
the more the merrier

Author’s Note:
      hi genshin fandom! this is my first time writing for this game i have been obsessed with since march, so i hope you will accept this small offering of a one-shot about our favorite funeral director~

    


    
    Hu Tao learned many things from the 75th Director of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor. In thirteen years, yé ye taught her how to wield the polearm in the traditional style of their forebearers, how to conduct funeral rites for those as noble as the adepti that protected Liyue, how to guide the souls of the deceased to the afterlife, how to hurtle through life with a smile on her face and a skip in her step. But he never taught her how to cook.

It is a concern on the forefront of her mind when she arrives home to empty silence with the weight of her new Pyro Vision in her bag. Her life is in her hands now, as it has never been before. She takes things slowly, at first, dusting the corners of the house diligently, counting out the money in the wooden chests, and checking in with the new director, but it isn’t long before she comes to a realization: she needs to learn how to survive on her own.

And part of that, she decides, is learning how to cook.

Xiangling is more than happy to let her into Wanmin Restaurant’s kitchen when the restaurant is closed to customers. Despite her young age, she’s already starting to cause a stir in Chihu Rock, and Hu Tao has had the honor of sampling some of her dishes and witnessing the other girl’s mastery over cooking. “What do you want to make?” she asks, bouncing on her heels. “I can teach you anything!”

Anything… Her mind drifts to her last meal with her grandfather. One of his favorites. “Steamed fish. Oh, and prawn dumplings! Are those easy to make?”

Xiangling’s smile is bright and encouraging. “Of course! Let’s do this!” 

A while later, the kitchen is on fire.

Hu Tao realizes—far too late—that Xiangling, a cooking prodigy, has no real measure of how “easy” it is to make a dish.

After the two panicked girls with a Pyro Vision manage to quell the flames and apologize profusely to Chef Mao, the fish—once light and tender—has been reduced to a charred, black mess sitting sadly at the bottom of the pot. “Xiangling,” Hu Tao complains, brushing soot off her hat. Maybe she should’ve listened when Xiangling told her to take it off. “That was not easy!”

At age thirteen, Hu Tao finds herself banned from ever entering the Wanmin kitchen again. She resolves herself to practicing at home.

 


 

Xiangling still refuses to let Hu Tao into her kitchen, but she relents and lends her some of her simpler recipes, adding in concerned advice about safety hazards and precautionary measures. Hu Tao collects more from Su’er Niang’s stall, from Dongsheng at Second Life—after a lengthy, but ultimately unsatisfactory conversation about his opinions on reincarnation—and even from the stuffy workers at Liuli Pavilion and Xinyue Kiosk. When she finds a recipe book, she notes down the ingredients and instructions quickly, saving them for when she can return home to take on her next challenge.

All those recipes, and not a single one works out. But Hu Tao isn’t deterred easily. Clearly, a change in approach is in order. So, she tries to recreate dishes by memory. She prepares the meat-and-vegetable sauce for her favorite noodles, grills tiger fish in a pan, and wraps ham into flavorful parcels like her grandfather does. Except, of course, her hands are shaky and inexperienced. Her sauce spills, her fish burn, and her parcels fall apart. It seems even Xiangling, though always supportive, has lost faith after seeing the failed attempts after failed attempts, so it becomes a battle Hu Tao fights herself.

Her attempts waste a large number of ingredients, so she starts going out to collect them herself. She gathers potatoes and wheat from the camps of the monsters that ambush her, leaving flaming trails of butterflies in her wake. While plucking snapdragons from the shore of Dihua Marsh, she composes some new verses in her head; while finding matsutake in the shadows of trees, she admires the moonlight.

Sometimes, Xiangling, Xingqiu, and Chongyun join her on her ingredient expeditions. Xiangling points out the best locations to find ingredients, providing snacks for them along the way. Xingqiu keeps her entertained as they trade witty lines back and forth. Chongyun prefers to suck on his popsicles, but will laugh fondly at their antics and help them navigate difficult terrain. They never say no to adventure. When it comes to trying her creations, however, they’re reluctant, though she knows they care.

It’s not their fault. The first few times, they were enthusiastic—even Xiangling claimed she was never one to back down from a challenge. But after being fed too many suspicious-looking dishes, Xingqiu and Chongyun treat her cooking with the same level of apprehension as they would treat Xiangling’s Jueyun chili slime concoctions. Which wounds Hu Tao a little, because hey, it can’t be that bad? But as she sips on her slightly gray-looking bowl of what is meant to be lotus seed and bird egg soup, she grimaces and supposes she understands.

 


 

Attempt after attempt, she fails.

“Master Hu,” Zhongli begins, brow furrowed after trying her latest creation. She tried to cook Tianshu Meat. The hard brown cube on the plate is not Tianshu Meat. It’s barely even edible. It might be edible, really, if she had teeth made of sharp steel blades that could tear through anything.

He pauses to make some effort to chew, but it ends up being a long pause, and Hu Tao waits patiently. When it seems he has simply given up and swallowed the hard chunk of meat whole—which, hang on, can’t be good for his digestive system, is he even human?—he coughs delicately and opens his mouth. Hu Tao waits for the criticism, for him to tear into the meat-to-fat ratio and the incorrect cooking time and the seasoning and five other things that have failed to meet his impossibly high standards.

“Perhaps,” he says, and Hu Tao leans forward in her seat, “improvement in cooking is something that will only come naturally with time.”

She deflates. Maybe she should be grateful that he isn’t writing a list of complaints longer than Wangsheng’s client history, but is it so bad that even Zhongli doesn’t know what to say and is taking pity on her?

It’s not like Zhongli needs to care about cooking when he has that Harbinger to take him out for dinner every day. Truthfully, it’s not like Hu Tao would starve, either, if she never learned to cook—she’s made it this far, hasn’t she?

But no. Somewhere along the way, over the years, this has become more than simply learning how to cook a dish without burning it to unrecognizable lumps. Later, when washing the dishes in the sink after Zhongli has left, she pauses and sighs. She stacks the newly-dried plates with the rest and looks around the lonely kitchen, wondering why she’s incapable of mastering this one thing.

 


 

The suggestion comes from Xingqiu when they’re playing a game of cards after a poetry battle—that she absolutely decimated, by the way, except Chongyun refuses to grant her the victory because he’s biased. “Maybe you should try cooking something without meat, Hu Tao.” He drops a trio of sevens onto the center of the pile—Hu Tao frantically flips through her cards to find something that can beat that. “Since… you know… the meat doesn’t usually turn out well.”

All the times she’s cooked meat, from the so-raw-she-could-still-see-a-boar-charging-at-her steaks to the so-burnt-she-couldn’t-make-out-the-original-ingredient filets, and everything in between, have not turned out great, so his idea might be worth trying. She doesn’t tell him this, of course, instead throwing down three queens, but she tucks his words into the back of her mind for later. Perhaps he has a point. But she remembers the taste of her grandfather’s cooking—the meat rolls, the chili chicken, the steamed fish and prawn dumplings—and does not know where to begin.

In her cupboards are some small imported tomatoes she had originally planned on eating as a snack. She gathers them up, along with some matsutake and a few snapdragons, thinking back on all the vegetarian dishes she’s ever come across.

 


 

Her friends’ expressions are understandably wary as they meet her at an empty table in Wanmin Restaurant. Save for Chef Mao sweeping the floor near the kitchen entrance—and also probably sneakily preventing her from entering, should she try—the restaurant is completely empty.

“Why’d you call us here, Hu Tao?” Xingqiu asks. “It’s way past noon… Wait, have you had lunch?”

As a matter of fact, she has not, unless a few taste tests count. Too busy trying to find the perfect consistency for her sauce, then plate the matsutake slices evenly around the plate. She doesn’t tell them that, though, knowing they’ll just worry—and besides, it’ll be rectified soon. “I made a dish I want you all to try!”

Chongyun, holding his popsicle in front of his face, visibly blanches, his eyes darting from side to side like he’s calculating his odds of escape. It’s Xiangling who speaks up, laughing nervously. “Ehehehe, we haven’t done that in a while, huh? What was the last thing you made for us?”

Hu Tao winces at the memory. “I think I tried to cure pork.”

“Very, very salty pork.” Xingqiu grimaces. “I don’t know how you did it, but you managed to condense all of the ocean’s salt into one bite.”

They all guffaw, and Hu Tao holds up her hands in defense. “Maybe I added a little too much salt…”

Chongyun pipes up, “And there was that Jueyun Guoba with no flavor—”

“I know, I know,” Hu Tao interrupts before they can get into a full recount of all of the dishes she’s subjected them to before. If that happens, they’ll be there all day, and she can’t have that. “I promise this time is different.”

With those words, she lifts the lid of the container in front of her, revealing the dish inside.

Xingqiu instantly oohs and ahhs, while Xiangling and Chongyun take a little longer to react, their eyes going wide. On a round plate, thin slices of matsutake sit in a circular design atop layers of snapdragon. The sides are garnished with small tomatoes, so round and shiny they look like precious gems, and a small flower-shaped piece of carrot sits in the center. Her favorite touch is the little carrot slices that rest on each matsutake slice, making them look like the faces of little ghosts. It’s a bit clumsy—the tomatoes are at risk of rolling off, the slices are differently sized, and the faces are crude imitations at best—but she hopes they can see the effort she put in.

“Hu Tao… Wow,” Xiangling eventually breathes, her eyes sparkling. “This… this looks really good.”

And they do look impressed. But Hu Tao shifts in her seat. “Looking good and tasting good are two very different things,” she reminds them. “Come on now, try it! Let me know what you think!”

She tries to keep her voice calm, but she’s practically bouncing in her seat, holding her breath as they sample small bites of the matsutake. Hopefully, it tastes how it tasted to her when she tried it herself, back in her kitchen—the richness of the broth combining with the light sweetness of the snapdragons to give the matsutake a flavor that was far better than any meat she had ever attempted to cook. It certainly isn’t as delicious as Wanmin’s famed dishes or Xiangling’s cooking, and the aroma is barely half as enticing as that of the food stalls wafting down the street, but it’s hers. She made it. She’s done it. “Well?”

And from the looks on her friends’ faces, right before Xiangling pulls them all into a big hug, she really has done it.

 


 

Of course, she doesn’t tell them that it was only after many, many attempts that she finally found the right texture for the matsutake, had it seasoned properly so all the flavors could truly complement each other, had made it into something presentable after trying the vegetarian abalone at an inn in Dihua Marsh after running into that broody but amusing adeptus again. After taking her empty container back home, she only allows herself to celebrate for a short while—a few giddy jumps up and down in the middle of her kitchen, and a kiss to the cheeks of the new small lion statue sitting in her living room—before she jumps right back into what she was doing before: teaching herself to cook.

Her dishes keep coming out suspicious, with strange flavors and textures, their colors not quite right, but they are no longer setbacks to her. Because she has finally conquered this one small part of her own independence, and no matter how many tries it takes her, she will get the rest. The more the merrier, right?

Hu Tao will never taste her grandfather’s dishes again. She hasn’t been able to since she was thirteen. But the love behind his cooking lives on in her heart, and the Ghostly March, as she’s taken to calling it, is a self-made reassurance that she, too, can survive on her own.

 


 

(“Hm,” is the sound Zhongli makes after finishing the first bite. Hu Tao stares at him, waiting. Is he going to pull that improvement-in-cooking-will-only-come-with-time nonsense again? Or better yet, will he simply give up and invite her along to his next meal with Childe so she can taste what actual food is supposed to be like?

At least this time he was able to chew it properly.

She inclines her head towards the plate. “How is it?”

Zhongli is silent for a while, probably lost in thought trying to find exactly what to say to describe her latest atrocity. She’s ready to take the plate back and finish the rest herself when he opens his mouth. “An interesting take on the vegetarian abalone dish that has become more popular recently to those seeking alternatives to meat,” he finally says, “which I believe was recently developed by the chef at Wangshu Inn. While the flavor here is rich, imitating the taste of meat fairly well, the sauce is overly thick and drowns out the natural flavors of the ingredients. It leaves my mouth feeling slightly dry. I can also tell that the ingredients used here are not of the freshest quality, so to improve, you could make a trip to the area near Stone Gate where both matsutake and snapdragon can be found in abundance—Master Hu?”

Hu Tao wipes her eyes with her large sleeves. She is not crying. Absolutely not.)

  
Author’s Note:this fic was born out of me realizing that hu tao probably sucks at cooking because her grandfather passed away when she was 13 so she had to grow up so quickly and become an adult on her own but would’ve never had anyone (like her grandfather) to teach her how to cook so she had to learn it herself, which made me very emo. but also born out of me projecting the fact that i, too, am currently learning how to cook, and i am struggling. can you tell from this fic that i don’t actually know anything about cooking? shhhh

this is a lot more emo and introspective and less dialogue-heavy than i’m used to, but i think that’s the vibe for this one-shot so i guess it fits?

anyways, thanks for reading my first genshin fic! if you enjoyed this, i might have other fic ideas (maybe longer ones?) for genshin and i would love to make some friends! find me on twitter under the same username where i’ll hopefully start to make actual posts soon :)

(one last note: the lore behind hu tao’s family members other than her grandfather isn’t really fully explained so for the purposes of this fic i chose to go with the idea that her grandfather was her only living guardian. but if you want to find a community of people who love discussing and analyzing genshin’s world and character lore, check out this cool discord!!: http://khaenriah.com/discord)






where plum blossoms grow


    
    Most people have homes of brick and mortar. In Liyue, houses are made from the finest lacquered wood and state of the art tiling imported from Fontaine- waterproof of course, despite how much they embraced their Archon’s temperamental storms. 

Qingce Village had humble little homes of lumber and rope. Each home had a vibrant roof hand-painted by local children in exchange for storybooks and tofu. An array of fiery colours bled into a watercolour collage from the peaks of the mountains surrounding the village; golden stalks of wheat from the fields, yellow tiles atop each building and the occasional burst of red from the Jueyun chillis scattered across the landscape. 

Hu Tao was raised in this village by her grandfather. She fit perfectly into life despite the village being so populated by the elderly. Every day she would visit Fanmu Carpenter to enquire about their cuihua stocks for coffin panelling or venture down by the river to ask Zhi which herbs were fatal and which made for a good abalone.

Though it was all she had ever known, Qingce Village was not Hu Tao’s home. 

Every so often she would fill a weathered leather satchel with lunch and a torch, hiking over the great cliffs that encircled the town and heading down to Wuwang Hill.

It quickly became a tradition.

Wuwang Hill was the subject of many legends, especially in the village. Many rhymes and stories were passed down through generations about the tragedies alleged to have happened on the forbidden grounds. Hu Tao knew all too well the songs speaking of the place, she had listened intently whenever her grandmother sang them to her as a child. 

Dare not visit Wuwang at night. The siren song will steal your life. 

However, Hu Tao did not see these stories as a deterrent but rather a reason to see the spectacle in person. As most children would become keen to join the Millelith upon hearing their tales of heroism, Hu Tao sought to meet the ghosts of the hill upon hearing their jingles. 

Unusual as it was, she was not the only child to venture to Wuwang Hill.

She was young at the time- just shy of thirteen. It was only in the past few months that she had begun developing a mischievous nature of sorts- harmlessly mischievous of course. She was becoming increasingly insistent on the funeral parlour making big sales and began to pester the locals as a result.

“Hanfeng!” She would sing. “What a tall man you are! I reckon your family will have to pay a lot of mora to fit a casket for you. Wouldn’t it be rather smart of you to start the payments now?” 

Suffice to say she was gaining a reputation as a troublemaker. 

But people did not judge on Wuwang because there were no people on Wuwang. Usually. 

Brittle twigs snapped under heavy footsteps as Hu Tao rounded the last corner of the pathway. Her breath was thinning though she could never seem to tell if it was because of exhaustion or the sheer height of the hill. She had visited enough to establish her own little alcove amidst the pines and abandoned hilichurl encampments but those visits would never last more than an hour and she would usually only sneak out in the late hours in hopes of seeing a ghost in person. 

Today was different. Today she had no business with ghosts but rather she needed a quiet place to hide from the angry mob of villagers telling her to mind her manners. 

And today she would not find her usual loneliness. 

Wedged between a broken practice target and a mitachurl shield the size of a prize boar, sat a young girl. At least she looked like a girl.

Her eyes were like Hu Tao’s and so were her arms, legs and hands. Pale hands clutched a thin book- bound in crimson leather and emblazoned with a golden circle on the front. 

Frightened green eyes caught curious orange ones, both widening at the shock of being seen. The girl knelt forward, dropping her book and tilting the maroon hat hanging loose from her head. Though alarmed, she hadn’t seemed too scared to be alone on Wuwang with a stranger. 

Hu Tao, however, was slightly more sceptical.

“Are you a ghost?” 

She shook her head, shoving the shield leant on her shoulder and rising to her feet. “No.”

Caution be damned, Hu Tao treads lightly over the stepping stones in the middle of the stream; arms thrown out and chin tilted upwards. As she drew closer to the stranger she realised how peculiar she really was. 

Her clothes were of Liyuen design but they looked old. Everything was floral and golden, her skirt had a dozen or so pins securing the fabric folds to her waist. The hat she wore was far too big for her head and had some sort of pin sticking out from under it. If Hu Tao could compare her to anything she would say she almost resembled herself from her younger years when her grandmother chased her for dressing up in clothes from the attic. 

One foot secured itself on dry soil, the other pushing itself from the last stone. Both girls stood metres apart but kept their gazes transfixed on one another. 

Hu Tao cocked her head. “What are you?”

“I’m a child.”

“So am I,” said Hu Tao. She reached a hand out, fingertips grazing the ivory growths sprouting from either side of the girl’s head. “But I don’t have these.”

“You’re right.” The girl brings a hand to her chin, a habit Hu Tao saw in her grandfather whenever he had to price funerals. After a moment the girl nods and thumbs at her antlers. “Perhaps you came out wrong.”

“I didn’t come out wrong! You have antlers like a deer, not a human.”

“Oh,” she falters. “I’m Yanfei.”

“I’m Tao. Hu Tao,” she would extend a hand in greeting but she wasn’t entirely convinced Yanfei even was a girl and wasn’t some kind of woodland beast like the tales spoke of. “Why are you here?”

“My mother is buried here.”

Yanfei points a muddy finger at one of the grassy mounds across the riverbank. They never really caught Hu Tao’s eye in her past visits, probably because they were so ordinary. Like every other hillock on Wuwang it was waterlogged and hidden beneath a mass of reeds and broken spearheads. If Yanfei had never mentioned it then Hu Tao would never have noticed the pale rock-like structure beneath one of the rotten pine stumps or the trail of violetgrass leading towards it. 

Upon the grassy knoll sprouted a white marble statue crowded by shattered remains of crockery and torn ribbon. It was Liyue tradition to mourn with crimson lilies and all things pure and white. On the other hand, it was adeptal tradition to mourn with gifts- to bestow gratitude in the form of fine weaponry and homemade wine at the sight of one’s resting. 

Yanfei’s mother was not an adpetus by any means but they had welcomed her into their family when she wed the son of a renowned mountain spirit. 

Hu Tao found more details etched into the headstone the more she looked at it, details you could only catch if you did pour over it for hours at a time. Fine jade embezzled every nook and cranny of chiselled marble, glinting under the sun like a thousand beady eyes. Legends had oft mentioned that the adeptus were not born like humans- they were said to have been carved from the domain they preside over.


  Cloud Retainer was born in the sky. Celestia’s finest weavers stitched feathers made of cloud tufts to a body woven from raindrops. If you venture to Mt. Aocang in late April you will see her likeness reflected in the great shallows.


Maybe, Hu Tao thinks, Yanfei was telling a lie when she said she had adeptal blood. She had no feathers handpicked from Celestia’s great aviary nor did she have a million arms and legs borrowed from the foolish mortals she gobbled beneath bridges. 

Yanfei looked entirely mortal save for the antlers. 

Of course, normal was subjective. She looked wholly abnormal in the way she had salmon hair that stuck out in all directions and a peculiar habit of knowing exactly where each and every species of animal, rock and flower indigenous to Liyue cropped up across the expanse of Wuwang. Sometimes she would mutter under her breath about how her father ought to research how rich the woodlands were in Cor Lapis or Qingxins but if Hu Tao considered that strange then she’d really have to question how people consider her.

“Did she like gemstones?”

“She did.” Yanfei reached out every so slowly, pushing her plump fingertips against the sharp cut of the stones. “She said I had eyes like nephrite and hers were like noctilucous jade.” 

Hours passed as the girls chattered. Hu Tao thinks a hundred more could come and go like seconds with the ease and comfort she felt talking to Yanfei. It was nice to not be seen as a nuisance, dare she even suggest a friend. Yanfei told story upon story of her father’s adeptal deeds and her journey through each abode. Though she was immortal, Yanfei was still remarkably young. She had told Hu Tao adpetus aged however they pleased if they were powerful enough but she hadn’t learned the art yet and her auntie had already blessed her with youth she could not entirely undo. 

Hu Tao smirks at the thought of it. Yanfei would have been a toddler forever if not for the humanity in her blood. How had she been as a baby? Were her antlers always so big or did she grow into them like her stubby arms and legs? Did she feast on the shredded limbs of drunken wanderers like other adepti? Too many unanswered questions swam around Hu Tao’s mind but her tongue settled on just one.

“Were you carved from a mountain with nephrite placed in your eye sockets or were you delivered in a coffin like me?”

Scratchy laughter cuts the tender moment, Yanfei’s head thrown back as the awful sound croaked from her lips. “Don’t be silly, that’s not how babies are born! Babies are born from wishing! Everyone knows that.”

“Wishing?”

The young adeptus hums. “When two people really really want to have a baby they make a wish and the baby comes in the form of a shooting star.”

“Wow. Really?”

“Mhm. All of my aunties and uncles came to see me when I landed and they gave me their blessings to become smart and strong and immortal.”

Hu Tao glowered, toeing at the yellowing blades of grass with her dirty shoes. If her grandmother could see her now she’d be rolling in her grave. “Why didn’t I get any blessings?”

“Maybe you did but just don’t remember,” Yanfei suggests, placing a hand over Hu Tao’s own. “Maybe somebody blessed you with grace and that’s why you’re such a good dancer.”

“Aww. I wanted to be blessed with magic! Like Lady Ningguang or the lady in the Millelith that makes fire come out of her hands!”

“You can’t?”

“No. I don’t have a vision.”

“You can have mine.”

Yanfei digs around in one of the folds of her skirt, pulling out a golden brooch-like item with a chain pinning it to her waistband. Luminescent vermillion stares back at the girls, swirls in the signature emblem of pyro reflected on the glassy surface of the vision. Hu Tao feels the power swallow the air around her; the sheer power of fire palpable in the way it heats the skin of her palm hovering inches above it. 

A curious finger settles on the vision. It lingers, prods then jerks. Hu Tao yelps, stabbing her singed finger into the murky puddle behind her.

There is no doubt in her mind that the skin will be puckered and scarred by the morning. 

Yanfei’s face burns red as her vision. “Oh. I’m sorry.”

“How do you have one?”

“I’m not sure. I’m my father’s apprentice so I think it might have something to do with how hard I work in the office.”

“Working hard is hard. Thinking about it gets me tired.” 

“Maybe you’re tired because it’s almost midnight.”

Midnight had indeed crept in quiet as death. Darkness had never been something Hu Tao feared but that night it felt as though the black sky loomed over her- as if it were stealing not giving. Usually, the night would give her a sense of company; the crowing owls gathered on birch branches by the old mill, wandering foxes nosing through scraps on the village border. But today night took what the light had offered- a friend. 

For the first and only time, Hu Tao resented the night. 

“I should go home.”

Yanfei bounced onto her feet with effortless poise, Hu Tao thinks she’s all too humble to call her a good dancer when the adeptus moves with all the grace of the Pearl Galley’s finest entertainers. Hu Tao wished they could stay and dance until the sun rose with them. 

For a future funeral director, she was hopeless with goodbyes. 

A forced smile creeps across her face. “Me too.”

“We can meet again next year,” Yanfei suggests, slotting her book between her arm and hip. “And I can teach you how to make fire.”

“If you’re not too scared.”

Both girls offer pathetic waves as they part ways over the stepping stones, no longer separated by caution nor unfamiliarity but by their individual lives outside of Wuwang. Yanfei had to study and Hu Tao had to stock the parlour. Thirteen was proving to be more pivotal than either ever expected. 

Neither says the word ‘goodbye’ itself but the last smile they share feels as good enough a promise as any. Truly goodbye was the most brittle of promises, the certainty of keeping it lay out with one’s control, but Hu Tao sought to keep it a promise.

They would meet again.

  
Author’s Note:sorry if this is messy! i never actually checked over it before posting. it was initially a warmup before i got to writing my next chapter for ohod but i ended up getting a bit carried away :’) 

it serves mostly as a character study so i can get comfy with the characters and write a proper yantao piece in the future.

enjoy regardless 🙏






mens rea (the guilty mind)

Author’s Note:
      Hello to the perhaps one or two dozen yantao shippers out there!! I humbly present to you all this fic that I wrote at three in the morning, which makes me doubt this fic’s comprehensibility but take it nonetheless. Yantao crumbs babeyyyyy!

This fic came into fruition because I spent an afternoon reading Yanfei’s voicelines and stories, especially the one about her being an overthinker and her infamous line about Hu Tao. Also, I spent a whole semester taking introductory law and it hasn’t come in handy until now with bsing the crap out of Yanfei’s lines in this fic lol

    


    
    There was something quite beautiful about the sun set in Liyue. 

Calming oranges and salmon pink washed over Yanfei’s desk window, prompting her to prop a chin on her palm to bask in the quiet glow of its beauty. The children of Liyue laughed like muffled bells along its streets, and Yanfei could feel the tiredness seeping into her bones the longer she listened to them and the accompanying marketmen shouting today’s specialities. If she inhaled hard enough, she supposed she could smell the fried radish balls tempting its passerbys. 

Her body had adjusted to the hours of the sun a long time ago. Once those warm colours became muted by the overcast of the night, she knew that it wouldn’t be long for her to pack up and get a night’s rest. 

She sighed, fluttering her eyes closed to take a quick breather from the pile of paperwork gathering in the center of her desk. Only a couple more hours, she told herself, and she could go home and cook some tofu and brush up on section twenty-seven, chapter two, lines— 


   “BOO!” 


Yanfei yelped (or rather,  screamed, more like), and nearly fell backwards on her chair. 

There was an immediate eruption of laughter, and Yanfei righted her balance to fix her hat and puff out a frustrated sigh, her eyes boring straight into the eccentric 77th Director of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor. At least, Yanfei remembered it to be the 77th. Was it the 77th? Oh, she should go check. 

“How did you manage to sneak in here?” she asked instead, filing her musings away into the back corner of her mind to pluck out later. She laid the pads of her fingers on her chest, willing her heart to slow to its natural beat. “You nearly scared me to death!”

“Now, that would be great for my business if I did though, hmm?” Hu Tao chirped in response. Well. She did walk into that one, she guessed. “I just walked in. I thought I could save you the act of knocking.”

Hu Tao’s bright eyes never failed to diminish under her scrutiny, but they both knew that there were truly no hard feelings between them. After all, even Yanfei couldn’t keep herself from entertaining her with a slight quirk of the lips. Hu Tao merely giggled, then made her way across her desk to sit down on the chair reserved for Yanfei’s clients.

“Do you need anything?” Yanfei finally asked, the spike in her blood pressure finally settling down. Her brow furrowed in mild concern. “Is everything okay?”

“Well, you’re a legal advisor,” Hu Tao began, the last of her giggles dissipating as she swatted at practically thin air. “And I need,  well, your specialty— legal advising.”

Yanfei huffed, then moved the paperwork aside to pull her inkwell closer to her, dipping the feather as a kind of fidgeting move as Hu Tao handed her a thin slip of paper. She flipped it and squinted down, recognizing it as an advertisement to Hu Tao’s respective business. There was nothing wrong with it, as far as she could see anyway. 

Her eyes flicked back up to Hu Tao. Seeing the sheepish grin on her face made Yanfei sigh, and everything finally clicked into place. “Did you get in trouble with the Millelith again?” 

Hu Tao nodded almost enthusiastically, eyes sparkling at Yanfei’s quick perception. But then she frowned, just by a fraction, while leaning forward to tell her, “I know I’m no lawyer by any  means, but I know the law well enough! I wasn’t doing anything illegal, and I don’t understand why those stupid Millelith guards think that me trying to keep my business in check is such a hindrance to—”

“And I agree!” Yanfei said hastily. She set Hu Tao’s bright red funeral advertisement down on her desk, lacing her fingers together to twiddle them aptly. She wasn’t lying by any means either. She was just, well… “I  completely understand, Hu Tao. After all, your case isn’t the first of its kind I’ve had the stickler to deal with. Even just take last week for example! I had to dispute a case between two gentlemen in Liyue Harbor because one assumed the other had committed embezzlement on the word of… of his cat, I think it was? And then just a day before that, I—” She grimaced, swallowing the rest of her monologue when Hu Tao simply smiled plainly at her. “It’s just that, you know…” 

She shifted uncomfortably under Hu Tao’s innocent gaze. She even tilted her head to the side inquisitively, blinking owlishly at Yanfei. “What?” 

“Well, this is the first time in a while you’ve come to my office for legal advice,” Yanfei finally answered, shrugging helplessly at Hu Tao. “I’m more than happy to see you, I feel like I haven’t seen you since Zhongli had that gripe with the toy maker— I’m just confused as to what prompted you, that’s all,” she continued honestly. Her twiddling thumbs slowed down a little. 

If anything, she was a bit relieved to see Hu Tao. She had gone to think that the director had found some other advisor to take care of her business, or thought that she wasn’t suitable enough to do it herself. She’d spent some days holding a slight grudge against her for it, even.

Though, in all honesty, Yanfei just wished she got to hear one of Hu Tao’s quick-tongued slam poetry again, and she was much too busy in her office to go out at night to watch her clashes with Xingqiu. As eccentric as everyone knew her to be, Hu Tao had a brilliant effect on her when it came to creativity. 

Hu Tao just giggled. She leaned back on her chair, rubbing her hands over her rings as she answered, “Why, a little birdie told me!”

Yanfei scrunched her face at that. Little birdie? Like an actual bird? Wait, but Hu Tao couldn’t speak to birds. She was obviously talking about someone else, more like. But who would tell her to come see Yanfei? Yanfei didn’t remember speaking to anyone about her, though the traveller did once ask her about— 

“Lumine told you to come see me?” Yanfei asked, almost in disbelief.

Hu Tao nodded, her cat-like smile lazily stretched onto her lips. Her hands moved down her wrists, fingers deftly playing with the insides of her sleeves. “Not  exactly in those words,” Hu Tao hummed. “She just told me you sounded a little exasperated at me for not coming to you. So here I am!”

Yanfei blinked. “Well. Thank you?” She meant it to sound sincere, though it came out more like a reluctant question. She cleared her throat and started again. “I mean, thank you. Though, if you really don’t need the counselling, I wouldn’t put it against you not to come here. You already seem capable enough of handling these things on your own, and I’d feel like dead weight if I was just rehashing details about your cases that you already—”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Hu Tao insisted. She waved a hand in Yanfei’s general direction. “The only reason why I haven’t been coming here was because I  forgot  that I could come here! But now that I got this teensy problem cropping up again, I would  reallyyy really like some advice from you.”

“I see,” Yanfei said. She chewed on her bottom lip and glanced back down at Hu Tao’s advertisement paper. Her mind turned like the windmills her father used to show her on their outings, spinning faster and steadier as she let her lips loose to spill out everything already ingrained into her mind. “Well, section seventy-four of the standard Liyue handbook on advertising law states that our laws prohibit representations to the public, to promote a product or any business interest, that is false or misleading in a material respect. However, yours clearly depicts a discernible advertisement on your completely legal— and  needed , might I add— service. You are doing nothing wrong by promoting your work in this way, as it is neither false nor abusive to the law in any regard. I suppose the only defense the Millelith could take against you is that it is abhorrent in nature, though you could argue and win in the evidence you have that you are not depicting your enterprise to be offensive.”

She took a deep breath, then released it in one relieved sigh. She smiled to herself, then focused her eyes upward to Hu Tao. 

Curiously, Hu Tao was smiling back at her. 

Usually, her long whirlwind of a basic rundown of her cases made people ask her for a simpler explanation, or people would just end up staring at her in obvious confusion. Yet here was Hu Tao, nodding and still  smiling, full with her eyes, as she said, “Ah, thank you! I wasn’t sure if they’d use a defense like that, but you’ve cleared it up for me in a snap of your fingers. I’ll be sure to back up my case with that then.”

Then she stood up, dusting off invisible specs on her jacket, and hollered, “The Wangsheng Funeral Parlor will send mora directly to you in two business days, plus a bonus ten percent for your quick advice!”

“Wait!” Yanfei yelled after her. She stood up from her chair, meaning to follow Hu Tao as she hummed and giggled her way out of her door, but she was already a dozen steps ahead of her and Yanfei’s poor tired bones were already too tired of hurriedly walking around all day. “Hu Tao, wait! I was gonna say you didn’t need to pay— I was just helping you out as a friend!”

Hu Tao was already long gone down the streets of Liyue, and Yanfei deflated.  Maybe next time, she assured herself. She really didn’t want Hu Tao to spend any more mora than she had to, especially for such a simple piece of advice. They were friends, technically, and Yanfei bid it fair to do such simple things for her friends. 

Wait. 

Are they friends?

The sudden thought crossed Yanfei’s mind like a flash flood, and she worried that Hu Tao’s sudden disappearance from her place meant that she wanted to get out of Yanfei’s presence as soon as possible. It made her toss and turn again that night, as it always did (rarely a night did she knock out in a quick whim like her old man), replaying her encounter with Hu Tao over and over until it felt like a scratch record. Was she mad? Did she grimace at Yanfei? Did she look bored? Was she glancing around to find a way out?

Though no matter how many times she scrutinized their encounter, nothing put a damper on Director Hu’s radiant eyes. 

 



 

She came back the very next day, around the very same time. 

Liyue’s skyline was painted with a broad stroke of reds and oranges, and Yanfei couldn’t help but stretch and yawn at the sight of it. Her day was quite unproductive, save for a couple counselling sessions between clients about petty matters such as their expired licenses and cards. 

Thankfully, today, Hu Tao saved her from another scare. She knocked on the door this time, and Yanfei yanked it open to see her on her front steps with a plate of hot tofu in her hands. Hu Tao’s proud smile automatically put her at ease. 

“Tao,” Yanfei said, her shoulders slumping, “are you in trouble with the Millelith again?” 

Hu Tao laughed, deep and blithely. “Wouldn’t  you like to know?”

Yanfei stepped aside to let her in, and Hu Tao gratefully came indoors to set the dish down on a circular table in the corner of Yanfei’s office. Her tilted head towards the small table set invited Yanfei to move and sit down in one of the chairs, Hu Tao sitting directly across from her, mirroring her movements.

“No, but seriously,” Yanfei said solemnly, glancing at the tofu then back to Hu Tao. A part of her really wanted to give into her animalistic desires to chow down on the tofu right then and there, but she held herself back, no matter how much her stomach ached and her mouth drooled at the sight of it. “Did something happen with the Millelith?”

“Nope!” Hu Tao said cheerfully. She pulled out another plate from underneath the tofu and one of the two forks settled beside the dish, then pushed it towards Yanfei. She halved the tofu as she continued, “They were a bit…  testy, I guess, but they relented after I brought up the fact that it was your advice that I was repeating.” 

“Really?” Yanfei exclaimed, pleasantly surprised. Her good mood only lifted when she saw that Hu Tao had split the tofu unevenly. Only a third was plopped onto Hu Tao’s plate, and the rest was hers for the taking. She had to swallow to stop herself from drooling. Then she glanced back to the director and said, “I’m glad for it. I would have been more than happy to see them myself, but it’s nice seeing things like this get resolved quicker than usual. Are you sure you don’t want more?”

“Ah, I’m more of a steamed fish person,” Hu Tao said with a grin. “Consider this my apology for nearly scaring you to death yesterday.”

“Apology taken,” Yanfei said with a chuckle. She put some tofu in her mouth and bit back the urge to close her eyes and spiral into its loving embrace. It tasted warm and good and  heavenly. “Just… don’t make it a habit. Please. You can’t exactly sneak around a half-adepti with a pyro vision without expecting at least one singed off eyebrow.”

Hu Tao hummed. “No promises. But we’ll see.  We’lllllll see.”

Yanfei rolled her eyes. Her twitching lips betrayed her amusement. Hu Tao didn’t once touch her food, instead electing to watch intently as Yanfei delighted every delicious mouthful of tofu that came into contact with her taste buds. She was smiling at Yanfei, blabbering on about her encounter with Liyue’s prestigious military force with exaggerated hand motions and deep voices mimicking the military men that got Yanfei to belly laugh with her whole heart.

Each piece of tofu fed into her mouth felt like heaven on a plate, and Hu Tao eventually gave her her own plate and cited that she was much too full from a leftover feast from a funeral the night before to eat some more. Even with Yanfei’s protests about being a rude host for taking all of Hu Tao’s food of hospitality, she relented eventually when the window next to them helped the waft of her favourite food blow straight into her face.

Hu Tao giggled joyfully as she dug in, her eccentric eyes never leaving hers while she continued on to a story about a cat ghost she had to lead into the afterlife. Yanfei knew that the constant staring was supposed to unease her, much like how her clients had warned her of the director’s habits, but somehow it made the tofu taste just a bit homier, like she could taste every ingredient Hu had apologetically catered into her meal. 

She had to remember to let Hu Tao scare her more often, just subtly, just so that she could get a taste of this again.

In fact, the warm feeling in her stomach had settled on her stomach even long after the tofu had cooled down, and Yanfei had to wonder what kind of magic Hu Tao imbued it with. 

“Oh! Did you like my cooking that much?” Hu Tao teased, pointing a ringed finger at the empty plate in front of Yanfei. 

Yanfei groaned, her stomach feeling pleasantly full, and she slumped back against her chair and stretched. She nodded, causing Hu Tao and her to giggle, then she said, “Hu Tao, if you’re going to bother me working for the justice of Liyue just to bring me a tofu meal, you could consider it payment for your next two appointments with me.”

Hu Tao’s eyes glittered as she said, “Really?”

“Yes, really!” Yanfei laughed and straightened her back, leaning forwards a little towards Hu Tao. “I haven’t had something that homemade in a while. I’ve been kinda busy with the whole recession in the market and all,” she admitted. 

Hu Tao mirrored her, leaning forwards across the table to smile coyly. “Well…”

It was the oddly apprehension tone in her voice that piqued her interest. She perked up at that. “Well?” Yanfei prodded. 

 “Well,”  Hu Tao began with a dramatic sigh. She leaned back against her chair, drawing her feet up and hugging them to her chest. She drummed her fingers on her knees. Usually, Yanfei wouldn’t allow such boorish manners in her office, but she supposed she could make an exception— just this once, of course. “I got the whole advertisement situation underwraps, thanks to you. But I do have a teensy, little problem with that tea vendor in Qingce Village, uh— what’s his name? It started with a—?”

“Pops Kai?” Yanfei supplied helpfully. 

“Pops Kai!” Hu Tao snapped her fingers in recognition. She gave Yanfei a grin. “He wants to sue me for allegedly damaging his tea shipment!”

 “What?”  Yanfei stood up, startled. “Cases like those have a twenty-four hour cooldown period, Hu Tao! If he doesn’t have the evidence, no one can give you any offences, obviously, but the implications are still  there, and if he does happen to even have a shred of proof that you did a criminal transgression, it could result in a hybrid offence jury with—”

“I know, I know!” Hu Tao said haughtily. She held her hands out to calm Yanfei down, gesturing her to sit back down, then smiled apologetically. “Aiya, I should have led with something less harsh, huh?”

“You’re telling me,” Yanfei said with a huff. She took three deep breaths, the same way her father taught her, and held out a hand to motion Hu Tao to continue. “Sorry, that was a bit unprofessional,” she apologized genuinely.

Hu Tao seemed giddy though. She teased, “Aw, you didn’t have to be  that worried about me!”

