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7. I can…

So…

…I suppose I just… pray?

Okay. O god of freedom, hear me if thou will. This is a form of prayer in most worlds; may it be received in the intended spirit.

Unless it was you who tore us apart. In which case, I… I wish you aeons of suffering, so that you might know a fraction of my pain.

…I’m sorry. It’s probably not you. I’m just… lost, you know? This body is so lumbering and fragile. It feels pain in a way I never have before, and I don’t know how to make it stop hurting or stop crying, and… and I’m literally lost. I don’t have the slightest idea where my twin was taken, or who or what the Sustainer is, or where I’m supposed to look… Khaenri’ah is pretty clearly gone, but the land doesn’t look… particularly war-torn. I don’t know how long it’s been. The closest thing I have to a map is drawings Paimon helped me make in the sand. I don’t know where or how to start looking.

I don’t know what I’m doing, I guess is what I’m saying. And so this is a prayer for guidance. But if you can spare it, this is also a prayer for power, for allies, for… anything I can use. I need options. There are too many things I can’t do anymore.

Most of my old powers are… I don’t know. Not gone, exactly, but they may as well be. I can’t sense where my twin is. I can’t fly any more, either. There’s a lot I can’t do right now.

But I can look for answers. This world is full of mysteries. Maybe if I solve the right one—
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“Oh no.”

Too many people. Way too many people. Three clan soldiers in front of her, moving to flank. The footsteps behind her numbered at least three more, including a samurai in heavy armour if the metallic clanks were any indication.

She was already out of breath from her scrape with the pair of lieutenants in the bathhouse. It had been a close, ugly thing, the floor just slippery enough to send them sprawling as she changed direction on them. Her satchel of blinding powder and smoke pellets had been torn off in the scuffle, its contents ruined by the water, and she hated herself for her carelessness. She’d discarded the slippers—the attendant disguise had been perfect, she was sure it had been perfect; how had she been made?… no, no time for that—for better traction, but running barefoot through the rock garden and outside into the gravel hurt and she was nowhere near out of trouble.

Staying still was death. (So many years of training, to curb this exact instinct to freeze up, to stop and take stock.) She feinted, running for a gap between two soldiers, swerved out of their grasp at the last minute. Another soldier dive-tackled at her direction; she ducked low and - ow, her ribs - he tripped over her.

The treeline was just ahead; scant cover but better than none.

(The good news was she had proof the Ishida clan were corrupt, laundering bandit money through their bathhouse operation. The bad news was that if they caught her they would interrogate her and she would not hold out for more than a few days, if she was being totally honest.)

Her ears picked up the whistle of a crossbow, and years of practice kicked in: she shifted into an erratic zigzag run, alternating long and short strides, the footwork from Dragonfly Kata-bunkai but adjusted to her shorter frame. The first bolts missed by miles but the subsequent ones were steadier, landing where she otherwise would have been. She passed the treeline.

Her strides were fast, but… not fast enough to outpace half a dozen grown adults pursuing her in a straight line.

She was not going to outrun them. No smoke pellets. The trees were not thick enough to hide in.

She felt woozy at the thought. There was only so hard she could push herself, and in a competition of sheer brute force…

No. Keep running. Ignore the sound of them closing in behind you, just keep running you useless little runt.

(Nakanishi would scold her for being so harsh on herself. Nakanishi could stuff it, she was doomed, she was allowed to hate herself a little right now.)

She stumbled over a branch, caught herself, kept running: her speed hadn’t dipped but her ankle felt wrong, wobbling each time her footfalls put weight on it.

She was not going to outrun them.

She bit down tears. Crying would impede her breathing and she needed all the oxygen she could get. 

The next time she tripped, she fell, forearms scraping raw as she landed. She clambered to her feet, knowing her pursuers were only moments away, and, and…

And her eyes stung.

Her lungs ached.

It was suicide, but… but she allowed herself two seconds. Two seconds for a world of thoughts to race through her head.

She wasn’t supposed to give up. She wanted to so badly, but she wasn’t supposed to… and she had a mission. She had people counting on her. She had a stupid, awful, corrupt minor clan to expose, and so it didn’t matter, couldn’t matter.

Yes, this was an endurance contest against people twice her size (ugh, lucky assholes). Yes, they were too fast to outrun, too strong for her to take in a fight. Yes, yes, ‘never get into a contest of brute force’, great advice. But Sensei Nakanishi had always said that wasn’t the point: soldiers, samurai were strong; ninja found a hint of weakness and tore into it.

The chances of escaping from here were slim, but it was still possible… that’s what she’d trained for, wasn’t it?

It had been two seconds. No time left to waste. She stumbled to her feet—

—and something in the wind changed, and—

—she was no longer there.

To her pursuers, scarcely thirty feet away, it looked like she had disappeared like dust in the wind.

She woke up in a bed in the Kamisato estate with no memory of how she had gotten there. A cup of ginseng-rhizoma tea, her sensei’s signature brew, sat on the dresser, still warm. Her skin was purple and black with bruises. Attached to her thigh, where her powder satchel had once sat, was a little teal trinket she’d never seen before.
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He was wounded, but such pain was nothing new. He paid it no mind.

Opening eyes that were his for the first time in—no, why remember unnecessarily?—opening eyes that were his, he surveyed the two creatures standing before him.

General and lieutenant, unmistakeably. They looked like humans, but that was not what they had been in battle just minutes prior.

The general: A geometrical construction like a hypostasis of soil, if a hypostasis was a puzzle box was a palace, its cubes of cubes folding apart to reveal gears churning through sands. In battle it wove contraptions that themselves wove contraptions, shuffling platoons around the ground like plates on a table, its calculated moves slowly trapping the opposing army in a pincer formation. With the battle concluded, it had taken a human form: a woman of indeterminate age whose sleeves were endlessly disintegrating into dust in imaginary winds.

The lieutenant: A dragon, of the long, snaking breed common to these lands. Its scales were of rock, its talons gleaming gold, its roar reverberating through the landscape. In battle it had breathed not fire or thunder but sigils, glowing constructions of glyphs and runes that weighed down on foes, suffocating their options until they may as well have turned to stone. With the battle concluded, it had taken a human form: a man of indeterminate age whose white robes glinted with promised wealth and foreboding weight.

They did not speak, had not spoken since the inexplicable cruelty of sparing his life.

The wounded adeptus said: “I cannot repay this debt. You will come to regret saving me.”

“Perhaps.” It was the lieutenant, the man of glyphs and runes, who replied. “But your freedom is a gift, not a debt. I give gifts with no expectations besides the quantum of goodwill they often evoke. If you owed me a debt, there would be no such ambiguity.”

“…hmph. I suppose.”

“After centuries in chains,” said the woman whose sleeves were disintegrating into dust, “we wonder if you seek purpose. Join us, until you tire of us, and reconstruct yourself as something that builds.”

He bowed his head—Celestia above, he bowed his head of his own free will. “I thank you for your offer of… purpose. But I must decline. Your faction speaks of gods and mortals living in harmony. Even before my bondage I was not a creature fit for such a world. I cannot offer more than death, and memories of tyranny.”

“Is it truly tyranny in your heart?” the woman said, her eyes unfolding, sliding apart, reassembling, as she regarded him.

“I have no heart. I can offer only my blade.”

“So long as the thrones of Celestia are contested, we will have need for your blade,” she acknowledged. “But that blade has been your life for so long now. Should we not tend to the soils of your soul?”

“Do you ask this of every recruit who would join you?” he said, more derisively, he knew, than was warranted. “Does every soldier need a spiritual cause?”

“No.” The man in white took the woman’s place, a motion so smooth the adeptus wasn’t certain when it had happened. “Although my liege would cultivate our army like a garden, united in ambition, this war oft makes us creatures of circumstance and necessity. Unlike my liege, when I extend a hand of cooperation, it comes with promises and warranties.”

“Debts,” said the adeptus flatly.

“Indeed.  But I, too, am sentimental. I see an Adeptus who has spent centuries trapped in a yoke he never asked for, never agreed to. And to my heart, such as it is, it seems cruel, seems wrong, to once again bind such a creature to war and death, after mere moments of freedom.”

Wrong? Wrong? What would they know of wrong? The lives he had extinguished, the dreams he had snuffed out at his master’s bidding…

“You… you cowards,” said the wounded adeptus. And now that he’d said it, he noticed he didn’t care if they smote him on the spot for his insolence. “You sentimental, stupid cowards.”

The woman and man regarded him passively but said nothing.

He went on: “Look at me. Look at me. Whatever I might have been thousands of years ago, I am not that. I am an instrument of death. That is all I exist for. There is no past, no future; there is only the blade. You are the victors of this battle, but you do not have the authority to dictate meaning, purpose, false hope, unto me. Your petty sentimentality is worthless to me.”

His vision was swimming. He took a deep breath, carried on.

“Strike me down if you must. But I don’t want your sentiments of freedom. I cannot—willnot—live my life adrift just to warm your hearts.” His fist clenched. “I cannot be ally to your fanciful dreams of prosperity. But I can kill for you. Take it or leave it.”

A sudden gust of wind went by, kicking up dust and carrying the stench of blood and death with it. The lacerations on the adeptus’s body cried out in pain, then—

—went silent.

His hand went to his ribs.

The wound had closed. The pain had eased.

When the wind passed, there was something shining in the air before him.

The adeptus stared, incredulous. He had seen enough Visions granted to know what this was.

“This…” He looked to the general and lieutenant. “Is this some kind of sick joke?”

The man and the woman did not outwardly show any shock, but with his Sight beyond sight, the no-longer-wounded adeptus heard the soil-hypostasis’s panels-and-gears rotating into new configurations, felt the weight of the dragon’s nonplussed blink.


(“Could it be?” the man muttered. “Decarabian, still alive?”



“Doubtful,” the woman replied. “His mark was similar, but… Observe the negative space between the threefold wings. This is a Vision granted in Barbatos’s image.”



The man’s hand went to his chin. “But the boy’s words… they were of servitude and tyranny, not freedom…”



“I am no philosopher”—(“Yes you are.”)—“of freedom. But I suppose we might ask… what does freedom mean if demanded of him by us? What is tyranny if freely requested, time and time again?”)


The woman turned back to face the wounded adeptus. Her eyes gleamed like a thousand specks of dust.

“This was not how I expected this conversation to go,” she said. “But on the subject of freedom, there are more learned authorities than either of us. Our sentimentality may not be assuaged, but our virtue, at least, is satisfied.” She turned to her lieutenant. “Morax. Take my words and cast them in stone for me: Our new ally—no, vassal—serves our cause. He smites our foes and protects our friends. But… if he ever tires of the agreement, it is over.”

The adeptus, tired and lost as he was, found it within himself to nod. “Acceptable.”

“A simple contract enough,” the man said. “Will you sign with your birth name, or, if it pleases you, shall I grant you a new one?”
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“Trial one hundred and fifty-nine,” she said aloud.

(1) There was no phonograph recording her, and (2) she’d already written these words in her logbook. Therefore we conclude that (∴) saying the trial’s number out loud was technically unnecessary. We conjecture this was simply a matter of habit.

She hoped this would succeed. At a younger age, she might have prayed for the trial’s success. However, subsequent empirical tests had failed to demonstrate any effect of such prayer upon experimental results. Instead, as she measured out her solvent into a flask, she said:

“Please work.”

Verifying that she’d measured the seeds out correctly, she dropped them into the flask and mixed.

She was worried because this was the last of her personal dandelion seed stash and if this didn’t work she would have to go out to get more which would mean pausing her experiments which was unacceptable when there was research to do and so she was worried.

Now, now… be optimistic. She could deal with complications if and when they arose.

If this works, she thought, as she poured the solution into to her cauldron, then this constitutes a foundational result in bio-alchemy, from which I could create the literal seeds of a paradise.

She lit the cauldron. Almost immediately, it reached a full boil.

The rest, although not ‘history’, is meticulously logged elsewhere.
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A house laid to ruin

Swallowed whole by forest’s shade

Slumbering in rot.





Stoic, a boy mourns

dreams of honour that, he knows,

were never his own.





Summer storms; a maple leaf

plucked from cradle-bough.

Wind guide you, my friend.





Seasons come and go.

Rainy roads and seas:

Traversed, one foot at a time.





Seiza on these windswept cliffs.

The pine-song ripples

as red leaves billow.





His gaze, at last turned inward,

finds, ’midst thunderstorms,

unexpected peace.





Home long since buried,

our lone maple leaf may drift

anywhere at all.
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“Foolish Knights… Step aside, and you will leave here alive!”

(Aside:) “Hold firm. The cavalry will be here any moment.” (Out loud:) “I might ask the same of you, mage. Retreat, or you will learn firsthand just how sharp Mondstadt’s teeth are.”

“O-hoh. Such pride, such bravery! Truly an exemplary knight you make, Lionfang.”

“…”

“What, you thought we didn’t know of you? Silly girl. The Abyss knows everything—”

(“Sir, behind you!”)

The clang of metal parrying metal. Seconds later, a resounding thunk as an axe plunges headfirst into the dirt, ownerless.

“Evidently the Abyss doesn’t know to leave visiting diplomats alone.”

Cackling. “Hah! We know all about your diplomat troubles. The carriage you so valiantly protect carries Fatui envoys, does it not? The very same Fatui that laid low your Order, not so long ago. You would truly die for these people?”

(“Sir? Is that true?”

“This was in my damned briefing. Hold firm, Knights.”)

“I’ll ask you again, Lionfang. Have your men step aside. We only want the Snezhnayans, tonight… (You two, flank her!…) We promise to see justice done for their crimes… more than you could ever achieve with all your honour tying you down.”

Three footsteps, light-light-heavy, the ring of a blade through the air. “You creatures know nothing of justice.” Another footstep, another singing cut. “Mondstadt protects its guests. Back off.”

“Do you really think your lump of a city can hold itself together and withstand the might of the Abyss?

“Not another step closer, mage.”

“Do you think you can shoulder even a fraction of that burden, girl?”

Spit. “You know nothing of burden.”

“Ah, then you already know, don’t you…? You cannot. The task will crush you, night after night, until you surely crumble beneath its weight.”

“You’re wrong. It’s my duty. I must serve Mondstadt. And so, no matter the burden, I can.”

From out of nowhere comes an avalanche of noise, a drone of wings and lyres and out-of-tune choirs, like a host of angels singing out of tune after one too many, a beautiful cacophony that lasts only a split second—

—before silence resumes its place.

The wind has picked up slightly.

The voice that had been cackling now sounds dumbfounded. “…what!?” Then, after a moment’s pause: “All of you! Seize her! Don’t let her use the…” (Steel and rising wind, in concert.) “…wait, no, you fools, don’t run at her with torches, can’t you see she’s got…” (Heat, blessed heat.) “…augh, never mind, retreat!, retr—”

There is the sound of a bubble popping, and the speaker hits the ground with an oof.

Many other noises follow: a foregone conclusion of a battle, then the carriage window opening, then endless, endless dialogue.

About ten minutes afterwards, hooves thunder then slow. A new voice says:

“Well, well, what do we have here? Unless my eye deceives me, our esteemed leader seems to have rediscovered her childhood love of jewellery. What a pretty bauble you’ve got there!”

And a very tired woman replies:

“A medal of honour to whoever gets the Captain to shut his mouth.”

6. …and I will.

Hi…?

…hi. Hello. God of Contracts, know that I come in peace and kinship; hear my prayer.

This land is so much more dazzling than Mondstadt. (Wait, do you all talk to one another? Don’t tell Venti I said that.) I’ve been walking through a literal swamp for hours with water getting in my shoes and it is the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in centuries. And the inn up ahead? A giant tree? Oh, how I love discovering new places.

…but to more serious matters.

I’m looking for my twin. We were torn apart by… by what I suspect were the forces of Celestia. A Sustainer of Heavenly Principles, a Choir of Order, black-and-red heartbeats sealing our path. We’ve—we’d never encountered a force so powerful before, one that could bind us to a world… or maybe we’d never encountered anything that wanted to.

She tore us apart. She tore us apart. That should be impossible! She stripped away our wings. She sealed me—us, I assume—in these mortal forms, sealed away our powers.

She would not let us leave. We were leaving. We had done our duty—I know this, even as this joke of a brain fails to remember what our duty was… we had done our duty and we were leaving.

Morax. I am told that you are hard and unyielding, but not unkind. I entreat you for your aid in my journey, to right a past injustice, to reclaim a bond severed.

Morax. I am told you are the God of Contracts and Stone. Then you must know the weight of a promise, made by one such as I, whatever it is I am.

Hear my promise. We remember kindnesses. Aid me and I will remember your aid, yes, even if you are the Sustainer herself. I promise not forgiveness, but whatever we once were, we repaid generosity in kind. I still will.

Hear my promise. This injustice shall pass. Days or years or centuries it may be, but sooner or later my power will return. My twin and I will be together again. Whatever we once were, I know this to be inevitable, a fundamental fact of the universe, though I know not why.

Hear my promise. Rain or shine, divinity or damnation, I will not rest in my search. We will be reunited.
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Oh my goodness, she saluted back. She saluted back. She… she saw me.

Sir Acting Grandmaster, maybe that was a small gesture for you, but as far as I’m concerned… thank you. Thank you for reminding me I belong here. Becuase, oh, I really feel like I do. I really do think so. And I swear that next time—eighth time’s the charm—I’ll prove it beyond a doubt.

Oh… Knights, all of you, please just give me another shot. I have what it takes, I promise. One day, soon, I’ll make you all proud. I’ll be Mondstadt’s shield and sword. I’ll help people, and help keep people safe. 

I will protect you. All of you. I swear it.


(Inexplicably, she catches a whiff of jasmine, with undertones of amber.)


Oh… what’s this? A… a Vision?

Then… maybe the Gods believe in me too.

Well! I daresay today is turning out to be quite alright, after all.
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The candle burned low. This did not matter yet: its light remained adequate for note-taking.


The starry void above, the primordial depths below. Seemingly chaotic, yet only on the surface. For the World’s processes must be known to the World itself.


There was a part of him that feared this final assignment, that shirked from the notion of an intractable problem. Intractability was stasis; stasis, the absence of change, was the true death, the kind he would always fear.


Change is the observable component of Time. Time is the unit of account for Form. To not change is to no longer exist within Time, to have Form rendered irrelevant.


The other kind of ‘death’, decay and decomposition, inspired only a transient fear. Such death was a natural part of the world. From putrefaction came the possibility of reuse, reinvention, re-cycling. One day he would be unmade into his constituent pieces, and those pieces would come to constitute other forms, other stories.

What he feared was an intractable problem.

There are no intractable problems. These were her words. Only intractable solutions. False beliefs, false hopes, and false revelations filter our perception of reality, prevent us from understanding. In this way, comfort is the enemy of enlightenment.

The candle burned low. His desk was neat, golden-ratio rectangles of parchment tiling its center, carefully stacked notebooks sitting behind them. To the side, in arm’s reach, a mug of tea, leaves in cloth bag still oversteeping fourteen hours later. Bitter or not, he intended to drink it anyway, perhaps an hour past midnight when tiredness typically found him. (He had not yet learned to drink ‘for hydration’ where people might otherwise see and fret; besides, his first months had demonstrated that he was generally alone in this workshop. It would be a few seasons yet until his new employers took enough of an interest in his spare-time projects to have people come by to ask about his ‘invention’ work or ‘intellectual property’; more seasons still until either he or they thought to hire assistants for him.)

There was a part of him that feared this final—final—assignment, that feared disappointing her, that feared stagnation (the true death, the absence of change), that feared an intractable problem.

What he feared was an intractable problem. No truth or meaning to be had, or more accurately, none to be had by him and his mortal limitations.

The candle burned low.


