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    Ganyu suggests it mostly as a joke, at first, because she has a month’s worth of vacation days stacked up that are just waiting to be used, and Keqing is so tired when she comes home from work these days that she doesn’t do anything except collapse into bed, smelling like coffee and whatever weird herbal air freshener they keep at the office.

“We should go somewhere,” Ganyu suggests. Keqing has come home early and she has her head pillowed in the curve of Ganyu’s shoulder, mumbling something incomprehensible into her neck. It tickles.

“What?” says Keqing, bending her head to plant a hot kiss on Ganyu’s collarbone.

“Not while the stove is on,” Ganyu reminds her gently, swatting her away with a light hand. She sets down the spoon. “I just think we should find a time to get away from here,” she tells Keqing as she turns on the tap to rinse off a pan. “Like, far away.”

Keqing hums. “Don’t know if I can get the time off for that.” Painfully, heart-achingly light, like she’s trying not to let Ganyu down.

“It doesn’t have to be soon. I don’t care when it is, but I think we need it,” she says, the most desperate of pleas. She hopes Keqing can’t hear the shake in her voice, the proof that Ganyu needs the promise of time off like she needs water. “You’re tired.”

“Yes, but—”

“I’ll plan it and everything,” offers Ganyu. “We can decide where to go together and I’ll sort the rest out.”

Keqing sighs, draws Ganyu into her arms and strokes a hand up and down her lower back. “What about June?”

—

“I haven’t figured out where we’re going yet, but we’re going somewhere,” Ganyu says, and Zhongli nods, looking thoughtful.

“What places are you looking at?”

“Somewhere far away,” she answers immediately. “Not here, that’s all.” Because she knows Keqing, like something hidden quiet and sharp between her ribs, knows the way Keqing will grind her own sore bones down into dust before she admits that she needs to get away from it. Ganyu gets it. She understands, from her time like that too. She knows that the only way to coax Keqing out of her head is to go anywhere distant enough to let her forget about it, if only for a few days.

She blows out a breath. “It would be best if there weren’t many people there, too.”

She can see Zhongli turning the thought over in his head. “Hm,” he says. “I hear Canada is beautiful, this time of year.”

Ganyu blinks. “Canada?”

Zhongli nods, curling his hands around his cup of decaf. “I have a friend in Quebec,” he offers, and Ganyu doesn’t even have to hear the rest of it before her hands start itching to book a flight.

—

“How do you feel about Quebec?” she asks, and Keqing wrinkles her nose.

“Is that in Europe?” she says, completely deadpan, and laughs when Ganyu flicks her. “Kidding! What brought this on?”

“Zhongli says it’s nice there in the summer.” She curls her fingers into her palms.

“Wouldn’t we have to speak French there?”

Ganyu shrugs. “I know some,” she says, even though she’s stretching the boundaries of some to fit I made friends with the student from France when I was thirteen.

Keqing raises her eyebrows. “I feel like ‘some’ is doing a lot of heavy lifting there,” she points out, and Ganyu can’t help the upturn of her lips.

“You have so little faith in me,” she says.

“I have just the right amount,” answers Keqing, flashing her a sweet smile. She leans forward, curls a hand around Ganyu’s hip and tugs her closer. Brings her other hand up to fit over the ridge of Ganyu’s jaw.

Ganyu swallows. “I guess the language might be a problem, but we can find another place if it doesn’t work out. It’s not set in stone yet. I just thought—it looks really beautiful. Zhongli was telling me about the last time he went there, and we can drive across the province if you want, check out all the sights. I think it’ll be quiet.”

“Quiet,” repeats Keqing, and she brushes a stray hair out of Ganyu’s face, the touch of her fingertips warm.

“Quiet,” says Ganyu, her voice soft, and they stand there for a while, Keqing’s chin hooked over Ganyu’s shoulder, illuminated only by the light from the refrigerator, sharing breath and comfort and so much else.

—

They’d done something like this, once, left everything behind and drove nowhere for hours, when Ganyu was in her last year of university and her thesis was killing her and she felt like her life was crumbling before her eyes.

Keqing would pick her up from the library just before it closed and they would drive around the city until the sun rose. Something precious and untouched hanging in the early-morning mist, the bright green road lights cutting through a two AM haze, street lamps running like gold ribbons down the turnpike.

