
1. Chapter 1


    
    Though it was not unusual for the Qixing to call upon the services of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, prior to the death of Rex Lapis, Keqing only knew Mr. Zhongli in passing. The consultant was reputable in Liyue as a knowledgeable and respected individual, and Ningguang seemed to tolerate him well enough, but Keqing had little interest in him. Zhongli was a traditionalist, a fact that oozed from every aspect of his being, from his style of dress that honoured Rex Lapis, to the way he spoke of history and contracts and the very foundations of the Harbour. Keqing, in contrast, was a woman who looked to the future, and that left her with very little time – or patience – for those excessively preoccupied with the past.

 

She was therefore a little irritated to encounter him on one of her rare off days, standing in front of an irate baozi seller with an air of vague bewilderment. But duty called. She was the Yuheng of the Qixing, and now more than ever did she need to be there for her people, even the ones that were old-fashioned funeral consultants with stronger ties to the Fatui than she was comfortable with.

 

Keqing came to stand beside Zhongli in front of the vendor. She put her hands on her hips. “What seems to be the problem here?”

 

The vendor paled a bit at the sight of her but managed to splutter, “Lady Yuheng! This matter need not concern you. It is only that, this gentleman with no Mora with which to pay will not go away ….”

 

“There is no need to get angry,” said Zhongli. His voice was low and soothing, and as uncomprehending of the other’s fury as a stone could comprehend the sky. “I already apologized for my lack of foresight.”

 

“This is the third time this week! Is my business a joke to you, sir? Are you trying to make a mockery out of me?”

 

“Of course not …”

 

Keqing pinched the bridge of her nose. “Enough. How much for the food?”

 

The vendor hesitated for only a second. “… Two thousand, three hundred Mora.”

 

She reached into her purse and gave him the required amount. Once the bag was in her hands, she inclined her head towards Zhongli to indicate that he follow, and the two made their way across the street to an empty bench with its back to the sea.

 

“Lady Keqing,” said Zhongli, smiling sheepishly. “I must thank you for your generosity. Had you not made as timely of an arrival as you did, I fear that man may have called the Millelith.”

 

Keqing handed him the bag, took a seat, and folded her arms. “Zhongli-xiansheng, do I want to know how a well-to-do, long-time citizen of the city of commerce managed to fail to keep Mora on his person three times a week?”

 

“Ah.” Zhongli’s gaze drifted away from her, down to the docks where the boats came in and where fish merchants proudly proclaimed their wares. “I’m afraid I have little explanation besides my own forgetfulness, Lady Keqing. And for the sake of precision, it wasn’t three times, but sixteen out of twenty-five. Additionally, I am not actually very well-to-do. In fact, now that I think about it …” He inclined his head, looking dignified and thoughtful, like a scholar who’d studied for forty years under the light of the moon, or a monk who’d found peace in the shimmering scale of a fish left behind at the bottom of a waterfall. “I believe I classify as ‘poor’?”

 

Keqing stared.

 

Zhongli’s tasseled earring glinted in the sunlight as he took a careful seat beside her. He held the bag of baozi in one hand and smoothed out the tails of his jacket with the other, the golden dragon patterns rich against the thick brown fabric. “No … what was the word that the Traveler used?” he mused. “Oh, yes. To be broke is to be penniless and without money. That would be an apt description of my current state.”

 

It had been a long time since someone lied so blatantly to Keqing’s face. She was almost impressed.

 

“… Is Master Hu not paying you at the funeral parlor?” was all she managed to say.

 

Zhongli blinked. “No, she pays me as generously as always. But I already used up the last of my salary on an exquisite statue of the late Rex Lapis two days ago. Although the subject matter of the statue felt a bit, er, frivolous, the jade was of remarkable purity, and the craftsmanship was truly superb. It would have been such a waste to leave it behind.”

 

Keqing reached into the bag and took out a bun in lieu of speaking. As she had paid for the food, she felt it was within her right, and sure enough, Zhongli did not say a word about it, only angled the bag towards her so she would have better access.

 

He continued, “I do not intend to use my financial state as an excuse for forgetting Mora, however. Lacking in Mora and remembering to bring it are two different things entirely. That being said, I must admit I have an embarrassing amount of experience with both. It is fortunate that most merchants in Liyue are not prone to violence.”

 

Keqing snuck several glances at her companion, but his remarkably peaceful expression at this admission did nothing to lessen the sheer bewilderment coursing beneath her own carefully calm features.

 

In the end, she decided to ignore it and focus on an earlier, less confusing topic. “You consider statues of Rex Lapis to be frivolous?” said Keqing.

 

“Not in and of themselves, perhaps – but I am not inclined to purchase art specifically in his image for myself,” said Zhongli, his tone of touch wry. Keqing, thinking back to the four posters, twelve stuffed animals, two keychains, and seven figurines of Rex Lapis she kept hidden and secret in the safety of her bedroom, could not help but bristle.

 

“I wouldn’t have expected such an attitude out of a traditionalist such as yourself. Especially considering your clothing choice.”

 

Zhongli followed her gaze towards his tailcoats and said, “I … just happen to like … the way that dragon scales look. I have little interest in Rex Lapis merchandise.”

 

“You’ll have to forgive me if I’m unconvinced, Zhongli-xiansheng.”

 

He smiled and said nothing.

 

But maybe that was alright. The man was clearly a closet fan, albeit very poorly closeted. Though Keqing didn’t see the point in denial when the truth was obvious, she couldn’t really blame him for trying. She herself was a secret Rex Lapis admirer, after all – with emphasis on secret.

 

Ningguang had praised him for being well-read. Did she know of Zhongli’s incompetence when it came to financial matters? A couple of months ago, Keqing would have shrugged at this discovery with some derision and moved on. How the consultant chose to spend his time and money wasn’t her problem, and there was only so much that even the Yuheng could do to save individuals from their own poor decision-making.

 

But with Rex Lapis’s death, Liyue had evolved, and so had Keqing. Whereas once she would have seen Zhongli as little more than a potential minor obstacle to her own ambitions for the city, nowadays she found herself a bit more open-minded, even warm, towards outdated things. And she was feeling generous, and he really looked quite pitiful like this, confiding calmly about his impoverishment to one of the wealthiest women in the city with whom he’d barely spoken to before in passing. Didn’t he have anyone else to talk to about this?

 

“This statue must have been impressive indeed to have caught the eye of one as learned as you,” she said loftily, hoping she didn’t sound too intrigued. “How about we make a trade? It’s my day off, but I’d be happy to give you a crash course on budgeting in exchange for seeing it. And with respect, Zhongli-xiansheng, you seem in need of the advice.”

 

She didn’t think they would be friends. Their personalities were too different, and she held the Fatui which he was known to have ties to in contempt and wariness. But! Zhongli was still a civilian of Liyue, and a follower of Rex Lapis. It wouldn’t hurt to have at least a courteous business relationship with him like the one he already had with Ningguang.

 

“I expect there are few in Liyue who would be able to match the Yuheng’s knowledge on the subject,” Zhongli mused. “Very well, I accept. Shall we make it a contract between us?”

 

They shook on it. Zhongli’s amber eyes gleamed like gold under the light of the early afternoon sun. Something about them felt familiar, but Keqing could not quite place how or why.

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    The statue came up to Keqing’s waist. Rex Lapis curled around a mountain top, claws digging into the peak, head lowered, mane flowing, and horns regal. Its eyes were calm and wise, and the statue exuded a sense of true and indominable tranquility. Though the blue of the Noctilucous Jade was not a colour typically associated with the Geo Archon, Zhongli had been lying about neither the quality of the stone nor the skill of the sculptor. It caught the light caught just right, filling it with a warmth and liveliness that balanced out the cool tones.

 

The consultant certainly had an eye for art, and it was no longer a wonder he was bankrupt.

 

“It does our late Archon justice,” she said, concentrating with everything she had not to dissolve into squeals. She wanted it. By Morax, she could not remember the last time she wanted something so badly. How much Mora would she have to give Zhongli for him to be willing to part with it? More importantly, how much Mora would she have to give him to ensure he kept quiet about it afterwards?

 

Zhongli lifted a hand to his chin and looked at the statue again. “The craftsmanship is excellent,” he acknowledged, “though I still find its depiction of Rex Lapis to be a touch pretentious.”