False beliefs, false hopes, and false revelations filter our perception of reality, prevent us from understanding. The first step then is their death, equally false.



To accept the false death—decay and decomposition—of our theories is an act of bravery. To purify their remains—to find the iota that mattered—is an act of madness and genius.


That was what he was built for: to purify, to ablute, to see the nucleus of truth amidst putrified dreams, to prepare the vital for the unforgiving light of the sun.


Countless have tried before me and failed. This is irrelevant. As surely as life blooms and decays, I

will

find the truth and meaning of this world.


One moment, there wasn’t a Vision on his desk, the next, there was. His mouth formed into a pleased smile.

He would inspect it later. There was work to be done yet.

The candle burned low. 🜂

The 🝌andle b̷̛u̶̘̙̽r̷̪̾̓n̴͔̈́ẽ̵͈̹͆d̸̰̥͒ l☉w.

The candle—
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“…but it could easily be worth ten times that if I can establish its historical owner. That… is certainly worth the gamble. Very well, I’ll set aside a weekend for the task.

“I wonder if the Ministry of Civil Affairs keeps records of Vision holders from centuries past?…

“A couple more sales like this, and then if I get that end-of-year raise, I’ll be able to afford carpenters on retainer, five hundred thousand a month. An architect to advise on load-bearing patterns, perhaps twenty hours over three months if I’m a fast learner… call that another two million pro forma. That’s… eight million this year, then rent and food of three, one left for emergencies, the rest to invest…

“Heh… All that Mora, drawn from tax, paid to me in wages, and I’m just throwing it straight back into the harbour. Again and again and again. But why the hell not? Just as I will flourish, so too will Liyue flourish with me…

“What?… oh, archons, please tell me it’s not fucking glowing.”

(You break it, you buy it: how many times had she told this to someone else? A blessing from the heavens is good fortune indeed, but oh, the opportunity cost of it all…)
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In his dream, when the bigger kids came for him with jeers and insults, he had the perfect comeback every time. It was a dream, so the words in the comebacks didn’t really matter: what mattered was that those stupid oafs stopped grinning, went red in the face, got mad, lost their cool. His pals didn’t scatter because they were his pals: they were safe whenever he was around.

“Back off,” he told the bigger kids, the jerkface ones, “don’t you know who I am?”

And they knew who he was and they squirmed in fear because while he was a nice guy he was also the biggest, and the toughest, and the smartest, and they all knew it.

The dream segued and they were challenging him: an arm-wrestling contest with a hulking menace of a kid, but he won it anyway; a game of marbles where it was them not him who put too much strength into their rolls and messed it all up. After a jump rope contest that lasted two days and two nights, all the bigger kids conceded, but there was no anger or scorn left in their eyes. Instead they looked at him in the eye with newfound respect; begged to join his crew. How could they not? In every respect he was simply the best.

“That’s right, doesn’t matter what anyone thinks at first,” he said to the rising sun, “I’m gonna be the best, coolest, most winning guy in Hanamizaka… nah, in all of Inazuma.”

The rising sun seemed to agree; it twinkled gold, and hummed. Somehow, when he woke up, it was still there.
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“Well, Captain?”

Her Excellency’s voice was like summer sunsets, waves over glittering ocean carrying fresh life. Her Excellency’s voice scared him, made every fur on his body stand on end: Relax, it seemed to say, a beacon of calm like the light on a deep-sea anglerfish. You are in no danger, relax, come bathe in moonlight’s glow. Every time he had a private audience with her, his instincts told him to run, run, run; every time, she smiled beatifically and pat him on the head like a schoolchild. Every time she praised his instincts, he couldn’t help but suspect she could sense his fear, like this was what pleased her: that he knew enough to be afraid.

“Your Excellency,” he said, saluting. “You asked me why I wanted to be stronger.”

“Mm,” she said. “Yes, I remember. I recall I asked you to spend a few days thinking about whether it was the right want.”

He nodded. “Yes… that.”

“What have you concluded?”

“That…” He opened his mouth, closed it, willing the right words into his head. He knew this, he’d practised this in the mirror for half an hour… “That the stronger I get, the less… um, the less difference it will make each time. That is… there’s a point where me getting stronger won’t make us any stronger on the field.”

“Mmm,” she hummed. “And so your squad must train hard too?”

Even without the hint of mirth in her schooled expression, it was clear he wasn’t expected to agree. She watched him, barely blinking, as he considered his response.

“No, Your Excellency,” he said. “Certainly we must all train, but… that isn’t what I meant.” Deep breath. “I meant… if I want to have a greater impact in the field, it won’t be by my or my squad’s strength alone. I need to make my squad stronger as a whole.”

“Sophistry, dear Captain! What is the whole if not the sum of its parts?”

More riddles, but one he was more confident about. “Two forces, each of ten strong men— ten strong warriors, pardon me…”—(“Pardoned.”)—“…fighting head to head. One force is ten individuals each working to their own cunning. One force is a team, ten working in unity.”

“Mm. Unity of tactics?”

“Unity of… Just, unity. Trust. Feeling part of a whole.”

Her eyes gleamed. “Very good.”

He warmed at the hint of pride in her voice.

“When you promoted me,” he said, “you told me that my duty was to be ‘ruthlessly loving’.”

“And?”

“And I have been trying. But I think now I understand better. I will continue my martial and tactical training, but getting stronger won’t be my main focus.”

“No? And what will that be?”

“Learning… whatever it is that makes a team trust one another in the most dire of straits… Leading by strength, leading by inspiration… I don’t know the right words for it yet. But I… I see where I must go, what it us you’re asking me to become. I will make everyone stronger… if that pleases you, your Excellency.”

“Yes,” she said, and there was a curious note to her voice. “Yes, I believe you will.”

He followed her gaze to the table between them, on which sat a Geo Vision, pulsing with gentle strength.

Had… had that been there a second ago?

“Whose Vision is that?” he said. “Did someone leave it behind? I should—”

“It appears to be a gift from abroad,” she said, “for my first General. Take it.”

Take it? “You… surely you don’t mean…”

“Oh, not yet. But within three months’ time I expect you to have earned that title, not only in my eyes but the entire army’s.” She clapped her hands. “But that is a future concern! You have some homework. Tomorrow evening, I want a report on what that Vision can do. Focus on… focus on what you were saying, on tactics and morale. Consult with Shizuru, she’s well-read on combat applications for Visions.”

He took the Vision, and it glowed in his hands. “I… do we need Generals? In peacetime?”

“Dismissed, Captain,” she said, and her voice was the glow of an anglerfish, warm and lulling, the safest thing in the world.
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Largo (♩=48)


“This,” a tiny part of her thinks. (The rest of her is trapped in biting snow, a woman who has lost her way home, who has forgotten where, exactly ‘home’ is.) “This is what I was missing.”

Step. Sweep… step. Lift… knee… and… step. Sweep…

“Ordinary.”

(One small part of her mind, meditating on this; nine parts, knowing the next eight steps, the exact points on stage where her leap will take her; ninety parts trapped in biting snow, a woman who has lost her way home, in the throes of despair.)

She leaps, leading with the rib cage, soaring, a plaintive cry on her lips. She lands on her left leg in pin-drop silence, an arm’s length from the stage’s edge. Linear momentum into angular, her right leg leads her into a spin, skimming across the ground five-eighths of a circle counter-clockwise, ending with her facing forward again in an exaggerated curtsey. The back of her fingers trails across her brow, dabbing at imaginary tears. There, she settles into perfect stillness.

The stillness lasts for three measures: fifteen seconds. It is a practised stillness: no tell-tale wobble to reveal the strain in her quadriceps and abdominis. Her clothes flutter and settle with gravity’s weight.

“She is ordinary. Her torment is ordinary. As we all are… And so, her torment is mine. Yours. Ours.”

Step, reposition. Both feet are on the ground again. Nine parts of her mind, satisfied with her endurance; ninety-one parts, the universal experience of being lost.

From shoulder to fingertip, left arm opening like a petal— but no, improvised, left arm opening but with a measured tremor, only perceptible by the shimmering silk of her sleeve. An ache in her little finger that stretches along her heart meridian and her persona’s at the same time.

“Melodrama and heroics have their place, but those are not the stories I was brought into this world to tell.”

(The calculated imperfection is felt more than it is seen. She will never know of the ripple effects: the teahouse waiter realising, mid-pour, that he wants to serve his perfectly-brewed silver needle tea somewhere where the patrons savour every sip; the young couple in the back understanding in unison that they don’t have to make it work if they don’t want to; the sharply-dressed man in the front row’s epiphany that for the past decade he has been as adrift in his Yuheng role as is the maiden on stage.

Sometimes self-reflection begins with the right story told the right way.)

Her thoughts have their own weight now, a crescendo that cannot be held back.

“Tens of thousands of people, passing each other by in the streets, never knowing each others’ stories. Stories of true emotions, of real people. These are the songs crying for my voice. These are the stories I will tell.”

Ninety parts of her mind in character; nine parts minding the steps of the dance; one part in the joyous rapture of meeting oneself for the first time.

(An old woman in the audience sheds a single joyous tear, with a silk cloth she dabs at wrinkled, amber eyes.)

The newfound conviction is firm ground beneath her feet, fertile soil between her toes. “These are the stories I will tell,” she repeats in her mind.

She catches the Vision in her outstretched hand, in a motion so smooth it surely must have been a part of this dance from the very beginning. Too caught in her joy to consciously notice it, she cradles it to her chest, where it secures itself on her lapel; then, she sweeps her knees low to prepare for a five-hundred-and-forty-degree twirl.

(The audience will later say they saw the vision appear, that it was beautiful, that it shone like the morning sun cresting over mountains. In fact, they do not see it either, too captivated by the performance. When they hear of the Vision they will mistake the shared rapture of audience and artist for the gods’ attention.)

(The exception to this is the old woman. She sees the woman onstage catch the Vision, but never speaks of it. She stays to the end of the performance, finishes her tea, and departs, a smile in her heart, never to wear this face again.

Opera has had so many meanings to Liyue over the years; today, it has found a new one.)


Notes for the Chapter:
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How are Visions granted? Ei tells us it is “it is not by [the Archons’] will that Visions are granted or denied.” Says Zhongli: Visions are born of sheer willpower “at a desperate and fateful moment in [one’s] life”. Chongyun’s Vision story suggests the element of a Vision and the ambition it embodies are happenstance, that there may be more than one ‘right’ vision for a person.

My headcanon is that Archons and their Gnoses form the template by which Visions are granted. If your ambition shines in just the right way at just the right moment, so that Celestia in all its eldritch glory sees a hint of Archon-nature in you, then you receive a Vision in kind… so that perhaps, one day, you will make for an entertaining gladiator in another Archon War.


This fic is super experimental! I’ve been having loads of fun writing these vignettes. (Sucrose, Noelle, Ningguang: I love all three of you to death and I’m sorry your stories were so boring.)

Anemo is the Element of dead friends freedom-despite-tyranny, perseverance despite the world trying to put you in a cage.

I headcanon Guizhong as something like a book-of-Ezekiel angel, except instead of wheels of eyes and light she is a fractal hypostasis. She expands like the hidden compartments of a Victorian cabinet; she unfolds like gossamer origami. The Memory of Dust resembles her more than a little.

The Abyss mages all sPeAk lIkE tHiS and it’s nOt vErY iNtImIdAtInG despite what they think.

Geo is the element of the promise/contract that is as solid as stone, the “Vision” (heh) you will see through to the bitter end.

Notional exchange rate for the Ningguang section is 1 Mora = 1 JPY, in a reasonably affluent city. (Ningguang’s colleagues in the legislative secretariat might wonder how three million Mora could possibly cover a year’s rent in the Harbour. It would shock them to learn that one of their senior co-workers was living in a shack in Mount Tianheng’s shadow, nearly an hour’s walk outside town; it would baffle them that anyone with the option would willingly subsist on radish cake and roasted almonds, the occasional homemade meat bun as an indulgence. Indeed, only Ganyu, whose job is to know such things, knows about her living situation, and coincidentally is the only one who would think this entirely unremarkable.)






2. a fact immutable // a question sown // a wrong righted

Summary for the Chapter:
A pumpkin-turmeric recipe, Alice and the Hexenzirkel, Orobashi’s hidden dagger Herald, a lullaby by Brahms, the lightning’s glow…


Notes for the Chapter:CW: swearing at the reader (“f*** you”) in one vignette, brief mentions of ritual violence and blood
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5. a fact immutable

Raiden Shogun. Hear my prayer.

(Rumour has it you’re not hearing much of anything at all, nowadays. The ring of lightning over the ocean was a bit excessive.)

I seek your aid, guidance, and wisdom. I’m searching for… I mean, I’ve found, but…

My twin changed. They’re different, now.

I say this to my… friends, the mortals I’ve met, and they’re sympathetic but they don’t fully understand. They tell me sometimes people’s values change over time. In general, yes, that’s true. But it isn’t—wasn’t—true of us.

At the Golden House I started to feel the outlines of my old power. Not enough to remember who my twin and I were, but enough to remember… archetypes, myths.

In every world, in every reflection, there has always been us. The memories I’ve lost span further than the roots of the Irminsul, and the breadth of them tells me that the two of us always have born witness, always will bear witness… to what I can’t yet say, but… to everything which must be witnessed, I suppose.

(My twin witnessed something in Khaenri’ah that I didn’t. They witnessed five hundred years I didn’t. What am I missing.)

We’ve taken as many forms as we’ve seen worlds; as many names as we’ve had forms. Kong and Ying, Cuileag-Teine and Adhair, the Necessary and the Contingent… And always, always, the two of us. Always two, each playing a part, in perfect harmony, like two faces of the same coin.

Only now we’re not.

I found them. I found my twin. We were both right there, and… they left.

“Complete your journey…” No. What could possibly be more important than being one again?

How do I explain that wrongness, that impossibility, to you? How do I explain what it’s like, losing an entire half of yourself you’ve had since the moment you were born?

I guess it doesn’t matter. I don’t need you to understand; I need answers.

And once I have those answers, I need my sibling back. Properly back.

We are two halves of one whole. This—whatever is going on—is a temporary aberration. It won’t last. It can’t. I won’t allow it to.
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“Hyah!” grunted the mitachurl, and it brought its battleaxe down upon her head.

Her shortsword deflected the blow, but the momentum was too much. She skidded back through the dirt, dorsal wings flaring out in an ineffectual attempt to slow down, and then she was falling from the edge of the cliff.

She instinctively tensed her wings to catch the wind, but to no avail—her assailants had sliced through the extensors in her left upper wing, and arrows had punched through the skin on the right upper. Her descent slowed fractionally but she was still practically in freefall, spiralling, out of control—

No. It couldn’t end like this. One day she was supposed to protect this place, forever. She was barely grown, she wasn’t at her full strength, the hilichurls had too many archers and it wasn’t fair, she was supposed to have backup…

Unfair or not, she continued to fall.

Protector, assassin, scout, skirmisher: she was whatever the Narukami Ogosho required her to be. Or, at least, that had been her dream. But now—

She lost consciousness as her body crashed through the canopy, bounced off a tree branch, then hit the ground at sixty feet per second.

Nobody could possibly survive that.

(She would come to be known as a survivor.)
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“You are… too fragile,” she says. “The error was mine.”

He does not respond. His eyes are on his reflection, in the pond. The soft eyes, the weak chin. The hair trailing to his waist, braided in a facsimile of hers. The obi that cinches his waist in, inhibiting precise movement.

“It is not your fault,” she says. Her words are hollow, rote, a borrowed phrase that sits ill on her tongue. “You… have served me well. In existing you have served me.”

Should I aspire to have served you?, he does not ask.

He tries to find anything in his reflection that isn’t hers. He thinks there is a hint of something, something he can sculpt himself into, if he chisels away all the extraneities.

Thankfully, he knows how to cut, how to slice. Thankfully, he is used to finding himself on the operating table, bones and tourbillons laid bare.





Some months later, he is ready to depart.

“Where will you go?” she says.

“Do you care?”

She shrugs languidly. “Success or failure, should we not concern ourselves with our creations?”

He leaves—the rage does not reach his face—and does not come back.

I am not your creation, he doesn’t say, I am no one’s but my own.
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“Come on… come at me, big boy, come at me… Yeah, that’s right, you overgrown salamander, you want a bite?, I’m right here—everyone brace—you think you’re so tough? You think you’ve worn us down? We are Liyue’s fucking finest, and don’t you fucking forget it—”

It’s true. Liyue roars with her; it roars with the voice of a million souls, joining the weight of the greatsword as it reaches the zenith of its arc. Even as the sky splits asunder, even as a single, terrible bolt of lightning pierces down from the heavens to join the tumult, Liyue roars, Liyue stands proud…

…and as the greatsword, channelling the oldest of storms, finds its mark between your eyes, is it Inazuma’s eternity that it’s charged with?, is it to the east where the electro glows brightest?

No, no: it is Liyue, it was always Liyue. Liyue, five thousand years old, older than its first contract, old enough to remember when it was just a fledgling web of human hearts, countless tiny connections coalescing over the course of centuries to form a solidarity so certain, so unending, that this is the backbone of the nation, far more than any prime adeptus. The web of human hearts, the bonds that span generations: they fuse tighter than any steel, strike harder than any mountain; they hone the greatsword’s edge until it does the impossible: it pierces your skin, it hits your skull, and it keeps fucking going.


(We are Liyue. We endure. Did you really think you were going to win?)


No, it is the west side of the greatsword, the side facing Liyue, that shines bright enough to blind (the wielder’s eye hollowed out with lightning), that roars. Test the land of diligence turned gold and it will stand firm, terrorise it and it may tremble but it is inevitably you who will be cleaved in two, your brain vaporised in a flash of sparks, your every vertebra perfectly halved in the span of a heartbeat.

You die, never knowing what hit you. They drag her out of the sea, begin the arduous process of saving her life, but you?, you. just. die.

(The Liyueans will take your name as a trophy, tell tales of your defeat. In a century’s time, all that will be left of your memory is the songs they sing in inns on winter nights, to remind each other that the bonds between them are tougher than dragonskin.)
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“White tea? Green?”

“No, I don’t take caffeine after mid-afternoon.” Wait. No. She was back-talking the most dangerous mortal in all Liyue. “Um… my apologies. No offence intended.”

“Very well.” Snap. “Bring us one iced water, one seventy-degree water, a coconut juice, a longan berry juice, and my usual tea.”

Wait what that was excessive— “Did you just… did you order four drinks to hedge your bets?”

“I don’t know your tastes, Miss Zi, but I do believe you’d have been annoyed if I asked you a follow-up question.”

“Hmm. The stories are true, then. You’re good at reading people.”

“In this case, your reputation precedes you. I’m told you value your time more than most.”

That wasn’t good. She’d pissed off more than one of her colleagues on occasion. More than half. More than… okay, never mind, get in ahead of this.

She said: “Um, look, sometimes in the heat of the moment—”

The Tianquan waved her off with a smile. “Please, please, no need to get defensive. It was meant as a compliment. The Yuheng speaks fondly of you, Miss Zi, and he is rarely one to speak well of his subordinates.”

“Oh.” That was good, right? “Thank you, I’m flattered to hear it. And… since you mentioned him…”

“Yes, yes, to business. Your nomination is in hand, is it not? You already have the requisite five out of seven votes, the Yuheng’s included.”

“I… didn’t think that was public knowledge.”

The drinks had arrived. She took a few sips of the hot water, then changed her mind and started on the coconut juice. Electrolytes were always welcome.

The Tianquan’s ‘usual tea’ apparently involved an intricate waste-of-time gongfu ritual, pouring things from one pot to another for no discernable reason. (The younger woman resisted commenting on this, because, again: Tianquan. Rivals’ darkest secrets exposed. Childhood tormentors lying destitute in dirty alleyways.)

