
Watery Footsteps


    
    “What’s this?” Ganyu asked, pointing to a slip of parchment with intricate drawings all across the surface. Shapes, mostly, accompanied by numbers and brief annotations in a neat font.

Guizhong smiled. “They’re designs, dear.”

She was practically radiant today, surrounded by the same youthful glow that she always had when she worked on her projects. Her long hair was tied back so as to not get in her way, and her sleeves were rolled up to her elbows.

“Oh.” Ganyu cocked her head, chewing on the qingxin she had brought in from outside. “Designs for what?”

“A ballista,” she said, a self-satisfied expression on her face. “One that should be harmful even to demons.”

Ganyu frowned. “So another weapon, then?”

For the most part, those were what she worked on these days. And she was the kind of person who would be happy enough to work on anything as long as it stimulated her mind.

But quite frankly, it made Ganyu uneasy.

“Remember when you made fireworks?” she asked. “Everyone smiled at those. You should make more stuff like that!”

After all, she didn’t think this… ‘ballista,’ would make anyone smile.

“Actually,” Guizhong said, rubbing Ganyu’s horns affectionately, “the same powder I used for those fireworks… I think it has a lot of potential for siege weaponry.”

“H-Huh?”

“Something on par with a pyro vision, even.”

Ganyu felt her eyebrows furrow. It didn’t seem right to her, for someone as kind as Guizhong to be working on these sorts of things. But maybe that was just her illuminated blood talking.

Qilin were pacifists, after all. And her mother had apparently been an especially gentle soul. As graceful and beautiful as the moon, according to the other adepti. Ganyu knew she was only a half-qilin, but maybe she had inherited some of those qualities too.

For some reason, it made her happy to think so.

It was so different, living here in Guili amongst the humans. The peaks of Jueyun Karst that she had grown up in were so lonely and barren. She remembered growing frightened the first time she had run into a full-blooded mortal, as embarrassing as it was to say.

But now things were different. She had become used to humans, and in fact, seeing them with their families made her ask questions she had never thought of before.

Since her real mother and father weren’t around, did that make Guizhong and Rex Lapis her parents instead? What about Cloud Retainer, who liked to look after her too? Or that xiezhi that gave her sweet flowers but always looked so sad?

Were they… her family? Or was that just a silly thought born of her mortal blood?

She shook her head. No, there was no time to be preoccupied by this kind of nonsense.

“Guizhong?” she said. “After you’re done with your designs, do you want to go sing to the glaze lilies with me?”

At these words, the Lady of Dust favored her with a warm, motherly smile.

And then she vanished.

“Huh?” Ganyu looked around, startled. Where had she gone?

She swallowed, a sense of mounting dread clawing at her chest.

“Guizhong?” she said, panicking. “Guizhong!”

Webs of ice were spreading across the walls. Frost began to cover the parchments set on the table, and her shallow breaths misted in front of her.

But it wasn’t cold.

If anything, she felt like she was burning up.

“Guizhong!” Her vision began to blur, and some terrible sensation came over her. It felt as if her body was moving on its own accord, as if the words escaping her lips were not hers.

“Please!”

She had no idea who she was begging to, or even what she was begging for. All she knew was that her heart was beating way too fast. That something was terribly, horribly wrong. That she could make it stop if she just gave in and—



Ganyu awoke in the dead of night.

Raising her head, she found herself slumped over the desk in her office. The room was wholly dark save for what little illumination seeped in through the window from the moonlight outside.

Her breath was quickened, her heart was hammering in her chest, and a thin film of sweat was coating her forehead. What’s more, there were cracks and splinters running along the wooden surface of her desk.

Had she gripped it too hard in her sleep again?


  I’ll have to put in a request for repairs…


She sighed, regaining some semblance of her composure. Strewn about the desk were documents on the city’s public works funding, and she quickly gathered them and shoved them into a drawer.

As she did so, she glanced towards the corner of the room. Even through the shadows she could see that there was nothing… and yet a strange sensation came over her as she stared in that direction.

Like she was being watched.

She didn’t like that. One effect of enduring a thousand years of warfare was that is took certain senses and sharpened them to a point. Not like sight or hearing, but the instincts that ran deeper still. The ones that were ingrained in the locked away portions of one’s consciousness, that operated independently of thought.

