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    The world ended with an explosion so loud it was silent.

***

Yelan lies still for a long moment, her eyes clamped shut against the…against whatever is out there, surrounding her with winds stronger than the Anemo Archon’s. Everything  hurts . Her bow is still in her hand—there was that, at least—and she can feel the comforting presence of her quiver digging into her back, so no one has disarmed or captured her. Yet. 

Somehow, against all the odds, she’d survived. Yelan had drifted far from where she’d first begun fighting during the battle, and the safe zones were all too far away for her by the time she saw the Qixing ready the machine. Yelan whispers a prayer of gratitude to her ancestors, thanking them for developing a single-use shielding enchantment that she’d managed to activate in time.

But now there’s the charming problem of having to return to base camp and regroup, as per the agreed-upon directives. Gritting her teeth against the waves of pain that course through her with every minute movement, Yelan makes herself sit up. She pauses for a moment as whatever blood she hasn’t yet lost rushes throughout her body, then goes against her instincts and forces her eyes open. The battleground has been churned to mud under the steps of hundreds of thousands of soldiers and monsters, the wind transporting the ashes of those burnt by the blast, and the sky appears to reflect the bloodshed on the ground, staining the clouds a faint vermillion.

 Shenhe. Yanfei. Where are they?  Yelan cranes her neck and tries to spot her teammates amongst the fallen bodies, but they are nowhere to be seen. The explosion was supposed to have been a last resort, were the front line unable to hold against the enemies. Had they really lost so quickly?

 I shouldn’t have brought them here  , Yelan thinks fiercely. Yanfei worked as a legal consultant, for Archons’ sake. Her place belongs in the office, buried in mountains of paperwork. And Shenhe—for all her power, she is just a mortal. As is Yelan.  We shouldn’t have to fight this war. None of us wanted this.  And yet, with Morax gone, who else will protect Liyue? The Qixing are as fallible as the next Vision-holder. None of them, though they all bear a token of Celestia’s favour, are truly indestructible.

Yelan gets to her feet after several failed attempts and contemplates the odds of Shenhe and Yanfei remaining where she’d last seen them. A small chance, but it’s better than nothing. She orientates herself using the silhouette of the safe zone far in the distance—was that the one she’d meant to hide in?—and starts walking. Yelan had begun the day’s battle with Shenhe and Yanfei both within her sight, but as the opposing force grew in strength, so did the physical distance between them. Now, an indiscernible number of hours later—half a day, perhaps? They had begun at dawn, after all—she has no idea where they are, or if they’re together and waiting for her, or if—

Yelan dismisses the thought. Shenhe and Yanfei can’t die. Not like this. They are a  team , and Archons damn them if they decide to die without her. Yelan trusts both of them with her life; they can’t leave her now, when she needs their presence the most. They’ve always been at her back, a silent, almost unnoticeable comfort. Their absence now unnerves Yelan more than anything else in the world ever will.

A screech in the distance. Yelan’s head snaps up, her eyes searching the skies. Nothing. A monster’s war cry, perhaps? But the explosives are extremely potent, and calibrated to take down their enemies with ease, seeping into their bodies and poisoning their airways. Of course, that also means that anyone in the line of fire on their side would most likely suffer fatal injuries too, but that’s how war works, isn’t it? At the end of the day, no one truly wins. Any victory gained is always hollow. The conquering of flags, of territory, of power—those are nothing, when measured in how many lives had been lost to attain them.

Something wraps itself around Yelan’s ankle. Instinctively, she aims her bow down, slotting an arrow into the notch, Hydro already gathering at its tip. When she sees that it’s someone’s hand, crusted with grime and blood, the Hydro fizzles out and she loosens her grip on her weapon, her eyes meeting that of the injured soldier’s after a second of searching for his face in the pile of bodies. “Hello?” she asks tentatively, her voice raspy. Archons, it even hurts to speak.

“Rex Lapis…?” he answers, his voice barely louder than a whisper. “Have you…come to give me salvation?”

Is it worth it to lie to him? Yelan herself knows how much a timely white lie can reinstill morale, but the soldier appears to have been wounded particularly badly, and not just from the explosion itself, which must be wreaking havoc in his body. His other hand has been placed protectively over his chest, but she can see that the blood was still flowing out of him at a steady rate. He won’t live much longer, and he will die in extreme pain. The least she can do is be with him until the end.