Yanfei had to fight to keep the stammer out of her words. “I— hey! I was just— you know, trying to be a good friend!” Sadly, she failed in that regard, but she guessed that  if you win some, you lose some.  And then she panicked for a second, wondering if Hu Tao would hate her for calling her a friend, because  Oh dear Celestia above, please don’t let Hu Tao hate me, please don’t—  

Hu Tao giggled at her deliberate defense, then waved a hand lazily in the air as if dispelling the tension. “It’s not as bad as you think,” she promised. “I just wanted your advice on… what do you call it? Defamation, I think that’s what Zhongli said, that’s all.”

Yanfei cocked her head to the side. “Just advice?” she repeated uncertainly. “You don’t have to be so modest around me, if it’s an on the field case I’m more than happy to give you a big discount if it’s mora you’re worried about.”

“Of course not,” Hu Tao said patiently, her easy-going smile helping Yanfei to calm the tension in her shoulders. “Just your advice! And then I could take it from there. I could take you out on  a date around the harbor as a bonus,” she joked.

There was a beat of silence. “If you insist,” Yanfei settled on saying. She was still unsure— because honestly, the thought of Hu Tao trying to represent in court was a little bone chilling— but she trusted that she knew what she was doing.

She went on a whole ramble about the hybrid and summary offence system that the Tianquan herself had to oversee, slightly getting off track here and there with commentary on her thoughts about the ins and outs of the jury system, though Hu Tao didn’t seem even mildly bothered by it like her other clients used to be. Usually, they’d clear their throats in mild annoyance, and some had even gone as far as to wave their hand uncomfortably in front of her to remind her of the topic on hand (no pun intentional on her part).

But instead, Hu Tao had folded her arms over the table and propped her chin over it, looking up at Yanfei as she spoke with a kind smile never leaving her face. Her colourful eyes not once tore away from her, as if she was silently showing Yanfei that she was aptly listening to every word like they were the secrets to Celestia. 

It made Yanfei quite a bit curious. Although, she presumed that it was because Hu Tao had to  pay to listen to her advice, no matter how often she got off track. Yes. That should be why.

At the end of her overview and thoughts of the situation, she cleared her throat and took a sip of water at her side, parched from the long speech that had taken them from sunset to clear night. 

“Are there any burning questions on your mind?” she asked, extending the metaphorical mic to Hu Tao. She usually got a  “Nope, we’re good!” from her clients, their weak smiles giving away to their exhaustion to the counselling, but she knew better than to underestimate Hu Tao. 

And as such, Hu Tao merely stood up and waved happily at her, chirping, “Nope! That cleared everything up. Thank you so much, Yanfei!” and Yanfei had trouble finding any kind of insincerity in her tone.

Then she was out the door without another word, despite Yanfei’s jumbled protests. 

Just like last time. 

Last time, it was easy for Yanfei to brush it off as one of Hu Tao’s eccentric behaviors. She guessed that well, technically, she still could, but twice usually wasn’t an indicative of a coincidence. 

She tossed and turned that night, more than usual. 

Why was Hu Tao going to her like this and leaving like that?

Was she scouting Yanfei out for something?

Could Hu Tao sense her impending death?

Oh  Archons, did a deceased loved one tell her something embarrassing and now Hu Tao wanted to see the resemblance in the family, for her own amusement before she worked a night shift?

Yanfei groaned, tossed a pillow over her head, and silently screamed into it. She thought of Hu Tao and thought of every little action or words that could be evidence of something, anything, but came up with nothing each time. 

She found it hard to antagonize Hu Tao, though. Not when every time she replayed their moments together, Yanfei could only see that sunny, honest smile of hers. 

 



 

It happened again at sunset, as if Hu Tao was on a personal clock.

This time, she came to say that her situation with Pops Kai wasn’t resolved “exactly”, but her advisor Zhongli was on the case and she was free for the rest of the day. She held up papers with her poetry as an offering, and Yanfei beamed, ushering her inside. 

Hu Tao read them out to her while Yanfei mindlessly signed or checked off the papers on her desk, humming in approval to the light-hearted ones and making faces at the morbidly grim ones, both to which Hu Tao would giggle and make a spectacle of her work.

“Oh, I think you’d like this one,” Hu Tao said happily. “I wrote this one with Xingqiu. I’m not usually one to write down slam poetry, but I thought this one would make you happy.”

Yanfei’s pen scratched noisily on the paper. She should open the window. It’s warm indoors. And humid. Yeah, she should definitely do that sooner than later. 

“What grounds do you have to support that it would make  me happy?” Yanfei said incredulously, because she had no other way to respond to that. 

“I just do!” Hu Tao insisted. She unruffled the paper and cleared her throat, then began on a slightly melodramatic rendition of the point of view of a ladybug, cherishing the sweet flower it landed on. 

She rolled up her parchment two poems later, then recited some favourites from memory that even Yanfei had heard of on the street. Yanfei concentrated on them nonetheless, no matter how morbid she remembered some to be, because having Hu Tao personally recite them to her felt like an honor that she selfishly hoped no one else could have. 

After that, Hu Tao blurted out that she came over for legal advice too, because neither she nor Zhongli knew anything of what Pops Kai’s words about the law meant.

It was a little odd, Yanfei noted, that some of those terms she had heard of Hu Tao use against the disgruntled Millelith in passing as she walked down the street, yet she asked Yanfei to describe each word as if she was first hearing of them. 

Maybe Hu Tao was just forgetful, she insisted in her mind. Yet the fact remained that Hu Tao had recited exactly twelve poems to her in one sitting alone. 

Hu Tao was out the door soon after Yanfei had finished her spiel, promising that she’d bring double the mora for such short notice, leaving Yanfei yet again to dwell on every detail of their interaction. Seriously— what was she doing so wrong? She couldn’t figure it out for the life of her, and it was eating at her like bugs to rotten meat. 

The next day, Hu Tao showed up on her doorstep with pink plum blossoms, excitedly telling her that she passed them and it reminded her cheerfully of Yanfei’s hair.

“Maybe we could put it in that silly hat of yours,” Hu Tao told her, grabbing at said hat. Yanfei dodged her hands with a laugh. “Archons know it needs it.”

“Like yours is any better,” Yanfei shot back. “Who sticks plum blossoms as an accessory? Doesn’t it get old?”

“I do! And as if  you’d know about getting old. You know how I know you’re not just friends with me for my friendship discounts at the parlor? You’re—”

“Low blow, Tao!”

They spent the day arguing about what hat accessories were superior. Hu Tao kept swiping at the coin attached to her hat, and Yanfei kept trying to read the talisman front and center on hers. It turned into a whole out cat fight, which left them panting and giggling and resting against Yanfei’s wooden desk as if they went to war. 

And then they spent the rest of the day chatting and laughing, exchanging each other’s hats to admire and begrudgingly compliment. Maybe plum blossoms did suit Hu Tao’s porkpie hat, though she thought that maybe it was because it suit Hu Tao herself. Bright, colourful, and warming, just like the way her heart blossomed akin to that flower in her chest whenever Hu Tao’s deft hands slid along her forearm as they joked and teased. 

Much to her (very very very mild, she kept saying,  very mild) dismay, Hu Tao cut their chatter short with a proclamation that she needed Yanfei’s services again, pausing dramatically in the meantime. It made Yanfei’s neck flare in warm embarrassment, but Hu Tao, oblivious to where her overactive mind had gone to, grinned and continued, “Advice from the greatest advice lender in Liyue! I suspect someone’s been trying to break into the parlor to grave rob but I need to know how to go about it.”

Her casual demeanor about such an appalling subject almost made Yanfei laugh. She did laugh in the end, when Hu Tao joked that the petty thief would probably end up grabbing more hair rather than jewelry. She’d seen too many awful cases like this in her lifetime to be truly perturbed by it, and she felt warm beyond relief that Hu Tao was the same way. Respectful and seeking out what was best for people, but lighthearted enough to crack jokes the way they did. 

After she gave Hu Tao some pointers on evidence and accusations, Hu Tao got up from the floor, dusted off her shorts, lent a hand to pick Yanfei up, and thanked her for her services. Again. 

Then she was off, humming a tune about hilichurls that sounded a mix between a ghost’s musings and a nursery rhyme. 

It continued on for over a week. Hu Tao would show up at her doorstep with tofu, some flowers, or at the very least herself to entertain her with poetry and stories stemming from her time around Liyue. Yanfei never had the heart to shoo her away. 

Then when Yanfei opened the door on another Tuesday afternoon, she was greeted by the depleting sun and her favourite funeral director— who, despite her protests, tugged gently on her hand and weaved her through the crowds of Liyue to show her the local street vendors for a little foodie date that she owed Yanfei a while back. She argued that one had recently started to sell tofu, and that was more than enough for Yanfei to follow along.

Sat down on a small table while they munched happily on tofu and fish respectively, Hu Tao brought up another problem she had. This time it wasn’t for her, she explained, because as much of a troublemaker as she was, she’d never cause the day where Yanfei had to represent her in front of the Tianquan and her company for the highest of offences. 

“Zhongli accidentally stirred up some trouble yesterday,” Hu Tao said with a light hum under her breath. She swung her feet happily under the table, sometimes striking Yanfei lightly on the ankle to initiate a brief fight between their legs. It was so childish that Yanfei hoped no one was judging them. “He got really confused about credit from this vendor he was buying from. He couldn’t understand it no matter how many times I explained it to him, and now he’s being sued.” 

Yanfei shook her head in disbelief. “Oh, Zhongli,” she said, exasperated. She unclasped her hands and started waving them around ever so slightly, explaining Zhongli’s legal choices and advising Hu Tao to go to one of her good friends, a lawyer in Qingce Village with expertise in mora defense. 

And as she spoke highly of her good friend, two ladies waved at her as they passed by in the street, and she called them over to briefly chat about their innings and goings of the day. The ladies left after a laugh was shared among them, and Yanfei waved them off after introducing them to Hu Tao, who smiled in that big way of hers and watched them walk away until they had completely disappeared. 

Then Hu Tao’s eyes snapped over to Yanfei, and she tilted her head as if in thought. “Don’t tell me I have competition,” she teased. 

Yanfei rolled her eyes and picked her chopsticks back up, pointing accusingly as Hu Tao. “Unlike you, they only needed my service once in a while for mundane things like legal slips. You have no competition when it comes to that.”

The tilt of her head only accented the question and disbelief in her eyes. Then, the corner of Hu Tao’s lips twitched in a suspended smile and she shook her head, laughing mirthly. 

Yanfei shifted uncomfortably, suddenly aware of the warmth of the food in her mouth. “What?” 

“Nothing,” Hu Tao said, though her grin made Yanfei suspect otherwise. “Are you almost done? I can wave a waitress over for seconds.”

“You already offered to pay for this, Tao, I don’t need more,” Yanfei argued, but Hu Tao waved off her troubles and called for a waitress anyway, despite the pointed glare boring into the side of her face. 

Yanfei could see several eyes glancing over to them in curiosity as Hu Tao eagerly asked for seconds “for the lady here”, and she silently wondered how the situation looked to an outsider. A date, obviously, though Yanfei couldn’t bring herself to pray not for the situation to be misunderstood. 

 A date,  she thought, and nearly snorted at the thought. 

 A date?  she thought again that night, incredulously, staring at the ceiling of her bed. Hu Tao did call it a date, but friends always go out together for dinner. She tried to reassure herself further with the fact that Hu Tao came to her for legal advice each time she came, despite the numerous gifts and the laughter and the stories and the “You look pretty today, Yan!”s. 

 A date,  she thought, turning over to the side of her bed and sighing almost melancholically. It didn’t seem half bad. She almost felt guilty for thinking it. 

 



 

The day after that, Hu Tao showed up with windwheel asters, imported from its native nation, and some steamed buns for dinner. 

Despite the brought bag of food, Hu Tao begged her to walk along the harbor with her, so they could chat and eat as they witnessed the fall of the sun along the coast. And despite the ever-growing pile of paperwork on her desk, Yanfei had the premonition to extrapolate the knowledge that Hu Tao would be showing up around that time, so she had timely organized her work to be divided into sections for tomorrow. 

Usually, she left the musings of her interactions with the director for the night, when she’d toss and turn and abuse her poor blankets with its agitation, but she couldn’t help but let her mind run like it was on a hamster wheel, running and running and running as Hu Tao’s cold rings bumped into her knuckles from the lack of space between them. 

“What are you thinking about, Yanyan?”

Yanfei side-eyed her noncommittally, then purposefully prolonged the question by taking a big bite of her steamed bun. When she swallowed it all down, Hu Tao’s eyes squinting into hers, she answered, “Just work stuff, Taotao.”

The ricochet of the playful nickname made Hu Tao smile big and wide, and Yanfei abruptly couldn’t understand why she spent so long overthinking Hu Tao’s intentions when her intentions were always nothing but pure. 

“I thought we agreed to leave work at the door while we’re taking strolls together?” Hu Tao hummed. She clasped her hand warmly around Yanfei’s, and Yanfei expected herself to jump, or twitch or yelp, at the contact— but instead she melted, almost literally, as her shoulders bump downwards and her fingers curl into Hu Tao’s like singed paper at the edges.

Her cold rings stopped feeling so cold by the time they sat on a bench, just a few feet away from the water. The sun was still peeking out through the horizon, though the colors of the sky were turning a kind shade of gold. 

Hu Tao hadn’t let go of her hand while she talked, retelling a story about the time she and Zhongli encountered a group of bandits while on the way back from a ceremony. 

Then she was quiet, aptly listening to Yanfei as  she retold a story of the night before, when she almost burnt her house down from leaving tofu to simmer too late while she took a nap. And Yanfei could tell she wasn’t just listening, but embellishing Yanfei’s stories and words into her brain, from the way her feet swung slower at the parts where Yanfei’s voice was agitated and her hand would squeeze into Yanfei’s each time she scoffed at a sudden memory of a horrible client, even before she retold the tale. 

And in return, she was actively aware of the warm pad of Hu Tao’s thumb swiping between the webbings of her thumb and forefinger, soothingly. It pressed gently into her skin, as if Hu Tao was subtly trying to get her thumbprint stamped onto the very skin of Yanfei’s hand. 

Notwithstanding everything calming and soothing about their time together, Yanfei felt as if something was wrong. Not morbidly wrong, per se, but something definitely was out of place in their loose schedule. She couldn’t put a finger on it, no matter how hard she tried, and she decided to think on that later as soon as Hu Tao perked up and remembered to tell her that she brought some poetry.

She fished for the paper in her pocket, and Yanfei laughed at her, to which she stuck out her tongue childishly. Then when she finally got it, she presented it to Yanfei, despite the wrinkled and tea stained look of the parchment. 

“I thought you try not to write down poetry?” Yanfei mused. 

Hu Tao shrugged, though her smile was anything but apologetic. “I can make exceptions,” Hu Tao declared. “It’s my life.”

“Right, right,” Yanfei said with a chuckle. She unlatched her fingers from Hu Tao’s to open it, but Hu Tao stopped her with fingers latched around the inside of her wrist. 

“Not yet,” Hu Tao said with a laugh. “Read it tonight.”

Yanfei scrunched her eyebrows together. “Why?”

“You said you had trouble sleeping, right? I wrote some for you so you could read them at night to feel drowsy,” Hu Tao said. Her smile was oddly soft— somehow Yanfei liked it all the same. 

“I can’t believe you wrote me boring poetry to put me to sleep,” she accused jokingly, and Hu Tao swatted at her arm with a laugh. 

“Just see,” was the only thing she answered with. 

So Yanfei saw it for herself that night. 

She unfolded the piece of paper, squinting at the small font written intricately into the parchment. There were lots of stanzas and lines that she could see, and she wondered how much work Hu Tao had put into them just for her. Tea stains made some words hard to read, and crinkles in the paper made Yanfei smooth it out on her knee several times, but she loved every word all the same. 

It was beautiful poetry, though Yanfei had always known that about Tao. 

Yet somehow the words written, commentating on sunsets and sunrises, felt like she had her back pressed against Hu Tao’s while she spoke confidently but delicately to her, reciting the simple descriptions of the reds and golds in the sky that painted their landscape. If Yanfei closed her eyes, she could imagine Hu Tao’s hands fiddling with hers as she fell asleep, her ear pressed against her chest and Hu Tao’s muffled recitation acting as the background of her dreams. 

There wasn’t anything hidden in her poetry. There were no extended metaphors, no comparison to other worldly issues or a hidden reply to something that Hu Tao was thinking— it was just words about the sun and the skies it composed.

When she finished reading, she could imagine Hu Tao’s fingers combed between her hair, just like they were the night they were threading blossoms into each other’s hats. She could feel Hu Tao’s lips pressed against her head, like she had shown Yanfei something exquisite and present. 

Yanfei didn’t twist and turn in bed after that. 

Instead, she gazed at the vase of windwheel asters on her bedside table, red and gold in the moonlight like the celebrations of marriage and love at full bloom in central Liyue, and fell into a fretless sleep. 

When she awoke that morning, she realized that something truly was off about their day together. 

Hu Tao didn’t ask her for any legal advice.

It was peculiar, she mused, but nothing too out of the ordinary to think about. 

 



 

Yanfei was having a bad afternoon. 

Well,  bad afternoon was putting it very lightly, she’d say— but a euphemism was in order, unless she wanted to succumb more into her sorrows. 

She groaned, putting her head down at her desk, and stretched slightly before letting herself rest with her forehead against the cool wood and her arms obstructing her face. She closed her eyes and let the overwhelming feeling of guilt eat at her, wallowing in it as if she deserved it. 

Oh, how much she hated civil cases, especially those involving broken families. 

Plus, how dare she feel so affected by it, when hers was already so wonderful? But even with all the respites and scolding to herself, she couldn’t help but feel  lost, especially at the memory of the pleading face the little boy made at her as he tugged at her sleeve and asked her to make his parents love him again. 

Ah, divorce. She was aware of the statistics of it in Liyue, especially as it was rising in numbers, thanks to the crash of the market and everything in between. As many of it she faced, it didn’t get easier to break apart those who used to love each other so valiantly enough to make such a contract with each other. 

She couldn’t help but think, just mindlessly, about it ever happening to her. What if she met someone who loved her so much and they wanted to end it after, what, years and years spent cultivating that love? What would she do with her children? Did she even  want children? What if such a brilliant smile directed at her, like Hu Tao’s, would just suddenly turn cold and unknowing, because she was stupid enough to overlook a mistake, or—?

“Yanfei?” Hu Tao called to her. 

Yanfei’s head snapped upwards in surprise, feeling the start of an ache at the base of her neck. She sat up then, when she saw the proximity of Hu Tao’s face to her, close with her brow furrowed in deep worry. “Yan, are you okay?” she asked again, and Yanfei finally recognized the uncharacterized concern in her tone. 

Usually, Hu Tao would come barreling through her door with loud proclamations that they were going to play checkers, or jokes on her tongue about Yanfei’s lopsided hat and the bags under her eyes. 

“I’m fine,” she said, though the words sounded distant from her. She sat up straighter on her chair and cleared her throat, busying her hands with the papers on her desk to sort out. 

Hu Tao stared at her. The look on her face was vague, though Yanfei supposed it was because her vision was blurry from the impromptu nap/cry session/impending overthinking. She was aware enough to see Hu Tao sit down across from her, just where the father and husband had sat, proclaiming that he no longer loved his wife, and that he had found another who was twice as beautiful.

It made the apple-sized lodge in her throat pulse a bit bigger, and it was a struggle to swallow it back down.

“I’m fine as in ‘I’m fine’ or ‘I’m fine’?” Hu Tao questioned, and Yanfei raised an eyebrow at her in question. She disregarded Yanfei’s gaze. “You know what I mean.”

“Just…” Yanfei sighed deeply. She massaged her temples briefly, then leaned back in her chair to meet Hu Tao’s worried face. “Had a…  rough client, you could say. That’s all.”

“Did they hurt you?” was Hu Tao’s immediate reply, misunderstanding the insinuation of her words. Her eyes seemed a little frazzled, and she even leaned forward to take a closer look at Yanfei.

Somehow, it made the heat around her collar flare up even worse, for a separate reason. “No, no! It was a—” She cleared the hoarseness away from her throat. “It was a divorce dispute. Plus the custody of their child.”

“Oh.” The panic was no longer resting in Hu Tao’s eyes, but they instead blinked in slight apology. There was no sadness in them, but that was a given— Yanfei knew people who thought she was callous for it, but Hu Tao had always held the firm belief that human beings were stronger with the promise of better days. Yanfei actually preferred this. No “I’m sorry for your loss” kind of pitying looks, but looks filled with a silent question. 

Ones that asked, “Why does it hurt then?”

 It hurts,  Yanfei wanted to tell her,  because I thought of you. 


   I thought of you and every single thought that came with you.  


Because overthinking is one thing she’s good at, especially with words and looks that she just  had to scrutinize or else she wouldn’t be able to sleep— but not with Hu Tao. Hu Tao was an open book from start to end, and she was almost certain she was incapable of lying for her own benefit. 

Yet she couldn’t figure out why she was trying so  hard to understand Hu Tao, like she was fishing in a lake with no fish left in it. There was nothing left for her to scrutinize, but she wanted to, so badly, and it was driving her insane why it was affecting her so much. Every word and every glance thrown her way was filed into her mind to rewind and look over and analyze like her career depended on that one answer. 

“Yanfei?” Hu Tao called out to her. She didn’t know how many times Hu Tao had been calling her name until she snapped back into reality. 

Yanfei smiled apologetically, albeit weakly, at her. “Look, I’m sorry. I really am. But I don’t think I have the energy to help you with anything right now.” Then as an afterthought, she added, “You could always bother me with your mediocre meat buns next time though.”

Instead of smiling at her like she hoped, Hu Tao’s lips merely twitched into a modest frown. She leaned forward, putting an arm on the table and resting her chin on it. She looked up at Yanfei while she said, “You know you could tell me anything. No one except the souls floating around your office will hear it. And they can’t say anything, so.”

Yanfei let out a small laugh at Hu Tao’s attempt at getting her to smile. Hu Tao only watched her, not a smile cracking on her face, lips pulled into a thin line like she was waiting for Yanfei to say something. 

Yanfei sobered up. She folded her arms over the desk and put her chin on it, her face inches away from Hu Tao’s. Somehow, it didn’t scare her even then. 

Hu Tao gave her an encouraging smile. 

She fluttered her eyes closed briefly, sucking in a deep breath. 

But nothing came out. 

She tried again. And again. She kept trying until her own voice was stuck in the whole of her chest, and in her frustration she dug her chin into her forearms, huffing in frustration, brow furrowed angrily. Then she tried to say something again, even if it came out as a yell that could carry all the way to Mondstadt. 

It came out as a choked noise. Not quite a sob, but not close to a laugh either. It sounded strangled, almost, and the corner of her eyes gathered tears at the frustration. 

She kept trying to force herself to speak, to say  anything at all, so she could quench the sudden worry in Hu Tao’s eyes. Nothing was coming out and it was frustrating, especially coming from her, when she was always the one talking, always the person someone would go to for simple background noise, talking and talking because her mind was never done talking. 

Why couldn’t she say anything? What was happening to her? Was she becoming mute? Was this the gods punishing her, finally, for acting as if her life had always been just, despite the flaws and regrets festering her life? Was this because she never gave herself a proper contract? Especially one with a god? Does her life hold no true stamp to it? Is she—?

Hu Tao’s warm hand curled into hers. Her cold rings jolted her back into her reality, and her vision settled on the scarlet color of Hu Tao’s warm eyes. Scarlet, like the stamp of her official seal. 

Permanent and unyielding. 

Then she took a deep breath, let the clock on her wall tick its time, then vented to Hu Tao about her day’s problems. 

Everything in between from burning her cooking this morning, to her unruly clients, arguing between their poor four year old son, who hid his face under his shirt collar, and to the way the man pointed at her face and demanded things of her that she knew, without looking at her shelf of rule books, that were unjust. 

Hu Tao not once interrupted her, despite the enthusiastic nods of her head and the grip on her hand tight as ever. She could tell that Hu Tao was actively trying to restrain herself from making a crude joke or a side comment that would clearly break the flow of Yanfei’s thoughts— and that usually was her intention, when Yanfei was making fun of her— but not now, not when Yanfei’s words were spilling out of her mouth like a steady stream of grief. 

The sun had dipped far past into the land, rendering the streets outside lit with warm lanterns and stippling it with the quiet murmurs of those saying their good nights and well wishes. 

By then, Yanfei had been rendered speechless, literally. Her throat hurt from speaking so much, not just of today, but all of her worries about her job, things she had scarcely told others in fear that it would taint her job in red fingerprints. Somehow, telling Hu Tao had sucked every regret and worry out of her lungs, feeding it instead with the breath of wild flowers on her walks around Liyue. 

Even as she laid her cheek against her forearm, her other hand still laced warmly against Hu Tao’s, Hu Tao didn’t speak. No chime in of stories of her own, no jokes, no “there there”s to compensate for the emotional ride Yanfei had gone through. 

The silence between them had been far and few in between, but it was instances like this that made Yanfei grateful for her. The drowsiness washed over her like a thick blanket that had been close to a firepit on a night out camping with her father, warm and settling nicely on her shoulders. The warmth had stemmed from their connected hands to her heart, then to her stomach, spreading its kindness all throughout her worn out body. 

The warmth reminded her so attentively to the way she felt when she looked at the brightening smile on Hu Tao’s face, whenever she came by just as the sun shied away from its people. 

“You have a contract, don’t you? Being half adepti and all?” Hu Tao sleepily muttered, her voice tickling the shell of Yanfei’s ear. Their faces had been pushed closer together as Yanfei ranted, until both of them had tired out to resting their hands and faces on the desk, only inches apart. 

“No.” She rethought her answer, then clarified, “Well, yes— one with my parents, but not in the way you think. They just made me promise to live happily and do whatever makes me happy.”

Hu Tao was silent.

So silent, in fact, that Yanfei assumed that she had fallen asleep, until she bluntly said, “Well. If that’s how contracts  actually work, then I have a contract with them too.”

Yanfei stirred, then faced Hu Tao in curiosity. “Really? What does it entail?” she said inquisitively, because Hu Tao being roped into a contract with her adeptus father (or her merchant mother, for that matter) was not something she could ever wrap her head around. She assumed that Tao would follow up with a punchline to a joke, and she was more than ready to turn back around and groan in lieu of it. 

But Hu Tao merely smiled at her— lazily, with the corners of her lips tugging slightly upwards. Her brilliant eyes sparkled with something akin to a promise. She nudged her nose, softly, against Yanfei’s playfully. 

“To keep you happy.”

 



 

Unlike the other nights spent mulling over Hu Tao’s words and phrases and actions, Yanfei had to keep herself from falling asleep, forcing herself to think it over instead of the vice versa. 

It was nearing midnight and she knew that she had to get up early to meet with a client outside of Liyue for a situation with his mining business, though she couldn’t help it. She could almost taste an answer on her tongue, like the ghost of a memory outlining itself in the very corners of her mind. 

Like how it felt when she tried desperately to remember a line from Liyue’s guidebook from memory, unwavering to check so she could pridefully say that she found the answer first. It was so frustrating on the way to get there, but she knew that once she found out, everything would make sense, and she would allow herself a pat on the back for understanding. 

She just couldn’t  understand.  

She knew that it was something that friends did. They visited each other all the time, gave gifts to each other, smiled and laughed and joked until they were leaning on each other for support for their joy. It was the reason why people became  friends— an informal contract between individuals, a universal sign that they were there for each other, ready to hear out each other’s problems. “You can lean on me,” she imagined the contract would say. 

But somehow she knew there was some subscript she was missing when it came to her and Hu Tao. Just one tiny detail about their friendship that she overlooked. 

At times like this, she thought of her parents. They always seemed to know what to do, no matter the circumstances. She imagined she was having tea with them, seeking advice and comfort about her tumultuous thoughts. 

She liked to imagine her father’s roaring laughter, the hard thump on her back, and the way her mother would subtly glare at her husband over a sip of tea. She imagined his comforting words that everything would be okay, and that she would figure it out sooner than she’d imagine. 

 But that wasn’t the problem,  she wanted to yell, desperately,  I need to know—  now,  rather than later. 

“Well, Yan,” her mother would chuckle. Yanfei could imagine her setting her tea down, and the way she’d brush the crumbs off her lap, despite the memory being fuzzy and blanched. “If you want to know so badly, just take a deep breath and retrace your steps.”

 I already did, she would grumble. 

Her father laughed in her little bubble of imagination. He rubbed her back soothingly this time. “Death’s inevitable,” he finally said to her, his voice far away. “And it’s… bitter. It hurts and it— it’s  painful. But y’know what? I’d never go back in time and unmeet the people that I’ve had the opportunity to meet.”

She imagined the loving look her parents would share to each other, and she knows that she’s sticking out her tongue, feigning disgust at their display of affection. Her parents laughed. 

 I don’t know where this is going, she thought somberly to herself. It was a memory, a comforting one that she always brought to mind when she had trouble thinking, but she doubted that anything from the near-committed memory would help her understand the anomaly of her situation.

She feels her dad’s hand start making soothing circles on her back, tighter and more demanding this time. “Yan, you’ve always wanted to help people,” he observed. “Even as a child, you’d demand to know the rights and wrongs you see when we take you to the village. But when you  love  someone, when you know in your heart that you’ve met someone worth sharing the burden of death and regret, you’d let them see the rights and wrongs of  you.”


   You make no sense, Dad. 


She could hear his loud laugh, even in the comfort of her twilight bed. 

“You’ll know when you experience it,” he said cryptidly. “Your guilt, your regrets— those are things you usually don’t share with just anyone, no? You only do it when you want to let them in. When you want them to reciprocate, I suppose. Rex Lapis gave it no name, but we know it as it is— it’s most simply, at its core, the contract of love.”

Yanfei sat up on her bed so fast that she almost didn’t register it.


   You only do it when you want to let them in. 


Hu Tao’s constant asking for her advice. Legal as it may be, they were almost always things that she had already known to deal with, but she still  asked— as if she valued something more than the monetary surface of her work.

It made her chest ache with something close to love and fear. 

One blink and she had changed out of her pajamas and into a simple cloak to combat the cold night. The lanterns lit her way to Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, each one like a golden streak that reminded her candidly of the sunsets she’d seen for the past weeks. 

She pretended not to hear the sudden yell of the guard in front of the parlor, instead nudging the doors open with her heart wedged in between her ribs. Her eyes had to adjust painfully to the low lighting within, but as soon as she did, her eyes immediately settled on Hu Tao, sitting there on her desk with a smile that silently questioned her presence. 

She took a deep breath. 

She sauntered forward. Hu Tao stood up as she did so, her smile faltering just slightly under her intense gaze, one only reserved for the hardest of clients to deal with. 

“You know what’s funny?” Hu Tao said with a revived smile. “You’re so easy to scare. But you walked in here like you own the place, even though this place gives even butchers the heebie jeebies!”

Her joke made Yanfei laugh, which made Hu Tao laugh in relief. 

And then Yanfei’s shoulders slumped, and suddenly the mood matched the atmosphere— somber and quiet. 

“I—” She cleared her throat of its unwellness. “I need to speak to you.”

“Well, duh. That much is obvious,” Hu Tao giggled. 

Yanfei couldn’t help but crack a smile at that. After all, she wasn’t here to prosecute her. She was just here to seek out the truth, one that had been left as a cold case until it had been on the forefront of her mind. She was here to hear it from Hu Tao herself, a confession of sorts. 

“Why did you come see me?” Yanfei blurted out. Hu Tao’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. Spurred by catching her off guard, Yanfei continued, each word circling in on itself, “Why did you come see me everyday for legal advice you knew the answers to? Why did you seek out my expertise when you didn’t even  need it? I’m aware that my work is cheaper than most, but of the highest quality, but it’s still a lot of mora, Tao! What would make you spend that much time and effort on me when you could’ve just asked to hang out with me? Aren’t we friends? Do you… do you think of me as your friend? Why are you letting me in?”

Hu Tao’s eyes glittered with mirth. “I didn’t let you  in, exactly— you just completely blew past my guards,” she teased. 

Then at Yanfei’s incredulous look, she sobered. “Well,” she started, her voice small and soft. It surprised her to hear something so uncertain come out of someone who had lived their life certain of everything. “I mean, I just assumed you knew. My bad. Completely.”

“Knew?” Yanfei echoed. She was regretting not asking Hu Tao for a place they could sit first. Her feet were starting to ache from the arduous walk, as well as the sudden coldness seeping into her skin as her heart beat tighter and quicker in her chest. 

“Mhm.” Hu Tao nodded her head and smiled, tilting her head kindly at the lost look Yanfei was giving her. 

Yanfei could see the slight guilt in her eyes. She caught her, red-handed, it seemed. 

“Okay,” Hu Tao relented. Her smile dropped a fraction. “When Lumine told me that you wanted me to come see you for legal stuff more often, I took advantage of it. I just wanted to see you, Yan.”

“You could’ve done that without cutting off our time together to ask me for things that are useless to you,” Yanfei said, exasperated. The tightness in her chest didn’t cease. 

“I know!” Hu Tao said quickly. She laughed under her breath, her hands fiddling with the rings on them. “And I knew you didn’t mind me. You’re one of the few who don’t. I just really liked listening to you. Plus, it wasn’t like anyone else was gonna hear about my problems,” she laughed.

Yanfei was quiet. She mulled her words over, the gears turning in her head like slow machinery. Hu Tao’s problems may seem mundane to her, but she let Yanfei hear about it. She let Yanfei into her life and into her worries, something Yanfei had decided there and then that she wouldn’t mind doing for the rest of her life. 

She knew that she was overthinking this, that Hu Tao couldn’t possibly understand the depth of her intentions by knocking on her door everyday, tofu and tea in hand, to talk about her issues and then to listen to Yanfei’s. To her, it probably meant something as simple as a matter of fact. Though they were distinctly different in the intentions of their time together, Yanfei knew that Hu Tao would get it, in the end. 

She said, slowly and with conviction, “You let me in.”

Hu Tao both seemed to understand and misunderstand her words. 

She smiled foolishly at Yanfei, her hands stilling, as she answered, “Well, I could’ve locked the doors or told the guards to stop you— but I knew it was you.”

The insinuation hung like a wisp in the air.  It was you, and I wanted you in here.  

“And,” Hu Tao added, her words distant like it was an afterthought, “I’d always thought that it was obvious. About my feelings for you, I mean.”

Yanfei’s mind ran blank. The tight squeeze in her chest released and clenched all at once. 

She knew, obviously, that by letting someone in with this kind of vulnerability was a show of love, just the way tea and laughter were, just like warm, delicious tofu lovingly made by the hands of someone thought to only touch putrid things. 

Hearing it, though, was opening a box to something completely different. Something that she couldn’t possibly prepare herself for, no matter how many times she read in between the lines and the boldly printed script. 

Is this the part where they kiss?

Are they dating now? Is this where she was supposed to tell Hu Tao that she loved her? Wait, does she schedule a date first? Oh  dear Rex Lapis, what if the Wanmin Restaurant was too booked for a proper date schedule and—?

Hu Tao’s merry laugh got her out of her own head. 

“You’re cute when you get scrunched nose like that,” Hu Tao said brazenly. “You look all constipated, like you just ate one of Xiangling’s weird slime things,” she cooed. 

“I do  not!” Yanfei argued, her face flaring with heat from both what she suspected was the indignation and the open compliment thrown her way without a care. 

There was a tug at her sleeve. Insistent, grounding, and all she could see as she glanced down was the eccentric rings that she had spent so long imagining kissing. 

“Can I kiss you?” Hu Tao asked then, giggling at the dazed expression plastered on her face.

But despite her little laugh and her eased posture, Hu Tao’s brow was lined in that determined way of hers. It was underlined in apprehension.

It was so bold of her to ask. It was only by  law that Yanfei balanced her plain speaking with her own boldness. 

She rushed forward and cradled Hu Tao’s face with both her hands, kissing her with everything she had. There were no published rules on how to kiss someone one’s been pining for, after all.

She felt Hu Tao’s surprised exhale against her face, feeling the vindication of being the one to catch the other off guard, and Hu Tao’s hands gripped onto her elbow and lower back like they were lifelines tethering her to the mortal world.

The kiss was warm and pleasant, just as one would suspect from two pyro wielders on a chilly night, but Yanfei couldn’t possibly begin to imagine that one kiss would be enough to ignite the furnace in her abdomen, consuming the prior tightness in her chest with open wings. Hu Tao’s lips were insistent and pliable, following her lead and the comfort she was okay with. She could feel Hu Tao’s fingers whispering over her lower back, whisking to her side and coming up and down until she could feel its action moving around her own heart. 

And when they broke apart, their foreheads pressed together in a promise to come back, Yanfei laughed, tenderly, until she could feel the presence of Hu Tao’s blessed smile near hers. 

There was nothing between them anymore. No guilt eating away for secret intentions or sleepless nights praying for epiphanies. 

Nothing except to bear everything to each other, but most especially their truest forms of a contract to love freely. 

 



 

There was a knock at her door. 

Her morning had just started and she, sadly, had just sat down. She sighed, groaning internally to herself for forgetting to drink tea before coming into work. She got up all the same, wondering who would need her services so urgently that they needed her the moment she clocked in. 

The snide comment in her head made her pause, hand over the knob. 

Oh  no, what if it was someone in danger? And she made fun of them just now? Now she’s done it. She’s definitely going to be more diligent in the mornings. Yanfei started making a list in her head, of things she could say to the person at the door to subtly apologize for her train of thoughts, when her hand mindlessly opened the door and—


   “BOO!”  


She jumped backwards, yelling so loudly that she wondered if folks down the harbor could hear it in the breeze. 

Hu Tao laughed, then slid out of the way into her office with a practiced saunter. Briefly behind her, the sun poured its light down onto the pavement and brightened the scenery with children’s shadows and the carried whiffs of deliciously seasoned food being made for the morning. 

Bright and colorful, as the eyes of Hu Tao, was the rising sun like. 

There was a twinkle in Hu Tao’s eyes as she pushed glaze lilies into her chest, an excuse of taking Yanfei out for the day already on her tongue as she explained her intricate plan of sight-seeing a pond on the outskirts of a village she saw not too long ago, complete with her shiny smile and her jovial mood that redeemed Yanfei’s dawn. 

Yanfei smiled and kissed her quickly, feeling that smile against hers without even opening her eyes. She ushered Hu Tao inside instead, suggesting they drink some leftover tea leaves in her cupboards first before they went to any of Hu Tao’s spontaneous adventures for the day. 

Hu Tao shrugged and followed her lead, though made sure to tell her that she was fine with whatever Yanfei wanted, despite her earlier statement that she wouldn’t take no for an answer. 

Because Hu Tao was a walking contradiction, a walking branch of sunlight that was bound to nothing— and she’d always said that if one wished not to be bound by the rules, they had to understand it all first. 

And she couldn’t wait to understand everything that came with Hu Tao. 
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Treat


    
    
  “I think I know of a little treat we could both enjoy!”



  Hu Tao’s voice filled the room in her usual upbeat morbidness. Yanfei looked up from her paper work.



  Hu Tao seemed particularly excited. Not a second’s rest passed before she placed her hands upon the table and spoke again. “It’s important to enjoy life while you still can, ya know?”



  There was a smile on her lips, the corners tugged up too much to be innocent. Some scheme was in play here, and Yanfei knew she would soon find out one way or another.



  “What is this treat?” Yanfei enquired, an air of professionalism and caution to her tone. She didn’t mean to be in business mode around Hu Tao, but knowing her, perhaps she should always be on guard. 



  “Oh don’t be like that!” Hu Tao let out a soft grumble. “It’s nothing that’ll break a contract. In fact, it’s quite ordinary really.”



  “Then what is this ordinary treat?” 



  A shine appeared in Hu Tao’s eyes. “Go to a new cafe with me?” Any reply Yanfei went to make was immediately cut short by Hu Tao’s continuation. “A new place serving ‘mondstadt specialties’ just opened up, and I really want to go!”