Ganyu usually slept while Keqing drove. Drifted off to the sound of Keqing talking about everything and anything at all, better at lulling her to sleep than any white noise.

She woke up when dawn stretched its pinkened palms across the windshield, the two of them flooded in the orange afterglow. Every time the light was red and Ganyu turned to the driver’s seat to say something, Keqing would already be looking at her, as if she was driving on borrowed time between all the traffic stops and each glance was another landmark.

Ganyu misses it.

Well, not exactly. She doesn’t miss the midnight breakdowns or the way she would come unravelled in Keqing’s arms, leaning over the console to sob into her shoulder and ramble unknowingly about everything that was going wrong while Keqing gripped onto her shoulder blades and just held her: solid and steady and everything Ganyu needed, then.

But there are hundreds of other moments she misses. The in-between hours: 24-hour drive-throughs and spare candies Ganyu would find in the glove compartment of the car Keqing had gotten when she was sixteen, trying to guess how long they’d sat there uneaten. The focus in Keqing’s gaze and the slope of her neck, graceful and proud in the neon wash of light, how sometimes when she thought Ganyu was sleeping she would brush a hand over the furrow in her brow, smooth out the crease in her forehead.

“I really want to kiss you right now,” Ganyu had said. Three AM and her brain was still in overtime, Keqing so close that Ganyu could reach out and touch her and it wouldn’t feel real by the time morning came. They were—something, by that time, not quite together but linked all the same. They’d never kissed, no matter how much Ganyu wanted to. Just fallen into each other’s beds and slept inches apart.

Still. It felt like the precipice of something, a flower grown bone-thin and fragile in her cupped palms. “You can say no,” she added, blinking hard, eyes dusty with tiredness. “You can.”

“I wouldn’t,” replied Keqing, and Ganyu stared at her hands.

“That’s not a yes, though.”

“Is this enough of a yes?” she asked, and she cupped the back of Ganyu’s neck with a hand, drawing her close to press their lips together. The seatbelt clip dug into Ganyu’s hip and they had to be careful because they’d just gotten off the freeway, stopped at the first red light past the exit, so anything was possible. Shining proof of all they could ever be in moments that escaped memory.

“Yeah,” Ganyu said, running her tongue over her lower lip. “Yeah, that’s—yes.”

And since then it’s been years upon years of yes to all the small things that Ganyu loves about Keqing, six years of saying yes to anything Keqing asked, not just for the sake of it but because she wants to give Keqing the grace of an answer. Because she loves Keqing, and Keqing holds her hands when they’re shaking and loves her right back.

So maybe Ganyu is reading too deeply into this whole idea, and maybe Keqing doesn’t care about it half as much as she does, but when Keqing sets her chopsticks down and says, “I have two weeks off for June,” something in Ganyu’s chest shifts and settles. The end of a turnpike, her heart easing off the brakes. A weight lifted and lost.

—

They book their flights in early May. Ganyu’s hand shakes the whole time as she’s putting all their information in for the tickets, and Keqing comes up behind her to massage the tension out of her shoulders just as she clicks the button to confirm.

“Relax,” Keqing murmurs, and Ganyu laughs.

“Hypocrite,” she accuses, but there’s no bite to it.

“Do as I say, not as I do,” answers Keqing promptly.

Ganyu laces their fingers together. “So this is it, then.”

“This is it,” Keqing echoes. “One more month.”

“Are you scared?” asks Ganyu, and it’s not like—it isn’t like they haven’t travelled together before, just that they’ve never left the continent together, never had no one to depend on but each other. One of them has always held the map.

Keqing plays with the end of a strand of Ganyu’s hair. “Not really.”

“Why not?”

“You’ll be there,” she says, achingly simple. “If we ever need to speak French, I know who to turn to. For—generous descriptions of ‘proficiency.’” She laughs.

“We’ll get by,” Ganyu says with more conviction than she feels. “I promise.”

“I know we will,” replies Keqing. “And even if we don’t, we can always come back.”

—

Ganyu’s first thought is that the airport is loud. The second is that all the signs are in French, and English is already difficult enough, but she tries to imagine going to a car rental and asking for help in French and wants to collapse.

Keqing smooths a hand over the crease in her brow. “Don’t worry,” she says, voice barely audible amid the chatter of the landing gate. “They have English services, I think.”