 

In that instant, Keqing understood what seething envy felt like. But as quickly as the moment came, it passed, and in its place she saw opportunity. “If you’re dissatisfied with it,” she said, “I would be happy to take it off your hands.”

 

He looked surprised. “Take it off my hands? Forgive me, Lady Keqing, but why would you want a Rex Lapis statue? I thought you were a skeptic.”

 

Shit! She’d shown her hand too fast. “That may be so,” she said, furiously trying to push away the flush threatening to overtake her face, “but what sort of Yuheng would I be if I spurned every piece of fine art for depicting the Archon’s image? I’d never be able to buy anything then.” It was even more true now that Rex Lapis had ‘died’; she could not even walk down the street without someone shouting an advertisement for the latest Exuvia-themed shirts, or desserts, or even stationary. This sort of reaction to the death of an Archon was not surprising for the city of commerce, though Keqing lamented it nonetheless for the dent it had put in her savings. “At any rate, I’ve … been in need of a paperweight recently. This would do well.”

 

“It’s a bit large, for a paperweight.”

 

“I have a lot of papers,” said Keqing. She coughed into a fist. “Of course, I would compensate you fairly. Name the price you bought it for, and I’ll double it.”

 

In the end, to her shock, Zhongli gave it to her for free. “Consider it thanks for your assistance today,” he said. “And for agreeing to help me manage my Mora, I suppose.”

 

“Teach you to manage your Mora,” she corrected. She put a hand on his shoulder and stared solemnly into his eyes. “Zhongli-xiansheng, I promise you, I will give you the best crash course in budgeting in the history of Liyue – no, in Teyvat. You will become the best money manager that the world has ever seen.”

 

He smiled and said, “Usually I’d say, ‘I’ll hold you to that promise,’ but perhaps it would be wiser not get our hopes up too high in this case.”

 

 

 

Three hours later, she had to borrow a wagon from one of Zhongli’s neighbours to move the statue back to her office at Yuehai Pavilion. She draped a plain silk sheet over it to protect it from prying eyes (and any dust in the air), and did not hiss threateningly at anyone who approached to take a better look. Such behaviour would have been entirely out of character for someone of her station, and at any rate no one could prove that it had happened.

 

The statue found a home in the corner of her office. Rex Lapis’s wisdom emanated from it, settling over her like a warm blanket and soothing her through the daily stresses of her duties as the Yuheng. For a few days, life was good.

 

But eventually it came to pass that Ganyu entered her office before Keqing could remember to cover it up. She took one look at the statue and burst into tears.

 

 

 

The half-hour before Ganyu regained her composure was one of the most panicked of Keqing’s life. She sat her down in the chair opposite her desk, offering her tea and tissues. She fluttered uselessly at her side and quietly, fervently prayed she would stop. Ganyu had looked downright miserable at the Rite of Parting, but until now Keqing had never seen the secretary – elegant, mild-mannered, and composed – brought to tears. She had no idea what to do about it.

 

Ganyu noisily blew her nose into the third of Keqing’s handkerchiefs and said, “L-Lady Keqing, I’m s-so sorry. I don’t know what came over me …”

 

“You have nothing to apologize for,” said Keqing, a bit sterner than she would have liked. She had never been very good at comforting people, and it was with an effort that she softened her voice. “Rex Lapis’s passing was a shock to all of Liyue, but I can’t imagine what it would be like for one of the adepti. No one would blame you for taking your time to grieve.”

 

Ganyu set the handkerchief aside and sniffled, wiping the tears from her eyes. “That’s kind of you to say, but I still can’t help but feel silly. It’s already been months and besides, Rex Lapis isn’t really dead, so I really shouldn’t be feeling this way. Oh my goodness.” She buried her face in her hands. “I would be so embarrassed if he saw me like this.”

 

“Well, it’s just you and me in here, so you don’t have to worry about that,” said Keqing uncomfortably. “And Rex Lapis served us for three thousand seven hundred years, so I’d be more concerned if you did get over him after only a few months, frankly.”

 

Keqing was a bit embarrassed to admit that she only discovered Ganyu was an adeptus after the Rite of Descension. In retrospect, it had been obvious between her ‘headpiece’, hyper competence, tendency to eat flowers, and the archival records dating back thousands of years that had all been written in the same looping handwriting. Keqing … couldn’t really defend herself here. She’d thought the handwriting was a funny coincidence, she’d taken the headpiece thing at face value, and the rest she’d attributed to Ganyu being a little strange, not inhuman.

 

She was even more embarrassed by the fact that she hadn’t realized Ganyu was an adeptus so much as been told. During that disastrous meeting between the adepti and the Qixing that had been interrupted by Osial’s reawakening, Moon Carver had turned to Ganyu and said, “Will you stand so silent? During the Archon Wars, your arrows were the first to find purchase in the throats of the enemies of Rex Lapis. Now that he has been murdered in cold blood in his own home, you are willing to sit idly by and let the Qixing, who allowed this to happen, to continue their rule unopposed over the city?”

 

And Ganyu had drawn herself up and lifted her chin high and said with steady unyielding, “I signed a contract with Rex Lapis three thousand years ago to serve the Qixing, and as this was his will, I will continue to fulfill it even after his death. That is the respect I owe to my Archon, God of Geo and Prime of the Adepti. Far be it from me to speak in his stead, but nonetheless Ganyu would humbly like to remind her kinsfolk that they signed similar contracts to protect Liyue and her people, not seek revenge upon it.”

 

Moon Carver scoffed and said, “Rex Lapis also granted the adepti the right to take control of the city back from the Qixing if they proved themselves incompetent.”

 

Ganyu hesitated and said in a low voice, “This is an unprecedented event in Liyue’s history, and it is still ongoing. Until we find Rex Lapis’s murderer and understand the full situation, how can we yet accuse the Qixing, who have tirelessly served Liyue all this time, of incompetence?”

 

“Brethren, we are unlikely to find Ganyu an ally in this matter,” said Cloud Retainer, looking at her somberly. “She has always been far too kind, and will sympathize with those she has worked alongside.”

 

Keqing had been unable to stop herself from gaping, and when she’d turned to Ningguang, she’d expected some sort of solidarity, of an exchange of looks that conveyed Can you believe this shit? But though the Tianquan looked impressed, she’d also looked unsurprised, and her only reaction to Keqing had been a single eyebrow raised in amusement. None of the other Qixing seemed startled either, and her only consolation was no one else noticed her reaction.

 

 

 

“I should get back to work.” Before Keqing could respond, Ganyu was on her feet and already at the door. Still, she paused and lingered, eyes trailing back towards the statue. “Lady Keqing, if you don’t mind me asking … why did you buy a statue of Rex Lapis?”

 

“I didn’t buy it,” said Keqing. It seemed suddenly important to make her understand that no money had been given up on her account for it. “I wouldn’t buy such a thing,” she lied. “But it was a gift, and it seemed rude to refuse. Zhongli-xiansheng gave it to me.”

 

“Zhongli,” Ganyu repeated blankly. “Zhongli-xiansheng, of Wangsheng Funeral Parlor? The esteemed consultant? The one who organized the Rite of Parting? That Zhongli?”

 

“Yes,” said Keqing, puzzled by the emphasis. “I assisted him on some … minor matter, and he gave it to me in exchange. You know, I still don’t really trust him, considering how close he is to the Fatui,” she added, “but he doesn’t seem like a bad person, deep down. You know. For a traditionalist. … Uh, Ganyu?”

 

Ganyu snapped back to attention. “Oh! Yes, of course.” She smiled widely, the expression at odds with the wistful solemnity she’d been displaying only moments before and said, “Well, if Zhongli-xiansheng gave it to you, then it’s alright, then. Have a good evening, Lady Keqing.”

 

Then she was gone, leaving Keqing feeling that she didn’t really understand the secretary at all.

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    Keqing took pride in her competence. Although it was supposed to be true that successful people knew when to cut their losses, as it so happened there were few goals in life that she had set her eyes upon and failed to accomplish. In the past, several of Rex Lapis’s more devoted worshippers had muttered about the fatality of human hubris, and the common belief was that one day Keqing would stretch her fingers out too far, or fly too high, and the gods themselves would strike her down from her lofty and arrogant perch.

