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   I wake in the morning with the name of a ghost—you—on my lips, my hand grasping at air, the softness of your favourite fabrics merely a fragment of memory grazing my fingers. I wake with sweat on my forehead and tears staining the pillow—tears that could not be shed during the day, when people could be watching. Tears that should not have been possible, because my feelings are supposed to be bound, kept in a place I should not have been able to reach. 



   It appears neither love nor grief follows the rules. 



   What is this terrible, hollow creature gnawing at my chest? What is this uncomfortable emptiness in me that cannot—will not—be filled, no matter how hard I try to pour sunlight and something akin to happiness into my days? What is this depressing feeling of being terrifyingly alone? 


***

There is a knock on the door.

Shenhe ignores it and carries on with her morning routine, expecting it to be a figment of her imagination. To her surprise, the lock undoes itself and the door swings open to let someone in, and she looks up to find Yelan’s tired face.

“What are you doing here?” Shenhe asks, turning her attention back to the teapot, deliberately avoiding reading the sticky note attached to the canister of tea as she twists the lid open and scoops out enough for two.

(She looks, anyway. Because there isn’t much of Yanfei left, and she can’t bring herself to ignore even the smallest remnants of her friend’s existence.)


   Shenhe, I found this brilliant tea from Fontaine. Let’s drink it together sometime. 


“To see you, obviously.” Yelan kicks off her shoes and shuts the door, crossing to the kitchen in a few long strides. “I don’t suppose you’re making enough tea for two?”

Shenhe tilts the teapot towards Yelan so the spymaster can see how many tea leaves have already been added, then dumps hot water from the kettle in and slots the lid into place. “How did you get in? I already took the spare key from Yanfei’s office.”

“Picked the lock,” Yelan says as casually as someone would say they had toasted bread and coffee for breakfast. “And before you say it’s too early for me to be up, I’ve been waking up at this time for a while.” She seats herself at the small table pushed against the kitchen wall and Shenhe follows, setting the teapot down on a coaster before taking out two ceramic cups and handing Yelan one.

“Have you even been sleeping?” Shenhe leans forward to study Yelan’s face, then comes to the conclusion by herself and amends her question. “When was the last time you slept?”

A nonchalant shrug. “I take naps here and there, in between jobs.”

They stare at each other, neither willing to be the one to start the  true  conversation, yet both reluctant to beat around the bush. At last, the spymaster cracks first.

“I keep having nightmares. Decided it was easier to just not sleep.”

“I have been suffering from nightmares, too.”

The cold sweat. The heaving, shaky breaths that steal every bit of air from her lungs. The tears that threaten to spill every time she spies something else of Yanfei’s left behind in this miserable space she calls her house—a forgotten pen, contract drafts, snacks, and so on. Yanfei is here, and she is not. Yanfei is just a figment of her imagination. Yanfei is—

“Yanfei is dead.” Yelan says this softly, her gaze pointed at the cup she rotates between her hands. It’s entirely white, like the clothes they wore at her funeral. White, like the tablecloths, and the chairs, and Cloud Retainer had been there, telling her that grief was a normal,  human  emotion, and then Madame Ping had walked away without saying a word to anyone, hands clenched tightly behind her stooped back, and then—

And then Yelan is gently taking her by the shoulders and wiping the tears from her eyes with the pads of her thumbs. “Shenhe, breathe. And for what it’s worth, it’s not your fault. It never was.”

“I could have seen it coming,” Shenhe whispers, her voice hoarse and foreign, scratching at the insides of her throat uncomfortably. “I could have protected her better.”

“There’s no  could’ve  , only what happened,” Yelan answers. “She didn’t need protecting—if anything,  she  protected  us .”

“I should have tried harder.”

“Shenhe.” Yelan’s voice is firm—commanding, even. An anchor for the terrible storm Shenhe has put herself in. “If you carry on living in this hellscape, you’ll never wake again. She didn’t die because of you. You did all you could to save her. Nobody expects anything more of you. You’ve done your best, just like you always do. It’s only a pity that this time, your best wasn’t enough.”

 And there is the real problem  , Shenhe wants to say.  I tried everything, and it was not enough to save my best friend . How cruel of life to allow her to hope, and then to rip it away from her just as she allowed herself to believe that the remaining fragment of light would expand instead of shatter.

“I wish it had been enough,” she says instead.

Yelan lets go, and the warmth that Shenhe’s become used to leaves her once again, retreating into crevasses she can’t reach into. “Don’t we all?”

The tea, once poured, tastes more bitter than Shenhe originally expected it to be.

***


   I remember the aftermath. I remember the scream that shattered whatever was left of my heart. I remember wanting to scream, too, but being unable to. I remember my hands stained with blood that was not mine. I remember empty prayers spilling from my mouth in a desperate stream, as if doing such a thing could bring you back. 



   I remember silence after Yelan ran out of energy. I remember silence so heavy and absolute that I was drowning in it with no way out. I remember silence so complete it was as if we were in a bubble, separated from the rest of the world by something that can only be called grief. There was silence when Lady Ningguang and Lady Keqing found us there after night fell, still protectively watching over your body. There was silence when we were escorted back to camp. Silence when we were sent home with you to make the final arrangements. Silence when the adepti gathered to say goodbye. 



