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    Only when the characteristic clicks of the pirate’s heels vanished out the door did Yelan finally swing herself through the window. Predictably, there was a Liyue millennial set arranged on the table, and two empty cups of tea shoved to the side. The teapot was one that was gifted by the pirate if Yelan was recalling correctly, and she was quite confident in her memory.

“Seriously?” she asked, startling the woman in the lavish chair before her.

A head of white craned around the back, and Yelan was treated to the sight of two narrowed red eyes and a look of fond annoyance.

“Have I not told you multiple times that the doors exist for a reason?”

Yelan shrugged, “probably.”

Ningguang groaned, and in rare a demonstration of frustration, leaned forwards until her forehead was resting on the pile of documents she had unceremoniously shoved aside for her game of chess with Beidou.

“You are insufferable.”

“And  you  are pathetic. Tell me, how long have you been trying to woo that captain again?”

The silence was condemning, and Yelan took the moment to stalk around the table to seat herself on the edge of it. One of the documents scattered across its surface caught her eye, and she tugged at it, easing it out from underneath an inkwell half-full and uncapped. Ningguang must’ve been dealing with trade routes when Beidou popped her head in, then, as not much else could distract the young Tianquan from her work.

“‘Fund allocations for Wangshu Inn’, is this for that Mondstadter that you’ve had me tail a while back?”

Ningguang finally lifted her head off her desk, the little red tassel that normally hung free nearly imprinted into her forehead. “Her qualifications and loyalty deem her a possible candidate for keeping an eye on the border, and an investment in a Liyue-affiliated lodging would bring us only benefits.”

Yelan hummed. “Then I guess that’s another site to add onto my patrols.”

A beat of silence, and Yelan sighed. It was simply a matter of plucking out her notebook from her Vision subspace and placing it on the Tianquan’s desk, but suddenly the levity of the last few minutes was all but lost to the winds.

With claw-tipped fingers, Ningguang drew the battered notebook to herself, and flicked it open, browsing through the pages of information with a carelessness that spoke nothing of the speed at which she absorbed it all.

Years of acquaintanceship turned to friendship, and Ningguang’s ability to absorb information like a sponge still astounded her.

But then again, how else would the woman have made Tianquan, with her background so comparatively insignificant? Yelan came from a supposed noble family, after all, one that has served as the Qixing’s hidden hand for centuries, but even her predecessor had overlooked the ambitious young woman when she first made her bid in the cutthroat world of Liyue politics. Even with Yelan’s own role in pushing Ningguang onto the Tianquan’s position, well. She exceeded all the expectations and more.

The Hydro-wielder thumbed the jade bracelet around her wrist in the silence, occupied with thoughts of a rising threat to the west and rumors of unrest to the north. It would do well to head out again soon, before the situation changes or escalates to the point of no return.

There was the faint thump of the notebook closing, and Ningguang slid it back to her across the old table. “Your insight is greatly appreciated. Anything else of importance that you think I should be made aware of at this junction?”

Yelan leaned back, her cape dangling off her shoulders and the hems of the sleeves brushing documents that merchants would kill to have their hands on.

“The miners at the chasm seem to be convinced that the area is haunted. Traces of treasure hoarders could be found around the outer edges as per usual, but there has been nothing more to indicate unusual supernatural activity. The tremors are concerning, but can be traced back to the burial site at Nantianmen. Other than that— it appears that theYinyuan hall may be looking into dealing with Fatui after their latest contract with the adventurer’s guild fell through, although the evidence is currently pending.”

Ningguang hummed, “thank you for the report. Anything else?”

That was all that was currently relevant— anything else and she will need more than hearsay and rumor. While Ningguang also dealt with rumors, that was not Yelan’s purpose, and they both knew it. So Yelan let a slow smirk crawl upon her face, and gave Ningguang a sly side glance out of the corner of her eye. “Well, I  also  have heard whispers that the illustrious Tianquan of the Qixing, youngest to hold her seat, doesn’t appear to always uphold the laws that she speaks into existence. For instance… a particular pirate captain—”

“I will ask you to stop right there.” Now the woman was kneading her forehead again, but  Archons  Yelan has been witnessing Ningguang’s disastrous attempts to woo the pirate captain for the better part of what, three years? And Beidou was still as oblivious as the first time she strode through the Jade Chamber’s doors, called in for public intoxication, tax fraud, and smuggling in one.

At this point, she was so sorely tempted to take matters into her own hands, because if the cursory glances that the one-eyed, Electro-wielding pirate shot Ningguang when she wasn’t looking were any indication, the attraction was mutual. Even if she still didn’t seem to realize it.

The two were just too dense to get over whatever block was preventing them from being Liyue’s largest unfulfilled rumor, to Liyue’s largest open secret.

Yelan has learned to tether people together with strings since she was trained for this position of hers, both physical and metaphorical, to the point that even those that were entrenched in her webs were unable to claw their way out to the light, unaware that they’ve sunken into darkness in the first place.

And what was that legend again? The red string of fate?

Hers were blue, owing to the Hydro Vision sitting at her hip, but beggars can’t be choosers.

“Why, if I stop now, will you finally make a move on the captain?”

There was a tic under Ningguang’s eye now, but the woman merely conjured her pipe into existence and took a deep drag of foul smelling smoke. Liyue’s unofficial spymaster wrinkled her nose at the disgusting scent. Just because she operated the Pearl Galley and thus had to wander its halls of incense does not mean that she appreciated the scent of whatever leaves Ningguang had chosen to cram into that pipe of hers.

“As you must have seen from whatever corner you like to squirrel away in, I  have  made moves on the captain. Several, in fact.” A sigh that sent smoke curling from the corner of her lips like a resting dragon, and: “she lauds herself on being good at reading people, so one does begin to wonder if the avoidance is purposeful or if she genuinely does not realize.”

