
1. Chapter 1


    
    Ganyu can feel her eyebrows creeping further and further up into her bangs by the minute and she can tell she’s not the only one. Just who does this girl think she is? It’s only a week into the fall semester. Most students are still trying to shake off the summer daze and get back into the groove of lectures, labs, and learning, but not this chick apparently. 

For starters, it’s an 8 am class. No one wants to be in class at 8 am, and that is generally reflected by the subdued, almost sleepy atmosphere of the lectures. Ganyu suspects the prof kind of enjoys it. She’s heard him say some pretty outlandish things before that no one was quite awake enough to pick up on. 

But this girl, this transfer student, is painfully sharp for such an ungodly hour. And she’s not letting the professor catch a single break. Question after question, she’s single-handedly carrying the entire class discussion. The small part of Ganyu’s brain that is fully awake and paying attention is somewhat impressed. At least the girl seems to know more or less what she’s talking about, not like that fedora-wearing dude in one of her labs last year. And the timbre and cadence of her voice is as nice to listen to as the girl herself is nice to look at—

Woah. Maybe Ganyu’s not as awake as she thought. She gives her head a shake and tries to refocus on the discussion, tries to follow the points being brought up as they do seem kind of interesting even if they are only tangentially related to the topic of the lecture. 

By the time the end of class rolls around, any generous thoughts toward Miss Know-it-all have evaporated. Her discussion (argument?) with the prof ended up eating so much time that the prof was forced to assign a way heavier workload than usual. Normally Ganyu wouldn’t have a problem with that, except she’d already agreed to pick up extra shifts at her part-time job this week. So that’s great. 

“Yo, Ganyu!”

At the sound of her name, she pauses in the crowded corridor and glances behind her. Dark hair, a broad grin, and an arm raised in greeting meet her as her longtime friend, Beidou, falls in step beside her. 

“How was class?” she says, elbowing her in the ribs. 

“Ugh,” says Ganyu, “You may need to restrain me from murdering the new transfer student.” 

“That bad, huh?”

“Awful. She talked entire class.”

“Isn’t that kind of the point of class discussions, though?”

“Well, yes, but she’s just  too  much, you know?”

“You mean, her actually participating in class made it harder for you to nap like you usually do.”

“Whose side are you on?”

Beidou laughs. “Yours. But maybe you’d find her less obnoxious if your class wasn’t so early. I did warn you about that, if you recall.”

Ganyu sighs as they push through the double doors and start across the quad towards the Student Centre. “Yes, you did. And yes, I ignored you,” she says. “But with any luck, I’ll never have to see her except in class. I really might hit her otherwise.”

Beidou shakes her head, smiling, “You wouldn’t hurt a fly, even if you wanted to.”

“That’s why I have you, right?” says Ganyu, with a sly look out of the corner of her eye. “You’ll beat up anyone who needs it on my behalf.”

“That was one time, I was drunk, and the circumstances were far more warranted than just some keener speaking up in class.”

“Stop being reasonable and let me have this, please?”

Beidou snorts. “Fine, if it makes you feel better. I will absolutely destroy this girl for you if she annoys you anymore.”

“Thank you. That’s all I needed to hear,” says Ganyu, laughing. “Anyway, I picked up a shift at the cafe. See you at the gym later?”

“Count on it,” she says, waving again as she veers away toward the Kinesiology building. 

Ganyu watches her friend go and rolls her shoulders trying to work out the tension before she steps into the Student Centre, fully regretting taking these extra shifts despite how much she could use the money.

The cafe in the Student Centre is pretty nice by any standard. It’s exceptionally nice by university eatery standards. It’s tucked away in the east wing of the building, rippled glass walls keeping the bustle and noise of the hall at bay and giving the place a cosy, secluded feeling. 

Part of the reason Ganyu likes working here is because of how dead it usually it is; every item on the menu is overpriced to the point that the only regulars are some of the snootier professors. She often has time to catch up on readings in between rotating cookies through the ovens or labelling the sandwiches the early shift prepped. 

Ganyu has just opened the oven to pull out a tray of blueberry muffins when the bell over the door announces the arrival of a customer. 

“Be with you in a second,” Ganyu calls from the kitchen. She tips the muffins onto a cooling rack before quickly washing her hands and rounding the corner to the front counter.

“Sorry about that, what can I get for—” she stops short. It’s the transfer student. “You” she finishes flatly. 

The girl raises an imperious eyebrow. “You look very familiar.” 

“Uh, yeah. I’m Ganyu,” she says. “You’re in my 8 am film theory class with Dr Zhongli.”

“Right. You’re the girl who was dozing off in the back.” 

“W-what? I was not––”

“I don’t know why you’d take a class if you don’t even bother showing up awake enough to pay attention.”

Beidou is right, Ganyu has never been one to resort to violence. But at this moment she feels an overwhelming urge to punch someone. Maybe even the someone staring at her from across the counter. If she wasn’t working, she definitely would be tempted to verbalise some of the choice words currently pressing against the back of her throat. But with great effort she swallows them, saying instead, “Yeah, well. It’s been a rough morning.”

The girl fixes her with a piercing gaze. “Hmm.” Then, flicking her eyes to the menu behind Ganyu’s head, she places her order. 

Ganyu rings her up and moves to make the speciality coffee, seething. She can feel eyes watching her the whole time. She fetches a ham sandwich, bags up some cookies, and, placing everything onto a tray, hands the whole lot over without a word. 

The girl takes it with the barest hint of a smile. “Thank you,” she says. “I’m Keqing, by the way.”

“Hmm,” says Ganyu. She knows she’s being rude, but Keqing started it. 

“I’ll see you around then, Ganyu,” says Keqing and, lunch in hand, she turns to leave without a backwards glance. 

Ganyu stares after her. Keqing, huh. Well, she’s obnoxious in class and rude outside it. So it doesn’t really matter that her eyes are the exact shade of the pink sea glass she found at the beach two summers ago; or that her hair, even in those silly cat ear buns, reminds her of the lilacs that bloom outside her apartment every spring; or that she has the presence of royalty, confidence radiating off her in waves. Nope, none of that matters because she’s also kind of a bitch. 

Ganyu wipes down the counter more aggressively than required, promising to herself to never speak to Keqing again. 







Ganyu should know better than to make promises that have the potential to be out of her power to keep. For a while, she manages to avoid Keqing, even though she notices those sharp eyes trained on her as she would slip into her seat in the back of the room with seconds to spare. Every class reinforces Ganyu’s opinion of Keqing as she continues to commandeer the discussions, question points in the lecture, and a few times, even call out the professor when his ideas or opinions come across as too absolute for her liking.

Then, of course, Dr Zhongli has to go and do what every professor who doesn’t give a damn about their ranking on ratemyprofessors.com does: assign a group project. And then, of all the people in class, who does Ganyu get paired with? 

When their names are called by the TA, Keqing spins around in her seat, locking eyes with Ganyu, who sinks down in her chair and would really rather just melt into a puddle on the floor. But no sooner has the TA dismissed them to meet and start planning their project, Keqing is on her feet, marching to the back of the room and plopping down in the seat in front of Ganyu’s desk, straddling the chair, her arms folded over its back.

She doesn’t say anything and Ganyu doesn’t even know where to start. From everything she’s observed, they’re polar opposites. Learning styles, note-taking, test prep, all different. How the hell are they supposed to make a cohesive project? Especially one that has multiple parts, a highly subjective topic, and will be ongoing for the rest of the semester? Ganyu’s nightmares have just become reality. She wonders vaguely if being in her final year means it’s too late to drop out or switch majors or study abroad or  something. 

Finally, Keqing speaks. “I’m not sure how well this is going to work.” 

Ganyu straightens up, hopeful. If they both have a problem with the partner assignment, maybe they can argue to switch. God knows Keqing is good at arguing.

“We seem to have very different schedules,” Keqing goes on, and Ganyu’s hope plummets. She tunes Keqing out, only half aware of agreeing to meet up this Saturday at the Library Tower to start planning in earnest. 

When class ends, Keqing lingers, as if waiting for Ganyu, but Ganyu is quick with an excuse of needing to speak with Dr Zhongli. Although, it’s not really an excuse. As soon as Keqing is out of sight, Ganyu does her level best to not outright sprint to the front of the room. 

“Ah, Ganyu,” says Zhongli, glancing up as he packs away his books and notes. “My favourite student.”

Ganyu purses her lips. “You can’t say stuff like that,” she complains.

“Oh, sorry,” he says. “Ganyu, my favourite niece. What can I do for you.”

She rolls her eyes. “That’s not better,” she says, “but can I talk to you about the partner assignments for this project?”

Zhongli pauses, his hand hovering over a textbook. “Hmm. Yes, I’m not surprised.” He resumes packing as he continues, “I do have another lecture to get to, but if you come by during my office hours this afternoon, I’ll gladly hear what you have to say.”

Ganyu chews her lower lip, far from being reassured by his lukewarm response. “Okay. I’ll come by then,” she says. “Thank you.”

“Certainly,” he replies. “And of course, you always have an open invitation to come over for dinner. Your mother would kill me if she thought I was neglecting you.”

Ganyu laughs as she turns to leave. “I know, I know. Thanks.”

At 2 pm on the dot, Ganyu is waiting outside Zhongli’s office in the Humanities building, her foot tapping a restless staccato. When he rounds the corner and spots her, he smiles. 

“Anxious about this discussion, are we?” he says, unlocking his door. 

“I wouldn’t say anxious,” says Ganyu, standing and following him into the small, cluttered space. 

“What would you say, then?” Zhongli takes his seat behind the desk, motioning for Ganyu to take the squashy armchair directly across from him.

Ganyu hums. “Maybe some combination of nervous and eager?” 

“I believe that amounts to the same thing. So,” he says, steepling his fingers on the desk. “I take it you are unhappy with your partner assignment.”

“I wouldn’t say unhappy—”

Zhongli breathes a laugh, his eyes dancing. “No need to be coy.”

“Okay, fine. It’s not going to work, Keqing and I. We are not compatible. There’s no way I can work for the rest of the semester with her. Can you please, please, please adjust the assignments?”

Zhongli takes a deep breath and sits back in his chair, one finger absently tracing a pattern on the armrest. “What makes you say you’re incompatible?”

“Are you kidding? You’ve seen how she is in class. And you’ve known me most of my life. We are completely different.”

“Just because two people appear to be different doesn’t mean they can’t form a mutually beneficial, perhaps even highly successful partnership.”

“Maybe, but it’s not just about the work. Our personalities, our characters, are at odds. I want to punch her as often as not. And I don’t generally want to punch anyone, ever.”

“A startling revelation, indeed. Perhaps you’re spending too much time around Beidou? She’s a bit rough around the edges.”

“Zhongli,” Ganyu says, her eyes pleading.

“In all seriousness, I do understand. But my point remains. You and Beidou are also very different, but still good friends. You may also become good friends with Keqing, if you give her a chance.”

Ganyu does not say that she doesn’t want to give Keqing even  half a chance. It sounds childish, even in her own mind. “That’s different,” she says. 

“I disagree,” says Zhongli, and Ganyu can hear the finality in his voice. As wise and intelligent as her uncle is, he’s never been particularly flexible. Once he’s made up his mind, you’d have better luck trying to knead a boulder. 

“I will tell you this in confidence,” he continues. “Keqing was headhunted to attend this university. She is incredibly smart and unbelievably dedicated to her studies. In these ways, you two are the same. I believe you would make good foils for each other.”

“How can you say that when she questions you on everything? When she tries to undermine every lecture?”

“Just because I know a lot doesn’t mean I know everything. Perhaps the film industry is due for a disruption, and perhaps Keqing will be the person to do it. She is the fire to your ice. I think you’ll find you can accomplish quite a lot together.”

“You think I’m ice?” Ganyu asks in a small voice, knowing her fight is lost.

Zhongli’s eyes crinkle. “In some ways. But apply a little heat, and ice can change, unlike stone. Which I know is what you think of me at times.”

“Fine. I’ll try. But if it doesn’t work and I fail this class and don’t graduate and can’t get a job and end up selling my body on the streets for a can of beans, I’m fully blaming you.”

“If you really do try, I can guarantee you will not fail. And no,” he adds, catching the quirk of her brows, “that is not nepotism. You’re a hard worker and very smart, Ganyu. Trust yourself, and trust Keqing. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

“If you say so,” she says, sighing. Standing up to leave, she plays her last card. “What if I come over for dinner. Would you change your mind then?”

Zhongli laughs in earnest as he waves her out of his office.







If Ganyu had been a little less focused on her plan to get her partner changed, she might have paid closer attention to what time she agreed to meet Keqing on Saturday. Just because they have class at 8 am during the week does not mean she wants to get up for 8 am on the weekend too. Campus is a ghost town this early on a Saturday. And Ganyu has never felt more uncharitable towards the person responsible for forcing her out of her warm bed and across the dew sodden lawns to the library at this godforsaken hour.

By the time she drags open the front doors, it’s past 8, but Ganyu is past caring. She spots Keqing waiting at the circulation desk, chatting with one of the library staff, a stack of books already in her arms. Just how early did she get here?

When Keqing sees her, she nods towards the elevators. When Ganyu joins her inside, Keqing hits the button for the seventh floor with her elbow. She watches Ganyu out of the corner of her eye as the elevator rumbles upward.

“You look tired,” she says, a tentative note in her voice.

Everyone knows that ‘you look tired’ usually means ‘you look like shit.’ Ganyu isn’t in the mood or position to deny either meaning.

“I feel tired,” she says, her voice still a little gravelly from sleep.

Keqing purses her lips but says nothing. They pass the remainder of the ride in silence. Once on the seventh floor, Keqing leads Ganyu to a study area in the back. Several tables equipped with outlets and lamps line the wall next to the windows. The view is… nice. Ganyu rarely spends much time in the library except to pick up the books she requests or to visit the third floor where the majority of the film materials are. This high up, she can see clear across campus towards downtown, the glass skyscrapers catching and reflecting the morning sun. 

Ganyu shucks her backpack onto an empty chair and throws herself into another, still admiring the view and suppressing a sudden feeling that early mornings maybe aren’t so bad with a view like this. Then Keqing drops her books down on the table with a bang, making Ganyu jump.  Never mind, early mornings are the worst,  she thinks, levelling a glare at an oblivious Keqing.

“I picked these out for reference, we can use them as a starting point,” Keqing says, spreading the books out across the table. 

Ganyu tears her eyes away from Keqing’s flawlessly winged eyeliner and focuses on the books instead. A few of the titles she’s heard of, a few more she’s read. The rest she’s unfamiliar with. 

“I figured we would start with the textbook,” she says, reaching for her bag and pulling out the book assigned for class. 

Keqing makes the kind of face someone makes when they step in dog doo. “We could,” she says, “but I think it’s pretty shallow as a reference book.”

Ganyu only just manages to keep her jaw from dropping to the table. “How can you say that? It’s universally used as a reference, cited regularly by most film theorists, and it was written by our prof,” she says, pointing to the cover where Zhongli’s name and numerous credentials are emblazoned. 

“Yes, and of course he chose to use his own book as the assigned text for his class. Talk about an echo chamber.”

Ganyu blinks at her. “Dr Zhongli is at the top of the field. He could teach anywhere he wants, work on any projects he wants. I don’t think it’s our place to question his expertise or experience.”

Keqing shrugs. “He may be at the top now, but what goes up must come down,” she says, then points to one of the books on the table. “This one just came out last year. It’s got some new theories in it that would probably curl Zhongli’s hair.” She gives Ganyu a shrewd look. “I’d say yours too if it wasn’t already so wavy.” 

Ganyu runs a hand through her hair, suddenly self-conscious of the decision to not brush it this morning, speechless at the utter disrespect and disregard Keqing has for Zhongli’s work. Keqing for her part is either unaware or just ignoring the impact of her comments as she digs through her bag, pulling out a laptop and a few more books. 

Ganyu takes a deep breath. “I just think I would feel more comfortable if we maybe started with less experimental materials. There’s no need to reinvent the wheel for this assignment.”

Keqing considers this for a moment, her expression thoughtful. “You know, Dr Zhongli doesn’t know everything,” she says.

Ganyu scoffs, wondering briefly at how close this statement is to what Zhongli himself said to her. “Of course I know that. But that doesn’t make him obsolete.”

“But his promotion of pretentious and outdated theories does,” she counters. “There are better and newer sources out there.”

Ganyu frowns, but she doesn’t have the energy or the disposition to argue further. Instead, she pushes her feelings down, allowing the anger and frustration to roil just below the surface. She pulls out her own laptop in stony silence to start taking notes for their outline. 

As the morning progresses she realises that Zhongli was wrong about Keqing being the fire to her ice. Ganyu may be ice, but Keqing is less like fire and more like electricity. Like a bolt of lightning, she jumps from topic to topic, her intensity undiminished. Ganyu can feel the enthusiasm crackling around her, charging the stale air of the library. It’s kind of an interesting phenomenon to observe, if she’s being perfectly honest, and if it wasn’t for the frequent and sudden shifts as Keqing’s train of thought jumps track, jolting Ganyu out of her steady working rhythm every time without fail, she might find the whole experience mildly amusing. As it is, she finds she can barely keep up. 