   Silence when it was my turn to speak, and I found no words sufficient to explain just how much pain I was—no, am still in. Silence when Madame Ping reached out to wipe tears I did not know I had been shedding off my face. Silence when I call your name, because you are no longer here to answer them. 



   When will this emptiness go away? 


***

Shenhe spends her days hiking up to the hidden terrace she doesn’t think she should know about on top of the summit of Qingyun Peak, and watching the clouds pass with a detachment she hasn’t felt since meeting Yanfei, and only returning home when night falls. She knows Yelan worries about her, but Yelan also has her own work to take care of, like cleaning up the office she shared with Yanfei, and re-allocating the cases the lawyer had been working on. Shenhe, on the other hand, has nothing to do except while her hours away, and that is exactly what she does.

“One cannot understand why you choose solitude, despite having people to lean on,” Cloud Retainer announces, appearing out of nowhere and startling Shenhe, snapping her out of her reverie. “It is a good time for afternoon tea, and yet here you are, sulking.”

“I am not sulking,  shifu .”

An affronted huff. “One can see that you are clearly lacking some much-needed social interaction. Go find that spymaster, and have a cup of tea with her.”

“Yelan is busy.”

“One is beginning to think you are truly daft, you silly child,” Cloud Retainer snaps, losing her patience. “Your friend has been spotted drinking herself into a stupor every night and waits for her own bouncers to escort her back while you make the same dismal trek home, and one hears that she has taken up the concerning act of visiting a certain memorial site every chance she gets.” And with a burst of wind, the adeptus is gone, leaving Shenhe to finish off her packed lunch, gather her things, and hurry down to the plaza erected in memory of the fallen.

There, as Cloud Retainer has so succinctly and not-so-subtly hinted, a woman waits, her jacket draped over her shoulders and her hands pressed tightly to her sides, as if she can’t bear to reach out and touch the names engraved on the massive slab of rock. As if she can’t bear to do anything but stand there, and hope that it is apology enough.

“Yelan?”

The woman turns, and as Shenhe approaches, she sees unshed tears gathered in her friend’s eyes. “What are you doing here?”

 To make sure you were okay.  “I thought I would find you here,” she says, quickly crossing the distance between them in a few steps and moving to stand next to Yelan. “Are you okay?” She doesn’t mention the tears, or the thinly-pressed lips that mean Yelan’s holding her feelings back, or anything to do with Yanfei, or the lack thereof, really.

“Do I look okay to you?” Yelan’s tone is light, but the quaver in her words betrays her. She wouldn’t dare reveal so much had Shenhe not been the one standing here. Not when Yanfei’s no longer around. When Shenhe doesn’t reply, Yelan repeats her question, taking Shenhe by the shoulders and spinning her around so they face each other. “ Do I look okay? ”

Desperation seeps into Yelan’s gaze, and Shenhe finds herself unable to speak. She can’t lie, but she doesn’t want to tell the truth either. “Do I look okay? Am I okay? I should be okay, right? I don’t need to feel, I just need to do my job. My job—my job is to clean up. To—”

A strangled sob. Yelan sinks to the ground, and Shenhe moves with her, an arm snaking around the spymaster’s back and holding her there. Holding her close. Holding her, so that even if—when—she breaks, she’ll still be okay. Held together by Shenhe’s strong hands and a promise whispered into the ears of a dying friend, so they can put the pieces back together later.

“I don’t know what to do with myself anymore,” Yelan whispers, her words punctuated by quiet sobs that sound far too loud in the silent plaza. “I space out while doing surveillance; I fight blindly and without strategy when confrontations happen. Ningguang thinks I should accept the rest of my bereavement leave, but I  can’t , Shenhe, not even as a favour for our friendship. I can’t stay at the apartment I shared with Yanfei and face everything she left behind, covered in all that white cloth. I just can’t.”

The words are out of Shenhe’s mouth before she even registers them. “Then come live with me.”

“What?”

“Come live with me,” Shenhe repeats, determination lacing her words. “We will get through this together—no more living life in a daze, not knowing what to do with ourselves. You move in this evening.”

***


   How loud can a ghost scream? 



   Will it be loud enough to the point of transcending states of reality? To the point where it comes out of my mouth? 



   How loud can I scream? 



   Loud enough that it also transcends states of reality and is heard by the ghosts? 



   If it is for you, Yanfei, then I do not mind tearing my throat apart so you may still hear me from the other side. 


***

Moving, Shenhe thinks, has never been such a sombre affair. There is usually shouting, and laughter, and cold drinks afterwards as a reward for a job well done, but when Yelan’s done hauling all her stuff into the living room, all she feels is emptiness.