  The slightest sigh left Yanfei’s lips. “Sorry. I’m far too busy to leave my desk today. I got a new urgent case, and it’s taking more time than I expected. Such is the way with domestics.”



  “Can’t you have even just a little break?”



  Yanfei shook her head.



  “Not even for a treat?”



  Yanfei shook her head again. She wanted this work done, and it was a particularly time-consuming task thanks to both parties involved having a lot of bad blood. Why can’t everyone just get along?



  A little pout appeared on Hu Tao’s face. “If you work with no breaks you’ll break your body faster.”



  She was getting harder to handle. Yanfei started to feel a tinge of guilt. There was no doubt Hu Tao was doing it on purpose to make her feel bad but it worked. 



  “How far is this cafe?”



  The rain cloud cleared, replaced by innocent sunshine as Hu Tao revelled in the fact she was going to get exactly what she wanted. 



  “Not far!”



  Yanfei grimaced. “I really don’t have time for—”



  “This could be your last hour.” Hu Tao cut her off with cold conviction. Her still voice rested on the air, gently pulling at strings. “Do you really want to waste it sorting legalities of petty domestic disputes rather than enjoying a treat?”



  It took a few seconds before Yanfei accepted that Hu Tao had won. “If you’re really going to treat me then I suppose I have to concede.”



  Hu Tao let out a little giggle before she headed straight to the door and waited. She soon started to tap the tip of her shoe on the floor. Yanfei set aside her work, it would be fine for a little while she supposed. Perhaps she would just have to work a little later tonight? 



  They wandered along the streets of Liyue Harbor and Yanfei started to wonder how long “not far” was exactly. Hu Tao was humming to herself as she walked along before going over to look at a poster. Getting distracted would only waste more time, but thankfully she returned a second later muttering something. 



  “Everyone else’s ‘buy one get one free’ offers seem to work…”



  Yanfei reached out, patting her head quickly before flashing her a smile. “They just don’t see the importance of what you do because they are scared.”



  “It’s really not that scary.” Hu Tao sighed before a gleam appeared in her eye. “Unless a new curse of malice has started to plague the land.” 



  Yanfei said nothing, she waited for Hu Tao to carry on but instead both of them fell silent. They walked in that peace, Hu Tao seemed contemplative. Perhaps she was considering the possibility. 



  “Ah! It’s over there!” 



  Hu Tao’s words broke them from their static as they hurried their pace. 



  The building didn’t quite fit in with the rest of Liyue Harbor, they had tried to merge in the aesthetics of Mondstadt and it kind of worked but not quite. Opening the door, the rest of the cafe looked nicer, settling more comfortably into a clear northern theme. The place was rather busy, being newly opened it wasn’t a shock that others had come to try out some of its drinks. 



  Sitting down at a table, the two waited. Yanfei had only gotten herself something small, a refreshing dandelion and windwheel tea. Hu Tao on the other hand had decided to get food, wanting to try their Tea Break Pancakes. Apparently they were made with a splash of valberry extract that would create a unique and tasty flavour. 



  Yanfei braced herself for how long this outing would take.



  Things eased when their order arrived. Yanfei smiled as she took a sip of her tea and began to finally enjoy this break. If she was honest, she did need some rest. The case was getting a little too intense for one sitting. 



  “Thank you,” Yanfei spoke, taking another sip of her tea. “My work was getting… overwhelming. This little break is nice.”



  Hu Tao quickly chewed down a bite of pancake to give a response. “I wouldn’t want you dying from overwork anytime soon, even if it’s good for business.”



  Yanfei rolled her eyes. “Be as dark as you like with your word choices, treating me like this is sweet of you.”



  “I just said it was a treat.” A little giggle filled the air. “I never said I was paying.”



  Yanfei blinked for a second. Years and years of legal training, and she had missed this simple wording. There was nothing binding Hu Tao to cover the bill. She had let her guard down, and now her mora had been taken advantage of.



  Yanfei knew she shouldn’t reward such mischief, and she could probably find a loophole or two, but looking at Hu Tao, she couldn’t bring herself to argue. 



  “Alright, I’ll make it my treat then.”
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    Yanfei is supposed to be having a wonderful time. She’s taken the day off—inasmuch as she can, of course. She’s at one of the most exclusive restaurants in Liyue, if not all of Teyvat. She has a plate of delectable-smelling food in front of her, and it tastes as delicious as it smells.

The only thing holding her back from having that wonderful time is the person who made all of those things possible in the first place: Hu Tao herself.

Yanfei’s girlfriend sits across the table from her, chattering away happily between bites of her own meal. There’s nothing suspicious about Hu Tao’s actions. The issue is, that in itself is suspicious. It’s almost as though by acting like there’s nothing going on, she’s attempting to get Yanfei to lower her guard.

She must be planning something.

The mere fact that Yanfei is dining at the Xinyue Kiosk means that Hu Tao has had their outing planned for quite some time, to say the least. Reservations are so difficult to acquire that they practically serve as their own form of currency in certain epicurean communities. In other words, Hu Tao has to have had plans for their first anniversary for at least three to four months. And that, in turn, means that she’s had plenty of time to figure out the perfect prank.

She looks too innocent, like she’s deliberately trying to act like there’s nothing different about today. Every so often, she peeks suspiciously over at Yanfei’s plate, as though she’s checking on something. And once or twice, she sees Hu Tao make eye contact with the waitstaff. The exchanged looks appear too significant to be nothing.

What could it be? Is it something hidden in her food? Hu Tao certainly has the connections necessary to work with the chefs. But that would risk the very reputation for which Xinyue Kiosk is known—

“How is your food?” Hu Tao asks. Her intense analysis of the situation interrupted, Yanfei first glances down at the tofu on her plate, then back up at Hu Tao.

“It’s uh, good. It’s good.”

“It is? You’re not eating a lot.”

“I’m just… eating slowly? I’m savoring it.” Hu Tao watches earnestly as, to prove her point, Yanfei picks up a bite and places it on her tongue.

She’s been to the Kiosk before—she’s helped the proprietor once or twice, if she remembers correctly—and just as she remembers, the tofu melts away in her mouth. Delight fizzles up in her belly as she swallows. The taste runs up her spine like the trail of a lit firework before ultimately exploding into bursts of flavor behind her eyes. It’s the work of a masterful chef. She’s going to have to send her compliments to the kitchen once their dinner is through.

Closing her eyes, she hums happily. When she cracks open her eyes to pick up another bite, however, she sees that Hu Tao is looking at her just as intently as she was before. She may actually be looking at her with more intensity now, with her chin propped up on her hand and a big smile on her face.

Yanfei frowns. “Is there something on my face?”

There’s got to be something hidden inside her food. Yanfei resists the urge to turn over everything on her plate to check for whatever that thing may be.

Hu Tao raises her brows, then shakes her head. “Nope!” she chirps.

“Is something wrong, then?”

“Why are you so sure that something’s wrong?” Hu Tao’s smile widens. “I’m just having a good time with my favorite person in the world.” She hesitates, then clarifies: “Living person.”

Yanfei chuckles, her worries alleviated by Hu Tao’s joking. Her girlfriend’s not as boisterous as she usually is, but the nod to normalcy is a relief. She takes another bite of her meal.









Even as they walk along the wharf together after dinner, Yanfei’s suspicions have yet to be totally abated. There’s a spring in Hu Tao’s step. She hums a light tune, the plum blossoms in her hat bouncing along gaily as she swings their conjoined hands back and forth. It’s an energy that on any other day, Yanfei would be delighted to take part in.

That’s probably exactly what Hu Tao wants! Today is too auspicious of a day to worry about being pranked. Theoretically, Yanfei should be so distracted by their celebration that she would make the perfect target for a prank.

But by now, she’s spent the whole day on edge, mentally and physically tensed in preparation for the metaphorical rug to be pulled out from beneath her. As a half-adeptus, she has an extended well of stamina from which to draw, but even she doesn’t have the fortitude to keep her guard up forever.

No. She should be having fun with her girlfriend, not tormenting herself over some prank that may or may not be coming her way.

“Alright,” Yanfei sighs with an exasperated shake of her head. “I give up. Hu Tao, I have tried to figure out your game all evening, but I just can’t piece it together! What have you been plotting?”

The evening stars above twinkle in Hu Tao’s eyes as she looks back at her and smiles. “What do you mean, Yanyan?” she asks sweetly, almost innocently. “I haven’t been plotting anything.”

“Do you think I’m really going to fall for that? I know how you work, Great Prankster of Liyue Harbor.”

“Oh, is that a new name for me? I don’t think I’ve heard it before.” Hu Tao giggles. “Or did you come up with it yourself? How very like a woman of the law; you say things as they are while also time hiding things behind your words. Isn’t it funny?”

Yanfei scowls, though there’s no real malice behind the expression. Hu Tao’s poetic leanings are one of the many things she adores about the funeral director, but she’s growing a little exasperated. Perhaps even frustrated? The more oblique Hu Tao insists upon being, the more certain Yanfei is that there’s something up her wide sleeves.

“Taotao…” Yanfei says, warning her girlfriend, but Hu Tao doesn’t seem bothered by her suspicion at all.

“Yes?”

“Seriously, what are you planning? I can’t figure it out, and it’s been bothering me.”

“Would you believe me if I said I wasn’t planning on pranking you at all?”

Yanfei snorts. “Not at all. You enjoy pranks too much.”

Hu Tao sighs. For a moment, Yanfei thinks she might be about to confess to the scheme which has been underlying the entirety of their date. Instead of giving her an actual answer, however, Hu Tao skips out in front of Yanfei, effectively stopping her in her tracks.

There’s a surprisingly thoughtful look in her eyes as she holds Yanfei’s hands in her own.

“Being an entrepreneur in the mortuary business,” Hu Tao begins, “the thought of my own mortality is always on my mind.”

“What does that have to do with your propensity for being a trickster?”

“Hold up. I have a point. As a funeral director, I’m always aware of the fact that I’m getting older every day. Obviously, this means I need to live every day to the fullest. You might think that means I need to prank everyone all the time, but I think it means I need to make the most out of the time I have with the people I love.”

Hu Tao lifts Yanfei’s hands, calloused and ink-stained from her work, and after a moment of consideration, lowers her head. Her lips brush, light as a butterfly, against Yanfei’s knuckles. Yanfei’s heart flutters.

“Perhaps I’m being sentimental because it’s our anniversary, but I can’t stop thinking about the fact that you’re half-adeptus. It makes me a little sad. No matter what, I am beholden to the cycle of life and death, of birth and rebirth. But you, Yanyan, you’re immortal. We’re going to be separated, one day.”

“I—” Yanfei lurches to halt the fatalistic tangent she feels coming up, but Hu Tao shakes her head, cutting her off.

“It’s sad, yes, but it just makes me that much more determined to take advantage of every minute I have with you. Yanfei, I love you. I haven’t pranked you today, because I’ve spent the whole day simply soaking up the chance to be with you. Uninterrupted! No sudden jobs, no unexpected passings—don’t get me wrong! They’re great for business.” Squeezing her hands, Hu Tao lifts them up and holds them against her chest. She smiles and adds, “I just wanted to be with you today.”

Fireworks of guilt burst inside Yanfei, twisting her stomach with discomfort. Hu Tao had undoubtedly put a great deal of effort into their evening, but instead of appreciating what her girlfriend had done, she’d spent the whole time in her head. She’d spent so much energy worrying about the inevitable prank that she’d barely paid any attention to Hu Tao.

And on their anniversary!

“Taotao, I’m so sorry,” Yanfei says. “I assumed the worst of you, and it ruined our evening together! We could have been having such a wonderful time.”

“What do you mean?” Hu Tao cocks her head to the side. “I’ve been having a great time!” Letting go of one of Yanfei’s hands, she reaches out and cups Yanfei’s cheek in her palm. “I’m really, really happy to be with you!”

Yanfei blinks slowly, catlike, and then smiles in relief.

Hu Tao’s hands are one of the things Yanfei loves most about her girlfriend, odd as it sounds. For all of her closeness with death, the way she flits between the mortal realm and the afterlife, one might think that Hu Tao’s hands would be as cold as the cadavers she works with. But no. Like her Vision, her hands are as warm and as full of life as the hearth she provides for Yanfei’s heart.

Her lips are just as warm when Yanfei leans in to kiss her. Her breath is hot, like a furnace, and it warms Yanfei from the inside out.

She loves Hu Tao, pranks and all.

When they part, Hu Tao averts her gaze, surprisingly sheepishly. “Is this you telling me you want to be pranked next year?” she asks, glancing back to Yanfei, who laughs.

“You’re already planning for next year?” she asks. “What happened to making the most of the moment?”

“This is part of the moment!”

“No, the moment was us kissing. Can we get back to that? You can think of next year tomorrow.”

Relenting, Hu Tao happily obliges Yanfei. After all, it is their anniversary. One of many to come.
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    Hu Tao stared at her rough draft.  Is this design striking enough? Does it catch the eye? I think I’ve been looking at it for too long. 

It had to catch people’s eyes, right? She put bright colors like red, she had large letters, it stated clearly what the intent of the advertisement was, and it looked appealing.

Hu Tao grinned.

 

Half a day later, Hu Tao can’t help but wonder where she went wrong. She shrunk at the Millelith soldiers’ imposing stares. The sun beat down on them, and the happy bustle of the city behind them contrasted with Hu Tao’s frustration.

“I’m sorry, but I still think it’s quite rude to take down my perfectly lawful advertisements,” Hu Tao snapped. 

The Millelith on the right, Yicheng, sighed deeply. His stomach rumbled. When did it not? “My lunch break is soon. Can’t you figure out why you’re in the wrong?”

Hu Tao pouted. “I’m just one of the many well-established businesses in Liyue Harbor who’s trying to stay afloat in this economy, and you’re restricting me from advertising?”

Jiayi, on her left, shook his head. “That’s not it. Don’t you think it’s inappropriate to advertise a business like yours?”

Hu Tao furrowed her brow. “How so?”

“Well… it’s a morbid business, is it not? Most people would prefer not to be reminded of your practices.”

Her jaw dropped. “Huh??”

Yicheng tapped his polearm on the ground. “Enough of this. Director Hu, you have to realize that your business practices are…”

Hu Tao tuned him out. As per usual, the Millelith wasn’t going to listen. They never did, anyway. She discreetly tried to look for an opening and glanced out to the street behind her. Unfortunately, Zhongli didn’t seem to be anywhere, nor was Childe. None of her friends were around either. She’d even take Chongyun at this point!

“Director Hu, are you listening?”

“Aiyah, of course, I am! What kind of director would I be?”

She heard the bells before she saw the pink hair and funny hat, but once she did, Hu Tao zeroed in.  Come on, Yanfei! Channel my energy and hear my plea! 

Like a miracle, Yanfei turned her head in Hu Tao’s direction and spotted her. She gave Hu Tao a look,  ‘Are you serious?’ 

Hu Tao simply smiled back.

Yanfei, like a superhero, pranced up the stairs and interrupted Yicheng mid-sentence. “Excuuuuse meeee!”

Jiayi and Yicheng both straightened their backs. Jiayi greeted her first with a tepid, “Miss Yanfei. Good morning.”

“Hello, hello! It’s hardly morning anymore, you know.” She saluted them anyway. “It’s so good to see you both, I hope your lengthened lunch breaks are suiting you well, Yicheng?” At his nod, she twisted towards Jiayi. “And you, Jiayi? Your daughter, the last time you saw her wasn’t very long ago, now was it?”

Jiayi nodded. “Yes, she’s grown well, and has been eating her vegetables properly.”

“Oh, great, that’s great.” She suddenly reached out and grabbed Hu Tao by the shoulder and pulling her into a half hug. “You’re keeping up Hu Tao again, I see. I’ll have to cut it short, my apologies, cause she’s got a date with me!”

Hu Tao grinned, saluting the soldiers as well. “Yep! Sorry about that, sirs, but I have plans, you know. A life to live, of course! Just like the both of you.”

The two soldiers exchanged a look, but Jiayi sighed first. “Alright, alright. We’ll leave you with a warning, but remember what we said, Director Hu. You don’t want to be scolded again, do you?”

“Of course not, of course not,” she laughed nervously. “Not at all. Bye-bye, now!” She waved off the two soldiers, and Yanfei dragged her off in the direction of Wanmin.

“You know, Hu Tao, in 2034.10, subsection A, it states that it’s illegal to-”

“You know, Yanfei, it’s so attractive when you’re talking bingo to me.” She smiled playfully at Yanfei, who smiled back, far more exasperated. “You’re actually taking me on a date?”

“Yeah, maybe to court, if you don’t stop wasting my time.” Yanfei leaned forward and pinched Hu Tao’s cheeks, pulling them apart, even as Hu Tao complained. “You’re gonna bother Xiangling again, so no, I’m not.”

Hu Tao pulled Yanfei’s arms away. “Aww, boo. No fun, no fun. Wanna come and laugh at Childe mess up at asking out Zhongli again?”

Yanfei tilted her head. “Again? Isn’t this the third time this month?”

“Yep. We can pop party poppers when he succeeds. Or if he fails, either way.”

“And we’ll blame it on a ghost if Mr. Zhongli gets mad?”

“And we’ll blame it on a ghost if Zhongli gets mad!”

Yanfei grinned. “Well, what’re you waiting for? Let’s go!”

 

Hu Tao scowled. She didn’t have bad days, not exactly. Bad days were just days that her jokes got shut down a bit too much, and she had to go and beat Xingqiu at poem battling or poke Zhongli’s side or look at Yanfei’s face in order to feel better about herself. So, she wasn’t having a bad day.

Just two hours ago, when she told Childe and Zhongli that she was gonna go out and hang out with Yanfei, again, Zhongli had told her to have fun. Childe said something completely different, and something completely  incorrect. 

“Oh, that pink-haired girl you pine for?”

Hu Tao doesn’t pine. Pining was for scrubs, like Childe, or Zhongli, or Chongyun for those painful-as-hell three months. She may not know Beidou or Ningguang personally, but they probably don’t pine either. Anyway, Hu Tao doesn’t pine.

Yanfei poked Hu Tao’s cheek, snapping her out of her thoughts. “Hu Tao, what’s wrong? Hilichurl got your tongue?” She stuck out her tongue, to imitate.

Fuck.

“No, nothing. Zhongli just went on a speech about the history of this ore we used to decorate a coffin, that’s all.” She spread her arms out on the table they were sitting at.

“Mr. Zhongli sure talks a lot, doesn’t he? He’s so thorough, I bet he’d be a great lawyer.”

Hu Tao imagined Zhongli slamming a desk and calling out  Objection!  “What about Childe?”

“He’s the defendant.”

Hu Tao snorted. “What about me?”

Yanfei propped her head up with her hands. “You can be his assistant. You’d be able to talk to the victim, so I assume you’d win every case.”

Hu Tao blew out her bangs, which were getting in the way of her face. The sun was way too bright these days. Her black hat didn’t help her in the slightest. “I’d never be Zhongli’s assistant. If anything, he’s an assistant to me.”

Yanfei hummed. “Then, you can be my assistant. Zhongli will be on the other side of the court. Against us, even Mr. Zhongli can’t do anything.”

Drumming her fingers against the table, Hu Tao momentarily forgot about the food she was so desperately waiting for. She leaned towards Yanfei. “Is that the plan? I ditch the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor and get into law, just for you?”

Hu Tao would never even think of accepting, but maybe in a different universe, she actually did. Hu Tao doesn’t think  that  Hu Tao would regret her decision, because Hu Taos never regret anything.

“No, no. That’s the good thing about being my assistant. No need to dedicate any more time than what your job already frees up.” Yanfei pulled out her thick-as-hell book and opened it up. The book was littered with small little tabs, and notes in the margins, plus a small doodle that Hu Tao remembered drawing once. Yanfei had gotten mad, but it’s still there, smiling back up at her. “You might need to borrow this to get the basics.”

“You think I’m as crazy as you? I’d give you coupons and freebies in order to  not  read that thing.” Hu Tao smiled. “Unless…?”

“Sorry, I’ll pass.” Yanfei shut the book and put it aside. “Surely you’re not having lots of business if you’re being all forward with your advertisements?”

Hu Tao paused and thought of Childe walking in one day with Zhongli’s blood on his face. Zhongli assured her it was fine, the spar wasn’t dangerous and whatnot, but Hu Tao hasn’t ever seen Zhongli bleed by anyone else’s hand. 

She decided not to tell Yanfei about this little fact.

 

Hu Tao swore up and down that she  was  going to tell Yanfei that she liked her, and they should date and maybe get married and adopt as many cats as Yanfei likes, and she’ll get so rich Yanfei will have enough room to house a whole library of her lawyer books, but Hu Tao does what she does best with things like this: procrastinate.

The more time passed, the more Hu Tao acted like Childe, and she hated it. Not because Childe was annoying, or boring, or insufferable, but because she thought Childe was being a weeny bitch over not telling Zhongli like the adult he is, but now she’s being a weeny bitch herself.

 In my defense,  she reasoned with herself,  it’s painfully obvious Zhongli likes him back. Yanfei… Yanfei acts like she always does! 

 

When she actually does say so, the sun is setting. They were sitting under the tree right outside Liyue Harbor, jibbering and jabbering about this and that.

“You should go home soon, Yanfei. It’s dangerous when it gets dark, even right outside Liyue.”

Yanfei stuck out her tongue at Hu Tao. “What’s this? I have a Vision just like yours, you know. If anything hops out from the bushes, I’ll bust out my book and light them on fire!”

“As if! I’ll fight them off before you even get the chance to lift a finger.”

“Yeah, but…” Yanfei’s face turned solemn. “You hurt yourself when you do that, so…”

Hu Tao beamed. “You don’t need to worry about that! I’m used to it. Being hurt by fighting, being rejected by business developments, I would be a failure of a director if I wasn’t used to these things.”

Yanfei puckered her face like a fish. “You’re so… like that!” She smiled. “That’s what I like about you!”

Hu Tao felt her face grow warm.  Pink hair will be the death of me. I can’t believe it.  “You’re the one who’s like  that!  Doesn’t your funky hat get in the way?”

Yanfei scowled. “Look who’s talking, your hat makes you susceptible to the sun. I don’t get how you do it, I mean, your face is all red right now!” Yanfei leaned forward, coming really,  really  close, and pulled off Hu Tao’s hat and shoved a hand under her bangs. “You’re sweating!”

Hu Tao wrenched herself away from her. “Yanfei, I’m red because I think about kissing you, not because of Grandpa’s hat!”

There was a pause, where nothing happened except for Yanfei staring in open-mouthed disbelief and Hu Tao realizing her mistake, and she could  feel  the poorly hidden stares of the Millelith soldiers behind her.


   Dammit, Hu Tao! This is why you were supposed to do this in the funeral parlor! If she rejected you, you could just hop in the coffin! Hu Tao, you… you…! 


Then, of course, like a superhero, Yanfei swooped up Hu Tao in her arms and planted a really big kiss on her cheek.

“What, like that?”

Yanfei beamed.

Hu Tao stared, jaw dropped.

“Y-you know, I think everyone’s wrong about you, Yanfei.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re way better at pranks than me…”

“Yeah, but there’s no one cuter than you, especially when you’re like this.”

“Aiyah, I get it, I get it!”
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Hu Tao can’t cook to save her life


    
    Hu Tao didn’t mean to brag, but she was a child prodigy. Learning to read ancient text UPSIDE DOWN by age 3, performing rituals at 8, earning a vision by 13 when most people couldn’t get one in their whole life, even owning a successful business in her early 20s. So answer her this: why was it when she tried to steam tofu for her lovely girlfriend the kitchen blew up?!

Zhongli tossed a bucket of water into the roaring fire, the last of its embers hissing as they evaporated into steam, humidifying the air in the room. Hu Tao was behind him, clutching his coat as she made him her meat shield from the flames, her other hand gripping the Staff of Homa to the charred counter.   

“Had the stove perhaps picked a fight with you, Director Hu?” the Consultant jested. 

“That’s going down your end of year bonus, Zhongli.” Hu Tao pulled down his robe. 

“Apologies.”

Hu Tao was lucky the fire was small enough to not burn her whole kitchen down, she was especially lucky Zhongli was around or she would have literally fought the fire with more fire. 

–

Hu Tao made cooking no hobby of hers, and when it came to food she would either order out or have one of the undertakers cook for her. So when she first bought this sturdy Wide Stone Stove she saw it as a waste of potential. Now, staring at the furnace still standing strong, she thought to herself, ‘It was mora well spent.’


  
    The stove might look untouched  but the pot above it has seen better days. The black cylinder that was once a bamboo steamer barely kept its form from dropping to ashes. Hu Tao couldn’t bring herself to open up the lid and see what had become of the tofu. In the end Zhongli was the one who checked, only to immediately close it and shake his head, the Director sighed.  
  



  
    “May I ask why the sudden interest in fiddling in the kitchen?” Zhongli grabbed a garbage bag from one of the drawers. 
  



  
    “You have to promise not to laugh.” Hu Tao mumbled, carrying the blackened steamer. 
  



  
    “I never took you as one who would care about such judgments.” He opened the bag as Hu Tao dropped the container. She patted her dusty hands on the back of her shorts before continuing,
  



  
    “I’m not!” She wasn’t lying, but hesitated to resume, “I just… think you’ll find it stupid…”
  



  
    “When has that ever stopped you?” Zhongli tilted his head, he tied the bag into a bow before tossing it aside.  
  



  
    Hu Tao chuckled and finally smiled, “So you know this girl named Yanfei?”
  



  
    “Quite, you’ve mentioned her in every other exchange we’ve had lately.”
  



  
    Hu Tao flustered,her fingers caressing the back of her neck,  “So, I’m kinda dating her…”
  



  
    “Oh.” Zhongli blinked, “I didn’t know that was supposed to be a secret.”
  



  
    “I-It’s not…” Hu Tao waved her hands, “But were we that obvious?”
  



  
    “Director.” Zhongli dipped his head, his brows rose from her question, “You talk about her. Every. Other. Conversion we have. You wake up hours early on your days off to visit her only to come home well past dusk.”
  



  
    Hu Tao tucked her head between her shoulders, her eyes were glued to her shoes. The heat on her face rising.  
  



  
    “Your pining for her presence is as obvious as a red brick wall… that’s on fire.” Zhongli added.
  



  
    –
  



  
    “Well,” He pinched the bridge of his nose as his boss continued to glow crimson, “What does this have to do with you massacring the poor steamer?”
  



  
    There was a pause. Hu Tao leaned from one foot to another, then back to the other, and shifted once more. Zhongli had never seen the Director this hesitant. Finally Hu Tao opened her mouth, before closing it to bite her lower lip. 
  



  
    The Consultant exhaled, it was concerning how indecisive his young boss was being. He patted her shoulder, his sign of assurance that he was not one to judge. 
  



  
    “I…” Hu Tao swallowed, “haven’t cooked anything for Yanfei.”
  



  
    “Yes. That much is clear, and?” He raised a brow. 
  



  
    Hu Tao’s face wrinkled, “‘AND’?!” 
  



  
    Zhongli blinked, still unsure what the big deal was.
  



  
    “We’ve been dating for WEEKS!” Hu Tao clutched the side of her head as it dropped, “And-And I’ve BEEN giving her food! But-But they were never made by ME!! They were from people who could ACTUALLY cook! Am I fake?! I’m a fake, right?! I’m a fake!! I’M A FUCKING FAKE GIRLFRIEND, ZHONGLI!”
  



  
    “Director Hu….” Zhongli waved his hand at the girl who was exhaling more than she was breathing in.  
  



  
    “YES?!” Hu Tao turned to him, still hyperventilating. Zhongli questioned if the droplets falling down her chin consisted of sweat or spit. Or both. 
  



  
    The Consultant couldn’t find any words of comfort for the girl. He wasn’t even sure if he’d witnessed such an absurd dilemma like this before in all his thousands of years alive. 
  



  
    His eyes darted to the island, every inch of its counter space filled with used kitchen utensils and platters.  
  



  
    Zhongli coughed under a fist, “We should start washing these dishes.”
  



  
    –
  



  
    Hu Tao rinsed one of the many plates she had used during her baking, most were stained by the excess liquid seeping from their tofu, but none of which ever hosted a successfully cooked one. Zhongli was next to her and ready to accept her platter to be dried with a clean rug. 
  



  
    It was quiet as the only sound the two basked upon was the flow of dripping water. Finally Hu Tao started,  
  



  
    “You’re quiet.” Zhongli hummed, asking to elaborate, “I’d expect you to tell me the history of plates and how they evolved from shields used in battle or something.”
  



  
    Hu Tao scoffed before drowning the mood in silence again. 
  



  
    “I apologize. No matter how much I think about it, I just can’t seem to understand your problem.”
  



  
    “It’s okay.” She lowered her gaze passing a dripping ceramic to him, “I think I’m just being dramatic…”
  



  
    Zhongli was expecting Hu Tao to continue, either with a witty joke or a morbid pun. But she had no follow up, it didn’t feel right. 
  



  
    “You don’t seem to be yourself.” Zhongli voiced his concern, his stare at the dish he was currently drying before hanging it on a rack. 
  



  
    Hu Tao exhaled, she was biting her lower lips again. She seemed hyperfocused on her plate, but Zhongli doubted that since just like tear drops, water started to overflow from its hollow yet the Director did nothing about it. 
  



  
    FInally Hu Tao opened her quivering mouth, this time she actually said words, albeit strained. 
  



  
    “I don’t know if I should be myself…” Zhongli crooked his head to face her, his brow elevated. Hu Tao’s nose wrinkled, he still thought she was building up to a joke.  
  



  
    “You-You know who I am!… And what I’m known to do!” Hu Tao gestured at the charred stove. Her other hand was barely holding on to the weeping plate, its contents all coming down from one side to the sink with a big splash. It had given into the weight of the water, “What if… what if I mess up and scare—or-OR even hurt her?”
  



  
    “I don’t want to make any mistakes…” Hu Tao dipped her head, “She’s too important to me.”
  



  
    Zhongli gently took the overly hydrated dish from her hand, he started tenderly wiping the edges of it with his damp cloth, his movements so gentle it was as if he was cradling a sobbing baby. Hu Tao just continued to face the stove, black ashes dusting its top. Then Zhongli started chuckling, “What.” 
  



  
    “Again, my apologies.” Zhongli smirked, “However, if you are interested to hear my opinion, I see no reason for you to do any kind of dramatic change.”
  



  
    Hu Tao turned her head to face him, this time he was the one fixated on caring for the ceramic plate. “It seems conterproducing to change for Miss Yanfei’s sake. After all,”  
  



  
    “Had she not fallen in love with you, quirks included?”
  



  
    Like a cool night’s gust of wind, something refreshing washed over Hu Tao’s face, spreading all over her body and giving it back its needed energy. Zhongli finally placed the last of the plates on the rack. He gave the dishes one last pat before he hung his drying cloth next to them. 
  



  
    Most of the weight Hu Tao’s chest had carried seemed to have dissipated into the wind, yet her head dipped once more, still feeling heavy from something bothering her. Zhongli couldn’t see it but was sure she was mumbling something under her breath, “Come again, Director?”
  



  
    “I still can’t cook to save my life…” she shook her head, “In fact, I might unintentionally kill someone with it.”
  



  
    Zhongli planted his hand atop Hu Tao’s head, digging her hat down until its rim reached her furrowed brows. “Cooking is no miracle, it requires patience and practice.”
  



  
    “Great. Two things I lack.”
  



  
    Zhongli chuckled, “No need to be down. I am more than happy to aid you in your endeavors.”
  



  
    The tip of Hu Tao’s lips curled up by a degree, her hand rose to meet the center of Zhongli’s back and started patting. “I’d greatly appreciate that, actually.”
  



  
    –
  



  
    “If you’ll excuse me, Director,” Zhongli was already half way through the door, “I will be purchasing some supplies for our venture.”
  



  
    “No-no, you stay here and clean up!” Hu Tao ran up to him and handed a black apron, “I’ll be the one buying the supply.”
  



  
    Zhongli’s lips sloped, “Do you know what you will be getting?” 
  



  
    “Yes-yes, that much I’m capable of.” Hu Tao patted his shoulder, “Besides, I’m willing to bet mora what’s left of your bonus won’t cover any of your accidental expenses.”
  



  
    “You jest, Director.” 
  



  
    Hu Tao laughed, “I’m not. Get back in the kitchen.”
  



  
    –
  



  
    “One order of steamed fish and one for plain tofu! Take out!” Chef Mao announced. 
  



  
    “Over here!”
  



  
    Yanfei jogged to the counter. She handed the chef a generous amount of mora before taking the bag of take out. “Keep the change.”
  



  
    The Adeptus lawyer opened the container to double check her order, the aroma of the fish and tofu wafted Yanfei’s face, its fragrance dusting her cheeks with rosy pink. Yanfei could feel the inside of her mouth dampening in anticipation. 
  



  
    “Are you visiting Hu Tao today?” Chef Mao asked.
  



  
    Yanfei froze on her feet as her shoulders jumped, “What-what gave you that impression?!”
  



  
    He shrugged, “Lately the Director’s been ordering the exact same pair of dishes as take out too.”
  



  
    “P-Pure coincidence!”
  



  
    Chef Mao roared in laughter, “Enjoy your meals then, Miss Yanfei!”
  



  
    “You-You too!” Yanfei saluted before rushing off. She ducked her head as she left the establishment, hiding the pink flush from earlier that was glowing into a darker shade. 
  



  
    – 
  



  
    Yanfei felt like a criminal, running away from the scene of the crime after stuttering out such an unnecessary lie. Guilt building up in her chest, she wasn’t inherently embarrassed to be Hu Tao’s girlfriend, no how could she? Rather the reality that someone she’s infatuated with also happening to share said sentiment with her kept her up at night even after they had been dating for almost a month.   
  



  
    The streets were becoming busy as people left from work and headed home for a warm supper. Yanfei had to actually stop daydreaming and look straight ahead of her, otherwise she’d bump into someone.  
  



  
    Her eyes beamed, she could see it in her peripheral vision, the business’s double doors, each corner meeting a red pillar her girlfriend would climb halfway jokingly. Soon her anxious running slowed down to a brisk walk then it suddenly sped up to bouncing on each step she made. Yes, Yanfei was skipping merrily to a funeral parlor, it was quite an ironic image, she laughed.  
  



  
    Each stride she took was followed by the bag of takeout bouncing beside her, as if sharing the fluffy feeling of meeting their lover after a hard day’s work. Her pacing had quickly brought her in front of the doors. Yanfei curled her fingers and tapped the wood with her knuckles before stepping back. 
  



  
    She was bouncing on her heels, her heart had slowed down enough for her to realize a stray tuft of hair caressing her cheek. As Yanfei combed her bangs she jumped at the sound of the door clicking.  
  



  
    Hu Tao’s most trusted consultant answered, his ungiving shoulders filling the space the door opened and eyes staring firmly at her, never easily decipherable. Yanfei always thought Zhongli was an intimidating man never to be crossed, but today those observations were overshadowed by the black frilly apron he wore over his suit. 
  



  
    “Hi Mr. Zhongli, is Hu Tao around?” Yanfei made no move to mention his fashion sense, it was cute but she wasn’t sure if she should say that to his face.  
  



  
    Zhongli glanced behind him before exhaling. He untied the knot of his apron and gave it to Yanfei.
  



  
    “Director Hu is in the room to the left of the hall.”
  



  
    –
  



  
    Yanfei donned the apron as she entered the kitchen, food still hanging from her side.
  



  
    “Zhongli, who was at the door—Yanyan?!”
  



  
    Hu Tao jumped backward, her arms spread across the counter, “What-what are you doing here?”
  



  
    “Mr. Zhongli said you were here and then left.”
  



  
    “Oh.” Hu Tao made a note to completely cut any bonus Zhongli had left for the year. 
  



  
    “I had the rest of the day off so I decided to visit.” Yanfei glanced around the table between the two. Hu Tao was also wearing an apron, its front was heavily stained but couldn’t hide the fact the overalls were pink, “I thought you weren’t into cooking?”
  



  
    “It’s… growing on me….” Hu Tao bit her lower lip, the sweat formed from her cooking the whole afternoon all dropping down her chin. 
  



  
    Yanfei blinked. It took her a bit to realize but the table was filled with dishes heavily containing tofu. Now, she wasn’t one to assume but she knew her girlfriend wasn’t THIS big into the soy product. “Are all these…?”
  



  
    “Yea… I made these for you.” Hu Tao sighed.
  



  
    “But as you can see, they all ended badly.” She lowered her head as her fingers dug into the edges of the counter.  
  



  
    Hu Tao’s eyes glared at the island between them, plated in front of them were Crab Roe Tofu with a suspicious dark shade of orange in the broth, strips of Fried Tofu some of which were dirty black all over the edges, multiple steamed plain tofu falling apart as chunks of it were missing. Yanfei noticed the Director’s gaze shifting to the sink, the insides of pans charred and crusty, a tower of plates was forming on one corner, and a knife had a concerning stain. 
  



  
    Yanfei’s stare moved to Hu Tao’s hands before she hid them behind her. At first glance the Lawyer thought they were just her rings but wrapped around her girlfriend’s fingers were bandages. The adeptus dropped her bag of food under a chair before sitting on it.
  



  
    Hu Tao exhaled an awkward laugh, “It’s almost dinner. We should older out—”
  



  
    Yanfei grabbed the nearest spoon and started wolfing the Crab Roe Tofu.
  



  
    “What-What-What are you doing?!”
  



  
    Yanfei continued to devour the meal, only pausing to grab a strip of black fried tofu and consume it all at once.
  



  
    “Yanayn! That’s bad for you!”
  



  
    “I’m half adepti, I’ll be fine.” She mumbled between chews. 
  



  
    Hu Tao just continued to blink at Yanfei, her jaw hitting the floor. She knew her girlfriend was just being nice yet she couldn’t help but ask.  
  



  
    “Is… is it as good as Wanmin restaurant?” she twiddled her fingers. 
  



  
    “Nope.” Hu Tao’s head dropped.
  



  
    “But I love it.” Yanfei continued to chew, she knew talking with your mouth full was a crime worth jail time but she had to let her feelings out, “The broth is really salty, your fried tofu taste bitter, and I don’t think I’ll be able to pick up the steamed ones with the best of my chopstick abilities. But I love it.”
  



  
    Hu Tao laughed, “You sure are selling that fact to me, Yanyan.”
  



  
    Yanfei finally swallowed, “I’m serious. Sure these aren’t perfect but just a few weeks ago you told me you didn’t want to go near a kitchen in fear of blowing it up. Yet look what you made for me.”
  



  
    Hu Tao rubbed her forearm, “I didn’t want to be a fake girlfriend…”
  



  
    The adeptus cocked her head at her girlfriend, brow arced.  
  



  
    –
  



  
    Yanfei pressed her forehead flat on the table, her arms resting over her abdomen. She was motionless.
  



  
    “Yanyan? Yanfei?!” Hu Tao cried, shaking the girl’s shoulder, “Did I accidentally send you to the next realm?!” 
  



  
    “I’m… alive.” She groaned, shifting her head so she was laying on her cheek. The Lawyer wasn’t really sure why her stomach hurt, was it because she ate too much? Or was she eating too fast? One thing was for sure, it wasn’t the tofu’s fault, it’s never the tofu’s fault. 
  



  
    Hu Tao’s shoulders sank, “I’m sorry.” 
  



  
    “Dummy.” Yanfei stood from her chair, her arms supporting her up, “You did nothing, I just ate too much too quickly.”
  



  
    “Can you come here for a bit?” The Director followed her request and walked around the island. 
  



  
    When Hu Tao was within arms reach of Yanfei, the Lawyer embraced her and rested her face on the Director’s shoulder. Hu Tao gripped her waste, afraid her girlfriend could fall any second. 
  



  
    “I promise I’ll do better next time.” Hu Tao whispered to her neck.
  



  
    Yanfei lifted her head to kiss her walnut’s temple, “I know you will. And I’ll be there taste testing everything.” 
  



  
    “You sure?”
  



  
    “I’m sure.”
  



  
    Hu Tao moved her lips to meet Yanfei’s giggling cheek. 
  



  
    “I actually tried making Almost Tofu.” She murmured, “Do you want to try it too?”
  



