
1. Chapter 1


    
    A golden-winged bird crests atop a mountain peak. Here the qingxin grow in clusters, their waxen petals facing up to seek out the sun. Shifting into a mortal appearance — that of a young boy — he sits, plucks one such petal, and begins to nibble on it.

The flavor is bitter, with a strong aftertaste. Moreover, the petals are incredibly soft, and his teeth tear through them easily. He finds that if he lets one sit in his mouth without chewing, it dissolves all on its own. Taking great pleasure in this he plucks another petal and—

“Do you like them too?”

Whipping around, he finds a young girl with bright eyes and the nubs of tiny horns on either side of her head. Her hands are behind her back, keeping something hidden from sight. She looks at him with a hesitant but curious expression.

He watches carefully, frozen in place. Was this her domain? Was he intruding? Her aura is that of a qilin… but different. Something about her throws him off.

Bringing her hands around, she reveals a bundle of qingxin grasped between them. “I don’t mind sharing,” she says, holding up the flowers to hide her expression. She takes a step forward, offering the—

Startled by the sudden movement, he shifts back into the form of a bird and takes flight. As he watches the mountain peak grow smaller in his vision, he notices her eyes following him. In those eyes are a deep, heavy emotion. One that he couldn’t understand, couldn’t make sense of.

At least, not for many years to come.

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    Guili Assembly. A city that promised harmony between heaven and earth. Its walls of stone towered proud, giving humans and adepti alike the security they longed for in an era of instability.

And when those walls came crashing down, it struck fear into the hearts of both gods and mortals.

At this point in time he was not yet the warrior of legend, nor the demon of myth. He was only a golden-winged adeptus with a gentle heart. And so when the floodwaters rose and a great downpour spilled forth from the skies…

…he fled.

He could not take flight, as the torrent would drench his wings. So he ran, escaping into the dead of night as the city fell apart. He was not the only one, either. Humans were taking off in droves, scrambling over the shattered walls like ants pouring out of a mound.

But that chaos, that fear-driven frenzy, had made them easy pickings for the demons that stalked the shadows. Every few seconds, he would hear it. The initial, high-pitched shriek of a mortal being caught in the darkness. And then the long, drawn-out wailing as they… as they…

He shuddered, and then kept on. The Prime of the Adepti was on the frontlines, having flown into a rage after the death of his partner. In that direction he could hear the clashing of stone, feel the trembling of the ground as it shook.

And so he was trying his hardest to move in the opposite direction. Away from the masses of people, away from the god that the demons were no doubt flocking around like moths to a flame. As far as he could tell, he was crossing into Dihua Plains.

Except… these were not plains, not anymore. What was once a field of glaze lilies was now submerged in water coming up to his knees, and he feared what might be lurking within.

But what shook him the most was what he heard. Not the screams of the damned, nor the tremor of stone. No, here in this dark swamp, under the constant barrage of rain, he could very clearly hear the sound of someone singing.

It was a slow, haunting tune, and just upon hearing it he felt a cold shiver run down his spine… and then another, and another after that. It was then that he realized that the temperature actually had dropped, to the point that pellets of icy hail were striking against his skin. What was this, the work of a demon?

And then he saw her.

A qilin, standing alone in the darkness with her head bowed. Around her the rain had frozen into a steady stream of hail, with icicles the length of his arm falling in rhythm to her dark melody. Gripped in her hand was a long, saw-toothed blade.

In spite of himself, he crept closer, and immediately regretted it. In the water around her was a host demons, still and lifeless. Their long, serpentine bodies had been pierced by icicles, and from between their oily black scales a dark liquid was gushing forth, staining the water. And to top it off, some of those demons had their heads…

He could feel his breath turn ragged in horror. Weren’t the qilin supposed to be the most peaceful of all the adepti? From where he was in the underbrush, he could just barely make out the expression on her face. But in those eyes there was no love, no compassion. There was something darker, something that made his heart drop and his skin crawl.

