
Greater Than The Sum Of Its Parts


    
    By the time they had reached the wide, relatively flat expanse of Tianqiu Valley, Yanfei was already ready to head home.

“Can we take a break yet?” she asked.

Ganyu shook her head. “Don’t pretend like you’re tired. You and I both have more stamina than the average person.”

“Okay, maybe I’m not physically tired, but a break would still be nice.”

“Well fortunately for you we’re already here, more or less.” She spread her arms wide to either side, feeling the midday sun bear down on her. “This is where we’ll conduct the next part of your adeptus training.”

“Uh-huh.” Yanfei took a deep breath. “Just point me to whatever boulder you want me to pick up.”

“Nope, we won’t be doing that today.”

“Are you going to make me run laps around the lake again?”

“It was Xiao who made you do that last time, and no.”

Yanfei blinked. “So what is it this time?”

“Good question!” With a smile, Ganyu turned one of her hands upwards such that her palm was facing the sky. And, as if on command, the air around it coalesced into a curved, silvery blade of ice. “Your objective today is to make me draw blood.”

A moment of silence passed.

“Ganyu, are they making you work too much again? If it’s affecting your sleep schedule, I can go talk to—“

“I am perfectly well rested, don’t worry.” She placed her free hand over her chest. “The reason I’m doing this is because it’s important for you to learn self-defense.”

Yanfei crossed her arms. “I’m actually decently skilled at martial arts, you know.”

“Against normal humans, I’m sure. They can’t match the strength of an illuminated beast, or even half-bloods like ourselves. But what if you’re facing a greater danger?”

“Well, I have a vision…”

“Is that enough?” She raised an eyebrow. “I have witnessed quite a few vision-holders die in my time. You would be surprised how little difference it makes on the battlefield if you don’t have any idea of what you’re doing.”

“…I suppose.” She shrugged. “Shouldn’t it be Xiao teaching me these things?”

Good, Ganyu thought. She’s not fighting the idea.

Appeals to logic were always the best way to convince Yanfei of anything. She was a lot like her father in that regard.

“He and I spoke about it, and we don’t think he’d do well at teaching you in this area.” She scratched her head, flashing a sheepish smile. “My human half makes the normal brand of adeptal training complicated, and so far it seems to be the same for you. So instead I thought it would be helpful to try things my way.”

“And your way is having me fight you?”

“Ah… yes, more or less. Think of it like a game. If you make me draw blood, you win.”

“That’s a really macabre game.” Yanfei frowned. “And what about you? Is your win condition, like, knocking me unconscious?”

“Oh, absolutely not.” She fervently shook her head. “I won’t lay a finger on you except in self-defense. You, on the other hand, are free to do whatever you wish. Weapon, vision, your inherent abilities as a xiezhi… you’re free to use all of them, and I would even encourage you do so.”

Yanfei narrowed her eyes. “Is that why you made a sword out of ice?”

“Oh, this?” She spun it with her wrist. “I was just being dramatic. Here, you can have it.”

“Huh? What do you—“

Ganyu tossed it, and Yanfei dove forward to catch it. As she did so, she winced.

“This is cold.”

“Well yes, it’s ice.”

She shifted the thing to one hand, and then to the other. “Anyway, don’t think it went over my head that you dodged my question. What’s your win condition?”


  Oh, Yanfei. You’re so perceptive.


“If I answer the question, will you participate?”

“That’s not at all how it should work,” she huffed. “But sure.”

“Excellent. My win condition is simple — I just have to make it to midnight without losing.”

“Oh okay, that’s not — wait, midnight?”

“So you understand? Great!”

“No, I don’t think I understand at a—“

But it was too late.

For in the next second, Ganyu called down a blizzard.


The first thing Yanfei did was drop the sword. Truthfully she never should have grabbed it to begin with, and she was convinced that tossing it to her was just a ploy by Ganyu to throw her off balance in the very beginning of the match. After all, just think about it.

First, Yanfei had no idea how to use a sword.

Second, even if she did, her powers ensured that it would melt almost immediately.

And third, she needed her hands free so she could cover her face from the massive onrush of snow and wind that billowed over the entire field.

“What the hell?” she said, feeling she had stepped through an adeptal sub-space and into the dead of winter. Cold like she had never felt before sunk deep into her bones, and she couldn’t even see in front of her due to needing to shield her eyes from the snowstorm.

“You’re a xiezhi.” Ganyu’s voice, from somewhere nearby. “And you have a pyro vision. If the cold bothers you, get rid of it.”