  
    Yanfei’s eyes sparkled, “You know how to make them?”
  



  
    “I know a guy.” She shrugged.
  



  
    “I’d love dessert then!”
  



  
    Hu Tao relinquished the hug, stuttering her way to the other counter. 
  



  
    “Taotao.” Yanfei called, her girlfriend turning her head, “Don’t worry, your cooking will never kill me. ”
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  Yanfei was darn lucky that Hu Tao only had half the heart to scare her today. 



  She balanced tofu and grilled chicken on the crooks of her elbows, swinging the door open with her shoulder and loudly fan-faring her way across the room. It was a beautiful day, as she humbly thought so, and what better way to start such an amazing morning by spoiling the love of her life with a little sprinkle of homemade cooking by hers truly?



  
    “Yanyannn!”
  
   she called happily, and she was briefly aware of the cat resting on Yanfei’s window arching its back and hissing at her before sliding away to find a new napping area. “It’s your break time!”



  Despite her best attempts not to be subtle in her footsteps walking up to her office, Yanfei still startled, her hat coming askew and a hand over heart to stop the spiked increase in pulse. 



  
    “Tao,”
  
   Yanfei complained, and she slumped against her seat when her wide eyes settled onto Hu Tao’s bright, grinning eyes. “I told you to knock. Gently.”



  “Did you?” Hu Tao said with an innocent shrug. She placed their meals in front of Yanfei’s desk, and Yanfei’s feigned glare dropped in an instant, vouching instead to lean forward and rub her hands together at the sight of fresh, steaming food. “I’ll try to remember next time. Probably. Maybe.”



  Yanfei snorted at that, then gratefully took her offer for chopsticks. She broke them apart and instantly dug in, not a second to spare. Though she didn’t say it, Hu Tao could see the faint proud glitter in her eyes for the way she arranged Yanfei’s tofu— in perfectly cut squares, the same way she had groaned was too meticulous to try. But, you know. Anything for Yanfei. 



  Absolutely anything.



  “You’re a godsend from Celestia, you know that?” Yanfei groaned, and Hu Tao couldn’t help but giggle at the way she had to subtly wipe away the dribble coming down her chin from the warmth of the food. There were times when Hu Tao would wipe them away for her, but she let herself enjoy the sight of Yanfei enjoying her food in return. “My client just left five minutes ago and I swear I would’ve eaten my desk if you hadn’t come in when you did.”



  “Ah, wouldn’t that be a fancy sight, huh?” Hu Tao said with a waggle of her eyebrows. “A legal advisor with horns eating her desk like a deer.”



  “Antlers,” Yanfei corrected, and she quietly passed a small section of tofu onto Hu Tao’s plate. 



  Hu Tao laughed at that. “My bad then, 
  
    dear.”
  



  Yanfei wrinkled her nose. “Don’t get all cutesy and punny with me in the office,” she accused, but the grin on her face told another story. 



  “You like it though!”



  Yanfei stuck her tongue out. “Well, I plead the fifth.”



  And just like that, they eased into their morning break routine. 



  Everyday for the past (nearly) seven years, Hu Tao came into her office at ten o’clock on the dot, holding food ranging from pineapple buns to expensive dining takeout to simple homemade treats she’d make before leaving the house. The mornings in bed usually left them no time to have breakfast together before coming into work, considering Hu Tao would become a figurative ghost getting her rest after staying up most of the night for funeral rites and Yanfei would be called in for an early riser client more often than she didn’t. 



  Sometimes, Yanfei would come into her parlor in the evenings, clutching takeout foods or thank you gifts from her clients. Despite their busy workloads and the unconventional lives they led, they always found time for each other. Meals themselves have become a sacred rite in their lives, and Hu Tao couldn’t ever imagine herself sharing it with anyone but Yanfei. 



  Seven years and two thousand five hundred fifty five sunrises meant that she had every right to feel giddy for waking up so wonderfully next to Yanfei, always a new day of conversations and jokes and shared laughter and heavy conversations against rain splattered windows. 



  Except, lately, she felt like she and Yanfei haven’t been hanging out recently. 



  It was such a childish thought, she knew, because they were 
  
    adults 
  
  (well, one and a half adult, and half adeptus) and adults didn’t always need to go on fancy dates and romantic strolls during sunset and spontaneous adventures to keep a candle burnt bright. 



  But then again, she’d never been one for the conventional, and the thought of not being able to see Yanfei as much recently understandably upset her. S
  o she voiced it out. 



  “You know,” she began, and Yanfei lowered the tofu from her mouth, eyeing her with rapt attention. Hu Tao gave her a gentle smile. “We haven’t been anywhere together recently.”



  Despite her casual tone, Yanfei lifted her eyebrow. She was analyzing every twitch and side-eyed look in Hu Tao’s face, just the way she always did when things like this happened. Hu Tao let herself succumb to defeat. “We went on that hike last night,” Yanfei noted dutifully, and she leaned back on her chair in thought. She tapped her chin, looking up. “But… the more I think about it, we really haven’t.”



  “Yep, yep,” Hu Tao agreed, nodding vigorously. When Yanfei shot her an amused smile, she stuffed more tofu into her mouth. 



  At Hu Tao’s vowed silence, Yanfei’s amused smile only grew bigger. “Would you maybe like to go on a date with me then?”



  “Oh, I thought you’d 
  
    never 
  
  ask!” Hu Tao said dramatically, and she leaned over the desk barrier between them to plant one giant kiss on the corner of Yanfei’s lips. 



  Laughing loud and merrily, Yanfei let her. Before Hu Tao could retract and place herself back in her seat, Yanfei curled two fingers underneath her chin and kissed her full on the mouth with the same glow of the sun. Hu Tao could feel her smile as their lips pressed together, and her heart felt like a thousand wisps of souls finally seeking the light. 



  They fit so wonderfully together, molded and cultivated by years of practice. One could argue that these gestures would get redundant over time, but she had no doubt that Yanfei, her beautiful, brilliant, shamelessly debatable girlfriend, would simply write an entire thesis on why that wasn’t so. 



  Like how nobody ever tired of the sun rising over the horizon, Hu Tao never tired of her love. 



  When she finally plopped back down, a hearty grin on her face, Yanfei laughed. “You’re so cute, Tao.” 



  The easy coos from her lips couldn’t prevent the bigger smile on her face even if she tried. “Cute enough that you’ll go on a date with me?” she said innocently, and batted her eyelashes to seal it all together. 



  Yanfei shook her head lightheartedly at her antics. She placed her elbow on the desk and looked at her with her chin on her palm. “You know I asked first, right?” Yanfei said with a twinkle in her eyes. “When are you free?”



  Hu Tao pretended to think, stretching her arms way above her head and tapping her finger against her chin, humming to herself. She answered with, 
  
    “Well, 
  
  I heard that 
  
    someone 
  
  had a bigger workload on her plate, so I think it would be less fair to ask me and more fair to ask you when you’re free.”



  Yanfei groaned at that. She sat back and rubbed at her eyelids, her shoulders drooping and the mention of her current situation weighing down on her like sacks of bricks. Hu Tao smiled at her sympathetically, placing more food silently onto her plate to cheer her on. Yanfei picked her chopsticks back up and sighed irritably, and Hu Tao already knew what was going to come. 



  “I just don’t get why some people can’t understand that certain things have to be done a certain way!” Yanfei complained. She stuffed a piece of tofu into the inside of her cheek, then continued, “I swear I’ve gotten the same exact complaint for the past few days and— look, don’t get me 
  
    wrong, 
  
  I love my job, but I swear if I get another client asking me what to do with section seventeen, I’m going to 
  
    lose 
  
  it!”



  “Ah, well,” Hu Tao said blithely, clicking her chopsticks together, “there’s no one better than you to absolve all of that willy-nilly stuff with the law, yeah?”



  “Yeah… I guess,” Yanfei said with a huff. She seemed rather placated after Hu Tao’s words, and Hu Tao puffed out her chest in pride. “Sorry, I shouldn’t complain about work so early in the day.”



  “Is there a designated time to complain? I wasn’t aware,” Hu Tao teased. Yanfei shot her a look. She raised her hands up in surrender and laughed. “I’m just saying! If you need to get some stuff off your chest, I’m right here. You know that.”



  Yanfei’s eyes softened at her admission. She placed a hand over Hu Tao’s on the table, and Hu Tao’s fingers gently turned over to curl into hers in a familiar process. Yanfei squeezed. “I know,” she said gently, and smiled, “and I love you. I’m sorry I haven’t been able to be with you as much.”



  Hu Tao smiled assuredly at her. “I only asked because I know you get lost in your work if no one stepped in,” she admitted. “And I miss you! But I know work is important to you. Any time that works for you, works for me.”



  The weight behind Yanfei’s eyes moved away. She inhaled deeply, smiling gratefully at Hu Tao. She retracted her hand. Hu Tao tried not to grab it back in its absence. “How about you pick a date and I’ll see if I have it free? It’s a bit easier for me that way,” Yanfei told her. 



  “A date for a date, huh? I can do that,” Hu Tao declared. Yanfei swatted her arm for her horrible pun. “How about this Thursday? I know weekend jobs get swamped with you, and a weekday doesn’t sound so bad.”



  “It doesn’t,” Yanfei agreed, but something weird passed through her face. A little mix of emotions at Hu Tao’s idea, one that was placated immediately when Hu Tao tilted her head at her in confusion. “But I’m actually 
  
    super 
  
  busy that day, Tao. How about Friday?”



  Hu Tao was only more confused. “But aren’t Fridays super busy for you too?” she asked. That, and it was Sunday today. Yanfei almost never planned so far ahead (“To leave room for adjustment,” Yanfei had once told her). 



  “It is, but not as busy as Thursday.”



  Huh. 



  “Okay,” Hu Tao relented, because the sheepish smile on Yanfei’s smile told her that she didn’t want to explain, and if Yanfei didn’t want to clarify anything, she didn’t need it. She already knew that Yanfei would be busy that day, and that was all the information she needed. Well, unless…



  “Do you need help on Thursday?” Hu Tao asked. At Yanfei’s curious look, she clarified, “Since you’re busy and all. I could run some errands for you in the office if you’d like me to.”



  Sometimes, when Yanfei was especially busy, Hu Tao didn’t mind running back and forth to deliver contract papers or packages to relieve the workload. Maybe it was a day like that, and that Thursday was actually a law holiday she didn’t know of. 



  “Oh, no no!” Yanfei said immediately, her head shaking back and forth. “You don’t need to do that! I got it.”



  “Are you sure? Because no one really died this week, so—”



  “I’m good! Promise,” Yanfei said with a laugh. Amusement sparked in her eyes, and Hu Tao found it hard not to reflect it back. “It’s just… a super busy day. Out of the office. With Madame Ping. For things. Busy things.”



  Her staccatoed words made Hu Tao frown. Yanfei looked uncharacteristically nervous, and downright flustered at her fumbled words. But, Hu Tao took mercy on her and shrugged, digging her chopsticks back into her food. “Well, I hope you have fun with Granny then,” she said nonchalantly, and the relief was evident by the slump of Yanfei’s back. “Tell her I—”



  “—have new coffin models in the parlor for her to look at. I know,” Yanfei said. She raised her eyebrows, almost challengingly. “I saw the shipment this morning.”



  Hu Tao snickered. “You are way too observant for your own good, Yan,” Hu Tao teased. 



  Yanfei chuckled. “Maybe.” Then she took a sip of her tea. “But you’re always too obvious yourself anyway.”



  “Hey!” Hu Tao whined, and Yanfei began to giggle. She couldn’t bring her heart to feel as annoyed as it should be at that. She shook her head when Yanfei’s delighted laughter began to fade away, smiling fondly at the sight of her girlfriend enjoying herself, 
  
    finally, 
  
  after a clearly stressful day of work. She put the last of her tofu on Yanfei’s plate, who made a noise of delight with tofu still stuffed in her cheeks. 



  Oh, how she wouldn’t mind this for the rest of her life. 



  Plate finally cleared of its contents, Hu Tao stacked it with the rest and wrapped a lunch blanket around them. “I’ll come get the rest of the dishes after I finish talking to a client today. Check your schedule for me,” Hu Tao told her. Yanfei nodded along to her words. Hu Tao leaned over to plant a kiss on her forehead, standing up and gathering her things while Yanfei continued to eat the lone rest in comfortable silence, a soft smile on her face. “I’ll see you later, Yanyan!”



  Then Hu Tao blindly grabbed her hat and stuffed it on her head (though it felt a little wonky and large— maybe she ate a lot today), and pushed in her chair, pivoting on a heel to whistle and walk out the office in a practiced act. 



  “Tao!” 



  She turned back around, feeling slightly vindicated that Yanfei 
  
    did 
  
  want her to stay after all. Instead of the whining and grumbling that she heard often on days when Yanfei was most needy, the hat on her head was plucked off. She felt around her head as if expecting it to still be there, and she gazed over at Yanfei in a silent 
  
    whyyyyy? 
  
  look.



  Yanfei looked nothing short of amused. She kissed Hu Tao’s lips chastely, then held up her hat, Hu Tao’s in the other. “You took the wrong one,” she explained, and gently placed Hu Tao’s porkpie hat on her head and adjusted it with a tongue sticking out for assistance. When she was satisfied with how it sat on her head, clear by the slight nod she made, Hu Tao couldn’t help but press a kiss to her nose. 



  Yanfei only giggled, pulling Hu Tao closer by the belt. “Be safe. Have fun,” she said brightly. But then after a pause, her voice dropped into a comically serious tone, and she added, “But stop stealing the wrong hat. You know how I feel about that.”



  Hu Tao grinned back at her, rocking on her heels. “And 
  
    you 
  
  know how I feel when you make your voice go all deep and bossy like that.”



  Yanfei glared playfully at her. 
  
    “Tao.”
  



  “Yeah, see? Exactly like that!” Hu Tao chirped, and Yanfei’s grip tightened on her belt enough for her to feel it through the cloth. 



  But then Yanfei laughed, her resolve breaking down with Hu Tao’s jests like floss candy in water, and Hu Tao thought it was the most beautiful thing to hear, surpassing even the gentle tingles of her wind chimes. 



  “I love you,” Yanfei said suddenly, delicate as the wind kissing her skin. Hu Tao’s chest buzzed like a million butterflies springing from cocoons. “But if you think my professional voice is hot, look at your reflection in the river when you’re doing passage rites. Now 
  
    that’s—”
  



  “Okay!” Hu Tao cut off with a laugh. “Okay! I get it! I’m dating a dog with no manners!”



  Then they shared another kiss, a laugh that Hu Tao swore that people along the street outside were giving them dirty looks through the windows for, and Hu Tao was successfully out of her girlfriend’s hair. Or hat. Well— both. 



  She walked all the way to the parlor with a slight skip to her step, and she knew even the most horrid of news couldn’t dispel her good mood today. She couldn’t explain why she was so happy today— she just was! And happiness was already a gift as it came, so why question it?



  For example, Yanfei was a gift in her life. And she never questioned why Yanfei was here, or why she chose her, or anything of the sorts. She wasn’t about to start now. 



  No, she wasn’t. 



  When she got back to the parlor, Zhongli was already waiting for her. He poured her a cup of tea and blew gently on his, waiting for her to settle down across the seat from her. She thanked him and sipped it carefully, enjoying the warmness that settled on her tongue and into her stomach. 



  “How was your day, Hu Tao?” he asked genially. 



  “Great! Amazing!” she said genuinely, and he chuckled at the bright smile on her face. 



  “Amazing enough that you’d be focused today with your tasks, correct?” he asked, and Hu Tao immediately groaned. He shook his head playfully, setting down his tea on its saucer. “It’s quite an easy day, I suppose. You only have a couple requests for flowers found by Mt. Tianheng.”



  Hu Tao hummed at that. “I can get that done tonight.”



  “I wouldn’t doubt it,” he said. He tapped his chin in thought and looked down at his tea. “I’d like to request a day off from you, if you wouldn’t mind.”



  Hu Tao tilted her head at him in confusion. That was the first time in a while since he’d ask that, at least to the best of her abilities to remember. At the face she made, Zhongli explained, “I made a promise to a friend to be there for her for an important duty, in which she needs my consultant. It would be a great deal of shame for me to leave it unfulfilled.”



  “You’re way too formal sometimes, Zhongli,” she teased with a smile. She lifted her tea at him in a friendly manner, though his slight frown didn’t budge into a neutral look until she said, “Of course you can take a day off! When?”



  “This Thursday, which is far away enough for me to accomplish any task you give me for the remainder of the week,” he said graciously. Hu Tao nodded thoughtfully. “I should be back before late afternoon, if you need my help that greatly.”



  “There shouldn’t be a problem either way,” Hu Tao assured him. But then a thought entered her mind, and she frowned. He watched the changes in her face perceptively. 



  Yanfei was going out on Thursday. So was Zhongli. They both would be back by late afternoon. 



  Hu Tao gasped, then groaned. Surprised by the outburst of emotion, Zhongli put down his cup once more, raising an eyebrow at her in a silent question. She waved her hands around. “Both you and Yanfei won’t be here on Thursday!” she groaned, and Zhongli’s eyebrows shot up. “I won’t have anyone to bother that day!”



  Zhongli laughed at that. “I’m sure you could pay a visit to Mr. Xingqiu,” he suggested lightly, then rubbed his chin. “Or Xiangling, if she’s not too busy with her restaurant. Or, perhaps you could get ahead with your work.”



  “Don’t get cheeky with me,” Hu Tao warned playfully, and he cracked a smile at that. She relaxed against her chair and rubbed a finger against the handle of her cup, thinking to herself. She felt her body relax from the highs of the day. “Zhongli?”



  “Yes, child?”



  “Don’t call me that.” She said it without any bite to it, and she wasn’t angry, no— but it still made Zhongli’s neutral face jump up a little in surprise. 



  “My apologies, then.” He tilted his head slightly at her. 



  She waved a hand at him to skip the formalities. When she sat back up, she sat straighter, and took a deep sip of her tea in thought. He followed suit after her, this charade familiar to the pair. As fun and outlandish as she was, there were times that Hu Tao needed moments of silence like this, paired with genuine, profound conversations that Zhongli provided her with in her most somber times. 



  “Why do adepti fall in love?” she asked then. 



  The question caught him off guard. However, Zhongli was no stranger to her sudden musings, and he cleared his throat to give her the best answer he could provide. There was a long pause before he spoke, and Hu Tao appreciated that he put so much effort into giving her the best advice in any field she asked. 



  “The same reasons as humans, I suppose,” he said to her, and Hu Tao frowned. “Though many have successfully evaded the act of loving, the presence of love itself cannot disperse in any being’s life.”



  Hu Tao mulled his words over. It did make sense to her. She just didn’t understand where the sudden insecurity in her body came from— just a moment ago she was enjoying tea with a friend and consultant, and now her mind was scattered with thoughts of her joyful (was it?) day. She couldn’t understand it. 



  So, because she couldn’t bear to keep frustrating herself with the ins and outs of her frustration, she waved Zhongli off and told him that he could have the rest of the day to himself, despite it being only morning. 



  She tossed her paperwork aside when she got to her work area. Funeral signatures and contracts were never her forte to begin with, and she often gave those duties to Zhongli or a competent undertaker when the stack was too high. Today, she didn’t feel like giving her brain a numbing procedure, so she opted instead for blank slates of parchment and a new inkwell that a friend in Mondstadt had given to her as a birthday present. 



  She began to write poetry.



  Just because she could, and she knew that Yanfei loved them. 



  Just because, she told herself, no other reason. 


 



 


  Her grandfather had always told her that the ones who rose with the sun were blessed with its warm embrace. 



  She believed him for years, and out of respect, she still did. However, if there was a way that she could see him again, Hu Tao wished she could come up to him and grin and say that there were better ways to seek the warmth. 



  The head lying on her chest and the arms and legs draped lazily on her body, matched with the modest rises and falls of breaths in and out, Hu Tao just knew in her heart that the sun’s embrace had nothing on this. 



  She carded her fingers through Yanfei’s tangled mess of a hair lightly, breathing in the scent of the morning dew outside, the smell of well-loved books, and an even more loved legal advisor slumbering deeply against her. 



  When she tapped her fingers gently on Yanfei’s antlers, feeling the shivers of delight go through Yanfei’s body, her lover stirred, yawning and stretching but not once making a move to roll off of her. Hu Tao dragged deft fingers up and down the smooth bone, admiring the feel of it underneath her fingertips. 



  “You know that tickles,” Yanfei grumbled, and she swatted blindly over her head to get Hu Tao to stop. Hu Tao complied, though she couldn’t help but let out a breathy laugh. 



  Hu Tao pressed a kiss to her hair. Yanfei settled her face deeper into the crook of her neck, feeling her inhale and exhale in tandem with the taps of her fingers on those antlers.



  “Good morning to you too, butterfly,” she whispered affectionately. 



  Yanfei mumbled an incoherent sentence into her neck, and Hu Tao giggled. She didn’t risk getting Yanfei to move and swat at her fully in the face from touching her antlers again, so Hu Tao dragged her fingers lower down her body. Yanfei’s baggy shirt was hiked up in a delicate manner, then her hand felt around the smooth expanse of skin. Despite the weight of a full grown woman pressed against her, her chest couldn’t feel anymore lighter.



  Yanfei’s adeptus markings along her sides were always a treat to feel. Hu Tao could feel its bumps and diamond-shaped finish underneath the pads of her fingers, and though she had long committed its feeling to memory, she never stopped feeling amazement at its presence. Her other hand draped lazily on Yanfei’s shoulder blade. 



  If Yanfei were a cat, or if she was in an adepti line made out of cats, Hu Tao bet she would have long purred by now. Her lover was already humming contently to Hu Tao’s movements, and just like a cat lying on her chest would, Hu Tao felt a great need to keep doing it. 



  “Do you feel like getting up at all right now?” Hu Tao asked, not to insinuate a prod to get up, but rather to gauge Yanfei’s mood. 



  As such, Yanfei grumbled and stubbornly pressed herself into Hu Tao’s body. 



  Hu Tao laughed and took that as a clear, giant red stamped no. 



  Her hand still lazily grazing Yanfei’s body with her gentle nails and pads, she closed her eyes and eased herself back into sleep. 



  Her brief sleep forced her into a long dream. She dreamt of Yanfei, crouching over her book, eyes baggy with the lack of sleep. Even in a dream, her heart ached at the sight. She put food on Yanfei’s desk, as she always did, and smiled, as always. Instead of getting a smile and a greeting, as she 
  
    always 
  
  did, Yanfei spared her a single glance and a tight press of her lips.



  Yanfei went back to reading her book, no longer sparing Hu Tao her time. 



  Which was odd, wasn’t it? When Hu Tao’s days had always been of making up the time for her?



  Hu Tao was always the first one up between them. Mostly, it was because she had lots of things to do before sundown and she liked to soak in the sun before then. As gentle and kind as the night seemed to her, she had a new appreciation for the mornings, especially when she woke up the way she did. 



  But this time, Yanfei was no longer in bed when her eyes opened for the second time. Her side of the bed was warm enough to suggest that she hadn’t gotten up for long, but its neatness meant that Yanfei had enough time to make it clean as it was. Hu Tao, confused and groggy and needing her warmth, slipped into comfy slippers and made her way downstairs.



  Thankfully, the smell of eggs and fried rice had given her enough suspicion to know where Yanfei had gone off to. 



  Hu Tao snuck up behind her and wrapped her arms around her waist, propping a sleepy chin on Yanfei’s shoulder. Yanfei turned her head enough to press a kiss to her temple, and she hummed a tune under her breath while she cracked another egg to bring into the pan. Something was simmering in a pot in their fireplace. 



  “Taotao,” Yanfei said, and her amused tone brought Hu Tao back into reality. She made a vague, listless noise to let her know that she was listening. “You’re gonna fall asleep and make the right side of my body become numb again. Do you wanna sit down while you wait for breakfast?”



  
    “No,” 
  
  she moaned childishly. 



  Yanfei laughed. Because Hu Tao was the self-proclaimed saint that she was, she straightened up and moved her chin away from Yanfei’s shoulder, releasing her girlfriend from the confines of her sleepy self. Yanfei turned around to kiss her gently in gratitude, and Hu Tao smiled despite it all. 



  “What are you doing up, butterfly?” she asked curiously. It wasn’t often that Yanfei would get up and have the motor functions to do all of this so early in the morning. The instances she had, Hu Tao could count on her hands. 



  Each time, she remembered faintly, was due to Yanfei’s anxiety over a client or a situation she was overthinking. 



  Yanfei reached over and squeezed her wrist gently, smiling at her when she noticed the worried frown on Hu Tao’s lips. “I’m fine,” she assured her, and the sincerity in her eyes made Hu Tao slump in relief. “I just felt like it.” 



  There was something a bit off with her tone. It sounded faraway, almost. Maybe she was overthinking again after all, but she also knew that she couldn’t ask because Yanfei was smiling at her assuredly, like she always did when she didn’t want to talk about just yet. 



  So she tugged Yanfei by the waist and kissed her shoulder, a silent reminder to 
  
    talk to me when you want, ‘kay? 
  



  Yanfei smiled softly at her in gratitude. 



  “Well!” Hu Tao started with a grin. “I’m not about to complain about free food. Want me to wash the dishes?”



  “That would be great, thank you,” Yanfei said in relief, and Hu Tao kissed her. Just because. 



  “Did you find a free day, by the way?” Hu Tao asked her conversationally. She tried not to sound too excited about the prospect of a date. 
  
    Play it cool, Hu Tao. 
  
  “For our date?”



  Yanfei hummed at that, her lips quirking up in a silent smile. Hu Tao pivoted and got started on the dishes adjacent to their brick stove, afraid that the grin on her face would give away her boundless excitement. “We could go tomorrow night if you’re up for it?” Yanfei asked, then reached over Hu Tao to grab a plate. “I heard Tea Master Liu Su has a new story to tell this week.”



  “Oooh, that does sound fun,” Hu Tao agreed. She almost dropped a plate. Fumbling with it, Hu Tao continued to wash it under the running tap. Yanfei let out a breathy laugh at her clumsiness. 



  “I hope you don’t mind that I’ll be gone for the rest of today,” Yanfei suddenly said, and Hu Tao looked over her shoulder to peer at her. 



  “Client?” she guessed. 



  Yanfei shook her head, prodding mindlessly at the eggs on the pan. “Eula should be in Liyue tonight,” she explained, and Hu Tao perked up at the mention of the knight. 



  They weren’t on good terms, 
  
    per se— 
  
  but they weren’t on bad terms either. Eula would scoff and tell her silly things about vengeance whenever Hu Tao would try to speak to her, though Hu Tao knew enough about being a pariah to know that she wasn’t actually as bad of a person as she made herself out to be. Plus, the turn of her head and her twitching lips would betray the amusement she had from being in Hu Tao’s presence. They weren’t exactly friends the same way she and Yanfei were, but Hu Tao most definitely had a mutual respect for her. 



  After all, anyone who saved Yanfei was a saving grace in her books. 



  “It’s been so long since I’ve seen her!” Hu Tao complained. “I can’t believe she’s finally coming here without one of us begging her with a bunch of letters to visit.”



  Yanfei laughed at that. “Well, almost,” she said sheepishly, and she waved her hand at the stove to stoke the flames. “I asked her to come here for a favor.”



  “What, is she gonna do paperwork for you now?” Hu Tao teased. 



  “If I needed someone willing to do paperwork for me, I would’ve just asked you,” Yanfei said with a flick of her spatula. Hu Tao flicked water droplets at her in return but didn’t deny it. “I helped her with a legal case against her uncle, so now I’m cashing in my favor to ask her to help me to… to dance.”



  Yanfei said those words matter-of-factly, stating them to Hu Tao like they were solid evidence in a case. However, Hu Tao had spent nearly seven years being attuned to her tells— one of them being the subtle trail offs in her tone that indicated that she was either embarrassed, lying, or all of the above. 



  “Dance?” Hu Tao repeated incredulously. She looked back down at their sink. “As in those fancy ballroom dancing stuff that blueblood people do?”



  Yanfei made a noise to confirm it. “It sounds weird, but I’ve always wanted to learn,” she admitted. Hu Tao nodded to herself. Ah. That was why she was embarrassed. “I can’t afford a dance tutor in Liyue because, well, for one thing, they’re 
  
    horrifically 
  
  expensive, and two, they’re all jerks— or, in the words of a nobleman, ‘nincompoops of the highest order!’” 



  Her nasally impression of an aristocrat made Hu Tao laugh. “Well, I hope you have fun then, Yanyan,” Hu Tao said genuinely, and she slided up next to her to press a kiss to Yanfei’s forehead.



  When she made a move to get back to washing the dishes, Yanfei wrapped an arm around her waist and tugged her back. Hu Tao almost yelped in surprise. “Taotao,” Yanfei whined in her ear, and Hu Tao felt like she was at the afterlife’s door, “don’t get too jealous, okay? We’ll have supper with her tonight and you could annoy her all you want if you just promise me you won’t sulk all day.”



  “I’m not jealous! I mean, I wish I could hang out with you and her today but I know you want this so— I’ll just be looking forward to dinner,” Hu Tao assured her, making a funny face at her girlfriend’s assumption. Yanfei studied her, brow scrunched, before being satisfied enough to kiss her chastely and pat her side to let her get back to the chores. 



  She 
  
    wasn’t 
  
  jealous!



  She couldn’t believe that Yanfei would even think that. Like sure, she wished that Yanfei had asked 
  
    her 
  
  to teach her, despite not being quite as close to an expert as Eula was. And sure, she wished that she was the one twirling and making Yanfei laugh in an empty field all afternoon long, not some knight who had journeyed here from a nation next door. 
  
    Sure, 
  
  fine, she wished got more time with Yanfei today to make up for the last week, but that didn’t mean that she was 
  
    jealous 
  
  that someone else was getting it.



  When she hit a slime a little too hard, knocking it back and letting it arch all the way down to the bottom of the mountain, Zhongli giving her a quizzical look, Hu Tao grimaced. 



  Fine. 



  Maybe a little. 



  
    But not a lot!
  
   she assured herself. Because being too jealous wasn’t a good color on anyone, and she dared not to stain the pink cherry blossoms she was growing for Yanfei to turn an ugly green. 



  During their dinner, Hu Tao bought every dish that she knew Yanfei liked and paid for it, despite the arched, graceful eyebrow thrown her way and the futile objections from her girlfriend. She also bought Yanfei’s favorite desserts on the way home, and she hoped that her subtle show would help Yanfei forgive her for not taking dance lessons to help her sooner. 



  And maybe, in the back of her mind, she felt a little perturbed that she had no idea that Yanfei had been so into dancing. 


 



 


  Breakfast the next day was quite a spectacle. Eula had been over in their guestroom to sleep, and Hu Tao was gracious enough to prepare breakfast for the three of them. She had fun telling stories to them while they ate, and it seemed that Morning Eula was more susceptible to smiling at her jokes than Afternoon Eula. 



  Their friend thanked them for the food and gave Yanfei last pointers on dancing (“You’ll need to commit these postures to memory, Yanfei,” she chided lightly when Yanfei stumbled on her feet, “you need to be a great lead to help your partner.” And Hu Tao swore she saw a quick glance be thrown her way), before packing her things and heading back to Mondstadt. 



  Tired and her feet clearly aching, Yanfei slumped against her on their couch. Hu Tao laughed lightly, petting her hair while enjoying the rise and fall of Yanfei’s chest. “If you’re too tired, we could stay in for our date,” she suggested. 



  “Nooo,” Yanfei moaned. Hu Tao hummed and carded her fingers through her hair. It seemed to relax her enough. “I wanna go out today, Tao. I miss doing stuff with you.”



  It made her heart glow. However, Hu Tao couldn’t help but spare a grin and answer, “Well, if you miss 
  
    doing 
  
  stuff with me, you could also be—”



  “One more word,” Yanfei warned. She turned over on her stomach to grab Hu Tao’s nose, pinching it. Hu Tao made a nasally whine. “One more and I’ll kick you out of the house.”



  “Well, you can kick me out of the house physically,” Hu Tao said sagely, stroking her metaphorical beard, “but you can never kick me out of your heart.”



  Yanfei snorted. “Is this what I get for dating a poet?” she thought aloud to herself. 



  “It’s what you get for dating me,” Hu Tao clarified, then dipped her head to press a kiss against Yanfei’s cheek. “But I know you like the poems I write for you. So you can’t complain about it.”



  She felt her smile before Hu Tao could even look. “I can’t,” Yanfei agreed. 



  A peaceful silence washed over them. She was sure that if she closed her eyes, she could feel her body floating as if it was on salted water. She only knew peace— though, there was a lingering doubt in her mind, seeded by Yanfei’s past behaviors, and she wondered, briefly, if Yanfei ever felt as calm as she did with her. 



  Yanfei’s silence had stretched far enough for her to question it. Hu Tao nosed the crook of her neck and asked, tenderly, “What’s on your mind, love?”



  Her soft tone reached far enough into Yanfei for her to relax and settle deeper against her chest. Hu Tao puffed her chest in silent pride. 



  “You.”



  Hu Tao blinked. 



  Yanfei’s words were said so boldly that it was as if she was clarifying a fact in her book, though it was juxtaposed by the rush of redness flushing her ears and the clear shyness as Yanfei’s face sank into her chest in embarrassment. Hu Tao laughed, both out of amusement and the bashfulness that came with Yanfei’s rare, confident admissions. 



  She tucked Yanfei’s hair behind her ear and kissed it with a feather light pressure. “Maybe if you think about me hard enough,” she said thoughtfully, fingers playing with the silk of Yanfei’s outfit, “I’ll appear right in front of you like a genie.”



  Yanfei giggled. “You’re already here though.”



  “Then there could be two of me!” Hu Tao declared. “Why have one Hu Taos when you can have two?”



  “Well, believe it or not, I like 
  
    this 
  
  Hu 
  Tao,” Yanfei said thoughtfully, then grabbed her nose to pinch it again. Hu Tao batted it away, scrunching her nose and complaining. Yanfei smiled, then settled her cheek back against her chest. 



  There was a short pause, enough to fill the silence of one heartbeat. Then, Hu Tao mused, “Well, if you’re gonna come out and admit that you like me, then I’ll say I like you too.”



  Yanfei let her words settle. When she spoke again, it sounded insecure, almost. It almost made Hu Tao frown. “Do you like me enough to love me?”



  “I like you enough to love you,” Hu Tao concurred. Yanfei made a small noise of approval. Then she added, “Enough to spend the rest of my life with you.” Because it was a simple fact. The truth. One that she knew that the best legal advisor in Liyue— no, the entirety of Teyvat— would appreciate. 



  When Yanfei lifted her head to meet her eyes, there was a certain gleam to them. 



  Somehow, Hu Tao knew Yanfei had gotten her answer. 



  To what question, she didn’t know— but she couldn’t find it in herself to care. As long as Yanfei was satisfied with an answer that came to her, so was she. 


 



 


  “Tao, do you remember where I put— um—?”



  “Are you looking for a rule book?”



  “Mhm, I just can’t remember— hmm—”



  “Do you remember what section you were looking for?”



  “Sales law, section twenty four, lines three to seven. I can’t seem to remember it.”



  Hu Tao paused to think at that. 



  She recited, “‘The seller must not only deliver goods of the right quantity and description and at the agreed time; he must also supply goods that are of ‘merchantable quality’ and reasonably fit for their intended purpose.’ That one?” 



  “Tao?”



  “Yeah-huh?”



  “I love you.”


 



 


  After a nice morning nap with Yanfei after Eula had left, she got up to run some errands. She left most of the responsibilities of the parlor to Zhongli, who took it gracefully as he always did. She was a busy woman today— after all, she had a date tonight, and she would show up dead or alive.



  First, she visited the blacksmith to check on the progress of certain coffin parts she ordered. Master Zhang informed her of his progress, and Hu Tao had to force herself to stay awake to listen to him. When she caught sight of something being welded behind him, he stepped in front of her view, his face red and nervousness creeping into his mannerisms. 



  It made Hu Tao even more curious, but Master Zhang was quick to usher her out of his place. She wanted to complain and ask about his current project (just to 
  
    see), 
  
  but she couldn’t afford to waste her time today. She did know, however, that the welded item was being molded into smaller, circular chunks by an apprentice. 



  She went to visit Yanfei’s favorite bakery and ordered a taro bun. 



  Then she paused, thought about it, then told the baker to make it a dozen instead. 



  Yanfei was complaining that she didn’t have any buns left in the house. Her heart felt tight for some reason or another, but spoiling Yanfei eased it a little bit. There was a trickle of doubt that ran through the back of her mind, something that started with 
  
    What if Yanfei’s acting so weirdly lately because I—? 
  
  She stopped herself short enough to stop it from snowballing, then shook off the doubt. If she didn’t think about it, it wasn’t there. 



  There were better things to focus on, she kept telling herself. Like making Yanfei happy. 



  “What’s plaguing your mind on this bright Tuesday afternoon, Director Hu?” Zhongli asked her lightly. 



  Hu Tao, startled out of her wits, lowered the biscuit onto her plate. It was only half eaten, despite their break nearly being over. “Ah, just some musings,” she said decisively. 



  “Do you care to share them?” Zhongli asked her again, and his raised eyebrows made it seem less of a kind question. He knew something was bothering her, no matter how small she made it out to be, and Hu Tao blessed and cursed the gods for giving her such a perceptive employee. 



  “There’s a saying that love blinds, isn’t there?” she said, and his eyebrows peaked upwards in surprise to the heaviness of her contemplation. “They say that the gods of Celestia think of love as a primitive sign of mortality. Love binds even the most resilient beings, shackling them to a vulnerability that tethers so close to destruction that it could feel like one strike to the heel would cost them their life. Hmm.”



  “And you, Director Hu?” Zhongli said, neutral. “Do you see your love that way?”



  Hu Tao didn’t even need to think it over. “Of course not,” she said with a genuine laugh. She swung her feet, placing her hands underneath her to keep them warm from the chilly air. She looked at the blossoms sprouting from her trees, cultivated by her own hands. “Why would love make a person vulnerable when they’re already vulnerable as they are? I think that loving a person—” 
  
    loving Yanfei,
  
   she thought, “—just makes the risk so much more worth it.”



  “The risk…?” He trailed off, holding out a hand for her to continue.



  “The risk of leaving this realm.” Hu Tao sipped her tea. She smiled as she drank. “Most people are afraid of dying because they have to leave the things and people they love, but that’s what makes death beautiful, doesn’t it? That you could love someone so much that you’d risk being deprived of their love just to feel it within a limited time span, such as a lifetime?”



  Zhongli rubbed his chin at that. There was a thoughtful look in his eyes. “You’re saying that the love given to you surpasses the risk of losing what you have now?”



  Hu Tao smiled benignly and nodded. She beckoned Zhongli to lean over with her to share a secret. When he complied, turning his head to lend her his ear, she whispered, “This is just between you and me, but I don’t think I can ever regret falling in love with Yanfei, even if I won’t ever see her again after this lifetime.”



  When Zhongli leaned back in his chair, he nodded, and his placid look on his face had broken down just enough for her to see that he had gotten the perfect resolution. 



  “Anyway, what have you been up to? Aren’t you going out tomorrow?” Hu Tao inquired, and her dignified, reflective persona had dissipated like the butterflies in the air. 



  Zhongli smiled apologetically. He wrapped his fingers around his tea cup and answered, “I’ve made a contract not to say a word on the matter.” Always the truthful man, this guy.



  Hours before their date, Hu Tao had enough spare time to write more poetry. She bought some jewelry and new quill pens for her office on the way home, and she cleaned the rim of her hat and replaced the plum blossoms with new ones. 



  She picked up her hot taro buns and delivered them to Yanfei’s office, surprising her with a kiss and poetry, gifts, and baked goods— the trinity of things she knew that would strike an arrow into Yanfei’s heart. 



  Despite all of those things, Yanfei only smiled softly, (genuinely too, she reminded herself), and kissed her back, the faraway, pondering look in her eyes back yet again.



  Hu Tao held her hand just a bit tighter on the way to the storyteller. Yanfei didn’t notice. 