“It’s not public knowledge,” the Tianquan said. Her nail guards accentuated the elegant movements of her fingertips as she poured. “Won’t be until the vote happens in open session next month. But I like to know who my colleagues take meetings with, so”—she shrugged—“I do. And your name has been everywhere.”

“You spy on your fellow Qixing!?”

“Archons, no. The Liyue Harbour rumour mill spies on all of us, and I just listen in occasionally.”

“Ah.”

“So. You have the five votes you need. Yet on Thursday you’ll be attending the opera with the Tianji, doubtless angling for her vote, too. And here you are with me. Why?”

“I want to be on good terms with all my future colleagues.” Her chin tilted up with these last words.

The other woman laughed gently. “Of course. And?”

“And if I want to get anything important done, I’ll be working with the Legislative Secretariat a lot.”

“It’s not my vote you really want,” the other woman said, a curious glint in her eye. “You have plans for your role. You want my support.”

“Is that not the same thing?”

“You’re the scion of the Zi clan. I was expecting you to try to buy me.”

“I’m not…” She sighed. “I don’t want this to be about the family name. I’ve made a point of not using the connections, the money, of getting here fair and square.”

“That is what the rumours say,” the other woman acknowledged.

“And…” What the hell, may as well say it. “I don’t think you can be bought like that.”

“Really?” Leaning forward: “Have you not heard the rumours about me? The bribes? The criminal connections?”

“I have. But… I’ve gotten a sense for what corruption does to a person. I’ve met my fair share of scheming assholes—”

The Tianquan smiled, perhaps even genuinely. “I’ve heard a few such tales, yes.”

“—and you’re not that. You got where you are from… considerably less of a head start than I did. Court records suggest you’ve never broken a contract, and from what I can tell, the only people you’ve actively screwed over were trying to do the same to you. That’s… well, if you are the type to take bribes or coerce your business partners, you’re hiding it better than anyone I’ve ever met.”

“…hmm. I’ll take the compliment, Miss Zi.”

“You should.” Wait no don’t sound condescending what are you doing. “…because you deserve it, I mean. The compliment.”

The Tianquan drained her cup and began preparing herself another. “So, Miss Zi. Are you going to tell me your vision for Liyue, or am I to guess?”

Hmm, actually. “I… would be curious what your guess was.”

“Certainly,” smiled the Tianquan. “Having not met you in person, I had assumed your undercover escapades were somewhere between a hobby and a resume building exercise. But having met you, and considering your read on me…” She blew on her tea. “All right, here is my guess. You, Miss Zi, are an idealist. You want to believe that I am a woman with a code of honour because you hope that the Tianquan, the keeper of the codes of law, believes in something more than her own self-interest. Your programme for Liyue, then, isn’t specifically about paving roads and tilling fields, though perhaps that’s a part of it. It’s about making Liyue better— though, I admit, I cannot guess what ‘better’ means to you.”

The younger woman raised an eyebrow. “You figured that out as fast as Uncle Tian did.”

“Like you said: I had to be good at reading people to get to where I am.” The Tianquan waved her wrist. “Please, enlighten me. What does Liyue look like, should you hold its reins?”

(Okay. Stick to what she rehearsed.) She cleared her throat. “Liyue has enjoyed millennia of prosperity. But that same prosperity makes us complacent. The rich and powerful among us—and yes, I count my family in this—rest easy and become indifferent, if not cruel, to those less fortunate. The laws that served us yesteryear prop up cosy fiefdoms at the expense of those with genuine ambition. I was born into a rich family, Lady Tianquan. And a hundred others born under the same stars were not, and they don’t have the… the choices, the chance to steer their own destinies… I know you did but there’s only one of you.

“And we’re so… proud of our nation’s prosperity, so in love with past legacy, and we never talk about how the traditions that made our people who we are now hold us back. It’s the corruption, sure, but it’s also the beneficial changes we can’t implement because we’ve always done things different, the archaic systems entangling our best and brightest and preventing their ingenuity from shining through. It’s the Qixing taking macroeconomic advice from a millenia-old dragon when our economy is exponentially larger than it was thirty-seven centuries ago.”

The Tianquan laughed, delighted. “That is a brilliant line, Miss Zi; was that rehearsed or was that off the cuff?”

She winced. “Um. I might have gotten a little carried away with that last part. Of course Rex Lapis’s wisdom is an invaluable source of strength to the—”

“No, Miss Zi. I imagine you must often mince your words when talking to your superiors, but please. Don’t.” Sip. “You’re interesting. You’re in for a decades long, uphill battle, but you’re interesting… What does all this make you? Will you be the leader who tears down our country’s past?”

“No. I don’t want to destroy the past, I want us to have a gods damned future.” Oh no, she was way off script, but in for a Mora, in for a hundred… “The office of Yuheng isn’t about demolition and clearing land, that’s a means to an end; it’s about building things. If our nation just pulled its head out of its— pulled its head out of the sand, we could be so much more; we’re so much already but that’s the past, don’t you see? You don’t have to desecrate our traditions to embrace the new. But we have to be looking ahead. 

“If you’re asking what kind of leader I would be… or what kind of colleague I am? Then I’d say I’m that. I’m the leader who makes sure we’re looking forward. I’m the leader who reminds our people that they stand on the shoulders of our forebears, not the other way round. I’m the kind of person who makes sure the wharves get repaired before they collapse. I’m… I dunno, I’m the wake-up call, the opposite of complacency. I’m the kick up the ass this country needs— ow!”

“Miss Zi? Are you alright?”

“Yes— well, no, I think a wasp stung me on— wait, what the hell is this?” There was a foreign object poking into her thigh. She pulled it out, held it up: “A Vision? What the hell?”

The other woman downed the last of her tea. “…well, this is unexpected. Congratulations, Lady Provisional Yuheng, you’ve won the favour of the gods.”

“What? I don’t need the favour of the gods. Were they not listening to a word I was saying!?”

“Electro.” Sigh. “Always the stubborn ones… Regardless. You have your sixth vote, and I very much look forward to working together. And… hmm. Are you okay there, little Yuheng-to-be?” Snap. “A baijiu for Miss Zi—or do you prefer wine? Miss Zi?”

“The Qixing don’t all have Visions, right? Do the Gods think I need the help? Is that it? Are they mocking me?”

“…never mind. Waiter, make that a six-shot tasting platter, sommelier’s choice.” The Tianquan motioned at the longan berry juice. “Miss Zi. If you’re not having that, may I?”

“Wait, and it’s Electro, as in the God of Stagnation? Are you kidding me?”
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Even after all these years you still smell of them, he is told. You are one of theirs by nature; you cannot truly be one of our pack.

No, the boy replies every time, no, I can be both. I am both.

And when his pack comes to his rescue, when the only family he’s ever known gives their lives protecting him from Abyssal evil:

I am both, he tells himself. He staggers to his feet, lightning framing the silhouette of man and beast both. I am both.

In one sense, he loses everything that day. In another, he is never alone again.
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They call you the Lohefalter of this century, the Biruni of this millenium. Young and old, all your classmates strive to emulate you.

When you choose to study the Elements for your second thesis, your supervisor’s research group is flooded with applications. (Herbad Ayesha, your junior supervisor, complains bitterly about the extra busywork.)

When you tag along on Ruin and Domain exploration trips as part of said thesis, gathering data about the altered flow of elemental energy in knotted spaces, dozens of imitators attempt the same: they hire their own Adventurers Guild escorts, and head deep into the Mare Jivari’s ruins to find data they can sell on to you in exchange for co-authorship. Of the thirty percent who survive, all but two of them drop out to pursue other careers. Parvaneh and Hosseini both have good survival instincts and a good intuition for field experimentation; they end up sharing your lab, co-authoring several papers with you on quasi-Abyssal superconductivity phase diagrams. (You’re moderately certain they start hooking up at some point but you do not, it must be stressed, give a shit about sex or romance: you do not have the time to care. You don’t really notice if or when they stop.)

When people see you taking triple shots twice a day (sunrise and sunset), suddenly nobody has time to faff about with tea and everybody is pilfering lab supplies to brew pourover coffee with. (The Tribunal de Grande and Dipkorpus Fatui recruiters that lurk about campus start gifting Natlani coffee beans to potential hires, causing a month-long disturbance in international luxury goods trade routes that gets the attention of the Pyro and Geo Archon both.)

When you start bulk-making protein shakes—the saved time increasing your productive hours by nearly eight percent—your recipe is known across the Academia within a week: a sickly yellow powder made of desiccated pumpkin, ginger, turmeric, onion extract, and almond flour, mixed 1:2 with water to serve. Most people give up in disgust after a few days: the chalky texture and homogeneous flavour prove too much for them. (They don’t realise you yourself have been taking medicine to suppress your gag reflex: tempus fugit, every minute saved gets you that much close to being a Dastur.)

Really, besides your pixie cut—which cuts your showering time down to one hundred and fourteen seconds—the only thing you do that doesn’t spawn a round of cargo cult imitation from your fellow students is when you get a Vision.

It goes something like this:

“Hosseini,” you say, “the crystalfly extract?”

“Here,” he says, sliding a jar towards you. Without you needing to ask, he takes the used flasks from your workstation and brings them over to the laboratory sink.

“The Electro essential oil is on your left,” says Parvaneh. “It’s the last half-ounce of this morning’s batch.”

“Thank you,” you say, as you dissolve the crystalfly extract in a solvent of alcohol. With a sigh, you say, “I’ll start on another batch during lunch.”

It’s troublesome work, but necessary. Performing any form of Elemental alchemy requires recently harvested Elemental resources; the purity of the components degrades over time, making it difficult to replicate results. Academia students have discount access to, say, Electro crystals, but distilling the essential oil requires concentration and is time lost.

“It would be convenient,” you remark, “if we had a Vision user in the group. We could get most of these measurements done at least fifty percent faster if we had a renewable source of any kind of Elemental energy.”

Parvaneh-and-Hosseini murmur their agreement. “They run pretty expensive to hire, though,” one of them says. (You’re not paying attention to who.)

You shrug. “It’s perhaps worth the cost. If I am to be—what is that silly nickname they call me?—the Biruni of this millennium, the herald of great truths, then I can hardly afford to waste time with— hmm?”

A Vision—your Vision—materialises in your hand with a quiet crackle. You sniff the air. It smells of ozone, sensibly enough.

“Oh, yes. That will do very nicely indeed…” you say.

You have never seen a lioness on the hunt, but that, Parvaneh-and-Hosseini subsequently assure you, is exactly what your grin looks like in this moment. (They elide any mention of how your teeth are stained yellow from pumpkin-turmeric powder; you already know, you don’t care.)

Across the room, Ayesha pauses in her work (disassembling a chaos core with a chisel like a madwoman), and says, “Congratulations, Minci.” She does not sound surprised in the slightest. “That’ll save you a few million seconds for sure.”

“Well, let’s complete this measurement, and we can rethink our experimental design over lunch,” you say. “Hosseini, be a dear and pass the copper wire…”
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“…but you’re not listening.”

“Oh, I’m listening! Are you listening to yourself!? Your mother and I were your age once, we understand it’s a tough age but you’re an ordinary kid—”

“I’m not an ordinary anything; I am not something you can understand!”

“Amy Braun, don’t you dare—”

She slammed the door on him and wedged a chair under the handle.

The air in her bedroom felt heavy, like stormclouds before they burst.

She shrieked, pounding her fists on the wall, then spun around to find her boots. She had zero interest in going back through the rest of the house, so the tree branch outside her window would have to do.

She was laced up before she noticed the bird on the windowsill. Purple, shimmery.

“You look cool,” said Amy, approaching it, “but I’m about to climb over you, so—” She flicked her wrist in its direction. “Shoo, I guess.”

The bird instead hopped to the side. “Will that suffice for thine purposes?” it said. “Forgive my impudence but I am loathe to leave you to your bitter ruminations so soon after… that.”

“Ah, you heard that row, huh?” she chuckled sheepishly. “I guess I wasn’t being very quiet— wait, wait what?, um what in the bowels of Evernight is going on?—”

She scrambled back, nearly tripping over the edge of her bed in her haste. She sat down heavily.

The bird dipped his head. “My apologies. I am Ozvaldo von Hrafnavines, aegis of the fallen, phantasmal lord—”

“…of stars and skies three,” Amy finished. “I… um… Those are… stories, though?”

(Oh gods she sounded just like her parents oh gods—)

“They’re not… real, right?” she added.

“No,” agreed Ozvaldo von Hrafnavines, fictional character, “they are not.”

“So I’m… hallucinating, then?”

“I feel real to me, my Lady, but…”

“…but you’d say that, either way,” she sighed.

Well, then. She pinched herself, squeezed her toes, bit down gently on her lip. The bird remained where he was, very much real.

“So this feels like some kind of stupid… cautionary tale?” she ventured. “My parents warn me not to get carried away with my books, I ignore them, I go actually mad…”

“And then?”

“And then I go back to them, tail between my legs, and tell them they were right I was wrong, I’ll never read a book again…”

“Do you want that to be your story?” said Ozvaldo.

She rolled her eyes. “Obviously not. But who gets a say in what kind of story they’re in?”

“Who do you think, ‘Amy’?”

“I… oh, gods.”

It was dawning on her that the lyrical answer, the pretty answer, had to be something like: Someone stubborn enough to believe in stories. Someone strong enough to keep their grip on reality anyway. Someone who knows how to survive being the right character in the wrong novel.


Like—for example—a bookworm teenager who constantly fights with her parents about fantasy versus reality.


“Supposing you’re right…” she said, “and I’m not imagining a talking bird, and this is some kind of… of origin story.” She tried and failed to suppress a giggle. “That still doesn’t explain how you’re a talking bird in the first place. From a fantasy book.”

“There’s a Vision on your bed. You’re half sitting on it.”

Incredulous, she reached over and found the artifact in question, sandwiched between her thigh and the mattress. It glowed as her fingers made contact.

“I think,” Oz continued, “that I’m a creation of your subconscious, born of the moment you received your Vision.”

She’d created him? With the power of… imagination? She winced: that was quite on the nose. But it fit, thematically.

“…huh. So I… wait why do I have a Vision?, this is making less and less sense.”

Oz chuckled. “Is that important to you? Making sense?”

“…when you put it that way? I suppose not.”
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He sees the Traveller and Paimon, safe—

Not safe. The Musou Isshin tears a hole open in the universe behind them, and… and by the time they begin to notice, it’s too late.

He’s too late. Again. The itinerant wanderer, never in the right place at the right time.

The steps of the Tenshukaku stretch out before him, a hundred feet that may as well be a hundred miles, and what he would give to have been that much closer, to be able to throw down his life for them. If they’d gotten here a minute faster…

But no. His friends at the top of the steps turn around and see her, much, much too late. Nobody survives what comes next. An Archon’s will made manifest, it’s an immutable fact, a foregone conclusion: the Traveller is already dead.

(It’s always someone else dying, isn’t it?)

No.

No.


No.


There will always, his love had once said, be those who dare to brave the lightning’s glow.

Indeed, there is.

4. a question sown

Dendro Archon, God of Flowers, God of Wisdom, hear my prayer.

There’s something wrong with this world.

There are civilisations trapped in time, repeating their dying moments. There are Elemental realms of which no book speaks. The flow of the ley lines is knotted, but it’s symptom not disease. It’s… It’s that a Vision binds to a person’s soul so tightly that its loss destroys who they were. It’s that Gods have been condemned to death for learning secret histories… histories about a world before the Heavens.

And all the while, I cannot help but remember that it was Celestia where it began, Celestia where my sibling and I were torn apart.

(I have met an Archon who resents Celestia, and now that I think back on it, maybe I have met three.)

I don’t know if this is the ‘truth of this world’ that my twin meant for me to learn, but… it feels important.

Come to think of it, God of Wisdom, were you there for Khaenri’ah? Did you even exist when the Sustainer appeared before my sibling and I? Who are you?

When I meet you, will your eyes be orange?

…never mind. I’m getting ahead of myself. I pray to you for your help, not your enmity.

Grant me… wisdom, I guess. Grant me wisdom, that I might see beyond the machinations of Heavens and Abyss both. Grant me wisdom, that I might understand what the Seven Archons are to Celestia. Grant me wisdom, that I might understand what in the Abyss’s name my sibling is trying to do. The Tsaritsa, too, while we’re at it.

Grant me wisdom, that I might know what I’m meant to find.

My sibling, the Archons, the Fatui, the Abyss… every one of them cryptic, evasive, refusing to openly say something; something I’m convinced is the same tiny secret all of them share.

I wonder whether everyone wants me stumbling in the dark… whether it better serves them for me to have questions rather than answers.
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I thought I’d made my peace with this when I was young. The aches and pains, the days lost to dizziness, the unending tiredness clouding my mind.

I still think I have. Were I to die tomorrow, I would cross the border knowing I’d made the most of the hours I’d been granted.

And yet… If this is the human condition, then I admit a pang of envy for the inhuman.

Why, just imagine great works of art and craftsmanship, completed without the spectre of the clock, no compromise made to appease mortality.

I wonder what humanity could achieve, if we had a little more time?
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Has a certain elf had a little too much to drink? Define ‘a little’.

“That there’s no geometrical symmetry to the shape of Teyvat, that I can forgive. But there’s not even a hint of romance to it either! The Irminsul and leylines are the foundation of this world, yes, but must they really be such an unaesthetic mess? Why not have them in a lattice, or in a proper scale-independent fractal? There’s simply no consideration given to how ugly all the atlases are!”

“Mhmm,” says Cassandra. As always, there’s an easy mirth in her smile. “I heard the new Anemo Archon had a similar thought just a few years ago. He threw a few mountains around, did a little landscaping…”

“Landscaping, ha! Oh, Cass, you crack me up, you do… But hmm… I wonder what this world would look like if I had a go at reshaping it…”

“A lot less hilly, I’ll bet— Oh, hon, you have a Vision!”

“I do? I do! Finally. Oh, oh, what was my phrasing?, better write that down. ‘I… wonder what… this world…’”


Logical exception detected: Vision granted does not match known template for Dendro Archon (aspect: wood, methodical inquiry, distilled insight). Nearest match: Dendro archon (aspect: flowers, platitudes, false wisdom).



Temporal exception detected: The God of False Wisdom does not exist yet.



Recent log messages indicative of leyline disruption in this location.



Hypothesis: Irminsul containment failure.



Heavenly principles violation?: INCONCLUSIVE. Further on-site data required.



Requisitioning angel… … …


“Wait. My wards just tripped. All of them.”

“You sure, Cass? We’ve barely been here a year—”

“It’s the Choir of Order. They noticed the sproutling. Or us. Either way, my hydromancy says we have… ten minutes. Ahem! Witches and warlocks, boys and girls, burn and evacuate, this is not a drill!”

“That’s a pity. I liked this hideout. But I won’t say no to a bit more exploring.”

The Great Adventurer of the Realms snaps her fingers once, and the alcohol in her bloodstream teleports three feet to her left, landing in a puddle. Donning her hat, she stands, snaps her fingers once more, and the walls start to explode—


Connection lost. Retrying in 5… 4…


3. a wrong righted

God of Justice, Supreme Arbiter of the Grand Tribunal, hear my prayer.

I am here for I have been unfairly hurt by the Sustainer of Heavenly Principles, and therefore wronged by Celestia itself. I seek not retribution or reprisal, only getting my other half back and going home.

‘Home’, for the record, means anywhere I don’t have to solve the world’s problems.

Can I—look, none of you care what I have to say, anyway, do you? My twin certainly doesn’t—can I just be clear here? The two of us twins are witnesses, are passive observers. I remember that much, and I’m pretty sure you all know that, too.

