
Purple Horsetails

Author’s Note:
      After careful, careful editing, this thing has been made fit to publish.

    


    
    The first time Yanfei discovers the law, she is squinting at the strobilus of a plant that, a few shades lighter, would have made for a wonderful water-resistant ink.

 What a shame, she thinks.

Waist-deep in legal treatises, she huffs at the stem and places it back in her woven basket, to be later transferred to the herb cabinet.

But then, perhaps this is an unfair declaration. Despite only a year or two of study, Yanfei has progressed far beyond her peers in the field. The secret to understanding eternal things, she finds, is to yourself be eternal. And so her notebook expands over time, from one to five to an entire boxful, and she is content with these (and the mora they help bring in).

There are rules and there are guidelines, and to properly move about in this increasingly complex world is to know all of them. Undaunted by the task, Yanfei scoops up the latest editions and dips her quill.

–

This is the key, Yanfei knows: to understand the law is to know its core tenets; to chart the course from point A to point B, and eventually from A to O to Z.

She comes to such a conclusion after nearly a century’s worth of concentrated study and scanning through detailed notes.

It is not enough, she realizes, to memorize amendments and court case precedents. Rather, they must be examined as expansions upon key purposes, reflective of the law’s original intent.

To condense it all is a great undertaking, but Yanfei charges forth with the spirit of one who hopes to understand every last letter, to know what boundaries she can and cannot cross. As a half-adeptus, such distinctions are particularly important.

And so she sits by her window overlooking the harbor, papers rustling and spilling from the table like an inkpot accidentally tipped over, and she resolutely ignores them all.

Relying on memory and experience, she writes.




  There are four main tenets of the law:

  One, to ensure the bodily safety of those living under its gaze, and within the bounds of its sovereignty.

  Two, to maintain what is justly earned through the merits of individuals and the groups to which they belong, as defined by the contracts they have previously set.

  Three, to safeguard the ability of newcomers to find their way in the society over which such laws preside, provided they possess the merit.

  Four, to allow for future amendments such that it becomes capable of mediating disputes and concerns that grow increasingly complex with prospering societies.


Of course, there are benefits to having as extensive a memory as hers. Where some prosecutors are baffled by the sheer volume of seemingly arbitrary statutes, Yanfei knows all the little details: for example, that character evidence submitted by prosecution was deemed inadmissible following the Court’s landmark decision regarding prejudice against the descendants of foreign-born immigrants—except when the defendant takes that route first. 

 Twenty-four years ago, she informs her still-traumatized client, as the criminal who stabbed her son is taken to prison.

She sighs. People really should be more careful to read the fine print.

Yanfei is a titan within her field, capable of juggling all realms of the law without needing to specialize. She has the time, after all: though legal manuscripts extend into eternity, Yanfei has personally witnessed most of the incidents that propel the Qixing and the Ministry of Civil Affairs to press pen to paper. Far less daunting, she muses, to memorize assorted pamphlets page by page than lift up a completed tome with the intention to somehow scan through it all.

But here’s the thing—for all her mastery of the law, Yanfei isn’t sure she understands  people . 

–

The first time Yanfei ascends to towering peaks in Jueyun Karst, the journey is a mess of trembling limbs and the clumsiness of a kid first stretching out its legs. She is barely an adolescent by adeptal standards, then, despite having lived for decades in the ever-growing harbor where her mortal mother gave her birth, and the bellowing skies force her to take cover after every few steps.

Still, perhaps the torrential rain is a fitting welcome.

(Yanfei remembers asking her adeptus father to take her to the mountains as a child, just to see the untouched beauty of the Karst; to leap as he does, from peak to peak, to soar amongst the pinkening clouds at dusk. She wondered what it must be like, to see the edge of the world.

He had smiled, ageless eyes glowing, and told her that one day, if ever she felt the call of the mountains, she would be moved to go on her own. 

And then her mother dies—old age, but still a life cut far too short in the eyes of an illuminated beast, and Yanfei leaves the harbor without saying a word to anyone else.)

 How can I stay,  Yanfei thinks,  when the mortal within me has become untethered? 

She searches far and wide for her father’s abode, marching on despite her drenched clothes and waterlogged legal notebook. But she stumbles upon a different adeptus when her limbs at last give out on her, and her human heart moves her to helpless tears.

“Be careful.” he says quietly, golden eyes gleaming beneath the moonlight, clouded though it is by the relentless downpour. “The path is slippery up ahead.”

Xiao drops her off at Wangshu Inn with a warning to return to Liyue Harbor come morning. The realms of the adepti are perilous at such heights, and half-adeptus or not, Yanfei was raised a human. 

