check if her WiFi connection has dropped, she hears Sparks speak up.

 

“Thank you.” 

 

Sparks’ voice is uncharacteristically soft, and Ganyu feels her heart stutter at the quiet sincerity in her tone. She grips her headset tight, listening intently as the sound of Sparks’ voice fills her head.

 

“Thank you for always being there for me on the good days and bad days. Thank you for giving me all the laughs and smiles for all the years we’ve known each other. I don’t make friends easily, so having you as my friend means more to me than anything else in the world. More than I can put into words. So, thank you. For being my friend. “

 

Sparks lets out a long, shuddering sigh. 

 

“And more importantly, for just being you.”

 

Ganyu had promised herself she wouldn’t cry. That she’d put on a happy face for everyone for the last stream. But she’s about to break that promise. 

 

“Same here,” she manages to get out and then lets out with a shaky giggle. “Thank you for being a part of my life too.”

 

There’s a loud sniffle from the other side, followed by the sound of clapping hands.

 

“Ahem! Now that’s said and done, I’ve got one final surprise for you.”

 

There’s a faint warble in Sparks’ voice, but Ganyu decides to keep quiet on that little tidbit. “Oh?” she wipes discreetly at her eyes and grins. “I’m listening.”

 

“Are you finished with your drawing?”

 

Ganyu checks her canvas. Her Qilin Crossing villager waves cheerfully back at her, surrounded by other villagers in the middle of town. It’s a little rough, but she’s pretty proud of what she’s accomplished with the limited time she had.

 

“For the most part. Why?”

 

“DM me the file. Oh, and all the other drawings you worked on this stream.”

 

Curiosity piqued, Ganyu does just that. She hears Sparks make a satisfied noise when the transfer completes.

 

“Alright, this won’t take more than five minutes, tops. I’m going to drop off, but after five minutes, look outside your window.”

 

“Excuse me?”

 

But Sparks has already left the call, leaving Ganyu in confused silence. She glances over to her chat, who shares her same reaction if the general mayhem is any indication. “What does she mean five minutes?”

 


   the-simp-son: YOOOO LETS GOOO 



   ZamZen: YEAAAAH GO WHERE? 



   algkss9989: OMG it’s HAPPENINGN 


 

Unable to stand the suspense any longer, Ganyu leaps up from her chair, striding over to her window. In one swift motion, she rips the curtains apart and looks outside.

 

Her jaw drops.

 

The Qixing Building where Ganyu works is the largest building in all of Liyue City and the third-largest skyscraper in Teyvat. Part of the reason why her rent is so absurdly high is that the view just outside her window is one of the best views in the entire city. All of Liyue and its nightlife is on display, with the Qixing Building smack dab in the middle. There’s just one significant difference in the usual view. The windows on the Qixing Building are all LED displays, and normally, they display the seven stars of the company logo, shining proudly throughout the day and well into the night. 

 

Instead of the logo, however, Ganyu is greeted by a drawing of an extremely grumpy-looking cat scowling back at her. 

 

The cat being specifically Alcor. 

 

And the drawing specifically being  her drawing.

 

Ganyu barely has time to register what she’s seeing before the display changes again. This time it’s a picture of her Qilin Crossing character in town, surrounded by friends. Another flash, another sketch. Memories, one after the other, displayed proudly displaying for all of Liyue to see.

 

The phone in her hand gives off a chime. In a daze, she opens up her messages. 

 


   You deserve happiness too. 


 

–

 

Ganyu makes sure to set her alarm two hours before she usually gets up so that she can arrive first in the office before Keqing. She tries to do some work, but a nervous energy settles into her skin, distracting her from getting anything productive done, so instead, she settles for tapping her foot restlessly, periodically checking her phone and counting down the minutes.

 

The clock finally hits 9 AM, and right on time, the elevator doors slide open. Keqing strides in, dressed sharply in her business suit and slacks, coffee in one hand, a stack of important-looking documents in the other, oozing confidence and sophistication in her poise.

 

And then she stops dead in her tracks when she sees Ganyu sitting meekly at her desk.

 

Ganyu waves hesitantly with her fingers. “Hello.”

 

Keqing’s only rational response is to drop everything she’s holding.

 

“Ah!”

 

“Oh, son of a-!”

 

Ganyu is already rushing out of her chair, scrambling on the floor as she tries to save the documents from the encroaching caffeinated wave of four espresso shots while Keqing does the same. 

 

“Here, let me-”

 

“No, it’s okay, I’ve got it.”

 

Their hands’ touch, and almost instantly, the two jerk away as if electrocuted. Keqing recovers first, grabbing the first set of papers she sees as she studiously avoids eye contact.

 

“You, ah, surprised me.” Keqing shuffles the sheaves of paper around, looking squarely at the floor. “I wasn’t expecting you in the office so soon.”

 

The forced normalcy in her voice is almost painful to hear. And yet, Ganyu understands what she’s trying to say. It’s her way of offering Ganyu a way out. To go back to the way things were so that neither of them have to deal with their actual feelings and fears. Back to the safe and secure mundanity of yesterday.

 

And for once in her life, Ganyu decides to take her chance at happiness.

 

“I wanted to know,” she says, hoping she sounds bolder than she actually feels.

 

Keqing hasn’t stopped shuffling around. “To know what?”

 

“If you meant what you said.”

 

That gets Keqing to finally stop moving. Ganyu watches as Keqing turns a fascinating shade of red that’s so wholly captivating that she almost doesn’t hear what Keqing says next.

 

“…yes.”

 

Ganyu blinks. “Sorry?”

 

The blush intensifies if that’s even possible. “I said yes!” Keqing brings the papers up to her face in an attempt to hide her burning cheeks. She glances at Ganyu for a second before quickly looking away. “I meant it. Every word.”

 

The room feels too hot all of a sudden. Ganyu can feel her heartbeat in her face, thrumming along erratically as she tries to formulate a response, but Keqing beats her to it.

 

“What about you?”

 

“M-me?”

 

Keqing glances at her again, and this time, she miraculously manages to hold eye contact.

 

“Still have a crush on your stuck-up boss or…” her voice trembles, and she pauses, mouth moving soundlessly up and down. “O-or has the magic faded now that you know.”

 

And for once, Ganyu knows her answer.

 

“That depends.”

 

Keqing’s expression turns confused. “Depends? Depends on what?”

 

“On if she’ll let me ask her out for another coffee to get to know her better.” Keqing’s head whips up, and Ganyu plows on, emboldened. “Because even now, those feelings haven’t changed. It’s like a certain someone once told me- if you’ve got a chance to be happy, then go for it. Life goes too quick to be stuck at the crossroads.”

 

Keqing blinks. Once. Twice.

 

Her mouth drops open.

 

“Wait. Those- I said-  Oh my gods, you!”

 

She falls back. An uncharacteristic cackle bubbles forth from her lips, mirth mixed in with disbelief and giddying relief.

 

“Fine. Fine! You win. Coffee date it is. Archons, I can’t believe I got played like that.” She gets up, and Ganyu quickly follows suit. “I think the place downstairs should be coming down from the morning rush. Perfect place to ‘get and know each other.’”

 

Ganyu stumbles. “W-wait, now?”

 

Keqing is already making her way back to the elevator, ignoring the papers and mess. “Now or never. Think of it as time off!”

 

“B-but what about the board meeting? And the company address later and-!”

 

Keqing grabs Ganyu’s hand, and just like that, all rational thought goes out the window in favor of focusing on how nice her hand feels.

 

“What about it?” Keqing punches the elevator button with a loud scoff. “Those can wait.”

 

She turns to Ganyu then, grinning giddily from ear to ear, and Ganyu’s heart does somersaults as she returns it back.

 

“It’s our turn to be happy.”

 

And with that, she leads Ganyu outside to chase their dreams of happiness together.

  
Author’s Note:I’ve never played Animal Crossing
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 What am I even doing?  Keqing thought to herself for the umpteenth time, having to resist the urge to smack her own forehead as she opened the door to a local gym Beidou had recommended and stepped inside. 

This… was a dumb idea. No, like seriously. It was Horrible. Fantastically stupid in a way only seen in trashy shoujo love manga, where the protagonist and the love interest obviously want to date yet the author someone manages to drag it out for 100 chapters, and even then they just barely kiss-

Ah. Anyways. Now wasn’t the time to discuss her  very poorly disguised  manga addiction. This was another issue entirely. “This” being an idea so far from good that Keqing had almost immediately abandoned it the very  nanosecond  it crossed her mind. 

But then, naturally, the other half of her brain had decided to up and override even the most stubborn shards of her usual common sense. And it didn’t help matters any that it did so just so it could pop in and say,  “Haha, gay!”  while simultaneously replaying yesterday’s vivid memory of exactly  why  she had come up with this ill-conceived, completely nonsensical idea in the first place. 

It was more than a little frustrating, if she was being honest. As of late, all her well-conceived and totally-sensible ideas just happened to go right out the window whenever Ganyu was involved.

Really, why would this time be any different?

Ganyu, with her ever-present willingness to help out in the office. With that odd, yet adorable, horned “headband” that Keqing was beginning to suspect wasn’t actually a headband. With her beautiful blue hair and those surprisingly  strong arms- 

Ahem. Back on topic then, shall we?

Well, actually, it was pretty clear that Ganyu’s strong arms were part of the issue here. And in turn, they were just a piece of the problematic pie, with Ganyu as the pie itself. And that was a much bigger predicament altogether, wasn’t it?

Was it an issue that Keqing wanted all of it? Did it keep her up at night, dreaming of the delectable Miss Ganyu pie?

Keqing knew the answer to this already. Yes and yes, as it turns out, though she would genuinely rather curl up into a ball and pass away before admitting that outloud. At least, not before she was at least seven levels of drunk and wouldn’t remember admitting anything after she woke up. 

There was a very specific reason Beidou happened to know most of her deepest secrets, and it had everything to do with the other woman’s generosity regarding her alcohol stash. And then, of course, when they would drink somewhere that wasn’t one of their apartments, Keqing naturally had to return the favor and show her own generosity via their bar tab. 

Social exchange theory was a bitch on her wallet. 

But, back to the point.  Apparently  Ganyu was strong. Really strong. As in, way physically stronger than Keqing ever would have ever expected, or imagined, even in her most indulgent daydreams. Her coworker, and obvious crush, didn’t really seem the type, or rather, hadn’t seemed like the type. Not until…

…Well, perhaps a direct recollection would better suffice. 

Not because she wanted to remember Ganyu’s strong arms again, or anything like that! No, this was simply a more efficient means of recalling and analysing the situation that had—

Ah, screw it. Roll the tape. 

-=-

“Ganyu, bring me those files! I have an important dinner date tonight and I refuse to miss it because I wasn’t able to clear through a few measly boxes of paperwork.” A sharp voice carried across the workplace from the direction of Ningguang’s office. 

“Yes, Ma’am! I’ll bring them all right away!” Ganyu hurriedly responded, the sound of quick footsteps accompanying her. 

Keqing peeked her head out from her own office. 


   Files? Boxes of paperwork?  


Ningguang couldn’t possibly mean those huge file-filled cardboard boxes that had been sitting near the copy machine, could she? Those files? Those were huge! She’d tried carrying two of them by herself and had almost immediately given up. 

She chalked it up as a bad job and made the executive decision to leave the grunt work to one of the interns. There’s a reason they were still by the copy machine, after all. No way Ganyu could handle those by herself. 

She might be a diligent worker, one whose work ethic easily rivaled Keqing’s own, but carrying four packed and weighty boxes by herself, even consecutively rather than all at once, would undoubtedly be more than she could handle. 

No way. Unacceptable. The thought of Ganyu doing such a thing by herself. Why… 

…Well, as Ganyu’s long time coworker and friend, there was no way Keqing would let her handle such an ordeal alone. 

She could see it now…


   “Let me help you with that.” 



   Ganyu gasped, staring at her with hearts in her eyes. “Miss Keqing! Why, you don’t have to do that.” 



   “I insist.”  



   Keqing crouched down, keeping her gaze locked on Ganyu’s own as she casually and totally-by-accident flexed as hard as she could. She stood, somehow holding not just one box, but all four. This was technically inconsistent with her daydream up to this point, as she had been crouched to pick up one box, but she would allow it.  



