
1. Victor Mare


    
    It would not be an understatement to say that the Alcor was the most legendary vessel of this age. Rumor had it that it was capable of withstanding the tempests of Inazuma, which tore through warships like paper. There were even those who said that it had once danced with a leviathan from the deep, and come out on top.

So when an ancient evil arose from the waters of Liyue Harbor and reared its three snarling heads at the city, no one was surprised to see a lone ship bound in its direction, the flag of the Crux hoisted high.

“Full speed!” Beidou said, from atop the crow’s perch. Though Kazuha was right next to her, she had to raise her voice for it to carry over the fierce downpour around her. There was no thunder, no lightning, only sheets of rain falling in rhythm against the hull of the ship.

“Understood,” he said, and a faint light began to emanate from the vision around his waist. He inhaled deeply, held it for a brief moment, and then exhaled. As he did so, a tailwind blew in from behind them, coursing past their faces with a shrill howl.

The wind swept the rain aside, found its way into the sails and gave them vigor. In the span of another breath the Alcor was treading the waves with haste, smooth and steady despite the churning of the sea.

Beidou preferred to be behind the wheel herself, but today she would have a different task. A familiar one, she thought, as she hefted her greatsword in both hands. It was blunted on one end, but the other was serrated with a row of saw-like teeth.

Beisht, as she was apparently called, was a creature straight out of myth. Not even Haishan in all his fearsome glory could compare. She was serpentine, each of her three heads covered in glossy blue scales. Each set of eyes were luminescent, to where Beidou could track their position with ease even through the screen of rain. Adorning her heads were long, flowing fins that trailed down the back of her necks.

Further down each neck, flesh transitioned seamlessly into water. Beidou wasn’t even certain if she had a body to speak of, or if the heads were all there were to her form. She’d be lying if she said the lack of information on this being, once heralded as divinity, didn’t give her the slightest trepidation. But there was no room for hesitation, no time for doubt. She had no choice but to press forward and steel her resolve. And besides…

…she wasn’t alone.

A bellow like thunder roared from above. She cast her eyes upwards just in time to see the Jade Chamber, floating in all its opulent glory, fire a volley of what seemed to be cannon fire. Each bolt blazed across the sky like a shooting star before impacting with a crash. Some landed in the sea, sending waves in every direction, but a blessed many found their target in one of the three heads.

One of the heads recoiled, twisting in pain and letting out a shriek. And the other two heads — to Beidou’s complete and utter surprise — fell back and sank into the sea.

Was it really… that easy? Ningguang’s strength was nothing to scoff at, but the battle had barely begun and already two of the serpent’s heads were down. No, this must be some sort of trick.

Nevertheless, three heads or one made little difference to the plan. As the Alcor treaded water she caught sight of a small island, barely much more than a rocky outcrop, off past starboard. Situated on that island were a series of massive ballistae, identical to the ones that were lining the dock of her own ship.


  Ganyu, Keqing, the board is yours. 


No sooner had the thought left her mind than a hail of giant arrows sailed across the air. Seeing that the initiative had been taken, her crew fired their own ballistae, joining in on the volley.

This time, however, Beisht was ready. Her long, serpentine body swept to the side with a speed belieing her stature, causing all but a few arrows to miss entirely.

Yes, Beidou thought. She’ll put up a fight. She was preparing to climb down and give her men further instruction, when a loud roar drew her attention.

But this was not the roar of Beisht. Nor was it the roar of the torrent overhead. No, it was the roar of massive amounts of water being lurched upwards, as if by an unseen hand. Where just a moment ago the ocean had been level, the Alcor was now bound straight towards a moving mountain of water.

“Kazuha!” she barked. “Portside, now!”

The wind whipped suddenly to the left, orienting the sails in the same direction. Beidou gripped the railing with one hand as the ship jolted to the side. She gripped until her knuckles turned white. The Alcor was fast, but this tsunami was faster — unnaturally so. It would be only another moment until—

Frost. She shivered, the temperature of the air plummeting as a whirling mass of ice and wind tore past either side of the ship and slammed into the oncoming tide. Wordless, she watched as the water froze and solidified, becoming a gigantic glacier before her very eyes.

Gods bless you, Ganyu. She breathed a sigh of relief, and noticed that beside her Kazuha had done the same. She was already drenched from the downpour, but now there was a stark chill settling deep into her bones. If it had come any closer, surely that blizzard would have sealed them in ice. How skilled must Ganyu have been, to shape it in a way that would just narrowly miss the Alcor?

“Captain… do you see them?”

Beidou followed his gaze, and noticed a lone figure running across the ice, headed straight for Beisht herself.

“She’s a wild one. I always had a feeling… did you say them?”

Kazuha pointed off in the distance, and that’s when she saw it. On the opposite side of the Alcor, there was another figure sprinting across the ice, bound in the same direction.

An adeptus? A spirit?

She had no time to contemplate, however, because at that moment the sea churned and a roiling vortex opened up right beside the ship. And from that vortex came slithering a long, serpentine head. It towered over the Alcor, reaching up until its eyes were level with the Jade Chamber, hanging in the air above.

Kazuha’s breath caught. “I think that’s your cue, Captain.”