“I’m not Rex Lapis,” Yelan says, bending down. “I am Yelan. But I will do my best.” The nearest safe zone is only several more steps away. Is he one of the many who attempted to run for safety? She hooks her bow around her quiver and picks the soldier up, wincing as the added weight sends a fresh wave of pain down her legs. “Let’s get you under the shelter.” Yelan cannot heal him away from death, but she can at least give him a roof to die under, instead of the sky that ran as red as the blood staining the ground.

The first thing the soldier says when she sets him down inside the safe zone—empty, Yelan notes with a regretful feeling—is her name. It’s only two syllables, the sole constant to the many changing facades she maintains, but when it comes from the lips of a stranger at Death’s door, it sounds wrong. “Miss Yelan…will you carry…my message?”

“Let’s hear it, soldier.” If it’s the least she can do for a dying man, then Yelan will do it without complaint or reluctance.

“Tell my family…I love them. And that…I’m sorry I couldn’t—” the soldier coughs, blood leaking from the corner of his cracked lips. “I’m sorry I couldn’t celebrate…the twins’ birthday…”

“Your name, soldier? I’ll try to find them for you.”

“My name…yes, my name. It is…” he trails off, his unfocused eyes finally settling on Yelan as he lets out a sigh. “Mingjun.”

“Which?” There were  hundreds  of them in Liyue—heck, Yelan had posed as a merchant named Mingjun once while on a mission for Ningguang. It was an exceedingly common name. “Mingjun—”

The soldier’s eyes cloud over, his body relaxing into the ground, and Yelan exhales softly. She reaches across to close his eyes, her hand brushing over his clammy skin. “May you find true peace in your next life, Mingjun,” she murmurs. “I’m sorry we failed to protect you in this one.”

Another regular citizen of Liyue, now dead because he had been drafted into a war he shouldn’t have had a part in. How many had died, and how many more will die, when the armies pick themselves up to battle again?

Yelan stands and gathers her things, leaving Mingjun in the safe zone as she continues on, her gaze roaming the carnage and never settling in a single direction for too long. She has to find Yanfei and Shenhe before nightfall—the monsters recuperate under moonlight, and when dawn breaks, they will attack again.  Find them. Find the Qixing. Find the survivors. We will not lose, not when we’ve come so far. 


   We will live to see the dawn. 


***

“Shenhe! Yanfei!” Yelan cups her hands around her mouth and shouts into the burning landscape, but no one answers her. Save for tattered banners swaying in the wind, markers of where the last flag-bearers of each division fell, there is no movement in the vast space. “Keqing! Ningguang! Can any of you hear me?”

Silence. Yelan swipes at her eyes—just ash and dust, she tells herself—and picks up her bow from where she’d left it on the ground, then trudges on. Searching the battleground for her team had been a waste of time after all. She should have just headed back to base camp; perhaps Shenhe and Yanfei are already there, waiting for her with the Qixing. Instead, she’s wasted the day roaming around the decimated battlefield. Yes, that’s it. She simply momentarily lost her senses when she came to after the explosion. Once she’s confirmed with her own eyes that they’re safe and well back at base camp, she can go back to being Ningguang’s spymaster—and, in the context of this war, one of the many Vision-wielding soldiers who are expected to turn the tide of battle in Liyue’s favour.

Yelan spins around to face the base camp and begins to walk, not stopping even when her body tries to curl up in protest. With every step, she can only think of how separating had never been part of the plan, even when they’d retreated towards the middle where there were fewer enemies to take down at once, for Yanfei’s benefit.

***


   “Yanfei?” Yelan notched an arrow and let it fly before the Hydro even finished gathering at its tip. It lodged itself in the monster’s neck and the creature went down, gurgling as it drowned on dry land. In the same second, Yelan had already used her bow to knock back an advancing monster and loosed another arrow at a third, all the while keeping an eye on the legal consultant. “Are you okay?” 



   “According to Volume Five, Section XVIII, Chapter Ten, on page four hundred and thirty-seven, what I’m doing is legal,” Yanfei panted as she lobbed fireballs in every direction. “However, according to my moral code, this is very much illegal.” 



   “This is war,” Yelan said. She took aim and fired at an enemy soldier inches away from putting their sword into Yanfei’s back as she spoke, ignoring the way the legal consultant winced as he went down with a cry. Shenhe was nowhere to be seen, but Yelan could still make out her Cryo spirit’s presence, darting through the fray and picking targets to dive into at random, so she didn’t bother looking. “In war, legalities do not matter. Only life and death.” 



