
1. sunshower




“A good film is a good film,” a woman says, hands holding a resin block tightly. “And a good film will get screened. It doesn’t matter where you are from, what language you speak, how many people in the industry you know. Dreaming is free, and as long as you pour enough effort into the craft, it will keep on shining for you.” 



Interviewers nod enthusiastically, their eyes glowing from admiration. This woman has only recently graduated from a film school, but her documentary is being screened in several film festivals, including Sundance, for which she now receives the grand jury prize and the audience award. Her critically-acclaimed ‘How to Drink the Sun’ was picked up by Neon and is expected to hit countrywide cinemas at the end of March.



“Miss Keqing, what are the thoughts behind the film title? It is certainly one of the most catchy documentary titles I have ever come across!” another interviewer chimes in. 


Keqing smiles, but the sentence clings onto the cliff of her tongue as the award in her hand falls down, making a piercing sound as it shatters on the very ground she’s standing on. 


Keqing gasps as she wakes up from the sugar-sweet nightmare. Everything fades away in grains of pixels, like an old, damaged montage. She lets herself attune to reality for a minute. She’s still at the bar, and the work is still before her. 




Get up and do your job, Keqing. Dreaming isn’t free and you know it. 




The rain hasn’t stopped for days, even with the power of the sunshine doll Keqing hangs outside her room’s window. Everything engulfed in the rain is grey and lifeless—a giant neon billboard burning over the buildings is no exception. Her eyes then wander to the blurry brick walls across the street that were graffitied, then painted white, only to be graffitied again. Like human scars. 



Nightcrawlers and jazz lovers who flocked into the bar have already vanished into the traces of emotions strewn across the place. While she is wiping the window seats, the rain begins to pick up once more as it spatters on the window, warping the view outside into van Gogh’s orb. She stops and stares outside, her reflection hovers above her eyes, before being torn apart by the falling raindrop. 



She sighs, diverts her gaze away from the downpour, letting it serenade her quotidian chores. The artificial lavender from the all-purpose cleaner swells up and through her nose. 

This is what dread smells like

, she muses, because fake lavender is what she has to go through every day. 



When she’s done with every square inch of the bar, she returns to the shelves and checks the alcohol supplies. That is when someone walks in—or more like appears. Her heels are the only thing giving away her presence as the light still hasn’t touched her. 



“Sorry, the bar is closed.” Exhausted, Keqing blurts out the sentence. 



The mysterious woman, probably in her thirties, turns her face to meet Keqing’s gaze. The reddish light, glaring over the bar counter, falls onto her edges. The woman’s twilit eyes find her, then her sky-blue hair, as though accompanying the dusk in her eyes by the horizon. Keqing’s eyes widened, swallowing the woman in without even seeing her clearly. 



“Is it still closed if I’m not here for the drink?” 



Deciding that nothing would go wrong with just letting a harmless-looking woman sit inside until the rain stops, the bar owner gives her an insouciant shrug. “Well, not right now.” 



She says nothing—not even the softest 

thank you,—

 pulls out a barstool, and reaches for a leather cigarette case. The light flickers, creating a brief flair. The world, then, is colored with white-grey, like an unfinished shadow. The smoke begins to swirl into the air, the bitter scent drifts out of it. 



Gently rubbing a cloth along the outside of a glass, Keqing steals a long, lingering stare at the woman. Working in a place like this, Keqing has come across a lot of heavy smokers, but none of them possess the kind of charm this woman does with her cigarette. Keqing almost burns at the spark of her breath. 



But when the twilight eyes catch her, she immediately flits away. 



The barback upends the glass on the linen cloth. The act almost spells 

Forget it. 

“Do you by any chance have an extra cigarette?” 



“Sure,” the woman hands her one from the case. “Need a light?” 



Keqing stretches out her hand to the quivering light, letting the world blur behind the white-grey breath. The woman, lost in thoughts, dresses in the open-back short dress, with the matching blazer on her lap. She seems calm, not in the way that prefaces the storm, but the way 

after

 the storm has ravaged and everything comes to a standstill. Keqing clenches the cigarette with her lips, quietly examining her features like a new word. 



“You work around here?” 



A smile plays on the woman’s lips. “I do. My office is in one of those buildings on the main street.” Her cigarette-borne fingers gesture to the nothingness beyond. Their movements are as graceful as the owner herself. Perhaps she doesn’t motion toward nothingness, rather wields the magnetic field with that subtle gesture. Keqing somehow can’t take her eyes off of this woman and her smoke-veiled world. 



“I see.” 



“How about you?” She casually lets the smoke leak out of the moving lips. “How does the bartender’s life treat you?” 



“I’m just a barback.” Keqing casts down her eyes to the glow end of the cigarette in her twitching hand, then back to the woman. “Though I make drinks from time to time.” 



The woman exhales a smoke through pursed lips, acknowledging, but no sign of reply or judgment. Some kind of silence pins them down. 



Not knowing what a better conversation is than drinking, Keqing offers, “Want any drink?” 



Recrossing her legs, the woman raises her eyebrows. “I thought the bar is closed.” 



“It’s open now.” 



“Vesper, please. Stirred.” 



Keqing automatically puts two sour glasses on the counter. The silver-plated bottom was filled with the deep golden hue of Tempus Fugit’s Kina, vodka, and glittering Gordon’s gin. She then cracks the iceness out of the ice cubes, pours the muddled drink into a mixing glass, and stirs it with a twisted bar spoon. She can feel the woman’s eyes pin on her through the smoke, watching as she serves the drink into the waiting glasses. She drops one curl of garnish lemon into the trash can under her, but throws another into the glass—that action turns the sky towards her. 

A dusked sky. 




Wiping her hands, Keqing offers an explanation without looking at the woman. “I’m not a big fan of bitter drinks.” 



“But stirred Vesper is considered a bitter drink.” 



“I know. That’s why I don’t want to make it more bitter.” 



The woman mysteriously smiles, like encoding something into that curl of the lips. “Has anyone told you how you are dangerously charming when you say something like that with a blasé face?” 



“Never.” 



“Then you should know that.” The woman takes a sip. Her sunset irises burn like that of the neon billboard outside, leaving the impossible afterimage after gazing at it for a time. Keqing finds herself anticipating the next sentence from her. 



“How much do I owe you for this delightful cocktail?” 



“It’s on me.” 



The woman tilts the glass at her. “Hundred dollars it is.” 



Seeing no point in arguing for the already win-win situation, Keqing silently sips the drink. The muted gin melts into her tongue as it’s overtaken by the twistful, subtle sweetness that comes out of nowhere and disappears without a trace, leaving only the fashionable, bitter quinine that teases her tongue to take another sip. Despite it being the famous recipe from one of James Bond movies, nobody has ever ordered it in this bar before. This woman might as well be the first and the last. 



“Seriously, where did you learn how to make this? I haven’t had this good drink for a while now.” The woman sparks. 



A short silence is all she needs to fan the spark into a flame of conversation. “I’m crazy about films, so I went to film school in California. But sometimes things you love and things that go to plan aren’t the same. Now I’m just here, making drinks and making sure my bartender has everything she needs.” 



Elbows on the counter, the woman leans in closer as if tuning in to a radio broadcast. The cigarette is smoldering in her other hand. “Are you saying that bartending is just your backup plan?” 



“Kind of,” says Keqing, taking a small mouthful of Vesper. “The magic it takes to mix a drink is like that of filmmaking.” 



“Surely a work of magic right here.” The woman lifts a glass, savoring her drink like a newfound god. 



“What about you? Where did you learn how to march into the bar after it’s closed?” 



“From my world, when it gets hard to live,” the woman, still unnamed, stares instead at the golden nectar as if its mute bitterness reminds her of the world she leaves behind. “So I go around and become a stranger in somebody else’s world.” 



“Even on a rainy night?” 



“Nothing can be more perfect than a rainy night. Everything will quietly slip away in the rain and nobody will notice. When you know it, the rain is already gone, bringing everything it knows with it.” The woman pauses, letting the heavy weather fill in the blank. “Or I can just tell you that it’s raining and I couldn’t afford to get more soaked. Which to believe is up to you.” 



“Any chance your money’s gonna turn into a leave when the morning comes?” 



“Who knows, I might disappear when you’re not looking.” 



They share a laugh, then the silence looms around the corner as the joined laughter trails off into the hazy, rainy night beyond where they are sitting. 



“You done with that? I’m gonna empty the ashtray and take the trash out for a minute.” 



She snubs out her second cigarette. Her nails, Keqing notices, are trimmed and unpolished— an intriguing finding. Perhaps long nails get in her way as she writes—

that, or something else hopeful. 




But when Keqing returns to the bar, the woman is gone without a goodbye. The only testimony that the strange encounter isn’t a dream is a heart made of a one hundred dollar bill. Keqing leaves it as it is, hoping, against herself, that it would turn into a leaf, then locks the front door and goes upstairs to her room. She needs some time to wrap her head around what just happened, if she ever could. 



