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    “I would have preferred to meet you in Jueyun Karst,” Xiao said, draping his legs over the cliffside.

Ganyu sighed. “I can’t fly like you, yaksha. If anything, you should have been the one meeting me in the harbor…”

“Too many people.” He grimaced, then shook his head.

They were at the edge of a precipice overlooking the glittering waters of Luhua Pool. The steady, low thrum of a waterfall was audible in the distance, and the travertine terraces along the edge of the pool caught the light in a way that gave them a bright teal coloring.

And of course, broken stone pillars jutting out from the surface of the water served as a reminder of the ruins lying underneath.

“Well, I’m here now,” she said. “So what did you want?”

It was often said that people reverted to older versions of their personalities upon meeting figures from their pasts. Adults, for example, acting slightly more childish around parents whom they haven’t seen in years.

In Ganyu’s case, she tended to drop her overly sweet and demure exterior when they were alone. The straightforward dryness she offered him in its stead never irritated him, though. If anything, he vastly preferred it to the façade she liked to put up around humans.

And well, it almost reminded him of the Ganyu he used to know…

“Can I ask you an honest question, qilin?”

“Oh, is it love advice?” Her sunset eyes sparkled. “Who are they? Do I know—“

“Did you ever think we would make it this far?”

The words escaping his lips didn’t feel like his own. They felt like some nonsense one might hear during those dramatic performances the mortals liked so much.

Ganyu paused with her mouth open, staring at him blankly. For a second he felt regret over meeting with her like this to ask something so meaningless, especially since she no-doubt took time out of her schedule for it.

But then her expression turned somber.

“No,” she said softly. “I didn’t think either of us would survive the war, if that’s what you were asking.”

“You hid it well, then.” He rubbed his neck, slightly relieved that she gave him an actual answer. “I never got that impression from you.”

“Where is this coming from, all of a sudden?”

“Well, I’ve just been wondering…”

But his voice trailed off, mouth hanging open as the sentence fell away from him.

He couldn’t find the right words to express his question. And maybe the right words didn’t exist to begin with. The hollow discomfort in his chest had grown and festered for a time longer than the span of an era.

Physical wounds could eventually heal, flesh knitting itself together as a result of the body’s inborn will to survive.

But the soul has no such instinct.

It can not be mended or restored. All too often it cannot even be protected, because the slow passage of time will eventually wear it down to the finest grain of regret, the purest shred of grief. There was no such thing as true immortality, because even to those for whom arrows didn’t pierce and fires couldn’t burn… a hundred years would bleed a heart all the same, and a thousand would lay the highest low.

How could words ever be sufficient to pin down such a complex pain?

“You know what I realized the other day?” she asked, breaking him out of his reverie.

“What?”

“You and I… we’re older now.”

Xiao blinked. “I think that’s fairly obvi—“

“No.” She shook her head, and he caught a mysterious glint in her eye. “We’re older now than Rex Lapis was, when he led the spears to war.”

And just like that, her words pierced him like a stab to the gut.

“Sorry,” she said. “I know you were about to say something, but your question reminded me of that.”

It was true. The start of the Archon War was over three-thousand years ago now. Rex Lapis had been around the same age Xiao was now, maybe even slightly younger…

“I don’t know if I like that,” he whispered.

Ganyu nodded.

“In my dreams, I often picture Guizhong in the same motherly way as always. But the version of her that exists in my memory is younger than I am now. Logically I think my brain acknowledges that, but some part of me won’t accept it…”

The elder generation of adepti always seemed so sure and unshakable. Commanding armies, felling gods, these all seemed like decisions that only the wisest could make.

But now he was their age when it all happened. And he didn’t feel wise. He didn’t feel sure or confident.

Could he lead an army? Found a city?

The very prospect terrified him.

“This realization is giving me a newfound respect for Rex Lapis,” he said. “Unbelievable that someone in that position could make all the right decisions.”

“Did he?”

Xiao turned to lock eyes with her, and saw that there was a conflicted expression on her face.

“Qilin?”

“Don’t mistake me, yaksha. I think he led well and fought better, but was he truly perfect? Don’t you think it’s possible that he made mistakes, same as us?”

“I think living amongst the humans is putting strange ideas in your head.” The words spilling from her mouth were something he had never expected to hear from her.

She laughed. “Maybe. But I’m serious, you know. I wonder, all the things we did during the war… were they really necessary?”

Xiao pursed his lips. Despite what he had just said, that was a very qilin-esque line of thought. And well…

“We locked away the evil things and subdued what lurked in the ocean depths,” she spoke. “But did civilizations have to fall in the process? Did children have to die?”

…it was a valid question.

“I want to believe what we did was necessary,” he said, but he found that he wasn’t sure of his own words.

And that bothered him.

Rex Lapis had freed him, hadn’t he? Released him from that hell, let him be something other than a weapon. Xiao owed his whole life and more to him. As a result his gratitude was immeasurable, his faith unshakable.

…So why? Why did the wound in his spirit flare at her words?

“Necessary is such a wicked word,” she said, staring off into the distance with tired eyes. Although she was looking in the direction of the lake, it seemed as if her eyes were fixated not on the waters, but on something farther still. “You can hide any flavor of cruelty behind it.”

“But don’t intentions matter? We fought for a righteous cause, so—“

“Who’s we?” she asked, in a low hush. “I fought because they took the only place I ever felt I belonged and submerged it in floodwaters. Because they took a woman who I saw as a mother and cut her down in the dead of night.”

She turned her head to face him, and the stark bitterness in her eyes reminded him, for just a moment, of what she used to be.

“You yakshas killed because you wanted to do what was right? That’s honorable. Heroic, even.”

Xiao felt a shiver run down his spine as she leaned in and cupped her hand to his ear.

“I did it because I was hateful, and I wanted them to bleed the way I had bled.”

He swallowed, nodding as she withdrew.

“I can’t understand how we ever let you stop binding yourself with the red ropes.”

“I can control myself, yaksha.” She tapped the knotted ribbon in which her vision was set. “And I still wear some of them, anyhow.”

He bounced the heel of his foot against the cliffside. “So are you… happy? Working in the harbor, with the humans?”

“No,” she said flatly. “But there’s more to life than being happy. If I can witness the growth of the city, that’s enough for me.”

He couldn’t fault her for such a view. Everything they did, every hellish day and sleepless night, had culminated in that harbor. It was a testament to their perseverance, and their dedication to rebuild.

But even so…

“Do you ever think you’ll come back to live with the adepti?”

A small smile spread across her face. “I don’t think so, yaksha. Do you think you’ll ever try living amongst the humans?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I could never.”

“Well I guess it’s settled then.”

She laughed, then laid on her back and reached one hand up towards the sky, as if she were trying to catch the sun in the palm of her hand.

“…we’ll just have to keep meeting each other halfway.”
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