 

Keqing had been the Yuheng for quite some time now, however, and Celestia had still yet to smite her.

 

Nearly two years ago, Keqing stood before her god at the Rite of Descension and said, “The people no longer need you.” Perhaps not in those exact words, but the sentiment was undeniable. The crowd had gasped, muttered, stared in horror and waited, perhaps, for Rex Lapis to lean forward and crush her between his jaws for her transgression.

 

But the dragon only laughed, the sound of his amusement reverberating through their very bones, and without a word he took off into the clouds in a swirl of brown and gold and was gone.

 

A year later, Rex Lapis fell from the sky and the city mourned. Some turned angry eyes upon Keqing. “Are you happy now?” the bolder ones spat. “You’ve gotten everything you’ve wanted.”

 

And from an outsider’s perspective, it certainly seemed that way. After Osial’s resealing, the Qixing stood uncontested in Liyue. The adepti withdrew and the city was godless, leaving the mortals free to govern themselves. And Keqing was luckier than most, in that she was absolved of any guilt she might have felt about the death of her god by the god himself. In the shared dream between the Qixing and the Adepti, Rex Lapis told them he was alive – he was well – there was no need to look or worry for him – and that they’d passed his test. He was proud. Liyue had learned to stand on her own two feet, and like a parent seeing their child grow up he was ready to let go. His eyes were like the sun and she’d understood, abruptly, why he’d laughed at her before.

 

In the weeks and months that followed, it dawned upon Keqing that perhaps, in some ways, she’d taken Rex Lapis for granted. Her already heavy workload doubled, then tripled. Contracts were set and dug up and reviewed and destroyed, and the terms and clauses of them sometimes grew so complicated her head spun. Problems Rex Lapis could have resolved after only a glance took days for the Qixing to puzzle out, if they were lucky. Keqing had called him an outdated relic of the past, and she still felt it to be true, but nonetheless the expertise of a ruling god six thousand years old was not easily dismissed.

 

Ganyu whispered once, “What I have accomplished could never compare to the deeds of Rex Lapis. My efforts are but a morning’s rain falling into the vast ocean.” Keqing had scoffed at the time, but now … she was starting to understand.

 

It was in this way that vague disdain turned to respect to admiration, and the next thing Keqing knew she was buying Rex Lapis pajamas and Rex Lapis mugs and refreshing herself on old legends and commissioning artists to paint six-foot-long scrolls in the late Archon’s image.

 

All in secret, of course. She had a reputation to maintain.

 

On days when things got really bad she even found herself missing him, just a little. But even that was a learning experience that she never would have been able to receive if not for Rex Lapis’s departure. Keqing had always been competent, but the time following the Archon’s ‘passing’ saw her soaring to new heights. She had been humbled, but that humbling only made her all the more unstoppable. She possessed full confidence in the future of Liyue, even as she sometimes looked out upon the streets of the city from her office window and wondered where Rex Lapis was now. He said he was proud. Was he looking forward to how his people would evolve in this new era as much as she was?

 

In her time as Yuheng, Keqing had captured criminals, organized unions, passed some laws and blocked others. She had witnessed roads built and trade routes opened and a funeral for the divine. Dealing with the monetary troubles of a single absent-minded consultant should have been as easy as cutting cake.

 

So why was it that even now, Zhongli was still completely incapable of managing himself?!

 

“On the contrary,” he said when she demanded answers, “my spending habits have improved vastly with your guidance. Why, just yesterday, I refrained with great difficulty from purchasing a pair of Cor Lapis earrings, three pottery pieces, and a hat made of fabric woven in the traditional patterns of Qingce. As a result, I was not only able to pay for today’s dinner, but purchase an ancient ceremonial knife with patterns dating back to a human dynasty predating the Guili Assembly that I would have otherwise been unable to afford. Additionally, I only forgot my wallet seven times this month. None of this would have been possible without your assistance.”

 

“How much did the knife cost?” When Zhongli told her, she threw her hands into the air. “So you are once again broke until you receive your next paycheck. What is the point in doing all that saving yesterday if your recklessness today leaves you starving tomorrow?”

 

“But my leisure money has lasted far longer than before,” he said, shoulders tensing defensively. “I think even a little progress should be celebrated, no?”

 

“Zhongli,” said Keqing, “I am being completely serious in asking how you have not died of hunger yet.”

 

He laughed a little, clearly mortified. “You … are not the first person to ask me such a thing, I’ll admit. I suppose I have just been lucky? For a long time I simply never had to worry or think about Mora, for everything I could possibly need was provided to me when I needed it. Afterwards, the Funeral Parlor regulated or funded most of my purchases. I must emphasize the regulated part of their interference. Master Hu Tao can be surprisingly generous, but under her,” – and he winced a little here – “unique form of guidance, I had been growing slowly more adept at managing myself until I met Childe.”

 

By guidance, Keqing presumed Hu Tao had somehow managed to irritate him into being occasionally sensible about spending. She was a clever child who knew how to weaponize her ability to be annoying. Keqing avoided her on principle, but she’d heard enough rumours to know that Wangsheng’s young Director was the most hated successful businesswoman (business girl? business child? how old was that person anyway?) in the city. The fact that she managed to be so while funding someone as ludicrous as Zhongli was even more impressive.

 

The mention of the Fatui’s Eleventh Harbinger made her eyes narrow. “Why, what did he do to you?”

 

“He frequently and freely offered to fund my many expenses.” Zhongli smiled ruefully. “His intentions were good, but I’ll admit it ruined much of the previous advances I’d been making. It’s embarrassing, but I quickly got used to him paying for everything.” He cleared his throat self-consciously. “I’m sure you’re already aware that he’s returned to Snezhnaya for the time being. He offered to help me learn Mora management before he left not dissimilarly from how you have, but I declined; I felt as though I’d taken advantage of him enough already. Had he still been in Liyue, you likely would not have had to rescue me from the baozi seller that day.”

 

Keqing stared, speechless.

 

Zhongli said, “I’m aware that the Qixing frown upon the association of Wangsheng with the Fatui, but in terms of Mora, Childe has been almost excessively forthcoming. He single-handedly funded the Rite of Parting. I told him it wasn’t necessary, that the Qixing or the Parlor were expected to pay for it, but he insisted.” He frowned. “Although he did tell the Traveller – you recall, they were my assistant in the endeavour? – he put them in charge of managing the Mora. Apparently he didn’t trust me to make purchases without supervision.”

 

“The Rite of Parting was funded by the Fatui?” Keqing managed.

 

The consultant took a peaceful sip of his tea before he spoke. “Yes. Ironic, isn’t it? But the Fatui have caused a lot of trouble for our country,” he said, chuckling with a fond softness that was at odds with his words, “so on the subject of the Rite of Parting specifically, I try not to feel too guilty about it.”

 

Keqing’s eyes narrowed. “Zhongli-xiansheng, having to come to know you, I can’t help but feel confused as to why you associate yourself with that man. Are you sure he wasn’t using you in some way?” Zhongli seemed exactly the sort of person to be taken in by a pretty face and a friendly smile and monetary generosity, and end up manipulated. “I know you are not the sort of person to listen to rumours, but his terrible reputation in Liyue is not without basis. You, on the other hand, have only one real black mark on yours, and that’s him. I don’t mean to judge, but couldn’t you make some less skeevy friends?”

 

She lifted her own cup to her lips, only to choke when Zhongli said, “I assume you dislike him because he resurrected Osial?”

 

Zhongli thumped her helpfully on her back as she coughed and spluttered. The gesture irrationally reminded her of her late grandmother and she was too shocked by it to wave him away. “He told you that he did that?” she wheezed. She hadn’t thought Tartaglia would, considering the big deal he’d made over the Qixing not having any evidence that he’d done it when they’d tried to go after him for it.

 

“It was obvious,” he replied, which she couldn’t help but note didn’t actually answer her question.

 

“Does he know that you know?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Then how are you still alive?”

 

He actually laughed at that. “Keqing, half the city suspects he’s the reason Liyue almost drowned that day. Not even Childe could assassinate that many people without reprieve.”

 

“You’re not some random stranger in the city to him,” she pointed out. “Aren’t you a liability? You just admitted to one of the Qixing what he did.” Not a particularly useful admission, as far as Tartaglia’s deeds went, but still. “Isn’t he worried about what other secrets of his you might have uncovered?”

