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    In the depths of the ink ocean that was Yuehai Pavilion, Yanfei’s eyes locked on a set of red-marbled horns peeking out from above the crowd. Before the flood of bureaucrats rushing in every which direction, pen and papers clutched tightly to their chests, anyone would be liable to getting swept away by the currents. But for her beloved, blue-haired quarry the crowd kept their distance, whether out of recognition to her seniority or deference to those in whom the blood of illuminated beasts flowed true.

Well, she thought, having to squeeze past a number of scribes despite being an illuminated beast in her own right, it’s probably the former.

Ganyu stood straight and serious in the Foreign Affairs section, filing away papers into an open cabinet. She was dressed in a cotton overcoat, with a pink scarf wrapped about her. For a woman who could manipulate frost at-will, and a qilin at that, many thought it strange that she was so sensitive to drops in temperature – it was still only autumn, after all. But the truth was that she simply liked to dress that way, and seized the earliest opportunity to do so every year.

Yanfei sidled up next to her, pulled a dusty folder from an adjacent cabinet, and pretended to flip through the contents.

“Ah,” she said, much sooner than would have been natural. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“Is it?” Ganyu asked. “We both work in Yujing Terrace. But good morning, Yanfei.” She glanced over at the other woman. “What are you reading up on?”

“Trade policy in Fontaine,” she said, saying the first thing that came to mind. “They change their laws so often, you know, sometimes it’s necessary to revisit the basics.” She made a show of throwing up her hands as if she were exasperated. “How about you?”

“For right now, I’m just organizing these correspondence letters between the Qixing and the Knights of Favonius. After that, I need to prepare reports for the Lady Yuheng on housing developments in Qingce, and then I have to review the next edition of Liyue’s Modern Use Characters so it can be sent to the Sumeru Academia…”

Yanfei nodded. “Light day, then.”

“Very funny.” She shot the woman a sidelong glance. “So what did you want to ask me?”

“Hm? You think I came all the way here just to see you? I’m only here to brush up on trade policy.”

“Interesting, because that’s actually a report on Inazuma’s Sakoku Decree.”

Yanfei looked down and found that she was right, this was indeed a document outlining the effects of Inazuma’s closed-border policy. But how did she even know that? Was she the one who filed this away? Scary.

“Go on, then.”

“Fine, fine.” Yanfei shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “So tonight they’re starting the Moonchase celebrations.”

“Mhm.”

“And… my friends over at the Commerce Guild are letting me up onto the bell tower to watch the fireworks. So I was thinking, maybe if you were free…”

Ganyu tapped her nails against the surface of her folder. “That sounds fun… but I’m scheduled to work this evening.”

And there it was – the answer she had been expecting. Looking into the dark purple hues of her eyes, Yanfei was reminded of the Ganyu from her youth. As a child, she often spent time in Ganyu’s care due to her mother traveling for work and her father having responsibilities of his own. On those days, Ganyu would take her to the office and read to her from all sorts of books. Or sometimes, she’d forgo the books altogether and tell stories from her own memory. Those were always more interesting, if a bit hard to follow. And afterwards, she’d take Yanfei down to the wharf and treat her to crab roe tofu, even though she couldn’t eat it herself… even though it meant skipping her afternoon naps to do so…

But as the years grew, so did the distance between them. On the day that Yanfei finally ascended the steps of Yuehai Pavilion not as a child but as a working woman, she intended to reconnect with the one she saw as a sister. She remembered the first time she met Ganyu again after so many years, looking her in the eyes just as she was doing now. And in those evening-sky eyes was something she had never noticed as a child.

Tiredness.

“Surely no one will mind if you take the night off, right? It’s a holiday.”

Ganyu put a finger to her chin.

“…Right? I mean you’ve been working here since the dawn of time, you must have taken lots of days off.”

“Don’t be so dramatic — I’ve only been working here for a millennium or two.”

“Are you even listening to yourself?”

“And for the record,” she said, “I’ve only ever taken a day off once.”

Yanfei blinked. “Seriously? I kind of find that hard to believe.”

“Mhm. And I’ll tell you what.” She closed her folder and looked at Yanfei, a smile playing on the corners of her lips. “If you can guess which day it was, I’ll reschedule my work for tonight.”

“That’s basically impossible,” she said, falling into step beside Ganyu as she left the Foreign Affairs section. Where she walked, the ink sea parted in reverence. “I could spend the rest of my day listing dates and still not come close.”

“So you were planning to brute force the answer?” She frowned. “And here I was expecting more from the harbor’s most infamous legal expert.”

“You plan on having fun with this, is that right?”

“Well you know, it can get pretty monotonous, doing the same job since… what were your words? ‘Dawn of time’? It’s important to enjoy the simple things.”

Yanfei took a deep breath, and felt the gears in her head begin to turn. “A minute ago I mentioned listing dates one after the other, but that would be a waste of time, wouldn’t it? This isn’t some arbitrary date, after all. The fact that you only took work off once in all this time implies that it was something of major significance.”

“You’re so serious when you shift into work-mode. But yes, you could say this was a very significant day for me.”

“Furthermore! This date was specifically one of historical significance.” A few passerby turned their heads to look at her as she raised her voice, but she paid them no heed.

“Oh, what makes you think so?”

