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    Life during Liyue’s peacetime feels so far away, now that Yanfei is standing at the edge of the war camp, looking out across the grassy plain. They’ve only been gone for, what, a week? Two? And she’s already homesick, not only for her small apartment but also her little office at the very top of the Legal Consultancies Department Building, with a grand view of the harbour and her collection of tea and the thrifted furniture Yelan has claimed for her own taking up the space at the back.

The tents are arranged in strict military fashion, all plain with no trimmings and in neat rows; the Millelith soldiers’ nearest to the battlefront and the leaders’—the Qixing, the Traveller, and the adepti—furthest away, right next to the strategy tent that can be seen from any location on camp. Yanfei knows it’s the hierarchy of things, plain and simple, but it still bothers her that even when the lives of the Liyuens at their back are at stake, they aren’t equals.

“Hey, you.” Yelan approaches, her boots crunching the soil underneath, and Yanfei turns to greet her friend with a smile.

“You’re safe! And back! But mostly safe.”

“Of course I am, silly. Do you have such little faith in my abilities?”

Yanfei frowns. “Yelan, you’re still as mortal as the next human.”

“Yes, yes, I can die easily, I know, I know. Thank you for your concern, but I’ll be fine.”

Yanfei isn’t convinced, of course, but she never is, so she lets it slide, like she always does. Yelan is perfectly capable of handling herself, but when around her friends, she tends to take on a self-sacrificial air. Yanfei couldn’t possibly live with herself if Yelan died protecting her. “At any rate, why are you here? I thought you were in a meeting with the Qixing.”  Meeting  is a nice way of saying  war council , but perhaps if Yanfei denies the fact a little longer, everything will solve itself.

“Oh. Right. About that,” Yelan says, absently fiddling with the bracelet on her wrist, “they want me on the frontline.”

Yanfei silently takes note of the implied order. “And I suppose Shenhe’s going with you,” she muses, recalling that her other elusive friend had slipped by just now.

“She eavesdropped on us and barged in to volunteer, yes…” Yelan trails off, as if waiting for Yanfei to say something. Yanfei sees no reason in defying their long-standing unspoken agreement to speak their minds.

“Am I coming with you?”

“Yanfei, with all due respect, you’re a legal consultant.” Yelan purses her lips and lets her hands drop to her sides. “I can’t in good faith drag you right into the middle of a bloodbath.”

And there it is, laid out bare between the both of them. The crux of the problem is the fact that Yanfei is a  legal consultant  , and not a  foot soldier  , or a  member of the Qixing  , and certainly not a  spymaster  . She’s not a fighter; she never has been. But her contract with  Ba  was to help maintain Liyue’s peace, by her own personal definition. If that now means having to fight for Liyue with her hands and not her words, surely they’ll let her? Yanfei voices her thoughts to Yelan, who simply shakes her head in surrender.

“Look, Yanfei, I admire you a lot. I really do. But you have to understand the risks you’ll be taking here—”

“—screw the risks, Yelan! For Archons’ sake, do you really think I’m going to let you and Shenhe head out there to the front without me? I’m your  friend , even if you have yet to officiate your end of this relationship. Us to the end, or have you forgotten the very first promise you made with us?”

“Yanfei, it’s not about our promise—”

“—but it is!” Yanfei glares up into Yelan’s face, meeting her friend’s worried gaze with a certain fury in her eyes. “You don’t get to decide where I go, Yelan.  I  do. And I choose to come here, to fight with you—to fight by your side—so don’t you  dare  try to talk me into staying behind. And for the record, you aren’t leaving Shenhe behind, either. You’re not leaving either of us behind; whether you like it or not,  we’re coming with you .”

“Archons. Fine, Yanfei,  fine . You win. I’ll tell Ningguang you’re coming with us, so she won’t dispatch you elsewhere, but..” Yelan sighs, cutting herself off, and runs a hand through her hair. “Archons have mercy. I shouldn’t be letting you do this. If you get hurt—”

“—then it’s on me. You can’t save everyone, Yelan, and you can’t protect everyone, either. So let me take care of myself.” Yanfei knows that she can’t possibly keep up with her friends in a prolonged fight, but she trusts that her adeptal blood—worth much more than every Mora coin in the whole of Teyvat in wartime—will keep her mostly out of danger. Of course, it is no reason to become complacent, but Yanfei will reach for any chance to assure herself that she’ll survive. That they’ll  all  survive, Vision-holder or otherwise.

“Okay. Fine.” Yelan huffs an exasperated laugh, as if trying to decide which emotion she should show and settling for both. “You expend no effort in conversations like this, and yet I feel like I’ve just lost a trial. You’re great like that, you know?”

“Are you trying to tell me goodbye without telling me goodbye?” Yanfei asks quizzically. “Because if so, there are  much  better and subtle ways to do it.”

“No, Yanfei, I’m just trying to tell you how much I’m going to miss you when you die,” Yelan says drily, her right hand sneaking to the nearby fencepost and subtly knocking on it thrice. “Of  course  I’m just trying to express my appreciation for your continued existence and presence in my life.”

“Oh! That makes a lot more sense. Thank you for the attempt at verbalising your emotions. You’ve gotten a lot better since the first time we met, hehe. I apologise; it appears the notion of war has addled my brain,” Yanfei says, far too cheerfully for a situation as sombre as this. At the back of her mind, she wonders if she should tone it down. After all, the battlefield is no place for jokes.  Ba surely won’t approve, but perhaps Yelan and Shenhe have different views. Maybe they’ll enjoy a bit of comedy while they rip into the throats of their enemies and plunge blades into guts and—

Okay. Maybe not.

“Well, the war waits for no one, and neither does our beloved Tianquan. I need to go tell her of our arrangement before she retreats for the night. You should hurry to the mess hall before everyone else takes the good food  and  the seats. Trust me, if you’re at the end of the queue, it’s not worth it anymore. Shenhe should be there already; I asked her to grab plates for us both before I came to find you.” Yelan turns on her heel, about to stalk off, then changes her mind and throws one final suggestion over her shoulder. “Oh, and Yanfei? If I were you, I’d drop by the blacksmiths to pick up a sword.”

***

“ Baobei  , that is  not  how you hold the sword,”  Ba  said again, reaching out to gently correct Yanfei’s grip. “You’d sooner shatter your wrist than plunge this into the enemy.”

