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Summary for the Chapter:
            
  Yelan and Shenhe laugh, and call a waiter over. “Of course you can have cake, Yanfei,” Yelan says in a rare affectionate tone. “You can have anything you want.”

“Then I want us to be friends forever.”

“Done.”

“You have my word.”


Forever, as it turns out, isn’t as infinite as Yanfei thought.
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    The first day of school is always an interesting one. Yanfei chooses a seat in the middle of the assembly hall with a good view of the massive projector screen in front. Deciding that she can survey potential friends at a later, less chaotic time, she opens the book she brought with her— Liyue’s Seven Articles, Vol. 2, revised edition —and buries her head in the pages.

“Hello,” someone says, peering over the pages of the book. Yanfei looks up, startled and blinking her eyes in confusion. The girl is well-dressed, even with a uniform that is the same as everyone else’s. Her leather shoes shine significantly brighter than others’, and the gem on her bowtie appears genuine.

“Hi!” Yanfei chirps, snapping her book shut, her interest in this curiously elegant girl piqued. “I’m Yanfei! What’s your name?”

“You don’t know my name?” The girl appears surprised by this, and a small smile creeps up onto her face. “What a relief. Fighting to come here was worth it, after all. I’m Feng Yelan.”

“You’re not from Liyue?” Yelan does sound like a Liyuen name, but she doesn’t recognise the surname, unique as it is.

“No, I am, but my  Ba  and I travel overseas often because of his work. Here, I got these chocolates on one of those trips. Do you want some?”

“Ooh!” Yanfei looks at the proffered box with poorly-concealed excitement. “That’s nice of you to offer! I’d love some.” She pops one into her mouth and makes a pleased expression as the chocolate melts in her mouth, Yelan smiling as she watches her reaction. “So,” she begins, trying to make conversation and propping her chin on her palm, “what do you do in your free time, then, if you’re always travelling?”

Yelan shrugs, indifferent. “You know, stocks, dividends, the boring stuff.”

Yanfei can feel her eyebrow twitching as she processes the information. How wealthy was her family, if things like  stocks  and  dividends  were considered boring? How did Yelan even  know  about stocks and dividends? “Cool. Sounds fun,” she fibs.

Almost imperceptibly, Yelan’s shoulders droop, and Yanfei knows she’s messed up. “You’re lying. Don’t lie. I get enough of that from everyone else.”

“I’m sorry,” Yanfei says immediately. “That was wrong of me. You’ll only get honesty from me from now on—I swear it. I’ll never be anything else to you.”

“Not even my friend?”

“Of course I’ll be your friend!” Yanfei exclaims, surprised that such a thought would have even crossed Yelan’s mind. What kind of lonely life had she been leading before today? “But you should smile more. You’re so pretty, but your face is permanently frozen in a corporate look. Isn’t that tiring?”

Yelan lets out a short laugh, then grins widely at Yanfei, the expression surprisingly natural. “Like this?”

Yanfei squeals, pressing the palms of her hands to her cheeks. “Yes! I hope you’ll smile more in the future. I’m really lucky to be friends with you, Yelan, but don’t you think you should choose someone more popular too?”

Yelan scoffs. “Then I wouldn’t be following my own values, and being a hypocrite is one of the worst things a person can be. Second only to being a criminal, I think. No, you’re perfect as my first friend, Yanfei.” She scrunches her face up in a show of distaste. “Besides, the popular people I’ve met so far have all been shallow and irritating. You, on the other hand, apologise immediately and sincerely when you make a mistake. I like that.”

Yanfei beams, pleased to have gained the approval of her new friend. She offers her pinky finger, and they lock hands. “Friends, then. There’ll never be lies between us.”

“No lies.”

###

The office is a mess, with case files and evidence papers from trials that happened years ago strewn all over the main table, and the two folding ones Yanfei asked someone to bring in for her days—or was it weeks?—ago but never got around to clearing. They are the remnants of her last conversation with Yelan—one that ended in tears on her side, and a vow she’ll never be able to break.

Somewhere in the middle of the disarray is  the  photo, taken after much cajoling at their high school graduation. Yanfei’s in the middle, her arms wrapped around Shenhe and Yelan, the former trying to turn her head away from the camera and failing, the latter struggling to muster up a genuine smile and also failing. Still, it’s one of the last moments where they were all together, and despite everything, Yanfei can’t bring herself to get rid of it. She picks it up from the floor and wipes the frame with a corner of her sweater, then sets it aside, the photograph facing the wall. Not wanting to throw it away doesn’t mean she wants to be reminded of how it all fell apart, after all.

Yanfei runs a hand through her hair, huffing a sigh. The disorganised state of her office is messing with her brain; her work output has slowed significantly in the last few days. She reaches for the keypad on the table and presses a button, waiting for the intercom to spark to life.

“Yes, Miss Yanfei?”

“Please send someone in to help me clear out the case documents. I’m going to need about five empty boxes and a trolley.”

“Understood. Please hold on.”

Within a minute, a junior assistant is knocking on her door, a trolley loaded with a stack of cardboard boxes behind him. Yanfei lets go of the button and moves to let him in, directing his attention to the two folding tables and the piles of documents on them.

“We’ll start there,” she says, pushing her sleeves up to her elbows. “If you see any documents tagged with a yellow label, you can leave them on my table, but the rest can go.”

“Understood, Miss Yanfei.” The junior assistant begins immediately, sorting documents into the boxes at an alarming speed, clearly used to doing the menial tasks the other lawyers had no time to handle themselves. Yanfei allows herself exactly ten seconds of reminiscing her own experiences as an intern at the same firm, and then starts on the other end, where most of the case files are.

This one, the evidence for the first instance of embezzlement. That one, supporting claims filed after the initial trial. And that one, an unconfirmed claim of Yelan’s father committing fraud, just like—

Before the thought can run away and wreck more havoc in her mind, Yanfei viciously flings the slip of paper—torn and yellowed, the ink smudged—away from her, watching it land in one of the boxes she requisitioned for the papers with yellow tags. Her need to keep everything archived accurately trumps even her rage, and she avoids the junior assistant’s questioning gaze, returning to the calming motions of sorting paper.

It’s over. There won’t be a next time. Dwelling on it, and furthering the guilt she should not be feeling in the first place, will only affect her position in the firm. It was best to look ahead, and away, lest she destroy herself.

“Is there something wrong, Miss Yanfei?”

Yanfei shakes her head. “Not at all. Carry on.”

###

The whole time Yanfei plays a game with her classmates, her gaze inadvertently drifts back to the quiet girl sitting in the corner of the classroom. Distracted as she is, she loses, and they cheer, amazed to have beaten her at last. Yanfei tunes out their shouting, and then, against her better judgement, trots over to speak to her.

“You didn’t join us during the game,” Yanfei says, offering a hand, like how Yelan does when she meets someone new. “We’re starting a new round soon.”

“If that is your way of inviting me, forget it. I am not interested.”

Yanfei huffs and sits down next to her, mimicking her pose and leaning against the wall. “It won’t kill you to make a few friends, you know”—her gaze seeks out the name tag on the other girl’s pinafore—“Shenhe.”

“Yes, that is my chosen name. What do you want?”

“I want to be friends.”  You look so lonely in the corner. I don’t want anyone to feel loneliness the way I did. 

“You have plenty of other options,” comes the morose reply. “Leave me alone.”

“I will bother you until you agree to be my friend,” Yanfei announces, resolute in her decision. “We can sit here until you say yes.”

And they do sit there, watching the game apart from everyone else, Yanfei swapping seats when class starts so she can study next to Shenhe. When the bell rings for recess and their classmates scramble out of the classroom, making a beeline for the canteen, only Yanfei and Shenhe remain behind, the former having signalled for Yelan to go first.

“You should follow Feng Yelan,” Shenhe says quietly. “Is she not your friend?”

“I want you to be my friend as well.”

“You already have that girl. A nobody like me means nothing.”

“I want you to be my friend,” Yanfei repeats levelly, her gaze remaining on Shenhe’s lowered face. “And I will follow you around like a little sad puppy until you say yes.” As if to prove her point, she widens her eyes to a comically large size and waits for Shenhe to meet her eyes. “I will spend recess in this classroom with you; I will walk you home; I will wait outside your house; I—”

“—I get it, I get it,” Shenhe interrupts irritably. “You will bother me until I have no choice.”

“Will this help sway your decision?” Yanfei reaches into her pocket and dangles a glittering bracelet in front of Shenhe, made up of blue plastic beads in various shapes and sizes, and a silver snowflake charm as the centrepiece. “Consider this a friendship dowry.”

Shenhe accepts the gift hesitantly, then slides the bracelet into her pocket and nods once. “You win.”

“We’re friends now?”

“Yes,” Shenhe says, suddenly aggrieved. “Now, will you leave me alone?”

“I have a better idea!” Yanfei chirps. “Come to recess with me and Yelan.”  I know what it’s like to be alone. I don’t want you to be alone in this big, empty classroom. 

“Feng Yelan is not someone to be trifled with.”

“She’s my friend too, like you said.”

“She may be your friend, but she is not mine.”

“You’ll see! Just one chance, Shenhe, please.”

“Fine. This will be the last time I give in to you, Yanfei.”

***

As it turns out, Yelan soon becomes Shenhe’s favourite, the heiress winning her over with chocolates, although neither will admit to the fact. Yanfei doesn’t mind—not when Shenhe is finally beginning to smile more often. As long as her friends are smiling, she, too, is happy.