  Hu Tao’s heart squeezed, writhing painfully like a python around her chest. She had to do more. She didn’t want— no. She wouldn’t think so negatively. 



  She just had to love Yanfei a little harder tomorrow, a little more. 



  Maybe then Yanfei would love her enough to stay a little longer. 


 



 


  The next morning was bathed in a wonderful sunny glow. Even before opening her eyes, she could feel the sunlight striking through their window, angling it far away enough from them to let them slumber. The birds were singing their morning happiness, and Hu Tao found herself writing haikus in her mind to recite to Yanfei later. 



  It was a lazy kind of morning today. She knew this because Yanfei was still in bed with her, and none of her body parts were willing to roll off the mattress to get started with the day. 



  Hu Tao had prided herself in being a big spoon, almost seven years strong, but she also didn’t mind being a little spoon once in a while. As such, her back was pressed warmly against Yanfei’s chest, and she closed her eyes to snooze, dimly aware of the nimble, warm fingers twisting her rings around. 



  Yanfei ghosted over the one on her second knuckle on her left hand, second finger. Hu Tao could feel her thumb rub at the spot where a ring should be, but wasn’t.



  “This one’s bare,” Yanfei mumbled to herself. She tended to do that. 



  Hu Tao hummed in agreement. 



  “Why?”



  Hu Tao had to pause and mull it over. Her groggy mind wouldn’t let her words come into her mind as easily as they should be.  She couldn’t come up with a good answer, other than joking that her grandfather’s ring wouldn’t fit on her first knuckle, so she had to settle for the latter. 



  Yanfei’s lips pressed gently on the blank space. 



  Like a promise. 



  When Hu Tao went and did her passage rites that night, she thought of the poor souls with regrets in their lives, and prayed that it would never be Yanfei. 



  She knew it would never be her, but she prayed to every god in Celestia and on Teyvat to ensure that Yanfei wouldn’t regret any decision she made in her life. That was the only plea she was willing to ask of a god. 



  Yanfei was right about Thursday being a busy day for her, after all. 



  She hadn’t seen Yanfei since she left that morning, and Zhongli was nowhere to be found. She knew this would happen, of course, but it didn’t help in making her feel any less 
  
    bored. 
  



  Plus, all her friends were busy too today. Xingqiu and Chongyun had promised to do something for Xingqiu’s father, her friends in Mondstadt were obviously too far away, and there weren’t enough dead people today for her to busy herself with. 



  Thankfully, she found her saving grace when Xiangling beckoned her into the back of her restaurant after the chef had found her sulking and kicking rocks under her feet along the street. Hu Tao was so grateful that she decided not to scare her today. At least there were more opportunities in the future, she assured herself. 



  “So!” Xiangling clapped her flour covered hands. She coughed and waved a hand over her face, then continued, “What do you wanna make today?”



  Hu Tao thought for a moment. “Do you know any recipes with tofu in it?” she wondered out loud, and Xiangling’s eyes brightened. Hu Tao held up her hand and laughed. 
  
    “Without 
  
  any slime condensate!” Xiangling deflated ever so slightly. 



  Thankfully, Xiangling was still willing to help her. She pulled out a thick book of recipes (a book thick enough to rival Yanfei’s library, she thought in amusement) and thunked it down onto a counter for Hu Tao to peruse. They flipped through each page carefully, and Xiangling pointed out the characteristics of each one to her. 



  Each time, Hu Tao would hem and haw, before shaking her head and flipping to the next page. Xiangling’s enthusiasm never wavered. 



  Finally, Xiangling pointed out a recipe made from two unlikely ingredients. Spicy peppers and sweet, rich almonds created the perfect blend for a tofu meal, she explained, and Hu Tao was on board immediately. 



  She helped Xiangling pull out the ingredients and set out to work, sticking her tongue out with every careful measurement and instruction that Xiangling asked of her. Hu Tao took it so seriously that Xiangling had to ask her if she was alright, in which Hu Tao waved her off and told her that cooking a new recipe was a momentous occasion for anyone, and it should never be taken lightly. Xiangling nodded solemnly at her in understanding. 



  Finally, the food was done, and it came out smelling wonderfully delicious. Xiangling teased her the moment it came out steaming and hot, because they both knew that there was only one person in Hu Tao’s life who liked tofu to this extent. Hu Tao let her though. 



  Xiangling was the one to taste it first. Her eyes brightened at the taste and her thumbs up was genuine, and she exclaimed, “It’s delicious, Hu Tao! You should come work with me if people stop dying.”



  “Don’t be surprised if I take you up on that someday,” she said with a laugh, then grabbed a utensil to try it out herself. Xiangling’s praise was no joke. It did come out tasting wonderfully swell, enough for her to take a second bite, but she couldn’t help but frown. 



  There was something missing to it. A small ingredient, she knew, but it made all the difference. She just couldn’t put her finger on it. 



  They made two batches, and the better one was packed up in a container and blanket, its steam coating the container in condensation. She hoped that Yanfei wouldn’t come home too late, but she supposed that it wouldn’t be a problem either way. She knew that Yanfei didn’t like cold food, and her pyro Vision finally had its usefulness in her life. 



  Hu Tao put the food on the table and did some chores around the house to lessen Yanfei’s load when she got back. She did the dishes, swept the floors, rearranged the books, and even refilled Yanfei’s inkwells for her. 



  The sun had set far into the horizon once Hu Tao was finished. Yanfei had said that she would be back by late afternoon— where was she now? Was she okay? Was a stupid client taking their precious time with her and she didn’t to be rude? Were there ghosts harassing her?



  She shook the thoughts from her head. She felt sleepy from all the excitement from the day, and she could feel her resolve breaking down with each steady breath she took while she waited on their couch. Hu Tao slapped both of her cheeks to wake herself up, then she shook her head furiously, getting up to make some hot tea to keep herself company for a hopefully not too long night. 



  Pouring the boiled water into the mug, she couldn’t help but ponder about the things that happened the past week. She added some honey into her tea and swirled her teaspoon around, worrying her bottom lip as she thought. 



  Hu Tao wasn’t a person to overthink. That was her girlfriend. However, she tried her hand in thinking about the life she built, and the day that let Yanfei come into it to help out. She thought of the past few days, muddled with Yanfei’s odd behavior and the way she acted around Hu Tao, despite her colossal efforts into putting more love and care into the actions she directed to convince Yanfei that she loved her, 
  
    she loved her, 
  
  and that if there was any doubt coming into Yanfei’s mind, she should’ve said something. 



  Why wasn’t she saying anything now?



  She almost knocked the mug off of their counter when she jerked backwards. 



  Their seven year anniversary was coming up this weekend. 



  And she didn’t realize. 



  All of Yanfei’s weird silence and how she disappeared all those times— it made sense! It just had to— she was the way she was because she thought that Hu Tao didn’t love her enough to care about these dates and memories anymore. That was it, it definitely was it, she just knew it. 



  Hu Tao massaged her forehead with the back of her knuckle, sighing deeply. Well then. She just had to double her efforts in loving this woman. That’ll show her. 



  She decided to start by waiting for Yanfei to come home, refusing to let her eyes rest even for three breaths longer. 



  One breath in. One breath out. One steady breath in. One steady breath out. 



  She stared at the window, waiting patiently.



  She’d always said, and prided herself, in the fact that she always had the patience to do these things. Especially when the waiting was worth it, and the waiting was to ensure that the most treasured thing in her life was cared and accounted for. 



  When Yanfei finally returned, well past midnight she was sure, she creaked open the door with the subtle silence of someone trying not to disturb a funeral. When her eyes landed on Hu Tao, crossed-legged with a fresh warm mug of tea in her hand, smiling sheepishly at her, Yanfei’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. 



  They squeezed together in worry as she sat down beside Hu Tao on the couch, holding her arm and letting her thumb run over the inside of Hu Tao’s wrist. 



  “What are you doing still up?” she asked softly, and her voice was quiet like she was expecting Hu Tao to fall asleep at any moment. 



  “Waiting for you,” Hu Tao said like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “And I was supposed to warm up food for you.”



  Yanfei huffed out a reserved laugh. Her thumb was soothing Hu Tao so carefully that Hu Tao had to mentally slap herself to keep awake.



  “I already ate. But thank you,” Yanfei told her with a smile. Hu Tao slumped in relief. Then Yanfei leaned over, gently and slowly, and kissed her full on the mouth. Her kiss was lingering, and Hu Tao couldn’t help but indulge in laying a hand on the small of her back to keep their bodies flushed together. 



  “I was just worried that you needed me when you got back,” Hu Tao mumbled sleepily against her lips. 



  Yanfei didn’t reply directly to her. Instead, she whispered, “I love you.”



  Even in her drowsy state, Hu Tao could hear something else behind it, like there always was. Before she left the house, I love you meant 
  
    be safe. 
  
  Before they went to sleep, I love you from Yanfei meant 
  
    sweet dreams. 
  
  Before they laid themselves against each other after a fight, I love you meant 
  
    I love you, and I’m sorry. 
  



  But she couldn’t tell what “I love you” meant right now. 



  There was something behind it, that much she knew. She just didn’t know what it was, and she assumed that Yanfei was telling that she loved her, even though Hu Tao wasn’t loving her enough. 



  
    I’ll show you, 
  
  Hu Tao promised quietly in her head. She was beginning to sound like their knightly friend, seeking vengeance for a wrong. 
  
    I’ll show you how much I truly love you, and you’ll see. And you’ll always know. 
  


 



 


  She executed that plan on a sunny, wonderful Friday morning. It was two days before their anniversary (or, due date, as Xingqiu eloquently teased her with), and she intended to make the most of it. 



  Hu Tao asked Zhongli to take care of the parlor once more (and thankfully, he only nodded in that fair-minded way of his), and she ventured out into Liyue. She wanted to find sweet flowers, or even glaze lilies if the gods would permit it, so she could present them to Yanfei today as a little surprise. It’s been a while since she surprised her with such tokens of love, and going to a flower shop just wouldn’t cut it.



  She wanted it to be right from her heart and from the valiant efforts she made. After all, didn’t Yanfei deserve the most in this life? 



  She found a patch of glaze lilies in the empty field in front of her. Excited, Hu Tao didn’t think far enough to check her surroundings, and immediately ran over to pluck them. They looked so beautiful, and Hu Tao already knew that she would smoothly present them to Yanfei and say something along the lines, “These flowers are gorgeous, but they aren’t anything compared to you!” 



  Well. Her entrance line was still a work in progress, but that could happen after she got her things. 



  She plucked one glaze lily, then the other. 



  The third one was the most beautiful, hence why she left it for last, to admire it before depriving it of its roots. Her fingers curled around the stem and she pulled, then was immediately knocked back by the force of wind and fire.



  Her face singed with the feeling of fire, both familiar and dangerous. She righted herself with her polearm, blinking at the sight in front of her. She tried not to groan out loud. Of 
  
    course 
  
  whopperflowers had to be here and ruin everything. They were her least favorite to encounter on her journeys, and it was mostly due to the fact that they took too much energy to combat. 



  However, she sighed and stood up, igniting her pyro Vision. Fine. 



  She couldn’t find it in herself to regret venturing here anyway. Anything for Yanfei. 


 


  Hu Tao pouted as Yanfei dabbed her face with another wet washcloth. 



  Yanfei’s fingers were curled underneath her chin to tilt it upwards, but it also served as a way for Yanfei to trap her with her disapproving gaze while she dabbed the charcoal spots and blood away from her face. Hu Tao tried not to grimace too hard when she wiped at a particularly sore spot. 



  “I’m sorry,” Hu Tao mumbled. 



  Yanfei had been quiet when she walked into Bubu Pharmacy, and she still kept quiet while she silently slotted herself in front of Hu Tao and took care of her wounds. It was no surprise that she still kept silent when Hu Tao apologized, but the expectant reaction still made her frown. 



  “Yanfei,” she said louder, and Yanfei grunted. “I’m sorry.”



  Finally, 
  
    finally, 
  
  Yanfei sighed, setting down the dirty washcloth and letting it drop with a wet plop into the bucket at her feet. Hu Tao held her gaze, even though it made her feel smaller underneath Yanfei’s piercing look. She always admired Yanfei’s ability to be able to look so intimidating when she needed to be, but she’d only been on the receiving end of it a handful of times— each time made her shiver at the memory. 



  “What are you sorry for?” Yanfei asked, exasperated. “Are you sorry because you went out alone or because you got hurt?”



  “Both?” Hu Tao, though it came out as a question. 



  Yanfei sighed through her nose, bending over to pick up a clean cloth to continue tending to her wounds. A silence overtook them, but it wasn’t the kind of silence that enveloped them in a warm, sunny bubble in the mornings. It was the kind of silence that made Hu Tao feel like she was choking in the clean air. 



  The window outside showed the birds feeding their young, and the bright sun that allowed the children of Liyue to run around with their kites and friends. Its welcome sight did nothing to quench the guilt turning over in her stomach. 



  “I hate doing this every time, you know?” Yanfei said weakly, and her vulnerable words made Hu Tao’s chest ache. “I know you can take care of yourself. And I 
  
    know 
  
  you let yourself get hurt in a fight because it helps you focus, but it doesn’t— it still makes me nervous, you know?”



  “Why nervous?” Hu Tao asked her gently, but she already knew the answer. 



  Yanfei gently dabbed her upper cheek. Her hand was shaking as she answered, “It makes me scared that I’ll lose you too soon.”



  “You won’t,” Hu Tao stated certainly. Mostly due to the fact that she didn’t know what else to say. 



  Yanfei looked frustrated. “You’re 
  
    human, 
  
  Tao. You hold a Vision but that’s not going to stop you from dying. What do you think is going to happen if you push yourself too far?”



  “That won’t happen,” Hu Tao argued. 



  “If Zhongli hadn’t been there to shield you, what do you think would’ve happened?”



  “Nothing! I mean, I probably would’ve gotten hurt a little more, but I—”


“A little? You think half dead on the ground because of a mild concussion is a little?”


  “I still would’ve found a way back!” Hu Tao’s voice wasn’t a shout. She never shouted, and neither had Yanfei, but their emotions were running high and they were both breathing in stippled breaths, their argument heating up the room the way their Visions could’ve done so. “You don’t always have to worry about me, Yan. You’re going to waste all of your time worrying about me when you shouldn’t be.”



  Once those words left her mouth, she knew it was a mistake. The fire in her words vaporized into hot steam, steam that blew straight into Yanfei’s face and made it contort into something like the pain of a torch mark on skin. 



  “I’ll always worry about you, Tao,” Yanfei started, and her voice took on a wobbly, but structured tone. “I worry as soon as you walk out of the door when it rains because I hope that you’ve brought an umbrella and won’t catch a cold. I worry when the poetry you recite to me gets too melancholic. I worry when you tell me you’ve had a bad day. I’ll always, 
  
    always 
  
  worry as long as you’re here because it’s part of loving you.” 



  When Yanfei breathed in to take it all in, Hu Tao frowned. Yanfei shook her head, laughing a little while she put down the cloth. “I suppose that’s why people are afraid to love or think it’s more harmful than wonderful, but it’s— it’s what makes it love, you know?” Yanfei said, and Hu Tao felt her breath get caught. “You fret and you worry because you’ve found someone worth being afraid to lose. And Tao, 
  
    Archons, 
  
  I love you enough to be honest with you and say that I’m afraid of losing you the most.”



  They both let it settle like precipitate in the bottom of a cup. If Hu Tao tuned her ears to the outside world instead of the breathing in the room, she bet she could hear the complaints of the hot pavement and the blinding sun as it peaked in its high morn. 



  “I was just scared,” she admitted, and Yanfei’s eyes immediately softened. She didn’t explain what the fear was, but she felt like she didn’t have to. 



  Slightly exasperated, but with genuine sincerity in every corner of her words, Yanfei took hold of both her wrists and said, “Taotao, I love you. I wouldn’t be with you if I didn’t. If something’s bothering you, even if it was just something super small and pointless to you— I wanna know all about it. I want to know everything going on in that amazing mind of yours. And 
  
    yes, 
  
  I know I won’t be able to solve all of your problems, but I could at least be there for you, you know? Did I make myself clear?”



  Hu Tao blinked back the prick of tears in her eyes. Yanfei squeezed her wrists. “Did I?” she repeated, peering imploringly into her eyes. 



  When Hu Tao looked back, she could only see love, and the way Yanfei looked so intensely through every twitch and frown and subtle line on her face. She realized then that Yanfei had been reading her like a giant rulebook for their entire relationship— scrutinizing, investigating every loophole, committing everything she saw, no matter how insignificant, to memory. 



  She realized that she had always been afraid of that. 



  That one day Yanfei would finish reading her and memorize everything, then close her book and move on to the next. 



  But the way Yanfei was stroking her arm in that soothing way of hers, the way that Yanfei’s eyes looked so deeply in love with hers that it reflected back that same love in her reflection— she didn’t need to be so afraid. 



  Because once Yanfei had seen everything about her, she would apply Hu Tao’s ideals and memories to every corner of her heart. 



  The candle that flickered in Hu Tao’s chest brightened in the warmest chambers of her heart. She laughed, a little fretfully. The snake that had curled around her heart so tightly was starting to ease itself. There was nothing to worry about after all.



  “You did.”


 



 


  On the morning of a wonderful Sunday, Hu Tao tugged Yanfei awake. Yanfei was uncharacteristically willing to get up today with minimal blanket hogging and whining about five more minutes to sleep in. Hu Tao brushed it off, despite the fact that Yanfei seemed rather odd today as well, fidgeting with their covers and asking Hu Tao to use the bathroom first while she made the bed for them. 



  Maybe she was excited for today too. Which was a little impossible, Hu Tao supposed, because she swore she planned their day in secret. 



  Yanfei had been under the impression that they were going to eat at Liuli Pavilion for their anniversary, and that they would spend the rest of the night together at home catching up on new editions of their favorite poem collections. 



  However, Hu Tao cancelled their reservation the night before (the owner had given her a very odd look and asked her four times if she was sure), and enlisted the help of her friends to give Yanfei the best surprise as she could, simply to show her love for the person who had made death more sacred to her than it already was. 



  Xiangling and her father had prepared their meals for them in a picnic basket already lovingly placed in the hidden field, and Xingqiu helped her spine-bound her favorite poems she wrote about Yanfei (though she watched him do it to make sure he didn’t catch a glimpse of a single line because 
  
    that 
  
  certainly wouldn’t be appropriate). Beidou, despite getting her letter very late into the morning, fulfilled her promise in finding her the best noctilucous jade found in Teyvat and sent it to her in a lovely package. 



  She reveled in the surprise and innocent confusion on Yanfei’s face when she told her to dress lightly for a picnic. She was only vindicated long enough to get the last laugh when Yanfei came out of their room in a sundress that made her poet mind become fizzled with striked lines and squiggles. 



  At last, she took Yanfei by the wrist and was the one to lead her this time. 



  They weaved through the crowds of the harbor and into the deeper thickens of the forest. Yanfei argued that they might find hostile people in these parts, though Hu Tao waved her worry off with the fact that the Millelith had been diligent to clear them (and, she never admitted it directly, but she was the one to bully them into getting to work). 



  Yanfei’s soft gasp and sparkling eyes at the display of food and blanket on the ground in the crook of the forest made her realize that she had been much more deeply in love than she ever so thought.



  “Hu Tao,” she said in wonder as Hu Tao took her by the hand and lowered her onto the blanket. “How did you find the time to do this?”



  “A funeral director never reveals her secrets,” she said cryptidly, and Yanfei rolled her eyes at her antics. 



  She cracked open the container of roasted almonds and steamed dumplings, and there were generous amounts of desserts lying about. She made a mental note to thank Xiangling with a bigger jar of fermented plum blossoms next time. 



  When Hu Tao presented her with the binded book full of her handwritten poetry (completed with her oh so wonderful doodles in the margins), Yanfei looked like she was seconds away from bursting into tears. 



  The necklace with the noctilucous jade wrapped in wire was the last gift to go.



  She clasped it around Yanfei’s neck herself, admiring the way it shimmered on her plunged neckline and the way Yanfei’s hands shook as she smoothed the stone with her fingers. Hu Tao lost count of the many times she told her she looked pretty that way.



  “Hu Tao,” Yanfei said, and it came out almost like a beg. 



  “Wait, wait,” Hu Tao told her, excitedly holding up a platter of well-arranged tofu that she meticulously made herself. “Do you want some tofu while I tell you something?”



  Yanfei blanched, for whatever reason. “Well—”



  “Trick question,” Hu Tao chirped, because she placed the tofu in front of her anyway. Yanfei robotically picked up her chopsticks, but the gaped look never left her face. “I know you would never say no to hot tofu.”



  “Hu 
  
    Tao,” 
  
  Yanfei warned.



  “Anyway, I know you’re probably thinking, ‘wow, my girlfriend is the best! I wonder what spirit possessed her to do all of this?’” she joked, and Yanfei’s lost look made her continue rambling. “Well, you. I don’t mean that you possessed me, but I guess you could say that your love possessed me to do it. Which is wrong, by the way! Because saying that would mean that you forced me to do all of these things for you, and you didn’t. I know you’d love me even if I wrote you poems about boars instead of your eyes and if I made you bland tofu instead of the warm kind you like.”



  “If you’re going to propose to me, you should just do it instead of going on with a whole speech,” Yanfei teased. 



  But she didn’t sound like she was teasing. It sounded as if she was begging, her voice shaky with the upcoming emotions that made Hu Tao more than a little confused. 



  Hu Tao laughed either way. “I’m not going to propose,” she said, and Yanfei’s face morphed into a look of complete loss and confusion. “I’m just telling you! I love you, Yanyan, and I love how smart you are and I love your antlers and I love how dedicated you are and I love, yanno, 
  
    you. 
  
  And for the past few days I was so scared that I wasn’t loving you the way I was supposed to, and a part of me still feels that way, but I promise you that I’ll keep trying, until there won’t be any regret left in your mind that this was worth everything to me, and that I’m trying to make it worth it for you.”



  At the end of her long ramble, Yanfei blinked. 



  Then she blinked again, her small frown curling into a smile. And then she 
  
    laughed, 
  
  heartily and genuinely, but there was an edge of frustration and incredulity to it, like she couldn’t believe what was happening in front of her eyes. 



  Hu Tao thought it was because Yanfei thought that she was simply saying those things for the sake of it. So she continued, “I’m not just saying those things to you because I can and it’s our anniversary of you throwing yourself on me in my parlor like your life depended on it, I’m—”



  “I know!” Yanfei said, and there were tears springing in her eyes. Worried, Hu Tao leaned forward, but she wiped them away with her palms and sniffled. She laughed wetly, then shook her head in utter disbelief. “That’s what makes it so funny, Tao.”



  Hu Tao tilted her head and frowned. “What’s so funny?”



  “Oh my Archons,” Yanfei said, and she couldn’t help but laugh even more while Hu Tao looked on helplessly, “Oh my dear lord of 
  
    Geo, 
  
  Tao. I went to Eula for dance lessons so I can learn to dance with 
  
    you.” 
  



  “With me?” Hu Tao echoed, and she made a face. “Why would you need to learn how to dance with me? I have two left feet and two right arms, you know! I mean, it’s not so bad for writing, but—”



  Yanfei’s laughter faded into a complete look of seriousness as she looked unamusedly at Hu Tao. “I went to Zhongli so I could ask him for permission,” she said flatly. Hu Tao let that simmer in her mind. “Because he’s the closest thing to a father figure to you.”



  Hu Tao couldn’t help but guffaw at that. “Zhongli? My consultant, Zhongli? The only figure he is in my life is a bother figure!”



  Yanfei wasn’t amused at the joke she attempted. Her face was still set in a blank line as she added, “I went to the blacksmith and used up my mora savings to get you a ring.”



  “A—?” Yanfei leaned forward at the fumble she made. “You know you could just make a wired one and I’d be happy with it. Plus, I already have way too many rings. I’m already content with just you.” Yanfei leaned back at that in complete distress, the look on her face filled with disbelief. 



  Hu Tao swore she saw Yanfei’s lips form into 
  
    “Unbelievable—” 
  
  before she continued, “I was out so late because I needed to find more materials Master Zhang needed because I didn’t want your ring to get here too late.”



  “Well, you could’ve just asked me to help you look, I’m sure—” Hu Tao said with a frown. 



  “Tao.”



  “I know you want things to be a surprise, Yanyan, but you shouldn’t push yourself so hard for me. Plus, you shouldn’t be going to Zhongli, he doesn’t run my life, and in case you forgot, I’m his boss, so—”



  “Tao.”



  “And if you wanted to dance with me so badly, you could’ve just asked and we could’ve learned together! But 
  
    no, 
  
  you had to ask someone all the way from outside of the nation when I was sitting 
  
    right—”
  



  “TAO!”



  Then Yanfei’s two hands were clasped on both sides of her face so Hu Tao could look at her frustrated, slightly amused look. “What?” she said innocently, and her words felt muffled because Yanfei’s hands were smushing her cheeks together. 



  “I was asking Eula to help me learn how to dance so I could dance with you at our wedding!” she yelled, and her pale look was slowly discoloring into a dusty pink with every word. “I was asking Zhongli for his permission for 
  
    your hand
  
   in marriage! I saved up all that mora and asked Master Zhang to make that ring because I was going to propose to you!”



  Yanfei’s hands on her face moved her cheeks around to make her point, and Hu Tao whined and tapped lightly at her wrists in protest. 



  “I did all of those things, because seven years with you was the most wonderful thing that’s ever happened to me, and my dad always told me that seven was a lucky number, and you make me happy, and I! Wanted! To! Marry!
  
     You!”
  
   Yanfei accentuated her words with deep valor, enough to render Hu Tao into surprised silence. “You big, dumb, incongruous poet!”



  “I—” Hu Tao gaped at her.



  Then, climbing down from her high, Yanfei let out a long sigh and dropped her hands from her face. She looked embarrassed. 



  “Sorry,” Yanfei apologized, but she didn’t sound so sorry. She cleared her throat and scooted away from Hu Tao, just enough to let each other breathe. “I was… look, I know we don’t exactly have to get married. I know it’s just some dumb contract that says we love each other, but we already knew that. But…” Hu Tao wanted so badly to kiss her and tell her that every word she was saying wasn’t being poked fun at. 



  She reached over and hooked her pinky with Yanfei’s, and Yanfei shuddered a long inhale. “But I’ve thought about it. A lot,” she admitted. “My parents always told me to live a happy life, and I prided myself in saying that their words were my only contract. But if you want it too, Tao, I wouldn’t mind showing you that I would never regret being with you the way I am now.”



  Hu Tao could only gape at her confession. Her mind scrawled Yanfei’s words onto the very surface of her brain, but even then, she could barely process it. 



  Yanfei wanted to marry her. 



  All to show that there were no regrets for her. No guilt. 



  “I thought you were going to propose first,” Yanfei continued in her silence. She smiled timidly. “You put so much work into all of this, and you were talking to me like you were leading up to something, so I felt a little— well, 
  
    more 
  
  than relieved that it wasn’t the case. Because you clearly would’ve outdone me.”



  “So… the reservation…?”



  “I wasn’t going to propose there. Too upscale for my taste,” Yanfei said hastily. “But while we were walking down the pier, yes.”



  “Do you still want to do that?” she asked in a daze. 



  Yanfei shot her a confused look. 



  “I mean,” she clarified, and the bump in her throat wasn’t getting any smaller. It reminded her of the time she got stung by a wasp when she was ten, but the elated feeling in her throat felt like a stark contrast to back then. “I was only doing all of this stuff to spoil you. I just didn’t want you to have any regrets when I pass, or if we ever— yeah. I didn’t want you to look back with what was between us and think it was a waste.”



  She wanted to leave Yanfei with a beautiful legacy of their love, and she didn’t want to regret not loving Yanfei enough in this life. 



  Plus, she realized with a startle, that she had been so caught up loving Yanfei that she didn’t even realize marriage was an option. She was already so happy like this. 



  Yanfei laughed at that. Hu Tao could only look on in confusion. Then, Yanfei grabbed her hands and squeezed. “You’re such a goof. You know that?”



  “One could digress,” she argued weakly. 



  “Tao,” Yanfei said, love coating those words even in her tone deaf ears. “I love you so, so, so much. You could die tomorrow and I wouldn’t regret a single thing about getting to spend all that time with you.”



  She paused. Then quickly retracting her words, she clarified, “But don’t— don’t do that. Alright? Don’t die just yet. I still want more time with you, if you’d let me have it.”



  Hu Tao grinned, but the corner of her eyes collected the happy tears she’d been holding back the entire time. “No promises, Yanyan.”


 


  They walked down the pier at sunset. 



  When Yanfei pulled out the ring, beautifully crafted and matching so wonderfully well with the rest of her beloved rings, Hu Tao had never said yes to anything so quickly in her life. 



  
    “Yes,”
  
   she repeated for the fifteenth time when Yanfei asked her if she was sure, laughing carelessly. “When it comes to you, it’ll always be that way.”


 



 


  She woke up from a wonderful afternoon nap. 



  The orange and gold glow on the floor alerted her of the setting sun, earnestly getting its needed rest as it lowered and lowered into the ground. She compared its behavior to herself and her newly beloved, who was sleeping soundly on her chest with light snores indicating her peace. 



  Hu Tao’s body ached magnificently in the afterglow of their love, exhausted from the celebration the night before and their private celebration for the entire day. She dragged her fingernails along Yanfei’s bare back, marvelling at the feeling and the way Yanfei slowly drew herself awake from her light touches. 



  Once Yanfei grumbled, turning over and complaining about the light, Hu Tao couldn’t help but laugh quietly. She pressed a kiss to her lips and murmured sweet nothings, loving the way Yanfei smiled against her. 



  Hu Tao could die happy now. 



  Well, not 
  
    right 
  
  now, she hoped— there was still time to love, and time to create more joy and contentment for someone she held so dearly to her heart. 



  But now, she was at peace. Directors at the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor knew death like a close friend and knew regret like an incessant lover. She supposed it only made sense to dedicate part of her life to dispelling anything that could disrupt it. 



  Yanfei, 
  
    oh,
  
   her Yanfei. 



  Hu Tao would spend the rest of her life chasing down and resolving every regret in her life to make room for the love Yanfei had put in her heart, but it seemed that Yanfei had already done it for her. 
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    Yanfei is sitting at the dining table, staring at the untouched plates of food in front of her. The morning sunlight is still dancing through the wooden lattices of the window, brightening up the whole room, and yet she is already having trouble keeping her eyes open.

Or rather, Yanfei is still keeping her eyes open. Perhaps it is the millions of thoughts racing through her head that has kept her up the entire night, or the paralysing chills in her limbs. It is definitely not the dull pain in her chest that seems to grow a little stronger with every passing heartbeat, for she is long used to it.

The door creaks open, and a small figure staggers into the room, her off-black coat soaked in blood.

Ever since the departure of Rex Lapis, activities from the Abyss Order have only grown more frequent, more aggressive. The resulting stir of Ley Line energies have aggravated every monster and spirit and those with sinister intent on Teyvat, including—or, perhaps, especially—those located on Wuwang Hill, near the Border between life and death.

Yanfei does not know since when Hu Tao’s fortnightly check-ups around Wuwang Hill turned into weekly and then daily patrols; the present she and her lover are living in progresses so slowly it makes the fleeting memories of better times in the past seem like mere dreams.

But Yanfei does know that the blood on the funeral director right now is not her own; if the latter had to lose that much more blood on top of the amount she already had fed to her flames, she would not have made it back alive.

Grimacing, the lawyer gets out of her seat and approaches Hu Tao.

“Still up?” The funeral director closes the door, leans against the wall and gives Yanfei a light wave. 

“Just got up.”

“Go to bed, sweetie,” Hu Tao snickers. “You sound more dead than me, and that’s saying something.”

Yanfei wraps the latter’s arm around her shoulder, before helping her towards the table. “If I do, who would take care of you when you come back home like this?” she quizzes.

“I’ve had plenty of experience, I’ll be fine…”

The weight on her shoulder grows heavier. Hu Tao has blacked out, again.

Sighing, Yanfei carries the funeral director to their bed and lays her down, before doubling back to retrieve her first aid kit.

 


 

Yanfei is trudging through the mountains of paperwork stacked on her desk, accompanied by none but the moonlight. Although she has completed the follow-up work from today’s consultations, she figures that getting a head start on her work for tomorrow would do no harm.

As she puts away another stamped form, her lover’s voice sounds from the other side of the door.

“Hey~”

The door swings open a little too quickly and hits the wall with a thud.

“Oops.” Hu Tao carefully closes the door, before making her way inside the room.

“Hey yourself. Peaceful night?” Yanfei starts clearing the table and smiles at the funeral director, who smells more of sweat and dirt, rather than blood.

The latter grins. “Yeah, just a couple of Fatuis.”

“The Fatui? Again?” Furrowing her eyebrows, the lawyer questions as she takes a steamer off the stove and sets it on the dinner table. “That’s a breach of international laws. They’re a military force—they aren’t supposed to attack non-combatants even during war!”

“Emphasis on ‘supposed to’, I guess.”

Yanfei growls, “No matter what they’re after, they can’t be allowed to continue this; what they’re doing is plain terrorism at this point. I’ll report their activities to the Millelith- No, I’ll talk to Ganyu, I can ask her to notify the Qixing.”

“And then what? Liyue’s relationship with Snezhnaya is already tense enough as is.” Hu Tao sighs as she sits down and picks up a prawn dumpling from the steamer with her chopsticks. “And I doubt they can spare any more Milleliths to guard Wuwang Hill—there’s just barely enough at Qingce Village to stop them from stirring up trouble there.”

“I’ll come with you tomorrow night, then,” Yanfei declares. She conjures a fireball in a display of power.

The funeral director extinguishes the fire with a wave of her hand and chides, “You’re just a civilian, Yanyan.”

“You’re a civilian, your face is a civilian,” Yanfei huffs, earning a laugh from Hu Tao. Seeing her lover’s mirth, the lawyer relaxes and reaches for the shared spoon to scoop some tofu for herself. The couple finish their dinner—together, for once—and Yanfei starts to clear the table.

“Here, let me do it.” Hu Tao gets up and reaches for Yanfei’s hand. The lawyer dodges her grabs.

“Only if you’d let me come along to the Border,” she replies with a stern voice.

The funeral director slumps back down in her seat, earning a groan from the lawyer.

“You’re not coming with me,” Hu Tao announces.

“At least fill me in on the details. How many Fatui Skirmishers usually show up? How often do they come? And what about all those spirits and the Abyss Order; are they seeking to destroy the Border or are they just targeting any passersby-”

“I’m not telling you anymore than what you need to know. I don’t need help.”

“This isn’t even about you anymore,” Yanfei protests. “I’m a half-Adepti and a Vision holder! Surely I can at least do something, but no, neither you nor Ganyu nor Granny would tell me anything. Let alone signing a contract with Rex- Morax, I don’t even know how to make myself useful.”

Hu Tao gives her a quizzical look. “I thought you didn’t want to make a contract with Rex Lapis?”

“What use is freedom if I can’t make use of it?”

“What about your job as a lawyer?” In an attempt to sit Yanfei down, Hu Tao grabs onto her hand. In place of the usual warmth in her lover’s hand, there is a chilling coldness, no doubt a result of her earlier battle. This coldness makes Yanfei’s blood boil. 

“Look at those Fatui, look at all those things you have to fight against. Do they care for the law? The order of Teyvat is already in shambles—what use is the law now?” The lawyer almost shouts, before doing a double take at her own words.

“The law is not useless, Yanyan. You’re not useless.” The funeral director pulls Yanfei into a hug, and only then does the latter notice she is shaking. “You’re staying in Liyue Harbor because the people here need legal guidance. You’re anxious and I am, too, and so is everyone in Liyue. This is the exact time when the law is needed more than ever—you should know this, you’ve been getting more clients lately, haven’t you?”

Yanfei nods and buries her head into Hu Tao’s shoulder. They stay in this position for a while, and the lawyer’s shaking gradually comes to a stop.

She pulls herself away.

Hu Tao looks into her eyes and laughs, “In other words, the legal business is booming! Don’t give up on it now.” 

The lawyer cannot help but let out a chuckle, too. Surely, if they’re smiling like this, she is allowed to pretend that everything is fine.

 


 

Yanfei has sat Hu Tao down earlier and is currently channeling Adepti energy onto her partner’s right shoulder, which has been completely paralysed by a spectral cold.

The funeral director herself is holding a bowl of soup with her left hand—her non-dominant hand; despite the lawyer’s protests, Hu Tao refuses to eat without a utensil, and has resorted to simply drinking soup after numerous failed attempts to hold her chopsticks with her left hand.

“You can just feed me, yanno?”

“And you can just eat with your hand; there are plenty of dishes that are meant to be eaten with bare hands.”

“But this is boiled fish!” The funeral director whines.

“There’s no law saying you can’t eat boiled fish with your hands, either. I’m not feeding you—I’m busy here.” Yanfei lightly slaps Hu Tao’s shoulder, earning a sharp intake of breath from her lover.

“Woah! Easy there, this hurts.”

“Nonsense. I know how energies from evil spirits affect you; you don’t feel a thing in your shoulder, do you?”

Hu Tao giggles, “Damn, I shouldn’t have let you know.”

Another slap to the shoulder.

The couple share a moment of silence, until Yanfei finishes up with Hu Tao’s shoulder. The funeral director turns to face the lawyer, who prompts the former to try moving her right arm. Albeit slowly, Hu Tao manages to flex her right arm and wrist, so she picks up the chopsticks and starts to work the rest of the dinner.

Already having downed her share long ago, Yanfei simply watches her lover until the latter has finished the boiled fish, before breaking the silence. “How did you get hurt so bad this time?”

“I got dizzy and, well, I didn’t see that wraith coming.” Hu Tao scratches her neck.

“You got dizzy from what? Losing too much blood to your Vision again?”

The funeral director looks away, putting another mouthful of vegetables in her mouth.

“You can’t just avoid the question- Nevermind. Is there really no one else that can take at least some of the burden off you? You aren’t suited for fighting alone and you know that.”

“The Adepti are stationed further down South, and the other Vision-holding combatants to the West. I’ll just be more careful next time and no,” noticing the concern on Yanfei’s face, Hu Tao shakes her head, “you’re not coming with me.”

The lawyer sighs, “Can you at least try to avoid using your Vision as much-”

“Am I supposed to fight like this, then?”

Hu Tao stands up. She picks up her staff and whacks the wall with it. The impact makes a clear thud, but leaves not even a dent.

“I’m weak too, Yanfei,” she lets out a hollow laugh, as she sets the tip of her staff aflame. “I’m just lucky that my Vision lets me do this.”

The fires illuminate the funeral director’s profile, as though threatening to consume her.

“Put it out,” Yanfei snaps. Hu Tao complies, and the lawyer continues, “Do you realise that whenever you fight, you literally have to take your opponent’s life in order to heal yourself, or else you won’t even survive your own powers? Your Vision is not a blessing, Hu Tao. It’s a curse.”

“If I screw up and let them live, I may as well burn out my own soul so I won’t have to face my family on the other side.”

“Your family never had to do what you’re doing now; this isn’t what mere mortals are supposed to do-”

“Why else do you think my grandpa had to raise me by himself, then?”

Yanfei falls silent; there is no need to voice the answer.

She stares at Hu Tao and sees a mere instance of an entire lineage cursed by its duties. Just like her predecessors and successors, the funeral director is never free, and never will be.

Yanfei slumps in her seat. Hu Tao sits back down and wraps her arms around the lawyer.

“It’s unfair,” the latter fumes.

Her lover pats her back, humming lightly.

Yanfei continues, “It’s just unfair how you—all of you—have to spend your lives guarding the Border. Why do you have to sacrifice yourselves like this?”

“Just like what you’ve said, it’s not usually this bad; most of us didn’t have a Vision. I suppose the gods just gave me mine because they knew things would get messy these couple of years.

“And as for why we have to… Well, you should know better than me that there’s no right or wrong to certain things; it’s not fair, nor unfair.