And despite her efforts with Liyue’s vast legal code, she tosses aside the soggy, leather-bound mass and resolves to find him again. Him, or any other adeptus who might teach her their ways, to depart from the mortal realm and the people who only ever seem to die there—but the adepti do not show. Not in Jueyun Karst, and not on the balcony of Wangshu Inn.

A week in, Yanfei gives up and returns to the harbor.

–

She dives into Liyue’s archives.

The law, at least, is an eternal thing; shaped not by single humans, but generations upon generations of them, it is stable enough to trust while being fluid enough not to be boring. (Or so Yanfei thinks. Her acquaintances at the Communications Office are not so inclined, despite their work.)

The half-adeptus conquers commercial litigation first, the most clear-cut—for someone with her time and memory, anyhow. Then criminal law, then civil mediation.

In theory.

Yanfei has the texts and case precedents memorized; she can recite the subclauses of most legislation by heart; she is more than capable of applying all the knowledge she has stored in her brain, and of charting out exactly what should happen in multiple complex scenarios. Her legal work is perfection—not a single expert could possibly devise more elegant solutions, or find fault with the conclusions to which she arrives.

Yet she still feels a strange tightness in her chest as she watches confused children reach out for their siblings, crying as the separated parents lead them away—the adults exchange sour glances, glaring at each other (and sometimes at Yanfei herself), rancorous sneers twisting their otherwise genial features.

The law is impartial and fair, she knows.

Sometimes Yanfei thinks she doesn’t understand the law at all.

–

The second time she sees Adeptus Xiao, he is the one to seek  her out.

“What are you  doing ?” Yanfei nearly drops her basket.

She pivots swiftly, eyes wide as she takes in the scowling adeptus, arms crossed over his chest as his amber eyes stare at her as though  he’s the one who is owed an explanation in this situation, despite having spontaneously appeared at her side out of thin air—and only now, too, centuries after she stopped looking for him.

Yanfei has half a mind to tell him off, but is halted by his odd expression. With his head canted slightly to the side, bright eyes slowly moving from the basket of horsetails hanging under her left elbow back to her, his eyebrows just slightly furrowed, the Conqueror of Demons resembles nothing so much as a particularly befuddled cat.

To stop herself from giggling (and potentially dying), Yanfei deigns to explain herself. “I’m looking for a rare horsetail detailed in  Historia Naturalis Liyue. They’re supposed to make your writing waterproof after being ground into a powder and mixed with ink. It’s said that its color is ‘of the clouds at sunset,’ but I’ve been here so many times and all I’ve found are the normal purple ones!”

Xiao blinks. “Have you attempted this… concoction in the past?”

“I haven’t even found the horsetails yet,” Yanfei reminds him with a sigh.

He squints at her a little. “I… see. Despite this, you chose to gather… all of the horsetails in sight?” Under his piercing gaze, Yanfei feels like an especially dimwitted fish.

Or a tadpole. Just hatched.

A strange gleam enters his eyes, then, and the Yaksha steps forward, taking one of the horsetails. With a brief wave of his other hand, the horsetail lightens into a beautiful rose pink. Xiao sets it back down in the basket. “Don’t pick plants you don’t plan to use.”

Yanfei gapes, eyes trained on the glimmering horsetail, too stunned to even consider correcting him. “How…?”

But, looking up again, she finds the Conqueror of Demons already gone.

–

Yanfei holds it up to the window.

A perfect match.

–

Yanfei spends the next few weeks drafting  amicus curiae  briefs on behalf of the Feiyun Commerce Guild, who is being sued by an affiliate of Gentry Maocai. Technically she isn’t being paid—or, rather, she  certainly isn’t being paid—for it, but she is moved nonetheless by the contents of the case to pitch in with her own arguments in favor of dropping it.

Her work is a scathing takedown of the plaintiff’s case, and the Guild’s motion for summary judgment is rapidly approved. The case is then dismissed, and most in Liyue seem to perceive it as yet another silly dispute between economic giants with too much time on their hands.

The legal essays that are written about Yanfei’s brief, however, give her pause.

Despite mostly being lauded as a stunning and masterful display of her typical legal prowess, certain schools of thought deride the  amicus brief as “overtly emotional, tarnishing an otherwise brilliant argument with an unfortunately moralistic tone that spills from the page like splotched ink.”

–

Yanfei draws a sharp line with her horsetail-enforced ink, then submerges the otherwise blank paper in water.

The ink holds, but the paper crumbles—and the line is disturbed anyway. 

–

She takes on more divorce cases.

To punish herself? To improve, to test her ability? Yanfei isn’t sure.

But each time she sees the bitter couples, divided by ideology or emotion or circumstance or money, or some other thing; and, as always, settling custody disputes is a blood bath. No matter the legal justifications Yanfei has up her sleeve, or the guidance provided to her by their underlying principles, she cannot wipe from her mind the vitriol that spews forth from estranged lovers. Some cases are simpler, though no easier to handle—better when there is a “right” side, a villain and a victim to protect.

