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    “This trip may be dangerous,” said Morax. The former Archon stood at the upper terrace balcony of Wangshu Inn, his back to Xiao. “Yet you insist on going.”

Xiao chose his next words carefully.

“I have guarded this place for several hundred years,” he said. “Only to seek the nameless Yaksha do I request your approval.”

Morax hummed thoughtfully.

“Rex Lapis is no more,” he said. “The one who stands before you is Zhongli, with whom you have no contract. You do not need his approval.”

“I seek it nonetheless,” replied Xiao.

Morax’s gaze was distant, somewhere in the direction of the Chasm. The former Archon let out a long sigh, as if he had been holding his breath for centuries.

“Very well,” he said. “You have my blessing.”

Xiao, too, exhaled.

“Thank—”

“…on one condition.”











  A few weeks later


When Xiao returned to the passage where he’d left Hu Tao, she seemed upset.

“Not cool,” she said. “You said you’d only be a minute.”

“You doubt my word? I was only gone for a minute.”

“Xiao, you were gone for half an hour. You’re…”—Hu Tao frowned—“…not one to joke like that. It really was just a minute, for you?”

“Yes. I so swear.”

That didn’t bode well. They’d come to the deepest depths of the Chasm in search of a missing comrade; Xiao hadn’t been expecting anything that might distort perceptions of time. Only god-residue would be powerful enough to achieve that kind of effect, and he didn’t sense that here, only restless spirits.

There was something in the air, though. Something wrong, but not in a way he could put words to.

“So, what was it?” said Hu Tao.

“Hmm? What was what?”

“The big rumbling noise you went to check out.”

“Civilians,” Xiao said. “Yanfei, the Traveller and her guide, two Inazumans, and the woman who always spies on you when you come and go from Jueyun Karst. There was a rockslide of some sort.” He motioned. “Come on, this way.”

They started moving again. “There’s someone spying on me?” Hu Tao asked.

“I assumed you knew.”

“What does she look like?”

Xiao leapt across a crack in the ground as wide as a river. “Dark blue hair,” he said. “Wears a fur shawl over nightwear.”

Hu Tao drew a series of sigils in the air, lowered her arms, and leapt, covering the same gap. A little plume of fiery butterflies trailed in her wake.

“Nightwear…” Hu Tao’s brow creased in thought. “Uh, Yelan? From Yanshang Teahouse?”

Xiao shrugged. “Perhaps. Why would I know her name?”

“You know Yanfei’s name.”

“She’s an Adeptus’s daughter. I was at her father’s wedding.”

“You know my name.”

“And every time we speak I wish I didn’t.”

“You know Barbatos’s name.”

“Barbatos and I were literally—”

He caught himself just in time, and glared at Hu Tao.

“Pardon?” she said innocently. “You two were literally what?”

“I should have thrown you off Mount Aocang years ago,” Xiao grumbled.

“Eh, the old crane would’ve saved me.”

“Off a different mountain, then.”










The old crane in question, better known as Cloud Retainer, had a number of bad habits:

Bringing up embarrassing childhood stories in mixed company, for instance. Thankfully, Xiao’s own past largely insulated him from this indignity.

Or, forcing other people to be test subjects for her inventions—which, while never harmful, tended towards… disconcerting.

But the worst habit of all, in Xiao’s opinion, was Cloud Retainer’s tendency to adopt any child that stood still for too long in her vicinity.

A few decades back, that habit had seen her take in Shenhe, a tiny girl who had fought a dead god in single combat for three days straight. Cloud Retainer had adopted her on the spot and only thought to get the confused girl’s consent a week later. Yet that wasn’t even the most ridiculous instance. Five hundred years ago, in the months after the Cataclysm, the other Adepti had had to physically bar Cloud Retainer from entering Sumeru, where, according to Mountain Shaper’s readings, a baby god had been born. Then there was that Natlani orphan from after the Archon War, who had in fact turned out not to be an orphan.

Hu Tao was merely the latest such adoptee. She came from a long line of funeral directors (with whom Xiao had some familiarity) and had become an orphan and Vision user at age eleven. Not long after, Rex Lapis—who had been helping care for her—made the critical error of seeking Cloud Retainer’s advice on dealing with children. By the end of that night, Cloud Retainer had kidnapped Hu Tao from Liyue Harbour and was teaching her the basics of Adeptal arts.

(Ganyu said it wasn’t legally a kidnapping, because she’d filed some paperwork very quickly to make it a formal adoption. Xiao trusted Ganyu’s judgement on human matters, but wasn’t sure why she thought he gave a shit about the legality of it.)

Had Cloud Retainer bullied Xiao into babysitting her “daughters” from time to time?

No comment.

And now that Hu Tao was an adult, had Morax sent her to babysit him?

Again, no comment.










They were further down. Water trickled through these caverns, seemingly from nowhere.