 

Zhongli’s eyes glinted with amusement. “Childe and I have a mutual understanding, and at any rate he trusts me with his, ah, secrets, far less than you might think. But please do not worry yourself about me; I am perfectly capable of handling him.”

 

Keqing highly doubted that. It had taken herself, Ningguang, six adepti, the Traveller, Paimon, and the Jade Chamber to ‘handle’ that unhinged Fatui fucker last time. “Just because you have a Vision doesn’t mean you’re indestructible. The Traveller said he released Osial to lure out Rex Lapis. If he has it in for our Archon, how do you know he won’t hurt a worshipper of his like yourself?”

 

“… Our Archon is no more, and he is aware of that now, so there is little he would have to gain from that,” said Zhongli. He looked at her quizzically. “Additionally, I am not actually a worshipper of Rex Lapis?”

 

“Right.” Keqing cleared her throat. “Of course. Neither am I.”

 

She winked at him, stone-faced, but his confusion only grew.

 

“I happen to share many of Rex Lapis’s ideals, and certainly much of my interest in Liyue’s culture and history is intertwined with the effects he has had upon our city and traditions,” he said, “so I suppose it is a reasonable assumption to make. But I am not … religious.” Zhongli sounded slightly uncertain at the word, as if he were not entirely sure it was the correct one to use.

 

“Okay,” said Keqing. Far be it from her to expose a fellow closet fan. “But let’s not stray off-topic. You’re certain Tartaglia isn’t a threat to you?”

 

Zhongli looked away, the corner of his lips twitching upwards. “A threat to my self-restraint when it comes to making purchases, maybe.”

 

Which made absolutely no sense whatsoever.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          chapter 4 is going through some heavy revisions so it may take longer for me to update with it than i’ve been updating so far

        




4. Chapter 4


    
    Keqing strode into Ningguang’s temporary office at Yuehai Pavilion and announced, “Tartaglia has stooped so low as to take advantage of the gap between his wealth and that of some of Liyue’s citizens. Zhongli of Wangsheng let me look at the receipts he saved of the transactions between them. He spent far too much money on that man to not have been using him for something.”

 

“I hate the Fatui even more than you do,” replied Ningguang, “but I’ve already investigated the matter myself, and in this case I think he just wanted to be his sugar daddy.” She looked up from her paperwork and smiled. “That scum may be a Harbinger, but he’s still young. Perhaps we ought to thank Liyue’s handsomest funeral consultant for all the money his beautiful face has returned to our city’s economy.”

 

Keqing could not look Zhongli in the eye for several weeks after that.

 

 

 

But eventually she had the opportunity to find out for herself, for the Eleventh Harbinger returned to Liyue. His arrival was to the intense displeasure of almost everyone in the Harbor, the Qixing not least of all, but he smiled a toothy grin and waved a dismissive hand and said some stuff about promising not to cause any more trouble – not that he’d caused any before, of course, haha – and being here for leisure reasons, not diplomatic ones.

 

It sounded like a load of bullshit, and the meeting that occurred between the Fatui and the Qixing as the two sides negotiated the terms of his stay were … tense, to say the least. Keqing could not help but breathe a sigh of relief when it was over. To never lay eyes upon the man who’d broken into the Golden House, dared lay his filthy hands on the Exuvia, and nearly drowned the city would be a mercy.

 

Unfortunately, Keqing ended up seeing him again that very evening, when she went to see Zhongli.

 

Zhongli stood in the square by Liuli Pavilion, where they’d agreed to meet. Keqing slowed as she approached and noticed he was not alone. Tartaglia stood close by him with his arms folded and his smile light.

 

He noticed her first and said, friendly, “Zhongli-xiansheng, why is the Yuheng crashing our dinner date?”

 

“Oh, hello, Keqing. We have yet to actually start dinner, and this isn’t a date,” said Zhongli to him patiently. “I told you I would be meeting a friend today and you invited yourself along.”

 

Tartaglia said, “Yes, but one of the Qixing?” He glanced aside at her and smirked. “I didn’t know those … hardworking businessfolk were capable of making personal friends.”

 

“Zhongli-xiansheng,” said Keqing, smiling thinly back and fighting to keep her voice just as amicable, “do you frequently let members of the Fatui follow you around on a whim, or just this one?”

 

Tartaglia snickered but then said, “Actually, I would also like to know the answer to that. Did you cozy up with any of my subordinates while I was gone?”

 

Zhongli blinked. “No.”

 

“Oh, just the Yuheng, then? What a relief,” he said dryly. “It’s nice to know your taste for expensive things is consistent.”

 

Keqing bristled at the insinuation and but managed to put on a falsely sweet smile. “Expensive? Zhongli-xiansheng and I enjoy each other’s company enough that we’ve never had to pay for each other’s time. Perhaps they do things differently in the circles you’re familiar with,” said Keqing in a sudden fit of savage inspiration, “but I’ve never had to shower someone with gifts and money just to maintain a functional relationship with them.”

 

Keqing had encountered the Eleventh Harbinger seventeen times in the past, all either very briefly in passing or through diplomatic and/or business exchanges between their two nations. Until now, she hadn’t known it was possible for his easygoing, impenetrably self-assured air to drop, or for Tartaglia to look as though he’d bitten into a lemon. Hmm … she could get used to the sight.

 

But then the Harbinger said, “Fighting words, Lady Keqing,” and it was mildly alarming how quickly the cold offense on his face turned into thoughtful interest. “I don’t know what it is you’re trying to imply,” he lied brazenly, “but it sounds very slanderous, and a man’s got to defend his honor. What say we settle this outside the city, one on one?”

 

“… Are you challenging me to a duel?” Keqing said flatly. It was official. He was the worst diplomat she’d ever had the displeasure of dealing with.

 

Zhongli coughed into a fist and said, “Childe, I am going to have to object to this idea …”

 

Without looking at him, Tartaglia patted his shoulder. He continued to Keqing, “I’ve heard excellent and terrifying things about your swordsmanship. Or swordswomanship, I should say. Come on, don’t make that face. Think about it – I’ll get the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity of fighting one of the Qixing who saved Liyue from Osial, and you’ll get the chance to beat up the big bad Harbinger staining your beautiful city with his presence. We both know you want to.”

 

Her temper flared at the shameless reminder of Osial, and the offer was indeed tempting, but it was for that very reason that Keqing refused to give in. “I’m not a schoolchild you can taunt into indulging you,” she said, crossing her arms. “And if you’re aware you’re an unwelcome eyesore, then perhaps you should leave.”

 

Tartaglia sighed. His shoulders slumped and he shook his head in mock disappointment. “As blunt and unyielding as ever, Lady Keqing. Well, I won’t push.”

 

“I don’t think you’re an unwelcome eyesore,” said Zhongli.

 

“Aw, thanks.”

 

Keqing shot him an incredulous look. “Zhongli-xiansheng, if it were up to the vote of the people, this man would have been declared an enemy of the state. Whose side are you on, exactly?”

 

“Yours, of course.”

 

“Xiansheng!” Tartaglia exclaimed, whirling on him. “Her? How could you say such a thing?!”

 

Zhongli’s amber eyes glowed with soft exasperation under the darkening sky. “I’m sorry, Childe, but the arrangement between Keqing and I predates your surprise arrival today. You are a guest to our meeting – a welcome one, perhaps, but a guest nonetheless, so I’d thank you not to challenge her to a fight.”

 

Neither Keqing nor Tartaglia were pleased by Zhongli’s words. While Tartaglia was clearly unimpressed at being called an interloper, even if it had been done politely, Keqing wished Zhongli wouldn’t say it in such a gentle voice. Why was the Harbinger welcome, anyway? She had not been consulted on this!

 

“Arrangement,” Tartaglia echoed coolly.

 

“Yes,” said Zhongli. “In exchange for a statue of Rex Lapis I collected some months back, Keqing has offered me to teach me to manage my monetary matters. It’s been a long work in progress,” he mumbled, glancing away.

 

Keqing had an Electro Vision, but in that moment she could have sworn her skin was flaming. “I – the fact that the statue was a Rex Lapis one was just a coincidence! I was just admiring the, uh, the – the carpentry of it, that’s all!”