###

The first time Shenhe texts, Yanfei almost replies. It happens just as she finishes work, her phone buzzing on the table as she drops stray pens into the penholder. Thinking it must be a client, Yanfei picks the phone up, packing her bag with her other hand. But when she sees that it’s Shenhe’s name, not one starting with a Mr. or a Mrs. or Mx., there’s a sinking feeling in her heart.

shenhe: yanfei, are you free? we need to talk about what happened. there has to be a reasonable explanation for all this.

shenhe: yelan is our friend. she would never turn her back on either of us. please, yanfei, just one chance.

Yanfei’s fingers hover over the bottom of the screen, ready to slide right and reply immediately. It’s Shenhe, after all. One of her best friends of over a decade, and someone who would die for her. Who would even kill for her, if it ever came down to it.

Even so, she hesitates, some outside force stopping her despite every instinct screaming at her to  do it, reply to Shenhe, it’s the least you can do . The messages burn a hole into her heart, reproachfully staring the more she delays.


   Yelan promised she would never lie to me, but these documents say otherwise. 



   Who do I believe? Paper, which can be faked, or my best friend, who is still capable of lying, just like any other human? 



   She said it was us to the end, but it was also her who broke it off. 



   How can I be sure she’s the one telling the truth? 


Yanfei says nothing, swiping left instead, clearing the notifications away. Her lockscreen empties, and so does her heart.

***

The second time Shenhe texts, Yanfei is at a lunch meeting, suddenly finding herself splitting her attention between her client and her phone on the table.

“Miss Yanfei, you know how important this deal is. It is therefore a top priority for you to ensure that all the contracts are finalised two weeks before the signing.”

“Of course, madam. I would not have it any other way.”

shenhe: yanfei, please answer me.

“Good.” The lady picks up her cutlery and saws into her steak, placing a perfectly-cut piece into her mouth and swallowing before speaking again. “I will require the contracts in both hard and softcopy. Please mail the hardcopies to my office. I will cover postage and any other relevant costs.”

“As you wish, madam.”

shenhe: please just do this as a favour for me. i miss talking to you.

Another piece of steak, this time dipped in the accompanying sauce and a sip of red wine. Yanfei still hasn’t touched the glass noodles in front of her, despite them tasting better hot. “Regarding your fees, if the case is settled peacefully within the month, I will double what I previously offered.”

“Really, there’s no need. This is my job, and I’m happy to be helping people.”

“I insist. Consider it a motivation to excel, if you must. But my offer is non-negotiable. If you fail to meet this target, you will be compensated as per the original agreement.”

shenhe: i do not know if you are busy or if you are ignoring me. but if it is the latter, then know that i have waited for you, and that i am waiting for you, and that i will always wait for you. we both are.

“I understand. In that case, you have my utmost gratitude.”

“You were highly recommended by my associates.” The lady leans back in her chair, taking another slow sip of her wine. “Don’t disappoint me.”

***

The third time Shenhe tries contacting Yanfei, she does it through a call. Yanfei is at home clearing out old documents when her phone rings. She stiffens, knowing that the special ringtone has been assigned to only two people—Shenhe and Yelan. And with Yelan’s number now blocked, it can only be Shenhe calling.

 It could be just like a cold call  , Yanfei thinks, slowly setting the papers down on the table.  If Shenhe’s calling now, clearly it’s because Yelan went to her first. I shouldn’t pick up. 

Her hands hover over the green button anyway.  Traitor. 

Yanfei stands there for an indiscernible amount of time, arm outstretched, reaching for something that had shattered beyond repair. Reaching for a mercy she cannot give. Reaching for a love that had been lost the moment the lies caught up with them. Reaching, reaching, reaching, but never touching.

The ringing stops. Yanfei’s hand falls back to her side.

The sudden silence is as loud as a gunshot in the night.

***

The second time Shenhe calls, Yanfei throws the phone to the other side of the room.

The third time it happens, she turns on silent mode.

Shenhe calls and calls, and she texts, and soon the number of missed calls and unread messages grow too much.

Yanfei presses “mute” on both.

The years pass. Her days pass, too, now in silence.

###

“Happy birthday.” Shenhe leans over and drops something on Yanfei’s table with a clatter. “Since this is our graduating year, I thought I would get you something more practical.”

Yanfei eagerly yanks on the ribbon and removes the lid on the box, revealing a hat she could  swear  she’s seen somewhere. “Did you…do something to the hat?”

“Custom ordered one with a similar design, but made some changes to suit you better,” Shenhe answers, a hint of pride in her voice. “Look, I changed this to gold accents, and told them to add a nice tassel so it would resemble a graduation cap. And I made sure to ask them to make it pink, so it matches the colour of your hair. What do you think?”

“I think this is perfect,” Yanfei breathes, almost afraid to touch the hat. “Thank you, Shenhe. It’s so pretty.”

“I am glad you like it. Yelan helped me pick out the accessories.”

“Speaking of Yelan, where  is  she? Class starts in ten minutes.”

“Perfect timing. Look outside, please.”

Yanfei scrambles to the window, startling her other classmates. “I don’t see anyth—oh,  Archons , is that Yelan? With a marching band?”

Shenhe tiptoes—she’s grown much taller over the years—and pushes the window open, allowing the music to be heard more clearly. Yanfei hears the opening notes of “happy birthday”, then it turns into a medley of all the songs she and Yelan have listened to throughout their friendship, meeting again and again at the crossroads that is Yanfei’s pair of crappy earphones, their heads bent over the tiny “play” button.

“Archons,” Yanfei says again incredulously. “What?”

“Happy birthday, Yanfei,” Yelan shouts, cupping her hands around her mouth so her voice will travel further. “Before you rip into me for breaking school rules, I got permission from the principal.”

“Good to know!” Yanfei yells back. “Thank you!”

***

They have dinner together at a nice restaurant, dressed to the nines. Yelan is decked out in an evening gown, complete with a stark white jacket draped over her sleeveless shoulders, while Shenhe opts for a striped vest over a blouse with flared sleeves and long pants, one of the many sets Yelan gifted to her on  her  birthday. Yanfei wears a simple dress, the hem adorned with embroidered flowers, and a goofy party hat sits lopsided on her head, breaking the formal atmosphere.

“A toast,” Yelan says, raising her cup of tea. “To dearest Yanfei, who brought us unlikely friends together. May you live a long and happy life, and may we be there for it all the way.”

“To Yanfei,” Shenhe echoes, raising her own cup. “Thank you for the love you have shown us, and I hope that we will continue to be friends long after today.”

“To me!” Yanfei chirps, and they tap their cups together. “Thank you for today, you guys. I don’t know how I’d live without you two by my side.”

“You just don’t,” Yelan quips, and that earns her an elbow in the ribs from Shenhe, who gives her a  seriously, what is wrong with you  look that doesn’t go unnoticed by the birthday girl.

“If you two throw hands in the restaurant, I’ll kick you both to the curb. Shenhe, leave Yelan alone. Yelan, you know how Shenhe feels about such jokes.”

The two give each other a long look, then solemnly shake hands. There are no apologies said between the group. There are only acknowledgements of error, and a silent promise to do better—to change, so it doesn’t happen again.

“Thank you! Now that we have settled that, can I have cake?”

Yelan and Shenhe laugh, and call a waiter over. “Of course you can have cake, Yanfei,” Yelan says in a rare affectionate tone. “You can have anything you want.”

“Then I want us to be friends forever.”

“Done.”

“You have my word.”

###

When Yanfei’s phone rings abruptly, disrupting the meeting next door, her colleagues turn to look at her through the glass walls as one. Flushing red under their reproachful gazes, she hastily accepts the call, stopping the ringtone.

“Yanfei, you have to help me. I don’t know who else to ask.”

“Yelan?”

“Look, some asshole thinks they can get me fired from my own company, and spread rumours and cooked up evidence and now they’re suing me on behalf of the employees and I  still  don’t know who they are.  Screwed , Yanfei, I’m screwed.”

“Yelan, I need you to calm down and tell me what happened from the start.”

“The documents arrived on my desk yesterday. The so-called ‘proof’ of me using the company funds for my personal expenses, and apparently I’m the only one who still thinks no one else knows. Everyone at the bank wasn’t looking at me right; I interrogated everyone I could, fired those I couldn’t,  everything  . I’ve tried my best, but no one spilled a word.  Nothing . No leads, no anything. I can’t trust anyone in the bank now. I’m being called to court this week, Yanfei. Please, you have to help me. You’re the only one left who will still trust me.”

Yanfei takes a second to process the information, then the plan pieces itself together in her mind. “Yelan, gather up all the evidence submitted to you. Come to my office as fast as you can. If you have any documents to support your own defence, bring them too. I’ll see what I can do for you.”

“Archons bless you, Feifei,” Yelan breathes. “I owe you my life.”

“We can talk about what you owe after I win the case. Now hurry up and go.”

***

Yelan shows up at Yanfei’s office an hour later, a cardboard box filled to the brim with documents in her hand. Her hair is messier than usual, and the jacket she usually just proudly drapes over her shoulders is now properly worn, as if she ran there on foot and didn’t want it accidentally stolen by the wind.

