
1. denial


    
    Hu Tao’s demise begins like this.

She’s exhausted. Her heels throb with a dull ache that’s only the result of too many hours on her feet, right smack in the same foot by foot square she’s allowed herself to step around. The strain in her forearms from holding up the heavy and metal angle scissors is enough to almost make her drop said tool into a very dead looking senior. Almost.

“Careful.” Zhongli’s voice is low and sort of distracted, like holding up Hu Tao’s wrist before dropping a foreign object into an open chest cavity is just another daily occurrence to him. He doesn’t look up, just runs his free, gloved hand along the open seam courtesy of Hu Tao.

She clicks her tongue. “Maybe if I had that break earlier I wouldn’t be risking the health of Mister,” Hu Tao ducks her head briefly for a glance at the clipboard hanging off the edge of the table. “Jing. Mister Jing. Did you know that withholding a break long enough is enough cause for a lawsuit? Exhaustion is a hell of a strain on the living body, Mr. Zhongli. I think I feel faint, I think I might-”

“Just.” The pinch of Zhongli’s eyebrows is one she’s too familiar with already. This one in particular signifies a breakthrough. “Go. I can finish him up.”

“Oh! Say less.” She pats her hands on her outerwear, tossing her mask and disposable gown in the nearest bin. She hadn’t noticed how stiff her shoulders were until she relaxes them and groans as she begins to shuffle her way out.

A pointed “Hu Tao” from Zhongli snaps her back to attention, and she swivels around on her heels as remembrance dawns.

It’s a tiny thing Zhongli had implemented as a means to make peace with the subjects of their work, but Hu Tao respects it nonetheless, always, and admittedly she’s a little embarrassed she’d almost forgotten. She ducks her head slightly with her hands clasped at her stomach. “Mister Jing, I wish you eternal peace, in this life and the next.”

Zhongli gives a nod of approval, and Hu Tao begins her ascent upstairs.

“One more thing.” Hu Tao mentally groans, but turns her attention again. “Mister Jing still needs his family’s legal arrangements officialized. I’m heading out early for a meeting, so I’ll need you to take his paperwork across the street first thing in the morning.”

Hu Tao blinks slowly, and physically feels her eyelids begin to ache. “So I can’t even sleep in?”

“You can go back to sleep afterwards.”

“You’re buying me that espresso machine I’ve been wanting.”

“No, I’m not. His folder is in the top drawer, please don’t be late.” Finally, he looks up, expression flat, but there’s a tiredness to his eyes that reminds Hu Tao he’s been working on today’s person even longer than she has. “Goodnight, Hu Tao.”

“Goodnight.” She manages to grumble before finally, at last, being dismissed. Each step upwards to their living area feels weighed down with sludge, and despite sleep heavy on her eyes, she fears closing them for the night will only bring a boggled, watered down version of her day to replay tiredly in her dreams. She had eaten her last meal earlier in the day, a quick variant of fruits and crackers of a portion too small to really call it a meal, but the prospect of having to cook real food with whatever she can scrounge up from the fridge makes her in part more tired, and more hungry.

“Lady Killer Boo!” She extends her arms out in greeting despite knowing very well her cat is too lazy to do anything but walk, and crouches down at the black bundle of fur rubbing itself fondly along her ankles. The light vibration against her skin pulls a fond smile from her lips as she scratches tentatively at Boo’s chin, heart clenching at the way he only presses himself against her hand harder. “You know I’m aware you’re only doing this because you’re hungry, right?”

Hu Tao snorts, scooping Boo up so he’s draped lazily over her shoulder as she pads over to the kitchen to set him a bowl of food. Leaning against the counter, watching him eat is when her stomach gives her a friendly reminder that she also, in fact, should eat.

Her eyelids ache again. Mental math calculates the hours of sleep she’ll be getting tonight, taking into account the few minutes she’d take to actually fall into deep sleep, a small plus if she puts off showering and skin care for the night, minus the thirty-ish minutes she’ll wake up before her alarm is set to go off, because of course she does. She frowns at the results, because it’s about five hours if she falls to sleep right away. Starting now.

Making the decision to ignore said hunger and simply just will herself to sleep as she makes her way into her room, she pushes back the voice in the back of her mind nagging on her to at least shower, at least change out of her old tee she’d been sweating in all day. And right on her clean sheets! She’ll do laundry tomorrow. It’s just a quick in-and-out drop off of some papers. It’ll be fine.

 


 

It is not fine.

For starters, there’s a strange wave of self awareness that’s washed over her as she now stands a bit away from the door to the legal advisory office. Hu Tao isn’t sure if it’s because she hasn’t had a chance to make her coffee before running out, because it just so happened that her body did not wake up before her alarm. Perhaps it was the post-wake-up decision she’d made to slip on the first shoes her feet had tapped, which just so happened to be a pair of slippers that used to be white. Or maybe it was the slightly lopsided, twin pigtails pathetically drooping on her head.

Her current state had been made uncomfortably aware of when a presumably higher class woman had walked out the glass doors, giving Hu Tao a once over with a furrow of her neat, perfect brows.

Hu Tao is familiar with the employees of the office, yes, but Zhongli wouldn’t be caught dead anywhere with Hu Tao if she showed up anywhere with him looking like… Well, this. She blames his poor time management skills for making her do this.

Cold air mixed with the faint scent of quality freshener hits her all at once as she steps foot into the familiar room. The office is cozy, not too extravagantly large, but not small enough to induce claustrophobia nor be unable to accommodate the very expensive looking furniture sets, either. Hu Tao recalls a time she’d looked up the same furniture online (for curiosity’s sake and definitely not to recreate the space at home, she says), and then felt a piece of her soul leave her body as the price registered in her mind.

There are some minor changes here and there, though, Hu Tao notes as she walks further into the lobby. The otherwise empty vases meant for bougie decoration now house pretty, sprouting blue flowers. The glass doors at the entrance now make a twinkling sound courtesy of a tiny wind chime, one Hu Tao scrunches her nose at because it’s probably the cutest thing she’s seen in a while.

Her stomach rumbles as a reminder of last night’s protest against food, and she remembers how badly she wants to just drop these documents off and leave. She misses Boo already, even if he’s only across the street.

A quiet shuffling around the array of front desks catches Hu Tao’s attention. She shuts her eyes a moment, getting the feeling of that sweet, sweet, sleep deprived sting good and done with, and exhales quietly before channeling her more energetic self. “Good morning, Mrs. Feng!” She untucks the manila folder out from under her arm and lays it flat on the front desk, leaning her body against the edge so that her voice carries over.

“I hope you’ll pardon my appearance!” Mrs. Feng is on the more elderly side, as Hu Tao often forgets, so she raises her voice just the tiniest bit for good measure. “Sir Zhongli asked me to pass these papers to you, and you know how he gets when… he’s-“

The voice carrying back over a flurry of I’m sorry!’s and Be right there!’s is definitely not Mrs. Feng’s, and neither is the pink head of hair slipping out from one of the back rooms in such a wild hurry that Hu Tao doesn’t have the time to process anything.

But when this girl stops in front of her, rambling off more apologies and unneeded explanations as to what or why she was in whatever filing room, Hu Tao blinks, and then she slowly processes.

Whatever force of nature that usually screams you’re gay! at you whenever you’ve seen, by far, the prettiest girl in your entire life, Hu Tao is sure she’s feeling it now. Like a whirlwind of emotions and thoughts soaring through her mind, yet she feels a constant grounding keeping her on Earth, firm and steady, with both feet planted down.

The words she’d meant to be speaking die on her tongue, leaving her open mouthed and probably gaping at— at whoever’s taken over Mrs. Feng’s position. Hu Tao shivers and questions her sanity for a second. Is she even in the right building? She doesn’t feel very hungry anymore.

“Ma’am?” Hu Tao feels her soul snap back into her body at a rate so fast she practically chokes out, “Yeah, hi!”

The girl across the front desk tips her head, and Hu Tao might have found the gesture a bit offensive, but the way her mouth curves in an amused smile throws that thought at the window. She furrows her brows, which draws Hu Tao’s attention to her eyes, and oh god, she kind of wishes she hadn’t, because suddenly drowning in an ocean the same color as those blue-green eyes doesn’t seem like such a bad way to go.

“Hi.” She says slowly. “Can I help you with something?”

Hu Tao curses the God or equivalent being preventing her from not making an utter fool of herself (she mentally calls them homophobic), because her voice squeaks when she finally manages to speak. “Where’s Mrs. Feng?”

Then, Hu Tao freezes, fingers clenching along the end of the manila folder as she mentally readies up a barrage of wait, that’s not what I meant, I’m sorry, It’s just that my headache of a boss-creature—

“She’s out for a few weeks on vacation, something about enjoying her life before her old bones give out— her words, not mine!”

The laugh that follows is like soft music to Hu Tao’s ears.

“Oh. Then—“ Hu Tao hovers a finger in the air, unsure how to proceed.

The girl must have caught on, because her eyes widen and she squeaks out an apology and then says, “Mrs. Feng is my grandmother.”

“… Grandmother. Cool.” Wake up! “Then, um— Look, my geezer of a guardian really prefers Mrs. Feng to do his paperwork, but if you can pass these onto little Qiqi that’d be fine, too!”

“Qiqi?”


  Chi-chi?


Hu Tao blinks. “What?”

The girl gives her an equal look of confusion.

“The little, uh—“ Hu Tao scrambles around her memory. “About this tall, cute little short hair, doesn’t really speak much but is somehow employed at a better place than I am?”

“Yeah, Qiqi!”


  Chi-chi!


Hu Tao feels her world begin to shatter.

“I— Um.” Hu Tao can practically feel her voice get quieter and smaller, and if it were possible, physically, too. “It’s not… Pronounced tee-tee?”

“No… It’s chi-chi.”

If Hu Tao was asked twenty years into the future what the quietest moment of her life was, she would date this exact day and time.

“Oh. That must be why she hates me so much.” She says pathetically, then pats and slides the folder closer to the girl. “Okay. Can you give these to Qiqi, then?” She gets the pronunciation right this time, but it feels foreign. She misses tee-tee already.

“Of course!” The girl says, brushing her pink locks to one side as she nods and takes the folder into her arms.

Arms that are very much bare in what Hu Tao just now notices is a sleeveless top. Is she even allowed to wear tops like those in legal settings? Hu Tao thinks, and then, please tell me she’s allowed to wear tops like those in legal settings.

Hu Tao is made aware of her current state again. Her face begins to burn. “Tell her it’s from Wangsheng.” She mutters, then turns on her heel to begin marching towards the front door and hopefully into a very hot pit of fire.

“Wait! Can I have a name?”

Hu Tao, like the idiot she is, calls out Mister Zhongli before pushing open the glass doors into the sunlight.

When she arrives home, she stands at the entrance staring blankly at the various pairs of shoes aligned by the wall near the door. She thinks vaguely of the events a few minutes prior and suddenly wants to bash her head through a window. She didn’t even get her name, but then again, the girl didn’t get hers either.

She supposes the exchange between them was one that’s set and done, and that Mrs. Feng will be back soon. The girl was pretty, unbearably so, but Hu Tao figures it’s a result of her being now fully, one hundred percent aware of her romantic preferences that she’d come to terms with just two years before.

A pretty girl and a useless lesbian. She thinks. What a duo.

She pets along Boo’s back as he greets her and wonders how her next encounter with a pretty girl will go, because she concludes that the one today is just one of many.

Her head throbs, probably in desperate calling for a meal. Zhongli has put her through enough distress for the rest of the month, so she concludes she needs food delivery now. Hu Tao pulls out her phone, then commences her hunt for Zhongli’s credit card, the girl from across the street now a brief memory stored quietly in the back of her mind.

 


 

Back of her mind was a bit of a stretch.

 


  Tao Not Huang


have you ever gay panicked so hard you felt your soul fall out of your ass

1:14 AM

 


  yeah xingqiu


Only my entire high school experience, yeah.

1:20 AM

What happened?

1:20 AM

 


  Tao Not Huang


idk!! i saw a pretty girl this morning and i felt like my body ascended into the highest plane of existing. is this how aang felt when he was glowing during the final fight w uzai LOL

1:21 AM

 


  yeah xingqiu


*Ozai. And probably, except I don’t think he was gay panicking.

1:21 AM

 


  Tao Not Huang


if i’m going to act this way every time there’s a pretty girl in my line of sight i’m going to die

1:22 AM

what are you guys doing tomorrow btw?

1:22 AM

 


  yeah xingqiu


I don’t think Chong wants to do much since we just finished finals. How were yours?

1:24 AM

 


  Tao Not Huang


eh

1:25 AM

wanna get fraps?

1:25 AM

 


  yeah xingqiu


Sure.

1:27 AM

 


  Tao Not Huang


bring chongie i miss him :(

1:29 AM

 

If Hu Tao counted every time someone tiredly rubbed their hand across their face in exasperation, she’d need about five more pairs of hands and feet. This time, she finds herself a little embarrassed about it, and she isn’t sure why.

“You did not say you thought it was tee-tee. Hu Tao, please, what—“ Hu Tao puffs her cheeks, thoroughly reddened, at the pair in front of her as she mumbles. “How was I supposed to know?”

Xingqiu, who Hu Tao is surprised hasn’t collapsed from high blood pressure yet, rubs at his temples. “Where do you even get the tee sound from Q?”

“I don’t know! It was the first thing that registered in my head when I saw her name tag for the first time and will not have you shaming me for my comprehension skills. What if I’m actually dyslexic? I’m offended!

“If I was any sort of dyslexic I would kick you for that.” He leans in further, so that he can say more quietly. “And I don’t think that’s how that works.”

Hu Tao leans in as well. “What’s wrong is that I’m perfectly valid as to how I perceived Qiqi’s name — God, that sounds so weird now — and you should leave me be!”

“I’ll leave you be when you learn how to pronounce names—“

“How the fuck else was I supposed to pronounce it when it’s spelled like that?”

They’re just about whisper-screaming now, which is thoroughly interrupted by Chongyun’s lower, partly distracted tone.

“Ki-ki.”

They both look back at him where he’s slowly sipping his frappuccino, eyes steady and completely serious.

Xingqiu blinks. “Chongie, babe, no-”

“I told you.” Hu Tao slaps her palm against the table as she leans back in her seat. “See? He gets it! I always knew he was my favorite.”

“Please don’t plague his precious head with your dumbassery.”

“We’re connected telepathically and you can’t do anything about it.”

“Shut up.” Xingqiu waves her off, then sips at his drink. “Anyway, so what happened next?”

Hu Tao gnaws at her bottom lip as she swirls the straw around her cup full of overly sweet caffeine. This next part was difficult put into words, because what had happened? She’d made a fool of herself, no doubt. But explaining the sudden grounding feeling that had spread throughout her chest — no, her entire being — wasn’t one she could put into words, much less Hu Tao words.

She shrugs, head lulling around to the busy coffee shop and anywhere other than Xingqiu’s eyes. “Just left after that.”

“Mm. What was her name?”

“Didn’t get one.” Hu Tao mumbles.

Chongyun speaks up at this, voice incredulous. “You didn’t get the name of your future wife?”

“She’s not—!” Hu Tao kicks her legs up in frustration. “Jesus Christ, guys, it’s like you don’t even know what a gay panic is!”

“But, like.” Chongyun’s uncapped his cup and is attempting to grab straw-fuls of the whipped cream at the bottom. “That sounded more like a crush-at-first-sight than a gay panic to me.”

“It wasn’t. I’m recently out, and—“

“You were recently out 2 years ago.” Xingqiu interrupts. Hu Tao suddenly wonders how hard she can throw a punch. “Now you’re just a useless lesbian.”

“— that panics at every pretty girl, exactly.”

“Not like yesterday.” Chongyun chimes.

“I was tired.”

Hu Tao slumps back again. She tips her head back to stare at the cream colored ceiling, briefly replaying the events from yesterday morning in her head as the ambiance of the busy shop ring softly in her ears. There’s the sound of wind chimes, and then there’s the bustling of papers. There’s a flash of pink, and then a flash of blue-green, a muted laugh, and the tilt of a head. There’s a whirl of the room, and then there’s a push of a door into sunlight. The scene loops soundlessly through her mind before she blinks back into focus.

“Do you think the barista is pretty?” Chongyun sounds pensive when he asks, which signifies that whatever follows will be enlightening, or so very, very stupid.

Hu Tao furrows her brows, shaking the last bits of her daydream off. “What?”

“The barista that took our orders.”

She remembers the barista being so, but Hu Tao hadn’t paid too much attention. She does now, as she glances over to the front counter. Hu Tao widens her eyes slightly, because she is pretty. The blue hair adorning the barista’s light features looks unbearably soft, her bangs and little tufts of waves that fall around her cheeks looking so precise it was like she meant for them to fall there. Her matching blue eyes look kind and inviting, and right under them, the slightest hint of tired eye bags. They’re not a put-off in any sense, somehow complimenting the gentle smiles she gives to passing customers.

“Yeah.” Hu Tao finally responds in a daze. “Yeah. Really pretty, actually.”

Hu Tao should have known that Chongyun’s bait would result in an affirmation this time. “But you didn’t react like you did yesterday.”

She exhales, hard and dramatic as she explains again— “Zhongli deprived me of sleep so much that my bodily functions weren’t working right. I short circuited. End of discussion.”

Xingqiu releases a twin exhale. “You’re ridiculous. You’re never going to get a girlfriend at this rate.”

“You’re ridiculous. Am I supposed to have a big “I like girls” sign on my forehead? Pardon me for wanting this stuff to happen naturally!”

“Oh my god, Hu Tao.” Xingqiu groans and grabs her wrists from across the table, bringing them up and in between them to make a point. He wrinkles his nose at the wetness of them, courtesy of her cup’s condensation. “Look at you. You have black painted nails and you wear a million rings. Your wardrobe consists of denim and t-shirts, you walk with a slouch, and you think dead bodies are cool. I’d be surprised if anyone thought you were straight.”

Hu Tao blinks, because it’s honestly the first time she’s realized that he’s right. “I… Don’t know what to say.”

Xingqiu releases his grip. “Say you have a crush and go.”

“I will not.” Hu Tao says pointedly, sticking up her nose. “Because I do not!”

And just as the words leave her mouth, so does the air in her lungs.

There’s a jingle of a bell when the shop doors push open, and then there’s a head of pink. There’s a tightening of Hu Tao’s hand around her cup, and then there’s an inhale. There’s about twenty more people in the room, and then there’s only two.

The girl from the legal office across the street, responsible for the half-assed interrogation Hu Tao is sitting through now. Hu Tao thinks she’s dreaming because there’s just no way. She doesn’t believe in anything other than coincidences.

Chongyun and Xingqiu had read her expression, because they glance towards the front and then back again — Chongyun, with an expression like he’s about to “oooh,” and Xingqiu, who looks so smug at the source of Hu Tao’s brief moment of weakness that she’s half tempted to drag him outside to fist fight.

Just at the blissful thought of wiping that smug grin from Xingqiu enters her mind, it’s gone just as quickly as she’s now hyperaware of her appearance. She glances down at her semi-decent fit and relaxes. She looks okay today. Kind of. She tried her best. At least her hair is properly fixed.

“Definitely not a crush.” Xingqiu snorts around his coffee cup. “Right.”

“Shut up.” Hu Tao hisses. She props herself higher on her chair and leans out, hand on the back of it, ready to dart out the second she sees fit. “I gotta go.”

Chongyun laughs, high and like a mischievous schoolboy. “To think about your crush.”

“To think about how I’m going to wipe you both off the planet.” Her eyes are trained steady, heartbeat quick in her chest as she eyes the way the girl finally reaches the counter. A quick look over at the menu, a greeting to the pretty barista, and at last, the order. “Okay, I’m— Yep. Perfect. Bye!” She whispers and darts out of her seat, her almost empty cup forgotten.

It’s a bit of a fast walk, but she can’t seem to care. Not when she’s nearing and simultaneously feeling like her heart is going to beat out of her chest at every step closer to the girl at the counter. By some miracle, she reaches the front doors without catching her attention, but it almost seems silly how perfectly things align sometimes, because Hu Tao is almost out of earshot and half way out the door when the question “Can I have a name?” is asked, and it’s like every other sound makes way for her answer to reach out, and Hu Tao’s ears catch.

Yanfei.

The door closes behind her and she’s in sunlight again, power walking back to her and Zhongli’s with her lips jut out in a pout, because there’s just no way.

Hu Tao doesn’t believe in anything other than coincidences.

 


 

In hindsight, Hu Tao never would have thought she’d come to him for advice.

She shakes her head, because it’s not advice if there’s not a problem to be had. She focuses on his back harder as if doing so would will him to suddenly know everything on Hu Tao’s mind and tell her what she wants to hear.

“Zhongli. A question.”

He hums in response, too occupied with preparing their dinner to spare her a (most likely) tired look. She highly considers asking something else completely, solely for the fact that Zhongli cooking dinner is a rare occurence and one of the little things she looks forward to. She hadn’t noticed how tightly her hands had been clenched until she relaxes, and judging by the fingernail marks on her palm, she figures now is a better time than any.