Beidou tightened her grip, sending small electric sparks arcing along the metal teeth of her blade. “Boy,” she whispered, unsure if she would even be heard amidst the storm. “If I say something here and now, will you believe me?”

He looked her in the eye. “What is it?”

“I have never given in to madness,” she said, voice grave. And then she leapt over the railing.

  



2. Sinae Unicornis


    
    The open sea was dangerous.

For some, this was a matter of fear or phobia. Others took it as a word of caution. But for those who still remembered when Guili was swallowed by floodwaters, it was simply a fact of life.

And yet she ran. Each step cracked the ice beneath her feet, and she had to move carefully as the surface was rapidly becoming slick with rain and sea spray. One wrong footfall could send her hurtling into the dark, heaving waters below. Those waters, that had once risen up and stolen the first place she had ever called home.

It was not accurate to say that she ran with bravery, or without fear. Terror gripped her heart like an iron vise. But beneath that, churning within her like the very ocean around her, was anger. Cold, bitter rage.

“One city wasn’t enough?” she yelled, as she sprung up onto the ledge of an ice shelf. “You have to take this one from me, too?”

It had been millenia since she had found herself in the midst of conflict, but the motions and memories came rushing back to her like the oncoming tide. Her mind was racing to coordinate her footwork on the slippery ice, to time her jumps as she ascended the makeshift glacier — which had ended up far larger than she had intended. It was like she had been thrown backwards into the past, feeling her veins fill with the icy hate of her youth.

But now I have this, she thought, activating her vision to reinforce a chunk of ice before it slipped through her fingers. It took a god and an army to seal your husband away. But for a worm like you? I’ll do it myself.

The adepti were very clear in their wishes. They wanted her to stand by and watch as the humans fended for themselves. She, who had given everything to this city since its founding, who had cultivated it from the ground up. A typical display of adeptal empathy.

Ah, but I’m not here as a qilin, she thought, as she crested the top of the glacier. From this vantage point she could see one of Beisht’s heads hiding in the water, using the massive wall of ice to shield herself. Today, I’m just a human.

She nocked an arrow, wrapping it in a swirling layer of ice and frost. It was a shame Xiao wasn’t here to fight alongside her, but that was alright. He had a far more important task today. With a steady hand, she fired.

It flew, frost trailing behind it, and sank into Beisht’s long, scaly snout. Not a breath later it burst, coalescing as a chunk of ice that froze her jaws shut. Her glowing blue eyes locked onto Ganyu’s, and she looked as if she would have snarled, if she could.

Ganyu nocked another arrow, aiming at the same spot. She was well aware that Beisht was capable of targeting her with a jet of water from afar, so as long as she managed to keep her mouth frozen then—

A roar sounded from behind her, and she whipped her head around to look. On the opposite side of the glacier, one of Beisht’s other heads had shot out of the water besides the Alcor to snap her jaws at the Jade Chamber looming overhead. The Lady Tianquan unleashed a volley of star jade at the last moment, and Beisht was forced to alter her trajectory or be hit head-on by the onrush.

Ganyu was tempted to fire, but she thought it better to leave that head to them. It was risky to divert her attention from the enemy. Turning back, she lifted her bow and—

Beisht was bolting right for her.

Before Ganyu had a chance to move, something had grabbed her and swept to the side. Right in time, too, as Beisht’s ice-encased head went howling past where she had just been standing.

Steadying herself, Ganyu took a good look at her savior. It was a woman with long hair that might have been light blue, but appeared to be a dull gray soaked in water as it was. Red rope bound her body, and a cryo vision clung to her side.

The two met eyes, and then nodded, drawing their weapons. There was no need for words, no need for introductions. That one look conveyed the only information that was necessary.

In this battle, they were allies.

  



3. Bestia Iustitia


    
    Yanfei had only ever fought once in her life — and even then most of the actual “fighting” had been done by a certain reconnaissance captain. So when creatures composed of murky seawater crawled out onto the harbor and began flooding through the streets, she initially found herself at a loss.

Fortunately, however, she was a quick learner.

A burning pillar of flame slammed down in front of her, and the frog-shaped creature that had been caught beneath it burst, its watery form sizzling as it dissolved.

“I call that one ‘wrath of the flame’!” she said, to no one in particular. If this were a light novel there would be some awestruck passerby to heighten the scene. But unfortunately this was real life, and her only applause was the constant thrum of rain against cobblestones. Maybe it would be more thematic if she shaped the pillar into a gavel? Or what if she—

Wait, no. This isn’t the time for that. She shook her head to clear her thoughts. Fun and games would have to wait; the situation in the city was serious.

It had gone like this — everyone had come outside to watch the new Jade Chamber take flight, right up until the Qixing had given an emergency warning and mandated that everyone stay indoors. That was all well and good. Emergencies happen, after all. So she took refuge with some of her colleagues in the Commerce Guild.

That is, until a giant crab made of water crashed through the window and began snapping at tables, shelves, and people. Understandably, the fine men and women of Feiyun didn’t take it well. To be clear, there was a lot of screaming.

Yanfei had dispatched of that creature in a very similar manner to the one she had just defeated, except more awkwardly and less gracefully. Some documents may have been burned in the process, but on the bright side, injuries were minimal.