   “Oh my!” Ganyu bit her lip, placing her warm hand against Keqing’s bicep. “You’re so… helpful, Miss Keqing. And strong~” 



   “Anything for you, Miss Ganyu. How about after this, we-” 


Keqing blinked, quickly snapping back to reality.

This had absolutely nothing to do with her crush. Nothing at all. This was simply Keqing acting as a good coworker and friend would. A nice gesture to further solidify their still somewhat tentative relationship. Nothing else. 

Or at least, it would have been a nice gesture, had Keqing not immediately noticed a problem. 

Ganyu had just crouched down, in short heels no less, and  picked up all four boxes. 


   Holy shit she could pin me against the wall and not break a sweat.  


Err, not that Keqing regularly imagined such a scenario or anything. Which was true. She didn’t. Or rather, she hadn’t until that very moment. No doubt it would feature prominently in any daydreams after this point, but that would be a problem for future Keqing. 

As it turns out, Ganyu did not need help. No, she was carrying those boxes — all four of them!!! — by herself. And she made it look  easy .

Wow, has the air conditioning gone out? It was awfully hot in here all of a sudden.

“Miss Keqing, are you alright?” Ganyu glanced over, four boxes still in her arms with absolutely no indication of strain whatsoever. “You’re looking awfully red.”

“I’m fine, thank you for asking!!” She blurted, slamming her office door behind her.

Ganyu tilted her head bemusedly.

-=-

From that point on, it was like Keqing had been tossed in a freezing lake. 

Suddenly, this puzzle she hadn’t even known she’d been assembling found itself with all the right pieces in all the right places. Or wrong places, but she’d already made the decision to come here, right? It didn’t matter if the pieces were in the wrong place now. She’d have to make them fit together regardless.

Nothing new there. It was practically her job, after all. Making sure the office ran smoothly regardless of whatever idiocy, ineptitude, or incompetency came their way. Dealing with clients and coworkers with an equal sense of urgency and care, no matter how pissed off she was — or how pissed off they made her, in Ningguang’s case. Honestly, one of the reasons Keqing admired Ganyu so much was how calm she always appeared, regardless of how stupid their work could get sometimes. 

Oh, not at first though. At first, Keqing had loathed it. They’d butted heads for a long time over their approach to work professionalism. Ironic, really, when one considered just how alike they were.

It wasn’t until the impromptu retirement of Mister Zhongli that they’d been able to have a real conversation together. But that’s another story.

In any case, it had taken a long time working together before either of the two women became anything close to friends. Interestingly enough, it hadn’t taken nearly as long for Keqing to realize just how much more than “just friends” she wished to be with Ganyu. 

That was also another story, funnily enough, though it had been far from funny at the time. More extremely embarrassing and ultimately unproductive than anything else. She exclusively referred to that day as the Birthday Incident™ for a reason. 

Let’s just say that she’ll never look at a birthday cake the same again and leave it at that. Then again, Ganyu’s attempt at helping clean her up had been rather nice… until she’d passed out from an overload on Homosexual Feelings. 

So, why was she doing this again? Trying out yet another uncharacteristic, crush-colored amore attempt? 

Keqing’s mind flashed back to Ganyu’s arms for what felt like the millionth time that day. 


   Ah, right. That’s why. 


Now, in fairness, it should be noted that this wasn’t the dumbest thing Keqing had done to impress Ganyu. No, the aforementioned Birthday Incident™ still took the number one spot there. 

Really though, of all the things she had done over the past several months to woo — in the vaguest sense of the word — her crush and coworker, getting a gym membership had to be an easy contender for number three on the impractically-yet-accurately-named “Worst Useless Lesbian Romance Ideas” list. With the potential to move to number two rather easily. 


   No, this is a great idea. One that has no ulterior motives whatsoever. 


Or so she’d tell anyone who asked. 

It was only natural she’d have a perfectly rational explanation behind this particular bit of pining-induced attention-grabbing. If she was going to do potentially-embarrassing, definitely gay-induced shit like this, she was damn well going to have a reason — no matter how fake or unconvincing — to give others.

Listen. While Keqing may have accepted her crush, that didn’t mean she was going to accept the teasing that accompanied it. As long as she at least  tried  to pretend otherwise, she had a layer of plausible deniability to fall back on. 

This was, of course, ignoring the fact that none of her coworkers, or friends, would ever believe her excuses, but sometimes you just need the assurance of an excuse no matter how flimsy or unhelpful it is in the face of the — in the most affectionate form of the word —  assholes  she associated herself with. 

What was her excuse again? Ah, right. 

Didn’t you know? Lifting weights served a great benefit to both body and mind. Fitness was very important to health, after all, so it was merely a happy coincidence that Keqing had signed up for a gym membership just hours after seeing her coworker — and good friend, just a good friend,  dammit stop laughing at me, Beidou  — Ganyu carry four cardboard boxes filled to the brim with case files and paperwork, each heavy enough alone to give Keqing some trouble. 

Given these considerations, it made perfect sense for Keqing to start going to the gym. It was the next logical step on her totally-not-Ganyu-influenced passion for fitness. 

Especially since the urban hell and concrete jungle that made up the city did not lend itself well to exercising outdoors. Not unless you wanted to get mugged while jogging, either by Fatui thugs, Abyss gang members, or even whatever slimy teenager got it in their heads to play with daddy’s knife on that particular night. 

It had gotten a lot better recently, but Keqing was definitely choosing the gym anyway. It was hard to give up the convenience of air conditioning. And she wasn’t trying to become a jogger anyhow; she wanted to get stronger, not faster. 

To… pick up boxes, or something. Because then she could show off her strength to Ganyu, who would appreciate it. Probably. 


   I… haven’t really thought this through yet, huh? 


“Keqing?” Beidou blinked, pausing mid-pullup and throwing her a bemused look from where she was hanging, “What’re you doing here already?”

Keqing paused. 


   I really did NOT think this through, huh! Why is Beidou here?! 


“Where else would I work out?” Beidou said, suddenly standing right next to her. “There’s a reason I recommended this one.”

“Wa-!” Keqing jumped back a step. “When did you-?”

“Man, you are out of it today, huh?” The eyepatched woman laughed. She was very sweaty, Keqing noted, watching it trailed slowly down the other woman’s exposed abs.


   Does Ganyu have abs like that? 


“Not quite, but hers are nothing to sneeze at either!”


   Huh? What? 


“You realize you’re saying all this out loud right?”

“I am?!”

Beidou laughed again, slapping Keqing on the back. “You might wanna take a second to breathe, Catty.”

“D- don’t call me that!”

“Don’t tie your hair up like cat ears then.”

“They’re buns!”

“They’re cat ears.”

Keqing pinched the bridge of her nose. “I- nevermind. I didn’t come to argue hairstyles with a pirate.”

“You didn’t? Could’ve fooled me.” Beidou took the insult in stride, knowing there was no real heat behind it. That was just how their friendship worked, after all. “Why did you come here anyway? You’ve never struck me as the gym type. You seem more like a ‘jogging with rich people once a week’ kinda deal.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Well, that’s what Ning does at least, so I guess you could take it that way.”

Keqing rolled her eyes. “I take it back. That’s a grave insult. Never compare me to Ningguang ever again.”

“You know, saying that makes you sound just like her.” Beidou threw her arm over Keqing’s shoulders. 

“Get off me.” Keqing made the tactical decision to ignore that last sentence, before half-heartedly pushing at Beidou’s arm. “Ugh. I’m here for a gym membership.”

Again, she tried to slip away from Beidou’s heavily muscled and sweaty arm, but the taller woman only tightened her grip. 

 Well, at least it’s not one of my better shirts. She thought, this time making sure to keep her thoughts inside her own head.

Even so, another person’s sweaty arm around her could only be considered gross. 

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. If  Ganyu wanted to wrap a sweaty arm or two around her, then she’d be happy to-

Keqing paused. Why was Beidou so quiet?

She turned, noting with no small amount of horror the absolute shiteating grin on her friend’s face.

“Is that so…” Beidou drawled. “And why exactly do you want one, Catty?”

“Well,” Right, she had an explanation ready for this very moment. “I did research on the best ways to maintain your health as you age, and boosting physical fitness was at the top of the list. Based on my research, it seems that lifting weights will greatly assist in my current fitness and health goals.”

It was the perfect coverup.

“Ah, I see. I see.” Beidou nodded, not even trying to cover up her grin, “In other words, you want to show off to Ganyu, the woman you have a massive crush on. Is that right?”

The perfect coverup to anyone that didn’t know her as well as Beidou did. Dammit. 

“Of course not! Did you not listen? I said-”

“Yeah, yeah, you wanna be healthy and be in good shape and all that.” Beidou slowly started pulling Keqing to the back of the gym. “I got it down pat, no need to explain again. So, let’s get you that membership then, shall we?”

Keqing found herself dragged into the gym’s main office, where Beidou unceremoniously shoved her into a rather plush chair. 

“Yo, Qiqi, what’s good?” 

“I don’t know.” Qiqi blinked owlishly, her head peeking over the office’s large desk. 


   Qiqi works here?  


Keqing had to do a double take. For some reason, she felt like she’d be doing that a lot in the near future. 

…Does Baizhu know about this? 

The young girl tilted her head. “What is good, Bei-doe?”

“Everything!” Beidou laughed. “Right! We need the forms for a new gym membership!”

“Understood.” Qiqi nodded. “Qiqi will get them.”

This was going to be a long day.
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   Why am I such an idiot? 


This phrase, along with things like “Fuck  and “I’m so tired , had been playing on repeat in Keqing’s mind for the past 10 or so minutes. 


   ‘Get a gym membership,’ they said. ‘It’ll be fun,’ they said. 


Keqing sat down heavily on one of the main room’s benches, wiping her brow. Her hand came away drenched in sweat.


   Ugh. I feel like a pig.  


It wasn’t just her forehead. Her light grey t-shirt clung to her uncomfortably, with the pair of loose black sweatpants she’d managed to dig out of her old college wardrobe feeling much the same. 

Even her shoes and socks felt positively miserable, which had to be a testament to the difficulty of her workout. 

Right?

Keqing checked her phone.

Oh. Not right. She’d only been here for 10 minutes. After rounding up.

Why was she subjecting herself to this again? She put her phone beside her on the bench, glancing around tiredly.

If there was any consolation to this, it was that no one was here to view her shameful performance. That was the main appeal from what she’d gathered from Beidou’s rapid fire texts. 

Generally, the Domain of Gains was a quiet affair, in part due to its somewhat out-of-the-way location. “Out-of-the-way” here really just refers to a slightly harder-to-reach location and an exclusive membership system that still had her reeling. It was a miracle she’d been accepted in the first place, and so quickly to boot, but she supposed that was one of the very few benefits that came with being friends with a muscle head like Beidou.

It certainly wasn’t Planet Fitness or Gold’s Gym, that was for sure. And she meant that in a good way. The layout of the building itself was simple and efficient in a way the Keqing couldn’t help but admire. 

Two main rooms, the first filled with various weight lifting machines throughout, with the left wall occupied by a couple of treadmills and bike machines. The back wall, meanwhile, was covered by a mirror that spanned the entire wall’s surface, no doubt commonly used for selfies and taking pictures of your abs to send to your crush or partner. 

In fact, Hu Tao, the director of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, just so happened to be doing that right now. 

A short hallway connected through the right wall into the other main room, which housed the gym’s free weights. Keqing had not ventured there quite yet, only glancing down the hallway upon arriving today. Lo and behold, she had been just in time to see Beidou squat with a bar so loaded with plates it made an all-you-can-eat buffet look paltry in comparison. She’d gone back to the other room quickly after that, only taking a quick second to note where everything else was located. 

The gym’s main office also connected to this hallway, sitting between the two main rooms and across from another room that looked a bit like an abandoned sauna. Keqing avoided these two rooms as well, mostly because she didn’t feel like questioning her own morality and potential child labor laws if she happened to see Qiqi behind the office desk again. 

And the abandoned sauna room felt lowkey haunted, but you didn’t hear that from her. Ignoring these small missteps, the Domain of Gains was top notch: equipment, cleanliness, apparent exclusivity… 

All in all, this place was well above average as far as smaller gyms went. In other words, the perfect hole-in-the-wall spot to pursue the life of fitness that would surely lead her to standing at the altar with Ganyu sometime in the near future. All she needed was like, abs, or something. Ganyu would like abs, right?