As that slow, dreadful melody dug itself deeper into his heart, he was filled with the urge to turn back and run, even if it meant heading straight into the chaos, straight into a demon lying in wait.

But in the end his intentions didn’t matter, since before he could move something wrapped around his feet and dragged him into the depths.

  



3. Chapter 3
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    Alatus, as he was called in this era, was a prized commodity amongst the lords of demons. They bickered, fought, and even schemed against each other for the right to use him. Use, for he was a tool. An instrument of war that brought terror to the battlefield.

And on this day, that was precisely what he was being used for.

A mortal wielding a long, bladed spear lunged at him. Without even thinking Alatus stepped aside and swung his own spear, carving a deep gash along the man’s legs. The force of the hit caused him to stumble, and while he was down Alatus went straight for his throat.

As that mortal lay on the ground, clutching himself in his death throes, a wispy substance rose from his body, and Alatus drank deeply of it. His dream was a sweet one, and he felt its strength coursing through him.

The emotions of mortals were powerful, and the lords of demons had found a way to weaponize them. Take a human, strip it of unnecessary feelings like hope and love. Grind it down to pride, anger, hate. And then feed it to your toy of choice. When it came to Alatus they were very… liberal, in using this method.

Around him was the clamor of the battlefield. Armies of men marched against creatures of darkness, twisted and misshapen. The mortals were well-equipped and well-trained, but nevertheless they were at a disadvantage. When it came to humans, there was always a chance they would break rank when scared, flee when injured. But demons… until their very last breath they would fight tooth and nail.

Perhaps due to his reputation, few men approached to try their odds against Alatus. This did little to curb his bloodlust, however, as he was under clear orders from his lord to seek and slaughter. And so he moved swiftly across the battlefield, cutting down soldiers amidst the chaos.

There was no joy in his violence, but neither was there displeasure. The lords that had owned him had whittled him down to a husk, layered him with curses, and now like a jiangshi he was only capable of doing what he was ordered. The cries of men as they watched the world fade from them, their shrill screams as demons tore into their flesh… none of it even so much as registered to him.

It was said that Morax himself would be on the battlefield today, looking to challenge the lord of demons. If Alatus encountered the God of Stone he was under strict orders to engage him, even though it almost certainly meant death. This, too, made him feel nothing.

He found himself poised over a trembling human man, and rose his spear so that he could drive it into his thro—

Alatus dodged to the side as an arrow whirred past where his head had been. He cast his eyes towards where it had come from and found a qilin woman who was already nocking her bow with another arrow.

A servant of Morax, surely. In all his centuries of being used to wage war, Alatus had never once seen a qilin on the battlefield — but it made no difference.

He dashed towards her, spear poised to strike. As an illuminated beast his speed was nearly unmatched, well beyond human capability. But of course, his opponent was no human either.

His attack was met with empty air, and on reflex he ducked his head to avoid the arrow that went flying above it.

He pivoted his body and swung to the side, and this time he just barely clipped the side of her leg as she leapt backwards. But while in midair she loosed a shot, and because Alatus was mid-swing he had no choice but to take the arrow, which buried itself into his shoulder.

What followed was a burning pain, but he paid it no heed. He merely reached up with his free hand and dug the arrow out in one swift movement. Blood seeped from the wound, though it was nothing but a distraction — it would heal in a matter of hours.

To her credit, the qilin wasn’t fazed by her injury either. She landed on both feet, hands already working to nock another arrow. Moreover, it looked like she was… saying something? Her mouth was moving, but he couldn’t make out the words.

He lunged again, and again she dodged only to loose another arrow. They continued this dance over and again while battle raged around them, neither seeming to grow tired. And all the while… a strange sensation was creeping up his spine. A chill, as if the temperature was dropping.

Up until now, he was avoiding taking to the air. As an archer, distance was more of an advantage to her than it was to him. But that strange uneasiness was seeping into him. It was like an omen, some warning of danger that affected him on a level he couldn’t process. He felt like he needed to end this quickly.