   “Objection!” Yanfei protested, ducking under a longsword and punching her attacker’s shins with great force. “Even in war, there are agreements to follow. Universal treaties—” 



   “They do not matter!” Yelan thundered, turning to face Yanfei. “It is us against them, Yanfei. They are monsters. They cannot feel. They gave up their humanity to change, to gain powers that do not—and will never—belong to them. You cannot possibly think that what applies to us applies to them—” 



   “It’s not about whether they’re monsters or not!” Yanfei yelled back. Yelan took a step back, stunned. The legal consultant had left her signature hat back at base camp, and battle had turned her hair into a pink mess, revealing her antlers. She pointed at them, carelessly smudging dirt across the pristine white with her fingers. “Look at me, Yelan. Am I not a monster too?” 



   “No,” Yelan said automatically. “Never.” 



   “Well, guess what?” Yanfei answered bitterly, turning her attention back to the battle, “Not everyone thinks the way you and the Qixing do.” 


***

Yelan lets Yanfei’s words—everything said in their argument—fuel her as she continues in the direction of base camp, turning her back on the destruction wrought by the explosives and by the soldiers of both sides. Daggers left in bodies, swords run through guts, miniature cannons—guns, they were called—abandoned and half-trampled into the mud. Yanfei has always been seen as  other  because of her adeptus lineage, but that doesn’t make her any less human, does it?

Oh.

Monsters aren’t born, they’re  made —whether because of the words others whisper behind backs, or because of blades piercing through skin over and over, or because the choice was to become a monster or die. People see the parts of Yanfei that mark her as non-human, and call her a monster. Yelan works in the shadows, disposing of those marked as a threat to Liyue’s safety. The soldiers she passes all have families waiting for them back home, anxiously awaiting the next letter, the next update, while they are here, fighting for the day they may return to the open arms of loved ones.

Yelan tightens her grip on her bow and forces herself to move faster.  I have to apologise to Yanfei. I should have apologised instead of stewing in my own frustration. This is war, but it doesn’t have to be one. War is only war if you choose to be violent, and I chose that unfairly on Yanfei’s behalf. I should never have dragged her into this. She gave me her trust long before I gave her mine, and this is how I repay her—in bloodshed, and in empty promises I broke long before I made them. 

 I have to apologise  . Yelan lets the thought consum her as she fights through the fatigue of surviving the explosion, every part of her protesting her decision to press on instead of taking a moment to rest. Base camp has never felt so far away before today.  I have to apologise, before our trust snaps like the life-strings of these dead soldiers .

Yelan almost collapses in relief when the first of the tents come into view, lit up from within by small lanterns. She staggers across the remaining distance in the encroaching darkness, the ground underneath her now trampled grass and dirt, whispering a prayer of thanks to Rex Lapis as she sinks to her knees in front of a lit campfire at the edge of camp. Clean cups have been lined up on a makeshift rack next to it, and Yelan fills it up with water with a snap of her fingers before drinking it in one swallow. She closes her eyes as the cold water makes its way down her throat and into her stomach. Hydrating herself has never felt so good.

“Yelan?” Ningguang’s familiar voice rings out, and Yelan instinctively turns her head towards the sound. The Tianquan comes into view, still in her battle armour. Her gauntlets are spattered with blood, and her white hair, which had been tied up in a neat bun at the start of battle, is now loosened and stained red, as if she’d lain amongst the corpses of those she slayed. “Where are Shenhe and Yanfei?”

Yelan coughs and looks up wearily. “What do you mean, where are they? I thought they were here.”

“They aren’t,” Ningguang says sharply, her eyes betraying her worry. “We were hoping they were with you still.”

“We got separated during the battle. Did everyone else make it out?”

“Well enough. Some injuries here and there, but this is a war.” Ningguang waves a hand dismissively. “Cloud Retainer and Ganyu are worried sick. I do not suggest revealing your presence here at camp if you can help it, unless you want to be frozen to ice and stabbed by a beak multiple times.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Just give me a few minutes to rest.” Yelan closes her eyes, and hears Ningguang walk away. “I’ll look for them in a bit…”

***

When Yelan wakes, the sky is a mix of midnight and dawn, the dark blues and light oranges merging along an invisible line. Someone has left a bowl of porridge by her side and covered it with a plate, the spoon on top. The campfire has been put out, a jug of water positioned next to the cups. Her quiver—Yelan doesn’t even remember if she took it off before falling asleep—has been refilled with arrows and her bow wiped clean, all traces of the previous day’s battle gone, just like that. A fresh change of clothes has been prepared too, along with a folded piece of paper that bears Keqing’s perfume. Even in war, she doesn’t lose her distinctive scent of flowers from Qingyun Peak.


   Yelan: Find Shenhe and Yanfei, and bring them back. We’re counting on you. 