The sun tracks across their table, marking the slow yet inevitable passage of time. Ganyu knows she’s not working at her most efficient, but when Keqing snaps her laptop shut, announcing that’s probably a good enough start, she’s surprised she managed to get down twelve pages of annotated notes and the start of a decent bibliography. Not terrible considering the circumstances. 

She’s just zipped her backpack shut when a phone is shoved into her face.

“Here,” says Keqing. “Add your number. It’ll be more reliable to text to set up the next time we can meet rather than trying to catch each other after class.”

Ganyu pauses, her hand halfway to taking the offered phone. But as much as she hates the idea of Keqing having her number, she’s not wrong. Unless Ganyu insists they email back and forth like boomers, this is a necessary evil. She sighs and takes the phone, one of the latest models, and taps in her name and number. “There,” she says, handing the phone back.

Keqing takes it and taps the screen a few more times and Ganyu can feel her own phone vibrate from her bag. 

“Perfect,” says Keqing. “Now we can get a hold of each other.” She slings her bag over one shoulder. “I’ll see you in class, Ganyu.” 

And with that, she’s gone, making for the elevators as if she has someplace pressing to be on a Saturday. Which maybe she does, Ganyu doesn’t know. And she doesn’t want to know, she reminds herself. She takes her leave at a much more subdued pace. 

Three hours in the library with Keqing is two hours and fifty-five minutes too many. When Ganyu finally steps back out into the late morning sunshine she feels like she’s just spent a week doing one of those sleep deprivation studies. She didn’t realise she could feel this drained this early in the day.  

“It’s kinda early for you to be out and about on a Saturday, isn’t it?”

Ganyu spins around. “Oh, hey Beidou. Tell me about it,” she says.

Beidou glances at the Library Tower. “Early morning study session?”

“Worse. Group project.”

“Gross.”

“Yeah. Once again, tell me about it.”

Beidou jerks a thumb over her shoulder. “I’m heading to the gym, you could join me if you want.”

Ganyu hesitates. She can hear her bed calling her name, the thoughts of a midday nap weaving deliciously through her mind. But working out some frustration also sounds pretty good. 

“You know,” she says, “I think I’ll take you up on that. I’ll run home and get my stuff. Meet you there?”

“I’ll come with you, you can tell me about your project,” says Beidou, and they set off together across campus towards the student housing.

“I don’t think you want to hear about it,” says Ganyu. “It’s a nightmare. I’ll give you three guesses who my partner is, but you’ll only need one.”

Beidou hums, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “It’s that transfer chick, isn’t it.”

“Yup. She spent half our time today bashing Zhongli and refusing to use any of his writing as reference material.”

“Harsh,” says Beidou. “You’re not just upset because he’s your uncle, are you?”

“Of course not,” says Ganyu, shaking her head. “She completely disregards his decades of study and experience in the film industry. It’s disrespectful.”

“Or maybe you’re  overly  respectful.”

“Not likely,” Ganyu says. When they arrive at her apartment, she quickly ditches her backpack and picks up her gym bag. “I’m not saying Zhongli is infallible, but we’re just undergrads. Keqing acts like she knows so much more than everyone. Sometimes I’d like to just shoot that high horse right out from under her.”

“Well, then it’s a good thing we’re heading to the gym,” says Beidou, laughing.

They call it the gym, but it’s more of a sports multiplex, co-operated by the city and the university. It’s a massive building complete with dozens of courts, an Olympic-sized pool, an indoor running track, and, Ganyu’s favourite place, an archery range. There’s nothing quite like losing herself in the pull of the bowstring, the rush of the release, and the thrill of a bullseye. She’s aware that it’s probably not healthy to be picturing Keqing’s stupidly pretty face every time she takes aim, but that’s something she’ll work through later. Today, she’s just here to de-stress. 

It only takes an hour and she feels much more like herself. Why she lets herself get so worked up is a point of confusion. She’s run into plenty of know-it-all types throughout her university career. Why is Keqing so much more unbearable? How is she able to push all of Ganyu’s buttons just so? Why does it even matter? It’s one project, worth only a portion of her overall grade. Knowing what she does of Keqing, it’s unlikely they’ll do poorly, so what’s the big deal? The fact that she has no ready answers, at least none she is willing to admit, even to herself, is somewhat disconcerting.

She looses a final arrow, watching with satisfaction as it sinks deep into the centre of her target. As she waits for the other archers to finish, Beidou slips onto the range, her hair matted with sweat and a towel over her shoulders. 

“Feel better?” she asks.

“Much,” says Ganyu with a sigh. “I don’t know why I let her get under my skin.”

“Yeah. Might be something else going on there, hey?”

Ganyu feels her face flush and looks resolutely towards the targets in a feeble attempt to hide it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her blush deepens when she notices the clear smirk on Beidou’s face from the corner of her eye.

“Don’t you, though?” says Beidou.

“No. I don’t.”

Thankfully Beidou just laughs and doesn’t push it. But the implication is unsettling. Ganyu thinks about it as she walks back to her apartment. She’s already aware that she finds Keqing aesthetically pleasing. Anyone with eyes would agree. And Ganyu has certainly had crushes on far less appealing people. But that can’t be what this is. She won’t let it be what this is. Keqing is insufferable. End of story.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Anyone catch my B99 reference? Just me?

        




2. Chapter 2


    
    
  The following week starts out just fine. Ganyu makes a point of slipping into class seconds before it starts, and slipping out the moment it ends. She almost feels bad for avoiding Keqing like this, but outside of when she absolutely has to be around her for their project, there’s really no call to spend any more time on what is surely a non-starter friendship. 



  On Friday afternoon, Ganyu is at work when her phone lights up beside her where she’s leaning on the counter, catching up on some class readings. A text from a random number. If the section in her book was more interesting she probably would have ignored the text, but this is as good an excuse as any to shove schoolwork aside for a bit. 



  
    When can we meet tomorrow?
  



  Ganyu furrows her brow in confusion. What kind of creep is sending her cryptic texts? She unlocks her phone to delete the message when she notes a previous text from the same number: 
  
    Keqing.
  
  



  Oh. Ganyu had completely forgotten to add Keqing as a contact in her phone. Embarrassing, but she doesn’t ever have to know. She’s taping out a reply (
  
    not until the afternoon
  
  ) when someone walks into the cafe. Ganyu lifts her head only to come face to face with Keqing herself. 



  “Keqing,” she says, “I was just about to reply to your text.”



  “Oh, good,” she says. “I should mention, I can’t meet in the afternoon, I have a previous commitment.”



  Ganyu groans, deleting what she’d typed on her phone.



  “You’re not really a morning person, are you,” says Keqing.



  “More like I’m not really a person in the mornings,” says Ganyu, already dreading having to get up early two Saturdays in a row. 



  Keqing’s sudden laugh startles her. She looks up, surprised at such a human sound coming from Keqing, who seemed like far too serious a person to do something as mundane as laugh at a lame joke. 



  “Well, I apologise,” says Keqing, a smile lingering on her lips. “After tomorrow we can meet later in the day, or whenever works better for you.”



  Ganyu is a bit taken aback by how accommodating Keqing is being. Maybe she’s not as much of a hardass as she seems. But that doesn’t change how awful tomorrow will be. 



  “Afternoons are good,” says Ganyu. “Evenings are even better.”



  “Noted. But for tomorrow, the latest I can meet is ten.”



  “I can make ten work,” says Ganyu, setting an alarm for 9:50 am in her phone. 



  “How do you take your coffee?”



  “Hmm?”



  “Coffee. I’ll bring us breakfast tomorrow.”



  “Oh, I don’t actually drink coffee,” says Ganyu. “Are you even allowed to have food in the library?”



  “You work at a cafe but don’t drink coffee. And I don’t just suck up to the library staff for fun. It’ll be fine. Do you drink tea?”



  “Wait, does that mean that you sometimes do suck up to them for fun?”



  Keqing huffs a laugh. “People can be very interesting. Did you know the head librarian is a polyglot? Tea? Hot chocolate? Ham or bacon on your breakfast sandwich.”



  It’s like Keqing is intentionally trying to keep Ganyu off balance. She’s reminded of her previous comparison of Keqing to lightning, jumping from point to point at breakneck speed. Once again, Ganyu can hardly keep up.



  “I didn’t, that is interesting. But, um, tea is fine. And neither, I’m vegetarian.”



  “Vegetarian or vegan?”



  In an ideal world, Ganyu would love to be vegan, so she appreciates that Keqing makes the distinction. “Just vegetarian. I can’t afford to be vegan yet.”



  Keqing laughs again, and Ganyu finds herself thinking, against her better judgement, that she could get used to the sound. 



  “Okay. Got it,” says Keqing.



  “Right. Um, thanks.”



  Ganyu isn’t sure what else to say. She keeps thinking that this is very different from the Keqing she knows, but then again, she doesn’t actually know her all that well. Aside from observing her in class, this is only, what, the fourth? Maybe fifth conversation they’ve had? Maybe the Keqing in class is the outlier and this is the real one. Or maybe she’s neither, or maybe a combination—



  “Do you mind if I order?”



  Ah, shit. “Right! Sorry, yes, what can I get you,” says Ganyu, blushing at being caught spacing out. 



  Keqing doesn’t comment on it though and just orders the same thing as last time. She leaves with a simple “See you tomorrow, Ganyu,” after being handed her food, and Ganyu watches as her vague form vanishes out of sight through the rippled glass. She glances down at the receipt Keqing declined to take, struggling to justify a twenty-five per cent tip.
  

  




  For maybe the second time in her life, Ganyu wakes up before her alarm. Like any responsible adult, she uses the extra time to huddle under the covers and fret about the day ahead. She’s got mixed feelings about meeting with Keqing, mostly because she can’t reconcile her behaviour yesterday with behaviour from previous encounters. Obviously, this means she needs more data, more points with which she can then more accurately graph, calculate, then quantify what sort of person Keqing is. But that means spending more time around Keqing, which she doesn’t want to do. Right? Ugh. Ganyu fights the urge to throw her pillow across the room. Why is everything such a mess? Why can’t Keqing just be a straight-up bitch and leave it at that? Why does she have to be human and complicated and multi-dimensional in addition to being a certifiable hottie? Doesn’t seem fair somehow. 



  Regardless, she eventually drags herself out of bed and manages to make it to the library only three minutes after ten. Ganyu finds Keqing already at the table on the seventh floor, books spread out around her, laptop open, fingers flying over the keys. Ganyu is willing to bet she’s been here since eight anyways. At Keqing’s elbow is a to-go cup and a half-eaten breakfast sandwich. Across from her on the other side of the table, in front of Ganyu’s seat, is a thermos and a paper bag. 



  “Good morning,” says Ganyu. 



  Keqing pauses briefly as she glances up at Ganyu before resuming her frenzied typing. “Good morning,” she says. “I hope you don’t mind I got started early.”



  Ganyu takes her seat and starts pulling out her own laptop and notes. “I don’t mind at all.” She hesitates for a moment, then adds, “Thank you for agreeing to meet a little later.”



  Keqing’s eyes flicker up to meet hers for a second before returning to her screen. “It’s fine,” she says. 



  Ganyu processes this as she boots up her computer. Keqing is a little cooler today than she was yesterday. But two sentences isn’t quite enough to draw any concrete conclusions. 



  As Ganyu settles into her seat, she nudges the thermos. “Is this for me?”



  “Yes,” says Keqing. “I hope Earl Grey is okay, it’s all I had.”



  Ganyu opens the bag and pulls out a container of mixed berries, yoghurt, and granola. Ganyu had been expecting Keqing to just pick up a danish or something at a grocery store or a drive-through. But this looks like she put it together at home, which only adds more confusing fuel to the ‘figure Keqing out’ fire. 



  “More than okay. Thank you,” says Ganyu.



  Keqing glances up at her again and just repeats, “It’s fine.”



  It’s really not, but Ganyu isn’t about to argue the point. She’s not even sure she could without giving away far more than she is even able to admit. 



  They work in silence for an hour or so, only speaking to ask for a book to be passed or to remind the other to refresh the google doc after one of them has made edits.



  Then, Keqing lets out an exasperated sigh. “You didn’t,” she says.



  “I didn’t what?” asks Ganyu, brows raised.



  “You didn’t seriously reference Zhongli four separate times in the introduction.”



  Ganyu frowns. “Yes, I did. It’s just a rough draft. I can condense them down later.”



  “No, I mean why reference him at all? There are,” she pauses as she counts, “five other books I sent you that cover adaptation theory. You could have used any of those.”



  “I could have, but I didn’t. Zhongli’s book is the most comprehensive.”



  “That doesn’t make it better.”



  “Doesn’t make it worse, either.”



  Keqing exhales. “Look, I don’t want to argue with you—”



  “Then don’t!” snaps Ganyu. “I’m not sure what you have against Zhongli, but he’s prolific in the field for a reason. It would be lunacy to not reference his essays on adapted films in our paper on adaptation theories.”



  If Keqing seems taken aback by Ganyu’s outburst, it’s nothing to how Ganyu feels. She doesn’t talk like that. That isn’t her. But at the same time, she’s not wrong. And Keqing’s anti-Zhongli campaign is starting to feel more like a personal vendetta than anything academic.



  “Just what is your problem with Zhongli?” Ganyu asks. 



  Keqing frowns, and for a moment Ganyu thinks she isn’t even going to answer. “I don’t have a problem with him per se.”



  “Then what’s so wrong with citing his work?”



  “My problem is with how universal his theories have become. He’s not the only filmmaker who’s become a theorist. The field’s dependence on him is fostering stagnation. No one is doing their own work anymore, just using his. It’s… weak. It’s not doing anyone any favours now, and in the long-run has the potential to set the whole industry back. How many creative or avant-garde ideas have been quashed over the years because they couldn’t be hammered into a Zhongli-shaped mould?” Keqing punctuates her speech by folding her arms and shooting Ganyu a defiant glare. 



  Well. Ganyu can’t say those aren’t valid concerns. But she knows Zhongli. He loves his work and cares deeply about fostering that passion in aspiring filmmakers. He’d never shoot down something new just because he didn’t come up with it first. And whatever perceived hyper fixation the rest of the industry has with his work is completely beyond his control.



  “What about you?” asks Keqing.



  “What about me?”



  “Why do you worship him?”



  Ganyu scoffs. “I don’t worship him.” 



  Keqing raises an eyebrow. 



  “I don’t,” Ganyu says. “I just, I think, you know. He’s too passionate about film to hinder its growth like that. He takes his work very seriously. He only wants to improve the field academically and enrich people’s lives by bettering their understanding of the medium.”



  “I don’t doubt that,” says Keqing. “But even the best intentions can have harmful ramifications.”



  “I’m telling you, he wouldn’t let that happen. No one cares about film as much as Zhongli.”



  Keqing narrows her eyes. “How do you know?”



  Ganyu clenches her jaw. This is not ideal. It’s not against the law to be related to your professor, but it sure isn’t a good look to the other students. They jump to all kinds of conclusions, none of which tend to be accurate.



  “There’s something you’re not telling me,” Keqing presses. 



  Ganyu hates this, but she can’t see a way out. She’s never been a good liar and there’s a reason she was always cast as the tree in grade school plays. 



  “He’s my uncle,” she says at last. 



  Keqing’s mouth forms a perfect ‘O’ before she barks out a laugh. Not the nice-sounding laugh from yesterday. This one is harsher, derisive even. Ganyu can feel the heat rising in her face. 



  “So, the truth comes out,” says Keqing. “It all makes sense now. You’ve drunk the kool-aid.”



  “Hardly,” says Ganyu. “It’s not like—”



  “Let me guess,” Keqing says. “You’ll be applying for grad school as well? Prestigious program, highly competitive. Must be nice having an in.”



  “It’s not like that! Zhongli doesn’t even see any of my coursework. The TA marks everything I do. And yes, I am planning to apply for the graduate program, and for your information, Zhongli has already recused himself from the evaluation process, even if he is the department head. I might be legally related to him, but that doesn’t change the fact that he’s probably one of the best damn film theorists there is!” 



  Ganyu slumps back in her chair, exhausted. She can’t even remember the last time she raised her voice at anyone. It doesn’t feel great. She doesn’t want to be here anymore, doesn’t want to see Keqing’s reaction. She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. 



  “What do you mean ‘legally?’” Keqing asks. 



  Of course, she would latch onto that detail. Like a leech. “Exactly what it sounds like,” Ganyu says, not bothering to open her eyes. “I’m adopted. Zhongli is my adoptive mother’s brother.”



  “Oh.” 



  Ganyu runs her hands over her face. “Look,” she says, finally opening her eyes. “I don’t care anymore. I’ll rewrite the intro if it matters that much to you.”