So he flew up, intending to come crashing down with a wave of force she wouldn’t be able to dodge. Cold air rushed past his face as the sky greeted him. Even if he took an arrow, he should still be able to—

Something cold and sharp dug itself into his back. He gasped, not in pain but in shock. His back was facing the sky, so how—

Her arrow buried itself right into his chest, and before he knew it he was hurtling towards the ground. The wind screamed past him as he fell and struck the earth right in front of her.

The impact had knocked all the wind from his lungs, and he could feel that he was bleeding from several places on his body — especially where the arrow in his chest had snapped upon colliding with the ground. Still, he was under orders, so he rose his head and—

Singing. She was singing. He heard it clearly now, and it made his skin crawl. This, this was the song he had heard before they took him, so long ago. Before he had been caged, before he had been made to fight in the pits, before all of it.

An icicle impaled his shoulder as he tried lifting himself up, and the muscle gave out immediately, sending him back onto the floor. Above him, that woman was staring daggers into him. Behind those eyes was an emotion he was very familiar with. One that he knew all too well. After all, it was his main form of sustenance.

Pure, unbridled hate.

“Kneel,” she said, in a voice that could shatter stone. “Or you will be knelt.”

  



4. Chapter 4


    
    After his lord was slain and the curses that bound him were lifted, Alatus had sworn fealty to Rex Lapis. For this he was named Xiao and pronounced yaksha. Along with some of the other adepti that were freed from their servitude, he was given a new purpose — clearing the land of evil. And whether this meant aiding the Lord of Stone directly in war or hunting down his former captors, he would carry it out with resolve.

And thus he found himself tracking a demon that was abducting villagers in the Qingce region… together with a certain other adeptus.

“It must be convenient to have one of those,” Ganyu said, indicating his vision.

“It’s a tool like any other,” he muttered.

“Still though. It lets you fly?”

“Yes.”

“Hmm.” She cocked her head. “It could be a good strategy for you to grab the enemy, lift them into the air, and then hold them still while I fire.”

“…Yes, I suppose.”

“What, are you afraid I’ll hit you accidentally?”

“No.” To be clear, he held no grudge from what happened before. It led to his freedom, so there was nothing to be petty about. “I’m just not used to a qilin talking so casually about things of this nature.”

Ganyu huffed. “Qilin this. Human that. There’s always some complaint from you people.”

A half-human, half-qilin. She was an oddity among the adepti, to be sure, and her dual nature bestowed upon her a very… unique personality. Like all qilin she was capable of being serene, graceful, and benevolent — she didn’t even eat meat, as far as he was aware.

But her human blood ran hot. And if you take the strength of an adeptus and mix it with the sheer anger a human can experience — well, he had witnessed it firsthand.

After hearing the accounts of the villagers, they had pieced together the clues and concluded that the demon was likely living in a cave not too far off from the village. And indeed, after some searching they found a tunnel hidden behind some drapes of hanging moss.

The inside of the cave was dark, but thankfully Ganyu had brought a lantern that she hooked to the belt around her waist. The air was humid and musty, and imprints in the soil made it clear that something was going in and out of this cave frequently.

As they dove deeper, eventually they came upon bones, teeth, and other human remains littered about the cave floor. Upon seeing this, Ganyu grimaced.

“May their souls find peace,” she said.

“Agreed,” he whispered.

Yes, that’s how she was normally. It was only when faced with demons that sweet rain became bitter snow. From what he had heard, she actually had a very difficult time becoming accustomed to killing. Her qilin half rejected it strongly, and apparently the first few times she took a life she had been plagued by migraines that lasted days.

He wouldn’t judge her for that. After all, he had difficulties of his own. Reconciling with what he had done while he was owned by demons… the nightmares were endless. The voices never stopped. Even now he could hear them at the edge, begging for mercy, pleading forgiveness as he—

“They’re up ahead,” Ganyu said, in a hushed tone. “I hear them.”