It takes an hour for them to locate the language help desk and find the car rental, and another to fill out all the paperwork, but by the time the sun starts to dip below the skyscrapers, they’re off.

“I’m hungry,” Keqing says, turning to look in the wing mirror as she reverses out of the airport parking lot.

Ganyu yawns. The soft music playing on the radio doesn’t help her jet lag. “I’ll find a place,” she suggests, and turns on her phone to search for food nearby. “What are you feeling?”

Keqing sighs. “Doesn’t matter,” she says, and then a sign on the side of the road catches her eye. “We can try that,” she suggests, jerking her head towards the restaurant. From the window display, it looks like they sell sandwiches: the thick-cut kind, sourdough bread and fillings that threaten to escape the slices holding them together.

Ganyu manages to order with minimal translation, even though she has to search up a few words. They emerge triumphantly with their sandwiches, paper-wrapped and hot between their fingers.

They eat in the car with napkins spread between them. “So,” Keqing says between bites. “You have anything planned for tomorrow?”

“Sleeping in,” replies Ganyu. “It didn’t seem like a good idea to start doing anything. You know how it gets after a flight,” she says, slanting a pointed glance Keqing’s way. They’re both thinking of the last time they travelled to another time zone, when Keqing fell asleep in the car from the airport and didn’t wake up until four in the afternoon the next day.

Keqing giggles. “Guilty as charged.”

“There’s a park nearby,” Ganyu adds. “If you’re feeling up to that. And Montreal is famous for its bagels. Zhongli says there’s a big debate about the best kind?”

Keqing yawns. “We’ll put our skills to the test tomorrow,” she says, peeling back the paper wrapper from her sandwich and biting off the crust carefully. There are crumbs dotting her mouth that Ganyu wants to kiss away, but she refrains.

“How’s yours?” Keqing asks, and Ganyu hums.

“Not bad.” The fillings are all vegetables, but it doesn’t leave an unpleasant aftertaste like some might. “Yours?”

Keqing takes another bite and chews. “The salmon is really good,” she says after some consideration. “They don’t make salmon like this at home.”

Ganyu presses her lips together, resisting the urge to smile. “Yeah?”

“Might have to smuggle some back on the plane.”

They sit in silence for the rest of their meal, watching the sun disappear behind the parking lot. It’s a few degrees above freezing outside and Ganyu has to curl her fingers into her palms so they don’t go stiff, but the headache that had started yesterday is receding and her shoulders are losing their tension already. “Ready to go home?”

Keqing folds up the wrapper carefully and holds out her hand to take Ganyu’s. “I’ll throw these away and be back, hold on.”

Ganyu turns up the music on the radio and switches stations a few times until she arrives at something that Keqing will probably like, R&B with a strong beat. She pulls up the hotel confirmation on her phone, enters the address into the GPS navigator.

When Keqing comes back, she shifts the car into ‘drive’ mode and presses the pedal. “It’s a little old,” she remarks, light, like she’s trying to hold back laughter.

Ganyu chuckles. The car makes a clunk noise as Keqing reverses out of the parking spot, the brakes jamming. “We can return it if you want.”

Keqing keeps her eyes on the road as she merges onto the freeway. “It’ll do,” she says.

They check into the hotel room and unpack. Keqing opens the curtains; the room looks across the Montreal skyline, a sprawling landscape of fluorescent lights and skyscrapers.

That night, they brush their teeth at the hotel bathroom sink together, leaning into each other like two magnets.

“Missed you,” Keqing says through a mouthful of toothpaste, and Ganyu understands what she means, even though they haven’t spent any time apart: the feeling of Keqing slipping through her fingers, how her only contact with Keqing in the past few months has been a chin hooked over her shoulder while the kettle is on, or cold feet pressed against her shins past midnight when Keqing gets home from work.

“Missed you,” says Ganyu, and she spits a glob of toothpaste in the sink before turning around to plant a kiss on Keqing’s cheek. “You tired?”

“Exhausted,” Keqing says with a laugh. “Ready for bed.”

They climb into bed, Keqing’s chest pressed to Ganyu’s back and her leg hitched over Ganyu’s thigh, face pressed into her hair.

“Love you,” she murmurs before she falls asleep, and Ganyu laces their fingers together.

She squeezes tight. “Love you.”