“I don’t understand why I have to learn this,” Yanfei grumbled, adjusting her hands. “Can I not just chuck fireballs at the enemy? If there even  is  an enemy?” She’d only just received her Vision, and already she found herself relying on it to complete even the smallest of tasks, like lighting the stove to make dinner. “Did we not sign a contract for me to live happily, by my definitions? I’m not very happy doing this.”

“Don’t be silly,  baobei  . You never know when Liyue will be thrown into war again.”  Ba ’s face was unusually frazzled as he spoke, advancing on Yanfei with quick strikes of his wooden sword. “If Liyue’s peace—and therefore your happiness—must be kept by fighting, then it is my duty as your father to ensure that you know how to do just that.”

Yanfei found this to be a rather flawed argument, but she held her tongue and parried the blows as she had been so patiently taught.  Ba  rarely gave her this much of his attention; she would simply cherish it for as long as it lasted. Her happiness could be found in the spare moments when they weren’t officials working for the Qixing in tandem (in her case, interning), but rather father and daughter. At any rate, sparring wasn’t as bad as she made it out to be with her complaining. It was nice to have an avenue to expend the last dregs of her energy after spending nearly all her waking hours slogging away at the office, filing documents for future reference and redirecting evidence papers to where they actually had to go, instead of being dumped in one pile in the main room.

“ Ba , I was just wondering,” Yanfei began, stepping back and ducking under a wide sweep of her father’s sword. “Why do we go to war in the first place, if all that comes out of it is death and a hollow victory?”

He gave her a pitying look. “You are lucky to be one of the children of Liyue’s peacetime. In the days of the old wars, the people never slept easy—they always had one hand on a blade and the other on their children. Their bags were never unpacked and food never strayed far from the staples: miserable rations of rice, wilting vegetables, and whatever meat you could get your hands on, you took. Even if it was from a dead stray.”

Yanfei grimaced at the clinical way  Ba  narrated life in war, as if people hadn’t suffered and died because of it. But that was the point, wasn’t it? To avoid feeling sympathy, or worse—guilt for surviving, when so many others hadn’t—you had to detach yourself from it all, or you would crumple.

“But we won, right? And there was peace.”

“Oh,  baobei , you must understand this fundamental ideal: peace can only be peace if everyone agrees to it.”

***

“So, we’re fighting for peace, right?” Yanfei asks, tagging at Yelan’s heels as they make their way to the other end of the mess tent, where Shenhe’s white hair stands out amongst the countless heads of the Millelith soldiers, their black hair shorn close to the scalp and trimmed neatly. Despite her friend’s protests, she’d followed Yelan all the way to the strategy tent, then to the blacksmith to order a sword, and then to dinner. “Right?”

Yelan scoffs, expertly twisting her body to avoid a collision with a soldier, then replies in as low a tone as she can in a tent as noisy as this one, “If only it were that simple. No, we’re also fighting to eradicate the monsters once and for all.”

“Is that really going to work?”

Yelan looks at Yanfei like she’s asking if they can scoop the moon from a lake at midnight with a pail. “Of course not. It’s a fool’s hope. But here, we are all fools.”

“Okay. Sure. Fools.” Yanfei makes it to the table first and slides onto the bench next to Shenhe, then pulls one of the two waiting trays towards her and begins to eat. The soup is cold and bland, and the rice is undercooked—with a pang, Yanfei realises just how far from home she really is. The trek to the battlefield hadn’t been the worst part, as she had initially feared. Waiting is.

“The monsters are powerful at night,” Yelan lectures, sitting opposite them and claiming her own tray. “We’ll take this time to fortify our borders and dispatch night patrols, who’ll watch the lines in shifts. And when it’s daytime, we’ll fight.”

“And they don’t attack when we’re all asleep?”

Yelan narrows her eyes. “Well, they can’t, according to international law. But I’ve also rigged sensors for that, under Ningguang’s orders. Once they enter a certain range, it’ll send the alarms blaring and then you’ll really wish you stayed home. At any rate, just stick to us—we’ll watch your back.”

“As will I.” Yanfei spoons more rice into her mouth, ignoring the way the grains crack as she chews. So this is how war tastes. She’s glad that she has the chance to experience what the Liyuens of the past had to go through—commemorating them by name alone has never been enough—even if it means being at the warfront.

This, too, is her war.

“It’s not too late to turn back,” Shenhe says. Her hands are folded primly in her lap, and her gaze is fixed to a spot on the table directly in front of her. “No one, least of all us, will hold it against you if you go home.”

“And leave you both here to fight a war that’s as much mine as it’s yours?” Yanfei scowls. “I think the hell not. I would rather not repeat my arguments, but if I must convince you too…”

“I am merely concerned for your safety.” Shenhe shrugs, the movements reminiscent of Yelan’s when she said the same thing. “If war is what you want, however, then by all means, stay. I will fight by your side.”

Indignance fires Yanfei’s temper, and she struggles to maintain her cool. “ My  safety? What about yours? You’re not some random piece in Liyue Millenial to be used as a sacrifice for the ultimate victory, you know; you’re someone who will be missed if you  die  . So don’t you  dare  think of your life as lesser than mine—it’s not. And I won’t  ever  let you forget that for as long as I live.”

“That is very sweet of you,” Shenhe says, turning to look at Yanfei with something that can only be fondness. “But my life was forfeit the moment I ran the comb through my hair. I am a pawn of Liyue; the rest is insignificant. So allow me to be your protector—”

“—you’re not  anything  except my  friend  ,” Yanfei cuts Shenhe off. “I recognise that you were raised by the adepti, and I understand that you haven’t lived as a regular Liyuen since you were a child. But that means  nothing  here, okay? At this table, you’re just Shenhe. Around us, you’re just a friend of Yelan, and a friend of mine. That’s all there is to it.”

They fall into silence, and Yelan pointedly looks away when Yanfei turns her gaze towards the spymaster. “Don’t think this doesn’t apply to you too, Yelan,” she huffs. “I’ve seen the look on your face every time I even  imply  fighting in the war. I’ve already agreed to it, and besides, none of us are going to die on you, so rest assured. Even if that were the case”—here she taps the table superstitiously—“it still won’t be your fault.”

Yelan harrumphs. “As long as we can all go home together, I suppose.”

***

“ Ba !” Yanfei jumped out of her seat on the couch and ran to hug her father as he stepped into the house, avoiding the bag of groceries he held with his arm. “You’re finally back.”