 

“Craftsmanship,” said Zhongli helpfully. “Carpentry refers to wood make, while the word craftsmanship has a broader use that can – ”

 

Shut up Zhongli, she knew the difference, it was just a slip of the tongue! “R-Right! I’m just … a huge fan of Noctilucous Jade. Which it was made of. And … rocks. Who doesn’t love rocks? Not me.”

 

“I also love rocks,” said Zhongli, looking at her in amused concern.

 

“I know,” said Keqing tightly.

 

Tartaglia rubbed his temples and said, “… You know what? I’m starving. Why don’t we continue this conversation inside?”

 

Yet to Keqing’s surprise, the Harbinger was largely silent throughout the meal that they ordered at Liuli Pavilion. Perhaps this was because he was warier of Keqing than he initially let on, or maybe the pathetic struggle he was having with his chopsticks left him with very little brainpower to focus on anything else. Or maybe it was just because shortly after their food arrived, Zhongli began a rant on the cultivation of violetgrass for medicinal purposes, and they were both content to let him talk and only occasionally prod him with questions to send him on another tangent.

 

If not for the Harbinger’s presence, it would have been a nice dinner. Zhongli’s manner of speaking and habit of info-dumping reminded Keqing of her old grandfather, except that instead of moralizing stories about his own youth, Zhongli talked about the history and culture of Liyue, something she was actually interested in. It was a bit weird how much he knew though.

 

The peace was broken, however, when they reached the forty-five minute mark and Keqing took out the notecards.

 

“I thought we could try something different today,” she said, flipping through them and ignoring the way Tartaglia was goggling at her from across the table, “since nothing else has really been working so far. We can make a sort of game about it.”

 

Zhongli laced his fingers together. “A game?”

 

“A game of pretend to help you practice making sensible purchases. Let’s say you have 32 000 Mora to get through the day, and you have to buy food at least twice. While you’re walking down the street, you pass by five shops selling their wares, ordered in terms of increasing practicality. So, the first shop might not sell many things that are very useful from day to day, while the last might only sell food, toiletries, and other necessities. Along the way, we’ll talk through your decisions and I’ll offer my own suggestions and corrections. As we go on and you get used to this scenario, we’ll switch up the parameters and I’ll give you less and less advice until you can do things on your own. This exercise should get you used to budgeting and increase your adaptability. Sound good?”

 

Zhongli inclined his head. “How innovative. You have my admiration, Keqing, for the effort you have put into this. Childe, are you alright?”

 

Tartaglia had both hands over his mouth. “I’m fine,” he managed, his dull blue eyes curving into crescents. “Just enjoying the show.”

 

Keqing shot him a glare. “… Let’s start with the first shop. Remember that you can pass on buying anything if you want, but for now you can’t return to the same shop once we move onto the next.” Keqing set down five cards in front of Zhongli. They read:

 


  Painted Wooden Replica of the Guizhong Ballista – 7000 Mora



  



  Cor Lapis Pendant the size of a small egg, decorated with pearls – 25 000 Mora (ON SALE)



  



  Signed Copy of Legend of the Shattered Halberd Volume 1 – 4200 Mora



  



  Fisherman’s Toast – 1025 Mora



  



  10 Qingxin Flowers – 6000 Mora


 

“You can take your time to think about it,” said Keqing.

 

“I’ll take them all,” said Zhongli.

 

Tartaglia laughed so hard he fell out of his chair.

 

 

 

All the walls in Liyue had ears, but none were as sharp or wide-reaching as those of the Tianquan’s. Amongst the Qixing, Keqing knew Ningguang the best and trusted her the most. Sure, she was a shady and ambitious traditionalist with a spy network like a spider’s web, a flair for grandeur that she would never understand, and well-placed pawns dancing in the underworld, but by Celestia, her competence in her management of Liyue’s affairs was one of the few equal to her own.

 

Plus, she loathed the Fatui. That was always reassuring.

 

Therefore, Keqing had no qualms about going to her temporary office in Yuehai Pavilion the next morning, dismissing her assistants from the room, and saying, “Are you sure the Harbinger doesn’t have any evil plans involving Wangsheng, and just wants to be Zhongli-xiansheng’s … personal companion that gives him money?”

 

She couldn’t quite bring herself to say sugar daddy aloud.

 

Ningguang smiled at her serenely from across her desk as she flipped through the latest proposed blueprints for her new Jade Chamber. “You’ve been spending a lot of time with the consultant lately, I’ve noticed,” she said, because of course she had. “I don’t suppose you’ve also been suckered into becoming one of his wealthy patrons?”

 

“I’m teaching him how not to need wealthy patrons, not enabling him,” said Keqing, scowling. “Why are you speaking as if he has many?”

 

“Because he does.” Ningguang reached into one of the drawers of her desk and pulled out a black, leather-bound book. She flipped to somewhere in the middle and passed it over to Keqing. “Hu Tao of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor was the first, although that girl is so strange I’m not sure if she knows about his condition and decided to fund him as a joke, or whether she simply wants to make happy the only parental figure left in her life.”

 

“Condition?” It was a banking book, Keqing realized. Specifically, Ningguang’s personal one, listing her purchases and their costs and where or what use they had gone to. Half of the city would kill for the contents of this book. She did not dare flip the pages and look anywhere past what was already being shown to her.

 

Four silk flowers trapped in amber, a bottle of Osmanthus wine, a case of coffee from Sumeru, and a printmaking set of Inazuma make that cost more than everything else on that page combined. All bought on behalf of one Zhongli-xiansheng of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor.

 

“Yes. She couldn’t always be there to help him, though, so I picked up the slack where I could. Discretely, of course. I saw little need for anyone to trace the sudden generosity of several vendors back to the Tianquan. It would draw unwanted attention.”

 

When Keqing handed her back the book, her hands were shaking. “Are you telling me that – that – … Ningguang, you too? Why?!”

 

Ningguang raised an eyebrow. “Don’t take it the wrong way. My goal was never his company, friendship, or even an alliance with the Parlor, and I was careful to ensure he did not notice the hand behind his windfalls of fortune. I merely owe him a debt I can never repay. All of Liyue does, of course, but mine is slightly more personal than most.”

 

“Owe him?” Keqing spluttered. “You?”

 

She smiled faintly. The book snapped shut and disappeared back into her desk. “I suppose a skeptic of the gods born to wealth and talent would be unable to understand. If it makes you feel better, ever since the Harbinger turned up in Liyue I’ve not really had to bother. Though I’d be happier if he left the city and never came back, I can’t exactly begrudge him for spending Snezhnayan coin on Liyue’s wares, especially since the production of Mora has ceased, and especially if it’s on Zhongli-xiansheng’s behalf.”

 

“I don’t understand,” said Keqing. “Is Zhongli-xiansheng actually some sort of … conniving manipulating bourgeois parasite that blackmails or charms the rich and influential to pay for all his expenses in exchange for quaint pieces of historical and cultural trivia? Is he doing this on purpose? He’s got to be, right? Hu Tao, Tartaglia, even you?! Oh Celestia. Am I his current target? His soon-to-be latest victim?”

 

A heavy silence descended upon the office.

 

“Keqing,” said Ningguang at last, slowly and with a furrowed brow, looking almost as puzzled as Keqing felt used and bewildered, “Do you really not know why I would help him? Zhongli is Rex Lapis.”
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5. Chapter 5


    
    
  “Let me tell you a story,” said Ningguang.



  

  

  




  Once there lived an orphan girl in Liyue Harbor. Poor and friendless, she woke up every day before dawn to steal Glaze Lilies from the gardens of Yujing Terrace while the wealthy slept. Then she would leave the city to trek north, through the Guili Plains to the sandy shores of Yaoguang to wander barefoot, selling flowers to the fishermen passing by, and gathering starconches in an old basket of brown bark. In the afternoon, she would walk back to the city, and sell the shells until evening.


 


  The path through the Guili Plains was treacherous, even more so then than it is now. The girl felt no fear, however, for she was watched over by an amber-eyed man who came every day to the beach to look out at the sea. She sold him a flower once and he told her a tale of dust and death and a war so old that only the mountains still carried the memory. But mostly he was silent. When she was done at Yaoguang Shoals, she would take him by the hand and he would walk her back to the Harbor.