“Oh, good, you’re here,” Yanfei greets, standing to let her friend in. “You can leave that on the folding table. I’ve gotten my hands on some articles that may help your case, and right now I’m looking in our digital archive. Is there anything else you want to tell me? The more I know, the better I can help.”

“I’ve been accused of taking the investors’ third quarter funds and transferring them into my personal account,” Yelan says, rifling through the papers she brought. “I don’t know how they did it, but these forged documents are scarily accurate.”

“Oh. It appears we have another complication.”

Yelan groans. “Don’t tell me it’s on the news already?”

In response, Yanfei pushes the monitor around to face Yelan. The screen shows a social media platform, logged in to Yanfei’s account, and there, at the top, is a post from a verified news source.


  CEO OF BANK OF LIYUE ACCUSED OF EMBEZZLEMENT BY VICE PRESIDENT


Feng Yelan, CEO of Liyue’s biggest bank, has been accused of embezzlement of investor funds by her vice president. Investigations are ongoing as to whether this report is true. When reached for a statement, Miss Feng did not reply.

“Shit,” Yelan says, leaning in. “Shit! It’s been like, three hours? Who even leaked to the press?”

“That’s not what’s important,” Yanfei answers. “Focus on me and the case, Yelan. Bad publicity can always be fixed. If we lose this case, your entire career will be eviscerated. I only told you so you’d be prepared for the slew of reporters that will wait for you and haunt your every step.”

“Okay. I can do it.”

“That’s more like it. So, can you sort all the documents here for me? I’ll need one on fund transfers, and another for any internal communications, and…”

***

Yanfei manages to delay the court trial, and they spend a week living off cup noodles, takeaway from Wanmin’s, and the furniture Yelan hired movers to transfer from her own office into Yanfei’s. It was supposed to be just one night, but the furniture stayed, and was never removed.

“Yanfei, I think that’s it—”

“What is this?” Yanfei cuts Yelan off sharply, startling her. Yanfei  never  interrupted anyone; she just let her words burst out in a single stream after everyone else finished talking. She turns the monitor to face Yelan again, her anger barely restrained. “When were you going to tell me about this?”

“Tell you about what?”

“About your  father  embezzling nearly the exact same amount of funds and almost getting away with it,” Yanfei spits out. “Really, Yelan? After everything I did for you this last week? Did you seriously think you could hide it from me?”

“Yanfei, I really don’t understand—”

“—Oh,  you  don’t understand? Okay, I’ll take the honour of explaining, then. You fooled me—me, your fucking  best friend —dragged me into this whole mess, came to me begging for my help, when it was all just a lie.”

“We promised. I’ve never lied to you, Yanfei.”

“Then explain why these documents are essentially the same, save for the names.” Yanfei tosses a set of papers across the two tables and then scrolls down on the monitor. “Explain to me why your case is for all intents and purposes an exact copy of your father’s, then.” She takes a deep breath, as if steeling herself for the words she would throw in a second. “I’ll admit it—you were clever. Sly enough, deceptive enough, to fool me for a good while. But not anymore. You’re a criminal, and a liar, and a thief, and Archons smite me where I stand if I work with a lowlife like you.”

“Feifei—”

“— Don’t  call me that!” Yanfei shoots to her feet, pointing angrily at the door. “Get out. I don’t want to defend someone who clearly has no qualms about deceiving people who would give up their lives for her. And  don’t  call me ever again. You don’t deserve that kind of connection with me. I don’t want anything to do with you anymore.”

“Yanfei, I—”

“Get out!” Yanfei shouts, and there are tears on her face, and Archons, why did it have to fall apart like this? “I don’t want to see you ever again.”

Yelan stands. She takes her phone, and the fountain pen Yanfei gave her after their graduation ceremony. She takes one final look at the office. She takes one final look at someone who, up till a moment ago, was one of her best friends. She takes it all in, and then she leaves.


  Yanfei closes the door on Yelan, and on the most important thing in her life.


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          twt: @oceanbleue

        




2. Yelan

Summary for the Chapter:
            
  They were linked by Yanfei, a friend of a friend. Yelan knows that Shenhe appreciates both of them equally, so when they part, Shenhe doesn’t know who to follow. She shouldn’t be struggling in the first place. They were supposed to be together, always.


In this dark penthouse apartment of hers, Yelan realises the ‘forever’ they promised each other is far too short. 
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Yelan looks out the floor-to-ceiling windows of her penthouse apartment, swirling a glass of wine in her hand. 

Sometimes, when she doesn’t have work the next morning, she’ll put on her softest, silkiest nightgown and stay up until the hour when the night is old and the day is young. She’ll take a bottle of wine from the deepest corners of her cupboard and pour herself a glass before strolling around the apartment, hand in hand with her own thoughts. Everything is cold in her house; the floor, the marble countertop, the metal coffee table. Times like this, when the only things accompanying her are the immortal lights of the city and the never ending rush of cars beneath her feet, she’ll think about how far she’s come. She’ll think about all the people who wanted her to fail, who waited for her to crumble, and she’ll think about how none of them got their wishes. 

She’s here, above everyone else, both literally and figuratively. She’s one of the richest women in the country, and she lives on the highest floor of a luxury condominium. 

Times like this, she’ll think about what she lost along the way.

 


 

In this world, everyone wants something from her. 

Even in elementary school, people whisper about her. She’s the rich girl, daughter of CEO Feng- xiansheng  of the Liyue Bank, the one whose vacation count overseas is more than her age. 

(No one talks about Yelan the lonely girl, the child with no mother, the one who looks on longingly as other children hold hands with their parents who fetch them home after school.)

It’s natural to be curious, of course. Yelan answers basic questions like where she lives or what countries she’s been to, but when people start thinking they’ll get expensive gifts or job opportunities if they get close to her, she closes herself off behind a mask of cold jade the colour of her eyes. 

It’s Monday, the first day of elementary school. She’s here in this government funded institution because she refused to let her father pack her up and ship her to a private girl’s school somewhere in Mondstadt. She just wants to be like the other kids, for Archons’ sake. She just wants to roll around during PE, go to recess and thrive in the chatter, and take public transport. These seemingly mundane things are as out of reach to her as her family’s wealth is to most people, and that just serves to widen the chasm between her and the other students. 

It’s Monday, the first day of elementary school, and everyone already knows about Yelan. They stare when her driver drops her off and a bodyguard opens her door for her. They whisper when she walks into the assembly hall, her sleek leather shoes clicking, the gem on her bowtie glittering. They crowd around her before the teachers come in and tell them to line up, asking questions about the trips she’s been on and the dresses she owns. She answers everything with weary ease, her eyes flitting around the hall, her heart not in the conversation. 

Someone catches her eye.

There’s a pink haired girl sitting a small distance away from Yelan, her face buried in a thick book with no pictures on the cover. The incessant noise doesn’t seem to bother her; she flips through the pages, her nose scrunching in concentration. Her interest piqued, Yelan stands abruptly and leaves the suffocating group of classmates who pretend they want to know her. She walks to stand in front of her girl, peering over the top of the book. 

“Hello.”

The girl lifts her head, blinking at Yelan as she adjusts to the real world after being so engrossed in the book’s contents.

“Hi!” she replies, snapping the book shut with a loud thud. She gives Yelan a friendly smile. “I’m Yanfei! What’s your name?”

Yelan startles. “You don’t know my name?” After some thought, she smiles a little. “What a relief. Fighting to come here was worth it, after all. I’m Feng Yelan.”

Yanfei tilts her head. “You’re not from Liyue?” 

“No, I am,” Yelan corrects, “but my  ba and I travel overseas often because of his work.” She reaches into her pocket, pulling out some treats. “Here, I got these chocolates on one of those trips. Do you want some?”

“Ooh!” Yanfei also has green eyes, but hers shine several times brighter than Yelan’s. “That’s nice of you to offer, I’d love some!”

Yelan allows herself a small smile as Yanfei’s face melts into a pleased expression when she pops the chocolate into her mouth.

“So,” Yanfei props her chin on her palm, “what do you do in your free time, then, if you’re always travelling?”

Yelan shrugs. “You know, stocks, dividends, the boring stuff.”

Yanfei’s eyebrow twitches. “Cool. Sounds fun.”

Yelan’s heart sinks. “You’re lying,” she snaps. “Don’t lie. I get enough of that from everyone else.”

“I’m sorry,” Yanfei apologises hastily. “That was wrong of me. You’ll only get honesty from me from now on—I swear it. I’ll never be anything else to you.”

Yelan wills away the disappointment so it doesn’t show on her face. “Not even my friend?” 

“Of course I’ll be your friend!” Yanfei exclaims. “But you should smile more. You’re so pretty, but your face is permanently frozen in a corporate look. That must be tiring.”

This startles a laugh out of her. No one has talked to her like that before. Is this how friends talk with each other? Without pretence or ulterior motives?  

She gifts Yanfei a wide grin. “Like this?” 

Yanfei squeals, placing her hands on her cheeks in the most adorable way  ever . “Yes! I hope you’ll smile more in the future. I’m really lucky to be friends with you, Yelan. but don’t you think you should choose someone more popular too?”

Yelan disagrees. “Then I wouldn’t be following my own values,” she explains, “and being a hypocrite is one of the worst things a person can be. Second only to being a criminal, I think. No, you’re perfect as my first friend, Yanfei.” She scrunches her nose. “Besides, the popular people I’ve met so far have all been shallow and irritating. You, on the other hand, apologise immediately and sincerely when you make a mistake. I like that.”