“What’s your type?”

There’s a clink of a ladle being set down, then Zhongli turns to look at her, brows pinched in confusion.

“Like-” She gestures blindly at the air. “What kind of woman do you like? Or man! I don’t judge.”

“Hu Tao,” He begins carefully. “If you’re trying to set me up with someone, you know I don’t have time for that.”

“No, no! It’s not like that, I just-” Hu Tao sighs. “It’s a theoritical, I swear.”

Zhongli looks at her for a second too long before returning to the stove. She’s about to give up, settle for whatever topic change he’ll pull out, but then he speaks again. “Someone who understands what I do for a living, in both the literal aspect and the timing aspect.” Someone? Hu Tao makes sure to rag on him for that. “I don’t have a lot of time for things that I’d consider fun, so I suppose I’d want to find a person that is as busy as I am, and we’d both make time for each other, make it work.”

Hu Tao cups her face in her palms. “And looks?”

“Looks?” He seems to seriously ponder this as he twirls a dish towel absentmindedly, leaning on the counter as he faces her again. “Dresses well. Put together. I’ve recently learned that I’m quite fond of blue eyes.”

“Okay, so! Picture this.” Hu Tao lays her palms flat. “There’s a lot of people that fit that description, right? You encounter them often, you think “huh, that person’s really attractive,” and then you go about your day.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And then suddenly it’s like BAM, a person that’s your type, like you’ve seen countless times before, but this time it’s different. You feel like a WOOSH and you’re like, “holy crap, what just happened?” And it doesn’t make sense because they’re your type, sure, but what makes them different?”

“I’d say at this point, I figure I’ve found the one.”

“But why?”

“Because the world works in mysterious ways, Hu Tao.”

“Ew. You sound like a Disney character.”

“I’m saying.” Zhongli brings their prepared bowls to the table and sets one down in front of her. “There’s such a thing as having that sixth sense that you’ve met someone you know you want to be with.”

Hu Tao blows at the bowl to cool the liquid down. “Nah. You know I don’t believe in that stuff. I believe in coincidences and—”

“—the guarantee of death, yes. I know.”

They eat in silence for a few moments, Hu Tao keeping her mouth vocally shut to create some semblance of topic change, one that hopefully Zhongli doesn’t relate to their previous one. “Did you know Mrs. Feng is on vacation?”

“Mm. She has that little Yanfei taking over for the time being, doesn’t she?”

Hu Tao freezes, mouth agape in the middle of spooning broth between her lips. She sets the spoon back down, inhales, feeling a sense of— of something well up inside her chest. “You know her?!”

“Old ladies talk about their relatives an astounding amount.”

There’s a million things she wants to ask: How old is she? Is she here temporarily or does she live nearby? If she lives nearby, why hasn’t Hu Tao run into her before? Does she go to the same university? And then, questions more self indulgent: Is she single? Does she like girls? Hu Tao shakes her head. Cease!

Instead, she settles for, “Is she just here until Mrs. Feng gets back?”

Zhongli raises an eyebrow at this. Hu Tao pretends not to notice. “She lives around here, I just believe she hasn’t worked at the legal office before.”

She lives around here. She lives in Hu Tao’s general vicinity and somehow, by the striking of another being, she’s never run into this Yanfei before in her seven — or maybe eight? she’s lost count — years of living with Zhongli. How Hu Tao could go so much time without encountering this Yanfei is beyond her, but then Hu Tao thinks about how she doesn’t even know what their neighbors look like, and the idea seems more plausible. She clears her throat.

Cool, detached, casual. “Yanfei.” It’s the first time she’s said her name out loud. It comes out easily, feeling the best kind of foreign on her tongue. It feels nice, she thinks, and then her face begins to burn. So much for casual.

“I think it’s good.” Zhongli pauses to sip from his teacup. “That you’ve befriended someone new that’s your— How old are you again?”

“Nineteen.”

“Ah, so she’s older.”

Hu Tao feels her world stop and teeter.

“How much older?”

“Just by a year.” Zhongli waves a hand at Hu Tao’s bewildered expression. “But by any case, you should try to be friends. You need some of those.”

“I have friends, Zhongli.”

He scrunches his nose. “They’re a bit rowdy.”

“Rowdier than me?”

“Oh, definitely not. Do you still talk to that friend of yours I liked so much? Xiangling?”

Hu Tao feels herself physically cringe. Xiangling, also known as the cause of her awakening sexuality. “She’s good.” She says stiffly. “She’s taking classes at the other campus, so I don’t see her as often.”

“That’s good. I still think you should at least try to befriend Yanfei. She’s right across the street, could take you out of this gloomy house every once in a while.”

She grumbles something halfway between a sure and whatever. The conversion passes quickly as they focus on their meal, and Hu Tao is silently grateful that she has the time to calm her burning face and her racing heartbeat. She shakes her head lightly. This is ridiculous. She must be going through puberty again.

They’re briefly interrupted by a harsh buzzer coming from the basement, and they both physically slump.

“Good thing I chose something light for dinner.” Zhongli mutters before getting up to place his bowl in the sink. Hu Tao lets her spoon clink against her bowl as she drops it. “Let’s go, we have work to do.”

 


 

Hu Tao takes a lot of things for granted.

Like sometimes, it’s skipping out on dinner during the rare times Zhongli takes his time preparing a nice meal, or other rare times Xingqiu buys her an iced coffee on the way over to her place when he knows she’s been working on too many cases lately amidst exams. They’re little, yet significant things that Hu Tao finds a bit of guilt in — makes her appreciate them a little more, give back a little more, express a little more.

Certain cases that her and Zhongli have are oftentimes wakeup calls. Hu Tao brushes a gloved hand over the tumorous bump along the side of the woman’s face. Hu Tao’s expression must have expressed some notion of distress, because Zhongli guides her hand back to the center of the table to refocus on her previous task of preparing the cosmetics.

“We should get our insurance renewed.” Hu Tao’s voice echoes lightly through the room.

Zhongli only nods. He’ll go through with it, Hu Tao knows this. He can always tell when Hu Tao is in some sort of distress, something about her tone of voice being off, he’s said. She knows she’s young and not completely desensitized to most aspects of this job, but she’s getting there. It’s certainly changed her perspective of life, though.

“Hu Tao.”

She hadn’t noticed her hands had stilled until she blinks and looks up at Zhongli’s concerned gaze. “I still need her documents finalized. It’s only seven, so the legal office should still be open. Would you mind running over?”

She partly hates that he’s only saying this because he knows the case subject has affected her concentration. She can’t blame him albeit she wants to, even if she knows he’s only looking out for her with genuineness.

Hu Tao nods, tosses her disposable garments, tucks the said documents under her arm, and mutters the usual mantra with a bow before shuffling back upstairs. She inhales the evening air when she steps outside, not realizing how badly she needed the fresh air until she can practically feel her head begin to clear.

She’s halfway across street when awareness once again sets in, and she glances down. She doesn’t look too shabby. She’d tied her hair into one of those high ponies, so at least the threat of lopsided pigtails isn’t currently present.

The thought of coming face-to-face with Yanfei again doesn’t strike her as the familiar air of the office hits her face and she walks in, no, not until she’s stepped up to the front desk and the wave of pink and blue-green and that sleeveless top seize her all at once again. Yanfei grins in recognition, and Hu Tao’s social skills fly out the window.

“Hu Tao!”

Hu Tao reels, and— Wait, what?

“You know my name?”

Yanfei’s grin turns sheepish as she rubs the back of her neck. She breathes out a laugh. “I may or may not have brought up the, um, tee-tee thing to Qiqi earlier. She said, quote, hate Hu Tao.”

Oh. Oh.

Hu Tao snorts. “Guess all those years of getting her name wrong really took a toll, huh?” She lays the documents flat on the desk and gives them a pat. “Really wish she would have corrected me, though. Also, I bring forth more documents to be dealt with.” God, bring forth? Really?

“Just between you and me,” Yanfei begins as she takes the papers and sorts them into a folder. Hu Tao tries her best to tear her eyes away from the tiny fabric window on her back. She fails miserably. “I think she secretly liked it. Kinda like a cute little nickname, y’know?”

“It was totally a nickname and not just me being an idiot, n— Oh my god, speak of she!” Hu Tao grins. The all too familiar purple head of hair shuffles out of a back room. Tired, knowing eyes glaze over Hu tao and she promptly turns away to sort some papers into a desk.

“Oh, Qiqi.” Yanfei starts. She grabs a small package from under her workspace and walks over, Hu Tao’s eyes never leaving Yanfei’s hands’ grip on the box, even as she continues. “Could you get this over to the post office? Mrs. Feng left me directions, but I’m not too familiar with the area.”

Hu Tao, horrendously, is only half-listening. Not only is she wracking her brain for any sort of legal situation dress codes she might have seen somewhere along the years, but she’s oh-so-meticulously soaking up every detail of Yanfei’s choice of clothing. The sleeveless top and the way it ties around to the back of her neck like some sort of summer garment, her high waisted shorts that cut off just above mid thigh, the way the fabric squeezes snugly around the area so that there’s a little bit of plushness to be imagined, the—

Qiqi’s impending gaze bores into her.

“Busy.” She says curtly, not breaking eye contact with Hu Tao.

Yanfei whines, and Hu Tao burns the sound into her memory. For someone so adamant on her attraction being subjective, she’d never checked someone out before. Second puberty, she reminds herself.

Qiqi points briefly — one could say points accusatorially — at Hu Tao, then marches out of sight.

Was Qiqi just my wingman? Hu Tao isn’t given the luxury of processing the possibility because Yanfei sighs and gives Hu Tao a sheepish smile. “I’m sorry. I’ll just ask her again in the morning.”

“No, actually—“ Let’s gooo! Hu Tao thinks, and then, Shut up! “I can show you where it is, I’m not in a hurry to get home.”

Yanfei brightens up at this. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, of course!”

“Oh. My God.” Yanfei shuffles out from behind the front desk from a side door with said package and pulls her shorts down into place. Hu Tao definitely does not stare. “You’re a life saver.”

Hu Tao also definitely doesn’t think you’re the life saver as she pushes the door open into the night air again, holding it briefly for Yanfei to step out behind her.

They walk in silence for a few moments as Hu Tao uses every cell in her body to calm her heart rate and to not glance over at Yanfei every two seconds. She waits just long enough to be comfortable, not too late to be awkward. “Zhongli said you live nearby but you’re never around this area. You’re Yanfei, right?” She’s bullshitting, she knows her name is Yanfei. By pure coincidence.

“Ah, yeah. I’d been going to that community college on the other side of town, but being in a family full of lawyers and attorneys surprisingly made me want to get into the field, too. And grandma asking me to take over was, like, a blessing for me.”

“Influenced by the family, huh?” Hu Tao laughs. “I get that. Working with Zhongli these past few years made me want to be in the funeral business—“ She stops herself, suddenly embarrassed at the thought.

Before she can overthink even further, Yanfei interjects. “Oh, yeah! Wangsheng, right? That’s so cool.” Yanfei blinks, then whips her head around to Hu Tao. “I meant, not so much dealing with dead bodies all day, that must be hard. I mean it’s such an interesting field and mad respect for embalmers and— Hey! Why are you laughing?”

Hu Tao hadn’t realized she’d been, and covers her mouth with the back of her hand. “Sorry, sorry! It’s just that, sometimes, me and Zhongli will play broadway songs while we’re working, and we’ll use our tools as pretend microphones. We sing with the dramatics of it all, so just hearing you freaking out about saying it’s cool like I’d find it offensive…” She laughs into her hand again. “It’s fine, really! It is cool.”

“I mean it, though! A lot of respect to you and Zhongli for doing what you do.” Yanfei nods, a small pout on her lips. Hu Tao intrusively thinks that she wants to kiss it off. Cease!

They round a corner and Hu Tao finds herself inching a bit closer at the opportunity. The post office is within eyesight now. The rest of the walk towards the building is in comfortable silence peppered with the occasional sighs at the breathing in of the night air. It’s nice weather. Hu Tao toys with the option of taking a walk after taking Yanfei back.

When they’re nearing the office again after dropping off the package, Yanfei breaks the silence and turns to her. “Listen,” She begins. Hu Tao is immediately at attention, nodding. “I don’t really know much about the area, much less anyone here, so I was wondering if maybe, sometimes, you’d like to just hang around and— So I won’t get too bored—“

“Yes.” Hu Tao responds too quickly. “Yes, yeah, of course. Any time.”

The wide grin that manifests on Yanfei’s features brings a flush to Hu Tao’s cheeks. She clears her throat.

“Thank you. Really. Here, let me give you my number,” Yanfei fishes out her cell and holds it out. “Actually, gimme yours first! I’ll text you so you can save mine.” Hu Tao nods and follows suit.

“Ah-“ Yanfei grabs Hu Tao’s hands, and a shock rips through her. They’re so soft that Hu Tao feels like crying. She ignores the electric-like feeling that jolts through her at the contact. “I’m so happy, I was so worried that I’d spend this summer bored to death because I don’t have any friends and— Oh my god, I’m so excited!” The contact is gone as Yanfei begins to walk backwards towards the glass doors to the office. Summer? Not just the two weeks? “I’ll see you! And thanks again!”

Hu Tao’s walk back across the street is mostly in a daze, her mind replaying the night over and over again— The soft smiles, the soothing voice that she could listen to forever, the contact of their hands… Her phone buzzes in her pocket.

 


  Unknown Number


hello!! it’s yanfei!!! 

7:31 PM

 

She doesn’t stop smiling when she walks in, or when she’s slipping off her shoes and making her way into her room, or when she’s going through her nightly bedtime routine.

She’ll admit it. It’s a baby crush. A teeny, tiny, minuscule crush. A crush that will go away with time and spending more time with her.

Maybe.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          come yell at me on twitter if you’d like!

https://twitter.com/makikyan

        




2. anger

Summary for the Chapter:
            It’s warm and she hates it.

          
Notes for the Chapter:i know it’s not much but the reception for chapter 1 totally blew me away, thank you!! i hope you all continue to enjoy. ;-;




    
    She likes cats. It’s sufficient to say that she  loves cats; loves Boo in particular, in a totally unbiased sense that’s definitely biased anyway. She could do with more cats, perhaps one or two more to keep Boo company once she finally settles into her own career path after university. They’re warm. She could get one after the other, maybe have enough to sleep on an entire bed of them and she’d never have to pay for internal heating ever again.

Dying alone with cats seems like the most logical and plausible solution for her at this point. 

It goes like this: Hu Tao comes out, slowly, to herself and then her immediate circle. Hu Tao then thinks about the prospect of obtaining a girlfriend — The prospect of actually asking out a girl. Hu Tao revisits the dying-alone-with-cats thing.

It’s not that she hasn’t thought about it or embarrassingly practiced in front of her mirror before, it’s the fear of what comes after: the dates. Hu Tao would label herself a noob when it comes to dating if Xingqiu hadn’t already done it for her. Instead, she tells him she’s a pro, because she’s petty like that, to which he always responds with  dating sims don’t count, and to which she replies back with  they count because I say so. 

But the dates. Hu Tao isn’t really sure what you’re really supposed to do on one because if movies are anything to go by, aren’t they simply just dinner and a movie? It’s so mundane that Hu Tao would rather rot. 

Hu Tao likes window shopping downtown in the corner of shops that rarely see the light of day. Hu Tao likes pretending to trapeze on parking blocks in empty lots after buying cheap, watered down slushies from convenience stores. Hu Tao likes explaining her and Zhongli’s embalming process and showing off the basement when he isn’t home. Hu Tao likes playing with hair, preferably pink (no, not pink! Zhongli’s hair!), while she watches FullMetal Alchemist for the 17th time. Hu Tao likes thinking about blue-green oceans (wait, since when?). Hu Tao likes going to the legal office across the street these days to drop off paperwork. Hu Tao likes pulling out some semblance of a joke out of her stupid brain to make the pretty receptionist laugh. Hu Tao likes that laugh. Hu Tao likes Yanfei.

An admission is just one step towards complete annihilation of this crush, is what she’s concluded.

Hu Tao thinks it’s working, because rather than jumping out of her skin at the slightest bit of retaliation, the feeling has settled into quiet background noise that continues to buzz lightly within her chest. It’s warm.

It’s warm and she hates it.

She hates a lot of things, now that she thinks about it, mindlessly, as she goes through the yearly process of meeting with university advisors and tired office personnel. Microbiology II, Pathology, Professional Ethics— She knows all of this already. To the knowledge of no one, because it’s not like her working alongside Zhongli is public knowledge. It’s hands-on, she’s good at it. It’s… Illegal, but only if someone finds out, right? It certainly helps, if the looks of her perfect rankings among classes is any indication.

The advisor listing off course paths in front of her is tuned town to a solid volume level of 2 as Hu Tao allows herself to focus on background noise, nodding occasionally when they seem to ask her a question.

Hu Tao, to her anger, replays the past weekend’s conversation in the legal office, which consisted of Yanfei’s effortless prettiness (is that even a word?) and Qiqi’s silent stares from the back of the front desk’s area.

Mind your business, she had thought towards the short haired little gremlin, holding eye contact for exactly 1.3 seconds, before turning her attention back to the cause of her untimely romantic demise. 

 “And I mean, it’s not like the credit transferring thing would be hard, right? It’s a local college, they kinda  have  to make it easy for you, assuming you’d be eventually graduating to an actual uni, you know? I just— I don’t know anymore.” Yanfei slumped over the front desk, hands dangling off the edge. Hu Tao resisted taking them into her own.  

 Hu Tao’s next movement was careful, hesitant in its start but confident in its end as she mirrored Yanfei from the opposite side of the desk, facing her in a sideways view. She laid her hand down next to Yanfei’s arm.  So close  , she thought. 


   “Yanfei.” She drawled carefully. Yanfei shifted her eyebrows to signal that she was listening. Blue-green eyes met amber, attentive, suspending time, and Hu Tao momentarily forgot how to breathe. “You’re telling me that you, Yan-I-love-finding-legal-loopholes-Fei, aren’t going to be able to find an easy way? That’s bullshit.” 


 “Hu-I’m-a-God-at-my-job-Tao, it’s  not  that easy! You have years of experience and my grandma just let me help her around here.” She lowered her voice. “Qiqi has more experience, do you know how humiliating that is to me?” 


   “Yan-future-number-one-lawyer-in-the-world-that’s-comparable-to-Annalise-Keating-Fei, you don’t give yourself enough credit. Do it before I do and you regret it.” 



   Yanfei brought her hand down to curl it, eyes focusing on it pensively. Hu Tao focused on it as well, against her will. 



   “Hu-you-make-a-convincing-argument-Tao, you’re right. I’ll give it a shot for you.” She sat up. “Maybe we can make trips to campus together when we have to go in person?” 



   Hu Tao sat up as well, resting her chin in her hand and smiling softly at the thought. “Maybe.” 


And so she’s sitting here now, ears tuned out of the conversation in front of her and instead on the overwhelming possibility of hearing Yanfei’s voice amidst the mix in the background.

She’s angry at a lot of things: She’s angry at having to commute all the way to campus to sign up for stupid online classes, she’s angry at Yanfei’s  2 weeks  turned  entire summer  turned  month-long semesters  at the legal office that Hu Tao will have to deal with now. Yanfei will be everywhere, and Hu Tao hates it. 

Hu Tao’s anger expands all throughout this draining meeting, head nods and affirming yes’s that seem to carry on for ages, until it’s over and she’s thanking her advisor, taking the folder of paperwork and class confirmations to stuff in her bag, and dragging her feet out of the advising office.

There’s not a pink head in sight, but there is one of blue, and then a lighter one of cyan.

“What.” Hu Tao tips her head up so she can meet Chongyun’s eyes, and then tips it up more, so she can meet Xingqiu’s to where he’s hoisted onto Chongyun’s back like a koala. “… Are you doing.”

“What do you mean?” Chongyun questions, as if carrying Xingqiu around in public is a normal occurrence. She hangs out with them enough to conclude that it’s not.

“You-,” She starts, then sighs. She’s too tired for this. “Nothing. I’m heading home, where are you guys going?”

Chongyun shrugs and starts a steady walking pace beside Hu Tao. “I’unno. Xing said that if he didn’t get a coffee he’d die, and then he made me carry him. So, I guess that means I’m going to go buy him one. Right?” He lifts a shoulder in an attempt to nudge Xingqiu, but one of his arms around Chongyun’s neck goes limp in response. “Oh. I think he fell asleep. Do you think I should still get him one?”

Hu Tao makes a face. “God, hell yeah. You know how bitchy he is when he’s tired.”

“He’s not bitchy, he’s cranky and it’s cute.”

“You’re so in love. I’m going to throw up.”

“You’re just mad that you can’t ask Yanfei out.”

Hu Tao stomps. “I don’t want to ask Yanfei out! I’m upset at her, actually.”

“Ooo.” Chongyun says quietly. “What’d she do?”