Yelan snickered, dodging the glittering stone flicked her way and retaliating with a splash of water in the shape of a dice. Unlike Yelan, who had dodging down to an art, Ningguang did not fare nearly as well and she shot Yelan another glare from between soaked bangs.

Now that Ningguang was sufficiently annoyed, perhaps it was time for Yelan to start her…  operation .

“Now that’s a thought— a woman that not even the Tianquan can seduce. Why, I wouldn’t have bet on such a person even existing in Liyue.” The corner of her lip twitched, and Ningguang chuckled, the sound familiar after all their years of companionship. But just as Yelan was about to follow up on her previous statement, Ningguang suddenly bolted upright.

After shooing Yelan off her desk and the pile of paperwork, the Tianquan rummaged through the sheets before pulling out one of the papers from the increasingly perilous tower that occupied the corner of her desk. “You had mentioned the Yinyuan hall looking into dealings with the Fatui?”

“Yeah, that would be correct.”

A hum. “What would you say to some sabotage? I believe they will be hosting a gala on the coming new moon at the Pearl Galley.”

“What can I say other than I accept? If they want to start something on  my  turf, they better be prepared for some meddling.” She snickered, “sabotage though, that’s always fun.”

Ningguang’s eyes were piercing, because of  course she fixated on Yelan’s throwaway question instead of her reassurance that she would do the deed. “I have reinforced multiple times that you are free to reject any job that you do not wish to take.”

“Honestly, Ningguang, Have I taken any job that I didn’t feel like doing?”

“Yelan—”

“How about a bet?” Yelan proposed, unprompted “You win, I do this job free of charge. I win, you introduce me to that captain of yours.”

Ninguang’s squint of suspicion was not entirely unwarranted, especially with how Yelan has weighted dice for every possible combination tucked into her pockets. She didn’t reach for her pockets though, instead plucking off the two tucked around her neck and dangling them right in front of the Tianquan’s face.

“How considerate of you,” Ningguang huffed with a wry grin. What she, and everybody else in Liyue harbor were unaware of, were the hollow tubes beneath the surface of the die. Filled with water, Yelan was in control of its every movement, every spin, every flip. It had taken a significant chunk of time to practice, to hone her control so that it was possible, but the end result has won her hundreds of bets already.

She was a spy, the dirty, shadow hand of the Qixing; a few rigged gambles were  nothing  compared to the other jobs she had been subjected to. Unfortunately she couldn’t use the set against other Hydro users, but then again, she has normal weighted dice for everyday needs anyhow.

“Lady picks first,” Yelan snickered, to Ningguang’s unimpressed look.

“Large.”

“Ha, figures. Then I will naturally take small.”

She held the die out to the Tianquan, who after a moment’s concentration, materialized a cup made of Geo. Completely redundant, considering the plethora of cup-like stationary scattered across her desk, but perhaps she thought it would earn her an edge.

The dice were set on the table, the cup over it, and she shook the cup around while listening to the dice rattle around hollowly. A moment later, and Ningguang stopped. The cup came up, and the dice facing up were a four and a five. 

“Lovely,” Yelan muttered. The  one  time she decided to not pay attention to her opponents rolls, and Ningguang gets a nine. She wasn’t in the business of losing, however, and after taking the cup and dice for herself, rattled them around, listened to the sound of wood against Geo construct, and reached out with her senses and Hydro alike to give just a little tug, a little push. The cup stopped, the rattling silenced, and Yelan removed the cup with a flourish to display an innocuous four and a six.

“Ten.” Ningguang’s stare was entirely unimpressed, but she had no evidence of Yelan’s little tactics. 

The white haired woman sighed, leaning back in that overly ornate chair of hers, and messaging the bridge of her nose with clawed fingers. “Very well. Next time the captain is in the harbour, I will introduce you.” The lines along her jaw tightened, and through gritted teeth, the Tianquan added: “do  not  make me regret this.”

Oh, Ningguang was most definitely  not  going to regret this.


Or perhaps Ningguang was going to do some regretting early on, because that was very clearly the sound of her pipe snapping.

To be fair, the first thing that Yelan had done after Beidou waltzed into the Jade Chamber as only she was allowed to was hop off the desk she was so situated on and saunter her way to the suddenly wary captain.

“Uh, I’ll come by later,” the captain had tried to say while retreating, only to have Yelan snatch up the edge of her cape and tug the captain towards herself with it.

“Aww, don’t leave so soon, it’s a long way up and you just got here,” she cooed at the captain. It was certainly amusing to watch as the captain’s lone eye, a shade of sharp, bloody red, widened. “Besides, our beloved Tianquan over here was just going to introduce me, wasn’t she?” the Hydro Vision wielder pitched her voice even though it wasn’t necessary in the enclosed space of the Jade chamber.

The sounds of Ningguang’s nerves frying were nearly audible, and if it came with a scent, then Yelan would savor every last bit of it.

“This is Yelan, the owner of the Pearl Galley,” Ningguang said through gritted teeth, “and this is Beidou, captain of the Crux fleet.”

The glance Beidou gave her was more apprising, this time, with an arched brow to punctuate her curiosity. Yelan stretched, knowing how it would draw attention to the jacket barely hanging on to her shoulders, her figure, and to the pair of dice that dangled from her neck. 

“Well,” the spymaster purred, step one of her plan now in full motion, “looks like we both have ships to go back to tend to.” She danced her fingers across Beidou’s broad shoulders, shoulders that she had seen Ningguang’s gaze linger on over more times than her insurance covered, and enough times to know that the young Tianquan was well and truly screwed. “I will see you around,  captain .”