  Keqing opens her mouth but reconsiders, snapping it shut and just nodding. 



  “And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t spread it around, me being related to Zhongli,” continues Ganyu. “The university knows, but some of the other students might make a big deal out of it.”



  Keqing is giving her a funny look, but all she says is, “I understand.”



  “Thank you,” says Ganyu. She turns her attention back to her work, studiously avoiding looking at Keqing for the rest of the morning. 


 


  Ganyu spends all of Sunday holed up in her apartment. She does rewrite the introduction like she said she would. She doesn’t think it’s better, but it’s at least not much worse. She ignores a text from Beidou, and another a few hours later from Beidou’s girlfriend, which was no doubt sent by Beidou. She’s just not in the mood to see anyone.



  She still feels exhausted when classes resume on Monday, which she uses as an excuse to continue avoiding Keqing. She still can’t sort out how she feels. She’s for sure still mad at her. Or maybe frustrated is more accurate? Either way, it doesn’t make the weight of Keqing stare from across the room any easier to bear. 



  On Wednesday, Keqing sends her a text.



  
    When do you want to meet?
  



  Ganyu types out ‘
  
    NEVER’
  
   then deletes it, settling instead for reiterating what she’s already told her: 



  
    Saturday evening would be best. 
  



  
    The library closes at 5 on Saturdays. We can meet at my place if you want?
  



  Ugh. No, Ganyu does not want, but she also super does not want Keqing at her place. So that limits the options. 
  
    That’s fine.
  



  Keqing sends her the address and a time. Ganyu debates not even replying but ends up sending a thumbs up emoji just to show she at least got the message. 



  Far too quickly, Saturday rolls around. Ganyu starts to regret choosing the evening to meet up with Keqing because that just forces her to spend the entire day full of dread. Even a couple hours at the archery range doesn’t do much to quell her inner turmoil. 



  At least Keqing’s building is easy to get to. Three stops on the LRT and two blocks on foot finds Ganyu staring up at a ritzy highrise next to the river valley. Ganyu’s no expert on rent prices, but she’s willing to bet her next paycheque that this place doesn’t run cheap. 



  She hits the buzzer next to Keqing’s name and the front door clicks open. Initially, Ganyu had debated taking the stairs in a last-ditch effort to put off the inevitable just a little longer, but with a unit number like 2507, Ganyu decides against it; it’s not worth the pain of hiking up 25 flights of stairs, nothing is, really. Finally, she’s standing in front of Keqing’s door. She’s not sure what to expect, but she takes a deep breath and knocks.



  The doors opens almost immediately, and Ganyu wonders for a moment if Keqing had been watching for her through the peephole. Scary thought. 



  “Hey,” says Keqing, taking a step back. “Please, come in.” 



  Ganyu crosses the threshold, and can’t help but stare. Keqing’s apartment looks like something out of a magazine. Everything is new and shiny, from the chrome kitchen appliances to the huge flat screen mounted on the wall. Massive windows give an incredible view of the city skyline. There’s no way a normal student could afford a place like this.



  “Uh, Keqing,” says Ganyu, unable to keep the awe out of her voice. “Are you rich?”



  Ganyu cringes internally. She’s not usually so gauche, but then again, Keqing does seem to be able to bring out the full spectrum of her emotions and mannerisms, particularly the ones she tries to suppress. 



  A hint of a blush colours Keqing’s cheeks as she glances around her home. “
  
    I’m
  
   not rich. But my family is, I guess. My parents own this condo.”



  “Huh,” says Ganyu as she steps closer to the windows to better admire the view. She may have lived nearly four years in this city, but she so rarely leaves campus, she still feels like a tourist. 



  “I was just about to order some takeout, any preferences?” asks Keqing.



  “Just no meat,” says Ganyu, still distracted as the deepening twilight descends on downtown, making the streetlights below sparkle like so many distant stars.



  “I remember.”



  Ganyu glances over her shoulder, but Keqing has turned away, tapping out an order on her phone. With one last look out the window, Ganyu moves to take a seat at the kitchen table where Keqing’s computer and books are already set out. A moment later Keqing joins her, sitting across from Ganyu. 



  It is possible for this situation to be more awkward, but not by much. Ganyu doesn’t know what to say. Being here in Keqing’s space, letting her feed her again, but still feeling an inexplicably intense dislike: it’s all a bit overwhelming. 



  She clears her throat and pulls out her phone. She can resolve one of those feelings right now at least. “What’s your email? I’ll e-transfer you some cash for the food.”



  Keqing’s eyes flicker up to meet hers as she shakes her head. “It’s fine,” she says. 



  “No, it’s not. I can’t have you feeding me every weekend. I work for a living, you know.” 



  It’s a feeble attempt at humour, but Keqing cracks a smile anyway. 



  “I know,” says Keqing. “But this is for last time. I just want—I mean—”



  Ganyu narrows her eyes. “Are you trying to apologise?” 



  Keqing blushes and nods.



  It takes all of Ganyu’s willpower to not laugh. If it was anyone else sitting across from her she would have called it cute. Actually, seeing Keqing’s crimson face and downcast eyes, she still might. But she’s not about to refuse an offered olive branch, especially since, knowing Keqing, it’s likely to turn into thorns before long. 



  “Okay,” says Ganyu, setting her phone aside. “Then I accept. Thank you.”



  Keqing’s shoulders noticeably relax and they get to work, being interrupted only when the food arrives. Ganyu would be tempted to call it a companionable silence, but she’s also bracing for whatever new storm might be brewing behind Keqing’s calm exterior. 



  “Your new introduction,” begins Keqing a while later, and Ganyu manages to not roll her eyes.



  “What about it?”



  “It’s… good.”



  “But?”



  “The writing is a little flat,” says Keqing after a moment. 



  “Are you going to criticise everything I write for this paper? It’s still a rough draft. I can tighten it up later. Just be happy I used your sources.”



  Ganyu goes back to reading, but when Keqing doesn’t resume her typing, she glances back up to find Keqing staring at her.



  “What?”



  “Nothing,” says Keqing, then because it’s clearly not nothing, she continues. “I think we went about this the wrong way.”



  “How do you mean?”



  “Dividing up the different sections. It’s going to be difficult to develop a cohesive voice in the final paper if we’re each writing separately.”



  Ganyu turns this over in her mind. While Keqing may be right, Ganyu is not convinced it matters that much. Lots of published essays have multiple authors and they surely don’t huddle together crafting each and every sentence to ensure their voices mesh. Then again, they’ve all probably worked together long enough that that kind of blending likely happens naturally. 



  That certainly isn’t happening here. Keqing and Ganyu are very different, and that becomes almost comically clear on paper. It probably doesn’t matter. But it’s Ganyu’s final year and this is a 500 level course. There’s a very real chance this paper could be used to evaluate her when she applies for grad school. And the meticulous perfectionist in her really wants to submit the best work possible. Which means a lot more work. And a lot more time with Keqing. 



  She sighs. “So, what?” says Ganyu. “You want to start over and write everything together? That’s going to take way longer.”



  “And? We’re already nearly half done with the rough draft. The paper isn’t due until the end of the semester. We have the time.”



  True. But still. Ugh.



  “Fine. Where do you want to start?”



  Keqing scoops up her laptop in one arm and grabs her chair with the other, dragging it around the table to sit beside Ganyu. Ganyu gives herself a mental pat on the back for not overtly leaning away from the closer proximity.  



  They start with one of Keqing’s sections which details the various popular adaptation theories. Progress is slow. They disagree more often than not and Keqing refuses to budge on more than one point. Her stubborn streak is wider than most freeways. After an hour, they manage to finish revising a few paragraphs, resulting in something they are both more or less okay with. It’s a start at least. 



  Ganyu is ready to keep going, but she notices Keqing glancing at the clock on the microwave more and more often. She supposes it follows that someone who has no problem being awake at the crack of dawn might also be the type to go to bed early. And besides, as Keqing said, they have lots of time. The end of the semester is still months away.



  “We can call it a night here if you want,” says Ganyu, trying to give Keqing an out.



  Keqing rubs her eyes with the heels of her hands. “No, we should work a bit longer.”



  Ganyu frowns. She’s no stranger to late nights, and judging by Keqing’s work ethic, she probably isn’t either, but there’s no real call for it at the moment. “It’s getting kinda late,” she tries again.



  “And? Are you tired?” says Keqing. 



  There’s some kind of challenge laced into her words, and while Ganyu isn’t typically a competitive person, its implication sets her teeth on edge. Fine. If Keqing wants to pull an all-nighter, Ganyu is game. She does her best work after midnight anyway. 



  “Not at all,” says Ganyu. 



  Keqing gets up multiple times over the next several hours to make coffee. Only once does Ganyu take her up on her offer for a cup of tea. Their progress is steady. They finish rewriting one section and are about to move on to another when the dull 
  
    thunk
  
   of Keqing’s head hitting the table as she falls asleep announces the winner of their unspoken contest.



  
    Honestly, it’s about time, 
  
  thinks Ganyu, shaking her head. Keqing has been fighting a losing battle since 2 am, and in the last half hour, her head had started nodding with alarming frequency. Ganyu has half a mind to wake her up just to rub it in her face, but she stays her hand. Instead, she watches Keqing, her breaths slow and rhythmic. She’s going to have a massive red mark on her forehead when she wakes up. Ganyu has fallen asleep at enough desks to know from experience. For some reason, the thought of Keqing with a tomato red forehead, cheeks blushing to match, makes Ganyu smile. 



  Wait. No! She gives her head a sharp shake. Keqing is not to be thought of in that way. She is the enemy, and Ganyu has just won a decisive victory. Now she can go home and sleep all day in celebration. 



  Her hands pause in the act of reaching for her backpack. She doesn’t want to wake Keqing up. But if she leaves, who will lock the door behind her? She hesitates, heart twisting with indecision. It shouldn’t be a big deal. Probably nothing will happen. Statistically, the chances are almost zero that Keqing would be robbed blind. But they aren’t zero. With a sigh, Ganyu turns her attention back to her laptop. She’d already mentally committed to an all-nighter. Might as well follow through. 



  It turns out Keqing snores. Ganyu is willing to give her the benefit of the doubt and assume it’s only because of her awkward position, but still. Hilarious. Also distractingly loud. Ganyu takes her laptop and tiptoes into the living room to keep working. 



  The eastern sky is turning a violent pink when Keqing finally wakes up with a start, sitting bolt upright. Ganyu looks over the back of the couch and watches her as she struggles to get her bearings. Keqing’s eyes fall on the empty seat beside her, taking in the books and backpack, before she turns around, locking eyes with Ganyu who gives her a small wave.



  “Good morning, sunshine,” says Ganyu.



  Keqing clears her throat before trying to speak. “Good morning,” she says, and her voice is still so heavy with sleep, Ganyu can’t help but smile. 



  Keqing clears her throat again. “How long was I asleep?” she asks. 



  Ganyu glances at the clock on her laptop. “Couple hours.”



  “Why didn’t you wake me up?”



  A good question. And in hindsight, Ganyu doesn’t have a reason beyond proving she is the undefeated queen of the all-nighter. Which is to say, no reason at all. 



  She just shrugs. “You were tired.”



  “And you stayed?”



  Another good question. Man, Keqing really doesn’t pull any punches first thing in the morning. Again, Ganyu doesn’t have an answer she wants to give. Her reason seemed logical enough at the time, but with the faint dawn light pouring into the room, it now seems almost silly. 



  She shrugs again. “I wasn’t tired,” she says. 



  She shuts her laptop with a snap, and stands up, moving back to the table to pack up her things. “I finished annotating the next two sections,” she says, zipping up her backpack. “We can flesh them out next weekend.”



  “Oh, right,” says Keqing. She looks like she wants to say something else, like she’s struggling to condense her thoughts into words. 



  Ganyu waits for a beat or two, but when nothing seems to be forthcoming she heads for the door. “I’ll see you later.”



  “Wait,” says Keqing as Ganyu’s hand goes to turn the doorknob. “D’you want, um.”



  “Hmm?”



  “Do you want some breakfast or something?”



  Ganyu blinks. What a strange thing to ask. And yet, at the same time, not strange at all? If she had stayed up all night hanging out with Beidou, she probably would have started making pancakes as a matter of course. But this is Keqing. Somehow having breakfast with her at her house feels… more intimate than Ganyu is really comfortable with. They’re not friends. They’re just partners for this stupid project. And once said stupid project is finished, they can go their separate ways and never speak to each other again. Keqing can argue with whatever profs and authority figures she likes, and Ganyu can go back to appreciating her jawline and high cheekbones from a safe distance.  



  Ganyu shakes her head, at herself and at Keqing. “No, thank you. I’m not hungry.” A lie but a harmless one. “See you tomorrow, Keqing.”



  And before Keqing can say anything else confusing, Ganyu slips out into the hall. She leans against the closed door and gives herself a moment to gather her thoughts. She lets out a breath she didn’t realise she was holding. There’s the sound of a similar exasperated huff from the other side of the door, but as Ganyu walks towards the LRT, she convinces herself she just imagined it. 


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Ganyu over here being extra relatable, amiright?

        




3. Chapter 3


    
    
  Over the next couple weeks, they establish a sort of rhythm. They continue to meet on Saturday evenings at Keqing’s place, Keqing continues to level heavy stares from across the room during class, and Ganyu continues to more or less avoid her as much as possible. 



  Avoidance has been a very effective technique for tackling problems in her life. Some problems just go away if you ignore them long enough. Granted, most get exponentially worse, but that’s neither here nor there. Ganyu isn’t a fan of confrontation and that’s what a lot of her interactions with Keqing seem to involve. Better to avoid, avoid, avoid.



  It’s a Monday afternoon when Ganyu gets a text from her aunt, Guizhong. 



  
    Zhongli has some exciting news. Can you make it for dinner on Wednesday?
  



  Ganyu bites her lip, feeling vaguely guilty. It’s been a long time since she last went to visit her aunt and uncle. Though, she sees Zhongli almost every day in class. But still. They’re family. They shouldn’t have to lure her with the promise of a home-cooked meal just so she visits once in a while. Plus it must be big news if he wants to share it in a more controlled setting than just in passing after class. 



  
    Of course, I’d love to come. What time do you want me there? What should I bring?
  



  
    Wonderful! Come for 6, and just bring yourself.
  



  Typical. Fortunately, Ganyu knows what her uncle’s favourite wine is, and doubly fortunate it’s not wildly out of her price range. 



  The following day after class, Keqing manages to catch her before she can make good her escape into the crowded corridors. 



  “Hey,” she says, half reaching towards Ganyu as if she may need to physically restrain her from slipping away. 



  “Keqing. Hi,” says Ganyu, making a concentrated effort to inject some enthusiasm into her voice. Just because she doesn’t necessarily understand how she feels about Keqing doesn’t mean she has to be overtly rude to her. 



  “D’you think we could meet tomorrow evening to work some more on our paper? I was reading over what we have so far, and I think we need to find more sources for sections four and seven.”



  “Oh, I can’t tomorrow,” says Ganyu. And then because she feels like maybe she sounded a little too pleased about that, and Keqing is giving her a look like she doesn’t quite believe her, she adds, “I’m going to visit my aunt and uncle for dinner.”



  Keqing still looks sceptical. “Thursday, then?”



  “For sure,” says Ganyu, eager to end the conversation. “Thursday.”



  “Okay,” says Keqing, hiking her messenger bag higher onto her shoulder. “See you in the library on Thursday.” And then she’s gone, vanishing into the flow of bodies in the hall. 



  Ganyu remains rooted to the spot, chewing her bottom lip, wondering if things can possibly get more awkward between them and wondering if Keqing feels the same way.



  

  




  At five-thirty on Wednesday evening, Ganyu gives two brisk knocks on the door of her aunt and uncle’s home. They live in an adorable inner-city neighbourhood, where half the houses are chic modern infills and the rest are wartime victorian-style bungalows. Being the people that they are, Zhongli and Guizhong live in probably one of the oldest houses on the street but have lovingly restored it over the years. 



  As she waits for the door to open, Ganyu adjusts the sleeves of her cardigan. It’s not one she wears very often, feeling it’s a little too fancy for everyday wear. It’s not that her aunt expects her to dress up for dinners, but at the same time, she will appreciate the effort, and Ganyu is not above putting in a little extra effort to keep the people she cares about happy. 



  The door swings open, revealing Zhongli in a frilly pink apron, barbeque tongs in hand. 



  “Ganyu,” he says sounding genuinely pleased. “I didn’t expect you quite so early, considering how close to the wire you’ve been cutting it for class.”



  Ganyu groans. “I’m sorry. That has nothing to do with your class and everything to do with a certain someone in them.”



  Zhongli hums, as he steps aside, ushering her into the entryway. “Are things not going well with Keqing?”



  “No, no, it’s fine,” she says, neatly placing her shoes on the rack by the door. “We don’t have to talk about it, it’s all good.”



