
Stepping Stone


    
    “Are you using something on your scalp?” Ganyu asked, fussing with Yanfei’s hair.

She shrugged. “It’s a new moisturizing lotion from Fontaine. One of my clients a while back had business ties with the company, and they gave me a discount.”

“Mm.” Yanfei heard Ganyu inhale through her nose. “Smells like Inazuman cherry blossom.”

“Please don’t chew on my hair…”

“But it’ll grow back.”

“…Ganyu?”

“Kidding!” She laughed. “I probably wouldn’t ever do that.”


  Probably!?


Ganyu ran her fingers through Yanfei’s hair, lightly raking her nails across her scalp. It was a pleasant, relaxing sensation.

“You know, as a kid you had really dry skin. I think it’s a xiezhi thing, because I remember your father having terrible dandruff. Not to mention his scales would—“

“I don’t need to hear about all that,” Yanfei said, squeezing her eyes shut. Having scales herself, she was quite aware of all the skincare challenges they presented. But she had no desire to know about her father’s experience with those same issues.

“Oh.” Ganyu pressed her fingers to the area around her antlers, massaging with a gentle pressure. “Was I killing the vibe?”

Yanfei raised an eyebrow. “Who taught you that?”

“I heard Hu Tao say it to Rex Lapis last time I visited Wangsheng.”

“What was the context?”

“She wheeled in an open casket while he and I were eating lunch.”

Yeah, Yanfei thought, that sounds like her.

“Hey, Ganyu?”

“Yes?” she asked.

“If you could have any job in the world, which would it be?”

“Well I quite like—“

“You can’t say the one you have now. It has to be different.”

“I see.” She gathered Yanfei’s hair and began braiding it, fingers working with a slow precision. “If I could choose, I would want to be a gardener again.”

“Is that what you did before everything happened?” Yanfei asked.

She was, of course, referring to the Archon War. But when speaking with Ganyu she didn’t like to reference it directly, because it always seemed to dampen her mood. Thus the need to be roundabout.

“Right,” she said. “Guizhong taught me a lot about horticulture, and we often tended to plants together.”

There was no sadness in her voice, but the barest hint of nostalgia. A longing for bygone days, maybe. Yanfei’s lifespan had not yet exceeded mortal standards, so she wasn’t very well-versed with the concept of loss.

But she imagined it was bitter.

“How about you, Yanfei? If you could have any job, what would it be?”

“Well if the legal thing ever stops being viable, I could always try for a career in rap.”

“Hm? What’s rap?”

“Never mind.” Yanfei sighed, feeling Ganyu work her way down her hair. “If the legal thing doesn’t go underwater, though, I’d like to advance my career in that.”

“Oh? Would you run for Tianquan?”

She laughed. “That would be fun, wouldn’t it?”

One of the seven members of the Qixing, the Tianquan was the highest legislative authority in Liyue. Yanfei had plenty of experience debating with the current woman who held that office, and she had her own ideas for how she could improve the harbor’s body of laws, if given the opportunity. Plus…

“You would be my secretary,” Yanfei mused.

“No.” Ganyu clicked her tongue. “I work for the Qixing as an institution, not any specific member. Lady Ningguang frequently forgets that, but—“

“Fine.” Yanfei huffed. “In any case, becoming Tianquan is only a stepping stone for me. I have bigger plans afterwards.”

“And what would those be?”

“I would like to become the Hydro Archon.”

Ganyu paused in the middle of weaving together her hair.

“Come again?”

“I mean it’s simple, isn’t it? Her ideal is justice. I resonate with that really strongly — you could even say it flows in my blood, or at least half of it. Don’t you think I’d be a good fit?”

“Well.” Ganyu faltered. “I, um… support you in all your endeavors, Yanfei.”

“Good, good.” She nodded. “I’ll remember that when I ascend.”

“…Thank you.”

“By the way,” Yanfei said. “Are there any scenarios where you take over for the Qixing? Like if they all disappear simultaneously, does it trigger some emergency protocol where you become the de facto Queen of Liyue?”

“I think you’re dramatizing it a little, but yes. If all seven seats of the Qixing were theoretically vacant, I would have political authority.”

Yanfei pulled out a pocket-sized memo pad and made note of that.

“Honestly, now that it’s up for grabs, I wouldn’t mind being the geo archon, either.”

“Yanfei…”

“Contracts are a good ideal. I think there is a lot of power in a sworn oath.”

Ganyu finished up the braid, making a sound of approval. “Your oath is a very kind one. And I’m glad you swore it, but not every contract is so sweet.”

“That’s true.” Yanfei ran her hands down her hair, enjoying the braided texture upon her fingertips. “Rulers have to make difficult decisions, sometimes.”

She ground her teeth, thinking.

Contracts were inherently restrictive. They imposed a limitation or requirement of some sort upon another being. On paper, this didn’t sound very appealing for anyone.

But her own contract was quite the positive one.

She had sworn an oath to her father that she would live happily. A contract between xiezhi, signed in flames. Wouldn’t the world be a better place if everyone made such an oath?

Or were those the naïve thoughts of a young illuminated beast?

“Do you regret yours, Ganyu?”

“Hm?”

“Your oath, to serve as secretary to the Qixing.”

Ganyu paused for a long moment.

“No,” she said softly. “But if I could go back, I wouldn’t have sworn it.”

“Really? Why not?”

“I did it because I had no sense of who I was, and I placed all my faith into something I thought was greater than myself. But I no longer have that kind of faith anymore. And to be honest…”

She took a deep breath.

“I never should have.”
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