 


  Twice did treasure hoarders approach them with malevolence, and both times the man bled them open over the sand and water. Those were good days for the girl, for afterwards she could gather the trinkets left behind and exchange them for food in the city.


 


  One day, a young lord caught the girl plucking Glaze Lilies from his balcony. He declared that though she had stolen three flowers from him, he was merciful, and would only demand that her hand be chopped off once. Terrified, the young girl cried out to Rex Lapis for mercy, and Rex Lapis came. He said to the lord, “To be wealthy and ungenerous, and to be powerful and without mercy, is to ask for neither generosity nor mercy from me.”


 


  After that day, she never again saw the amber-eyed man along the Shoals. Time passed, and the girl grew into a young woman and found a job as an accountant, then as a secretary, and then as a member of the Seven Qixing. Time passed, until she was wealthy and powerful herself, and the people of Liyue bowed to her cunning. Still, she never forgot the words of the god who saved her, and bent her will towards leading Liyue to prosperity.


 


  A day came when a consultant appeared in Liyue. He possessed more knowledge of the nation than even the most devoted of scholars, yet none could trace his history. Who he’d been or where he’d come from was unknown, but she recognized his amber eyes, unchanged as they were by time. She came to understand that her god had chosen to live as a human, and what could she do then but aid him with her power, from the shadows though it would have to be?



  

  

  




  “I see,” said Keqing when Ningguang finished.


 


  “If you tell anyone this, I’ll break your neck and make it look like an accident,” said the Tianquan pleasantly. “Anyways. I’ve kept you long enough, Lady Keqing. I never thought I would have to say this to you, but don’t you have work to do?”


 


  Keqing made her way back to her own office as if in a dream. As the sun made its tireless arc through the sky, she signed paperwork, filled out forms, and stamped things that needed stamping. Budgets were reviewed, strongly worded letters were drafted, and politics were overseen. Ganyu occasionally stepped in, exchanging files and bringing her tea. All in all, a fairly typical workday.


 


  The sun had set when Keqing finally looked up from her desk and made eye contact with the statue still sitting in the corner of her office, its gaze wise and all-knowing. Perhaps even amused.


 


  Something in her snapped.



  

  

  




  Keqing flew into Ningguang’s office in a burst of electricity, shooed out the startled assistants, locked the door behind them, walked up to the unimpressed Tianquan, and said, “
  
    Zhongli is Rex Lapis
  
  ?”


 


  “Yes.”


 


  “But he doesn’t – he can’t even – 
  
    he cannot manage Mora
  
  ?!”


 


  “Mm.”


 


  “But Rex Lapis is the god of 
  
    wealth
  
  ! This is the city of 
  
    commerce
  
  ! Every single piece of Mora that exists in Teyvat was forged by his hand. There’s no way Rex Lapis would forget to put in his pockets something so fundamental to him as 
  
    money
  
  . At the very least he could produce it whenever he needed it!”


 


  A horrible thought occurred to her. Was it possible that … since all Mora was created by Rex Lapis, Zhongli saw no difference between paying for something himself and getting someone else to do it for him?


 


  Ningguang said, “I said he’s Rex Lapis, not that he has common sense.”


 


  Keqing wanted to scream. “Are you telling me that we hired Rex Lapis to arrange his own funeral?”


 


  “Even if we had not, I expect he would have wanted to be in charge of it. I recall him expressing a not-insignificant amount of displeasure when he thought the Qixing were neglecting the Rite of Parting.”


 


  She paced the carpet, driving her fingers into her hair. “Just because he has those eyes,” she began, and then stopped.


 


  Because she’d seen Rex Lapis’s eyes before. And now that she thought about it, she’d never seen that colour anywhere else, except for on Zhongli.


 


  Keqing rallied herself. “I’d be willing to accept that he might be an adeptus, but to be the Prime is surely going too far. Maybe … did Rex Lapis have any relatives?”


 


  Ningguang smiled. “You’re free to ask him yourself,” she said. “However, all things considering, I doubt he’d be pleased by being confronted with his true identity.”


 


  “True identity?” Keqing felt herself despair. “But Rex Lapis wouldn’t give me a statue of 
  
    himself
  
  !” Oh Celestia. She hadn’t actually known Rex Lapis on a personal level well enough to be sure. Was this the divine equivalent of handing out autographs? Why had he bought it in the first place? Was he really that vain?


 


  … No. Knowing Zhongli, he probably really did just like rocks.


 


  At this, the Tianquan actually laughed. She sat back in her seat and steepled her fingers. “Did he? How charming. I had no idea you collected such things.”


 


  Keqing flushed hard. “I - I do 
  
    not 
  
  collect such things! He … practically made me take it. Don’t change the subject! Zhongli isn’t - he can’t - ”


 


  Zhongli was intelligent and knowledgeable and wise and despite his tendency to step on the feet of the many merchants in the city where business was law, walked around like he was untouchable. For someone who talked so much, it was occurring to her now that his past remained a mystery. Did he really wear clothing styled after depictions of Rex Lapis, or was it that the depictions of Rex Lapis were based off of 
  
    him
  
  ? He said he wasn’t religious. He’d been enthusiastic about the quality of the statue but self-conscious about the subject matter. Despite his abysmal spending habits, he had not yet died of hunger. Now that she thought about it, he’d never even said the words, “I’m hungry.” Only variations of, “I would like to eat,” or, “Would you like to join me for a meal?”


 


  He knew an absurd amount of history, enough to perform the Rite of Parting to perfection when hardly anyone else could even remember it was something that needed to be done. And yet while the whole city mourned for the passing of Rex Lapis, Zhongli hadn’t batted an eyelash. Keqing had just assumed he was keeping his grief to himself, but what if there hadn’t been any grief at all?


 


  In the dream the Qixing shared with the adepti, Rex Lapis had said, “You have passed my test and proved that Liyue is ready for independence.” The test was Osial’s resurrection, she’d presumed, but only now were the implications of that sinking in. The Traveller said that Tartaglia had done it to lure out the Geo Archon, and she didn’t think they were lying. She didn’t think Tartaglia was that great of a liar, either, considering his attempts to defend himself afterwards had amounted to, “But you can’t prove that I did it and I’m insisting that I didn’t and I’m giving you a lot of money to say sorry and I’m going home now, so there.” Tartaglia, who Zhongli had been hanging out with even before then, and afterwards treated more like a funny puppy than the dangerous war machine he clearly was. And during the dream, Rex Lapis said, “Don’t worry about it,” when the Adeptus Xiao raised his hand and quite understandably asked his lord if he could have the honour of killing that Harbinger scum, pretty please?


 


  Her brain hurt. How was it that everything made sense and yet didn’t at the same time? Until this moment, the world had been logical and straightforward and solid in its foundations. Now it felt like … well, it felt like Rex Lapis was playing mind games with her, which didn’t make any sense because he’d never intended for her to find any of this out!


 


  She … sort of wanted to smack Zhongli, now. Maybe grab him by the shoulders and shake him really hard and see if anything fell out of his brain that could help her 
  
    understand
  
  . But she wouldn’t, because if she did, she would never be able to bring herself to wash her hands again.


 


  Holy shit. This whole time, she’d been taking tea with Rex Lapis.


 


  Holy shit.


 


  If she asked him for an autograph - a real one - would he …?


 


  “Keqing,” said Ningguang. “Do you need to lie down?”


 


  “I’m fine.” Keqing was not fine. “I’m … compartmentalizing.”


 


  She felt her way to the chair across from Ningguang’s desk and all but collapsed into it. She stared at the ceiling.


 


  If Zhongli was her idol, then Rex Lapis was an idiot. A clever idiot, admittedly. Possibly even a genius idiot, depending on what the hell had really happened with Osial, though she had a feeling that was something she would never find out. She could just ask him, of course. Except she couldn’t. Because Rex Lapis was retired, and Zhongli seemed pretty happy where he was. And he hadn’t wanted anyone to know 
  
    who 
  
  he was. And she didn’t have the heart to take that away from him, because somehow, he had become her friend, and he had protected Liyue for almost four thousand years before deciding to retire, and she couldn’t take that peace from him.


 


  So … she was just going to have to sit on this knowledge forever, and somehow not go insane.


 


  “Who else knows?” she managed to wheeze.