“Have you been waiting long?”  Ba  asked, reaching to set the food down on a table before picking Yanfei up and spinning her around in an uncharacteristically tender move—one she hadn’t experienced since she turned ten.

“No,” Yanfei lied. “I only just got back from the office myself.”

“My little liar.” He tapped Yanfei on the nose and set her down, wincing as he massaged his back with a hand. “Ready for another round?”

Yanfei bounced on her toes and grinned up at him in reply. She’d been waiting all day, from the moment she’d gotten up to the moment she’d returned from another day of filing papers. “Bring it on! I’m going to beat you this time, I know it.”

 Ba  laughed and patted her head fondly. “Of course you will. You know this city’s streets better than anyone else.”

=========

Yanfei crouched, her fingertips grazing the ground as she got ready to run. This late at night, no one traversed the streets, which meant it was the perfect time for her favourite game:  the way home  .  Ba  had blindfolded her and carried her on his back to the starting point, where she’d had a minute to figure out where she was and chart the fastest route home. Then he’d put the blindfold back on her and would start the timer in a bit, tracking her all the while.

Today, he’d dropped her off right at the entrance to the harbour. It would have been a long run had she not already figured out shortcuts of her own. He tapped her shoulder gently— get ready  —then blew his whistle. Yanfei took off, her feet flying first over wooden boards and then smooth stone as she sprinted towards home,  Ba  huffing along right behind her. Yanfei counted down the steps and directions as she navigated Liyue blind, with only the map in her head and her even, measured steps to guide her.

The stairs had always been the hardest part. Flat, straight pathways posed no issue, but the distance between steps could easily be misjudged and send her tumbling. Yanfei had taken to practising whenever she could, and now she climbed them faster than she ever had, one hand on the rail for balance.

“Time!” Yanfei whispered as soon as her hand made contact with the door of their apartment. She undid the blindfold and turned to grin triumphantly at  Ba , who was bent double trying to catch his breath.

“You win,” he gasped, the whistle dangling loosely from his fingers. “Just shy of four minutes.”

Yanfei pumped her arms in the air and did a celebratory dance.

“And that means…we won’t be playing anymore?”

“What?” Yanfei looked incredulously at  Ba , her movements slowing to a stop. “But you can’t! This is our game! We play it every week!”

“I’m sorry,  baobei , but we must. You’re growing up; it won’t do to hold on so tightly to childhood pleasures. Besides, I’m growing old. These legs just don’t work like they used to.” He patted his thighs to prove his point, even though the human forms of adepti never really did seem to age beyond physical appearances. “It was fun while it lasted, right? You’ll have these moments with you forever.”

“But I didn’t care about beating the time,  Ba  . I never did,” Yanfei said, her voice wavering as she struggled to hold back her tears. “I just wanted to be with you.”  You’re lying to me, and I don’t know why. You can tell me everything! We have forever and a day—you can’t die .

***

“You can’t die. It’s easy for you to say.” Yelan finishes off her food and stacks the empty trays together as she speaks. “At any rate, don’t worry. It’s us to the end, no matter what. You can drag us back from the dead if we really end up there.” She stands and melts into the crowd to return the trays, leaving Yanfei alone with Shenhe.

The legal consultant takes the opportunity to study her friend closely. Despite Shenhe’s composed posture and blank face, Yanfei spots the telltale signs of fatigue and stress in the way she presses her lips ever so slightly against each other and how she arranges her hands in her lap—instead of them resting atop each other, they sit loosely in her lap, ready to snatch up a weapon at a moment’s notice.

“Don’t look at my hands, Yanfei,” Shenhe says after a pause. “Everyone else already does that, thinking I’m going to murder them next. You could at least pick another place to stare.”

“Are you sure you want this?” Yanfei asks instead. After all, Shenhe isn’t a  true  adeptus. She’s bound by no contracts to fight on Liyue’s behalf. Neither is Yanfei, but she ignores the little voice telling her to give up; to go home. Now, home is wherever Yelan and Shenhe are—  Ba  had left for Qingce Village years ago, leaving behind a single pressed red spider lily and a note—and if that’s at the warfront, then she’ll be there, too.

“It is in my blood,” Shenhe answers, casting her gaze downwards. There is no need to make clear what she refers to—they both know. “Better to release it here, where nobody will mind so long as I keep it to the enemies, rather than in the city, against my own friends.”

“You wouldn’t ever hurt us,” Yanfei rebutts. “I refuse to believe it. You control those strings, not the other way round.”

“The adepti’s bindings will not last forever,” Shenhe whispers, clenching her hands into fists. “I can already feel them slipping. Someday, I will lose control. I can only pray that you and Yelan will stop me before then.”

Yanfei thinks of her hands, stained with Shenhe’s blood. She tries to picture Yelan with an outstretched hand bearing a blade, its other end embedded in Shenhe’s chest. She  can’t .

“Don’t say that! You won’t lose control. I’ll make sure you don’t.”

“You don’t even bear a fraction of their powers, Yanfei. How could you ever hope to stop me?”

“We’ll find a way to keep it back—to suppress it somehow. I promise. I’ll never leave you behind, Shenhe—not even to save my own life.”

=========

Night passes without incident, but Yanfei wakes to the sound of crashing cymbals and Ningguang’s voice projected throughout camp, repeating the same words over and over until they meld into an indecipherable blur in her ears.  Prepare for war.  She rolls over and wriggles out of her sleeping bag, careful not to jostle Shenhe’s sleeping body as she crouches by the tent flap and peeks outside to watch the commotion. Soldiers scramble past, their boots kicking up mud as they hurry to their positions. Even from here, Yanfei can see the line at the edge of the camp expand and swell to accommodate the reporting soldiers.

“Tell them to shut up,” Shenhe grumbles hoarsely behind her. “The sun is barely up. It is far too early for this.”

“Shenhe, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but it’s a war. Get up or get killed.”

“Archons, Yanfei, you sound just like Yelan. Why did she ever let you tag along?”

“No one wants to try and argue with me after I’ve made a decision, and it’s us to the end, remember? Now hurry up, or Yelan will kill  both  of us.” Yanfei scrambles to buckle her sword to her belt—she’d gone to bed dressed in the clothes assigned to every other foot soldier, the only thing marking her as a civilian volunteer the red strip of fabric sewn over her breast pocket—and hastily checks that her Vision is attached securely before exiting the tent with Shenhe on her heels.