Hu Tao bites the inside of her cheek. “Be pretty. Make me feel all fuzzy. Keep me on my toes without my permission so I constantly have to be sure I don’t make her upset because I don’t want to see her not smiling.”

Chongyun stops in his tracks and Hu Tao whirls around to face him expectantly. The look he has is utter, concerned judgement. “You’re afraid of Yanfei frowning. Please do us a favor and relocate your balls.” Then he keeps walking.

Hu Tao blinks, because for once, he has a point. She startles at the distance he’d put between them and hurries to catch up, this time stomping in front of him. “I know where my balls are, Chongyun. They’re currently on the ground because I’m afraid of a frowning Yanfei!” She whisper yells.

Chongyun only rolls his eyes and continues his way to the shop. “So, you don’t want to ask out Yanfei?”

“That’s subjective! In theory I would, but then I think about doing it for real and I feel like running into busy traffic.”

“You’re such a wimp. You get your first crush and you don’t wanna do anything about it.”

Hu Tao feels her face heat. “She’s not my first crush.”

Chongyun quirks a brow in surprise. “Do tell?”

“None of your business.”

“As one of your best friends, I’m making it my business.”

“Keep it up and I’m flicking Xingqiu off your back.”

“Why are you so afraid?” Chongyun gives way for a topic change.

Hu Tao shrugs, shoving her hands in her pockets. “I’m not, it’s just-” It’s just? She doesn’t even know at this point. “It’ll go away.”

“I thought you were over the whole denial thing,” Chongyun snorts, but he doesn’t sound convincing when he also says, “Sure, if you say so.”

 


 

Hu Tao regrets ever befriending a couple so happily in love. They do things like ditch her at their favorite coffee shop because one of them is dead tired and they need to be taken care of, or whatever.

She knocks her head down on the hard surface of the table and closes her eyes. She breathes in the familiar scent of caffeine, attempting to quell her mind of recent stress. Her registration papers for the semester sit under her frap collecting slight moisture, but she can’t seem to find herself to care.

Her mind begins to drift, infuriatingly, to-

“Holy cuh-rap, you weren’t joking when you said registration was an  ass.”

There’s a thunk of papers being set down besides Hu Tao’s and she looks up, meeting Yanfei’s bright grin as it comes into view when she sits. Yanfei is slightly out of breath, probably from running around campus offices that are too far from each other for no other reason than pure, intentional inconvenience. Hu Tao straights up and rests her chin in her palm, eyeing the mound of paperwork with a wicked smile of her own. “Maybe I was wrong on the easy part, but you found a way, didn’t you?”

Yanfei glares for a moment before slumping. “I did, yep. You were right, Hu-one-point-to-Yanfei’s-zero-Tao. But—!” Yanfei begins brightly. “Aside from  this ,” She gestures to the pile of papers. “I got the sickest schedule that I can manage on my days off while I’m at home.”

Hu Tao takes a sip of her frap and frowns, pouting dramatically. “Imagine having days off.”

“Why don’t you?”

“You can’t schedule a death.”

Yanfei processes, mouth agape, until it clicks and she begins sputtering out an apology. Hu Tao laughs unattractively and leans back in her seat.

“Do you want a drink, by the way?” Hu Tao asks between giggles. Yanfei’s face relaxes and she shakes her head. “I didn’t bring my wallet.”

“I,” Hu Tao lays both palms on the table. “Did not ask that. I’m getting you something, so do you like hot or iced?”

Yanfei grins, sheepish and small. “Iced and sweet enough to kill me.”

 Just like you, Hu Tao’s mind supplies unhelpfully. Then,  shut up! 

Hu Tao makes do with Yanfei’s description, noticing with bubbling anger that it’s the same drink preference as hers. She orders a slight variation of her usual for Yanfei, stealing quick glances over to the table where she’s deep into her paperwork. Hu Tao stops herself before she begins smiling dopily.

Yanfei thanks her profusely when Hu Tao sets her drink down in front of her, spilling promises of  I’ll wire it to you, which Hu Tao declines with sternness and tells her to just try the drink already. She loves it. Hu Tao feels an overwhelming warmth bloom in her chest.

Time comes to a stagnant halt as they settle into a comfortable silence, each occupied with their own tasks as the busy atmosphere blankets around them: Yanfei with forms that she fills out with a fluffy pink pen, Hu Tao notices with a little arrow shot through her heart, and Hu Tao with her chin propped atop her hands that are rested on the table.

Eventually, she tips her head so that her hands are pillowing one of her cheeks, sparing a glance upwards to burn the image to memory, and regrets it immediately.

Her eyes trail over carefully as if it was the last time being able to do so this close, over the soft wisps of hair falling over her forehead and between her eyes, over the soft bridge of Yanfei’s nose to where it leads down to her lips, and  oh , Hu Tao regrets this immensely. Yanfei’s lips are parted slightly to where they make room for her to move her drink’s straw around with her tongue, eyebrows pinched in concentration that relax when she takes a sip. Hu Tao thanks whatever heaven, God, and angelic beings that are allowing her to witness this in person mere inches away.

Currently, Hu Tao thinks about a lot of things. Hu Tao wonders what Yanfei’s skin care routine is, because there’s no way she’s not dropping an astounding amount of cash for quality products when Hu Tao tries (she really does!), and still develops some sort of weird acne. She wonders if Yanfei’s skin feels as soft as it looks, and then she indulges in the image of holding her face.

Hu Tao thinks about what makeup products Yanfei possibly buys, and more specifically, her lip gloss. It’s not noticeable at a distance, but sitting here now, glancing up at her face, there’s an artificial shine to her lips that Hu Tao suddenly wants to find out for herself what it tastes like. She wonders if Yanfei prefers tasting like strawberry, or cherry, or if she doesn’t like flavored gloss at all and just prefers that general product taste. Unhelpfully, she wonders what Yanfei’s lips would feel like when pressed to hers, and then against her neck, then her stomach, then maybe between her thighs, then higher up to—

Hu Tao crosses her legs and wonders if it’s not too late to take communion classes at church.

There’s silent hope that both of their gazes will lock even for a millisecond; In fact, despite her flushed cheeks, Hu Tao yearns for it. Before she can register her movements, her hand reaches up to tuck a stray hair of Yanfei’s behind her ear— well, more like it was the initial intention, because Hu Tao ends up playfully tugging on it instead. It was the correct choice, because Yanfei finally tears her eyes away from the papers and smiles down at her. “Yes, Hu Tao?”

When Hu Tao speaks, she realizes how long it’s been since they’ve been sitting like this in the comfortable quiet, so her words are mumbled when she says, “Shop’s about to close.”

Yanfei takes a glance around the room and widens her eyes, then begins gathering all of her papers into a neat pile. “Oh God, let’s go then. I’ve worked in coffee shops before and I did  not enjoy closing for longer than I had to.” She stands and scoots in her chair, continuing in a hushed tone. “And on a university campus, no less, Jesus. These poor employees.”

“I know, right? Not everyone can have perfect, model customers like me.” Hu Tao stretches her arms out, obnoxiously groaning as her back pops.

“I would have had an easier time if all my customers were like you, yep.” Yanfei rolls her eyes playfully as she waves her hands as a means to rush Hu Tao out of her seat.

Hu Tao indulges in the image of barista!Yanfei for exactly 5 seconds, stands and tosses her drink in the nearest bin, and promptly freezes when Yanfei brushes her thumb firmly against the bottom of Hu Tao’s cheek. “Whipped cream,” she says with a grin, and Hu Tao purposely falls a step behind her to hide her burning face as they walk out the doors.

The night air is only a few degrees warmer than inside of the shop, but they both shiver at the wind that blows in their face as they fall into a matched walking pace. Hu Tao looks up at the yellow haze of the lamps illuminating the sidewalks in contrast to the darkening sky and wonders when the days had gotten so short. “Zhongli’s gonna kill me if we get a client and the buses are closed.”

Yanfei hums. “Kill you why? What are the clients gonna do, complain?”

Hu Tao chokes on her breath as she’s interrupted by a loud snort, “That’s what I’m saying! He always goes all,  we have to do this as soon as possible  , and I’m like,  or what?  It’s ridiculous!”

Yanfei lets out a laugh of her own, “You know, I’ve seen some of those spooky YouTube compilations of weird stuff that happens in morgues.”

“Like the bodies flinching out of nowhere? That happens more often than you think and I’m still not used to it. The first time it happened I think I might have peed.”

“That sounds dangerously unsanitary.”

Hu Tao shrugs. “There’s an entire corpse sitting — laying, laying!  — on a table in front of me. I feel like  unsanitary is just one of the aspects.”

Their walking pace has slowed, coming to be just a comfortable stroll now.

“Does it ever—,” Yanfei purses her lips and looks to the side.

Hu Tao chases her gaze. “What?”

“Does it ever get to you? The details, I mean.” When Yanfei turns back to meet her eyes, there’s avoidance in actually meeting them and they instead seem to settle on another part of Hu Tao’s face. “Like… Kids. Teenagers.”

Hu Tao swallows. She nods and focuses her gaze ahead. “Sometimes. Especially when I’m having a shit day and I get home to… Someone younger than me. Zhongli lets me go at my own pace and I’ve actually been doing pretty okay at it. I only have to step outside once or twice.” She attempts at jesting, although her laugh comes out curt and hollow. At Yanfei’s worried expression, Hu Tao nudges her side with her elbow. “Hey, why are you upset? It’s part of the job! And it’s what I want to do, dummy.”

“Because!” Yanfei starts, then lowers her voice. “Sure, I’ve only been given sort of domestic cases to work on — divorces, custodies, all that stuff. But sometimes I think about how grandma got back from her trip all happy and relaxed, and then I walk into her room at home and she’s stressing over some horrible case and she’s just right back where she started, upset and—”

Hu Tao halts their walking with fingers wrapped around Yanfei’s wrist. “Hey, hey, stop—.” She’s standing in front of her now, making exaggerated motions of taking deep breaths until Yanfei follows suit. Hu Tao continues as soon as Yanfei’s shoulders relax, “You’ve been wanting to get into this field for how long?”

Yanfei exhales, “Since I was thirteen.”

“Why?”

Yanfei blinks. “Why?”

“Why do you want to?”

She seems to consider this for a moment as her eyes focus on something off to the side and on the ground, teeth picking at her lower lip. Her hand slips from Hu Tao’s grasp to instead grip her fingers. They’re cold, Hu Tao notices, but grips them back nonetheless.

“Getting it right? Getting everything right and coming to some semblance of justice, I guess. I…,” Yanfei brings her free hand to cover her face, a smile curving her lips. “God, that sounds so cheesy when you say it out loud.”

“It’s not!” Hu Tao presses, getting Yanfei to lift her face again. “It’s not cheesy. It’s that simple and it should be your driving force.”

“What’s yours?”

Hu Tao grins. “Making sure people are going out with a bang. Who do you think does all the outfitting and cosmetics?”

“Oh my God.”

“And peace of mind. When you’re saying goodbye to someone close to you, you’d want them to look as you remember them alive, don’t you?”

“Yeah…”

“Yeah. So you’re okay now?”

Yanfei nods and squeezes where their hands are linked. “I am. Thank you.”

Hu Tao sighs, shoulders falling with the breath. “There’s nothing to thank me about.” She turns and begins to drop the contact of their hands, “I think the buses are still open if we r—”

“Wait.”

She’s whirled around again, into the steady gaze of blue-green and delicate features inching closer. Hu Tao hopes for any sort of background noise, something,  anything to distract from the rhythmic pounding against her ribcage when a hand cups the side of her face and Yanfei’s thumb brushes her cheek.

“Eyelash.”  Oh. “Make a wish.”

Hu Tao lets out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. There’s hesitance, and then there’s a slight grit of her teeth. She was sure she’d gotten over the retaliations, but then again, never had Yanfei inched so close and touched her so gently. 

Angry, she reminds herself, she’s supposed to be angry.

 


 

There’s not a lot of things that Hu Tao is particularly good at. Cooking? Zhongli would rather order takeout every day. Running errands? Her brain is too scattered, better leave the important stuff to Zhongli. Manual labor that involves carrying heavy things? Have you seen the size of her? Talking to girls? A solid 4 out of 10. Asking out girls? End of discussion.

Things she’s good at? Embalming. Making animals, particularly cats, fond of her. Putting on the parts with the worst stats on her car and still winning at Mario Kart 8. On the highest CC, mind you.

On this particular instance, she’s sat right smack on her bedroom floor with Yanfei beside her, their university papers thrown haphazardly on the ground as the sounds of gibberish and cries of frustration radiate from the television screen. Every once in a while, Yanfei whines and shoves at Hu Tao’s shoulder as Hu Tao gives her a shit eating grin and says sorry, I don’t talk to people who got 2nd place.

“Give me your controller. We’re switching.”

Hu Tao rolls her eyes, but complies, handing her the green and taking the blue.

It’s funny, seeing Hu Tao’s preferred Inkling Girl under Yanfei’s control this round. It doesn’t suit her and the thought makes Hu Tao laugh to herself. Yanfei’s stats are significantly better than the purposefully horrid ones Hu Tao had put on her own car, so it’s no surprise when Hu Tao’s temporary Link rushes into the finish line at 1st (again), and then Yanfei’s temporary Inkling Girl four places later.

“I’m not giving up on you, Link, I swear,” Yanfei mutters as they, yet again, switch controllers. “You’re just not making yourself look too good, buddy.”

“It’s the divine beast vehicle,” Hu Tao offers. “Makes turning corners a bitch.”

“And you know this because—”

“—I have played literally every character.”

Yanfei huffs. “Of course you have.” Then, a few moments later, “He’s only a placeholder until Nintendo stops messing around and puts Zelda in.”

“Oh, me waiting for Tom Nook.”

“Is having the love of my life in Mario Kart so much to ask?”

Hu Tao’s Inkling Girl swerves slightly into the grass.

“What, you can’t settle for Link? He’s thee Link! Link Thee Hero of Hyrule.”

“He’s not my type.”

Hu Tao’s position in game falls to 3rd. This is just a normal conversation between friends playing a video game. It’s warranted; Zelda is pretty! The static sound in her ears doesn’t mean anything. It’s fine.

But then she delves into thinking about it and hell, Link is even  her type. In a very theoretical sense. That sense being if she was even a little bit into guys.

And then Hu Tao delves deeper into the confines of her mind where she’s seen strangling her tiny Lizzie McGuire-esque self that supplies those unhelpful and intrusive thoughts, because  how had she gone all these weeks torturing herself over Yanfei without even questioning her sexuality? It’s just… It’s just—


   Stupid! You’re stupid! 


“Your type is blonde elf girls that look shockingly similar to her male counterpart?” She croaks.

“What can I say? I like my eye candy.”

Hu Tao sacrifices the next lap to process this… Admission? Is it an admission? If Yanfei is potentially confessing to liking girls— No, she’s definitely confessing to liking girls. Do fictional characters even count? Her mind is a mess. Yanfei likes Zelda, not Link. Zelda. Not Link.  Zelda! Not Link! 

Hu Tao’s trip back to reality shakes her. “Wh— Are you in first?!”

Yanfei cackles with her head thrown back. “How did you get all the way to eleventh?!”

“My backup plan of becoming a professional gamer is over, fuck—”

“Imagine how powerful I’d be with Zelda.”

“… Imagine if I threw this blue shell at you right now.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          apologies for an abrupt end, but i’m scattering out all of my ideas into every chapter and wouldn’t want to throw everything in here like a mess. again, thank you so much for reading this far. <3
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3. bargaining

Summary for the Chapter:
            Maybe a blood oath would have sufficed.

          
Notes for the Chapter:with hounds of my work schedule and the release of inazuma, i’m sorry for the late update. (｡╯︵╰｡)

small warnings for some sauce in the first sentences and then some very minor mentions of past substance abuse later.




    
    Hu Tao teeters on the edge of a hazy dream.

She never dreams vividly so much as she feels, occasionally flashing collages of still, irrelevant images that she can’t seem to piece together once she’s awake. This time, the images make perfect sense when coupled with the dreamlike sensations along her body, half feeling her hand clutch her pillow and half feeling like she’s suspended in time.

Currently, dream Hu Tao feels herself tightening her fingers into soft locks, hands shaking slightly. Her back arches, and she isn’t sure if she’s doing that in current time too, doesn’t have much to think about it, really, because suddenly there’s a tense of her thighs, a twist of her gut, an arch of her back, and her dream self gasps out once, and then again much quieter.

She wakes with a start, a moment of unconsciousness meeting clarity, and the ghost of lips against her thighs. She shifts her legs just to be sure if she’s really— Slides a hand down between to check if— Yep.

She sighs and falls back against her pillows, trying to quell the pounding of her heart, now horribly aware of how hot her face feels against the cool air from her ceiling fan. Laying still for a moment, she moves her legs again before groaning and grabbing one of her throw pillows off the floor.

Mind still fuzzy and eyes tight with sleep, she thinks, might as well finish what she started.

 


 

“So.”

“So…”

“You want me to help you…”

“Yeah…”

“Because…?”

Hu Tao digs her nails into her thighs. She shoots a pointed look at Xingqiu who’s sat in front of her on his bedroom floor. “I just think it’s time for me to find a girlfriend. Not getting any younger, ‘ya know.”

Xingqiu quirks an eyebrow. “You’re stupid and the biggest hot mess I’ve ever seen.”

“This isn’t about me.” Hu Tao waves at her phone that’s currently displaying a girl posing with a hand cradling her cheek, nose scrunched, seemingly named Toriko Nishina, aged 21. Interests include classic films and walking through city lights. Dislikes include butterflies.

Xingqiu promptly swipes left on her picture, and Hu Tao cries out in protest. “The fuck? She was cute!”

“And out of your league,” He mutters as he keeps swiping left on the upcoming profiles. “2 years older, too. You’re immature enough as it is.”

Hu Tao pouts. “I can be mature in a relationship!”

Xingqiu shakes his head, does a few more left swipes, then clicks the side of Hu Tao’s phone to shut the screen off. “This is pointless. You’re telling me you’d go through having a dignified conversation with one of these girls and then go on an actual date?”

Hu Tao hesitates for a moment, mouth agape. “It’s-” She sputters when Xingqiu gets up and pads towards his desk. “I mean, of course I would! Like I said,” She waits until he’s looking at her again and frames her chin with her palms, fluttering her lashes. “I’m only going to get cuter for a few more years, and then I’m done! My life will be over. I have to act now and fast.

“You’re a certified trash goblin.”

“Pochitaaa!” Hu Tao gasps, hand clutched to her chest, the other reaching out to Xingqiu’s bed where the furry mess of his dog lays. “You’d let your dad assault your mother like this?!”

“You have no parental rights here.”

“This is mother erasure, I was there when he was conceived!”

Xingqiu does a slow spin on his desk chair, expression pinched. “Conceived doesn’t equal adoption.”

“He was conceived into this parental agreement that fated summer day, by the force of—”

“Enough.” Pochita wags his tail and Xingqiu snap-points at him. “He also says enough.”

Hu Tao sighs and proceeds to sprawl herself on the ground. “Betrayed by my own son. You’re a terrible platonic husband, did you know that?”

“I’ll be working out our platonic divorce immediately,” he mutters, and turns to begin tapping at his computer to presumably work on assignments.

After a few beats of silence, Hu Tao blurts, “I had a dream about her.” Immediately she regrets it, recalling the details of said dream and what followed after waking up, and she hopes Xingqiu thinks she’s dumb enough to ignore her.

“What happened?”


   Foiled. 


She shifts so she’s laying on her side, idly tapping at her phone screen as she locks and unlocks the screen over and over again. “Just dreamt she—” She turns her head to mutter the next part into her arm.

“She what?”

Hu Tao mumbles again.

Xingqiu whirls his chair around. “She  what? “

 “I dreamt she was going down on me!”  Hu Tao whisper yells.

“Oh my fucking God,” Xingqiu makes a face. “You have it bad.”

Hu Tao gets to her feet, dusting off the backside of her shorts. “That’s besides the point. I have to get over her so I can move on with my life. Are you going to help me pick out an eligible suitor or not?”

“But, like,” Xingqiu crosses his arms. “Why, though? Why do you want to get over Yanfei so badly?”

The question catches her off guard, embarrassingly enough, because it’s surprisingly a question she’s asked herself countless times over the last few weeks. Looking at Xingqiu now, standing in the middle of his bedroom, her heart rate picks up because she doesn’t  have an answer. Was it because Yanfei returning even the tiniest semblance of feelings was cause for disaster? Was it because Hu Tao is terrified of dating? It contradicts the point she made just minutes before. She’s not ready to admit that liking Yanfei has ruined a good part of her life. She’s not ready to admit the amount of times she stares at her phone to wait for a response, or the already handfuls of times she’s called off of cases with Zhongli in favor of attending some errands with her. Yanfei is a distraction. That must be it. So, she dodges.

“Because,” Slowly, her lips curve into a wicked grin. “It’s ga—“ Xingqiu presses down  hard  against a zit on Hu Tao’s chin with his thumb. She crumples to her knees, holding the lower half of her face gently. “Fuck! Okay,  ow—“ 

He uncrosses his legs and places a socked foot under her neck. “Stop deflecting.”