 


  “Hmm … that’s difficult to say. There are several I suspect, but short of a direct confrontation, there is no way of being sure. And as I thought you had figured it out until a short while ago, I am forced to re-evaluate the worth of my own intuition.”


 


  “Please just … give me the list.”


 


  “Well, myself, obviously. I strongly believe the adepti know by now. Hu Tao is a likely candidate, but as I said, she is … strange.”


 


  “And … the Harbinger?”


 


  “No idea,” said Ningguang pleasantly. “You could argue either way with him, at this point.”


 


  “Should we …” Keqing gestured vaguely. “Do something? Offer Wangsheng additional security? Maybe we 
  
    shouldn’t 
  
  let him near suspicious diplomats with dubious motivations and histories of violence? Even if he wants to live like a normal person, surely …”


 


  The corner of Ningguang’s lips quirked. “Not without him or someone else catching on, no. Though perhaps I’ll change my mind once Zhongli-xiansheng has drained him of enough money to replace my Jade Chamber. Until then, he can deal with Tartaglia’s advances on his own. Ha. I jest, of course. I don’t care what Zhongli-xiansheng gets up to in his spare time enough to interfere.”


 


  Keqing pinched the bridge of her nose. “I … am in need of some tea.”


 


  “I can get you some, Lady Keqing.” Keqing startled so badly she nearly fell out of the chair. She hadn’t heard the door open, much less Ganyu step inside, but somehow the secretary was there, soft features relaxed with confidence. “And rest assured, you have nothing to worry about. Though Rex Lapis is no longer an Archon, his wisdom and strength and experience remain. Few are the threats to him.”


 


  Keqing could believe that of 
  
    Rex Lapis
  
  . Zhongli, though?


 


  Ganyu lowered her eyes and continued, “As for the adepti … Rex Lapis informed us of his human identity shortly after the Rite of Passing. I visit him sometimes. Madame Ping is there too, usually … and one time Xiao, though he didn’t look very happy about the birds.”


 


  “Oh,” said Keqing. She had nothing else to say to that.


 


  Somehow getting additional confirmation from Ganyu was not reassuring. Until then she could have pretended that it was a mere delusion shared between herself and Ningguang. But Ganyu, of all people, would not only never lie about this, but she would never even allow the idea to go uncontested unless she was absolutely sure it was true.


 


  Zhongli was Rex Lapis.


 


  Wow.


 


  … Wait, birds?



  

  

  




  In the end she rescinded her request for tea in favour of departing work early to nurse her growing headache.


 


  Keqing’s home was a small, unremarkable building on the outskirts of Yujing Terrace. Though born to a family known for their opulence and wealth, Keqing personally preferred to live simply. The inside of her house would have struck many as surprisingly minimalistic. Besides some old furniture, her many carefully organized work reference books and files, and her kitchen supplies which saw little use, it was without adornment.


 


  The exceptions were her bedroom and storage room, both filled from floor to ceiling with Rex Lapis paraphernalia.


 


  When Keqing finished brushing her teeth and washing up for the night, she opened the door to her room to gaze blearily upon the dragon bobbleheads and geo-patterned blankets and posters that had grown so numerous you could no longer even see the walls. Rex Lapis stared down at her from all four sides, and she could not shake the feeling he was laughing at her. Archons. If Zhongli could see her now, how freaked out would he be? She was feeling a bit freaked out just standing there.


 


  Tonight, just this once, she would sleep on the couch.


 


  Half a restless hour later, she went back to drag her six-foot-long Rex Lapis plush to the living room. Maybe it 
  
    was
  
   weird that it was the shapeshifted children’s toy form of her friend and ex-god but she couldn’t fall asleep without it, okay?!
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6. Chapter 6


    
    The good thing about Zhongli, Keqing soon discovered, was that he was so Extremely Himself that it was easy to forget he was Rex Lapis. 

 

Keqing arrived an hour early for their foray into Liyue’s marketplace, hands trembling and heart leaping. Despite the coolness of the air blowing in from the sea that morning, she found herself struggling to stop sweating. When Zhongli finally arrived she nearly had a heart attack at the sight of him - but then he opened his mouth and said, “Keqing, how much do you know about dandelion wine? An old friend stopped by with a bottle recently, and it was the first time I’d had some in many years. Though the generalities of the taste remain the same, the specifics of it were not as I recalled. I am unsure whether this is a result of variety between wine companies, or merely a change in the method of production over time.”

 

Keqing did not know much about wine. Her domain of expertise as the Yuheng was real estate and construction, after all, but even if it hadn’t been, she’d never been much interested in it. She could discern between good and bad qualities of alcohol if she had to, but generally saw leisure drinking as a waste of time that would be better spent doing something else. And as she found the taste of wine to be unpleasant, she had difficulty understanding why others enjoyed it.

 

When she said as much, Zhongli nodded as though he’d expected it. “Personally, I find the creation of and the culture behind wine fascinating,” he said, “and am not adverse to the taste myself. But your distance from it is understandable. If only  everyone possessed as much discipline and self-restraint as yourself,” he muttered, slightly darkly.

 

Keqing couldn’t help her pleased smile as her nerves settled. Discipline and self-restraint! Indeed, what a perfect description for herself. No one would ever catch  her splurging unnecessarily on something as frivolous as alcohol. Unless the alcohol was sold in a bottle shaped in the head of the Exuvia, in which case she’d buy twenty, dump their contents into the sink, and line them up on a shelf in her room between her miniature Morax figurines.

 

By the time they began their walk through the marketplace, Keqing’s anxiety had melted away. Partially because Zhongli was easy to talk to, but also because the marketplace was a very dangerous place to take him, and much of her energy was channelled instead into making sure he didn’t bankrupt himself immediately.


  

  

  



The unfortunate thing about easily forgetting that Zhongli was Rex Lapis was that it meant frequently remembering that he was Rex Lapis. The revelation occurred every half hour or so, and felt like being bowled over by a Mitachurl every time.

 

Zhongli was polite enough to pretend he didn’t notice Keqing tripping over her feet or slamming into merchant stalls or accidentally knocking over stands every time she remembered  Holy shit, Zhongli was not only Rex Lapis but he was right there, standing there, hanging out with her, breathing air, they were friends, he had complimented her, how the hell had this happened , despite the utterly uncharacteristic clumsiness. After the fourth time, however, he turned to her with a concerned smile and said, hesitantly, “As the Yuheng, I imagine you’re often very busy. While the hard effort you’ve put towards the well-being of this city is admirable, there is merit in taking breaks. If you’re ever, perhaps, feeling tired or ill, then it would be best if you went home and rested. Even the Qixing need vacation time.”

 

“Hnnngh,” said Keqing, red-faced. Then she remembered how to speak words. “I … appreciate your concern, Zhongli-xiansheng. But don’t worry about me. I’m alright.”

 

“Of course,” he said smoothly, turning away. “I hadn’t meant to imply otherwise.”

 

How pathetic did she look, to make someone like Zhongli, who usually needed to be the recipient of others’ fussing, worry? Keqing silently sent a prayer to Rex Lapis that the earth would swallow her whole, before abruptly realizing that maybe, just maybe, that was a stupid idea. Nevermind, Rex Lapis! Forget she’d ever thought that! She was definitely not praying to you!!

 

If Zhongli heard her prayer, he showed no sign of it. Thank god for small mercies. Or maybe not thank god, in this situation.

 

Keqing wistfully wished her ignorance had never ended as she followed Zhongli to a nearby stall selling hand-made fans.


  

  

  



Keqing did not do things half-heartedly. She believed that anything worth doing was worth doing well, whether it be relationships, work, or even mere hobbies.  Relaxation  was a word she only understood in theory. Everyone who knew the Yuheng well knew that she was happiest when she was keeping busy, and it was this quality of hers that kept her going strong long after any regular person would have burnt out.

 

(This confident, controlling, and self-sufficient attitude had left her with few friends in childhood, but rose her quickly to the ranks of the Qixing in early adulthood.)

 

Indeed, if nothing else, Keqing was thorough in all that she did. This was the reason, she told herself, that she had done a background check on a certain funeral parlor consultant. It was NOT burning curiosity. And it definitely wasn’t stalking. It was just … being thorough.