At some point around seven, when the early-morning sun washes over the inside of the bar, Keqing frantically comes down and takes the heart-shaped dollar bill back to the room. She carefully unfolds it as though scouring a secret written at some grayish-green corner of the bill—a phone number would be nice. But the heart, this heart, proves impossible to unfold without being ripped apart, regardless of how gentle she tries to try to. The woman must have been the origami queen of some sort. Keqing lets out a long sigh, once again leaves it as it is, before turning away from the sun-bleached curtain and finding herself greeted by the sleep of death. 



By the time she finally gets up, the ember afterglow floods through the curtains of her room, filling up every corner. For a few crushed minutes, though nothing is actually burning, it feels like the world is afire. Still dazed from a long sleep, Keqing hazily pulls open the curtain to discover that the mild colors of the evening have been a lie as the fine, invisible rain tickles the window. The sky also starts to cloud up towards the horizon. 



Keqing gazes across the city’s skyline for a long while, her mind’s eyes see again the event of last night, and the woman at the center of everything. How is she holding on right now in her world, the world that gets hard to live in?  



Then Keqing’s own world comes with the violent buzz of her cell phone. 



“Still alive?” a familiar voice pierces into the phone. 



“Coming.” She gets on her feet and hurriedly puts on some clothes. The owner must’ve been outside for quite a while and notices that nothing on the second floor has moved except for the weather. 



On the way out, though, something in the corner of the room stops Keqing in the middle of her mind. It is her first handheld camera, poking through a box full of dream wreckages in Hollywood. Its silver edge hopefully catches the light, even with bumps and bruises everywhere on its body. Keqing lingers there, in the graveyard of her dead dream, for a bit too long, so long that the phone in her jean’s pocket vibrates again. 



She hurriedly pushes herself through every door. Her bartender friend, face soured by sullenness, standing outside. 



“What time is it now?” The burning city is still in the back of her eyes, thus the question. She needs to get the sense of time back. 



“Almost five.” Ningguang lights up a cigarette while making her way into the back of the bar, shoving her crossbody purse on a mahogany shelf. She slings the black leather jacket on one of the bar chairs, then plops down backward on it. Her short grey tee reveals the outline of her muscles above the worn-out jeans. Her tricep is tattooed 

the truth never set me free

, the short words of some song Keqing doesn’t know. “You heard the news?”



“What news?” Her voice is deep and raspy from a long sleep.



“That film studios will hold some pitchings around here. Maybe you want to give it another shot.”



Keqing stares vacantly at her friend. “Why did you even tell me that?”



“Wasn’t you the one who told me the hardest thing to do when you’re surrounded by endless possibilities is to pass them up?” The blonde lets out an exhausted chuckle through pungent smoke. “I apply that to everything in my life, especially girls.” 



Keqing says nothing.



It’s past three when Keqing finishes cleaning up the place and stares blankly at the door, face to face with her own expectation. The downpour continues to drum the gutter along the bar, counting minutes passed. Numbed by the sound of falling rain, her thoughts begin to stray out of her control. Suddenly a woman marches into her life and lights Keqing up like a cigarette. The sensation of burning she hasn’t felt in a long time, and she prays that it won’t go out just yet. 



It doesn’t— the mysterious woman with the evening sky in her eyes reappears at the front door, her silhouette pressed against the backdrop of the city in the rain. She strides into the scarlet-shaded light that holds off the dark around them, with a smile playing over her lips. 



“Why, you look like you’ve forgotten me already.” The smile doesn’t fade when she takes off the rain-soaked blazer, resting it on her arms. The black droplets drip on the just-cleaned floor as she hangs it on the back of a chair. Its drapery catches the shadows, as if coming straight out of an avant-garde installation. 



“How could I forget the customer who paid one hundred dollars for a glass of cocktail?” 



“Speaking of which.” She pauses to take a cigarette from the case, placing it between her lips and lights. “How do you like my origami?” 



“Very impressed,” Keqing replies, deciding to leave out the details where she tries to divest the origami of its origami-ness. “Where did you learn that from?” 



“Have you ever had a dream that can’t seem to come true no matter how much you pursue them?” 



The question, or rather, the reminder, is a switchblade, catching Keqing off guard with the sudden sharpness. Its razor-sharp edge flicks at her throat, demanding an honest answer. She searches the woman’s eyes only to recognize the same feeble fire of hope that remained long after the dream had been extinguished. The fire no longer fuels them with the urge to keep going, it’s just there to provide the warmth they sometimes need in the cold reality.



So Keqing keeps her reply sympathetically short. “I do.” 



By way of answer, she puffs on the cigarette, providing herself a personal smoke screen. “For me, origami is that dream. I used to dream of being an origami champion, but I was told that in this world, money is everything. No matter how good I am, I’m not going to magically create money out of those colorful papers.” 



“So you gave up and let them stomp on your dream?” 



“So I keep my feet on the ground,” the woman voices out the sentence only to herself. Her fingers toy with the smoldering cigarette, as though tasting the world’s gravity. The quiet sharpens between them when Keqing gives that a thought. 

How much has this woman gone through to give up dreaming altogether?




“How about a drink?” The lightness of her tone helps catch the heavy conversation from sinking down. 



“Sure. Is everything still one hundred dollars?” 



“One origami is enough.” 



That brings a radiant smile to the woman’s face. It brightens up the mood and provides the two dreamers a shelter in the midst of heavy rain called life. She holds her gaze at Keqing for a brief moment. “I’ll have whatever you have.” 



Keqing places two glasses on the counter, before turning around to grab a bottle of Michter’s rye whiskey, two eggs, simple syrup, and lemons. Every time she makes this drink, this silky, simple, strange, yet satiable drink, her mind is at peace.



But right now, with those twilight eyes following her every move, this drink feels like a chance. 



“Gosh, this is so soft,” the woman’s voice a whisper-shout. “What is this?” 



“I kinda have a thing for a sweet, silky drink. Sorry if it isn’t to your liking.” The soft clank resembles a short pause. “It’s called sour sunshine, my recipe for the whiskey sour.” 



Taking another sip from the sour glass, the woman seems to puzzle over how to get her opinion through without breaking an already fragile heart. But Keqing can tell she’s not a fan of that egg yolk in the drink. Perhaps a garnish of bitters would improve the profile of strength and give her a tightly woven mouthfeel she likes—Keqing quietly observes and takes mental notes. 



“Sour Sunshine?” She disregards any opinion and repeats, serious. 



The barback taps her fingers on the table. “It’s something from my name.” 



“Which part? Sour, or sunshine?” The woman tilts her head curiously. 




Or she’s just teasing me. 

Keqing drifts away from the original answer. “What’s your name, by the way?” 



The twilight irises glow, as if the woman is looking at, right behind us, the streaks of fireworks raking up in the black sky, shredding into the burst of colors before fading away. But there are no fireworks, to begin with. “I’m not gonna fall for that.” 



“Let me guess.” Keqing inclines forward, purposefully resting her head in her hands on the table. “Something about rain?” 



When she lets the rainfall wash away the question, Keqing knows she gets it right. 



“What’s with the name 

sunset 

anyway?” After a while, the nameless woman offers the conversation to put an end to the loudness of silence. “Is it because sunset is the time that most customers usually flock to the place? Or the color of the sunset? Or… your ability to make a really good 

vesper

?” 



The purple-haired woman laughs inwardly, her hand atwitch on the glass. “It’s not originally this name. The reason for changing it is actually pretty silly.” 



“Well, I’m not here to judge.” 



Keqing sips the drink in her hand, her gaze fixing on the woman. “In exchange for your name?” 



“Why do you want to know my name?” Her brows are knitted by mild confusion. 



“So I can remember you.” 



Her lips crease into a cunning expression. “Are you saying that if you don’t know my name, there’s no way you can commit me to memory?” 



“Fair point,” The sigh escapes her, along with the explanation. “It’s from Sunset Boulevard.” 



“The film?” 



“No, the place. Although they’re pretty much the same thing.” 



The woman takes a brief pause with a sip. “Isn’t the film named after the place?”  



“It’s the two sides of the same coin,” Keqing looks at her hands, making sure they are still here. “People with hope and dream of making it into the film industry flock to Sunset Boulevard. But the film shows that the film industry isn’t always what it seems. Or to put it another way, it’s 

my 

version of your origami.” 



“See, you’re dangerously charming when you say something like that with that face.” She eases out a smile. The smile that offers warmth at the end of a long day, yet somehow never goes beyond the moment. 



She continues, out of the blue, “Now turn around. Don’t ask me why.” 



Keqing does what she is told, attempting against the clamor of the rain to figure out what the woman is doing with this unseen gap. The faint rustle of paper arrives at her ears, like a whisper of a mantra. She never comes to the clear conclusion, long after the woman’s gone, which exactly is it that she heard, a paper, or a mantra. 



“What are you doing?” After a while, out of uncontrollable curiosity, the owner asks out to the air in front of her. The question creeps to no one as the door behind her flings closed. The sky-like woman is nowhere to be found, as if she wasn’t standing right in front of Keqing a few minutes ago. Only the origami in the shape of a heart is left on the table. She carefully reaches for it, afraid that silence will dematerialize it. 