Now, when Keqing had declared an emergency, Yanfei expected something along the lines of a particularly fierce storm. And to her credit, there was quite downpour happening outside — something she very, very much loathed. What she hadn’t expected, however, was an aquatic circus running free throughout the streets.

She wasn’t about to just stand by, not when she had the power to protect others. And if the Commerce Guild was broken into, who was to say the same wasn’t happening elsewhere? So she sent everyone up to the bell tower for their own safety and then headed outside.

And thus she ended up roaming the streets, getting into various scuffles with what amounted to a wet, evil petting zoo.


  Not very heroic when you put it like that…


But something strange was definitely happening, and she intended to uncover the root of it. So she turned onto the next street, looking for anyone that might be in danger.

Instead, she found herself faced with a giant, chubby bird.

Who… who’s picking the designs for these things? she thought, as flames danced between her palms.

Upon seeing her, the creature opened its beak and… squawked? It was made of water, so it was more of a fishy sound than anything. And then it tucked itself into a ball and began rolling at her.

She let loose a volley of fireballs, and they hissed as they impacted the bird head on. But its watery mass was so great that even after losing a sizable chunk of its form, it still continued to bowl towards her.

Uh-oh. She raised her hands to summon more flames, but then…

It exploded.

Cold water went flying everywhere as the fowl burst into droplets. Kneeling in its place, a long spear gripped in both hands, was an expressionless Xiao.

“I thought she was being overprotective for asking this of me,” he said wearily. “But now I see it was I that overestimated your sense of self-preservation.”

“Hi Xiao! Fancy meeting you here.” Also — eat shit, water balloon.

“Surely you heard the announcement to stay indoors?”

“Yes.”

“But you’re out roaming the streets instead?”

“Yes.”

He sighed. “Is there a reason?”

“The city’s in danger — isn’t that reason enough?”

“This isn’t the kind of danger you need to involve yourself with.”

She tilted her head. “How would you know that?”

He shut his mouth.

“Xiao.”

Silence.

“Okay, fine. If you won’t tell me… I’ll find someone who will.” And then she took off.

“Yanfei!”

The streets were surprisingly empty as she dashed through them. Surely she hadn’t gotten rid of that many of those creatures, so where had they all gone? She mulled it over in her head as Xiao ran after her.

Moments later, she arrived at her destination. Without even bothering to knock, she tested the handle and found that it was unlocked, so she slipped inside with Xiao at her heels.

The inside of Wangsheng Funeral Parlor was brightly lit, and the aroma of scented candles suffused the air. Seated at the table of the reception room, pouring out a cup of tea, was none other than Rex Lapis — in what she knew to be his human form.

“Good evening,” he said, nodding to both Yanfei and Xiao in turn. “I’m afraid I don’t have enough cups for everyone.”

“Never mind that,” Yanfei said, catching her breath. “What’s going on in the city?”

He took a long sip, and then swallowed. “Beisht of the Vortex has risen off the coast of Liyue, and is intent on destroying the Jade Chamber, as well as the harbor itself.”

Yanfei blinked.

“He’s telling the truth,” Xiao said, arms crossed.

“Well then,” she said, “I guess we should probably get to it then. Right, Mister Archon?”

Rex Lapis shook his head. “It is up to the humans to fend for themselves this time, the adepti are to have no involvement. Don’t worry, as a half-human you’re not tied to this,” he said, flicking his eyes over to Xiao, “although you most certainly are.”

“I have no intention of helping save this city,” Xiao said plainly. And then a tiny smirk began to play at the corner of his lips. “But you see, Rex Lapis — I’m under contract.”

“Contract?” she asked, brows furrowed. “Actually, forget about that. Did you just say that you’re going to sit here and do nothing?”

Rex Lapis made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “Building a sense of self-dependence is important in this new era of humanity. I’m willing to allow certain exceptions such as yourself, but overall it is best for the adepti to not intervene in this matter.”

“Sure. Let the humans figure it out for themselves. That’s understandable. But you’re not even going to take on one frog? A single boar? You’re not even going to put in a human-level effort?”

“Your passion is appreciated, Yanfei. Weighing ‘right’ and ’wrong’ is not merely your profession, but your birthright. I’m sure you have strong feelings on this, but trust my wisdom here. As someone born in an era of peace, you do not have the experience to make an impartial judgment.”

“…Acknowledged,” she said softly. She bit down on her emotions in favor of reason. Her perspective here was limited, she didn’t have all the information to refute his argument. And besides… his words did carry truth to them. People needed a certain level of self-reliance in order to prosper, so maybe the same was true on the grander scale of whole civilizations. But still…

“I’m not going to sit around and watch, though,” she said.

“Very well,” Rex Lapis said, a mysterious smile on his face. “Then go forth, xiezhi, and birth order from chaos. Just as your forebears once did so long ago.”

“Alright, now you’re getting cryptic.” She turned over her shoulder. “Come on Xiao, let’s go.”

“Oh?” he said. “Giving me orders now?”

“You’re my bodyguard, aren’t you?”

He raised a single eyebrow. Which, coming from him, was equivalent to a regular person gasping in surprise.

“Oh, please,” she said. “You know I deal with legal loopholes for a living? You’re strictly forbidden from doing anything that might constitute saving the city… unless it’s to protect me from danger, right?”

Xiao grunted. “Why couldn’t you have chosen a profession where you don’t have to think as much? Like funeral parlor assistant.”

