
the potential of an arrow


    
    Ganyu’s memories are not as clear as Xiao’s. She’s asked Xiao before — what he remembers of their shared childhood. Xiao can tell her with certainty what he does remember and what he does not. The memories do not change no matter how many times she asks him about them. What he does not remember he does not remember; no amount of prodding on Ganyu’s side will lodge it free. What he does remember he cannot be dissuaded from. Whatever lies in his head is the clear truth.

She envies his clarity and his certainty. If Xiao’s memories are clear like mountains against the sky, then Ganyu’s are clouds. She is never sure of what she’s remembering or imagining. The edges are always blurred, changing. What is one day a solid ridge line she can trace at a glance alone, on other days becomes a hazy and looming presence she has to squint to discern. A certain memory one day can be so vivid Ganyu can smell the humidity and taste the heat, and on other days be so far away and uncertain she can’t tell if it happened to her or not.

Sometimes she thinks she’s remembering something, and she’ll revisit it later only to realize it is an impossible scene. Sometimes she thinks she’s imagined something only to consult other memories that seem to come close to each other, or Shifu or Xiao will make an off hand comment that makes her realize it’s real.

This is not an issue when it comes to facts, to skills. Ganyu keeps everything she’s ever learned in school or in classes or in training firmly in her mind. All the information relevant to assisting the Qixing is perfect in her head. Compartmentalized and neatly sorted by subject, age, use, and relation. Her breadth of applicable knowledge is an ever growing encyclopedia of names, relationships, functions, social cues, and histories that breathes with her.

But she wishes that her mind could hold that same amount of steadfast clarity to other things. Arguably, more important things.

Ganyu envies Xiao’s memory most when it comes to the divide he’s made between —

Before Shifu. After Shifu.

For Xiao all things past that line, prior to Shifu, are gone. Empty. They do not exist for him and he feels no urge to try and understand the how’s or why’s.

Ganyu’s never asked Xiao about where he came from before he was taken in by Shifu and Shushu. Xiao’s never asked her where she came from, either. She wonders if he’s ever asked Shifu. Or if he’s ever wondered about it at all. She wouldn’t put it past him to have never thought about it. One day he was an only child and the next he had a sister who was only a few months older than him and she was his to protect and take care of because Shifu told him so.

But Ganyu thinks about it. Sometimes it is all she can think about.

The line between before Shifu and after Shifu is blurred with clouds. Ganyu cannot tell certain memories, certain thoughts, from one side of this divide or the other.

She wishes, like Xiao, that there was no divide. There simply isn’t anything on the other side at all.

Xiao, by subconscious thought or active effort, has erased whatever history he had accumulated in his mind before Shifu took him in.

Life with Shifu is all he knows. It’s all he cares to know.

If she were to ask Xiao about it he would most likely say something about how it doesn’t matter. If it was worth remembering he would. It’s all in the past, why should he bother to care for it now?

When Ganyu was thirteen she took traditional dance classes. She can’t say she hated them. It was nice. It was nice to focus on the movement of her body, to listen to the music, to follow a steady beat. It felt nice knowing that the steps and mistakes she was making were made by other girls all over Liyue for hundreds of years. It was nice knowing she was not alone in learning and unlearning this. Even with all the awkward fumbling of being a teenager she liked it.

Somewhere around the age of ten Ganyu had started growing and growing and growing. Shifu would tease her that she was growing so fast because of all the leafy greens she ate. She was growing like a weed to match because you are what you eat. Ganyu started growing at the age of ten and did not stop growing until she was almost nineteen. She’s still not as tall as Shifu, and the growing wasn’t all at once. But she still felt that awkwardness of not quite understanding her own body. A mixture of remembering herself one way and the harsh reality colliding in the form of jammed fingers, bumped foreheads, stubbed toes, and aching shins. The dance classes helped with that. She appreciated them for that, at least.

What Ganyu didn’t like was —

The separation.

All the other girls in the class felt so far away. 

And Ganyu couldn’t figure out how to bridge the gap. She had learned to go around by herself on the bus and train. She’d learned how to speak with the popos and yeyes and ayis and playing mahjong down at the malls and courtyards in their strange but familiar dialects. She’d learned to listen for the shapes of her own dialect, Shifu’s dialect, woven into theirs. 

But Ganyu could not figure out how to reach out the distance between them and her. They were nice to her. She knew their names and they knew hers. She wasn’t excluded during the group practices. There was always someone who asked her to join in with them. And sometimes they would ask her to come to their houses to play, or to go with them after class and share a bus ride. Or maybe to go to the corner store and get some candy or some milk tea. Sometimes Ganyu would say yes. She would go and she would laugh and she would smile and they would talk about their different schools and their different lives that converged together in this dance class.

And for a little Ganyu would forget the distance. Like she would forget the shape of mountains past clouds.

But then after class, or after they had gone out for their afternoon treats, the girls would be picked up by their mothers, their grandmothers. And Ganyu would be picked up by Shifu.

Until she started those classes, Ganyu hadn’t really felt a difference between her and other families. But something about seeing all those other girls, who were already so far away, with their mothers made something in Ganyu tremble.

Ganyu started to make excuses not to go to dance class. When the last dance class of the semester ended Ganyu did not ask Shifu to pay for the next semester’s fee. Shifu did not ask her about it. Ganyu, to this day, does not know if she wishes he would have asked. She does not know which would have been worse. Him already knowing the why’s of it, or not knowing anything at all.

By then Xiao had already started his wushu lessons with Shifu. Without her dance classes to occupy herself Ganyu found herself watching and feeling like an interloper. Wushu was not something Ganyu was overly interested in beyond basic self defense that Shifu had already taught them both. Ganyu learned enough to be able to get away from potential threats, and that was all.

She had peppa lessons, and calligraphy classes that she shared with Xiao, still. But Ganyu’s interest in the peppa had always been lackluster at best and Ganyu had a feeling that Shifu was only waiting for her to ask to stop. Just like he had been waiting with the dance classes. (He would be waiting for quite some time.)

Even then Ganyu had a hard time confronting people about what she wanted directly, if not provided an out like with the finite deadline of her dance classes.

Watching Xiao and Shifu practice in their backyard made her stomach hurt. Ganyu can admit it freely now, that she was envious. They looked like a true father and son. But where was the matching mother for Ganyu?

Ganyu remembers having a mother. Or a grandmother. She remembers before Shifu she lived with a woman — she called her Nainai. Nainai cooked for her and held her. She told her stories. Nainai brushed her hair and put her to bed. Nainai had a garden like the one Shifu has and she let Ganyu play in it. There was, possibly, a jiejie too, but Ganyu doesn’t know what happened to her.

The envy was also guilt and shame.

In what way was Shifu lacking? None that he could fix. None that Ganyu could explain.

Shifu cooked. Shifu cleaned. Shifu bought them everything they could possibly want. Shifu drove them to their extra classes. Shifu helped them with their homework and was invested in hearing anything and everything they had to say. Shifu carved time out of his day for them without them ever asking. Before they could think to ask or want something, it was already there. He never asked for anything in return. There was no conditional clause to him giving them things. 

Some children’s parents demanded they get a certain score on a test, or an overall semester, to get something. For some children, in order to get their allowance, or any allowance at all, they would have to do chores. If they wanted something, they would have to exchange something. But Shifu never did that.

He never pushed them to do anything they didn’t want to do, either. In hindsight Ganyu thinks they were incredibly spoiled and it’s a small miracle that they both turned out as they did. There were plenty of ways for both Ganyu and Xiao to turn into complete brats. Though she’s sure that Xiao would still call her a brat now. But only when she teases him.

Ganyu remembers the day Shifu took down the bow and arrow from the attic storage. The same place he had brought down the wushu training weapons for Xiao.

She doesn’t remember where Xiao was. It was just her and Shifu that day. She doesn’t remember what she had been doing or what caused him to go into the attic in the first place. He brought down the bow and the arrow and he called for her to come with him.

The full details of the memory are unclear, blurred by fog and clouds. He must have handed the equipment to her, because she has a vague feeling that she carried it. She held it awkwardly, unused to their shape, their weight. They must have taken the car because bringing archery equipment on a bus or a train doesn’t seem right. Ganyu doesn’t remember the drive, or where they went exactly.

The next part of this memory that becomes clear is the two of them in a forest. Ganyu sits with her back against a tree over a spread out blanket. It was a little chilly out and Shifu’s coat was spread out over her legs. In the memory, Shifu stands farther off from her, his back towards her as he holds the bow.