The last time this happened, Yanfei had flopped onto the couch, sweat making her hair stick to her forehead in pink clumps. Yanfei had skipped into the kitchen not long after to brew a pot of tea they shared with some biscuits scrounged up from the depths of Shenhe’s cabinets. Yanfei had gleefully rapped Liyue’s laws as entertainment while Yelan and Shenhe were struggling with the three-seater sofa and had wanted a final burst of energy in the form of laughter.

There’s none of that now—only Yelan’s tired, deep breaths, and Shenhe’s quiet, weary sighs.

Shenhe doesn’t even want to think about the fact that only half of the job is done—they still have to take things out of their boxes and find space in her house for them, and then store the empty boxes somewhere, and then figure out how they’ll live together for…however long Ningguang said.

Three months at least, last Shenhe head. Well, the duration isn’t a problem, but the only thing worse than one person in the darkest pits of grief is two people crammed in that tiny hole together.

No matter. They’ll get through it together, like they always do. And Shenhe promised to love Yelan on Yanfei’s behalf, so this is how she’ll do it: through offering her a place to stay, far away from the heartbreak; through the endless canisters of tea she knows they’ll go through, the one from Fontaine stored safely away and out of sight; through the nights filled first with anguished screams and then silent tears.

Through it all, Shenhe will be there. It’s what Yanfei would have wanted, after all.

***


   I am lost in a space with no apparent direction. Up is down is left is right is front is back is pain. Pain pain pain pain pain. There is nothing but pain waiting when I close my eyes, for there you are, alive and well, and there is nothing but pain when I open them again, because you are no longer the first thing I see. But I must be strong. I can be strong even if I cry. You were the one to teach me this, Yanfei. I will be strong now, for you and for Yelan. I will cry only after she falls asleep, having worn herself out after consecutive nights full of terrified screaming and panicked flailing. We do not mention how my wrists are now red from where she grabs me in a nightmare-induced haze, mistaking me for you. It is not her fault. We do not mention how I field questions from passersby when we make a trip into the city to get more groceries. It is not their business. We do not speak of you because there is too much to say and yet nothing at all. It is not how I wanted it to go, but it is the best I can do. 



   The funny thing about being in an infinite and empty landscape when you dream is that you can keep on walking until you wake up. We can go on dreaming and dreaming because the brain does not lack content until it meets death. So I walk and I walk and some part of me foolishly hopes that if I walk for long enough, I will find you standing there, waiting for us. 



   But that is untrue, because death has claimed you, and I must wake up. 


***

“Shenhe! Shenhe, you need to wake up.” Yelan hovers anxiously by her bedside, and Shenhe blinks wearily, her throat raw and weighed down by a heavy exhaustion.

“I am up,” she answers hoarsely, flexing her fingers and staring at them as if she’s never seen a hand before. “Did I hurt you, Yelan?”

“No, but you were screaming really loudly. I came to see what was going on.”

“I am sorry to have woken you up.”

A pause, in which Yelan looks at Shenhe worriedly. “Shenhe, it’s already late afternoon.”

Shenhe glances outside, and true enough, the sun is high in the sky, scattering its light across the little garden she’s painstakingly grown out front. She doesn’t remember falling asleep, though, nor can she recall getting herself into bed. Perhaps she’d been so tired that her brain had simply turned itself off. That was fine by her—at least she’s managed to ignore the pain for a while, however short-lived it was.

Yelan is still hovering by her bedside, watching her anxiously, and Shenhe wonders if her friend even slept. Judging by the dark circles around the spymaster’s eyes, the answer is probably no, but it never hurts to ask. “Did  you  sleep?” she counters softly, pushing herself up into a sitting position. Now that she’s more awake, she notices that Yelan’s dressed in her field clothes, and there are grass stains on the hem of her coat. Her prized jacket is nowhere to be seen.

“I may have wandered outside and sat next to the garden for the whole night,” Yelan admits, sheepishly looking away. “It felt wrong to sleep.”  It felt wrong to be able to wake up  is what she doesn’t say, but Shenhe hears it all the same.

“You should get some rest. How can I return you to your job in this state?”

“You’re in no position to talk.”

“That may be, but I was still tasked to look after your wellbeing.”  To love and care for you on behalf of another. 

“Shenhe, I love you too, but you need to care for yourself before even thinking about caring for others.”

They stare at each other for a long moment before Yelan shrugs and leaves the room. Shenhe is just about to silently celebrate her victory when her friend returns, a plate of hot food and a glass of water in hand. “Drink the water, then eat. If you’re going to take care of me, you need to be able to get up first.”

A small smile graces Shenhe’s face, and she accepts the food gratefully. As the first bite of just-reheated Wanmin’s enters her mouth, she can almost imagine that it was by Yanfei’s hand, and not the stove. Almost.

***


   Time never feels more finite than when you are at the end of a life. When you can see the seconds slipping away, like grains of sand falling between desperate fingers. When it is all you can do to say goodbye while making it feel like a hello. 



   Time is a god—cruel, merciless, and unforgiving. Time is a jailer, and a liar, and a cheater. Time takes and takes and never gives anything in return. Time is priceless and worthless; time is pain is love is life. Time is life. 