“Easy. It’s fair to say you would only give me this challenge if you thought I had a chance at succeeding. After all, it’s no fun if I’m at a complete loss… I think. Therefore, this date must be one that I’m familiar with — and the only dates I would be familiar with from before my lifetime are those that were famous in history. Well, I also know the dates of a few old court cases, but I think it’s safe to rule those out.”

“Interesting reasoning. Do you have an answer for me, then?”

Yanfei puffed up her chest. “Based on the evidence laid out before me, I conclude that you took the day off during Liyue’s Feast of the Gods, shortly after the founding of the city, when Rex Lapis invited all the newly crowned archons to—“

“Nope.”

“…What?”

“I was very hard at work that day, actually. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to make preparations for a god, let alone seven of them? We ordered so much wine for Barbatos that we ran out space in the cellar, and I had to use my Vision to keep the rest cool…”

“But then… wait, no.” Yanfei pinched the bridge of her nose. She had gotten too excited and already made a mistake in her logic. “I get it. You weren’t expecting an immediate answer, were you?”

Ganyu came to a stop outside the door that led into her personal office and turned to Yanfei with a bemused expression on her face.

Of course. Yanfei made the assumption that this date was something that would be covered by basic knowledge, but even if it was a date obscure enough to only be recorded in the most esoteric historical records… this very building would be the place to find them.

“What’s my time limit?” This was an important question not only because it established the rules of the challenge, but also because it was a way of assessing difficulty.

“…You’re not busy now, right?”

“Nope. I took the day off. You know, because it’s a national holiday.”

“Wow, so you came all the way to Yuehai Pavilion on your day off just to see m—“

“Don’t think too hard about it. Anyway, deadline?”

“Let’s say, you have until…” If Ganyu were to set the time limit as, for example, an hour, that would imply that she thought the date would be fairly simple to find. Two hours would imply she thought it a challenge, and three would mean she thought Yanfei needed all the help she could get.

“…sunset.”

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    After the first two hours of scouring the library, Yanfei found herself slumped over a stack of weather reports from six centuries ago. Admitting defeat was something she was loathe to do, but the sheer scope of time in which Ganyu served as secretary to the Qixing made this an astronomical task. Her employment history was more or less the history of Liyue, after all. And the history of Liyue was a strange and restless one, with no shortage of events that could have accounted for a leave of absence.

Was it when a landslide from Mount Tianheng left part of the city blocked off? Or perhaps when ashfall from Natlan made its way down to the harbor? Or maybe even when a visiting circus troupe accidentally let loose a pack of tigers through the city streets?

Compared to this, deciphering legal codices was a stroll in the park. With a groan, she raised her head off the table, ready to sift through more records, when she noticed a woman standing next to her with her head cocked.

“Yanfei,” said Keqing, “what are you doing in the Natural Events section?”

“Ah, you know,” she said, lifting one of the papers and squinting, “I’m just so fascinated in… ‘The Decline of Liyue’s Water Quality.’”

Keqing leveled her a blank stare.

“Alright, alright. The truth is, I’m looking for information on…” A light went on in Yanfei’s head. “Wait a second. As the Yuheng, you have access to employee records, don’t you?”

Keqing raised an eyebrow. “Well yes, I do. What of it?”

“By any chance, is there a record of Ganyu’s attendance?”

“Oh, so that’s what this is about. Yes, there is such a record – her near-perfect attendance is actually a subject of great fascination among the Qixing. In all her time here —“

“She’s missed only one day. But do you remember what the date was? Or why?”

Keqing narrowed her eyes, and Yanfei felt the weight of her gaze bearing down on her. Is it because I cut her off? She silently cursed herself for speaking too hastily.

“I get the feeling… I’m not supposed to tell you.”

Ah, she figured it out. Yanfei cradled her head in her hands. “Back to square one, then.”

Keqing flipped through some of the documents laying on the table, smirking. “I will say that it’s rather amusing to see you so far off-track, though.”

“I’ve been entertaining people all morning, it seems. But this is really difficult, you know. The sheer amount of history that has happened before our lifetimes is just way too much.”

Keqing swayed her head back and forth, an amused expression across her face. “Then maybe you’d be better suited asking someone as old as her, no?” She left, giggling to herself. “I hear Jueyun Karst is lovely this time of year.”

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    Keqing’s advice was sensible, if teasing, but there was no chance for Yanfei to make it to Jueyun Karst and back in the span of an evening. Even Wangshu Inn was too far of a trip, which left Xiao out as well. Ganyu obviously wouldn’t give away the answer, and as someone who spent lots of time with Madame Ping… Yanfei was certain asking her would be a fruitless endeavor.

However, all hope was not lost. Anyone who knew Ganyu knew that there was one person she trusted more than anyone, one person who she placed unconditional faith in. And although this same person famously died during the last Rite of Descension, that would hopefully only be a minor setback.

Yanfei knocked on the lacquered wooden door of Wangsheng Funeral Parlor. Almost immediately, it swung open and Hu Tao’s excited face popped out.

“Welcome, esteemed cu…” When she realized that it was Yanfei on the other side of the door, her voice trailed off and her smile dropped. “Zhongli!” she called out from over her shoulder, “Prepare some tea! We’re getting sued again.”