“Someone has to guard the Border, and that ‘someone’ just happens to be the Hu family, that’s all. We’re better off than the Yakshas, at least; there’s dozens of us to split the workload with.”

Burying her head in her hands, Yanfei lets out a quiet sob.

“Besides, look at what I have already. I had a happy childhood, I have a stable income and, above all,” the funeral director cups Yanfei’s face, “I have you. I have it good, Yanyan. And this mess in Teyvat will end one day; things will only get better from here.”

As Yanfei’s eyes start to get hot, a plethora of words clogs up her throat. There are so many arguments she can make a rebuttal with, so much evidence that her lover’s fragile hope is but a mere lie, but… 

She fixes her eyes on the smile on Hu Tao’s face and keeps her mouth shut.

 


 

Yanfei is sitting in her chair, lost in thought again, when she hears footsteps on the doorway, followed by a hazy murmur.

“I’m alive. I’m still alive.”

Her head snaps up, and she finds a barely-conscious Hu Tao wobbling into the room.

“Hu Tao!” Yanfei rushes to her lover. She reaches her arms out to hold Hu Tao up, but is almost struck by a reflexive swing from the latter’s staff.

“Hey, Taotao,” The lawyer reassures her, “it’s me. You’re at home; you’re safe.”

Hu Tao’s blood-coloured eyes focus on Yanfei’s own, and she can only pray to Rex Lapis that her eyes can bring the funeral director some semblance of peace. Thankfully, it seems as though they have worked—with a shaky exhale, Hu Tao sits down on the ground, hugging her knees.

Yanfei crouches down and tentatively puts her hand on the funeral director’s shoulder, only for the area she touches to go up in flames. Evidently snapped back to reality by the lawyer’s yelp of pain, Hu Tao puts out the fire and jolts away from her touch.

“Yan…”

“I’m here.”

“I’m sorry, I…” Hu Tao trails off.

The lawyer tries to put on the most comforting smile she can, but she is sure that her expression is distorted beyond recognition by the aches in her heart. Nevertheless, she tries.


  Emphasis on “try”, heh.


She resorts to words. “It’s okay. I’m just glad you’re home.”

“I’m home,” Her lover chokes out, before breaking into sobs. “I’m home. Yanfei.”

“Yes, you are.”

“I’m- I, I’m tired. I’m tired and I’m sick of fighting and it’s unfair!”

“It’s unfair, Taotao, it really is.”

“I’m tired!” The funeral director starts to wail, until her fatigue wears her out, putting her to sleep. Yanfei stays by her side the entire time, only leaving to pack up the dining table after she has cleaned Hu Tao up and has tucked the latter into bed.


  It’s unfair.


 


 

Yanfei takes a plate of tofu out of the steamer, replacing it with a dozen of defrosted prawn dumplings. Then, she puts the tofu on the dining table, next to her paperwork.

The croaking of the floorboards as Hu Tao leaves again for her duties rings in her head, but she has long since grown used to that, too.

Her throat is almost clenched shut, but she forces the tofu down her throat anyways; she will need the energy, for it will be another long night.
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tell those flowers the sun loves them
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  Hu Tao’s garden has always been her safe haven. 



  On her tenth birthday, her grandfather led her blindfolded across his garden to situate her in the middle of the meadows. His chuckle next to her ear was something that brought her great joy, and sometimes when she walks through the flower beds with her eyes closed, she still hears the lilt of his voice and the veins on his knuckles.



  Thirteen nights after meeting Yanfei, Hu Tao had brought her here, sharing intimate secrets that were situated between the flowers and the seal of their lips. She still remembers the way Yanfei smiled at her, so full of light in her eyes that she swore she could taste the sweetest sugarcanes on her tongue. 



  And for years after that, many of their times together were spent on the bench next to her grandfather’s favorite plum tree, their laughter and whispers shouldered by the budding branches. Life was so wonderful then, so careless and free that Hu Tao never had to think twice to thank the gods for the love given to her. 



  She remembers the fingers brushing against her hair and the soft lips pressed against her temple while she drifted off to sleep under the watchful gaze of the sun. She remembers the way those same lips would speak to her in kind tones, accentuated by the upturn of the corners and the winds that ruffled the grass. She knows that Yanfei’s rhetoric has always, and will always, be shamelessly unmatched— though the way she used to speak to Hu Tao was so tender and bare that sometimes she would wake with the pad of Yanfei’s thumb gently wiping away the tears out of the corner of her eyes, and it will forever be words stamped closer to her heart than wax seals on contracts. 



  What is she expected to do now, when those words have passed their due date?



  These kinds of contracts never specify outside of their dues.



  Hu Tao pinches her forefinger and thumb on a red flower in the tree. It’s brittle to the touch, and her fingers leave an impression on the petal she holds. She frowns at her tree, moving up and down on her tiptoes to look at the other flowers on this branch. 



  No matter how much water and care she brings for it, this specific tree has been wilting. 



  She hears a voice call out to her from behind.



  “Director Hu.”



  She turns, a passive smile on her face and her favorite watering can behind her back. Her gardening duties should be done for the day, save for figuring out what kind of things her tree needs to revive itself. “Is something the matter?” she asks, though she already knows. 



  Zhongli plays with his gloved fingers, watching her with a fixed gaze that seemed much too knowing for her liking. It’s helpful when she needs consulting, though with these kinds of things— Hu Tao would much rather speak to a boar. 



  “The family for tonight’s funeral rites would like to speak with you about the arrangements.” He pauses, eyes glancing down to the spout of the watering can behind her back. Her finger twitches. When he meets her eyes again, Hu Tao tries her best not to drop her smile. “I… would be more than happy to take over your duties for today. Or for as long as you need.”



  “No matter what you do, I’m not giving you a raise,” she jokes, though Zhongli’s unwavering gaze is beginning to distract her. “But thank you. I can handle it.” She moves past him to set down her watering can against the spout, but he’s much quicker than she is. His precise movements have been a surprise to her from the start. 



  “Please, if I may—” he starts, his fingers wrapped in the crook of her elbow, and the sincerity in his voice snaps something like a shear to a vine in her. 



  “It’s fine.” Her voice is slightly quipped. He lets go of her. 



  They’re both quiet long enough for the winds to chill the shells of her ear, then Hu Tao lays her watering can to the concrete and twirls on a heel to look at her trusted friend. 



  She hates how easily he knows that she’s bothered by the wilting of her tree. 



  “Actually, I think there’s something you can do,” she hums, and he’s all ears. She points to the tree behind her and frowns. “It’s been unhealthy for days. I don’t enjoy burying dead branches, much to everyone’s surprise. Could you maybe buy some fertilizer from the flower shop next to the harbor for me?”



  “As you wish, Director Hu.” He bows, though his eyes are kept upwards to her in earnest. She sees the glimpse of sympathy in his eyes moments before he turns and leaves. 
  Though, sympathy is much too discordant for a man like Zhongli. 



  She turns to look at her plum tree one last time. The discolored figures of the plum blossoms and its brittle look reminds her dreadfully of the harsh paleness on Yanfei’s palms the last time they held hands. She could barely remember when that even was. She only remembers their loose grips, the detached words, the rhetoric off Yanfei’s tongue that sounded much like practiced words on paper than the authenticity she was used to. 



  She touches a flower again, and for one of the very first times in her life, Hu Tao prays to the Geo Archon for the health and safety of a client. 


 



 


  There is beauty in the never-ending love the sun has for its flowers. 



  For all its eons, the sun has never once wavered its gaze upon the creation of Teyvat. Flowers are loved under its embrace, basked in its brilliant warmth for all of eternity, even when those same petals withered and were carried away by the winds of the sky. The sun never wavers. 



  It’s a fact her grandfather used to tell her everyday after her studies, when they were both crouched next to the flower beds with gardening tools and the heat hissing on their back. He was never wrong.



  So it comes to a surprise to her, when a week after she spent most of her time tending to this particular problem, that her flowering tree had yet to recover from its ailment. 



  The sun has risen and fallen in its same pattern for days now. Its beams would hit this tree everyday from sunrise to sunset, and Hu Tao had ensured time and time again that no shade would keep it from stunting the tree’s growth. Yet, the flowers on the tree were falling in clumps, wasting away day by day. 



  “What’s wrong, little tree?” she asks gently, her palm on the rough bark. If she pressed her body closer to it, she was afraid it would topple. “There’s something that you need. What is it?”



  She wishes she could ask Yanfei for help. She always knew what to do, and if she didn’t, she wouldn’t stop until she found a big book from a scholar or a person to help them. 



  She almost asked for that help yesterday anyway, when her resolve was close to breaking and she couldn’t take seeing her garden suffer like this any longer. Hu Tao only stopped herself when she remembered Yanfei’s last request for her.



  A request for time. 



  Time away from being taken care of. 



  Hu Tao drops her hand from the tree. She swears she could see it crouch down slightly to look at her. 



  “Time then?” she murmurs. She lets her eyes wander from the strong trunk to the ends of the branches that reach beyond her arms. “I will give you all the time in the world, if it helps you bloom again.”



  She hates how the other flowers in her garden were turning to look at her to judge. 



  They all know it hurts to say.


 



 


  She doesn’t see Yanfei for another seven days. 



  When she does, Yanfei doesn’t see her. The night market is unforgiving to people who cannot see well in the dark, or those who cannot pierce through the thick crowds as easily as cats can. Hu Tao has always been good at both. 



  Yanfei, on the other hand, was notorious for being the opposite.



  When they walked together during these trips, Yanfei would grip her hand like a resolute crab, either unwilling to let go or too afraid to let go. She also explained one day that her adeptus side allowed her eyes to combat the harsh rays of the sun, though it cost her a better vision in the dark. Hu Tao used to tease her every chance she got, joking that Yanfei would be lost and scared like a child if it wasn’t for her. 



  Now, all jokes have died on her tongue the moment she steps next to the first stall of the market. Her hand feels barren without the squeeze of slender fingers, or a thumb fidgeting with the shells of her rings. 



  And now she’s looking, surveying over the heads of children and through the shoulders of tall men and their wives to look for a woman who never braved this place without her. Her heart thumps to the drums of the loud music behind her, the sounds of laughter and the hollers of children no longer filling the cup of her heart like it once did. 



  She’s worried, not for herself, but for Yanfei. 



  Who’s leading her hand and tugging her through the crowds today? Who is waving off Yanfei’s many pestering ex-clients and bothersome friends? These things bother her to no end, like vines around her abdomen that threaten to squeeze her like a snake. 



  The drums of the song get fainter the more she slinks closer to the end of the market, and it only serves to make the beat of her heart much louder. It acts like a reminder, keeping her on task and forcing her to turn her head at any familiar tinkle of coins and short bursts of laughter that were too sharp to be as sweet as she was accustomed to. 



  A child runs in between her legs and laughs. A ghost, similar to his in height, runs after him. Their laughter is mingled together until Hu Tao cannot tell where his starts and his ghost friend’s ends. 



  They are gone in the crowd, as many people are, though they help her in compassing her eyes to the face of a woman she finds more beautiful than the colorful, rambunctious fireworks in the sky. 



  She’s beautiful in the way that those are not. 



  Her beauty is quiet, found especially when she smiles and laughs and pushes her off their couch with her foot after a particularly horrible pun about their dinner. Yanfei has always been the most gorgeous girl in Liyue to her, and she mildly regrets not telling her enough about it, even if it was always earned with a palm pushing against her face and a dismissive laugh and a whining, 
  
    “Tao.”
  



  Her legs are moving before she knows it. Her hand is reaching out for her to take her hand and whisk her away, like the many times she’s done before. 



  But then she sees the crippling sadness in Yanfei’s eyes as she looks down on the kites of the toymaker, even though her smile is big and her laughter at her companion’s joke is loud. She hates how small Yanfei looks from where she stands, so different from her confident posture and the carried importance of her aura. She hates that she knows why that is. 



  Yanfei doesn’t see Hu Tao in the bustle of the crowd, and for that, Hu Tao thanks Rex Lapis for the mercy of his love to his people’s hearts. 



  It’s the same sadness when Hu Tao held her for the last time in their bed, crippling and hidden behind the thankfulness of her words towards her. 



  After all these years together, she could pinpoint every twitch and turn of Yanfei’s emotions like a qilin’s nose to the floor. She knows before Yanfei even turns around that seeing her now would only reward her for deeper grief in those eyes, no matter how hard Yanfei pretends it ceased to exist.



  There are contracts in the world she knows that could become null after breaking one rule. 



  She doubts it applies to relationships. 



  No matter how many rules are broken or how long both parties longed for its mutual break, one cannot pretend to unlove a person like this. 



  She knows that too, doesn’t she? Who runs through a night market to find someone they did not love or find beautiful?


 


  She goes straight home after that. 



  Usually, a steaming box of tofu would accompany her, nearly burning straight through her hands, though she doesn’t feel much of an appetite now. She makes a note to eat a big breakfast in the morning instead, and notes other house chores in her head as she does so. 



  While hosing down her tools, a flower from the withering tree falls onto her shoulder. 



  She picks it up and gazes into it, twirling the broken stem in between her forefinger and thumb. It looks almost black in the shadows of the night. It feels more brittle than the last time she held one of them. 



  She presses a gentle kiss to the wilting flower and lets it go. 


 



 


  She knows Yanfei isn’t coping well. 



  She knows, too, that Yanfei is the strongest and the smartest person she knows, but that everyone, even half mortals, always have their limits.



  And it hurts to hear every time she passes by those people while she’s in the city, speaking in hushed tones that their legal advisor has recently been taking more and more vacation days, or that her quality of work is still amazing, but no longer having that ardor of justice. 



  The people of Liyue are mostly composed of kind people, though as their funeral director and barer of their last words, she knows that many of them are not as they seem. 



  They are judgmental and prying, no matter how many times they tell themselves they aren’t, and it’s a fact that never bothers Hu Tao in particular because peculiarity has always been her comforting view from a young age. 



  She only realized its abhorrent nature when Yanfei reprimanded an elderly man on one of their dates, her face turning a slight shade of pink as she pointed at him and waved her arms around in an attempt to get her point across about keeping his eyes and his opinions on his person.



  Yanfei is the only person in Liyue she knows who has a moral compass much thicker than the trunks of her trees. She defends those she knows to be just with all of her heart. 



  So when a woman makes a snide remark under her breath that Yanfei’s work ethic is slipping due to her growing carelessness and greed for mora, Hu Tao takes a sharp turn to look at her and her friend. They both pause in their conversation to look at her in surprise. She pretends not to notice how her blood boils at the blatant confusion on their faces. 



  “Hi, ladies!” she says merrily, and already the women are turning away in disinterest. She refuses to back down though. Walking side by side with them now, her hands behind her back and her head tilted their way, she continues, “What were you two talking about just now?”



  The women were glancing at each other, clearly befuddled by her confrontation and unable to answer her fully. One was stammering out some excuse about fresh lotus heads in the market, but the fire in Hu Tao’s lungs felt too smoky to put a lid on it. 



  “You know it’s not that nice to talk about people like that, right?” Hu Tao reprimands them gently, and one of the women looks affronted by her childish tut and wagging finger. 



  “You’re the last person I know who cares about judgement, Hu Tao,” the other woman muses. She doesn’t sound condescending, at the very least— only confused, like she truly doesn’t understand why Hu Tao’s chiding them. 



  
    That 
  
  is what made her lungs feel like fire. 



  She isn’t angry, per se, but it’s certainly up there. 



  “I don’t,” she agrees with a nod. “I do care, though, if people are talking about things they know nothing about. Whether that’s about how much water bushes need or about a person in Liyue, when folks talk about things so carelessly— well, how could you not expect me to be miffed about it?”



  “Well—” the first woman stutters. 



  Then the second woman takes the reign, and tells Hu Tao, “We were just assuming things, you’re right. We won’t do it again.” Her friend nods enthusiastically at that.



  She already knows from the woman’s hurried words that they only wanted to get out of there. Good, because Hu Tao doesn’t have the broiling patience to explain these things the way Yanfei does. 



  Hu Tao hums at that. “I wish I could say I believe you, but…” She shrugs. The women are beginning to look uncomfortable, and she pretends not to relish it. “Ah, well. Look at the time! I usually pick up my flower seeds around this time, and the flower shop I go to has a really strict schedule. I’d love to stick around and stay, maybe talk to you both about investing in coupons from my—”



  “Oh, no, it’s fine!” one of them insists. She waves a hand at her. “Please, take care!”



  “I will!” she chirps, and turns on her shoulder to make her way to her errands. After a brief pause, she looks at them one last time, twin uncomfortable smiles on the women’s faces, and smiles back at them. “But just so you know, Yanfei’s father is notorious for impaling dishonest people with his horn. Take care of yourselves as well, you two!”



  Her morbid comment makes them go pale, and she hides her laugh behind her fist to cough. At the very least, it isn’t a lie. 



  The entire interaction was enough for the flames to go away, leaving her with a giddiness from playing a tiny prank that also served to help someone in need. Two birds with one stone, if she says so herself. 



  But as she leaves them behind, she picks up on the last of their gossip. They whisper to each other quiet enough for her to need to strain her ears, but practice makes perfect, and Hu Tao was able to catch snippets of, “—why does she care? Didn’t she leave her first?”



  Misinformation and naivety is the poison of humanity, one of her books once said. 



  No matter how many flowers wilt and how coarse the grass in her garden feels, the sun does not abandon it. 



  Likewise, she likes to think that it applies to them. 


 



 


  It’s funny how easy it is for life to turn out so differently than one could imagine. 



  It’s the nature of life, she supposes. People are given the seeds to grow, and choices that can lead them to other branches of a stream, though they ultimately cannot change the course of a life— everyone ends up at death’s door, and they all flow through the river of that cycle. 



  It’s why Hu Tao knows never to regret the decisions she makes, no matter how hard they are. 



  She remembers so vividly of the way Yanfei looked at her when she proposed they split ways, to pursue their own innings and goings and to let go of a relationship that yielded nothing but impoverished seeds from all the arguments and slanted perspectives that only uncovered more gaps than patches. 



  Yanfei looked at her like she had thrown a split contract in her face, ripping it into thousands of petty little pieces that could never be recovered. 



  Hu Tao refuses to pretend it didn’t hurt her to say either. 



  To live without regrets— that never meant to live without wounds and sores. 



  
    I don’t regret it, 
  
  she tells herself as she strolls through the streets. Her heart feels heavy and hot with grief, as if it was a glass figure recently taken out of the blacksmith’s forge. 



  
    I don’t regret it, 
  
  she reiterates to herself, just the way her grandfather told her. Yet each step is weaker than the last, and her chest begins to feel the familiar pinpricks of hiccups that foretold her sorrow. 



  
    I don’t regret it, 
  
  she says to herself again. The lights along the street flickered on and off like they didn’t believe her. 



  
    I don’t regret it. 
  



  But when she hears Yanfei’s muffled sobs through the cracks of the window as she passes her office, a fragile form on the chair that once held a confident, beautiful woman, that dam nearly breaks in half.



  The flowers she smells on the way home don’t smell half as sweet anymore.


 



 


  “I love you,” Yanfei had said to her once.



  No, not once. 



  Over and over again, until its words and intonation were perfect pieces to every poem of her life. 



  “I love you”?



  Has she said those words back as many times her lover did, she wonders. 



  Hu Tao holds onto the flower with two fingers— delicately, as if it might crumble under her touch. It isn’t wilting, exactly. It looks perfectly fine to an untrained eye, though to her, a gardener who cultivates her garden with the most tedious precision, can pinpoint the beginnings of discolor and roughness along the tops of its petals, making it curl onto itself.



  It was healing until her shovel accidentally crushed it. Its other companions in the flower bed are the same way, though they have the advantage of being able to cultivate where they are, despite its waning look. 



  Hu Tao mourns for the single flower she lost. She wishes that all the other roses beneath her would heal in its stead. 



  “I love you,” she says to it. 



  Because she knows that for every “I love you” from Yanfei, she’s matched it all with her own. 



  This way, Yanfei’s one hundred declarations become unmatched for her one hundred and one.



  “I love you,” she says again, and makes it a hundred and two. 


 



 


  Something is wrong. 



  She knows it from her heart, knows it from the smell of the rain in the air and the dew on the grass. 



  Moments like these were never explainable by scholars she knew, though Zhongli had once suggested that she has a lover’s intuition— had, maybe, because a part of the title is no longer applicable to her current affairs. Yet, it still blunders in her heart, sinking its deep claws into her chest and every moment she makes while she tends to her garden. 



  Something is wrong, and her body is telling her, reprimanding her, for refusing to take action. 



  Something is wrong, and for once in nearly a decade, Hu Tao does not make right of it. 



  But then her spade clashes with the rich soil, her mind becomes nothing but a whirlwind of worry, and she takes her coat and rushes out. She waves off Zhongli’s concern and asks him to continue drinking his tea, and she begins to make her way around the city from memory so sealed into her that the path has become a branded scar. 



  She stands in front of Yanfei’s office with two left feet and her heart in her hands, the tension knotting in her throat until she knows she cannot speak.



  There are two figures in the shadow of the window. 



  One is crouched over, exhausted and drained over the desk of a thousand papers, and the other is massaging her back, comforting her. 



  She feels like she’s watching a puppet show of her life. 



  How many times have other people seen this exact shadow show, with her hands on Yanfei’s back and Yanfei’s tears on desk? There is no audio or visible motion, but she already knows how it ends— it ends in whispered encouragement, in warm blankets and promises of tofu for dinner on the way home. 



  She wonders if this show is different, now that one of the figures have been changed. 



  She doesn’t stick around to find out. 



  Hu Tao already knows, after all, that her lover’s intuition has finally been passed to an understudy. She prays that this new show is better, and builds off of the mistakes and oversights of the last. 


 



 


  When she hears Yanfei laugh for the first time in months as she sells her bundles of flowers to a kind, retired woman at the harbor, Hu Tao can’t help but beam. It was only a passing laugh, one in response to the joke her group of friends made to her as they made their way through the stalls on display, but Hu Tao is certain of the hymn she hears. 



  “What’s got you in such a good mood?” the elderly woman teases.



  “Don’t you see it too?” Hu Tao asks her politely. “The flowers are especially beautiful today.”


 



 


  She walks the moon-lit streets of Liyue with her hands behind her back and a muted song on her lips. She even takes her precious time walking back home to the parlor, drinking in the sweet nectar-like scent of the flowers. They seem to bloom around this time of year, though Hu Tao never fails to be wonderfully surprised at its spirit and brilliance. 



  Their brilliant luster is carried all the way down the paths she walks, shining almost as bright as the street lamps that guide people back to their homes. It’s stunning, almost, and she can’t believe that she sees this everyday, allowed to savor its display for months until its time passes. 



  Oh, how Hu Tao loves flowers. 



  They are the embodiment of a mortal life encapsulated in the mere beauty of the world. They bloom for only a short period of time, in which people take for granted, and discarded when wilted and ugly. 



  She is most especially fond of them now, when for the past few months she feared that the blooming flowers this year wouldn’t make it to their prime days. No matter what she did in her garden, they didn’t seem to have the effect they usually had. Depleted colors and oversaturated looks overtook her sanctuary, despite things being done the way they were for years in her family.



  Pale flowers and dry trunks, the smell of nothing instead of the sweetness of the spring— Hu Tao nearly cried that morning when she woke to her healthy inflorescences, recovered from whatever ailment plagued them for months.



  Hu Tao stutters a step forward, then stops completely. 



  Yanfei is on a bench, watching her with eyes that no longer held the burning regret she longed to avoid. They look like her now, but also not quite. She supposes that’s what happens when a person falls out of love, and has since accepted it. 



  “Client drove you overtime?” she jokes, and Yanfei cracks a smile directed at her. It makes the crevices in her heart do innate things, like jump. 



  “Close,” Yanfei hums, and she pats the seat next to her. Hu Tao takes it. “I had some friends over for a potluck. We got a little carried away with the time.”



  “Sounds yummy!” Hu Tao comments, and her stomach grumbles to agree heavily. They laugh at the volume of it, and she can’t help but wonder if this is why her flowers have finally begun to stop looking at her in pity. She grips the under of the bench to hold herself steady there. 



  “I would’ve saved you some, but honestly, I think you would’ve wolfed it down two seconds after handing it to you,” Yanfei tells her with a grin, and Hu Tao agrees with a nod. 



  “Is that such a bad thing?” she asks, and her voice lilts a little in Yanfei’s familiar company. “You always did tell me I didn’t eat enough for someone my height.”



  “Because you don’t!” Yanfei argues, but she laughs. “Granny would have a 
  
    fit 
  
  if she knew what your diet’s like. Or, 
  
    was 
  
  like— I’m not really sure these days.” Her voice trails off in the end, and Hu Tao doesn’t like it. 



  “I mean, Zhongli’s getting me to eat something other than street food, so yes, sort of different,” she answers for Yanfei, and Yanfei cracks another half-smile at her in gratitude. Hu Tao looks down to swing her feet a little. She knows she doesn’t have to look at Yanfei anymore— she’s committed it to memory. 



  Happy, bright, brilliant Yanfei. 



  She looks… 



  “You’re happy,” Hu Tao says. And it’s not a question. 



  “I…” Yanfei hesitates for a moment. Hu Tao tilts her head. 
  
    Why? 
  
  she wonders, as she cannot fathom why Yanfei would ever hesitate like this around her again. But then Yanfei answers, clearly and with conviction, “I am.”



  Hu Tao smiles. 



  “There hasn’t been rain for weeks now, huh?” she says conversationally.



  “It hasn’t, now that you mention it,” Yanfei answers in surprise. She looks up at the moon as if it would grant her an answer. It’s a habit of hers that Hu Tao still loves. She doesn’t think she can learn to unlove that. “I wonder why that is. Huh. Is your garden doing alright without the rain?”



  Hu Tao flashes her a thumbs up and beams, like the star in the sky itself. “I guess the sun just doesn’t want to stop looking after its flowers.”



  “You’re pretty weird, Tao,” Yanfei observes. She always says that, and as always, it holds no bite— but no homely affection either. It’s gone, but it doesn’t prick her like the way she thought it would. It feels almost like a tiny thorn from a sweet-smelling rose instead. 



  “I know,” Hu Tao replies. 



  “I love you,” she wishes she said instead.



  But Yanfei’s little laugh, and the lightness of her shoulders, is more than enough for her to know that she didn’t need to, anymore. 


 


  “It’s Yanfei’s birthday today,” Zhongli says from behind. She knows it’s him from his neutral voice. 



  She’s crouched over her flowers, inspecting her work with a satisfied, relaxed smile. Their colors are unmatched again, bright and healthy, like they have never seen unhealth before in their life. They smile at her, even. They no longer hold pity or unhappiness for her. 



  Zhongli clears his throat, and Hu Tao turns around to acknowledge him. She takes off a thick gardening glove. 



  “I know,” she tells him. 



  Zhongli only tilts his head in confusion. “And you won’t see her?”



  “I don’t have to.”



  “Am I allowed to ask you why, Director Hu?” he says again, and there is no judgement or surprise in his tone. He’s only asking her. 



  “Well, that’s quite easy to answer.” She points at the plum blossoms on her flowering tree, the one that nearly wilted long ago. “They’re blooming again.”


  
Author’s Note:I asked my girlfriend (JOKINGLY, PLZ) to break up with me for a couple hours so I could churn this out and make it more Feely and Relatable but she said no so I used her refusal as my angst battery smh.

Also, if you didn’t catch it, Hu Tao’s flowers are an extended metaphor for Yanfei’s love for her. Or something like that idk, I got this out in two hours LMAO

Here’s my Twitter (@arsonide_)  if you wanna throw tomatoes at me or smthn! :D






and butterflies did she give


    
    
  “Isn’t this whole course a bit silly? Like, why can’t they just print out more money?”



  “You’re the business major here Hu Tao, you tell me.”



  Yanfei very well knew the answer to that question as if it’s a nursery rhyme she had been reciting perfectly ever since she could barely walk. Printing more money without making more goods or services would only result in prices going up, she would have said this without batting an eye if only her heart wasn’t about to break her chest with how hard it was pounding. If it weren’t for the scent of red plum blossoms, the fiery eyes beneath her book, the head turning every two seconds on her lap, long chestnut hair tickling her skin.



  “Maybe if they just printed out more money, we wouldn’t have an econ exam at 8 am tomorrow!” Hu Tao gestured dramatically, almost knocking Yanfei’s book off her hands.



  Yanfei let out a chuckle after fixing her posture, turning a page and trying her best to process the words she was reading out loud just moments ago. “Careful, Ms. Lisa wouldn’t appreciate it if we damage her precious book. Which theory did you have trouble with again?”



  “The Schumpeter’s one, please.”



  Yanfei stopped herself from grinning at how Hu Tao elongated the last word.



  It was not everyday Yanfei could meet someone with the same amount of energy as her. To say that they immediately clicked was an understatement. Needless to say, a butterfly had finally found its favorite flower. Ironically, though, the same person that could match her chatty behavior was also the only one who could make her shut up in a heartbeat. Yanfei was talkative but Hu Tao was bold.



  
    “— Right? However, that kind of punishment would only work if the justice system is perfectly fair but as we all know, it’s more than fucked and–”
  



  
    “Y’know, you’re really hot when you’re shitting on the government, Yanyan!”
  



  Was the AC broken? Did Hu Tao’s bed catch on fire? Yanfei swore she was sweating buckets just by thinking about that conversation.



  She wondered if Hu Tao had ever lost her energy. Even lying down on someone’s lap, she could still bounce around as if staying still would cost her her life. Yanfei would be lying if she said she didn’t find it adorable, though.



  
    Focus!
  



  Yanfei blinked away the distracting thoughts. Hu Tao invited her here to help her study for their sudden rescheduled exam— which was against the university handbook by the way, 
  
    Ms. Ningguang
  
  , —and read her the lessons out loud because unlike Yanfei, Hu Tao’s attention span was the size of a pencil tip. Yanfei couldn’t comprehend properly without mumbling every single word she would read anyway, so why not put this usually bothersome quirk into use?



  That was right. She was here to be a study buddy, she wasn’t at Hu Tao’s dorm to think about how cute she was or the way phrases coming from her mouth would sometimes unintentionally rhyme or how she would grab Yanfei’s hand whenever she wanted her to repeat a line from their textbook and how warm it was against hers despite the contrast of her rings or wonder how it would feel like if she ran her fingers through Hu Tao’s hair or–



  “Yanyan? Are you alright?”



  “W– What?” 
  
    Gods
  
  , did she just stutter? Debate club president, political science major, future civil litigator, Yanfei, stuttering? Glancing at the windows, she expected to see boars flying freely in the warm afternoon sky.



  When her eyes said goodbye to the outside, she expected it to fall back to the long paragraphs of her textbook, yet she was met with curious red ones, blinking ones, twice. The urge to poke her soft cheeks grew stronger than ever but she resisted. How did she not notice when she sat up? It didn’t matter. With how close their faces were, all Yanfei could see now was her.



  Breathing was more difficult than analyzing examples of divorce cases all of a sudden.



  “Are you feeling well? You’re turning a bit rosey.”



  She didn’t have to say that for Yanfei to notice. It was a good thing the book was big enough to cover her face which was continuously heating up ever since Hu Tao laid her head on her lap that afternoon. However, said book wasn’t there to protect her from embarrassment anymore but instead were in the hands of the girl in front of her.



  “I just–” Since when was she capable of reaching that pitch? She tried again. “I just can’t think straight right now, sorry.”



  
    Literally
  
  . She wanted to add.



  “Can I ask why?”



  “Well, how do you expect me to focus when you’re this close!”



  A beat. Hu Tao’s head tilted in confusion before her eyes widened in realization. A realization that Yanfei finally accepted herself at the same time.



  Just like how printing more money could only lead to increasing prices, making more excuses insisting she didn’t have a crush on the woman caressing her cheek right then would only increase the chance of falling for her more.



  “You’re too tense, Yanyan. What’s going on in that brilliant mind of yours?”



  The way Hu Tao said those words so fondly made her head spin, along with this sudden force pulling them closer and closer, sending flutters from her chest to her stomach. “Just thinking.” Yanfei said, her eyes falling to Hu Tao’s lips which lifted into a smirk.



  “Of course.” Gently putting a strand of hair behind Yanfei’s ear, Hu Tao continued. “You’re always overthinking, analyzing everything til you reach deeper and deeper. Would you mind doing me a favor?”



  Yanfei raised a brow, losing her breath once again and definitely not the last time that night.



  With one hand on Yanfei’s cheeks and the other intertwined with hers, Hu Tao mumbled. “Just feel.”



  As the butterfly laid upon its favorite flower, the world suddenly stopped spinning.



  For the first time in a long while, Yanfei cleared her head, feelings taking over the thoughts, red plum blossoms replacing the scent of paper. As fluttered kisses took over the stress, she finally let herself drown in her.



  They were late for their exam the next morning, yet both of them passed anyway with Hu Tao almost having a perfect score.



  That cheeky girl, she didn’t need to study after all.
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an evening hour at the museum
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    Yanfei was having a rough time.

Okay, it wasn’t a rough time. She never had a rough time with anything, because she’d bet her own oath-swearing right hand that she was the best goddamn lawyer the city had seen in a long while even though she’d only been on the field for a few years. But she hated divorce cases, especially the ones that kept her up at night crying tears of frustration and gave her vivid images of wilting roses and severed pinkies. Broken hearts, broken promises. She thought of herself as a cheerful person, but that was the only thing that ever made her consider quitting her job. Maybe it really was a rough time after all.

After getting nowhere with her work at the office, Yanfei wandered the city until she decided to spend her afternoon at the history museum downtown. Her cousin Ganyu gave her a yearly pass some time ago, and Yanfei felt guilty that she never used it. She had everything with her from her desk, so she might as well work in a place where she could get a decent balance between effective distraction and relative solitude. 

The vast halls stretched long and empty, exhibits winding into paths all around, labyrinths of knowledge so unknown to her. Yanfei tore her eyes away from a gorgeous red halberd in a glass display because Archons above, she had to prioritize this painful case, and she settled comfortably on a couch in the ancient war exhibit, pulling out her laptop and some headphones and getting to work. 

Hours went by without much of a hitch until she convinced herself to give herself a break from trying to grind out an entire report in an afternoon. The setting sun filtered through the windows down the hall, painting all those archaic suits of armor in a bloody crimson. The halls have also emptied significantly; her little exhibit was poorly lit save for the windows, and it wasn’t like a history museum had many patrons on a Thursday evening in the first place. She found herself sitting alone with her laptop, with just the marble horses standing guard at the doorway to accompany her.

Yanfei didn’t mind this, of course. She yawned, setting her things to the side and stretching her hands. Her brain fog seemed to have cleared partially, and she stared proudly at the work she managed to get done. Of course, the case was still excruciating, and every bit of it made her head hurt. But at least she was ready to debrief everything to her client again. And maybe all those disturbing dreams of wilting roses and severed pinkies will finally leave her alone again and-

“Do divorce lawyers always work in crop tops and skirts?”

Yanfei nearly jumped out of her skin. She immediately tore her headphones out and leaped to her feet, scanning around for the source of the voice to no avail. 

Suddenly, a light shone in her eyes, and her eyes landed on their target: a young woman, no older than she was, with a black uniform and a matching cap, holding a flashlight in her hand. She was leaning on the display case with the flame-colored spear Yanfei noticed earlier as if it wasn’t containing a priceless artifact, and there was a lazy, catlike smile stretched across her face. Yanfei frowned.

“You really outta have a bell or something,” She grimaced, smoothing out her skirt and sitting back down. “I nearly knocked my laptop off this bench. These divorce papers aren’t gonna write themselves, y’know.”

The museum guard let out a good-natured laugh and leaned on her hand. Yanfei noticed with a tiny smile that her eyes were like flower petals.

“A bell for a museum guard. I think it’d be more appropriate for the taxidermied bats on the third floor. You know those things come alive at night.” 

Yanfei stared at her skeptically. “I don’t believe you in the slightest.”

“Ha! Seeing is believing, pretty lawyer, and trust me, I know what I see at night.” The guard flashed her light under her chin to add to her point and made a face that she probably thought was very spooky, but Yanfei only saw it as endearing. 

Against her better judgment, Yanfei laughed, and she forced herself to ignore, ignore, ignore the comment the cute museum guard made and forced herself even harder to stop the flutter in her chest.

“What are you even doing here? The museum isn’t closed yet, is it?” Yanfei shut her laptop and put it in her bag in case that stupid, adorable museum guard tried to scare her again.

Said stupid, adorable museum guard got up from the display case and stepped around to stand in front of Yanfei. Her shiny nametag read “Hu Tao” with a big cartoony smile drawn next to it in Sharpie. 

“Well, no, but it closes in about an hour. I started my rounds a while ago but it’s so boring because there’s no one to talk to this late, except for the stressed-out moms who go around with their kids to get their money’s worth and look at everything.” Hu Tao flicked her flashlight on and off a few times and tucked it into a holster. 

“And then I saw you! So I watched you work for, like, fifteen minutes now.” 

Yanfei blinked in surprise. “You were here for fifteen minutes and didn’t even say anything?” 

Hu Tao held out her hands in defense. “You looked busy! I didn’t want to bother you,” She said.

Yanfei sighed, but couldn’t help but smile again. Somehow talking to this eccentric museum guard for just a few moments made her feel better than she’d felt all day. She packed the rest of the things into her bag and got to her feet. 

“Well, I appreciate your kind, sweet gesture to scare the living shit out of me after I finished up my report.” Yanfei paused. She extended out her hand, to which Hu Tao raised her eyebrows at her.

“I’m Yanfei, by the way.” She avoided her usual greeting of proudly declaring herself to be the top legal expert in Liyue because that was reserved for clients. Hu Tao was just… Hu Tao. The cute, mischievous museum guard she met five minutes ago who was already stealing her heart. 

“I’m Hu Tao!” Hu Tao took her hand and shook it, and Yanfei enjoyed the warmth of her hand that was gone before she could even savor the contact. “Pretty name. Reminds me a little bit of the sky right now! You don’t get this kind of color in this hall very often.” Hu Tao said wistfully.

Yanfei was about to go into the explanation of this phenomenon - she did her research one day many months ago and it stuck in her head ever since - but she stopped herself from going off on a rambling tangent. Maybe in a little bit, she’d tell Hu Tao all about the scattering of light across the visual spectrum that causes such beautiful pink skies in beautiful museum halls with a beautiful girl. Yanfei wanted to slap herself. 

“Don’t you have work to do?” Yanfei said playfully. “I shouldn’t be the reason why you’re slacking off.” 

“Eh, it doesn’t really matter, this is a side gig anyway. Plus I already finished everything.” Hu Tao retorted.

Yanfei hummed in approval, sitting quietly for a moment before suddenly blurting out: “Well if we’ve both got nothing to do, how about you show me around here? I could keep you company until the museum closes.” 

Hu Tao beamed. 

—

Yanfei noticed she learned more about Hu Tao in the span of an hour than she had learned about anyone else, but she quickly discovered that she was simply extra attentive when the bubbly museum guard spoke. But who could blame her? Everything about her was just so fascinating. 

She learned that Hu Tao’s main job was a funeral parlor director (which was honestly astounding considering her sunny personality) and that she was a year younger and a bit of a troublemaker. She learned that Hu Tao had named the stone lions in front of the museum “Whiskers” and “Mittens”, and that when she was a little girl, she’d come here and clean them and talk to the lions when there was no one else around to give her attention. She learned that Hu Tao liked to sing to herself and that out of every flower in the world, she loved plum blossoms the most. 

And Yanfei found it all beautiful.  

The two of them wandered around the museum exchanging stories, and sometimes their hands would brush against each other and Yanfei could’ve sworn she saw Hu Tao reach towards her hand once but pulled away. Yanfei’s mind had immediately begun to ignite with this mystery, trying every possible way to figure out why Hu Tao had done that, questions flooding every inch of her thoughts, but as soon as Hu Tao laughed and cracked a joke, it all dissipated, and an unexpected serenity replaced the anxiety of wonder in her brain. For one rare moment, Yanfei pushed her desperate need for logic and answers aside for later, and she let her mind settle.