Do you know what that means? It means we are not meant to be creatures of action. I am not meant to be anybody’s agent of change. If… if there’s one more uprising, one more political power play, one more corrupted ancient creature to save the humans from… if I’m wanted for arrest one more time I am going to scream I swear.

…scream more. You know what I mean.

Look. There is nothing I would like more than to turn up, make an offering, ask you a few questions, and be on my way. Do you want some Domains cleared for you? I’ll do that too, sure.

Just… please, just once, I don’t want to be an active participant in anything. I don’t want to be anybody’s hero or enemy. I just want to travel the realms again. Please.

So just… don’t put me on trial, don’t send me to fight in your defence, don’t make me expose another underground Fatui operation, don’t get me involved in anything. Unless you’re actively making an enemy of the Divine— wait, can I take that back?, not even then.

…this isn’t much of a prayer, is it.

Paimon’s right, though. Apparently nobody’s problems will solve themselves without my getting involved. But they really ought to.
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It was millenia later that Cassandra decided she’d outgrown her Vision. Knowing what they’d all learnt about the ‘eyes of the Heavens’ in the intervening years, it seemed silly to keep so great a burden around if it wasn’t doing her any good.

Embarrassingly, she couldn’t find the journal in which she’d recorded her Vision-wish, back when she’d first joined the coven. But she remembered it well enough, and it was really just a matter of remembering the exact mindset.

And so Cassandra instructed her apprentice: “Repeat after me, word for word, feeling it in your heart. True knowledge should be free, never bought nor sold.”


“True knowledge should be free, never bought nor sold.”


Cassandra unclasped her hands, leaving the Vision in her apprentice’s. It continued to glow.

She clapped. “Excellent! That only took a few days of trying.”

“Five months,” the girl muttered miserably.

“Yes, yes, but don’t worry your little head,” said Cassandra. She ruffled the girl’s hair reassuringly. “After working with the world’s greatest minds, I’m hardly going to hold a child to their standard.”

“I’m… I’m not a child, Master. And I can be a great mind too!”

“Yes, of course,” said Cassandra. “Well, then. The Vision is yours, now. Treat it well.”
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If you leave, she had said, you will not return who you once were. The Void, the Depths, the Fight, they leave a foul legacy upon our souls. They will always have a claim on you.

I understand, he had said, not understanding at all. But I have to go home. I promised my sister I’d take her out fishing for her birthday.

Now, mere months later, he begun to understand.

“L’vyonochik, this has to stop. You— we live in a society. You can’t treat the world like some… barbaric gladiator’s arena. That’s not the world we live in, my son.”

Oh, but it should be, he thought. Endless contest. Endless proving. The world should be exactly that.
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They say the sword is as your arm — I say its glint is the beholder’s eye, a light like the bright dawn coming.


–Esoteric martial text dated to the 38th century I.R.L. (in rex lapis), written in cipher1.


1The cipher appears to be an early precursor to public key cryptography; characters derived from contemporary Liyuen script are overlaid in close proximity such that, without a postulated secret key, there is no way to tell what the original collection of characters were. No such key is known; this translation was first deciphered by mathematical ‘brute force’ by Academia scholars in the year 518 P.R.L. (post rex lapis).

A similar cipher is employed in certain extant financial records from the same era. Cross-referencing against literary works of the era, some scholars speculate[…]
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Fifty-one down, two more to go.


Guten Abend, gut’ Nacht,

mit Cäcilien bedacht,


There, there. It’s okay. It’s okay, little one.


von Celestia bewacht,

laa la la die Deck’:


Hush now. Fall asleep. I know you want to cry for ever and ever but you have to rest first. You have to rest to get better.

I need water. Or… I don’t need it, it would just be nice. I can do this.


wenn Herr Barbatos will,

la la la la la geweckt;


I’m so sorry. I’m sure your parents knew the words. I know I’m not them. I know I’m not much of anything.


wenn Herr Barbatos will,

la la la la la geweckt.


…and I know you’re sad. I know you miss them. I miss people too.

Fifty-two down. Two to go.


Guten Abend, gut’ Nacht,

mit Cäcilien bedacht,


My throat. Um. Maybe if I signal someone they can get me water?


von Celestia bewacht,

laa la la die Deck’:


Oh, if I catch that Sister’s eye…

No. She didn’t see me. Never mind.


wenn Herr Barbatos will,

la la la la la geweckt,


It’s okay. So long as I don’t cough. You look like you’re finally starting to doze off.


wenn Herr Barbatos will,

la la la la la geweckt.


Fifty-three down, two to go.

I know I’m not much of a singer. I know I’m a poor replacement for your parents. But I still want you to be happy, okay?


Guten Abend, gut’ Nacht,

mit Cäcilien bedacht,






It’s hard being lonely, isn’t it? It’s hard missing family. But your fever’s coming down.


von Celestia bewacht,

laa la la die Deck’:


You’re a strong boy, aren’t you? You can do this. Just one foot at a time.


wenn Herr Barbatos will,

la la la la la geweckt,


Ahh how does that line go?


wenn Herr Barbatos will,

la la la la la geweckt.


Fifty-four down. Two… two to go…


Guten Abend, gut’ Nacht,

mit Cäcilien bedacht,


Hush, now.

I wish the world was a better place for you. That you still had all your brothers and sisters and they loved you.


von Celestia bewacht,

laa la la die Deck’:


In a just world you wouldn’t be sick.

In a just world, you would have your father there, tucking you in, helping make breakfast in the morning. And your mother wouldn’t get rid of you, would she? You’re such a lovely boy. She’d still love you so much. She’d see how hard you try.


wenn Herr Barbatos will,

la la la la la geweckt,


In a just world, it wouldn’t matter that I’m a failure, that I don’t know how to help you. In a just world, just me trying my hardest to help you would be enough.


wenn Herr Barbatos will,

la la la la la geweckt.


In a just world, love and song and trying your hardest ought to fix everyone and everything.

In a…

Fifty… five down. Two… two to… to…
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The dais was a perfect cylindrical slab of bone. A girl lay naked and bleeding upon it, sixteen years of age and not a day older. None of this was visible to the watching crowds any more, for during the ceremony, a perfectly hemispherical dome of light had formed above the dais, glowing softly like a pearlescent moon, obscuring what happened within from mortal eyes.

Within the dome of light, a sliver of Him was able to exist within the mortal plane. He coiled around the girl’s soul and He devoured.

With nobody left to see her, she wept freely. Though His venom was metaphysical, she felt it a hundred times more intensely than the knife her mother had expertly plunged into her heart. She felt Him devour the love she’d had for her nursemaids, her childhood dreams of running away to the other side of Teyvat.

(How cruel it was, that they’d waited several years after she could read and write before making sure she understood her fate, the total erasure of her Self. How cruel it was that they did not indoctrinate her, that they allowed her her dreams and fantasies, so that there would be more for Him to consume.)

He bit and she felt the vestiges of her old fear of the dark dissolve away entirely. His coil around her tightened and with gentleness, tenderness, He eradicated the weaknesses that made her who she was, piece by piece.

And yet…

“My Lord,” she said, a pain in her chest telling her the stab wound was still healing under his embrace. “This vessel… does not understand. This vessel’s mind…”

Our time is finite, my Herald. His voice reverberated through her skull, as loud as a monster the size of three mountains had to be, and yet it was a gentle, ticklish, whisper behind her ear. Speak freely. First person pronouns, whatever questions you may have.

“There are still parts of me you’ve yet to consume,” she said, “parts that… I do not see how they serve your ends. My… opinions on”—her mother’s inner circle of sycophants, the taste of chirashizushi—“mortal matters. My… my pride? And…”

…and your dreams and ambitions, He finished. Yes, these you may keep. When it comes to your family line, I rarely excise opinions on mortal matters. There is little of My self that I might fill such a void with.

It took her a second to process the implication that her mother’s utter lack of interest in her hobbies was—


That is the kind of person she is, child.


…right, of course He could read her mind, that was part of what being His vessel meant. And no matter, any loathing she had left for her parents He had since consumed.


As for your ambitions… some generations I excise those, and they feed the remnants of My mind. Some generations I do not. And the shape of your mind… rejoice, for I have plans for it, child. 


“Plans?”


Hear me:



Celestia’s Law is not the true Law. Their heavens are a lie.


“…I beg your pardon, my Lord?”

Of all the expected outcomes of merging with her patron deity, ‘cryptic pantheistic heresy’ was not on her list. (It was a long list: meticulously documented over the course of dozens of nightmares and existential crises, then meditated on, made peace with.)


There are things I cannot tell you, child, least we draw Celestia’s scrutiny. But know this, child: the right ambitions are a weapon. They are the knife that will be turned back against Celestia.


So there was something about her pride, her ambitions, that He wanted to make use of. That was… a relief, knowing there would be large parts of her Self she might yet keep… but no, store that thought away for later. What did that mean?

Ambitions are a knife. Celestia. None of that fit into her understanding of who her God was, and that meant her entire framework was wrong. She needed to reorient entirely, then. Accept that nothing was going to make total sense, absorb what was happening and keep an eye open for the patterns that collapsed things back into making sense again. Ambitions are a knife. Celestia’s heavens are a lie.

“You oppose Celestia,” she said aloud, even though she knew he was watching her every thought with reptilian coldness. “Why?”


I must not explicitly say.


Potential theories: they had wronged Him in life, they had killed Him, He had learned too many of their secrets… no, stop that. No theorising, not when she understood absolutely nothing. Absorb all data. Navigate on instinct.

“What is my ambition to you, that you would weaponise it?”


Not just your ambition. You are a liar, child. As fine a liar as your great-grandmother, and so I will set you the same challenge I set her.



Let us lie to Celestia.


(Well that sounded like the plot of a light novel. Not that she was opposed.)

“What lie shall we tell, my Lord?”


Know this first: your great-grandmother failed this challenge. Celestia saw through her. I believe, but cannot prove, that this led to her death a scarce few years later.


Life or death stakes, then. Her lips twitched, a grin beginning. She made no effort to hide it; he saw all of her. (He saw all of her, and, she was starting to realise, he approved.)

“I relish a challenge, my Lord.”


Yes. It is in your nature that you will attempt this challenge. But you should know that there are always other options. If you rejected the challenge, I would consume just enough more of your ambition that Celestia would not consider you a threat. I have waited dozens of generations, I can wait one more.



But it is in your nature to accept.


“I do have my pride,” she mused. She knew she was speaking more casually than protocol dictated, but—


Child. As My vessel you are not My equal, but nor are you My chattel. Speak freely, as you would to a trading partner, a mentor.


“Yes, my Lord.” The wound above her heart had healed; she sat up, cross-legged in a pool of her own blood. “What lie am I to tell?”


A false wish, shrouding your true ambition.


“A false wish,” she repeated, “shrouding my true ambition.”


First, admit to Me your true ambition. The one that you feared I would Consume.


“I…” A part of her still feared saying it, even to herself. How could it not?, it went against everything she had been raised to be—

He consumed that last sliver holding her back.


Go on, child. Your wish. The whispers in the corner of your darkest fantasies. The language of the leviathans, the deep-sea angler fish, the bathysmal vishaps.


“Predator,” she whispered, reverently, and oh stars and abyss if she could have this, if her God wished for her to be this, she would do anything, she would burn away this old world for Him, she would have the sea run red with blood in His glory. “I want to be an apex predator.”


You are my vessel, child. Serve Me well and I shall lend you My cunning and venom both… to refine the cunning and venom already within you.


“Thank you,” she whispered, tears in her eyes, “thank you, my Lord, this vessel thanks you from the bottom of her heart…”


Next. The false wish. The wish of the meek and docile, the one that it suits your enemies and Mine for you to have.


She had to wish to be… nothing?


The false wish seems innocuous to grant. But the path to its manifestation lies in realising your true ambition.


“Mmm. As a matter of logical necessity?”


As a matter of practical necessity will suffice.


They discussed for a few long minutes, brainstorming, clarifying, honing, forging a wish with the delicacy and precision of a poison needle.

Eventually, they arrived on an agreeable answer.


Herald. High Priestess. It is time.


She placed her hands in her lap, closed her eyes, and her God shifted the angle of His grip upon her soul, letting the tiniest sliver of a gap appear in the glowing dome surrounding them, exposing her mind to Celestia’s view.


Wish, my child.


Perfectly compartmentalising her darkest desires as she always had, she assumed the face and mind of the good, kind, docile High Priestess she had always been supposed to be. With her whole heart and her entire consciousness, she voiced a single thought:

“I wish that Watatsumi Island and its people can lead the lives of happiness, safety, and prosperity that they deserve.”

The moment the Hydro Vision appeared before her, her God sealed the dome shut again. It floated in front of her chest, accepting her gentle grasp as she reached for it.

It was just the two of them now.

Her God smiled.

She smiled wider.

A fine first step, my child, He said, and the hollowed-out cavities in her soul throbbed with His love and His strength. A fine first step.

“And now?” she said, her chest warm with the thrill of the hunt.


Our souls will always remain tethered, but before this ritual ends, while our ability to communicate is at its strongest… 


“…we should speak of next steps,” she completed. “Wise words, my Lord. I am Your knife, how shall You wield me?”


You shall wield yourself, High Priestess. Our wills were already closely aligned, and even as we speak I align them further. But answer me this: When your army finds itself at the nexus of leylines, what then?


“…regroup your forces before marching on,” she recited. A swell of pride: that mnemonic was from her treatise re-summarising the great land campaigns of the Archon War. Oh, this was going to be much more fun than the mindless-drone existence she’d been bracing herself for. Praise be. “There are… others? Other dead gods, others who… oppose the Divine?” Who could the major players be? What could they hope to achieve against the might of Celestia?


In short: the Abyss, the Tsaritsa, and all her fellow Archons save Dendro… but none of them are to be trusted beyond mutual convenience. To any of them, We are disposable. You will not focus on such alliances for years to come.


No political machinations? Damn.


Worry not, My child, for Our first task suits you equally well.


“Oh?”


Fulfil the false wish. Give Our people happiness, safety, and prosperity, that in a decade’s time we may approach the Abyss and Fatui as equals.


Her heart fluttered with vicious joy.

(For her people to be happy, they needed closure to the story of fear and betrayal that had followed them up from the Dark Sea, the story of their God’s death at the hands of the Narukami Ogosho. For her people to be safe, they had to be stronger, better protected, harder to step on. And of course for her people to prosper in the face of Inazuma’s greed, her people needed to bare their teeth. A false wish that could only truly be fulfilled with her hearts’ desire.)

“Mmm,” she said. “As you will it, my Lord.”


You are an extension of my will. You are my mind’s manifestation in the Mortal Realm.



Pursue your ambition. Accept no compromise. Win.


“Then if it pleases you, my Lord,” she said, her grin a row of pearl-white shark’s teeth, “with the time we have left for today… let us discuss food security.”

And Orobashi, Great Serpent of the Depths, God of Enlightenment, looked upon her thoughts, and He was pleased, and He laughed and laughed and laughed.

And his High Priestess, the Bake-Kurage in Celestia’s pond, the Hidden Dagger of Watatsumi, laughed with Him as if an old friend.





A few minutes later, when the pearly dome of water burst into shining mist like a sea of stars, it revealed a young woman sitting naked on the dais, a thin scar above her heart. Her eyes were placid; her smile, vapid.

Nobody of any importance.
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Electro is the element of Ei-like self-certainty. The Electro Vision holders are among the most interesting of all to me. Lisa and Kazuha were pretty much the original inspiration for this project. Lisa’s desires and values have changed drastically since she got her Vision, and it’s the central tension of her character. Kazuha, well… I’m so sorry I put you through this, Kazuha, but it’s not me, it’s canon :(

Ningguang was interviewing a scion of the Zi clan. Was that Zi (子) as in the ultra-common surname from ancient Chinese royalty dynasty? No, of course not. The (non-canon) Zi clan are oligarchs of the textiles industry, and so it’s Zĭ (紫) as in purple. This is of course a reference to the expensive textiles colour. I’m not sure what you thought purple was a reference to. It was that.

(Yae Miko’s vision story is already perfect and it is not mine to recount today. Have a Scaramouche instead, I guess.)

 

Dendro, post-Cataclysm, is the element of false wisdom… The two Dendro Visions we see granted are for questions, of a sort, but they’re “what if?” questions, not “what/how/why” questions. This oasis of wisdom will not slake your thirst, you who futilely seeks Truth Amongst the Pages of Purana.

Baizhu is not evil, contra Hu Tao’s opinion, because (Mihoyo logic) he’s gonna be playable. So his quest for immortality isn’t driven by self-interest or greed; it’s a byproduct of the wistful longing of the chronically ill. Would that we all had the time to do Great Things.

And yes!, Alice. It was either give her a Dendro Vision in defiance of the timeline, or leave Baizhu all by his lonesome. Alice, if you haven’t heard of her, is the author of several poorly selling travel guides, and the proud mother of one (1) apocalypse. She’s an explorer at heart, and as a founding Hexenzirkel member the Dendro speaks to her drive for knowledge. But it’s not Irminsul arcana that her Vision yearns for, but rather a side hobby / passion of hers: extremely aggressive terraforming.)

Hydro is the element of ideals, of how the world should be.

Mona’s teacher’s name is Cassandra, because sure, fortune teller, why not? It’s the same “Cass” in both Mona’s vision story and Alice’s vignette. Contra canon, I have Mona’s Vision awakened deliberately by her teacher, because I wanted to showcase that dynamic to set up who Mona is today (*cough* inferiority complex *cough*).

Hi, Childe. You’re a mess but you wear your heart on your sleeve.

Sorry, Xingqiu. Your writing’s a mess and you wear your heart on your sleeve.

(To the tune of Brahms’ Lullaby:) I’M SORRY, BARBARA.

The writers did Kokomi dirty and I will accept no bumbling substitutes. ‘Food security’ is a euphemism for ‘arable land’. ‘Arable land’ is a euphemism for ‘territorial expansion to Tsurumi Island’.






3. if not for me… // then for you… // ?

Summary for the Chapter:
An early morning heist, an elegy for an end; a flamenco fairy tale, a training montage.


Notes for the Chapter:Did you know there are nearly as many Pyro+Cryo characters as all the other elements, combined? This chapter has twenty-one vignettes. Twenty-one.

Please consider drinking some water or refilling your [bubble] tea when the Cryo section starts!


(CW: minor character death (old age / illness), Cryo characters being utterly tragic)


(jump to index – may contain spoilers)






2. if not for me…

Murata, Flame of Natlan, God of Fire and War, hear my prayer.

I got your… invitation. At least I think that’s what that was. I come in the name of friendship, and after that last debacle, I really hope you’ll show friendship in kind.

…the whole “Archon of war and conflict” thing notwithstanding.

Did you know they sometimes call Morax the god of war? Perhaps it’s more apt to call him the god of warfare, seeing as… well, seeing as this is what your realm is like. There’s a difference, I think, between mastering the technicalities of a craft, versus having the raw drive to pursue it to begin with.

I have questions for you. They’ll come soon enough. If you have questions for me, well… I’ve hardly been withholding anything, but yes, I will answer. I’ll answer both as the Traveller I am today, as the Half-Witness I once was and will be again.

(No I will not be taking questions about my twin, I have no idea what the— the Abyss Pr— ugh; nope; I’m not going to give that stupid title any more weight than it already has, to hell with that— I have no idea what my other half is doing.)

God of War, why is this world so angry? Why do all these bustling civilisations I’ve travelled look like war graves, when I look upon them in the twilight hours? Why does it feel like something critical turned to cinders, long before we got here?

What do you know of destruction, Pyro Archon?

Murata. We’ll talk soon. I’m hopeful we’ll find common cause. I’m hopeful you’ll lend me your strength, your wisdom, your passion.

But even if my hopes are dashed, there’s respite on the horizon. Five nations down, two to go; the end is finally in sight.