She does anyway. The look on her face as she eyes Xingqiu’s foot at her neck can only mean trouble. “You know, this is kind of kinky. Does Chongyun li—“ Xingqiu shifts his leg to push her backwards. “Mercy,” she wheezes.

The look he gives her from her place on the floor is almost soft, pitiful, Hu Tao notices with a flush to her cheeks.

“You’re—“ He begins. Hu Tao shuts her eyes, mind scrambling for something,  anything to derail this potential heart-to-heart. Her face burns and she isn’t sure why. “I don’t like when you’re not charging into things head-on like an idiot.”

She sits up slowly and crosses her legs. Not exactly what she expected.

“And I mean,” Xingqiu gestures with his hands like he’s trying to grasp the right words. “I don’t like how you avoid things. You’re so impulsive when you do and you don’t stop until it’s miles past the threshold of unhealthy. Like th—” He clears his throat. “Yeah. You know.”

She does know. It wasn’t one of those things-that-shall-not-be-spoken-of situations, in fact, she’d made countless jokes about it over the years to play it off as something less serious. It never really worked out, only earning her concerned looks from Xingqiu and Chongyun and Xiangling when she still hung around them.

But then again, she doesn’t  like thinking about it too hard. It started off as simple anniversary anxiety about the month she’d become completely orphaned, around the year she started living with Zhongli and working under his wing.

The thing is, Hu Tao had never been good at dealing with inner turmoil. Her outlets back then included back-to-back school and work with Zhongli, which meant more caffeine, which equaled sleeplessness and the purchasing of over-the-counter sleep aids. Hu Tao isn’t sure about the specifics of how they do or do not cancel each other out. She told them it was a mix of getting a head start on her career, told them she was fine and that no, she hadn’t even remembered the anniversary was soon, but finally collapsing during the middle of the school day seemed to have burned itself into Xingqiu’s memory. And no, she hadn’t talked about her feelings about that time yet. There was nothing to talk about.

She laughs weakly, attempting to ease the tension. “That was stupid high school me, Xing. And besides, this is just me trying to get over a crush on someone who’s way out of my league. I mean, have you seen her? Have you seen  me? ”

“I just think,” Xingqiu continues as if he hadn’t heard her. “You’re avoiding something. I think…” He purses his lips. “I think you’re burning.”

Hu Tao blinks. “Burning?”

“From the inside.”

“Geez.” She mutters. “Are you done psychoanalyzing me?”

Xingqiu shrugs. “It’s just what I think. Give me permission to knock some sense into you if you start getting all weird again, though.”

Hu Tao sighs. “I guess.”

“No,” He holds up a pinky. “Swear it.”

Hu Tao frowns, but promptly wraps her pinky around his. “Swear.”

 


 

Maybe a blood oath would have sufficed.

Perhaps in what Hu Tao would consider her Brilliant Plan, she’d never quite considered this: avoidance as per deal-making. She figured sure, the best way to get over this crush was to fall into another one, but she didn’t put too much focus onto the  why  more than she did into the  how.

What was the surprise upside of her Brilliant Plan was making up the lost hours at work, which cleared a very bad path for her to distract, immerse, and forget. There’s about two things that Hu Tao hates the most in this world. One, over emotional talks of feelings. Two, being sick.

It happens in the middle of the week, with aching legs and sore arms and stinging eyelids, when she chances a reach over to a table she’d shoved away and promptly collapses to her knees.

Hu Tao doesn’t think she’s ever seen Zhongli move as quickly as he does then, and in any other situation she would have snorted or made a lighthearted comment about still being nimble at his age, but the way her head is pounding paired with Zhongli’s look of utmost concern as he touches an ungloved hand to her forehead makes her heart clench.

Zhongli strips his mask and his remaining glove off. “You’re warm.” His brows are furrowed, a pinched expression which Hu Tao knows all too well means that he’s especially stressed out. Guilt clutches at her chest in a chokehold. She feels like she might cry.

“It’s, um,” She rubs at her eyes. Has her head always ached this badly? “The season.”

“It’s the middle of summer,” Zhongli mutters, rubbing lightly at her shoulders. Was it? She isn’t so sure anymore. 

He shifts to plant his feet on the ground and scoops her easily into his arms. She groans with the pulsing of her head that the movement seems to bring, pressing her temple against Zhongli’s shoulder. “Wait, the—” Her voice sounds practically foreign to her, tired and mumbled and with words too slow. “We didn’t— Wish happy life— Thing.”

“You’re more important right now, Hu Tao.” The sway of Zhongli’s steps up the stairs isn’t so bad, she thinks, as she slumps further against him and huffs.

Hu Tao isn’t sure when exactly she makes it to her bed, doesn’t recall any tucking in or words of reassurance when she cracks her eyes open in what seems only hours later. There’s light peeking through her window and it’s enough to conclude she’s slept through the night. She places a hand on her forehead and winces at the dry sweat gathered there and at the damp strands of hair framing her face.

She slumps back down, kicks the blanket off her legs, and reaches for her phone. It’s a miracle the battery isn’t dead yet.

There’s a handful unread text messages all from a contact name that makes her heart clench.

 


  yanyan ◠‿◠


how often do you want to smash your head into the wall at work and why is it twice an hour?

Yesterday, 10:11 AM


  

  




  yanyan ◠‿◠


they’re are mostly docile, eating only 3.5 ounces of food per day! but they can spend up to 10 hours a day on their work until they eventually, intimidatingly, can only stare. some rumors say they can burn holes with their eyes, but no one has ever managed to catch it on video!

[Img. Attachment]

Yesterday, 1:34 PM


  

  



The picture attached is of Qiqi, sitting at Hu Tao presumes is her desk. Her head is slightly tipped forward and she looks like she’s attempting to keep her eyes open. The sight makes Hu Tao snort, because it looks like she’s glaring at the stack of papers instead.


  

  

  




  yan ◠‿◠


are you alive? :(

Yesterday, 5:01 PM


  

  




  yan ◠‿◠


i hope you had a good day! and that whatever work you’re doing isn’t too hectic.

Yesterday, 6:39 PM


  

  




  yan ◠‿◠


wake up!

9:34 AM


  

  

  



Hu Tao blinks, checks the time, and decides that 2 hours isn’t such a bad time window for a reply.


  

  

  




  whotao!!! (`▿´)


god has let me live another day and i’m about to make it everyone’s problem

11:53 AM


  

  




  whotao!!! (`▿´)


what i’m trying to say is that work is busy and then i got hella sick 

11:53 AM


  

  




  whotao!!! (`▿´)


hi

11:54 AM


  

  



Hu Tao internally winces at the monotone texts she sends back, but the pounding in her head doesn’t leave her much room to care. Her eyes still sting. She should sleep more.

She ignores the buzzes of her phone as she drifts off again.

 


 

Truthfully, she should be concerned over the lack of sunlight when she does open her eyes again. She feels a couple of miles better, but not well enough to ignore the sharp ache in her head when she attempts to sit up. There’s a soft knock at her door and she squints her eyes to adjust to the hallway light.

“You’re awake?” Zhongli’s voice carries into the room, laced with concern. Hu Tao pats at her cheeks, feeling warmth and, again, dried sweat. 

Her voice croaks when she speaks. “Kind of. What time is it?”

“Just past midnight.” He leaves the door open as he pads inside to sit at the edge of her bed, placing the back of his hand against her forehead, and then gesturing for her to open her mouth. “Say ah.”

Hu Tao tries not to drift off as she waits for the affirming beeps from the thermometer under her tongue, jolting into focus when she feels Zhongli’s hand at her shoulder to keep her upright. “Thirty-eight point three.” She wrinkles her nose.

“Now,” Zhongli sets the thermometer down at her bedside. “Are you going to tell me why you worked yourself into a fever or should I wait until you’re feeling better?”

Hu Tao plops back down and pulls her blanket up to her chin. “I didn’t! I told you it’s the weather.”

“That’s hardly a believable excuse.” Zhongli pinches the bridge of his nose with his fingers, then sighs and drops his hands into his lap.

Hu Tao wiggles her legs out of her blanket again, thinking that’s the end of it, that Zhongli won’t think further past her shitty excuse and just chalk it up to her catching a stray virus.

“I’m sorry.” He says.

Hu Tao blinks her eyes open in surprise.

“With all the work lately, I didn’t notice how much I’d been having you make up those lost days. I didn’t manage to keep track of how much you were working on top of your school things, or even thought to wonder if you’d eaten well.” He rubs at his eyes with the pads of his fingers. When he lowers them back down, Hu Tao can see the sunken skin under his eyes shadowed by the evident lack of sleep.

“Zhong, it’s not—” She groans as she struggles to sit up. “It wasn’t you, what the hell?”

“You’re my responsibility now, and I can’t—”

“But you’re right, I did work myself into a cold. On purpose.” She swallows, then continues when Zhongli looks up. “I’ve been going through some, um…” Hu Tao wrings her hands together. “Personal stuff? Puberty? Coming of age? I dunno, I just— Ow.” She flinches at the light flick to her nose.

Zhongli has his eyes narrowed. “Worry me like that again and you’ll be the next one on my table.”

“Big talk for someone who has snot on his finger right now.”

He wipes his hand on her blanket.

“Zhongli!” Hu Tao gapes. “I’ll sneeze on you, I swear!”

“Try it.” He gets to his feet then, outstretching his arms until Hu Tao can hear a clear  pop! of his back. “And also,” He turns back to her. “You haven’t eaten in about 18 hours. I’m going to bed, but there’s some noodle soup that Yanfei dropped off earlier in the fridge.”

“Yeah, sure, wh—” Hu Tao’s mind screeches to a halt. “Wait, what?  Who?  Yanfei?”

“Yes, Yanfei.” Zhongli waves a hand as he steps out into the hall, his voice now calling out as he gets further away. “Be sure to call her, she was worried and thought you had died.”

Hu Tao is too stunned to move. When she does, however, she realizes that Yanfei is a surprisingly good cook. The noodle soup is astoundingly delicious, and if Hu Tao’s stomach didn’t feel like it would curl into itself if she ate any further, she’d most likely down it all in one go. She wonders if Yanfei had instead store-bought the soup, and then decides to live blissfully in the domestic image of Yanfei in her own mind instead.

 Wife! Wife! WIFE!  She chants in her head, and then,  shut up! 

Her major ick when being sick has to be the way her eyelids feel after she’s slept through the initial illness, after you feel like you’ve slept so much that your body doesn’t have any sleep left in it. She’s frustratingly so  awake when she opens her eyelids, they feel too dry and alert and so in contrast to the way the rest of her body feels. Heavy and achy and… Sick. She glares at her open curtains from her blanket bunched up to her nose. She breathes in, and the insides of her nostrils feel disgustingly dry.

When she rolls over onto her back, she stares blankly up at her ceiling to assess the damages. Her head still throbs, but it’s more of a dull ache that wouldn’t threaten her balance if she tried to get up right away. The pain in her body is at a solid 6 right now, but it’s not enough to render her completely useless around the house throughout the day. Her nose feels like it’s congested all the way back up to her brain, but also completely clear at the same time. She’ll have to stop by the store for some nasal spray later.

She turns her head slowly to glance around the room, and locks eyes with a pair of blue-green.

Maybe she miscalculated the head-not-hurting-when-she-sits-up-thing. Hu Tao groans loudly at the intense pounding at her temples and rubs them with her palms.

“Did I scare you? I’m so sorry! Holy crap, you must feel worse.” Yanfei is at the side of her bed immediately, kneeled on the ground and hands reaching out to her blindly. She glances nervously at the door. “Sh-… Should I call Zhongli?”

“No! No, it’s fine.” Hu Tao winces once she lowers her hands. She looks down at Yanfei’s position on the floor then, trying to determine if this was real or some elaborate fever dream attempting to make Hu Tao go down that explicit road from weeks ago. There’s notebooks lightly scattered along the floor, pens and a various array of pastel highlighters framing the area that Hu Tao assumes is Yanfei’s self-made work area. She feels her heart skip. “Have you been here… Wait, how long  have you been here? How long was I out?” She widens her eyes.

“Don’t be so dramatic. I’ve been here, like, an hour or two.” Yanfei touches her hand to Hu Tao’s forehead, and Hu Tao is suddenly horribly aware of how sweaty she feels. “Zhongli said your fever broke while you were sleeping, but still…” Yanfei lowers her hand and chews on her lip. “Were you feeling sick all those times you stopped by?”

Hu Tao feels her chest ache, but she knows it’s not from her cold. She’d fight the Hu Tao from a few weeks ago if she could if she knew it was going to be the cause of Yanfei’s expression now, careful and hesitant, and maybe a tad sheepish. Oh, Hu Tao definitely hates herself right now.

And it’s warranted, because a few reels of their encounters through her brain makes perfect way for the punch in her gut she’s feeling now. Though, she isn’t so sure what caused the curt and hurried conversations they’d had prior, whether it was Hu Tao feeling tired from working case after case, or whether it was something entirely emotional eating away at her self consciousness that she was too in a hurry to get rid of. Hu Tao had brushed away any attempts at conversation, stating her visits as purely business-like. She deserves to feel like an asshole right now.

“I…” She begins. Yanfei looks at her expectantly, eyes so wide and hopeful that if it wasn’t for Hu Tao’s sickness and lack of guts, she’d have closed the gap between them right then and there. “I was angsting over something stupid. I’m sorry.” She mutters the apology, far too not used to any sort of apologies coming from her mouth. “But I think I’m better now.” 

Yanfei deflates with a smile. “I’m glad. I learned how to make that soup for you, y’know?”

“That was your first time? And…” Hu Tao feels her temperature rise by exactly 3 degrees. “For me?”

“Yes?  Yes, God, Hu Tao.” Yanfei lays her hand on Hu Tao’s. “You’re my friend, how could I not be worried about you? You didn’t answer my messages for days and then hit me with you being sick.”

“It’s not like it was the black plague or anything.”

“It could have been!”

“Then we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now, and— Oh God, I wonder if Xingqiu’s freaking out about me not responding yet.” Hu Tao pats around and under her pillow. “Hey, is my phone on the floor?”

Yanfei ducks her head and nods.

There’s a split second where Yanfei stares blankly at the screen in her hand, lips pursed and brows tight before she hands it over. Hu Tao doesn’t miss the firm grip Yanfei had on her phone when she pulls it into her hands.

Hu Tao scrolls through her notifications and promptly wants to punch her head through her window. She realizes she’d never deleted that stupid dating app and that she’s gotten a surprising amount of matches. 

She clears her throat and begs for death to take her. “The bastard didn’t even double message me.” Hu Tao attempts at a laugh, but it comes out awkward and somewhat choked. She covers it up with a pitiful cough.

“I think I’ve double messaged you enough for the both of us.”

Hu Tao snorts, smiling dopily and mushing her cheek to the pillow. Whatever lurking emotions she was trying to avoid, she figures it’s too late. Oh, well. “Yeah, but I liked it.”

Later, when Hu Tao is showered and less icky and they’re strolling back home from the convenience store with Hu Tao’s nasal drops in a bag tucked into her back pocket, she battles the urge to take Yanfei’s hand into her own. It dangles close to Hu Tao’s side, so delicate and soft looking and just  there. Hu Tao clenches her hands where they’re pushed inside of her hoodie’s pockets, throughout the lighthearted banter and the laughs that light up Hu Tao’s insides, smiles so warm and directed at only her. 

Hu Tao is struck with an overwhelming swell in her chest so intense it almost hurts. She looks at Yanfei from the side as she’s animatedly recounting a conversation from the other day, and thinks, I am so fucking stupid for you. 

It’s an admission that strikes Hu Tao with a warmth, one that pinches at her being ever so slightly to remind her of all the reasons she’s been feeling like she is. But right now, she can ignore the harsh reality.

After their laughter has died down and they fall into a comfortable silence, Yanfei breaks the silence of the warm summer night. “Hu Tao.” They slow their walking pace and Hu Tao hums in acknowledgement. “If you’re looking around to date, let me be your personal judge and all, yeah?”

Hu Tao feels her heart stop. Yanfei is turned to look at her and there’s a smile on her lips, but her eyes are devoid of anything mischievous or playful. Hu Tao doesn’t know what to make of it.

She isn’t sure if she should cry, if she should scream and grab her shoulders and tell her she’s got the complete wrong idea, that  if only she knew. But something lurches her back and makes her nod, lips pinched tightly into an awkward line she musters up as a smile, her legs numb from shaking as they walk the rest of the way home.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          thank you for keeping up thus far!
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4. depression

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Are you even sleeping?” He mutters.

“Yes?” No, not really.

          


    
    “I hate myself and my choices.”

“I hate you and your choices, too,” Xingqiu nudges his shoulder upwards. “Get off me.”

Hu Tao groans. “No,” Then nuzzles her head further into his shoulder. A particularly hard lurch of the bus makes her whine. Xingqiu places a palm on her forehead and then relaxes.

“I told you I’m fine,” She mutters, letting her eyes fall shut.

Xingqiu bumps the side of her head with his. “You don’t sound fine. And I’m waiting for you to get better so I can kick your ass for getting weird again.”

“I wasn’t getting weird,” She frowns. “I caught something in the air.”

“I thought that normally happened in winter.”

“Misconceptions are a dangerous thing, Xing.”

“Just say you’re scared of me beating you up.”

“Oh, yeah,” Hu Tao pats around until she can grab his forearm and squeeze, enunciating the scrawniness. “I’m terrified.”

Xingqiu huffs. “Fuck off.”

They part ways a few minutes later, when the bus has pulled into their stop and Hu Tao has to cling onto Xingqiu’s tee to drag herself along behind him. Xingqiu presses his index finger to her forehead and pushes her towards her destination, muttering something about advising sessions being the bane of his existence when he departs in the opposite direction.

Like this, alone with her thoughts, she can compose herself. She can brush back the stray hairs in her bangs and pat down her tee. Like this, she can straighten her back and attempt to clear her sinuses from her post-sickness. Like this, she can turn and crane her head to look for the head of hair that had called her here in the first place.

Like this, she can live blissfully satisfied in this stagnant state of their friendship.

There’s a steady stream of students pouring out from one of the buildings, presumably being the end of classes, and Hu Tao looks around frantically before spotting Yanfei, shifting her weight from foot to foot and clutching with both hands at the bookbag hanging from her shoulder.

Yanfei grins widely once she spots her and visibly relaxes. There’s lingering eyes on her from passing students, because Yanfei is devastatingly beautiful, but amidst the crowd she’s smiling and looking only at Hu Tao, and that urges her forward with more purpose.

“Hey,” Yanfei breathes, “I’m so sorry for calling you here in a rush, I know you’re still sick and all so this means a lot.” She smiles at Hu Tao and she looks so relieved that either Hu Tao or her much-needed notebook is here (Hu Tao pretends it’s the first option), that it makes her heart skip.

“I only have this weird sinus thing, I told you it’s fine.” Hu Tao slips the notebook out from under her arm and balances it on her fingertips, presenting it like a silver platter. “Your notes, madam.”

Yanfei snorts, takes the notebook to stuff into her bag, and then presses a wrapped treat into Hu Tao’s hand.

Hu Tao blinks. “What’s this?”

“Chocolate.” Yanfei shifts her bag up higher and nods to the side as they begin walking. “For coming all this way.”

“Feeding my sweet tooth? Nice try, but I—,” She turns the wrapper around. “Holy shit, I love Reeses’.”

“I know,” Yanfei grins.

“And you know,” Hu Tao supplies as she unwraps the chocolate cups. “I hate Hershey’s. They always—” Yanfei finishes the next part with her. “—taste and smell like crap.”

“Have you been getting dirt on me?”

“Nope! You mentioned it last week when we stopped by the gas station.”

Hu Tao doesn’t dwell too much on the thought. “So you agree.” She pops a chocolate cup into her mouth. “That Hershey’s is garbage.”

Yanfei snorts. “I’m not ready to have this argument with you.”

“Huh.” Hu Tao drawls slowly, then retracts the hand she’d extended to offer Yanfei a piece. “So this is what treason feels like.”

Yanfei grins at her again and Hu Tao beams. Yanfei seems to open her mouth to say something, but she doesn’t get a chance to begin her thought before she’s being jerked forward by an arm thrown loosely around her neck.

Hu Tao watches the exchange with amusement curving her lips. There’s flailing arms and the boy with a bandaid over the bridge of his nose is gripping at Yanfei’s wrists so excitedly, so animated as he’s listing off jumbled up concepts of plans, then Hu Tao catches mention of a time and date of some sort, but she can’t look away from Yanfei’s polite smile, soft and assuring and nodding along with the loud ramblings being thrown towards her. Hu Tao assumes it’s one of Bandaid’s friends that pulls up beside her, and they both exchange a friendly nod.