One must realize that Yelan is a meddler at heart. Incidentally, she is also a bit of a masochist, and maybe also occasionally a sadist, but any and all of these qualities can be attributed to her occupation. Ergo, as a professional spymaster and saboteur and troubleshooter and more, Yelan has her fingers in more pies than she has die and a blackmail list longer than Captain’s Beidou’s fines.

Which was why it was oh so amusing when she showed up in a little rowboat unannounced next to the Alcor while it rocked in the harbour, buffeted by the storm of a century.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” The captain hollered down at Yelan’s little boat, the little boat that was getting tossed quite handily by the waves and giving her numerous bruises to count over later. “Do you have a death wish?” the captain asked, later, when Yelan was sitting in the rocking med bay while the medic, Yinxing, apprentice surgeon with family in the harbour, bustled about for poultices.

“Not exactly,” Yelan replied, “just a healthy taste for adventure.” The look shared between the captain and the medic said quite clearly what they thought of that. “There was nothing else that I needed to do,” — lie, she had pushed an investigation into the teahouse for later— “and I thought to myself, “why not pay a visit to our dear Lady Ningguang’s occasional collaborator?”” She gave a little, tittering laugh that, predictably, sent gooseflesh up the captain’s arms.

“Uh, Yelan, was it? I don’t know what you  think  you know of my relations with Ningguang, but it’s—”

Yelan snickered, “just Ningguang, was it? Yes, I think I know what relationship you two have now.” The captain gapped, a red flush creeping up her ears. Yelan almost wanted to feel  bad  for her, for the bit of naivety and inexperience that the captain had when dealing with people sending out feelers, but Yelan’s loyalty lay with Ningguang, and thus it was in her purview to make sure that the captain will not endanger the Tianquan later down the line with incompetence.

Granted, the Vision at her hip and the stories of her slaying Haishan spoke many things on the opposite side of the scale as incompetence, but prowesses with brutality is not the way to survive Liyue’s political minefield. Unless, of course, she could hide the blade like a snake hides its fangs.

“Well, it has been nice meeting you, captain, I’ll be taking my leave now that I’ve gotten what I’ve come for.”

But as Yelan was about to leave, Beidou reached out to quite firmly clasp her shoulder. The other woman’s grip was bruising, and Yelan redonned her mask to hide her triumphant smile. 

“The storm outside ain’t gonna let up anytime soon, so why don’t you stay a bit? Would be nice to know another of  Ningguang’s  collaborators better.” The captain’s smile was really rather shark-like, so perhaps Yelan had underestimated the captain a touch.

Their conversations later proved fruitful at least, although she had to wonder if the pounding hangover she woke up with the next morning when the skies were blue and cloudless was an intentional act on behalf of the pirate.


“You’re up to something, aren’t you?” Ningguang asked, pipe on the table and head in her hands the next time Yelan appeared in her office.

She gave the Tianquan a slow, languid grin. “Now, whyever would you think that?”

  



2. Intervention(s)
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    Something that Beidou does whenever she docks was to visit Wanmin restaurant, both for their food, and to chat with the chef’s daughter. A predictable schedule.

Predictable enough that Yelan was slowly slurping down a bowl of noodles that was more spice than noodle, or broth, if one was honest, when Beidou ducked through the entrance. Her one eye widened upon setting on Yelan, and a quick glance to her bowl brought a large grin to her face.

The pirate invited herself to Yelan’s table, not knowing that this was exactly what the spymaster had engineered the moment for. 

“Glad to see that at least  you  have taste,” she laughed, “  she  says that my tastes run too heavy, but food just doesn’t hit the same without the spicy, doesn’t it?”

Yelan’s mouth, tongue, throat— her everything leading down to her stomach  burned  with the sheer amount of chili that Xiangling had piled into her bowl, and she smiled back with a mouth stained red. “Really, nothing beats the burn.” It was also interesting to note that the first thing that the pirate brought up, unprovoked, was Ningguang’s tastes in food.

There was a muffled clang from the kitchen, where the chef’s young daughter was learning the tricks of the trade with her single father, and Yelan took Beidou’s brief moment of distraction to push the menu towards the pirate.

Beidou blinked a lone, red eye— a shade not too similar to that of the Tianquan, and eased it back. “Naw, got the entire menu right in here,” she tapped her head, “and they know I always order their special bass anyways.”

“That’s another spicy one, isn’t it?” It is, but Beidou didn’t need to know that Yelan knew.

“Yeah! Perfect with a cold draught of beer.”

Yelan hummed, pretending to peruse the menu once more while shoveling more noodles into her mouth. Compliments to the chef, it  was  good.

“It’s a pity that our shared friend doesn’t share our taste as well.”

“Friend?” Beidou quirked an eyebrow. Chef Mao took this moment to pop out of the kitchen, but he went back just as quickly when he realized that it was Beidou that had arrived— regular customer indeed. “I wouldn’t say Ningguang and I are  friends, more like acquaintances.”

“Business acquaintances.”

“Uh, yeah. That.”

“Business acquaintances for over four years. Between the Tianquan of Liyue harbour and a pirate.”

Beidou leaned back on her chair, her one eye now narrowed at Yelan. “ Business  acquaintance or not, I really don’t think what’s between us is any of your business.”  Oh, but it is. The pirate looked a moment away from snapping at Yelan, and the spymaster idly wondered how far she’d need to push her. 

“Perhaps not, but—” Yelan sighed, channeling in as much of her actual exasperation of the situation as possible, “I think she’d love to eat somewhere like this. Small, family run, with a chance of being a good investment— and the food isn’t the overpriced drivel found at the other restaurants either.” The other restaurants, where the Tianquan is commonly invited to to make some deal or another. The Tianquan, elegant and calming and all those other adjectives that citizens liked to label her with, would complain afterwards. As much as those exorbitant meals could be stimulating for the economy, the food preparation was overtly extravagant and also wasteful. 