She’s slept through the night—a rookie mistake. Yelan silently berates herself as she grabs the clothes and finds a quiet spot to change, then eats quickly and picks up her weapons. Her team is still out there, waiting for her.

In the growing daylight, with her mind significantly calmed, the battlefield appears less threatening—less dangerous. Even so, Yelan’s sharp gaze picks out moving silhouettes in the distance. The surviving monsters have taken advantage of the night to heal their wounds and now, without their masters to reign them in, are probably nosing around for live prey. Yelan will just have to find Shenhe and Yanfei before they do.

Yelan chews on her lip and she pauses before the line drawn in mud on the ground. From this point onwards it’s just a sea of still bodies, bloody and bruised. Further in, nearer to where the explosion occurred, they will become charred and burnt, and if the descriptions of what the explosives can do are anything to go by, it will be nothing but ash at the point of impact. Some of these soldiers will be alive, too weak to push aside those who have fallen on top of them and stand; some will be on the brink of death, in too much pain to call for help; most will be dead, with no one to mourn them but the wind and their families back home.

Home. Such a cruel fate to dangle before those who have been called away from it at the Qixing’s order. In war, the lucky ones are the ones with no home. People who had always lived on their own, relying on no one but themselves to get through each day as it came.

Yelan hates to admit it, but she has a home, too. Home is crouching in a dingy corner of Yanfei’s poorly-lit office, digging through affidavits and contracts decades old to crack a case she’d been working on for the past month. Home is dragging Shenhe through Liyue’s streets in the rare moments when work is relaxed enough to take a break, trying the latest creations from Wanmin. Home is the feeling of comfort whenever she uses the spells of her ancestors long dead; when they give her the satisfaction of success—when she can say:  yes, I belong to this family .

Dirt crunches beneath someone’s feet. Yelan spins around, deftly swapping her bow to her right hand and grabbing the dagger she’d nicked from an abandoned scout post and strapped to her thigh. It’s far too late to draw an arrow, but she can still throw the dagger into their neck—

“Ganyu,” Yelan says politely, as if it is perfectly normal to raise a blade—however small—against one of her fellow colleagues. She lowers her arm and sheathes the dagger, looking at the  qilin  in the eye. “I didn’t expect to meet you here.”

“Yelan,” Ganyu greets cordially. She is frosty, but it isn’t unexpected. She is, after all, essentially Shenhe’s sister. It’s well within her rights to be mad at Yelan, the one who’d volunteered to team up with Shenhe. Yelan is acutely aware of Keqing’s note in one of her uniform’s many pockets as she meets Ganyu’s wide eyes.  Archons, is she here to stab me with an arrow? Did Cloud Retainer put her up to this? Ganyu wouldn’t hurt a fly—she wouldn’t hurt me, right? 

“I don’t suppose you could spare me a few minutes of your time before you head out,” Ganyu says.  Never mind. I am worrying about nothing, as usual. 

“It will be no problem. What do you need?”

“Our soldiers…” Ganyu hesitates, looking down and fiddling with her hands to avoid meeting Yelan’s gaze. “They all carry a token marking their place in the army. It’s in their left breast pocket, just above the heart. It would be great if you could collect them, so we can return something to their families. So that they have more than memories to remember their sons and husbands and fathers by.”

“I suppose their names are engraved on the back.”

“Yes.” Ganyu nods fervently and passes Yelan a nondescript drawstring pouch, made with black cloth and thick string. “Three more pouches are stuffed inside. We don’t expect you to collect them all, of course. As long as you do your best…”

 No one can blame you for leaving the remaining hundreds of thousands of tokens where they are.  The words hang unspoken in the air between them for a long moment.

“Fine by me.” Yelan tucks the pouch into an empty pocket and turns away. “I’ll see you later today, Ganyu. Prepare a tent for Shenhe and Yanfei, won’t you?”

“Of course. We’ll be waiting. Be safe, Yelan.”

Yelan holds back a sharp retort—war is never safe, and what does Ganyu, who doesn’t take part in the actual fighting, know about war anyway?—and sets off, marching in the direction of the spot where she’d last fought by their side. Shenhe and Yanfei can take care of each other; this much she knows. As long as they’ve stuck together like she’d made them promise to, no matter what, they will be fine. They will be  fine . Yelan has to believe it, or she will shatter.

The trip is uneventful, if one discounts all the times Yelan had to pause and stoop to retrieve the tokens of the fallen soldiers. There are just so  many  of them littered across this vast plain. Gathering them all is an impossible task, but for their sake, she has to at least  try  . Yelan turns each token over and commits their names to memory, whispering a prayer over each body, closing their eyes for them and lowering her head.  You came at our call to protect Liyue, but we couldn’t protect you. I’m sorry. We’re sorry. Forgive us. Forgive me. 