It’s not until another, taller figure joins the slight chaos that Hu Tao’s smile falters and her chest seizes with… Something. He’s a head of orange, and he’s got his hand on Yanfei’s shoulder, and he’s smiling at Yanfei, telling her something of reminisce that Hu Tao can’t decipher because there’s suddenly a muffle in her ears and her hands are moist. Hu Tao doesn’t know what makes her feel any different than when Bandaid did the same. She feels uncomfortable. She wants to go home.

The uncertain pit in her stomach doesn’t subside even as they part from the group of boys and Yanfei sits next to her on the bus back to their neighborhood. She feels hollow as she finally brings herself to ask, hoping her voice doesn’t sound as awkward as she feels. “Were those classmates?”

“Ah, yeah,” Yanfei breathes out a laugh. “We only see each other once a week since it’s my only class I take on campus. They’re pretty nice!”

Hu Tao crinkles her nose. Her stomach twists with the want to know more and simultaneously the pulling of resistance. “Bandaid was like a puppy.”

Yanfei tips her head. “Bandaid? Oh! Oh, my God— Bennett? He totally is. He’s the sweetest thing, but he’s a bit…” She waves a hand, surely attempting to grasp the right word. “Clumsy. And, and, and— The other guy, Razor? Which I’m pretty sure isn’t his real name because there’s just no way, he’s, like, a Godsend because I’m one hundred percent sure that Bennett would be breaking bones left and right if he wasn’t always by his side. It’s pretty cute, actually.”

Hu Tao has to snort at that solely for the fact that she can relate to that immensely, and thinks of Xingqiu’s constant tough-love he’s shown her throughout the years. But the fact of the matter is that this Bandaid and Not-Actually-Named-Razor wasn’t exactly who she was curious about.

Thank whatever heavens exist, because Yanfei answers before she has to bring herself to ask. “And then the other guy…” The way she trails off draws a glance from Hu Tao, fully expecting to see a wrinkle of a nose, a look of disgust, any indication of dislike on Yanfei’s features. But she’s smiling lightly, fondly, like she’s recalling something, and Hu Tao hugs her arms to keep her hands from visibly clenching on her lap. “Some frat dude that’s ridiculously social. Like, I didn’t think I’d make friends in this class, but he’s actually really nice? I don’t actually think he’s in a frat, though. Just gives me the vibe. He’s really funny, too.”

“Oh, cool,” Hu Tao voices without thinking. Her throat feels dry. The overwhelming sense of simply not wanting to exist creeps up her body, curls into her limbs as she feels herself tense as she nods and hollowly laughs along to the stories Yanfei begins listing off featuring this Frat-Not-Frat boy. He’d mentioned a party to her, some loud get-together he really wants her to attend. She says she’s thinking about it, but that she’d probably be too tired, but that she’ll definitely keep an open mind.

Hu Tao stops listening half-way through. Everything sounds like an echo now, and sitting here, despite the constant bumps and lurches of the bus that cause their shoulders to nudge together, Yanfei has suddenly never felt so far away.

 


 

Hands patting her cheeks, Hu Tao frowns at her hazy reflection in the bathroom mirror. Of course, her wet hair plastered to her forehead is not doing her any justice, but she has reason to be at least a little judgemental right now.

She gives one more light pat to her cheeks and finishes up her nightly routine, to which she then ventures into the living area and stomps in front of the television, obscuring the screen from Zhongli’s view and putting her hands at her hips.

“Zhongli, am I ugly?”

It’s amazing how much he’s used to her (simply put) bullshit, because all he does is arch an eyebrow and tilt his body to the side to attempt to keep watching the screen. “You’re the cutest little embalmer in the entire world. Makes all the other embalmers jealous.”

“Yeah, but—!” She sighs, exasperated as she moves to join Zhongli on the couch with her legs crossed. “But, would you d—“ Zhongli shoots her a look. Wrong wording and definitely not what she wanted to ask. “Do you think people would date me?”

Zhongli seems to consider this for a moment. He chuckles at some offhanded joke from the sitcom playing on the television before turning his attention back to Hu Tao. “I do think so, yes. Where is this coming from?”

Before she can answer, he cuts her off with a follow up, “Is there someone you want to date?”

“No.” Yes. Maybe. She’s not too sure at this point. She’s never quite been sure, actually.

“Then?”

“I’ve just been thinking!” She gnaws on her bottom lip. “Do you think I need some sort of makeover?”

At this he turns his attention to her completely, brows raised in surprise. “Makeover? What’s wrong with your current look? I think you’re adorable.”

“Which, I mean, you’re not wrong.” She pats her cheeks and grins briefly at his deadpan expression, then sighs. “But don’t you think I should expand a little on my wardrobe or something? I always look so… Ratty. Casual. Like I constantly just rolled out of bed.”

Zhongli shrugs, ignoring the frustrated groan in response as he pops a piece of popcorn in his mouth. “I think you look fine.”

“Because you don’t go out, Oldli.”

He scoffs. “Haven’t heard that one in a while.”

They both watch the television together for a few beats of silence, until Zhongli speaks again. “Is that all there is to it?”

“What?”

“Just a spontaneous thought about updating your wardrobe?”

Hu Tao clears her throat. “Yes. Yeah, of course. Why wouldn’t it be?”

“Because you’ve always been confident about your appearance.”

She hesitates for a moment before sighing and slumping back against the couch cushions. “I’m going through a midlife crisis.”

“Mm-hm. At nineteen?” “That’s usually when they happen, right?”

“I don’t think there’s been such a case.” Zhongli turns earnestly to her. “You’re feeling self conscious all of a sudden. Tell me why.”

Hu Tao isn’t quite ready to have this conversation with herself. But she tries, with Zhongli, as she hugs her arms again and feels along the scratches she’d put on them earlier on the bus from gripping with her nails too hard, and thinking back to how overwhelmed and out-of-body she felt, like she wanted to crawl out of her skin and simply not be.

“I feel…” She feels her throat tighten. “Like I don’t want to be in my body, and I don’t know why. Which is weird, because I normally do agree that I’m cute as hell, but I don’t… Know why I feel like I hate myself all of a sudden. Or like I’m trying to… Keep something down really hard. It makes me want to claw off my skin. Does that even make sense?”

The television could be all but muted and Hu Tao wouldn’t even notice, not when the ringing in her ears is muffling any incoming noises and simultaneously making her mouth dry, not when her fingertips are now digging into her arms again and irritating the raw skin there from earlier, and definitely not when her heartbeat is so loud in her ears it’s making her head spin, forgetting where she is and what she was even saying in the first place.

There’s a firm hand on one shoulder, and then there’s another brushing her bangs away from her face to drag a thumb over her cheek. It’s wet. Her face burns. She doesn’t remember coming to tears like this.

Zhongli comes into view when her vision refocuses and she lets out a shuddering breath. She leans forward to rest her forehead on his shoulder. His arm winds around her and she practically crawls into his lap, simply letting herself breathe and come down from whatever terrible high that was. She inhales the familiar scent of his t-shirt until she feels fully grounded and brings a hand up to wipe at her misty eyes.

“Hu Tao,” He begins, voice rumbling softly within his chest where she lays her head. “How long have you been feeling this way?”

Hu Tao squeaks at the first attempt of speaking, then clears her throat. “Um. I don’t know. I just—” She sniffles, takes a breath, and figures that now is as good a time as ever. “Now that I think about it, I feel like it’s always been lingering and that I’ve just been pushing it back, or distracting myself with nonsense, or work, or school, or hanging out with Xingqiu and Chongyun. But these days I feel like I’m going to explode. Scream. Something. I want to crawl out of my skin. Ugh, what the fuck.”

Zhongli rubs her shoulder. “And you think that’s it? That there’s something you need to let out?”

“Maybe? I don’t know. I don’t…” Hu Tao rubs her eyes and shakes her head mindlessly. “I don’t know… I don’t know.”

“Because if you need help with… Finding what exactly to let out, and how to let it out, you know you can tell me.” He pulls back enough to look down at her, casting her a soft smile. “We can get you someone to talk to, if that’s what you think you need.”

Hu Tao feels like she could cry again. Not for the fact of the matter at large, but because she doesn’t know how she got so lucky landing into Zhongli’s care.

“It’s okay,” She breathes. “I mean, I really will. If I feel like I can’t handle it.”

“You’re sure? I want you to be sure about not needing it now, Hu Tao.” There’s a softness to his eyes that makes Hu Tao’s heart clench. He looks almost sad.

“I pinky swear! I wouldn’t do that to you.”

Hesitantly, he nods.

When she settles her head into his lap and pulls his blanket over her legs, she’s sure to mutter a ‘thank you’ into the comfort of his shirt, the fabric gripped tightly in her hands as she drifts herself to sleep, Zhongli’s hands brushing along her hair to sooth her into her dreams.

 


 

Hu Tao learns, over the course of the next week, that there’s a metaphorical lump in the middle of her throat being suspended by a hair-thin string. It’s not something that she’s hyper aware of all the time, but it cuts close to manifesting it as a real, physical thing when she allows her mind to begin spiraling.

She’s quite good at shoving it to the back of her mind, to where the sun doesn’t shine and to where she doesn’t have to think about the other night that she came dangerously close to unraveling. It rears its ugly head every now and then, when the daydream-like fantasy in front of her eyes ripples, reminding her that she’s currently teetering along the edge of feelings she’s not yet ready to face.

But this, right now, she can face.

“You should put those glow-in-the-dark stars on your ceiling.”

Hu Tao hums, reaching her hand up from where she’s laid out on the ground. “Yeah. Me and what height?”

“Ladders exist.” Yanfei blows her bangs out of her eyes. “Or you can get big ‘ol Zhongli to help you up.”

Hu Tao snorts. “I’d break his fragile bones. He’s been alive for 200 years, y’know!”

“You’re such a little jackass, he looks so young. He could be mistaken for your brother or something.”

At this, Hu Tao barks out a laugh that makes Yanfei jump beside her. “I wish he was my brother. It’d give me fair reason to bully him. Which I kinda do already, but still.”

“So he’s your…” Yanfei hesitates. “Your uncle?”

Hu Tao’s smile falters, just a little. “He’s just Zhongli. His dad was friends with my parents.”

“And where are y—“

“Oh!” Hu Tao claps her hands together, shutting down the topic completely. “I’m picturing it now. The glow-in-the-dark stars you mentioned? How about pink ones?”

She’s framing the outline of her ceiling with her thumbs and index fingers like a snapshot, willing herself to ignore the nervous tingle at the base of her neck. Thankfully, she hears Yanfei breathe out a laugh. “I think pink would be nice! The normal ones look too green, makes it look too sci-fi… ie? That’s a word, right?”

“We’ll make it a word,” Hu Tao says.

“We’ll make it a word,” Yanfei agrees.

It’s comfortable like this, Hu Tao thinks. It’s easy.

“Will you always be working with Zhongli after university?” Yanfei asks after a few beats of silence.

Hu Tao’s response comes immediately. “Of course I will.”

“You don’t plan to…” Yanfei exhales quietly. “Move away eventually? Start your own parlor or something?”

“I can’t imagine not being with Zhongli.” Hu Tao turns to lay on her side then, propping her head up in her hand. “Are you? Planning to move away eventually?”

“Maybe?” Yanfei’s eyes don’t leave the ceiling, nor does she move from her position on her back as she gnaws on her lip before responding. “I don’t know. The world is so big, I’d hate to just stay here for the rest of my life.”

Hu Tao opens her mouth to respond, but Yanfei speaks up again.

“And I’d also like to get married before I turn 30.”

Hu Tao sucks in a breath. “Married?” She laughs, but it feels fake. “Seems like a big commitment so early.”

“I don’t think it is. Do you?” Finally, Yanfei turns her head to look at Hu Tao. “Want to get married, I mean.”

Hu Tao’s face burns at the implication. “Kind of? I-I mean… Um, I’m partial to it. Haven’t thought much of it. Has to happen eventually, right?” She’s rambling, and oh God, she’s really about to— “And I think having a wife would be cool. Could finally say I wifed someone up… Hah.”

Yanfei holds her gaze for a second too long, then turns her head to stare back at the ceiling. Hu Tao returns to her former position as well, but her hands are clasped awkwardly on her stomach as her heart pounds against her ribcage.

“How did you know?” Yanfei asks.

“How did I know what?”

“That you liked girls. Unless you like girls and b—“

“Ew, no.”

“Okay, so,” Yanfei shrugs. “How did you know you liked girls?”

Surprisingly, this part comes easy.

“Everything involving intimacy or romance was a black space where something should have been. I never know why and I never questioned it. But, uh—“ Hu Tao clears her throat. “I think I realized I was looking at it wrong. Like, I kept thinking boyfriend or husband, when I never considered girlfriend or wife, and when I finally did, that black space became a crystal clear picture of what I wanted, and it all made sense. That and, well, having a thing for cute cashiers or waitresses was a big flag, too.”

Yanfei doesn’t miss a beat, doesn’t stop to question as she turns her head and Hu Tao does too. “And it was that easy?”

There’s something in her eyes, because they widen with a sense of unspoken urgency, almost pleading with Hu Tao for something that she can’t put her finger on.

“For me,” Hu Tao whispers.

And then something shifts, because Yanfei visibly relaxes and the look in her eyes softens. They hold their gazes like this, and like this, Hu Tao can allow herself to trail over Yanfei’s features like the first time she did some months ago in their university cafe. She can wonder about Yanfei’s lip gloss again and how she tastes because she’s wearing some, she always is. She can hold back the urge to brush back those wisps of hair falling over her face at this angle, landing softly along the curve of her nose and partly in front of her eyes; eyes that are holding so steady that Hu Tao forgets where they even are right now. She can linger on the tiny part of Yanfei’s lips that wasn’t there a second ago, and she can imagine leaning in to close the gap, to take in the taste of her lip gloss and how well that part in her lips fits when pressed against her own.

The overwhelming thoughts and their steady gazes are cut short by a blaring ringtone that makes them startle.

“Crap. God, I’m sorry, let me just—“ Yanfei mutters profusely as she sits up.

It gives Hu Tao time to breathe and to clear the dizzy spell in her head. Yanfei is eventually done mumbling nonsense into her phone, and then gives Hu Tao an apologetic smile. “It was my friend from class. We were supposed to have some study group at his place today, but I totally forgot.”

“Oh,” Hu Tao breathes. She sits up after a moment, rubbing the back of her neck. She doesn’t delve too much into the question as to which he she’s talking about. “Okay.”

Before she can start, though, Yanfei is gathering her things and saying her goodbyes, promising to hang out later in the week. When Hu Tao’s door is closed and she can be sure that Yanfei is out of the house, the hair-thin string in her throat finally snaps.

 


 

And again, over the following week, Hu Tao learns that crying is sometimes all it takes. A few little breakdowns here and there, where she can let out whatever repressed emotion was clamping down on her chest was actually doing her some good, it was… Surely a healthy coping mechanism.

Because it came crashing down like this, like a force going two hundred miles per hour that landed at the pit of her stomach without giving her so much as time to breathe.

Yanfei was unattainable. Irrefutable fact.

Hu Tao had, of course, had this thought lingering in the back of her mind since the initial admission of her feelings, but the difference between then and now was that it hadn’t become a real, tangible and crushing thought yet until it was paired with all of the other outside factors; when Hu Tao was shaken with the reality that Yanfei’s circle extends far beyond just the girl who lives across the street from her workplace.

Still, despite the countless times during the week Yanfei shows up at Hu Tao’s front door with warm smiles and the intent to simply spend time together while studying, Hu Tao can’t help but let the thought creep into her mind.

Like today, when Yanfei shows up breathless and about two hours past the time she usually shows up, rambling about how she’d been caught up in her Friday class’s study session with the usual group. When Yanfei shoulders past the door to Hu Tao’s room and begins making herself at home, like this was some daily occurrence.

It might as well be. The domesticity hits Hu Tao like a truck.

“She’s going to kill me.”

“She will not kill you! It’s not your fault, dumbass.”

“Shut up. If I was any more awake I’d beat you.”

Hu Tao snorts down at where Yanfei is sitting cross-legged on her floor, rubbing her eyes with closed fists. “Why don’t you drop it, then?”

Yanfei lets out a small noise of surprise. “What kind of question is that?! Wasting the time and effort and money I’ve put into this class, Christ, Hu Tao.” She glares at Hu Tao, but the pout on her lips makes her look exactly five times less intimidating.

“I was just saying!” Hu Tao raises her free hand from where it was resting on her mattress. “A sleepy Yanfei plus an entire legal office where lives are at stake, I dunno… Seems kind of unpleasant to me. I, for one, wouldn’t have you as my lawyer.”

“I’d get you the longest sentence, like, 21 years to life.”

Hu Tao gapes scandalously. “For stealing?!”

“You steal?” Yanfei asks with narrowed eyes.

“Never.” Hu Tao circles a finger above her head in a mock halo. “But false imprisonment is a thing, I think.”

Yanfei scoffs and goes back to looking at her work sheets. “And I’m the one who falsely accused you.”

“And you end up being my lawyer? Sounds like a shitty show I’ve watched before.” Hu Tao laughs.

Yanfei lets her pen clatter to the ground as she rubs her eyes again, letting out a huff that can only indicate how frustrated she is. Hu Tao frowns. “You should go home and sleep.”

“Maybe,” She breathes once she focuses her eyes back on Hu Tao. There’s a funny look in her eyes paired with a curl of her lips that Hu Tao can’t read until Yanfei says, “Actually, scoot over.”

“Wh— Why?” Hu Tao sputters, but then Yanfei is standing, straightening her jeans, and shuffling closer until she can motion Hu Tao to scoot over.

She has no room to protest, really, because it’s not like she can say that no, I’m scared I’ll want to kiss you and think about how much I like you. And so she does, with hesitance and careful breaths as Yanfei settles beside her.

Whatever God or Holy Being that looked down upon her and Zhongli when they chose a bed size slightly larger than a twin, Hu Tao is certainly a believer now. It’s not exactly a tight fit, it’s roomy enough to give them their own tiny bubble of space, but compact enough that Hu Tao has to be extra tentative to not loosen the muscles in her legs or her arms in fear of making direct contact.

Yanfei settles in comfortably, tucking one hand underneath her head while the other rests on the pillow as she lays on her side. Hu Tao is painfully aware of how close they are now, and despite the countless times they’ve lain side by side on Hu Tao’s floor, there’s something so much more personal about laying in her bed together and being able to trail her gaze over Yanfei’s face— more specifically, in this setting.

Hu Tao doesn’t dwell on it too long. Yanfei’s eyes had drifted closed only mere moments after settling so Hu Tao is left with her thoughts and the overwhelming urge to begin committing Yanfei’s features to memory. She decides against it instead, shifting to lay on her back and cross her ankles, hands resting on her stomach as she spares one last look at the cause of her dismay sleeping peacefully at her side.

It becomes more painfully obvious like this, the extent of Hu Tao’s feelings and how many hoops she’ll jump through to beg the heavens for Yanfei’s attention and then simultaneously go through leaps and bounds to push her away. She determines the second option is best despite the ache in her chest, because the further Yanfei gets, the more Hu Tao concludes her feelings and her future with Yanfei in it is hopeless, the more probable she’ll get out of this unscathed.

 


 

It was Hu Tao’s entire fault that the day started off on the wrong foot. Because it was, again, entirely her fault that she’d shoved her phone under her pillow sometime during the night, causing it to muffle her morning alarm. It was also her fault that she’d tipped her coffee machine too far and too uncentered, resulting in a scalded hand and a brand new crack in her favorite mug.

It wasn’t Zhongli’s fault for never getting her that espresso machine she’s been wanting for ages, no. Even though it pours itself, too!

It was Hu Tao’s fault when she’d fumbled her scalpel placement during work on a client. It ran a gash over the lower part of her palm and a yelp that had Zhongli reaching for medical wrappings and rambling about her needing stitches. As much as she enjoys her work, something about needles and sharp objects near her wasn’t something she particularly enjoys. She brushes his concern off, says their usual mantra, and heads upstairs to assess the damage.

On any normal day she would brush off excuses and pathetic attempts of shifting blame to anyone else, but the fact of the matter is that she can’t not blame herself. Not when her mind has been occupied with a sense of hopelessness since the other day, and not when the pit of her stomach feels hollow and simultaneously like it’ll fold into itself. This, she can put proper blame on.

With a sense of dejection she finds herself at Xingqiu’s doorstep, knocking on the wood haphazardly. She checks the time. It was just around noon, so no one in his household should be asleep, maybe, but lord knows she definitely would be.

Hu Tao asks for him, sheepishly with her hands tucked behind her back, when his father answers and gives her his usual awkward greeting.

She snorts when he finally comes into view and shuts the door behind him, rocking backwards on her heels but making sure her hands stay behind her. “Nice PJ’s.”

“God, shut up,” Xingqiu mumbles while rubbing his eyes. “You wake me up before 2 PM and expect me to look decent?”

“It’s a brand new day, Xing! You should be all wakey-wakey by now!”

“I dread whoever ends up being your roommate. Or worse, your wife. How does Zhongli put up with this?”

“I learned from him.”

“I’m never staying over at your place again.” Xingqiu sighs and finally drops his hands to his sides. “So, what’s up?”

