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title from milton’s paradise lost (yes, that one)

    


    
    It seems like any other ordinary day as Ningguang rolls out of bed, yawning and holding her arms out for Baishi to help her into her gown. And that’s when the first attack comes, completely unexpected and out of left field - 

“Happy Birthday, Lady Ningguang,” Baishi says, half under-her-breath like she’s afraid the act she’s just committed warrants punishment. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to check on the kitchen.” 

“Baishi.” 

Ningguang swears she hears a quiet whimper, and then Baishi’s turning to bow, her torso practically parallel to the floor with the action. 

“My Lady?” 

“Who told you?” 

“No one! No one at all.” 

Ningguang narrows her eyes, and as if Baishi feels her gaze against the back of her head, she bows lower. If she goes any further, Ningguang’s pretty sure she’ll fold herself in half. 

“Very well, then. Dismissed.” 

Baishi straightens up, nodding, and she turns to open the door and excuse herself. 

“Actually, one more thing-” 

“Yes, Lady Ningguang?” 

Ningguang smiles, one brush poised at the corner of her eye, in the middle of doing her makeup as she turns in her chair to look at her secretary. “Thank you.” 

-

Similarly, Baiwen and Baixiao find their own ways to sneak in their birthday wishes, having heard that Baishi got away scot-free for the bold act. A little note sits on top of Baiwen’s report with a simple scrawl of ‘happy birthday, my lady’ and a rough doodle of a heart, and Ningguang has to hide a smile in her hand, placing it in her drawer, next to all the things she prizes almost as much as she does Mora. 

Baixiao’s a little less subtle. 

“And that concludes today’s report, my Lady.” 

Ningguang inhales a breath of smoke, closing her eyes as she exhales, and thoughtfully, she twirls her pipe, brain working through all the possible ramifications of her bold move.  

 “And what of Northland Bank? And the Fatui?” 

“Nothing at all. The last time I saw them, they were planning something. So I pulled some strings, and now they aren’t planning anything. Anymore.” 

Ningguang sighs, pinching the bridge of her nose. Knowing Baixiao’s background as one of the few the Millelith had reached out to of their own volition during recruitment, when she says she pulled some “strings’, Ningguang knows she’s probably referring to someone else’s hamstrings. Or garrotting strings. Baixiao isn’t a particularly picky person. 

“Happy Birthday, my lady. Consider this an early birthday gift from me.” 

“Baixiao…” 

Baixiao grins. She’s always been the most outspoken of the three, and Ningguang’s grown to regard her as much more of a friend than a secretary or a subordinate, having been with her the longest. Unfortunately, it seems that Baixiao is all too aware of this, knowing and revelling in the fact she’s basically irreplaceable. 

“Dismissed. Thank you for your time and your efforts.” 

She stands, nodding briskly. 

“Of course, Lady Ningguang. Oh, one more word of warning, if I may?” 

Ningguang inclines her head. 

“Expect more visitors.” 

-

And true enough, minutes before lunch is due, a tentative knock sounds at the door of her office. 

“Come in.” 

A head of lavender hair peeks its way into the room, followed by inquisitive pink eyes, and then Qiqi’s slipping through the door, Chongyun the exorcist in tow. And then Xingqiu, second son of the Feiyun Commerce Guild, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else than here. She’s well aware of his distaste for her, of course, having disagreed with a great many of her economic policies, but the matter boils down to differences in ideology. He places the Feiyun Commerce Guild first; she prioritises Liyue over everything else, and over this, they have reached a kind of grudging respect. 

Qiqi hops up onto the edge of Ningguang’s table, tiny hands scrabbling for purchase before Chongyun finally slides a chair under her, and she flops down, holding something out across the table. 

“Qiqi is here to wish Lady Ningguang a happy birthday.” 

Ningguang takes Qiqi’s present, which reveals itself to be a wilted Glaze Lily, and behind the girl, Chongyun nods in assent as she puts it in a nearby vase, stroking the crinkled petals. 

“Thank you, Qiqi. Chongyun, Young Master Xingqiu. Who sent you all?” 

Qiqi opens her mouth to answer, but Chongyun speaks over her, forced brightness drowning out the natural apathy of the little zombie’s tone. 

“Absolutely no one! We just thought it would be nice to visit, and…”

“And it felt like a special occasion,” Xingqiu finishes for him, nodding resolutely. “We just wanted to pop by. Qiqi, ready to go? I believe Brother is waiting.” 