…This was far from the most well-thought out plan, admittedly, but Keqing was in too deep now. She’d already paid for the next three months in advance. 

Maybe that had been a mistake. See, there was one other problem with this gym. 

“Whoa, you look like shit!” A loud voice came from the other room. 

Keqing closed her eyes with a sigh. Well, much as she appreciated Beidou’s help in getting her membership, the fact still remained that she now had to deal with the other woman in her natural habitat.

“It’s only been, what, 10 minutes?” Beidou tossed a towel around her neck, before leaning into Keqing’s personal space. “Archons, you really do need to work out. Especially if you want to impress Ganyu-”

“Thank you, for your stellar observations, Beidou.” Keqing’s eyes snapped open as she cut Beidou off. “As always, I can count on you to point out the obvious, and be absolutely obnoxious while doing so. You and Ningguang make a fine pair in that regard.” 

The other woman snorted. “That’s a compliment if I ever heard one.”

“It really wasn’t.”

“Anyway, I’ve finished my workout for the day.” Beidou ignored her, at the same time offering a spare towel that Keqing had failed to notice earlier. “So I’m afraid you’ll have to make do without me now. I know you’re  so  sad to see me go.”

“Sad you aren’t already gone, more like.” Keqing accepted the towel, quickly dabbing at her face and arms. “Even with one eye, you should be able to see that.”

“Ha! Catty has claws today! We’re still on for drinks tonight, yeah?” 

“Are you going to gush about Ningguang after you get drunk again?” Keqing rolled her eyes. “Sure, why not? It is Friday. I may feel like dying right now but I should be well enough after a hot shower.”

“Catty, you’ve been here for 10 minutes and you look worse than I do, and I’ve been here for over an hour.” Beidou waved her hand vaguely in Keqing’s direction. “It’s a good thing you’ve got nine lives, cause you’ll need more than a hot shower to fix all that.”

Keqing blinked. “You just gestured to all of me.”

“That’s right. ‘All of you’ needs to get in hella better shape. Otherwise Ganyu will break you in half the first time y’all-”

“Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Keqing snapped, cutting Beidou off yet again. Now, the heat in her cheeks had nothing to do with her workout. “Somewhere that doesn’t involve distracting me any further?”

“I do.” Beidou agreed easily, her attention suddenly focused elsewhere. 

Keqing followed her gaze to the window that made up a large part of the gym’s front wall, noting with some confusion the arrival of a new car in the gym’s small parking lot outside.

“And I should probably go to that ‘somewhere else’ right about now.” Beidou’s grin looked as though it would split her face. “Have a fun rest of your workout, Catty. Later!”

“Er, right.” Keqing watched in confusion as Beidou gathered her gym bag from across the room and left. She kept watching through the window as Beidou stopped to chat with whoever had just arrived.

Figuring it must be Ningguang, Keqing shrugged it off, getting up and strolling over to the water fountain.


   Ningguang must be treating her to dinner soon. Or they’re going to… 


Keqing made a face, leaning down to drink as the fountain’s automatic sensor activated. 


   Never mind. I don’t really want to think about anyone else’s sex life right now. Especially not theirs.  


Was it disgust at imagining her boss and her friend in salacious company together, or was it jealousy at the two of them enjoying a healthy and active homosexual realtionship whilst Keqing herself was stuck in the midst of Pining Purgatory?

The world need not find out. It didn’t need to find out anything, because the answer was obviously-

The gym’s front door swung open with a light  ding  of the overhead bell. Keqing glanced up mid-drink, curious as to who else frequented this particular establishment. Domain of Gains was a bit out of the way, all things considered.


   Oh, Ganyu’s here…  


She moved to continue her drink before doing a frantic double take.


   Ganyu?!  


It was with a sinking feeling in her gut that Keqing suddenly got the distinct impression that she’d been played. She knew this, because it was a feeling she’d come to recognize as common in situations in which her crush was involved. And one that was especially common whenever Beidou involved  herself in Keqing’s near-constant Ganyu-related crises.

Today just happened to tick every one of those boxes, huh?


   Beidou, you recommended this gym… was this a set up?! You are the worst! 


Beidou may be the worst, but damn, Keqing almost wanted to thank her at the same time.

Ganyu looked good. As in, Good with a capital G. Hell, even if it was just the useless lesbian side of her brain — which was really all of it, truth be told — doing the talking, it was undeniable to anyone with working eyes that Ganyu pulled off the “surprsingly fit soccer mom” look extremely well. 

Black tank top, dark grey sweatpants that Keqing swore hugged her hips tighter than they should, white tennis shoes that somehow screamed “former college athlete turned office heartthrob…”

Keqing may have issues, but that’s already been well-established by this point. 

Belatedly, she realized she’d been staring for several seconds. And not only was she staring, she was still hunched over the water fountain that was still running.

She jerked her gaze away, turning her head and looking with dismay at the obvious wet spot on the shoulder of her shirt. 

“Miss Keqing?” A soft voice piped up from behind her. Keqing froze. Ganyu continued, an equal mix of bemusement and pleasant surprise in her tone.“You visit this gym as well?”

“Uh, yeah!” Keqing whirled around, trying to put on the air of someone who totally hadn’t just spaced out at a water fountain whilst staring at her crush. “Aha, you know me! I’m really big on, uh, fitness and being healthy these days.” 

Ganyu’s face lit up.


   Oh, my Archons, she’s so adorable. 


“That’s great! I’m happy to see you take your health so seriously. I much prefer it when you’re healthy.”   

Keqing’s brain immediately went somewhere else.


   She said she’s happy to see me! Archons, I think I could die happy soon enough.  


“This might be a bit sudden, but…” Ganyu stepped closer, placing her hand lightly on Keqing’s shoulder, right above the wet spot. Normally, Keqing would have felt a mixture of shame and embarrassment for her disorderly conduct, but she was too preoccupied with the fact that her crush was actually  touching  her! Ganyu’s fingers burned through the cool wetness of her shirt, lighting up her shoulder in a way that had nothing to do with her exhausted muscles. 

 Is this…? Keqing’s eyes widened, her mind again taking a complete alternate route. Frustratingly, this seemed to happen every time she and Ganyu shared a conversation as of late. That she knew exactly why this occurred did not make it any easier to deal with. 

Heat blossomed across her face, her mind immediately doing away with whatever level of sense it had managed to regain in the few seconds between Ganyu’s sentences. 

“Would you like to…”


   I take it back, Beidou. You’re the best! I’ll name our first cat after you! 


“Workout together?”

“Nothing would make me happier-” Keqing paused.  Huh? 

“That’s great!” Ganyu’s expression brightened. “Oh, I’ve been wanting to spend some time with you for a while now, and to think I’m getting a good workout partner at the same time! I’ve tried to work out with others, but Beidou’s schedule never lines up with mine, and Hu Tao just likes to stand near the wall mirrors and send selfies to Yanfei.”

Ganyu glanced pointedly over to the corner of the room, where Hu Tao was still doing exactly that. 

She shook her head, “Anyways, how long have you been here?” 

Keqing blinked slowly, her mind still running on a completely separate track.

“About 10 minutes,” she answered in a daze. 

“Excellent!” Ganyu patted Keqing’s shoulder, before taking back her hand. “You should be perfectly warmed up already! I wanted to work on lower body lifts today, if that’s alright with you? Not that your legs need to look much better.”

Keqing blinked, failing to register the last sentence properly.

“…Yeah, that’s fine.”

Ganyu clapped her hands excitedly. 

“I’ll just go get set up in the free weight room while you finish your drink! Hydration is very important,” she gave Keqing a knowing look that had the other woman’s heart rate skyrocketing. “Though, your shoulder looks like its thirst was quenched a while ago.”

She giggled at her own joke, before turning and strolling away. 

Keqing stared after her dumbly.


   …Of course she wasn’t going to confess, you idiot! Now look at what you’ve done! Ganyu’s going to see how out of shape I am and laugh! ‘You wanted to lift with me when you’re so weak?’ She’ll say. ‘Pathetic,’ she’ll call me. How could… actually, that’s kinda hot- 


Keqing shook herself internally. 


   No! Stop it! Focus, Keqing! Right now, you need to make sure to not make a fool of yourself. Take the opportunity that is in front of you with both hands! 


She nodded assuredly to herself, before making her way into the other room where Ganyu was waiting. She passed Hu Tao on the way over, who shot her a thumbs up that came off as surprisingly genuine and assuring rather than the usual sarcastic like she would have expected from the infamous troll. 

Keqing locked eyes with the other woman and the two shared a quick nod. Useless lesbian solidarity at its finest. 


   Besides, it can’t be that bad, right? 


-=-


   I lied. I lied so much. This is so much worse than I was expecting.  


Keqing did her best not to look at herself in the wall mirror that ran in front of the squat racks. In truth, she hadn’t quite realized just  how  well in shape Ganyu was. Especially compared to herself, who hadn’t consistently seen the inside of a gym since high school Track & Field.

She also hadn’t realized, or rather she hadn’t known, just how  touchy  Ganyu was. Has the other woman always been like this? Has Keqing been missing out by distancing herself in a poorly-disguised attempt at appearing aloof and cool?

She certainly hoped not, because while, yes, she was dying both physically and mentally, she really had to admit to herself one thing in particular:


   Even so, this is one of the best days of my life.  


This thought in particular crossed her mind right as Ganyu squatted down for yet another rep. 

God, she really was hopeless, wasn’t she? Here she was watching Ganyu do weighted squats when she was  supposed  to be spotting her. Yet, here she was, trying — and absolutely failing — to pretend like she wasn’t completely enraptured with how the other woman’s butt looked mid-squat. 

Damn, she looked  really good though-

 No!  Keqing slapped herself mentally and shook her head.  Focus! 

As a result, she hadn’t noticed Ganyu’s amused look in the mirror. A shame, really. 

“…15!” Ganyu set the bar back on the rack, crouching underneath and stepping back to admire her effort. 

Keqing did the same.

That is, she observed Ganyu’s hard work. Not her own. She hadn’t actually used the squat rack yet.

Ganyu spun around, shooting Keqing a smile that nearly had her falling into cardiac arrest.

“You’re up!”

“I am?” Keqing blinked. “Ah- I mean, yeah! My turn, right.”

She chuckled nervously as Ganyu stepped past and behind her. 

 Oh archons I have no idea what I’m doing.  Keqing eyed the squat rack like it was an ancient god readying to attack. After a moment, she mentally shook her head.  No, no, I can do this. Just do what Ganyu did. First you… 

She glanced at the weight plates on either side.

 …take some weight off. A lot of weight off. Sweat beaded on the back of her neck, though this time it had nothing to do with her exhaustion. 

“Oh!” Recognition dawned on Ganyu’s face. “I almost forgot that you’re new at this. Let me get some of those plates for you.” 

She brushed past Keqing yet again, heading to the right side. 

Her arms flexed as she reached up, effortlessly dragging the 45lb metal plate off the bar. 

Keqing’s throat went dry. And once again, it had nothing to do with her workout. No, this was a thirst of an entirely different kind. 

“…qing. Miss Keqing?”

“Hmwah?” Keqing jumped, looking up. 

Ganyu gave her a concerned look. “Are you alright? You’ve been spacing out a lot. Do you need to take a break?”

She asked such a thing so calmly, completely ignoring the fact that she was currently holding another 45lb plate. Meanwhile, a bead of sweat traced down the avenue of her bicep.

Keqing had never in her life been more jealous of a drop of sweat. 

“Miss Keqing!” Oh, now Ganyu looked rather cross about something. Oops. Did she start daydreaming again? “Now I’m really worried. I insist you rest.”

“No, I’m fine!” Keqing rushed to assure her. “I’ve just been… thinking about work. I still have some revisions I need to make on a report. That’s all. I’m fine, Ganyu. Trust me.”

Internally, she winced. That was a terrible lie. Today was Friday after all, and everyone in the office knew that Keqing always finished the week’s paperwork by Thursday at the latest.

And judging by the look on Ganyu’s face, it was clear her excuse was not the one to go with.

“Fine.” Ganyu’s tone was disbelieving, even as she finally put up the weighted plate she’d been holding. “If you insist that you’re fine, then I won’t press you. But I’m still worried, so in return I insist you allow me to spot you more closely.”

“Of course!” 


   Spot? 