Yanfei made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “Oh no, no. Not this time. Actually, I’m here with a personal request.”

“Oh? Well in that case…” She once again turned her head and called out. “Zhongli, hold off on the sleeping powder!”

Ignoring that, Yanfei let herself be led inside to the reception room, where Hu Tao took a seat next to a stone-faced man pouring out cups of tea. That was her assistant, Zhongli — a knowledgeable person in his own right, though Yanfei had always felt something strange about him.

“So what is it that you’ve come to me for today?”

“To be frank, I know all about your secret.”

“My, what an interesting conversation-opener.”

Yanfei took a deep breath. “This is about Rex Lapis.”

The man sitting beside Hu Tao flicked his eyes over at Yanfei, but she kept her own gaze trained on Hu Tao.

“I want you to let me speak to him from beyond the veil.”

The man on the side choked on his tea, but neither of the women paid him any heed. Rather, Hu Tao crossed her arms, frowning. “So you know all about that, do you? Still, that’s a fairly steep request. In exchange for something like that, I’d have to request a small fortune in—“

“Director,” said Zhongli.

“Huh? What is it?”

“If I may, could I speak with the guest alone for a moment?”

“But I’m in the middle of a business deal!”

“It’s serious.”

Hu Tao pouted, but after studying his face for a moment, sighed in acquiescence. Yanfei couldn’t understand why, since his face hadn’t changed an inch, but it was like some unspoken agreement had happened between them.

“Is that alright with you, Yanfei?”

She nodded. Hu Tao was the one who she had wanted to speak to, but this had caught her interest. Zhongli was quite the mysterious individual, and come to think of it, she had only really started hearing of him following the last Rite of Descension. Could it be that her assistant, who Yanfei had such an odd feeling about… was the one who laid Rex Lapis to rest?

“Very well, I wanted to go shopping for Moonchase decorations anyway. Treat her well while I’m gone.”

Zhongli nodded, and waited for her to shut the door behind her. “It’s good to see you, Yanfei.”

“What?”

“I’ve heard much about you from your father, but to see you in person is a different experience altogether.”

“You know my father? Are you a friend of his?”

“Yes, we go many years back. Millenia, even.”

“Ah, so you’re an adeptus?” Well, that explains the weird feeling.

“Indeed. I am the adeptus prime, at that.”

Yanfei cocked her head. “Have they found a new one so soon?”

Zhongli frowned.

“Hey, I don’t get invited to the family meetings, you know. A bit of a black sheep, so I’m not too familiar with adeptal affairs.”

“Yanfei, you are speaking to Rex Lapis.”

“Alright, let’s not get carried away, now. Succeeding one of his titles doesn’t mean you can succeed all of them. Isn’t this a funeral parlor? Have some respect for the dead.”

Zhongli pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yanfei, I am Morax himself.”

“Okay. Adeptus or not, I don’t know what kind of crazy people Hu Tao hires, but —“

“The bag by your waist is an endless storage produced by way of adeptal magic, and in it you carry around the balance given to you by your father, capable of measuring the value of any object as it was before the Archon War.”

Yanfei stiffened. “Alright… but that doesn’t necessarily prove that you’re a god. Especially not one who’s supposed to be dead.”

“I understand that it’s difficult to believe, but as an adeptus you have the right to know.”

“Any chance you’ll show me your gnosis as proof?”

“It’s no longer in my possession.”

“Convenient.”

“Not getting through to you, am I?”

“Well, it’s clear that you know quite a bit, so I’ll grant you the benefit of the doubt. But assuming that you are who you say… why are you working at a funeral parlor?”

“It is a long and twisting story. I can tell you another time, but, you came here to ask something of me, no?”

“I suppose it doesn’t particularly matter who you are as long as you’re old enough. Um, I wanted to know something about Ganyu.”

“Certainly, please go ahead.”

“I want to know…” she said, thinking back on Ganyu’s words from earlier, “about the most significant day of her life.”

“That’s quite the request. I’m not sure I know myself, although I have a few guesses.”

“Sorry, I should have specified. This specific day would have been during her employment as secretary.”

“Ah, I see.” Just barely, the corners of his lips twitched. “That does narrow it down.”

“Why has everyone been smiling at me all day? What’s so funny?”

“Don’t worry about it. Now, I can show you what you seek, but I’ll have to start from the very beginning.”

“That’s fine.”

“Some of it may be… unpleasant to see.”

“Well, I’m not about to turn back after getting this far.”

“Very well.” Zhongli gave a nod of understanding, then placed both hands on the teapot between them, eyes shut. A steady stream of smoke flowed from the spout, enveloping the room in a cloudy haze. She recognized this as sub-space creation magic, the same kind by which her own Serenitea Pot operated. And so she was able to keep her composure even as the haze clouded her vision and the world around her went dark.

  



4. Chapter 4


    
    “The story of Ganyu is one of flowers and the full moon,” said Zhongli’s voice, somewhere close by.

Little by little, the mist cleared away to reveal a rolling sea of clouds beneath the starry sky. Yanfei found herself standing atop the crest of a flattened mountain peak, looking out over the vast expanse before her.