   I thought we would have as much as we wanted. You, blessed with adeptal ancestry, and me, granted the training of the adepti. We had something close to forever—at least, that was what I had assumed. 



   Time is a fickle entity; time is not trustworthy. And yet, I chose to believe—to hope, even—to my own detriment. How do you make up for lost time? For stolen time? All the years we should have had, now gone, eviscerated with a single action from behind enemy lines. 



   Tick tick tick. Is that the sound of time slipping away from me, or the sound of a gun being loaded? 


***

The days pass in painful mundanity. Shenhe busies herself with her garden, silently ordering more and more red flowers and planting the seeds wherever there is space. Yelan, barred from working, finds solace in taking long walks in the countryside, and if she incapacitates small groups of Treasure Hoarders along the way and leaves hints for her subordinates still at work, well, who will know?

Breakfast and dinner are quiet affairs, punctuated by the clink of cutlery against bowls and the gentle breezes that pass through the open windows. Sometimes, when Yelan returns early, they have tea outside, having set up two chairs and a small table in a corner of the garden. And perhaps, if they’re lucky, they’ll be graced by visits from the adepti and their other friends, who ring the doorbell bearing gifts of embarrassing childhood stories, music, and quiet laughter.

Caught up in these small acts of kindness and moments of peace, Shenhe can almost fool herself into believing that it will be okay. She can almost pretend that any day now, the lock will turn, and the door will open, and Yanfei will be standing there, a cheeky grin on her face, her bag filled with souvenirs and goodies from a far-flung land. She can pretend, until she wakes with her arms scratched bloody and Yelan nowhere in sight, her breaths coming in heavy pants and her hair stuck to the nape of her neck with sweat.

“Yelan!” Shenhe calls out, her throat sore from what must have been another night of screaming. “Yelan, can you hear me?”

No answer. The house is still, and the feeling is jarring—Shenhe hadn’t even realised she’d gotten used to having someone else in the house, where some level of noise is always to be expected.

Kicking her quilt away from her, Shenhe gets to her feet unsteadily and stumbles outside, but Yelan isn’t in the living room or in her chair by the garden. Just as she’s about to panic, three figures come up the path, and at the front is none other than her friend.

“Yelan, what happened to leaving a note?” Shenhe asks. “And why have you brought Dr. Baizhu and Qiqi here?”

“I didn’t ask them to come here, if that’s what you want to know,” Yelan says, heading into the kitchen, patting her shoulder in apology as she passes by. “I went to the harbour to order some groceries and these two practically accosted me on the way back.”

“We were sent by Tianquan Ningguang,” Dr. Baizhu clarifies in his clear voice. “It’s merely a routine checkup. Everyone close to you has been concerned about how you’re both dealing with the grief.”

“There’s nothing for you to worry about,” Shenhe says tightly, but she lets them in anyway. After all, she now knows better than to take kindness and care for granted.

***


   So many days have passed, and yet I find myself still trapped on that battlefield, some part of me unwilling to let go, just like a vengeful spirit. The war has ended. The blood shed has been washed away by rain, trickling downwards into the ground and out of our sight. The weapons we used lie forgotten in armouries, gathering dust once more. 



   The war has ended, so why do I feel like I am still fighting an unseen enemy? Why do I feel like I am still trapped in a corner, my spear still raised, blood dripping from its tip? 



   Why is that in my dreams, Yanfei, I know instinctively that the blood belongs to you? 


***

The first anniversary of the war is commemorated like so: with a special memorial headed by Wangsheng Funeral Parlour; an invite-only tea session with the Liyue Qixing for those who lost family members; a larger, public banquet for all residents; a gathering with the adepti only Shenhe and Ganyu are privy to.

And it is at this gathering that she meets Cloud Retainer again, who fusses over her as if she never grew up from being the little girl she once was.

“One is beginning to think you haven’t been eating well,” Cloud Retainer chides. “One only left you alone for three weeks.”

“I just eat biscuits for lunch on occasion,” Shenhe admits, refusing to meet her  shifu ’s eyes.

“Unacceptable! Clearly, you cannot be trusted to take care of your own health. One will stop by every afternoon to have lunch with you from tomorrow onwards.”

“ Shifu , that really is not necessary…”

“You dare refuse one’s love?!”

“No,  shifu . Thank you for your concern,” Shenhe meekly answers. “It will be nice to have company when Yelan is out on her walks.”

And so the matter is settled, and if anyone from Liyue enjoying a hike spots a white bird landing near the lone house in the mountains, well, they would never guess that it was one of the revered adepti.

***


   To love is to be ruined, but perhaps that is not entirely true. To love is to agree to be ruined when that love ends. But maybe being ruined does not have to be such a terrible thing. Ruined things, after all, can be put together and made into a new work of art. I am now closer to Yelan, and I am learning to cherish and treasure every moment I spend with the people I love. 



   So maybe to love is to learn to remember, so that when that love ends, and when you are ruined, still you will not forget. 


***

The flowers have bloomed. This is a fact Shenhe only realises after stepping outside one morning to find her garden awash in red, and it reminds her of the blood spilt by her hands.