“Well, alright.” Ganyu sighed, mumbling something under her breath. “Now, does this weight seem appropriate to you?”

Keqing looked to either side of the bar, belatedly realizing Ganyu had already removed all the plates from either side. 

“There’s… nothing on it,” she pointed out, somewhat unnecessarily.

Ganyu nodded. “You’ve never done barbell squats before, right?”

“Uh.” Keqing blinked. “…Yeah, that’s perfect.”

Keqing moved inside the weight rack, bending her knees slightly and ducking under the bar the way she’d seen Ganyu do earlier. 


   So, how do I- 


She froze. Warm hands brushed over her shoulders, readjusting her position under the bar.

“You’ll be unbalanced like this.” Ganyu’s breath brushed against her ear, sending a pleasant shiver down her spine. Her hands slid along the bar then, lightly covering Keqing’s own and moving them as well. “You want to be even under the bar so you don’t tip over.” 

Keqing refused to look at the mirror in front of her, just knowing her face more closely resembled a cherry over anything else. 

“Not that I’d let that happen. I’ll be spotting you  very closely , after all.”


   Archons above, if you’re listening, I want you to know that I can now die happy.  


“That’s better,” Ganyu muttered. Her hands pulled away, and Keqing had to fight to keep in a groan of disappointment at the loss of contact. Less than a second later, she was forced to hold in another groan when Ganyu’s hand came to rest near her waist. 

“Alright, now lift up and see how this feels to you.”

 This   feels fucking great, thank you.  Was what Keqing meant to think. In reality, her thoughts went more like,  Aaaaahhhh Miss Ganyu is right    there    aaaahhhhh! 

By some miracle though, even with her brain seemingly fried, Keqing managed to follow Ganyu’s instructions. 

Needless to say, this would be a very useful skill later on. But that’s another story.

Here and now though, Keqing followed along and stood straight up, the weight barbell sitting comfortably on her shoulders. 

“Follow my lead, okay?” Ganyu was so close right now, her arms wrapped loosely around Keqing’s waist and her hands leaving burning imprints where they rested on the other woman’s abdomen. 

Somehow, Keqing managed a nod. 

“Okay,” Ganyu let out an amused huff. Amused at what, Keqing did not currently have the brain capacity to discern. “Down.”

Keqing squatted down, Ganyu following her the whole way. 

“Up.”

They both stood.

“That was good form!” Ganyu’s approving voice was a soothing balm to her soul. “Let’s keep going. I’ll be with you the whole way.”

And like that, they went. Keqing squatting down with Ganyu spotting at her back. Ganyu throwing out words of encouragement after every rep, and Keqing trying desperately not to give away how every touch had her mentally blue-screening. It all came to a head about a minute later, as Keqing barely managed to finish her last rep.

Even without weight on the bar, rep number ten was proving to be hell on her body. Keqing’s legs trembled as she crouched one last time. One of her knees almost buckled halfway down, sending a shot of fear directly through her heart. 

“I’ve got you,” Ganyu steadied her immediately. “You’ve got this. Come on now. Breathe, okay?”

Keqing nodded, inhaling and quickly finishing her descent. She held it for a moment, before slowly standing, exhaling the whole way up. Ganyu pressed her hands lightly against the other woman’s abdomen, assisting her ever so slightly. 

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Keqing managed to stand up fully. With trembling legs and sore shoulders, she leaned forward, racking the barbell. 

“I knew you could do it!” Ganyu leaned in as well. “Good girl.”

Keqing stiffened, her face exploding with color. Then, she spun around, giving Ganyu an incredulous look. 

“Ganyu!”

“What?” Ganyu tilted her head, a hint of a smile flashing across her face. “Did I say something wrong?”

 She can’t seriously be that oblivious. ‘Good girl?’ Just remembering the phrase had the tips of her ears burning.

Keqing stared at her crush, noticing in that moment just how close the two were standing. She could see the mischievous twinkle in Ganyu’s eyes.  Wait, is she…? 

The other woman’s strong arms and hands were still loosely wrapped around her waist, the two women now standing practically nose-to-nose in what many would consider a lover’s embrace. 

And in that moment, Keqing realized something very, very important. 


   Fuck it. 


She leaned in, tilting her head and pressing her lips against Ganyu’s own. 

Keqing’s squat max might have been low. But her love? That was heavier than any amount of weight in existence. And judging by the way Ganyu had been flirting with her the whole time — though she only just realized it — and how fervently she kissed Keqing back, it was safe to assume she felt the same way. 

As it should be.
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  Keqing


It’s a Thursday. And Thursday means — Keqing checks her phone — six classes, four meetings, and two appointments.

She lets her arm slump back onto the sheets, her phone clattering into the tiny alcove next to her narrow bunk bed. Keqing gazes blankly up at the ceiling. It’s incredibly tempting to just lie still and pretend that her commitments don’t exist.

With a groan, Keqing forces herself to roll out of bed. She catches a glimpse of tangled purple hair and eye bags in the mirror.


   The life of a college student. 


Half in a daze, Keqing forces herself through her morning routine. She brushes her teeth, pulling her hair back into her usual twin tails, and clips her favorite hairpin into place. She considers the stack of assignments on her desk: rough drafts for her policy homework, a few legal readings, and a physics worksheet. She regards the papers with equal distaste before shoving them all into her backpack.

She glances at her phone. 8:49am. She’s running late. Snatching an energy bar and stepping into her shoes, Keqing shrugs on a light jacket, flicks off the lights, locks the door, plods down the stairs, and heads out into a bright sunny morning.

 A bright new day for a bright college kid with a bright future,  Keqing tells herself, and wills away the last of the fatigue clinging to her frame.

 

 Friday , Keqing’s mind helpfully supplies to her, as she claws her way into consciousness the next day. And Friday meant four classes, five meetings, and-

Keqing pauses her train of thought. She’s suddenly conscious of a dull ache in her lower back, a faintly throbbing pain. Maybe she’d overdone it yesterday, helping Ningguang rearrange the furniture in the class council’s meeting room.

How unusual — her back hadn’t been sore the previous night.

 Maybe I’m just getting old , Keqing thinks wryly. But then, she starts to notice something is very off.

Her room is cold, even colder than when the heater broke that time last winter, and there’s an unpleasant, fishy smell hanging about the room. She notices that her bed is strangely firm. She’s covered not by her soft comforter, but by some sort of rough blanket.

Keqing’s eyes fly open, adrenaline shooting through her system.

She’s in a small, square room, windowless and dark, lit only by a dim flickering light overhead. The room is cluttered with unfamiliar wooden furniture. Keqing flings away her blanket and stumbles to her feet — she’d been lying on a sleeping mat of some sort. She looks down — she’s wearing a ratty white t-shirt and a pair of linen pants.

Keqing presses the back of her hand to her mouth, forcing herself to stay quiet.  How had she gotten here?  Had she gotten drunk? Had she been kidnapped? She clearly remembers falling asleep in her own bed the night prior, safe in her dorm room.

Maybe she’s dreaming. But the ache in her back feels far too real. Her heart thuds impossibly loud in her chest.

She needs to get out of this place.

Squinting, she spies an open doorway towards the side of the room. She stumbles towards it — but her foot bumps into something soft, and she freezes.

She looks down. There’s a boy on the floor.

He’s slightly older than her, by the looks of it, and is sleeping soundly on a mat, curled on his side. In his hands, he’s clutching something dull, like a leather triangle, a sort of sheath —  a knife? 

Keqing’s breath stutters.

Carefully, she steps away from the boy. Luckily, he doesn’t awaken.

She continues to move quietly towards the doorway, and pokes her head through. The doorway opens into a cramped space with a rickety wooden stairwell. The stairs creak as Keqing shifts her weight onto them. Fear tingles through her body. She glances over her shoulder, but the boy doesn’t awaken, and Keqing moves slowly down into the darkness.

It’s a short descent into a larger, more open space. The smell of fish is stronger downstairs; a stray fruit fly buzzes through the air, and Keqing cringes. She continues searching for an exit. There’s an old worn television in the corner playing a cartoon show, and then there’s a crinkling of cheap plastic under her feet as Keqing steps on something. She glances down. It’s a discarded children’s toy.

She kneels, picking it up, and on closer inspection she finds that it’s a sort of pencil holder for schoolkids. She clicks it open experimentally, revealing a small mirror.

The face that stares back at her is most definitely not her own.

Keqing’s reflection has pale silvery blue hair, curly tendrils spilling onto her patchy white shirt. She blinks her eyes, which are large and soft and breathtakingly heterochromatic: a rosy violet mixed with a sunset orange color.

She’s beautiful. She’s… dreaming, she must be. Or she’s hallucinating.

Keqing tears her eyes away from her reflection. Dream or not, her priority is to get away from this place and back to her own dorm room. She’s got no idea what happened, but she’ll reevaluate what’s going on once she’s at a safe distance.

What she assumes to be the front door of the residence isn’t far away. Keqing moves swiftly, but she’s interrupted.

“Breakfast.”

Keqing spins around. There’s a wizened old woman hunched in the corner, watching Keqing with cloudy eyes.

The woman nods to a table wedged against the wall, and Keqing glances over. Sure enough, there’s a sparse collection of food on the table. Keqing’s stomach grumbles, right on cue, but she’s not stupid enough to eat whatever’s offered to her. She doesn’t move, feeling the woman’s gaze on her.

“Where am I?” Keqing asks, the syllables in her mouth feeling strange, almost breathy.

“Still half-asleep, are you?” the old woman chides, though not unkindly. “You’re lucky that Xiao is here to help you with work.”


   Xiao? 


Almost as if on cue, a boy appears from the stairwell — he’s the one that Keqing had seen before on the upper floor. She glances at the boy’s hands again, and realizes that he’s holding a pair of scissors, not a knife. There’s also a roll of newspapers tucked underneath his arm.

“You’ve not changed yet,” Xiao observes.

 Play along , Keqing tells herself. She’s not confident whether she can outrun them.

“Sorry,” she apologizes, and smiles blankly at Xiao, who tilts his head quizzically.

“Ganyu. Hurry and change upstairs,” Xiao directs. Keqing nods and complies, fighting to keep a calm expression on her face.


   Ganyu? 


 

The boy sticks close to Keqing when they finally leave the building. They step out into a deserted alley; Keqing has utterly no idea where she is.

A motorcycle is parked next to the building. Xiao motions for Keqing to hop on. Keqing feels a spark of hope — this could be her way out. She’ll jump off the motorcycle as soon as they near a populated area, and then she’ll find a phone to call the police. She keeps her face carefully expressionless as she settles behind the boy on the motorcycle.

The engine whines and sputters. The motorcycle rolls down the alley.

 

 


  Ganyu



   BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! 


An ear-piercing sound blares directly into Ganyu’s left ear, and Ganyu panics, her arms flailing as she jolts awake.

Something next to her pillow clatters to the floor and continues to screech loudly. The sound is quieter now, though, now that it’s not right by her ear. Pressing a hand over her heart, Ganyu takes a deep breath to calm her nerves.

That had been a harsh shock. She’d been sleeping deeply, more deeply than she’d slept in quite a while.

Ganyu breathes in, then out, then in, then becomes aware of her strange surroundings.

She freezes. There’s no way she’s truly woken up.

She’s lying on impossibly smooth silky sheets. The early sun paints a soft golden glow onto the white walls of her room. There’s a window to her left with a beautiful city view, the glass of skyscrapers glinting brightly.

She’s dreaming of the city, then. A soft smile spreads across Ganyu’s face, and she sighs in contentment. What a beautiful dream.

She slips out of bed and notices long tresses of lavender hair falling across her shoulder. She raises her hand, touching her hair experimentally. One side is slightly mussed from how she’d slept on her pillow, and Ganyu giggles, combing her fingers through the strands to smooth them down.

There’s a pounding at the door.

“Keqing!” a muffled voice calls out.

Ganyu tilts her head in surprise. This is certainly an interesting dream.

She walks over to her door and fumbles with the lock, but manages to open it. Immediately, a girl bursts into the room. Ganyu takes a step back as the girl dives for the device on the floor and vindictively jabs at it, silencing the blaring noise. Her task done, she wheels around, hands on her hips.

“Keqing. Guoba is  sleeping ,” the girl hisses.

“Sleeping?” Ganyu repeats, her voice coming out strangely. She frowns slightly.