“There’s something really wrong with this place,” Hu Tao said. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

“Of course I sense it,” said Xiao. “That doesn’t mean I can tell you what it is. This is the very bed of the Chasm. The tunnels down here are older than I.”

“I don’t like it.” She pursed her lips. “It’s like… the Border, but all folded up on itself. Not to be taken lightly.”

“Does it seem like I’m taking this lightly?”

“You haven’t turned back,” Hu Tao pointed out.

“Nor have you.”

“You heard Zhongli. We’re supposed to stick together. And besides,” she shrugged, “we don’t know what we’ll find at the end of the trail. If the missing Yaksha requires a send-off…”

“Point taken.” Hu Tao was a spindly little thing beneath the layers of her uniform, fragile in a fight, but she had skills Xiao did not. Her family—her birth family, that is—had once worked alongside the Yaksha, driving god residue and unnatural death out of Liyue, and those techniques had only become more refined in the millennia since the Archon War had ended. But speaking of fragile… “Should we rest? You haven’t eaten in a while.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“I’m serious, Hu Tao. You haven’t eaten in half a day. Did you not pack enough rations?”

“I have plenty of food, I’m just not hungry…” Her footsteps slowed. “…but now that you mention it, I think my last meal must have been two days ago.”

“Half a day—” No, not this again. “A-Tao, this place is confounding our sense of time.”

“And my appetite.” Hu Tao frowned worriedly. “I’m not thirsty, either. Even if it’s only been half a day, I should feel dizzy, walking for this long without water. Xiao, serious question, your human form needs to pee, right? Neither of us have gone since we got here, have we?”

“Then our bodies are in some form of stasis.”

“Yeah. Hmm, not stasis, exactly. Not if we’re moving about. The qi has to come from somewhere — Aberaku’s Balance Principle, Guizhong’s Fifth Law.”

Of course Cloud Retainer would have tried to teach Hu Tao basic engineering. To what end, he couldn’t imagine. “You’re as pedantic as your mother,” Xiao grumbled. “Then what?”

“Well… Any chance we’re in a dream, dream-eater?” She didn’t sound particularly hopeful.

“No. This is no dream, nor nightmare.” There was no ‘taste’ to the place, nothing tugging at his original nature. “This is as real…”

“…as anything ever is.” Hu Tao sighed. “Well, then if we’re not eating or drinking or pissing or shitting—”

“Don’t be vulgar.”

“—pardon me, going potty— if our bodily functions have stopped and we’re able to walk around without tiring out… I dunno. It’s like we’re on life support.”

“‘Life support’?”

“Oh, um… it’s a thing physicians do. Using external devices to help the body eat, breathe, or circulate blood and qi, when it can’t do that itself.”

“‘Physician’ is not an analogy I would use for this place.”

“No… Then maybe we’re livestock.” Hu Tao shuddered. “Being kept nice and juicy…”

“Let’s not dwell on ‘why’s.” That would solve nothing. “What matters is whether this space poses a danger to us, should we linger… and how we might defend ourselves.”

“I should think the ‘why’s have a lot to tell us on both fronts. But okay. I’ll think on that.”

Hu Tao motioned down the trail.

“You’re still set on finding this lost comrade of yours, right? Not turning back yet?”

“Not turning back yet,” agreed Xiao.

They continued their walk in uneasy silence.










“General Alatus, holding back? Never thought I’d see the day.”

Xiao leapt to the side, narrowly avoiding a boulder falling from the sky. He rolled as he landed and ended in a low crouch. Purple balefire cast its glow on the clouds as it rained down upon the fields, now barren and burnt beyond any hope of rejuvenation, but it was the shadows between that Xiao watched, waiting.

“Show yourself,” he demanded.

“Why? You know who I am.”

The voice had come from behind him. Xiao turned just in time to take a punch to the head. He fell back, scrambling for purchase. When he looked up, a familiar silhouette was slipping away behind a curtain of balefire.

“Bosacius?” said Xiao. Then, “No. If you were still alive, why would you become like this?”

“Why?” The voice that was not—could not be—Bosacius laughed heartily. “Alatus, this is the fate we all share. To take on karmic debt, and to eventually succumb to it: we signed up for this. Have you forgotten?”

“I have not,” said Xiao.

How had he gotten here? Everything was a blur: before the surprise attack from the shadows, he had been… in the very bed of the Chasm. Then… then he couldn’t be back in the Guili Plains already, could he?

The thing that was not Bosacius emerged not far away. “Come, then, Xiao,” it said. “You couldn’t finish the job last time. But this time can be different. I’ll even fight back a little, if that makes it easier for you.” He grinned. “What do you say?”

Something warm prickled at Xiao’s skin, cutting past everything else: painful, searing. He glanced to the side but saw nothing. Strange. The warmth had felt tangible: so much so that even the stench of the battlefield seemed dull in comparison.