Worst come to worst, my pilgrimage across Teyvat is nearly complete.

…ok, I’m done. See you soon.


…I just want this journey to be over.
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(Set the stage.)

Mount Tianheng. Perfect view of the harbour. A good place to get away from it all, a great place to think about it all.

(Start slow.)

“You always hear people talkin’ about how important it is to be true to themselves. It’s a cliche, right?!”

(Hook ’em in.)

“But then why’s everyone so bad at doing that?”

(Now build.)

“All the older folks round the Harbor’re always complaining about how other folks are tyin’ them down. But y’know what? They’re tyin’ themselves down. Scared of the wrong stuff, worrying about stuff that ain’t gonna matter in a year’s time. Rookie error, you’d think, right?”

(That’s right, build.)

“And you’d think you could tell ’em that and they’d sort ’emselves out. But they won’t listen to you. You’re too young, too old, from the wrong end of town, too brash, too quiet… people get all bunched up in knots lookin’ for a reason not to take you seriously, especially when they’re running away from themselves.”

(Steady now…)

“They all want to call me a rebel because it’s easier to think of me that way. I get it! Do whatever you’ve gotta do, right? But man oh man sometimes I wanna just get in their faces and shout, back off, I’m on y’all’s side!…”

(…and here we go.)

“…and that’s why I wanna play music that opens people’s hearts and lets them get a proper look at themselves. They play it all angry-like in Fontaine, but here in Liyue, I say this is rock ’n’ roll.”

(Cue fireworks.)
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“I figured it out this morning,” she said, waving her Vision around proudly. “And then I got a Vision! I just had to think like those birds in the story, and find my own courage.

“I had to figure out what I want to do, what’s special about me that nobody else has. And I figured it out, what I want to do! It was easy! I want to go places and help people, just like Grandpa! And I think I’m the best person in all the Knights to do that!”

Her examiner nodded. “I really want to hear more, cutie, but you’re supposed to be showing me a controlled sixty-degree landing.”

“Oh, come on. You know I can do those just fine.”

“Quinn’s fruit stall would disagree.”
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The two of them were so young, only a few years older than he.

“It isn’t too late to leave,” the young master told him. “Any debt you have to our clan has long since been repaid.”

“Why would I leave?” the housekeeper replied. (As he spoke, he was still counting the seconds in his head, ninety-six out of one hundred fifty.)

“You know why,” said the young master. “A storm is coming, and you’re smart enough to see what happens next.”

Rhythmic claps punctuated their conversation: the young lady was doing push-ups, clapping her hands each time she came up, catching herself noiselessly on the hardwood floor as she landed. Her eyes were intense with concentration but neither brother nor housekeeper doubted for a second that she was listening in.

“This home will not be a haven,” the young master warned. “The Commission’s succession crisis will be a bitter affair, one quite unpleasant to endure.”

“I know,” he said. His count was up: he removed the strainer from the teapot, and stirred in the agar syrup and condensed milk. “If that’s true of a lowly servant such as I, it will be even truer of the young master and young lady.”

“We’re alone,” the young master said with a small smile. “You may just use our names.”

“If the young master wishes,” he replied, allowing himself a cheeky smile as he slid the lord-apparent his tea. “Regardless, who would I be to abandon you both in your darkest hour?”

The other count was nearly done; he picked up the cotton hand towel he’d set down earlier, and tossed it across the room in a high arc.

“Courting… danger…” the young lady grunted. She finished her set, rolled onto her back with a gasp, and the towel landed perfectly in her hands as she did. She dabbed at her forehead before starting work on her oblique crunches. “You’re… an outlander. Close to us… Easy target.”

“In this house, I’ve found loyalty and righteousness,” said the housekeeper, and since the young lady was staring into space as she worked, he met the young master’s eyes instead. “My mother raised me to do as I please, but my father… my father always taught me to be a loyal and righteous man.” He began to dust the parlour’s shelves, even though he’d done so earlier today: an excuse to remain in the room, prolonging the conversation. “The two of you fought so hard to ensure I could stay here…”

“That was as much Mother and Father as it was us,” said the young master.

“…well, it would hardly be righteous of me to turn tail and spurn their gift, now, would it? Especially with that ‘coming storm’ descending upon their son and daughter?”

“We’ll survive,” grunted the young lady, finishing her set of fifty. She sat up and accepted the cup of cold water the housekeeper was holding out, even as he continued dusting with his other hand. “We’ll… become who we need to be.”

“I know the young lady— rather, I know you both will,” the housekeeper said. “But whatever path you both take, you’ll still need a housekeeper, won’t you?”

“There will be no convincing him,” said the young master to his sister mock-despairingly.

“Mondstadters will do as they please,” the young lady replied. (Her voice and face might have sounded sincere and unironic to anyone else; only the two others in the room knew her perfectly schooled features and perfectly levelled voice well enough to tell otherwise.)

“That they will, Sister,” sighed the young master.

“I am still here,” said the housekeeper, a mild jest.

“There’s time to change your mind, but you seem set,” said the young master. “We cannot promise you protection…”

“…nor is that what I seek. I wish only to be a righteous and loyal man, to look after the two of you with genuine devotion, just as my father would have encouraged of me.”

Something warm brushed his arm; he nearly dropped the vase he was holding in surprise.

Master, lady, and housekeeper stared at the Pyro Vision, not uttering a word.

The young master broke the silence by slurping down his tea.

“Oh, thank the Narukami Ogosho,” he said, audibly relieved. “You really did mean every word.”

The housekeeper stared at the Vision in wonder. Pyro. An unbridled passion, his mother, ever the romantic, would have said. Honour that sets the heart ablaze, his father would have said.

It took him a moment to process what the young master had said, and when he did, a wisecrack immediately sprang to mind.

“So… does that the Shuumatsuban can stop tailing me now?”

The young master laughed fondly. “No such luck, my friend. Those shinobi were ninety percent a protective detail. Now they can solely be that.”

“You knew about the tail?” said the young lady, her air of mild curiosity perfectly affected.

“I’m the housekeeper,” he chuckled—(“Our housekeeper,” the siblings corrected him in unison)—“Surely it’s my job to know what’s happening within these walls?”

(“Well now I’m extra glad he wasn’t bought off,” said the young master.

“I told you he was too sincere to be a double agent,” said the young lady. “You knew that, too. You just wanted an excuse to bring ninja into the estate.”

“Character assassination! And amidst loyal friends! This calls for sweets,” said the young master. “Thom— oh, never mind, he just left to get some, didn’t he.”)
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(Bruised, halfway to dead, exhausted beyond measure.)

“There was… nothing?… Heh… it’s okay…

“Returning empty-handed is… part of the fun… I don’t mind…


“I just wanted… to go on an adventure…”



[bookmark: yoimiya]



Five’o’clock in the morning. She’d been trying to sleep, because obviously that’s the thing you’re supposed to be doing once the sun sets, isn’t it? But then she’d been tossing and turning for hours… maybe it was a winter thing, winter always did a number on her sleep schedule, but that probably wasn’t true because she had nights like this during summer—this one time she’d had two sleepless nights in a row before a major midsummer festival, that had been awful—but the point being, sometimes these things just happened and it wasn’t anyone’s fault, so better make the most of it. She’d headed to the workshop, tossed her apron on over her nightclothes, and started poking around at some of the formulae she’d been doodling in between jobs. Or rather that was what she wanted to do, but they were almost out of powdered crystal salts in the colours she was looking for, so that was a gosh-darned nuisance. Pops always joked that she had the attention span of a goldfish. Ha! Could a goldfish spend nearly an hour straight with a mortar and pestle, breaking Electro rock ore for powder, enough for at least three dozen experiments? No, no it could not. She could. That’s what she’d been doing, stopping every now and then to measure a few spatulas worth into the bamboo launch tubes she’d set aside for these experiments, but mostly just getting all the rock-crushing done first since it was pretty mindless work and sometimes mindless work was what you needed at— uh-oh, quarter past five in the morning…

“Oh my gosh, I’m gonna be a wreck today!” she laughed. Laughed quietly, that is. She didn’t need a third noise complaint from the neighbours for this month, that is, a third stern talking-to from the Tenryou Commission (not counting the lecture they’d given her after the backyard fence caught fire), so, you know, easy does it, no big waves. It was all quiet work anyway—

Oh, the Vision! That’s the part you were here for, right? Well, don’t you worry, we can skip ahead.

She continued in her research until daylight came, and at some point she started waxing philosophical to keep her mind busy while she measured out her ingredients, and at some point after that she was thinking about how lucky she was to be able to do something so important for a living, because, really, what could be more important in the Nation of Eternity than helping people connect with eternity? And that’s what she got to do every day; sure, she worked in a medium that seemed transient at first, but when you thought about it, her family’s tradition was all about capturing even the most fleeting of moments in a way that you could come back to a hundred, a thousand years later, and she loved that!; she wanted everyone’s fondest memories to last for all eternity, long after they were gone, and the look on a customer’s face when they saw her and Pops’s work happen was always totally, one hundred percent worth it.

A burning-red object landed in a launching tube—empty, thankfully, wouldn’t it be awful if she got in trouble for setting off a firework at seven in the morning when it wasn’t her fault?—and she shook it out onto the workshop floor. It looked pretty darned hot, so she made sure to handle it with tongs, quenching it in a bucket of water. The steam reminded her that she might as well be putting some rice on for breakfast if she was already up, so she’d go do that in a second… just as soon as she scrawled a note to herself to check in on the hot glass-looking orb thing afterwards, definitely wouldn’t want to toss that on a workshop fire! Okay, what time was it, was Pops up yet? She’d better go check.
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She journeyed home, two days’ walk, and though her limbs were weary her steps did not once falter.

The walk afforded her time to reflect on her mistake, and though her mind was weary her thoughts did not once stutter.

As he’d so often advised, her grandfather had followed his heart, moved through the world without regret. He had lived in life, died in death, and the memory she’d chased to Wuwang Hill was just that: a memory, hers not his.

That realisation had been freeing: she’d cried her heart out, and then that new space in her heart had allowed her to absorb the idea that he’d been happy, that he’d always been happy, that he had not regretted a thing and would not even have regretted that she’d run off on an impulse, chasing his memory. She’d embarrassed herself this once, but she’d learned the lesson she needed to.

It was a beautiful thought. A thought to build a life around.

She wanted to be as peaceful as her grandfather had. She wanted to move through the world without regret, just like him. She never wanted to mourn again.

And with that earnest desire to purify her own soul, she was granted a Vision, though she would not realise this for another night.

Do you see her mistake yet?

Like autumn winds, we emerge from the past; like spring winds, we are drawn to the future.

Young, already preternaturally wise for her age, she took the Vision as a sign that she was making the right choice for herself. She took the lesson she’d learned, the principle of laying one’s grief to rest, as all the lesson she needed. Enlightened among her peers and even elders, she took her grandfather’s wisdom and made it her own, learning to see grief and attachments within herself and practicing the hard-earned art of moving past them.

So did the little girl in black live, did she blossom—oh, how she blossomed—never stewing in regret, always there to hold grief in her palms, honour it, and let it float away into embers. Her own grief, the grief of others, a thousand lifetimes of raw loss: not once did she diminish the magnitude of all that was lost, and not once did she allow it to fester.

Do you see it yet, dear reader? (Nobody else did. All those around her saw her and thought of her as enlightened, as sagacious: if she couldn’t see her mistake, there was no chance anyone else would; not before it was too late.)

Blossoming into womanhood, she rose higher than any in her line before her, and though it was not ascension she sought, neither did she avoid it. Always did she move on, and on those rare occasions she mourned, never did she linger.

As the Guide to Afterlife, she brought the departed to the oldest of cairns.

As the Steward of World-Border, she soothed the bereaved with the gentlest of hands.

As the Versemonger of Darkest Alleys, she led the downtrodden to glimpses of divinity.

As the Trickster of the Harbour, she led the aloof to glimpses of humility.

As a Chosen of the Heavens, she upheld the sacred duality, its unflinching guard.

As a Friend of the Outland Traveller, she cleansed Heaven itself of worldly attachment, its unflinching keeper.

These six hats did she wear, six and many more. Thus did the girl-become-woman live.

It’s dawning on you, isn’t it?

The mistake she made? The grain of sand amidst the perfectly lived life? The thing about herself she’d never realised she needed to mourn?

That’s right.


She had been a ghost all along.


And she’s right behind you.

Oh, Archons, lighten up, it’s just a story. Do you seriously believe everything you read?
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	In Liyue Harbour (“the Harbour”) she had been born, in the Harbour she had been raised, in the Harbour she fully intended to spend her life. She loved hearing the chatter amidst the wharves, and taking in the smell of street food; she loved the cornucopia of speciality stores to be found in Chihu Rock and Feiyun Slope; she loved the ebb and flow of the crowds, the way the streets seemed to breathe as night became day became night became day. Perhaps this would have been true of wherever she was born, but she loved all of the Harbour’s people dearly. (For the avoidance of doubt, she loved the other people of Liyue, too!)

	The previous paragraph notwithstanding, people weren’t perfect: they didn’t always live in harmony, they didn’t always treat each other with kindness and common sense. Accordingly did Rex Lapis create contracts; the Qixing, laws. Through contracts and law, the people of the Harbour dealt with one another fairly, and with kindness.





	At age sixteen, she had made a contract with her parents that she would ‘live happily’. The spirit of the agreement was clear, and like any good citizen of the Harbour, she honoured her oath in full.






About half a century after her mother passed away, at an extended family gathering up in the Karst, a friend of her dad’s read her fortune for her.

“Of your future, one divines great success and wealth ahead,” he said.

“Oh, that’s good news!” she said. “Thank you!”

“There is more. Your stars burn bright with ambition. If you continue along your current path, you are likely to receive a Vision in the next few decades. One senses it will be aflame, like the passion you carry within you.”

“‘Likely’; ‘next few’,” she said. “I… with respect, Enlightened One, I don’t suppose you could be more specific?”

“One can only tell you what one has divined.”

Yes but precision. “Um, so… for example, does ‘next few’ mean I’ll definitely receive said Vision within eight decades? Or by ‘next few’ did you mean something a little longer?”

“One senses you misunderstand one’s augury. The motions of stars are not readily measured in months and years.”

She tried again: “Weeellll… okay, so when you say ‘likely’, does that imply any remedies to me if you’ve misrepresented the situation?”

“If I may,” her dad said.

“Dad,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“Daughter. Think of Mountain Shaper’s words less as a… declaration made with absolute certainty…”

“How am I supposed to act on such imprecise information, Dad?” she complained. “Not even imprecise… wholly indeterminate. I can’t exactly make any warranties of my own based on equivocal—”

“Instead,” he continued, “think of this reading, which Uncle here has gifted you so generously, as more of a… matter of probability.”

“Probability?… Like an actuarial forecast?” It clicked; she gasped. “…Oh. As in insurance? I should take out liability insurance?”

“Something like that,” her dad sighed.






	[…]She had made an oath to her parents that she would ‘live happily’[…]

	She deemed her happiness to derive from:

	doing as she pleased—without overstepping; never leaving others worse off through excess or negligence—and, from

	seeing everyone else do as they pleased: see 3(a).









	

	She hoped that everyone might live happily and merrily, embarking on ambitious enterprises from time to time, succeeding and failing and sailing on their own winds.

	She eagerly awaited the day when all the contracts and laws and agreements would be unnecessary: a codification of common sense. But in the here and now, they were the medium through which trust and co-operation and mutual gain flourished.

	Pursuantly, her calling had always been obvious. She wanted a good life—without overstepping—for everyone, and she would enable that any way she could, including, without limitation, helping uphold the law.










Twenty-four years after the aforementioned fortune reading, her Vision arrived while she was out on the docks, negotiating a payment dispute. In delivering a passionate monologue on the societal importance of keeping one’s promises, she uttered words to the effect of 3(c), and the little red orb appeared amidst some nearby crates, immediately sparking a small fire.

Not even seconds later, a young boy snuffed the fire out with a tarp, and his sister grabbed the Vision and passed it to the lawyer.

As the astute reader may have surmised, she’d self-insured. She had paid local kids a generous sum to follow her around, every single workday during the intervening twenty-four years; they were promised a big bonus if they found her Vision, provided, however, that they managed to find it quickly and stop it from causing a public disturbance.

She paid the boy and his sister their bonus fifty thousand Mora apiece, and they all shook hands, ending their agreement. She placed her new Vision on her belt, next to her notebook, and returned her attention to the matter at hand.
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Pyro Vision with Liyuean Heart

Serves ten thousand mouths per day


Prep. time: 12-16 years.

Cook time: 3-5 minutes.


I remember when my Nainai was still around, she’d often drop by my Dad at our stall in the North Wharf, just after the lunchtime rush was dying down, and remind him that the family secret was the key to success.

“I know, ma,” Dad would always say, “like you taught me: good cooking is all about passion.” And he would tell her about the special honey-glazed rice buns that he’d cooked for Mister Fangxin who had just turned fifty, the way that the sailors chatted about faraway ports while they waited for their fresh tigerfish, how little Huai’an had grown up now and he’d brought a white girl here on a date the other day and how happy she had looked as she tried crystal shrimp for the first time. He always had more to tell her. The raggedy girl Dad’s age who used to pay for Nainai’s baozi with fresh oysters and pretty seashells had landed on her feet and was working as a government clerk. The north wharf docks were slowly picking up more foreign merchants and some of them would tell my dad all about their family recipes. I think these stories were Dad’s way of telling Nainai that not a day went by without him falling in love again with food and how it brought people together, that he would always cook with passion.

Nainai passed away when I was ten so it was just the two of us for a while. But even back then, before I met my amazing assistant, I knew she and Dad were absolutely right: the passion is the secret. It’s not a trade secret the way my specialty violetgrass oil is… I mean, I’m telling you right now, haha! But it’s a secret because people don’t know how to use passion right.

No, really, they don’t! They throw it in all willy-nilly, expecting strong feelings to make up for poor instincts and lack of technique, and then when their results aren’t restaurant quality they’re the first to say that this whole passion thing is nonsense. (Oh, have any of you read that Natlani novel about the woman with the chocolate and the nearly-boiling water? It’s lots of fun but don’t expect crying tears of joy while cooking to work in real life, the lady in the story is a professional.) That’s why so much of this recipe is about getting the foundations right before the passion comes into play. It’s like setting a table before a meal! You don’t need fancy tablecloths and twenty spoons but you want to make sure you’ve got some utensils and some reliable crockery before you eat, otherwise you’ll just get stuff all over the table. That’s no fun at all!


Passion, technique, and the human heart are the key to unlocking a Vision, in my opinion. I’m working with a Liyuean heart here because that’s what I’ve always been, but you can substitute regionally as appropriate, so long as you modify a few steps to account for changes in climate and culture.

I like to use imported white sugar from Fontaine, but locally-sourced sweetflower sugar will do just fine.

The spice mix can be anything you want, and you should make sure it represents the actual za-zing that your heart brings to the table. I’ve always felt at home with a mix of cinnamon, fennel, white pepper, star anise, and cloves, but if you want to use rosemary or jalapeños, go for it! 

The hands-on experience is time-intensive to acquire, but important: you need to develop either the technical knowledge or the intuition or both. Try experimenting with ingredients: wildflowers, rare metals, hypostasis basalt… the world’s your oyster!

As for your selection of friends, choose wisely, and don’t rush the process. Like root vegetables, a bunch of friends takes time to grow, but they go a long way towards making the end product… hearty, heehee. (Because the dish uses heart! Get it?)