Yanfei grabs her friend’s hand and, without waiting for any sort of assent or giving a warning, drags her along as she darts through the crowd, searching for Yelan’s signature asymmetrical cut and blue hair. It only takes the liberal use of elbows to get to the front where she spots the spymaster, her prized jacket exchanged for a heavy coat, marching down the line of gathering soldiers and shouting orders.

“You, over there! Find your lieutenant and tell him to submit the squad’s attendance to the general! And you—what are you doing here? Division Seven’s all the way at the other end; you got the directions wrong!” Yelan turns and spots Yanfei and Shenhe, and her face brightens for a fraction of a second. “Yanfei! Shenhe! You can just try to stay out of everyone’s way for now while they head to their positions. I’ll find you both later.”

“I thought you were the spymaster,” Yanfei teases in a low tone. “What are you doing here, showing your face and revealing your voice to everyone?”

Yelan sniffs. “Faces and voices need to be disguised on missions anyway, so don’t worry yourself over it. Ningguang decided this at the last minute; I was only informed when I got up and was about to go fetch you two. Worst comes to worst, if someone really does recognise me, I will only be the owner of a gambling house, and I’d like to keep it that way.” She raises her voice again and yells more instructions, a hand shooing Yanfei and Shenhe to the side, far enough away to avoid being trampled.

Shenhe toys with her polearm—a heavy customised one, commissioned and designed by Yelan herself as a gift, and far more resistant to Cryo than a regular Millelith-issue halberd—as she watches Yelan stride through the swarm of soldiers purposefully, cutting a swatch across an otherwise disorganised group. “I worry for her.”

“We all do.” Yanfei’s office has practically become Yelan’s home, with the way the spymaster once decided to use it as the base for her local operations on a mission and then never removed her things, even after moving into Yanfei’s apartment. “Sometimes I wonder if she even knows that other people care if she lives or dies.”

“Perhaps it does not matter to her as much anymore,” Shenhe suggests. “After all, she has seen her friends die and had no way to save them. That breaks you—it is a miracle she has not yet shipped us both back to Liyue Harbour.”

“Yelan always keeps her promises.” Yanfei smiles grimly as the shouting quietens to loud orders and the shoving calms to polite nudges. “If there’s one thing you can trust about Yelan, it’s that she’ll always keep her word.”

“I fear for the day when something beyond her control leads her to break her word, then.” Shenhe watches stoically as Yelan throws her arms into the air in defeat and storms off, leaving the chastised soldier to slink into line. “Either it shatters her for good, or it makes her realise that sometimes, we are simply too insignificant in the grand scheme of things. Maybe both. I can only hope that by then, we’ll be ready to catch her.”

***

“Ready for your big day?”  Ba  asked, a rare smile gracing his weathered face.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Yanfei answered, anxiously adjusting the sash at her waist, tugging on it until the bow sat at a perfect angle. In a few hours, she would finally become a registered legal consultant, and then the real work would begin. Yanfei fluffed her hair and frowned, wondering if combing it flat would make her look more professional, and less like an adeptus’ daughter playing at a game of Mortal.

“Then you’re also ready for this gift.”  Ba  produced a box out of nowhere and handed it carefully to Yanfei. “Your mother made it and told me to keep it for the day when you embarked on your life’s journey. I think this counts, no?”

Yanfei accepted the box and lifted the lid, revealing a hat resting on a bed of thin paper. A handwritten letter had been placed on top, and Yanfei set the gift down on the table to read it.


   To Feifei, my beautiful daughter: 


 I trust that your  Ba  has told you why he withheld this gift from you until now. Today, I’m sure, will mark the final turn on your life’s path; henceforth you will be fighting for a single cause. And I know—for you are  my  beloved child—that whatever it may, it is a noble one. 


   I wish you nothing but great health and success, Feifei. You always had such a loveable spirit and brilliant mind; I hope you never lose either of those things. My only regret is not being able to celebrate today with you, but I will always hold you in my heart. 



   With all my love, 



   Mama 


Yanfei placed the letter on the table—she could shed tears over it later—and carefully took the hat out of the box. It was clearly crafted by  Mama  ’s hands—small imperfections dotted the item where her hands had trembled as she worked—but that only made Yanfei love it more.  Mama  had always been better at selling goods than making them, and hand-sewing a hat could not have been an easy task.

She ran a hand over the hat, feeling the fabric go from stiff and rough to the smooth strip of golden silk that accentuated the edges and must have cost a fortune. A tassel and ingot dangled at the edge; Yanfei let out a little laugh.  Mama  did love her tokens of prosperity. It pleased Yanfei to know that she’d always have this one habit of  Mama ’s with her whenever she wore the hat.

“Do you like it?”  Ba  asked. He waited nervously, as if Yanfei’s answer could be anything but.

“Oh, I love it,” Yanfei whispered reverently. “It’s perfect.” She set the hat on her head, then tugged at her hair again before striding to the mirror by the door and studying her face. “Let’s go.”

=========

Yanfei accepted her certification of legitimacy wearing  Mama  ’s hat, and she never once left for work without it. Perhaps it had become her lucky charm; perhaps it was just her way of including  Mama  in her life once again. Either way, Yanfei enjoyed a wildly successful career, and the relative bliss lasted until Yelan’s missive to Ningguang found its way to her office desk.


   War is coming. You’d do best to prepare Liyue for the inevitable. 


Yanfei checked the handwriting against all the other notes she’d saved, then silently tidied the office up. If war was coming, Yelan would be at the front, heading the battle on behalf of the Qixing. Yanfei would see to it that her friend survived—that  everyone  survived—and ensure that no one broke any laws along the way. She would also prefer not to return to a messy, dusty working space—the trial courts were bad enough as it was.

***

A war council, Yanfei quickly realises, is really just like a trial. All the people of importance gather at a table to argue, their subordinates quietly waiting by the side and taking notes for future reference. Yelan sits at the very edge, to Ningguang’s left, her jaw clenched as she ignores the pointed gazes of the commanders in charge of each division.

“My lady, I just want to know why this…unknown person is sitting at the table,” one says. “She’s not a part of the Qixing, but neither is she a general I recognise.”

“I was unaware that generals were allowed to question the legitimacy of my handpicked people,” Ningguang counters without a single glance at her spymaster. Yanfei retreats farther back into the shadows behind her friend, lest someone else spot her antlers and choose her as their target.

“Of course not, my lady. I was merely curious.”

“Well, then, allow me to satiate your curiosity. Yelan, you have my permission.”