As much as Ningguang tends to indulge in her wealth, such as through the literal palace in the sky, she abhors wasteful practice and tasteless flaunting. Perhaps that was part of what drew her to the captain, a person that says as much as she does, and does as much as she says. Yelan had witnessed Beidou complaining about the tasks that Ningguang had set her to before, to anyone in earshot, but the pirate had completed the job nonetheless and with a straightforward efficacy that couldn’t be matched by anyone else in the harbour.

“Well, if she doesn’t like overpriced drivel, then why does she have me hunt down those weird little artifacts of hers?”

Yelan shrugged, “she’s complicated.”

This earned her a snigger. “That’s an understatement.”

Sensing a natural end to this conversation, Yelan gently diverted their topic to naval navigation, as another commonality. Beidou seemed easy enough to get along with, and sure enough once her food arrived and Yelan was nearing the bottom of her bowl, whatever animosity she had earned from their earlier conversation was all but swept under the rug.


“You need to close your windows,” Yelan said by dint of a greeting, “otherwise folks of the unsavory kind might wander in,”

Ningguang heaved a longsuffering sigh as the spymaster hopped off the windowsill to once again perch at her desk. “You say this as if you wouldn’t crank the thing open anyway.”

“But you leave it open for someone else as well, no?” The pirate also occasionally used the window as an entrance, so of course Ningguang couldn’t close it. That would send the wrong message.

“Get to the point, Yelan, the day has been long and my patience has long since been rubbed thin.” The heavy scent of smoke curling about the rafters in the room was more than evidence of Ningguang’s fraying patience, and the scuff marks near the door the second. The burn marks, however, were new.

Yelan frowned. “You were meeting with Haiyan today, weren’t you? I had warned you that the man had nothing in his eyes but the next method to skitter under the law.”

“And you were right, as always.”

There was another piece of the puzzle that Yelan was missing, but only barely. She had just returned from an excursion earlier that morning from Qiaoying Village and had spent the rest of the afternoon wandering the harbour, compiling the data, and wondering when she should show up to the Jade Chamber.

“From the looks of things, it appears as if I missed the excitement.”

Perhaps the smoke was covering the scent of something else— blood, for instance. Electro is a rather volatile element, after all, and Yelan has seen its effect on a human body more than enough times to understand that flesh was not made to withstand the force of arcing thunder through their veins. And that’s  without  the applicator being a bladed weapon, of which was surely the culprit of the scrape-shaped burn marks.

“Say.” Yelan leaned in. “Would you perhaps need me to bury a body?”

She shouldn’t have asked, because the rest of her day was spent figuring out how to drag a corpse off to the woods by Mount Tianshan for the local scavengers to dispose of. Apparently the Tianquan valued Beidou’s image enough to not want it ruined with the pirate lugging a body down to the harbour, but was completely fine when it was Yelan instead. 

(Granted, Yelan had the advantage of being able to cloak herself in invisibility, but that’s beside the point.)


A month after her meeting with Beidou at Wanmin Restaurant and three weeks after she had quite literally thrown a body to the wolves, Yelan had met up with the pirate twice more, and the Tianquan thrice. She bid her time, maybe occasionally poking at the rumor mill when she’s in the harbour, and keeping an ear to the ground for any changes.

Perhaps she also passed a few bags of mora under the table so the right people would be at the right place at the wrong time, and maybe collected a few favors that would, for better lack of a descriptor, cause problems on purpose. Problems that would require both above board and below board collaboration. 

It took more maneuvering then she would’ve liked for the “problems” to land on Ningguang’s desk, but a patrol route just that much closer to the coast had her catching sight of the Alcor anchored in Yaoguang Shaol, and a trip further inland had her catching sight of the Crux’s captain standing awkwardly while an old lady lectured her on all the correct ways to sing to glaze lilies.

The pirate had a surprisingly clear voice for one so battered by the sea winds, although Yelan had to wonder why she didn’t choose to sing a shanty instead of the ballad she did.

There was nothing much of importance by way of her little side project until she wandered into Wanminn Restaurant again one day, because their spicy foods really  were  good, and coincidentally caught sight of Xiangling helping her father pack take-out.

“Huh,” she mused out loud, “I hadn’t recalled take-out being an option before.” An unfamiliar face bustled out from the storage area in the back and Yelan took a moment to mentally flip through her catalogue of Liyue citizens— it only required a few seconds to identify the young man as a recent addition to the harbour and one looking for a job.

“We didn’t use to,” Chaf Mao laughed, wiping his hands on a towel, “but the captain invited the Tianquan, the Tianquan! Can you imagine? Anyway, she invited the Tianquan over to eat once, and apparently the food was quite to her tastes considering how well she tipped. Then, not that I can prove the two events are related mind you, but there’s been an anonymous sponsor donating to the restaurant and I was able to hire an assistant since Xiangling’s still young. So now we have enough personnel for take-out as well as dine-in.”

And of course, because speak of Cao Cao and Cao Cao will appear, it was Beidou that came to pick up the take-out. She wasn’t able to exchange much pleasantries with Yelan before departing, but her direction was quite clearly for the Terrace where the plaustrite platform leading up to the Jade Chamber was located, and upon further questioning of the little pig-haired girl, the take-out had enough for two.

That makes her job easier.


“So I’ve been hearing things,” Yelan said, flipping herself through the window with the summer breeze.