Without a doubt, this was Hangguang Stone Forest. She was well-versed in just how realistic sub-space creation could be, but even so she had to wonder if Zhongli had somehow actually brought her here in the flesh. The air was fresh and clear, with a pleasant chill as it brushed across her bare skin. And the view… without thinking, she stretched a hand out towards the horizon, where the translucent white of the clouds met the stark blue sky.

“Enchanting, isn’t it?” he asked, appearing beside her.

Yanfei turned to answer him, and her jaw dropped. Behind him was a lone Qingxin flower, clear white petals drooping ever-so-slightly. But that wasn’t what captured her attention. Knelt next to the flower was a rotund child with long, unkempt hair. She was wearing what seemed to be a onesie woven from fine cloth, and had a tiny set of red-marbled horns atop her head.

“Ganyu?” she asked.

But of course, there was no answer. As real as she looked, she was merely an illusion, some kind of recreation stitched together by adeptal magic. And so she watched as the mini Ganyu plucked a petal from the flower, stuffed it into her mouth, and began chewing.

Yanfei couldn’t help but giggle. She was used to the Ganyu she knew, so serious and hardworking, that seeing her like this was almost comical.

“It’s too bad she can’t talk to us,” she mused.

“She wouldn’t be able to, regardless.”

Yanfei cocked her head. “Surely she’s not that young. Hm, could it be that the so-called Rex Lapis isn’t familiar with children?”

“Hardly,” he said. “I work under one, after all.” He paused for a moment, and then continued. “At this point in time, she often goes weeks, even months, without speaking to others.”

“What?”

“I believe… you may be familiar with these situations from your own experiences.”

The mini Ganyu continued to gnaw on petal after petal, and with her other hand she raised a finger towards the stars and began to trace shapes between them. Her movements were sluggish and lazy. Yanfei crept up closer to look into her eyes… and she saw it.

“The Qingxin is a lonely flower,” Zhongli said, “looking out from atop solitary mountain peaks.”

The most difficult legal cases were always those involving children. Specifically, child neglect. Even with food and shelter, a child raised without a healthy social environment often suffered from it. Those children, of whom Yanfei had met more than she was comfortable with, always had… a faraway look in their eyes. A longing, or an emptiness.

“Where’s her family?”

“The adepti are solitary creatures by nature, and prefer it this way. As a mixed-blood, Ganyu was the first of her kind, and at this point none of us knew how critical it was for her to be raised according to human standards. Of all the adepti, only Cloud Retainer had an idea… and that unfortunately wouldn’t change for many centuries to come.”

“I… see.” It irked her that someone dear to her had this kind of an upbringing. Centuries, she thought. Maybe for the adepti that wasn’t long at all, but as a fellow mixed-blood, she knew that Ganyu had a human heart. And humans were never meant to spend such lengthy times on their own. In the spirit of being impartial, she bit her tongue on her judgment — assigning human values to the adepti was often a lost cause, anyway. “You’re implying that it did change, though.”

“Indeed. Next, I will show you a period in history where humans and adepti lived in harmony.” As he said that, the mountaintop began to blur, swirling together into another thick haze.

From this haze sprouted a field of flower buds, and in the distance a city of stone, sloped roofs peeking out like rows of teeth from above proud walls. It looked… oddly familiar. Knelt among the buds were two women. One of them was Ganyu, this time closer to how Yanfei knew her. The other woman was… someone she didn’t recognize. A mature looking woman with long, dark hair, but her features were ever-so blurred so that you couldn’t quite make out her finer details.

The unknown woman began to sing in a high note, and Ganyu followed with one of her own. Their voices harmonized into a pleasant melody, ringing clear in the open field. And as Yanfei watched, gray clouds began to gather overhead, and from them fell a light downpour. What was most surprising, though, was that as the rain fell the buds opened, uncurling their petals towards the sky. And so it was that Yanfei found herself standing in a field of beautiful, fragrant…

“Glaze lilies bloom when sung to, a trait they learned from growing in areas where qilin pass through.”

“I think… Ganyu mentioned that once. She can —“

“Bring down sweet rain as a matter of course… though this was the last time she ever did so.”

“And… who is the other woman?”

At this, Zhongli remained silent, so Yanfei opted instead to keep watching. Ganyu and the woman finished their song, and the rain let up.

“Even if they can’t hear us,” Ganyu said, “it’s like they can feel our song.”

The other woman nodded. With a careful hand, she plucked one from the earth and held it out between them. “These flowers are in tune not just with our voices, but with the heartbeat of the world.” Her voice was layered and sweet, with a slow drawl. “Maybe if we lay on the ground we’ll be able to feel it too.”

With a big smile on her face, Ganyu leaned forward as if to take a bite, but the other woman chided her. “Not this one… I’m saving it as a gift.”

Yanfei looked out at the stone walls in the distance, beyond the carpet of glaze lilies. “That’s Guili Assembly, isn’t it?”

Zhongli nodded. “A civilization that prided itself on achieving harmony between heaven and earth. If she is anything like me…” he said, reaching out towards the other woman. As his fingertips made contact, her image shimmered, and then broke apart into countless grains of dust.

“…these are the days she longs for the most.”

As the woman’s image disappeared, the scenery itself began to change. The sky darkened, not with the gray clouds from before, but with charcoal storm clouds, from which a torrent of rain fell in sheets. The sturdy walls of Guili Assembly broke and crumbled, and the field of glaze lilies was swallowed by a stream of knee-high water that almost knocked Yanfei off her feet.

