
1. Chapter 1


    
    As a half-illuminated beast, Yanfei had certain troubles that ordinary humans didn’t need to worry about. Like her velvet shedding in autumn, or her scales needing moisturizer on dry days. By far the most troublesome thing, however…

…was adeptus training.

“Alright,” Xiao said. “Now pick up the rock.”

Ganyu cheered her on with a wave. “Remember — posture is everything!”

Yanfei frowned miserably. The three of them were in Tianqiu Valley, on a small hill overlooking the lake towers. They came out here about once or twice a month, and in any other circumstance she would have enjoyed it. The weather was pleasantly warm, songbirds were flittering about, and the surface of the water caught the midday light in a way that could only be described as picturesque. Yes, it was the perfect scenery to relax and let the mind uncoil.

Or rather, it would be.

She shambled her way over to the “rock” in front of her. That’s what Xiao called it, but really, it was more of a boulder. A chunk of pale, spherical limestone a little taller than her and about as wide. She bent with her knees, placed her hands on the underside, and lifted.

Among humans, this would be impossible except for those that possessed a geo vision. But then, she wasn’t human. Not entirely.

Her arms strained as she hefted the boulder, holding it high enough that the bottom was level with her stomach. Her mystic heritage made this possible, but make no mistake — it was still physically taxing. Especially for one as untrained as her.

“O-Okay,” she grunted, breath picking up. “Done.”

“Five more seconds,” Xiao said, counting down on his fingers.

Ganyu smiled. “You’re doing really good!”

Those two often liked to go on and on about eternity. Two thousand years ago this, three thousand years ago that, so on and so forth. She had always teased them about it, but now she finally felt like she could relate to them.

Because those “five more seconds” felt like forever.

The instant Xiao let down his last finger she dropped it, paying only enough attention to make sure her toes weren’t in the way. It fell onto the ground with a loud thump, and she found that she was eager to do the same.

“Well that was fun,” she lied, wiping the sweat from her brow. “Now let’s head back to the harbor and get some—“

“Decent,” Xiao said. “Now do it again.”

Yanfei pursed her lips. “You could at least give me some more praise, you know.”

“I am not impressed enough to give praise,” Xiao said flatly. Yanfei felt an itch between her eyes.

“You’re doing well,” Ganyu said. “With a little practice, you’ll be able to do this without having to push yourself. Like us.”

“…should the two of you really be considered the standard?” After all, she thought, aren’t you war veterans? “Besides, I’m tired.”

Xiao raised an eyebrow. “Proof that we need to work on your endurance training.”

“That’s not what I—“ No, she thought. Debating with Xiao is a losing battle. The courtroom had taught her well that one had to pick their fights to succeed. So instead she turned to Ganyu with a set of puppy-dog eyes. “Ganyu… won’t you let me take a nap?”

The older woman favored her with an expression of pity.

“No.”

Yanfei deflated.

“It’s important,” Ganyu continued, “for you to be able to cultivate your abilities.”

Xiao rubbed his chin. “If you’re really eager to get this over with, then we can skip right to your test.”

Yanfei sighed. Everything Xiao and Ganyu made her do on these excursions — from lifting boulders to running laps up and down mountains — was designed not just to train her physically, but mentally. To better prepare her for the so-called “test.”

“Sure,” she said. “I guess I might as well give it another shot.”

To be clear, she had already attempted the test multiple times. And failed. Multiple times. But success is the fruit of failure, as they say.

“Very well,” Xiao said. “Show me flame.”

Yes, that was the test. Produce fire. One might think this a simple task — after all, did Yanfei not possess a pyro vision?

Yanfei held her hand out, palm-up, and willed a blossom of fire into existence. A small, orange-red ember that swayed in rhythm with the wind. Pyro vision wielders reported a higher heat tolerance compared to normal people, but for her it went beyond “tolerance.” It felt… pleasant, almost. This, too, was a blessing conferred by her heritage.

She raised her eyes to meet Ganyu, who shook her head.

“Your vision is lighting up,” she said.

Yanfei nodded, and extinguished the flame. Then she grinned slyly. “You didn’t say the vision part this time, so I thought maybe I’d try for a loophole.”

“Unfortunately,” Xiao said, “we’re not in court. You know the rules. Show me flame, without your vision.”