Door. There had been a door in their path, deep in the Chasm. They’d walked through, and then… and then he was here. Dream logic.

Not a dream, but… like a dream. That’s right. He and Hu Tao had been trying to understand the nature of that place. Or rather, this place, for he was still there.

“I won’t attack you,” he said. “This is an illusion. It isn’t real.”

“Isn’t it, now?” said not-Bosacius, and then he was right in front of Xiao.

This time, the punch that slammed into Xiao’s gut was accompanied by the crackle of Electro, coursing through him from his core to his extremities. He was screaming as he sailed through the air; he was screaming as he landed in gravel and skidded to a halt. The Electro clawed at his insides, seizing at his heart, turning his organs inside out—


  Burning.


Again, a painful heat was emanating from somewhere, faint but insistent like the end of a dream.

Xiao turned his attention inward to that burning feeling and found that, like before, the pain wracking his body from not-Bosacius’s blow was lesser, by contrast. Still just as excruciating, but occupying a lower plane of existence than whatever was searing away. If he was trapped in the fog of dream, then the heat was pure clarity.

“Illusions,” he grunted, stumbling to his feet. “Nothing but illusions.” He turned until it felt like the warmth was directly in front of him, and began to walk.

“So this is how the last Yaksha falls?” jeered the thing that wasn’t Bosacius. “His mind intact, his resolve shattered? How Morax must pity us.”

He mustn’t be baited. He kept walking. “No. Not pity.”

Conqueror of Demons?, whispered the wind, from another direction entirely. Is that you? Can you hear us?

Maybe an illusion, maybe not. The only thing Xiao knew for sure was real was that searing, burning sensation.

“Begone with you,” he muttered, trudging away from the wind and Bosacius both.

“I’ll see you soon,” Bosacius’s voice murmured into his ear.

Xiao flinched but didn’t turn to face the apparition. He kept going. With each step he took, his illusory injuries seemed lighter, less real.

The fissure’s unstable, said the wind. Get back. You too, Lumine.

Xiao took another step, and his foot landed in damp grass.

He looked up.

Pale light, a tangle of trees. Gone were the bloody fields: he was in a forest, roots tangled across the soil, their shadows obscuring the sky. A thick mist blanketed the ground, obscuring his view. Neither sun nor moon were visible through it.

Xiao closed his eyes, attuning his senses…

There. That same burning feeling as before. The heat of true fire, cutting through the illusions of this chaotic space.

He turned and walked in the direction of the heat.

For a few long minutes, Xiao was alone, with only the trees for company. Then he spotted glowing red through the mist ahead, and quickened his pace.

As he drew nearer, the source of the light became apparent. There were trees ablaze, nearly a dozen of them. The flames were an angry scarlet that didn’t seem to cast light on the surroundings.

A man was talking.

“Why won’t you say anything?”

Whoever he was speaking to, they did not reply.

Xiao walked closer to the burning trees, spear in hand.

“I waited for you. Seven years and seven months, I waited for you. It was selfish, I know, but… will you not at least look your yeye in the eye?”

No response. The man sighed.

“Are you perhaps… ashamed to face me? Please, don’t be. Please don’t feel bad. I forgive you— Forgive? Aiyah, what am I saying? There’s nothing to forgive, Taotao. You did nothing wrong. You moved on, just like you ought to. You did the right thing; you couldn’t have known.”

Two silhouttes stood before the flames. One was tall, head bowed, a hat held protectively to their chest. The other was about Xiao’s height, their long hair done up in familiar twintails. They appeared to be setting another tree ablaze.

“Hu Tao,” Xiao said.

She turned. “Xiao? Oh, thank goodness! You found me. I was starting to think you’d gotten hurt or something.”

“Oh, thank Morax, you can talk,” said the man beside her, audibly relieved. “It really is you, then.”

Xiao drew closer, motioning to the man.

“Who is that?” he asked.

“No one,” said Hu Tao.

She pulled her flaming staff away from the tree and stood, putting it away.

“Shouldn’t you be asking why I’m setting the trees on fire?” she added. She sounded a little put out.

“To help me find you.” Obviously.

As Xiao made his way to Hu Tao’s side, he regarded the man carefully. He was slender, silver-haired; he wore a dark jacket, an exact mirror of Hu Tao’s own, with matching trousers. Xiao couldn’t see for sure, but he was almost certain the hat in the man’s hands was like Hu Tao’s but larger.

The man, in turn, regarded Xiao with inquisitive red eyes. “A friend of yours, A-Tao?”

“That doesn’t look like ‘no one’,” Xiao said.

Hu Tao said nothing, but now that he was up close, Xiao could see the dried tears streaking her cheeks.

“Hu Tao,” said Xiao.

A sigh. “What, Xiao? Grief can hurt. Grief can kill you, if you let it.” She motioned at the man. “But grief isn’t a person. It’s not a physical thing you can reckon with.”