  Zhongli raises an eyebrow at her before turning to lead the way into the kitchen. “If you insist,” he says. 



  Dinner is a relaxing and pleasant affair. Guizhong fusses over Ganyu for the few minutes required by aunt law, and then they all work together to finish up preparing the food. The conversation at the table is easy and light, filled with stories and gossip of what some of the cousins are up to and Ganyu’s mother’s latest invention idea. 



  After dinner and the dishes are done, they all move to the living room. Zhongli is swirling a glass of the wine Ganyu brought, his eyes unfocused. 



  Guizhong looks at him expectantly. “Well? Are you going to tell Ganyu your news?”



  “If I don’t, I assume you will?”



  She purses her lips at him, a dangerous glint in her eyes. Ganyu suppresses a smile. 



  He takes the hint, turning to face Ganyu. “There’s a production company out east that is producing a documentary on, well, filmmaking I suppose. The theories behind the art and how it conveys or skews the viewer’s perception of reality.”



  Ganyu nods. It sounds pretty abstract, which is honestly right up Zhongli’s alley. 



  “Over the summer,” Zhongli continues, ”I was approached to be one of the subject matter experts but,” he pauses and Ganyu waits with a slight sinking feeling about where this is going. “The previous director had to drop out for personal reasons. They’ve asked me to take over. I’ll be leaving next week to start pre-production.”



  “Oh, that’s amazing!” she says. And she really is happy for him, she knows he’s missed being on sets and making films. But she’s sad for herself. Besides being her uncle, Zhongli is just a really good professor, an incredibly understanding teacher who honestly cares about the success of his students. The rest of the semester won’t be the same without him. 



  Guizhong gives Zhongli a fond look. “The university isn’t too happy about it, but they’d die before giving up the prestige that will be associated with a project like this. And of course, the infamous Dr Zhongli.”



  Zhongli takes a sip of his wine and smiles at her. “Now you’re just making fun of me.”



  “Who’s going to take over your classes?” asks Ganyu.



  “I’m not sure,” says Zhongli. “That’s up to the university.”



  “Well, I’m sure going to miss my guaranteed A,” jokes Ganyu, and they all laugh. But Ganyu feels like the ground is shifting right under her feet. This is going to change things, and she’s unsure if she’s prepared to deal with all that that entails.



  When Ganyu steps off the train back on campus later that evening, her head feels like it’s stuffed full of cotton. Her mind can’t seem to wrap around the idea of a substitute prof taking over for Zhongli and the domino effect that will have for the rest of the class. Particularly how it might affect their project. Maybe the new prof will cancel it. But considering how much work most of the students have already invested, that might cause a riot. 



  Lost in thought as she is, it’s unsurprising when a voice calling her name catches her unawares. 



  “Ganyu, I didn’t expect to see you here.”



  Ganyu jumps, startled, and looks around. She’d been walking towards her apartment, and it’s just dumb luck that her path would take her past the Library Tower at the exact time that Keqing is leaving it. 



  “Oh, yeah,” says Ganyu. “I’m just on my way home from visiting my aunt and uncle.”



  Keqing nods and glances in the direction Ganyu is heading. “You live on campus?” 



  “Yeah,” says Ganyu. She’s surprised Keqing didn’t already know that, but then again, Ganyu has been more than a little guarded around Keqing. She sort of regrets confirming the detail, feeling like every little thing Keqing knows about her might one day be used against her. But that’s such a childish thought. She sighs and shakes her head. Maybe it doesn’t matter anymore since maybe they won’t have to work together for much longer. 



  “Is everything okay?” Keqing asks. “You seem distracted.”



  It’s not surprising that Keqing would pick up on it. She’s inconveniently sharp. For a moment Ganyu considers telling her about Zhongli leaving, but decides against it. It’s not her news to tell. And besides, everyone will know soon enough. 



  “I’m fine, just a little tired,” she says. Then in an attempt to change the subject, “Were you working on the project?”



  Keqing looks like she doesn’t believe her, but doesn’t press the issue. “I was, for a bit. Then I worked on assignments from some of my other classes.”



  Ganyu nods, wondering briefly what Keqing’s other classes are. Keqing for her part is still watching Ganyu closely. Something that looks a bit like concern in her eyes. 



  “Anyway. If you’re tired, I won’t keep you.” She hesitates for a moment, then adds, “We don’t have to meet tomorrow. Once a week is plenty. I was just overthinking things.” 



  Ordinarily, Ganyu would likely have read into this statement, coming up with all kinds of fabricated reasons and scenarios for why Keqing changed her mind. But now all she feels is relief. “Okay,” she says. “See you in class, Keqing.”



  Keqing just raises a hand in a small wave then turns toward the LRT station. Ganyu watches her go for a moment, then when none of her thoughts coalesce into anything that makes any sense, decides that maybe she really is tired and that an early night might not be such a bad idea. 



  Zhongli announces his departure at the end of class on Friday. So typical that he would wait until the last possible moment. The room instantly fills with chatter when they are dismissed, students wondering about who will take his place. Ganyu doesn’t even have to look to know Keqing’s eyes are following her as she makes her way out the door. 



  When Saturday evening rolls around, Ganyu once again finds herself standing outside Keqing’s condo. Her arm is raised, ready to knock, but she hesitates. She has a strong suspicion that tonight is going to be more trying than usual.



  Before her knuckles even make contact with the glossy white paint of the door, it swings inward, revealing Keqing, one hand on her hip. 



  “You knew, didn’t you?” she says by way of greeting.



  Ganyu rolls her eyes, and steps past Keqing, not waiting for an invitation. “Hello, Keqing, how are you? Oh, I’m great. Thanks for asking,” she says, kicking off her chucks by the door and making her way to the kitchen table where Keqing’s laptop is already set up. Funny how comfortable she is at Keqing’s place now. Ganyu makes a point of not thinking about it too hard.



  A faint blush dusts Keqing’s cheeks. If Ganyu knew her less, she probably wouldn’t have noticed it at all. “Sorry,” she says, taking her seat beside Ganyu, “Good evening. But you did know, right?”



  Ganyu looks at her out of the corner of her eye while she sets up her laptop. “Yes, I knew. Zhongli told me on Wednesday.”



  She can see the accusation in Keqing’s eyes. Keqing did ask, after all, if anything was wrong when they ran into each other Wednesday evening. But she keeps the accusation silent. Instead, she asks, “What do you think is going to happen with this project?”



  “You mean, is the replacement prof going to trash the whole assignment?”



  Keqing nods.



  “I don’t think so,” Ganyu sighs. “Think of how much work we’ve all put into it already. I can think of a few in our class who would go straight to the Dean if all that work was for nothing.”



  “Yeah,” scoffs Keqing, “And I’d be right there with them.”



  “Me too,” Ganyu admits, surprising herself. She’s sure she would gladly have her Saturday evenings back to herself, but she also really needs something to show for all this time spent with Keqing. Something besides a disconcerting admiration for her eyes, anyway. She clears her throat. “Plus, I think the other profs in the department all respect Zhongli too much to so openly scorn his methods.” She gives Keqing a meaningful look.



  It’s Keqing’s turn to roll her eyes. “I’m sure you’re right.”



  They don’t discuss it any further, and they work as diligently on their paper as if nothing will be changing at all.
  

  



 


  Ganyu makes a point of arriving just a hair earlier to class on Monday morning. She knows from painful experience that Zhongli is one of the more laid back of all the professors in the film department, and she can think of a couple that would take a last-minute arrival to class as a personal insult. So at five to, she slides into her usual seat in the back of the room. Keqing, who seems to have some kind of spidey sense when it relates to her arrival times, glances back at her and nods in greeting. Ganyu gives her a small half-smile in return. 



  And that’s when things take a turn for the worst. Out of the dozens of professors, grad students, and qualified TAs in the department, the university for some reason thought sending Childe was a good idea. Ganyu only just manages to stifle her groan when he quite literally bounds to the front of the room.



  “Okay kiddies! The cat’s away so it’s time to play!” 



  It’s easy to see who has experienced Childe before. Ganyu can see people slouching down in their chairs, hands running over faces, one girl even crosses herself. Those who don’t yet know what they’re in for, such as Keqing, are looking at Childe with polite attention. That will soon change, Ganyu thinks darkly. 



  Childe, of course, doesn’t even bother to introduce himself, he just jumps right into the lecture. It catches everyone off guard, even Keqing, who scrambles to boot up her laptop.



  By the end of the hour, Ganyu is ready for a two-day nap. They easily covered the same amount of content in one class as Zhongli would cover in a week. At first blush, that might seem efficient, but Ganyu knows it’s only because when they get far enough ahead, he likes to dedicate entire classes to ‘extracurricular studies’ which usually means watching sports bloopers or shoddy life hack videos online. 



  Once in the corridor, she pulls out her phone and wastes no time texting Zhongli.



  
    They got Childe to cover our class. CHILDE. I will never forgive you. 
  



  Zhongli replies a second later with three laughing face emojis. He’s just mocking her pain, now. But before she can type up a suitably scathing reply, a hand grabs her elbow. Ganyu spins around, eyes wide and comes face to face with Keqing. 



  “Oh, Keqing,” she says, a hand over her heart. “You scared me.”



  “Sorry,” says Keqing automatically. “Hey, have you had a class with that prof before?”



  Ganyu grimaces. “Unfortunately, yes.” Keqing falls in step beside her as they head towards the exit. “His name is Childe, or that’s what he asks to be called anyway. It’s fitting, at least.”



  Keqing nods, absorbing the information. “He seems,” she hesitates, “a bit, I dunno, unpredictable?”



  “He can be,” says Ganyu. “Make no mistake, he’s a genius, but he’s just… very different in every way from Zhongli.” She looks at Keqing out of the corner of her eye. “You’ll probably need to revise your note-taking style.” 



  She meant it as a joke, a slight jab at how Keqing, with her 100 words per minute typing, would take down Zhongli’s lectures verbatim. Childe’s lecture style is all over the map making note-taking difficult at best. But Keqing takes the comment to heart, nodding again, a serious look on her face.



  “Yeah, it was almost impossible to take coherent notes today.” 



  Well, if anyone will come up with a trick to take notes in a Childe class, it will be Keqing, of that Ganyu has no doubt. 



  After a moment of thoughtful silence, Keqing jerks her head up, seeming to recall where she is. “I have to get to my next class. See you, Ganyu.” She peels away heading down another corridor. 



  Ganyu watches her go, realising with a start that that may have been one of their most normal conversations to date, even with Ganyu’s subtle provocation. She frowns, not liking where her unruly thoughts are taking her, and shoves open the exterior door with a little more force than needed. 
  

  



 


  “Damn, you’re a tough one to pin down these days,” says Beidou, sliding into the booth across from Ganyu. After weeks without properly hanging out, they finally found a time to meet up for lunch. Not that smoothie bars tend to have fantastic food options, but this place is close to campus, and Beidou is a big fan of the protein boosters. 



  Ganyu glances up from her spinach smoothie, offering a small shrug to Beidou and her girlfriend, Ningguang, who sits down a moment later next to Beidou. 



  “I’m sorry,” says Ganyu. “Dr Zhongli took a leave of absence, so a new prof took over, and it’s such a disaster.”



  “Yikes. Which prof?” 



  “Childe.”



  Beidou and Ningguang exchange looks. “Godspeed,” says Ningguang and Beidou shakes her head. Neither of them will have had a class with Childe themselves, not being film majors, but Childe is such that his reputation precedes him in almost every department. 



  Beidou doesn’t dwell on it, however. “How’s your project coming? Still spending plenty of time with your transfer student?”



  “More than I’d like,” says Ganyu, tapping her smoothie cup on the table. 



  “You sure about that?” says Beidou. Ganyu glares at her and Ningguang elbows her in the ribs. 



  “Leave the poor girl alone, Bei,” she says. “An enemies to lovers arc is best left to its own devices.”



  “Oh, god, not you too, Ningguang,” says Ganyu. “Keqing is just—”



  “Wait, Keqing?” asks Beidou, reaching across the table and grabbing Ganyu’s arm. “Your transfer student is Keqing? Purple hair? ‘Bout this tall? Absolutely ripped?”



  “Uh, I don’t know anything about that last one,” says Ganyu, feeling like she’s just been punched in the gut. “You know her?”



  “Yeah! Met her a few weeks ago at the gym,” says Beidou. “We spot each other now, since 
  
    some people
  
   refuse to do any weight training with me.” She eyes both Ningguang and Ganyu, who just shrug and roll their eyes. “She seems cool,” Beidou adds, almost as an afterthought. 



  Ganyu doesn’t know what to say to that. Partly because she kind of agrees. Keqing does seem cool. Ganyu’s been to her condo, after all, she’s seen her bookshelves packed with rare vinyl, first edition hardcovers, and porcelain figurines of mythical creatures. But every interaction with Keqing just seems to add to the confusion swirling in her mind rather than helping clear it. 



  “I guess,” she says finally. 



  “You should join us next time,” offers Beidou. “I bet she’s different outside of academics.”



  That might be true, but it also might be that Ganyu just has no grasp of who the real Keqing is anyway. It’s a moot point. Ganyu isn’t into the whole weight scene, she’d rather stick to the archery range, maybe some yoga if pressed. 



  “We’ll see,” she says, promising nothing, before changing the topic to less distressing subjects.


 

 


  The next couple of weeks are eyes opening. Ganyu knew it would be bad with Childe teaching, but when he throws a pop quiz at them, which a quiz in a 500 level course is surprising enough, Ganyu’s score on it sends her into the foulest of foul moods. It’s not a terrible score, just not up to her usual standards, and with her grad school application looming on the horizon, slipping grades is the last thing she needs right now. 



  A storm cloud hangs over her head all day, following her through a dull shift at the cafe and into her remaining classes. It’s almost a relief when she gets a text from Beidou.



  
    Gym?
  



  
    Yes, 
  
  Ganyu replies.



  She doesn’t bother trying to find Beidou first, she just heads straight to the archery range. Her frustration rises when she can’t seem to focus enough to hit the centre of a single target. She’s distracted, and she doesn’t want to think about what exactly it is that’s distracting her. But after another disappointing round, she decides to call it, packing up her things and heading for the weight room.



  She rests her hands on the window sill, looking into the room from the hall, eyes searching until she finds her target. There, at the squat rack, is Beidou, hefting a set of weights and securing them onto the bar, before getting herself into position. A moment later, emerging from behind a rack of dumbbells, is Keqing. Ganyu watches as she goes to stand near Beidou, spotting her as she squats the bar with ease. Then, They swap places, and Beidou is right, Keqing is ripped. Even from this distance, Ganyu can see the definition in her quads through her leggings and admires the way her shoulders flex as she takes the weight of the bar. She squats it as easily as Beidou. 



  Ganyu can’t be blamed for not noticing these facts sooner. Keqing almost exclusively wears relaxed-fit jeans or knee-length skirts paired with button-downs and cardigans to class. But here in purple leggings, a tank top, and compression sleeves, it’s impossible not to take note. She sighs, defeated. Maybe it is time to just admit to herself that she doesn’t just appreciate Keqing’s looks as an impartial observer. She is actually, legitimately attracted to her. Damn it.



  When Beidou turns towards the windows, Ganyu raises her hand, catching her eye. Beidou’s face splits into a grin and she waves for Ganyu to join them. Keqing looks up when she sees Beidou motion, turning her head to see who she’s calling over. When her eyes lock with Ganyu’s, her eyebrows shoot upward, disappearing into her bangs. Ganyu takes a deep breath, and pushing the door to the weight room open, crosses the floor toward them, nimbly dodging a few sweaty-looking guys on the way.



  “Ganyu!” says Beidou when she’s close enough to hear. “Wanna turn?”



  “Mmm, pass,” says Ganyu, glancing at Keqing, whose eyes are jumping back and forth between her and Beidou, a calculating look on her face. 



  Beidou laughs. “Oh, come on. You’ll never get better if you don’t practise.”



  Ganyu just shakes her head. The last time she tried weight training with Beidou was in first year. It wasn’t the weights that she minded so much as all the people watching. It made her feel self-conscious in a way she hadn’t felt in years and she didn’t like it. Much better to stick to what she’s comfortable with and good at. 



  Keqing, always one to get straight to the point, asks, “You two know each other?”



  “Oh, yeah,” says Beidou, wrapping one arm around Ganyu’s neck. “Ganyu and I go way back.”



  “We met in grade seven, and she hasn’t left me alone since,” adds Ganyu. 



  Keqing’s eyebrows climb even further up her face. Understandable really; Beidou and Ganyu are unlikely friends, to say the least. They are, as Zhongli had so kindly reminded her earlier this semester, very different. Different, yet compatible. Ganyu and Keqing, on the other hand, are very different in other ways. One of those ways being that Ganyu is fairly sure she’s got a massive crush on Keqing that is most definitely one-sided. 