Ningguang twitched. “Yes, I believe that is in your job description.” She reached over for another document on her desk, the area unusually cluttered, and shuffled the pages together before stamping it with her seal. Just as she was about to tuck it into the completed pile though, Yelan snatched it out of her hands.

“Oh? What do we have here…”

She dodged every one of Ningguang’s somewhat pathetic attempts to snatch the documents back, and only curled a grin when the Tianquan called out glittering stones that hovered in the air behind her. “Yelan,” she snapped, “do not tempt me.”

“You’d have to see me to hit me,” Yelan snorted, and a tug on her Vision and she was cloaked in a veil of water, hiding her from red probing eyes. Ningguang’s groan of frustration was music to her ears, and Yelan got the chance to peruse the document in… peace.

She dropped the illusion.

“You’re building another set of  docks ?”

The Tianquan tried for a smile, opened her mouth to probably excuse herself or something along those lines, but grimaced when Yelan’s incredulous stare told her all she would ever expect.

“It would bring in significant revenue for the harbour,” she defended weakly, “ever since the captain brought back Haishan’s head you know as well as I do that sea trade has been growing again.”

Yelan slapped the piece of paper back onto Ningguang’s desk, and pointed to the title. “Additional dock construction for the Crux fleet. Tell me, Ningguang, that you are not utterly whipped for a pirate without telling me.”

The Tianquan, the glorious Tianquan, youngest to her seat and already richest in all of Liyue, thunked her head against her imported desk. She said something that even Yelan’s ears couldn’t catch, muffled as it was through papers and wood.

“Pardon?”

“—  said, at least it’s probably not hopeless anymore.”

 It better fucking not be, Yelan thought of her months spent setting up discrete meetings and engineering events and subtle prodigy. “What’s not hopeless?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“Beidou.” Ningguang narrowed her eyes at Yelan, although any and all intimidation factors were lost after she had literally thunked her head against the table. “Nothing I say leaves this room.”

“Of course!” Not without great cost at least.

Another moment of suspicious staring, and Ningguag let it go, trusting the spymaster’s ability to hold her tongue. “Perhaps it is just my wishful thinking, but from our recent interactions I think Beidou might reciprocate my feelings.”

Yelan wanted to scream.

Instead, she plastered on a smile honed by years of spycraft and asked, “oh? What changed?”

A shrug. “She’s been bringing me food that she knows I like, and glaze lillies as well.” Ningguang ran a finger over the petals of one of said glaze lilies, the flower caught in full bloom and its subtle scent barely distinguishable under the smoke of Ningguang’s office. “I wonder who the captain asked to sing for them,” the Tianquan murmured under her breath, because she was an idiot that was still under the misconception that the smitten pirate wouldn’t serenade her if given half a chance and Ningguang’s undivided attention.

“You didn’t hear this from me, but apparently Captain Beidou was heard singing in the fields of Qingce village, and her voice was quite lovely.” A pause for effect. “If you asked her to sing for you, I’d wager she would,  if  you insisted.”

The Tianquan twirled her pipe slowly around a clawed finger, the geo inlaid into its makings glowing faintly as it hovered just a few hairs above her reach. “And  I  think, my dear friend, that it might be wiser for you to keep your nose out of my personal relationships.”

Yelan cackled.


It wasn’t difficult to drink Beidou under the table. At least, it wasn’t difficult for Yelan, who held a Hydro Vision, and could thus use a sleight of hand and a twirl of her finger to fake having downed a pint of beer. Not the best drinking etiquette, but she was a woman on a mission and she would like to know how come the captain  still  hasn’t made a move on Ningguang. 

The Tianquan had actually moped around her office in the sky when Beidou’s next visit yielded nothing but their usual banter and food, and when prodded upon the pirate had apparently gotten so flustered she just left. 

Sadly, Ningguang didn’t get to hear Beidou’s singing that day, and instead Yelan was treated to a sourfaced Tianquan and a room more full of smoke than usual.

Yelan lost track around the eleventh refill, but it was near the cusp of midnight did the pirate finally appear to be drunk. She was, for all intents and purposes, a moody drunk. As much as Beidou had been rowdy in the earlier cups, she had proceeded to grow progressively more downcast the more she drank. If not for Yelan having prepared a few “presents” for the ship’s medic, there would be no doubt that she would be interfering right about now.

As it were, the rest of the crew were scattered through the tavern in various states of disarray, and Furong was slowly but surely dragging them up the stairs to where they had reserved a significant number of the rooms.

Yelan winced when Sea Drake’s head bounced against the stairs, while Furong likely wouldn’t remember that she dragged most of the crew by their feet, the rest of them were likely to experience the mother of all headaches the following day.

But finally, she was alone with Beidou at the table, and could finally divert the pirate’s attention to Yelan’s topic of interest.

“So. When are you planning on making a move on Tianquan?”

Beidou choked on a mouthful of beer, red eye suddenly wide and a touch frantic. Her cheeks were still flushed, the red now racing to even the tips of her ears, and she coughed and sputtered and waved her hands about as she tried to find her voice for a denial.

“Relax,” Yelan slurred. Faking a dull tongue was child’s play for her, even if she didn’t tend to do so often anymore. “I just wanna know why she was moping when I visited.” Then she smiled, perhaps a bit too full of teeth, even if the effect was diminished by Beidou now glaring a hole into the table instead of looking at her. Was the pirate usually a sad drunk? From her previous impressions, she was a rowdy one, so…

“It doesn’t matter if I like her,” she mumbled, and then buried the rest of her response into her cup.

Pardon?

“Say wha’?”

“I said,” she grumbled, a bit louder, “it doesn’t matter if I love her or not because she shouldn’t be with someone like me!”

Yelan leaned back, because  oh  that explained a lot, but also, “why not?”