That was the test. Produce fire, without tapping into the magical device granted to her with the express purpose of allowing her to produce fire. No, it didn’t make sense to her either.

“I really don’t understand,” she said. “Even if I could do that—“

“You can,” Ganyu said.

“What makes you so sure?”

“You’re a xiezhi.” A faraway look entered her evening-sky eyes. “Laying down judgment, calling down flame… this was their providence in war. Your father among them.”

Yanfei went quiet. Her father had always been a kind, gentle man. Ganyu had always been the definition of serenity. Even Xiao had always been caring, if a bit grumpy. Nevertheless, they weren’t always like that. It was easy to forget, but the people she loved the most had lived through the bloodiest war known to history. Fought in it.

She didn’t know what to make of that.

“Visions,” Xiao said, “grant mortals power. But for us, they only enhance the power we already have. I do not need one to shape the winds, and Ganyu does not need one to bring forth rain. Your flicker-fire is a parlor trick compared to the potential you have brimming beneath the surface. All you need is the discipline to unlock it.”

Ganyu tapped a finger to her lips. “Maybe for full-blooded adepti.”

Both Xiao and Yanfei turned to her.

“What is that supposed to mean?” he asked.

“That’s how it is for you and the rest of them. Enough meditation, enough discipline, and something will give way.” She furrowed her eyebrows. “It was never like that for me. Maybe it won’t be that way for her.”

Because we’re half-adepti? she thought. “What was it like for you?”

“Mmm… adepti are bound by their values, and humans are bound by their emotions. Like it or not, we’re caught between both. You have to find a way to marry them to each other.”

“…I see.”

“Sounds incredibly annoying,” Xiao said. “Not to mention ineffecient.”

“Well you don’t have to worry about it,” she said, shooting him a sidelong glance. “Yanfei, just think it over.”

“Okay, I will!” At least I have one person here looking out for me.

“Great! And while you do,” she said, pointing at the boulder, “pick up the rock.”

…or maybe not.

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    In the end, the two of them made Yanfei do three more sets. And then run a lap around Cuijue Slope. Thus after returning to the harbor she had immediately gone home, plopped into bed, and taken a nap.

When she awoke, the sun had already set. Thankfully today was not a work day; she purposely left herself a free schedule in advance whenever Ganyu started to mention training again. So for the rest of the evening she’d allow herself to relax.

When it came to hobbies, she was particularly fond of fishing — and not just so she could one-up her friends at the Commerce Guild, mind you. It was, at its roots, a relaxing pastime.

Her muscles weren’t sore, per say. As a half-illuminated beast her body recovered from these types of things rather quickly. But she was exhausted. Way too exhausted to leave the city for any of her favorite fishing spots.

Instead, she decided to just swing by the docks and keep things simple. Thus she found herself beneath the stars, watching the waters of the harbor ebb and flow in rhythm.

It was a cool, quiet night. Though busy during the day, the harbor could be surprisingly calm in the late hours. The only other people around were a group of Snezhnayan diplomats, discussing amongst themselves a short distance away.

As she set up her equipment, her thoughts drifted to what Ganyu had said earlier. The ideals of an adeptus and the emotions of a human. Hmm. The first was relatively easy. Her father had taught her from a young age that xiezhi were beasts of justice. Their domain was that of order and righteousness. Those concepts resonated strongly with her, and were in many ways the cornerstones of her career as a legal advisor.

…maybe even the cornerstones of her life. As a child, she liked to go around saying “you have to keep your promises to live a happy life.” Promises, and the honor of one’s word — those too were a form of justice. A very basic one, at that.

She had never mentioned it before, but… sometimes she felt as if she could tell when people were lying. Like a mental itch, a small nagging sensation in her head. But was that the mark of a shrewd legal advisor? Or was it a gift of her bloodline?

She shook her head. In any case, the second part of what Ganyu had said was the more difficult one. Emotions. What emotions were in harmony with the ideals of—

“Excuse me. Will you be here for long?”

Yanfei turned her head and found that one of the diplomats had approached her. He was dressed in a long cloak and mask that covered the upper half of his face. Behind him, the other two diplomats were staring expectantly.

“Well, yes,” she said, holding her fishing rod. “I just started.”