Yanfei smiled. “I think Hu Tao would — come to think of it, where is she?”

“She’s by the docks,” Rex Lapis said.

“Oh, she told you that?”

He pursed his lips. “Regardless, she is by the docks.”

“Well, alright then.” She turned to Xiao. “Let’s go find her. The more vision users, the better.”

He nodded, and then made for the door.

“Great seeing you again, Rex Lapis. I think.”

“Farewell, Yanfei.”

As soon as she stepped back out into the cold rain she realized she had taken the dryness of the funeral parlor for granted. Well, too late.

“It will be quicker if I carry you,” Xiao said.

“Okay!” she said, letting herself be scooped up into his arms.

“Hmm,” he said, taking to the air. “I haven’t done this since you were little.”

“I remember.” Yanfei felt rain and wind brush past her skin, wincing at the cold sensation against her scales. “You said you’d drop me.”

“You called me a criminal.”

“I wasn’t wrong!” She let a mischievous smile bloom on her face. “So about the bodyguard thing, I bet your girlfriend…”

Yanfei’s voice trailed off as they reached an altitude high enough for her to see the docks. On those docks were a crowd of people facing off against a whole horde of those aquatic creatures. That must have been where they all ended up. But that’s not what drew her attention.

Past the docks, in the middle of the ocean, all hell was breaking loose. She spotted the Jade Chamber. What looked to be the Alcor. A glacier? And then… two colossal, serpentine figures squirming above the waves.

“Ganyu is there,” she said.

“Yes.”

“We need to—“

“She can hold her own,” he said. “Let’s focus on the city.”

Yanfei took a deep breath. “Right. Okay, drop me.”

“…What?”

“Drop me onto the docks.”

“Are you sure?”

“What, are you the only one who gets to make dramatic entrances?”

Yanfei expected a witty remark. Instead, he dropped her.

Freezing wind shrieked past her as she fell, and she wasted no time activating her vision and wreathing herself in a cloak of flame. Finally, something warm.

She landed in the middle of the square, sending forth a wave of fire that incinerated two duck-shaped mimics in the process. Ha! That’s one more than you!

Around her were familiar faces. Xinyan and Yun Jin. Hu Tao and Qiqi. Xiangling, Chongyun, and Xingqiu. They were all armed, fending off the creatures in a dazzling display of elements.

Well then, she thought, flames swirling around her arms. Let’s get started.

  



4. Opus Aequilibrium


    
    Ningguang watched in amusement as Beisht eyed the Jade Chamber with what she could only assume was hatred. She had snapped her jaws at it merely a moment ago, only to swerve away at the last moment to avoid her barrage of star jade.

That had disappointed her. She was hoping that this creature would be so consumed with hatred that it would idiotically throw itself into harm’s way. Would have made this whole ordeal shorter, too. But no matter — it would come to an end soon enough.

“What are our next orders?” asked the millelith commander standing beside her. They were on the balcony overlooking the battlefield below. And what a sight it was — the Alcor was hurling arrows and cannon fire, while a short distance away Ganyu was firing at one of the other heads from atop a glacier, a stranger fighting alongside her.

Yes, despite her planning there had been numerous unexpected developments. And just where was that third head, anyway?

“Ready the ballistae with the alternative ammunition. Let’s finish this.”

“Yes, Lady Tianquan.” He ran off to deliver her orders.

Ningguang turned up towards the sky. From so high up in the air, the storm seemed even fiercer. No thunder or lightning, but the clouds churned almost as much as the sea, and spilling out from them was a violent downpour. Here, at this altitude, she almost felt as if she would freeze.

How far I have come, she thought. It wasn’t a sentiment of narcissism, or even grandiose. It was one of comfort.

From peddling her wares along the shoreline, not knowing if she would even be able to eat that day — to having constructed not one, but two modern marvels. A moving landmark that was coveted by the adepti, and despised by gods of old. It had nothing to do with her individual pride. Rather, it was the satisfaction of having helped Liyue progress into a new age, and the security of knowing that she would never again have to sleep on an empty stomach. No one would, if she could help it.

Star jades circled around her like a halo of jewels, trailing light behind them. She sent them rocketing forth into the sky, like the fireworks of Inazuma. And like those fireworks, they burst — sending forth rays of golden light that would be unmissable to anyone watching.

It was the signal.

A moment later, ballista shots came flying at Beisht from every direction. Not only from atop the Jade Chamber, but from the island where the millelith were posted, from the deck of the Alcor, and from the decks of the six other ships in the Crux fleet, just now arriving from where they were stationed in Guyun Stone Forest.

Each of these ballista shots dug themselves into her neck, long metal chains linking them back to where they had been fired. Ningguang had ordered every blacksmith in the city to forge those chains, and she had drew from Liyue’s massive stockpile of precious metals to do so. All for this one moment.

As Beisht whipped her head in confusion, the chains went taut.

Both the Jade Chamber and the ships of the Crux were falling back, causing the binds to tighten. Beisht struggled, but it amounted to nothing. She was effectively helpless.

Ningguang watched the scene before her with a bemused smile. Your move, Yuheng.