The new heart, pounding weightlessly in her hand, is even more complex than the last one, with a blossom pattern in the middle of it. The folds of the paper are all it takes for the woman to slip out of the sense of reality completely. The raindrops begin to run out of conversations to talk to each other, save for an occasional murmur. Like a dumb tourist of this waking world, Keqing just sits there, staring into the heart, which might be of the woman she has no hope of getting any closer to. 



The amber-grey light blazes through the windows of the bar like a slap in her face. The golden glow washes down any trace of rain on the street. The puddles are incrementally drying up as the sun’s heat intensifies. Keqing, at last, looks up—it is dawn. There are two sour glasses on the table, so last night was not a dream, not something from her wild, lonely imagination, even if it seems like one. How can something, 

someone, 

be so real, yet so imaginary at the same time? 



Or maybe she needs to stop seeking answers and give herself up to that want. 



When the woman finally comes in the next day, Keqing is getting the drink ready. The woman says 

thank you 

in the voice Keqing can barely catch, and wordlessly downs drinks after drinks. As soon as Keqing throws on the counter a random cocktail, the twilight woman takes it upon herself to take care of it. 



“Rough day?” Pouring a pint of beer for herself, Keqing ventures. 



She avoids answering. “I’ll just sit here until the rain stops. Do remind me if I forget to pay for the drinks.” 



…Which indicates that Keqing should leave her alone. But Keqing intentionally misinterprets it as the start of the conversation. 



Standing right next to the woman, the barback asks, “Is everything okay? You downed four already.” 



“…No.” Her voice is heavy of years in between, like a dying star. Her gaze scatters somewhere on the counter, the closest thing between them. 



Keqing reaches out her hands to touch her, to tell her what words alone can’t. The woman’s cheek is rain-cold against her warmth. They are now staring at each other completely and thoroughly. 



“…Your hand is so warm…” She says after a while, taking Keqing’s hand into her own, closing her eyes to the touch. The barback leans over across the table. Their faces are closer now, so close that Keqing notices all the cracks behind the woman’s eyes. Their breaths float above them, mingling into one single signal of life. Keqing wonders if that mouth will still recognize hunger, and there is only one way to find out. 



“Can I have it?” 



“…I thought you’d never ask.” 



Inside Keqing, the black and white film begins to shift and bloom in colors. In this film, she doesn’t need eyes to watch, but she can feel the movement of colors by her tongue, registering every shade it encounters. The woman places her other hand on the back of her neck—a gesture of invitation. The border of their consciousness flutters like a neon light in the rain as they indulge in a kiss, and more. 



Someone waves a hand in front of her face. “…Hey! Hey! Are you still in there?” 



Keqing snaps out of her daydream. Every color fades away before she knows it. Her tongue that was doing something else rather than talking falters. “…Yeah. Are… Are you leaving?” 



She nods. “I should.” She pauses, searching her purse, and puts all the money in it onto the table. “The rest is yours. Consider it my thanks.” 



Still a little lost between reality and her daydream, Keqing takes the blazer into her arm, following her to the door this time, just to make sure. “I surely didn’t do anything outside my job description.” 




Did I?  

Every detail of the kiss is replayed inside her mind. 



“That’s exactly it.” She smiles. “The world is full of people who are always doing something to you. Sometimes you just want to stop, but they want you to keep going against yourself. If you know what I mean.” 



Deprived of a right outlet for her feelings, the barback can only return a smile. 



“I’m Ganyu, by the way.” Her bright smile is offstage for a second, then does the even brighter encore. “Sorry I’ve brought nothing but rain to your clear day recently.” 



She urges the blazer on its owner, who mouths a 

thank you 

and takes it. “Keqing. Thanks for the rain.” 



“Keqing,” Ganyu repeats, like a child marveling over a new word. “That’s a beautiful name.” 



The city shines vibrantly in all its neon glory. The trash bags in the dumpster near the backdoor look purplish under the nearby neon marquee. When the puddle’s black mirror casts back her movement, the raindrops fall through it, constantly rippling like a luminous undulation of a candle. She looks at it, at the pale imitation of herself, wondering why everything around her becomes alive without even having a soul. Has the world been this way all along, which she never noticed until the woman came into her life for one night and changed everything she knew? 



That evening, Keqing carries on the same tasks with different feelings. She even smiles through the rain twice today, all the while making mental notes about the topics she is going to talk about with Ganyu. The vague possibility of reuniting with the familiar feeling that has been a stranger to her since coming to this city accompanies her. 



And this rainy weather means that Ganyu isn’t too far away. 



Her yearning soon collapses when, all of a sudden, it stops raining, like someone pressing a pause button on a life-sized video player. Keqing dejectedly slides open the door to the balcony. The lazy last light tears through the hazy clouds, evaporating what is left of the rain. She leans against the railing, mindlessly watching Ninguang flirting with a brunette in front of the bar. 

Is that the same girl as yesterday?

—she squints, but can only make out the outline of her face. 



Keqing has no interest in her friend’s sex life, but she has never seen Ningguang sleeping with the same girl more than once, let alone going out. They giggle over the conversation that seems wrapped in the vacuum, then, out of nowhere, Ningguang snatches the cigarette from those ample lips of her bed partner to her own. Keqing can hear that gorgeous thief of the heart laugh inwardly, like she does every time she pulls that kind of move. 



When Ningguang pulls out the cigarette and pulls that girl in, Keqing hopelessly turns away from the sight as her mouth suffers from thirst. She wishes she was brave enough to lock lips with any woman without fearing consequences. But the only place she can do that is in her dream. 



“Hey, I’m trying to impress a girl and we ran out of Curaçao. Thought you bought it already?” Ningguang creeps up behind her. When Keqing doesn’t seem to respond, she places her hand on the nape of that neck, where the purple hair begins. Her skull rings are impossibly cold against the warm afternoon. The blazing bead of the cigarette in between her fingers pours the greyish smoke across them.



“You okay?” 



“Yeah, I’m just…” Keqing clears her throat for no reason. “Thinking.” 



“About what?” 



“About 

who.

” 



Ningguang’s ruby eyes are ablaze. “Do tell.” 



The barback squints at the ground before them, then back to the owner’s face. “I genuinely don’t know how to tell you. I mean, I don’t know if she’s real.” 



“Have you, like…” The blondie looks away now to the ridges of buildings amidst the light-polluted sky. “Kissed her?” 



Keqing’s cheek grows pink like an overripe peach. “What? No. We just met.” 



Those blazing eyes shift back to her. “I don’t know what you mean by 

real, 

but you gotta make a move or you lost her. Kissing or not.” 



With some kind of weight in her heart, Keqing heaves a long sigh to lighten it. But apparently, the heaviness of the heart doesn’t work that way, so she burrows half of her face into her palms. “I’m trying.” 



‘Well, try harder.” Ningguang pats her shoulder aggressively, as a blessing from someone who has girls orbiting around like moons. “Love isn’t going to confess itself.” 



“I wasn’t born with a built-in fail-proof heart like you. I can’t take a loss, not when I have already screwed my dream up. I just want to make sure that she comes here to stay.” 



“Hate to say it but not everyone in our life comes to stay, kid.” The bartender sounds strangely serious. “Some come with a reason, some come for a reason. So to 

have

 someone, if only for an hour, is better than not finding them at all.” 



Keqing doubts if she had Ganyu at all. 



But Ganyu already has her—and still has her when she walks in the bar tonight. Her light footfall brings every beat that has been lost to Keqing’s heart back. 



“Hi,” is all Keqing can manage with her sudden wonderstruck. “It…rains a lot today.” 



“Yeah, but it hasn’t rained in here at all.” Her expression then shifts to something akin to a cipher, with something locked inside, and Keqing is never good at any kind of puzzle. 



The ember bead smolders in the half-dark as she inbreathes the tobacco smoke, then breathes out slowly as if doesn’t want to let go. Keqing eyes it, then passes it to her lips. Ganyu catches her staring before she can take her eyes away, so, slightly blushing, she swallows. 



“Can I have one?” It isn’t that Keqing 

wants 

a cigarette. Rather, she wants to 

be 

a cigarette: She envies the rolled, burnable cylinder that gets the chance to taste those lips. The very lips that she can only dream of bringing hers to. 



“Sure.” 



Before Ganyu could take out a lighter, Keqing puts the cigarette between her lips, leans over and takes the fire from the burning end of the woman’s cigarette. The act is wordless, but irresistible with the power that brings the ever-spinning world to a halt. 



Putting on her cool face, Keqing briefly glances up at her. Some kind of undeniable heat flowers in her chest, up to her throat, her mouth, making her chew her lips hard. 

Come on, Keqing, come on. 




“…Thanks.” She finally finds something to say. 



The woman nods almost imperceptibly. “How’s the business going?” 



“Pretty good. Mostly they just came for my friend, though.” 



“Because your friend is really good at mixing?” 



“That.” Keqing takes a drag. The sweet-bitter smoke swells in the air between them. “And she’s extremely hot.” 



“What about you?” That mysterious question makes Keqing’s heart act up and skip beats after beats. 

What do you mean what about me?