***

“Shenhe!” Yelan pauses to let her legs rest—they still haven’t fully regained their strength—and takes to calling out her teammates’ names again. “Yanfei! Can you hear me?”

Again, silence.  They aren’t like Xiao and the Traveller,  Yelan admonishes herself.  What makes you think they’ll come when you call their names? Get moving and look for them with your own two eyes, before the monsters find them first  . Yelan huffs at herself and keeps moving, this time veering slightly north, to where she knows a scout group has erected a safe zone. This close to the target location of the explosive, the safe zones bear thicker walls, and are dug into the ground, but even then there has never been hope of withstanding the full force of the blast. Then again,  something  is better than  nothing , even if “something” can only hold up to ten soldiers, fifteen if everyone squeezes. As Yelan gets nearer, she spots more monster carcasses, as if they, too, have figured out that their chances of survival would increase exponentially if they found a way in but failed to make it in time.

Here, the corpses are blackened beyond recognition, their tokens long turned to ash. An indescribable sorrow washes over Yelan as she crouches next to one such fallen soldier, whose face has been charred beyond familiarity and is creeping towards the line that would deem their appearance ‘monstrous’. Subconsciously, Yelan thinks of Yanfei’s words again, back when they were still driven by the adrenaline of being in battle.

Yes, there are many ways to define a monster. Most of them also don’t involve one’s character.

“May you find peace in your next life, soldier,” Yelan says quietly. There are no eyes to shut, this close to the epicentre of the blast. No tokens, either. Is this what Ganyu meant by saying that none of them had the hope of recovering all of them?

Yelan stands and, seeing no reason to delay it any longer, marches towards the safe zone. This one, and all the rest ringing area of effect of the explosive, has been constructed with heavy rock reinforced with Ningguang’s Geo shields, and assigned three Vision-holders to boost the shield when the signal was given. This one is still in considerably good condition, given what it has endured. Blood has coloured all exterior sides a gruesome maroon, and when Yelan kicks the door in, bow held at the ready, she has to duck under a well-aimed dagger that clatters to the ground behind her.

“Yelan?”

“Shenhe?” Yelan hurries to the back, her eyes struggling to adjust to the darkness after having spent so long under the scorching sun. “Shenhe, is that you? No, wait, don’t answer. I’m coming.” She rifles through her pockets as she goes, careful not to jostle the pouches of tokens as she finds what she’s looking for. The glowstick makes a cracking sound as the crystal cores within are broken open and reacted with the Electrified solution, giving off a faint purple glow that illuminates the ghostly-pale face of Shenhe.

“Are you hurt—”

“—You have to help Yanfei, she—”

The two stare at each other for a long moment before Shenhe moves aside and nods behind her. “I am okay. But you should probably see Yanfei for yourself.”

Yelan raises the glowstick higher, letting the light bounce off the walls and onto Yanfei. She lets out a string of curse words in various languages—there are perks to being a spy—then shoves the glowstick into Shenhe’s hands before dropping the satchel she’d brought with her onto the ground with a muffled thud. “Yanfei. Yanfei, can you hear me? Shenhe, don’t lower your hand. I’m going to need all the light I can get. Here, crack this one too.” Yelan withdraws another glowstick from the satchel and thrusts it towards Shenhe.

“Mmrf.” Yanfei groans and shifts her weight, which leads to a series of mumbled curses that sound like she’s insulting the Tianquan.

“Don’t move!” Yelan says sharply, her fingers closing around the vials of medicine she packed. She uncorks each one, takes a sniff, then selects one and brings it to Yanfei’s lips, ignoring the way they’re crusted in blood. “Drink. And  swallow .”

Yanfei coughs the medicine down, submitting herself to Yelan’s panicked scrutiny. Scrapes on her face, arms and shoulders, a nasty slash across her leg, and—

Yelan curses again, fumbling for the vial of iodine she  knows  she threw in at the last minute. Someone—Shenhe, most likely—had cut through Yanfei’s clothes and scrounged up bandages to wrap around the wound, but the blood had soaked through a long time ago, rendering it mostly useless. Yelan unwraps them as gently as she can and douses Yanfei’s skin in the iodine, causing the legal consultant to utter more curses on Ningguang’s name.

“Save your insults for when you meet her yourself,” Yelan snaps, summoning her Hydro and letting her hand hover over the wound. A soft blue glow appears, but beyond looking fancy, nothing happens. “Shit. The wound’s too deep; I can’t heal anything.”