“I didn’t think the colour would be this vibrant,” Yelan says, coming up behind her and laying a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“You did not go for a walk today.” Somehow, Shenhe’s words come out like a statement rather than a question.

Yelan gives her an odd look. “Today’s her birthday. I thought it would be unwise to leave you alone.”

 Oh.  The realisation hits her with all the force of a Jade Chamber plummeting towards a god, and a feeling Shenhe cannot quite name—maybe it’s guilt, maybe it’s disbelief—sends her sinking to the ground, until the cool stone steps meet the thick cotton that make up her sleepwear.

“I forgot,” Shenhe says hoarsely, her hands scrabbling for purchase on something—anything. The edges of the steps, then the hem of her clothes, then herself, hard enough to leave white indents on skin rubbed raw. “I  forgot .”

“We didn’t plan anything this year, to be fair,” Yelan muses, sitting beside Shenhe, one arm held protectively around her. “It’s not your fault, Shenhe.”

“I forgot.”  Does that make me a terrible friend? 

“You’re only human, Shenhe, no matter what your upbringing says,” Yelan says firmly. “And when it hurts too much to remember, the mind will try to forget.”

“But I loved her like family. And I still forgot one of the dates most important to her.”

“First of all, it was only important to her because we celebrated it with her. We could change the date to any other day and it would still be special, because she only ever wanted to celebrate with us. It’s only late morning—there’s still plenty of time to arrange something in her honour.”

And so Shenhe finds herself running all over Liyue Harbour, asking or claiming favours from various people. By the time the buildings are highlighted in shades of orange and gold from the setting sun, she has enough food and presents for a small group.

Yelan is waiting by the beach as promised, and a blanket has already been laid out over the sand. Shenhe wastes no time in unpacking the food and neatly arranging the boxes, then takes out the joss sticks from Wangsheng and lights them, and hands Yelan half.

“It feels wrong to be offering prayers to a friend,” Shenhe whispers, sitting cross-legged on the blanket.

“I’m only grateful that I know she’s in a better world now, free of war and violence. That’s the least we could ask of fate, don’t you think?”

The sticks slowly burn down, the ash whisked away by the sea breeze. The scene is almost idyllic, with the crashing of waves and the call of the birds the background music. Even so, Shenhe’s hands shake as she bows towards the water.

“Yanfei, I do not know how much time has passed, but it has been long enough that while trying to ignore the grief, I also forgot your birthday. Please forgive me for my oversight. Are you living well now? Are you eating as much as you like, with all the law cases in the world to keep you entertained and occupied? Maybe there is even a version of me and Yelan there to keep you company, just as we did in this life.”

Shenhe pauses, chewing on her bottom lip as she thinks of her next words. “I hope you have found true peace and happiness, wherever you are. One that does not require violence and bloodshed to be attained, or the flimsy words of finicky humans. I hope you have found a world where there is peace because everyone has agreed to it. And I hope that you will remember that I love you, forever and always, in this world and every other.”

Shenhe plants the joss sticks in the sand and closes her eyes, letting the sound of the sea drown out the thoughts in her head. The words Yelan says afterwards are lost to her, but she knows that if she asks, Yelan will tell her.

She never does, of course.

***


   I never truly understood offering food to loved ones who were deceased until you died. For the first few weeks, I worried constantly about where you were, and if you were eating. How funny. Before the war, I was never one to believe in reincarnation, though I could accept the possibility of it being real. But now, I fervently pray that it is true, so that there is at least another version of you somewhere out there, waiting for me. But therein lies the dilemma: if I cannot follow where you go—if there is no longer an ‘us’ to walk to the end together—how can I be sure of your health? 



   We exchange love by cooking food. And perhaps that is why this tradition has been passed from generation to generation. We can reassure ourselves that you are well-fed if we are the ones feeding you. So I will always bring food to offer to you, Yanfei. If you do not touch it, that must mean that you have already eaten, and if you do, then I am at peace of mind, too. 



   What I am trying to say is this: there will always be food on the table if you ever get hungry, Yanfei. 


***

Shenhe doesn’t know what to do with the red spider lilies in her garden. She’d planted them on a whim, figuring that not having enough time to say a proper goodbye more or less counted towards not being able to say goodbye. But now that all the available space has been taken by the red flowers, there’s a different problem on her hands.

“One would chide you for not thinking clearly, but one understands that the process of coming to terms with loss is a long journey. One will instead suggest taking the flowers to the memorial and offering them to the deceased soldiers,” Cloud Retainer says at lunch like it’s the most normal course of action. “You can ask your friend to help with carrying the flowers there.”

So Yelan is roped into cutting and preparing the flowers, and then she and Shenhe are off to the memorial to offer them in place of family members who never got a chance to tell their loved ones goodbye. As Shenhe navigates the narrow pathways between the plaques, more and more passers-by realise what is going on and pitch in to help. By the time the afternoon is over, all the flowers have been assigned to a name, and the plot of land is coloured red with the kindness of strangers.