“Observe,” Shifu said, voice cutting through the space between them.

And Ganyu remembers, with unreal and impossible clarity —

She remembers that smooth liquid draw, and the way that when Shifu’s arms moved to raise the bow and draw back the string the entire world went quiet. His shoulders moved underneath the fabric of his shirt, and the entire space of the world around them folded accordingly to match. Shifu called down the feeling of clouds, of sky, of endless horizons. He breathed and the world held its breath. It all went still.

His shoulders seemed to bloom like a flower spreading its petals, and then turn into the steady shape of a tree holding firm.

Shifu’s fingers released the arrow. The sound the bowstring made and the anticipatory silence just before the arrow found its mark felt like an entire year.

He turned to her, and he didn’t need to ask if she wanted to learn. He didn’t need to say anything else. 

This did not resolve the distance between Ganyu and her peers. This did not fix the muddle of memories that Ganyu sometimes wishes she did not have. It did not change the envy or shame or guilt that sometimes burst through her at the worst times.

Maybe it wasn’t meant to. Ganyu doesn’t know why Shifu thought she would find an interest in archery — she can’t remember ever bringing it up. She doesn’t know what he saw in her that made him think he should give that chance. But he did it.

And it did fix something in her. It did something. It did give her something.

To this day, when Ganyu holds the bow and arrow in her hands she feels as though she becomes someone else. The world becomes so clear. Her attention focuses. Everything drops away, as though she were a bird rising into the heavens. All the other details are small, irrelevant. In that world above the clouds there is only Ganyu, the target, and the empty space in between.

The world goes quiet, and so does Ganyu’s mind.

This is what Ganyu loves most about archery. The quiet.

It’s a feeling Ganyu chases. She’s found it in few other places.

Watching the clouds is another place she’s found that peace. When she was very young she thought she might grow up to study clouds one day. But Ganyu’s happiness in observing clouds was only that. Ganyu had no real desire to study, scrutinize, analyze, and pick apart the sky. Ganyu’s joy was simply in looking at the shapes, the colors, the textures — each cloud made of the exact same material but no two identical. All clouds becoming one, one becoming several, each one containing multitudes.

Xiao would sometimes tease her — “You and your clouds.”

Sometimes he seemed exasperated by it. But always warm. Always fond.

To Xiao she could only respond, “Yes. Me and my clouds.”

-

Time does many things. It softens memories, it softens bodies, it softens hurts. Or it does the opposite. It’s strange like that.

Ganyu’s love for clouds doesn’t fade so much as it changes. Her life gets busier. More people enter it. She makes friends. She attempts to date. Xiao moves out for university and stays out afterwards. Both of them commiserate over Shifu’s dates and not-dates. Ganyu continues to ponder over the staggering amount of mora Shifu has at his disposal whenever she does the household expenses. Ganyu goes on hiking trips and goes on holidays abroad, sometimes with her family, sometimes with friends or coworkers, sometimes by herself.

The clouds are an easy constant to latch onto whenever things get too loud, too busy, too stressful. No matter what, there will always be clouds. Even if it’s just one stray little wisp of a thing, or a jet stream. There’s something. Even the absence of clouds is something she’s learned to enjoy. A clear blue sky offers the same sublime as a still body of water. There is a consuming depth to it that Ganyu would gladly turn herself over to.

She no longer has the time to stare at clouds scroll across the sky for hours on end. And that makes the few moments when she can glance up all the more precious.

What does she look like to the clouds? Can they even see her at all?

Ganyu is in the middle of wondering this, sitting in one of the small manicured courtyards of the Qixing’s many labyrinth administration buildings, when an splotch of unusually bright color enters her field of vision. Just at the corner of her eye, really.

She turns away from the clouds and sees Keqing going back and forth with another woman. Keqing’s round face looks a little sour, but it usually does so Ganyu doesn’t pay that much mind. The other woman is wearing bright red boots with low heels and carries a very thick, very worn red-brown leather bag that looks to be bursting at the seams with papers. Her hair is a peach-pink and that is what caught Ganyu’s attention. Ganyu looks over and the woman’s eyes meet hers. They’re green. Like grass. Like jade. And they sparkle.

Ganyu’s heart does a little flutter that she wants to scold it for. How can you do that for someone you don’t know? Don’t be so easily fooled.

“Ganyu,” Keqing says from almost half the courtyard away, sharp little heels clicking on the pavement, “This is Yanfei. A consultant from one of the contracted firms we keep on retainer. She’s an associate lawyer.”

“Aw, come on, A-Qing, don’t introduce me like that. You make it sound all formal and business-y.” Yanfei nudges Keqing with her elbow. “It’s like we aren’t even friends.”

“I’m reconsidering being friends with you as we speak,” Keqing retorts, rolling her eyes. The interaction reminds Ganyu of herself and Xiao. “Yanfei, this is Ganyu. I told you about her before.”

“Basically the person who keeps the Qixing running,” Yanfei laughs, holding her hand out. “Hi Ganyu. Gan-jie? Yu-jie?”

Keqing kicks Yanfei in the ankle. “What did I literally just finish warning you about, Yanfei? Ganyu, ignore her. She’s always like this. Don’t indulge her. I mean it. Give her a centimeter she’ll take a whole kilometer.”

Yanfei winces at impact, but keeps her hand out.

Ganyu laughs and takes Yanfei’s hand.

“It’s fine,” Ganyu says. She, too, can be her own type of sly when she wants to. Granted, it’s usually aimed at Xiao. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Yan-mei.”

-

Yanfei is a frequent presence at the Qixing buildings. In fact, Ganyu isn’t sure how she didn’t notice the other woman sooner. Now that she’s met her, she can’t stop running into her. It seems that everywhere she goes she sees Yanfei’s pale blush colored hair. 

She asks Keqing if Yanfei is always here or if it’s really been that busy lately. For Ganyu it’s always busy. She wouldn’t be able to notice one way or another. 

Keqing doesn’t really answer her. “We’re the Qixing. It’s always that busy.”

Perhaps what Ganyu should have asked, instead, is — “Is Yanfei always so nice?”

From what Ganyu can see of Yanfei and her work ethic, the woman is probably just as tenacious as Keqing is. It makes sense. Keqing doesn’t hang about people who only put in half efforts. Keqing may come from a rich family, but she’s worked hard and devoted herself to earning her position. There is no one who would be able to say that Keqing got her place among the Qixing, as Yuheng no less, through nepotism or other unsavory means.

That, and Keqing clearly has passion for her work. What Keqing does matters. It matters very much to her. Keqing has ambitions and goals and a vision for the future of Liyue and how to get there and truly feels strongly on the matter. It’s part of why she can come off as so strict, so unyielding. But underneath it all Keqing means well.

Yanfei has something similar about her. Ganyu’s had the opportunity to overhear Yanfei talking about the particulars of lesser known law addendums and references now and again. And there’s clearly a calm satisfaction that the woman takes from falling back onto the jargon of the law. A familiar sort of calm that Ganyu recognizes but can’t name. A hazy silhouette of something Ganyu feels a faint pull of understanding towards.

Sometimes Yanfei will see her and come towards her, easy grin on her face and confidence in the amble of her crisp strides. Yanfei is always, in some way or form that Ganyu can tell, between things. On her way to something, working on a new project, pondering her way through some thought puzzle. Yanfei doesn’t idle. Her mind is always going, leaping from one thing to another. When one thing concludes or comes to a natural stopping point where Yanfei must wait to proceed, her mind flies her immediately to some other thing to work on. She’s busy in a way Ganyu has never been and, truthfully, doesn’t know how she would be capable of handling.

Without her moments to look at the sky, the clouds, without the time to drink tea with Shifu at night or text Xiao, she thinks she would be truly at her wits end. Ganyu likes her job, she likes being useful and finding solutions to problems and she likes helping people. She truly does and she does believe that she’s good at it.

But there are still moments when Ganyu needs to let everything go still.

Like the draw of a bow, like the infinity that’s encapsulated between the release of the string and the impact of an arrow against a target. Ganyu still needs moments like those. She cannot imagine what her life would be like if she did not seek out those moments of quiet. It is not in her to seek, tirelessly.

“If I may ask,” Ganyu asks Yanfei as they’re waiting to pick up their lunch order — and Keqing’s, “Why did you choose law?”

“It’s respectable enough isn’t it?” Yanfei replies, eyeing Ganyu for a moment. “Well that’s a shallow answer. A true one. But probably not what you’re looking for. Would you believe me if I said there was no real deep meaning to it?”