—

The next day they wake up early and go for a walk when the bite of early summer is fresh in the air, dew hanging heavy over the clouds. Buildings jut up into the clouds, forming shadows across the pavements, the chimneys and pointed roofs like hungry mouths drinking water from the sky.

Ganyu pulls out her phone. “We should get bagels,” she suggests, and Keqing loops their arms together.

“Lead the way, sweetheart.” It isn’t the first time Keqing has called her sweetheart, and it isn’t even Keqing’s favourite nickname for her, but the ease with which it tumbles out of her mouth makes Ganyu blush.

The sign over the bakery entrance says St. Viateur’s in careful, clean printed script, then again in loud orange letters on the window. They step past the metal cart at the front and push open the door. Ganyu orders for them, three different bagels for as much variety as possible. The French is starting to feel natural in her mouth again, or at least as natural as it can feel.

“Draw me like one of your French girls,” Keqing says once they’re out of earshot of the person at the counter, and Ganyu swats her shoulder.

“You hated Titanic,” she points out, and Keqing crosses her arms.

“I didn’t hate it,” she says. “I just don’t get why he couldn’t fit on the door.”

“We’re not having this conversation right now,” Ganyu replies.

Keqing pulls her closer and twirls a lock of Ganyu’s hair between her fingers. “We should watch Titanic tonight,” she suggests.

Ganyu raises a doubtful eyebrow. “Really.”

“Really,” confirms Keqing. “I’m willing to give it a second chance.”

“You locked me out of the bathroom for half an hour after we watched it the first time.”

“I was trying to understand why he couldn’t fit on the fucking door,” Keqing says, sounding put-upon.

“Okay, baby,” Ganyu answers soothingly, rubbing a hand up and down Keqing’s neck. “Whatever you say.”

They collect their bagels and leave the bakery. The bagels burn their hands through the paper bags, but it doesn’t take long before they cool down.

“This is incredible,” Keqing says, biting into the dough. “Oh my god. This is so fucking fluffy. What the hell?”

Ganyu laughs. “It’s really good,” she admits. The crispy exterior gives way to a pillowy inside, so fluffy that her teeth sink right into it. “Rating out of ten?”

“Ten and a half,” Keqing answers. “Jesus. I think we might have to go here every morning.”

“We still have to try the other place,” Ganyu tells her. “Zhongli said these two are the best in Montreal. We have to give it a fair chance.”

“I’m not an impartial audience.” Keqing reaches down to twine their hands together, keeping ahold of her bagel with the other. “I don’t think I can judge fairly after this.”

“Try your best,” Ganyu says. “You want to head back to the hotel?”

Keqing hums. “Have you seen anything to do near here?”

Ganyu pulls out her phone. “There’s an art gallery nearby.”

“Let’s go there,” she decides, definitive. “We can stare at the paintings and pretend we know the symbolism behind them.”

Laughing, Ganyu tucks her head into the crook of Keqing’s neck. “I had an idea,” she says. “We should go skating tomorrow.”

“I don’t know how to skate,” Keqing points out.

“I can teach you.” And there’s excitement in that, too—teaching Keqing something she knows in a city unknown, their known universe expanding to fit the borders of a place foreign and familiar at the same time. 

“Hey,” Keqing says suddenly, just as Ganyu is finding directions to the art gallery.

“Hm?”

“Can I have the last bagel?”

—

Ganyu forgets why they never really go to art galleries until they step into the first exhibit. The whole focus of the gallery is on contemporary art, bright installations in wide-open, airy rooms.

“This place is freezing,” Keqing mumbles, tucking her hands into her pockets. “Is that part of the ‘contemporary’ thing too?”

“Don’t talk so loud,” Ganyu hisses. The only other person in the room is a lady inspecting a small red canvas across the hall, but sound carries.

Halfway through the final exhibit, Keqing hooks her chin over Ganyu’s shoulder and doesn’t let up; winds her arms around her waist and leaves them there as they travel from piece to piece. “This one is pretty.” It’s a collection of plastic pieces dangling from the ceiling and a spotlight mounted perpendicular. From the right angle, the light and shadows crossfade into a girl blowing leaves out of her cupped palms.

Ganyu leans back into Keqing’s touch. All the art blurbs on the walls are in French, and she couldn’t even hope to read them, but the gallery is cold and Keqing is warm and they’re standing where they need to be, the exact right angle to see the world as it is.