We’ll also need a self-defence and traditional cooking laoshi. I was lucky enough to find a laoshi who knows a lot about polearm fighting and the socio-historical origins of a lot of regional cuisine. (She used to babysit my dad when he was a kid, she’s that old!) If you need two separate teachers, or if you’re missing one, that’s probably okay! The added wisdom contributes to the versatility of this Vision, but you’ll still do amazing even without following this exactly. The important part is that you have an old mentor full of esoteric knowledge who can ask you deep questions when the time comes.

The recipe calls for heat from a chilli-fed red panda, and honestly any chilli will do. The panda itself is a little harder… it seems like you need a special kind, and I’ve only ever seen one like it: my amazing assistant. I’d suggest checking abandoned shrines amidst the peaks of Jueyun Karst. If you don’t have access to Jueyun Karst because you’re too far away or mobility is an issue, look for significant spiritual sites within your reach. If you don’t have access to Jueyun Karst because you’re grounded, go anyway.

The Inazuman-style mixed sushi requires fresh, high quality fish. Since it’s mostly for experimentation, you can buy some from an expat if it’s more convenient that way.


Not everybody gets to enjoy a Vision, and this won’t work for everyone, but I hope it works for you. The preparation is pretty intensive but even if you don’t get a Celestia-grade result you’ll still be glad you went to the effort.




What we’ll need


1 Liyuean human heart (still beating)

sugar (to taste)

spices (to taste)

(optional) mangosteens, 1 cartload, pureed

(optional) raw sugar, a few handfuls

soy sauce, 5-10 splashes

hands-on experience, 5000 meals’ worth (or until intuitive)

friends, 1 good-sized bunch

garlic, 1 large sack, roughly chopped

spring onions (scallions), a good amount, finely chopped

1 self-defence laoshi, aged well

1 traditional cooking laoshi, aged well

heat from a chilli-fed red panda(?), ten bucketfuls

Inazuman-style mixed sushi, 2 platters

passion, 1-2 pinches




Can’t wait? Let’s go!

Start with the heart. Bring it into the world with a little sugar and spice, just a pinch to start with. If you like things a little bittersweet, add the mangosteen puree here, or add some raw sugar if you want a wider spectrum of sweetness. Either way, rub it all in, gently but with love, and add a couple of splashes of soy sauce to keep things interesting. Put it aside.

Start preparing your hands-on cooking experience. This is one of the most time intensive parts: you’ll want to mix the rest of your sugar and spice in to keep you peppy throughout the process. Really focus on your craft, not for your dad’s sake or with some end goal in mind, but out of love for the thing itself.

While you’re doing this, start working on your bunch of friends. Treat them with love and care and they’ll treat you in kind, and as you marinate in their affection you’ll get closer to understanding where you’re going with this, even if you don’t realise it at the time.

Continue tending to the cooking experience and the friends, alternating or even both at once, until the two combined have a sort of snap-crackle-pop reaction. You’ll know it when you see it.

Now is the best time to source your red panda if you haven’t already.

Next, get your garlic and spring onions ready: don’t chop them yet or you’ll lose the flavour to evaporation, but make sure they’re ready. The recipe doesn’t technically use them but you can never go wrong with more alliums.

Have the heat from your red-panda-friend-thing startle your laoshi—but careful not to burn anybody! At this stage, you should expect a look of surprise, confusion, or even mysterious old-lady wistfulness on her face. She might interrogate you a little bit on where you found the panda fellow: answer honestly, it seems to make her expression more mysterious. If all goes well, she’ll then provide you with a number of questions to stew over: would you ever swear a promise on your life?, what do you want more than anything?, what would a perfect world be like?, who is the best version of you?, that kind of thing.

Take all these questions and mull them over—they’re heftier than they sound so use a stockpot two sizes larger than you think you need.

While they’re simmering, check in on your friends. They won’t be done yet—honestly, my friends are never done—but it’s their presence that matters, the way their unique perspectives and aromas suffuse the air you’re working in. Stir the mixed sushi into the remaining soy sauce and serve. They may tell you that’s not how sushi is supposed to be done, but again, it’s about experimentation. They’re absolutely right, though, that soggy mess is more blugh-ugh than boom shaka-laka. Your panda will happily take the leftovers.

Spend time here, bask, and discuss the simmering questions with your friends. They’re all such different people, who all care about such different things, but the combination one hundred percent works, and that’s a marvel. The time you spend here will help the questions break down into something you can chew through.

Finally, it’s time to cook! The Vision is pretty straightforward. Take the questions your laoshi gave you to mull over, and double check they’re not crunchy any more. Pick one that catches your fancy (and save the remainder for stock). Make sure your heart’s still there where you left it, but if you’ve been doing everything right, you were never in danger of losing it. Stuff that question right in there.

Now add that pinch of passion. You don’t need much to get that razzle-dazzle texture, but don’t be stingy about it either! It’s always better to go with too much rather than too little—nobody* ever complained about too much excitement in their food.

The flavour of passion you bring is always going to be a deeply personal choice. For me, I want everybody to taste joy and magic with every meal, the way I do!
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…then it was lunchtime. Mrs Baron Bunny told me that if you use twice the ingredients then you get an omelette twice as big! She taught me how, and all the Knights agreed my omelette tasted better than hers.

Mom always said to think creatively so I thought about the omelette while I ate it. Then I thought of something! The omelette trick can solve my kinetic-force-over-time-dissipation problem from last week, I thought!

Instead of refining the formula, I could just use twice as much and get a big bomb. And if I used twice as much again it would be bigger.

Then I thought, how much reagent do I need for a bomb that’s super big? Then I borrowed Miss Sucrose’s logarithm tables to figure it out. Then I doubled my answer to get a bomb even bigger than super big. I want big instantaneous-fluid-expansion-implied-pressure-divided-by-ambient-air-viscosity-squared because that means bigger booms!

Big Brother was busy but I knew what I was doing. I went to my workshop at the back of HQ, and made my (even bigger than super big!) bomb.

It didn’t work properly. It ignited prematurally while I was assembling it so I never got the full effect.

I got a Vision though. I don’t think my bomb made it, I think I just got it because I tried my best even if it didn’t work.

Also, my workshop blew up! It’s all just little bits of ashes now. Some people were very surprised and screamed and yelled but Sir Kaeya came and told them it was okay, it’s Knight business. He looked a bit scared, so I told him the people wouldn’t hurt him.

Miss Eula says the shed deserved it because it hurt her feelings once. I told Miss Eula if anything else hurt her feelings I could make another super big bomb for her.

Big Brother Albedo said he’d help turn my bedroom into a new workshop for me! It’s right next to Master Jean’s office so he has to sound poof and blast poof it first. Master Jean said it’s coming out of his budgie. He made a budgie?

I’m so happy I have a Vision! Miss Lisa did her own experimentating on it. Then she said I’m basically invisible to my own bombs now. Then Master Jean made a really big smile and I was happy because she was happy.
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Tears in her eyes, she sang an elegy: for him, for herself, and most of all, for the end of everything she might ever have loved.

“The dandelions carry in the summer wind,

Autumn brings the fragrance of grain.

But no wind in any season on earth

Shall have you gaze upon me again.”

She sang her heartbreak, and when she had no tears left to cry, she sang her fury instead.

Scholars believed Pyro to be the element of War. Sometimes War meant passion, love, an unquenchable dream. Other times, War meant nothing but hate, obsession, rage: that was now what boiled in her stomach like molten-hot butterflies.

The gods, the Abyss: they were the World, drawn reversed, the distortion in the natural order of things that ate away at everything, everything.

She did not pray to the Pyro Archon. A pilgrimage for a wish?; no, she would be her own faith. She wanted the World to burn, Celestia and Abyss alike, until all the evil on its face was nothing but cinders. If her pain was the kindling to the pyre, if her blood turned to liquid fire, what did it matter? He was dead, and she had no reason left to save herself.
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The first time, he received his Vision at dusk, a young man leaving his father’s study after an evening spent discussing classic poetry and economic treatises over wine. He was happy, not just because of the scintillating conversation—his father and brother were such brilliantly clever and kind-hearted souls—but because he had realised, over the course of the evening, that that his love for them was enough, that he was indeed proud of his family: not the name or the histories, but of the men who comprised it, men he knew and loved.


“I wish only to carry on this torch, to shine true.”


To carry on his father’s dreams, to become a beacon amidst the fog, a hearth to call a home: this was calling enough for him.

He was still figuring out what kind of man he was destined to be, but he had all the answer he needed. To honour his father and brother both: that was more than enough.

Time passed. Oh, how time passed.

The second time, some years later, he reappropriated his Vision in the early hours of the morning, when the town patrols were at their laziest and the Ordo headquarters at its emptiest.

The building was in better condition than he last remembered: the front door (unlocked, pathetic) opened without a squeak, the couches in the foyer were new, and even the floors were polished to perfection, showing him his reflection as he headed for the main stairwell.

He reached the basement level, and was caught by surprise as a Knight stepped soundlessly out of a doorway a little ways ahead of him. She was carrying a mop and bucket, which went some way towards explaining why the floors looked clean enough to eat off of. There’d never used to be a cleaning roster, nobody had had the time.

“Oh!” she said, blinking. “Good morning, citizen. How may I be of assistance?… Why are you downstairs?; are you lost?”

He assessed the Knight as she spoke. She was solidly built, if not particularly tall: as she curtsied he heard the telltale clank of steel under the frills of her dress—a plate armour petticoat? Wonders never ceased—indicating he couldn’t rely on being able to quickly subdue her if it came to it. Her gaze was more perceptive than the typical Abyss mage’s, but carried no suspicion. There was no time for nuance, so he cast her in his mind as a strange cross between head maid Adeline and a Fatui hydrogunner.

He made a snap decision.

“Thank you, Sir,” he said, effecting the nobleman’s voice that had served him well in many an infiltration, “but I’m alright. I have an appointment. I know the way.”

She blinked, with… good, confusion but complete credulity. “Why, of course,” she said. “Oh, but you needn’t call me Sir! I’m not a Knight yet.”

If Order of Favonius recruits nowadays were strong enough to wear their own weight in armour, it was all the more ridiculous that the Fatui and Abyss were running loose about the countryside.

“Understood. Have a lovely day, miss.”

“Of course! Oh but it’s early, do you want some tea? I can brew you some.”

He shook his head with a smile that vanished the moment he rounded the corner.

There was nobody else around, and so entering the evidence room was merely a matter of picking the lock.

He surveyed the room, the cages and lockers of contraband and misfiled reports. This, at least, was exactly the mess he remembered.

He sensed his Vision calling to him, and he stepped past locker after locker until he came to the very back of the evidence room, where a small safe sat in the wall, its combination lock dusty as if it hadn’t been touched for years. It probably hadn’t been.

He drew a stethoscope from his pocket, and was about to begin work on the safe when he spotted the wads of paper crumpled just beneath it. No dust on them: they were recent.

Taking care not to rip them through his gloves, he unfolded the thumbnail-sized scraps of paper. They’d seemingly flaked off from weathered old documents: fragmented words from reports and forms decades old, all penned by different hands.

There were only a half dozen scraps, so it was easy enough to arrange them in a sensible order:


J, first, kiss, year/month/day, welcome, home.


He sighed, put the stethoscope away, and dialled a series of numbers.

The safe opened first try.

As he’d thought, all that was in the safe was, indeed, his Vision, plus the shattered remains of his father’s Delusion.

He took the former in hand, and for the first time in an eternity, the Vision glowed, warm to his touch.

His years away had changed his understanding of things, but in the end his original conviction still lived within him, transmuted but recognisably the same thing. He wished only to carry on his father’s torch, to shine true. Not a beacon or hearth, this torch, not while this world was fundamentally a cold place. Instead this was the torch which endured through the night, whose ardent flames held back the ice through the night, warding the sleeping world from indifference and mediocrity, shining true until the sun’s inevitable return.

(Always, no matter how dark the night, the sun would return. A play on words is no less true for its levity.)

He relocked the safe, turned the scraps of paper to ash, then left. He was long gone before Dawn’s arrival.

1. …then for you.

Tsaritsa.

I don’t know if any of you hear these prayers, but you must know I’m here. You spin a wide, wide web;  you must’ve been watching me since Stormterror. Maybe earlier.

I won’t pretend I understand exactly why you’re doing what you’re doing, but I’m pretty sure the Sustainer is no friend of yours. I don’t think we need to be enemies. But if the rest my journey has been anything to go by, I’m guessing we’ll end up at odds, anyway.

Still… here I am, trying to resonate with your power.

The truth is, I need your help.

My twin, I… I’ve tried so hard. I know Celestia lies. I know Destiny deserves our fury. But… this isn’t our world. It’s not our fight. And when I hear my twin speak of war, I hear the Abyss in their voice.

They’re being used. I’m almost certain of it. And they deserve better. Whatever this war is—you, the Abyss, the thrones—they’re not supposed to be a part of it.

Please let this be easy. Please, just… Help me. Help me help them. My twin needs me. I need them.



[bookmark: kaeya]



“What would you choose, I wonder?” he asks Sister Grace, as she examines his chest. “Truth, or happiness?”

“Truth, surely,” she replies. “‘May Barbatos’s winds pierce the fog.’ Truth leads the way.”

“To each their own,” he says lightly. “I’d choose happiness every time.”

“It’s a false dichotomy,” says Barbara, and look at her, all grown up, holding it together a sight better than Jean: good on her. “If someone’s happiness depends on a lie, there’s a bigger happiness waiting for them once they let go of it.”

“You’ve met Sister Barbara before, haven’t you?” Sister Grace asks him. “If anyone knows anything about happiness, it’s her.”

Barbara blushes. “Thank you…? I just do my best.”

“Now…” Sister Grace points at the scars along his arms and chest.

“Tell me about these.”

“No need. I’m going to file a report directly with Inspector Eroch once we’re done here,” he replies.

“We’ve been through this song and dance before. If we’re to heal you safely, we need to know what happened.”

“Of course,” he smiles. A practice run never hurt. “It was around one past midnight. I was on my way from the Winery back to Mondstadt.”

The previous evening, around sunset, he had knocked on the study door, heart hammering.

“You travelled alone so late?” says Barbara.

“It… I don’t know if you heard. Yesterday was a rough day,” he says, and Sister Grace shoots Barbara a withering look. “I wasn’t thinking straight.”

“Were you drinking?” says Sister Grace, clearly making an effort not to sound scolding. The question is a courtesy: he knows his breath smells like wine and stomach acid.

“I’d… rather not say,” he mumbles sheepishly.

He was sober when his brother, now on his third bottle of dandelion wine, had let him in. His brother threw his arms around him and they embraced one another in silence for a few long minutes.

“And that’s when the Treasure Hoarders found you?” says Barbara.

“More or less,” he says.

When the Knights go looking they’ll be able to track the Treasure Hoarders he’d found drinking in the Whispering Woods in the early hours of the morning. They’ll examine the campsite and divine the broad outlines of the scuffle that must surely have taken place.

“I wasn’t paying attention to my surroundings. They took me completely by surprise,” he says.

He’d sat in the vineyard for hours, savouring the smell of the soil around him, and all the while rehearsing the words, trying to explain how none of it was ever supposed to be real but it was; how from the moment they’d found him and shown him warmth they’d had his heart in their unwitting grasp.

“Some words were… exchanged.” He sighs. “I’m almost certain I said some things I’d rather not have.”

And the saying of it, the freedom of letting the lie go… not even the confusion and hurt roiling beneath his brother’s eyes could change how liberating it was. Truth or happiness?: truth, a thousand times over.

“You don’t have to answer this, but…” Sister Grace sighs. “Did you throw the first blow?”

“Of course not. Tipsy or not, I’m a Knight,” he tuts. “We would never strike first if it weren’t necessary.”

His brother drew his sword, a flaming tempest of emotion clouding his face, and he’d barely managed to parry the first strike.

“What weapons were they using?” says Barbara.

“There was a Pyro potioneer, one had a club… I’m sorry. I can’t say I was taking notes, Sister. It was a very long day.”

“A greatsword?” Barbara guesses.

“I don’t think so? I’ve never seen a Treasure Hoarder with one.”

“It’s just…” She points to the big one, running diagonally across his torso. “It went through so cleanly… and the way you must have cauterised it right after… I just thought, if it was a heavy weapon…”

“Shush, now,” says Sister Grace. “Let him talk.”

“I don’t know what to say,” he says. “I was fighting for my life. Everything was… I was scared I was going to die.”

He’d drawn his sword and parried on reflex, but now… he looked at the hurt in his brother’s eyes, he saw how grief was tearing the second-most kind and loving man he knew apart, and… Archons above. His brother deserved the world. His brother deserved a father still breathing. His brother deserved a family that had never lied to him.

This is fair, he thought, this is just, this is my punishment for a lifetime of lies. His grip on the pommel relaxed, invisible to the naked eye, destined to fly out of his hand as he failed to parry. And if hurting me helps you heal even in the slightest, my brother, then I will take this gladly, because you deserve the world.

The heavens had other ideas.

“You’re very lucky,” says Sister Grace. She nods her head towards the Vision he’s been fidgeting with this entire time. “Barbatos blessed you in your hour of need.”

He smiles. “I feel very lucky indeed, Sister.”
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Her name was Queming, as in morning birdsong. Even the way the lips curl to pronounce the ’q’ in her name evoked the burbling noises of birds.

She wouldn’t remember this.

She was cowering in a cavern as gods and monsters slaughtered one another in broad daylight. She didn’t know where her parents or her siblings were, but she was scared for them, maybe even more than she was scared for herself.

She wouldn’t remember that.

Moments before the cave-in, all that went through her mind was that she missed her family, she wanted them to be safe, she wanted to see them again. If only they were here; if only she could freeze time.

She wouldn’t remember that either.
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Rex Lapis says: “They won’t need your arrows. But they will need your wisdom.”

“They will?” she replies. Not questioning his judgement, just… processing. Trying to understand his wisdom. “My Lord, I fear there is not much wisdom I can offer that you could not.”

“In this very moment, perhaps not. But you, my child, will persevere like stone as generations come and go. You will see Liyue Harbour’s fortunes wax and wane with the passing seasons. You will see buildings rise and fall, see grand designs flourish and wither, and, one day, you will be their connection to their own records, the archivist of their prosperity.”

“And… My Lord, truly you see this potential in me?”

“Truly.”

“I see.”

“Would you take on this task of millenia? Would you be our bridge to the human world?”

“…yes. Yes. I would be honoured to.”

“Then let us make a contract. Swear to me: Will you aid this new Qixing and their successors to come in guiding Liyue Harbour into its future? Will you support them in times of lean, and hold them to their best selves in times of plenty?”

“I so swear, my Lord. It is as you say. Whatever aid the people need to bring forth the promise of Liyue Harbour, they will have it.”

Dew condenses on a thousandfold blades of grass, and it blooms into flowers: lotuses and qingxin and peonies and even a handful of glaze lilies, glistening in the morning sun. Even as they appear they are already beginning to melt again, as ephemeral as snow in spring.

She glances down and she sees a Vision, and it is beautiful, and…

…

“…oh,” she says, her voice very small.

(She is not going to cry, she is not going to let a minor detail ruin such an important occasion.)

“Are you alright?”

“I…” She blinks rapidly, unsure how to explain if he doesn’t already understand. “This is a blessing. I… I just wasn’t expecting…”

“Hmm. A Vision. A gift and a contract both. The mark of Celestia, a recognition of your will. My child, my warrior, my… emissary, I… am proud.”

Rex Lapis places his hand on her shoulder, and her heart bursts with pride. This is the happiest day of her life. If only…

“Th-thank you, my lord!” she says. She glances at the Vision that has appeared at her hip. “It’s… just…”

“Hmm?” says Rex Lapis. “What is wrong?”

A new voice interrupts. “Perhaps this one can explain, my Lord.”

Her head whips up. “Explain!? Auntie, what are you…”

“Oh?” says Rex Lapis. “Go on.”