Plenty of people end up in their professions without any true passion for it. Xiao has no real interest in the particulars of his job, he’s good at it, but at the end of the day it’s a job. 

“If that’s the answer then it is the answer. It doesn’t matter if I believe it or not,” Ganyu replies.  “If you became a lawyer because it’s a good job then I’m glad for you.”

They collect their take out and start making their way back to the Qixing building, careful to avoid the crush of pedestrians both on their way to and from their own lunch breaks, and the non-working denizens who spill out over the streets in plastic chairs and tables playing cards and mahjong and shell games. Ganyu is tempted to stop to pet a dog sunbathing, half underneath an empty chair.

“If you want something,” Yanfei says, “You have to know it.”

Ganyu stops to look at her. Yanfei stares back, measured and calm.

“Do you get what I mean?” Yanfei asks. “If you want something, you have to know what it is. Otherwise how are you going to go about getting it? If you want something, you have to know it. And knowing it is half the battle. The other half is knowing how to go about getting it. And the law is a clear and unarguable way to get things. If this, then that. It’s a series of flow charts and clauses that can guide you through anything.”

Yanfei walks over towards the dog, slowing when its ears prick up, and then slowly lowering herself when the dog makes no signs of aggression.

She turns over her should and grins at Ganyu. “Keqing says you’ve named all the stray dogs in Liyue. Which one is this?”

-

Ganyu hasn’t seen Xingqiu in quite some time. Probably since the last time they all had dinner at the Wanmin, when Xiao came down from Wangshu. That was perhaps a month or so ago. They’ve talked since, but it’s hardly the same as seeing him in front of her.

“So you’ve met Yanfei,” Xingqiu says, falling into step next to her. Ganyu smiles at him.

“Hello, Xingqiu.”

“Ah yes, forgive my manners,” Xingqiu smiles back. “Hello Ganyu-jie. Are you well? Apparently Xinyan was up near Wangshu for a concert and she met up with ge. She made him go with her to get malatang? I didn’t think he would say yes. Either he’s actually lonely or he has a secret tolerance for spicy food that none of us have ever known about.”

“Xiao does not have a tolerance for spicy food.” Shifu never really made spicy food. She knows he likes it well enough and can make it. But Xiao’s rather frail stomach has always deterred the entry of such foods into their home. Ganyu can handle it, but only at its most mild. Which she supposes is still quite hot for people who are coming from outside of Liyue. She once went to get malatang with some foreign exchange students who were interning at various embassies around Liyue and ended up escorting several slightly sick personnel back to their respective lodgings. “But perhaps we shouldn’t suggest the first part out loud, hm?”

“You’ve met Yanfei?”

“Yes. She’s very — “. Ganyu’s mind flickers to green eyes and heart-of-a-flower hair. “Passionate.”

“That is certainly one word for her,” Xingqiu agrees. “How do you find her?”

“Well, normally we seem to run into each other. Oh! Sorry. I don’t know her that well yet. I think she seems very nice. She can speak very fast. She’s very well read, too. Have you met her as well?”

“She’s one of the up and coming contract lawyers in all of Liyue, of course I’ve met her.” Xingqiu shakes his head. “She can talk circles around you if you aren’t careful. Not malicious of course. She just tends to get carried away.”

“She’s passionate.”

“Yes she is.” Xingqiu’s smile is soft and full of warm laughter. “I’m surprised you hadn’t met her sooner, really. You two seem like you would get along.”

“We do?” Ganyu blinks, surprised. She gets along with most people, she thinks. But she doesn’t think Yanfei fits the profile of people Ganyu is expected to associate with and vice versa. Ganyu feels too quite, too pale in personality — somehow less present when faced with Yanfei’s bold certainty. Ganyu is a cloud. Yanfei is a mountain. Or a fast moving stream. A lightning bolt. A flame that sparks and jumps. Tangible and demanding in presence.

Xingqiu nods. “I don’t think I’d be able to explain it. But I think it’s mostly because when you speak you both have a strong — I guess charisma. When you speak people listen. Because they know that the two of you have experience and wisdom that they need. You know Keqing, Xiangling, and Yanfei go hiking sometimes.”

Ganyu’s gone hiking and camping with Xiangling before. She went once with Keqing and has politely declined or suggested alternates ever since.

Xingqiu must read something on her face because he laughs.

“Yanfei actually organizes most of it when the three of them go out. She’s a lawyer after all. She knows how to make deals. Maybe you should go next time. The three of them could use a cooler head between them. I’d send Chongyun but you know they just run right over and through him. Gladly at that.”

“We could send Xiao,” Ganyu suggests. “It would certainly give them all a common talking point.”

“Drag dage along anyway,” Xingqiu suggests, “Then the four of you will have something to talk about. Maybe if the four of you go you can convince Xinyan and Hu Tao to join too.”

“You wouldn’t want to come?”

“I like the outdoors just fine, but with or without Yanfei’s influence Keqing is a nightmare on outdoor trips like those. If we let her she’d just go off on her own with an ice pick or a switchblade and maybe a lighter if she was being. Well. I would call it lazy, but it really isn’t. She considers matches and a lighter a shortcut.”

Keqing’s opinions on what one should and shouldn’t do while camping can be extremely draconian. Ganyu knows for a fact that Keqing has a sizable inventory of camping gear and outdoor activity equipment that are very well cared for. But Keqing is also just as likely to decide that she’s going out for the weekend on her way home from work, and make a sudden turn on the express lane to get her out of Liyue Harbor and then disappear for a few hours surviving off of nothing but whatever was on her person. It’s given Ganyu and those Keqing works with quite a few scares. It’s also, probably, added to Keqing’s image as someone with an unflappable no-nonsense demeanor who shouldn’t be messed with.

“If we can all get Keqing to at least allow us to bring our cellphones and use them then maybe I’d consider a day out,” Xingqiu continues. “But no overnight stay. Unless we rent a cabin. That would never happen, I know. Keqing considers cabins of any sort to be glamping. Except during winter and even then she’d rather just set up a very sturdy tent.”

“She likes adventure.”

“I have a feeling that being on the verge of a disaster at all times makes her feel the thrill of being alive,” Xingqiu deadpans, “Unfortunately the rest of us just feel our own peril rapidly approaching.”

-

Ganyu does end up going on a short hiking trip with Yanfei and Xiangling. Keqing bowed out because she had to work overtime on a project concerning the construction of a high speed railway between Liyue Harbor and Guyun Stone Forest. Talks have stalled and the construction companies putting in the bids are suddenly on a back-foot, hesitant to proceed and ready to pull out. 

Xiangling brings her dog, Guoba. Yanfei is a few minutes late, and apologetically explains that she was a little distracted in making sure her grandmother would be alright for the day by herself.

“She’s got good health. Physically she’s got some low blood pressure issues and arthritis. But overall she’s doing pretty well. And she’s still wicked sharp,” Yanfei explains, holding still as Xiangling sprays sunscreen onto her. “But I think she sometimes forgets that she’s not young anymore so she ends up overreaching and doing more than she should because she thinks she still can. Watch, by the time I go home she’ll have started a whole dinner spread. Five or six dishes complete with fruits ready to be cut up for dessert and a whole tea service.”

“What do you do during the week?” Ganyu asks.

“During the week she takes classes at community centers,” Yanfei says. “She keeps busy. Calligraphy, flower arranging, tai chi, the works. Honestly? I’m not sure why she goes. She knows it all.”

“It’s probably so she can have company,” Xiangling points out. She passes the spray on sunscreen to Ganyu and turns around, pulling her braids off of the back of her neck. Ganyu shakes the bottle vigorously before spraying onto Xiangling’s skin. The woman yelps. “That’s so cold. Why is it cold? A-Yan, why didn’t you warn me?”

“Aw, don’t be a baby. It’s just a little chilly. It smells nice. Is that coconut? Hey! Guoba! I know it smells good but don’t lick! Bad dog.”

Xiangling and Guoba switch between going on ahead and falling a little behind. For the most part Yanfei and Ganyu keep pace with each other making small talk.

“Did Keqing tell you how we met?” Yanfei asks. “We were both angling for the same fishing spot. We started to argue about it. But we were both so stubborn we both refused to move. Then we had lunch together while waiting for something to catch on our lines. Obviously nothing would come. We both left empty handed. But somehow we exchanged Weibo handles.”

Ganyu laughs. “You went in arguing and came out with each other’s internet handles? That doesn’t sound like Keqing. The arguing part yes.”