  Beidou easily changes the subject, and they chat amicably for a few minutes until Ganyu excuses herself with a claim of tiredness. She’s almost out the door when Keqing calls after her. Ganyu turns, and there Keqing is, having jogged to catch up. She’s standing closer than perhaps she would be normally, but that’s just so they can have a conversation in a noisy gym without shouting, Ganyu reminds herself.



  “I wanted to ask you,” Keqing begins, “Would you be interested in exchanging notes, or maybe studying together? For class?”



  Ganyu tilts her head, thinking. It’s not that she’s opposed to the idea, especially since she stands to gain a lot more than Keqing does. Ganyu is certain Keqing takes more thorough notes than her, especially since Childe took over teaching. But more time with Keqing is surely not going to help dispel her current crush. 



  Keqing notices her hesitation, even if she couldn’t possibly guess the real reason for it. “It’s just, you were right. About Childe. It’s proving to be a challenge to adapt to his… methods.”



  Ganyu huffs a laugh. Then she takes a deep breath. She might regret this, but what’s the point in being young if she’s not going to indulge and do things she regrets? “Yeah, okay,” she says. “To be honest, I didn’t do as well as I would have liked on last week’s quiz.”



  “That quiz was an unmitigated disaster,” Keqing says with a groan. “When should we meet?”



  “Well, Saturdays are for our project, so maybe we can meet during the week sometime?”



  “Okay, how about tomorrow?”



  “Sure.”



  “Okay. Seven o’clock in the library?”



  “Yeah, that works.” There’s a bit of an awkward pause, so Ganyu continues. “Well, see you tomorrow, Keqing.”



  “Yeah, see you.”



  They part ways, Keqing to finish her workout and Ganyu to go home, take a hot shower, and then probably scream into her pillow. 


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Girl’s got it baaaad.

        




4. Chapter 4


    
    They fall into an easy routine. They meet in the evenings every Thursday and Saturday. At first, Thursdays are devoted to meticulously going over notes and preparing for their approaching midterm, but conversation gradually expands to include more general topics. Anything from their grad school applications, to current events. They seem to steer well clear of anything remotely personal, which is fine by Ganyu. She does not need any help digging herself deeper than she already is. 

It’s a few minutes past seven one Thursday when Ganyu arrives in a rush. 

“Hey,” she says, breathless, speed-walking past Keqing to take her seat on the opposite side of the table. “Sorry I’m late.”

Keqing jumps and slams the book she’s reading shut, quickly pulling another book over top to hide it. Ganyu pauses while pulling out her chair, narrowing her eyes at Keqing.

“What’cha reading?”

Keqing is blushing harder than Ganyu has ever seen her. “Nothing,” she says. 

“Uh huh,” says Ganyu, sitting down and reaching across the table for Keqing’s books. It’s got to be something super embarrassing. This is going to be good. 

Keqing pulls her books further away from Ganyu’s hand, which only makes Ganyu raise an eyebrow, a barely suppressed smile on her lips. Keqing seems to realise there’s no escape. She hesitates for only a moment longer before relenting. Her shoulders sag as she shoves them towards Ganyu, defeated.

“Well, well, well, what do we have here,” says Ganyu. She pulls away the top book and stares open-mouthed for a second before bursting out laughing. She shoves them back to Keqing, before burying her head in her arms on the table, still laughing. 

Keqing grabs her books back, her face impossibly redder than it was before. “It’s not funny,” she says, opening the book in question, one of many written by Zhongli, and flipping the pages to find her spot again. 

“Oh, come on, Keqing,” says Ganyu, resting her chin on her still folded arms, a shit-eating grin plastered on her face. “It’s pretty funny. I thought I’d caught you reading something actually scandalous. Like porn.”

Keqing’s blush deepens yet again and, at this point, Ganyu has to wonder if she’s doing irreparable damage to the blood vessels in her face. And also how much porn she reads.

With a final chuckle, Ganyu sits up and starts to unpack her bag. “You know I have to ask. Why?”

“Why what.”

“Why are you suddenly reading a book by Zhongli. I thought you said he was obsolete.”

“I never said he was obsolete.”

Ganyu scoffs. “Um—”

“I didn’t,” Keqing insists. She takes a deep breath. “I meant that some of his methods and ideas may be obsolete. That some of his work is a bit pretentious, which even you have to agree is true.” Ganyu rolls her eyes as Keqing presses on. “But since that man Childe started teaching, I’ve realised, I mean, it’s just—”

“Aww. You miss him,” says Ganyu, smiling again at Keqing’s face which had only just barely returned to a more normal complexion.

“Fine. I miss him. He’s a good professor, far superior to what we’re stuck with now.”

“Not to mention he happily argued with you. I don’t think Childe’s let you get a word in edgewise for weeks now.”

Keqing scowls at her, but Ganyu just laughs again. “I’m kidding. And I know what you mean. I feel like I’m fighting for my life every class these days.”

Keqing nods, her expression thoughtful. “Hey,” she begins, “Do you… talk much to Zhongli?”

Ganyu hums. “Yeah, I mean fairly regularly. He is my uncle after all, and we’ve always been close.” She shoots Keqing a suspicious look. “Why?”

Keqing shrugs, her attention slipping back to her reading. “No reason.”

Ganyu doubts that very much. Keqing seems to always have a reason for everything. But she figures she’s interrogated her enough for one day. She shrugs and settles into her notes, the remainder of the evening passing uneventfully. 

Ganyu can see a pattern emerging. Every time they meet Keqing asks, in what she must think is a nonchalant way, about Zhongli. At first, it’s things like how his film is going, where are they shooting now, stuff like that. But eventually, Keqing starts asking questions that Ganyu isn’t entirely sure how to answer. They go beyond a passing interest in his work, beyond even what a diligent student obsessed with her studies might ask. 

One Saturday, after Keqing muses out loud what Zhongli would make of a recent article on postmodernism Childe assigned as a reading, Ganyu’s curiosity gets the better of her.

“Keqing, are you a Zhongli groupie, now?”

Keqing blanches, her eyes wide. “No, of course not,” she says, busying herself by flipping through one of the books beside her, one of Zhongli’s Ganyu notes. “What makes you say that?”

Ganyu levels her with a speculative look. She wasn’t trying to embarrass Keqing, or call her out or anything. Mostly she finds the shift fascinating. “No reason,” she says. “It’s just, you’ve been asking about him a lot lately.”

Keqing is still resolutely avoiding Ganyu’s eye. “Well, it’s just kind of neat, right? A film professor who is not a washed-up filmmaker, he’s actually a filmmaker.”

“I guess,” says Ganyu. She’s not convinced. But she doubts she could ever get Keqing to admit to being anything more than vaguely interested, despite the many signs that point otherwise.

Ganyu continues to observe Keqing, one hand propping up her head on the table. She’s not in the right mindset for working today, and she is more than a little perturbed by Keqing’s behaviour. Their differing opinions on Zhongli was perhaps the most glaring point of contention between them. But with Keqing’s newfound appreciation of him, that point seems to be no more. Ganyu noticed that last week Keqing used a reference from one of Zhongli’s latest books in their project and as much as Ganyu wants to call her out on it, she can’t seem to bring it up. So she focuses instead on the void that seems to have opened up in the pit of her stomach, one that her heart plummets into whenever she notices the adorable way Keqing’s brow furrows in concentration while reading, or how Keqing still insists on paying for takeout every time she comes over to work on their project. 

Ganyu sighs. It’s still early, but if she’s not getting any work done here, there’s no point in staying. She’s not a masochist, after all. She might as well go home and pine in the peace and solitude of her own apartment.

“I’m not getting much done today,” she says. “I think I’m gonna go home.”

Keqing jerks her head to look at Ganyu. It takes her a second to register what Ganyu said. “You don’t have to leave.” 

Ganyu pauses in the act of packing up her laptop. Of all the things she expected Keqing to say, that was not one of them. She slowly resumes packing, careful to avoid looking at Keqing. “I’m not sure what I would do if I’m not working on the project,” she says.

Keqing closes the book she’s reading with a snap and sighs. “I’m not feeling particularly productive tonight, either.” She chews her lip thoughtfully. “We could… watch a movie or something?”

Now this feels surreal. Watching a movie is something that friends might do together. Not Keqing and Ganyu, though. They aren’t friends. Are they? Ganyu isn’t sure anymore. Somewhere between trashing talking Childe and arguing over semantics and syntax, the line got blurred. All their interactions have been dominated by academics, but at the same time, they have recently felt so easy, so effortless. A lot more like studying with a friend than not. 

Ganyu knows she should probably decline. If she stays she will never hear the end of it from Beidou if (when?) she finds out, and staying is just going to further entrench her in the vice-like grip of this crush. But going home won’t necessarily resolve anything, either. And if Keqing is offering friendship, that’s better than nothing, right? Another olive branch to take and add to her growing collection. There’s no winning in this situation. Damned if she does, damned if she doesn’t. So, what the hell?

“Sure,” she says, setting her bag aside. “What movie?”

 ‘What movie’  is a dangerous question at the best of times between normal people. Between film students, it’s a whole other beast. Keqing surprises Ganyu yet again when she shows her the bonus room in her condo in which every wall is lined with shelves. Shelves which are bursting with movies. Ganyu didn’t realise people still collected hard copies of anything these days. Leave it to Keqing to prove her wrong. 

Of course, proper respect must be paid to such a collection. Ganyu wanders around the room with a vague sense of reverence, not quite looking for something to watch and more just admiring the vast number of options. Keqing has organised most of them by genre, and then alphabetically. Although one shelf is organized by filmmakers. Ganyu assumes they’re ones that Keqing particularly likes or whose careers have been especially prolific: Jia Zhangke, Ingmar Bergman, Alfred Hitchcock, Wong Kar-wai, Jean-Luc Godard, Quintin Tarintino, Akira Kurosawa, Martin Scorsese. Ganyu runs her fingers delicately along the spines until one in particular catches her eye. 

Of course, any true cinephile would have at least some of Zhongli’s work in their collection, but the one that Ganyu pulls off the shelf now is a bit of a special case. It’s still in its cellophane wrapping, indicating it’s a recent addition.

“Hey Keqing,” she says, turning around. 

“Did you pick one?” Keqing asks. She squints from where she’s browsing from across the room to see what movie Ganyu is holding up. Her face flushes when she recognizes it. “We’re not watching that one,” she says flatly. 

 “I don’t want to,” Ganyu laughs. “I don’t remember really liking it the last time I saw it. Don’t tell my uncle,” she says. “I’m just surprised you even have a copy.” 

“It’s not what you think,” says Keqing.

“What I think,” says Ganyu, “is that you’re secretly a superfan.” She shakes her head, flipping to read the back of the case. “Do you know, I don’t even think Zhongli has a copy of this one anymore. I know I haven’t seen one in years.”

Keqing stalks over to Ganyu and snatches the movie out of her hands. “I got lucky. It’s a collector’s edition.”

“I can see that,” says Ganyu, still smiling. “I’m surprised you didn’t bring it to class for him to sign.”

Keqing carefully returns the movie to its place on the shelf, next to a few other Zhongli films, and rolls her eyes at Ganyu. “Maybe I would have if he hadn’t left.”

Ganyu laughs, and they go back to browsing. 

Keqing ends up being no help in choosing. She likes them all, that’s why she bought them, she claims. So the decision is left to Ganyu. Normally Ganyu’s go-to would be a rom-com of some sort, but in her current situation, she can’t bring herself to pick anything even remotely romantic. Eventually she settles on a recent comic book adaptation, one she hasn’t seen yet, but that promises to be more explosions than actual plot. 

Keqing, ever the diligent host, makes popcorn, while Ganyu queues up the movie. The next two hours are too loud and chaotic for any conversation between them. Ganyu sits on one end of the couch, as far away from Keqing, sitting in an armchair, as she can be while still being in the same room. 

As the movie reaches a dramatic, if predictable, climax she finds herself wishing for her own deus ex machina to bring whatever might be developing between her and Keqing to a satisfactory conclusion. If only life were as clear and formulaic as the movies. But it’s not. It’s messy and complicated and more confusing than anything has any right to be. 

Ganyu would like to say that it is with an easy grace that she bids Keqing good night. But if she’s honest with herself, it was awkward. She wants to run home immediately but also stay at Keqing’s forever at the same time. As she walks to the LRT station she finds herself wishing the semester would just end already. She’s not used to feeling like she’s treading on shards of glass, like one misstep will not only trip her up but cut her heart right out. 









The next week, when Ganyu steps into class, she notices that Keqing isn’t there. She frowns, both at the fact that this is the first class Keqing will have missed all semester which is kind of a big deal, and also because since when does she look for Keqing as soon as she steps through the door? 

Distracted as she is by Keqing’s empty seat at the front of the room, she fails to notice the lithe form detach itself from where it was leaning against the back wall. 

“Ganyu.”

Ganyu’s heart leaps up to her throat as she spins to face her assailant. 

“Keqing,” she says, taking a few deep breaths. “It is far too early for you to be startling me like that.”

“Sorry,” says Keqing, but the smile tugging at the corners of her mouth implies otherwise. “D’you mind if I sit with you?”

Ganyu opens her mouth to answer but pauses. Shaking her head slightly, she says, “I mean, of course not. You can do whatever you want.” She takes her usual seat, and Keqing sits in the desk just to her right. 

It’s funny. Not even a month ago, Ganyu would have wanted to tell her no. She wouldn’t have, of course; she’s not a monster. But now there is a weird sort of delighted feeling blooming in her chest. How annoying. It’s not like class time gives any opportunities for conversation, and it was a lot easier to watch Keqing unawares when she sat on the other side of the room. Still, it’s something.

When class ends, Ganyu starts packing up her things far slower than she ordinarily would. She wants to ask Keqing why the change, but can’t quite figure out how to word it without sounding too critical. Turns out, she doesn’t have to.

“You’re probably wondering why I sat back here today?” Keqing asks, slinging her bag over one shoulder.

Ganyu hums. “A little.”

“I usually like to sit near the front. It’s easier to engage with the professors that way,” says Keqing as they start walking towards the door. “But I have no desire to talk to Childe any more than absolutely necessary, and the only other person I ever need to talk to in this class is you.”

“How efficient of you,” says Ganyu. Classic Keqing, honestly. 

“I try,” she says. “See you, Ganyu.”

“Yeah,” says Ganyu, watching her vanish down the hall. “See you.”

On Thursday evening, Ganyu arrives at their usual study spot early. But Keqing isn’t there. Ganyu double checks her phone for the time and date, just in case, but no. It is Thursday, and it is 18:50. There’s no way Keqing would have forgotten, just like there’s no way she wouldn’t have told Ganyu if she had something come up. Then again. Ganyu has hardly ever been early to their study sessions. Usually right on time. Or sometimes late, but not so much anymore. 

She slowly takes her seat and starts pulling out her books and laptop. She decides she’ll stay for an hour even if Keqing doesn’t show. She needs to rewrite her notes anyway. She’s just arranged her workspace to her liking when Keqing appears.

“Hey. You’re already here,” she says taking her seat.

“I am,” says Ganyu.

Keqing frowns at her and Ganyu thinks she’s about to comment on her inconsistent punctuality, but she lets it pass. “Sorry I’m late.” She checks the time. It’s still a minute before seven. “Late—er.”

“No worries,” say Ganyu. “Stuff happens.”

“I’ve never had a lab go overtime before,” Keqing continues. “Most profs are good about ending on time.”

“Which class?”

“It’s a 305 course. The one about blockbusters.”

“Mmm,” Ganyu nods. “I took that last year. Amazing how many blockbusters are like three hours long.”

“Right?” says Keqing, flipping open her laptop. “The one we finished tonight was three hours and fifty-eight minutes.”

“Ah, yes.  Gone with the Wind .”

“That’s the one,” says Keqing, her eyes on her screen, fully absorbed in her notes. 

Ganyu watches her for a moment or two before returning her attention to her own work. It’s true, most profs are very good about ending on time. But that’s because students will just walk out when class is scheduled to end regardless of what’s going on. It takes a certain kind of student to stick it out and finish the film or lecture or whatever. Especially when said film is  Gone with the Wind. 

The evening passes with them exchanging notes, confirming and clarifying aspects of the lectures, and ruminating on what Childe might include in the final. There’s no point in denying it now, Ganyu thinks. She considers Keqing a friend at this point, and she’s fairly sure Keqing feels the same. Whether or not Keqing feels anything more, whether she wants to feel anything more, is a mystery. But for now, this is okay. And Ganyu will keep telling herself that until it’s true. 

“Hey, about this Saturday,” says Keqing as they are packing up later. 

“Yeah?”

“Do you mind if we meet maybe a bit earlier?”

“How much earlier?” asks Ganyu, her mind conjuring up vivid flashbacks to those first few weeks of criminally early Saturday mornings.

Keqing smiles. “A couple hours?” She zips her back shut before slinging it over her shoulder. “I’m picking a friend up at the airport at eleven. We can start earlier and finish earlier, if that’s okay.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s fine,” says Ganyu. 

“Great. Any requests for supper?”