Right. Yanfei activated her vision, wrapping herself in a barrier of swirling flames. The chill melted away from her, as did a great deal of the snow and frost coursing around her.

Still, she could barely see anything in the blizzard that enveloped her surroundings. All she saw was massive, moving walls of frost as they screamed in every which direction.

Was this a result of her vision, or of her qilin blood? Perhaps both?

But the worst part is that Yanfei knew she was going easy on her. If she really wanted to, it would be trivial to turn this snowstorm into a hailstorm.

Okay, think.

It was clear that this wasn’t just a physical battle, but a mental one. Framing the victory condition as ‘making Ganyu draw blood’ made it sound like a brawl of some sort, but it was more than that. She was also testing Yanfei’s resourcefulness here.

Because in order to even land a hit on Ganyu, she would have to find her.

She absolutely couldn’t see a single thing, but she had to try something. So she gathered flame into her hand and then hurled it off into a random direction.

“Nope,” came Ganyu’s voice, from behind her. “Cold.”

Yanfei whipped around and tossed another fireball.

“Colder!” she said, this time from elsewhere entirely.

“This is just hide-and-seek!” Yanfei huffed. “What exactly are you teaching me here?”

“There are enemies that can obscure themselves from vision, no?”

Yanfei caught glimpse of a silhouette in the snow, calmly stepping behind the trunk of a tree. She threw fire at it, only to watch in bewilderment as it peeked its head out from behind the trunk of another.

“You have the tools that you need, Yanfei. Make use of them.”

She knew what Ganyu was referring to. Just as her qilin blood let her so easily tuck herself away in this blizzard, Yanfei’s xiezhi blood would help draw her out. But…

“It’s not that easy,” she said, scanning her eyes over her surroundings.

“I know,” Ganyu said, empathy in her voice. “It was never easy for me, either.”

She recalled, then, a conversation they had during one of her previous training sessions.


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


Right. If Yanfei’s sense of justice was provoked, it would be easy. And Ganyu was trying to provoke it, if only subtly. Using the sword as distraction, the snowstorm as cover… she was playing a different game than the one she had laid out, but not entirely.

In fact, come to think of it, earlier she had claimed she wouldn’t lay a finger on her except in self-defense. So technically speaking she could—

A swift kick to the legs made Yanfei lose her footing, toppling over into the snow.

“I don’t suppose you burned yourself in the process?” she groaned, pushing herself up.

“Afraid not. And even if I did, burning is not the same as bleeding.”

Wait… damn it. Practically every attack in her arsenal was fire-based, so how would she make her draw blood? Maybe I should have kept that sword.

But none of that mattered as long as she couldn’t find her.

Getting to her feet, she started running in one direction to ensure she wouldn’t get kicked again. If Ganyu were so inclined she could very well just have an icicle fall on her, but she wouldn’t do that.

Her goal here was clearly for Yanfei to make use of her illuminated blood without having to prod at her xiezhi sensibilities that much. And it made sense, since she couldn’t always rely on growing indignant in a dangerous situation.

…But that didn’t make it easy.

“Can I get a hint?” she asked.

“You’re nowhere near me.”

“No.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I meant a hint from mentor to pupil. On how to draw out my illuminated blood?”

“Mm.” Her voice was closer this time, though she still couldn’t see her at all. “If the situation at hand is not enough to push you, can’t you just recall a situation that was?”


  A situation that… was?


“You control your own mind,” she continued. “Not the reverse.”

That made sense. Logically, all she had to do to awaken her abilities was to grow bothered over some lack of justice, some breach of contract. If the present moment wasn’t sufficient in doing that… couldn’t she use her memories?

Yes, memories…

A fallen god rising out of the waters to threaten the rightful territory of Rex Lapis. As the first illuminated beast in millenia to be born during an era of peace, Yanfei had never seen anything like it. She had stood back and done nothing, even though those she called family went out and risked their lives to fight it.

She hated that.

Not just the feeling of being useless. Not just the shame that she was too inexperienced to help the other adepti in Liyue’s time of need.

But also the sheer injustice of it all.

Innocent people could have gotten hurt. And the Fatui? The ones who had instigated the whole thing? They had never answered for it!

Recalling that, she felt an indignant anger flood through her veins.

And then heat.


Ganyu knew that the real fun had begun when Yanfei’s eyes, ablaze with the light of the morning sun, locked onto her own.

“I see you,” she said, wisps of steam trailing with her breath.

And then a gavel of smoldering flame impacted the ground beside her.