“What’s happening?” she shouted, but Zhongli paid her no heed. Instead, he was staring off into the distance, and as she followed his gaze she found… Ganyu, standing in the same spot, alone in the downpour. She was soaked from head to toe, and her eyes were cast skyward, towards a lighter patch of sky that the moon was hidden behind.

“When Guili Assembly came to ruin I led the refugees south, and then gathered an army to march back north. She was among the first to volunteer herself.”

After finding her balance, Yanfei glanced at him through the downpour. “That doesn’t sound like her.”

He nodded. “Qilin are paragons of virtue among the adepti, drinking only spring water and eating only whole grains.”

Arms outstretched in case she fell, Yanfei crept closer to Ganyu, who stood motionless despite the raging torrent around her.

“Flies they will not hurt, and a bruised reed they will not trample.”

Beneath the constant clatter of rain against the water’s surface was another, barely audible sound. Yanfei strained her ears to try and make it out.

“They do not travel in groups, and no trap will hold them.”

Wading through the water, she came to about arm’s width of Ganyu, listening as the sound grew clearer, more rhythmic. She began to feel something heavier than rain hit her from above, and threw her arms overhead for protection. As she did so, though, she nearly tripped on something in the water, and that was when two realizations struck her in tandem.

“Leisurely yet composed, active but reserved – a gentle and elegant race.”

First, Ganyu was singing. It was a slow, haunting melody. Around her the rain had frozen into chunks of hail, pelting them both from above.

Second, there were shapes in the water. Long, wide serpents larger than any she had ever seen, with oily black scales. Dozens of them lay still in a circle around them both.

“But when days be darker than the darkest night, so too shall a qilin be compelled to fight.”

Still, because they were dead. From their bodies poured a dark, viscous liquid that seeped into the water.

Yanfei stood frozen, silent in the downpour. The hail stung as it struck her skin, but she couldn’t find the will to move. Beside her, Ganyu was staring up at the sky with an empty gaze. Behind her eyes… was nothing. The expression she wore wasn’t one of a human, or even that of an animal, but something colder. Darker.

With a hollow voice, Yanfei finally spoke. “I don’t want to see this anymore,” she said.

“I understand,” Zhongli said, and banished the scene to smoke with a wave of his hand. “The war was not as heroic or glorious as they write in poems. It was an ugly thing.” He grimaced. “We lost many in the years to come, and no doubt this drove her to push herself to more extreme lengths. She is as persevering as stone, but even stone can be sharpened to a point.”

This time, the smoke swirled into a familiar sight – Yujing Terrace, at the highest point of Liyue Harbor. Here, Ganyu was seated in what Yanfei knew to be her personal office, reading documents by the light of the full moon outside. By her windowsill was a row of silk flowers, crimson petals overlapping each other in layers.

“Silk flowers grow only near civilization, and have long since become symbols of Liyue’s flourishing commerce.”

Ganyu sat upright, diligently filing papers, signing documents, and performing all manner of bureaucratic work that Yanfei was accustomed to seeing her do.

“I did not want her to lose herself to some struggle for vengeance, so when the war ended I appointed her as Secretary of the Qixing. I thought perhaps, as a mixed-blood, she’d be able to once again bridge the gap between humans and adepti. But this, too, was a form of erosion…”

He snapped his fingers, and time sped up. Before their very eyes the moon sank down below the horizon, and the sun rose to replace it. This happened again and again in a cycle that sped up each loop, until entire seasons were flying by in the blink of an eye.

And all the while, Ganyu was working. Filing, signing, writing, reading, on and on and on in a continuous sequence.

“For we, in whom the blood of illuminated beasts flows true, arrows will not pierce and fires will not burn. But a hundred years will bleed a heart, and a thousand will glaze it over.”

Yanfei shook her head. There was a dull pain in her chest. “I don’t understand. Was all of this really necessary to show me?”

“To witness in the flesh promotes the most complete understanding. Soon we’ll arrive at the date you’ve been seeking.”

“I already know,” she said softly.

“Hm?” he asked, turning to face her.

“I already know, so just take me there.” Yanfei’s breath heaved as she spoke, and she could feel her eyes growing wet.

“Very well.”

Almost as soon as he spoke, time resumed to a normal speed. Bright, summer light shone down into Ganyu’s office – but she was nowhere to be found.

Zhongli walked over to the door, opened it wide, and then gave her a knowing look. “Go then. I trust you know the way.”

Without pause she stepped outside, and immediately caught sight of Ganyu hurrying down the steps of Yujing Terrace. Yanfei broke into a sprint, not sparing a single second to think as she began chasing after her.

Of course I know, she thought, following the other woman as she sped past market stalls, turned corners, squeezed between passerby. Why didn’t I realize sooner?

Everything came together in her head as her feet struck the pavement one after the other. A lone flower atop mountain peaks, a field of lilies swallowed by floodwaters. Neither of those scenes had anything to do with Ganyu’s employment, but Zhongli had showed them to her anyway. Yanfei had been sure, so certain, that the date of her absence had been long, long ago, and yet centuries of the city’s early history were brushed over like nothing.