“She’s the law and stuff and the Tianquan, and I’m a pirate and it’s bad for her to already be assoc— associated with me,” Beidou hiccuped, one eyelid drooping, and she continued, “if I tell her best case she does too but the other Qixing will use it as a  thing  against her but if she doesn’t then I— I—” and with her unfinished proclamation, Beidou slumped forwards in her seat, soft snores sounding almost immediately.

It was to a tavern full of people that weren’t and won’t pay attention to her that Yelan said, loudly and with emotion, “well, fuck.”


Yelan was not paid enough to do this, hell, she wasn’t paid to do this at  all, but it took another two months before she had enough blackmail on all of the other Qixing, plus additional, possible obstacles, to present to Ningguang.

“What,” the Tianquan said, really quite bewildered, “is this for?”

Yelan snapped closed her notebook with all its bookmarks threatening to overfull and replied cheerily, “so you can tell that pirate of yours that if she’s worried about the other fucking Qixing, pardon my language, she doesn’t need to.”

Now Ningguang was looking worried. Why would Ningguang be worried? Yelan solved the problem, came back safely from her mission, didn’t even get hurt, and was maybe running on a cumulative three hours of sleep over the past four days. Sure she only does work when she feels like it, but she had gotten invested and the two were  idiots  and their  pining  was starting to drag down morale.

It was surprising how many people in the harbour were affected by Beidou, and having the pirate being in a state of useless pining— even more so than usual, did horrible things to the harbour atmosphere.

“I— thank you, Yelan, sincerely. But I am putting you on official paid leave until you no longer look like death warmed over.”

“You can’t do that, I work for  all  the Qixing, not just you.”

Ningguang snorted. “You literally just passed me a dossier containing incriminating information on all the other Qixing, I highly doubt they would like to know where the information came from.”

“You  wouldn’t.”

The Tianquan tapped a golden claw against her desk, eyebrow raised.

“Fine.”

But when Yelan finally slept through the window, readying herself for the glide down to the harbour, there was a hum on her lips and low, simmering hopes that finally,  finally  the pining was at an end.

  



3. The Epilogue and the Suffering (tm)

Summary for the Chapter:
            In which Yelan learns of the fruits of her labors through rumour and personal confirmation.

          
Notes for the Chapter:ahaha oh gods please don’t kill me i know this is like, 6? months after the prev update BUT IN MY DEFENSE i… ended up writing a lot of other stuff? and also got stuck with yelan’s characterization now that she’s actually been out for a bit?

title is literally what this is called in my drafts lmfaoooo

ehe, at least its done now >u>




    
    Yelan took the next entire week off— content to just lounge around, sleep til noon, and grab take-out when she felt like it. Hey, Ningguang always paid well, even if most of the spymaster’s money was supposedly her salary from the Ministry of Civil Affairs. In the meantime, she kept her ear semi-tucked to the ground and to some of the thinner walls aboard the Pearl Galley, but it was less out of obligation and more out of habit.

All was well, although the fact that she didn’t hear a single peep from Ningguang sent multiple alarms blaring in her head.

…If Ningguang actually needed her for something though, she’d make it known, so perhaps Yelan was just being paranoid. It wasn’t as if she wasn’t hearing about the Tianquan through the grapevine. Should anything befall the dear government leader, the harbour wouldn’t be as calm as it was.

And thus Yelan indulged in her free time— gambling at the tea house, taking walks near the docks, and just overall being an elusive nuisance to the Millelith. She had to test out her disguises on  someone  and what better way to check the internal security of the harbour?

If she felt the urge to, or had a moment, perhaps she should go write up a report on the milleteth’s incompetence, because they should not have let her into sites where confidentiality was required just because she flashed a fake insignia at them. Just because she had the real thing at home, and was actually permitted to enter these places, did not mean that the person she was disguised as  was .

Unfortunately, like all breaks, the single week of reprieve passed too quickly. While she was getting bored of just sitting around and not doing much, Yelan knew herself better than anyone still alive. And  that  came with the fact that her body was really pissed at her for trying to tough through three months of missions on top of her own side project on minimal sleep.

And so it was with dragging footsteps on the eighth day that she left her cabin with the face of an older woman, and with a confident stride and her own when entering the Ministry of Civil Affairs. Might be best to first check up on some details before she went to meet Ningguang, the woman was insufferable whenever she had information that Yelan didn’t.

The secretary at the front desk appeared stressed. Curious, but not exactly her problem.

“Here to pick up a delivery,” Yelan said, and was waved in without a second word. Confidence did wonders for infiltration, but while inside, it was but a tug on her Vision to cloak herself in a veil of invisibility. She flitted from conference room to break room to even the cafeteria, footfalls light and ears open for any interesting gossip.

Three hours later, Yelan emerged from the Ministry of Civil Affairs dazed. Her steps were sure and her expression was that genial smile that would set off many people she knew, but internally? Internally Yelan wasn’t sure what she was thinking.

Most of the office workers had been hard at work, or at least pretending to—sifting through mountains of paperwork and performing the other deeds that were necessary to ensure that the harbour was running smoothly. So, the usual.

Then there were the gossipers, or just the talkers, the ones that Yelan already had started keeping tabs on to make sure that they weren’t accidentally leaking confidential information elsewhere in the harbour. What is said in the Ministry, stays in the Ministry, or Yelan would make sure it did.

The first few didn’t talk about much that she didn’t know already. Rumors of the Yuheng looking to step down, the increasing housing prices in Liyue harbour, and what tutors their kids were learning under and how well they did for their money.

The usual, even if Ningguang would want to know that there were a few housing agents in Chihu rock trying to swindle people of their money by pricing real estate higher than they should’ve.