“Yes, Xinyan helped me sneak him into the dorm this weekend, I thought I told you-” The girl’s eyes widen, her eyes flicking behind Ganyu. “Guoba! Did we wake you up, I’m  so sorry-”

Ganyu glances over her shoulder, and her eyes widen. A tiny brown fluff of a puppy is sitting in the doorway — a  puppy.  A chow chow puppy, in fact. She claps her hands over her mouth and fights down a squeal as the little dog ambles over to her leg and nudges her with a cold nose, sniffing inquisitively.

“Adorable,” Ganyu breathes.

The dog (Guoba?) wags its tail at her, and she kneels, tentatively reaching out a hand to scratch the thick soft fur around its ears. It closes its eyes, leaning into Ganyu’s touch.

This isn’t just a dream. It’s  paradise. 

The girl behind Ganyu clears her throat. Ganyu doesn’t respond, raising her other hand to massage the dog’s other ear as well.

“Er, Keqing?”

Ganyu coos a soft noise at the dog.

“Keqing?”

 Oh.  Ganyu supposes the girl is referring to her.

“Yes?”

The girl seems rather uncomfortable. “You, um, seem relaxed today. Did something good happen?”

“You could say that,” Ganyu replies with a smile.

“I mean… Sorry, but you’re usually really busy in the mornings. And aren’t you supposed to be in class right now?”

Oh! She’s a student, then?

“Actually, all my classes were cancelled,” Ganyu informs the girl. She smiles to herself. It’s her dream, after all; she’ll do what she wants.

The girl looks surprised, but she gives Ganyu a tentative smile. “I’m glad, then. I know you were stressing a lot about your presentation.”

 Presentation?  Ganyu muses as the girl scoops Guoba into her arms and heads off.

What a strange dream, indeed.

 

 


  Keqing


Keqing jolts awake, her chest heaving, cold sweat cooling on her limbs.

She’s in a dark room — her throat constricts,  no  — she paws for her phone, grips it tight, clicks it on — and the gentle glow of the screen illuminates her own dorm room.

She raises her hand to her hair. Long. Purple. Undeniably her own.

She’s home.

Keqing sags back into her pillow, feeling incredibly exhausted.

Had it all been just a dream? But it had been so real — she vividly remembers jumping off the motorcycle, that boy wheeling around and chasing after her as Keqing ran as fast as she could, bolting towards a small market. Then there had been stars in her eyes, her vision spinning. She remembers falling to the ground, but not feeling any impact.

Keqing clutches her phone to her chest. She’s safe in her room now, and that’s what matters. It was just a dream. She’ll move on.

 Friday, she tells herself. Four classes, five meetings, and one presentation. She takes a deep breath, and lets it out slowly. The sun hasn’t yet risen, but Keqing gets out of bed anyway. Maybe she’ll run through her presentation one more time before she heads to class.

Keqing steps out of her room into the common area she shares with her suitemates, intending to grab an early morning snack. Xiangling’s puppy, Guoba, is curled up on the couch, fast asleep, and her other suitemate, Xinyan, is air-drumming at the table, bulky red headphones clamped firmly around her ears.

Keqing rubs her eyes and peers blearily at her suitemate.

“Xinyan, it’s almost sunrise. You still haven’t gone to sleep yet?”

Xinyan glances up, unhooking her headphones. “Sorry, what was that?”

“It’s like 5am,” Keqing informs her. “Don’t you have class in a couple hours?”

Xinyan laughs heartily. “Nice try, Keqing! It’s a Friday night!”

Keqing pauses. “What?”

“Fine, so it’s  technically  Saturday,” Xinyan corrects herself. “But you get what I mean! I’ll be sleeping in tomorrow — today — anyway.”

“But…” Keqing frowns, casting her thoughts back. “Wait. Saturday morning? No, wasn’t it Thursday yesterday?”

“No, yesterday was Friday. You were supposed to have that super important presentation, right?”

“I… wait,  supposed  to?”

“Yeah, you said it was cancelled?” Xinyan’s expression begins to shift from amused to concerned. “You okay, Keqing?”

Keqing stares blankly at Xinyan. “I’m… I’m fine.”

Xinyan frowns. “You sure about that?”

“I’m fine,” she repeats. “Maybe… I’ll go back to bed for a bit. My brain’s probably just half-asleep.”

“You do that,” Xinyan directs, nodding approvingly. She points her drum stick towards the fridge. “I’ll make some breakfast for you when you wake up.”

“Not too spicy,” Keqing says automatically, and Xinyan chuckles. Keqing’s lips quirk upwards in a smile. “Thanks, Xinyan.”

“Not a problem!”

 

Keqing shuts her door behind her and exhales. The last thing she intends to do is sleep.

She looks at her room —  really  looks, and her eyes widen.

She’s always had a fairly messy desk. She’d always been meaning to better organize it, but she’d never really found the free time — but, magically, all her papers and books have been perfectly stacked in neat rows.  Perfectly.  Not a single paper out of place.

Keqing leans forward and grabs the nearest sheet of paper. She glances over it, her eyes skimming the text.

Her jaw drops.

This, her physics worksheet — she hadn’t done this homework. She hadn’t even started it.

But, as if by magic, it’s been filled out.

Each question has been filled out-

with  horribly  incorrect answers.

What is the primary difference between a Hilbert space and a Banach space?


   One’s named after Hilbert and one’s named after Banach! 


Describe the sequence of steps needed to diagonalize the given matrix.


   First, you look at the matrix. Then you tilt your head a bit so that you can copy it down at a different angle. 


Consider the following electrically charged environment. Describe the nature of the collisions within the next epoch.


   No collisions. There is an elephant in the way. 


The writer had duly doodled an elephant sitting in the center of the original diagram.

Keqing closes her eyes and carefully counts to three.

Is this a prank? A ghost? Had someone broken in to badly do her homework? She’s quite positive that neither Xiangling nor Xinyan would ever do this — they knew how much Keqing cared about her grades. They wouldn’t.

 Did Guoba do it , Keqing thinks hysterically, and then-

Her eyes fly open. Her  presentation .

She clicks into her laptop, the welcome screen cheerfully congratulating her on making it to Saturday. Keqing opens her inbox with trembling fingers.

87 unread emails. Oh,  no. 

She filters by class-relevant emails, and her heart nearly stops. She’s gotten an email from her professor:  About today’s absence. 

No, no, no, no, no-

Mind whirling, she opens the email.


   Keqing- I noticed your absence from our presentation session today. Is everything all right? 



   Regards, Professor Tian 


Keqing heaves out a shuddering breath. That could have been much worse. She clicks open the reply box.

 Dear Professor- Thank you for checking in  , she types.  I-  She stops.

Just what is she supposed to write? That she had no memory of the past day? That she’d completely forgotten a conversation with Xinyan, and accidentally did her own homework without realizing?

Keqing’s half-convinced that this is all a prank. Or a dream? She’d had that strange dream last night, hadn’t she — maybe it was still ongoing? She pinches her arm and winces. Not a dream.

 I had an urgent personal emergency, but it’s now resolved  , she finally writes.  I apologize for missing the presentation. Is there any way to do a make-up assignment? 

She presses send and leans back in her chair. She heaves out a shuddering breath.

This situation is getting more and more frightening. An entire day disappearing out of her carefully planned schedule.

She hopes this doesn’t happen again.

 

 


  Ganyu


“Ganyu. Wake up.  Ganyu .”

Ganyu winces and rolls over onto her side. Her elbow is smarting. She raises a hand to her face — there’s gravel stuck on her cheek.

She looks up, and there’s Xiao crouched over her.

“Xiao? What happened?” she asks confusedly.

“You jumped from the motorcycle,” Xiao informs her, his brows knit tight with worry. “What were you doing? If you had hit your head-”

“What? I-” Ganyu swallows. “I don’t remember what happened. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, Xiao.”

Xiao carefully pulls Ganyu to her feet. She rubs her temples, awareness fizzing back into her brain. They’re in the city market, where the two of them usually go to sell newspapers.

“Are you feeling alright?” Xiao asks carefully.

“I- I think so.”

Xiao doesn’t look convinced, but he hands Ganyu her stack of the newspapers while eyeing her as if she’ll collapse again on the spot.

“Don’t overwork yourself today,” he warns.

“I won’t,” Ganyu promises. “I’ll meet you back here, as usual?”

Xiao nods, and so Ganyu starts another day.

 

She’d dreamt while she was unconscious, she thinks, and bits and pieces of the dream float through her mind as she works. She remembers the homework she’d tried her best to fill out. Ganyu’s lips twitch. That had been fun. She’s grateful that she didn’t have to seriously solve those questions, though — she would have been absolutely screwed.

Still, the dream had been nice, and today, it’s a little bit easier for Ganyu to wave merrily at the passerby and to hold out newspapers.

 

 


  Keqing


“I hope that you didn’t skip breakfast again,” rumbles a low voice nearby, and Keqing jolts awake with a yelp.

She’s in a strange room again. Her mind races. Another dream? The man in front of her is unfamiliar — it’s not even the motorcycle boy from before.

“Where am I?” Keqing blurts out, her thoughts whirling.

“Wangsheng Funeral Parlor,” the man supplies helpfully. “You fainted in the streets when you were selling newspapers. I brought you inside.”

Keqing touches a hand to her hair, glancing down. Short, silvery. Sure enough, it must be  that  dream again.

“Breakfast,” Keqing echoes, a little hesitant. “I think I did skip that.”

Her eyes skim the space she’s in. It certainly seems like a funeral parlor — it’s dusty and rather antiquated. She spies an antique phone, one of the old ones with a spinning dial.

The man notices her gaze.

“Would you like to use the phone?” he asks.

“Um.” Even if this is a dream, she’d like to try and call someone. “Sure.”

She stands and dusts off her pants, approaching the phone. Her fingers hover over the dial as she considers who to call. The police, maybe? But she’s safe for now at least, and she wouldn’t be sure what to say with the stranger watching her.

Should she call her parents? But as soon as Keqing thinks of the thought, she rejects it.

She dials Xinyan’s number instead and holds the heavy phone up to her ear.

On the fifth ring, her suitemate picks up. Her voice is crackly, the connection weak and full of static.


   “Hello? Who’s this?” 


“Xinyan, it’s me, Keqing. I need to tell-”


   “Sorry, can’t hear what you’re saying — oh! Headphones, one second. Oh, Guoba, no-” 


Keqing waits.


   “Guoba, come back! Not there! Sorry, Keqing, you don’t need to — aw, thanks, you’re the best!” 


A cold thrill jolts up Keqing’s spine.

“Hello?” Keqing repeats.

 “Yes, hello! Sorry about that.”  A shuffling sound.

“Who were you talking to?” Keqing demands.


   “Um, my suitemate? Keqing?” 


Xinyan had been talking to… herself? What?

Keqing thinks quickly.

“Well, I actually was wondering if I could talk to Keqing,” Keqing tells Xinyan. “I’m a friend of hers.”

A pause. She can almost hear Xinyan’s eyes narrowing.  “Oh? What did you say your name was?” 

Keqing hesitates, her eyes flicking to the man in the room, sweeping the floor of the parlor.

“My name’s Ganyu,” she says.


   “I don’t think Keqing’s mentioned you before.” 


“I know Keqing from economics,” Keqing lies. “Something, um, came up, and we might have to reschedule our study session.”


   “Oh… I see.” 


Keqing relaxes.


   “But why’d you call me? How’d you get my number?” 


Shit. Her mind races, but she can’t come up with a good excuse on the spot. Xinyan waits expectantly.

“Good point,” Keqing manages, and slams the phone down.

Oops.

That had been bad. But now, at least, she’s got a better idea for what to do. Keqing rubs her hands together, willing her ice-cold fingers to warm up.

Then she dials her own number.

She presses the phone to her ear. Her throat is uncomfortably dry. She swallows and waits as the phone rings, and rings, and rings. She’s about to give up when there’s a  clicking  sound, and then silence.

“Hello?” Keqing tries, her heart beating fast.


   “So… this is a phone?” 


Keqing shivers. She can’t hear the voice clearly — the connection is too crackly to know for sure — but in her gut, she knows without a doubt that that’s her  own  voice.

“Who are you?” Keqing snaps.


   “Oh, I’m Keqing.” 


“No, you’re not.”