 

Unfortunately, Keqing didn’t discover much more than what Ningguang had already told her. The man calling himself Zhongli had, for all intents and purposes, come into existence three years ago the day that he was interviewed and subsequently hired by the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor. He had no birth certificate, no medical history, nor any known family. Despite his astoundingly vast knowledge on nearly everything about Liyue, none of the schools Keqing contacted – and she even reached out to some international ones – had records of him as a student. His work documents named a Madame Ping of Yujing Terrace as his emergency contact, but did not specify the relationship between them.

 

Considering the only Madame Ping she knew was not only an adeptus, but the only adeptus besides Ganyu that the Qixing knew for certain was a permanent resident of the city – well. If she’d needed additional proof that the man wasn’t human, that was it.

 

Of course, there was another, more direct way she could find information about Zhongli.

 

“Zhongli-xiansheng,” said Keqing. “It occurred to me that despite us having become friends, I know remarkably little about you. Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

 

He looked surprised for a moment before smiling gently. “Of course. Is there anything specific you’d like to know?”

 

Archons, what  didn’t  she want to know? A thousand questions danced on the tip of her tongue. How come you never tried to smite me for my disrespect? Why did you move our people from the Guili Plains to the coastline all those thousands of years ago? Are your abs really as impressive as the ones on the Statues of the Seven? What was it like seeing Osial resurrected after all this time? Are you as proud of what Liyue has accomplished since you stepped down as I am? What do you think about the Tianji’s recent proposal to open up textile trades with Fontaine? Are you Ganyu’s dad? How does the Exuvia work? Will you sign my arm?

 

“Uh,” said Keqing. “How long have you lived in Liyue?”

 

“All my life.”

 

Okay, maybe that had been a stupid question. “Don’t travel much?”

 

He inclined his head in consideration, his eyes faraway. “When I was much younger, there were times when I would go and visit friends abroad. But I never lingered and left Liyue for long.”

 

Keqing was willing to bet her left kidney that those friends were the other Archons. “You must have come from an affluent family to have been able to meet friends in faraway places,” she observed, knowing full well that he had no relatives.

 

“Does it seem that way?” said Zhongli. “At the time, visiting others felt like neither a privilege nor a burden, but simply something that had to be done.”

 

“So you don’t keep in touch with them?”

 

Astonishingly, Zhongli’s bottom lip curled ever-so-slightly in the first negative expression she had ever seen cross his immaculate features: distaste.

 

“I still speak with a popular bard in Mondstadt who visits on occasion,” he said slowly. “He is the friend I mentioned before, who brought me wine. His company is nearly tolerable when he isn’t falling over drunk.”

 

Keqing had heard many things about Barbatos of Mondstadt, very little of it flattering. While she was glad that the people of Liyue no longer needed their own archon to hold their hand, the near-complete absence of the God of Freedom from his own domain baffled her, and she had difficulty understanding why the Church of Favonius was so devout, much less imagining Rex Lapis getting along with someone so irresponsible. “… Are you sure the two of you are friends, Zhongli-xiansheng?”

 

He huffed a laugh. “Ah, do I sound ungrateful? Forgive my tone; I have simply known him for a long time, and familiarity has bred fondness alongside the contempt. He is no less valued for all that his antics grate. In some ways, Venti is not unlike family to me, although if I told him so I would never hear the end of it.” Zhongli picked up a fan and flicked it open, turning it this way and that, inspecting the make under the sunlight. “What do you think of this one?”

 

She peered at it with some surprise. There were plenty of beautiful fans at the stall, and when he’d wandered over she thought he would have been inclined towards one with delicately painted landscapes or poetry written in traditional calligraphy. This fan was plain, though still of high quality. No patterns had been carved into the smooth, pale wood, and the only image on its fabric was a plump, starry-eyed, stylized blue narwhal, almost childish in its cuteness.

 

“It’s nice,” she admitted, “but so are the others. Why this one?”

 

“Did you know,” he said, “that though the choice of colouring here is certainly charming, narwhals are not blue in real life? A disappointing fact of life to daydreaming children everywhere, I expect, but in actuality the skin of the animals vary from black-brown to white, often mottled, and growing increasingly paler with age. Indeed, I see several anatomical inaccuracies in this depiction, though as I suspect the artist’s intent was only to create an aesthetically pleasing image, I will let it slide. But to answer your question – the reasons behind my selection are twofold. Firstly, you have taught me the value of budgeting, and I observed this one to be not only cheaper than the others, but well within the amount I have set aside for my leisure for this week. Lady Keqing, are you crying?”

 

“No,” she sniffled, wiping hastily at her face. “I just – there’s something in my eye, that’s all. Don’t worry about it. Do go on.”

 

She was just so proud! Was this what it felt like to see your child grow up? She suddenly understood why her mother had burst into tears after Keqing had gotten her older cousin turned over to the Millelith. She’d been fourteen at the time, and he’d been the first tax evader she’d ever exposed.

 

Zhongli looked a little doubtful, but said, “Very well. The second reason I picked this fan is because it reminded me of Childe, and I intend to gift it to him once he ceases spying on us from the other side of the rooftop yonder.”

 

There was a soft curse in a familiar voice and the sound of feet scrabbling against wooden ridges, followed by the unmistakable thump of a body hitting the ground.

 

“I think he fell,” said Zhongli, eyebrows furrowing.

 

The fan cost four thousand Mora. Keqing watched Zhongli reach into his pocket and take out his wallet with all the anticipation of a mother attending her son’s grade school play. He pulled out a hundred Mora, five hundred, a thousand, two thousand ….

 

He stopped at two thousand seven hundred and looked at her with some bewilderment.

 

“Ah … how strange,” said Zhongli. “I seem to have underestimated how much money I would need today, and only brought a fraction of the required funds. The rest is at home.” The distress he was radiating was too visceral to be ingenuine.

 

 This was the god of wealth? Keqing started to put her head in her hands before she caught herself and remembered that such a rude gesture was unbefitting of one of the Qixing. She tried to make it look as though she’d intended to push the hair from her face all along and said, “Oh, forget it. I’ll be nice and cover the rest for you, just this once.”

 

Zhongli managed to look mortified and touched at the same time, despite never losing his air of perfect dignity. Keqing would never understand the Archons. “Much obliged.”

 

“Don’t worry about it. But try to remember next time.”

 

The merchant put the fan in a slender turquoise box for them and bid them have a nice day. They had not walked very far when Tartaglia came stumbling out of an alleyway and immediately tried to pretend that he hadn’t been stumbling.

 

“Xiansheng!” he exclaimed. “And Lady Keqing. What an unexpected surprise.” A scratch on his cheek bled gently, and one of his hands hovered gingerly over his ribs. Still, he leaned against the wall of the nearby building, casual as you please, and said with sparkling friendliness, “I hope I’m not interrupting anything?”

 

He smiled at Zhongli first, then at Keqing. Somehow, in the split second before his eyes flickered towards her, that smile became all teeth.

 

Zhongli sighed, turned to her, and said, “I’d better take him to the pharmacy. Thank you for accompanying me today, Keqing. I’ll see you some other time.”

 

Keqing cast Tartaglia a wary side-eye. “Remind me how the two of you became friends again?”

 

Zhongli blinked. “He gave me money,” he said, and Keqing couldn’t hold back the laughter that abruptly bubbled up, warm and incredulous and ever-so-slightly hysterical. It fought its way out of her lungs as Zhongli smiled at her in polite confusion and did not abate even when Tartaglia, inching his way towards the turquoise box in the consultant’s grip, drawled, “Congratulations, xiansheng, you’ve broken the Yuheng.”

 

Tears streamed down her face, and something in her settled. Maybe she would never fully understand Rex Lapis and all that he’d done and felt and seen, but it was reassuring to know that in all the ways that mattered, he was consistent.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Thank you to everyone who has gotten this far in the story! All of your comments, kudos, and support have made me really happy, and I don’t remember the last time I had this much fun writing.

With this chapter, I’m officially done with the story. (I actually did manage to finish it before 1.3 came out, yay!!) I’ll probably go back and fix/tweak minor grammar and/or formatting issues eventually, but in the meantime I’ll sit back and congratulate myself on completing a multi-chapter fic for the first time.

Godspeed, Lady Keqing. Or maybe not, you know, GODspeed ….

        