“Had I known you two were coming into the harbour, I’d have arranged for tea,” a familiar voice calls. Shenhe turns to find Ningguang approaching them, and she stiffens ever so slightly. This is, after all, the woman who ordered the soldiers to gather, and though Shenhe knows that it is the Tianquan’s duty to protect the harbour, some selfish part of her hates the other for not stopping Yanfei from heading to the frontlines with her and Yelan.

“That won’t be necessary, Ning,” Yelan says smoothly, but the tight grip she has on her trusty dice tells Shenhe otherwise. “We’re just passing by.”

“You say you’re just ‘passing by’, yet I’ve received reports that you’ve been here all afternoon laying flowers for the dead.”

“Would you have done the same?” Shenhe asks, her tone frigid. “I do not see you taking any moment out of your busy schedule to spend some time reflecting in this plaza, and yet you are the one who ordered them into action.”

“Shenhe,” Yelan says warningly, but Ningguang shows no sign of having been offended by the verbal barb, her placid smile still affixed to her face.

“I think you misjudge me, Shenhe,” she says lightly. “We simply reach for the same end goal with different journeys in mind.”

Shenhe bites back her next words and turns to leave. Yelan follows with a half-hearted “see you back in the office someday”, and they walk back home in silence. Dinner is prepared and consumed in silence, and it’s only after Yelan turns in for the night that Shenhe allows herself to curse at the wall.

“Damn you to the abyss, Ningguang.”

***


   I am slipping back into my old routine, with only one change—it no longer involves you. A large part of me is horrified at this, but I know that I should be relieved this whole ordeal is almost over. I should be thankful that I even have a normal life to go back to, even if it is one that does not include you. I should be grateful that I no longer have nightmares that scrape my throat raw and lead me into a waking stupor with scratches on my arms and blood leaking from the cuts. 



   But I am scared that I will forget you. Because even though loving is remembering, I can no longer partake in such an act like I once did. Loving you will, from now on, just be something I do in your memory, not actively. Already I am forgetting the exact cadence of your laugh, and the way you pose for photos. Did we even take photos together, or is that a memory I have tricked myself into having, so I can fill in the blanks in the years you never got to live? 



   I am terrified of forgetting you, but perhaps the deeper truth is that I am terrified of remembering you wrongly. 


***

Life goes on. Yelan eventually returns to work but doesn’t move out, and now, instead of returning with grass stains on her clothes, it’s blood. Shenhe doesn’t say a word, because at least one of them is making significant progress at returning to normal. The apartment Yanfei had in the harbour has been tidied up and bought by Yelan, who now uses it as a primary office when her work doesn’t take her out of the confines of the harbour. The memorial stones are just a tiny bit more weathered now, and the number of flowers that appear during important festivals dwindle with every passing one.

Life goes on for everyone but Shenhe, it seems. Even as she tries to look towards the future, the past reaches out with slender hands and grabs her by the wrists, holding her back from ever truly moving on. A story is only over when it stops being told, after all, and a person is only dead when they are no longer remembered.

So, even as the rest of the harbour learns to forget, Shenhe fights to remember.

***


   The strange thing about endings is that they do not feel as real or as definite as they should be. There is always the moment of anticipation after the curtain falls, where you wait for a surprise finale. Even today I expect you to be just around the corner when I visit the harbour, and I keep thinking—no, hoping—that if I wait long enough, I will find more gifts from you in various places around the house. But that is not true anymore. You are gone, and your story is over. And yet for me it is merely the end of a chapter. And with this loophole I find myself re-reading everything that comes before again and again, scouring lines I have already read hundreds of times just to find something that I could have done differently, just to prove that there had been a chance to save you all along. 



   There is no hope more dangerous than that of a fool’s, so I’ve learnt. And there is nothing more paradoxical than the human heart. I wish to move on. I wish to forget. How can these two coexist? 



   I must find a way. I must. 


***

“One thinks you should find a job,” Cloud Retainer announces over a large pot of vegetable soup. “You’ve spent a lot of time cooped up in this tiny house.”

“My house is not that small,  shifu .”

“Pah!” Cloud Retainer scoffs and waves a wing dismissively. “This house is barely a fraction of the size of one’s adeptal abode!”

“ Shifu , I cannot actually create one myself.”

“One supposes that is also true, but one’s point still stands.”

Shenhe hesitates, but not for long. It’s not in her nature to say no to her mentor when it comes to making good life choices. “I will try to find a job, then.”

And that’s how Shenhe finds herself employed as a florist, tasked with watching over the flowers in the shop and arranging bouquets whenever necessary. Yelan stops by one day with a bag of Wanmin’s takeaway in hand, scaring the wits out of a customer just exiting the store.

“Welcome, how may I help you?” Shenhe asks monotonously, deftly tying a ribbon onto a new order as she does so before looking up. “Oh, it is you.”

“Have you eaten?” Yelan places the food on the counter and pushes it towards Shenhe.

A pause. “No. Thank you.” The white box disappears into a drawer, and Shenhe makes a mental note to take a short break later to eat. “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve been put on a week-long break,” Yelan gripes, leaning against the wall and toying with her dice. “Something about work-life balance, and so on and so forth.”