Hu Tao’s mouth twitches from the grin she has plastered on. “I just missed my best friend! Is that so wrong?”

“It is very wrong, yes,” He plops down on the patio bench and pats the space beside him. “Sit.”

She hesitates for a split second, but it’s enough to draw concern out of Xingqiu. He looks up with an eyebrow raised, as if questioning her earlier denial of anything being wrong.

“I don’t,” Hu Tao starts as she finally takes a seat, making sure to tuck her hands beneath her legs without wincing. “Have anything going on, if that’s what you’re asking. I’m fine! I just wanted to see you, I guess.”

“You never want to see me like this… All sentimentally.” Xingqiu replies carefully.

The conversion had just begun, but Hu Tao’s throat tightens at the potential direction of it all and immediately sits up straighter. Mentally, she begins to swerve into another lane. “Do you think we’re missing out on our youth, Xing?”

Xingqiu blinks, visibly taken aback. “Uh—”

“Think about it! We’ve been wasting away with university and I just think we could be having more fun, y’know?”

Again, Xingqiu blinks. His face has contorted into utter, directed confusion. “We’re barely old enough to drink, Hu Tao. I don’t think we have to worry about missing out on anything yet.”

“I was watching—” She grasps at straws for anything to relate to her rambling. “Euphoria. High schoolers are having more fun than us, Xing.”

“Fictional high schoolers with an inaccurate representation of high school…” He sighs. “What’s really going on?”

“There’s a party going on tonight.”

Shut up! She screams in her head amidst the blaring sirens. Ironically, the warning sirens seem to drown out her internal protests. She isn’t quite sure what she’s saying or what her intentions are, only that her cheeks are starting to heat with uncertainty and the overwhelming feeling of restlessness has returned at full force.

“A party? Hu Tao, what in the world are—” Xingqiu cuts off abruptly as his eyes widen. Hu Tao the fool, had brought up her hands to grip at her arms.

“It’s nothing! I just had a bad morning, totally woke up on the wrong side of the bed. Is that even the right saying? No, I think it’s: I woke up on the wrong foot, yeah. It’s fine, I swear. Zhongli wanted to take me to get stitches but it wasn’t that bad.” Hu Tao’s face heats exactly 2 more degrees as Xingqiu holds and observes her hands, turning them over with a frown so deep it creases the space between his brows. She winces at a particular hard brush of his thumb over the reddened area of her palm.

“You haven’t bitten your nails since high school,” Xingqiu mutters at the sight of her chipped nail polish, and when he looks back up, there’s an indiscernible look in his eyes that makes Hu Tao’s heart clench. “What’s really going on? Is it Yanfei? Did she do something?”

“What— No! No, of course not.” Hu Tao frowns at the thought.

Suddenly his hands are cupping her cheeks, the pads of his thumbs brushing over the area under her lashes. Like this, she can observe the look in his eyes, how deep and how sad they look at the prospect of Hu Tao being anything other than her usual self. At the prospect of, again, going through that incident that happened just a few years prior.

“Are you even sleeping?” He mutters.

“Yes?” No, not really.

“Can we—” Hu Tao clears her throat. It’s suddenly too quiet for her liking. “Can we get back to what I was saying? There’s a party and I think we s—”

Xingqiu drops his hands immediately. “Are you serious right now? I’m worrying about you because it looks like you’re getting bad again and you’re trying to talk to me about going to a party? Do you even know the person hosting it? Because I’m more than sure you would have already mentioned them to me.”

“I— No? Not really. I just think we should…” Give me distractions? Occupy my mind before I rip my hair out? Before I scream?

“No.” He stands abruptly. “No, Hu Tao. You’re not thinking clearly and I’m not going to enable this… This self-destructive behavior. Your nails are bitten to the skin, you’re not sleeping well, and there’s obviously something on your mind that’s making you shit at focusing that you. Won’t. Tell. Me. About.” The last words come out through gritted teeth, but Hu Tao keeps her head up despite the pounding of her heartbeat.

“There’s nothing to tell, Xing. I’ve been having a shit day and I stopped by to invite you somewhere, so excuse me for—”

“No, Hu Tao, fuck.” Xingqiu exhales a sharp breath, clenching his fists at his sides as he turns towards the doorway with intent to close this conversation with a tone of finality. “Even if you were completely fine I’d still think you’re being weird, because you don’t go to parties, Hu Tao. You don’t like them, you’ve never liked them, and I find it hard to believe that you’ve spontaneously had a change of heart. And I’d still say no, like I am right now. My parents would murder me, because in case you forgot, I actually have some.”

Hu Tao feels something her chest sink and crack in two, and if the way Xingqiu tenses and quirks his head up in realization as he’s in the middle of pushing open the door is any indication, they’re both suddenly aware that he’s crossed a very, very serious line.

She doesn’t have time to wonder if he’s going to turn back and apologize, to spew out some semblance of an apology because he’s always been too awkward at apologies to make it seem outwardly genuine.

Her nails dig into her palms, ignoring the way the lower half of her left hand burns with the action, and chokes out a dry laugh as she begins stepping off the stairs of the patio. “Yeah, sorry. Stupid idea. I’ll see you later.”

Hu Tao has never liked crying more than she allows herself, so she ignores the twisting and pulling inside of her chest, blinks back tears, and pretends it’s the pain from biting the inside of her cheek.

 


 

Hu Tao stands at the foot of her stairs in the basement. Her presence is indicated by the light thump of her bag against the tiled floor when it falls from her shoulder, and when Zhongli looks up, his expression shifts from bemused to concerned.

Before he can speak, Hu Tao echoes, “I’m late. I know.” Her eyes never leave the client on the table despite making her breaths shake. A child, perhaps no older than eleven. A cruel, rotten cherry on top of her terrible day.

“What happened?”

Again, it was too quiet for her liking.

“What do you mean?”

“Your eyes are red.”

Hu Tao scrambles her mind for any pathetic excuse for an explanation as to why her eyes are swollen from trying not to cry, but her thoughts are shut down as Zhongli turns back down to his work. “Take the day off. I know you just came back inside, but go get some air and then head to bed.”

She opens her mouth to protest, but then she thinks about how dangerously close she’s been to bursting into tears all day and suddenly a day off doesn’t make her feel so guilty anymore. She nods, picks up her bag from the ground, and shuffles back upstairs to head outside.

Hu Tao doesn’t know why she’d even listened to Zhongli’s advice of getting some air. She’d been out for most of the day anyway, and the sky was in that weird in-between where the sun was going down, so it wasn’t too hot, but it wasn’t too breezy either. She plops down on the curb by her front door, chin resting in her palms as she looks down at her feet. She doesn’t dare a glance upwards towards the legal office across the street.

She watches the shadows at her feet become more pronounced by the minute, having been spaced out for God knows how long, but if the smell of the night air was any indication, she’d been inside of her head for a good while. Becoming aware of the fact makes the restless feeling crawl up her arms again, so she takes out her phone from her back pocket and clicks on the screen, swiping between menus before finally opening up her main source of social media.

A thought occurs to her then, one that had surfaced earlier and is prodding at her mind with such an unknown intensity it makes her scowl. She doesn’t use this app frequently, she thinks it serves as an uncomfortable reminder of how much better her high school peers’ lives are after graduation, but she keeps it around, leaving her profile blank and with her last update being from her freshman year.

It doesn’t take too long to find him, there’s only one university in the city and he seems like the popular type. She doesn’t think many people have red hair, either. Of course his profile is public, because why wouldn’t it be? And of course he’s outwardly posted a general invitation to “pull up” tonight, with a vague description of a well-off neighborhood she knows.

Every cell and atom screaming at her to stay home is quickly patted away as she stands and straightens her shorts, observes her outfit, and decides that it doesn’t matter.

With a cloudy mind, she begins walking towards the bus stop.

 


 

Hu Tao isn’t sure what she expected.

She’s not going to admit that Xingqiu was right about her not liking parties, they’re too loud and too crowded. This party in particular seems as disorganized as Hu Tao’s life right now. The front door is left wide open, handfuls of people gathered in varying spots around the oversized lawn. They don’t pay her any mind as she walks up the steps, hesitating for a split second she lets her own guard down.

The inside is much worse, and Hu Tao has to practically elbow and simultaneously shout out apologies as she attempts to navigate the crowd. They squeeze awkwardly around her, but they’re nice about moving out of her way.

She gets to an opening that gives her a decent amount of breathing room before taking in the ambiance of it all. The music isn’t as deafening in this corner she’s found herself in, only managing to sense the vibrations in her chest and her back as she leans against the wall.

Hu Tao spots the aforementioned redhead drawing attention around him and thinks, ah, there he is, the bastard. She almost feels sorry for the guy; she dislikes him for no other reason than being obnoxious.

Another body’s back thumps against the wall beside her as they tip their head back and down their drink. Hu Tao notices it’s a red solo cup, and she has to laugh at how out of reality this all seems, like straight out of a shitty sitcom she loves watching so much with Zhongli.

“Hey.”

Hu Tao glances to her other side to make sure he’s referring to her. She doesn’t have to speak as loudly as she thought she would. “Hi.”

He casts a lazy glance at her. “Have you also never spoken to Childe before?”

“Uh,” She swallows, panic rising to her throat. “How’d you know?”

“Because I haven’t either, and we’re both dressed like we’re going to the gas station.”

He’s completely right. Hu Tao barks out a laugh. “So why are you here, then?”

“The free drinks, don’t ask me stupid questions.” The boy frowns and the action makes one of his cheeks puff.

“Fair enough,” Hu Tao sighs and slumps against the wall. After a moment of the two of them watching the crowd, she lulls her head towards him. “You go to our uni?”

“Nah,” He shakes his head and fiddles with the edge of his cup. “Graduated.”

“Oh. You look like a freshman.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“Like a wee little lad, fresh out of high school and bright with expectations.”

“I don’t care who you are or if we just met, I’ll sock you right now.”

Hu Tao snorts. Maybe going out tonight wasn’t such a bad idea. “I’m pretty sure I’m, like, only a few centimeters shorter than you.”

He’s too busy downing back the rest of his drink to respond, making a sour face as he swallows and exhales loudly. “I think I’ve had enough. Childe doesn’t fuck around with his alcohol, God damn. Get to it before all the good stuff is out.”

“I should, huh.” Hu Tao scans the room before laying eyes on the laid out collection of alcohol. “Th— Oh, wait! Are you leaving already?”

“Yeah.” He wobbles on his feet as he pushes himself off the wall.

Hu Tao frowns at the prospect of being left alone at this party. “But you’re cool, though. What’s your name?”

“Xiao,” he says with a snap and a finger gun, then turns his hand palm-side-up expectantly.

“Hu Tao.”

“Sick. I’ll catch you later, Hu Tao. Nice meeting you.” He snaps and finger guns with both hands now as he pivots around on his heel to the opposite direction. Hu Tao sighs and finds her place against the wall again, watching his teal head of hair disappear into the crowd and presumably towards the exit.

Eventually, she makes her way to the drinks table. There’s a few guys manning the line, fulfilling requests and expertly shaking cocktails to Hu Tao’s amazement. They don’t seem to be much older than her, but she stopped being surprised exactly 2 minutes after meeting Xiao.

“What’cha need?” The very tall man yells above the music as Hu Tao finally finds herself at the front. The selection is way more than Hu Tao expected and what she’s seen at grocery stores. She expected bottles, wine coolers, and cheap beer. This was practically an entire bar, and she’s suddenly uncomfortably aware of how new she is to the world in general.

Hu Tao shrugs. “Just kill me, I guess.”

The presumed bartender gets to work immediately, and a few minutes later Hu Tao is reclaiming her spot on the wall with a very pink looking drink in hand. It doesn’t taste too bad. At first taste it’s equivalent to a sugary fruit drink, but then the taste of heavy alcohol leaves itself on Hu Tao’s tongue and she makes a face.

The feeling, though, is… Good. It’s really good, leaving her with a buzzing vibration in her limbs that makes her giggle to herself. She’s downed it all before she knows it, so she wobbles back into the line and comically sets her cup down in front of the man once she reaches the front again. “Another.”

Hu Tao has never been made aware of her alcohol tolerance before, but if the way she’s sliding down the wall by the force of her legs is any indication, she has to conclude it’s not much at all. By some miracle she manages to make her way into the line again, grinning wickedly at the man she’s already familiar with. He gives her a weird look, but hands her the pink drink nonetheless.

Throughout the multiple sleepovers and late-night hangouts with Xingqiu and Chongyun, the “what kind of drunk would I be” conversations they’d had were completely off the marker when it came to Hu Tao, because although they’d theorized she’d be an active drunk, the way that Hu Tao sits pathetically on the floor, trying to keep her eyes open, they couldn’t be more wrong.

She nods wearily with a dopey grin on her face every time some drunken person sends her a greeting, feeling a bit out of it herself but she goes with the flow regardless, enjoying the way her body feels suspended in air and her mind muddled with fuzz.

Hu Tao still has about half a cup of her pink drink left and she downs it in a few heavy gulps, rasping out a cry of protest at how intensely the taste of alcohol coats her mouth and her throat at the effort.

She doesn’t know what time it is, just knows she’s far from the scene in the basement and even farther from the scene with Xingqiu in the afternoon. When she thinks about them now as she looks at the ceiling and its changing colors, Zhongli and Xingqiu feel so far away, like distant, heart wrenching memories that make it feel like her chest is going to cave into itself. And Yanfei. The thought of Yanfei and everything surrounding her causes Hu Tao to inhale a sharp breath, exhaling with a shaky, vocalized hint of a sob.

She doesn’t know what she’s doing here. She doesn’t know what she was chasing, but when she thinks about the word chase, she thinks maybe run away is a better fit. But then it feels even more complicated, but she also doesn’t know what she’s supposedly running away from.

It makes her chest ache within the fuzzy layer of the alcohol so it’s not too prominent, just a reminder of what she’ll have to deal with when she’s done with whatever she’s doing here, surrounded by loud bass and drunk college students and the overwhelming feeling of dread looming over her.

Hu Tao wasn’t keeping track with how heavy her eyelids are until she shuts them slowly and finds it difficult to open them again. Maybe waking up in some big house the morning after a party wouldn’t be so bad. She could brag to Xingqiu about it and— ah, right. She groans. Tears sting at the corners of her eyes.

She can’t bring herself to care when the feeling of completely falling asleep overtakes her senses, or when her shoulder hits the ground and the distant sound of her cup rolling away tickles her ear, or even when the vague sensation of being lightly shaken rouses her somewhat.

There’s a frantic voice calling out for her and cupping her face, feeling her forehead and pulling at her arms to presumably get her to her feet, but with no avail.

“Hu Tao! Hu Tao! Jesus Christ, why are you— Dammit—”

Hu Tao gasps as she’s hitched up onto someone’s back and her vision comes back to her in a daze, fuzzy colors blending together. It simultaneously brings back all of her senses at once and causes her to groan, and when she tips her head it bumps gently into the side of another.

When the night air and the fading of the party music both come at once, Hu Tao takes the time to shift and make herself comfortable. She’s never been carried like this before. The people in the manga she reads lied, this isn’t enjoyable in the slightest. Then she wonders if she’d prefer walking and tries to extend her legs, but they don’t respond very effectively to the attempt.

She breathes in, and the fresh scent of this shampoo accelerates her heart. “Yanfei,” She breathes quietly. “What are you doing?”

Yanfei startles at the sound of her voice, then huffs. “What do you think I’m doing, Hu Tao? Zhongli has been worried sick because you apparently never came back and weren’t answering your phone, so he contacted me, and then I was worried sick, and then I had to find Xingqiu online and contact him since I don’t have his number, and then he tells me you were blabbering on about some party earlier. That part didn’t take too long to figure out, but what the hell were you thinking? Why? Can you at least tell me that much since I practically ran all the way here and almost had a heart attack seeing you on the floor like that? Don’t you think I deserve that much right now?”

The sharpness to her voice punches a bit of sobriety into Hu Tao. Her throat knots uncomfortably in her throat and she nudges her forehead against Yanfei’s shoulder. “It nh-hing.” She mutters into her shirt.


  “What?”


“It’s nothing!” Hu Tao hisses and props her chin up instead. “I’ve been having a hard time, is all.”

Yanfei seems to pause for a moment. Hu Tao is silently grateful she isn’t able to see her face right now, to see her expression and the probable disappointment on it. “You know we all care about you, right? I…” She hears Yanfei take a breath. “I thought you’d been trying to avoid me lately. Or that you don’t want to talk to me. It drove me insane, and I know you’re not obligated to tell me everything that’s bothering you, but, God. Anything would have been better than seeing you like this tonight, Hu Tao.” Yanfei frees an arm from under Hu Tao’s knee to wipe at her eyes. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to berate you for not opening up to me, your business is your own, but I was so worried. And you’re really freaking heavy, you know.”

Hu Tao breathes out a laugh at that despite the growing ache in her chest. She swerves past the idea that Yanfei had been deathly worried about Hu Tao pushing her away. “Did you tell Zhongli I’m okay?”

Yanfei nods. “And I told him I’m taking you to my place.”

Hu Tao straightens up at that. “You’re what?”

“I’m taking care of you until you’re sober. I told Zhongli I found you at the library, so he has no idea you’ve been drinking. He thinks we’re going to cram for exams.”

Hu Tao’s mouth stays open, unable to formulate a response amidst the fog still clouding her mind. But she nods, lowering her head until she can half hide behind Yanfei’s shoulder and conceal her furious blush.

 


 

The way Hu Tao is unceremoniously dropped onto a mattress is excusable because she deserves it. The sheets smell beautifully of Yanfei’s perfume and Hu Tao wonders if she can find some excuse to lay here forever.

“Where are you going?” Hu Tao pathetically reaches a hand out.

“To make you some sobering-up food.” Yanfei fluffs then pats one of her pillows. “Sleep for a bit. You’ll feel a little better.”

“Yanfei’s former party girl secrets?” Hu Tao grins from where her cheek is mushed against the covers. “Nice. I need pictures for proof. Did you ever do raves?” Hu Tao begs herself to shut up.

“Answers for another time.” Yanfei says. “Now sleep. Grandma’s doing overtime right now at the office, so I have full control of the kitchen and I’m going to make the most of it.”

Yanfei leaves the bedroom door open, so Hu Tao dozes off to the clinking of pans and soft, melodic hums.

 


 

Her head feels heavy when she wakes to the aromatics from the kitchen, groaning quietly in protest as she props herself up and looks towards the open door.

Although Hu Tao feels groggy beyond belief, she doesn’t think she’s been asleep for more than 45 minutes. Her body feels less heavy when she finally drags herself off the mattress, feet dragging against the hardwood floor.

Yanfei’s hair is tied up neatly and she’s humming quietly to whatever song she’s thinking about, wearing, now that Hu Tao is noticing, a shirt so large on her it falls halfway off a shoulder.

Yanfei notices Hu Tao after a few moments and grins in relief, the sharp kitchen utensils still in hand making for a comical, yet perfect sight.

Hu Tao thinks back to the day she explained the way she began to view love, how changing her perspective made everything click into place and just make sense.

It makes sense now. With Yanfei.

And then suddenly, Hu Tao wants.

She wants waking up in an apartment and seeing Yanfei like this.

She wants Yanfei smiling at her, bright and warm and perfect.

She wants an apartment, but maybe not the one they’re in now. Maybe a different one, with a guest bedroom and a bigger kitchen.

And with Yanfei.

Hu Tao forgets, and then for the first time she thinks, I’m in love with you.

The chopping knife in Yanfei’s hand clatters against the cutting board, the herbs against the wood jolting slightly at the impact. Hu Tao shifts her gaze in surprise to and from Yanfei, only to find her gaping wide-eyed at Hu Tao.

Perhaps she hasn’t sobered up as much as she thought.

Hu Tao laughs.

It’s shaky and it sounds forced, laced with panic, palms collecting moisture subsequently with her heart slowly lodging itself in her throat as the noise of its beating pounds against her ears.

There’s a tingling in her legs and in her cheeks. Hu Tao is sure her face must be beet red, but she can’t find it in her to care too much for her appearance right now.

She’s babbling. Rambling off excuses amidst apologies and avoiding all eye contact as she’s dazedly making her way to the door.

Hu Tao spares one last glance behind her shoulder, at Yanfei reaching out for her with that surprised look still on her face, and shuts the door before sprinting faster than she’d ever done before in her life.

Her head is pounding but she’s not so sure it’s still the alcohol. It’s screaming, yelling at her how badly she’s fucked up, surrounded by a mess of words and sentences she can barely piece together, statements that range from cut off all contact to pretend like nothing happened to run away from everything.

It’s all such a jumbled mess, so blurry and desperate and incoherent, but all making some sort of sense at the same time.

Hu Tao is halfway home with her legs screaming in protest before everything, all of the feelings and emotions spent pent up inside of her head, come bubbling up her chest, spilling out of her eyes and out of her throat, raw and loud and painful. It wracks her body. Her heart feels like it’s being split in half.