Because they weren’t important. All that was important were the nights she spent besides the silk flowers, sinking into the ink ocean. Everything, from her solitude atop the mountain peaks to her lament beneath the ruins of a dead city, were meant to show what she longed for. And that was the key to the puzzle.

Even after her lungs began to burn with exhaustion, Yanfei continued to run. Even after Ganyu turned onto a familiar street and all shadow of doubt was erased from her mind, she continued to give chase. Because even though she had already solved the riddle…

It wasn’t about that anymore. It wasn’t about a game, or a challenge, or a bet. This wasn’t about mysteries or answers. This was about the sister she loved, and the bond they shared.

This was about something she needed to witness.

And so it was that Ganyu came to a stop outside a small, modest house on the outskirts of the city, on a street that Yanfei knew by heart. She rapped her knuckles against the door and then leaned against the wall, huffing loudly to catch her breath.

A long moment passed, and then the door swung open to reveal a tall, well-dressed man with salt-and-pepper hair. He doesn’t look different at all, Yanfei thought, doubling over to catch her own breath.

“I felt it…” Ganyu said, between sharp intakes of air. “I came over… as soon… as I felt their presence.”

“Oh dear. I expected you to drop by after your work, but…” He shook his head. “Did you run the whole way?”

Ganyu cleared her throat, then looked up at the man with wide eyes. “Is it a boy… or a girl?”

He gave her a soft look. “It’s a girl. Come in, I’ll get you something to drink.”

Heart thumping, Yanfei followed the two of them inside. The house was almost identical to the one from her memory, but cleaner. Less papers and books laying about. She passed through the lounging area, where a steelyard balance sat atop a glass table, and into a large bedroom.

The sharp aroma of incense suffused the air, wafting from the candles that bathed the room in a gentle light. Lying in bed was a woman with sweat beading on her brow, hair clinging to her forehead. And in her arms was a baby swaddled in cloth, with a small tuft of hair and little nubs on either side of her head.

“Ganyu?” the woman asked.

Ganyu bowed at the waist. “I’m so sorry to intrude, I just… I wanted to come see her.” The man offered her a glass of water, but she refused. “Is she well?”

The woman rocked the baby, who stared bewildered at… well, everything. “Healthy as can be. Would you like to hold her?”

Ganyu clutched her hands to her chest. “If… that’s alright with you.” When the woman nodded, she hurried over and carefully took the baby into her own arms, copying the gentle rocking motion of the mother.

Yanfei stepped closer, blinking away the wetness as her vision began to blur. She wanted to see this clearly. She needed to.

“I’m not sure if you know,” Ganyu said, tears rolling down her own cheeks, “but she’s the first to be born in a long, long time.”

“Ah, I’ve tried telling her,” the man said. “But I don’t think it carries the same weight as it does for us.”

The woman sighed. “I get it, I get it. He’s been warning me that we’ll be getting visits from the adepti all week.”

“It’s true,” Ganyu said, smiling. “Even Xiao will want to see her.” She looked at the woman, eyebrows knitted. “Have you chosen a name?”

“Her name is Yanfei,” she said softly.

“That’s a beautiful name.” Cradling the baby in her arms, Ganyu leaned her face in close. In response, the baby squeaked, and then reached out a tiny, tiny hand to wrap around the tip of Ganyu’s horn.

Yanfei stood right next to her, a storm of emotions mixing in her chest. But even so, she had to strain her ears to hear what came next.

“Yanfei,” Ganyu whispered, in a voice almost too low to hear, “I’m so happy to meet you. I’m going to help take care of you, okay? Until you grow big, and even after. No matter what, I’ll be here for you.”

She laid a kiss on her forehead.

“I promise.”

  



5. Chapter 5


    
    Yanfei found herself back in the reception room of the funeral parlor, wisps of smoke curling from the teapot in front of her. She took a deep breath, then rubbed her eyes with her hands.

“Have you found what you were looking for?” Zhongli asked, from the other side of the table.

She nodded, unable to find the right words to convey how she felt.

“You mean quite a lot to her, even in ways you may not realize. I’ve done my best to give her guidance up until this point, but I’m hoping that you—“

“…that was your best?” The words left her mouth before she could even consider their meaning, before she could even realize that she was angry.

He faltered. “Apologies, I misspoke.”

“You left her alone on the mountains. You let her join your war. You assigned her office work for eternity.”

His lips twitched, but he stayed silent.

“But I understand,” Yanfei said quietly, a dull ache in her chest. “The adepti didn’t understand human values, she was eager for vengeance, you thought she could bridge the gap between people. I get it, I understand.”

She reached out her hands and placed them upon the teapot, from which a screen of smoke once more poured forth. Black sheep or not, Madame Ping had taught her a lot about sub-space creation magic, and she was about to put it to good use.

“Yanfei, what are you—“

“I can understand all those things, even if I don’t agree. But what I can’t understand, Rex Lapis, is that stunt you pulled last year…”

The scene shifted into Yanfei’s office, a compact space lined in every corner with bookshelves containing legal codices from all seven nations. Yanfei, the one that was a recreation of adeptal magic, sat at her desk flipping through the contents of a journal.

And then a knock came at the door.

She rose from her seat, and swung it open to find Ganyu. Her hair was disheveled. Her hands were twitching. And in her eyes… in those eyes…

“…Ganyu?”