“Listen. This space is conjuring—”

“Don’t interrupt, Xiao. You should know this better than most. Grief is something we do to ourselves.” Hu Tao’s knuckles went white. “So believe me when I say, this is no one. Just a silly girl’s imagination.”

“Ayo, using my own words against me?” The old man smiled bitterly. “Oh, A-Tao, look at the woman you’ve become. I’m so proud of you… Won’t you at least talk to me?”

Xiao placed a hand on Hu Tao’s shoulder. She leaned into it, breathing heavily.

“This place is cruel,” Xiao said.

“On that we can agree.” Hu Tao wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve. “Any idea how we get out of here?”

“Not yet.”

“Well, damn.” Sniffle. “Chaotic spaces, huh. Not nearly as fun as they sound.”

“They don’t sound like fun at all.”

“My point exactly.”

The man bowed to Xiao. “Adeptus, please. I beg you, help my dear Taotao see reason. I’ve missed her so, so, much…”

Xiao felt Hu Tao stiffen.

He leaned in and looked closely at her face. “Hu Tao. Do you need my help?”

“Need? No.” Her smile wavered.

“Do you want it?” Xiao asked.

“I… I don’t know.”

Too proud to consider asking. Perhaps she’d picked that up from him.

“Close your eyes,” said Xiao.

He waited until Hu Tao did as she was told. Then he twirled his spear and struck.










It felt like days passed in that strange exaggerated version of Wuwang Hill. No hunger, no exhaustion: just an endless cycle of moving and searching, trying to understand this place.

And waiting. A lot of waiting.

Hu Tao and Xiao were sitting by the base of a tree, both thinking in silence, when the air shimmered and a voice spoke.

“The… clearer now… close.”

At the unexpected sound, Hu Tao and Xiao exchanged glances. They rose in unison, polearms ready.

“Conqueror… Demons, can you hear me?” said the shimmering patch of air. “It’s Yanfei. Lumine and I are—”

“Yanfei?” said Hu Tao, relief washing over her. “Oh my gods, it’s good to hear your voice.”

“…Hu Tao?” Yeah, that was definitely Yanfei, vocal fry and all. “What are you doing here?”

Xiao spoke. “This is Xiao. Hu Tao and I came here together. You must leave this place at once. It’s a trap.”

“Not an option,” muttered another voice which Hu Tao recognised as the Traveller, Lumine.

Yanfei spoke: “Listen, it’s chaotic here. We may not be in the same space, but sometimes the sound can get through, which means…”

“…the spaces intersect sometimes,” Hu Tao realised. “That’s… Then we might be able to regroup.”

“Exactly!” said Yanfei. “Conqueror of Demons, A-Tao, can you find a way across?”

“I mustn’t,” said Xiao without pause. “Hu Tao, if you can cross, do it.”

Hu Tao shot him an incredulous look. She lowered her voice: “One, I’m not going without you, so fit that into your plans. Two, what the heck are you on about?”

“This place may be amplifying my negative karma,” Xiao replied. “My presence could be putting them in danger.”

Yanfei and Lumine had fallen silent. Hu Tao called into the space-between-spaces: “He thinks his karma will put you in danger.”

Yanfei’s reply was immediate. “Not knowing where he is has already put us in danger.” (Smart woman; Hu Tao knew she could rely on her.) “Lumine was tricked into a dangerous place looking for you. As was I.”

Hu Tao knew Xiao well enough to recognise the cycles of grief flickering across his face in quick succession.

“We’ll join you,” he said after a moment. “Or try.”

Hu Tao poked the distortion in the air with her little finger: it passed through like there was nothing there.

“Any ideas how we jump between spaces?” she said.

“I managed to cross over from my illusion into yours,” said Xiao. “Perhaps…”

Ah. Purifying flame? Worth a shot.

Hu Tao planted Homa in the ground tip-first.

“Yanfei, Traveller,” she said, “we might be coming in hot. Step back.”

There was a pause on the other end, before Lumine said, “as in, you’re being chased?—”, and Yanfei sighed, “no, it’s a godsdamned pun.” Hu Tao didn’t wait to hear the rest: she was too busy invoking the time-honed techniques of Wangsheng, calling upon her staff to cleanse, cleanse, cleanse, burn away the lies, while at the same time, she drew upon Mom’s Adeptal techniques to channel and control the burn. Easy to describe, finicky to do. But Hu Tao was a professional.

The ground burst into black-red flame before her, a perfect circle whose edges flickered intermittently.

Wordlessly, Hu Tao held her hand out for Xiao to take. They stepped through together.










Xiao lay by the campfire, feigning sleep. In actual fact, he had already been half awake when he heard footsteps approach—worryingly light—headed for where Hu Tao sat beside him. She could take care of herself, but still…

“May I?”