In a flash, Yelan is out of her seat and on the other side of the table, the general suddenly toppling from his chair and to the ground, where he is pinned by a blade to his neck.

“That’s enough!” Ningguang says sharply. “I implied that you could scare him, not kill him. Stand  down .”

Yelan retreats to her seat, her gaze still fixed on the quivering general as he reclaims his spot at the table. Sometimes, Yanfei forgets that Yelan isn’t just her friend—she’s also one of the most dangerous people in Liyue, in charge of dispatching those Ningguang has deemed an annoyance, and guardian of the region’s deepest secrets. Getting on her bad side is a death sentence, and this general has just signed his warrant.

“Let this be a warning to all of you. If I catch any sort of discrimination or assault going on, verbal or otherwise, I will not hesitate to replace you with someone else who will obey me without question. Is that understood?”

“Yes, my lady!” The generals raise their hands in a stiff salute, and Yanfei has to stifle a laugh at the sheer ridiculousness of it all. They are  warring  —she can hear the clash of metal against scales and  screams , both human and not, right outside their tent—and yet these generals are here, still trying to one-up each other and halfheartedly prodding tokens representing the armies across a board.

What a waste. Yanfei should have convinced Yelan to skip the meeting and just lead her and Shenhe into battle.

“Our goal is to drive them back,” Ningguang says amicably, as if she hasn’t just threatened replacement for defiance of orders. “This means that we are in a defensive war. My spymasters and scouts will routinely send in reports of their numbers; you will take care of those in your assigned areas. We  must  outlast them. Do whatever it takes to get all of us through this.”

“My lady, pardon me for asking, but what happens if we fail?”

Ningguang throws the general a hard look. “Failure is not an option. If you fail, we die. Liyue dies. But I’m glad you asked. Tonight, select squads will carry out the first phase of our final plan.” She selects one of the scrolls stacked on the table and unfolds it. Against her better judgement, Yanfei leans over to look.

“This is a design imported from Fontaine and graciously amended by a Knight of Favonius to suit the materials we had on hand,” Ningguang explains. “It will be dispatched from a high location and its area of impact will cover around two thirds of the battlefield in total, although the immediate range is much smaller. Our squads will prepare the fuses and rigging, as well as safe houses at specified locations within the immediate effective range. Beyond that, it will be up to the soldiers to escape when the signal is given.”

“If they don’t make it in time?”

Ningguang shrugs. “The casualties of war.”

“You’re dropping explosives on  our own people  .” Yanfei loses the battle within her mind and raises her voice as she steps closer to the table. Heads turn, questioning gazes in everyone’s eyes. Here, she’s only Yelan’s subordinate, and subordinates don’t speak unless spoken to, but Yanfei cannot let this slide. “There are always casualties in war, yes. But those are caused by the  enemy  . Not because  we  dropped explosives on them.”

Ningguang gives her a pitying look. “I understand the basis of your reasoning, Yanfei, but this is war, not a courtroom. Listen to what is happening outside. Do you think I enjoy sacrificing the lives of our soldiers so the rest of our people will live to see another era of peace?”

“It sure looks like it, my lady,” Yanfei says curtly. Yelan gives her a warning glare, but she can’t stop now.  Won’t  stop. “You’re just leading soldiers to their deaths, dangling the promise of peace before them and telling them to keep fighting when you know they’ll die because of you. There’s no point instilling loyalty if you’ll just betray them, my lady. Besides, friendly fire is heavily frowned upon in the Universal Code for Modern Warfare and Conflict, Volume Five, Section H, Addendum IV. And it goes against the average person’s moral code, too.”

“Who’s this, Miss Yelan? Your walking encyclopaedia?” a general sneers. “Has no one thought to inform her that moral codes don’t apply in war?”

“You take that back this instant,” Yelan hisses. “She is better than you will ever b—”

“There is no place for softheartedness in a war council. Tell your little friend to know her place—”

“Quiet, you two!” Ningguang thunders. “I will  not  tolerate such behaviour. Yelan, you should know better than to provoke a fight, even if it is to defend an ally. Yanfei, if you disapprove of what you hear in this tent, consider yourself released of your duties as a subordinate. Someone else will take Yelan’s notes instead. And you, General, should watch your words. We have a common goal here. Act like it. This council is adjourned—go out there and  fight . This war has only just begun.”

=========

“I’m sorry,” Yanfei says, allowing Yelan to lead her through the camp, away from the battlefield. “I shouldn’t have spoken out of turn.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Yelan answers heavily. “You had a point, but this is war. I think following your moral code will only turn out to be more of a liability than anything else.”

“But it’s…no, never mind. Forget it.” Yanfei doesn’t want to fight when her friends can die at any moment.

“You should rest for today. Shenhe and I will be fine, since the enemy didn’t send out the full army. I think they want to check our numbers before picking us all off tomorrow, when we head to the front together. Are you still sure about this?”

“Yes.”

“If you say so, Yanfei,” Yelan sighs. “Here, we’ve reached your tent. Go and sleep; you’re not going to get much of it after today, if at all.”

***

Yanfei woke to an unnaturally quiet house, as if the stillness of the morning had penetrated the windows and silenced everything. She cautiously hopped off her bed and padded to the living room, expecting to see  Ba  curled up on the couch, dozing softly with a heavy book on his chest.

“ Ba  ?” The living room was empty, the normally-untouched display cabinet’s doors left slightly ajar. Yanfei’s school trophies and certificates had been left alone, but  Ba ’s treasured collection of ornamental teacups and antique trinkets was gone, the only sign of them having existed at all the dust-free spots along the shelf.

“ Ba  ?” The bedroom was empty, the mattress stripped of its covers and assortment of pillows for his aching back. Yanfei checked the closet—devoid of items; the battered tin box where he kept his small stash of spare money gone. The little framed photograph of him on his wedding day, looking lovingly down at  Mama  ’s beaming face with one hand protectively at her waist, sat on the weathered chest of drawers, mocking Yanfei.  You wish you knew why he left, didn’t you? Left just like  Mama  ; left just like everyone else. 

“ Ba  !” Yanfei wasn’t particularly worried about living alone; she’d done it before, when  Ba  disappeared into the bowels of Jueyun Karst to do what he only ever called “adepti things”. But for as long as she’d lived, he was the only home she knew. His disappearance now left her detached and helpless—if there was no  Ba , then she had no one to live for.