In the dim light of the exhibits, Yanfei would point out historical figures that she recognized, and when she rambled on and on about all the things she knew and all the things that came into her mind, instead of talking over her or telling her to stop, Hu Tao listened. She followed along with everything Yanfei was saying with rapt attention, and whenever Yanfei looked over at her, those keen, big, crimson eyes were staring right back at her. Despite having a mischievous streak, everything Hu Tao did was truly earnest. 

It was criminal just how pleasant it was to spend her free time with a girl she just met, someone who made conversation feel as natural as breathing or holding hands with someone you care about.

Yanfei occasionally thought about the idea of a broken promise. It was muscle memory at this point of the day, where it was after she finished working, but didn’t quite finish preparing dinner yet. She thought about all the heartbreak she had to deal with in her career, in her lifetime. But tracing those thoughts were Hu Tao’s beautiful fingers, neutralizing them with a touch as if she tried to protect her from all the evil of the world. 

The next time their hands brushed against each other, Yanfei gently wound her fingers into the spaces between Hu Tao’s, and an unspoken promise was signed into existence. 

—

The hour went by much faster than either of the girls had anticipated, and a moment of a tender silence in front of a dinosaur skeleton was interrupted by the intercom brutally announcing that the museum would be closing in ten minutes. 

Yanfei broke her stare from the intricacies of the enormous creature’s horned skull to turn and find Hu Tao staring right at her. The two of them laughed and Hu Tao rubbed the back of her neck with a sheepish expression.

“What’s with that look, Tao?” Yanfei poked her teasingly. Hu Tao swatted away her hand and put her hands on her hips. 

“Well it’s almost 9, and I have to kick you outta here before I get scolded again by my old geezer of a boss.” Hu Tao snickered. She made a disgruntled face and deepened her voice. “‘Hu Tao, you know you should make sure all the patrons leave by closing time.’ Like, I know, Mr. Zhongli, but we work in one of the most popular museums in Liyue, so it’ll take a while.” 

Yanfei laughed at her impression of her boss and turned her gaze back to the dinosaur. Suddenly the gaps between its ribs felt a little more empty. 

“Yeah, let’s head back to the entrance.” She said. Hu Tao turned around with a skip and looked over her shoulder to invite her to follow along. Yanfei tore her eyes away from the dinosaur again and the two of them walked side by side through the museum’s cavernous halls. 

They got down the stairs and to the entrance sooner than Yanfei wanted them to, but the whole hour that they spent together went by in such a flash that she barely felt any of the time go by. 

Hu Tao stopped in the middle of the main hall, grabbing the sleeve of Yanfei’s cropped hoodie with both of her hands, and Yanfei stopped next to her, ceasing her idle talk about what she was planning on doing once she got back home. 

“I’m kind of bummed out to be leaving you so soon.” Hu Tao admitted, rocking back and forth on her feet. Another thing Yanfei adored about her. 

“It’s not like I’m leaving you forever, silly, you work at a museum. I can come see you whenever.”

“I knowww but I’ll miss you. My nights are gonna be so boring without you geeking out over some ancient scrolls and trilobite fossils. You’re almost as big of a nerd as my boss.” Hu Tao flashed her a cheeky grin. Yanfei couldn’t help the sarcastic smile that eased its way onto her lips.

“Yeah, yeah, good to know you think so highly of me.” 

“Hey, wait, Yanfei,” Hu Tao interjected. Was she nervous? Yanfei blinked at her, waiting for her to continue. 

“If you’re free on the evenings during weekdays… you should come see me here. Put that museum pass your equally nerdy cousin gave you to good use, yeah?”

“Of course I will,” Yanfei said, rolling her eyes.

Hu Tao’s eyes remained trained on her, and then she pouted and playfully stuck out her pinky.  “Promise?”

Yanfei froze, her eyes darting between Hu Tao’s bright eyes and the invitation that lay on the tip of her finger. For a moment, her mind went back to all the thoughts of promises and pinky swears and how in the city of contracts, they were often broken so easily, like porcelain smashing into the floor. But somewhere in the hour they spent together, Yanfei was sure that this one would be kept. 

She extended her pinky without a second thought and their fingers linked together in a childish promise to see each other again. A promise to not let them go back to being strangers. A promise to build off of whatever they had right now.

Yanfei watched Hu Tao pull her hand back and slowly did the same. 

“Hey, you better not take it back either, Tao, a promise is a promise,” Yanfei warned. Hu Tao laughed.

“I wouldn’t dream of it, darling. Of course, there’s always ways to see me outside of work too,” She winked. Yanfei groaned, but couldn’t help the slight hint of a blush that spread to her cheeks. 

“In your dreams, stupid,” Yanfei said affectionately. Hu Tao simply smirked in response. 

The intercom went off again, this time loudly announcing that the museum was now closed. Their eyes met again and Yanfei opened her mouth to speak, but Hu Tao beat her in saying something first.

“Well, I gotta go, it’s almost time for us to start locking up.” 

“Yeah… I’ll see you later, Tao,” Yanfei said sadly. She watched Hu Tao wave and start heading back into the museum, and her mind suddenly stopped in its tracks. She didn’t have any of Hu Tao’s contact information.

“Wait - Tao, wait! I don’t know your-”

“I’ll see you around, Yanfei! Goodnight! Get home safe!” Hu Tao was already halfway across the main hall, darting towards an open door where a tall man in an elegant suit and a long ponytail stood waiting for her arrival. Yanfei blinked in surprise and quickly stepped out of the museum before she would once again be reminded of the museum’s closing time. 

She walked down the steps, now almost completely dark outside, and her gaze fell upon the two stone lions. Whiskers and Mittens. Yanfei felt a tug in her heart.

She breathed in the autumn night sky, now determined to get home sooner rather than later. Leaves crinkled under her heels and she walked away from the museum.

A slight breeze tickled her face, and Yanfei absently brushed her hair off her face and over her shoulders, and right there, she felt something flutter on her back. Slowly, curiously, she reached over her shoulder and patted around until she pulled a sticky note from the back of her sweater. 

“What the…” She furrowed her brows and gingerly smoothed out the yellow paper, reading its scribbled contents.


  Need a lawyer? Come talk to me for a free consultation!


Yanfei heaved a sigh at Hu Tao’s antics, absentmindedly folding the note to put it away, but she stopped when she noticed that there was text on the other side as well. 

In the same messy handwriting but smaller than the first, there was another message.


  (xxx) xxx-xxxx 



  Text me ;)



  -HT


Yanfei smiled so much her cheeks hurt. That little shit. Of course she would do something like this. Of course she wouldn’t just leave someone hanging. Yanfei grinned herself stupid when she would usually feel annoyed, and before she could even concern herself with how or when Hu Tao managed to stick this note on her back, she pulled out her phone and fired a quick text. She put her phone away and carefully tucked the sticky note into her bag. 

She would take the bus home to finish the rest of her papers, smiling the whole way there.

  
Author’s Note:hu tao wrote that note while she was watching yanfei work “just in case” hehe
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     Ah,  Yanfei mused,  there she is again. 

Across the street from where Yanfei had settled into a seat in the alfresco dining area of her favourite coffee haunt, a young girl stood up tall and proud, a new cardboard sign clutched in her hands as she waved to passers-by with the brightest grin on her face. If this had been a new occurrence, Yanfei might have laughed or just rolled her eyes at the level of stupid guts this would’ve taken, but she’s seen this same girl raising a sign every single weekday for the last three months since she’d began classes at the uni nearby, and it’s become so familiar to an extent that Yanfei would’ve felt out of place if the girl  hadn’t  turned up.

Today’s sign featured a drawing of a butterfly underneath a rainbow, and the words SUPPORT LGBTQ+ RIGHTS!  were written in large multi-coloured letters across the cardboard. Sign Girl had appeared at 9 A.M., same as always, just half an hour after Yanfei arrived at the café to get her daily cuppa and squeeze in a bit of morning revision. Sign Girl always had a new sign with her, and the message was always something unique — sometimes they were funny like PICKING YOUR NOSE IN PUBLIC IS OKAY , and sometimes they were important like ONE BAG OF BLOOD SAVES THREE LIVES, DONATE NOW!. Whatever it was, it was sort of entertaining for Yanfei to watch this girl prance around for a full hour, nearly shoving her signs in people’s faces, sometimes to elicit a laugh or to simply convey a message. 

It was almost 10 A.M., and in a split second, Yanfei resolved herself for her next action. She packed up her things and scurried into the shop, hastily ordering a signature latte before running out to meet the girl on the street. Sign Girl was done for the morning, and was stuffing things into her bag when Yanfei approached her.

“You come here often?” Yanfei asked as she offered the latte to Sign Girl, who accepted it gratefully with a look of surprise.

“About as often as you. About time you said hi,” Sign Girl replied, gingerly sipping at the wooden cup as Yanfei shook her head. “Uh… Do I know you?”

Yanfei stuck out a hand to shake, grinning widely. “I’m Yanfei. Third-year law student at Chihu Uni.”

The girl’s eyes widened as she shook Yanfei’s hand with vigour. Her palm was warm from holding the coffee cup, and Yanfei felt the warmth seep into her skin, a welcome feeling seeing how cold it was that morning. The weather report had predicted a drop in temperature, but Yanfei had ignorantly forgotten to bring a jacket, so now she was feeling a little chilly in her thin graphic tee.  

“Oh! You go there too! I’m Hu Tao, first-year lit major. I’ve never seen you on campus.”

Yanfei shrugged. “I’m always out and about. Walk me to class?”

Hu Tao picked up her cardboard sign from where it lay on the pavement, chucking it under her arm as she sprang into step with Yanfei. This row of shops were frequented by many students at Chihu, due to the convenience of it being just a five-minute walk from the university grounds. 

 

The silence between them was awkward at first, with Hu Tao breaking it occasionally by sipping loudly from her cup. Yanfei grabbed the cardboard sign from Hu Tao, and the latter bumped against her arm in thanks.

“This coffee’s amazing. I’ve never tried that café before,” Hu Tao said, licking any remnants of caffeine from her chapped lips. “Although, I’m a little concerned as to why a random stranger such as yourself would buy me a drink. People don’t usually appreciate me interrupting their  oh-so-fine mornings with my weird signs.” She paused and gasped for a moment, and Yanfei raised a brow at the sudden expression. “This isn’t poisoned, is it?”

Yanfei took a second to process her words, then giggled. “No, nothing like that.” She gestured to the cardboard sign. “Thought you might need a pick-me-up after an hour of whatever you do every morning. Just supporting LGBTQ+ rights, is all.”

She shot a wink at Hu Tao, whose eyes widened at the notion. For a moment, Yanfei thought she’d misread the situation.

Much to her relief, Hu Tao just laughed.

“You are a funny one. I am, though. Um, part of the community,” Hu Tao said, turning around to show the pansexual flag pin stuck onto her backpack. Yanfei saluted her new friend.

They continued down the street towards campus, both of them stopping every once in a while to greet a passing friend. They reached the main building, and Yanfei handed the cardboard sign back to Hu Tao. 

“I suppose I’ll see you tomorrow again at 9 A.M.?”

Hu Tao shot her a finger gun. “That would be really cool. Coffee’s on me tomorrow, by the way, so come a bit earlier.”

Yanfei crossed her arms. “Oh, is that so? What’s the occasion?”

Hu Tao poked her with the edge of her sign, imitating Yanfei’s wink from earlier.

“Nah, I’m also supporting LGBTQ+ rights.”

They burst out laughing just as the bell rang for the first class of the day.
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Ever since their first meeting, the pair had become fast friends. It became sort of a routine for them to get to know each other better — Yanfei would pick her seat at the coffee place and Hu Tao would drop her things off on one of the metal chairs, and they’d sit and chat until Hu Tao’s sign time arrived. Yanfei discovered that Hu Tao was doing this not for someone or for an organisation, rather she’d been doing it for fun. Hu Tao related an incident in which she’d gone shopping with a bunch of friends near a business district, and there was this man who was waving around a placard in the faces of grumpy corporate workers. There was a joke scribbled onto the placard, and it seemed to make passers-by happy, so Hu Tao thought  What if I did that too? To make someone’s day before they head over to class? 

It was an arbitrary yet subtly compassionate gesture, and Yanfei felt her admiration for her junior grow tenfold. 

Hu Tao had a knack for making a joke out of anything, be it incredibly lame or surprisingly intelligent. She pulled exactly six deez nuts jokes on Yanfei over the course of two weeks (much to the latter’s dismay and utter embarrassment), and then she impressed Yanfei with some witty remark she’d come up with about one of the characters in a Shakespearean play she’d been analysing.

Yanfei noticed the way Hu Tao’s eyes lit up right as she was about to share something new, like a firework exploding before you heard the sound of the pop. She had all these vivid hand gestures to enunciate her words as she spoke, making her look vaguely like the conductor of an orchestra.

Sometimes they studied in the mornings before Hu Tao crossed the street with her sign. Yanfei observed that Hu Tao had a habit of chewing on her pen as she tried to understand the connotation behind a word or a phrase, and her notes were messy, like  messy  messy. There were texts that were highlighted unevenly by a multitude of colours, and random post-its stuck out from every page of her annotated books. It was all very different from Yanfei’s organised journals and neatly-typed pages, but Hu Tao seemed to know what she was doing, so she said nothing. 

They often spoke doing their little sessions, the initial silence from the early days of their friendship lost easily to time. Hu Tao had a natural talent for creating a conversation out of nowhere, and they occasionally delved into the deepest discussions. To an average person it would seem like they were two nerds speaking a language that was entirely their own, but to Yanfei, she found their conversations to be a breather from work. Hu Tao especially liked to talk philosophy, the meaning of life and death and conscience and rebirth and all that.

So, to put it quite simply, Yanfei thoroughly enjoyed their mornings.

When she’d first come to Chihu, she had been just a little afraid that she wouldn’t be able to find any friends. All her worries were vanquished when she was approached by one of her friends from all the way back in primary school, Eula, who introduced her to her girlfriend Amber, who in turn introduced her to people from all the different faculties. Yanfei was grateful for all the new connections, but she didn’t particularly click with just anyone. When she’d first found the café and deemed it her study spot, she’d hoped she wouldn’t have to share her table with anyone for a while. She had many acquaintances now, but not the kinds that she’d want to spend mornings with. It wasn’t nervousness that held her back from finding a study buddy — it was just a vibe that she liked, music pouring into her ears as she memorised codices and analysed case studies, just her in the quiet beginnings of a long day, having a moment to herself before things got all hectic and stressful.

Ever since she’d spoken to Hu Tao, however, she hadn’t minded the company. Hu Tao was the kind of friend that interacted with her in a comfortable way, that didn’t seem to cross any boundaries or make her feel irritated. Their conversations definitely distracted them from completing any proper work, but they were also refreshing, with just a hint of depth, neither too complicated nor too boring. If the word wasn’t such a taboo in the reality of the world, Yanfei might have described being around Hu Tao as something perfect and serendipitous.

Yanfei had considered the happiness she’d gained from spending time in Hu Tao’s circle. It was quite unlike the happiness she got from getting straight A’s and winning a board game. It was an unusual, rare kind of joy that she felt, and it gave her a sense of déjà vu. Only problem was, she couldn’t seem to place it.

 

One day, Hu Tao brought Yanfei a small container wrapped up in a red handkerchief. Beaming, she pressed the box into Yanfei’s hands, excitedly asking her to open it

The box contained a homemade plum pie, still hot from the oven. “A Hu family recipe!” Hu Tao exclaimed, before sticking a fork into the pastry and shoving a bite into Yanfei’s mouth. The pie was a little sour, not too sweet at all, and the crust melted in her mouth. The pie was so lovely, and very well suited to Yanfei’s tastes. She wondered just how amazing Hu Tao could be.

As she took a second bite of pie, a sudden thought materialised in her mind. She smiled a small smile at the realisation, then continued to focus her attention on the girl in front of her, who had begun to ramble about the types of coffins in the funeral parlour industry and why the differences mattered.

 You like Hu Tao , her mind supplied every time she nodded her head.

Now, Yanfei was a straightforward person. She didn’t believe in typical romance novel-style relationships, where the protagonist viewed their love interest in a rose blush and tripped over air every time they interacted. She’d once harboured a crush on an old classmate from back in high school, and when the whole ‘I’ll stare at them until they notice me’ gimmick didn’t work out, she vowed to not stay quiet about her feelings anymore. The next time Yanfei found herself falling for someone, she was going to be direct about it, whether or not she’d get rejected. At least she wouldn’t have to go through the torture of lying in bed all night trying to debate with her emotions. She had too little time and even less energy to make room for that, so if she was going to get herself a girlfriend, she may as well go all out.

Yanfei quickly formulated a course of action in her head. She knew — judging by the nature of confessions — that she might not be successful in her attempt to get her feelings reciprocated, but she decided that it was all just part of the motion. She was going to make it special, at least to show her sincerity, and whether or not Hu Tao felt the same way about her was all up to fate.

Yanfei pondered her options, and it hit her that it was the month of July. Hu Tao’s 19th birthday was in two weeks’ time, and it provided the means for Yanfei to prepare a little surprise. 

That morning, after Hu Tao had stood up to raise her cardboard sign, this time bearing the words DO IT! WHATEVER IT IS, JUST DO IT! in bolded letters, Yanfei hadn’t been able to concentrate on her textbooks at all. All that occupied her mind were thoughts of a girl in twintails and overalls across the street, and all she wanted to look at was a certain someone’s dazzling smile and shining ruby eyes.
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The morning of 15th July had Yanfei up at the crack of dawn. The night before she’d thrown together the materials she’d needed for her surprise, and she set out two hours earlier than he usual time, catching the first bus down from her dorm to the street of shops. She ordered her usual drink to steel herself and freshen her mind, and after tossing the empty cup into the bin, she extracted a cardboard sign from her tote bag. This sign was different; Yanfei made this one herself, without Hu Tao’s help or knowledge. She thought about how her friend would react to her actions, and chuckled under her breath. A bookstore owner walking to his shop across the street noticed her laughing to herself and muttered something under his breath while shaking his head. 

The people of this street had seen quite an interesting character in Hu Tao, but now there seemed to be someone new in town. Any passer-by could only wonder what was going on.

Yanfei held the sign above her head, waiting for her friend to arrive. It was already about 7.50 A.M., so Hu Tao should be arriving soon. Sure enough, the familiar tap of Doc Martens on the pavement signalled the arrival of the birthday girl.

“Guess who’s 19 now~!” Hu Tao shouted as she hopped off her bus, waving to Yanfei. Upon seeing the sign in Yanfei’s hands, she stopped in her tracks and slapped a hand over her mouth.

“No! Put that down! It’s embarrassi— Yanfei!” Hu Tao squealed as she ran forward and tried to snatch the cardboard from her. 

Across the sign written in the most elegant calligraphy Hu Tao had ever seen, were the words HAPPY BIRTHDAY TAOTAO!, alongside a miniature doodle of Hu Tao in her bucket hat and signature twintails. Yanfei smirked at her friend.

“I can’t believe you stole my job! The sign thing is  my  thing,” Hu Tao whined, albeit without malice. “I had a good one today too.”

She tore open the zipper of her backpack and took out her sign-of-the-day. It was so big that she’d folded it in half, and she flipped it open to reveal the words I TURN 19 TODAY! WISHERS GET A KISS FROM YOURS TRULY!

Yanfei almost choked upon seeing those words. 

Hu Tao turned away in mock annoyance, tossing her sign to the ground. “How rude! This is not funny, you’d better stop or I will be contacting my lawyer.”

“Too bad I’m probably your lawyer’s favourite student,” Yanfei replied gleefully. “They would never suspect a thing.”

Hu Tao rolled her eyes as she tried to keep in character.

“Well, I guess you’ll have to make it up to me.”

Yanfei scrunched her nose. “Oh really? How so?”

Hu Tao scratched her chin as she pretended to think, before picking up the fallen sign from the pavement. She opened it, flashing the words at Yanfei.

“Maybe… You could wish me a happy birthday?” Hu Tao said, shamelessly reaching forward to cup Yanfei’s chin, tilting her head down so they were staring into each others’ eyes. Yanfei noticed how close their faces were, and felt her cheeks bloom. Hu Tao must’ve felt the same way, because she sported cherry-coloured cheeks, which stood out against her pale complexion.



“Wait wait,” Yanfei pulled back. “I have something else for you.”

Hu Tao watched wordlessly as Yanfei turned her own cardboard sign around. The words HAPPY BIRTHDAY TAOTAO! disappeared from view, and they were replaced by something that surprised her even more.

On the other side of the sign, in huge colourful letters, were the words GO OUT WITH ME?

Hu Tao let out a hearty laugh as she hurtled forward into Yanfei’s arms, causing the latter to drop her sign. It fell to the ground, forgotten as Hu Tao pressed her lips to Yanfei’s, hands thrown over Yanfei’s shoulders as she deepened their kiss. 

A group of students sitting at the café had been watching the scene unfold, and they clapped and cheered as Yanfei and Hu Tao broke apart and Yanfei lifted Hu Tao into the air as she spun in circles. 

When she finally put Hu Tao down, out of breath and positively glowing, Hu Tao had taken out a spare marker from the side pocket of her bag and scribbled something onto her sign. Yanfei watched as she raised the improvised sign, spinning around to show everyone on the street the new message: I TURN 19 (AND TAKEN) TODAY!   WISHERS GET A KISS FROM YOURS TRULY!   ALL PREVIOUS KISS PRIVILEGES REVOKED!

Yanfei could only laugh, red-faced and so full of jubilance as Hu Tao proudly displayed her sign, and she took Hu Tao by the wrist and pulled her close, breath ghosting Hu Tao’s ear as she leaned in. 

“Happy birthday my dear, I like you a lot.”
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    “Rex Lapis is dead.”

Zhongli tries to give her the heartbreaking news with as much sincerity he could muster. He knows from the countless operas he’s watched and the stack of books at the library he’s read in one sitting, how to perfectly convey the feeling of  grief.  

(It’s much more likely that he is far too acquainted with dead people and the ones left behind, because he has been the latter so many times. Being the consultant of Wangsheng only adds to the mountain.)

Hu Tao is sitting when he tells her— thank the Archons. He imagines that any ordinary citizen of Liyue would collapse at the news of their Archon falling abruptly from the heavens, especially the master of the funeral parlor. She would be in charge of the procedures, after all. Though Hu Tao carries on with her work, humming a traditional tune as she fills out the paperwork set ahead of her for the day.

“Master Hu.”

“Mhm?” Her gaze switches from a couple of scribbled notes about last week’s burial, her eyes widening only slightly as if she did not know Zhongli had entered her office five minutes ago. “You were saying something… Consultant?”

“Rex Lapis is dead,” he repeats.

Hu Tao does not faint like he expected, her pen does not drop to the wood of her desk out of terror or surprise. Hu Tao is incredibly still… as she  laughs at him. 

“Rex Lapis is dead?” She asks during gasps in between gaps of laughter, “Rex Lapis is  dead— dear Archons, you’re hilarious, Consultant.” 

Mortals are such unpredictable creatures sometimes, Zhongli swears under his breath. Or maybe that is how Hu Tao deals with grief, as she does with everything else; even when that little girl Qiqi from Bubu Pharmacy tells her to drop dead, Hu Tao laughs so hard he fears she might die laughing. “I’m serious, Master Hu,” Zhongli tries to save the situation, giving her another chance to act at least  solemn about the death of a god.

“And  I’m serious as well, Consultant,” Hu Tao is up from her chair now, walking closer until she’s able to reach upwards and pinch Zhongli’s cheek like a doting grandmother comparing them to loaves of bread. She squints at him, scans over Zhongli twice before giggling once more. “I think this development is quite hilarious. We’ll have to prepare for the Rite of Parting— the first one since the 58th master was in charge.” Hu Tao was the 77th; the death of an adeptus happens once in over a dozen lifetimes. 

“Consultant. I’ll be leaving you responsible for the preparations.” She sends him a wink- to which he returns, for reasons he knows not- and gestures to the load of paperwork sitting on her desk. “I have to get through these by the end of the week, and I suppose you’ll be done with everything by then.”









Wangsheng Funeral Parlor has a private fund dedicated to gathering the needed materials for the Rite of Parting, growing steadily from the few thousand mora each master would contribute every month. But as the years went by without the need for the rite and the upkeep of the funeral parlor began to rise up and up, the fund began to dwindle in size as well.

Many records for previous instances of the Rite of Parting states that all funds and materials required appeared out of thin air; the 58th master walked into Wangsheng one day and found two hundred thousand mora twinkling on his desk, all of which was used for the rite. Another talked about three crates of Noctilucous Jade dropping out of thin air, or a man delivering a bouquet of Glaze Lilies to the parlor with no name of the sender attached. 

But when Hu Tao complains and groans and sits back in her chair saying that their private fund is now fifty thousand mora— far from the amount they’d need to buy Noctilucous Jade, hire people for help, or figure out the best perfume, a bag of mora does not fall out of the sky.

“I  said, in terms of mora, we do not have any mora, Consultant,” Hu Tao whines for the third time. (If she had one mora for every time she could complain and Zhongli would stand there as still as a rock, they could fund more rites than there are adepti.) 

Zhongli finally moves— “Ah, you were saying something?”— and proceeds to mock her. He is lucky he is the smartest, possibly oldest man in all of Liyue, or else Hu Tao would kick him to the streets. “I’ll find a benefactor soon, to take care of the mora problem.” 

Hu Tao nods. There is still no mountain of mora falling from the heavens. Now, her hands begin to fumble with each other like Zhongli’s read about in books, seen in operas— if there is no mora, there is no Rex Lapis watching her from above, and there is still Zhongli.









Zhongli waltzed into Wangsheng exactly five years ago. Five years ago, the day of the Rite of Descension. A year into her position as the 77th. 

Hu Tao opened the door after watching the rite at Yujing Terrace, muttering to the undertaker about how Rex Lapis predicted the parlor would do well that year— wouldn’t that strike fear into the living? The doorknob turns, the door opens, and Zhongli is sitting in  her  chair behind  her  desk twirling  her pen between his fingers as if he is and has always been the man in charge.

The first thing she does is throw a vase at him. It is an inexpensive vase, thrown along with accusations of him being a robber, a criminal, a rude man in general for breaking and entering while she was at Yujing Terrace.

“That vase is over three thousand years old, a gift given to the 5th master,” Zhongli tells her matter-of-factly as he dodges it with little reaction. The vase shatters as it hits the wall behind him. “The pattern depicts one of the battles of the Archon War, between Rex Lapis and the god Osial. You can hardly make it out from the smithereens, but there is one of Osial’s heads here.” 

Hu Tao peers over the desk and onto the floor, eyeing the shattered ceramic. Lo and behold, there is one of the heads staring back at her. Zhongli doesn’t give the overlord’s visage more than a glance. 

The second thing she does is offer him a job as consultant of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor. 

“We can work out your salary tomorrow,” she tells him, to which he shakes his head. 

“I can work for free, Master Hu.” 

No man works in the  land of commerce  for  free,  unless they were the commerce themselves. His clothing screams to her, telling her with each intricate button and silk-woven piece of cloth on his jacket that Zhongli is seemingly  made of money— or he was money itself. No man remembers a minute detail such as how many tentacles Osial had before Rex Lapis sliced them clean off unless he was there himself. No man remembers which master received the ornate vase unless he was the one to sculpt it, paint it, and give it to the 5th. 

(There was a simple explanation to Zhongli’s seemingly never-ending knowledge on the intricacies of Liyue and the parlor: he could be the biggest history buff of all time. But to Hu Tao, that sounds even less likely.)

“You must have an endless source of money to take on this job full-time without pay, Mr. Zhongli,” Hu Tao remarks.

Zhongli shrugs. “You could say that.” 









She does not expect Osial to be resurrected in the week she locks herself in her office, trusting the wits of Zhongli and forcing herself through forms she’s held off for months. A shame, if anything; getting to seal a god would be great exercise for her. 

Zhongli stays put when the thunderstorms roll into the harbor, and does not budge from his spot next to the window until they watch the Jade Chamber fall into the vortex together. He watches as still as a mountain, taking in the entire scene like a bird watching their chicks fly from the nest.

“You are not going to help?” 

“They do not need my help, it seems.” He squints at the Guizhong ballista replicas in the far distance, “Why would you suggest such a thing?”

“You’re a Vision wielder. I assume that people blessed by the Archons would help said Archons, especially since you are blessed by Rex Lapis.”

“But you’re still here, Master Hu.” He nods to the diamond of Pyro hanging from her clothes. “This is their own war, and you are not fighting in it.” 

A stalemate. Hu Tao assumes that even if Zhongli lies in wait until the war’s end, or if he jumps into action the moment she turns her back on him, he will still be Rex Lapis until the day he truly kills the mantle.









Zhongli is mortal the next time she sees him.

She does not have to ask him. She does not ask him if he is mortal now, or if he was a god, or if he is a god. Hu Tao knows from how Zhongli now stares into the sunset as though the sun is setting for the first time in the history of the universe. 

But there is one thing she must point out— “You look happy today, Consultant.” Hu Tao settles on the terrace overlooking the sunset and the seaside, away from the Rite of Parting Zhongli had worked so hard to put together, “Most would be sad during this, you know.” 

Zhongli scoffs. “You were happy when I told you Rex Lapis was dead, weren’t you? Why?”

“I think Rex Lapis has worked for the longest time,” Hu Tao replies, “Almost four thousand years of caring for an entire nation… he must be exhausted, don’t you think?”

 He must be exhausted, she thinks, but the mortal Zhongli before her is smiling at her, laughing at the sun. Rex Lapis must be exhausted, but Zhongli is the most energetic she’s ever seen him. 

“I think Rex Lapis can enjoy the sunset now, without the weight of a nation full of people depending on him.” She pats his back, and it is only then when Zhongli understands with wide eyes as he turns to face her again, but she is already on her way back to the parlor.

“You can take the next two weeks off, Zhongli. We’ll talk about your salary when you come back.” 

  
Author’s Note:i hope you enjoyed! ^__^
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In Wounds That Heal

Author’s Note:
      I started writing this on a complete whim and couldn’t stop until I was done, so I went into this with pretty much no plan lol. Hopefully some other people might enjoy it too? 

Purely based off the headcanon that Hu Tao goes to Zhongli whenever she needs help (you know. Like a dad).

    


    
    Hu Tao breaks her arm one day.

It’s not a serious fracture, and she laughs it off as easily as the many bruises she often wears, but an ugly-enough wound all the same. She winds up at Zhongli’s door in the early hours of the morning, cradling it against her chest and nursing a sheepish smile. An injury while running from the Millelith, she says - after she’d tried to jump a fence, snagged her foot over the edge, and crash-landed into the bushes in a clumsy tangle of limbs. Zhongli sighs. He doesn’t know why he expected any different. 

He opens the door. Guides her to his couch. Sits her down, eases her sleeve down her arm, and winces. 

“…you told me this was a sprained wrist,” he says, deadpan, empty of humor. Hu Tao just grins at him. 

“…is it not?” 

“This is clearly broken.” 

“No, it’s not.” 

“…yes, it is.” 

“Maybe it’s your old eyes seeing things.” 

“An arm should not bend like this, Master Hu. My eyes are fine.” 

“How would you know?” 

“Because I- Hold on. I don’t know why I’m debating this with you,” Zhongli sighs, rubbing his forehead. “Either way, we need to get you to Dr. Baizhu.” 

Hu Tao pouts comically and kicks her legs. “Ugh, no. I don’t need to see that guy.” 

“I imagine you do, Master Hu. Your arm is broken.” 

“No, it’s not.” 

“Yes, it i- wait, no. We’re not doing this again,” Zhongli suppresses another sigh, pushing himself to his feet. He pulls his jacket from a hook, slinging it over his shoulders. “…come along, Master Hu. You need medical attention.” 

“Exactly! Which is why I came to you,” Hu Tao blinks her eyes, all puffed out cheeks and exaggerated innocence. “…can’t you fix it instead? Please? I really don’t want to see that guy - oh! Oh! I know, I’ll give you a pay raise!” 

Zhongli fixes Hu Tao with what he hopes is a hard look. “A pay raise does not a better arm make, Master Hu. I’m not a doctor. I don’t know why you expect me to patch up what Dr. Baizhu could easily fix instead.” 

Hu Tao pouts again. “Because I don’t want to go to the Pharmacy. And-” Her red eyes sparkle, dancing with mischief and an uncomfortable knowing. “-something tells me you know more than you let on, about fixing wounds.” 

Zhongli sighs. These small jabs she makes - the instances where she betrays, in small glimpses, the truth she understands about his identity - had always wrongfooted him, made him freeze with uncertainty and suspicion. Now he’s pretty certain she already knows and is just trying to get a rise or confession out of him. Which she will not get, thank you - this unspoken understanding about his godhood was one thing, actually saying it out loud where any Liyue citizen could hear it was another. Let it never be said that Zhongli couldn’t out-tolerate Hu Tao and her small sparks of mischief. 

Still…he supposes she wasn’t exactly wrong. Zhongli had patched up his own fair-share of wounds, both others and his own, in the 6000 or so years he’s lived at peace and at war. A broken arm was easily fixable, at least on his part; even when attached to a comparatively frailer mortal than the convalescing adepti he was used to. He looks back at Hu Tao, still staring at him with those ridiculous eyes, and sighs; feeling something in him relent. Honestly. How has he become so weak? 

“…fine,” he says, hanging his jacket back onto the hook. He stoops by the ground next to the couch and gestures again for her arm. “…let me see it.” 

Hu Tao returns to work the next day with a perfectly-done cast slung over one shoulder and an almost smug smile on her cheeks. And if her arm healed quicker than any trip to Bubu ever could, due to some incredibly traditional, otherwise lost healing methods? Well - that’s something they could keep between themselves. 

*

Though it had never been his intention to become so well-acquainted with one Wangsheng Funeral Director, Zhongli finds he understands Master Hu a little bit better than he realizes. She was sprightly, effusive; a bundle of easy grins and constant pranks and questionable marketing schemes, regardless of how firmly she believed they would work (…he still didn’t know how she managed to bribe Xinyan into singing that admittedly catchy, yet fantastically morbid, song for the Parlor. A ‘jingle’, she’d called it. Something fun for the kids. “They’ll love it!” she’d said, with a confident smile and wink. They did not). She would run into trouble as easily as breathing - and when she did, she’d inexplicably find her way back to Zhongli’s door, nursing bumps and bruises and singed clothes, with an easy grin on her face that was always just shy of genuinely contrite. 

“…what have you done now?” he sighs, anointing her hand carefully with burn cream. Her small fingers had been mottled in red and layered in blisters - the most recent scars of many. 

“Bumped into some hilichurls while traipsing around Wuwang,” she replied breezily, kicking her legs back onto his ottoman. She hadn’t taken off her shoes. Zhongli refuses to react. “Thought I could take them out easily with just Homa, but then a Mitachurl with a dumb shield showed up. So Pyro Vision it was~!” 

Zhongli found himself frowning, in spite of himself. “…and did you moderate the flames this time, like I told you?” 

“Hey! Fire catches easily.” She blows her bangs out of her face. They were getting overly long again, singed black at the edges. She needed another trim, soon. “Can’t blame me for getting caught up in it!” 

Zhongli tried to restrain another sigh. Pyro was a strong element, difficult to control, as passionate and unpredictable as its Wielders often were; those favored by its Archon. It differed greatly from the calm, steady resonance of the Geo he commanded - but he’d tried multiple times regardless to advise Hu Tao on how to moderate her flames, to steady the wild gouts of fire that would pour from her staff; as bright and burning as herself. It never quite took, and for that reason she’d always end up burning herself one way or another, wearing scars on her hands as easily as another layer of clothes. 

Zhongli took a moment to consider his boss - she was headstrong, passionate, and followed no one’s guidelines on life and death but her own. But now she just looked as she was - a teenaged girl who had to inherit too much, too early, with scrapes on her knees and a new band-aid across one cheek. She looked suddenly too young, too small. He wound the bandages carefully around her fingers again and sighed. “…I think it’s best I give you another class on how to use a Vision again, then.” He nudges the Staff of Homa aside, which she’d left braced against his couch. 

“Aww, c’mon. Again?” 

“Considering you always end up at my door with burns on your hands, one way or another, yes.” He withdraws his hands and she flexes her newly bandaged fingers, considering the pain. “…until you find a way to use that Vision of yours without hurting yourself. Or would you prefer going to Dr. Baizhu for your wounds from now on?” 

It’s an empty threat and they both knew it, but Hu Tao pouts and folds her arms anyway. She could be incredibly childish sometimes, he noticed - even for a girl pushing seventeen. Her hat is braced on her lap, her bangs falling freely over her eyes, and he considers them with a tut. “…and you need another haircut again.” 

She grins. “Okay, dad.” 

…she calls him that a lot, as another way to get a reaction out of him. He chooses not to mind.

* 

There were other stories, of course, other cases - when she’d end up at his door sporting burns and scrapes and Archon knows what else, and even other wounds besides. When she needed some place to hide from the Millelith after her latest round of legally-questionable mischief, or when she’d somehow ended up caught by the Millelith and carted off to his door because she’d inexplicably told them he was her ‘Emergency Contact’, or ‘Sole Guardian’, or ‘pleeease don’t tell my sad, single dad about this, he’s going to be so upset, boohoo, wouldn’t you rather let me go instead, Mr. Millelith?’, or something ludicrous like that. He specifically remembers being roused from bed at 2 in the morning, throwing on a jacket over his robe, and opening his door to two frowning Millelith and a bedraggled Hu Tao squashed between them. 

“…Zhongli xiansheng,” one of them had said, shifting on his feet. “…we’re sorry to have roused you in the middle of the night, but Master Hu did mention you were, erm, her ‘Emergency Contact.’” 

Oh, for the love of Celestia. Zhongli fights off another sigh and nods, trying to school the exasperation and concern surely overtaking his face. “…what has she done this time?” 

…well. At least now he could put ‘blew up a Hilichurl camp too close to the city’ to Hu Tao’s latest list of achievements. At least that explained her bedraggled appearance, not to mention the disapproval writ into the faces of the Millelith who had brought her to his door. He spares a few moments to apologize, thank them for bringing her to him safely, and to bid them goodnight. Then his door shuts and he turns back to Hu Tao with an inquisitive look. 

“…what actually happened, Master Hu?” 

Hu Tao had already slumped onto his couch with a sigh, looking a bit too easily comfortable in his home than to his liking. Perhaps he’d be more okay with the thought if it didn’t recall all the times he’d had to patch her up on that same couch, his mouth full of scoldings and her knuckles full of scrapes. Too many. Too many than he’d like to admit. And now this.

“…I found a girl outside Liyue,” Hu Tao waves a hand, explaining herself. “A ghost girl, that is. Wandered too far from the city one day, lost her necklace, and then got killed by Hilichurls when she tried to find it. This was maybe 50 odd years ago? She wasn’t sure either. She was only like, what, nine? Couldn’t count very far.” She props her feet against his ottoman, pressing her cheek against her fist. “I needed to find the necklace to help her pass on, so I looked around and oops, accidentally found myself in a Hilichurl camp somehow! And before you ask, yes - I did try to moderate the flames this time! But then I accidentally poked one of those explosive barrels they sometimes have around and then-” she flails her arms out comically, her fingers flaring in an effusive gesture. “-boom! Me, Hilichurls, we all went flying everywhere! But hey, at least I found this, right?” 

Hu Tao smiles, bringing up a rusted silver chain; the end of which was affixed a small piece of metal in the shape of a cartoon butterfly. Zhongli thinks it might have been pink, once - before rust had overtaken the surface, and the ensuing explosion had coated it’s features further in char. 

“…she told me I could keep it, after she passed on.” Hu Tao curls the necklace back against her palm, tucking it into her fist. “…a pink butterfly. Hmn. Frankly, I think I would’ve preferred red, but hey - I’m not picky.” 

Zhongli is quiet for a moment, considering the story. As a funeral consultant, he’s no stranger to the deaths of children; the ache it would bring, that distinct pang of sadness. Hu Tao could joke all she wanted - it wouldn’t mask the fact that even she, in all her intimacy with death, was not immune to the heartache of those gone too young. 

“…and how did you end up with the Millelith?” he asks. 