“Ningguang is more adamant on adhering to that now,” Shenhe observes, tidying up the workstation and then moving to rearrange the flowers on display. “She was not like this before the war.”

“Before the war, there were also no traumatised workers. Now everyone’s on the verge of a breakdown, so she has to roster and administer mandatory leave so the whole government doesn’t suddenly collapse.”

“Sounds like a logistics disaster.”

Yelan huffs. “My job is to roam the outside and bring back traitors. I don’t see why  I  have to take the mandatory leave.”

“Because you are also a traumatised individual.”

“Going by this logic, you should be giving yourself mandatory leave too, you know.” Yelan eyes the interior of the store critically. “I know you’re working overtime every day and only going home when the owner chases you out. You refuse the extra pay, and you don’t interact with customers beyond the bare minimum. I know Cloud Retainer told you to get a job, but you do realise that it doesn’t mean ‘stay in the store all day and never leave’, right?”

“It is easier this way.”

“Easier for you to do what, exactly? To forget why you shouldn’t be working so hard in the first place? To sink further into that hole of grief without anyone to stop you? Please, Shenhe.”

“This is the best option.”

“This is a terrible best option. You’re only going to hurt yourself in the long run. You can’t just sweep grief under the rug, as tempting as it is. I know you’re used to the red bindings, but they were never meant to be a permanent solution. You have to learn how to deal with your feelings in a proper manner instead of just constantly avoiding them.”

“Is that why you took all those walks?”

“Partially. The other reason was because every time I looked at you, I thought of her.”

***


   Do you still remember our promise, Yanfei? Us, to the end. It is laughable now. When I look back at how foolish and naive we were, I am surprised we managed to last this long without anything bad happening or something going wrong. But all good things come to an end, and there can never be a happy resolution for us. 



   What use is a promise between three people if there are only two left? 



   Why am I still tangled up in this web of grief even now? 



   I am stuck, Yanfei, and there is no way out. It used to be us, and now it is just me in this battle against myself alone. I cannot see the end. I am tired. 



   Come pick me up, please. I do not want to fight anymore. 


***

“Happy birthday, Shenhe,” Yelan says, sliding a wrapped box over the dining table. “Sorry it’s not very extravagant. Cloud Retainer and the other adepti should be arriving soon.”

“Thank you anyway, Yelan,” Shenhe says gratefully, looking around at the modestly-decorated room. There are a few balloons from the Traveller floating in the corner, blessed with their Anemo power, along with a card she hasn’t gotten around to reading yet. Then there’s bouquets of flowers from the members of the Qixing, which Shenhe places out of sight (other than Ganyu’s, which has been saved as a snack for later). Xiangling has promised a classic spread of Wanmin’s food on the house as a gift, and Qiqi had dropped by earlier with a basket of herbs, the handle decorated with a purple ribbon.

Outside, there is a rush of wind, and the adepti file into the house, bickering amongst themselves. Cloud Retainer is the first to greet Shenhe with a pat on the head.

“Happy birthday. One hopes you will be blessed with many good things this year.”

“Thank you,  shifu .”

They squeeze at the table—where possible, the chairs have been removed, but it still takes some clever manoeuvring for all of them to fit—and pass the freshly-brewed tea from Fontaine around. There’s a knock on the door, then Xiangling skips in, followed by Xingqiu and Chongyun, who are both balancing a stack of takeaway boxes in their arms.

“Lunch is served!” Xiangling announces proudly. “Black-back Perch Stew, extra spicy, just for you, Yelan. For Shenhe, I’ve replicated Qiqi’s No Tomorrow—aren’t the finches adorable? For the adepti, I’ve made Almond Tofu, Adeptus’ Temptation, and Bamboo Shoot Soup. as sides, there are Fried Radish Balls, Jade Parcels, and Lotus Flower Crisps. Ooh, and I can’t forget your cake! Guoba helped.”

“Thank you,” Shenhe says. “It must have taken you a while to make all this.”

“Oh, it’s no problem,” Xiangling says breezily. “After all, I’m one of the best chefs in Liyue! Also, I got Xingqiu and Chongyun to help.”

Her nephew looks at her and mouths “I was forced”, to which she only gives him a sympathetic smile and a shake of her head.

“Well, we won’t disturb you any longer,” Xingqiu cuts in politely. “Happy birthday, Auntie Shenhe. And a good day to you, honoured adepti, Miss Yelan.”

The teenagers troop out, and the small party digs into the food. Shenhe tries to enjoy the lunch as best as she can, but some part of her still knows that there’s someone missing, and she can’t do anything about it except shove it down somewhere deep in her heart and try her best to ignore it for now. Yelan notices, of course, and squeezes her arm under the table when no one else is looking. Shenhe is grateful for the small act of reassurance, but it’s not enough to overtake her longing for Yanfei’s presence.

“…One is proud to announce that Shenhe’s bouquets sold out the fastest at the florist’s,” Cloud Retainer says loudly near the end of the meal, much to the amusement of the other adepti. “One always knew that she could surpass everyone else as long as she did her best.”