—

They buy a print of the girl later, in the gift shop. Keqing slides it carefully into her pocket and takes Ganyu’s hand. “I’m hungry already.”

“More bagels?”

Keqing tilts her head. “Maybe lunch,” she says. “Is it lunchtime yet?”

Ganyu shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. It’s not like anyone’s going to punish us for eating too early.” She looks out the window. “Do you want to try poutine?”

Keqing snorts. “What do you think the answer to that will be?”

And like, Ganyu has had poutine before, or whatever, but only the pale imitations they sell in fast food diners: soggy fries and watery gravy, the plate so greasy you could run a finger through it and the oil would almost coagulate in its wake. Not the red baskets the cashier hands them at the counter, protected by a wax-paper blanket, the cheese curds pulled apart, fries warm and crispy and soaked in gravy.

“Fuck,” Keqing says. “Oh my god. That’s so good.”

Ganyu hums in agreement. She picks at her fries, and they’re incredible, but she keeps getting distracted by Keqing. The weight of her hand on Ganyu’s knee, her eyes dancing, early-summer sunlight shining sharp and bright over her face.

Joy looks good on her.

Ganyu glances down at Keqing’s hand, splayed across her leg, and she wonders.

—

The skating outing, as it stands, is more of them walking around with a brochure they grabbed from the hotel concierge until they stumble upon the rink. Keqing spots a sign nearby and they manage to rent two pairs of skates from the arena.

“I don’t think I’ve skated since I was six,” Keqing says as they step on the ice.

Ganyu laughs. “Just hold onto me,” she tells her, slipping her hand into Keqing’s. It’s been a long time since she skated too—high school, at least—but the cut of her skates against the ice is clean and sharp and she breaths in the chill of the rink, letting it sink into her bones.

She keeps a careful arm around Keqing’s waist as they do a full lap, Keqing clinging onto the boards whenever she can. Every once in a while someone else will skate past them at top speeds and Keqing wobbles in surprise, but Ganyu doesn’t take her eyes off her for a second, helps her stand upright.

“This is embarrassing,” mumbles Keqing. Ganyu drops a kiss on her cheek, her skin cold and pink under Ganyu’s mouth.

“It’s not,” she says. “And even if it was, you still look cute.” Keqing has a toque on that she bought at the airport gift shop, and the red clashes horribly with her purple hair, but it brings out the colour in her cheeks. Ganyu never wants to let her go.

“I’m only doing this because I love you.”

Ganyu releases her grip on Keqing’s hands slowly, carefully, making sure Keqing doesn’t fall. She spins in a circle. “You’re doing a great job anyway.”

Keqing skates a few steps forward, each stroke sure.

“Fantastic,” Ganyu says, taking her hands again and twirling her around. “Keep it up and you’ll be going to the Olympics soon.”

“You’re ridiculous,” answers Keqing, but she’s smiling, and her lips are red, and her hat doesn’t match her hair, far from it, and Ganyu loves her.

—

They spend the next few hours wandering the city. Keqing pulls up a navigation app on her phone and gets directions to another bagel place that Zhongli mentioned. The building is all brown-red brick covered in a blue tarp, and the sign over the shop front has a picture of a man holding bagels. Keqing doesn’t even hesitate before pushing the door open.

It isn’t prime bagel hours, but the bakery is still warm and crowded, crates stacked up the walls with freshly-made bagels. Over at one end, two people are rolling and tossing bagels before sliding them into the oven, the rhythm of preparation almost hypnotic.

Ganyu stumbles through ordering in French for both of them and ends up mostly pointing at items on the display, holding up fingers to indicate the amount.

“I think this one is the winner,” Ganyu says when they’re seated on a bench across the street. The bagels are a little more textured, pockets of air and soft dough forming a craggy, dense surface marked with sesame seeds.

Keqing makes a sound like she disagrees. “Mm,” she answers. “The other ones were fluffier. I think these are too sweet. Guess there’s only one solution,” she continues, one corner of her mouth tugging up. “We’ll just have to buy both of them, every day, to keep each other happy.”

“You already make me happy,” Ganyu says back, aware of how sappy it sounds as she presses their foreheads together.

“Not enough,” Keqing mumbles, and she slots her mouth against Ganyu’s, tasting like sesame seeds and sweet dough. The space between Ganyu’s ribs loosens.
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