As soon as she opened her mouth, Ganyu reached out and clung to her. Squeezed her so tight that her ribs hurt. And then she cried.

It wasn’t the silent cry of a person brought to tears. It was a deafening wail, more suited to an animal than a person. The deep-buried kind most people didn’t even know they were capable of until pain drew it out of them.

As her voice rang out the image shimmered and then broke apart, returning the illusion to smoke. Zhongli… no, Rex Lapis sat at the end of the table, eyes downcast.

“After doing that,” Yanfei said, ears still ringing, “how can you say you did your best for her?”

“…she learned the truth eventually.”

“After she was hurt. She, who looked up to you more than anyone.”

Though she hadn’t noticed at first, he was holding a flower in his hand. A dry, shriveled up glaze lily, long since wilted. With the tiniest of movements, he caressed it with a thumb.

“Then do better,” he said, voice low. “Honor her contract.”

“Her contract with you ended when—“

“Not that one. The one she made with you, at the time of your birth.”

Yanfei pursed her lips. “They were sweet words, but it’s not like she’s legally bound to—“

“All contracts are valid,” he said, voice weak, “in this land of broken stone.”

Yanfei opened her mouth, but swallowed her words. “I understand,” she said instead. “I’ll do my best.”

There was no farewell. She rose from her seat, gave a slight bow, and then left him to stare at his flower.

After spending what felt like an eternity in that dark funeral parlor, the light of day was almost blinding. Yanfei rubbed her eyes to clear her vision, and when she brought her hands away there was someone standing before her, hand poised as if she were about to knock on the door.

“Ah,” Ganyu said. “I had a feeling I might find—“

Her sentence was cut off when Yanfei clung to her and squeezed tight, tears rolling down her cheeks.

  



6. Chapter 6


    
    The Feiyun Commerce Guild had somewhat of a lucrative side-business renting out the bell tower on festive occasions. It was a popular spot for dramatic reunions, romantic proposals, and all manner of other things. Because Yanfei was fishing buddies with many of the guild’s higher-ups, however, she was able to secure it as a viewing platform for the first night of Moonchase celebrations.

And what a view it was. From atop the tower she could see the multicolored throng of festival-goers below, singing and dancing to the beat of the music. This year Yunjin and her opera troupe were delivering a performance — a drama that followed the lineage of a single family throughout the eras of Liyue, each accompanied by its own musical score.

Beyond that was the moonlit ocean of Liyue Harbor, reflecting light from the sky as fireworks went off above. Loud, dazzling lights in a variety of colors and patterns, all imported from Inazuma. She could just barely make out the shape of the Alcor on the water’s surface, where Beidou and her crew were lighting them in sequence.

“I’m surprised Ningguang is allowing this,” she said. “Didn’t Beidou smuggle those here?”

Ganyu laughed, looking out with her arms resting on the railing. “The Lady Tianquan tends to turn a blind eye when it comes to her.”

“As a legal adviser I can’t give my approval, but as an everyday festival-goer… I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

“Persuasive, aren’t they?” Ganyu began to sway in rhythm with the music. “It’s amazing what kind of things people create these days.”

“These days? They’re not that new.”

“…this isn’t the first year people have used them?”

Yanfei kept quiet. In response, Ganyu turned over her shoulder with a flustered expression.

“Hey, I don’t do these kinds of things oft—“

Her words were cut off by a bright flash that left her blinking in a daze. “What… was that?”

Yanfei lowered her kamera. “I took your photo.”

“My… huh?”

“Ah, don’t worry about it.” She stashed both the film and the kamera into her sub-space satchel. “I’ll surprise you with it later.”

“Hmph. So first you cheated on my challenge, and now you’re teasing me.”

“I won fair and square! Nowhere was it specified that I couldn’t ask others for information.”

Ganyu shook her head in exaggerated, mock-disapproval. “At least the Lady Yuheng had the sense to not tell you outright.”

“Oh please. What were you even thinking… giving me a riddle like that. How would I know you were there when I was born?”

“I thought anything was possible for someone of your caliber. Don’t they call you ‘The Law that Walks’?”

Yanfei cringed inwardly.

“If only you were still as small as you were back then. You would have been ‘The Law that Crawls.’”

“Shut up!” Yanfei huffed. “And besides, I bet you were gonna come along whether I solved the riddle or not.”

“Of course I would,” she said flatly. “I promised.”

“Huh?”

“You heard, didn’t you? Back then… I made you a promise.”

“That’s not… you don’t have to go so far.” A surge of emotions began to swell in her chest, like the red and blue swirls bursting in the night sky.

“You understand, don’t you?” she asked, voice soft. “You said it all the time as a child. You need to keep your promises…”

“…to live a happy life.” Yanfei swallowed. She had a contract of her own with her father, so yes, she understood. “But… I don’t want you to be tied down by that.”

Ganyu gave a satisfied smile. “I’m sure you saw a great many things today. Maybe your view of me has shifted. Maybe you pity me. But at the end of the day, I like to think that I’m a happy person.”

“You spent so long by yourself…”

“Adepti, full-blooded ones, have incredible memories. I could ask Xiao what he ate for breakfast on this day fourteen-hundred years ago and he’d be able to tell me. He wouldn’t even think it was a strange question.”

“My father is like that too. It’s incredible… but kind of scary.”