The voice belonged to the Inazuman girl, the practical one. Good, that was one concern resolved. (He’d thought it might have been Yelan, but although the Qixing assassin may be able to imitate voices, she wouldn’t be able to conceal her height from Hu Tao at this distance.)

“Go ahead,” said Hu Tao. “Kuki, right? Oh, but keep your voice down.”

“Shinobu.” She took a seat. “Just Shinobu. We’re all friends here. Your friend there asleep?”

A pause. There was a slight noise: Hu Tao’s weight shifting infinitesimally as she turned to look.

“Not asleep, but he is resting,” she said. “He needs it. Anyway, hi. Hu Tao, or just Tao if you’d like.”

“A pleasure. Do you two need anything? Snacks, a bedroll for you or the youkai here…?”

“Had some lavender melon. Pretty good. The Traveller said that was your work…?”

“Yeah.”

“Between you and me… is that caramelised slime condensate I taste?”

“Huh. You might be the first person to figure that out. Well done.”

“Thanks. Hmm… Shinobu?”

“Yes?”

“You strike me as the kind of lady who writes an agenda for all her meetings. Anything specific you came here to ask?”

“Not really. Just trying to get a handle on team morale.”

“Oh, is this about Yanfei and me? She’s poly, so don’t—”

“What? No. I wasn’t… Oh. Huh. That is… useful information.”

“Hehe, of course it is. That’s the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor customer satisfaction guarantee.”

“Miss Hu… or, Miss Tao, I guess. I really did want to check if you and your friend here are okay— yeah, yeah, poor choice of words. If there’s anything I can do for you. Or if not me, then my boss, or Miss Lumine…”

“We’ll manage.”

“I heard you were in that nightmare space for… quite a while. If you need to talk about it…”

“Shinobu. A word of advice?”

“Mm?”

“I don’t know your boss’s story, but Xiao here, he’s an Archon War veteran. Killed gods, I’m pretty sure. And since then he’s been the closest thing Liyue has to a filtration system for getting rid of all the god-residue and dark energy. Believe me when I say, whatever this place has to throw at him, he’s had worse… Now, I’m sure that yes, there’s some hypothetical thing you could do to make him feel a little better, but he doesn’t know what it is, and no offense, but I don’t like your odds of figuring it out either.”

“Ah.” A slow exhale. “Right. Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine—”

“And what about you, Miss Tao?”

“Me? Yanfei knows me, and Xiao knows me, and there’s a reason they’re not trying to talk me through this. Things suck right now, obviously—and yes, I know what you’re going to say: I’m bottling up my feelings right now and it’ll come back to bite me later. No duh. But that’s my job, Shinobu. I’m the person who saves the crying for the day after the funeral. I’m the designated person-who’s-totally-fine.”

There was a long pause before the Inazuman next spoke.

“…shit.”

“Sorry. Was that too much?”

“No, I… I was actually thinking… I can relate to that. A little.”

“Oh. Sucks to be you, then.” Hu Tao sighed. “Well! I’m here now, and I hear you’re on vacation. How about you clock off your shift, and go take some time to yourself for now?”

“Hmm, maybe… Though right now ‘alone’ sounds, uh, not great. Do you mind if we keep chatting?”

“Mmm… sorry. Maybe some other time, when I’m me enough to enjoy it. How about… Go ask Yanfei about her mango pudding recipe. Or the Tianquan’s latest reforms. She’ll know I suggested it, but she’ll appreciate you for it anyway.”

“Hmm. Okay.” The Inazuman stood, brushing dirt off her clothes. “Thank you, Hu Tao.”

“You’re most welcome. Don’t be a stranger, ’k?”

Once the other woman had left, Hu Tao lowered her voice and said:

“Well? You look like you want to say something.”

“I don’t,” murmured Xiao, not opening his eyes.

“No? Not going to chide me for not taking care of myself?”

“No. I know that doesn’t work.”

“Ah, I’ve gotten predictable,” Hu Tao lamented. 

Xiao sighed. “Cloud Retainer and Rex Lapis dote on you like parents. It’s beyond me how they can see you being so cruel to yourself and not try to stop you.”

“Pot and kettle, Xiao. And… I dunno. They’re both very, very old. Maybe that’s what parents do, in their world. They show they care about us…”

“You and I are not the same, Hu Tao.”

“…by letting us immolate ourselves.”










A chaotic space. Illusions of past, present, and future; the dial of time swinging erratically forwards and backwards. Illusions to disperse. Xiao and Lumine carving a path side by side. Hu Tao and Yelan dancing across the battlefield with surprising synchronicity.


  “When mortal and adepti powers are combined…”


A fantastical compass. A note. A Cataclysm. Bosacius, lost and found, a hero even in the throes of madness. A dead man named Boyang. His descendant, heeding his words of doom with clinical detachment.


  “…one can move the heavens and shake the earth.”