“Me? I’m a boring protagonist friend.” Keqing recalls the nightlife with Ningguang when they were still in college. That Cupid incarnation has a honey-sweet tongue that can persuade anything out of anyone, and talk every interesting thing out of any uninteresting things. Above her head hangs a gold, halo-like aura of power and respect, where everyone gets lost by just looking at her, or listening to her talking. Every time she invites Keqing to join the quest of girl-hunting, Keqing always gets to sleep with a random girl at the end of the night. 



Why did someone like that pick someone so indistinctive like Keqing to be her only friend? Maybe because Keqing doesn’t treat her with the same adulation other people give her. None of Ningguang’s rare talents impressed Keqing when they first met. And that must be new for her. 



“The thing about being boring is that people never get tired of you, from my first-hand experience.” She shoots out a thin smile. “I always stayed in my room, buried among books when I was in college. Still, people invited me to their parties for some reason.” 



“But did you go?” 



“I did one time. Just to smoke some free cigarettes outside.” Ganyu chuckles playfully. 



“What did you read, anyway? Or just studying for the upcoming lectures?” 



“Poetry, mostly. I don’t get what it means most of the time, but that’s the charm of it. I feel like I get to take a nosedive into the world unknown to me,” she explains. “There is one that always sticks with me, even when I don’t know what it actually means. 

In dreams begins responsibility, 

by Yeats.”



Still can’t quite figure out where Ganyu’s coming from, or trying to get to, she remains anticipatedly silent. 

In dreams begins responsibility, 

the sentence hits right at home. 



“

Even

 in dreams there is a responsibility,” after a soft touch of silence, she regards through smoke. “I love to think that it applies not only to a dream in our sleep, but when we dream with our eyes wide open. There’s responsibility everywhere and you can’t just break away. Or, say if you can break away, someone will eventually bring you back down.”  



The barback tries to come up with some cool punchline but ends up punching her own face. “Even when I dream of kissing a woman?” 



The sky-haired woman narrows her eyes, gazing deep into Keqing. “Do you?” 



The flame licks the inside of her chest, her entire body suddenly feels feverish. The blood pumps in, only to be sent back out on both her cheeks. “It’s just an example. For the sake of the argument.” 



“Interesting, though.” Ganyu seamlessly gets back on the conversation’s track, replying to her original question without a break in her mood. “Maybe if she knows that you kiss her, she will feel awkward, and you will have to apologize, making sure that will never happen ever again. See? Responsibility.” 



“It’s not 

my

 example.” Keqing’s inner force isn’t enough to suppress the strange flow of blood on her cheeks, so she coolly hides the blush away with the cigarette hand. She eventually tries to put into words something she cannot put into words before, not with anyone. “I’m not too crazy about that. I was just so focused on my dream. Look where it brought me. Right back to the start.” 



“That makes two of us.” She taps her cigarette twice, the ashes falling into the place where it belongs. “That’s why I keep my feet on the ground.” 



“Doesn’t it hurt?” 



“What? Falling from the sky?”



Keqing avoids that dangerous eye contact, fiddling on her cigarette. “Having wings but unable to fly.” 



“The thing is, Keqing, I no longer have one.” Her smile shines through, somehow sadly. Keqing wants to extend her frame to be a shelter. But what shelter could someone equally broken like her be? A banana leaf shelter at best. 



“It still hurts me, though.” So she quietly washes that urge down. “I still want to fly away, as far as I can, as high as the sun will spare me. I know I will fall, but if I don’t use these wings… where will I end up walking to?” 



“A friendly reminder that it’s okay to walk.” 



They exchange a smile, the smile that imprints in Keqing’s mind long after Ganyu walks out that door. Staring at the peeled-over ceiling of her bedroom, she mulls over what they talked about earlier. Despite trying to establish a proper distance between herself and everything else, the little dreamer inside Keqing can’t seem to live without wandering off to where she 

could

 be.




By foot or by flight

, she quietly makes up her mind, 

I am going to get there someday. 




And maybe now someone would like to dream with her. 



With her rekindled dream, all Keqing needs is a chance, and one comes to her like the coming of summer—nobody asks why summer arrives; it just 

does, 

no explanations needed. 




“Can you come down for a sec?”

 Ningguang calls her when it is still ten in the morning. The sun is burning hot and bright like a promise of a clear day. Toothbrush still in her mouth, Keqing muffles something back and goes to rinse her mouth. She doesn’t even change her college sweatshirt and too-short shorts since she didn’t expect to meet a brunette in her well-pressed suit sitting at the bar. 

Isn’t that the same woman from a week before? 




“Hey. Meet my… 

what are we again?

” The blondie lowers her voice, apparently talking to the woman beside her. She responds with a quick kiss. “…Well, it doesn’t matter. Keqing, this is Beidou. B, this is Keqing. She used to make films but apparently she is not doing that anymore. And the reason is, you guessed it, money.” 



“I see.” Beidou’s voice is firm and unfragmented, like that of any business-related person Keqing has known and abhorred. “So, Keqing, here’s a thing: I own a logistic company. And we are doing great, in fact, I flew here to discuss business things that I won’t bother you with.” 



… But something tells Keqing that this woman is unlike the others. 



She continues. “I’ve always been in love with films, especially meditative films where I usually leave a theatre or a screening with the feeling of emptiness. Not in a bad way, though. In the way that you can do whatever you want with that blank space, and it’s artistically beautiful.” 



Keqing nods, sipping a glass of tap water Ningguang brought to her. “So you want me to make a film for you? Or a film that you think will not be a waste of your money?” 



“No, I’ll give you a fund to do whatever film you want. Provided that we choose you in the upcoming pitching, of course.” 



Keqing’s heart almost flutters out of the ribcage. She wants to rush upstairs and show the woman everything she has, but she hides it masterfully under her cool facade. 



“Also, this is an independent filmmaker fund. So you can unleash your creativity however you want, be it raw or spiritual… We consider your film as the canvas of you, not according to some stupid rules.” Beidou hands her a brown envelope. “Here’s everything. Looking forward to watching your new masterpiece.”  



Keqing leaves the two women, whom she still doesn’t quite get what they are to each other, downstairs, and buries herself in her room with her footage. Strangely, the first person she thinks about is not herself, but Ganyu. She wants to fly up to her and tell her everything, and she would watch Ganyu’s smile getting wider and wider as she squeezes her— 

No, there is no way she would squeeze your hands, Keqing. She hasn’t even said that she likes you. 




Yet. 



Tonight, despite using an umbrella, Ganyu is more soaked than usual. Probably because of the unrelenting thunderstorm outside. Her blazer is drenched with rain, and her sky-blue hair has collected it in. The drops drip along the sliver of her face, to her neck, blotching her dress and the ground. Despite that, her jaw doesn’t seem to shudder to warm itself, as though raindrops are parts of her body. 



Keqing tells her to wait, then rushes to her room on the second floor, fetching a fresh towel from the rack. Her already-weak smile becomes all the more brittle, then eventually dissipates behind her vanilla sky eyes when Keqing runs the towel on her blue hair, down to her face. Those eyes are still on her, but unfocused, like a word without its meaning.



“Thank you, but… I don’t think you should’ve done that,” Ganyu says, with a voice drained of feelings.



This alerts Keqing to the possibility that she has done something she shouldn’t have. “I’m sorry. I… I should’ve asked.” 



“I mean… I appreciate your kindness. I really do. But it’s impossible for someone like me.” 




For someone like you?  

Keqing wants to ask, but she drowns in the air that she breathes before she can produce any word. 



While they are smoking in silence, Keqing’s blank brain tries to crack the well-coded sentence, but none of the translations makes sense to her. Although something, some feeling, begins to assume a tangible life and energy all its own. Its presence sets Keqing on fire, but not in the way that she expects it to burn. Its fire is neither bright nor glorious, but full of smoke and suffocating, as if she is being burnt alive. 



The feeling: 

she doesn’t want me like I want her. 







2. origami



The evening is on its way to the exit when Ganyu looks up from the piles of documents and gazes across the city skyline, then past it to the blurred end of the sky. She loves to think that at this hour, the hour that everyone mistook for twilight, the sky is attempting to heal. After hours and hours of crying, the gentle afterglow envelops the sky, but can never truly mend it. The black clouds still loom over the corner of the sky, threatening one more stormy night. 

Ganyu releases the grip on the pen and reaches out to the friendly cold raindrop on the other side of the windowpane.  What have you endured to get here?  Ganyu secretly passes on the question before it trickles down, dissolving somewhere. Ganyu sighs and lets it go. 

The smell of stress over the upcoming meeting undercuts the freshener-fused air as her boss leaves his room, giving her a quick glance that spells  please don’t forget all the documents I told you this morning. Before she can turn around and check the binders on the desk behind her one more time, her boss stops by. “Ganyu, are there any messages for me?” 

“Yes, mister Zhongli,” Ganyu fumbles with the papers on her desk. “There are shipment delay notices from the Crux transportation, and your partner leaves a message that you should call them back.” 

“Did they say specifically when to call them back?” 

“They said anytime before four p.m, because they will have to pick the kids up from school.” 

He hums while turning something over in his head. “Thank you. Also, please write to mister Thoma about the shipment delay, asking if the Kamisato Trading has any problem with it. If there is, you know what to do, according to the policy.” 