“The last part was probably me then,” Yanfei admits. “I can’t help it. It’s part of my thing. I get to talking and my mouth runs away from me. It runs to some truly interesting places, I have to admit. I’m lucky it’s not gotten me into trouble so far. I bet you don’t have that problem. You seem like the type of person to know exactly what to say and when to say it.”

“It’s the opposite really,” Ganyu admits, “I find that I’m sometimes too slow to speak. I’m not very articulate.”

“You just used the word articulate. I think that’s a perfect counter. Most people who aren’t articulate would just say they’re not good with words.”

“I have a good vocabulary,” Ganyu concedes, “But I am often too slow to grasp the correct word to use in the appropriate situation. Does that phrasing work better, Yanfei-laoshi?”

Yanfei coughs and then bursts out laughing, hands going around her middle as she tosses her head back. Ganyu finds herself laughing along too, eyes curving closed as their laughter mixes with the trees, the sun, the sky.

“Has anyone told you that you’re very funny, Ganyu-jie?” Yanfei asks, bumping Ganyu’s elbow with hers. “Whenever people talk about you, you know, they talk about how elegant and graceful you are. And how wise you are for your age. They talk about how polite and incredibly capable you are. It paints a very intimidating figure, you know! But no one ever said you were funny. I think I would’ve been less nervous to finally meet you if someone just said you were also incredibly funny.”

“You were nervous to meet me?” Ganyu tilts her head. “Me? Really?”

“Well. Yeah. Do you not know? Next to the Tianquan herself you’re probably one of the most prominent figures in Liyue. You’re the backbone of the the Qixing. That place wouldn’t run without you.” Yanfei’s eyes are so incredibly bright and clear and sharp in the light, the sun. Ganyu blinks and tries to focus more on Yanfei’s words. But her eyes are so — well.

Calm down, Ganyu tells her heart. It doesn’t listen, it never does. It’s all the rebellion she never cared for or had time or reason to have.

“They also say you’re very beautiful. Did I mention that?” Yanfei continues. Her nimble fingers pick at the straps of her backpack, the zipper on her jacket, a few strands of her hair that have escaped from the low ponytail she’d put it into a few minutes ago. “I mean. I figure — they’re just saying that. A woman in power who’s also incredibly capable? Of course they’ll say something about her looks. Probably just something they’re saying to get on her good side, right? But boy was I wrong about that. They said you were beautiful and they were right. Are right. Tenses. You are not less beautiful now than then. It’s a still occurring thing and probably will alway be occurring. Ganyu was, is, and will be beautiful. Oh. Hold — This is what I mean exactly. See? My mouth has run away from me again. I mean it, next time stop me. Don’t take me seriously, Ganyu-jie. It’s bad for both of our healths. Ah, and you’re frowning now. don’t think on it. When I ramble I’m not meant to be taken seriously like that.” Yanfei laughs again, high and breathless and not quite right. 

Ganyu feels her brows furrowed deep, and opens her mouth to protest. But what if I want to take you seriously?

Before Ganyu can speak them, the words get stuck, seized in her throat, her chest, by some unnameable and yet familiar fear. An anxiety she didn’t realize was walking with her at this moment, until it had reached into her chest and held her still.

“Can you two keep it down?” Xiangling calls from further back. “Specifically you, A-Yan. I can hear your hooting from all the way down the path over the sound of a whole waterfall. You’ll set off a landslide.”

-

Liking Yanfei is not a hardship. Liking Yanfei is quite easy, actually. The woman is affable, charming, and truly fascinating to speak with. Her breadth of knowledge is so vast, so broad — it reminds Ganyu a little of Shifu. She thinks that he would love to speak with Yanfei. 

And when Yanfei doesn’t know something it’s so easy for her to admit it and then defer to someone else. That sort of open-mindedness and humility is hard to find in Ganyu’s experience. It’s a precious trait to have. Especially when it seems to come to a person naturally rather than by hard lessons learned.

Yanfei’s opinions are incredibly refreshing and unusual. They’re liberal. They feel like a fresh coastal breeze and Ganyu finds herself looking forward to their little talks. The more Ganyu talks to Yanfei the more she seems to appear in Ganyu’s life. There’s the hiking and various outdoor activities with Yanfei and Xiangling and Keqing. Then there’s meeting up at a cafe or going to karaoke. Then there’s Sunday brunches and meeting up on the subway or bus by accident on the way to and from somewhere.

Soon enough Yanfei is a regular at their group’s dinners at the Wanmin.

“I can’t believe I wasn’t invited sooner, is this everybody?” Yanfei asks, passing Xiangling a bag of dried anchovies. “Hope those are the right ones because I’m not going back to get the right ones. It was killer on the ride here. I’ve got to get a car.”

“Get a license first,” Xingqiu suggests. “I think that would help.”

Yanfei clicks her tongue, pointing finger guns at Xingqiu, “Point taken, point taken.”

“They’re the right ones,” Xiangling declares and returns back to the kitchen where Ganyu and Chongyun are waiting for further instruction in dinner preparations. Cooking with Xiangling is entirely unlike cooking at home by herself or with Xiao-ge or with Shifu. It seems a lot brighter, a lot more warmer and intense. Not louder, exactly, although there is a lot more talking. And it isn’t to say cooking with her family is cold. It’s a different kind of warmth. There’s a companionship to be found in shared silence.

Yanfei follows in after Xiangling, tossing her coat at Xinyan to pile with the rest. She washes her hands at the sink.

“Alright, Xiangling-laoban, what’re we doing today?” Yanfei asks, falling in to stand close to Ganyu. Yanfei winks at her. Like there’s some secret joke here. Or maybe she just winks to wink. Ganyu smiles back. She never quite mastered how to wink properly.

“Xiao-ge and Hu Tao couldn’t make it,” Keqing says from the living room. “Hu Tao’s out of the area for work and Xiao-he’s overseeing training of some new personnel so he’s pulling extra shifts.”

“Your brother?” Yanfei asks. Ganyu nods.

“Though he’d never admit to it,” Chongyun says.

“We’re adopted,” Ganyu explains when Yanfei turns back to her, brows furrowed. “We were both foster children who were taken in by the same man and then later adopted. Shifu adopted Xiao first.”

“Ah, got it, got it. Nainai isn’t really my grandmother. My dad and mom started traveling for work as soon as I was born and she was a family friend or something, so they left me with her. She might as well be my real granny. She practically raised me! I think I’ve spent more time in her apartment than in the actual house my parents own.” Yanfei winces. “Which reminds me that I should probably check in on that house and make sure they didn’t leave any perishables behind when they last came through.”

They soon fall into the easy pattern of cooking. They stand close, but not close enough to accidentally knock into each other. The voice of all of their, now shared, friends wash over and through them. Yanfei talks, occasionally making space for Ganyu to join in or otherwise filling the space where Ganyu could, should, speak. Ganyu feels herself drifting into a pattern. She is a cloud, caught by a storm, a vortex. She is following an air current.

How terrifying, how awesome.

Liking Yanfei is too easy. Too, too easy. It scares her how easy.

Every moment with Yanfei is a reminder of the distance between them. It is also a shocking revelation about how easy that gap can be crossed. Yanfei does it effortlessly. She dances from her side to Ganyu’s and back again.

Later, after the cooking is done and everyone is seated around the table and the mismatched chairs procured from around Xiangling’s house Ganyu’s eyes keep sliding to meet Yanfei’s. Does it mean something that Yanfei is usually already looking? That when their eyes meet Yanfei seems to smile a little warmer, her eyes seem to be a little brighter? Is it all imagined? 

Calm down, Ganyu chides herself. It’s a futile effort. She might as well turn to the sky and scold the clouds into absolute stillness, or the stars into darkness.

When Ganyu gets home she lies back in her bed and stares at her ceiling. There are small, very dim and almost invisible now, glow in the dark clouds painted onto it. She remembers that she and Xiao had gotten up on a ladder they had dragged into Ganyu’s room to paint it. The paint was from sort of art kit one of them had gotten for a birthday. Xiao argued that stars would make more sense but Ganyu wanted clouds. So he painted her clouds while she gave him directions lying on her back on the floor.

She thinks Shifu walked in on them like that, about to call them for dinner. He opened the door to Ganyu’s room and they stared at him as the stared at them and then the ceiling. Then his eyes fixed on Xiao until Xiao climbed down the ladder and put down the paintbrush. And then he turned his eyes onto Ganyu until she sat up, stood up, and fell in next to Xiao. Shifu then proceeded to lecture them on ladder safety and how important it is for them to let him know if they’re doing something like this in the future.