Because it comes into focus like a big, red stamp in her mind. It wasn’t Yanfei. It was never Yanfei. The years and years spent closing it off, stuffing it into the back recesses of her heart and locking it up with a steel lock and key, gaining so much pressure over time it finally burst, and it hurts, it hurts so bad.

Hu Tao screams in her head, a long winded yell that encompasses all the doubt and loneliness she’d been holding in so well, telling her that she doesn’t deserve love, that she doesn’t deserve to love or to be loved back.

She cries even harder when the parlor comes into view and when she finds the door unlocked, and even harder when she sees Zhongli still awake, on the couch and waiting for her. She doesn’t deserve this at all.

He’s off of the couch just in time for her to bury her face into his chest, cries shaking her body as she clutches onto the back of his shirt for dear life because she doesn’t think her legs can hold her up much longer anymore.

“Do I deserve to be loved?” She cries in between hiccups. “I couldn’t— I couldn’t make my parents love me enough, so why— Why don’t I deserve… Why don’t I deserve…”

Zhongli’s familiar scent is everywhere as she squeezes her tight against him. He says nothing, only leads her back towards the couch and lets her scream, cry, shake it all out.

And he holds her together as she feels like she’s falling apart.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          hi. 

i took some time on this chapter because i spent a lot of time thinking. like hu tao in this story, i am also adopted and i spent a big part of my life wondering if i ever deserved to be loved when i couldn’t make the 2 people who actually mattered stay. of course, that was years ago and i’m in a much better place now! you deserve love no matter how much you think you don’t.

anyway, i hope you enjoyed! and thank you for keeping up thus far.
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5. acceptance

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Well, that’s a bummer.”

          
Notes for the Chapter:taa-daah! please excuse the horrid writer’s block and empty promises of finishing this sooner. stuff happens, but hey! we got here eventually. small warnings for mentions of past depression, but nothing too intense. enjoy!




    
    The forecast calls for rain, Yanfei’s head aches with a ferocity that centers on her right temple, and she can’t possibly feel any worse.

Except that it can, and she does, because when she attempts to move off the hard counter she’d fallen asleep on, her temple pinches and squeezes and draws out the most pitiful whine. Perhaps it’s her own fault that she couldn’t pick up a semblance of dignity and drag herself to her perfectly comfortable bed, but then she thinks about it, and her self deprecation is promptly thrown out the window.

Yanfei groans, and it’s so small, the noise pressed into her arm as she curls her body tightly into itself even as the harsh edge of the seat digs into her backside uncomfortably.

The scenes from the night prior replay vividly in her mind. The silence of the kitchen and the living area contrast the loud playings of Hu Tao’s spontaneous confession reeling endlessly through her eyes that are squeezed shut.

Eventually, she dares to look up. She props her chin on her folded arms, eyes grazing slowly over the half-done meal prep and kitchen utensils splayed carelessly along the countertop, things she’d been too distracted to clean and put away.

Yanfei had never considered herself to have a ‘type.’

Granted, she was never prone to be picky or specific about many things, much less people who she could consider as anything more than just friends. But, to have a sort of… Personal checklist of preferences? Traits?

Yanfei had never thought her own personal checklist would manifest in her mind, bright and plastered, front and center to constantly remind her.

Yanfei had never thought the check boxes all read brown hair, sparkling eyes, and a blinding personality that matches a cheeky grin curved with a hint of mischief.

Yanfei had never thought that her type was so specific. The last check sits bold and a font larger, reading Employee at Wangsheng Funeral Parlor and Beautiful Girls named Hu Tao.

And it was with all of her clumsy glory that said ‘type’ came bumbling in, crashing together with all of Yanfei’s own scatterbrained finesse that came with her first morning at the offices, that Yanfei’s imaginary billboard of ‘types’ and ‘checklists’ lit up like a Christmas tree, leaving her stunned and intrigued and wondering how she’d managed to stay so coherent throughout their first exchange. Now that she thinks about it, though, did she really?

Fingertips tap lightly against the marble of her kitchen’s countertop, nails scraping where she’d done a lousy job at cleaning the small mess.

She breathes a sigh. Her chest aches.

But it’s also so, so, warm.


  It’s so warm, and she loves it.


It’s warm and it feels like something has finally, at last, fallen into place, confirming and solidifying the feeling she’d been carrying for hours and days, weeks and months, and it’s so warm that it spreads along her stomach to the base of her throat, drawing a sheepish smile to her lips as she thinks about how they’ve come full circle.

Hu Tao’s last expression bores heavily into her memory.

Yanfei swallows, plants her palms on the countertop, and pushes herself up to pad to her room.

She’s going to make this right, but there are some things she has to do first.

 


 

When Hu Tao wakes, it’s with clear eyes and an alertness that settles in instantly. There’s no drowsiness, no need to blink out the sleep from her eyes. There’s only quiet and the feeling of solemness.

She keeps her eyes on the ceiling, daring not to shift from where she lays her head on Zhongli’s lap, and holds back a shuddering breath when the memory of a few hours prior settles into her chest like a large weight. She feels she could cry again.

Her breaths begin to come out faster as moisture collects at the corners of her eyes again, and she turns her head to hide her face into Zhongli’s shirt as she squeezes her eyes shut in a feeble attempt to keep the tears at bay.

The shift must have stirred him awake, because suddenly there’s a gentle hand on her shoulder and he’s willing himself into consciousness while mumbling, “Hu Tao?”

“Sorry. Go back to sleep,” She mumbles into his shirt, still gripping it tightly.

“You okay? Are you feeling better? D’you wanna talk ‘bout it?” Zhongli sounds absolutely wretched, voiced slurred and laced with sleep. Hu Tao allows a little bit of last night to trickle back into her mind, and her chest clenches tightly at the thought, drawing another shaky breath from her.

“Not really.” She hates herself for admitting it, to subjecting Zhongli to continuously pick up the pieces she leaves behind. She doesn’t deserve any of it, she doesn’t— She sits up abruptly to shake the feeling off. For now. “Coffee? Wait, what time is it?”

“It’sah…” Zhongli feels around for his cell and squints at the light it produces. “Just a little past noon.”

“Shouldn’t we be working on a client right now?” Hu Tao gnaws nervously at the edge of her lip. She looks down at her hands, picking lightly at the skin around her nails.

Zhongli stretches out his limbs with an obnoxious groan before heaving himself up, dragging his feet towards the kitchen. “I called us off today.”

Hu Tao feels like bile could rise to her throat with the way anxiety crawls up from the base of it. “But—”

“Hu Tao.” She looks up at Zhongli’s stern expression that reads firmness at his decision, unwavering and as if saying nothing could have convinced him otherwise, anyway. “It’s fine. Really.”

She swallows the knot in her throat and nods.

Like this, they spend the greater part of the day leaning into each other on the sofa and mindlessly watching reruns of whatever sitcom is being broadcasted. Zhongli had taken out their matching mugs Hu Tao had bought as a gag gift one Christmas, and she’s happy to know they still hold up as being unbearably cute.

She seemingly relaxes a few hours into bad sitcoms that make her snort with their cheesy jokes. It’s when the windows begin to brighten and signify the midday that her mind is snapped back to reality without warning, her stomach plummeting and throat constricting with… Emotion, she thinks. Too much. It’s just too much.

When the television has been lowered to mere background noise and Zhongli’s fingers comb lightly through Hu Tao’s hair where she’s lain her head in his lap, body occasionally shifting when she exhales heavily through her tight chest, she asks, “Why are you not mad at me?”

Zhongli’s fingers still, then continue their movements slower. “What should I be mad about?”

Hu Tao huffs and turns to lay flat on her back so that she’s glaring up at him, eyes red and very much puffy. “Making you worry! Going to a party and drinking. Letting…” Her breath hitches. “… Yanfei—” The name feels heavy on her tongue. “— Lie to you. Coming home half sober and a wreck.”

There’s a scrunch to Zhongli’s eyebrows and a conflicted, painful look to his eyes, like he wants to reprimand her. Scold her to hell. Hu Tao challenges his gaze, like almost daring him to do so.

“I can do that later,” he finally says.

Hu Tao sits up abruptly. Her heart aches all over again, because she just can’t fathom— … Can’t fathom what? Kindness? Zhongli has always been kind to her, even the times he’s scolded or gave a stern talking to over the years they’ve spent together. This time feels wrong, because there’s a gaping hole in her chest and right now she feels like it can only be filled with— Hatred. In some form.

She deserves… And there’s that word again. Deserve. She deserves it. She aches for it.

Her bottom lip quivers and her nails dig into her palms against the notion, but it can’t stop the hot, angry tears spilling over her cheeks again. “You can do it now! You can tell me you’re angry, that you’re disappointed in me. That I’m…” She hiccups. “That I’m grounded for a month, and that I can’t hang out with Xingqiu and Chongyun, and that I’m only allowed to go across the street for business purposes. You can— You can do something, anything, just—” A hand grasps tightly at Zhongli’s shoulder. “Be mad at me. Please. I don’t know why I feel like I’ll die if you’re not mad at me.”

She’s tired. Her body sags with relief she wasn’t aware she was holding when arms wrap around her frame and pull her into broad shoulders. Hu Tao keeps her arms at her sides but her head presses firmly against Zhongli’s frame where he holds her, half upright on the couch.

“You did a bad thing, Hu Tao.” Zhongli murmurs into her hair. “Several bad things. But you’re not a bad thing.”

Hu Tao gasps with the shake of her body. “You’re not a bad thing.” He repeats, closer to her ear this time, it seems. “You do bad things sometimes, but you are not a bad thing. You’re not the reason your parents went away. It wasn’t you. You’re not a bad thing.”

Hu Tao squeezes her eyes shut tight, tighter than she believes she’s ever done before. Because the hole in her chest constricts, grasps at her heart with all the harbored pain that’s been simmering inside for years, since she was old enough to comprehend and come to her own stupid, conclusion. One that she shelved away to deal with later. One that’s bursted open right now.

She wants to say a lot of things.

She wants to tell Zhongli how she feels. That she’s thankful she has him, that she has no idea where she would be if he didn’t step in to care for her. That she loves him. That she couldn’t ask for anything else, because she doesn’t want to.

Instead, she cries.

She wails, hiccups, gasps for air into Zhongli’s shoulder, fingernails digging into his sides but he doesn’t loosen his grip on her one bit as he rubs her back and murmurs the same thing, over and over, as she shovels out all of the dark, pent up sludge in her heart. You’re not a bad thing. You’re good. It’s not you.

The hole in her chest still aches, but when she’s laid on her mattress with her mind feeling heavy and exhausted, she finds the edges are newfoundly soft.

 


 

“Do you think we should stock up on these?” Hu Tao eyes the plastic box in her hand.

Zhongli hums, distracted by the colorful array in front of him. “And why would we do that?”

Hu Tao shrugs. “They’ll be out of season soon?”

“Hot chocolate bombs will not be out of season and— Soon? It’s not winter yet, Hu Tao.”

Hu Tao makes an exasperated face at him. “I know! And then we’ll put it on our list of stuff to get for the holidays, it’ll never get done, and before we know it, when we really want hot chocolate, it’ll be too late.”

Zhongli doesn’t even spare her a glance, eyes sparkled over with amazement as if he’d never seen such a wide variety of fresh vegetables before. “Sure, sure. Just one pack, though. Ah, excuse me, yes—” He waves a hand to dismiss her before turning over his attention to the stall owner.

Hu Tao dumps two packs of hot chocolate bombs into their basket, then turns on her heel and leaves the impending payment arrangements to him.

The breeze is nice on her face. She’s savoring the feeling, because she truly doesn’t remember the last time she’d allowed herself to indulge in the simple pleasures Zhongli does outside of their home and work life. Farmer’s markets weren’t really her thing, but if those amazing hot chocolate bombs and the prospect of other homemade sweets around had anything to say about it, she figures she’d greatly consider another invitation from Zhongli next time.

“Ohp— Sorry!” Hu Tao grunts with the light force of a shoulder colliding with hers. She takes an embarrassingly long moment to let the face looking back at her in shock to morph into one of recognition, because it takes not two, but three takes before her expression shifts into a wide grin. “Wait! Oh my God, you’re joking—”

“Well, if it isn’t the girl wonder!” She exclaims back, braids in her hair bouncing lightly at the exclamation. Xiangling, in all of her pure, shining aura so bright it makes her happiness contagious. Hu Tao’s eyes could almost water at how much she’s changed, and at the same time, at so little she hasn’t.

Hu Tao eyes the way Xiangling hovers on one foot, crates balancing on a lifted knee with her arms supporting it up. “That’s me! Also, Jesus, let me help you.” She ushers Xiangling so Hu Tao can hitch two of the smaller boxes underneath both arms.

Xiangling smiles gratefully in return as she begins to lead Hu Tao to what she presumes is her own booth.

“I thought only Zhongli came to the market! Every time he pops by I ask him where you are, and he says you’re either too lazy or busy with something else.” Xiangling frowns, nudging at Hu Tao’s shoulder. “He has told you that I’m here often, right?”

“Oh, he has! He definitely has.” Hu Tao replies with a light rush of color to her cheeks. Whether it was because of being caught in the false accusation of not wanting to see Xiangling at all, or the overbearing, unreconciled feelings that have gone and went without process, the guilt sits light but flat in her stomach. “Timing was always off, I’m sorry. I’ve started working with him on the business, you know! Busy, busy gal.” Hu Tao grins at that, shaking off the blush with a little shimmy to avoid collision with a passerby.

“He says you’re… Weirdly good at it. Which is not surprising at all, and I don’t know whether to be happy for you or downright concerned.”

“I analyze bodies, Xiangling, not kill them myself.” Hu Tao deadpans.

“Sure, sure! I’m just messing.” Xiangling grins, then yelps quietly before taking a sharp ninety-degree angle to the right. “Booth’s this way! I’m so used to it being on the left of the fresh produce, but you take one day to yourself and suddenly you’re late in scheduling, and they can’t do anything about it even though it’s been your spot for years, and blah, blah. It’s a scam, I tell you!” She shakes her head in disapproval.

Hu Tao laughs out loud at seeing her so angry, but she can’t help it, not when Xiangling looks far from anger itself when her cheeks puff and her eyebrows only curve downwards slightly. Xiangling mirrors her laugh with one of her own, but there’s a hesitant, knowing look in her eye that Hu Tao can’t put her finger on.

They lay the crates down with a grunt once they’ve arrived at Xiangling’s booth manned presumably only by her and her mother, which Hu Tao greets with a little wave.

“Is it just you and your mom at the market all the time?” Hu Tao muses as they begin to move merchandise out of the crates and onto organized piles atop an empty side of the booth. She takes note of the prepackaged sweets and spices that Hu Tao knows for a fact were delicately wrapped by Xiangling’s hands. They’d been friends for far too long for her to not recognize the miniscule details placed with care and utmost love. Hu Tao mentally jots dragging Zhongli over here before they leave for the day.

Xiangling shakes her head. “My cousin helps us sometimes, too! He’s running late today, though. Mom’s giving him an earful when he gets here.”

“Scary earful.” Hu Tao smirks.

“How have you been?”

The question tears Hu Tao away from her thoughts, hands freezing at their construction of a mini pyramid of merchandise boxes. Xiangling’s tone is careful, practiced, like she’d been wanting to ask her ever since they bumped into each other. “I’ve been fine. How are you?” Her mouth feels dry. She feels terribly awkward and open.

“I’ve also been fine.” Xiangling smiles warmly at her, but there’s knowledge in her eyes that Hu Tao isn’t ready to have out in the open yet, especially not in public like this. “Have you spoken to Xingqiu?”

The name makes her heart lurch. Hu Tao instinctively pats her phone in her pocket, ready to pull it out and check for any messages from him. “Not in a few days.” A smile curves her lips in return, but it feels wrong, too tight and forced.

Xiangling seems to have at least some mercy on her, because she looks away and back at her arrangement of products before continuing. “I have.”

“Oh. That’s good.” Running a straight line back to Zhongli sounds absolutely delicious right now. Her body almost aches for it.

“I’m just,” Xiangling’s voice lowers, “really glad to see you.”

“I’m glad to see you, too,” Hu Tao manages to say with a shrug. “I’m perfectly fine! I had a rough week, that’s all.”

Xiangling releases a breath. “Good. That’s… Good! I’m glad. I’m really glad.” And then, after a slight pause, “he’s really worried about you, you know.”

“Then you can tell him I’m just dandy!” Hu Tao says far too quickly for her liking. “That… Wow, I’m sorry. Sorry, forget I said that.” She mutters while rubbing at one of her temples. “We had a fight. Which was partly my fault, but hearing what you’re saying while also knowing he hasn’t bothered to message me back is kind of shitty. That’s all.”

“Hu Tao, I— I know. I know everything. About this…” Xiangling glances around nervously at the handful of people browsing around them. She makes quick work of shoving her merchandise crate down and grabbing Hu Tao’s wrist to drag her away from prying ears, off to the beginning of a walkway much less populated but still within the market itself.

“I know about Yanfei,” She continues once they’re within comfortable distance from the crowd. “And about the party and the drinking.”

Hu Tao’s cheeks heat at the mention of… Everything all at once. Her hands clench into loose fists by her sides, suddenly very sweaty.

“And I wish…” Xiangling continues. “I wish we still hung out, you and me. I wish you would have stopped by maybe a week earlier, by fate or something, because I know you, Hu Tao, and I know I would have sensed something was wrong and just…” Her hands grasp at air, like trying to put her thoughts into something tangible. “I don’t know! Given you a big hug or something.”

“Your hugs are pretty medicinal.” Hu Tao supplies in a whisper.

“I know they are!” Xiangling turns to face her then, grasping her sweaty hands between her own in a tight grip she holds up to her chest. “And listen to me, Hu Tao!”

“Please don’t tell me you’re going to spew some cheesy nonsense, you Disney princess.” Hu Tao says in horror.

““M not!” Xiangling shakes her head. “I know you hold your feelings about your parents in some little cupboard where the sun doesn’t shine, but that doesn’t mean we — me, Xingqiu, Chongyun, or Zhongli — don’t know about it!”

The words slice a cut through Hu Tao’s heart that’s quickly patched back up. Xiangling has always been unafraid to say things out loud, but the fact that it’s never been with malice is what makes the twinge so small and bearable.

“Xiang—…” Hu Tao attempts.

“But I think you’ve been doing just fine!” Xiangling holds their joined hands tighter, fingers squeezing against her own as if she’s attempting to make Hu Tao feel what she feels, and Hu Tao squeezes back.

“You’re great, and you’re funny! You make me laugh and you have a knack for dealing with Xingqiu and his nasty attitude.”

Hu Tao manages to choke out a laugh.

“You’re so great at making people feel good.” Xiangling eyes shift into an unreadable expression, one that borders on sadness. “And comfortable. Turning the mood around that it was just weird when you weren’t around sometimes back in high school. Or even worse, when you were simply… Tuned out.” She casts her gaze downwards, at Hu Tao’s outstretched arms, before letting their hands fall from where she had them held at her chest, but still keeping them intertwined. “Do you remember when I had to start taking medication?”

Hu Tao’s breath catches in her throat, eyes threatening to cloud over. “Of course I do.”

Xiangling bites the inside of her cheek, shuts her eyes, then finally looks up again with a ferocity and determination that nearly punches the air out of Hu Tao’s stomach. “What did you tell me that day?”

“W— What do you mean what did I tell you? How am I supposed to remember—”

“What did you tell me, when I told you I was taking medication to make me feel better? Because I didn’t feel happy about my life?” Xiangling’s hands hold onto hers like a lifeline, shaking gently as if attempting to rustle the memory out from Hu Tao’s head.

Hu Tao remembers it all too well, though, that day on the swingset behind Xiangling’s house after they’d skipped their last class of the day.

I just haven’t been enjoying my life very much, she had explained as she kicked up the dirt where they swung lazily beside each other. Nothing happened, really, but I realized I was seeing everything in gray and that I had been for a while. Maybe this will bring some color into my life again, you know? After all, I don’t think it’s normal to feel like a ghost, walking around unseen in the backdrops of these other, colorful lives.

Then we’ll all be your colors! Hu Tao had said without a second thought, grinning widely as if she’d just discovered the greatest solution to life’s problems.

My colors? Xiangling tipped her head, confused.

Okay, well! Maybe not literally. Hu Tao shrugged. But that medication is going to work, I know it will! And if you ever feel like the color is slipping away, me, Xing, and Chongie, we’re your colors, too, okay?

“That…” Hu Tao shakes with the force of the memory playing vividly in her head. “That was years ago, Xiangling, I was stupid and twelve—”

“And you thought it was the most damned thing for me to feel that way, didn’t you?” Xiangling asks steadily.

“Of course I did.” Hu Tao whispers. “I was so indirectly mad at you and your brain, because you’re still the loveliest thing my life has had to offer me.”

“So you’re aware that it’s not fair.” Xiangling places her hands on Hu Tao’s shoulders. “That the brightest light of my life feels like she’s the scummiest part of the Earth when I know she’s not.”