  



5. Trulla Cementarii


    
    Keqing zipped through the air as a bolt of lightning, rematerializing on the crow’s perch of the Alcor. A cold wind brushed over her, and rain fell with such force that it almost stung against her skin. Beside her, a white-haired boy in Inazuman clothing stood dumbfounded.

“What are you—“

“Sorry for the shock,” she said, before once more dissolving her form and traveling through the air. This time, she rematerialized not onto a platform, but onto a slick, scale-covered hide.

She was right above the point where Beisht’s physical form transitioned into roiling water. Despite the harpoons rendering her immobile, she still bucked her serpentine form violently enough that Keqing feared she’d be thrown off. Not to mention there was nothing for her hands to hold onto.

So she improvised.

She swung with her sword, biting deeply into the scaled surface and using it to support herself. Then she zipped upwards as lightning, rematerialized, and repeated the process. In this way, she was slowly but surely making progress up to the head.

Guizhong ballistae were an excellent example of adeptal craftsmanship. Sturdy, powerful, and relatively simple to reproduce. Truly, she respected that. But this was an era of change, and sometimes that meant reimagining the wonders of ancient times with modern innovation.

As she ascended the neck, she felt something pelt against her back. Not the rain this time, but something more solid. Looking around her, she found that it was hailing, clusters of ice falling all around her.

What in the world? she thought. Rain, wind, hail… was there going to be lightning, next? Far in the distance, she saw that the glacier in the middle of the ocean was enveloped in a raging blizzard. A thick curtain of sleet and frost prevented her from seeing whatever was happening inside.

Be safe, Ganyu. She had never, ever seen the Secretary of the Qixing as grave as she had been on the way over here. It was like she had woken up from some sort of dreamlike state, suddenly itching for violence. And when she had sprinted out onto the ice without a single word…

She shivered, and not because of the cold.

Beisht’s form quavered as she opened her mouth and let loose a torrent of water towards the Jade Chamber, and Keqing’s knuckles went white around her blade to avoid losing balance. Above, Beisht’s attack crashed against a flowing screen of jade wide enough to encompass the entire building. That screen had blocked the brunt of the attack, but Keqing knew that Ningguang would only be able to bear so many of those before giving in to exhaustion. She was only human, after all.


  So I need to hurry. 


With one final zip, she crested on top of Beisht’s finned head, dashing forward to reach the snout. Violet sparks ran up and down her sword as she held it out at the ready. When her feet went past the largest fin, she dove to the side and plunged downwards, right where she knew its eye would be.

And then everything happened at once.

Her sword had found its target, and Beisht roared, thrashing against her restraints. Perhaps they had already been weakened by this point, or perhaps the pain of the attack had pushed her to the limit of her strength, but this time… they broke.

Keqing found herself flying as Beisht had cast her off. She didn’t have time to react, didn’t have time to yell. The only thing her mind processed was the cold rush of wind and the sting of hail. She flipped over and around as she fell, in turn watching as Beisht slumped down besides the Alcor, as the ocean rose up to swallow her, as…

As a banner of fire appeared over the docks of Liyue Harbor.


  W-what…


And then something caught her.

She took a sudden intake of breath as the world stopped racing past her. Without a doubt she — or rather they, were still falling… but slower. As if the wind itself was gently carrying her down.

“Sorry for the shock,” said a white-haired boy in the traditional attire of Inazuma, as they drifted through the air.

  



6. Papilio Charontis


    
    The dead were restless.

Spirits flickered in and out of Hu Tao’s vision as she fought back another wave of hydro mimics. They were usually quite calm in the city, but here and now they were stirring themselves into a frenzy.

Something is very wrong, she thought, cleaving a frog-shaped mimic in two with her flaming glaive.

Out onto the sea the Jade Chamber was doing battle with some leviathan-like creature. The Crux was also there, as well as… an iceberg? And in fact, sometimes she saw a second creature peeking out from behind it.

“Chongyun, stay close!”

Nearby, Xinqiu slashed upwards at a sparrow-shaped mimic, and it simply came apart, melting into a puddle of water. Perks of having a hydro vision, she thought.

To his side Chongyun had set down a field of frost, and any mimic that got too close was frozen solid.

The millelith were largely absent, and the ones remaining had no means of defending against these creatures — so the responsibility fell to a makeshift milita of vision wielders.

“Hu Tao! Have you seen Guoba?”

She looked aside, and found Xiangling with a worried face. A spirit floated right above her shoulder, mimicking her expression.

“He was with Qiqi, wasn’t he? So…” But wait, she thought, alarmed. Where’s Qiqi? 

“Help me look?”

Hu Tao nodded, and followed at the other woman’s heels. They carved through mimics in all shapes and sizes as they wove their way throughout the docks, keeping a keen eye for their companions.

 “Her tears fell like rain.” Yun Jin’s voice rang out, and then a pillar of stone rose up from the ground to impale a nearby mimic. “Her fury, like snow.”

“Maybe I should work on lyrics too, huh?” Xinyan slashed the air in front of her, and a wave of flame shot forth and vaporized a duck-shaped mimic. “Or maybe I’ll just repurpose yours!”

“Guys!” Xiangling waved her hands desperately. “Have either of you seen Guoba or Qiqi?”

“The little ones?” Yun Jin put a finger to her lips. “I believe I saw them running towards the water.”

Hu Tao tilted her head. “But why?”