A seal. Light: a hint. Yanfei, discovering a solution hidden in plain sight.


  “Yaksha and mortal together take this contraption in hand…”


A plan, born equally of certainty and desperation. A thaumaturge of contradivination, revealing her hand before strangers. An karmically doomed peng, trusting the mortals that were as children to him. Two scarred warriors who fought on battlefields the other could never understand, putting their differences aside for one last push.


  “…to break free from our shackles, using a spear that by rights should not exist.”


Xiao channeled his power into the Compass, and a platform of light sprang into being beneath their feet, in the image of the Compass itself: eight-pointed stars rotating past one another in concentric layers. The platform trembled for a few seconds, trying to pull away from a ground that would not let go. Then they began to rise, picking up speed as they went.

Yanfei sounded giddy. “Yes! You’re doing it, Conqueror of Demons, it’s working!”

Shinobu was looking up. “That miasma goes on forever. Just how far did we fall?”

“It’s okay. Look, it gets brighter. We just have to keep going up.”

“Stay sharp,” said Yelan.

“Hostiles,” Lumine said at the same time. She pointed with her sword.

Humanoid shades were emerging from the surrounding shadows, spiralling towards them. They appeared to be formed from the same rotten-rose coloured miasma that the Compass platform was ascending through.

Xiao gritted his teeth. “Need… all my power… here…”

A hand settled on his shoulder. A murmur: “We’ve got this, Xiao-xiao. You take care of your job, leave the rest to us, m’kay?”

Xiao nodded, shut his eyes, and pushed, and he did not see any of this next part:

As far as motley crews went, they were quite well-equipped to fend off the encroaching shades. They quickly fell into a rhythm, working as one. Yelan’s razor-thin lifeline slowed the horde, freeing Yanfei and Hu Tao up to focus on raw power. Lumine moved between them all, juggling techniques from a dozen different schools of combat and magic: hurricanes tossed from the tip of her sword, gathering dozens of shades in place for someone else to vaporise; explosions of jagged rock encircling the platform that left the shades dazed and weakened as they passed through; glowing amulets that honed her allies’ focus. Even Kuki Shinobu, crouching protectively over Itto’s unconscious form, was able to aid the effort: she channelled her Vision into some form of healing field that she extended towards the others. (“Ta.” / “Oh, neat!” / “No!, do Xiao.” / “Thank you.”)

But though they fought well, they had no reply as the shades increased in number, becoming a veritable stormcloud whirling around them. Within minutes they were surrounded from above and below.

It was Xiao—eyes shut, sensing the tide of battle nonetheless—who provided the last push they needed. He roared, cracks forming through his mask, and something in the compass exploded with light…

…and then, mercifully, the shades fell away all at once, and now they were ascending, unfettered.

Far above them, daylight glimmered.

Paimon gasped in relief. The sentiment was echoed in the others’ eyes. Up went their platform of light, the end of the line finally in sight.

Xiao felt the cracks before the others saw them. He’d suspected it was coming once his mask had shattered from channelling too much energy. The platform, held together with his strength, was failing… just like he could feel his power failing him. 

No. Not now. Not this close. He braced one hand with another, giving to the Compass with everything he could.

The cracks in the platform were growing, hairline fractures stretching from the center to its edges.

The others were looking at him, expressions on their faces that Xiao wasn’t certain what to make of.

Yanfei spoke up worriedly. “You can’t keep this up… Your strength won’t last…”

And wasn’t that ridiculous?, that they would be concerned for him, as if his failure wasn’t condemning them to an undeserved fate in that chaotic space.

Xiao pulled his hand away from the Compass right before he would have blacked out. He staggered back, looking between them: Yelan, Lumine, Paimon, Hu Tao, Yanfei, Shinobu, Itto.

Yes… there was still a way.

Xiao drew upon what little power he had left, gathering it in his fist. He kept his eyes on the Compass, as if planning to return to it, right until he was sure he had enough.

One last push, sending the others to the surface: that, he could do. The Compass platform might not withstand the blowback. This was an acceptable price.

He raised his hand high. Columns of teal light formed around everyone but him.


  Better that some of us make it out than none of us.


He saw realisation dawn in Yelan and Lumine’s eyes. Yelan, who was closer, lunged for him, trying to stop him. The woman was incredibly fast, but it didn’t matter: Xiao was drawing on his original power as dream-eater, and mere speed wouldn’t be enough to stop this.

Xiao thrust his hand down, and Yelan’s tether never reached him, nor did her howl of fury. His companions were whisked up and away, columns of pale light zooming towards the surface.

The Compass platform continued its faltering ascent in silence, until it could rise no more. It came to a stop, now riddled with cracks, some thicker than his arm.

The glow of Xiao’s magic faded. He let out a long breath.