Yanfei beams. “Friends, then. There’ll never be lies between us.” 

Yelan can work with that. “No lies,” she promises, and they lock pinkies, the most sealing contract children can make.

A warm feeling settles in her heart. Maybe school life won’t be so bad after all. 

 


 

Yelan looks around the canteen, her awe barely concealed. It’s  so  lively, students flitting around with their new friend groups, the noise rising and falling as they all try to talk over one another. She finds an empty table, waiting patiently for Yanfei to arrive with the other friend she saw in Yanfei’s classroom. A few students try to approach her, but when they find that she doesn’t spare a glance their way, they retreat quickly. 

To everyone else, Yelan looks as pristine as ever, but the hands fiddling with the hem of her skirt betray her. What if the new friend isn’t as nice as Yanfei? She pats the chocolates in her pocket to reassure herself. Maybe this will help once again. 

Yanfei arrives not long after with another girl in tow, one with beautiful white hair and a darting gaze. Yelan hears Yanfei rambling about the Constitution to the girl, and internally chuckles at the other’s mildly confused expression. She is one of the rare people who don’t recognise Yelan; instead of buttering up to her, she looks hesitant, like she doesn’t know how to start the conversation.

“Yelan, this is Shenhe!” Yanfei introduces. “She’s my new friend from my class. Shenhe, this is Yelan, she’s in the class next to ours.” 

When Shenhe continues to stay silent, Yanfei pats her shoulder and laughs. “Don’t be scared of her because she’s rich! Earlier, she gave me some nice chocolates, one of those that my  ba wouldn’t even let me look at.”

“Your  ba doesn’t let you look at chocolate?” Shenhe finally speaks up. Yelan is slightly confused too; they’re just sweets, after all.

Yanfei shakes her head. “Not the expensive ones, of course.” 

“Oh,” Shenhe replies, then falls into silence once more. 

Yanfei keeps prompting her. “Do you like chocolate?” 

Shenhe shrugs a little. “I have never tried chocolate before.”

Yelan blinks, surprised. She sees Shenhe’s gaze darting to her face, then looking away when Yelan meets her eyes. Yanfei lets out an indignant sound, like something has gone wrong in the world. 

“Yelan!” She sits straight with all the righteousness of a future lawyer. “Give her your fancy chocolates!”

Yelan obliges, laying a few of the treats on the table in front of Shenhe. “How come you’ve never tried chocolates, ever?” she asks gently. 

She watches as Shenhe eyes the gold foil of the sweets, as if she distrusts the shiny treasures. Yanfei is looking at her expectantly, though, so Shenhe unwraps one and pops it into her mouth, chewing slowly. Yelan is delighted to see a small smile creeping onto her face. Chocolates  do  help her make friends. 

Yanfei claps with glee. “She likes them, Yelan! Give her more!”

Yelan is more than happy to do so, taking out her whole stash to give to Shenhe. The other girl keeps shaking her head, but one can never have too much chocolate, right?

Just as the chocolate melts in Shenhe’s mouth, the other girl’s caution of Yelan melts away as well. Soon the three of them start chatting away, and it’s like they’ve been friends forever. Their dynamic works perfectly for them, Yanfei capable of starting a conversation and keeping it going, Yelan a good participant in the talk, and Shenhe an attentive listener.

It’s Monday, the first day of elementary school, and Yelan gets into her designated driver’s car after school with a beaming smile on her face. 

“Good day at school,  xiaojie ?” her driver, Wenling, asks. Yelan grins back, startling her, because though the little lady of the Feng family is still a child, she has the demeanour of an adult. This is the first time Wenling has seen Yelan acting her age, her expression filled with childlike joy. 

“Yes!” Yelan answers happily. “I made two friends!” 

Wenling flashes her a smile with the rearview mirror. She doesn’t know much about the Feng family, but she sincerely wishes her well-behaved and polite  xiaojie  can stay happy forever. 

 


 

School quickly becomes Yelan’s favourite place in the world. She excels in her academics, getting approving glances from her teachers and her peers, and she spends her days with her two friends, who matter the most to her out of all the people she has to interact with. They’re stuck together all the time, from the moment school starts to the moment they step out of the gates. Yelan’s truly never been happier, and while the rest of the students look forward to the weekends, Yelan’s favourite day is Monday, because she’ll get to leave her empty house and spend nearly the entire day with warm and caring people. 

She gets to know her friends better, intimately, unlike any other interpersonal relationship she’s had. She gets to know Yanfei’s passion for law and Shenhe’s contrasting timidity and resolve. She learns that Yanfei can be bribed with a good tofu dish, and Shenhe tries her very best not to get sick because she loathes the taste of medicinal herbs. It’s these little facts that make Yelan believe in their friendship, because she’s never  known  anyone like this, or been understood in return. Though she often carries chocolates around, only her two friends know that she’s not fond of them. On her fourteenth birthday, she sneaks out of her house and downs a meal of  mala  hotpot and  sichuan  dishes, courtesy of the two of them. They barely finished their food, given how spicy it was, but the joy on Yelan’s face warmed their hearts more than any chilli could. 

And so they grow together, hand in hand, three girls against the world. Yelan gets all her wishes: she plays badminton and basketball with Yanfei and Yelan during PE, goes to recess every day with them, and when she’s fifteen, she finally takes public transport when their class goes on a class trip. Yelan’s teenage years are the happiest times of her life, and it reaches its peak when she’s invited to celebrate Lantern Rite with her friends. It’s never been the best day of the year for her, but she believes her friends can rewrite all her unhappy memories. 

 


 

Yelan’s grandmother once told her that sending lanterns to the lonely night sky symbolises reunions and bonds. 

 They’re so small and frail, aren’t they?  she’d murmured, her wrinkled hands clasped over Yelan’s small ones as they held the thin paper of the lantern together.  But when many people let them fly, they’ll find lifelong friends in the sky. 

How ironic it was, that they should fly a lantern that symbolises reunion when Yelan’s father is in another country, and Yelan’s mother is nine feet deep under the ground beneath her feet. Yelan flies her first lantern at seven years old, and wishes. Wishes that her lonely lantern will find friends, so that this vast night won’t be as lonely. 

“Promise we’ll be with each other till the end, no matter what?” 

Yelan is pulled out of her thoughts to see both of her friends smiling at her. Yanfei’s grin is bright enough to eclipse the flickering candlelight in her lantern, while Shenhe’s smile is as soft and warm as the small lantern in her hands. 

“Promise,” Yelan whispers, meaning it with her entire heart. 

“Promise,” Shenhe echoes, and they let their lanterns fly. 

It’s Lantern Rite once again, and Yelan is sixteen years old as she remembers her grandmother’s words, holding the hands of the two girls by her side. 

 


 

Yelan’s father is at home, for once. 

She’s graduated high school, with the choice to enrol in any course she wants because she’s rich and smart enough, but her father calls her to his office and she knows there would be no choice.

She sits down opposite him, and with the wide mahogany desk between them, it’s like she’s a subordinate and not a daughter. He taps the piece of paper in front of her, and she catches the words  Bachelor of Business Administration, University of Liyue . 

“I got you a place here,” he starts, no  hello  ,  how have you been  ,  have you been eating well . “Get through a few years of study until your masters, then you can take over from me. I’ll teach you everything you need to know.” 

In her father’s office that’s always too cold for her liking, Yelan thinks. She tries to decide whether she should go against her father’s wishes, but if so, what would she do? She doesn’t have anything in particular that she’d like to do for life. Yanfei and Shenhe both have a clear purpose and direction in their life now. She’s still floating here, too content to walk on her own two feet. 

She’s not used to hard work. She uses her brains to work smart, and this job might just suit her. She’s her father’s daughter, after all. 

(This might be the only thing making her her father’s daughter.)

So she nods. She goes to college and listens to lectures, then comes home and learns how to manage people’s minds from her father. Her heart isn’t in her job. It’s usually boring, but tolerable, so she deals with it. Goes through each day, gets the money, and lives. She’s satisfied with her life, every day rolling by slowly. She finds a purpose, as she always does. Purpose doesn’t come to her, she makes one. She personally investigates all of her workers’ backgrounds so she doesn’t hire any potential scammers or thieves. She likes the work behind the scenes, likes being a formidable presence despite never showing her face that much. 

She misses Yanfei and Shenhe dearly. It didn’t feel like parting when they graduated high school, because when they’ve grown up together for so long, it’s a given that they’ll imagine the rest of their life together. Yanfei is in college, and Shenhe joins the army, but they’re never really separated. They meet up when they can, call when they can’t, and Yelan feels their presence keenly by her side through all the gifts they send her, and all the messages they send. 

She really thought ‘forever’ was a long, long time.

 


 

“Yanfei, you have to help me. I don’t know who else to ask.”

Yelan’s hands shake as she clutches the phone, out of anger or fear, even she doesn’t know. She keeps her voice down for fear of any eavesdropping people with ill intentions. 


   “Yelan?” 


“Look, some asshole thinks they can get me fired from my own company, and spread rumours and cooked up evidence and now they’re suing me on behalf of the employees and I  still  don’t know who they are.” Her breaths come quicker. “  Screwed , Yanfei, I’m screwed.”


   “Yelan, I need you to calm down and tell me what happened from the start.” 