“Yes, mister Zhongli.” 

“Actually, the Crux transportation’s chairwoman will be in town tomorrow morning. Maybe we can settle things with her.” He pauses as his gaze falls and fixes on the arrangement of origami on her neatly arranged desk. “Sorry for making you stay overtime again. I’ll be back after dinner. Can I get you something?” 

“It’s fine, mister Zhongli.” 

 

“I’ll make sure to get you something. It could be fairly long today. There are people from headquarters in Japan coming in with us today, as I told you.” Some kind of wheel turns in his amber eyes. “Discussing through interpreters could consume quite a lot of energy.” 

 

She thanks him for his kindness and gets back to arranging the data for that evening’s meeting. The letters and numbers on the stacks of paper sit in her belly until she no longer feels the need for food. 

Ganyu doesn’t despise this job, nor does she think that her white envelope would make its way to his office one day. She just feels empty, like she is trapped in a room. Nothing is on the four walls, not even fake dollar-store paintings. No windows; so there is no sunrise or sunset to look forward to. She is trapped, not so much inside this job, but inside the life that slowly kills any attempt to escape it, even in dreams. 

Something takes over Ganyu and she sweeps every single one of the origami on her desk into the trash can. The empty space on her desk makes its way to her already empty heart. She spares it a blank stare, then leaves the room for the meeting. 

By the time the meeting wraps up, the sky has already hidden away its pain under the bandages of darkness. The red light from the communication tower blinks slowly, as if breathing. The city’s neon veins look alive yet dead at the same time. All the city’s lights pass through her as she makes her way to the nearest subway station. Catching the same train to her destination, she trudges the same path back to her place. 

Low on energy, as soon as Ganyu gets back to her room, she tumbles helplessly into bed and is fast asleep. 

When Ganyu wakes up again, the whole room looks like it is at the bottom of a deep lake: blue and dark, with only a little light that manages to penetrate its depth. Her eyes flick over to the clock; the number on the wall tells her it has already passed midnight. Ganyu gets up, downs a glass of water, and walks up to the window. Her warm breath fogs the cold glass of the window as she stares vacantly outside. She is still breathing. She is still alive. But her existence in this world is no heavier than the air that forms her name. She holds no weight in this world, yet still carries life. 

Ganyu shakes her head, dismissing the thought; however, she knows that it’s only a matter of time before it comes back.  Let’s see what will I have to do tomorrow . She turns on the lamplight at her desk and flips open her thick planner. Everything looks the same as yesterday, and the day before that, and the day before the day before that. She rubs her cheeks with the palms of her hands, closes the planner, and shuffles to the kitchen to down another glass of water. 

Hanging from the hallway that leads to the kitchen is a rainbow paper crane curtain. Ganyu gently takes hold of one of them. It took her twenty-year-old self two months to put this together, and, according to one thousand paper cranes legend, the cranes will answer to her wish. Ganyu releases it from her grip and almost laughs at how naive her past self was. Fifteen years later, her wish has all but been fulfilled. When she moved out of her family’s house, she brought the thousand cranes curtain along with her and has never taken it down since. Their color has long faded, and some of their wings have been torn apart by time. 

Sometimes, Ganyu thinks that she would be better off throwing it into the paper shredder. But she doesn’t have the heart to. 

Ganyu comes to stop at the white birch shelves where she stores all of her paper creations, plus some pictures of her younger self— the only two things in her life that are worth keeping. There are dark green paper cacti in a pot of which she spent two whole years folding the spine patterns, several designs of cicada and Hakushin butterflies perching on the paper branches. One of the pictures in the frames is the little Ganyu holding her own design of a paper violinist that made it seem like one could play a song on it. The design that she had long forgotten, like all the childhood dreams. 

As usual, Ganyu is pulled out of the flood of memories by what’s written in the planner for tomorrow. Only this time, she resists. The border of everyday needs to be leaped over, that’s why she is going out, after midnight, to get lost. Because to lose the world is to begin to find oneself. Throwing away her everyday’s map, Ganyu chooses to become a stranger to this familiar city that she has been in for the better part of her life. 

The rain picks up again in her presence— the woman with rain embedded in her name. The umbrella she brings with her is a storm-proof one. But with this gust, nobody can stand against it for very long. Even the rain seems to conspire against her. Despite that, Ganyu forges on, dragging herself forward into the hazy night. The only things that move in the soundless, past-midnight town are raindrops and light spilling from windows. 

When Ganyu glances up again, nothing around her looks familiar. The town is still the town, the names of the roads she crosses are still the ones she knows. Yet everything looks strange, like she accidentally sets foot in a parallel world. The world just like hers, but outside of time. 

Ganyu keeps walking, before veering toward the last bend to the new road, then trudges along, passing a large cinema marquee. Its light burns so intensely it makes everything around it seem touched by magic. 

Caught by the novelty of the road she has never taken, she stares at it, then passes it. From where Ganyu is standing, the street suddenly cuts into a back alley, and there is red light blooming out from the windows, catching her full attention.  Sunset, it says, and although she knows bar lights are not the sun that can warm her, she walks in anyway. 

That is when she first stumbles into that bar and into the barback’s dreamy eyes. 

The barback, who she knows not by the name, but by the curious gaze that fixes her to the world she’s only halfway inside of. By the gentle voice that rubs her like a warm towel. By the butterfly earrings that have been fluttering inside her stomach. By the occasional sunshine smile that soaks up all the rain. Ganyu has never experienced anything more brutal and total than work— want. 

She says, with that serious face of hers,  mixing a drink is magic.  

 Yes, magic,  Ganyu agrees silently as she watches that her glide masterfully behind the bar.  Because what else is it when you are a stranger yet I can’t take my eyes off you, if not spellbinding? 

Almost every day after that, when the world gets hard to live in, Ganyu assumes the role of the lost stranger and chats with the woman behind the bar counter that might as well be a universe younger than her. At first she thought it was going to stop there— two strangers talking behind closed doors.

…Of course it didn’t stop there, and Ganyu should’ve known it wasn’t going to. Something in the drink loosened her tongue and before she knew it, she had told the woman her name. Ganyu was sure she wasn’t drunk, and when she woke up the day after that, the name  Keqing was still on her lips. So it was not a dream either. 

Ganyu didn’t recognize the feeling at first, then it becomes more and more clear that, after what could’ve been a decade, she has fallen in love, hard and fast and headfirst. 

“So, you like reading poetry. No wonder you talk like a poet,” Keqing begins out of nowhere after the conversation about Yeats. 

Unsure what she means by that, Ganyu inclines her head. “Is that a compliment?” 

“Uh-huh. I feel like you’re telling me stories, but instead of stories, you talk about wings and the sun and dreams,” The woman who brings the clear day says. The fact that this one sentence has so many colors makes Ganyu fall for her even more. “You always find the right words by bypassing meaning and logic. I like that.” 

And how she wants to be  that.  

Ganyu can tell by the way Keqing trains the amethyst eyes on her that she is genuine, like how the day opens for everyone and the sun tears through even the deepest end. It is certain now, by those eyes, that Keqing is the one who makes the giant hole in her wall and builds her a window, from where the sun glints past. Night after night, they watch nothing and everything from that window. 

Then one night, the night that Keqing approaches her with a warm towel in hand, the ceiling of that room gets blown off. Ganyu finally sees the moon and the stars, hanging low in the sky, so low that she could soar through the air and trace their edges with her hands. So close that she could sprout wings and fly among them.

Instead, the thought fills her with inexplicable sorrow. Because she no longer has wings. 

“Thank you, but I don’t think you should do that.” 


 Because I don’t know if my wounded heart can take it.  


Those ever-blooming eyes darken, and Ganyu hates seeing it. It’s not like she doesn’t want it; she has been begging for Keqing to do it. But just as beautiful dreams come with cruel responsibility,  falling in  love comes with the connotation of hitting the ground below. 

And as far as her experience goes, that hurts. Every single time.

Those butterflies under Keqing’s ears beat their wings, setting themselves into motion again as she sends Ganyu off at the door. Ganyu wants to reach out and take them by her hands, but they are not hers to have. Butterflies seek shelter when the rain threatens to pour, one drop of her touch will bring them down to the ground, ripping their beautiful wings. 

 What am I supposed to do now? Are we still going to be alright? Ganyu asks the Hakushin butterflies on the shelf. 

 I don’t know, t hey answer coldly. 

 Great. Ganyu breathes a deep sigh and walks away from them, seating herself on the chair. She watches the day smoldering at the end of the sky, like colorful tessellations. Setting or shining, the sun is the sun. It dries the tears of rain. Its kiss is so warm and gentle. But its heat also sears the scars underneath our skin. 

Just like a certain somebody she knows. 

After days of no rain, the sky cracks and crumbles above Ganyu’s head one day when she walks back from having lunch with a customer in her boss’ stead. It turns out to be another thunderstorm, and it sweeps Ganyu into the bar again, apology heavy in her heart. In spite of the umbrella, she is still drenched in rain. 

“Hey,” the familiar voice pierces through the noisy rainfall. And there she is, the cloudless girl. “You can hang the umbrella on the rack.” 