Ganyu smiles. “You know, you don’t have to feed me every time I come over to your house.”

Keqing tilts her head. “Sure I do,” she says.

Ganyu doesn’t quite know how to interpret that, so she just says, “I’m good with whatever,” before wishing Keqing a good night.





 

Keqing had said a couple hours earlier. But it’s not like either of them confirmed a concrete time beyond that. And really, it’s not like Ganyu has anything else to do, so she decides to just head over. 

When Keqing opens the door, she looks surprised. “You’re early,” she says. 

Ganyu glances down at her phone in her hand. 17:23. She looks back at Keqing. “I can leave and come back later if you want.”

“No, it’s fine,” says Keqing quickly, stepping aside to invite her in. “I’m not done making supper yet, though.”

“Oh?” says Ganyu. “No take-out tonight?”

Keqing rolls her eyes as she leads the way into her kitchen. “No. I saw this online and wanted to try it.”

Ganyu sets her bag down on her chair at the table but moves to sit at the counter where Keqing is working. “Can I help?” she asks, noting the abundant evidence of a meal half prepared. 

“Absolutely not,” says Keqing turning away and pulling an onion out of the fridge. She sets it down on the cutting board, but hesitates, giving Ganyu a furtive glance. Then she sighs. 

“Don’t laugh,” she says, reaching into a nearby drawer. Ganyu has no idea what to expect, no idea why she might laugh, until Keqing pulls out a pair of goggles. 

Ganyu’s eyes get wide, and Keqing’s face gets red but she says nothing as she deftly puts them on, adjusting them for a perfect seal. 

Ganyu’s mouth is slightly open as she watches the now goggled Keqing take up her knife once more and begin chopping the onion. 

“You know,” says Ganyu after a moment, “they say if you put the onion in the freezer,  it won’t make you cry when you cut it.”

Keqing looks up at her, and it takes all of Ganyu’s willpower to not laugh at how buggy the goggles make her eyes look. “I’ve heard that. But I already own the goggles,” she says, resuming her chopping.

“Or a bowl of water by the cutting board,” says Ganyu

“Tried that once. Didn’t work.”

“Really.”

“I have very sensitive eyes, okay?”

Ganyu can’t help it. She laughs. “I’m sorry,” she says when Keqing attempts to glare at her. 

“It’s fine,” she huffs. “I know I look ridiculous.”

“No, no,” says Ganyu, wiping away a non-onion-induced tear. “It’s kinda cute, actually.” 

For a split second Ganyu is mortified she let that slip out. But when Keqing’s only reaction is a raised eyebrow and a faint blush, she just clears her throat. “So, what are you making anyway?”

“A butternut squash and black bean enchilada skillet,” says Keqing as she finishes with the onion. In one fluid motion, she dumps it into a cast iron pan on the range. Turning back to Ganyu she takes off her goggles, revealing faint red rings around her eyes. 

“Sounds good,” says Ganyu. “Are you sure I can’t help?”

“I’m sure.” Keqing glances at the time over the stove. “It’ll be ready by six.” Keqing turns then to give the pan a stir, the aroma of sautéing onions filling the air. 

Ganyu has never had much of a problem with onions. Her mother used to joke when she was younger that it was because she was heartless: no sympathy to spare for the pitiful onion. Keqing however seems to be on the opposite side of the onion sensitivity spectrum. Just stirring the onions has her rubbing her eyes furiously. 

“Goddammit,” she mutters. 

Ganyu shakes her head and gets to her feet. She deftly takes the wooden spoon out of Keqing’s hand and takes charge of the onions. “How about I do this,” she says. 

Keqing, for once, makes no argument, letting Ganyu elbow her away from the stove. They finish preparing the rest of the meal together. Keqing gives simple and clear directions and Ganyu follows them. It doesn’t take long before Keqing is dishing out two heaping servings and garnishing them with fresh tomatoes and cucumber. 

“You’re a good cook,” says Ganyu after a few mouthfuls.

“I can’t take all the credit,” says Keqing, helping herself to more sour cream. 

“I hardly think babysitting the onion and some peppers justify me taking any credit.” 

“My eyes beg to differ.”

Ganyu laughs. “Well, if you insist.  We’re  good cooks.” 

Keqing smiles. “Yes, we are. We make a pretty good team.” 

The thought hits Ganyu like a train. What was it Zhongli had said?  A mutually beneficial and highly successful partnership. Ganyu hates it when he’s right, but it does seem like he is, once again, right. She and Keqing really do work well together. Academically and, apparently, otherwise. It’s almost painful to admit, but their paper is shaping up to be one of the best Ganyu has ever worked on, and outside of that, in the limited interactions not school-related, it feels like there’s such an easy back and forth between them now. A natural give and take, hold and release, as simple as breathing or the tide. 

It’s a fact that irks Ganyu to no end. How could Zhongli have possibly known? He’s just a moderately successful filmmaker and university professor, not a physic. He’s not god. But thinking of that conversation with Zhongli months ago reminds her of something else he said. Ganyu hadn’t thought much about it, and she hadn’t cared enough to ask Keqing about it before. But now curiosity gets the better of her. 

“Hey, why did you transfer here?”

The question seems to catch Keqing off guard. She pauses, her fork halfway to her mouth. Then she slowly sets it back down on her plate as she turns to look at Ganyu, her expression unreadable. 

“I was recruited,” she says. “Why?”

Ganyu shrugs. “No reason. I’d just heard you’d been headhunted. I wondered if there was more to it than that.” 

“Heard from where?” Keqing sounds a lot more like she did in those first few weeks. Sharp, her voice leaning towards accusatory. 

Ganyu hates to throw anyone under the bus, but there’s no helping it now, she cringes internally at how this is essentially admitting she discussed their partnership with the prof. “From Zhongli. But he never said why.” Ganyu watches a series of emotions flicker across Keqing’s face, too fast to register. 

Keqing sighs. “I was recruited because of my parent and their money,” she says. “I agreed because it’s a good university with a respectable reputation and graduate program.” 

Ganyu almost feels sorry for her. Despite being raised in a single-parent home, she always had enough. But she also had to work for any of the recognition or scholarships she received. She can’t imagine how it must feel to be wanted solely because of whatever her perceived monetary value might be. 

“My parents are film producers,” Keqing continues. “If I manage to make something of myself, it’ll be bragging rights for the university if they can claim to be my alma mater.”

“So, no pressure, I guess,” says Ganyu.

Keqing laughs, but it doesn’t make it to her eyes. “Yeah. No pressure.”

Ganyu has to suppress the instinct to reach out to Keqing. She’s not sure if they’re the kind of friends who rub each other’s backs or pat each other’s heads yet.

“Well, for what it’s worth, Zhongli also said you were smart and dedicated. I think he’s happy you’re here.”

“He said that?”  says Keqing, doubt and hope both evident in her eyes.

“His exact words were more like ‘incredibly smart and unbelievably dedicated,’ but yeah. He said it. You know I would never inflate your ego like that.”

Keqing smiles, her eyes crinkling at the corners, and the sight makes Ganyu’s chest a little achy. 

“What about you?” asks Keqing.

“What about me?” says Ganyu. “I didn’t transfer.”

“No, why did you choose film.”

“Oh. Well, because I like the stories film can tell. How it can combine visual and literary elements to create emotional reactions,” Ganyu shrugs. 

“So, do you want to direct after you graduate?”

“Oh, no, I could never do that. I don’t know what I’ll do after I graduate.”

“You could direct. Or you could write. You’re a good writer. You could do whatever you wanted.”

Ganyu blushes a bit at the compliments. “I don’t think I’m that  good.”

Keqing straightens up, fixing her gaze on Ganyu. “You don’t have to think it. I’m telling you, you are.” 

Ganyu can feel her blush deepen. How embarrassing. But she can’t help it. Ganyu is sure she’s not the only one who struggles with self-esteem, far from it. And yet, here is Keqing, as remarkable a human as they come, telling her something she wishes she could believe. But for whatever reason, whatever it is that keeps her heart from knowing what her brain seems to know, that wall, that disconnect, whatever it is, it doesn’t seem to affect the things Keqing says. Almost like her heart is more willing to believe what Keqing tells it over Ganyu’s own brain. How strange.

“That’s kind of you to say,” she says. 

“It’s really not. It’s just the truth,” says Keqing. 

Ganyu can’t stand the way Keqing is looking at her. The way her eyes seem to read her like all her deepest thoughts and fears are written across her forehead instead of bottled up a buried deep down inside. Is this what being vulnerable feels like? Probably not, Ganyu hasn’t actually admitted to anything, but the concern, the understanding in Keqings face makes her feel like maybe she doesn’t have to. 

“Thank you,” she says in a small voice, not sure how else to express what she’s feeling, not sure how to process it. 

Keqing doesn’t say anything else on the subject. She just clears away the plates and then suggests they get working on their paper.

For the rest of the evening, Keqing is, for lack of a better word, soft. She doesn’t argue half as much as she normally does when they’re reworking some of the more troublesome sections, instead deferring to Ganyu’s opinion. It’s yet another version of Keqing that she has to somehow work into the ever-evolving thesis of who she is. Ganyu is glad there’s a hard end time tonight. She’s not sure why, but having Keqing treat her like this, like she’s made of glass, but in a good way, like she’s valuable, precious even, is going to make her cry. And she won’t even be able to blame it on the onions. 

Keqing offers to give her a ride home on her way to the airport, and Ganyu, not being able to think of a valid reason to refuse, accepts. They don’t talk much on the drive except for Ganyu giving brief directions to the nearest parking lot to where her apartment is. As Ganyu watches Keqing drive away, she feels a weight of exhaustion settle over her. What a mess. 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I’m with Keqing here: onion goggles rule.

EDIT:

This is very important and relevant to this chapter, please.

        




5. Chapter 5


    
    
  Ganyu isn’t sure if it was the emotionally draining evening with Keqing, or a lack of sleep finally catching up to her, but she wakes up on Sunday with a raging headache and sore throat. Lovely. She’d even gone out of her way to make plans with Beidou today. But no way that is going to happen when it feels like there’s an oversized propeller rotating inside her skull. 



  Even after a full day and night of rest, and copious amounts of the cold medicine Beidou dropped off, Ganyu feels just as awful come Monday morning, with the added fun of losing her voice, her throat feeling like it’s been peeled. She emails Childe to excuse herself from class, and she dithers momentarily about whether or not to text Keqing. She’s well on her way to convincing herself that yes, probably she should text her when she drifts off to sleep.



  Not for long though. Her phone is still in her hand, the vibration of an incoming text shocking her awake like a bolt of electricity. 



  
    Is everything okay?
  



  It’s from Keqing, of course, and surprisingly it’s only ten past eight. Which means Keqing is texting in class. Which means Keqing isn’t paying attention. If Ganyu felt more alive, she would rib her so bad over this, but as it is, she barely manages a succinct reply.



  
    Yes. Just sick. Sorry.
  



  Keqing doesn’t reply, but Ganyu wasn’t expecting her to. It feels weird that she would be worried about her, though. At least she assumes that she was worried. She doesn’t have the brainpower to dwell on it, however. Instead, she drags herself to the kitchen and takes another few shots of cold medicine before falling back asleep. 



  At first, Ganyu thinks the knocking is in her dream, but when reality drifts back into focus and the knock sounds again, she jerks fully awake, realising it’s someone at her door. She hesitates, hoping maybe they’ll go away, but alas, it’s not meant to be. When they knock for the third time, she drags herself out of bed, her duvet wrapped around her shoulders. She was expecting it to be Beidou; few people are as persistent and unpredictable. But it’s not. And since it’s not Beidou, there’s only one other person it would be. 



  Keqing blinks at her when she opens the door, taking the whole picture of Ganyu in sweats, an oversized hoodie, and wearing a duvet like a cape. “I probably woke you up, didn’t I?” 



  Ganyu’s instinct is to deny it. God knows she’s been caught sleeping when she shouldn’t have been more often than not, but in this case, she’s fully justified in being honest. She tries to clear her throat, but it still feels like she’s swallowed several hot knives, so she settles for just nodding.



  “I’m sorry,” says Keqing. “I just wanted to drop this off for you.” She holds out a cloth shopping bag to Ganyu who takes it automatically. “It’s some soup. Vegetable soup. And some Neo Citran.”



  Ganyu’s mind is racing as fast as her illness will allow. This is too much. She didn’t have to do this. There’s no way Ganyu did anything to deserve such kindness. And how did Keqing even know where she lives? 



  Onions may not make Ganyu cry, but being sick has always made her a little prone to weepiness. She can’t help it when her eyes start to well with tears, and she can feel her face turning red and splotchy like it always does when she cries. 



  Keqing’s eyes widen. “Ganyu? Are you okay?”



  She tries to nod and shake her head at the same time, which ends up conveying her inner state pretty well. She tries to clear her throat again, then whispers, “You didn’t have to do this.”



  Keqing’s brow is still furrowed in unveiled concern. “I know. But I wanted to,” she says. “And I got your address from Beidou, by the way. I’m not a stalker or anything.” 



  Ganyu smiles. “Thank you,” she whispers. “Really, you’re too kind.”



  Keqing shrugs. “It’s fine.” 



  There’s a heavy pause. Ganyu is about to invite her in, for what she’s not sure. It’s doubtful Keqing would want to hang out with Ganyu in her current state of living dead. But as Ganyu hesitates, the moment passes. 



  “Well, I don’t want to keep you up,” says Keqing, shifting her weight from foot to foot. “Rest well, and if you need anything, you can text me.”



  “Thank you,” whispers Ganyu again. 



  With a small wave, Keqing turns on her heel and walks away towards the parking lot. Ganyu watches her go, wondering if she’s reading too much into this gesture, wondering how she can return the favour. 



  The next day, Keqing texts offering to postpone their weeknight study session until Ganyu is feeling better. Since Ganyu is already feeling quite a bit better, no doubt thanks in part to Keqing’s generosity the day before, she thinks it may be overkill, but she decides not to push it. She gracefully agrees, thinking she could maybe use the free evening to figure out how to repay Keqing instead. 



  By the time Thursday rolls around, Ganyu feels right as rain, though her voice is still recovering. She tries to ignore the way Keqing’s eyes seem to light up when she sits down beside her in the back of the room and implores her heart to get a grip. Honestly, all this fluttering around can’t be healthy. 



  At the end of class, Ganyu asks if she wants to go ahead with studying later, but Keqing’s having none of it. 



  “Can you hear yourself? You’re barely sound better,” she says rather brusquely. “I’ll get you all caught up when we meet on Saturday.”



  Ganyu isn’t about to argue the point. Despite missing a few days, she’s hardly behind; Childe’s lectures have begun to include more YouTube tutorials than actual film theory. And even with the end of the semester drawing near, they are on schedule for completing their project with time to spare. Skipping one study session won’t affect anything, so why does Ganyu feel like she’s being robbed?


 


  As she walks home after her classes, Ganyu is determined to do something for Keqing. Reflecting on their friendship, Ganyu can’t help but feel like it’s been a bit one-sided, like Keqing has been doing all the heavy lifting. And, granted, in the beginning, Ganyu hoped that her frostiness would serve as a wall between them, but Keqing’s consistency, her undeterred and seemingly automatic kindness have effectively reduced any barriers Ganyu tried to throw up to complete rubble. She knows how she feels now, but how Keqing might feel is still a mystery. Ganyu can only assume that she’s just like this with everyone. After all, she immediately agreed to be Beidou’s gym buddy – even though Beidou is obnoxious as hell to work out with, Ganyu knows this from experience –  and apparently goes out of her way to pick up friends from the airport. 



  Yeah, she’s probably just nice to all her friends. So what can she do for her that isn’t taking it too far? She doesn’t want to project her feeling onto Keqing. Better to keep it simple. She wracks her brain but she’s never been good at this kind of thing, and ultimately goes with probably the easiest option: fresh baked cookies. Every time Keqing would get lunch from the cafe, she always ordered the same kind of cookie: salted dark chocolate chip. Safe to say she likes them, and since Ganyu’s made them enough times over her years working at the cafe, she knows the recipe off by heart. She can make a few dozen in no time and drop some off at Keqing’s tonight, and then eat the rest herself for supper. It’s a foolproof plan. 



  Of course, doubts plague her the entire time. What if Keqing doesn’t like these cookies at all, she thinks as she stops by the local grocery store to pick up coarse sea salt and dark chocolate. What if she gives the cookies away every time? Or what if there’s some obscure meaning behind gifting cookies that Ganyu isn’t aware of but Keqing is and it makes things awkward, she wonders as she walks from the LRT towards Keqing’s building later that evening. She stops short of immediately Googling it, but the worry lingers in the back of her mind. 



  Her feet know the way to Keqing’s door, leaving her mind to wander even further. Perhaps she should have sent a text to let her know she’s coming by? But Keqing just showed up at her door unannounced. And she hadn’t even been to her house before. Eye for an eye or however the saying goes. All is fair in love and war and whatever the hell Ganyu and Keqing have going on. She raises her cookie-free hand and knocks without hesitation. 