Yelan takes a deep breath. Her best friend’s voice grounds her enough for her to start speaking coherently. “The documents arrived on my desk yesterday,” she starts slowly, organising the order of events in her head. “The so-called ‘proof’ of me using the company funds for my personal expenses, and apparently I’m the only one who still thinks no one else knows. 

She rubs her eyes tiredly, her exhaustion bleeding through her voice. “Everyone at the bank wasn’t looking at me right; I interrogated everyone I could, fired those I couldn’t,  everything  . I’ve tried my best, but no one spilled a word.  Nothing . No leads, no anything. I can’t trust anyone in the bank now.”

She lets out a harsh breath. “I’m being called to court this week, Yanfei. Please, you have to help me.” Her voice trembles. “You’re the only one left who will still trust me.” 

The other end of the line is silent for a few moments, then Yanfei starts speaking, clear and precise.  “Yelan, gather up all the evidence submitted to you. Come to my office as fast as you can. If you have any documents to support your own defence, bring them too. I’ll see what I can do for you.” 

Yelan feels herself wilt as some of the weight is taken off her shoulders. “Archons bless you, Feifei. I owe you my life.”


   “We can talk about what you owe after I win the case. Now hurry up and go.” 


 


 

Yelan rushes to Yanfei’s office as fast as her legs can carry her. She doesn’t take her usual private car, because what if Wenling is a traitor too? What if she reports Yelan’s comings and goings to the person who’s plotting behind her back?

“Oh, good, you’re here,” Yanfei opens the door to let Yelan in. She nods at the file tucked in Yelan’s arms. “You can leave that on the folding table. I’ve gotten my hands on some articles that may help your case, and right now I’m looking in our digital archive. Is there anything else you want to tell me? The more I know, the better I can help.”

Yelan collapses on the sofa next to a potted plant. “I’ve been accused of taking the investors’ third quarter funds and transferring them into my personal account,” she says, rifling through the papers she brought. “I don’t know how they did it, but these forged documents are scarily accurate.”

“Oh.” Yanfei’s tone makes Yelan snap her head up. “It appears we have another complication.”

Yelan groans. “Don’t tell me it’s on the news already?”

In response, Yanfei pushes the monitor around to face her. The bold letters of the news article stab her eyes.


   CEO OF BANK OF LIYUE ACCUSED OF EMBEZZLEMENT BY VICE PRESIDENT 



   Feng Yelan, CEO of Liyue’s biggest bank, has been accused of embezzlement of investor funds by her vice president. Investigations are ongoing as to whether this report is true. When reached for a statement, Miss Feng did not reply. 


“Shit,” Yelan says, leaning in. She runs her fingers through her hair. “Shit! It’s been like, three hours? Who even leaked to the press?”

“That’s not what’s important,” Yanfei answers, her tone grave. “Focus on me and the case, Yelan. Bad publicity can always be fixed. If we lose this case, your entire career will be eviscerated. I only told you so you’d be prepared for the slew of reporters that will wait for you and haunt your every step.”

Yelan forces herself to take deep breaths. She can do this. She’s had people wanting to tear her down from her position ever since she rose to it. This time, she even has Yanfei with her. Everything will be fine. 

“Okay. I can do it.”

Yanfei smiles encouragingly. “That’s more like it. So, can you sort all the documents here for me? I’ll need one on fund transfers, and another for any internal communications, and…”

 


 

Yelan has never been more grateful to have Yanfei in her life. The capable lawyer manages to delay the court trial, and for a week Yanfei is a constant presence by her side. She practically lives in Yanfei’s office now, slurping cup noodles as they pore over the documents. Her jaw drops open when she finds an unexplained loophole in one of the forged evidence against her.  Yes. 

She whirls around. “Yanfei, I think that’s it—”

“What is this?” Yanfei cuts Yelan off sharply, startling her. She sits there, frozen, as Yanfei turns the monitor to face Yelan. “When were you going to tell me about this?”

Yelan doesn’t understand why Yanfei is so angry at her. “Tell you about what?”

“About your father embezzling nearly the exact same amount of funds and almost getting away with it,” Yanfei spits out. “Really, Yelan? After everything I did for you this last week? Did you seriously think you could hide it from me?”

A cold feeling of dread spills down Yelan’s spine.  Feng Jiayao, what did you  do  ?  “Yanfei, I really don’t understand—”

“—Oh, you don’t understand?” Yanfei lets out a mirthless laugh. “Okay, I’ll take the honour of explaining, then. You fooled me—me, your fucking best friend—dragged me into this whole mess, came to me begging for my help, when it was all just a lie.”

Yelan shuts down, her face closing off into a mask of frigid jade. “We promised. I’ve never lied to you, Yanfei.”

“Then explain why these documents are essentially the same, save for the names.” Yanfei tosses a set of papers across the two tables and then scrolls down on the monitor. “Explain to me why your case is for all intents and purposes an exact copy of your father’s, then.” She takes a deep breath, and Yelan does not dare to breathe. “I’ll admit it—you were clever. Sly enough, deceptive enough, to fool me for a good while. But not anymore. You’re a criminal, and a liar, and a thief, and Archons smite me where I stand if I work with a lowlife like you.”

 No. No, no, no. “Feifei—”

“— Don’t  call me that!” Yanfei points angrily at the door. She’s not even looking at Yelan. As if she can’t stand the sight of her anymore. “Get out. I don’t want to defend someone who clearly has no qualms about deceiving people who would give up their lives for her. And don’t call me ever again. You don’t deserve that kind of connection with me. I don’t want anything to do with you anymore.”

 So this is what it’s like, having your heart break while it still beats in your chest.  “Yanfei, I—”

“Get out!” Yanfei shouts. There are tears on her face, and Yelan realises belatedly that she is crying too. “I don’t want to see you ever again.”

She doesn’t understand. Clearly Yanfei cares, so why can’t she give Yelan a chance? Where is the trust between them? Why won’t she  listen?

Why won’t she believe her?

Yanfei shows no sign of backing down, so Yelan stands. She packs all their memories, the photos of them in her phone, the pen Yanfei gave her when they graduated, and tucks them in her pocket. 

She lingers at the door. Waits for Yanfei to look up, waits for Yanfei to sit her down like she always had and listen to her. 

Yanfei closes the door in her face.

 


 

Yelan has never felt more alone. 

Her father had died earlier this year from a stroke, and she’d never seen her mother because she died giving birth to Yelan. Her grandmother passed away when she was eight, and all her extended relatives are after her money and her position in the family’s bank. 

And now, she’s lost one of the two people she thought she would always have.

After the case blows over, after she fires her vice president and every pawn in his plan, she calls Shenhe, her only other friend. The only person in the world she can still trust.

She lets herself break down completely. The outside world sees how efficiently she handles the whole case, how unfeeling and apathetic she is, to the point they truly believe she hadn’t done anything wrong, because no one guilty can be  this  calm. 

They all believe her, except the only one who matters. Except the only person she wants trust from. 

She lets herself choke on her tears, lets herself yell and hiccup and slur her words. Shenhe listens and murmurs comforting words, and hearing her breathing on the other end of the line, Yelan feels so empty and full at the same time. The only person who can give her comfort now is far away from her, and in this dark penthouse apartment of hers, she realises the ‘forever’ they promised each other is far too short. 

 


 

She never hears from Yanfei from that day onwards. She’s blocked from any way to contact her, and when they were still friends, Yanfei was always so busy that they never got to meet up at her house, so Yelan doesn’t know where she lives either. 

(She thinks she sees a head of pink hair in the crowd. The person is shorter than Yelan, clutching something to her chest while rushing somewhere. It’s exactly like how Yanfei used to breeze through the corridors when they were in school. 

Yelan runs the other way, because she can’t bear to see Yanfei again when the other girl wouldn’t even  look  at her.)

 


 

Eventually, she loses contact with Shenhe too. Even from the start, they were linked by Yanfei, a friend of a friend. Yelan knows that Shenhe appreciates both of them equally, so when they part, Shenhe doesn’t know who to follow. She shouldn’t be struggling in the first place. They were supposed to be together, always. 

So Yelan won’t make her make that choice. She cuts herself off first, ignores the worried texts until ever-patient Shenhe stops.

It’s better this way. 
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3. Shenhe

Summary for the Chapter:
            
   “She changed, Shenhe. All of us did.” 

“But we promised,” Shenhe asserts. “And I know that promise is still alive.” 


Shenhe learns about friendship through a girl that’s too vivacious for her own good and another who desperately needs a change in her hairstylist. 
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    Shenhe stirs awake to the sound of a crackling fire and the acrid stench of smoke. She rises from her mattress, pupils dilating in fear. She notices her comrades filing out of the bunk with their things, evacuating along with their valuables—and to her horror, a fire alarm rings shrilly over her head. Shenhe kicks off her bed, not fearing for her life but for the possessions she’ll have to leave behind. 

She lowers herself onto her knees and pulls out a small cardboard box under her bed, holding it on her lap. Her hands trembling, she removes the lid and finds a series of keepsakes from her childhood that she kept to ease her mind. Shenhe knows it’s a crucial part of the protocol to abandon bulky items which are not necessities, but the mere thought of having to leave this behind makes her heartache. Beneath an old diary and gifts from past birthdays, she finds a sequel of polaroid pictures. Teary-eyed because of the smoke and her brewing guilt, she reminisces. 