His cup was drying on the counter, turned upside down and still bearing droplets of water from when he washed it clean. He’d drunk his coffee without going—somehow, that hurt even more, for he hadn’t even bothered to give her a proper goodbye. Yanfei was about to return to her bedroom—she’d lost her appetite—when she caught a glimpse of red on the small folding table they kept in the corner for the rare times when they could have lunch at home instead of at the office.

The red blossomed into a flower as Yanfei approached, acting as a useless paperweight for the letter underneath. With trembling hands, Yanfei moved the flower aside and unfolded the paper, revealing  Ba ’s spidery handwriting, marred by splashes of ink from his treasured fountain pen.


   Feifei: 


 By now you must have realised that I’ve left.   I never wanted our relationship to end this way   I thought that this would benefit us both in the long run. You’ve got a bright future ahead of you, Feifei, and I’m only going to get in the way of that. My ideals are outdated, and I fear I can no longer keep up with the times. 

 I wish I had the chance to apologise in person   I’m sorry I didn’t say goodbye in person. I know this is the coward’s way out, but your  Ba  is a coward through and through. I indulged myself in fantasies that had no chance of coming true, and in the process I gave you false hope, letting you think that we would lead a perfect life. 


   I’ve gone to Qingce Village. I’m only telling you so you know that I haven’t walked off a cliff to my death yet. Please, don’t come and find me. Let this be where we part, however badly. You are the light of my life—I do not wish to also be the one to shatter you. Remember all that I have taught you, and go forth and impart them to the rest of the world. 



   Forgive me, Yanfei. 


Ba

Yanfei picked the flower up and twirled it between her fingers. It looked comically like the silk flowers that bloomed at Yujing Terrace, with numerous slim petals that curled upwards and outwards in a soft arc.

“That’s it,  Ba  ? Not even a goodbye for your dearest daughter?” Yanfei asked the letter in her hand. “All those years, and not even a ‘sorry’?” She laughed slowly, sinking to the floor and pressing her back to the cool wall. It was a fever dream—a hallucination. It had to be. They were a  team  . Father and daughter;  Ba  and Feifei. Them against everyone else, and he couldn’t even give her a proper farewell.

Fools. They were both fools.

The letter folded and crushed in Yanfei’s hand; the stem of the spider lily snapped.

***

It isn’t supposed to end this way.

Yanfei has to laugh at the absurdity of it all. They’d started out strong, but of course they had; sleep is the most valued commodity in war. Shenhe had drifted away, if only so she could unleash more power. Yelan had remained close by, but Yanfei knows it had only been out of concern for her own safety.

How had they gotten separated so quickly? She struggles to piece the events of the day together, but the pain in her chest is going to  kill  her, and Archons, it  hurts  . Shenhe is still crouched over her, desperately tying bandages around her chest and pulling more from the emergency kit stashed in the safe zone, but it isn’t enough. It’s never going to be enough, and Shenhe’s hands are stained with her blood, and Archons, how did they even  get  to this point?

“Shenhe.” Even speaking has become an ordeal. Yanfei never wants to go to war again, even if it means breaking the contract. “Shenhe,  stop .”

“No,  no , I need to keep you alive, I—”

“—it’s over, Shenhe.” Yanfei tries to laugh, but it just becomes a cough that tears at her throat. “I’m done for.”  And Yelan is Archons-know-where, so I might not even see her one more time . “Save the bandages for whoever stumbles in next.”

They both know there won’t be anyone else. Somehow, Yanfei and Shenhe had fought until they were right under the agreed-upon location for the Qixing’s weapon, and the walls of the safe zone had shook with such force when it had dropped that Yanfei had been flung to the middle of the already cramped room. The other soldiers—dead from their reopened wounds—have been arranged in a neat row by the door, courtesy of Shenhe’s shaking hands.

“You can’t die,” Shenhe says, and it’s like a plea to the gods who will care to listen. (But no one will care; Yanfei is a nobody, after all.) “You  can’t  ,” she says again, and it’s like a second shot to the heart, with the way her voice cracks as she begs to the unswerving, merciless stone that makes up the denizens of Celestia. “You can’t, you can’t  you can’t ,” she screams, but no one hears. No one but Yanfei, and Yanfei, for all her brilliant mind and sharp wit, can’t find a way out of this situation.

“I can,” Yanfei whispers, and the admittance snaps something between them. It’s only two words, both of them innocuous and easily overlooked, but here, surrounded by the dead and the blood of monsters alike, it’s a final stab with a dagger; it’s a sip of poison. It’s the end of everything they have ever known and their first look at the uncertainty of the future. “I can, Shenhe. I’m sorry.”

“No,  I’m  sorry,” her friend whispers, crawling over to sit next to her. Shenhe’s pristine hair is now matted with blood, and she holds her left arm close to her chest even as she reaches for Yanfei’s with her right. “I should have protected you better.”

“Protecting me isn’t your job, silly. Neither is it Yelan’s. You two fall over yourselves keeping me out of danger so constantly that I have to wonder if you’ve ever considered that you could get hurt too. Just look at yourself now.” Yanfei squeezes Shenhe’s hand weakly. “Please, don’t blame yourself. It will only make everything worse.”  It will only make saying goodbye that much more painful. 

“You’ve given up, then,” Shenhe says faintly. “You’re going to die.”

“Well, I’m going to die eventually, you know. I’m not immortal, contrary to what everyone thinks.”

“You are also supposed to live longer than me and Yelan, so please, Yanfei, don’t die on us.”

“Ah…I’m afraid that’s not possible anymore, Shenhe.” Yanfei winces as she thinks of the bullet ripping a hole into her heart before she had had a chance to react and now the reason why her adepti lineage cannot heal the open wound. “There’s no poison in the bullet, but while it’s in my heart, I can’t heal or stop the bleeding.”

“Then we will take it out,” Shenhe answers stubbornly. “I’ll find a way.”

“Well, isn’t the whole point of warfare to kill the other side? I think they’re doing quite well, all things considered. Perhaps we should learn some lessons from them…”

“I just wish for you to remain alive.” Shenhe leans on Yanfei’s shoulder, and they stay that way through the night.

=========

Yanfei dreams.

She dreams of the familiar feeling of a blindfold obscuring her vision, of the rough wood under her fingertips, and of the wind that chases her down well-traversed streets. She dreams of a whistle, sounding overly loud in a sleeping city, and she dreams of footsteps following her at every turn.