  It’s a bit of a shock when the person who answers the door a second later isn’t Keqing. Ganyu blinks at the girl, probably her own age, maybe a bit younger, it’s hard to tell. Then she glances at the brass numbers on the door. Did she knock on the wrong suite somehow? No, the numbers are right, 2507 is Keqing’s unit. 



  The girl’s eyes narrow suspiciously. “You’re not the delivery guy,” she says. 



  Keqing’s voice calls from inside. “Xiangling, who is it?”



  “Beats me,” says the girl. Xiangling apparently. She tilts her head. “You’re here to see Keqing?”



  “Ah, no, not really,” begins Ganyu, but she’s cut off when Keqing appears next to Xiangling and shoves her aside. “Ganyu,” she says, eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “I wasn’t expecting you.”



  “Yes, I know, I just wanted to drop these off for you,” Ganyu says quickly offering the box of cookies. “As a thank you. For the soup and stuff.” 



  Keqing’s shoulders drop an inch or two, her hand automatically taking the offered package. “You really didn’t have to,” she says.



  “Sure I did,” says Ganyu, unable to verbalise exactly why she did have to. The words she wants to say would be too much, they would definitely scare Keqing away. So she swallow them down, letting them stew, unsettled, somewhere below her heart. 



  Keqing opens the box and lets out a small gasp. “I love these cookies,” she says looking back up at Ganyu. “I didn’t know the cafe sold them by the dozen.”



  “They don’t,” Ganyu says with a half-smile. “But I’ve made then enough I have the recipe memorised. Don’t tell my boss.” 



  “That,” says Keqing helping herself to a cookie, “is good to know.”



  Ganyu lets a smile spread across her face. It feels too wide, like it’s telling too much, but she can’t help it. Keqing is too damn cute. It should be illegal.



  Mouth full of cookie, Keqing asks, “Do you want to come in?”



  “Oh, no, I don’t want to interrupt your evening.” 



  “You’re not interrupting anything,” says Xiangling, materialising at Keqing’s elbow and reaching for a cookie. “Holy, these are so good!” she says after a bite.



  “Told you,” says Keqing, then turning to Ganyu, “Please come in? Just for a bit.”



  Reluctantly, Ganyu steps across the threshold as Keqing and Xiangling retreat inside. It feels different from her usual visits, like she’s an intruder. A third wheel. She doesn’t know what to do with her hands, doesn’t know what to say. But Keqing is, if anything, an unfailingly conscientious host. 



  She holds out a hand for Ganyu’s jacket, studiously not mentioning Ganyu’s tentative,  almost shy behaviour. Then she motions to Xiangling, who’s thrown herself onto the couch. “This is my friend from back home, Xiangling. She’s just here visiting for the week.” She reverses her hand motions. “Xiangling, this is Ganyu. She’s in one of my classes.” 



  Ganyu waves at Xiangling, who gives her a huge, warm smile, one eyebrow raised curiously.



  “You’ll have to get me the recipe for those cookies, Ganyu. They’re excellent.”



  Ganyu blushes a little. “Sure,” she says, eyes dropping to her feet. 



  “Xiangling is in culinary school,” offers Keqing by way of explanation. 



  “Yup,” she says, eyes sparkling. “Though none of my instructors appreciate my creativity.”



  Keqing rolls her eyes, “That’s hardly surprising.” She looks at Ganyu. “I’d keep that recipe to myself If I were you. Xiangling will only ruin it by adding chilli peppers or something equally blasphemous.” 



  Xiangling chokes out an indignant “Hey!” and Ganyu just laughs, her eyes following Keqing as she moves to place the box of cookies on the kitchen counter. 



  “Can I get you anything?” she asks.



  “Yeah, a glass—” begins Xiangling.



  “I was so clearly not talking to you,” says Keqing, and Ganyu is reminded of the Keqing she knew at the beginning of the semester. A little cold, a little sharp, perhaps even a little derisive. But the smile playing at her lips takes all the bite out of her words. Just another facet of the gem that is Keqing, Ganyu thinks. She can’t help but wonder if she’ll ever get a handle on her. 



  As Xiangling sticks out her tongue, Ganyu shakes her head, “No, thank you.” 



  “You’re sure?”



  “Yeah. Actually, I should probably go.”



  Keqing frowns a little, and Ganyu can see Xiangling’s eyes flickering back and forth between her and Keqing. Even if Keqing had been home alone, she hadn’t planned to stay. She’s about to make some excuse or other when someone knocks on the door.



  “Food’s here! Finally,” says Xiangling bounding to her feet and rushing to the door. 



  Ganyu clears her throat and glances at Keqing. “Thanks,” she says. “I’ll see you Saturday?”



  “Yeah, of course,” says Keqing. “Can I walk you to the train?”



  “No, no, you don’t—”



  “I’m going to, it’s fine,” says Keqing grabbing her jacket. 



  Xiangling’s just shut the door and turns around holding a couple pizza boxes when she sees both Ganyu and Keqing putting on their coats.



  “I’ll be right back, Xiang,” says Keqing. “You can start eating without me.”



  Xiangling shrugs on her way to the kitchen table. “You know I’d do that even if you asked me to wait.”



  Keqing huffs a laugh. “Yeah, I know.” She opens the door and lets Ganyu step through first. 



  “You really don’t need to do this,” says Ganyu again as they set off down the hall.



  “I know,” says Keqing. “But you’re kinda doing me a favour here.” She looks at Ganyu out of the corner of her eye. “Don’t get me wrong, I love Xiangling, but she can be a lot sometimes.” 



  Ganyu’s heart predictably skips a beat or three at ‘love’, but she gives herself a quick mental shake. She doesn’t know the first thing about their relationship; best not jump to any conclusions. After all, it wouldn’t be wrong to say that Ganyu loves Beidou, and there’s nothing romantic about their relationship,  and that’s counting that one kiss in ninth grade. 



  “Well,” she says after a pause, “Glad I could give you a break for a bit.” 



  They walk together, the conversation ebbing and flowing, but it feels as comfortable as anything. They talk about the fast-approaching end of the semester, exam schedules, plans for the break. In other words, nothing really important, and yet Ganyu finds herself treasuring every moment, every word, committing to memory the soft lilt of Keqing voice, wondering at how it soothes the tumult in her mind. 



  When they finally arrive at the LRT station, Ganyu is fighting to resist the urge to reach for Keqing’s hand, to drag her onto the train with her, take her home and keep her forever. But that would be insane. Right?



  Ganyu has never been able to find that balance in any of her past relationships. She’s too reserved until she isn’t and then it’s too much too fast. Either way, it’s scared off anyone she’s ever been even remotely interested in. She will not risk that with Keqing. They’re friends. And that’s enough. 











  Ganyu spends a good portion of her time before meeting up with Keqing on Saturday trying to think of things to say to not be so awkward around her and Xiangling. She refuses to admit how much sleep she lost tossing and turning over the maybe ten minutes she was there on Thursday. It was easier when she didn’t like Keqing, when she didn’t care about her or what she thought. Because then she could easily not care what any of her friends thought, too. But now she can’t help but worry she totally botched her first impression with Xiangling. And they must be close if she flew all the way out to visit Keqing. 



  She shows up early again on Saturday. Because why not. It’s not like they confirmed the time, so she has a justifiable reason if asked why.



  It takes longer than usual for Keqing to answer the door when Ganyu knocks. She doesn’t say anything about the time, though, just tilts her head slightly (cute), smiles (so cute), and says, “Hey,” before stepping aside to let Ganyu in. 



  “Where’s Xiangling?” ask Ganyu, noticing right away the stillness of the apartment that was missing when Xiangling was there before.



  “I dropped her off at the airport this morning,” Keqing says. Ganyu feels both elated to have Keqing all to herself and disappointed not to get to use that clever joke she looked up. Oh well, next time maybe. 



  Keqing is as good as her word and the first couple hours are spent meticulously going over each of the lectures Ganyu missed, catching her up on both the course content and the extraneous extras Childe adds for the hell of it. To be honest, Ganyu feels like Keqing probably did a better job covering the material than the prof.



  “You’re a good teacher,” she says, copying out the last of Keqing’s notes. 



  Keqing scoffs. “I’m fairly certain a monkey could teach better than Childe.”



  “True. The bar’s not high there, but I wasn’t comparing you to Childe, necessarily. You’re just good, in general.”



  When Keqing makes no response Ganyu glances up at her to see she’s got her eyes fixed on a spot on the table, a faint blush dusting her nose. Ganyu’s heart clenches as she lowers her gaze back to her notes. Now, what made her say that? It’s the truth, though, so she supposes it doesn’t really matter which way Keqing chooses to take it. 



  Keqing clears her throat and offers a small “Thanks,” before they move on to working on their project. It’s coming along nicely. Keqing’s thorough research and insistence on using a broad sampling of reference materials has really rounded out their arguments. Ganyu is confident that this is one of the best papers she’s worked on so far in her university career. She’s not sure she managed to contribute in quite the same way. She’s a strong writer and a bit of a stickler for grammar and punctuation, but those are meaningless if the actual content is lacking. Besides, it’s not like Keqing is terrible in those areas on her own. She can feel self-doubt and guilt rising up, threatening to drown her as she wonders if she’s just been letting Keqing carry her all semester. Maybe she should say something, offer to do the final edit on her own, or finish compiling the bibliography and double-check the citations.



  “Keqing—”



  “Can you look over this paragraph? It doesn’t—sorry, you were saying something?”



  “I—no, it’s not important. Which paragraph?” says Ganyu, leaning closer to look at Keqing’s laptop. Maybe she’s overthinking. It’s not like Ganyu hasn’t helped with the research aspect, and they’ve been writing the bulk of the sections together. Still, she can offer, even if it’s just to relieve the weight that’s starting to make her shoulders ache. 



  After another few hours, Keqing reaches her arms above her head, stretching and yawning. Ganyu laughs a little when her back cracks with a loud pop. 



  “Must be bedtime,” she says.



  “Maybe,” says Keqing. “It’s been a long day.”



  Ganyu snaps her laptop closed. “Well, I think we’re pretty well finished with the paper anyway,” she says. She hesitates for a second then adds, “If you want I can do the final edit and polish up the bibliography, that way we wouldn’t have to meet up next Saturday.” It would be nice to not have to leave her house on Saturdays anymore, but the thought of not seeing Keqing is somewhat less appealing.



  Keqing furrows her brows. “I don’t think that’s necessary. We can do all that together, like the rest of the paper.”



  Ganyu chews her bottom lip. “Okay,” she says, “If you’re sure. We can meet next Saturday to tie up all the loose ends.”



  “Great,” says Keqing with a bit more enthusiasm than Ganyu feels is warranted, but she kind of feels the same, so she’s not about to point it out. 



  And with that settled, she bids Keqing goodnight.











  The last week of the semester is always a bit of a gong show, and this one is no different. Some classes are cramming as much content into the remaining time as possible and others are just whiling away the hours with pointless trivia and games. It’s not hard to guess which of those two categories Childe’s class falls into. 



  On Wednesday, as Childe queues up yet another video of himself playing Minecraft, Keqing lets her head slide from where it was propped up with her hand to land on the desk with a dull 
  
    thud.
  



  “I am not showing up for class tomorrow,” she says, her voice slightly muffled. 



  Ganyu smiles, continuing to doodle in her notebook as she replies, “Skipping class seems out of character for you.” 



  Keqing turns her head so she can look at Ganyu. “It is, for classes that matter. I haven’t opened my laptop in this class all week.”



  “You make a valid point,” says Ganyu. “And I suppose it’s not like Childe takes attendance.”



  “Exactly,” says Keqing, sitting up a little and turning more fully to face Ganyu. “So you’re going to skip with me?”



  “Uh,” says Ganyu, her pencil stilling against the page.



  “Have you ever skipped a class?”



  Ganyu thinks about it for a moment. “Once. In high school. I got in so much trouble from my mother.”



  Keqing gives her a sly smile. “The trick is to not get caught.”



  “I take it none of your high school classes mattered?” Ganyu asks, giving Keqing a sidelong look.



  “Not really, no.” 



  Ganyu laughs, going back to her sketch. “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me. Well, I’ll let you know if you miss anything.”



  “You’re not going to skip with me?”



  “If I skipped an 8 am class, it would be to stay in bed.”



  “Of course,” says Keqing, returning her face to the desk. “What do you think Childe will do for class tomorrow anyway?”



  Ganyu hums. “He will either do more of what we’ve been doing all week, or he’ll have some elaborate game which gives out hints for the final.”



  Keqing blinks at her. “Are you serious?”



  “It’s what he’s done before. But he might do something different, who knows,” Ganyu shrugs. 






  Ganyu isn’t surprised to see Keqing in class the next morning. “Decided to show up after all, eh?”



  Keqing sighs. “Yeah, well, looks like most of the rest of the class had the same idea as me.” Her eyes scan the room; it’s painfully empty considering there are only minutes before class is scheduled to start. 



  It’s a fact that doesn’t escape Childe when he saunters into the room a minute later.



  “Well, well, well. Good and faithful students. You shall be rewarded for your diligence,” he says, and his little speech only gets more pompous from there. Ganyu is quick to tune him out and chooses instead to observe the incredulous look on Keqing’s face. 



  “I had hoped you were joking yesterday,” she says when Childe finally shuts up and begins handing out some worksheets, which when completed form some kind of puzzle that will give hints about the topics for the essay questions on the final the following week. 



  Ganyu laughs. “I wish, but this is Childe we’re talking about.” 



  They work together on the worksheets, not that they’re difficult, but more just because they can. By the time the end of the hour rolls around, they are both armed with the knowledge of what the essay questions will be and both feel pretty well ready to write the exam. 



  “I guess,” says Keqing as they pack up their things, “that we don’t really need to meet tonight, since we didn’t cover anything new in class this week.”



  “Not really,” says Ganyu, mild disappointment condensing in her stomach. But she can’t think of a reason to meet up with Keqing anyway, besides the truth which is just wanting to hang out. But she can’t just say that, can she? Or maybe she can since they are pretty much just regular friends now? Or maybe—



  So, I’ll see you on Saturday?” says Keqing rising to her feet and cutting Ganyu’s stream of consciousness off mid-thought.



  “Yeah, for sure,” says Ganyu, standing up to follow Keqing out of the room. “Definitely.”


 


  Ganyu spends a good deal of the intervening time at the gym, trying to clear her head. Funny how Keqing is still the reason she needs to take out some frustration on the archery range, but long gone are the days of picturing her face on the targets. More and more she finds herself wishing Keqing was there with her loosing arrows, trying to see who can hit more bullseyes. And maybe she can invite her to come along one day. There’s nothing intrinsically romantic about archery, though she really can’t help but picture how Keqing’s shoulders might look when drawing an arrow. Damn. This must be why it’s so hard to be only friends with someone you’re crushing on. 



  Ganyu takes a deep breath and wills her mind to be still as she looks down the shaft of the arrow to her target. Time seems to slow as she waits until it feels right, until the universe feels aligned, before she releases the arrow, watching as it sinks into the centre of the target right next to her other four arrows. 



  “Wow, you’re a really good shot,” says the gentleman next to her, his face a little flushed.



  Ganyu glances at him, and then to his target, which at least has arrows on it, even if none of them hit anywhere near the centre. She ducks her head and smiles. “Thank you.”



  “Any tips?” he asks.



  Ganyu thinks for a moment. She’s trained archery for so long she can hardly remember not being able to consistently send arrows exactly where she means to. Everything about it is so instinctual now, automatic, she doesn’t even think about the actual mechanics involved in it anymore. It’s something complex that love and dedication have turned into something easy. 



  “I guess,” she says slowly, “just have something to aim for.”



  The bell rings then, and she steps across the line to go fetch her arrows, ignoring the perplexed look on the man’s face. She realises that is probably not helpful advice, definitely not what he was likely hoping for, but it’s true all the same and applies to more than just archery. 



  She feels like her relationship with Keqing is at a crossroads of sorts. She can make a move, and find out if Keqing is at all interested in them being something more, or she can do what she does best and just bottle it up and keep the easy comfortable friendship that’s only just begun to grow. 



  As Ganyu pulls her arrows free from the target she already knows what she will do. Action comes with risk, and while the potential reward is huge, so is the potential loss. She’s just not willing to risk losing Keqing as a friend. So that is her target, that is what she will aim for: to be the best damn friend Keqing has ever had. And that will have to be enough. 



  When Ganyu knocks on Keqing’s door on Saturday evening, it opens almost immediately. 



  “Hey, hi,” says Keqing a little breathless, moving aside and motioning for Ganyu to come in. 



  Ganyu moves to the kitchen table, Keqing a step behind her. 



  “Can I get you anything?” Keqing asks as Ganyu sets her bag down by her chair. 



  “No thanks.”



  “You sure? Glass of water? Ginger ale?” She opens the fridge and peers inside. “I have some guava juice.”