“It’s late out. Shouldn’t you be home?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t really think that’s any of your business.”

“Business?” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small burlap pouch. The clinking noises from within belied its contents. “I can turn this into business…”

Something is definitely wrong here, she thought. “Actually, just why are Snezhnayan diplomats meeting in the dead of night?”

“We’re just enjoying the scenery of the harbor. Isn’t it beautiful?”

Itch. A small, irritating sensation in her head. She couldn’t say how, but she was certain that was a lie.

She put her guard up, and then scrutinized the diplomats more closely. The one in front of her was putting on a friendly act, but the two behind him… they were tense. Stiff postures.

“You three seem awfully anxious for a leisurely stroll by the docks.”

And then she decided to take a gamble.

She laughed. “Almost like you’re up to something.”

If she could bait him into lying about that, then—

Something cold swiped at her legs.

She stumbled, dropping her rod in order to catch herself. What was—

This time she saw it. A bolt of water shot out from the sea and towards her legs. She moved aside just in time for it to miss.

The man that had been speaking to her dropped his faux-friendly demeanor. His mouth was now drawn in a serious line, and sheets of water coiled up and down his arms.

“A shame we couldn’t settle this with mora,” he said, raising his hand to gather more water.

Before he could launch it, however, Yanfei sent a ball of fire hurtling into his chest. He softened the blow by bracing himself with water, but the impact was still enough to stagger him.

He looked at her with a shocked expression, then turned back to his comrades. “She’s a vision user! I need assistance!”

This is getting out of hand. She looked around for any Millelith to call out to, but there were none. How was that the case?

“Guards!” she yelled, before spinning another sphere of flame. She launched it towards the trio of diplomats, who were rapidly approaching.

One of them, a woman lined in purple, waved her hand and a streak of lightning manifested from thin air to intercept her attack. The fireball collided with it and exploded with a loud crackle and sizzle.

The third diplomat was a tall, lanky man with a walking cane. He swung his staff in an arc, and a wave of fire raced out towards Yanfei.

She redirected it easily, but the display had left her shocked. All three of them had visions? That couldn’t be true. They would have had to state that upon entry to the embassy, but as far as she knew it wasn’t recorded anywhere that a diplomat from Snezhnaya bore a vision… let alone three.

The trio continued their elemental assault. Fire, electricity, water. The first was no issue, but the latter two required her full attention. They were attacking in rhythm, forcing Yanfei into a defensive position where all her energy was directed into protecting herself.

She skipped backwards to avoid a blade of water that went for her ankles, then launched an arc of flame to intercept a bolt of lightning. The night sky was being illuminated by the sparks and flashes of their fight. The clear air was filled with the scent of ash, and the quiet of the docks was shattered by explosive peals.

Certainly the Millelith would see, hear all this at any moment. And hopefully soon, because she was losing energy. The fatigue from her earlier training still weighed on her, and the exhaustion was making her movements sluggish.

What’s more, even now they were approaching with slow steps, backing into one of the docks. Water surrounded her on three sides, and since one of them could manipulate hydro it meant she had to defend from all directions.

Delusions. The thought came unbidden to her in her increasingly frenzied retreat. They don’t have visions… they have delusions.

That means they had smuggled them into the harbor illegally. What’s more, it means they were plotting violence. If she hadn’t interfered, who would they be ambushing at this moment?

Anger. Breaking the law, and with the darkest intentions possible. That sent her mind reeling in fury. But there wasn’t much she could do from her position, all she could do was stall until—

A Millelith. One had finally appeared on the docks, wielding a long polearm. Good, Yanfei thought. Now go run and get help.

The diplomat with the hydro delusion turned his head to follow her gaze. He made eye contact with the guard, then nodded. And the guard…

…nodded back.

Yanfei went still, which proved to be an unwise decision. A bolt of water slammed into the back of her knee, knocking her to the floor with a shout.

“Hurry up,” said the Snezhnayan woman. “Bind her hands and throw her over. Then we can get back to our assignment.”

The guard… was bribed. Even as the diplomats were speaking so frankly of what they would do to her, that was the thought running through her mind.

Corruption. Injustice.

He that was sworn to protect his city… broke his word. Allowed people with evil intentions to do as they freely wished. And for what? Mora?

What was so valuable that it could be traded for honor?