Then comes the ones that had Yelan digging around in her ears, unsure if it was her hearing that had gone to shit or if the sun was setting in the west.

“I can’t believe the Tianquan canceled her meeting with the head of that new bookstore, it took me three weeks to arrange a day for that meeting!”

“Well, at least you aren’t Huishi, he’s called in sick because he’s been spending three days crying in his apartment.”

“What!?”

“Yeah, Lady Ningguang had left halfway into a dinner with his client, and now all his work the past months has gone down the drain.”

“Archons, do you think the Tianquan might be coming down with something? I mean, look at the timing…”

The timing was that the Crux fleet was originally scheduled to depart the port three days ago, but the flagship was still sitting at the docks, bobbing innocuously with its dragon-headed figure and all.

“If she was coming down with something, then I don’t think she would’ve had time to file a construction request to the Yuheng.”

“… are you sure someone didn’t replace our Tianquan with someone else?”

“Eh, If she has a Geo Vision, has white hair and red eyes, and is the richest person in Teyvat, I don’t think it  can  be anyone other than the Tianquan.”

“Well, shit.”


   Well shit indeed. 



After all the stunning revelations dropped one after another, Yelan went to treat herself to some food at Wanmin’s restaurant. Some spice would do her good right now, help anchor her to this plane of existence that was feeling more and more estranged from the reality that she remembered.

“Table for one,” she called, ducking through the curtains, and got escorted to a back table by a Xiangling that was practically vibrating.

Hopefully the kid didn’t try experimenting with sugar extracted from those imported flowers again. Yelan had heard that they were cultivated by that Mondstadt alchemist, and for all that the  taste  was great, well, once was horrifying enough. The political mess was a hassle as well, once the spymaster got sent out to investigate whomever was “importing” the things illegally.

Barely had the woman sit down did Xiangling lean down to ask, eyes twinkling, “have you  heard? ”

Alarm bells went off in Yelan’s head. 

For any substantial news to reach Xiangling before Yelan, it would have to travel through a significantly more private grapevine that doesn’t intersect with her own at all. Seeing as how it was in Yelan’s job to remain connected with people, this left rather few options.

One, that Feiyun kid. She knew he didn’t like her much, or rather, was skeptical of her presence, but as the heir to a prominent merchant’s guild any news that reaches him should have gotten to Yelan via other means: notably his father trying to trade information with those that dwelled in Yelan’s web.

Two, the exorcist kid. Yelan didn’t have as much contact with the exorcists, what with their more secluded presence and dwindling numbers, but she keeps  some  tabs on them. So, more likely than his blue-haired companion at least as the origin of the news, whatever it was.

Three, Hu Tao, Director of the funeral parlor. As an individual in such a prominent position and with her own web of news that Yelan never seems to be able to find, it was wholly possible that she was where whatever news it was started.

And what does a funeral parlor deal in?  Deaths .

So for one moment, her brain that has been on break for the past week off decided to take the shortcut and ignore the implication of  Xiangling  deeming her relevant enough in this conversation to ask whether Yelan of all people have heard the news.

“Did someone die?” Yelan asked, which considering her train of thought was a perfectly valid question, only to earn a rather horrified expression from the young chef-in-training. “No? Well, a shame.” Horrified turned to some shade of disgusted disgruntlement hidden under the polite veneer of a customer service individual’s  what the fuck  expression, which Yelan counted as a win.

Sometimes the young chef of Wanmin’s restaurant was so peppy that she wondered which of them is more supernatural: the literal bear creature that eats chilis and spits fire or the kid that can make anything edible.

Including hilichurl clubs.

Wasn’t that an interesting rumor to prove when Yelan had gotten ahold of it?

“Nobody died! And hopefully nobody would anytime soon, either,” Xiangling said mulishly, “even if that might put Hu Tao out of business. No, I meant Shenhe! Chongyun’s aunt!”

Uh. What has been happening in the week where Yelan was more or less out of commission?

That kid has an aunt now?

“You know, the one with white hair, really pretty eyes, a bit violent and doesn’t eat much and is raised by like, a crane or something?”

Perhaps Yelan shouldn’t take week long breaks anymore. Because this is getting ridiculous. “Raised by a crane.”

“Well, a crane adeptus I guess?”

Yelan plastered on a smile, and mentally opened a new page in her notebook which she didn’t take with her today because  she didn’t anticipate a full work day. 

“No, this is the first time I’m hearing of this.”

Xiangling bit her lip, “well, I heard from Chongyun that his aunt’s gonna be living in the harbour more now, and she’s really really cool and I mean not just her Vision,” — Yelan was adding so many things to this mental page — “and she ended up visiting Lady Ningguang for some reason.”

Shenhe wasn’t going to be the only one visiting Ningguang if this keeps going, Archons above—  one fucking week .

“Except guess who went up with her? Beidou jiejie! And Chongyun mentioned that Shenhe mentioned that Beidou was bringing flowers, can you believe it, flowers?”

Yelan reached over to grab a cup of tea off her neighboring table, silencing the woman’s protest with a single glare. She chugged it like it was liquor, and pretended it was liquid courage.

“So, let me get this straight. Chongyun’s aunt, a woman by the name of Shenhe, who has a Vision and was raised by an adeptus came to visit Ningguang, and Beidou went up with her with flowers.”

Xiangling was vibrating again, fast enough that the Pyro Vision at her hip would only be an accessory to any fire she might accidentally generate. “Yeah, and she stayed behind when Shenhe was leaving! Chongyun only mentioned that his aunt mentioned all of this because she wasn’t really sure why someone would bring flowers, and apparently they were glaze lilies too?”

Yelan inhaled. Once in, held, once out. “Thank you, Xiangling, I think I’m going to pay Ningguang a visit before coming back for food if you guys are still open?”