Ganyu can’t help but notice an object in Keqing’s hands first. “What is that?” 

“This?” The barback marvels at the weird-looking camera. Its body has silverish scratches here and there, the color on its hand peeled off, revealing its bare bone. “A handheld camera. I just take a look at something inside it to kill time. Turns out I have a lot of unused footage. It’s a shame I won’t get to use it anymore.” 

“I can buy you a new one if you want.” For no reason she can think of, Ganyu offers through smoke. Perhaps she thinks that can make it up to what she said to Keqing. 

“But then it won’t be the same.” Keqing casts her gaze down at the camera. “It’s been with me since I was a freshman. One time, I went to a location on a mountain and it fell off the car where I was shooting from. I thought it was a goner for sure. Then it miraculously booted up out of nowhere.” For a heartbeat, she thinks about how to continue. “It’s a good reminder of myself.” 

Her words are as bold as usual, but beneath them Ganyu can feel a reservation belying their self-assurance. She swallows what she wants to say:  you’re not like some objects that can be bruised and don’t feel hurt. Because, apparently, she is the one who tries to snub Keqing’s fire. 

So instead of words or things, Ganyu offers the folding of papers, the language that can be spoken with folds, with tessellations. 

They carefully bruise an origami paper to make art out of it. Keqing intently stares at her like she is telling the secret of the universe when Ganyu is only teaching her how to fold a butterfly’s wings into existence. In the end, though, what they end up with is not what they intended to do. 

“I’m so bad at this,” Keqing says after struggling for an hour with the pattern. “And to think that you folded that heart in like, five minutes.” 

 Because it was for you. “Sometimes it takes me several hours and I just can’t get it right.” 

The barback sighs. “Can you make creases on my paper? I will try to follow them.” 

Her fingers throw dapples of shadow over the paper as she works. Keqing follows her. Ganyu makes the next crease, then Keqing follows. This repeats over and over until the paper they work on begins to resemble a butterfly. 

“Then you have to make these two edges meet. Like this.” Ganyu traces her finger on the paper, creating a faint crease for Keqing to follow. And, like that of the paper, the edges of their hands meet. The touch itself is feather-weight, just two fingers colliding on the same end of the paper. But when a feather falls on the surface of the still water, it leaves a ripple. 

Hit with a wave of emotion at the simplest touch, Ganyu tells her hand to stop right where it is.  We have already crossed the line we shouldn’t cross, and have gone beyond where we needed to go.  One more step and she won’t be able to retrace her steps back to where she is. 

The scene from the last time filters through her head, and guilt begins to well up inside her. How many times has she hurt all the nice people around her by the towering walls that she built? Isn’t it time she tears them down? She tries to resist what Keqing has offered to her. She tries to cover the flame with her hands, but the thing about fire is that the more you cover it, the more it burns. 

So Ganyu moves her hands out of the fire entirely and touches the hand that is still on the paper. Keqing looks up at her, returning the embrace of the hand. Their voids fit perfectly into each other like two lost jigsaw pieces. 

If only life was as easy as jigsaw pieces. 

Ganyu eventually raises her eyes to meet Keqing’s. “I’m sorry for what I said days ago. I didn’t mean to-” the next word seems to elude her. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 

A short pause. Something akin to a sigh escapes her lips. Maybe her heart is blowing off smoke from a brushfire that has been torching it. Keqing waits patiently, though her eyes tell a different story. 

“…I know my apology can’t take back what I said and reforge what is broken… you don’t have to accept it.” 

“I forgive you.” She says, tightens her grip on Ganyu’s hand. “Even if your answer is still a no.” 

Ganyu can’t help but laugh. “Do you honestly think that I hold your hand because I was being genuine with my apology? And not because I’m in love with you?” 

“…For a moment, yeah,” Keqing confesses. 

“That said.” Ganyu leaves no room for questions in those amethyst eyes. “I’m a far more flawed human being than you know. It might be foolish of me… but I need a little more time.” 

“I can wait.” The voice, or the hands, fondles her forehead, down to her cheeks, even when it doesn’t hold any part of her at all. Like a ray of sun, it is all over her. Staring too long at the person emitting that kind of warmth almost hurt her.  Don’t stare at the sun too long, one might say. So instead, Ganyu lowers her eyes to the table between them.  

“My heart is like an origami, Keqing.” Ganyu decided not to lift her face up from the table and the half-fold butterfly. “Its tessellation is complex and simple at the same time. Still, it’s a paper. And paper is not built to resist that many things.” 

“Don’t say things like that.” Her smile shines like there is no rain in the background. “If you fold one paper a thousand times, the strength is equal to iron.” 

“But I have to go through a thousand times of folding… that’s a lot of pressure.” 

“What I’m saying is that you’re stronger than you think you are.” Keqing toys with the butterfly on the table, making it seem to fly. “You managed to put up with every kind of bad thing, and you emerged the most beautiful creation by that… I don’t know about the rest of the world, but you deserve all my time.” 

There is another long pause. The barback picks up another butterfly that Ganyu folded. “Can I have this?”

“It’s yours.” 

One thing Ganyu finds incredible about Keqing is that her smile never fails her every time they meet, even through a window. The way her lips curve up ever so slightly makes Ganyu wonder if she ever has a bad day, where to crack the slightest smile is to tear herself apart. Not that it matters, to be honest. Even without a smile, this woman could single-handedly power the entire city with her energy. 

The more Ganyu looks at Keqing, the more she feels like she operates on a different wavelength with her. According to what she told Ganyu, she bit the dust so many times that she decided to give up on her dream. But she seems to get a tight grip on what she is doing, slowly but surely she segues into the next thing she has in mind. They both are similar— they are hanging on to what is left of their lives and dreams, but in truth, it’s Keqing who has her feet on the ground, while the one who claims to have her feet on the ground is, like an anchorless ship, floating aimlessly across life and work. 

 Fold one paper a thousand times, the strength is equal to iron  Ganyu hears Keqing says when she wakes up one morning.  Alright, Keqing,  she makes up her mind on her bed.  I can’t promise I can take any more folds, but I will try.  

Someone up there is definitely listening and is now putting her through a test. When Ganyu shows up to work that morning, everyone in the company seems to be too busy to tell her what’s going on. Her boss, however, fills her in the moment her heels hit her office— the Japanese government has passed the new sustainability law. Any logistics company operating in Japan needs to come up with a new shipment box that corresponds with the law, otherwise, their license will be revoked. 

“Yesterday, I received a phone call from the managing director of Narukami Express, our outsourced fulfillment company.” Zhongli looks at his wristwatch briefly. “She should be here around four. Please make sure the meeting is ready before then. 

“Yes, mister Zhongli.” 

He leans on his chair, rubbing his temple. “I’m sorry to make you stay late again. Please make sure to take good care of yourself. We can’t have our best secretary collapsing in the life-and-death meeting now, can we?” 

Ganyu only smiles and leaves.

After the short meeting with a lawyer from an associated law firm, Ganyu goes about her usual route to arrange the impossible meeting.  Fold one paper a thousand times, the strength is equal to iron. She holds onto that sentence like it’s the only thing she knows as she moves from one thing to another. 

Right before the meeting begins, Ganyu pauses and gazes out across the town. The windows of her office are peppered with fine raindrops while the gentle sunlight still pours through thin clouds.  The sunshower. The late afternoon, seen by her brand new eyes, is new and bruiseless. Her heart flaps its wings and makes its way to the bar, into Keqing’s hands. For the first time in a long time, her inside becomes more than whole. Emptiness, uncertainty, and unsureness evaporated in the direct heat of the sun. 


 So this is what it’s like for the heart to handle the weight of belonging to someone else.  


But it isn’t too long before life conspires against her and throws everything at her all at once. The hour hand on the meeting room’s clock goes past seven. They decided to take another break since the meeting can’t be concluded without a  practical solution to the problem. Exhausted, Ganyu walks to the rooftop to smoke, all the while fiddling with Keqing’s half-fold butterfly origami. The blankness devours her inside at the thought of the possible night without Keqing. 

“My mother also taught me how to fold origami when I was young.” It’s the managing director. Her pink hair seems to glow under the city light. 

Something makes Ganyu’s tongue catch and she can’t quite answer her. Yae Miko eases out a smile, putting a cigarette between her lips, and lights it. “Now, now. We just met in the meeting room and now you look like you saw a ghost, Ganyu.” 

Ganyu’s gaze fixed at the half-dead butterfly. “I wasn’t expecting a company, Director.” 

With her back leaning against the railing, the woman in a blue suit waves her hand. “No need for such formality. Anyone who knows how to fold a paper is a friend of mine.” 

“I only know the basics.” 

“That butterfly’s model,” Yae begins, gesturing at the butterfly. “It isn’t finished, but I can tell it’s the Hakushin model.” She pauses. “Its pattern requires a careful calculation. On the surface, it looks easy, with just an array of bird bases. But the complexity lies in actually folding it. You apparently don’t only know the basics.” 

Ganyu smiles faintly. “You seem to know a lot about the Hakushin model.” 