The outcomes are the same, because the law is the same… 

And still Yanfei wonders.

–




  There are four main tenets of the law:

  One, to ensure the bodily safety of those living under its gaze, and within the bounds of its sovereignty.

  Two, to maintain what is justly earned through the merits of individuals and the groups to which they belong, as defined by the contracts they have previously set.

  Three, to safeguard the ability of newcomers to find their way in the society over which such laws preside, provided they possess the merit.

  Four, to allow for future amendments such that it becomes capable of mediating disputes and concerns that grow increasingly complex with prospering societies.


Yanfei crosses it all out one afternoon, and takes up her pen:




  There are four main tenets of the law:

  One , to keep people safe. Two , to protect earned property. Three , to promote opportunity. Four, to welcome change.


She crosses it all out again.




  The law has two purposes:

  One , to honor what is. Two, to welcome what may be.


And now it is simplified, but the details fade; too precise, however, and the philosophy is all but wiped out. Yanfei scratches her head, trying to reconcile this dilemma. She puffs out her cheeks in annoyance, blowing a raspberry before moodily perching her chin on her hand.

Outside, the light is already fading as the sun begins to dip down towards the horizon.

Despite her poor mood, the sky is still a sight to behold; how it splits into rivers of interweaving hues, painting the clouds reddish orange and pink. The denser ones are even tinged with what looks like a faint, purplish tone at the edges; they darken and darken as the sun disappears, darkness at last engulfing the sky.

And then, slowly, pinpricks of light begin to dot the sky. One by one, they flicker into existence, forming river and then sea, until at last they have spread out all over the darkened expanse.

A niggling feeling takes hold, its premise unthinkable.

And yet—

Yanfei snatches a horsetail from her herb cabinet.

–

The passage is as follows:




  The Horsetail is a medicinal herb that stands alone on the banks of Dihua Marsh. Its color is that of the clouds at sunset.

  Ground into a powder and mixed into ink, the writing becomes wise to the rain.


She stares at the slightly soggy page in her hand, hastily drawn line somehow without blemish, and thinks that she has been very foolish indeed.

–

Yanfei sweeps aside towering piles of inked paper and summons a blank page.

Bringing out  The General Law of Liyue  once more, she takes up a random bill and begins to quiz herself. 

What year? 1258.

By whom? Tianquan Heibai.

Context? The legal basis of monopolies.

Yanfei shakes her head, prying deeper into her memory. Was it… competition? Yes, she remembers: despite growing industries and the tide of prosperity they brought to the harbor, developing technologies had run ahead of regulatory legislation. Citizens trying to break into those industries clamored for reform, indignant of larger organizations attempting to undercut their businesses.

The Tianquan resolved to allow the formation of such groups on the grounds that such growth was the product of earned prosperity. 

She clasps her hands together, resting her chin on top of them. The Tianquan had friends in those major organizations, did she not? Yanfei scours her mind for details.

No; she likely had assets tied to those businesses. The half-adeptus leaps from her chair, rushing into her private collection to find Heibai’s many biographies.

–

Yanfei writes out a list of the Tianquans who have risen throughout the ages; their birth families, their industries, the years in which they served, major events, earlier decisions and their underlying philosophies.

 Find the convergences,  she tells herself.  And what do you get? 

Even without peeking at her notes, Yanfei finds, she can chart the course of legal history. 

Taking up her own tenets, she is unsurprised to find how poorly they map on.

–

In the aftermath of the massive conflict with Osial, businesspersons and legal experts alike begin furiously dissecting the Tianquan’s now infamous words: “Stand with us as we reestablish our contracts—as we build a new age of prosperity.”

There are changes, the Liyuean people know, that Ningguang hopes to make in furthering her personal ambitions. But with Rex Lapis gone, the framework itself has been called into question: are old patents to be thrown out the window, giving newcomers a chance to sweep them up? Will the old stories of the Lord of Geo’s patronage no longer be worth social or economic capital? 

 No, Yanfei assures her clients. A labor of trial and error over millennia, the laws humans have written and rewritten will not dissipate into the heavens with their fallen Archon.

But, she amends to herself as she dips her pen in reinforced ink, preparing yet another letter to the Tianquan, they still need much reworking.

 

-o-

 




  
     Yanfei’s Legal Notebook, edited once again 
  

  The law should have one purpose: to do what we think is right.



  
Author’s Note:I still can’t tell if this is genius or gibberish, but it’s less the latter than it was before! “Understanding the legal code” as a metaphor for “understanding yourself” is one of my more… curious takes, but I hope you liked it? Heh.

Anyway, I just got my COVID vaccination appointment, so hurrah! Let me know if this makes sense or if I need to make things clearer lol