Qiqi waves weakly, sliding out of her chair and landing with a thump on the floor. “Bye-bye, Lady Ningguang. It was nice to see you.” 

“It was nice to see you too, Qiqi,” Ningguang smiles, standing to see them out. “Thank you very much for visiting.” 

Chongyun bows, a little dip of his head, and then he’s stooping to hold Qiqi’s hand, making their way up the stairs that lead back up to the exit of the Jade Chamber. However, Xingqiu lags behind, like he wants to say something, but isn’t quite sure how to broach the topic. Ningguang slows to a stop, tilting her head inquisitively as she meets pensive golden eyes. 

“What is it, xiansheng?”

Xingqiu’s shoulders straighten out, and suddenly, he looks a lot less like the light-hearted and chivalrous boy that roams the mountains and gorges of Liyue, and more like the second son of the Feiyun Commerce Guild, polished and proper and everything in between. Almost reluctantly, he dips his head, scuffing his feet against her floorboards with a careless foot. 

“Thank you, Lady Tianquan. For everything. You do a lot for Liyue, and I respect that.” 

And quickly, he dashes up the stairs, calling for Qiqi and Chongyun to wait for him as his steps fade, and Ningguang’s left watching as he disappears from sight. 

Huh. She certainly wasn’t expecting this when she woke up today.

-

Lunch smells different, Ningguang notes, looking up from her work about half an hour later and sniffing the air. And oddly enough, none of her secretaries appear to be in sight, nor can she hear them puttering around in any of the other rooms. 

One glimpse into the kitchen of the Jade Chamber reveals her private chef hovering over the shoulder of a dark blue-haired figure, narrowly dodging the column of flame that spurts upwards a second later. Xinyan and Yun Jin sit in a corner, clutching each others’ arms and laughing as Xinyan attempts to mimic Yun Jin’s song. 

“What are you all doing here?” 

Three pairs of eyes shoot guiltily towards her, but Xiangling just gives her pan another toss, looking like it’s her prerogative to stand here. 

“We heard it was your birthday, Lady Ningguang! So I brought Sir Yun and Xinyan along to help, but after they burnt the first thing I told them to prepare - seriously, guys, how do you burn mifen? - Chen-xiansheng and I delegated them to be on entertainment duty instead. Which led to Sir Yun trying to teach Xinyan how to sing opera, which is how we’ve ended up in the situation that we’re currently in.” 

Chen-xiansheng grimaces, bowing as Ningguang throws him a brief glance. 

“Sorry, my Lady, but the opportunity to watch Xiangling-xiaojie cook was too tempting to pass up.” 

“Excused,” Ningguang smiles. “However, I expect great things from you all.” 

A call of “When don’t you?” floats out of the kitchen as she leaves, the door swinging in her wake, and Ningguang hides a smirk behind a gloved hand. 

-

Unfortunately, by the time lunch is finally served, the trio are nowhere to be seen, and the sound of singing is long gone. 

“They left several minutes ago,” Chen-xiansheng says, answering her question before she can even ask it. “Said they wouldn’t want to get in the way of your work. Xinyan-xiaojie left behind a note and tickets to her next show, Sir Yun left an invitation to her next performance of The Divine Damsel of Devastation. Xiangling-xiaojie just waved, and asked you to keep funding Wanmin Restaurant.” 

“Of course she did,” Ningguang smiles, taking the slip of paper. “Did they mention who told them it was my-” 

“No, my Lady,” comes the too-quick reply. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to scrape burnt rice noodles from the bottom of my prized saucepan before I lose my patience and hunt them back down.” 

Ningguang waves him off, opening the small slip of paper. 


  Hi, Lady Ningguang! Yun Jin says she hopes you enjoy the meal, and thank you for the continued prosperity of Liyue Harbour - but mostly, thanks for not throwing us off the Jade Chamber when we showed up without warning. Xiangling also asked me to pass the message along that she’s very sorry about not having the time to clean the saucepan before we left - she had another appointment with a new supplier for flour and rice to meet with. 



  I’m sure you’re interested in knowing who sent all of us over, huh? She told us not to tell you, but she said it was worth her efforts because no one should be alone on their birthday, and you never expect anyone to celebrate with you. Which is -


The rest of the note has been scribbled out swiftly, but holding it up to a nearby window reveals the words ‘kind of sad’ written behind the scratched lines, and she shakes her head to herself, closing her eyes after she reads the last line. 