“Our young friend here has often confided in one that she wished to have a Geo Vision much like yourself, my Lord…”

No. Nononononono. “Oh my gods Auntie, what do you think ‘confide’ means?”

“Yuyu, this is Rex Lapis himself, he won’t—what is that word you’re so fond of?, ah yes—tattle. It would be most unbecoming of him to do so.”

“That’s not the point—”

Rex Lapis appears nonplussed by the exchange. He looks back and forth between them, blinking rapidly.

“Anyway, as one had been saying, Lord: our little qilin-blood here dearly wished to have a Vision in your image. One imagines she is very disappointed.”

“Just stop talking please.”

“One believes her exact words were, ‘if Rex Lapis himself were to bless me, my heart would—’”


“Cloud Retainer!”
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“Ganyu never comes to visit any more, so you may use her sleeping space,” says the bird. “Oh, that girl. If one knew not better, one might assume she disliked one’s company. But she is such a diligent worker, so one can hardly find fault in her absence…”

The orphan girl nods, not really taking any of it in. She eyes the mosquito buzzing around her, but remains seated in lotus position.

“Oh! One would offer you Ganyu’s old clothes, if you would have them. There will be plenty more as you reach adolescence; Ganyu keeps refusing one’s hand-woven gifts. That child is so concerned with appearances, goodness… yet she is still so successful in the mortal realm. One cannot help but be pleased, in that respect.”

“I will be staying here?” says the girl. (Near Mount Aozang’s peak is a stone table with three stone seats, and it is here that the orphan girl sits while the bird talks.)

“In this matter, one must insist, child.”

“Okay,” says the girl.

The mosquito alights on her arm. She flexes it, trapping the insect in place with the change in blood pressure, then observes it as she freezes it to death with her Cryo Vision.

“That Vision,” says the bird. “One would bid you explain how you received it.”

“I found it in the cave, when I was fighting the dark thing.”

“Intriguing. Might one ask what you were thinking when you found it?”

The girl frowns. “I don’t know. I was fighting the dark thing. Maybe I was thinking about killing it.”

“Were you perhaps thinking of your parents, your family?”

“No.” What an odd question: why would she think about that while killing the dark thing? “They left me there and then I had to concentrate on fighting.”

“Your village, perhaps? Were you motivated by the people you might save from this god remnant?”

“Is that what it was?” It had been hard to kill. Gods were hard to kill so that made sense. “No. I was concentrating on fighting.”

“You are quite certain, child?”

“It was a difficult fight because the dark thing was very hard to kill, even with my mother’s dagger and the family rituals.” She squints, thinking harder. “I was glad that there were no innocent bystanders that I have to be careful not to hurt. It was easier to fight. Because I didn’t have to worry about getting in trouble for hurting people.”

“That…”

The bird is silent for an entire minute. (This does not seem unusual to the girl, who is frankly indifferent whether or not they are conversing. Anyone more familiar with the bird would know this indicates very deep thought.)

“One might consult with a fellow Adeptus, to have your fortune read,” says the bird at last. “One suspects there is much to learn.”
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Just as there are many ways to love a person, so too are there many ways to love the world. Here are four, none less true than the next. Empty yourself of thoughts, repeat these loves as a mantra, and then you might know the soul of a good man.


	
Never will he deceive the people with charlatanry, never will he give them what they want instead of what they need.



	
To protect others, one must discipline oneself: tempering one’s passion with snow, focusing one’s intent through the blade, and living wholly without grudges.



	
To rid the world of evil spirits, one must first be without evil. To rid oneself of evil, one must first redeem the world.



	
Heart be pure, evil be erased; mind be purged, world be saved.
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None may deflect a swing that has been practiced a thousand times: these are Mother’s words.

It is a metaphor.

She practices in the mirror: bowing, kneeling, standing, repeat. She practices ten times a day. Her tutors praise her diligence, her effort.


“This is how you stand.

This is how you draw your blade.

Follow my motions.”


Many summers pass.

Mother is on her sickbed. The clan doctors talk about pain alleviation, not recovery.

Where the clan elders cannot see to Mother’s duties, Brother steps in, trying to learn how to fill these impossibly large shoes. Even from a distance she can see that Brother is barely staying afloat, that he is one bad day away from drowning beneath the weight of duty.

She wants to help him. She cannot help him. She isn’t capable, not yet.


Back in the dojo.

Eight years’ neglected practice

won’t deter her now.


Calligraphy. Each character repeated fifty times. Even the simplest of syllables, fifty times.

If a stroke of the brush feels unsteady in her grip, it becomes its own kata, repeated and repeated until it is done perfectly, fifty times.


She reacts too slow—

—bop! The shinai hits her helm.

“Again?” asks Sensei.


The clan, unable to help Mother, is all too happy to find advanced tutors for Brother and her.

She studies history, the minutae of hallowed traditions. She writes the steps of rituals on the back of playing cards, shuffling them, testing herself, until she can answer fifty prompts in a row without fail.

In the dojo she has her pick of sparring partners: cousins, soldiers, personal guards. They outclass her by leagues. At her request, they do not go easy on her: a gentle touch will not see her to her destination.


Poems. Mnemonics. Rituals. Mnemonics.

Memorise, recite. Memorise, recite.

Fifty times. Morning tea. Fifty times again. Fifty times again. Lunch. Fifty times again…


I wish I’d given you two longer, Mother says, their hands clasping hers.

You and Father have given us so much, she whispers, and Brother, gasping through tears, nods his agreement.

I wish I’d given you two more time to grow up, repeats Mother, but she is smiling.

The snow gathering on the window is the most exquisite shade of white.


A rib strike, held back.

Don’t you coddle me, she snarls.

The man gulps; strikes, hits—


Brother stumbles on the way home from the funeral. She is too slow to catch him, but she is there to help him up. Her torso, purple with bruises, screams at her from beneath her robes.

Thank you, Sister, he says.

I am at your service, Brother, she says.

Their eyes do not meet: they are both looking forward, attention on the road ahead.


This strike, fifty times.

Step-parry-step, fifty times.

(She dreams of bladework.)


The clan is in turmoil, the Yashiro Commission’s line of succession in dispute.

Brother fights a hidden war, one part knives in the dark, one part late-night drinks with other clans. The parts sometimes overlap. He becomes good at feigning drunkenness.

She cannot help him walk his path. But she can be the light to his darkness, so that he need not be both.

She practices. Every step, every word: fifty times.


Her Mother’s sword art:

a killing blade that seems to

not have left its sheath.

(Oh how she covets that mastery when she sees Mother’s eyes in the mirror.)


“Your recall is perfect,” her poetry tutor says.

She nods, neither pleased nor displeased. Now what?

“There is a woman in the city who teaches stage actors to project their voices while sounding gentle. I will speak to your aunts and uncles, to request they bring her in.”

In the meantime, she goes out into the snow in her underclothes, recites verses until she has recited them fifty times in a row perfectly, even with the biting cold dulling her mind. She must succeed no matter the conditions.

(Afterwards, the housekeeper, newly blessed with a Vision, chides her shivering, blanket-wrapped form as he helps heat her up. He does so again the next day. And the next. And—)


She and her foe bow.

“Better,” Sensei says. “Good work.

We stop for the day.”


She sneaks back into the dojo at night and practises her footwork.

As she creeps back to her room she passes an open study door, and finds Brother asleep in front of a mountain of ledgers. There is a pillow and a neatly folded blanket next to him: likely the housekeeper left them there, not wanting to wake Brother.

She drapes the blanket over him and departs.


Sometimes, she loses.

Other times, she wins the bout.

Inconsistency.



Why are you doing this to yourself?, Brother asks.

I look at you and I see you drowning, she replies. I want to help. In any way I can.

You’re pushing yourself too hard, too fast, Brother says.

We get that from her, she says.

Brother laughs, a sound she hasn’t heard in weeks, and it feels like breathing again.

Mother’s duty is… heavy, he admits.

Then we will bear it together, she swears.

Side by side, the two of them are all the love they need.


Fifty times, she wins.

If they’d parried her, like this:

Would she still have won?


She wakes up in the dojo one morning, bleary-eyed, to find a blanket draped over her, and a cold cup of her favourite tea sitting by the door.


Can she recite the first fifty stanzas, standing on her left leg, without wobbling?

Can she recite the next fifty stanzas, standing on her right leg, without wobbling?


The White Heron Princess, the people call her, wonder in their voices. Look, they tell their sons and daughters, look how graceful she is, how perfectly kind. Don’t you want to be like her?

It’s strange hearing the common folk speak of her like they might once have spoken of Mother. But it means she is carrying on with Mother’s duties, that she is doing right by her.


She lunges, misses—

Parries her opponent’s strike—

Lands a winning blow.


No. Again.



Each step of the dance is perfect. Each cup of tea poured is perfect. Each poem recited brings tears to the eyes of the listeners, perfectly enunciated, perfectly recalled.

But perfection is more than what happens. Perfection is the state of mind that enables perfection.

So long as perfection of action is not assured, perfection of self has not been achieved. This is not what Mother taught her, but it is the only possible conclusion, the only path she could possibly take now.



Mother’s duty is heavy. We will bear it together.



The people: the people must always come first. They need to believe the nobility will uplift them, and so we must show them we will. They 

need

 to trust in us, and so we must earn that trust every day.



Fifty times fifty is two thousand five hundred. Fifty times fifty times fifty is one hundred and twenty-five thousand.

Tenacity and stubbornness imply a crisis of faith. Hardship and suffering imply non-acceptance. She is past these things now. This is simply The Way, walked without hesitation.


One strike suffices.

Faster than the eye can see,

her opponent falls.

Brother and Thoma applaud,

Sensei bows to her,

and her eyes glow blue.

A thousand lotuses bloom.


[bookmark: diona]



Gods, I hate this rain.

I can’t keep carrying you home like this, Daddy, I can’t. Why can’t your friends do this for you, huh? Don’t they care?


You need a grown-up of your own, someone who can look after you.



[bookmark: rosaria]



What?

You could have parried that. You always said you knew all my fucking tells. You walked straight into that.

You old bastard… Were you letting me win? Why?

I never liked you, but… you deserved a better death than by my hand.


[bookmark: eula]



Verse 1
Once upon a time, there was a Hoarfrost Heiress, destined to be a Darkrime Duchess.

The Hoarfrost Heiress was a diamond in the rough, and her keepers cut her to shape with words like lashes and lashes like ice. They instructed her in matters of bearing and birthright, épée and etiquette. They cast her, molten, into a die of their design, and with every round of tempering they came closer to forging the Heiress into their perfect Lady: ever composed and unshaken, undaunted by any flame. With each facet they cut, she shone brighter and brighter, a diamond no longer rough but sparkling like the northern lights. No matter which angle you viewed her from, you could always see your reflection.

Grudges and grievances fuelled the Darkrime Clan and their Court. No history lesson was complete without an itemised list of rebukes to the state of things. No word of praise echoed forth without a martial air to it. Even music was a regimented affair within the Clan, its children taught harpsichord studies and ballroom waltzes from pre-approved lists—anything more modern, more melodic, more common, was proscribed, for it was too bitter a reminder of wandering troupes of bygone centuries who stoked rebellion and revolution.

In the little spare time she was allowed, the Hoarfrost Heiress spirited dusty books from the family library, bringing them to attics that were dustier still. There she tried to salvage something of her Self, a unique scratch that might mark her diamond as different from its design. She read love poems and survival manuals. She read of her ancestors’ feats of bravery in the icy wastes, and equally of the blood and suffering they’d once held Court above. The Heiress learned that her legacy was beautiful and ugly both, and young though she was, she wondered what to make of the grievances they were shaping her to champion.

The love poems, the feats of bravery in the icy wastes: so much of her family’s history was relegated to the past, of no further use to the Clan’s designs of vengeance and violence. She taught herself these so that she might be, in secret, a Duchess of a Darkrime Court subtly different to that she was designed for. In the dead of night, attic lit by flickering candlelight, she taught herself to dance, mimicking the steps of a hundred generations before her.

It was neither individuality nor independence, but it was not nothing. Thus did the Hoarfrost Heiress deviate from her intended design.





Verse 2
Once, there was a Glacier’s Scion, and she was perfect. Although she sparkled like a diamond in the sunlight, her tongue was as barbed as any queen’s; her sword, as deadly as any winter.

She emerged from one crucible after another: she slew pairs of wolves in the arena; she scaled cliffs with her bare hands; she endured a week scavenging alone in the biting colds of Wyrmrest Valley.

(When she fought, her footwork was perfectly regimented. Yet something inside of her dreamed of the dance, imagined its motions in every thrust and slice.)

She was a child, not even twenty years old, but so perfect had the Glacier’s Scion become that even their final Trials were a bagatelle to her. She was tried and tested, and oh did she excel.

Even as the joy of recognition—finally, recognition—grew hollow, she accepted their crest, their highest honour. Finally, finally she was worthy of them; finally could she hurt them as much as they’d hurt her.

(O, wretched Clan that would sire so tender a monster, that would swaddle it in cruelty, teach it only the language of brutality and betrayal; o Clan that would then seek to shape such a possession by the lash. More fool you, that you never saw it coming.)

For our Glacier’s Scion cared nothing of the Clan’s past humiliation: the only torment she’d ever endured was by their hands. There could be no justice for this, but there could be retribution.

They had recognised her as their Scion, the greatest among their number, their perfect creation?

Then she would take her prize and leave, never to return.





Verse 3
In the Whispering Woods lived an Excoriable Expatriate: excoriable for she stood for the scum of humanity, expatriate for she had renounced even that scum. Twice a week she went to town to buy ore to hone with, food to sup with, and thread to darn with. Twice a week, every merchant in town refused her coin, for there could be no compromise with tyranny, and that was who she was: tyranny, wearing the face of a starving young woman.

Once, while hunting game in the woods, the Expatriate happened upon a Veridian Zephyr, who lay against a tree in a daze.

“Woe! Woe is me!” the Veridian Zephyr cried, “I have slept for much too long, and now even the trees are unfamiliar to me.”

“Sleep less in future,” said the Excoriable Expatriate. “These parts are hardly safe to nap in.”

“Can you point me to Mondstadt, City of Freedom?”

She did so; then, seeing the Zephyr’s bedraggled state, she tossed her coin pouch to him. It was not even a fraction of the funds she had secreted away in caches across the land, but it was more than most townsfolk saw in a season.

“Buy yourself a bath and a meal,” she said. “This coin is useless to me.”

The Veridian Zephyr accepted her coin with some consternation.

“I am in your debt,” he said, “and I fear I am an unreliable debtor.”

“This is but a gift, an act of charity,” was the Expatriate’s crisp response, “and should you make a transaction of my gift, you will rue the day you chose to.”

The Zephyr hummed. “Might I at least have your name, o kind lady?”

With reluctance yet grace, too, she gave him her name.

The Veridian Zephyr beheld the Excoriable Expatriate with wonder in his eyes.

“You have a comely smile, friend,” he said, before he left. “It is a pity nobody has ever seen it.”

Another time, while moving camp, the Excoriable Expatriate encountered a Golden-Gray Hare, who carried a Rose-Red Rabbit on his back as they hunted fowl.

“Well met, friend,” said the Golden-Gray Hare.

“Have you not heard?” said the Excoriable Expatriate. “I am friend to none in town, and you wear the crest of the town’s Knights. You would be wise to find enmity with me.”

“I’ve heard tell of you,” said the Hare. “Am I to distrust you because you are distrusted? Should I be wary of all those who do not fit in?”

He said this with mirth, and motioned to his eyes, which were darker and slanted differently to those of the townsfolk.

“A facile argument,” said the Expatriate, “but I shan’t contest it. Consider yourself warned, Hare.”

The Golden-Gray Hare sat, and talked with her for a time.

“The City of Freedom is not perfectly kind to its outsiders,” he lamented, “but it tries to be.”

“They will not try on my account,” the Expatriate said.

“Perhaps. But even if that were true… What is it you want from the people, that you do not have here? A warm bed? A circle of friends?”

“No. I…” The Excoriable Expatriate frowned. “I want their respect… no, not even that. I want them to look at me and see a gods-damned human being.”

The Golden-Gray Hare contemplated this. After a little while, he reached within his pockets, withdrew a hand mirror, and held it to her face.

“Tell me,” he said, “what do you see when you look?”

She averted her eyes. “I see an Excoriable Expatriate,” she said, “just as everyone else does.”

“Everyone?”


“Everyone.”


“Ask me what I see,” said the Golden-Gray Hare, “when I look at you.”

She asked him.

“I have no idea,” he said.

She laughed despite herself.

“Indulge an old man,” said the Golden-Gray Hare. “Help me understand just what it is that I see, when I look at you.” 

Sure, why not? For his sake, not hers. Noblesse oblige and all that.





Chorus
Under the Golden-Gray Hare’s guidance, she took herself apart to scavenge for anything worth using, and as she sewed herself back together she sought to shape a kinder version of herself, blunting the diamond edges, thawing the glacial rime.

She went to the Knights, the Crested Claimant did, and at their door did she challenge them to look at her: not at the murky reflections people searched her depths for, but at her as she was.

There was uproar in those days. Her Clan and the City alike fought it, tooth and nail, doing all they could to ensure she was never part of the Knights, but to those who took a second glance, her bluntness was a kind of simplicity, revealing she was exactly what she said she was. A Tenderhearted Titan and his Leonine Lieutenant became unlikely champions of her cause, administering her trials with complete dispassion (dispassion!, such a kindness). They ensured that she received neither boon nor bane, and so her trial was a trial of merit and merit alone. It would not be easy, they warned, but…

…but she had excelled in everything she had ever put her mind to.

…and she had set her sights on this for years.

The result was never in question.

And that was that. The protests and detractors never disappeared, but our Crested Claimant went from the talk of the town to yesterday’s news. She was of the Ordo Favonius now: another sword raised in Mondstadt’s defence, singing the song of freedom.

The Golden-Gray Hare bowed to her: a Liyuean tradition, he said, acknowledging one another’s humanity. She returned the gesture, two outsiders at the city gates.

(Half a year later the Hare would be gone, chasing his own story into the sunset. Good for him, she would think, good for him.)

Claimant no longer, she wore two crests now: one, her Clan’s Seal, the trough from which she had escaped; two, the mark of the Ordo Favonius, the peak she had staked this new self of hers on. In this mastery of trough and peak both, she was like the ocean waves, coming and going as she pleased, carrying salt on the wind. She crested, crashing down upon the shores of the world, unignorable. Hate the tides or love them: like the Brinesong Sword, they arrive either way.





Reprise
Some time later, the Brinesong Sword passed by her old campsite.

There, she found the Veridian Zephyr sitting on a rock, facing the shore.

“You persevere, don’t you?” said the Zephyr. “The world is so unjust and yet you push on.”

“You again?” she said. “What gives you the right to speak of me so sentimentally?”

The Zephyr smiled, and waved a lyre in her face. “A hazard of my trade, Sir Lawrence. I speak sentimentally of everyone.”

He plucked at a single string of the lyre, sighed, and met her gaze, saying:

“I would like to play you a song. A bulería. I think you know this one.”

He knew.

How did he know?

(Her heart ached; was this what it was like, being looked at and not through? Was this the recognition she had once fought for, back when she still believed she coveted others’ regard?)

“Your charity is an insult,” she said, for all the words she might otherwise have said scared her.

“Don’t think of it as a gift, then,” said the Veridian Zephyr. “Think of this as me being selfish.”

Selfish?, she did not say.

He shrugged, and said: “You remind me of a friend I lost touch with. A young lady like yourself. Also a little icy.”

He plucked a few chords on his lyre, a simple cadence in A minor. The last chord rang out for a few seconds, then silenced the strings, slapping the frame of the lyre with two fingers as he did.