When he turned, a part of him wasn’t entirely surprised to find that Hu Tao was still there. He grimaced nonetheless. There was a talisman clutched protectively in his friend’s hands, bearing an Adeptal sigil—not one he recognised, but reminiscent of Cloud Retainer’s work.

“How…?” he began. No, that doesn’t matter. “There’s no time. Dispel the ward, Hu Tao.” He raised his hand, finding a little more power within himself.

“No.”


  “Now.”


(Hu Tao had seen Xiao’s face when he decided he had to sacrifice himself. Like recognises like, and in Xiao, Hu Tao had recognised the inner resolve of a butterfly burning too bright, too fast, wanting to leave a mark on the story before dissolving into ashes. Hu Tao had realised Xiao’s decision before even he had, and that had bought her just enough time to draw the countersigil.)

“Don’t be silly, Xiao,” said Hu Tao. She pulled him into a hug. “I’m here for you.”

“A-Tao, don’t do this. You—”

“Why not? We’re family, aren’t we?”

What even was there to say to something that deranged?

“You’re a fool. Think of all the people—”

“No, you think of all the people you’re leaving behind, you dunce… Plus, if you died here,” Hu Tao went on, “in this twisted space—”

The platform shattered beneath their feet and they were falling into that void.

Falling. Yaksha and undertaker, wrapped in an embrace, spinning and hurtling down through a funnel of restless souls. The air was silent, no wind to mark their speed.

“—with nobody to perform last rites… think about where all your karma would go. That’d be a disaster.” She choked out a laugh. “We wouldn’t want the old man coming out of retirement for that, would we?”

Her eyes, red and puffy, were so kind.

Xiao forced himself to look away, but he let himself return the hug, squeezing, keeping his strange little not-cousin close. In freefall it was like she was weightless. (But not massless: there was a solidity to having someone in his arms.)

They fell.

Here in the moment, there was less guilt than Xiao had expected. Or rather, the guilt he felt was exactly as strong as always.

Perhaps this had always been his destiny: never a clean wound, never a quiet death, always depriving the world of something on his way out.

At least he’d only dragged one soul down with him.

“Aiyah,” said Hu Tao, “don’t be sad.” It was frankly a little rich, coming from someone who was sobbing between every second word at this point.

Xiao snorted scornfully. “‘Don’t be sad’? Really?”

“Yeah: look at all these restless souls we can send to the beyond! I bet my competitors would kill to get this many clients all at once.”

He found himself smiling despite it all. Damn Hu Tao and her jokes.

“They’re not going to pay you,” he said, deadpan.

“How can you be so sure? This Domain conjures anything and everything. Maybe there’ll be Mora.”

There was no wind to drown out their voices or batter at their clothes. It was like it wasn’t even real air that they were descending through.

“Hu Tao,” said Xiao, “you understand that death might not even be waiting for us, don’t you? We could be falling forever.”

She buried her face in his shoulder. “Then I’m glad you’re not alone.”

“Hu Tao…”

“I wouldn’t want to be, either.”

Xiao closed his mouth, not trusting his voice not to betray him. Instead he hugged tighter, his chin gracing the top of Hu Tao’s head.

And so they fell, deeper and deeper, until the light of the surface had vanished. Held close in one another’s arms, they tumbled into oblivion, receding from—











  No. Absolutely not. You are my wards. These are my mountains. You will not die here.











They landed in a tangle of limbs, Xiao atop Hu Tao. His weight knocked the breath out of her, and she lay there, gulping in air. Fresh air.

They were on solid ground. A golden light was receding from around them. Geo.

“You’re okay!” said someone, relieved. Paimon. “For a second there it looked like you weren’t going to make it…”

Xiao rolled off her and onto his back, equally winded from the impact.

Hu Tao felt Xiao’s head turn, searching the slopes of the Chasm for something or someone. She didn’t bother looking: she wouldn’t see their saviour unless he willed it so.

Dashing footsteps. Yanfei arrived at her side, kneeling and gathering her into a gentle hug.

“A-Tao,” she said, “stars and Abyss, I thought you’d… A-Tao, what happened? Are you okay?”

A dozen obfuscations and deflections flickered through Hu Tao’s mind. She considered, tasting them on the tip of her tongue.

No, she decided. She had standards. She wouldn’t lie to Yanfei, not even by omission.

“Privileged information,” she said, jerking her head to indicate all everyone else milling around.

It took Yanfei a second to parse that.

“Okay,” she said, attempting a smile. “I… shall ask again when everyone’s gone.”

“No,” said Hu Tao. “Not today. Not for a few days.”

“A-Tao, what happened there?”

“Really, not now. Ask me when I’ve had a few nights’ sleep. Hey, you know who could use the support right now? Your kohai in the booty shorts. Bet she and the oni are way out of their depth.”

“You’re deflecting.”

“Yes, Yanfei, very astute. Ask her out to dinner. You know you want to.”