When she takes the blindfold off, one hand still on the door, it’s not  Ba  who waits with a pleased smile, but Yelan, who looks proud and impressed in equal measure. She turns, and Shenhe gives her an approving nod, holding up three slender fingers. Just over three minutes—her fastest yet. Yanfei leads them all into the apartment and pours them tea, the weak lantern light illuminating their faces with a ghostly glow.

Yanfei dreams.

She dreams of exchanging letters with Shenhe, who prefers to stay in the wilds of Liyue, by way of a hidden nook under the bridge at Chihu Rock, of knowing the exact moment when Yelan is back from another of her missions, of leaving dinner at the back of her office and keeping it warm for the spymaster with her Pyro Vision.

Yelan slips into the office quietly and heads to her corner, furnished with two large beanbags and enough cabinets to hold all her mission files, where she unloads all her equipment and drags Yanfei out for dinner at Wanmin. They share a bowl of fish stew (super-extra Guoba spicy) and  siew mai , and when Yanfei is begging for mercy with her eyes, Yelan takes her hand and washes the burning sensation away.

Yanfei dreams.

She dreams not of war, but of laughter, and of contracts fulfilled, however broken they may have started out. She dreams of everything her younger self had hoped for, and then more—a happy family, a large group of friends, and enough cases to settle to the end of her very long days. She dreams of a peace that can only be brokered between individuals, and not nations. She dreams of the simple joy of being  alive .

 Ba  , still living with her, with his slow smile and collection of antiques;  Mama , whose face is but a blur in her memory, with soft hands and a softer voice; Yelan, who still grieves for those lost under her command; Shenhe, who was robbed of a childhood but found her own path to walk; she, Yanfei, living, because it’s always such a great time to be alive.

Yanfei dreams, and perhaps, if she dreams enough, this pain in her heart will go away.

***

The first few days were the hardest. Every morning without  Ba  on the couch felt like another stab to the heart, but Yanfei made herself go through the motions regardless, with the addition of picking up his old habits—collecting the newspaper and watering the potted plants by the door. A week passed with terrifying monotony, and then they turned up at her door.

“Good morning,” Shenhe said sleepily, her shoulders drooping ever so slightly. “I am sorry we turned this early and with no warning. This was not my idea.”

“This was my idea,” Yelan clarified with no remorse. She had a large bag slung over her shoulder, and she carried what looked suspiciously like a folded quilt. “I dragged Shenhe along with me. If you must incinerate someone, at least let it be me.”

“And lose immediately to your Hydro? No, thank you. Please just come in.” Yanfei rubbed the last vestiges of sleep from her eyes and retrieved the keys from under the shoe rack, unlocking the door. Her friends filed in and Yelan headed straight for the guest room, leaving Shenhe to explain why they were in her house at the crack of dawn.

“Yelan figured out your dad left for Qingce a while ago,” Shenhe said, flopping tiredly onto the couch and curling her knees to her chest. Yanfei followed suit, moving cushions aside to make room for Yelan later. “You did not say anything, though, so she just assumed you did not want to tell us.”

“But she told you privately.”

“That she did,” Shenhe confirmed with a faint smile. “I wanted to wait until you told us yourself to act on it, but Yelan already had a plan in mind. She said, and I quote, ‘I’m sick of living in inns and Yanfei’s already providing space for my office whenever I’m in Liyue. Becoming occasional roommates should be no problem at all.’”

Yanfei was at a loss for words. Yelan had always preferred solitude over coexisting with others; it let her be at peace and allowed her no chance at feeling responsible for anyone around her getting hurt. To have her now be willing to move in and share a living space just so home wouldn’t be as lonely…

“I wish you weren’t so nice to me,” Yanfei told Yelan accusingly as her friend emerged from the guest room. “I know you hate sharing spaces with people.”

Yelan shrugged and hopped onto the couch. “Yanfei, I literally have some of Liyue’s biggest secrets gathering dust at the back of your office. It’s a little too late to be worried about sharing spaces now, don’t you think?”

Yanfei flapped her hands around in a meaningless gesture. “But…aren’t you afraid I’ll get hurt at home and then blame yourself for being there?”

Her friend laughed. Surprised by the rare burst of emotion, Yanfei almost missed Yelan’s next words. “Oh, Yanfei. I trust you won’t go looking for trouble. For me, that’s more than enough.”

***

“Yelan?” Shenhe suddenly snaps to attention, jostling Yanfei awake in the process.

“Shenhe?” Archons, Yanfei really has to be dreaming. Yelan isn’t coming—she isn’t even anywhere  near  here.  So this is what happens when I’m near death  , Yanfei thinks idly.  Hallucinations of my friend’s voice. Well, I suppose it could be worse .

Unfamiliar light spills over her face, and when the blurry shape in front of her sharpens into Yelan’s face—Yelan, who looks harried and ashen, but  alive —Yanfei thinks she’ll cry from the sheer relief of it, if all her tears hadn’t already been spent biting back the initial pain of getting shot in the heart.

Yelan’s alive. They’re all alive. Against the odds, they’ve  survived .

“Yanfei. Yanfei, can you hear me?” The rest of Yelan’s words are lost to Yanfei, her words sounding as if they’re on the other side of a barrier made of water. Yanfei tries to tell her friend to speak louder, but all that comes out is “mmrf”. That alone sends a fresh wave of pain through her, and Yanfei shifts, letting out a string of curses directed at the first person she can think of: Lady Ningguang, Tianquan of the Qixing and the bane of her existence.

Yelan snaps at her to stay still and forces something bitter down Yanfei’s throat, but she can barely feel the sensation through the pain ripping into her chest and leg.  Staying asleep was better  , she thinks mournfully.  If only I could sleep forever, frozen in time. At least I’ll be alive.  It’s the coward’s way out, but Yanfei cares not for things such as honour and pride. Right now, all she wants is to not be in pain.

Yanfei’s eyes close and open sluggishly of their own accord, and she drifts within the realm of her mind, barely aware of the words she’s struggling to speak so she can reassure Yelan. It hasn’t occurred to her before now that her link to the land of the living is growing weaker by the second, each wavering moment bringing her closer to Death’s door, tottering between one world and the next. What an irony it is, to be the one with adepti blood in her veins, yet the one closest to dying.