“Forget it,” Yanfei coughs, closing her eyes as she leans back against the stone wall. How long has she remained in this injured state with Shenhe by her side, waiting for someone to find them? “I’m going to die soon anyway. Just lasted longer…than the rest.”

Yelan’s gaze lands on the neat row of bodies by the door, eyes closed and hands folded over their chests. Six, no—seven of them made it into the safe zone, but none of them lived long enough to go home. “Did the blast…”

“Not the blast,” Shenhe says regretfully, following Yelan’s gaze. “They died from their wounds. We did not have the necessary supplies to treat them, either. Most of them got infected and they passed soon after.”

This is what war did to the people caught up in it. It tears them apart from the insides, forcing them to go against their humanity to develop terrible weapons with which to kill others so they can attain a hollow victory at the behest of a leader. This is what war caused—unnecessary violence, excessive death, and pain that is a knife driven so deep into the heart no amount of tugging will pull it out.

“Let’s go,” Yelan says, averting her eyes. She ignores the shame that bubbles up—she cannot bear to be witness to more of the dead. She  cannot . “I’ll give you a dose of the painkillers, and then I’ll carry you back to camp—”

“—No. Save it, Yelan,” Yanfei whispers. “Save it for someone who will actually survive until then.” She moves her right hand away from her chest, revealing the final wound. It’s half the size of a Mora coin, and yet—there’s a distinct trail of blood that flows from it steadily, glistening red even under the perfunctory light of two glowsticks held together.

Guns. Of course. Yelan has heard of them; knows that they’re a miniature version of the explosive used, but it still can’t prepare her for  this . A regular soldier will have been killed almost instantaneously, but perhaps Yanfei’s adeptal ancestry prolonged her death. It’s both a blessing and a curse, she supposes. After all, Yanfei has lasted this long, only for Yelan to be too late anyway.

“Let me try anyway,” Yelan says stubbornly. She picks up the vial of painkilling medicine and tips it down Yanfei’s throat, then stuffs everything back into the satchel and slings it over her shoulder. “Remember our promise, Yanfei.”

“‘Us to the ends of the world, no matter what’? Of course I remember, Yelan. A lawyer never…goes back on her words…” Yanfei lets out a sigh, her eyelids fluttering shut. For a second, Yelan sees not a pink-haired legal consultant, but one of many Mingjuns from Liyue Harbour. She blinks frantically, and Yanfei is back, her shoulders sagging. Yelan’s hand shoots forward, slapping Yanfei’s cheeks until her eyes are fully open again, if a little reproachful.

“Don’t you  dare  die on me, Yanfei!” Yelan shouts, her voice echoing in the tiny chamber. “We’re a team. You, Shenhe, and me. We’ll go to the ends of the world  together  —not one person more and not one person less. Stay with me. Stay with us.  Stay .” She passes Shenhe her bow and hooks one arm under Yanfei’s bent knees, the other supporting her back. With a grunt, she picks Yanfei up, ignoring the way she’s so much lighter than Mingjun.

“We should hurry back to base camp,” Shenhe says, dusting herself off and slinging Yelan’s abandoned quiver across her back. “Of course, you know that already.”

“Of course.” Yelan catches herself watching Yanfei’s blood drip to the floor, then forces herself to focus on whether the legal consultant is closing her eyes again or not. “Yanfei, look at me, please. Recite all of Liyue’s laws to me. I don’t care; just stay awake.”

“Which volume?” Yanfei coughs again, more blood leaking from her lips. A name flashes in Yelan’s mind. She shoves it to the back of her mind. He can haunt her later, when this is all over.

“Start from the back. Recite it backwards. Tell me all about the footnotes Ningguang added just to piss you off.”

For all her failings—too self-sacrificial for her own good, too chatty, too enthusiastic about everything, too caring—Yanfei sure is good at holding on to the last scraps of life the Archons offered her. Yelan half-listens to Yanfei’s seemingly-endless tirade, ignoring the way it’s punctuated by coughs and sputters that get more and more frequent as time passes, and half-watches as Shenhe stumbles alongside her, chanting a long stream of mantras for the dead.

Without warning, Yanfei falls silent, her head lolling to the side and bumping Yelan’s arm. “Hurts…” she mumbles, her eyes fluttering shut. “Let me sleep.”

“No sleep for the injured until we get you back to camp and a proper healer, not some spymaster with too much time on her hands while on stakeouts,” Yelan says, shifting Yanfei around in her arms to jostle her. “Get up, you pink-haired deer.”

“Am  not  a deer.”