The paint has almost entirely faded away by now. Really, Ganyu is pretty certain that the only clouds she’s seeing are the outlines of the clouds in her memories. Ganyu expects the clouds to be there in the darkness and so they are. It’s not that hard to imagine shapes in the dark.

Ganyu looks at her clouds.

She can reconcile herself with liking Yanfei. That’s easy. Ganyu has had crushes on people before. She’s even acted on a few of them. A very small few.

But to say it to Yanfei? Yanfei who’s repeatedly told Ganyu not to take her seriously? Yanfei who just seems so amiable with everyone she meets? What if Yanfei was being sincere in warning Ganyu off? What if Ganyu was reading into it too much?

What if she ruins this, whatever it is, by seeing something that isn’t there? Like her clouds?

Ganyu closes her eyes, clouds printed onto he back of her eyelids in clearer form than they are on her ceiling.

The worst case scenario would be if she read it all wrong and Yanfei really didn’t mean anything by any of it at all. If Ganyu saw Yanfei’s attempts at being friends as too much, something not offered at all. And after that sort of mistake, Yanfei not wanting to be near Ganyu outside of a professional scope. That would be the worst case scenario.

And the best one? 

Dare she even think of it? Dare she get her hopes up? Ganyu has never been a risk taker. The unknown, the uncertain, causes her anxiety. Clouds and mountains in the distance, memories that refuse to be true or false in either direction. It ties her stomach into knots and makes the back of her neck prickle with unease. Ganyu values certainty. And when that isn’t available then at least probability and statistics.

She’s not the best mathematician, and her mathematics scores were never the best. But Ganyu liked the subject enough. There is an absolute foundation to mathematical problems. There can only ever be one solution.

Yanfei is not a mathematical solution. There is no way for Ganyu to calculate probability or ratio of success to failure. There are no variables she can input into a known, proven, formula to give her an answer.

There is only this: does she dare?

-

“There’s a certainty to law,” Yanfei says to her one day. Ganyu isn’t sure what prompted this, but she keeps quiet and listens for what Yanfei will say next. The receipt for their drinks is waxy under her fingertips. The edges of it catch against her callouses. Ganyu flattens her palm over it. Yanfei is looking out the window, watching pedestrians and traffic amble past. “I mean. Don’t get me wrong. The law is a living thing. It changes. It’s biased. It’s worded, usually, in some of the most confusing ways. But there’s a certainty to it that I like. If you aren’t sure about something you can look it up. There are rules to it. Does that make any sense, Ganyu-jie? If I’m not sure about something I can look it up and know that someone else before me came across the exact same problem and came up with a solution to it.”

“If it is a living thing,” Ganyu says, “How do you know it’s certain? You said it yourself. It changes. How do you know it’s certain?”

“Hm. Certain might not be the right word then.” Yanfei drums her fingers on the countertop. “I’d ask you what the word would be, but I’m the one trying to explain something to you. That’s troublesome. I’m not very good at articulating emotional stuff. I guess what I’m trying to say is that the law is…hm. I generally know the shape of it. You can see where it’s going. Alright. Here’s what I’m trying to say, and am saying very poorly: the law is clear in what it does and does not allow. The boundaries are set. You know what you’re working with. Either you’re following the law or you aren’t. There’s wiggle room for sure, and the legal system has its flaws. I won’t argue either of those things. And the law has definitely been used in ways it shouldn’t. But it’s all there in the text. If you know where to look, it’s all written down for you. I like that. And I wish that other things were like that too, sometimes.”

Yanfei’s green eyes flick towards Ganyu and then away again.

“I don’t know. Don’t mind me. I’m being uncharacteristically philosophical. I think I just wanted to hear myself talking. It’s all nonsense, jiejie.”

“I don’t think so,” Ganyu says. “I think I understood. Not why it’s on your mind, but I think I understand the concept of what you were saying. Is that why you became a lawyer? Because it was comforting? The law and the clarity of it?”

Yanfei’s lips curl up at the corners. She breathes out quietly, humming a little. 

“It can be comforting. I guess. But we can’t all always be comfortable.” Yanfei mutters this, quietly enough that Ganyu almost doesn’t catch it. “Listen — Ganyu, speaking of certainty. There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you —

“An order for Ganyu! One tiger sugar boba with extra cream, half sweet. One grasshopper, less sweet, less ice!”

Ganyu turns, and sees the drinks sliding onto the serving counter and then turns back to Yanfei.

Yanfei blinks and waves her off.

“Next time. Maybe. Come on. I want to try your grasshopper drink. It’s really just a cucumber smoothie? How do they get it that green?”

-

“I’m glad you and Yanfei get along,” Keqing tells her as they file out of the weekly Qixing meeting between all of the department heads. Ganyu pauses in the middle of sorting through her notes and double checking her recording of the meeting.

Keqing finishes signing something and passes it to one of her aides to deliver to wherever it needs to go. She keeps talking as though they are not in the middle of Liyue’s main governing branch and sorting out through several important details pertinent to the running of the country.

As though Ganyu isn’t currently, mentally, trying to sort out when she’ll have time to complete the transcription of these meeting notes and do her follow ups with the rest of her support staff to make sure they’ve collected and sorted the materials for the next meeting.

“Yanfei’s nice,” Keqing continues, walking down the hallway towards her own offices, clearly expecting Ganyu to follow. “Everyone likes her. Even when she’s actively working against them. They know she’s fair and she’s good at what she does. She’s charismatic is what it is. And she’s worked very hard to build her reputation on those things. Charisma, fairness, expertise. But that just means that people know about Yanfei. They don’t actually know her. She’s got coworkers, acquaintances, business partners, and peers. People who are actually her friends are few and far in between.”

Ganyu did have a sense for that already.

“She’s like you in that regard.”

Ganyu blinks, confused.

Keqing shoots Ganyu a fond look over her shoulder. “Are you going to tell me otherwise?”

She isn’t. Ganyu gestures for Keqing to continue. Keqing smiles, a quick thing as she turns to face forward again.

“Anyway, what I’m trying to say is — I’m glad you two have each other. You two are so alike, but also different. I think you two are really good for each other. Yanfei draws you out a bit more — not like you’re holding back with us. I know you aren’t. But when Yanfei is around you’re a little less reserved, and a little quicker to tease back. And when you’re around Yanfei is more centered. Yanfei’s mind is like the train station. There’s always something coming and going and there’s dozens upon dozens of different tracks switching and coordinating with each other all at once. But when you’re around it becomes a monorail. Yanfei is there, in the moment, focusing on whatever it is rather than having half of her thoughts flying in a dozen other directions.”

“I didn’t realize,” Ganyu says.

“Of course you wouldn’t. You’ve only ever known the Yanfei that Yanfei is around you, and vice versa,” Keqing replies. “And how would you see the difference in yourself? It’s fine that you didn’t notice. Don’t focus on that part. What I’m trying to tell you is that I’m happy for you two. I wasn’t sure how you’d get along when I introduced you. But Yanfei made such a fuss about wanting to meet the famous Ganyu of the Qixing and if anything I knew I could count on you to be polite even if she annoyed you. Thank you for that.”

Ganyu thinks she should probably be the one thanking Keqing.

“What brings this up?” Ganyu asks, instead.

Keqing looks at her again. This time she stops walking entirely. She turns and faces Ganyu, her sharp expression going a little soft around the edges.

“I just wanted to say it,” Keqing says. “Because some things need to be said. Otherwise how will anyone know? Ganyu — “ Keqing pauses. “We’ve known each other for a long time. We’ve been friends outside of work for a while, too. I’ve seen you go down this road before. Do I have to say what we both know I mean? I don’t think either of our faces are thick enough for that.”

Ganyu clears her throat. “Was I that obvious?”

“Maybe only to me, since I’m around you all the time,” Keqing says. “If Xiao-ge were here or your Shifu saw, maybe them too. Xingqiu, also, because he’s just annoyingly perceptive.”

“I — do you think Yanfei has noticed?”

Keqing rolls her eyes. “Yanfei’s too busy being foolish about something else to notice. Don’t worry.” Her expression returns to being solemn. “That being said, don’t get so lost in your thoughts that you miss out on something. Okay, jiejie? You don’t know anything unless you try.”