“What a good mentor you’ve been,” Madame Ping says, eyes gleaming with mirth. “Rex Lapis would be glad to know that his lengthy lectures on how to be a good teacher have not gone to waste.”

That elicits another round of laughter. Shenhe smiles and tries to join in, but her eyes keep straying towards the door, as if at any moment, Yanfei will walk in, a bright smile on her face and a gift in her hands.

“Are we waiting for someone else?” Madame Ping asks, her attention turning to Shenhe. Just as she’s about to say no, though, there’s another knock on the closed door. The group exchanges looks of confusion and curiosity before Shenhe goes to open it, Yelan trailing behind her.

“Delivery for Miss Shenhe?”

“Yes, that is me,” Shenhe says warily.

“Package for you. Sign here, please.” The delivery man thrusts a clipboard under her nose and holds out a pen.

“Who is it from?” Yelan inquires from behind.

The man shrugs. “I don’t know; it was posted confidentially. Thank you. Have a nice day, you two.” He exchanges the package for the clipboard and pen and then turns to leave, whistling a jaunty tune as he follows the path back down.

Shenhe stares at the parcel for a long moment. The handwriting on the brown paper is all too familiar, and she desperately hopes that she’s not being a delusional fool for hoping so much, and so hard. Almost in a daze, she returns to her seat at the dining table, and everyone looks at her, all conversation forgotten.

“One would like to know who could not attend this celebration in person and sent a gift in their stead,” Cloud Retainer says, breaking the silence.

Yelan sinks into her seat next to Shenhe and nudges her gently. “You don’t have to open it now.”

“No, I want to do it now,” Shenhe answers immediately. With trembling hands, she undoes the twine and carefully unfolds the paper, revealing a glass case filled to the brim with carefully preserved flowers. Flowers that Shenhe can swear came from the garden outside her house, grown with care and gifted with love. Flowers that made their way into the vases in Yanfei’s office and apartment. Flowers that are now here, back in her hands.

After carefully lifting the case out and setting it aside, Shenhe finds a folded piece of paper resting at the bottom. She unfolds it and smooths it out, then takes a deep breath and begins to read.


   To my dearest Shenhe, 



   Happy birthday! I’ve been planning to give you this for a while now, but you kept giving me flowers and I kept finding space to squeeze them in. War is on the horizon now, though, so I thought I should just wrap it up and get it ready to be left at the post office for safekeeping. After all, I don’t know if I’ll still be around by the time all of this is over. 



   Touch wood, touch wood, hehe. Let me talk about happy things instead! The flowers you grow are very pretty, so I decided to preserve them as best as I could. The first few rounds didn’t turn out so well, so they aren’t in the case (sorry). There’s really no particular order to the arrangement, except for the layer of red spider lilies at the bottom—I bought those myself, just in case. But it looks nice, doesn’t it, against all the muted colours of the other flowers? 



   Thank you for being such a good friend, Shenhe. I can always count on you to be my bodyguard for the more dangerous cases I take on, and who doesn’t love a friend who can give you as many piggyback rides as you want? I hope you receive many blessings this year, and that you’ll smile more. It makes me happy when you smile, so let’s be happy and smile together, okay? 



   I love you to the ends of the world and back. Let’s try the Fontaine tea I gave you the next time we can sit down and relax, how about that? 



   Yanfei 



   P. S. If you’re reading this, the seal I placed over it has expired, which means I’m dead. I’m really sorry, Shenhe. Promise me you’ll learn to love again, for your own sake and for mine? Our paths have diverged for only a moment; I trust we will meet again in other universes. Us to the end, no matter what—if not in this world, then in the next. 



   Live, Shenhe. 


Something drips onto the paper, and Shenhe touches her face, surprised when her fingers come away wet with tears. 

“Shenhe?” Yelan asks, concern lacing her voice. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, I am,” Shenhe laughs in answer, allowing the tears to fall freely, allowing herself to sink into Yelan’s embrace—allowing herself to  feel  . “I understand now. It is okay to hurt. The important part is continuing to  live .”

***


   Yanfei, thank you for your gift. I did not know how much I needed it until I started crying—it is the first time this has happened while I was awake. 



   You are right. I must learn how to love again. We need to love the way we cannot forgo food and water. I had become so used to having nothing in my heart that I forgot it was only temporary. Meeting you frayed my bindings, and losing you broke them. Even when I did not know it, I loved you. I still do, in the way one cannot forget family even if they are oceans apart—except in our case, it is worlds that separate us. 



   We will meet again someday. I am sure of it. Until then, let us both take care of ourselves, so our reunion is a happy one. I will love Yelan for the both of us, and I will live the best I can. Thank you for being in this world long enough for us to meet you—we will find you again, I promise. 



   This is not a goodbye—only a “see you soon”. 



   Shenhe 


  
Author’s Note:twt: @oceanbleue

there’s a lot of flowers here because i couldn’t get charlie’s fix-it fic out of my head haha everyone say thank you for that masterpiece

reference notes: red spider lilies mean a final goodbye