She raised an eyebrow. She’d never heard a lyre strummed like a lute before, but he… actually made it work.

“…she, too, shoulders the grievances of the world,” the Veridian Zephyr murmured. “And oh does it break my heart.”

He looked up, meeting her eyes again.

“Would you honour me with a dance, my Lady?”

“Just this once,” she said, despite her better judgement, because every crumpled piece of her soul was singing yes, yes, please.

The Veridian Zephyr smiled warmly. “One circle counted, then two circles tremelo, held until your mark. Ahem! Dance of Sacrifice. Act Three.”

“Flickering Candlelight,” she recited automatically, standing tall.

“Twelve-and-a three-and-a six-a eight-a ten-a…”

The music began, and she swept her arms above her head. She held herself there, preparing, as the Zephyr paused on a leading chord, watching her kindly.

“It’s okay,” he whispered. “Whenever you’re ready.”

She scoffed, sprang into motion, and—

The Hoarfrost Heiress had taught herself the dance, deciphering instructions from the pages of dusty books, in an attic dustier still. Each step stolen in the dark of night was an act of self acknowledgement; an aegis against the Darkrime Clan, who sought to carve her rough diamond into their perfect design.

The Glacier’s Scion moved from motion to motion, the sweep of her arms as graceful as the sweep of her sword, her back arching to dodge the swing of an axe, lunging forward, thrusting, savouring the win, the praise, that’s our girl, seizing the opening they left her, leaping through the air with their accolades in hand and never looking back.

The dance honoured a history of brave deeds in icy climes, but that history had faded away on forgotten bookshelves. It was her personal pasttime now: a little nothing to while away the idle hours. Twelve-and-a three-and-a…

A song of mourning, perhaps. She mourned her clan, for it was dying, had died, was killing itself. She mourned the slaves and the gladiators of a thousand years past, the spilt blood at the Thousand Winds Temple. She mourned this City of Freedom that still shook at the memory of the past she embodied.

She mourned her childhood, smothered in the cradle. She mourned the childhood of a hundred other aunts and second-cousins-thrice-removed that had come before her.

She mourned that she would never go home. ‘Home’, the blood of the womb, had been salted earth since long before she was born, a legacy of cruelty and indifference and impotent rage. ‘Home’, the City of Freedom, would never welcome her, not when she was a symbol, a totem of all that stood against it. ‘Home’, the Knights, had not even been able to keep the Golden-Gray Hare in the end, and perhaps it would never keep her.

The Excoriable Expatriate had fought tooth and nail to be seen as herself, and the fight had beaten her; had nearly broken her. It was this—dancing by the shore, spinning and spinning, furiously carving a space for herself in her heart—that had kept her going through those dark nights when even her stubborn pride threatened to give in.

The Crested Claimant demanded to be seen, had made herself unignorable. She danced every step perfectly, not a single opening left to exploit. She was perfection, weaponised: no matter how City and Clan howled, her steps faltered not one whit. To excel was her purpose, to excel was her rebellion.

(Dance, oh Brinesong Sword, dance; mayhaps you will never find respite, yet, so long as brine dances on the wind, you will be the hearth you return to every night, you are all the home you’ll ever need.)

The Veridian Zephyr was no longer there. Perhaps she had imagined him in the first place. The pulse of the music was the only thing that she knew to be real for certain. Its passion and pathos grew around her with each swelling crescendo.

Heiress, Scion, Expatriate, Claimant, Sword: they danced hand in hand, perfectly in rhythm, each one moving in a subtly different way. She loved them all with every fibre of her being; she honoured their sacrifice with every thrust and twist. As the song built to its climax, every step became freer, every spin became wilder, and yet her every footfall—their every footfall—was perfect. The music surged in her ears.


My clan may never forgive me. The people may never forgive me. But I will fight and I will dance until the day I 

forgive

 myself.


The Vision was there before her as the dance ended, as she finally stilled. She was more out of breath than she had ever been from this dance before, more than any duel or battlefield scrape. She… she was…

She tore her eyes away from the Vision, and fell to her knees, sobbing.

She cried her eyes raw, tears as salty as the ocean breeze.

She cried and cried, until she had nothing left to give, and then she cried some more.





Coda
After some time, the little Rose-Red Rabbit came a-hopping her way, just like the Golden-Gray Hare once had. Seeing her in tears, the Rabbit called her name in worry, then drew closer. Small though she was, the Rabbit wrapped her in a firm embrace, stroking her back gently in a way nobody had since the cradle.

“Are you okay?” whispered the Rose-Red Rabbit, after a time.

“I’ve never been more okay in my life,” wept the Spindrift Knight.


















0. Arrogation.

Where is this?

…Paimon?

Hello? Is anyone there?

…Anyone?

This place is… this place can’t possibly be…



[bookmark: dainsleif]



Dainsleif wakes up early. His senses tell him it’s only a few hours past midnight. He looks to the side, and the Outlander is not there—and nor are they keeping watch; the candle outside the tent is snuffed.

In the distance, he hears… voices.

He and the Outlander are days from the nearest town. Something is wrong.

He rises to a crouch, careful not to make noise with the sleeping bag, and silently exits the tent.

There’s no moon out tonight. The trees are silent save the occasional rustle of leaves in wind.

Dainsleif moves towards the voices, step by step, ever vigilant for a stray twig or leaf that might betray his presence before he’s ready.

As he gets closer, he recognises the Outlander’s steady voice, low but animated as always.

“…they will never allow a Gnosis to be turned against them,” the Outlander is saying. “I’m certain it’s impossible by design.”

“A Gnosis, yes,” a woman—or perhaps a girl?—agrees. “But a full set? What then?”

“Then you lose,” the Outlander gently chides. “Celestia appropriates everything it touches. The more of their leashes you gather, the tighter the noose around your neck will be.”

“Poetic… but only that. Besides, do you truly think the powers you seek to invoke won’t corrupt you, Outlander?”

“They won’t. I’m from beyond even their understanding. And even if they did, they wouldn’t be Celestia’s.”

And then Dainsleif sees them: the Outlander, golden hair, otherworldly garb, beautiful smile… and a girl, looking barely older than twelve. Her silver hair is styled in twin, helical tails, and she is dressed in far too many layers of coats for any conceivable comfort. Her eyes are as grey as starless nights, and they flick towards him.

“Your friend is awake,” the silver-haired girl says.

“Dain,” says the Outlander, turning their head. “You might as well join us.”

No point in staying hidden. Dainsleif stands, emerging from the brushwood to where the other two stand, talking as if old friends.

“My friend,” says Dainsleif, his face paling, “who is this?”

(He already knows. The elemental signature emanating from the girl is so strong he nearly chokes on it. He’s never seen her face but she’s clearly one of them: an Archon.)

“Bronislava,” says the Outlander, “may I introduce Dainsleif, Cursed Survivor of Khaenri’ah, Bough Keeper, Sword-in-Twilight.”

“Outlander, what are you doing?” says Dainsleif. “She’s one of Celestia’s hounds.”

“Not all that is Celestia’s is Celestia’s,” says ‘Bronislava’. Her voice is expressive yet entirely inflectionless, as if she has forgotten how to emote.

“We’ve agreed on a… treaty, of sorts,” says the Outlander. “Terms of engagement, limits to interference… Oh, but Dain, may I introduce Her Imperial Majesty, Tsaritsa Bronislava of Snezhnaya, first of her name, Lady of the Krolikvesny Palace…”

“Zapolyarny Palace, now,” the girl corrects them. “The Tsaritsa is no longer the springtime thaw.”

“I know who she is,” says Dainsleif darkly. “Why are we treating with Archons? What ‘terms of engagement’?”

“For the wars we will wage,” says the Outlander simply.

Dread, nameless but growing. “We said there was no fighting the Heavens. We said…”

“You said that. You assumed I agreed.”

“The Tsaritsa will take her leave,” says the girl, nodding to them both. “The Tsaritsa has seen more than her fill of heartbreak.”

She turns, strides away, and disappears into a swirl of snowflakes after ten paces.

“My friend…” says Dainsleif.

“Do you remember what we swore, Dain?” says the Outlander. “That night when you found me?”

Dainsleif remembers. It had been a month after the Cataclysm’s end, and he had found the Outlander in a crater in the middle of Mondstadt’s wilderness—fallen, it turned out, from Celestia itself. He’d nursed the strange otherworldly creature back to health, and he… Dainsleif had been so angry, those first months, so furious; he had looked at the remnants of the Outlander’s otherworldly power and the Outlander had talked of regaining it and Dainsleif had said:

“It is not humanity which grasps too far. It is them. We will defy Celestia’s arrogation with a power beyond this world. Your power.”

“So you do remember.” The Outlander smiles. “You weren’t wrong, Dainsleif. That power will be brought to bear upon them.”

“I was angry. I dreamt of war that could not possibly be won.”

“Perhaps not by you. But remember, it’s not just us.”

Another memory: the two of them lying in the Mare Jivari, holding hands, staring at the stars—a hoax but, oh, so beautiful a hoax, these stars. And Dainsleif had spoken of modest hopes, unworthy of being called ambitions: wandering the world, keeping an eye on the remainder of humanity; steering, gently, making sure that humanity next incurred Celestia’s wrath only when humanity was ready to rise to the challenge.

And the Outlander had smiled and said:

“Your people are the only real things left in this world.”

“No,” Dainsleif says now, “no, they’re dead, they’re condemned, we… we were going to put them out of their misery…”

“Were we really?” says the Outlander. “Did you ever really ask me, or did you just assume I’d changed my mind?”

Dainsleif had assumed.

Relieved of this misconception, all is clear. It’s not that the lay of things suddenly takes shape in Dainsleif’s mind: rather, he’s known, on some level, for years now, known that this point of difference was the fulcrum that might drive him and the Outlander apart. He’s always known the implications, what lies at the end of the Outlander’s declaration that none under the false sky can truly be said to be alive, Dain; no: your people, Sal Vindagnyr, all those who came before… they are the only people truly free of Celestia’s influence. It’s just that Dainsleif has been lying to himself about it this whole time, hoping that whatever strange love that he and the Outlander have between them might triumph over their differences in philosophy.

And so Dainsleif forces himself to think the thought he has avoided for years. He contemplates the path that follows. The Outlander shaping the Abyss to their will. A war with destiny, an inhuman army marching on the equally inhuman thrones of Celestia. The fate of Khaenri’ah and Sal Vindagnyr and all the other civilisations condemned to the Abyss, weaponised, turned into something Celestia cannot control, cannot stop. The Outlander’s ‘homeland’, in all its infinite-dimensional horror, breaching reality. And humanity, the people of Teyvat, caught in the crossfire. Humanity, the people of Teyvat, their very souls a battleground, cultures and customs churned into fuel for the greater forces at play.

The Outlander has never sought to give humanity special treatment. The Outlander is not of this world, was never supposed to be human in shape, has had humanity thrust upon them like fetters.

But Dainsleif is human; he cannot help but put his own kind first, even if that means condemning his former kin, now made into twisted Abyssal things.

Knowing this, knowing all this…

…knowing that, indeed, humans do have their humanity…

…Dainsleif knows he only has one chance.

One strike.


Make it count.


“You’re right,” he says. His eyes sink. “I never listened to you. I didn’t want to believe that… that there was any humanity left in the remnants of Khaenri’ah, that there was anything left of my people down in the Abyss that could feel suffering.”

Slowly, agonisingly slowly, Dainsleif approaches the Outlander.

“If what you mean is… making an army of the Abyss… I can’t… I can’t say I think this is wise, your course of action,” he says. “But nor can I let you charge into danger like this alone.”

The Outlander, mouth slightly open, nods soundlessly, watching him approach.

“I can’t be alone again,” Dainsleif says. “Please. Take me with you.”

Dainsleif embraces the Outlander, tears in his eyes.

Then he jerks back and pulls them into his waiting dagger. It pierces the Outlander’s heart silently.

“I’m sorry,” Dainsleif whispers, and he is, he is sobbing bitterly, but this had to be done.

(One more love he has had to sacrifice for humanity’s sake: so his curse goes.)

The Outlander looks down at the dagger between their ribs and smiles, sad and serene.

“Dain,” they say, and they kiss him gently on the forehead. “It’s okay. I forgive you, just this once.”

Then they step back and their wound is glowing with light, healing itself, pushing the dagger back out.

“The next time you raise a hand against me,” the Outlander continues, their smile still sad and serene, “we will be enemies.”

Dainsleif moves on instinct, slashing at the Outlander’s throat. The Outlander dips their head and deflects the blow with their jaw. The blade glances off, slicing harmlessly through the Outlander’s bangs, a tuft of blond floating down in the breeze. 

The cut on the Outlander’s lip is already healing. Their smile is unchanged.

“I have enjoyed travelling this world with you,” they say, stepping back. “But we both knew this journey was going to end one day.”

Dainsleif hadn’t known for sure. He had hoped beyond hope that the two of them would wander this world for centuries more, bearing witness together.

Dainsleif discards the dagger and goes for his sword. The Outlander has recovered too much of their power, but only those parts of it that resonate with the Seven Archons and their Seven Elements. If anything can neutralise the Outlander’s healing magic, then this sword, an ugly thing imbued with Khemia and folly, is it. He draws, lunges—

Two prongs of rock burst from the ground, deflecting his blade and trapping it at an awkward angle. Dainsleif wastes precious moments withdrawing his blade in a straight line, then starts towards the Outlander only to find vines growing at his feet. He hacks at them, but for every vine he cuts, another appears, now ablaze. He yells and grits his teeth, ignoring searing heat.

“Stop,” Dainsleif says, thrusting his hand out, willing magic out of his fingertips.

It works. A lasso of blue light flies out and catches the Outlander by the neck.

They turn back to look at Dainsleif, disinterestedly. “Saying goodbye is never easy,” they remark, as Dainsleif’s cord of light tightens around their neck, as flaming vines climb Dainsleif’s body. “Every world, every face… the two of us never felt like we had time to say goodbye, not the way we wanted to.” They toss a few sparks of lightning at him experimentally, getting nothing more than a flinch out of him.

“The Abyss will destroy your soul,” says Dainsleif, gritting his teeth, pulling harder.

“I would be very surprised if either my twin or I had one,” says the Outlander.

The air glitters with snowflakes, and then a gale-force wind is blowing them into the exposed skin of Dainsleif’s face like a million pinprick needles and it burns—

His concentration slips, his cord of blue light dissolves, and the Outlander resumes walking away.

Dainsleif reaches deep inside himself, summons a second lasso, and with a muttered incantation, imbues it with Anemo resistance. He throws again. His aim is perfect but the snowflakes melt into torrential rain and weigh the cord down. It hits the ground at the Outlander’s feet.

“Let’s not fight,” sighs the Outlander, and they draw a perfect circle in the air. It glows blue and purple with the light of galaxies, the real galaxies, the skies of the Abyss. “We may disagree but we needn’t come to blows.”

“You are making a mistake,” says Dainsleif, willing more magic, but none is forthcoming and the calm he needs is torn ragged.

“As was Celestia,” says the Outlander, voice hard. “They took my twin. They took our wings. In one breath they spoke of arrogation, and in the next they dared to mutilate us.”

Over the course of half a minute, the circle becomes a disc becomes a portal, and the Outlander steps towards it, pausing at the threshold.

“It is as you said, that first night,” they tell Dainsleif, tenderly. “I will defy Celestia’s arrogation with a power beyond this world.”

The moment they step through the portal, the vines snap and the rain abates, but it is gone before Dainsleif can so much as start running for it.

Angry, heartbroken, Dainsleif screams.

After some minutes have passed, he stoops to pick up the shorn lock of the Outlander’s hair from the ground. A reminder of ugliness and beauty both. He stows it roughly into his pocket realm.

Then, with his sword in hand, he begins the walk back to civilisation. Humanity will need someone in their corner, in the days to come.


Notes for the Chapter:

[bookmark: chapter_3_character_index]
amber ·
ayaka ·
bennett ·
chongyun ·
dainsleif ·
diona ·
diluc ·
eula ·
ganyu ·
hu tao ·
kaeya ·
klee ·
qiqi ·
rosalyne ·
rosaria ·
shenhe ·
thoma ·
yanfei ·
yoimiya ·
xiangling ·
xinyan


(Dodgy translations: кролик весны / krolik vesny / rabbit of springtime.

雀鸣 / què míng : chirping/birdsong.)

Pyro is the element of burning passion, of the hill you would die on. Its wielders are almost all genki / happy-go-lucky / bubbly on some level, the main exceptions being Rosalyne-Kruzchka and Diluc, whose passion is honed to rage and virtue, respectively. 

The more I researched Thoma and the Kamisato siblings, the more I fell in love with their beautifully messed up relationships and the sheer amount of protagonist energy all three of them radiate. Looking forward to all the Ayato lore debunking my headcanons :P (No, I haven’t edited this since the livestream.)

Thoma and Hu Tao are, like Beidou, pretty close to being fully-matured characters without any canon inner conflict. (Headcanons, OTOH? Thoma’s story from hereon out is one of mastery, of being the best housekeeper-retainer-service sub he can be. Hu Tao’s ‘mistake’, IMO, is that she has never really come to terms with her truncated childhood.)

If you flinched as you scrolled into Yanfei’s story, you are valid~

The engineering terms used in Klee’s story are total nonsense, at least on Earth, so don’t bother trying to make sense of them. She is indeed ‘invisible’ to her bombs: they don’t have eyes. Also they can’t seem to hurt her.

Xiangling is a Liyuean chef working on intuition: if you were expecting volumetric measurements, let alone ingredient weights, you’re asking the wrong gal. (Have you ever seen a Liyuean granny measure out sauces with a tablespoon? Don’t be ridiculous.)

Yes I’m implying the tiniest amount of past Jean/Diluc, but like, when they were young. If you wish, you may read it as confused nobles with comphet.

Cryo is the element of ‘love’: romantic, familial, friendship, etc. All our Cryo Vision holders are a little too much like the Tsaritsa, willing to forego their own joy if it serves the people they care about.

Kaeya is many despicable things but he’s a not a gods-damned snitch, not on the people he loves.

Qiqi probably doesn’t fit the timeline: she got her Vision during the Archon War, and the Tsaritsa wasn’t around for that. Ah well. Likewise, Eula’s Vision probably appeared to her a lot earlier along her path to self-discovery, and canon suggests Venti does not awaken until much closer to the game’s start (whereas here he awakens before Amber’s grandpa leaves).

Ganyu and Chongyun didn’t obtain their Visions tragically, but their lives continue to be slightly heartbreaking.

Ayaka and Eula’s stories… hopefully speak for themselves. They are among my favourites of this chapter.



So we’ll meet again. Though we need not rush. I have more than enough time to wait for you. We have always… had enough time.



Author’s Note:This story has been an amazing experience to write! I got to dive so deep into all the Genshin characters and it’s given me a huge appreciation for how alive Teyvat is.

If I end up publishing a Sumeru edition in 18 months’ time, or any sequels or companion fics (like the Yae Miko one I skipped), then it’ll end up tagged under this series.

I will probably republish Ayaka’s training montage as a standalone(!) so I can tag it properly and give it the exposure it deserves. (Her vignette is up there with Yun Jin’s, Kokomi’s, and Eula’s for my absolute favourites.)


For more fun Vision moments, I really liked the ones in Sunlight and Storms and Matsutake.

The definitive (and canon-compliant) Eula story is descendant of a depraved dynasty, without a doubt.

If you enjoyed the fic, please tell your friends! <3 And however you stumbled across it, I’d love to hear your thoughts! Favourite lines?, favourite vignettes?, characters you want to see me write more about…?



Works inspired by this one:

	
celestial by qwertyu (nomoreblues)


	
20/20 (scrapped) by qwertyu (nomoreblues)