Xinyan frowned. Two spirits chased each other in circles around her feet. “I’ll come with you two. The more eyes the better, right?”

Xiangling nodded, and they made off towards the edge of the docks. There, they found the two of them facing off against a horde of mimics.

Qiqi made a sign with her hands, and Hu Tao watched as twin spirits shot out from the ground and passed through a pair of mimics, freezing them in place.

“What are you two doing out here?” Xiangling shouted, sprinting forward with her weapon drawn. Hu Tao set her own spear ablaze and then followed after, Xinyan by her side.

Qiqi turned her head at the voice. In doing so, though, she shifted her attention away from a nearby mimic, which took the opportunity to—

Explode.

A giant, flaming stamp slammed down on top of it, and it was rended from existence.

“Yeah,” Yanfei said. “I think that’s much more thematic.”

“Whatever,” Xiao muttered. They were standing off to the side, probably attracted by the commotion. Yun Jin, Xingqiu, and Chongyun were heading over as well.

Xiangling scooped Guoba up into her arms. “What were you thinking!?”

Xiao frowned. “How far you have fallen, Marchosias.”

“Stop being broody,” Yanfei said.

Hu Tao would have liked to do the same with Qiqi, but… there were complications. So she settled for words.

“Qiqi, what were you two doing by the water?”

Qiqi looked at her with a blank expression. “It’s coming.”

Xinyan raised an eyebrow. “That’s a little ominous, don’t you thi—“

“Everyone, back!” Xiao’s eyes shot open. He grabbed Yanfei and leapt several feet backwards. Hu Tao’s feet acted before she even had time to process the words, and she rushed away as well.

At that moment, something shot out of the water.

  



7. Acer Palmatum


    
    Kazuha landed on the deck of the Alcor and let the Yuheng down. Beisht had collapsed, whether from bearing the brunt of repeated attacks or general exhaustion, and was floating dazed in the waters right besides the ship. Thus the entire crew had come out above deck to fire at her with arrows and ballista shot.

From this close-up he could see that she was heavily injured, insofar as a creature of her nature could be. Rivulets of water were leaking from the various injuries across her scaly hide, as if her very form was dissolving.  The other ships of the Crux were circling around the Alcor, but likely neither they nor the Jade Chamber would launch another attack in fear of hitting the ship in the process.

So it’s up to us to finish this.

Coming to her senses, Beisht rose her head and faced the ship. From the tip of her snout to the nape of her neck, she was about half the size of the Alcor. Under the hateful gaze of its one remaining eye, most of the crew retreated, fully aware that even in her weakened state she could crush them with ease. The only ones who remained at the forefront were Kazuha himself, Keqing…

…and the Captain.

“What are you waiting for?” Beidou mocked, her saw-toothed greatsword bristling with electricity. “That third head gonna show up and save you?”

“I think…” Keqing said, moving up to stand beside her, “…that it’s already gone.”

“I saw it too,” Kazuha said, shifting the winds to grant them some cover from the rain and hail. A great wall of flame spanning the length of the harbor. Was it an omen? If so, was it one of loss or victory?

“Oh?” Beidou gave a full, hearty laugh. “Then I guess she already knows what she’s about to feel.”

Beisht roared, and from this close the sound was defeaning. Kazuha’s ears rang with a sharp pain just from hearing it, though he had no time to process it.

Because after that, she charged.

An eruption of wind sent them skyward, Beisht’s head went screaming past where they had just been standing. She slammed into the main mast, causing it to crack and fall over, carrying the sail down with it.

While airborne Kazuha locked eyes with the Yuheng and the Captain in turn. Theirs shone fiercely, and electricity rebounded between their weapons with a feverish intensity. In those exchanged glances was a brief but thorough understanding.

There will always be those who dare to brave the lightning’s glow.

He seized the updraft and reversed its direction, sending them plunging down towards Beisht’s exposed neck. All three struck with their weapons in tandem, but Beidou and Keqing’s assault was particularly devastating. As their blades bit deep into her hide, a tempest of electric shocks went traveling across her body.

Alone their attacks may have been bearable, but the violent force of their combined elemental power sent Beisht’s form spasming, whole swathes of her body breaking apart into seawater as the strength that kept it together was sapped.

The shrill buzz of electricity was almost loud enough to drown out Beisht’s cries as her very head ruptured, rapidly becoming a pool of water that spilled out over the deck. In the end only the three of them remained — panting as the weight of their exhaustion caught up to them.

And there will always be those, he thought, as he hung his head in the cold rain, who succumb to it.

  



8. Crista Doloris


    
    Shenhe rolled to the side as Beisht’s ice-encased head came crashing down. The qilin — her unexpected ally in this fight — had the wisdom to keep its maw frozen shut. The issue, however, was that Beisht’s method of breaking it free involved battering her head against the glacier, usually where Shenhe was standing.

The impact almost knocked her off her feet, but she dug her glaive into the ice to regain balance. As Beisht raised her head Shenhe saw the frozen casing around her mouth crack and fall away, in its place a swirling vortex of water as the beast prepared to fire at her.

With a flick of the wrist Shenhe brought forth a blue, ghastly shade in her own likeness. She then commanded the Spring Spirit to pass through Beisht’s snout, its trailing afterimage freezing the water she was collecting in her mouth. Beisht flared its nostrils in anger, realizing that its jaws had once again been shut in a layer of ice.