There’s a pause, then a light laugh.


   “You’re right, I’m not. How did you know?” 


Keqing’s conscious of her heart thudding fast in her chest. “Because  I’m  Keqing.”

The line is silent. Keqing strains her ears, and maybe she’s imagining it, but she hears a faint crackling of paper, audible even over the shaky connection. Keqing’s eyes widen.

“Are you- Don’t touch my work!”

The crackling stops.  “I was just-” 

“It was you who ruined my homework, wasn’t it?” accuses Keqing. She’s absolutely seething. “You- You! Don’t touch anything!”

There’s nothing but silence.

“Hey, you. Are you there?” Keqing demands.


   “I’m sorry.” 


The voice is quiet, so soft that Keqing can barely hear it. She frowns and presses the phone closer to her ear.


   “I- I didn’t know you were a real person? I thought this was a dream. If I’ve done anything wrong-” 


The voice wavers, and Keqing feels an instant pang of guilt. Whoever this is, they’re probably just as scared and confused as she is. She shouldn’t be taking out her feelings on them.

“You didn’t do it on purpose,” she reassures the mystery caller, her voice softening. “You didn’t know. I… I don’t know what’s happening, either. Sorry for yelling.”


   “Still…” 


“It’s okay. Don’t worry about it,” Keqing sighs. “But who are you? And why are you… me?”


   “My name is Ganyu. I just woke up here, in this room. I’m supposed to be someone called Keqing. You, I guess.” 


“You’re Ganyu?” Keqing echoes.


   “Do you know me?” 


“I think so. I’m at the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor right now. I’m where  you’re  supposed to be.”


   “I’m supposed to be… dead?” 


“What? What, no! I mean-” Keqing takes a deep breath. “I think I’m in your body right now. And you’re in mine. And we’re swapping after we sleep. Or after we pass out, or whatever-”

The man in the funeral parlor clears his throat rather audibly, and Keqing hesitates, glancing over her shoulder.

“Let’s talk more later,” Keqing tells Ganyu, lowering her voice. “I’ll try to figure out what’s going on.”


   “Oh. Okay. Um, I will, too.” 


“Thanks,” Keqing whispers, and ends the call. She lowers the phone to the table, turning around to make eye contact with the man, who’s been observing her rather bemusedly.

She opens her mouth to explain herself, then decides better of it. There’s not much she can say that will explain  I think I’m in your body right now,  after all.

“Thanks for letting me use the phone,” she says instead, and flees the parlor.

 

Keqing takes the afternoon to explore the village and to try to get a better sense for her surroundings. Wherever she is now, she seems to be near the ocean; she can hear seagulls cawing as they spiral and soar through the sky.

The weather in the village seems to be a little bit warmer than what she’s used to, and the architecture is different too; the buildings are built low to the ground, nothing like the skyscrapers she’s grown up with.

Her feet lead her to the ocean. She finds a well-trodden path and wanders down to the docks. They’re quiet, almost deserted.

Keqing approaches the edge of the pier and sits down carefully.

It’s a nice view. The ocean is a gorgeous silvery blue color. The sky above is wide and vast, a few wisps of clouds drifting here and there. The sea breeze ruffles the curls of Keqing’s hair, reminding her of her current state, and she sighs. Part of herself still isn’t convinced that this isn’t just some amazingly realistic dream. Thoughtful, she gazes out over the waves.

The midday heat is already starting to settle in. The longer she sits, the more the briny water from the sea-sodden wooden planks soaks into her pants. She shifts uncomfortably.

It’s a far cry from the comfort of her air-conditioned dorm. But really, it’s not so bad at all.

The swell of water under the dock beneath her feet, the sunlight dazzling on the crests of waves — for once, Keqing’s mind is clear and unbothered. She doesn’t have any assignments or presentations to worry about. She can just… be present.

 

“Ganyu!” calls out a voice. A beat later, Keqing lifts her head.

A pink-haired girl jogs up to her, waving merrily. “Ganyu! I haven’t seen you in ages!”

Keqing nods politely, wondering whether she can pull off a  who are you , before deciding not to risk it.

“Good morning,” she says instead.

“Guess what your best friend brought you!” the girl singsongs, and Keqing is suddenly extremely glad that she didn’t ask for the girl’s name.

The girl’s hands are hidden behind her back. Keqing tilts her head.

“Just how am I supposed to guess what you brought?” she asks, frowning.

The girl falters, something like hurt flashing across her face. Keqing quickly rearranges her features. She clears her throat.

“Sorry,” Keqing apologizes. “I was just in a bad mood. Um…”  Gifts, gifts, gifts… What do people give other people?  “Flowers?”

The girl rolls her eyes. “You and your flowers. You know how hard it is to get pretty flowers around here? I’d have to climb a mountain for anything that’s not a weed. But I got you something even better!”

The girl holds out a small carton to Keqing. Keqing stares at it blankly.

“Ice cream!” the girl announces.

“Oh,” Keqing realizes, and takes the carton gently, opening it to inspect the contents. It looks like it’s vanilla flavor — she tastes it tentatively.

Her eyes widen.

Back at college, in her world, her friend Xingqiu had made a color-coded excessively-detailed spreadsheet ranking the best ice cream in the city. As a dutiful friend, Keqing had done her share of taste testing. But all of those ice creams absolutely paled in comparison to the soft, simple, sweet flavor on her tongue.

“This is… Really good. Thank you,” Keqing says wonderingly, and the girl giggles.

“I’m glad you like it! I’ve got to run off, but I’ll see you later. Bye, Ganyu!”

 

Keqing falls asleep normally, that night — on a proper sleeping mat, thankfully, instead of collapsing. When she wakes up, she’s in her own room again. She stares up at the ceiling.

 Wednesday  , she thinks, adding the extra day in her head. She checks the date on her phone, gaining a small sense of satisfaction when she’s proven correct.  And that means four classes and four meetings. 

She rolls out of her bed and surveys her desk. Her homework remains half-done, just like she’d left it, but her papers have been organized into neat piles as before. There’s a new sticky note, above her desk, with a smiley face and a cheerful message scribbled on it.  You’ve got this! 

Keqing’s lips twitch in amusement. She takes a seat at her desk and gently pulls the sticky note off of the wall, turning it over in her fingers.  Ganyu… 

She wonders, just who is Ganyu?

She doesn’t have much to go on — she doesn’t know Ganyu’s surname or even the name of her village. But she can make do with the information that she has. Keqing is about to search up the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor on the web, when her phone rings.

 Unknown number,  the display informs her. Keqing raises an eyebrow and accepts the call.

 “Hello?” An oddly familiar voice filters through, slightly crackly over the connection. Keqing sits straight up.

“Ganyu?”


   “Yes, it’s Ganyu. Is this Keqing? Um, I hope you don’t mind me calling you so soon. Are you… busy?” 


Keqing glances at the clock. She still has a while before class; she’ll just have to sprint faster later. “Not terribly.” A thought occurs to her. “Wait, how did you know my number? That old funeral parlor phone doesn’t have call history, does it?”

 “Call history? No, I, um, memorized your phone number. When I was in your world.”  Ganyu sounds sheepish.  “I thought it might come in handy, so we could… Never mind. Sorry. It’s creepy. Forget I-” 

“No, it’s fine,” Keqing assures her quickly. “That was really smart of you to do, actually.”


   “Oh! Oh, um. Thanks. Good. So, um… how are you?” 


“Doing well. How are you?”


   “I’ve also been doing well.” 


There’s an awkward silence. Keqing fidgets, picking at her fingernails.


   “Sorry, I’ll just hang up now-” 


“No, don’t,” Keqing interjects. “Actually, I was wondering, Ganyu… where exactly do you live?”


   “I- Where I live?” 


“Sorry, that was also kind of creepy,” Keqing realizes.


   “Oh, no, it’s fine. I live in Jueyun District.” 


“Jueyun? I’ve never heard of it before.”

 “Oh.”  Ganyu seems to hesitate.  “Well… it’s a small district. Not- not many people have heard of it.” 

Keqing nods before realizing Ganyu can’t see her do so. “I guess that makes sense.”


   “Yes. Um, how have you been liking Jueyun?” 


“It’s pretty nice. Oh, I went to the ocean yesterday, and I caught some fish,” Keqing tells her.


   “Oh, um…” 


“It’s really good fish. You should try it,” Keqing adds. “I brought one of the big ones back, it was nearly as big as my arm-”


   “Keqing… I’m vegetarian.” 


That’s when the conversation turns from awkward into a nightmare.

Keqing clutches her temples. Her heart drops. “Oh my god.”


   “It’s fine, you didn’t know-” 


“Oh my god I am  so  sorry-”

Ganyu makes a strangled noise.  “It’s- you don’t have to apologize for me-” 

“I- no, that’s not what I meant! Just- I was fishing before, and I ate some, I am  so  sorry.”

“You didn’t know,” Ganyu reassures her. “Don’t worry about it. And we already sold the rest of the fish you caught, so it didn’t go to waste. So- so, thank you for your hard work.”

Keqing still has a haunting feeling of guilt in her stomach. “Still, I’m sorry.”


   “Keqing-” 


There’s a loud  boom  over the phone connection, swallowing Ganyu’s next words.

“Ganyu? Ganyu, hello?”

A slight pause.  “Did you hear that?” 

“Yeah. What was that sound?” Keqing asks, concerned.

 “I’m not sure,”  Ganyu replies, but her voice seems a little off.  “I should go check on things. I’ll call you back, Keqing.” 

“Okay. Stay safe.”

The line clicks dead, and Keqing is left staring confusedly at the phone in her hands.

 

Late in the afternoon, the phone rings again. Keqing’s cooking with Xiangling and Xinyan in their shared kitchen, and she all but dives for the phone the instant it sounds.

“Keqing?” Xiangling asks uncertainly.

“One sec, Ganyu’s calling me,” Keqing responds offhandedly, and Xinyan drops her strainer into the soup. Xiangling gives Xinyan a stern look and begins to fish the strainer out.

“Wait, Ganyu? You mean  stalker  Ganyu? You do know her?” Xinyan accuses.

“What- she’s not a stalker!” protests Keqing.

Xinyan shakes her head. “No, I got this weird phone call from her one day-”

“I’ll explain later,” Keqing says, backing away. “I’ll be back in just a second.”

She shuts the door of her room behind her, pressing her phone to her ear. “Ganyu? Hey, is everything okay?”

 “For now, yes,”  Ganyu sighs.  “Zhongli had to… sort out some trouble, but everything is okay now.” 

“That’s good. I was worried,” Keqing admits.


   “It’s fine.” 


Keqing waits, but the line is silent. She swallows hard, torn between wanting to interrogate Ganyu to figure out clues about the body swapping, and not wanting this phone call to be an awkward debacle like before.

The latter wins out, but only barely.

“So… I guess I never really introduced myself properly,” Keqing starts.

 “Oh. You’re right,”  realizes Ganyu.  “Go ahead.” 

“Right. Um… I’m Keqing. I’m a college sophomore majoring in urban planning. I’m one of the vice presidents for our class council. Ningguang’s the president. I live with two suitemates, Xinyan and Xiangling, and sometimes Xiangling’s dog Guoba stays with us. That’s about it.”

 “Why urban planning?”  Ganyu wonders.

“Mostly just because of my parents. They want me to inherit their company,” Keqing explains.


   “Oh.” 


“But I do think it’s interesting. Designing a city, leaving things better than they were before, you know? Growth. Progress.”

Ganyu hums vaguely in acknowledgement.

“What about you?” Keqing asks.

Ganyu hesitates.  “Um. I think you’ve already figured out most of it anyway.” 

Keqing frowns. “Well… I know about your work, and I’ve met Xiao and Madame Ping and that funeral parlor guy. Zhongli, right? But I don’t know  you . Like, what do you like? What do you do for fun?” Keqing asks.

 “I like flowers,”  Ganyu offers.  “And I like singing, sometimes.” 

“Oh, my suitemate loves to sing,” Keqing sighs. “Sometimes at unreasonable hours in the morning.”

Ganyu gives a quiet huff of laughter.  “I noticed.” 

“What do you usually sing?” Keqing wonders.


   “Um, lullabies? Like, slow songs.” 


Keqing raises an eyebrow. She hadn’t expected that. “Lullabies?” she asks, her voice taking on a teasing tone.