“Yeah, we’ll be open until nine…?”

“Thanks kid, save a spicy Jueyun chicken for me and some tea.”

And then Yelan was off, a one woman army pointing her arrowhead towards that floating chamber in the sky.


For all that Bu’yun was a bit old fashioned in his ways, the man was very Bu’yun in his beliefs and adamant on doing his job correctly. Which meant that Yelan was at a bit of an impasse, seeing as he wasn’t letting her up. Yes, she was in disguise, but the badge that she held was more than enough to grant her passage to the Jade Chamber— especially with the code that Ningguang had given her.

“You know who I am, and we’ve done this enough times by now. Are you  really  refusing me entrance to the Jade Chamber.”

“Er, yes, Ma’am, Lady Ningguang was adamant that nobody go up until she gives the word herself that visitors are allowed again.”

“And what if the intel I have is critical? Life threatening for multiple parties, hm?” Yelan leaned in, a smile with too many teeth and a glint in her eye. “ What  would you do, then? Continue to refuse me access, even as people may be dying with every passing moment and their blood is splattered all over your hands?” 

But it appears that she gambled wrong for once, because even as Bu’yun was almost visibly sweating into a shivering wreck, the man refused to relent. 

“If people were actually in danger, then— then you wouldn’t be trying to get access like this?”

The spymaster sighed, for it was true.. “A pity, well. Worth the attempt.” Yet even as Bu’yun breathed out a noticeable sigh of relief, Yelan flicked out an arrow— a glowing barb of Hydro with the potential to eviscerate— under his chin. “Don’t think hiding behind Ningguang’s authority will get you everywhere, little guard, remember to watch your shadows.”

A curtain of water, invisible to the human eye, drew her away from the sight of the human population. Hidden in its confines, Yelan made her way up the Ministry of Civil Affairs, ducking past workers and civilians alike as she made her way towards the roof. The number of times she had resorted to such a tactic could be counted on one hand, but drastic times require drastic measures.

The roof of the Ministry of Civil Affairs was one of the closest places to the Jade Chamber from Liyue Harbour as one could manage, although if one could procure passage to Mount Tianheng it might be even closer. However, as Yelan manifested her bow from her Vision space, the weight a hefty thing within her hands, it was easy to point it towards the floating palace.

Or rather, the back pillar on the main floor.

Her muscles strained as she pulled the bow back, an arrow of hydro shining in its grasp, and a tether of a lifeline connecting its fletchings to her wrist. Release— and the arrow flew true, hitting the pillar and exploding into a net that wrapped around the pillar and those beside it. “Gotcha,” she muttered to herself, and then sighed. Time to begin her climb, it seems.


As much as she could shrink her lifeline to provide some pull, there was an aspect of it that still required manual hand-over-hand climbing. Unfortunate.

Yet, as far as the Jade chamber sat, it only took her half an hour of starts and stops to reach its platform. Perhaps Yelan should also file a complaint against that one guard Ningguang has— evidently he wasn’t doing his job if somebody could just climb up without him noticing.

Switch him out for one of the other guards that Yelan was more acquainted with, perhaps? 

Cloak of hydro and shadow still about her, Yelan stalked towards the main building, swerving to take the entrance instead of a window, footfalls as silent as they came. Oh, she would love to use the window, but sometimes the situation warrants the slamming of a door against a wall.

Baiwen passed her, muttering to herself and carrying a stack of documents, and Yelan only spared the dossiers a passing glance.

Then a full heel turn when her mind caught up. It was easy to keep pace with the young secretary as she read over the other woman’s shoulder, but with every word that passed through her mind her jaw dropped further— metaphorically of course.

Progress reports on the construction of a new dock? Decreased levies on imports from sea routes? Archons, Ningguang must be out of her mind.

Jaw set, Yelan returned to her march towards the Tianquan’s office, intent on getting the information from the woman herself. She passed the other two secretaries as well, the two hidden in a nook and one comforting the other that was a crying mess. With them out of sight, her disguise was shed like water off a duck’s plumage, and the suffocating sensation of Hydro coating her skin vanished. 

Thoughts blinked and vanished from her mind like a parade of sparks off a bonfire, some trailing and spiraling into the sky to replace whatever preconceived notions she had as stars. She had a suspicion on what exactly caused the rumors, but this was just one week? Unless Yelan had accidentally fallen into a coma and woke up without realizing, this was not enough of a timeframe for those two pining idiots to— to—

The spymaster pushed open the Tianquan’s door, making sure that it slammed against the wall. “Hey, Ningguang, I have a ques—”

Ningguang was there all right, and so was the captain.

Xiangling’s words also held true, as there was a vase filled with flourishing glaze lilies. The vase, however, was on the ground. Alongside most of the documents that were originally on Ningguang’s desk, scattered like Yelan’s sanity.

Also on the ground were some very familiar clothing. Discarded, like so many rags. Considering the state of them? They actually  could  be considered rags.

And then there were the people in question, one of which would’ve been the reason for all the displaced papers. Yelan’s hand tightened on the doorframe, because this was something that she could’ve gone her whole fucking life without seeing.

“Good day to you too,  Lady  Ningguang,  Captain  Beidou,” she said, voice dripping with enough potency to kill the incompetent guard outside on sight, “you both owe me three bottles of wine.”

Without waiting for a response, Yelan spun on her heel and slammed the door after her, lifeline nearly wrenching the doorknob out of its socket.

Maybe she shouldn’t have asked Xiangling to reserve her some tea, Archon knows how much alcohol she’ll need today.

One week of break was too short, honestly. Considering how apparently successful her last self-imposed mission was, perhaps another week was in due order.

  