“I’ve seen dogs with more tricks than you,” Shenhe spat.

“What a fitting comparison,” the qilin said, readying a frost-laced arrow. “For Osial’s bitch.”

A violent qilin, Shenhe mused. Now I’ve truly seen it all.

Beisht must have understood, however, because her eyes shot wide open. She lifted her head in a motion Shenhe was becoming all-too-familiar with, so she leapt to the si—

Except Beisht didn’t aim for Shenhe. Nor did she aim for the qilin. Rather, she rammed her head straight into the side of the glacier.

A web of cracks spidered out right where Shenhe was standing, and she watched as the section of ice she was on broke away and began sliding down towards the sea. She tumbled as the avalanche carried her down, losing her weapon in the chaos. Her saving grace was that she caught the edge of an ice shelf, heaving herself up onto the ledge.

As she stuck a hand out to regain her composure, an unsettling emotion blossomed in her chest. A familiar, chilling sensation. Her mind buzzed with a sudden onrush of thoughts.


  Kill it. Kill it. Kill it. Kill it. Kill it. Kill it. Kill it. Ki… wait, what’s going on?


Looking down, she noticed that some of the red ropes binding her form had been broken, and were now hanging loosely. The realization sent shivers down her spine. I need to hurry and retie—

Beisht’s head sank down into view. She looked at Shenhe with what almost appeared to be a self-satisfied expression, and then opened her mouth. A raging vortex of water was converging within.

On this dainty ledge, there was no room to dodge. And her mind was too muddled to properly activate the talismans for summoning another Spring Spirit. All she could do was watch in horror, pelted from above by rain and hail.


  Wait, hail?


An arrow dug itself into Beisht’s maw and then burst, encasing it in ice. Immediately after a series of long, sharp icicles struck down onto her neck, piercing her hide.

The qilin came sliding down the icy cliff face, bow drawn. Shenhe opened her mouth to say something… and then she heard it.

Beneath the drum of the rain, the qilin was singing. A slow, haunting melody that made Shenhe’s skin break out in goosebumps. She had never heard that tune before, but it echoed in her mind, spurring her thoughts into a frenzy.


  KILL IT. KILL IT. KILL IT. KILL IT. KILL IT. KILL IT. KILL IT.


Her vision blurred, growing fuzzy around the edges. The rain, the shifting of ice, the shrill howls of the beast, all faded into the background. She barely even registered the flare in the sky that burst into golden light, somewhere in the distance.

The only thing left in her head was that harrowing melody.

A blizzard, a tempest of frost and snow began to circle the glacier, closing them off from the world around them. She didn’t know if that was her doing or the qilin’s, and didn’t care.

Beisht dove her head forward, intending to smash them both against the wall. The qilin didn’t move, and neither did Shenhe.

Instead, she caught it.

Shenhe held both arms out, her muscles straining as they held back Beisht’s head. For the second time the beast’s eyes shot wide — this time in surprise.

She began to chant in rhythm to the qilin’s tune, and Spring Spirits began to manifest around them. Two, and then six, and then a dozen. Their ghastly forms swarmed Beisht’s body, pushing it backwards. And with every touch a layer of frost spread forth, on and on until not just her mouth, but practically her entire head and torso were encased in ice.

Beisht stood motionless, its very eyes glazed over.

And then, the qilin finally spoke.

“Don’t haunt me,” she said, tossing what looked to be a swirling orb of frost into the skies.

The span of a breath passed, and then a barrage of icicles came crashing down from above, the force of their impact causing Beisht’s frozen form to crack and fracture. Whole chunks of its body broke and fell away, disappearing into the watery depths.

“Well said.” Shenhe drove her fist into the beast’s ice-encased snout and it shattered, crumbling into pieces.

  



9. Alatus Nemeseos


    
    Xiao took in a deep breath, watching as Beisht’s serpentine form towered over the harbor. Beside him, Yanfei was staring with wide eyes. Not just her, but the mortals as well.

“You all need to get out of here,” he said. “I’ll buy time.”

“What!?” Yanfei snapped out of her daze. “That’s stu—“

But Xiao was already gone. He had taken to the air and dove straight at Beisht’s throat with an iron grip on his spear, wind and rain howling past him.

Beisht swept to the side, but he still managed to graze her as he passed by. In response she snapped at him with her toothy maw, but he flew aside to avoid it.

Thus began their deadly dance. Xiao flew every which way, scoring cuts across her hide wherever he could. And whenever he hung in the air for even a moment Beisht’s jaws would come clamping down, spurring him to move.

On the docks the mortals were watching helplessly. Only Yanfei could hit at range, but strangely she wasn’t seeming to take any action. That was for the better. The last thing he wanted was for Beisht to redirect her attention onto her.

It would have been better still if they had run, but that was out of his hands. All that mattered now was the dance.

As he and Beisht traded blows, Xiao became suddenly aware of a stinging sensation as he flew through the air. It must have been… hail? Yes, that would make sense.

“I pity you,” he said. “One of your heads is about to die. I’ll see if I can make it two.”

Beisht dove in to bite at him, but he dodged in midair and scored a gash along the side of her neck.