-

Here is Ganyu, stuck with her head in the clouds, thinking useless thoughts that circle endlessly and without answer. And here is Yanfei, speaking about something that Ganyu certainly should have been paying attention to but hasn’t. Ganyu chides herself on her distraction, but knows it to be useless. She’ll no doubt be caught up again in her own internal struggle. With or without Yanfei here speaking.

“I’m sorry, Yanfei-laoshi,” Ganyu admits when Yanfei pauses, clearly expecting Ganyu to say something pertaining to what should have been a conversation back. “My mind wandered off. I didn’t quite follow what you were saying. I don’t know what’s come over me.”

That’s a lie. Ganyu knows exactly what’s bothering her and causing her mind to float away from her. Keqing’s words spin around in her, a useless whirlpool that knocks her thoughts against each other like flotsam.

Yanfei just shakes her head, smiling. “It’s alright. I know I went off tangent for a while there. I wouldn’t blame you for zoning out. Sometimes I think some of my other associates start doing mental checklists of other things they have to do when I start talking. They write grocery lists, think about their schedule for their week, consider what they should order for lunch or dinner — I caught one of them out doing that once. They started to mutter sums and write it out on their palm with their finger.”

“I’ll listen this time,” Ganyu insists, “I really am sorry. If you’re saying something people should listen. I should listen. Your insight is invaluable, Yanfei-laoshi.”

The woman tilts her head, expression uncharacteristically scrutinizing. Ganyu feels as though she’s been standing on solid land and is now suddenly on a small boat. She can feel the rocking of the sea, the lapping of every wave against the shallow edge. She doesn’t know what Yanfei is looking for, if anything. Maybe she finds it. Maybe she doesn’t.

“Would you believe that I became a lawyer because I want the profession to someday become obsolete?” Yanfei asks, suddenly.

Ganyu blinks, confused by the sudden comment. Surely this wasn’t what Yanfei was talking about earlier. Yanfei idly flips through a few more pages in the court transcript she had been reviewing before putting it back with the others.

“Pardon?”

“Yeah. Sounds silly right? Liyue will always need lawyers. But like. Some part of me thinks that like. Someday, if we do everything right, if we educate everyone enough, if people just really think, if I show enough people how to understand the faults and logic of the laws and how to work with them — because the law can be really strange. There are some truly esoteric and baffling laws that you wouldn’t believe even had to be drafted, let alone passed. The law can be strange but that’s because it’s written by people. People are weird. People are confusing. The law should be fair but the standard of fairness can change. Only a few decades ago Liyue was recovering post war. My grandmother still talks about the war like it was yesterday for her, like she expects to wake up one day and have rationing and see queues down the sidewalk for charcoal. You can pretty much date a law based on its contents and the wording in it. I can show you if you want sometime. It’s a fun little pastime that helped me study in law school. Anyway. Being a lawyer is basically being someone who can see from multiple points of view and see how people are strange but try and understand where that strangeness comes into conflict. Sometime’s it’s pretty straight up. Someone said they’d do something and then they didn’t do it because they changed their mind after promising. Sometimes it’s a little harder.”

Ganyu waits. Yanfei speaks very fast, and sometimes Ganyu needs a moment for all of the words to run and space themselves out in her mind. 

“And a lot of conflicts arise from people not understanding the laws, or not knowing some laws or parts of laws exist,” Yanfei continues. “That’s what lawyers are for. We’re there to know those laws, to know those little annotations and loopholes and clauses. But someday I hope that we won’t need to be around as a profession. I hope people won’t need someone like me to be around to make sure they’re taken care of and are doing something right. I hope that no one needs someone with my experience and training to be able to go about their day. I hope that someday in the future people can go about their day doing what they want and saying what they want without conflict, without misunderstandings. Maybe for like…serious stuff. Criminal law sort of things. But not for the little things. Imagine not needing a lawyer because you and the person you’re arguing with understand enough about yourselves and each other to reach out and bridge the gap on your own.”

Yanfei laughs. “I know it seems super naive. There’ll always be liars and cheats and malicious people in the world. But wouldn’t it be nice? Wouldn’t it be so nice if — “

Yanfei pauses, then. Hesitant. Her gaze falls back down to the records she had been going through.

“I’m rambling. I do that a lot. If I do it you should shut me up before I get annoying. Otherwise I’ll go on forever, Ganyu. I’ll talk your ear off. I think my grandma is half deaf because of me, you know. Yeah, yeah. Old age and living through a war will do things to your hearing. But I swear that it’s probably because of me. My nainai is a strong lady. I think I’ve said that before, but it bears repeating.”

What a beautiful dream, Ganyu thinks. A far away one, a noble one, a most likely impossible one. At least, one not capable of manifesting in this lifetime.

“But what would you do if there were no more lawyers?” Ganyu asks.

Yanfei looks up at her again, smile small and eyes glittering.

“You think I could be a rapper?”

-

For all that Xiao resists attempts to be dragged into social events and seems to make it a point to avoid being associated with anyone he’s very good at understanding people. Ganyu misses the days when Xiao lived in Liyue Harbor and the days when the circles of people they interacted with were small and overlapping. Ganyu could turn to Xiao and ask him for his opinion on someone and he would always hesitate and try to get her to seek advice elsewhere, but ultimately he would cave and give her a few comments of startling insight.

If only Xiao would act on these insights — Ganyu is certain Xiao would probably have managed to garner more goodwill when he was interning with the Qixing.

But Xiao’s greatest skill is in sensing problems, especially in those closest to him. To this effect Ganyu knows that all she has to do is enter his line of sight and he’ll both know that there’s something troubling her and that she wants his advice on how to fix it. Sometimes she’s certain that all she would have to do is say his name and he would pick it up by sound alone.

Ganyu doesn’t go to Xiao as much for advice now that they’re older. It’s a combination of the physical distance between them, the divergence in their chosen careers, and the differences in the overall life paths they’ve taken. But childhood habits have a way of lingering.

Shifu is out of the house, called away on extended business for the Wangshu Funeral Parlor and he had told them he would not be back until late tonight and to eat without him. As though they were still children he had even left them a tidy sum of mora to order out with if they pleased. Ganyu knows without either of them saying it out loud that she and Xiao will find a way to sneak this money back into their Shifu’s possession. 

She also knows that Xiao’s noticed her hovering about him all day, getting ready to ask her questions.

“Out with it,” Xiao says, as he carefully selects pieces of slightly less seasoned lotus root to put on top of her rice. “Stop dragging it out.”

“There’s a girl,” Ganyu says and she doesn’t exactly mean to start off in the most typical way possible but it makes Xiao grimace and she wants to laugh. Xiao’s displeased faces, or at least the sort he makes when it’s not very serious, always make her think that he’s bitten on an extremely bitter seed. Can anyone blame her for wanting to tease her xiong when he makes it so easy?

“Of course there is,” Xiao mutters under his breath. He starts to pick out fish bones, deftly setting them aside.

“I met her at work.”

Xiao’s hand stills in the middle of peeling out the spine from the deep fried fish. Half of the spine is arced back out of the fish, the indentations it left behind in the meat clear and distinct. It looks like Xiao has split the spine in half and is peeling it like a zipper.

“She works with you or for you?” Xiao asks, eyes narrowing as his brows come down low. He makes no effort to mask his disapproval.

“Neither,” Ganyu replies, running her thumb over the edge of her rice bowl. “She comes to the Qixing buildings for her own job. She’s a junior lawyer.”

Xiao stiffens, jaw clenching, before groaning. He sets his chopsticks down, fish ignored as he pinches the bridge of his nose. The spine of the fish returns to its place, a zipper closing. Xiao leans back in his chair, head tipped back as he covers his face with one hand.

“Her name is Yanfei,” Ganyu continues undeterred by Xiao’s dramatics, “She’s a few years younger than me. Ningguang likes her in the way she likes everyone who’s competent at their jobs. She’s friends with Keqing — she’s the one who introduced me. She’s very interesting. And she talks so fast! She goes fishing on weekends sometimes. I think that’s how they met. Well. Yanfei told me the story but I’m not sure if what they were doing counts as fishing.”

“Family law,” Xiao mutters, “Tell me it’s family law. I’ll settle for tax law at the worst. But tell me it’s something benign. Ganyu, I never ask you for much. I am asking you now.”

“Contract law.”

Xiao hisses through his teeth. Ganyu can understand where he’s coming from. In Liyue a lawyer specializing in contracts — who’s good at their job — earns a lot of attention, a lot of prestige, and a lot of enemies. In a country based on contracts the job of reviewing and writing contracts is perhaps one of the most dangerous professions right next to being a firefighter or emergency responder of some sort.