 “Hey,”  Ganyu protests weakly. Keqing smiles.

“I’m kidding,” she reassures her. “Your singing voice must be really nice, then.”


   “Oh, it’s not.” 


“Is too.”

 “Is not!”  Ganyu protests, more vehemently.

“Well, you’ll just have to sing and prove me wrong,” Keqing replies. Ganyu mutters something under her breath, and even though she’s the only one in her room, Keqing hides a smile.

 “You don’t have to make me do it. You could just sing while you’re in my body,”  Ganyu points out.

Keqing makes a sound of disapproval. “No, that’s different.”

Ganyu sighs.  “Fine,”  she acquiesces, and Keqing raises an eyebrow.  “I’ll sing, but you’ll owe me a favor.” 

Keqing feels herself grin. “Deal-”

 “But not right now,”  Ganyu clarifies.  “I have to go work.” 

“Go do that then,” Keqing agrees, still smiling.


   “Okay. Goodbye, Keqing!” 


“Bye, Ganyu!”

 

 


  Ganyu


Now that she’s aware that Keqing is an actual living-and-breathing person, Ganyu’s parallel life becomes that much more hectic. When she’s not helping her suitemates with chores or organizing Keqing’s incredibly cluttered room, she’s cramming for exams and reciting presentations, often late into the night.

Of course, there’s only so much that she can learn in such a short time. But Ganyu is a fast learner, and regarding exams, in particular, she has a talent for fabricating responses that aren’t quite right, yet aren’t technically wrong.


   (“How did you come up with this on the spot? You would make an excellent politician,” Keqing says one day, staring in awe at the essay Ganyu had written for her in one day on land use ethics. 



   “Me, a bureaucrat?” Despite herself, Ganyu smiles. “I could never.”) 


She’d managed to snag an A for Keqing on the essay. But as days pass by, one after another, it only gets harder and harder for Ganyu to keep up the front. She worries, sometimes, that she’s going to let Keqing down — accidentally mess up one of her presentations or fail an exam. She doesn’t want to make Keqing worry, so she studies more, wanting Keqing to know that she can trust her, that her work is safe in her hands. 

It’s tiring sometimes, but Ganyu thinks it’s worth it.

Still… it  is  tiring. She doesn’t complain, of course, but Keqing notices  something. 

 

When Ganyu wakes up, she’s at home, on her sleeping mat, and there’s the savory smell of breakfast wafting up from downstairs. She rubs the sleep out of her eyes as she heads down. On reaching the lower level, she blinks in surprise. There’s food — a  lot  of food — arrayed on the table, and it’s vegetarian by the looks of it. Fried breads, rice pudding, scrambled eggs, fresh fruit, stuffed buns, and even tea.

Xiao is already seated at the table, nibbling at a small plate of almond tofu leisurely.

“Did you make this, Xiao?” Ganyu asks in surprise.

“You… were up late last night cooking this,” Xiao points out.

 Last night. Then it was Keqing who made this?  “Oh, um. Yes. Sorry, I’m still half-asleep.”

“You wanted to cook an entire breakfast in advance. I warmed what was cold, but it was you who cooked it.”

Xiao watches her steadily. Ganyu clears her throat.

“Right. Yes. Of course I did.”

Ganyu takes a seat at the table, and picks out a nearby pastry, taking a tentative bite, and — wow. It’s flaky and light and absolutely delicious .  She closes her eyes to savor the buttery taste.

Xiao gives her a suspicious look, but they eat in a comfortable silence. Ganyu tries some of the pudding, then one of the buns, and it’s all just so  yummy. She makes a noise of happiness.

“She made almond tofu, too,” Ganyu mutters under her breath, and giggles.

Xiao puts his chopsticks down with a quiet click. “Ganyu.”

Ganyu stiffens.  Oops. 

“You’ve been different lately,” Xiao says.

“I just haven’t been sleeping properly,” Ganyu explains hurriedly. “I know I’ve been weird and tired, I just need extra sleep-”

“You seem… happier.”

Ganyu freezes. “What?”

“Just.” Xiao makes a vague motion with his hands. “Despite everything. The way you speak. You seem less…”

“Less…?”

“You seem different,” Xiao concludes.

“Nothing’s different,” Ganyu denies, a beat too late. She folds her hands in her lap innocently. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Xiao gives her a look before shrugging. “Just an observation.”

 

 


  Ganyu


Ganyu glances at the clock — 2:45am, it brightly informs her — and sighs. She rubs at her eyes, massaging away the tension that has built in her temples.

 That’s it for today  , she decides. She stretches out her arms above her head, and winces when her shoulders pop. She’d have to make sure to keep a more careful eye on her — or,  Keqing’s posture — in the future.

Still, Ganyu allows herself a small smile. She wishes she could see the look on Keqing’s face when she awakens in the morning to find all of her documents neatly color-coded and organized, but she’ll have to make do with her imagination.

She catches her reflection in the dark pane of the windowsill: violet-pink eyes and soft lavender hair. Not for the first time, Ganyu wonders what it’d be like to meet Keqing for real, in person.

“Maybe one day,” Ganyu tells herself, a little sadly, and smiles at her reflection — which of course smiles back, but it’s not quite  Keqing. 

She sighs again and turns away. She’s about to get ready for bed, when a small folded post-it note on the desk catches her eye. What’s more, the note has her name on it. Ganyu tilts her head with curiosity, reaching for the note and unfurling it.


   Dear Ganyu, 



   I just wanted to thank you, for everything. For working so hard on my behalf. You didn’t have to study for all my exams this week, but you did anyway. And all the small things you do… Tidying up my room, doing my chores in advance for me, calling me before my presentations and wishing me luck… It means a lot that you’re there for me. 



   Thank you for caring. 



   Keqing 


Despite herself, Ganyu’s heartbeat flutters fast and light, and her lips twitch into a smile. She rereads the letter once, then twice, then lifts her pencil.

 Caring for you is easy,  she writes in the margin, and then draws a smiley face.

She leaves it at that.

 

 


  Keqing


 “And then you’ll need to go with Yanfei to the government office to get everything approved,” Ganyu instructs, and Keqing nods along, stirring a pot of soup. She’d expanded her repertoire of vegetarian food quite significantly in the past few weeks; Xiao had given her several strange looks, but she was pretty sure she’d appeased him with offerings of his favorite dessert.

“I can do that,” Keqing confirms. “Yanfei, right?”


   “Yes, her. My best friend. She’s studying to become a lawyer.” 


“Oh! Yes, I think I did meet her a while back.”

 “Mm-hm,”  Ganyu hums.  “That reminds me, by the way. Yanfei told me the funniest thing yesterday. She said she got specially imported Mondstadtian ice cream for me a while back, the type I’d been asking about for weeks, but-” 

“Oh, she did. I ate the ice cream. It was pretty good,” Keqing informs her.


   “Ah.” 


The phone line is silent for a long while.

“Ganyu?” Keqing prompts. Ganyu doesn’t respond.

“You’re not mad, are you? It would have melted if I’d tried to save it for you,” Keqing defends, adding a sprinkle of onions to the soup. “I was eating it on your behalf.”

 “Strange,”  Ganyu says, and Keqing pauses. Ganyu’s voice seems different — more carefully measured.  “I thought you only ate those, what were they called, golden shrimp balls?” 

There’s the unmistakable click of her fridge door opening, and Keqing’s blood runs cold.  “They’re about all you have in here, after all.” 

“Ganyu, wait-”


   “There are so many boxes, I’m sure you won’t miss one or two-” 


“I thought you were vegetarian!”

 “Can dogs eat shrimp?”  Ganyu wonders, and Keqing makes a noiseless screech. She clutches her spoon tightly in her hand.

 “Guoba,”  Ganyu calls out.  “I have a snack for you!” 

“X- Xiangling!” Keqing yells. “Your dog is being poisoned! Xiangling!”

Gentle laughter filters through the channel, and Keqing falters, the death grip she has on the phone loosening.

 “I was just joking with you,”  Ganyu assures her.  “Don’t worry, I won’t feed these to Guoba. And don’t worry about the ice cream either. You’re right. It would have melted anyway.” 

Keqing feels her face flush red. She clears her throat. “Right. I knew you were joking. Of course.”

 “Of course,”  Ganyu echoes fondly. Keqing buries her face in her hands.

“Hey,” she mutters.

 “What?”  asks Ganyu.

“You should, uh. I mean, there’s a flower shop a couple blocks over. Yanfei mentioned that flowers are hard to find here. So, you should go buy a flower or something for yourself, since I did eat your ice cream.”

 “Oh,”  says Ganyu, sounding startled.  “That’s… thoughtful of you, Keqing. Thank you. I’ll head over in a while.” 

Keqing tries not to smile and miserably fails. “No problem at all. I hope you find a flower that you like.”

 

The next time Keqing calls, she hears the very audible sound of Ganyu blowing her nose into a tissue, and immediately has to muffle her own cackle.

 “I… I can’t believe I trusted you,”  wheezes Ganyu.  “This is your own body you’re tormenting, you know?” 

“Allergy medicine is in the top left drawer,” Keqing informs her gleefully.

 

 


  Ganyu


Ganyu is sleepy — so sleepy. She’s flopped back in Keqing’s bed after a long day of errands and studying, and she thinks that she could sleep for a week straight if given the chance.

Yet, at the same time, she doesn’t want to sleep at all. And the reason for that-

 “So,”  Keqing continues, her voice almost shaking with barely suppressed laughter.  “Today Yanfei went to the city for her legal exam, right?” 

“Mm-hmm,” Ganyu hums, holding Keqing’s phone to her ear.


   “And in this exam, they asked her to investigate the murder of some government official. Top secret, by the way.” 


“This doesn’t seem like the funny story you promised me,” Ganyu replies with mock disapproval.

 “Hey, I’m  getting  to it, Ganyu. Anyway, the interview was apparently super intense. They shot down anything Yanfei suggested almost immediately.” 

“That doesn’t sound good,” Ganyu responds, in a more considering manner this time.


   “But then, do you know what she did?” 


Ganyu raises an eyebrow, even though Keqing can’t see her. “No?”

 “She-”  Keqing cackles, then clears her throat.  “Sorry, sorry. Give me a second.” 

“Yes?”


   “She- She brought out an updated autopsy report. She’d snuck into the mortuary the day prior and requested a re-examination.” 


Keqing pauses expectantly.

“Well, that was a clever move,” Ganyu offers.


   “No, no, Ganyu, like Ace Attorney. The meme. You know the meme, Ganyu?” 


Ganyu’s eyes furrow. “Ace Attorney? What is that?”

There’s a sudden shifting of fabric as Keqing sits bolt upright.


   “You haven’t- Ganyu. You’ve never played Ace Attorney?” 


Ganyu jumps a bit at Keqing’s tone. “No? I have not?”


   “Do me a favor. Turn on my laptop and play the first game right now-” 


The corner of Ganyu’s lips twitch upwards, and she huffs amusedly.

“Keqing, it’s almost 3am,” Ganyu reminds her, and Keqing audibly slumps.

 “You’re too reasonable,”  she mutters.  “Well, some other time, then. But back to Yanfei. Seriously, an updated autopsy report. Can you believe it? She managed to get top marks on the exam.” 

“Of course she did,” Ganyu agrees. She smiles, her voice softening. “It’s Yanfei, after all. I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

She holds the phone to her ear, waiting for Keqing’s response, but no response comes.

“Keqing? Keqing, are you there?”


   “Actually. Can I ask you something? Kind of an abrupt question.” 


“About what?” Ganyu asks curiously.


   “It’s just that… well. Do you like Yanfei?” 


 “Yes?”  Ganyu asks quizzically, frowning.  “She’s my best friend.” 

 “No, like… romantically,”  Keqing emphasizes.

“I…”  Oh.  Ganyu can feel her cheeks turning a warm pink. “Um.”

 “Just… I don’t know, I was thinking. Yanfei acts really close with you sometimes. And she’s really smart, too, and she cares about you, and you care about her, so, um.”  Keqing clears her throat.  “Never mind. Forget I said anything. It doesn’t matter-” 

“Well, I do like her as a friend. And she  is  cute,” Ganyu muses. She considers it for a moment before shaking her head. “But I don’t think I like her in that way,” she decides. “Why do you ask? Do  you  like her?”