He was talking big, but… truthfully, he didn’t know if he’d be capable of this alone, as much as it pained him to say. Beisht didn’t look particularly injured, and staying airborne was rapidly sapping his energy. But the moment he landed, they would all be vulnerable.

With time running short, he decided on a risky maneuver. As Beisht’s head came hurdling towards him, he feinted in one direction and then quickly flew in the other. If she fell for it, her face would be completely defenseless, allowing him to—

Air was knocked out of his lungs as Beisht slammed right into him, sending him crashing onto the docks. The force of the impact was such that it took a second for the stars to clear from his eyes.

She hadn’t fallen for it. Blood and ashes. He shakily got to his feet, spear in hand. His reserve of energy was tapped, and what little remained was working to heal his injuries.

“Xiangling, your vision is…”

“…you doing, Xinyan?”

“Hu Tao, why’s it…”

What? The mortals were talking nonsense. Beisht was staring at him, at all of them, with teeth bared. She was preparing to attack.

“Everyone… run. Get out of here.” He took a deep breath, readying his spear. There was only thing left for him to do.

There was no hesitation in his heart. If anything, it felt like a weight was lifting from his shoulders. One that he had been carrying for so, so long.

All the lives he had taken. All the dreams he had devoured. They had stuck with him, tarnishing his soul black with sin. But now, after so long… he would be absolved.


  Rex Lapis, thank you for saving my life. Thank you for freeing me from that endless hell.



  Yanfei, I’m too broken to ever have a family. But after meeting you, after holding you in my arms as a child… thank you for showing me a glimpse of what it would feel like.



  Ganyu, after all these years, all I have to say is…


“…I really did love you.”

“What are you going on about?” Yanfei asked softly, stepping in front of him.

“I told you to run! What are you—“

And then he saw.

Flames were curling off her skin, constantly being extinguished by the rain only to reignite. Her eyes shone with the intensity of morning light, and every breath she took sent trails of steam billowing outwards.

“Beisht of the Vortex,” she said in a calm, even voice. “Know that by ancient law of this land, you are forbidden from entering the dominion of Rex Lapis.”

Beisht snarled, baring her teeth.

“Know that in addition to trespassing, you are being found guilty of terrorism on the highest scale.”

She pulled back, ready to dive head-first into the crowd.

“Know that as a xiezhi, my ruling in this matter is impartial.”

With one fluid movement Beisht went rushing forward.

“Know that judgment has been passed.”

There was a violent hiss as Beisht collided with a blazing wall of fire. It was blinding, and its length spanned from one end of the docks to the other. Close as he was, Xiao felt a sudden wave of heat that threatened to singe his eyebrows.

“Oh my god,” remarked one of the mortals.

“It’s so bright!”

“I’m feeling lightheaded…”

Beisht was unable to pull back. She had thrown all of her momentum into her charge, so she was helpless as her form went hurdling straight into the roiling screen of fire, vaporizing near-instantaneously.

When it went out, the span of several breaths later, there was nothing of Beisht remaining.

Xiao rubbed his eyes, trying to blink away the afterimages.

Yanfei stood with a broad smile across her face, huffing with exhaustion.

“Did… I sound cool?”

And then she collapsed.

  



10. Epilogue


    
    “So how are you feeling?” Ganyu asked, wiping Yanfei’s forehead with a damp cloth. It was still hot to the touch. Not merely feverish hot, but hot to the point that Ganyu was afraid she might burn herself by touching her directly.

“‘Era of peace’ my ass,” Yanfei grumbled. “That didn’t look like an era of peace.”

“It’s all relative,” Xiao said, from the corner.

“You were very brave out there,” Ganyu said. “I’m proud.”

“You think we get some sort of reward for taking down an ancient deity?” Yanfei asked.

Xiao narrowed his eyes. “‘Reward,’ she says. The new generation is spoiled.”

“I’m sure the Qixing will prepare something. Maybe the adepti, too.”

“They better.” Yanfei huffed. “The Qixing and adepti always play their little games, but it’s the common people who end up having to clean their messes.”

“It was a group effort,” Ganyu said.

“Mhm. How was your side of it?”

Ganyu tilted her head. “Well, apparently I have an adopted sister.”

Yanfei pouted. “Xiao, I’m being replaced!”

“Maybe this one won’t be as troublesome,” he said.

“Oh yeah?” Yanfei looked Ganyu right in the eye. “He said he loved you when he thought he was gonna die.”

“I never said I was talking about her!”

“What were you talking about, almond tofu?” Yanfei rolled her eyes.

Ganyu blushed. “W-Well, in any case… I hear they’re holding a celebratory feast at the Jade Chamber.”

“Good. Better be free entry,” Yanfei said. “Oh, and Xiao… thanks for looking out for me.”

“I regret it deeply.”

Ganyu laughed. “So, should we all head over in a little bit?”

“Sounds like a plan!”

“That invitation goes for you too,” Ganyu said, giving Xiao a warm smile.

“Mmm… okay, but I’m sitting with you.”

“Fuck off,” Yanfei said. “I’m sitting with her.”

“Um… I think all three of us can sit together,” Ganyu said.

“Oh?” Yanfei shut her eyes and laid the cloth across her forehead, a look of peace on her face that could rival any qilin’s. “Well then. That’s perfect.”
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