“She’s not interested, and you’re still—”

“Deflecting, sure. But you can do more good there than here, qinqin. And if you think she isn’t, you’re not being impartial.”

“I’m not? Did… did Shinobu say something?”

“Go. Shoo.”

Yanfei couldn’t hide to worry on her face, but she nodded and rose, giving Hu Tao her space.

Okay. Time to stay busy. Hu Tao looked around. Nearby, Yelan and Xiao were bickering over something, and the Traveller’s attempts at mediating were falling flat.

Hu Tao allowed herself one nice, long breath, in and out. Fresh air: how she’d missed it. Then she climbed to her feet, brushed the dirt from her socks and coat, and went to intervene. Her shift wasn’t done yet.










Lumine didn’t seem surprised to see Hu Tao when she and Paimon arrived at Pervases’s shrine.

“I thought you might have gone to find him,” she said in lieu of greeting.

“We’re family,” Hu Tao agreed. “Besides, Mister Zhongli asked me to look after him. I couldn’t let the old man down.”

“You know,” mused Paimon, “beneath all the pranks and weirdness, Paimon thinks you’re actually a good person, Hu Tao.”

“That’s very sweet of you, Paimon.” Hu Tao motioned to the shrine. “He’s either inside or on the roof. But before you go find him… may I ask a favour, Traveller?”

“You can ask,” said Lumine, brows raised.

“Can you be there if he wants to talk? Only… I think he’s said as much as he’s able to say to me.”

“I’m sure he trusts you—”

“Oh, I’m sure, too. It’s just… for all that Xiao and I are surrounded by death, we live in very different worlds, you know? In many ways, you’re more like him than me.”

Lumine pursed her lips. “A killer, you mean.”

“Aiyah, no, don’t put words in my mouth. You’re not a killer any more than Xiao is. No, I mean that you’re both… the same kind of tired, I think.”

“Tired?”

“You heard me. Anyway, could you look out for him? I should get back to the city and check in with Mister Zhongli, and then I need to go be unconscious.”

“I can do that.”

“Thank you.”

“Speaking of Zhongli, did you happen to notice—”

“No,” said Hu Tao, “I did not.”

(“Hey! She didn’t even finish asking!”)

“…understood.” Lumine’s gaze turned inquisitive. “And you? Are you okay?”

“Okay? Of course not, silly,” Hu Tao replied. “We were all nearly erased, devoured by something we still don’t have so much as a name for. Nobody would be okay after that.”

“Of course. Well… will—”

“No, I won’t be okay later. I know full well how brushes with mortality like this affect people, especially when it’s the mortality of those that they care about. Processing that takes time, and space, and I may have space but I sure don’t have time: I’m a businesswoman! I’m going back into work next week and people will be crying all around me, and I’ll be there for them to lean on, their… tree branch above a raging river. After that I’m going to go home and cry, and then after that I’ll come back in the next day.” She sighed dramatically. “Alas, for woe is I, Traveller! Such is the lot of Wangsheng’s directors: to toil alone, never sure whether we’ve truly helped the living or merely prolonged their grief. And as for the dead and departed, well, they’re dead. Nothing I can do will ever matter to my ancestors and forebears when they’re all in the dirt. They do not watch over me. I cannot make them proud, only my projections of them. I am a servant of the cycle; I am nothing to the cycle. We may all be dust on the wind; I am the dust who screams in abject silence as she dissolves.”

Lumine blinked. She said nothing.

Her companion shuddered. “Paimon can’t tell if you’re being serious or not.”

“Oh, you and your adorable false dichotomies.” Hu Tao allowed herself a giggle, as deranged as she could manage.

“Uh… what? Come again?”

“No thanks!” She grinned. “Where’s the fun in telling the same joke twice? Besides, I’m sure the Traveller here can explain.”

Lumine’s brow creased.

“Stay safe,” she gently said, and nothing more.

Such an interesting soul, that one. Hu Tao rather liked her.

“Well, then, see you both around! You know…”—she winked—“one way or another.”

She turned and left them behind before either could formulate a response. Her grin remained plastered on her face all the way to Wangsheng, then through dinner, and eventually, even as she slept.











  
    The fire blazes grandly; the drought does not end.
  

  
    I have none to look around to, none to look up to.
  

  
    The fire spreads hungrily; the drought will not end.
  

  
    The Heavens will not see me, will not see my embers.
  











“I think,” said Lumine, “that if Bosacius was even one tenth the man you are…”

“He was. Many times over.”

“…then I think that he would have been proud of what he’d achieved. Maybe not happy. But proud.” She gave Xiao a small smile. “That’s not nothing, is it?”

“No,” he said, “it’s not nothing.”

  
Author’s Note:	Hu Tao:
	“And it burns, burns, burns…”


	Mittens and Whiskers:
	“The ring of fire?”


	Hu Tao:
	*nod* “The ring of fire.”