Shenhe remembers the picture well—one from the happiest of times. They’d taken it right after celebrating their first Lantern Rite in the city, away from their families for the first time. They’d been teenagers, but thinking they were all too mature and good, they’d made promises to each other on lanterns woven with their names. Life was good—back then. 

Shenhe tightens her grip on the lone photograph, bitter over the memory. She is forty now and has lost count of the years since their separation. She doesn’t remember much of what tore them apart either—perhaps it had been something stupid, something far stupider than the arguments that could not ruin their love for each other when they were younger. 

A sour misunderstanding, one that could have been settled if her friends had forgone their pride. 

But she could not do anything to save them, not when she was trying to save the world from crashing and burning. Shenhe regrets it till the present, for not trying harder—for not doing more—because if she had sent one extra phone call to them and asked for five minutes to talk with them both in the same room, they might not have suffered so much. 

And in a far darker place, another fire ignites. 

───────

Shenhe was convinced that she was only looked at, really seen, once in her life. 

Living in a foster home with a big family meant attention was one of the few things she lacked—as much as her parents tried their hardest to make ends meet, most days, they lived hand to mouth, scrounging off scraps from weeks they were luckier. She spent her childhood pleading for attention from her foster parents, hovering around them with a storybook in her hands on some nights when she was scared or holding up a plate around her mother in the kitchen with hopes of getting an ounce more of food. By the time she was on the cusp of teenagehood, Shenhe was no happier, but she’d learnt not to ask any more from parents who could not provide. 

In elementary school, Shenhe doesn’t want to seek attention from more people that can’t offer it to her. Her heart is swollen with disappointment after years of being abandoned, neglected, and at that young age, the only solution to her problems was to keep to herself. When her teacher tells her to join the other children on the first day of school, she nods and sits in the back corner, where she wouldn’t have to engage with the rest of the class. Shenhe fidgets with her fingers, staring at the cracks in the floorboards uninterestedly. 

She has always been susceptible to missing home. Loneliness isn’t a good match for someone who was raised in the messy, vivacious chaos of a house where there were always children running through the halls, in constant chatter and loud comings and goings—so at thirteen years old, truly alone for the first time by her own choice, she wanted nothing more than to return to the comfort of her own home. But she wishes that she would not be found as she’s hiding in her conspicuous corner. She doesn’t want anybody to see her with teary eyes and a sob at the back of her throat—not when everyone else seems to be doing fine and adjusting much, much better than her.

She listens, over the muted ringing in her ears, to her classmates yelling each other’s names as they play a memory game, squealing at the top of their lungs like puppies put into playing. Shenhe glances in their direction once, noticing how even the teacher has forgotten her presence and chosen to focus on the children with some interest and once again, at seven years old, she’s abandoned. 

It’s a strange feeling—knowing that, even beyond the small world that is her home, she’s not needed. Deep down, she’d been hoping that her classmates who didn’t know her would call her name, reaching their hands out to her like they’d known each other for years and talking about the spirit of not leaving each other out. Shenhe feels her heart ache with sadness again, but because it has become such a common occurrence, she considers it a permanent illness and continues to mourn her loneliness. 

She sits, nestled away from the world, with her chin resting on the valley between her knees, her gaze dimming. She has no care for being here, at school or at home; deep down, she wishes she could run far away where the birds and insects would keep her company. Shenhe curls her back even further, shrinking like somehow the weight of her dismay has gotten heavier. 

She thinks about crying—about letting her tears fall, losing her breath and hiccuping, and her heart learning how to cope with her sorrow. But she stops at the thought, and it’s at the end of that spiral of emotion when she notices someone standing in front of her. Shenhe raises her head slowly, not fully, but enough to see a girl, pig-tailed and hesitant. 

Shenhe ignores the presence as though doing so would make it vanish. And the girl doesn’t say anything for a while—all she does is watch. Her arms are behind her back, and she looks rather shy, but the latter only wishes she’d go away. Then, she lowers herself onto her knees and tilts her head, trying to look at the expression on Shenhe’s face, which earns a bitter look from the latter. Shenhe doesn’t want to be seen, so she hopes appearing repulsed would shoo her away. “You didn’t join us during the game,” points out the girl, reaching out a hand. “We’re starting a new round soon.”

Shenhe looks at the outstretched hand, scowling at it. She can’t trust anybody who’s reaching out to her, not without knowing their intentions beforehand. “I know,” she replies, bored. After a line of conversation, she learns that she’d much rather think about crying. 

The girl huffs and sits down next to her, mimicking her pose and leaning against the wall. “It won’t kill you to make a few friends, you know”—she pauses, her eyes searching for a name—“Shenhe.”

Shenhe doesn’t like the implication that she should join the games. She shakes her head firmly. “Yes, that is my chosen name. What do you want?” One of her half-brothers once told her that her face appeared terribly ferocious for a child and made her appear unfriendly. She’d been using it to her advantage, and it worked every time—all except right now. She proceeds to let out a quiet huff and hug her knees. 

“I want to be friends,” the girl replies, as stubborn as her.

Shenhe really looks at her this time, her green eyes gleaming with determination, and a feeling from her gut tells her that no amount of refusal would change her mind. “You have plenty of other options,” she replies, morose. “Leave me alone.”

“I will bother you until you agree to be my friend,” Yanfei announces, resolute in her decision. “We can sit here until you say yes.”

And they do sit there, watching the game apart from everyone else. She discovers the girl’s name is Yanfei, soon enough, and not by her own will. Her persistent classmate has made it a point to spend every waking second in her company, even though she has friends whom she could better spend her time with. It progresses like this: Yanfei swapping seats when class starts so she can study next to Shenhe; Yanfei staying behind during recess because Shenhe doesn’t go to the canteen; Yanfei tagging along and walking Shenhe back. 

It’s only when Shenhe’s hand is on the handle of the door to her apartment that she finally turns to Yanfei and says resignedly, “You win.”

“We’re friends now?”

“Yes,” Shenhe says, in a manner that sounds akin to a sigh. “And if that is all, I will be going in now.”

“Wait!” Yanfei pulls out something glittering from her pocket and offers it to Shenhe. “A gift.”

Shenhe accepts the bracelet, turning it over in her hand. Plastic beads in various shapes and sizes make up a large part of the accessory, with a silver snowflake charm as the centrepiece. “You could not have made this today.”

“I didn’t,” Yanfei confirms triumphantly. “I made this two weeks ago, when you first came into class. I wanted to be your friend, but you looked like you wanted to be left alone, so I didn’t approach you until today.” 

“Do you like it?” comes a small addition from Yanfei, after a pause. 

“Blue is my favourite colour. You have guessed correctly.” Shenhe pauses, as if the flow of conversation is unfamiliar to her. “Thank you, Yanfei. It means a lot.”

“No problem! If you ever want another one, just let me know. I can always make more.”

“No,” Shenhe says forcefully, holding the bracelet closer to her chest. “I only want this one.”

Yanfei shrugs. “It’s yours now; you can do whatever you want with it.”

“Thank you.”

“Come to recess with me and Yelan tomorrow. I think you’ll like her.”

Shenhe recognises the name instantly. It’s hard not to, when she is the daughter of a billionaire. If she were one for expression, her eyes would widen at the casualty of the remark, when most children would pray on their knees to spend one second around the presence of such a wealthy kid. “Feng Yelan is not someone to be trifled with,” she frowns. 

“Yelan’s my friend, too.”

“She may be your friend, but she is not mine.”

“You’ll see! Please, Shenhe, just one chance.”

“Fine. Now please leave. This door is the only thing standing between my half-siblings and freedom, and you do not want to be here when the rampage happens.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then!”

“See you.”

A gust of wind blows through the window over their heads, tousling Yanfei’s hair—immediately catching her off guard. 

Shenhe should be thankful for the wind. Silent, still, and unspeaking, she feels the feeling deep down in her gut once more—her conscience speaking to her with assertion. It tells her that the girl in front of her means no harm and that taking her hand would only do her good. She’s hesitant, even though her conscience confirms that her decision wouldn’t bring her harm. She lets out a breath, eyeing the frazzled girl trying to get her hair back in order after having neatly tucked strands blown out of place. 

And quietly, she watches as the silhouette walks further until it vanishes by the street corner.

───────

Shenhe learns about friendship through a girl that’s too vivacious for her own good and another who desperately needs a change in her hairstylist. 

She’s led to the cafeteria by the girl holding her hand, attempting to memorise the way there while absent-mindedly listening to the latter’s rambling. She’s talking about the Constitution for some reason—something she describes as a big book with many cool words. She talks about it like it’s a storybook, but the only lesson Shenhe learns from it is that bad people get punished in too many complex ways. Shenhe is only spared from the chatter when she’s seated at the left of the canteen, where there is one other girl with blue hair and emerald eyes—an elegant combination. 

Shenhe notices how she’s noticeably well-put-together, decorated like a doll. She has gem-crested accessories in her hair, complimenting her eyes, and an expensive bowtie to add colour to her plain white uniform of theirs. Shenhe is hesitant about approaching her at first, but the girl who previously introduced herself as Yanfei quickly clarifies, “Don’t be scared of her because she’s rich! Earlier, she gave me some nice chocolates, one of those that my Ba wouldn’t even let me look at.”

“Your Ba doesn’t let you look at chocolate?” Shenhe blinks. 

“Not the expensive ones, of course.”

“Oh,” Shenhe replies, falling silent after that. 