Ganyu leapt to the side just in time to escape its blast, landing on her feet and running. The blizzard raging around her wouldn’t help much now. She didn’t quite know how it worked, but if Yanfei was anything like her father, she could likely straight-up perceive the heat radiating from Ganyu’s body.

She could feel the temperature of the air rise as Yanfei chased after her, her flames vying with the snow and frost that Ganyu was calling forth.

Muscle memory as old as some gods carried her through the plains of Tianqiu Valley, dodging bursts of fire that came streaking from behind her. The loud sounds and explosive flashes of light reminded her of certain parts of the Archon War in ways that were not very healthy, but she tried her best to stuff those feelings down.

This was for Yanfei’s sake.

At the very least, those memories were making her feel just the right amount of bitterness to tap into her qilin blood. Silver linings and all.

Experimentally, Ganyu deepened the severity of the blizzard, and watched as solid spears of hail began to fall from the sky and impale themselves into the ground.

Then she turned her head, just in time to see Yanfei blast one while flames curled across the surface of her skin.

“Very good!” she called out. “Keep it up!”

“That’s unfair!” Yanfei said.

“Nope! Still not my fingers!”

She hopped onto a short ridge, hoping that it would slow down Yanfei enough to put some distance between them. The other catch here was that the game wouldn’t end until Ganyu drew blood, and while that was easy enough to do with an icicle, Yanfei would probably struggle unless she—

A flaming gavel slammed into a nearby boulder, and it shattered.

Ganyu instinctively threw her hands up to protect her face, and a shard of rock sliced her arm as it went sailing past her.

Unless she does something like that.

She dispelled the blizzard, signaling to Yanfei that she had won.

“Wait, did that work?” she asked, the last vestiges of steam escaping from between her lips as she ran up to her. “I’ll be honest, that was kind of a stab in the — oh, you’re bleeding.”

“Yes? That was the point.” Ganyu waited for the cut on her arm to knit itself closed, then dried off the blood with her sleeve.

Then, she turned to Yanfei and hugged her.

“You did it! I’m so proud.”

Yanfei shivered in her grasp. “You are so cold right now.”

“Well for the record, you’re burning hot.” Ganyu coughed. “But congratulations. I think you learned a lot today.”

“I learned that you’re a cheater.”

“No.” Ganyu wagged her finger. “Technically, I’m not. And that’s what matters, right?”

“Mhm.” Yanfei wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. “You know, I think I realized something.”

“Which is?”

“I’ve read that the union between mortal and adeptal power can move the heavens and shake the earth. I assumed it referred to cooperation between humans and illuminated beasts, and in a way it does, but… it refers to us too, doesn’t it?”

Ganyu smiled.

“Harmony between heaven and earth is something that is normally achieved between people working together. But for me and you, that harmony is part of us. For better or worse.”

Yanfei put a finger to her chin. “I’m curious as to what you’re like when you’re not holding back.”

“Ah… maybe you can ask Xiao.” Ganyu scratched her head. “Things were different during the war, and I was different too.”

“Mhm… Ganyu?”

“Yes?”

“There’s a phrase. ‘The whole is greater than the sum of its parts.’ Are we like that?”

Ganyu took a deep breath. “I’ll try to explain this to you in a simple way. Yanfei, what makes a person dangerous?”

“Strength?”

“Is it? Think of the awful people you’ve convicted in court, did they hurt others just because they had the capability?”

“No, they had a motive.”

“Right. Illuminated beasts are strong, they have the capability to lay waste, fell gods. But they are not prone to emotions like hate and sorrow. They do not seek out things like revenge or cruelty.”

“They have the capability, but not the motive.”

Ganyu nodded. “Then humans. Their emotions burn hot, and their brutality knows no bounds. But by and large, they are too weak to exercise the full extent of it.”

“Motive, but not capacity. I think I understand.”

“And then… there’s us. We have the strength of an illuminated beast, and we’re susceptible to the emotions of mortals. Does that make us ‘greater’ than the sum of our parts? I couldn’t tell you.”

An expression of clarity settled over Yanfei.

“In other words, we’re perfectly suited for violence… huh, I guess it is pretty debatable whether that’s a good thing.”

“You said the union between mortal and adeptal power can move the heavens and shake the earth, right? For what it’s worth, my grief once made the heavens cry.”

As the midday sun bore down on her, so too did memories that she tried her best not to remember. She took Yanfei’s hand, and looked into her bright, innocent eyes.

“I hope the day never comes where your anger shakes the earth.”
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