It’s when her vision clouds with tears that Hu Tao finally breaks her eyes from Xiangling’s gaze, droplets falling onto the sides of her fingers where she has her hands clasped at her stomach. The sudden warmth of a body pressing against her own has her retaliating instantly, arms wrapping around Xiangling’s slim waist as she buries her face into the crook of her neck. Xiangling smells faintly of suntan lotion and cecilias, just like she always has.

“I’m not here to try and preach to you,” Xiangling mutters into Hu Tao’s own neck. “I’m trying to give you perspective of how it feels for your mind to play those cruel tricks on you.” When they finally break apart, Xiangling offers Hu Tao a sheepish grin. “You should text me more. I’m your color, too, silly.”

Hu Tao exhales heavily through her sudden burst of emotion. “Yeah,” She breathes. “I’ll do that. I’m sorry we stopped talking.” There’s sudden hesitance after the last word, because the urge to spill her guts comes trying to urge itself out, and Hu Tao mentally curses herself because, why? It’s not relevant anymore. It’s… Really not relevant anymore, now that she thinks about it. Why not? “I stopped talking to you because I had a crush on you.”

“I know.”

“It was st— Wait, the fuck? Since when?”

Xiangling snorts, then throws an arm around Hu Tao’s neck as she begins walking them along the walkway again. “Only about… The entire time?”

“That’s…!” Hu Tao’s heart hammers in her chest and her cheeks burn. “Was I that obvious? Oh my God.”

“Very.” Xiangling hums. “I had a crush on you, too.”

Hu Tao swears her brain short circuits. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not!”

“Please don’t tell me this happened at the same time I had a crush on you.” Hu Tao groans and runs a hand down her face. “Please don’t tell me we were the worst cliche.”

Xiangling shrugs. There’s a tint on her cheeks, too. “I never had the guts to tell you! And I’m way out of your league, TaoTao.”

“You’re insane,” Hu Tao mutters.

Xiangling waves a hand dismissively. “Aht, aht! Stopping this self-deprecation before it starts.” She says with a flick to Hu Tao’s nose. “Now, tell me about Yanfei.”

With hesitance at first, Hu Tao spends the next ten minutes or so recounting to Xiangling about the bane of her love life. The ache in her chest throbs slightly at every mention that brings them closer to the present day, because as much as that night brings nothing but humiliation to her, she can’t deny the fact that she misses her. More than the silly banter and the random popping into Hu Tao’s room, she misses all of the before. The weird in-between they had when Hu Tao’s inner thoughts weren’t so nasty and devastating, when she could look across the street to the legal office and sigh wistfully with a shy smile on her face and think nothing of the consequences or seriousness that came with having feelings for someone. She misses the naivety and innocence of it all, and she wishes it all didn’t start to become so real or… Overwhelming.

Hu Tao checks the time nervously after what seems like an hour, exclaiming as she grabs Xiangling’s hand and begins running back to her booth, the both of them laughing like middle schoolers again.

It’s past midday when Hu Tao and Zhongli leave the market, their shopping wagon filled with more self indulgent treats than anything useful for them, but neither of them are complaining. The little sweets they had bought off of Xiangling’s booth prove how determined Hu Tao is to make things right, and she can only hope the effort pays off well, because Xingqiu and Chongyun had always had a sweet tooth for Xiangling’s sweets, and only Xiangling’s.

“Hey, Zhongli?” Hu Tao says when the radio has quieted on their drive back home.

“Yes?”

“You know Yanfei from across the street?”

“Hm? Of course I know Miss Yanfei.”

Hu Tao leans her head on the window. “I’m in love with her.”

Zhongli hums thoughtfully, then laughs.

“I know.”

 


 

“Hu Tao—” He begins as soon as she opens the door, “I— oof.”

“Shut up.” Hu Tao grits through her teeth when her arms have settled around his waist, squeezing tightly. “Shut up.”

She can feel him hesitate and his tummy stills its breathing, no doubt very confused. Hu Tao furrows her brow. “Just hug me.”

Finally, Xingqiu wraps his arms around her and settles into her space, but his shoulders remain stiff. “O… kay. Did you forget what I said, or am I about to have an extremely awkward talk with you to jog your memory right now?”

“I remember. Don’t care.” Hu Tao grins up at him.

“W-o-w.” Chongyun pipes up from behind. “Lucked out today, Xing.”

“Yeah, and it’s fucking weird.” Xingqiu places a palm on Hu Tao’s forehead. “Dude, are you good?”

“Oh my God, I’m fine.” Hu Tao shakes her head to rid his hand. “But now that I think about it, I will accept a teeeeny, tiny apology. It was, ‘ya know, kind of a dick thing to say and all.”

“I—” Hu Tao can practically see the redness rush to his cheeks as he looks away, suddenly laser focused on one of Zhongli’s potted plants by the doorway. “I’m sorry. For everything. And I’m glad you’re okay.”

Hu Tao gives his waist a light squeeze. “Thank you. You’re stupid and I forgive you. I was about to go and see you, too.”

“You’re insufferable.” He murmurs.

“And you were practically shaking the entire way here!” Chongyun says in a cheery voice, much to Xingqiu’s embarrassment and Hu Tao’s disbelief.

Hu Tao stills for a second, then bursts into laughter before dragging them both inside and bringing out Xiangling’s sweets.

 


 

It’s no more than two weeks after everything that Hu Tao has finally started to feel some semblance of okayness. There’s still doubt and gross, heavy gunk that lingers in her chest and heart and everything else that’s vulnerable, but the difference between then and now is that she can feel that she’ll actually come out of it alive.

With or without Yanfei, it’s bittersweet that she’s even come to this conclusion at all, no matter how much she still misses her or finds herself glancing out to the legal office across the street.

Life goes on without a hitch, with regular clients alongside Zhongli’s constant expertise and guidance, Hu Tao finds herself becoming excited about her work passion again, more eager to work and learn and fidget less around clients and situations that otherwise would make her tremble.

It’s two weeks and a half after everything when Hu Tao rushes to the door expecting their usual delivery man with much needed supplies, still dressed in her work wear, complete with one of the disposable aprons that fit too large on her, when she’s met right smack with soft blue-green eyes and pink hair framing the delicate face she’s yearned so badly to see.

“I can explain,” Yanfei starts before Hu Tao even has the smallest bit of time to turn the gears in her head. “Everything. I can explain everything!” Yanfei fidgets as Hu Tao only gawks at her. “If you’ll let me. Will you let me?”

Hu Tao blinks rapidly. Explain what? She isn’t too sure, and she so badly wants to put her foot down and tell Yanfei that no, she doesn’t have to explain anything, and to simply leave and let her continue to heal, but the pleading look in her eyes and the desperate way she’s leaning into the open doorway makes Hu Tao sigh in exasperation and step aside, gesturing vaguely. Yanfei catches on instantly, offering a grin in thanks and slipping past. She’s lucky Hu Tao has finished work for the day.

Hu Tao hasn’t said a word to her at all. Her mouth feels dry and her hands clam up as she follows Yanfei upstairs to her room, cursing herself to damnation because Yanfei is wearing one of her backless tops and Hu Tao has to tear her eyes away with force before she can linger on the sight of her perfect shoulder blades.

Hu Tao shoves off her work apron with haste once she’s kicked the door closed and Yanfei twirls around to face her, bottom lip tucked between her teeth.

The air weighs heavy on their shoulders even though it hasn’t really been that long since they were in the same room together, but if time and change of mindset are anything to go by, it might as well have been years. Hu Tao isn’t sure if it’s a good or bad thing.

“That night,” Yanfei finally begins, and Hu Tao’s stomach plummets. “Did I… Did I hear you correctly?” She asks hesitantly.

Hu Tao’s cheeks burn with the memory, the urge to reenact running away screaming at her legs. Where she would run off to, though, she doesn’t know. They’re in her house, after all.

“Depends on what you remember.” She replies slowly.

“That you like me.” Yanfei smiles sheepishly, cheeks tinting pink even in the dim light of the room.

Mentally shaking it off, ready to face the worst, Hu Tao runs a hand through her hair that’s loosely falling out of its ponytail and shuffles over to the edge of her bed, slides down to the ground, and pats the space next to her. “Come here, we’re not doing this standing up.”

“Doing what standing up?” Yanfei blinks, but plops down beside her anyway.

Hu Tao shrugs in response because she doesn’t want to spell it out for her; maybe not saying rejection out loud will make it hurt less. She nudges her shoulder lightly before tucking her legs into herself. “I didn’t say that.” Hu Tao says softly, eyes cast downward at her knees.

Yanfei’s mouth hangs open for a moment, the tiny smile on her lips curving downwards into an expression of confusion and… Something else. “Oh! Oh. I, uh…” Scratching at her cheek, she averts her gaze to the door like she’s suddenly ready to bolt at any second. “T-That’s not… I mean, sure, yeah. I must have heard differently. Sorry.”

“I said I’m in love with you.” Hu Tao cuts off Yanfei’s panicked mumbling. “I don’t just like you.”

Yanfei’s gaze settles on her once more, the pink in her cheeks spreading down to the beginnings of her neck as she lets out a breathy, “Oh.”

Hu Tao hums and lets her knees pillow her head as she looks at Yanfei sideways, smiling softly. Even like this, Yanfei still doesn’t fail to make her feel warm.

“Well, that’s a bummer.” Yanfei mutters after a while, scratching at one of her red cheeks with a hazy grin on her lips. “I wanted to say it first.”

Hu Tao sits up and looks blankly at her.

“See, I was planning to get you those glow-in-the-dark stars we talked about. Aqua and red, to match our eye colors because I’m diagnosed with chronic cheesiness.”

“Yanfei—”

“I was going to come up with a silly excuse that I forgot something in your room to convince Zhongli to let me in when you weren’t home. I have a step ladder at the offices and everything, and I’d bought the silly stars online already, it was just a matter of planning it all out and executing it.”

Hu Tao shakes her head, expression going wild and desperate to catch onto the meaning of her words. “Yanfei, what the hell are you—”

“I thought about putting them up and then coming back later, telling you I wanted to study together or something. I would have found some way to stay way past what you think I’d intended, until it was dark enough that we would see the stars I’d put on your ceiling.”

Hu Tao feels her resolve breaking with the rush of tears lining at the edges of her eyes. Her lip quivers slightly. “Yanfei.” She attempts again weakly.

Yanfei laughs, breathy and wistfully, but with a mist in her eyes Hu Tao can see even though she’s looking straight ahead. “And of course we’d be laying on the ground. It’s my favorite part, doing that together. You’d be confused about the stars on your ceiling, and that’s when I’d say it. I didn’t… Know what I was going to say, but I was going to wing it. I’m good at that, you see.”

Hu Tao doesn’t realize her hands are shaking until she feels Yanfei’s rest atop of them, pressing firmly. “I’m sorry.” Yanfei offers quietly. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I’m sorry I wimped out. I’m sorry I made you wait. I’m sorry it took me two weeks to gather my bearings.” She swallows, then, she says even quieter. “I’m sorry if I’ve missed my chance.”

Hu Tao launches herself at her.

Yanfei lets out a soft yelp at the force of Hu Tao’s body colliding with hers, the two of them meeting the ground with Hu Tao’s limbs wrapped tightly around Yanfei’s neck and midsection. “I can’t stand you.” Hu Tao hiccups into her neck. “I cried over you!”

“I’m sorry, Tao.” Yanfei replies immediately, arms wrapped just as tight around her. She shifts slightly, as much as she can with Hu Tao clinging onto her like a koala. “Hey,” Yanfei mutters and taps at Hu Tao’s back. “Look at me.”

She almost doesn’t want to, if only for the close proximity she’ll be painfully aware of once she does. She doesn’t think she’s ready to meet Yanfei’s eyes at such a close distance, not when her heart is soaring and she feels she could run miles around the city.

Yanfei’s eyes are soft and fond when she leans back, and Yanfei only makes her flustered state worse by leaning her forehead against Hu Tao’s.

“I cried over you, too. Guess that makes us even?” The grin she supplies is one Hu Tao commits to memory, tucks into her mind forever and ever.

“Let’s not make each other cry anymore.” Hu Tao sniffles, vaguely aware of how childish she sounds and probably looks. “Unless—” Her eyes widen. “You’re here to tell me you’re not…” She begins hesitantly, and untangles herself from Yanfei to sit up cross legged, clearing her throat.

“No! No, I definitely am! God, Tao, I really am.” Yanfei chases her warmth with a hand that she eventually lowers, then matches her cross legged position, too. “I don’t want to make each other cry anymore either. I was hoping that me coming here would go well, and seeing as it has, I’m wondering now if you’d be interested in giving this a shot.”

Hu Tao tips her head. “Give what a shot?”

“Give—” Yanfei’s breath catches in her throat, face reddening once again. “I’m sorry. I have this— Habit of just saying things before thinking, and now I’m—” She waves her hands blindly. “I meant! You know!”

Oh. “Oh.” Hu Tao breathes. “You wanna date?”

Yanfei squeaks.

Hu Tao smirks. “You wanna date me?”

“What else could I possibly mean, Hu Tao? You like me, I like you, where do we go from there?” Yanfei groans and drops her head into her hands.

“I don’t know. I’ve never done this before.”

“You’ve never?” Yanfei looks up from the confines of her hands. “Really?”

“God. You make it sound so—”

“No, no! I’m just surprised. You’re beautiful and amazing.” Yanfei sounds genuinely confused, as if the idea of Hu Tao not having a million suitors at her feet is bizarre. “Regardless, though, we don’t have to set anything in stone right now if you don’t want to. I know this has been a lot. I’m sorry for throwing all of this on you.”

“You just threw me a puzzle piece I didn’t know I needed, Yanfei.”

“Nevertheless!” Yanfei continues, a newfound blush on her cheeks. “I want you to know that whether we’re any kind of official or not, I’m yours.”

Hu Tao feels her insides turn to liquid at her words, at any sort of ownership over her heart. “Yanfei—”

“I’ve been yours for a while, Hu Tao. It only took me months to realize.”

“I’ve been in love with you ever since I saw you for the first time and your shoulders were out.” Hu Tao blurts. It’s not entirely true, but it’s the most she can say to awkwardly relieve the pounding in her chest.

“My shoulders?” Yanfei blinks, tipping her head before glancing down at her top and her shoulders, the offenders themselves.

Hu Tao releases an awkward laugh, because Yanfei is so, so, still.

She expected a lot of things, like Yanfei laughing in her face, or brushing off the comment, but not the way Yanfei’s eyes set straight at her and she shifts her body, crawling up the expanse of Hu Tao’s legs where they lay splayed in front of her as her back presses against the edge of her bed.

“You like my shoulders?” Yanfei asks as she’s holding herself up along Hu Tao’s legs on all fours, gaze level with hers. “I mean, I like wearing exposed tops, but if they’re your fancy I can just wear them all the time. Would you like that?”

Yanfei’s voice is… Deliciously low. Has it always been that low? Hu Tao shifts her legs, for… Some reason.

Yanfei’s head tips up, lips parting and awaiting a response.

She’s so close. Close enough that Hu Tao can just tilt her head and be able to kiss her full on the lips, comfortably and smoothly. The imagery drives her mad.

Her heartbeat rattles in her ribcage. Hu Tao sighs, slumping down, her eyes falling shut to cut off temptation, because she’s truly never done this and never with someone so perfect. And that’s what she has to be: Perfect. “Are you trying to kiss me?” Hu Tao mumbles.

“Yes, how’d you know? Can I?” Yanfei’s voice is a touch even lower, and Hu Tao shivers.

Hu Tao shifts her legs, bumping her knees together as she sits up straighter. Yanfei pulls back in response. “Not right now. I feel…” Hu Tao purses her lips, avoiding Yanfei’s careful gaze. “Weird.”

Yanfei scrunches her eyebrows. “You feel weird.”

“Weird that some pretty girl I’ve been crushing on is trying to kiss me right now!” Hu Tao replies quickly before Yanfei begins to question if she’d had the wrong idea and assumes Hu Tao isn’t really as painfully gay as she thought she was. “I… haven’t even showered. I think I’d taste like coffee.”

Yanfei inches closer again. “I like coffee.” There’s a prowess in her tone and the way one of her shoulders shift up when she crawls closer. The painfully attractive visual right in front of her punches the air out of Hu Tao’s gut and straight into her—

“I like impressing pretty girls who are trying to kiss me.” Hu Tao suddenly feels very, very small. And hugely aware of her lack of outward appeal. “I’m still in the shirt I slept in and I don’t think I’ve washed it in a week. I— Geez, are you sure about the whole liking me thing? I feel like if I keep coming up with reasons why I feel gross, you’ll actually backtrack.”

“You’re so obnoxious.” Yanfei mutters as she begins to lean in again.

“I’m not ready!” Hu Tao blurts before she can stop herself.

Yanfei breathes out a puff of air and reassumes her spot beside her again. “I’m sorry. I acted on my own without your consideration.”

“I’m sorry I’m a sad and actionless virgin.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“You’re supposed to say I’m not a sad and actionless virgin.”

“Well, what do I know!” Yanfei throws her hands in the air in mock exasperation. “Are you, though?”

Hu Tao grins. “Yeah.”

“You’re my sad and actionless virgin. I-If you want to be, that is. You’re your own woman.”

“I want to,” Hu Tao says simply.

Yanfei lingers on her gaze for a beat too long before she finds herself leaning forward on her own, then clears her throat. “Oh! I almost forgot. One of the reasons I even came here in the first place.” She drags her bag she’d left in the middle of the room over by its strap and rummages around the inside, until she’s pulling a neat little package out from one of its pockets. “For you. It’s those stars I mentioned.”

Hu Tao glances between Yanfei and the packaging envelope in her hand, gaze softening in tandem with the happy lurch of her heart. “You weren’t kidding?”

“Why would I be kidding?” She huffs. “I’m never kidding when it comes to you. Here, let me just…”

Hu Tao only stares as Yanfei fumbles with the packaging, cursing quietly at her neat nails that are currently the bane of her existence. Even her side profile has Hu Tao head over heels.

She’s just… so gorgeous. And she’s all Hu Tao’s, for real. Maybe. She’s getting to that part.

The movement is so swift and automatic that Hu Tao doesn’t process it until it’s happened. Yanfei’s face, being brought close by Hu Tao’s gentle, guiding fingertips on her cheek, to press a chaste kiss to the corner of Yanfei’s unbearably pretty mouth.

They both still for a moment, Hu Tao’s hand tensing and lifting from the soft skin of Yanfei’s cheek, and Yanfei tilted slightly to the side per Hu Tao’s influence, eyes blown wide and lips parted in surprise. Hu Tao wants so badly to repeat the motion, except perhaps more… Centered, precise, yes.

“Yanfei,” Hu Tao begins in a whisper as she glances down at her lips, and she notices with internalized glee that Yanfei has done the same. “You haven’t said it back.”

“Hm?” Yanfei hums, seemingly incapable of words as she has to practically tear her eyes from Hu Tao’s lips back up to her eyes.

“I want to hear you say it. What you said you feel for me, too.”

Knowing flashes in Yanfei’s eyes. “I’m in love with you.” She breathes wistfully. “I’m so in love with you, Hu Tao.”

Satisfied, Hu Tao gives a short nod of her head. “Okay.” She swallows. “I’m ready now.”

Hu Tao would have never guessed Yanfei was as strong as she is, judging by the way she’s yanked up by her belt loops and slid swiftly into Yanfei’s lap, knees resting on either side of her hips as Yanfei sits up and firmly, finally, like she’s been waiting a thousand years for this, presses their lips together.

Hu Tao all but melts into Yanfei’s lap, into a puddle in those firm hands as she kisses her back with vigor, slightly inexperienced, but the guidance of Yanfei’s lips is doing wonders in letting her know where to press, to kiss, when to break away and catch her breath before diving in over and over again.

Yanfei’s fingers clutch desperately at Hu Tao’s hips as a means to get her closer, and Hu Tao’s hands find purchase within Yanfei’s locks at the back of her head. Yanfei seems to enjoy the sensation of Hu Tao’s fingers clutching and pressing, because the satisfied sound she lets out reverberates down Hu Tao’s spine, making it arch and press herself harder against Yanfei.

They break apart after what seems like hours, both their lips wet and shiny and cheeks burned red with heat.

“Do I have to say it again?” Yanfei says through light pants.

Hu Tao grins and shifts herself down more comfortably on Yanfei’s lap. “Yep. Every time.”

“I’m in love with you.” Yanfei replies without a moment’s hesitation.

Satisfied, Hu Tao leans in again.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          and that’s a wrap, folks! although, i plan to have an epilogue up in the future to focus more on yanfei and hu tao’s relationship a few months or years into the future. i was going to extend this fic and add another chapter, but i really don’t want to give you all false hope if i do manage to take too long so i’ll probably make this a series and upload its own little one-shot chapter with it, haha.

but anyway, if you’re still reading this, thank you for following along and being so patient. i truly enjoyed writing this series and i want to put out more yantao fics in general when i have the time.

feel free to follow me on twitter @makikyan for future updates!

much love!

- latte <3

        