Ganyu nodded. “But for us, who have one foot in the realm of adepti and one foot in the realm of humanity… it blends together.” She stood still for a moment, looking off into the horizon. “I spent a thousand years in the mountains and a thousand years here in the city, but the period of my life that felt the longest were the twelve days we spent leading the refugees south.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to dredge up old memories.”

“No, it’s okay. I’m sorry for bringing up something so heavy.”

As if to shift the mood, Ganyu shut her eyes and began to sing along with the music. Her voice was exactly as it sounded from what Yanfei had seen earlier, when she sung to the glaze lilies with that other woman. She was in perfect rhythm with the opera troupe below.

Yanfei shut her eyes and sang too, enjoying this precious moment she could finally spend with the one she loved… until droplets of rain hit her forehead.

“Um, Ganyu?” The rain began to pick up, and people below were beginning to look at each other in confusion. She shook the other woman until she stopped.

“Huh?” Seeing the water marks on her clothes, her eyes opened wide. “Oh… that hasn’t happened in a long time.”

“Maybe we should hold off on the singing?”

Ganyu frowned. “But I was having so much fun.”

“I could tell, but the people down there… not so much.”

“Hmm… I have an idea.” She tapped lightly on the bell around her neck, and a steady stream of smoke…

“Wait, no.” Yanfei held her hands up in protest of that smoke, which she had seen far too much of today. “I’ll let you sing! I don’t mind a little rain!”

But her voice was lost as the world around her blurred.

  



7. Chapter 7


    
    “I’m never using adeptal magic again,” Yanfei whined.

“Oh, don’t be dramatic.” Ganyu helped her to her feet, and Yanfei found herself standing once again in an ocean of glaze lilies, the towers of Guili Assembly off in the distance.

“So this is what your space looks like? I saw something similar earlier.” A cool breeze rustled the flowers nearby, and the moon shone full overhead, surrounded by…

“Are the stars moving?” She watched as the carpet of bright pinpoints in the sky ebbed and flowed like the tides, swaying in every which direction.

“I can never quite remember what the sky looked like,” Ganyu said. “So it changes.”

“It’s beautiful.” As Yanfei took in the view, she was reminded of the near-identical scene she saw earlier, with another woman standing beside Ganyu. “Hey… can I ask you a question?”

“Mhm, what is it?”

“My father used to talk about her a little, so I’ve always wondered… what was Guizhong like?”

She had been afraid of making Ganyu uncomfortable, but on the contrary, she smiled. “Kind, diligent, and way too wise for her own good.” She turned to Yanfei with an unreadable expression. “She would have loved to meet you.”

“I think I would have liked to meet her too.” She paused. “Three generations of adepti, huh. I wonder if one day we’ll see a fourth.”

“The Lady Yuheng has a favorite saying, ‘we live in an era of change.’” An amused expression crossed her face. “And while she’s not wrong, it’s a bit misleading. Every era is an era of change. Live long enough and you’ll realize — history has never seen a still moment.”

“I guess that’s something I’ll have to learn for myself?”

Ganyu nodded. “It can be rough. The world I live in is not the one I grew up in, and the one I grew up in is not the one I was born into.” She gave Yanfei a warm look. “It can be a heavy weight to carry, but I’ll help you shoulder it.”

“But what about you?” Yanfei asked, raising her voice just a little. “You’ve spent so long working for the sake of everyone else, but what about you? What about your story?”

“My story ended a long time ago.” She looked at Yanfei with tired eyes, illuminated by the glow of the glaze lilies. “My role now is to witness the story of the city, as one of the few that has watched over it all this time.”

“I can’t accept that,” she said. “You need to go out and live your life. See the world. Even I’ve been to Mondstadt… have you ever left Liyue?”

“Who would take over my work while I was gone? Unless you’re offering,” she said teasingly.

“Take over your mountain of work?” Yanfei shook her head. “I’m not an archon, just a legal adviser.”

“And I was just a gardener.”

She said that last line under her breath, and for some reason it made Yanfei’s heart sink. There had to be something she could do, for this person who was so dear to her. Who had made a promise and kept it all her life. Well, she thought, if that’s how it is, then…

“Yanfei?” Ganyu said, head cocked. “Why are you pointing at me?”

“I’m going to show you the Dandelion Sea in Mondstadt.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The Sacred Sakura in Inazuma. The rivers of Fontaine, and the aurora in Snezhnaya.”

“Yanfei?”

“I don’t know how, but I’ll show you all the beautiful things this world has to offer. I’ll write a new chapter in the story of your life, one where you won’t have to feel alone anymore. I promise.”

Ganyu’s eyes began to mist over, and she turned away in embarrassment. Instead, she set her eyes on the moon overhead. “You know,” she said, voice unsteady, “Moonchase was originally a festival for adepti. It’s about looking into the past… remembering old friends, old memories.” She laughed. “And yet here you are talking about the future.”

“Can’t say I’ve ever been one to stick to tradition,” she said, her own embarrassment settling in her stomach.

“Even though it was a festival for adepti, I don’t think a single adeptus has celebrated it for centuries… up until now.”

“And now there’s two,” she said, a self-satisfied expression on her face.

“No,” Ganyu said softly, as stars danced across the night sky. “Together, we’re one.”
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