“That would explain why Ningguang likes her. Ningguang likes all the contract lawyers who manage not to get themselves killed for the mere fact that it gives her less to do.” Xiao sighs. “What do you want? Ask for my blessing, I dare you.”

“Asking for your blessing would imply that we’re dating,” Ganyu points out ruefully. “I need advice on how to get to that point.”

Xiao stares at her. “We have known each other almost all of our lives.”

“Yes.”

“We’ve grown up under the same roof.”

“Yes we have.”

“You, arguably, know me better than anyone else in the world. Including Shifu. There are some things we just don’t share with Shifu.”

Ganyu refrains from making a remark on how this is because they are siblings.

“And you think to ask me for relationship advice.” Xiao gestures to himself. “What relationship advice do you think I can give you?”

This is not a new argument. Xiao gives her this little speech every time she asks him for any kind of advice.

“Xiong,” Ganyu says. “I need your help.”

And with that, just like with every other time, she wins.

Xiao sullenly returns to deboning the fish.

“I want to — “ Ganyu fiddles with her chopsticks before putting them down entirely. “I want to ask her out on a date with me. And — I want to make it clear that it’s a date. And that I feel for her romantically. We’ve gone out together, just the two of us, before. But I want — well. I want to date her.”

“Then ask her,” Xiao says flatly. “You don’t need me to tell you that.”

“How do I ask her?” Ganyu presses. “What if I — what if I was wrong, Xiao? What if I make her uncomfortable? I don’t want to risk losing her as a friend.”

“Do you think that this Yanfei of yours — “ Ganyu’s heart stutters and her stomach does a strange flip that makes her think that maybe she should ask Xiao for some of his stomach medicine. “ — would be like that? If someone confessed to her and she didn’t feel the same way, would she cut them out of her life entirely? Is that the Yanfei you’ve developed feelings for?”

Ganyu swallows, throat going tight. It isn’t. Yanfei wouldn’t. But there’s part of Ganyu’s mind that thinks in what-if scenarios only. There is no certainty that this isn’t what would happen. Yanfei has no obligation to Ganyu to stay her friend if she doesn’t feel comfortable.

And then Xiao asks the hard question, the one Ganyu’s mind has hidden behind a cloud-haze and has only allowed her glimpses of in shadows.

“Would you be able to stop what you’re feeling?” Xiao asks. “Would you be able to continue keeping it bottled up inside? Or will it eat you?”

It’s such an eerily similar piece of advice to what Keqing told her weeks ago. It almost seems prophetic. She looks up at him. But he’s not looking at her. He’s methodically picking out slivers of ginger from the ginseng soup and setting them aside. Her heart pounds in her chest. Her palms go cold. Xiao finishes picking out the pieces of ginger and slides the bowl over to her.

“Drink it before it cools,” he says. “Eat before it gets late. I won’t save any for you if you’re too slow.”

The next day as Ganyu is sleepily waving Xiao off as he gets ready to head back to Wangshu he looks at her over his shoulder. He pauses in the doorway, adjusting his cap.

“If you feel what you feel,” he says quietly, “Then feel it. Love it. Like your clouds. Don’t let anyone take it from you.”

-

Ganyu’s life seems to be defined as a series of before and after’s. Not like Xiao, who seems to discard his before’s and lives eternally in a series of after’s. Everything that can happen has already happened to him and passed him by. He is not touched or haunted by those ghosts. The ghosts of what was, what could have been. And so he never hesitates. He doesn’t dawdle, he doesn’t debate. Xiao acts.

He’s like Yanfei.

Yanfei, who on one of their first meetings, one of their first times alone together, pinpointed exactly what Ganyu’s problem was instantly. And said it outlaid so clearly.

Ganyu never puts to words what she wants, what she feels. Not until it’s too late. She thinks on them for too long. Ganyu’s head flies into the clouds and by the time she pulls it out and returns to herself the before and the after has already happened.

And so that’s how she’s become. Before. After. Before. After. A collection of bookmarks.

Before she lived with Shifu. After she lived with Shifu. Before Shushu left. After Shushu left. Before she started archery. After she started archery. So on and so forth.

She has never been prepared for these distinct before and afters. They happen to her. They occur to her. And the marked difference between is so clear it’s a tangible taste in Ganyu’s mouth. Her before and after’s aren’t nearly so benign as most other people’s most likely are. One can argue everything is a series of before and after, but Ganyu would point out that there are certain ones — certain, specific ones, that stay with you. They mark your life like cracked spines in books will fall open to certain places. These moments of change, or sudden transmutation, are resisted over and over again. From them germinate, like weeds, like some kind of invasive species, a dozen, a hundred, new pathways. Lives are entirely changed by them.

Ganyu went from living with a Nainai and possibly a jiejie. Then she was living with Shifu and Shushu with a xiong. And then suddenly there was no Shushu and they could not speak of him again. Her life has flipped, at moments entirely overnight, within minutes, in ways that have changed her as a person forever.

And this — this thing she feels for Yanfei. This is another before, another after.

If she does this, if she notches this arrow and lets it fly loose, if she releases it and all of its potential energy into the world, she cannot recall it. There will be no stopping it. It will either hit its mark or fall short, aside. 

Choosing to not fire this arrow is also a before and an after on its own. As Xiao and Keqing reminded her, as Yanfei had said all those months ago; if Ganyu says nothing, does nothing then nothing will happen. Just as there is a chance for Yanfei to reject her if Ganyu confesses, by not saying anything there is a chance for Yanfei to slip away. She could start dating someone else. And then what?

As Xiao asked, would she eat her feelings? Or be eaten by them? Is what she feels for Yanfei something she can contain and prevent from growing down this path? Or is it too late for that?

These questions are all already answered. Ganyu is merely delaying, procrastinating, by pretending they aren’t.

The answers are mountains. And Ganyu’s mind is a cloud of fog, of mist, low hanging and reluctant to part. But Ganyu has already seen the shape of them. Known their curves, their ridges.

The arrow has been notched. It’s been waiting, the tension of the string palpable, for a long time. Ganyu has just refused to open her eyes and see it.

Ganyu will ask. She will release this arrow of potential. And whether or not she gets the answer she hopes for, dares to want, is not something that was ever in her control.

-

Oddly enough, Ganyu doesn’t think she’ll have the confidence to ask Yanfei out on a date by herself. If it was just the two of them.

If there are people around, if they’re in public, then Ganyu can escape if Yanfei says no. If they’re in public, and Ganyu’s heart crashes through bone and cloud and muscle, weighted down by disappointment and reality, then the fact that they’re surrounded by the eyes of others should keep Ganyu composed enough to power through it. Falling back on societal expectation and disciplines has kept Ganyu going through many a crisis.

Ganyu doesn’t plan it or wait for the moment, so much as she observes for its approach. If the moment happens it will happen. Now that she has the certainty of knowing that she will take a leap of some sort, as unpleasant as that now-fact has become in her mind, it is a matter of knowing the shape of the cliff.

She is like a cloud being pulled along, waiting for when she gathers enough moisture to become rain. She is like an arrow waiting to be stopped by impact against another object.

Ganyu, in this aspect of her life, exists as a bowstring drawn. She is the infinite moment where the world is breathing with her and waiting for the command of kinetic force. Everything else continues to go on around her. She does her work, she goes out for dinner and lunch with her coworkers. She types up transcripts and checks translations. She organizes the Tianquan’s increasingly busy schedule and memorizes entire dossiers of people in the back of her mind. She goes out for dinners at Xiangling’s house with her friends or parties at Xingqiu’s. She and Xiao commiserate over Shifu’s latest relationships. She feeds the dogs and the cats around Liyue when she gets the chance. She goes hiking. Life marches on, although there is a part of her that is frozen in a holding pattern.

The moment of release, of the arrow being launched and fired, comes as the two of them are walking back from one of Xinyan’s concerts towards the car park that services the entire block. Yanfei came with Xinyan and Ganyu drove straight from work. But Yanfei insisted on following Ganyu back to her car to make sure she got out alright. After all, it was now quite dark out and the lighting in the car park wasn’t the best. Sure, the night was still early on and there are still quite a lot of people going about. But it couldn’t hurt to be extra careful, could it?