She had been angry before. But now… something deeper, fuller than anger bloomed in her chest. The itch in her mind ached like an open wound, drowning out everything else except for one, single sensation.

Heat.

The diplomat that had originally spoken to her grabbed her arm, but then recoiled in pain. “Fuck,” he shouted, pulling his hand back. His fingertips were singed.

“What the hell?” the woman asked, head cocked. “Her eyes are shining.”

“See those antlers?” the third diplomat said. “She’s not human. Quick, just roll her over the edge.”

Yanfei made to lift herself off the ground.

“She’s getting up!” The man stretched out his hand, sending a torrent of water in her direction.

It hissed and evaporated upon contact with her skin, clouding the air with steam.

Yanfei got to her feet, thoughts playing in loop throughout her mind. Corruption. Injustice. Dishonor. Each cycle of these words, like a Sumerian mantra, filled her body with heat.

Her father had once said that nothing could be hidden from the blazing eyes of a xiezhi. These diplomats were wrapped in lies. She had already known that, but now she could see it.

It was as if she was appraising a cut of gold, or weighing a gemstone on a balance. Layers of deception, masks of falsehood, all were burned away before her gaze until the true contents of their hearts were all that remained.

“You gathered here tonight,” she said, flame curling off her skin, “with the intention of homicide.”

The Snezhnayan woman grit her teeth, then launched a bolt of lightning in her direction.

Yanfei lifted her hand, and a roaring wall of flame the width of the dock sprung forth, upon which the attack crashed harmlessly. The mass of fire billowed, cutting through the darkness of the harbor like a knife through paper.

This felt different than using her vision. With her vision, fire was willed into existence. But this… it was like the flames were pouring forth from her very own being.

With a motion of her hand, she gathered the wild flames and sculpted them into something more refined. A giant, burning gavel.

“Furthermore, you are guilty of smuggling illegal weapons into the city.”

The gavel swung down onto the woman, who crumpled immediately. The impact of the blow should have sent a burst of flame rippling outwards, but Yanfei held back in fear it would be lethal.

Upon seeing his companion so swiftly knocked unconscious, the one with the hydro delusion cloaked himself in water as a defensive measure. Though the mask obscured much of his expression, the jittering of his hands gave away his emotions.

Yanfei stepped forward and grabbed him by the collar. There was a constant hiss as water met her hand and became vapor. With her other hand she tore off the mask and looked straight into his eyes.

“You have killed before,” she said, each word trailing steam. “Yes, I can see it. You are wanted in your home country. Did the Fatui promise absolution in exchange for your honor?”

The man’s breath hitched, though he didn’t say a word. He tried to pry Yanfei’s hand off, but it was futile. Delusion or not, his physical strength was still that of a human.

She punched him in those nose. Hard. He collapsed.

The remaining diplomat — the one who manipulated pyro — fled. All things considered, that was the wisest decision.

Yanfei gave chase as he ran across the docks and ducked into an alley.

When she turned the corner, however, she was greeted by a peculiar sight.

The diplomat was sprawled across the ground, next to the Millelith soldier from earlier, who was tied up and propped against a wall. And standing above them…

“Fancy meeting you here,” Ganyu said, a bow strapped across her back. Her breath was visible as she spoke, as if the air was frigid. “I see you’ve taken my advice to heart.”

“Never mind that,” Yanfei said. “The other two are unconscious on the docks.”

“Excellent. I just sent a troop of Millelith in that direction.”

“Some of them might be untrustworthy, I think there’s—“

“Corruption.” Ganyu nodded. “Don’t worry, I sent a group of the Qixing’s personal guard.”

As Yanfei acknowledged those words, she felt her inner heat ease just a little, and exhaustion creep into her muscles. “It’s over then?”

Ganyu tapped the unconscious diplomat with her foot. “Assassination plot. They were planning to kill a local bank owner in order to increase our dependence on the Northland Bank. Even bribed some of the Millelith to look the other way.”

Yanfei gave the bound guard a sidelong glance. “This city needs better protection.”

“Oh? But it already has better protection,” she said.

“What do you mean?” Yanfei asked, the last vestiges of steam escaping with her breath.

“As of tonight,” Ganyu said, with a sly smile, “there is once again a Beast of Justice active in the harbor.”
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