  “Um, maybe later,” says Ganyu. 



  “Right,” says Keqing. She shuts the fridge and just stands there in the kitchen for a moment, a bit like a lost puppy. 



  “Are you okay?” asks Ganyu, her brow creasing in concern. “You seem kind of… agitated.”



  “Do I?” says Keqing, one hand reaching up and rubbing the back of her neck. “Sorry.”



  Ganyu shrugs. “It’s nothing to be sorry for,” she says pulling out her laptop. “I mean, as long as you don’t go completely postal and demand we rewrite the whole project tonight or something.”



  Keqing laughs a little, then fetches herself a glass of water before moving to sit next to Ganyu. “It’s a little late for a complete rewrite, but maybe just a few sections?”



  Ganyu rolls her eyes. “I’m going to change your permission to ‘viewer.’”



  Keqing laughs again and they buckle down to work. They read through their project paragraph by paragraph, sometimes aloud, sometimes not. They argue about grammar or whether that semicolon should really just be a period.



  It’s tedious, but it’s also easy, easy to be with Keqing like this. Ganyu is content to keep her feelings moored deep inside, safe in the harbour of denial and self-doubt, keeping them to herself, hidden from the world, and especially hidden from Keqing. The last thing she wants to do is scare her off. 



  As the evening drags on, Keqing orders some takeout from that one Chinese food place they both like, and Ganyu takes her up on that offer of guava juice. Section by section, they make final edits, progressing steadily. One of Ganyu’s hands is holding up her head as she reads and rereads a paragraph where it feels like they got a little carried away with quotations, the other is resting on the tabletop, inches from Keqing’s.



  Ganyu feels something brush against her hand and she goes to move it without thinking, automatically trying to get out of way. But instead of a muttered ‘sorry’ to what is surely an unintentional touch, Keqing’s hand follows hers, slipping under her palm until she has Ganyu’s hand held fast. Her grip is firm, but not restrictive. Ganyu could easily pull away if she wanted to. But as she stares at their joined hands, she finds she doesn’t want to. 



  She looks up to find Keqing’s eyes locked onto her face, watching her expression, her reaction, closely. Ganyu’s initial surprise doesn’t last long. Now she’s asking herself why she didn’t do this sooner: it feels so good, so right, so normal. 



  “Is this okay?” Keqing asks.



  In answer, Ganyu shifts her hand slightly so she can lace her fingers with Keqing’s. “Yes,” she says, somewhat distracted by wondering how she will get any more work done tonight with Keqing holding her dominant hand like this before her mind unhelpfully jumps to other places she would very much like Keqing to hold. 



  Keqing shuffles in her seat, inching her chair closer to Ganyu who holds her breath but doesn’t lean away like she might have months ago. Their chairs are right next to each other now, their shoulders and knees nearly touching.



  “Is this okay?” Keqing asks again.



  “Yes,” says Ganyu, a little breathless, this time distracted by how close Keqing’s lips are and how she smells ever so slightly like jasmine.



  She notices when the usual intensity of Keqing’s eyes shifts into a question, the uncertainty unfamiliar and unsuited to her face. She notices when Keqing starts to lean closer, slowly, almost imperceptibly. 



  Ganyu has been in situations like this before. She had felt trapped then, pinned to a wall or caught off guard. This time is different. Keqing may be making the move, but she’s moving at Ganyu’s speed. She’s giving her every opportunity to back out, turn away, end it. But, oh, Ganyu has never wanted something to not end this much in her entire life. She leans in and meets Keqing halfway, pressing their lips together as fireworks go off somewhere in the back of her mind. This is so much better than just being friends.



  It’s not a long or complicated kiss. There’s no real pressure behind it. Rather, it’s questioning, exploratory, like they’ve just discovered a treasure map and are deciding how far they should try to follow it. 



  Keqing pulls away first, taking a shuddering breath before looking into Ganyu’s eyes again. “Was that okay?”



  Such a stupid question from such a smart girl. “It’s only going to be not okay if you don’t kiss me again right now,” Ganyu says, already closing the distance between them. 



  This time it’s Keqing who meets her halfway, pressing against her, tentative at first, but growing bolder when Ganyu responds in kind. Their project is quickly forgotten, both of them far more interested in whatever it is that’s taking root between them. 











  Ganyu hadn’t meant to stay the night. Even in her wildest, most deeply guarded fantasies, she never stays the night. And yet here she is, waking up slowly in a queen-sized bed that is not her own, cocooned in silk sheets she would never have bought. 



  The night before is a bit of a blur. She recalls it didn’t take long before they had moved first to the couch, then later to Keqing’s bedroom. When they both did finally fall asleep it was late enough and Ganyu was tired enough that she didn’t think twice about it. Keqing’s arms around her, her steady breathing, the soothing rhythm of her heartbeat next to hers. Leaving didn’t even cross her mind.



  Not surprisingly, Keqing is already up when Ganyu fully wakes. But there on the foot of the bed are some clothes, a toothbrush, a towel. Ganyu just lays there, still buried in the down duvet, thinking about what that means, about where they stand now when the door soundlessly opens a fraction, soft light from the hall pouring into the semi-darkness of the bedroom.



  Oh, you’re awake,” says Keqing, opening the door fully. She’s already dressed, but her hair is still damp and yet to be pinned up in her usual style. “How… are you feeling?” she asks, uncertainty colouring her voice.



  Ganyu smiles, wondering at how Keqing could possibly still blush after all that happened. She sits up slowly, stretching. “I’m tired,” she says. “But you know me, I’m always tired in the morning.”



  Keqing chews her bottom lip. “I just worried-I mean, it’s okay if you regret—”



  “I don’t regret anything,” interrupts Ganyu. She holds out a hand to Keqing, who after a few moments of hesitation finally steps closer and takes it. Ganyu pulls her down to sit next to her. “I might as well tell you now,” she says, holding Keqing’s hand with both of hers. “I’ve actually had a crush on you for months.”



  Keqing narrows her eyes. “I thought you hated me.”



  “Hate is a strong word,” say Ganyu. “But, yeah, no, in the beginning, I definitely didn’t like you. I always thought you were beautiful, though.” Keqing rolls her eyes, and Ganyu continues, her fingers tracing lines on the back of Keqing’s hand, “And the more I got to know you, the more I realised that I actually kind of like you a lot.”



  “That sort of makes me feel better, I guess,” says Keqing. “For what it’s worth, I always thought you were beautiful, too.” She meets Ganyu’s eyes with a piercing gaze. “You are beautiful. And smart. And funny.”



  Ganyu can feel her face heat up. She’s been told that before, but coming from Keqing, it hits different. Ganyu knows Keqing means everything she says, and she says things with such surety, such intensity. Ganyu might not be wearing anything at the moment, but now she well and truly feels naked. She tugs on Keqing’s hand, pulling her close enough to press a kiss to her cheek, partly because she doesn’t know what to say, and partly because she wants to underline, bold, and italicise her feelings in a way she hopes Keqing can understand.



  “So are you,” she says. “I don’t regret this. I never will.”



  “Okay,” says Keqing. “Okay. Good. Then when you’re ready, I’ll take you for breakfast. I know a great place, the cinnamon rolls are to die for.” She wastes no time jumping to her feet to offer different clothing options than what she’d initially set out, then she recites the bakery’s menu to make sure it’s to Ganyu’s taste, and then she bemoans how little progress they ended up making on their project yesterday. It’s so quintessentially Keqing that Ganyu can’t help but smile.



  An hour later, they’re walking down the street, hand in hand, Ganyu wearing Keqing’s clothes like it’s the most normal thing in the world. It’s so comfortable to be wrapped up in Keqing, her hand, her clothes, her attention. The only thing spoiling the moment for Ganyu is the smug look she knows Zhongli will have on his face when he finds out. And find out he will, because this? This feels like something that Ganyu doesn’t ever want to let go of. 



  Back at Keqing’s place, they work for another few hours on their paper until someone steals a kiss and someone else’s hands wander, which proves distracting enough that their project is forgotten again. It’s with some reluctance that Ganyu finally leaves to go home sometime in the late afternoon. Standing alone at the LRT station, Ganyu reflects on how much things can change over the course of a semester. No, scratch that: how much things can change over the course of a weekend. She’s been gone all of fifteen minutes and she already misses the sound of Keqing’s voice. 



  Oh damn. She’s not going to be one of those needy, clingy girlfriends, is she? Ganyu gives her head a shake as she steps onto the train to head back to campus. No, she won’t. She won’t have to be. Not if Keqing takes this relationship even half a seriously as she seems to take everything else in her life. Ganyu only hopes she can keep up, hopes that she can return to Keqing as much as Keqing seems to be willing to give. 









  Keqing is not Ganyu’s first relationship. But it feels so different, it might as well be. She hadn’t planned to tell Beidou about anything anytime soon, but It’s just her luck to run into her as she crosses campus for a shift at the cafe. When Beidou brings up Keqing, Ganyu’s whole face turns fire engine red, which is suspicious enough to turn Beidou into some kind of bloodhound until she finally pries the truth out. 



  Beidou is happy for her, of course. She’s been teasing Ganyu for months about it, after all. It’s just a crying shame she turned out to be right. Beidou is insufferable when she’s right. Ganyu braces for an onslaught of crude jokes and good-natured ribbing for the foreseeable future as she excuses herself to get to work. 



  Over the next two weeks, Ganyu feels like she has both plenty of time to hang out with Keqing and no time at all. But by the same token, so much of their time had already been spent together studying that’s almost too easy to just grab whatever books or notes she needs to review and meet with Keqing at the library or one of their apartments and work in comfortable silence. 



  But that isn’t quite enough anymore, and Ganyu is relieved that Keqing feels the same way. She makes a point of inviting Ganyu to over for a movie, or to go out shopping or something once their exams are finished, and Ganyu cant’ help but wonder at how thoroughly and seamlessly Keqing has ingrained herself in Ganyu’s life. It’s not that she can’t go a day without seeing her. But if she doesn’t have to, then she’s certainly not going to. Especially since the semester break is fast approaching, and with it, Keqing’s trip back home to visit her family. 



  “What time is your flight again?”



  They are sitting together at Ganyu’s tiny kitchen table, finishing a simple supper Ganyu made to celebrate Keqing writing her last final. 



  “I need to be at the airport for 5 am on Sunday,” says Keqing her eyes sparkling with amusement as she observes Ganyu puff out her cheeks with dismay. “I know you offered to drive me there, but you don’t have to. I can drive myself.”



  “But parking is so expensive at the airport,” Ganyu says, though her argument sounds a little half-hearted, even to her own ears. But she’s determined to step up and step out of her comfort zone for Keqing, even if that means having to wake up in the middle of the night. 



  Keqing laughs. “Yes, but it’s a cost I’m willing to pay if it means you aren’t going to fall asleep at the wheel.



  Ganyu shoots her a dirty look. “Just because I don’t like to be up early, doesn’t mean I 
  
    can’t 
  
   be up early.” 



  “You’d just stay up all night, wouldn’t you?”



  Ganyu scoffs. “No…” That was, in fact, exactly what she had been planning to do. 



  Keqing shakes her head, smiling. “I know what you’re trying to do and it’s not necessary. 



  Ganyu stills, dropping her gaze. Keqing reaches out one of her hands and takes one of Ganyu’s, the table is so small it’s not much of a stretch. 



  “This isn’t a competition,” says Keqing. “You don’t owe me anything. You don’t need to make up for anything.”



  “I know, but—”



  Keqing suddenly surges to her feet, leaning across the table and short-circuiting Ganyu’s brain when she plants a kiss on her lips, effectively silencing her doubts, her worries, her fears. 



  After a moment, Keqing pulls away, her gaze piercing, like an x-ray, seeing everything, accepting everything. “Better?” she asks.



  Ganyu is quiet for a moment, savouring the lingering sensation of Keqing’s lips on hers. Then she sighs. “You know that’s cheating.”



  Keqing just smiles and Ganyu rolls her eyes. 



  “Fine, have it your way. Drive yourself to the airport. I’ll stay in my nice warm bed.”



  Keqing has the audacity to look smug as she gives Ganyu’s hand a squeeze. “I love winning.”



  “Didn’t you just say it wasn’t a competition?”



  Keqing just waggles her eyebrows, and Ganyu pulls her hand away with another eye roll. “Whatever. At least I’m not the one with sauce on my shirt.”



  “What—ah, shit.” Sure enough, on closer inspection Keqing’s romantic gesture unintentionally dipped her shirt right into the sweet and sour sauce left on her plate. 



  Ganyu laughs, reaching for a washcloth to toss at Keqing’s head before going to fetch a clean shirt for her. This is just how it is with Keqing. A give and take, an ebb and flow, a balance. Ganyu has never felt pressure from Keqing, only from herself, but Keqing has a way of taking that weight and making it lighter, easier to bear. She can say the simplest things and it’s always exactly what Ganyu needs to hear. It’s amazing. Keqing is amazing. More than words could ever describe so why even bother. 



  When she returns to the kitchen with a clean shirt to lend Keqing, she takes the opportunity to wrap her arms around her first, closing the distance between them, giving her a kiss she hopes will convey everything she doesn’t know how to say, one that’s full of promises she can’t wait to keep.















  Spring is in full bloom as Ganyu and Keqing walk hand in hand to the front door of Ganyu’s aunt and Uncle’s house. Ganyu had been invited for dinner to mark her graduation and acceptance into the graduate program. When she somewhat sheepishly asked if she could bring someone along, her mother and aunt made a huge fuss. Like really huge. Everything changed from a simple family dinner to a full-on fancy dinner party. 



  Ganyu almost regrets saying anything, but having Keqing there by her side will make up for any discomfort officially introducing her to the only other people she loves might bring. And of course, Keqing is a star, the perfect dinner guest. Polite, helpful, and attentive. After dinner, Ganyu can’t help the fond smile on her face as she watches Keqing dazzle her aunt and mother with a story from a trip abroad. She certainly has fine control over her own charm and she is really dialling it up today. Impressive, but not surprising. Just Keqing.



  She glances up as Zhongli slides into the empty seat next to her at the kitchen table, having excused himself from the conversation in the living room when it eventually (inevitably?) turned to shopping and fashion. He remains silent for a moment, his eyes tracking between Ganyu and Keqing. Ganyu can see the barely concealed mirth in the lines around his mouth and eyes. 



  It’s not that Ganyu had intentionally kept her relationship a secret from her family for months. It just never came up. And she didn’t see a pressing need to track down Zhongli after one of his classes or during office hours to tell him. But now the cat’s out of the bag, and Ganyu has no doubt he will attempt to take some of the credit. 



  “You know,” he says quietly after a few moments, “this isn’t quite what I had in mind when I expressed a hope that you and Keqing might become friends if you gave her a chance last semester.”



  Ganyu rolls her eyes. “I would normally never say this to someone I love and respect as much as you, but,” she turns to face him fully, smiling sweetly. “Zhongli, shut up.”



  He laughs, throwing his head back and interrupting the conversation in the living room. He leans in and presses a kiss to Ganyu’s temple. “I knew she would be good for you,” he says, eyes sparkling. “Perfect foils.”



  Ganyu shakes her head. “Don’t make me repeat myself, old man,” she says, laughing. 



  “All teasing aside,” he says. “You seem very happy.”



  Ganyu’s eyes drift back to the living room where Keqing is listening with rapt attention as her mother details her latest idea for an invention. It’s strange how much brighter the future seems when she pictures Keqing in it. All the little details don’t matter quite so much when all the big things seem to have fallen into place. 



  “Thank you,” says Ganyu. “I am.”















  Fin


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Thank you for reading through to the end!

 

A few notes, if you will:

I was a film major in uni, but I don’t claim anything pertaining to post-secondary education to be accurately represented here. And yes film was super fun to study. Do I have a job using that degree? Haha, no. 

Likewise for archery. I’ve gone to ranges maybe 3 times? I had so much fun but I’m mostly making stuff up. 

Apologies for the English? I’m Canadian and therefore live in a weird grammatical place somewhere between British and American English. And when I set my spellchecker to CAN, depending on the program, it always leans either too Britsih or too American, when all I want is my sloppy middling Canadian English. So let’s go ahead and blame all the inconsistencies on that, m’kay?

I’m not super happy with the ending. But, I literally only planned for this to be a few thousand words. Needless to say, it got WILDLY out of hand. So I’d be interested to hear any thoughts you readers have as far as content goes. I want to be a better writer, so I welcome all criticism, constructive and destructive. I promise not to cry. If you don’t want to comment here, you can message me on tumblr, same username. 

Thank you again for reading. I was very on the fence about posting this one, I’m equal parts embarrassed and proud of it, lol

 

EDIT: I just woke up to so many comments, I’m sobbing, you all are so damn nice. Thank you for inflating my ego to the size of mount friggin everest. Love you all <3

        
Author’s Note:Thank you for reading! The real hero of this story is YOU, dear reader.