Yanfei, as they’re settling around the table, inquires, “Do you like chocolate?” 

“I have never tried chocolate before,” answers Shenhe truthfully. The two girls around her snap their heads toward her, appalled at her answer. Shane’s eyes dart between them, trying to read into the reason behind their confusion. She parts her lips, attempting to clarify, but she knows mentioning she comes from a poor family—or that she is an orphan, would only chase them away. 

“Yelan! Give her your fancy chocolates!” 

“How come you’ve never tried chocolates, ever?” Yelan questions, fishing out a handful of chocolate treats from her pocket. She drops them on the table in front of the puzzled Shenhe. Each of them appears as expensive as they’re said to be—wrapped in gold foil with a branding sticker pasted on the centre of each wrapping. Shenhe is careful about picking them up because anything with a pretty exterior is something she wouldn’t trust so easily. 

However, with the other two staring at her intently, she feels too much pressure to deny it. Shenhe nimbly unwraps one of the chocolates and pops it into her mouth. She chews slowly, trying to process the tastes of the interesting object—and to her pleasant surprise, she finds that it isn’t so bad. She might even say it’s good, but the small smile on her face speaks on her behalf. 

“She likes them, Yelan! Give her more!” 

And on top of the handful she already has, another unholy amount is shoved into Shenhe’s hands. Her mouth full, she’s unable to oppose, and the shaking of her head is mistaken for modesty. And despite her unfamiliarity in the realm of chocolates, not once do the girls mock her. 

Eventually, after she fails to deny the hoard of overpriced chocolate treats, Shenhe concludes that more chocolates mean more to share with her siblings. At the very least, she’d become a better sister in her siblings’ eyes and she’ll leave with the approval of two satisfied friends. 

───────

Shenhe doesn’t like to be asked what she will be when she grows up. 

It’s a silly question; she could never understand why adults are so interested in a future that will only come in ten years. And the thing is, she doesn’t even know who she is right now. Since her mother’s recent tendency to check in on her interests weekly, Shenhe has grown a sour attitude toward the question. It’s as though being probed repeatedly would make her exceptionally good at anything apart from martial arts—which she’d also learnt out of sheer necessity. 

And like all other adults, Shenhe’s mother comes only when she isn’t needed and reminds her daughter about the need to pick up new skill sets to find her purpose in life. 

Junctures like this remind Shenhe that she has no direction in life and put her in a difficult spot by an obligation to make up her mind on a decision she cannot make. For the longest time, she had her mind set on going where her friends would go—wherever that might be. The past years have taught her that her attachment for them would fog any sense of rationality, and she would not mind putting them over herself, if it meant she could be in their company. Shenhe shoots a glance to her right, where Yelan is tapping the nib of her pen against the worksheet in thought, and Yanfei, in front of her, who’s scribbling diligently on the assigned worksheets.

Shenhe leans forward, propping her elbow up on the table. She leans her cheek against her palm and averts her gaze to the view outside the window—not that it’s any different from the usual azure sky and scattered, wispy clouds. “Pst, Shenhe,” someone calls out to her from her side. Shenhe, recognising the voice, turns her head and finds Yanfei leaning towards her with a smile on her face. 

“What do you want to be when you grow up?”

The question isn’t so insufferable when it comes from a friend. Shenhe shrugs meekly, glancing at the teacher who has elected to focus on his phone instead of bothering the class. Her friends also steal a glimpse at him and huddle together around Shenhe’s table upon noticing his distraction. Yanfei crouches beside the table, and Yelan, who couldn’t be bothered, stands. 

“Isn’t there something you want to be when you grow up?” 

“I haven’t thought about it,” Shenhe replies bluntly. She won’t sugarcoat it because she must; just because she knows her friends, who have predestined purposes in their lives, would take pity on her. 

Instead of making fun of her, they wonder how they can help, as they always do. 

She doesn’t know why she still waits for the day they’ll realise she’s much worse than them—belonging to a family where she can’t afford to invite friends over, having no purpose even though they’re sixteen and inching closer and closer to graduation, and being a terrible friend in general because she isn’t talkative like they are, or lively or as fun-loving as she wishes she could’ve been.

After a moment of silence between them, Shenhe continues, “We can talk about the both of you instead. So, what are your dreams?” And it’s a needless question, really, when they know enough about each other to know the answer to this too. Law is an intrinsic part of Yanfei’s personality that comes with her and goes with her, the same way Yelan’s duty as her father’s daughter is something that defines her. 

When Shenhe came into the world, she belonged to no one—no parents that could keep her, no siblings that could love her, no purpose she was meant to fulfil. 

“I want to study Corporate Law,” says Yanfei, her face gleaming with joy. It’s the way she gets only when she’s talking about her interests—and it’s the charming part about her, Shenhe thinks. 

There’s a way her eyes shine like glitter the second she talks about the law, and her face shines like the sun on a summer day. How she loves the subject so much and so dearly makes it such an earnest sight. Shenhe had known, from the second she’d learnt about the word, that Yanfei would become a lawyer. She had a natural affinity for it, after all—given the opportunity, she would be able to recite the Constitution from the back of her mind like it’s simple algebra. 

Yelan is different. “You know me, I’ll inherit my father’s company and become a banker. It doesn’t sound too bad, you know—easy money, with some hard work,” she remarks, the corners of her lips pulling up into a smirk. She comes from one of Liyue’s most renowned families—her father is the owner of an international bank, which she will inherit as his only child. Despite her wealth, she makes it a point not to show off in front of her friends, and she has never once tried to feign altruism in front of Shenhe since knowing about her life at the foster home. 

Yelan never appears ecstatic when she talks about her future—just content enough. Maybe it’s because she never wanted to become a banker. She never said she wanted to be, but she’d never admit it. Yanfei always called it cool, though, because someday their fields might intersect, and they’d be able to work together on a case. Shenhe, seeing the look on her face every time they spoke about responsibility and her duty to rise to her father’s standard, decided to keep her reservations to herself, 

And sitting there, in their high school classroom, it’s noticeable how none of them is similar. They’d only stuck together because they liked each other’s company—each of them, for a different reason, but to Shenhe, they were the only ones that made her feel safe. Somewhere along the way, subconscious obligation morphed into attachment, slowly weaving into their hearts. 

“Shenhe, I was thinking—” Yelan speaks up suddenly, straightening her back. She raises her finger like she remembered something and suggests intelligently, “If there’s nowhere else you want to go, why don’t you join the army?”

Shane’s lips part in surprise, and in response, she sits up in interest. She’d never considered the possibility before, but looking at it now, she wouldn’t be so opposed to it. Something ignites in her eyes, which have always looked so lost, and her friends seem to notice it. 

“Don’t suggest that!” Yanfei whines soon after, butting into the conversation. “If she goes to the army, she’ll go off into war, and we’ll never get to see her.” She folds her arms sternly and frowns upon the suggestion, even though it’s the only option for many others that speaks to Shenhe. She makes a meek sound and returns to her usual, rather sullen, uninterested position. She elects to keep her thoughts to herself. 

“Now you’re being selfish,” Yelan retorts. “Didn’t you see how happy she looked? Now, she’s not going to consider it an option anymore because you made it seem like such a bad thing.”

“Do you want our Shenhe to go off into war?” 

“It’s not about what either of us wants; it’s about what Shenhe wants. She really likes the idea.”

Yanfei scrutinises Shenhe’s face, looking for reasons to convince herself that the idea is repulsive to them. Her worries come from a place of care, and even Shenhe knows that she would not speak up unless she truly found some reason for concern, but she wishes she would be more open-minded. Her athleticism is her only skill, and if she were to dedicate her life to serving the country, she might receive some comfort from the idea of selflessness. Shenhe tries to maintain a neutral expression, but from the tilted pout on her lips, the latter reaches a conclusion. 

“Fine,” Yanfei sighs deeply, looking away. “But our Shenhe will be so far away from us.” 

“But we’ll always find our way back to each other,” Yelan vows, rubbing Yanfei’s hand to comfort her. “If we promise to always be together, however far we may be from each other, or however old we might be, then we’ll keep that promise—right?” 

Shenhe nods her head, and Yanfei does too. 

“By the way, my parents went to take care of my nainai because she fell sick, so I’m going to be all alone for Lantern Rite,” Yanfei begins, plastering an awkward grin on her face after that. “Do any of your families want to adopt me for the day?” 

Although Shenhe would like to offer, her family is far too large to allow space for one more person. She looks to Yelan, who reciprocates the awkwardness and shrugs. “My father’s going out of the country for a business trip, so I’m also going to be home alone.”

All eyes turn to Shenhe. 

She furrows her eyebrows. “I can’t.” 

Yanfei snaps her fingers. “That’s  it!” 

“That’s what?” 

“Since Yelan and I have no one to spend Lantern Rite with for the first time, we could celebrate it together. It won’t be big or super cool, but we could head to the city and spend the day with each other! At night, we can participate in the lantern release, and then we can seal our promise with the stars,” she gasps, clasping her hands together excitedly. She says it a little too loudly, and in the process, half the class and the teacher are alerted of her passion for the idea. The teacher raises his head and makes a disapproving expression at the three. 

Feigning shame, Yanfei bows and retreats to her seat. And anyone who would’ve been foolish enough to mistake her expression for shame would be horribly wrong because seconds later, she would look over her shoulder and wink at her friends. Yelan shakes her head amusedly at the predictability of the girl. Although it might be a struggle to convince her parents to let her spend the day with her friends, Shenhe decides it’s worth a try for them. 