“Well, that’s because my mother invented it,” Director Yae replies casually. “Origami was my childhood obsession, to begin with. It’s a shame I couldn’t find any use for it. I fold them from time to time, though. It reminds me why I am still here.” 

Ganyu is familiar with the Hakushin’s butterfly, but she can never, in her wildest dream, imagine that she would meet the daughter of the one who invented it. Faint traces of rain skim across their faces, threatening them, telling them to go inside. Yet neither of them move. 

Something clicks inside Ganyu’s head. “If I may be so bold, director, I would like to suggest that we don’t have to change the size of the material to miniaturize a shipment box. Origami can make it more rigid and stronger without actually changing the structure or size of a material.” Ganyu undoes the butterfly in her hand and quickly folds the example. “Like this.” 

In the silence, Ganyu feels like she can hear Yae think. 

“You apparently don’t only know the basics, do you?” She finally says, stubbing the cigarette with her heels. 

“If you fold one paper a thousand times, the strength is equal to iron.” 

As a result, with Keqing’s half-done butterfly, she accidentally saved her company’s license from being revoked, and closed the tedious meeting at the same time. 

“I can’t believe you buried a brilliant gem under the boring secretarial works.” Before leaving, Yae turns around to talk to Zhongli. If Ganyu doesn’t know that the two are long-time friends, she would faint at the sight of someone saying that to her boss. “I know it isn’t my place to nose around your decision, but why not Ganyu as the project manager?” 

“That’s not my decision, Miko,” he calmly says. “It’s Ganyu’s.” 

“We’re talking about you.” The managing director puts her hands inside her beige coat, slyly smiling. “What would you say?” 

“Excuse me?” Ganyu asks her to repeat, pretending as if she didn’t catch the conversation. 

“The project manager position. You might have to work here and at our headquarters in Japan, provided that you want to, of course.” This time it is her boss speaking. His words are steady as stone. 

 You might have to work here and at our headquarters in Japan.  The dilemma surges inside her. The face of the love she has just recently found in this place floats through and interrupts the decision-making. 

 Please don’t go,  she can hear Keqing whispers. 

“…Can I think about it first? I will let you know my decision in no more than a week.” 

 


****** 


 

On the verge of Saturday and Sunday, Ganyu arrives at the Sunset. After bringing a towel from the back of the bar, Keqing returns with a simple question that means more than everything. “So, how was your week?”

“It was okay,” Ganyu says back, leaning against the windowpane, hands fumbling on the cigarette case. Lighting it up now, she joins the gaze that has been taking her in. “I’m going to receive a promotion, so that’s one good news.” She pauses, stopping the rest that is going to come out. “…Or bad news, depending on where you look at it.” 

“Promotion!?” Keqing almost shouts. “Name a drink. This round’s on the house.” 

“Well, since you love indulging me.” She walks up to her usual seat at the bar counter and stubs the cigarette on the ashtray. “Do you remember the drink that I had when we first met?” 

“Of course.” The barback holds her gaze for a minute, then gives her a trademark smile. “Coming right up.” 

Elbows on the wooden counter, Ganyu is hit with the realization that she doesn’t want to drink anything except the woman before her. “How about you,  my  protagonist?”

Keqing replies without turning her head, her sentence followed by a silly laugh. “Are we going with the possessive adjective now? I’m doing okay. Nothing special.” 

Finishing up the drink, the protagonist of Ganyu’s own love story places it in front of her and tosses her leather apron aside. Her face looks like the dream that Ganyu forgets until one day it has colored everything she feels and does. 

The rain suddenly stops. The wind still swirls outside, bringing what is left of the rain with it, but the downpour that has been battering us just now leaves the sky completely. The weather forecast says there will be a storm today. Taking a sip from the glass, Ganyu can’t help but wonder if the storm has settled down, or they are inside the eye of the storm, clueless for the disaster to come. 

Keqing’s eyes make it clear that the latter is the case. She steps out from behind the counter and plops down on the stool next to Ganyu. 

“…Important announcement?” 

Keqing raises her eyebrows “How did you know?” 

Ganyu slowly sips her drink. “It’s written all over your face.” 

“Written all over my face?” The bar back rubs her cheeks, then spreads her hands out and stares at them, as if she is literally trying to read what is  written on her face.  

Afraid to lose something she never has, Ganyu irresistibly reaches out and gently pinches that left cheek. “Here.” 

Still blushing, Keqing clears her throat and gets back to the topic. Excitement leaks out of her voice. “I went to the pitching last week, when you were away, and I won. They will fund me for a new documentary. I will have another shot.”

She takes a deep breath. “…We have just known each other, but I feel like I’ve known you from another lifetime. Talking to you isn’t like getting to know you deeper and deeper. It’s like remembering someone I once knew well but got away.”

“If that day, you didn’t walk into this bar, into my life, I wouldn’t make it. I’m not all that smart. I don’t know how to say it… but you give my story skin and bones. And I want to share it with you.” 

“I could say the same for you, Keqing. Congratulations.” 

“There is… something else I need to tell you.” Suddenly someone turns on a washing machine in her mind. Her head whirls out of control. What falls out of those lips twists and distorts. Ganyu quietly gathers her scattered bits of consciousness. 

“I’m going back to California. The studio wants me to work closely with them. Will you… no, forget it.” She rearranges her words mid-sentence. “I need  you to go with me.” 

The drink in her mouth turns flavorless, as though Ganyu has been drinking the tap water this entire time. Keqing takes notice of the subtle shift of her countenance and reaches out to squeeze her hand.  Whatever the answer, I’ll be glad to hear it, her silence seems to tell Ganyu. 

“…I can’t.” After a heartstopping while, she replies. “I’m sorry.” 

“Why?” 

Ganyu wishes she could give the protagonist of her story a happily-ever-after kind of ending, but the only problem is that she doesn’t get to decide. “My life is here, Keqing. Before I met you it couldn’t even be called a life, but now it’s getting better and better… and I just can’t ditch everything and run away again.” 

Shadow cast by the bar light above us keeps her from making out Keqing’s expression. “…But we can just build  everything  together…” 

“You’re asking me to start over, Keqing.” Her mouth almost automatically calls that name over and over after the end of any sentence. “And to be honest with you, I would love to. But the truth is I can’t. Walking is the only way I know how to live this life. If I were to run or glide, I would fall apart. I would never find my way back. That’s why I ask you for more time…”

Ganyu casts her gaze downward, trying to fight back tears against the gravity— and fails. “But apparently… you don’t have any more to give.” 

Keqing’s expression hardens. Sledgehammer in her hand, she is more than ready to break everything and pile the ruins up just for Ganyu to walk up to her. “Then I won’t leave either. I can tell them I won’t sign any documents and they will probably kick me out.” 

“Please promise me you’re not going to do that.” Ganyu carefully puts her thoughts into words that will not destroy the meaning. “You will meet so many people that will lift you off the ground. Some of them are going to stay.” 

She pauses. “But some of them are not.” 

Her sunshine uncharacteristically mulls this over longer than she should. The clear-day pair of eyes fall everywhere but Ganyu. The rain uncooperatively picks up again, this time heavier than before. The fat, steady raindrops pound against the windows of the bar like bullets. The reddish bar light flickers once. Twice. Third time. The storm is approaching, but it allows them to speak first. Although none of them dare take up its offer. 

“But why can’t you be the one who stays?” Keqing’s voice starts to crumble. Her hand falls back onto her lap. “If you stay, I don’t care if anybody else’s gone.” 

Hand outstretched, Ganyu quietly takes hold of that hand. “I’m asking myself that question too. Why can’t you stay? Why can’t  I stay? …And I’m afraid I don’t have an answer.” 

She goes on. “Before I met you I was lost. Everything in life was pointless and meaningless. Like a library without books. But then I found you, in the bar, in the strangest way I will ever meet someone. I begin to feel the life I have never felt before. My library finally has books, and… you are the stories. The protagonist, no less.” 

“I feel the same way.” A hush of thinking. Then she returns the embrace of the hand and looks up with a usual serious face. “…I never thought I could dream again. My head is full of stories, of ideas, but I can never write it down. Let alone making it into a feature film… I was so afraid, Ganyu. I was so afraid of writing them down after so many failed attempts…but you say it’s okay to walk.” 

The cloudless girl compresses her lips, like her train of thoughts finally arrives at the end of the track. “Nobody has ever said that to me before.” 

Ganyu traces her hand to Keqing’s back, feeling the skin under the indigo jacket. “Your feet have been on the ground long enough. It’s time for you to fly. I’ll be looking at you from down here.” 

The barback leans in and rests her head on the rain-wet folds of her dress, like she was transforming some thoughts inside her head to Ganyu’s heart. Out of the blue, the long bolt of lightning streaks across the sky. It’s starting to thunder. Far away, but still coming closer. Someone up there might be eavesdropping on our conversation and decided that these two women who might end up not seeing each other again need to spend a night together. As a result, the full-on thunderstorm is sent this way to seal their fate. 

“Can you spend the night upstairs?” With this question, Keqing obliterates all her question marks. It leaves Ganyu almost without breath by the combination of her delicacy and directness.  Spending the night upstairs is not so much a euphemism of making love as a space they both can share the same bed and let their nearness touch in the most subtle way, without moving in and out of each other. 