“This was nice,” Yanfei says, arm loosely linked with Ganyu’s as she pulls them both through congealing crowds, half lazy with the easy chattering warmth of the early night and the sound-smell-sight of street food stalls unfurling like night blooms. Night markets spill out onto the streets, strings of electric bulbs humming to life as Liyue’s night scene gets into the groove of itself. Yanfei quickly pulls Ganyu to one side of the bustling street turned market as a stray delivery driver with a mo-ped attempts to get through the crowd and out onto the other side where the rest of the traffic has channeled itself to make up for this street closure. “We should do something like this again.”

Here is Ganyu’s moment. The figurative bow and arrow are drawn. A calm settles over her, as it does whenever she wields those weapons. Her shoulders straighten, her heart seems to slow in her chest, and her body becomes something greater than what it is. All of the force, all of the potential, all of the energy in her body channels into this very second.

And then, the moment of release.

The arrow fires, the world slides into motion. Ganyu leaps along with it.

“Should we get dinner together?” she says, not feeling herself saying the words but knowing that she is. Ganyu is above the clouds in this moment, she is watching herself down in Liyue Harbor asking the woman she has a crush on out on a date. But Ganyu, herself, is floating above it, ready to disappear the moment it goes wrong. “There’s a dim sum place that makes beautiful jade parcels. You’d like their desserts. They have a western style desert menu. The cheesecake has raspberry compote shaped like the pads of a cats paw. I’ve wanted to take you there for a while.”

Yanfei doesn’t look back towards her, but she does make a faint noise of interest. A soft hum in the back of her throat.

“Oh, yeah? Sounds good. It’s not too fancy, is it? Ah, what the heck. Even if it was, you’d fit in perfectly. Sure. Let’s go. It’s a date. Ganyu-jie.”

Ganyu lets their arms fall apart, instead sliding her fingers lightly down until she can squeeze Yanfei’s wrist.

“Is it a date, Yanfei-laoshi?” Ganyu asks, voice a little too quiet, a little too serious. She should be saying, not asking. But Ganyu doesn’t always do what she should. 

Yanfei stills, eyes wide as she turns around to look at Ganyu. Her mouth opens. Closes. Opens again. She clears her throat. But she doesn’t pull her wrist away from Ganyu’s hand.

“Do you want it to be a date?” Yanfei asks in return. 

“I would.”

Yanfei’s green eyes are luminous and so very, very intense as she reads Ganyu’s face.

“Do you want it to be a date?” Ganyu asks.

“Yes,” Yanfei answers very slowly. “I do. And to be clear, so there can be no misunderstandings and therefore no disappointment: I mean a romantic date. Ganyu. If you are asking me out on a date and I am saying yes, it is because I intend for it to be romantic in nature. Are you asking me out on a date with intent on acting on feelings of romantic fondness? Now I’m not asking if you’re asking to commit to a relationship — ”

“I would,” Ganyu interrupts. Yanfei, again, falls into stunned gaping. “If that’s what you would want. I would want it too.”

Yanfei shakes her head and Ganyu’s stomach goes cold. She is falling off of a cliff and rapidly realizing that the bottom is not what she hoped it was. She is an arrow that is going to fall before it hits its mark, momentum lost, the peak of its arc miscalculated. But Yanfei quickly grabs Ganyu’s wrists in both of her hands before Ganyu can retreat.

“No. I mean. Listen. Ganyu. Jie. I need you to be very, very clear. No answering with if it’s what I want then it’s what you want. I need to know what you want. Ganyu, do you like me in a romantic way?”

Ganyu feels herself turn a little pink.

“Yes.”

“Alright. Good. I like you, too, in a romantic way.” Yanfei squeezes her wrists gently. And then looks around, cringing as she realizes that they’re basically in the middle of a crowded street. She pulls Ganyu off to the side, towards a gap between stalls. “Alright. This date, at the dim sum place, do you want it to be a date between possible partners? Or just as friends?”

“Possible partners,” Ganyu says. She should elucidate more on this. But if she varies too far off of what Yanfei is saying she might say something she’ll regret.

Yanfei nods. “Alright. And — would you want to be partners with me? Girlfriends? Romantic girlfriends who are definitely friends but also are more than friends who may or may not hold hands, kiss, and do other such things?”

“Yes. I — all of that,” Ganyu coughs to clear her throat. Every time she tries to look away from Yanfei some part of her immediately forces her gaze back. Ganyu could not look away from this not matter how hard she tries. “Yanfei. I want to date you. If you would have me.”

Yanfei stares at Ganyu, completely silent. It goes on for long enough that Ganyu can feel dread like a physical weight pressing down on her. And then Yanfei speaks.

“If I would have you?” Yanfei repeats softly. 

“If I would have you?” Again, a little bit louder. 

“If I would have you?” Quite loud then. 

“Are you insane, Ganyu? Of course I would have you! What sort of fool would say no to you? Didn’t I say it before? You’re wise and you’re elegant and you’re clever and you’re polite, and you’re so beautiful too. I told you how nervous I was to meet you! And how stunned I was when I finally did. And you’re funny! You cook, you make friends with all the stray animals, you don’t know the legal codes as well as I do but you’re a very quick learner and you don’t just humor me when I go off rambling. You’re too good for me, if anything. Aiya, Ganyu. Would I have you? It would be all of my good luck for the rest of my life if I could! Yes! Yes! Yes! I would love to go out with you. Where have you been looking for the past few months? Every time I’m next to you I turn into a mess of a person. Keqing just about had my head a few times she got so sick of me being a fool about you. And I almost — ah! Ganyu, didn’t you know I was trying to ask you out before? I wanted to tell you for so long. I kept dithering about it and Keqing was getting absolutely sick of me asking her for advice. What sort of advice can I give, she said. I don’t know, I said. Just give me any advice! I was going to tell you I liked you way back then, when I told you about how I like the law because of its clarity. But I chickened out at the last minute. Keqing has been insufferable towards me ever since.”

“I — really?” Ganyu blinks, voice scratchy and cracking with nerves. She is both floating and suddenly back in her body, slammed into it really. Every part of her is alive and bursting with awareness of every part of her that touches Yanfei. Every part of Yanfei that is touching her. Ganyu’s heart seems to be pounding in both of her palms, both of her hears, the back of her throat, and in the soles of her feet all at once. “Really?”

“Yes, really! Do you think I’m that much of a chatterbox all the time? Well. I sort of am. But not nearly as much as when I’m with you. I said it before, Ganyu. You have to stop me when I get too far.”

“But I don’t want to stop you,” Ganyu replies. “I like listening to you.”

Yanfei laughs, eyes gleaming and mouth splitting into a beautiful, broad grin full of teeth and gum and pulled back lip.

“Ganyu, Ganyu, Ganyu,” Yanfei says, “You don’t know what you’re asking for. Didn’t I even tell you I’m pretty sure I talked so much I made my nainai deaf?”

“I can learn sign language,” Ganyu smiles. 

Yanfei releases Ganyu’s wrists to put her hands over her chest. She pretends to stagger back.

“Ganyu, you can’t just say things like that. Aiya. My heart can’t take it. Didn’t I say you were already funny? If you’re also good at flirting and being suave that’s too much for me to handle. It won’t work out! I’ll always be stammering and blushing and dumbstruck by you. How unfair. No, here’s how it should be. You should let me have a chance to be the flirty one. We can draw up a time table. You get three days a week and I get three. But not in sequence! I can’t handle you being the flirty one two days in a row.”

“What about the seventh day?” Ganyu asks.

Calm, finally, stretches out over Ganyu’s body. Like a rolling mist. Her heart doesn’t quite settle in her chest, but it does calm its galloping pounding. The arrow has found its mark. Ganyu leapt and she found her way to safety on the other side. Ganyu exhales and so does the rest of the world, as it comes rushing in to fill the silence, the bubble that the tension of an arrow created. Time resumes its normal pace, Ganyu included in with it. She is back on solid ground.

Yanfei reaches out and takes Ganyu’s hand, watching her face the entire time. Ganyu lets her. And then lets her wind their fingers together. Palm to palm, joint to joint. Ganyu squeezes Yanfei’s hand in hers. Yanfei’s smile wobbles.

“And then on the seventh day, neither of us will flirt at all so we can have a day of rest,” Yanfei says. “It’s only fair. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Ganyu nods.

“Alright. Good. Now, back to the subject of dinner. I would love for that place you talked about to be our first date. Our first date-date. But I’m also starving right now. I’ve just used as much brain power in the past few minutes as I normally do in an hour of actual work. We’ll count this one as a date too, but we’ll tell everyone that the other one we’re going to have later is the real first date. I can smell and hear the sound of oil getting ready to fry something. You’re not about to let your poor girlfriend starve, are you?”

  