  Happy Birthday! Hope you enjoy the meal that Yun Jin and I contributed virtually nothing to :D 


Ningguang mulls the mention of the figure Xinyan refers to as “she” over. Well, whoever it is behind this knows her well enough to know she doesn’t think of her birthday as anything worth celebrating, and is brave enough to do all of this without fear of retribution…

Well, she certainly has someone in mind. Three people, to be exact. But they’re all extremely busy, and two have been on business trips for at least the last week or so, and the last one is on the verge of falling asleep on her feet, having relapsed into her bad work-life balance ever since her girlfriend had gone on said business trip. Speaking of, she’ll have to do something about- 

“Lady Ningguang, your lunch. Unless it’s not to your liking?” 

Ningguang starts at the mention of her name, hurriedly picking her fork up as Chen-xiansheng regards her with a critical eye, wielding a saucepan threateningly in one hand. 

Lunch is wonderful. Ningguang notes down another investment to be made to Wanmin Restaurant, and then it’s back to work. 

-

“Come on, Shenhe! I’m sure she’ll remember you!” 

Yelan’s familiar impatient voice floats down to the first floor of the Jade Chamber, and looking up makes Ningguang privy to a bit of an odd sight, having chosen to take a walk to clear her head. Yanfei with her hands against Shenhe’s back and her feet braced against the edge of the stairs as she pushes her, Yelan holding Shenhe’s hands and trying to pull her onto the flight below that, and between them, Shenhe just looks bored. And a tiny bit nervous. 

“Who’s going to remember Shenhe?” 

The trio’s heads snap down to the bottom floor, Yanfei grinning in embarrassment as she meets Ningguang’s inquisitive glance. Quietly, Shenhe picks Yanfei up like a wet cat and sets her in front of her, like a human shield. Or, more fittingly, an Adeptus-shield. 

“Do you, Lady Ningguang?” Yelan pokes Shenhe’s cheek, and tolerantly, the taller woman just stands there, letting Yelan do as she pleases. “Shenhe was saying that you wouldn’t, so it wouldn’t be fitting for her to show up and wish you a happy birthday.” 

“How could I not remember?” Ningguang smiles, waving them down into the Jade Chamber, and slowly, Shenhe follows her two best friends in, brushing a hand over the balustrades with an expression of wonder and curiosity. 

“Let me guess. Did ‘she’ send you?” 

Yanfei gasps, her hand abruptly going behind her back, like she’s hiding something. “How did you know?” 

“Well, she’s been sending people my way the whole day, so you guys aren’t the first unexpected surprise I’ve received.” 

Behind Yanfei, Yelan nods. “Yeah, that sounds about right for her.” 

Well, this is great and all, but Ningguang hasn’t gotten any further clues about her mystery harasser’s identity. Just a gender, and further confirmation that this is something that she does on the regular. 

Oh, in that case, maybe she can rule out Ganyu. The poor secretary of the Qixing would be too tired on a daily basis to be able to muster the energy to plan this kind of thing, multiple times. 

“Well, we won’t take up any more of your time then,” Shenhe mumbles, and the thing behind Yanfei’s back is swiftly transferred into Ningguang’s hands. Further inspection reveals a lacquerware box and a game board intimately familiar with Ningguang; as it should be, really, given that it’s the game she invented and spent years and years of her life refining the playstyle. 

“Yanfei came up with the idea and the design, Shenhe went out and got all the materials we needed, and the funds came out of my paycheck for the commission to Mingxing Jewelry. How’s this for an investment, Ning? Every Mora you put into me paid back in kind and more?”  

Ningguang laughs at the nickname, shaking her head as she looks over the pieces, each meticulously carved out of Cor Lapis and the board made out of Sandbearer Wood, gleaming and glossy in the afternoon sun that filters through the windows of her floating palace. 

“You all really got me Liyue Millennial for my birthday. A set of pieces of the game that I invented, as a gift, for me.” 

“Why, Lady Tianquan?” Yanfei chirps, grinning mischievously. “Dissatisfied? If you really don’t like it, I suppose we can take it home and play…” 

“No! No. I’ll keep it. Thank you,” Ningguang adds, holding one of the pieces up to the light and marvelling at how the gemstone-like material seems to almost shine with an internal light. “This is a wonderful gift.” 

“Then we’ll be on our way,” Yelan winks, blowing a kiss at Ningguang as she heaves Yanfei over her shoulder, not even flinching at how the lawyer squeals and hits her on the back. “Otherwise, Yanfei’ll end up staying overtime with you again.” 