───────

And on the fateful day of Lantern Rite, they brave the city with their hands intertwined and faces looking like they’d been lit up by the stars themselves. It was no easy task to convince her mother to let her venture away on such an auspicious day, but Shenhe realised spending the day with her friends was permission she owed herself—and no amount of nagging or disapproval would hold her back. She was polite about it, as much as she could, while stating that she’d no longer listen to her mother’s command if she wouldn’t consider her request, and soon enough, her mother relented. 

Under the smiling moon, the three stand behind the railings of a sweetwater river, each with a lantern and a marker. “Promise we’ll be with each other till the end, no matter what?” Yanfei is the first to initiate, scribbling her vow onto the back of her lantern, engraving her name on its surface. 

“Promise,” Yelan echoes. 

“Promise,” Shenhe calls out, light glossing over her eyes. For the first time in her life, she truly learns what happiness means because that happiness beckons to her from the sky, drums in her heart in place of her chest, and sings hymns to commemorate the moment’s beauty. 

Yanfei flashes a bright smile and drags them both toward the edge. As the metaphorical clock strikes eight, a sea of lanterns is released into the sky, with wishes and prays for the heavens. Among that ocean are the promises of three girls, sixteen and learning about life, carrying their smiles for eternity.  

───────

After that, years pass, and it’s the same. 

Nothing changes because they love each other the same way; they love crashing the convenience store near the school during the exam season to stock up on coffee candy, and they love feeding Shenhe with expensive chocolates on her birthday. They love making the world their plaything because years of being in each other’s company have only made the three of them a little more like each other. 

And really, as growing girls filled with so much hope, they believed in forever. They really did. 

───────

When Yelan graduates from university with an MBA in International Business, she immediately rises to take her father’s position as a renowned world bank director. Yanfei has also lived up to her dreams, and soon after graduation, she gets accepted into one of the most reputed law firms in the country. Shenhe, on the other hand, enlisted after graduating high school. While her friends are getting used to corporate life, she’s a sergeant in the military, rising up the ranks relatively quickly because of her affinity for shooting and athletic skills. 

Growing up brought its distance, but Shenhe never felt like her friends were truly gone. She’d send letters when possible and receive a couple from them every few weeks. These pictures and keepsakes that they exchanged when they were adolescents keep her company in their place. 

And somewhere along the way, as the year dwindles along, Shenhe stops receiving letters. It stops for a month, then two, and the gifts she sends are sent back. 

Then, one of these days, she gets a call. “Shenhe?” a voice beckons to her from the other side of the phone, her voice meeker and weaker and none she can recognise. 

“Yelan?” she calls back, out of instinct. 

“It’s me,” Yelan breathes, and for some reason, it’s like life has been sucked out of her. She sounds exasperated—tired, and something dire must’ve happened if she’s in a state like this. A couple of months ago, she reported having no struggles with work and sounded perfectly comfortable with the job she rose into. Her father was proud of her, and she had a stable income. “Something… bad happened.” 

And deep down, Shenhe knows what’s wrong. She sits up against her mattress, hovering her hand over her mouth to muffle the sound of her voice. It must be midnight by now, and most soldiers have retired. She marches outside to attend to the call. “Yanfei?” she asks, furrowing her eyebrows, and Yelan lets out a deep sigh. 

“She left me—left us. Said she didn’t want anything to do with me anymore.” 

“Yanfei?” Shenhe echoes out of disbelief because the Yanfei she knows would never do such a thing. It’s impossible when the Yanfei she knew had been the most fearful about distance all along, when she’d been the glue to their promise these past years when she’d spent all her life loving so much that no petty misunderstanding could’ve been so easy to break them apart in her absence. But Shenhe feels it again—that visceral ache that tells her something has gone horribly wrong. “It can’t be,” she breathes out and hears another deep sigh across the phone—interrupted by a sniffle. 

“Something horrible happened, and it was partially my fault for being so naive, but I asked for her trust, and I promised her that I did nothing wrong, but she called me sly and deceptive and told me to never reach out to her again,” she explains. Her voice sounds so dull, worn, and defeated that Shenhe can only wonder what the past few months had done to ruin them. Unable to come to terms with the news, she enters the bunker once more and starts sifting through her box of old letters. She holds Yelan on the phone; Yelan no longer sounds like the vivacious young entrepreneur from before. “I’m sorry, Shenhe, it was my fault.”

“No,” Shenhe insists, leaning her weight back on her feet when she realises she received no letters from Yanfei about the situation. Her heart tears in her chest as the reality of the situation catches up to her, and no amount of running would keep her from being pulled in with the undertow. Gloom masks her expression as she lowers her head in shame. “It’s not your fault.”

“I should’ve been more careful,” Yelan says on the other side of the line, the connection crackling. “I wish I could tell you over the phone, but—but so much happened, and even if I wanted to, I—” she tries to say, but she sounds like she’s seconds away from tears.

“I will be returning home on Sunday. Let’s meet.” 

Yelan mumbles something indistinguishably, then cuts the call. 

Shenhe wonders how something she had tended for years slipped out of her grasp when her eyes were closed. 

───────

She sends Yanfei a text but doesn’t get a response back. 

───────

On the day of her return, the old friends decide to meet each other in person by the sweetwater river they once went to when they were children. A place like that should only bring fond memories, of course, but when Shenhe returns to the place, dull because of the nighttime, she finds that the moments she once held with reverence in her mind had since soured. She’s the first to reach there, in a plain white shirt and slim-fit jeans because they’re the only clean clothes she has apart from her military uniform. She places her arms on the railings and leans forward to admire the water. 

Yelan joins her moments later, calling her name once before catching her by surprise. When he’s not easy to catch off guard, not when she’s so alert. She turns her head at the same second her name is called, and a short distance away, she finds Yelan—taller, leaner, as elegant as a child of the moon itself. She’s not much different from before, except for the tired smile instead of the smirk that once used to occupy its place. 

“Yelan,” Shenhe calls out, meeting her halfway. They stare at each other, discomfiting, like meeting for the first time. She’d forgotten how much time could do to people—how much it did to them. She should be bitter about the change but would not change the outcome already played out. 

“I see you’ve been doing well enough,” Yelan points out, joining her by her side. She walks toward the water, where Shenhe had previously been standing and leans her weight against the railings. A gust of wind blows, tousling her short hair—a cut that looks good on her, compared to her longer, wavier hair from when they were teenagers. 

“I’ve been okay,” Shenhe replies curtly. “You?” 

“Not too good,” Yelan replies honestly. “Not since Yanfei left.” 

Shenhe turns to her with glassy eyes. “Why’d she leave?” 

Yelan sighs into her palms, combing her hair away from her eyes. She looks teary-eyed again, and a kind of uncharacteristic sorrow overcomes her. “We were working on a case together; an accusation pinned against me. I asked her to defend me, and it was going well for a while, but she found an outdated case file about my father’s history with embezzlement and… she told me she didn’t want to defend me. Called me a thief, a liar, a criminal, and claimed she couldn’t work with a lowlife like me.”

Shenhe finds herself tensing up at the news. Without a better response, she clamps her mouth shut and turns her head towards the water. The river has broken out into ripples and tumultuous waves, and she wonders if they are somehow a reflection of her heartache. “Is it true?” she asks, softer. 

“It was a misunderstanding,” Yelan clarifies, sounding low and shameful regardless. “I tried to tell her, to convince her that it was old news and I would never do such a thing, but she didn’t believe me. I don’t know what to believe anymore—maybe she’s right. The apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree.”

“No,” Shenhe asserts, drawing her eyebrows together. “Don’t say that about yourself. You’re good.” 

“I’m not good,” Yelan chuckles wryly. “I lost a friend—someone like Yanfei. She was more than a friend. She was like a sister to me.” 

“You are good,” Shenhe emphasises, touching their hands together. “It was a misunderstanding. Yanfei didn’t know what to believe—she panicked.” 

“She didn’t want to trust me.”

“She must’ve been confused. I wasn’t around to help either of you.”

“Shenhe, this has nothing to do with you,” Yelan clarifies, snapping her head towards her. “I… I wanted her to trust me because I’m nothing like my father, and I would never commit fraud like the accusations about me. But she didn’t, maybe because she felt like she couldn’t, and it says enough about what we had; it can’t be fixed.” And it sounds, depressingly, like defeat.

Shenhe shakes her head. “I will talk to her.”

“She knows I’ll go to you first. She won’t respond.”

“She’ll respond because it’s me—she’d respond if it’s you too.” Shenhe doesn’t sound so confident in herself anymore, and she finds that everything she wants to say from the bottom of her heart comes fumbling out and stuttery. Everything else she wishes to say remains stuck to the bottom of her throat, and all the words she wants to say vanish with the next thought. 

Yelan lets out an incredulous laugh. “She changed, Shenhe. All of us did.” 

“But we promised,” Shenhe asserts. “And I know that promise is still alive.”

───────

She tries calling and texting, but Yanfei doesn’t respond. 

───────

It goes on like this for years—and every morning blurs into another attempt to reach Yanfei till somewhere along the way, somewhere along that desperation, Shenhe forgets to call home. Home where Yelan has been waiting for her to come back.  

───────

Eventually, they stop calling. 
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