“Let’s go,” Yelan says, and regret worms its way into Yanfei’s already-slowing heart, freezing over whatever’s left. “I’ll give you a dose of the painkillers, and then I’ll carry you back to camp—”

Selfishly, Yanfei wishes Yelan would keep quiet. Her head is pounding and everything  hurts  and seeing Yelan’s calculating personality fall apart to reveal her panic is so out of the ordinary that Yanfei has the distinct urge to try and make everything right again, but of course that’s not possible. In the end, the words spill from her mouth in a blur anyway.

“—No. Save it, Yelan,” she whispers. Every moment of her lips feels like pushing against an immovable rock. But for Yelan, she tries. She  has  to. “Save it for someone who will actually survive until then.” By some miracle, she’s successfully concealed the gravest wound from Yelan’s sharp eyes, but it makes no difference in the end. It’s better to have Yelan know, than to force her to hear it from Shenhe after she’s dead and gone. Yanfei moves her right hand away, letting her friend see the gunshot wound in all its bloody glory.

How laughable, to have thought herself able to stand strong against the enemy in war. Nothing could have stopped the bullet, but perhaps—

No. Yanfei dismisses the thought and focuses on answering Yelan instead, but her eyelids droop of their own accord and she’s almost at the blissful realm of sleep when a sharp sting against her cheek stuns her awake.  Archons, Yelan  , she wants to say.  Can’t anyone get sleep around here? 

Instead, Yelan carries her and—most annoying of all—talks to her, and because Yanfei doesn’t want to hurt her friend any more than she has, she answers. She tells Yelan all about the ridiculous amendments Ningguang has made to the law specifically to trip her up over the years, complains about the single game of Liyue Millennial they’d played in a different, more peaceful time, and lamented her inability to commit to memory the final part of the latest volume of Liyue’s laws.

And then the pain that has been creeping up on her suddenly pounces, and Yanfei barely registers what she’s even saying anymore—is she even talking coherently?—and dimly she notes the way Yelan’s gaze changes direction, which means the spymaster is  trying to lie to her, Archons damn you . Yanfei gives up on withstanding the pain and makes a strategic, if inelegant, retreat.

“Put me down,” she rasps, and surprisingly, Yelan complies. Guilt greeps up at the back of her mind—maybe she shouldn’t have thought so harshly of Yelan?—but she refuses to let it win her over. If she dies guilty, there will be no atoning.

 Well, here’s as good a place to go as any  , Yanfei decides.  At least I’m under an open sky, even if it does feel like it’s reflecting the blood on the ground. And Yelan looks like she’ll talk to Death herself if it means saving me, and Shenhe… Yanfei wishes she could tell Shenhe how much she appreciates their friendship, but her strength fails her yet again. Shenhe may be as quiet as Yanfei is talkative, but they’ve shared some of the best moments Yanfei has had the pleasure of experiencing, and she regrets not having expressed her gratitude earlier.

And Yelan goes and blames herself, of course, so with the last of her energy, Yanfei takes on her final argument and delivers her stand. Silly Yelan, always caring too much about the little details and forgetting to take steps back to look at everything as a whole. Perhaps it isn’t a large part of being a spy, but whatever the case, Yanfei can’t allow Yelan to live in even more guilt for the rest of her life.

More words are spoken—more drifting and returning to anchor herself (with increasing difficulty) in the real world, but at least neither Shenhe nor Yelan seem to have caught on. The world dissolves to streaks of red, and Yanfei struggles to get the last of her words out, doing her best to ignore the pitiful image she has of herself in her head. Yelan and Shenhe are both too emotionally dense to see past the feelings they try so hard to hide—that much Yanfei knows—which means she’ll have to make them understand that even without her, they’ll still have each other to rely on.

“Will you both permit me to hug you once? I didn’t put it in my last will and testament, unfortunately”—rather forgetful of her in hindsight, really, she should have prepared for every possible outcome—“but Shenhe can be a witness, and vice versa.”

As expected, they give her confused looks. “You both are miserable loners who’ve never received physical affection in your life, I gather,” Yanfei says with as much exasperation as she can muster—which is to say, not a lot. “Please, indulge in my final wish and give me a hug, the both of you.”

A moment passes in silence before Yelan goes first, and Yanfei squirms around in her friend’s arms until she finds a comfortable-enough position to remain in without feeling like a dozen knives are stabbing her in various places. They stay that way for a long while, giving Yanfei the chance to commit Yelan’s cautious touch and the faint smell of valley orchids that trails her friend to memory. She’s going to miss spending her late nights working on some dispute or other at her table while Yelan sifts through her mission files at the back of the office; and she’s going to miss just  knowing  when Yelan is back from another external operation and leaving an empty tea set with the leaves already prepared at both the office and home; and she’s going to miss the easy trust between them—trusting that Yelan will keep herself safe, as Yelan trust her to not get into scrapes while she’s away. Yelan values trust, and Yanfei has learned to trust again—to love another as family—because of her.


   Yelan, may you find others who you can trust as much as you trust me. 


Perhaps, in her next life, Yanfei will become a horticulturist and grow orchids for that version of Yelan. She’ll move to the mountains to live with Shenhe and—

“Yelan, if you don’t let go now, Shenhe will have to hug a corpse,” Yanfei says reluctantly, trying to disentangle herself with as little pain as possible. Yelan releases her hold and turns away, leaving Yanfei to bury her face in Shenhe’s shoulders.

They exchange no words—they have never been needed, for Shenhe expresses her thanks with the tightness of her hugs. If Yanfei didn’t know any better, she’d think that Shenhe was trying to hug her to death. Tears prick her eyes as she thinks of all the meals they haven’t tried yet, and of all the tea that Shenhe will have to drink alone—no, she can ask Yelan to accompany her. They won’t be alone. They  won’t . They’ll have each other, even if she won’t be there, and she will make her peace with that. Yanfei blinks the tears away before she speaks. “Please love Yelan on my behalf, too.”

Shenhe nods firmly, resting her chin on Yanfei’s head. “Of course,” she murmurs so quietly that Yanfei struggles to hear it. “You have my word, Yanfei. Rest easy.”

Yanfei closes her eyes, and then she thinks of  Ba  . this time, there are no red spider lilies to give, but she’d said her goodbyes long ago. Now, there is only the comfort of knowing that here, in the aftermath of a war that has barely begun, she is still home, for it is where her closest friends are. Regardless of where she goes next,  Ba , too, will be there in spirit, ready for their next game.

She smiles. Even now, this far away from Liyue Harbour, Yanfei knows the way home.
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