“I would not! I know we have a reservation at Wanmin tonight, Lanlan, I wouldn’t miss that for the world.” 

“Would you really? Not even for a really important court case?” comes the faint reply, and then doors shut as Shenhe shakes her head in exasperation, making for the steps back up to the first floor. 

“Shenhe. Wait.”

The white-haired woman stops and turns back to Ningguang, tilting her head in cool interest. 

“Do you feel like you fit into Liyue Harbour now? Better than the last time we spoke, at least?” 

It takes a moment as Shenhe processes the question, finally nodding as her eyes harden resolutely. 

“Yes.” 

“That’s good, then,” Ningguang smiles, and watches as Shenhe drifts up the stairs, in search of her two best friends. 

-

“Lady Ningguang, there…”

Ningguang sighs, looking up to see Baiwen. 

“What is it? More visitors?” 

“A little worse than that,” Baixiao winces, and then she’s shuffling a stand of flowers into the room. A quick glance reveals that it’s from Wangsheng Funeral Parlour, and suddenly, Ningguang wonders if this is someone’s idea of a joke made in bad taste, a bitter sensation in her mouth as she looks at the lovingly-arranged flowers. 

“Director Hu popped by to say happy birthday, tipped her hat and grinned, and then she was already gone before I could ask her anything more.” 

Ah. Not a joke, but in unintentional bad taste nonetheless. Director Hu is sweet; it’s just a shame that people don’t particularly enjoy having the ‘fun’ in ‘funeral’ emphasised during memorials for their loved ones. 

“What should I do with this, Lady Ningguang?” 

“…Keep the flowers,” she finally sighs. “It wouldn’t be polite to throw it out, no matter what the gift implies.” 

Baiwen nods, and when she lifts the stand again, Ningguang catches a small slip of paper that falls out of the mass of flowers with a casual hand, waiting for Baiwen to shuffle out of sight before turning it over.

Two words, slanting penmanship on a gold-embossed card the colour of amber. 


  Thank you. 


-

And that’s just about everyone she knows in Liyue, save her three main suspects; and right on cue, two of those three stroll through her door, one of them with a beautiful aquamarine vase in her arms. 

“Lady Ningguang,” Ganyu nods, and then she’s setting the vase down gently on Ningguang’s table after Keqing clears a space in her papers, returning Ningguang’s dirty look with one of her own.

“Keqing, I could have been in the middle of an important legislative correction.” 

“But were you?” challenges the purple-haired Yuheng, standing her ground. Behind her, Ganyu sighs, slumping bonelessly into her girlfriend’s back and sighing. 

“Lady Ningguang, she sends her regards and her insincere apologies for interrupting you multiple times throughout the entire day,” Ganyu mumbles, and Keqing’s expression softens, turning to fold the Qilin into her embrace. “Said she hoped this would make up for it, and she hopes you’ve had a reasonably better birthday this year than any other year.” 

Well, that rules out both Ganyu and Keqing as the masterminds behind today, then. And as if to confirm her suspicions, without opening her eyes, Ganyu turns the vase around to properly face the Tianquan. Down the body of the vase, in sweeping black calligraphy, three words; 


  From The Crux


And then it all clicks into place. Beidou’s long unexplained absence and her absolute radio silence, the familiarity with which most people who arrived spoke of her, and the way the vase shines in the lamplight, opalescent and glossy. 

“She said she’d be visiting tomorrow,” Keqing snickers. “Said she was tired, and needed to celebrate with her crew for safely making it back to Liyue Harbour without being snapped up by a sea monster or another.” 

“You should make your birthday more widely known, Lady Ningguang,” comes Ganyu’s voice, and then her eyes are blinking open to regard her boss tiredly. “I’ve been arranging logistics for the entire day to make sure no one showed up or sent their gifts too early. The later you make this public information, the more gifts are going to pile up, and the more work we’ll have to do.” 

“What my wonderful girlfriend means to say is Happy Birthday,” Keqing corrects, and then she’s setting a small prosperity bun on a plate on the table and sticking a candle into it, grinning innocently when Ningguang cocks an eyebrow. “And Happy Birthday from me too, Boss. Have a good one.” 

“Thank you,” Ningguang smiles, chuckling to herself at the flickering flame that looks incredibly out of place on what’s supposed to be her birthday cake, and even Ganyu musters up a weak smile from her place, half-carried by Keqing. 

“Happy Birthday, Lady Ningguang.” 
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