“Fight me, then.” Yelan glares down at Yanfei, who groans and looks away. “I refuse to allow you to die. We’re not that far from camp.” The lie slips out easily—as if this were nothing more consequential than another of her reconnaissance missions, as if this weren’t  Yanfei ’s life on the line. In truth, it will still be quite a while before they make it back, but Yelan isn’t about to admit that to herself. Not after they’ve come so far; not after everything they’ve gone through together.

“You’re lying,” Yanfei rasps, and Yelan stiffens at the accusation. “Don’t lie to me, Yelan. Do you truly think so lowly of me, to assume that I will need your empty words of comfort?”

Yelan looks pointedly away and does not answer, unwilling to admit out loud that yes, she cares about Yanfei enough to want to ease the pain of knowing that she isn’t going to make it. To lie to herself, even for a moment, that she can fix everything. To pretend that after all these years, she’s finally learnt how to keep herself in check; how to keep her team safe when they can’t do it themselves.

So many years apart, yet both times she failed—she  would  fail. Despite there being healers at base camp, realistically speaking none of them will be powerful enough to save Yanfei. And the stockpile of medicine supplied two weeks ago by Bubu Pharmacy has now dwindled down to the last few precious vials. But several doses of the strongest healing medicine won’t heal a wound adeptal ancestry can’t. Again it will be because of other’s trust in her that they die, and again Yelan will be the one to walk as if unscathed, as if it won’t haunt her every waking moment—a living nightmare made corporeal only to her.

“Don’t give up yet, Yanfei,” Yelan says instead, for it is better to beg uselessly than to keep on lying and living false realities. “Please.”  Trust me .

“Yelan, trust can’t save me. Trust can’t save  this .” Yanfei coughs again. “Can you put me down?”

Yelan wants to rage—she wants to shout her dissent; call down whoever’s watching up in Celestia and demand answers and reparations—but holds her tongue and searches the area for a good spot to set Yanfei down. This far away from the heart of the battle (and the explosion), the ground is less mud and more dirt, and when kicking at the soil yields no traces of someone else’s blood, Yelan lowers Yanfei to the ground, giving her her satchel for a pillow.

“At least drink the medicine again,” Yelan says gruffly, pulling the spare vial from her pocket and tipping it towards Yanfei’s cracked lips, using the rim to keep her mouth open as the medicine is dribbled in. “Now what?”

“Now you listen to me talk to death,” Yanfei says as cheerily as she can with a bullet hole in her chest. Shenhe makes a horrified noise, and the legal consultant huffs an approximation of a laugh. “Too morbid even for you, Shenhe?”

Shenhe carefully sits on the ground and Yelan follows suit, forming a triangle. “Not morbid,” Shenhe clarifies, “but it feels very inauspicious to joke about your own death.”

“It comes for us all. Even if we can live in a time of peace, I will die eventually. I may have been blessed with longevity, but it seems even that cannot save me in the face of violence and warfare. Then again, we weren’t meant for war. Not really.”

“I shouldn’t have dragged either of you into this war,” Yelan says, and she lowers her head, the guilt that’s weighing on her now too much to bear. “It’s because of me that you’re injured now, Shenhe—I know you’re lying to me—and you’re dying, Yanfei. You put your trust in me to keep you safe and all I’ve done to repay you is to cause you to shed blood on my behalf.”

“What nonsense!” Yanfei argues. “I make my decisions independent of your persuasion, Yelan. If I really hadn’t wanted to fight, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t have come here knowing full well I could  die  , for Archons’ sake! I understand that you care about us, and for that I’m truly grateful, but we’re not your subordinates. We’re a  team  . You let your teammates make their own choices, and regardless of what they pick, you support them. That’s what it means to be the leader. Trust isn’t just knowing we have your back. It’s knowing that we had every chance to back out—to quit, to say ‘I’m done’ and turn around and leave—but we believed in your goals and your choices and wanted to stay. That’s trust. What you want is just a diluted, watered-down version of it, and  I won’t accept that . You will trust me when I say I chose this path, and you will trust Shenhe when she says she chose this path, and Archons damn you if you say you do not deserve our trust.”

“But it is my  job —”

“It is no one’s job but our own,” Shenhe interjects. “Yanfei is right, Yelan. Whatever happened all those years ago…it was a tragedy, but it was not and never will be yours to bear. We both chose to follow you into this war, when we could just as easily have remained home. Do you not think that perhaps we care about you too? That we care about your safety? That we came not because we wished to fight for Liyue, though that, too, is a just and noble cause, but because it would pain us to be in the dark about whether you were okay? Whether you were dead or alive? We are not children to be coddled, Yelan. All of us have our own fears. Our own people we love. Our hopes and desires that hinge on us winning this war. It is an  insult  to us both if you truly think that Yanfei dying is your fault.”