There’s a spluttering sound. “Yanfei? No, I didn’t- of course not, that’s not what I meant-” 

“Don’t be embarrassed. You two would be cute together,” Ganyu assures Keqing.

Keqing laughs incredulously.

 “First of all,”  says Keqing,  “I’d have to disagree. Second of all, I’d- that couldn’t even happen, I’d still be in your body.” 

“Well, what if we met up? You could-” Ganyu freezes.

Oh.

The forbidden topic. She hadn’t meant to say that. Suddenly, Ganyu doesn’t feel so drowsy anymore.

She forces herself to exhale shakily.  Stupid.  Why had she-

“Do you really mean that?” Keqing asks.


   What if we met up? 


“I-” Ganyu swallows. “If we could, I mean-”

“I’d like that,” Keqing tells her honestly. “But, um, not to meet Yanfei. I’d like to talk with you in person. If you would like to.”

Ganyu’s heart thunders in her chest.

“Okay,” she agrees, foolishly, and nearly bites her own tongue.

But Keqing only laughs softly. Ganyu imagines that she’s smiling, her eyes bright with amusement.


  “You know… I have some free time this weekend. Jueyun District, right? I’ll take a train and come visit you.”


“I’ll look forward to it,” Ganyu whispers, her finger hovering over the  End Call  button.


  “Great! I’ll see you then.”


“See you,” murmurs Ganyu, and ends the call, her knuckles pale from how tightly she’s gripping the bed sheets.

She squeezes her eyes shut.  Stupid. So stupid. 

 

 


  Keqing


“So,” Xinyan drawls, swirling a mug of coffee, “Where are you going on this fine day, Keqing?”

Keqing glances up. She’s almost done packing. She’s not bringing much, just a backpack with the essentials — as well as a few other surprises. She tucks a small bouquet of pretty white flowers into the backpack’s front pocket — plastic, of course, because of her allergies, but they’re no less beautiful than the real thing. She hopes that Ganyu will like them.

“To the coast,” Keqing explains to Xinyan. She shrugs on her jacket and clips her hairpin into its usual place behind her ear. “Jueyun District. I’m going to meet a friend.”

Xinyan frowns, straightening. “Wait.” Her eyes furrow. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Don’t tell me you’re going to see the stalker?”

“For the last time, Ganyu is not a stalker-”

“Xiangling!” Xinyan hollers.

“What?” Xiangling pokes her head in.

“Keqing’s going to meet up with her stalker,” Xinyan reports.

“She is  not -”

“Keqing,” Xiangling chides. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

Keqing exhales and forces herself to count to three. Her suitemates are just worried for her. “Yes. I’m sure.”

“Fine. But take us with you, at least.” Xiangling suggests. “We can use my van! We’ll make it a road trip, how about that?”

Keqing sighs. “Fine.”

Xiangling high-fives Xinyan, the two of them beaming.

 

“We’re here! Jueyun District,” Xiangling announces, and Keqing lifts her head from the carseat, rubbing a wrinkly imprint from her cheek.

She gazes out of the window, craning her head up. Outside, there’s a Starbucks cafe beaming happily at her.

“Uh, no,” says Keqing. “This isn’t the place I remember. Er, I mean, this isn’t the place I, um, looked up earlier.”

Xiangling gestures at her phone. “You wanted to go to the Jueyun Commercial District, right? Are you meeting up in one of the cafes here?”

“No. It’s not a commercial district at all. It’s more of a rural area. Just Jueyun District, not Jueyun Commercial District,” replies Keqing, shaking her head forcefully.

Xiangling exchanges a glance with Xinyan.

“Keqing… there’s only one district called Jueyun, and it’s this one,” Xinyan points out, frowning.

“Do you have a specific address?” Xiangling suggests. “Or a local map? Maybe wherever you’re meeting is a couple minutes away from here.”

 I didn’t think I would need a map. I’ve  lived  in Jueyun District,  Keqing thinks.

She frowns. She’s going to be late. Keqing fishes her phone from her pocket. “Hang on. Give me a second.”

She speed-dials Ganyu — well, the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, since Ganyu doesn’t have her own phone. Keqing grimaces. Dialing the funeral parlor is just so macabre.

The phone rings. Keqing waits, her heart pounding.

It rings again. And again. And again.

“She’s not picking up,” Keqing murmurs. A thought occurs to her. “Wait. Xiangling. Can you try searching for the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor online?”

Xiangling and Xinyan both look concerned, but they do so.

“Wangsheng Funeral Parlor…” Xiangling mutters. “Oh, here. Found it.”

Keqing breathes a sigh of relief.

“It says here that it’s been converted to a souvenir shop,” Xiangling continues. “The original parlor was demolished in 1985, but there’s still a marker where it used to be. It’s about five minutes away from here. Are you meeting there? We can drive you over-”

The rest of Xiangling’s words fade away, a single phrase — a single number — echoing in Keqing’s mind.


   Demolished in 1985. 



	 1985?


“Keqing?”

Keqing snaps out of her daze.

“Yes,” she croaks. “We’re meeting… near there.”

Xinyan looks at her carefully. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine,” Keqing lies. “Let’s go see what’s there.”

It’s a short drive to a small shop in the middle of the commercial district. A small plaque hangs over the entrance, right by the glass revolving door. Keqing can glimpse a dark-haired girl wearing a bucket hat sitting at the register inside the shop.

She gets out of the van and walks shakily to the plaque.


   Remembering the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, 1821-1985. Renovated by Cementarii. 


She stands stock-still on the sidewalk. There’s a rustling noise as Xinyan and Xiangling join her.

“Oh, that’s a coincidence,” Xinyan mutters. “Didn’t your parents’ company work on that project?”

“No,” Keqing breathes. “It was real. She was real.”

But she thinks back. The newspapers. Ganyu, selling newspapers. The antique-looking technology. Ganyu’s first words to her.


   “So… this is a phone?” 


How had she been so blind?

Ganyu… she’d known. She must have figured it out. Ganyu-

Keqing’s knees buckle, and she crumples to the pavement, which glitters with small sprinkles of reflective glass, taunting Keqing.

 

- - -

 

“We’re worried about you,” Ningguang says, pulling Keqing aside after one of their class council meetings.

Keqing forces a smile onto her face. She’s well aware that she looks rather exhausted — she’s been pulling all-nighters again, trying to research Jueyun, trying to figure out just what had happened to  her .

It’s been over a week now, and what scares her most is the possibility that she really might have imagined the whole thing.

But that can’t be true. Keqing tells herself that. The memories are too vivid. There  had  been someone else in her body. She’s convinced of it, but…

There’s a light touch at her arm. “Keqing?”

Keqing’s eyes flicker to Ningguang’s hand, still touching her elbow. Her eyes attach to one of Ningguang’s rings.

“Ametrine,” she notes dully. The stone is the color of Ganyu’s eyes. Ningguang follows her gaze.

“Would you like the ring?” Ningguang offers, a little puzzled.

“No, that’s okay,” Keqing says, and sighs before shrugging off Ningguang. “Thank you for checking in on me.”

 

- - -

 

She wishes she could have met her. At least once.

 

- - -

 

She finds the audio file a week later. She’d been organizing the files on her laptop — they’d grown into something of a mess, so she’d been deleting everything that was taking up too much space. She clicks on the file, and a voice begins to sing. It’s her own voice, but at the same time, someone else’s.


   Somehow, my feelings for you settled into something special 



   Gently tucking a strand of hair behind your ear, destiny shifted to a new course 



   If I were to lose you, you would be my dream 



   And if I were to forget what it means to dream 



   I’d linger around your radiance, till the end 



   I’d still be a speck of dust drawn to you, till the end 


She doesn’t notice the tears hot and wet on her cheeks until the song finishes. She hovers over the  Delete  button, her hand shaking.

“Sing for me yourself, coward,” Keqing mutters, scrubbing furiously at her eyes. In the end, she makes three copies of the file, storing them in various locations for safekeeping.

 

- - -

 

Xiangling finds her sitting cross-legged on her floor one day, staring miserably at her phone, and Keqing barely raises her head as she walks in.

“Okay, that’s it.” Xiangling claps her hands together. “Intervention time! Xinyan, in here — bring the moral support!”

Keqing looks up, confused, as her suitemates stride into her room. Xinyan promptly dumps an armful of puppy fluff in her lap; Guoba stares up at her with soulful eyes. Keqing threads her hand through his soft fur.

“All right,” starts Xiangling. “What’s up, Keqing? You’ve been moping in your room for over a week now. You’re practically glued to your phone, and you barely talk to us anymore.”

“If it’s something private, we’ll respect that,” Xinyan adds. “But at least let us know how to help you.”

Keqing doesn’t answer for a while. She scratches the fur under Guoba’s ear.

“It’s-” Her breath catches in her throat. “It’s hard to explain.”

Xiangling frowns deeply. “Is it that Ganyu character again? If they’ve done something-”

“No, no, it’s just-” Keqing makes a helpless sound. “You aren’t going to believe me.”

Xinyan shrugs. “Try us,” she invites.

 

- - -

 

Keqing visits Jueyun sometimes. It’s different, but it does remind her of the old times. She walks to the pier by the ocean and sits at the edge, dipping her feet in the water. She remembers back when she’d gone fishing for Ganyu, and a sad smile quirks across her lips.

She pets the bundle of brown fluff in her lap absently, and Guoba licks at her fingers. Despite Guoba’s companionship, and despite her suitemates’ support — she’s still not quite sure whether they’d believed her, but they’d done their best to help — she feels lonely. The busy commotion of the streets and nightlife behind her fades into the distance as she focuses on the quiet swell of water beneath her feet.

She sits there with Guoba, listening to the ocean. The sky is almost dark, but there are a few last rays of sunlight glinting amber on the waves. It’s beautiful-

She’s shaken out of her reverie as Guoba yips, suddenly, and tears himself from Keqing’s arms, scampering off across the docks. Keqing grabs for Guoba’s leash, but it slips out of her hands. She mutters a curse and stumbles hastily to her feet, nearly tripping.

“Guoba! Come back!” she yells.

The puppy bounds away, and Keqing sprints after him frantically. Guoba disappears into the crowd, and Keqing runs as fast as she can, elbowing her way through.

“Excuse me-”

Over there. A flash of brown fur. Into a narrow alleyway-

Keqing pushes past café-goers as politely as she can. “I’m sorry, coming through-“

And — she stops. The alley opens into an open space. She’s back at the pier, back where she started.

Guoba is nowhere in sight.

Keqing gulps, her throat dry. She’s lost Xiangling’s dog. She’s dead. She’s totally dead. Xiangling is going to  kill her-

“Guoba?” asks a soft voice behind her.

 

There’s a cheerful yipping sound, and then a startled  oomph. 

“Ow, my hair-  ow-” 

Slowly, Keqing turns around.

A girl in a t-shirt and jeans kneels on the pier, petting Guoba, who’s licking her hands enthusiastically. The girl’s back is turned to Keqing, her features hidden, but-

It’s her.


   It’s her. 


“Ganyu,” Keqing breathes, the name spilling from her lips.

The girl freezes. Pretty violet-amber eyes turn to her, widening, and Keqing’s knees tremble.

“Keqing?”

Keqing swallows hard. “Ganyu. You… you know me, right?”

She walks towards the girl, her heart thudding hard in her chest, until they stand opposite each other. She stares wide-eyed at Ganyu, who stares wide-eyed back.

“You’re taller than me,” Ganyu says abruptly.

And then Keqing rushes forward, hugging her tightly, and Ganyu hugs her back, pressing her close. Her hair smells of vanilla. Keqing leans her face into Ganyu’s neck. She’s warm.

“It’s really you,” she whispers.

“I missed you,” Ganyu tells her, her voice soft.

“I missed you, too.”

 

 

  
Author’s Note:aaaand that’s that! i’ve always been meaning to write a your name au, hope i did it justice~

title is from my i, from seventeen: lyrics and spotify!

ganyu’s song is from dream by jun, also from seventeen (lyrics by guo ting, originally composed by paul kim) — i took some creative license in translating it to english lol :) here are the lyrics and spotify for the song if you’d like to listen!

that is all for now!! thank you all once again for reading!! i put all my writing updates on lancede_writes on twitter so feel free to say hi to me there if you would like~

don’t forget to hit that kudos button if you enjoyed, and do feel free to leave a comment to share your thoughts <3
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