Xiao listened, and found that he could hear it too. Something was moving around the corner. Moreover, there was light coming from that direction too. He readied his weapon, but something felt off to him.

Why would a demon need light?

There was no time for a second thought, however, because Ganyu made for the corner and he followed at her heels. There, he turned and found himself looking at…

…a human.

A human man, knelt before some sort of makeshift altar with candles lit at different corners. He was wearing torn, tattered clothes and had dirt smears all across his face.

On the altar was another human. A very young one. Their throat had been slit, and the blood had pooled all across the altar.

This wasn’t a demon, but a man that had been abducting people for some obscene ritual. Xiao faltered. He was ready to slay evil, but the thought of killing a human caused memories to resurf—

Ganyu’s arrow buried itself into the man’s eye and he slumped forward, dead.

She took a deep breath that seemed like it lasted forever. “Let’s go.”

“That wasn’t a demon.”

“Up to debate, if you ask me.”

“Rex Lapis said to leave human affairs to humans.”

“I am human.” She sneered. “Why should I have showed restraint? So everyone can rub my horns and call me a ‘good little qilin’?”

Xiao shook his head. “Taking mortal lives isn’t something you should make a habit of. You’ll just become a demon yourself.”

“Then gather the xiezhi and have them lay down judgment.” She turned to face him, a quiet fire burning within her eyes. “Or would you prefer to take justice into your own hands, yaksha?”

He grunted. “Do as you wish.”

After a moment of tension, they made their way back to the village to convey the news. It came as a shock, but the villagers quickly organized themselves to gather the remains and lay them to rest. That night, both the adepti stayed behind to pray with them.

  



5. Chapter 5


    
    The war had been won. Rex Lapis had subdued all his adversaries, brought peace to the land, and had been crowned the Geo Archon. And here, in the shadow of Mount Tianheng by the sea, he had established a new city.

At the present moment, it was nothing more than some loosely connected pathways lined with market stalls and houses, but to the mortals it represented hope. There was even talk of building a harbor for trade to be conducted with the rest of Teyvat. An unheard of idea, and one that would surely usher in a new age of commerce.

Xiao was on the peak of Mount Tianheng, looking over the newfound city beneath him. People were carrying lanterns to the sea, and letting them float away on either wind or wave. On the surface, they were doing this to signal that a new haven had been built in Liyue. But for most, this was likely a way of commemorating the dead.

He held a lantern of his own. A small paper thing with little in the way of design.

“It’s surreal,” Ganyu said, from her place beside him. She held a lantern of her own, with a simple floral design.

He grunted. “I didn’t think I’d ever see the day.”

“Me either. It feels like a chapter of my life is coming to an end.”

“A chapter of the world, even.”

She nodded. He noticed a sad, painful look in her eye as she faced up to look at the moon. “Rex Lapis wants me to stay here. So I can… help them rebuild.”

“What did you say?”

Rather than respond, she fished into her pocket and pulled out a small, ornate vision. Its glossy surface twinkled in the moonlight.

“I see.” He swallowed. “Do you think… you’ll enjoy it?”

“I don’t know,” she said quietly. “What does it even mean to enjoy something? I don’t remember.”

“I wish you luck,” he said. He released his lantern, watching it float over the city and towards the open ocean. “To those who are looking for their way home.”

She released her own lantern, and it trailed after his in the night sky. “To those who will never find their way home again.”

  



6. Chapter 6


    
    Xiao landed in the middle of Yuehai Pavilion, much to the surprise of Liyue’s entire governmental body.

Bureaucrats stopped in their tracks to stare at him, papers slipping from their hands onto the floor below. Eventually one brave soul who introduced himself as the Tianquan — whatever that meant — approached him to ask what he wanted.

“I’m looking for the qilin,” he said flatly.

“Ah, Miss Ganyu? She’s in her office with the little one. If you’d like me to show you the way I…”

His voice faded into the background. Little one? Xiao thought. He had wished her success in getting along with the humans… but he hadn’t meant like this.