It also leads to the only answer: “I would love to.” 

When Keqing calls her name as Ganyu feels the tender folds deep inside that body, her name begins to hold meaning. There is something about the way Keqing calls her name. The way it works its way inside her along with that warm, moist breath caressing her ears. The way each syllable trembles ever so slightly with each pattern her fingers made. The way it’s accompanied by the gravity of the grip on her back, pinning her to the world. The way her name turns into some unintelligible words. The way Keqing speaks it through the kiss. 

Ganyu lies finally quiet with her arms around Keqing. So this is what she has been so afraid of getting into. How ridiculous and faraway that fear seems now. Of course, one of them, or both, is going to leave this town, and this is going to end. But none of that matters now. 

A clock on a nightstand shows that it’s already past five when Ganyu wakes up parched, like someone force-feeds her thousand gallons of sand. Staring into space, she finally understands the feeling of entering the dangerous zone before midlife. Her body begins to work against the clock when she doesn’t want it to. 

Ganyu lifts her head up from a pillow. Facedown, Keqing is sound asleep. The way she sinks into a good night’s sleep is just so peaceful that it’s annoying— in an adorable way. She looks at the girl way too long until she realizes drinking Keqing in is not the way of quenching the thirst.  Well, not right now.  

“Hey, sleepyhead.” Her voice is coarse. So she clears her throat. “Can I have a glass of water?” 

The girl softly groans, then mumbles, “…The fridge.” 

Ganyu chuckles, tousles that lilac hair, causing Keqing to purr, then goes up to the fridge to down two full glasses of water. Leaning against the fridge now, she gives the room a once-over. Objects on the windowsill above the bed catch her attention. 

She squints to see more clearly— they are her heart origami. The ones she folded for Keqing the first night they met. The ones that must have been her heart. 

 


******


 

With her new position and all the business trips back and forth between countries, Ganyu feels like she is at the shore of her consciousness. Every minute a wave of thoughts rolls in, leaving some writing on the sand. But just as quickly, new waves roll in and erase it. She can’t make out the delicate writing in between the tides. If this was the old Ganyu, she might have sat there, letting the sand of time slip through the gaps of her fingers over and over, trying to decipher the writing. The wave rises up, tumbles and breaks. Another wave rises up, tumbles and breaks. 

In this way, a year has passed. 

After the harshest season, it’s now Spring again, and the path to a subway station has become the tunnel of trees. Its green foliage is full of life, obstructing the expressionless layers of grey clouds that threaten another spell of rain. 

But instead of taking right to the station, something takes over and Ganyu aimlessly walks past it. She blunders around some back street, losing herself entirely. The first time Ganyu did it, the new world had opened up to her. She thought she was stepping into the timeless parallel world, when it was just the normal world that slipped away from her everyday routine.  Only through losing the world do we find ourselves.  

And maybe someone, just as lost as us. 

At the same sudden cut into the back street,  the Sunset  seems to lose its charm when standing in a still night like this. It is no longer the special place located in the west of the sun, east of the moon that Ganyu once knew and fell in love with. Not that it changes into a different building or the interior lighting becomes blue instead of red or anything. After all, it has been only three weeks. But something Ganyu knows isn’t there— perhaps the brief spell of the rainy night has vanished. 

After all, the person who made it so special isn’t there anymore. 

With this, Ganyu hesitates. What she might or might not find there pins her in place. She takes a quick look at the watch on her left wrist.  Eight, it tells her. She glances up at the place again and, through the huge windowpane, sees herself in her favorite black dress sitting in the middle of the bar with Keqing, talking over nothing and everything. Ganyu blinks once, and the scene is gone. For a minute at least, time has been rewound to the night they met. 

Ganyu wishes they would stay that way, untouched. But what happened is what happened, and it can only be but looked back and missed. 

When she walks in, a blonde bartender immediately takes notice of her arrival. She is smiling, but her piercing ruby eyes don’t appear to smile along with her— not in the cold, unfriendly way, but the way that her eyes have a mind of their own. “Hi. Please wait a sec. I’ll go get your order.” 

Ganyu settles into a barstool at the counter, directly in front of the bartender. The red light above her stares down as usual. The place isn’t particularly crowded and there is only a jukebox in the left corner playing some jazz music from the eighties. Sometimes she forgets, after all that happened here, that this is actually a jazz bar where most of the time musicians take turns to play. But tonight, a typical boring Monday night, is an exception. 

A wooden coaster is placed in front of her. When Ganyu looks up, the blonde woman is smiling. “That old junk has been there since 1980 when my dad was still running this place. He said don’t try to move it, so I don’t. Twenty-five years passed and it’s still there.” 

Bombarded by the unexpected barrage of words, Ganyu struggles to get the conversation going. “…So where is your father now? Retired?” 

“Retired from his existence, yes.” The one who seems to be the real owner of this bar chuckles. Like her father’s departure is nothing but every day’s anecdote. “Anyway, what would you like?” 

“Vesper, please. Stirred.” 

Ganyu watches as that blonde bartender in a black low cut tank top puts on quite a show on her drink-making magic. Her movements behind the bar are seamless and elegant. No wonder Keqing feels like a protagonist’s friend when around her. Her radiant presence seems to silence all the stars in the night sky. 

“Your vesper, stirred, not shaken.” After a short while, she emerges again with the drink. The way she doesn’t curl a lemon garnish reminds Ganyu of someone who twists them beautifully. Taste-wise, the drink is the same, perhaps with even more depth of flavors. But feeling-wise, something is missing. 

A realization flickers in the bright red eyes. “Oh, the lemon. Right. I’m sorry. Usually, people don’t order this, so I don’t get to make it that often. Do you want the new one?” 

“No, please. It’s fine.” She pauses. “When I was here the last time, the bartender gave me a lemon garnish, so I thought it was required.” 

“I see. So you’ve met Keqing.” She places both her hands on the counter. The sound of that name reverberates through the deepest chamber of Ganyu’s heart.  Oh, we’ve done more than meet each other, she wants to shoot back, but thinks better of it. 

“Keqing? That’s a beautiful name.” 

“Quite unique, just like the person.” Something akin to a sigh escapes the owner of the bar. “Keqing’s a long-time friend of mine. We went to high school, then a film school together. But I don’t really find the whole idea of making films interesting. Just wanted to burn my dad’s money. So I came back and took over the bar. Keqing remained in the industry for a while, then came back here to be my barback. Now she’s gone again. Migration is woven into a butterfly’s genes, isn’t it?” 

When Ganyu doesn’t give her anything that can be construed as an answer, she continues on her own. “We can never know what a butterfly that perches alongside us has been through. But once they take that four thousand eight hundred mile journey, they won’t make it back to where they were. And to be honest, I doubt Keqing will ever come back. Because look at her now. If I told people that she used to work in my bar, people wouldn’t believe me.” 

The bittersweet cocktail bites inside of her cheeks. “What happened?” 

“Her documentary smashes every audience review. Apparently it’s about origami or something.” 

Ganyu finds herself standing in front of the cinema an hour later. Flocks of people hang around the cinema, chatting and laughing over their own conversations. Ganyu is the only one who stands alone, her face is lit golden by the movie marquee that reads  Now Showing: Folding the Wings. 35mm and 70mm available. She doesn’t know what their differences are, but suppose that the higher number means the higher quality, she should go with the latter. 

And for once, her instinct doesn’t betray her. The 70mm film brings her into the world seen by Keqing’s eyes as she is the one behind the camera.  Is it still that old handheld camera that reminds you of yourself? Ganyu asks no one.

When the film ends and the darkness of the cinema returns, she looks down at her lap and hears Keqing’s voice. She is back inside Keqing’s room on the day they shared the farewell of presence on the same bed. 


 “…Me and my friends have this strange way of never saying goodbye to each other. Instead, we say hello.”  



 Ganyu remembers it was sometime after they loved the night into a bright Sunday morning. Keqing decided it was best to not see her leaving and told her to use the spare key under the umbrella stand. Her face was suffused in that gentle light. Right behind her, the sky could be half-seen through the window. The blueness of it almost stopped Ganyu from walking out the door.  


Perhaps if she had stopped herself from leaving and thrown the project away, they could live the happy ending. 

But is it still a love story, when the main characters did not end up together? 

It is. 

The tears that have been burning her eyes touch her hands softly. Monarch butterflies that fly south will not make it back north, and honestly, Ganyu doesn’t care anymore. Despite the ending, the feeling sometimes lasts longer than the time it takes to make it. 


 “Hello, Ganyu.” After a while, Keqing says, almost in a whisper.  


Hello, Keqing. 

 


Notes for the Chapter:
This work is written for all the hearts that didn’t turn away from love, knowing damn well it would leave them broken. 

Despite publishing some works, I’m still relatively new to writing prose. So kudos to my amazing beta readers who pointed out what worked and what didn’t. I’m grateful for what I’ve learned from both of you. <3 

And since this is the part of the bang, I’ll edit the link to the artwork once the artist posted it! You will want to see this. It’s EVERYTHING. 

Thank you all for being here. I love you to the moon & never back.