“So stop saying sorry, and start telling me how much you’ll miss me,” Yanfei says tiredly. “Archons. Everything hurts.”

“We promised,” Yelan whispers. She clenches her hands, nails biting into the skin of her palms. Later, she’ll see the crescent-shaped marks they leave, and wish she’d said more. But now, she wants to curl up and scream into the folds of her clothes. “We  promised . Us to the end of the world, no matter what.”

“Is every ending not a new beginning? Don’t get so caught up in fearing the past that you miss everything in the present, Yelan. What contentment is there to be found in life if you insist on living this way?”

“I’m sorry,” Yelan cries, and reaches for Yanfei’s hand, clasping it between her own. “I’m sorry. Forgive me. I never knew the other soldiers, but I know  you . I’ve known you for so long, and not once have I said thank you for anything you’ve done. Every cup of tea you share with me has been repaid in silence for months on end and—”

“—and that’s okay to me,” Yanfei interrupts. “Stop hurting yourself, Yelan. For what it’s worth, I greatly enjoy the time we all spend together. If this has to be my end, then I’m glad I got to share it with you both, too, under an open sky. My only regret is that we cannot do it in a more comfortable location.”

“I will miss you.” Shenhe nods somberly. “Thank you for treating me to Liyuen cuisine on your days off.”

“Don’t forget us in your next life,” Yelan says, choking back a hundred words—a hundred apologies, a hundred ‘thank you’s—with every word she forces out. “Thank you for letting me steal your documents for my cases, and for leaving tea behind on your table when you know I’m back in town. Thank you for everything you’ve done silently to help me, and thank you for being my friend.”

There. She’s said it out loud. For so many years Yelan has only ever seen the people around her as allies, colleagues, partners, but never friends. With Yanfei and Shenhe, though, it feels different. It feels like coming home, if home was a person who will always be there, no matter how long she takes to return. And it has always remained in her head—those mindless fantasies of sharing a proper meal together instead of leaving food for the other; of working late into the night on something that isn’t a domestic dispute or an international mission; of being normal people doing normal things for once. Like watching operas.

Saying it aloud feels like an admission and a release, all at once.

“Finally admitting we’re friends and not teammates, are we? That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Yanfei sighs. “Will you both permit me to hug you once? I didn’t put it in my last will and testament, unfortunately, but Shenhe can be a witness and vice versa.”

“What?” Yelan and Shenhe ask in unison.

“You both are miserable loners who’ve never received physical affection in your life, I gather,” Yanfei says drily. “Please indulge in my final wish and give me a hug, the both of you.”

Hesitantly, Yelan shifts closer and wraps her arms around Yanfei, suddenly realising just how small the legal consultant is. She shuts her eyes—to better preserve the feeling, not because she wants to cry anything, she tells herself—and breathes in that scent of home she’s come to associate with Yanfei. The faint whiff of tea, the stronger note of dusty old books, and the distinctive Yanfei-ness in the way her friend hugs her tightly back, failing to hold back a noise of protest at the pain she’s probably feeling..

“Yelan, if you don’t let go now, Shenhe will have to hug a corpse,” Yanfei says, her voice muffled by Yelan’s clothes. Embarrassed, Yelan snaps back to attention and retreats, looking away as Shenhe stiffly holds her arms out in preparation for the hug.

A moment in silence passes, then Yelan decides that if she doesn’t say the words in her mind, she’ll regret it for the rest of her life.  Family. Yanfei is family. I can do it. It’s just a few words. 

“Yanfei, I—” Yelan turns back, but the words fizzle out on her tongue as she watches Shenhe carefully lower Yanfei’s body to the ground, her face frozen in the peaceful smile that only comes from being in the company of cherished ones. “Yanfei?”

“She was putting on a front the whole time,” Shenhe says softly, as if the loudness with which she speaks will lessen the impact of her words. “I have a feeling the medicine was not as effective as she was making it out to be.” A pause. Then, as if she can’t believe it herself, Shenhe mutters, “Archons, she was right. I was hugging her corpse.”

Yelan looks down at the peaceful—pleased? Content?—expression on Yanfei’s face and realises nothing else in the world can ever hope to replace the Yanfei-shaped hole in her heart, nor can it bring her friend back. In the face of death, trust is nothing.

***

The world begins again with a scream so raw it tears Yelan’s throat to shreds.
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