“Bring me to her immediately.”

“Yes, Sir Adeptus.”

Little one. Xiao wondered who the father was. He preferred not to kill mortals, but if he threw the man in question into the ocean and he drowned, it was more the ocean’s fault than anything.

There was nothing wrong with starting a family, but with humans? Was it because she was half-human herself? It would have been much better if she settled down with another adeptus. Such as, for example… for example…

Well, never mind that. All he had to focus on was killing her husband. Surely they were married at the very least? But somehow that notion made him even unhappier. Maybe it would be better if the father wasn’t in the picture, because then…

“This is her office,” the Tianquan said.

“Okay. You can go.”

“R-Right. I’ll leave you to it,” he said, before scurrying away.

Xiao tried to open the door, but it was locked, so he turned the handle hard enough to break the lock. It swung open on its hinges.

Ganyu was seated by her desk, a small child on her lap holding a book. They both turned to him as he entered.

“Ah,” she said. “It looks like we have a visitor today.”

The child looked at him with a wide smile. She was a girl, with a small set of antlers adorning her head.

Hmm, wait. Horns and antlers were different. Probably.

“He looks funny!”

“Yanfei, don’t say that!”

“Aww.”

Xiao stepped forward, eyebrows furrowed. He looked carefully at the child, who began giggling for no discernible reason.

“This is a xiezhi,” he said after some consideration.

“Yes.”

“So you’re not married?”

“Huh?”

What followed was a lengthy explanation about Yanfei’s origins.

“Oh,” he said, finally understanding. “Still, she’s the first adeptus to be born in… forever.”

“I’m special!” Yanfei declared.

“You sure are,” Ganyu said, hugging her close. “This person who broke into my office is special too. He’s your uncle.”

Xiao narrowed his eyes. “What are you?”

“Big sister.”

“…I see.”

“Yay!” Yanfei said, throwing her hands into the air. “Uncle Xiao!”

“Would you like to hold her?”

Xiao scratched his head. “Well, if that’s okay with—“

“No!” Yanfei held her arms up in the shape of an X. “You’re a criminal!”

“Oh, because I broke the lock?”

“To be fair,” Ganyu said, “it actually is really illegal.”

“My uncle is a criminal!” Yanfei said, crossing her arms with a haughty look. But then she peeked one eye open and slowly held her arms out towards him. “Just once!”

Xiao scooped her up into his arms. She was light, and very giggly.

“You need to wash your hair!”

“I’ll drop you.”

“Rude!”

Meanwhile, Ganyu was laughing. That took him by surprise. Is this the first time I’ve… heard her laugh? There was a soft warmth to her eyes, something he had never seen before. As he looked at that expression, even with Yanfei pulling at his hair, he couldn’t help but think…

It suits you.

  



7. Chapter 7


    
    The ocean raged.

Today, the mortals were supposed to celebrate the launching of a new Jade Chamber. Xiao had watched it take to the skies from atop Mount Tianheng. And then he watched it fly towards the sea as it churned and heaved.

Cloud Retainer had informed him of what was to happen. Informed him that the adepti were not to interfere. But even so, he thought it necessary to remain vigilant. So when a torrent began to pour down over the harbor, as it once did in another city lost to history, he made his way over.

Citizens were running home, eager to lock themselves inside. The millelith were boarding ships fitted with Guizhong ballistae. And the ocean…

Three serpentine heads arose from the whirlpool to look down upon the city.

As he approached the wharf he came upon a qilin with a long, slender bow gripped tightly in her hands. He knew that bow very well, and pitied whatever would be on the receiving end of it. At the sound of his footsteps she turned, and shot him a wicked smile.

In those sunset eyes were every emotion he could think of. Joy, hate, anger, hope, despair. Maybe even a touch of insanity, all mixing together like the sea in a storm.

“Glad to see you, yaksha.” She laughed, and stretched a hand out towards him. “Ready for one last dance?”
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