And one of those instincts was screaming at her.

With a sense of unease settling in her stomach, she got up and walked over to that corner. Along the way, she held out her hand and commanded the moisture in the air to freeze into a short, silvery blade of ice. She held her breath, prepared to swing at a moment’s notice.

But of course, there was nothing to hit.

Because the corner was empty.

The room was empty.

Save for her.

And yet, for whatever reason, the alarm in her brain wouldn’t shut off. Was she still on edge from her dream? Yes, that was probably the case. It simply had to be. Although… perhaps she could purify the room tomorrow regardless, if for nothing else than her own peace of mind.

It had been a long time since she had performed any rituals to ward off evil spirits. That was oddly surreal to acknowledge. For such a long period of her life exorcisms had been a more common occurrence than… well, mostly everything.

But enough of that, she thought, stepping away. There would be time to reminisce later.

For now, she left her office and locked the door behind her, walking down the dark halls of the capitol building until she exited onto the moonlit terrace of Yuehai Pavilion.

Her blade of ice was still gripped tightly in one hand, and kept it slightly raised such that it wouldn’t drag along the cobblestones. The only noise to make note of was the clacking of her heels as she made her way down the steps to the lower level of the city.

Clack.

It was dark outside, so she took her time on the stairs. Not that a fall would hurt her, but…

Clack.

Something just felt off. And she didn’t want to be caught in a situation where she couldn’t act.

Clack.

Her initial intention had been to go straight home, but maybe it would be better to go somewhere with people. That way—


  Clack-clack.


She froze.

Gripping her blade so hard that she had to reinforce the ice for it to not shatter, she turned her head to look behind her.

But there was nothing.

Huh? That couldn’t be right.

Just now… she had heard an extra footstep, didn’t she?

She looked around again, but found nothing. No one.

Was she hearing things? She felt far too awake for it to be fatigue.

Straining her ears, she waited a few more seconds. The only thing she could hear, however, was the faint sound of…

Of…

Slowly, she reached the bottom of the stairs. And then, instead of turning onto the thoroughfare that would have led to her house, she made for the docks.

Yes. Here at the edge of the harbor, she could hear it.

Not the crashing of ocean waves as they lapped the foundation stones.

But rather, the other noise.

A dull murmur, as if someone were whispering to her through muffled material.

The instinctual part of her brain was screaming again, but she ignored it, peering down into the waters. Into the grave of a dead god.

Because she recognized the voice of those whispers.

And sure enough, lurking beneath that dark sea…

…she was there.

The moonlight was so hazy that Ganyu could only just barely make out her form in the shadowy sea. But she was there.

Her eyes were scratched out, her nails were long and sharp, and the flesh of her body had long since been eroded by the salt waves.

But she was there.

And she whispered to Ganyu to come home.

In that sweet, melodic voice.

It would be so easy.

For just a single moment it would be wet and cold and painful, but what did that matter, to a woman who had lived through war? How bad could it be next to all the other horrible things that she had endured?

That she had forced others to endure?

And afterwards, she would be free. The voice in the water promised.

Finally, finally free.

There was no place for a human in the realm of the adepti. No place for a qilin in this city of mortals.

But the ocean would embrace her. And in its depths she would be reunited with all the people who had been taken from her. She just had to take a step forward.

So Ganyu took a deep breath, steeling her nerves.


  And then dragged her blade across the side of her leg.


Pain flooded her senses, and she grunted through it as whatever fog had been clouding her mind was dispelled in its onrush. With her newfound clarity she could feel hot blood run down her heel, as well as cold adeptal energy already working to knit her wounded flesh closed.

But she ignored both those sensations.

Instead, she was dedicating all of her attention to the water. Searching them with a focused intensity that she hadn’t felt since the era of warring gods.

And yet there was nothing.

Only dark, empty water.

Breath labored, she lowered her icy red-slicked blade and—


  CLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACK.


Her arm swung of its own accord, body pivoting to face whoever or whatever was running towards her.

But the only thing her blade met was empty air.

Shaken, heart thumping in her chest, Ganyu looked down.

And she noticed.

Trailing from where she stood all the way to where darkness swallowed her line of sight… the dock was covered in them.

In watery footsteps.
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