Hu Tao pulls a face. “How else? They heard the explosion and came running to check, and saw me standing near the wreckage with my clothes all singed and still holding a flaming Homa like some criminal. I considered telling them about the ghost girl, but eh - normal folk don’t really understand the other side that well, and the dead should have the right to keep their stories. Since the Millelith already have me pegged as some sort of delinquent, let them believe I just blew up a camp for the funsies!” 

Hu Tao was grinning again, light and mischievous, but Zhongli thought he could see the strain behind it - the tremor of her hand, still clutching tight to the rusted necklace. The bud of concern in his chest unfurled, blooming into something large. 

“…have you eaten dinner, at least?” he asks tentatively. He’s well aware of the times Hu Tao would go about skipping meals - too absorbed in her work, in her little escapades, to even notice her stomach growling. Hu Tao was a teenager who lived alone - there was no one at home to make sure she was eating her meals. 

Hu Tao shakes her head.

So Zhongli prepares something quick - some rice, a plate of veggies, meat slices swimming in sauce, and to top it all off, the tofu that Xiao had used to love, back during the vestiges of the War - when he’d come back from a mission with blood smeared over his cheek and a faraway look in his eyes, wearing the anger of the Gods like a dark shroud over his shoulders. He doesn’t know if it would perk Hu Tao up the same way it used to Xiao, but she picks up the utensils he offers and eats anyway.

“…next time, you should ask for help if you need it,” Zhongli says quietly, in the same voice he’d used with Xiao when the darkness had suddenly gotten too much, the divine anger too vicious. Stop fighting for now, Xiao. You’ve taken on too much. Look at me - look at me, please. Just breathe. Breathe, and let some of it go. He picks up the plates she’d finished and piles them on top of each other, intending to wash them off in the kitchen. “I imagine my shield could be of some use, whenever you decide to accidentally blow something up. And the Millelith would be less inclined to think you’re doing something suspicious.” 

Hu Tao pulls another face, her mouth still crammed with rice and veggies. “They’ll always think that.” 

“…is that why you didn’t even try explaining otherwise?” he asks. 

Hu Tao doesn’t even shrug in return. 

She stays the night at his place, too tired and exhausted to make it back to her own house a few streets away. Zhongli pads his couch with extra cushions and blankets, and tentatively drapes the duvet around her when she falls into them and goes out like a light. She didn’t bother changing out of her singed clothes, but Zhongli figures he could nag her about that tomorrow. She was still clutching tight to that rusted necklace. 

…it was odd. Zhongli knew Hu Tao had other friends, other people in her life. She seemed to get along quite well with the younger heir to the Feiyun Commerce Guild and the young exorcist who frequents his company, and was at least on friendly terms with Xiangling of Wanmin Restaurant. And yet, whenever she was injured, or running from the law, or needed a quick place to stay, she’d come to him instead. He thinks back to the first time it had happened, when she’d broken her arm while running from the Millelith, and assumes at first that she just needed someone who could patch her up that wasn’t Baizhu. But now it seemed a little more than that. 

He asks, once, when she’d wound up at his door again after accidentally meeting the bottom-end of a Fatui Electrohammer’s weapon (…apparently she’d somehow provoked them herself, but still - he was going to have a word with Childe later, and ask whether his subordinates could kindly leave Hu Tao alone). 

“…why do you always come to me, Master Hu?” he asks, wincing at the static current that still hummed over her clothes. 

She shrugs. 

“Because I trust you the most,” she says easily. It’s a simple answer, too weighty for the words, but Zhongli let’s her leave it at that. 

Time goes by. Hu Tao wields Homa with expert finesse now, though she still burns herself with her Vision constantly in the times she’s not careful. Running from the law is still the norm, as is her mischief, but the Millelith stop wondering who to talk to about it in favor of immediately ending up at his door. On working days, the Wangsheng Staff know to defer any disgruntled parties to Zhongli xiansheng if they’d been troubled by Hu Tao’s pranks. He’s pretty sure some of the newest staff members were even under the impression there was some actual blood relation between them. He doesn’t know if Master Hu ever comes around to correcting this. 

Childe notices too, much to his chagrin, and brings it up over drinks the first time he’d told him to temper his subordinates from harming Hu Tao. 

“…what is she, your daughter or something, xiansheng?” the man grins, cocking a knowing eyebrow. 

“…I’m not sure why you think that. I’m concerned for her, that I will admit - but she is still a child. I understand she can come across as a bit…difficult, but I do think it would do the relationship between the Fatui and the Parlor some good if your men didn’t choose to attack her at every provocation,” he says flatly. 

Childe smiles over the rim of his cup. 

“…you assume my men are always the ones to land the first blow? Poor Alexei had to nurse that bruise for ages after his first run-in with that ‘child’, because he’d apparently interrupted an important ceremony while kicking sticks around in Wuwang.” Childe chuckles. “…sounds like a fun kid. But sure, I’ll let them know if just to improve our relations. And hey, xiansheng, I get it - I’m a family man too, however much I don’t look it. And I know there’d be hell to pay if I ever found out someone was messing with my family.” 

Zhongli opens his mouth to refute the claim again - she’s not my daughter - but catches the somewhat amused expression on Childe’s face, and ends up closing it with a sigh. 

…perhaps Childe wasn’t completely wrong about something, this time. Perhaps most of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor doesn’t even react when she calls him ‘dad’, and neither does he. Perhaps the Millelith come to him whenever they need help reining her in. And perhaps he was starting to see her along the same wavelength as someone like Xiao, a young adeptus, too young even back then to bear the cruelness of war, the anger of the divine. What was family to a God, other than what he could make for himself as a man? 

It’s pouring outside today. He can see the sheets of rain collapse against the walls of the Parlor, hear the panes rattle on their hinges. He catches sight of Hu Tao gathering her things, preparing to leave for a sojourn to the Border. He calls out to her before she does: “Remember to bring an umbrella, Master Hu.” 

Hu Tao looks up at him and grins. “Okay, Dad.” 

She still uses that a lot (though he’s beginning to wonder if it’s as ironic as he thinks). 

He chooses not to mind.

  



Wangsheng’s 78th (or: the father of all pranks)

Author’s Note:
      
  (CW: lies, pranks, first trimester pregnancy, Zhongli explaining how babies are made in way too much detail. Also, extremely morally dubious: do not try this at home.)


 

Dedicated to my wife, who is a lot like Hu Tao but who would never pull this shit (…I think).

    


    
    Zhongli burst into Yanfei’s offices—or, rather, he entered at a brisk walking pace without knocking. Beads of sweat dotted his brow, yet he seemed not to notice them.

Yanfei looked up from her desk, quill still in hand. “Rex— that is, Zhongli-xiansheng! How may I be of service?” 

Zhongli’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly.

“Zhongli? Please, take a seat… Is everything okay?”

He slumped into the indicated seat. Bit by bit, his head tilted up from the floor until his eyes met Yanfei’s.

“Miss Yanfei,” said Zhongli, desperation in his voice, “I need you to tell me how human babies are made.”

Had things been different, Yanfei’s jaw might have dropped. Her quill may have fallen out of her slack fingers, a blot of ink smearing across her draft report. She might have sputtered, “Wh- what?”

Unfortunately for Zhongli, he was far too late, and Yanfei did none of these things. After all, Hu Tao had gotten to her first.











  3 days earlier


Zhongli’s mistake, if you can call it that, was letting his guard down around Xingqiu.

In the ten years since he’d given away his Gnosis, Zhongli—formerly Rex Lapis, Archon of Geo, God of Contracts; now an ordinary citizen of Liyue Harbor—had gotten to know many of the Harbor’s citizens, and found himself on good terms with quite a few. Among this number were the rich layabout Xingqiu and his exorcist fiancee, Chongyun, both close personal friends of Director Hu’s. It was not an uncommon sight to see Zhongli sharing a meal with them. (Xingqiu was always generous with footing the bill.)

Today, as the three men sat down for a lunchtime yum cha service, one thing was at the top of Zhongli’s mind. Hu Tao had reported the good news to him the prior weekend, almost in tears with delight. Anything that made his employer and friend—and, in many ways, young ward—that happy and hopeful for the future was not to be taken lightly. At the very least, thanks were in order.

“Master Chongyun,” Zhongli said, “I thank you for your generous donation.”

Chongyun blinked. “Donation? …”

“To Director Hu,” Zhongli clarified, “for her attempts to conceive a successor. It is my understanding that you generously provided some of your sperm to aid in her conception…?”

“Right, yes,” said Chongyun, his face red, “yes, um, thank you.”

“Come now, my liege,” said Xingqiu, who was pouring tea for them all. “No need to be so modest. You’ve been a load of help to Hu Tao.”

“I agree. I’ve never seen her as overjoyed.” Zhongli nodded his thanks as Xingqiu slid a cup of tea to him. (It was a rooftop establishment, so the cool breeze made piping hot tea all the more appropriate.) “Master Hu is a traditionalist in many ways, and she had her worries about alchemical conception. In my humble opinion, it was a great source of comfort to her that a respected friend such as yourself was able to provide seed—”

Chongyun choked slightly on his tea. “I… well, it was…”

The exorcist took a few sips of tea, steadying himself, then mumbled something about how he took ‘duty’ and ‘clans and bloodlines’ very seriously and there was no need for such, um, explicit thanks.

“Oh, but you so deserve explicit thanks, my dear fluffycloud,” said Xingqiu, his eyes twinkling with what Zhongli took to be warmth and love. “You were under no obligation to… oh, how did you put it, good sir?”

Zhongli nodded his head at the ‘good sir’; Xingqiu was nothing if not gallant and courteous. “Provide seed for in vitro fertilisation of Director Hu’s eggs,” he offered.

“…yes, that! You were under no obligation to provide seed to Ah Tao…”—Xingqiu paid no mind as Chongyun buried his face in his plate—”…and if you hadn’t, where would our dear friend have turned? To me? To Xiangling?— oh, excellent…”

The conversation trailed off as their table received its first wave of dim sum.

Zhongli bit into a shumai, and hummed with approval. 

“A simple recipe, executed well,” he said. “The slight resistance of the pastry accentuates the bouncier mouthfeel of the prawn and pork without competing for attention. The acidity of the sauce, while a touch overpowering, balances out the fatty taste of the meat.”

“Yes,” said Chongyun, blinking rapidly. “Yes, it’s very nice. Let’s talk more about food.”

“Yes,” said Xingqiu brightly. “I so love this style of dumplings, except when Hu Tao tries to make them. Did you know they can explode? I hadn’t known they could explode. Speaking of Hu Tao…”

(“Xingqiu, please,” said Chongyun.)

“I’m glad she’s happy with, you know,”—Xingqiu motioned with his chopsticks—“getting the family succession sorted out.”

“Indeed,” said Zhongli. He hummed thoughtfully. “Truly, it is a miracle of modern medicine that one can bear child”—(“Stop saying things like that,” groaned Chongyun)—“at such a remove. Why, just a few generations ago, one such as Master Hu would have had little choice but to engage in sexual intercourse”—here, Chongyun moaned in anguish—“in order to ensure the continuation of her line.”

“Little choice?” said Xingqiu, ignoring Chongyun’s pained tugs at his shirt sleeve. “Zhongli-xiansheng, what other options do you speak of?”

Here Zhongli paused. “Hmm, I must admit that alternate methods of conception falls outside of my area of expertise. It is my… impression that the in vitro method is not only a relatively recent invention but the only viable alternative…”

“Your impression,” echoed Xingqiu. “Your… impression. Not certainty, just… strong understanding.”

“Indeed,” said Zhongli.

“Well,” said Xingqiu breezily, “I’m hardly a pharmacist myself, so I suppose we’ll never know.”

The topic turned to other things, Chongyun heaved a sigh of relief, and the conversation was entirely out of Zhongli’s mind.










“I was halfway through a lecture on embalming techniques,” said Hu Tao. “You’re lucky Zhongli was there to take over… Well? What was so important it couldn’t wait half an hour?”

“You’re about to owe me a dozen favours,” said Xingqiu.










Zhongli arrived at the Wangsheng Parlour at seven’o’clock in the morning, not a minute earlier or later. The walk from his lodgings to his place of work was a well-worn groove, with just enough time allocated to stop and admire the scenery or greet a few familiar faces in Feiyun Slope, if he so pleased. He re-locked the door behind him, opened the curtains, and then paused in surprise.

Master Hu skipped into reception, which in of itself was nothing unusual. What was unusual was the tea tray she was carrying: going by scent, she’d brewed Golden Goddess Oolong, a variation on Iron Goddess with an osmanthus note he was particularly fond of. More surprisingly, it looked like she’d remembered to remove the tea leaves before they oversteeped: when it came to the Director, edibility was a minor miracle.

“Director Hu,” he said, both confusion and fondness seeping into his voice, “that smells most exquisite. To what do I owe this pleasant surprise?”

“Good morning, Mister Zhongli! Please, help yourself. I used a thermometer like you told me to so it shouldn’t be, uh, too burnt.”

She drew herself a chair and plopped down in it.

“So you know how I said the alchemists’ in vitro thing had worked and I was pregnant?”

“Yes…?” Celestia above, she couldn’t be implying—

“It’s fine!, foetus-Hu is fine!” Hu Tao hastened to clarify.

Zhongli let out a breath he hadn’t noticed he was holding. “Oh, good. I thought… Never mind me, Director Hu. What were you saying?”

“Well,” she replied, “it turns out it wasn’t the alchemists’ work at all. I… I don’t know how to say this, Zhongli…”

She took a deep breath:

“Surprise! You’re the father!”








  
  A brief, educational digression regarding how human babies are made

Ten years earlier


  “…And those with internal gestation are classified as ‘mammals’,” said Zhongli, “a term coined approximately two thousand years ago by a pre-eminent Sage of the Vairya Dashan during a comparative study of rhinoceroses and turtles.”

  
  “Paimon is sorry. Please stop.”


  “When mammals have sexual intercourse, the zygotes, sperm and ova, meet and begin the process of gestation within the uterus. Of course, a requisition for a new soul is filed with Celestia at this time, although the nature and efficiency of this particular divine bureaucracy is beyond my limited knowledge. In the case of fraternal twins…”

  “—okay but my brother and I weren’t born human or ‘mammal’; we weren’t conceived through Teyvatian biology, so this doesn’t matter—”

  “Yes,” said Zhongli, “but as to our friend Paimon’s hypothetical: if, at the exact moment of insemination…”

  “Paimon was just curious but Paimon is still trying to eat here and you are ruining the taste of eggs for her.”

  “Comrade,” said Childe, face buried in his hands. “Girlie… I know we had a… moment earlier, but…”

  “I get it,” said Lumine, staring vacantly into the distance. “I’ll never be able to see your face without remembering this accursed conversation.”

  “…glad we’re on the same page, comrade.”

  “At least Teucer isn’t here to hear this.”

  “Yeah.”

  “…”

  “…”

  “Wait, why isn’t Teucer here—”

  “Paimon thought you two were watching him—”

  “Zhongli-xiansheng excuse us we have to go—”







  Present day


“I’m… the father?” said Zhongli.

“Yes!” said Hu Tao. She bounced up and down on her heels. “Isn’t that exciting? You’re finally part of the Wangsheng family.”

“But… I… Director Hu, that’s impossible,” said Zhongli. “Humans, like most of Teyvat’s creatures, procreate through sexual intercourse, which I have never and would never—”

“Oh, that’s the crude way, sure,” Hu Tao interjected. “But there’s other, more intimate fertility methods that are just as effective!”

“Like… like the ‘donor’ method the alchemists helped you with…?”

“Get your mind of the gutter!” said Hu Tao. “Aiyah, I’m talking about tea rituals.”

Zhongli blinked. “Tea… rituals?…”

Hu Tao’s eyes widened. “Wait. Don’t tell me that Mister Zhongli, Wangsheng’s resident encyclopedia, doesn’t know about tea rituals?” 

“I do not,” said Zhongli, at a loss.

“Aiya.” Hu Tao frowned. “I suppose I’d better explain, then. When a man and a woman—or a woman and a woman—or a man and a man—or a man and a neither-one-nor-the-other—”

“Director Hu, please!”

“When two, three, or five people care deeply about each other and wish to conceive a child, they partake in frequent tea ceremonies to show Celestia the strength of their bond. Those who impress the heavens are blessed with offspring, no dirty stuff required. And, wouldn’t you know it? Who’s the one person I take tea with more than anyone else?”

She’s kidding, Zhongli told himself, this is a prank, this is a prank, Guizhong would have told me, surely?…

“…usually oversteeped, then the child will be very short. But your brewing technique is excellent so we needn’t worry…”


  Yet I am the Prime Adeptus. Is it so difficult to imagine that, just as there are countless adeptal arts that even the most learned of humans can scarcely imagine, so, too, are there secrets of humanity that the Adepti understand not?


And besides… Hu Tao had no idea he was an Adeptus. As far as she was concerned, he was a perfectly normal human who knew all the intricacies of human culture. Therefore, he reasoned, she would have no reason to believe this was something she could mislead him about.

“Master Hu,” said Zhongli. “You’re… certain I am the father?”

Hu Tao blinked with wide eyes. “Mister Zhongli,” she said plaintively, “when have I ever lied to you?”

“Well…”

“Of course I’m certain!” said Hu Tao. “I swear it on Rex Lapis’s dignity.”










And so we now return to Yanfei’s office, where Zhongli was asking her how babies are made, and she was not freaking out in the slightest.

“Unfortunately,” said Yanfei, “I have been helping your Director Hu with her alchemical conception negotiations.” She gave Zhongli and apologetic look. “I know you two are close, but I have to protect my client’s confidentiality, as per my contract with her.”

“I appreciate the gravity of a contract,” said Zhongli, “but I assure you this question has nothing to do with the specifics of Hu Tao’s case.”

“Are you certain, though?” said Yanfei. “If I were to disclose to you my knowledge of any alternative method— rather, alleged method of conception, then that might reveal to you what options I have studied on my client’s behalf.”

“I see. But surely—”

“No buts. Be it in vitro fertilisation, homonculus diagrams, tea rituals, or prolonged sapphic eye contact, I cannot confirm nor deny their efficacy for fear that it might compromise Taotao’s privacy.”

“Very well, I— Um. ‘Taotao’?”

Yanfei stood up and gently herded him out of her office. “Have a nice day, Zhongli-xiansheng!”










Hu Tao dragged a stepladder across the floor of the staff break room. She climbed it, hopped slightly in place, and retrieved a mug from a high-up shelf.

Zhongli stared at the mug as Hu Tao rinsed it out. It had accreted enough dust that the water inside turned brown the first couple of times.

“Director Hu, just how long has that mug been sitting there?”

Hu Tao hummed. “About twelve years, I think? I bought it a few years after you started here but before we did the Rite of Parting for Rex Lapis.”

She slid the mug, now full of violetgrass tea, to Zhongli, who spun it around to inspect it. It was not the finest craftsmanship: the glaze was uneven, the handle too thick to wrap a little finger below but too small to squeeze four fingers inside while handling a hot beverage: it was a shape better suited to holding cold beer, if anything. Written on the side in bland letterpress were the words “WORLD’S #1 DAD”.

“I bought it as a joke gift for a friend,” explained Hu Tao, when she saw him looking. “Never did end up giving it to him.”

“Which friend?” said Zhongli.

“Careful, it’s hot.”

Hu Tao finished filling her own mug (a horrendous polka-dotted thing shaped like a cartoon ghost) and joined him at the table.

“Yanfei said you visited this afternoon,” she said. “Said you seemed distressed about something.”

“Ah. Yes, I suppose I was.”

“Is it about the kid? Director seventy-eight?”

“Indeed,” said Zhongli. “Director Hu… I admit I was taken somewhat aback by this morning’s revelations. I had no idea such a thing was possible.”

Hu Tao waved her hand. “Aiyah, don’t lose your head over it. If it’s a matter of you feeling… like you have an ongoing responsibility…?”

“…I suppose so,” said Zhongli.

She sipped at her tea, patting him on the arm with her free hand. “I know you said you were planning on moving on from Wangsheng in another three or four years…”

“Yes. At the time I felt like I might have upset you…?”

“Not at all! Why would I be upset?” Hu Tao scrunched up her face. “Employees move on all the time. This business isn’t for everyone…

“But I want you to know, Mister Zhongli, that you needn’t change your plans on my or”—she waved at her stomach—“this one’s behalf.”

“No?”

“No, silly! It’s exactly the same as I said to Chongyun when we were organising all the alchemy. I like the idea of seeing hints of someone I admire and respect in my successor, and that’s why I turned to friends first, but… the Wangsheng legacy is my duty to uphold, my task to pass down. Not Yanfei’s, certainly not yours or Chongyun’s.”

“You’re certain, Director Hu?”

“Of course, Mister Zhongli! This tea-ritual conception changes none of my life plans; I’d hate to see it mess with yours. Go take your stu— take your retirement, get out there! As the saying goes: when dead, die; when alive, live.”

“Thank you,” said Zhongli. “I appreciate your… level head, Director Hu.” (The fact that he was saying this should have alerted him that something was awry. It did not.) “That proverb is new to me… did you coin it?”

“Yes, just then!”

Hu Tao smiled and sipped at her tea.

“Come to think of it, wouldn’t that be funny?” she said. “If Yanfei was the one charged with carrying on the Hu family name?”

Zhongli experienced a nameless sense of foreboding. “How so?”

“Think about it! A half-adeptus, with millennia of lifespan, upholding the cycle of life and death?” Hu Tao grinned. “Wouldn’t that be the funniest upset of the natural order?”

“Um,” said Zhongli.

“Oh, oh, imagine if foetus-Hu turned out to be half adeptus! And little old me, trying to teach the cycles of life and death, joy and grief, to someone that long lived? What a disaster that would be!” She laughed. “I’m sure it’s ok, though. After all, we’re both ordinary, mortal humans, fated to have ordinary, mortal progeny.”

Grinning from ear to ear, Hu Tao gulped down some tea.

“Um,” said Zhongli.

“Ow I burned my tongue ow—”










“Miss Ganyu. Good morning.”

(Gasp.) “Rex Lapis! I… I mean… Lord Zhongli. Mister Zhongli! Hi! How may I be of service?”

“You haven’t been in my service for a decade now,” he chided.

“Oh, yes, of course!” Ganyu blinked. “But… What brings you here? Not that I mind, I was just taking a stroll, but of course you can see that… I. Um. Good morning?”

“I was hoping you might answer some general knowledge questions for me,” said Zhongli. “You have spent more time among humanity than I. I heard something quite surprising about humans last night, and I would like to verify it.”

“Oh? Of course.” Ganyu frowned. “I cannot guarantee I’ll be of use here, but I’m honoured you came to me. What do you want to know?”

“It regards…” Zhongli briefly considered euphemism, then decided against it. “…procreation. The cycle of human reproduction.”

Ganyu’s cheeks went a little pink. “I see. Um. Ask away.”

Hmm. Now, how best to verify what Hu Tao had said about tea rituals? Best not to ask too leading a question.

“Typically, a very specific variety of sex is required in order to create offspring. But I’ve heard—somewhat perturbingly, I suppose—that in fact there are alternative methods for achieving the same result.” Zhongli paused. “Ganyu, would you happen to have heard of… such things?”

“It was just hand-holding I swear,” Ganyu blurted out.

“…hand-holding?” Zhongli felt perplexed, but he supposed that was no more inconceivable than tea rituals. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“Okay it wasn’t just that. But… But the Qixing doesn’t forbid it, I triple-checked the rules on fraternisation and consulted with the Tianquan to make sure I was in the clear, it’s not… Oh, no, is it a problem? Is it”—she lowered her voice to a whisper—“the heresy? Do I have to kill her? Please don’t make me kill her, she just wants Liyue to thrive in her own stubborn way…”

Zhongli blinked. “Forgive me, but I’m not certain I fully, or at all, understood what any of that meant.”

“… I’m still loyal to Liyue, no amount of helping comb my hair is going to change that— wait, you don’t?”

“Are we both talking about…” Zhongli locked eyes with Ganyu. “…tea rituals? The intimate kind?”

“I…”

Ganyu’s mouth worked open and closed several times.

She cleared her throat. “I… Well, you see… the thing is… oh my goodness I just remembered. I was supposed to arrive early today. To deliver. Some documents. To Ningguang.” Her hand went to her hip, reaching for a satchel that wasn’t there. “And… and I don’t have them with me. And that is why I need to get there early. To pick them up from her office.”

Zhongli gave her an understanding smile. “You’ve been a huge help, Miss Ganyu. Please, don’t let me keep you.”

“Okay!; have a lovely morning, my Lord; bye; all hail Rex Lapis; bye!”

The qilin could certainly move fast when she put her mind to it, Zhongli mused, as he watched her departing silhouette. He hadn’t seen Ganyu move like that since the Archon War.










“I suppose it would be good if you stayed on while little Hu Seventy-eight grew up,” Hu Tao said, leaning heavily on the bathroom door. “You know, guidance and support.”

Hmm. It would be a convenient excuse to stick around and check that the child wasn’t an immortal dragon, with Hu Tao none the wiser.

“Is that… something you would want?” Zhongli said. “Guidance and support?”

“Yeah. Um, for Director Seventy-eight, that is! Not me. I’m not a kid, I don’t need… fathering.”

This was probably an ironic time to ask then, but: “Weren’t you about to throw up?”

“Yeah, but… important conversations first. Stomach second.”

“Master Hu, I am here all morning. I will still be here when you get back from the bathroom.”

“It’s a matter of pride, okay? I can’t— oh, ohshit startputtingthoseflyersupwhileimbusy excusemeforaminute…”

While his employer retched, Zhongli perused the new promotional flyers. The illustrations of recent clients were of excellent quality: perhaps too realistic, considering the stab wounds. But then, all this modern marketing was rather new to him, so who was he to say?










“My lord, you are certainly having a prank played upon you,” said Xiao.

“One thinks you presume too much, yaksha,” said Cloud Retainer. “The ways of humans have changed over the years, have they not?”

“Yes but that is not how—”

Cloud Retainer laughed. “Simply because you have never seen something for yourself, hardly makes such a thing impossible. One finds your education in natural philosophy most lacking.”

“With respect, Cloud Retainer, you’ve not met Hu Tao. She is a trickster of the highest order.”

“Such hypocrisy, Alatus! Was it not you who once said that one must have faith in the humans if one is to meet this newly dawning age with grace?”

“What? No,” said Xiao. “That doesn’t even sound like me.”

Zhongli cleared his throat, interrupting the other two in their bickering.

“Let us suppose, for now, that the child is mine.” He looked between the other Adepti, smiling gently at Xiao’s raised eyebrows. “The Wangsheng Funeral Parlour serves an important role in Liyue Harbor. Its Directors uphold the sacred passage between life and death. Could a half-adeptus, one like Ganyu or Yanfei, play this role, when their lifespans dwarf those of the common folk?”

“One sees not why anything that humans could do, an Adeptus could not also do,” scoffed Cloud Retainer. “Our Ganyu and Yanfei excel in their respective roles within human society. Their long lives allow them to learn more deeply, absorb more experience, than the humans will.”

“But can an Adeptus appreciate the fragility of human life to the same degree a human can?” Zhongli wondered. “Is our blessing of longevity not also a blind spot?”

“One rather doubts it,” said Cloud Retainer.

“If you wanted the child to truly know the meaning of a short life,” said Xiao, “we could arrange, in a century’s time, for me to take their life—”

“Excuse me?” Cloud Retainer reared her wings. “One shall not permit so callous an undertaking, least of all to one of one’s wards.”

“One of your wards?” said Xiao. “Cloud Retainer, you’re not adopting another stray, are you?”

“One doesn’t see why not,” she sniffed.

“I am with Xiao in this,” said Zhongli, before the conversation could derail any further. “Cloud Retainer, this is not another Shenhe…”

(“Or Fufu, from three centuries back. Or…”—Xiao frowned in thought—“what was the name of that Natlani orphan after the Archon War? The one who turned out not to be an orphan?”)

“The child will have family: Master Hu Tao, of the storied Wangsheng Funeral Parlour. She has truly grown into a formidable woman, and I have no doubt that, if she applies herself to the task, she will be an exemplary guardian.”

“The only thing Hu Tao is exemplary at is pithy verses and being the most irritating person in Liyue.”

Zhongli waved off Xiao’s snide remark. “My only concern is that the child will not be, strictly speaking, human. Hu Tao won’t, nor will any in her clan’s history, have the experience to reconcile their philosophy on life, death, and the border with raising a child who, by their standards, may as well be immortal.”

“Lord Morax, you yourself are an adeptus,” said Cloud Retainer, “and one who works with this Wangsheng Funeral Parlour on matter involving exactly this cycle of life and death. If you are so concerned, one suggests you help steer the child’s upbringing to achieve a less deleterious result.”

“I’ll second Cloud Retainer on that,” said Xiao. “You already live in Liyue Harbour; hell, you already work there. It seems like you’d be able to talk Hu Tao into letting you help.”

“I see,” said Zhongli. “Very well, I’ll take your words under advisement. Thank you both greatly.” He stood, brushing dust from the tail of his coat. “If you’ll excuse me…”

“Hang on,” said Xiao, even as Zhongli walked off, “we never established if any of this was true.”










“I heard Mister Zhongli is having a baby,” said Little Jing.

“Not having a baby,” Fangfang corrected him, rolling her eyes. “The daddy doesn’t get pregnant, so he doesn’t have the baby.”

“Well, my daddy was pregnant with me.” Little Jing crossed his arms.

“He was not.”

“Was too.”

“Was not!”

“Was too! I’m older, you weren’t even there.”

“No fighting, now,” chided Lady Ningguang. “I don’t want to share my pineapple buns with you if you’re fighting with one another.”

“But Little Jing is lying,” said Fangfang plaintively.

“Am not!”

“I happen to know that Little Jing’s father did have him,” said Ningguang. “But most men can’t get pregnant, and I believe Mister Zhongli is currently such a man.”

“Oh,” said Fangfang.

“I told you.”

Little Kai’s mouth was full of prawn crackers but she piped in anyway. “Fangfang, you should apologise for calling Little Jing a liar.”

“I agree,” said Ningguang. “A reputation for honesty is a precious thing indeed. We mustn’t tear such a thing down without good reason.” She turned her head. “But Little Kai, please don’t talk with your mouth full. What if your chewed-up food got on my skirt? I’d be terribly sad.”

“Sorry, Little Jing,” said Fangfang.

“It’s okay,” said Little Jing.

“Sorry, Miss Ning,” said Little Kai, still chewing.

“Now, what’s this I hear about Zhongli-xiansheng and having babies?” said Ningguang.

She had a suspicion already: his employer, Hu Tao, had recently become pregnant. (She’d inferred as much when the alchemists Hu Tao had been contracting with had left town; Hu Tao herself had confirmed it to the rumour mill a few days later.) To those who didn’t know Zhongli or Hu Tao particularly well, it was easy to see how the rumour that Zhongli was the father might have started: the two were quite close, just… not romantically.

“Mister Zhongli is having a baby with his friend Miss Hu Tao,” said Little Jing confidently. “The baby’s going to be the new director of the funeral parlour.”

“Indeed?” Ningguang smiled gently. “How did you find out?”

“That’s what the grown-ups at the warehouse were talking about all day yesterday,” said Little Jing. “Ms Yu sounded very surprised, I think she like likes Mister Zhongli.”

“Is that so,” said Ningguang, and since everyone was done with their crackers she started handing out pineapple buns. “Well, I’m very glad you told me. But don’t forget, one rumour doesn’t make a fact.”

Fangfang piped up. “Oh, oh! My big bro heard it too,” she said.

Ningguang paused midway through handing her a bun (and so Fangfang took the initiative and snapped it from her hand). “Your big brother?”

Fangfang’s older brother Longwei, formerly ‘Little Long’, was a line cook at Pavilion Nova, a trendy restaurant under the Wanmin umbrella with a rotating menu of highly experimental dishes. More importantly, he was one of Ningguang’s old informants, now in his early twenties. Not the kind of person she’d expect to spread rumours.

“Yeah,” said Fangfang. “He heard Mister Zhongli chatting with his boss”—Mao Xiangling, culinary genius and among the best investments Ningguang had ever made—“the night before yesterday. Mister Zhongli was telling her he was a father, and she was arguing with him that it wasn’t him, it was someone else.”

“An argument?” said Ningguang. That was odd. And Zhongli buying into those rumours… well, it couldn’t just have been because of the rumours, then. “Hmm, I’m not fond of arguments, as you know. Did your gege see if they came to an agreement in the end?”

“He said after half an hour his boss thanked Mister Zhongli for the news. And then Mister Zhongli left, and then she left early. She sounded angry with someone.”

“I wonder who?”

“My big bro didn’t hear who. But when his boss came back she was carrying some big jars of flowers that were fur… fermi…”

“Fermented?” prompted Ningguang. The sinking feeling in her gut didn’t make it to her face.

“Yeah! Fomenting flowers.”

“How fascinating!” Ningguang ruffled Fangfang’s hair, then did the same for the other two. “Fangfang’s brother has such an interesting job, wouldn’t you say? I never realised how exciting being a cook for Ms Mao could be.” She put a hand to her lip thoughtfully. “Is there anyone you all would want to work with when you’re big enough?”










The wine tasted the same as Guoba remembered: like honey and fresh apricots, over a gentle amber base.

“♪♫,” he said, licking his lips with satisfaction.

“I agree,” said Zhongli, “this year’s is an excellent vintage.”

Digestifs with Zhongli were one of the few occasions where Guoba spent a night apart from Xiangling. According to the former Geo Archon, he’d shared a similar ritual with Guoba’s previous incarnation and a few others, a half dozen gods meeting up every few decades for a simple supper and a hearty nightcap or two. Guoba had no recollection of this, but he was more than glad that they’d resumed this tradition for themselves, meeting at Third Round Knockout a couple of times a year, with the occasional appearance from Madame Ping or Mountain Shaper. Zhongli was a comforting presence, stable like bedrock: a refreshing contrast for Xiangling’s constant wanderlust and her zeal for the new, the different, the surprising.

“It’s a strange thought, that I’m to be a biological father,” said Zhongli, swirling the wine around in his glass. “I’ve always designed my mortal vessels to be incapable of that, at least via the usual means. This whole… tea thing has me at a loss.”

“♪~,” commiserated Guoba.

“I suppose it’s not entirely misfortune, though,” said Zhongli. “At least it’s Hu Tao’s child to raise.”

“♫?”

“She’s a cheeky young woman, certainly, but she’s also most intelligent and responsible. If anything of my divine nature was to end up tended to by human hands, I can think of few others I’d consider capable of adapting to the task.”

Guoba refilled their glasses.

“Still,” said Zhongli, “I admit I’m quite at a loss at the whole situation.”

He sighed.

“Hu Tao has become such a formidable woman in the time I’ve known her. I fear that if I stay on to keep an eye on her child, I’ll deprive her of the opportunity to fully blossom. I do not wish to be the tree whose shade the sapling cannot escape.”

Guoba nodded. “♪♪.”

“You’re right. She might not mind my continued presence. She’s said as much, in fact. Yet I find this does not ease my fears at all.”

Zhongli took a long sip of his drink.

“It’s difficult, isn’t it,” he said. “Knowing when to be a guiding hand, and when to let go.”

Guoba nodded, thinking of Xiangling.

“But you’re most right, my friend,” said Zhongli. “I mustn’t let sentiment deter me from treating Master Hu as an equal. This problem, like many, is best solved with honesty.”

A wise sentiment. Guoba toasted to that. Clink.










“Ganyu!” said Ningguang. “Just who I was looking for. And hello, Keqing; do you mind if I have a few minutes of your… colleague’s time?”

Keqing shrugged, not taking her eyes off the report she was reading. “Go ahead. We’re on the clock, so like you say, we’re colleagues first and foremost.”

Ganyu beamed at Keqing, then turned sideways in her chair, hands folded neatly in her lap. “Lady Ningguang. How may I help you?”

“I’d like you to check in on Zhongli-xiansheng. Nothing serious has happened, but I’m a little concerned for him… hmm? Are you alright?”

Ganyu’s face had turned a deep red. “I’d… rather not. If it’s no trouble to you, Lady Ningguang?”

Passing up an opportunity to interact with her idol, Morax… and more unusual still, showing discomfort at a mundane request? Something was up.

Ningguang sat herself down on the nearest desk. “Ganyu? What happened?”

“Nothing!” said Ganyu, “nothing important.”

Keqing looked up, brow furrowed. “Something happened, Ganyu?” (The ‘and you didn’t tell me?’ was implicit.)

“It’s, uh…” Ganyu fidgeted. “It’s a personal matter.”

“If it concerns Zhongli it may be the Qixing’s business, I’m afraid,” said Ningguang. “Please, Ganyu. Was he acting odd at all?”

Ganyu squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her fists. Then she let out a long breath, untensing. “Well…” she said.










Hu Tao had just finished dinner and was on her way back to the Parlour when Xiao appeared in front of her.

“Oh, Xiao!” she said. “Do you wanna— eep!”

Before she knew what was happening, Xiao had her wrist in a firm grip and was dragging her towards Feiyun Slope.

“Um,” said Hu Tao, as they passed by the funeral Parlour, “not that I don’t enjoy your company, Xiaoxiao, but… where are we going?”

Xiao said nothing. His expression was brooding and annoyed: this told Hu Tao nothing whatsoever.

Different tack, then. “Um, Xiao, did I… do something wrong? Are you… m-mad at me?” She quivered her voice slightly on the ‘mad’, but only slightly: couldn’t go too heavy on the waterworks all at once.

“No,” Xiao grunted. His frown deepened as he realised he’d broken his silence. “Not mad.”

“Th-then what is it?”

Xiao tilted his head, looking her up and down. “You’re not actually crying, are you,” he sighed.

“Am too!” said Hu Tao brightly.

Her mood spoiled immediately as they left Feiyun Slope entirely and she realised Xiao was directing her towards Yujing Terrace. 

“Xiao, let go.”

When he didn’t respond, she tried:

“Xiao, you can’t take me to the Qixing, you’d be, um, interfering in mortal affairs.”

No? Nothing? Okay, screw dignity then.

“Help! Kidnapping! Extortion! Stranger danger! Stranger danger!”

A dozen different Millelith heads swivelled in her direction, recognised her, then swivelled away.

“…oh, fiddlesticks.”





Why Xiao had his own personal password for the new Jade Chamber (‘Where can I find a good butcher in town?’) eluded Hu Tao. All she knew was that they were now there, above the clouds, where there was no point in trying to escape through a window.

The side entrance Xiao dragged her in through was well-hidden (a flat panel in a shadowy alcove), which Hu Tao took to mean that this was the ‘shady business’ entrance: espionage, torture, pizza deliveries, and so on. She noticed the implication that she was here on not-entirely-consensual shady business, but did not break a sweat or even gulp: she was a consummate trickster; she had some mahjong face to speak of.

Xiao slowed as they neared a door midway through a hallway.

“Liyue’s fate has been put in the hands of mortals,” he said. He sounded more ominous than usual; gold star to him.

“Indeed,” said Hu Tao neutrally.

“I can only hope they’re better at keeping you in line than I’ve ever been,” said Xiao, as he threw the door open, and, releasing her wrist, planted a foot on her tailbone and shoved her into the room.

He’d— did he just kick her in the butt?, she didn’t think he had that in him—

Hu Tao spun around to say as much, but Xiao was already slamming the door shut again. She had just enough time to catch the slight relaxation of his lips, the closest he’d ever gotten to smirking.

“Well.” She blinked. “First time for everything.” She turned back around to face the room’s sole occupant. “Yoohoo! Director Hu Tao, Wangsheng Funeral Parlour. I believe we’ve met?”

Tianquan Ningguang sat at the far end of an ornate pine table whose length filled the room. Behind her, a window overlooked a fishpond, and golden clouds beyond.

Even here, dressed in a simple cotton qipao with a notched neckline and red-gold trimming, Ningguang looked every bit as much like royalty as she had a decade ago when she’d dropped her old house on a god. The smile lines beneath her cheeks were the only real evidence that she’d advanced in years; the rest of her skin was porcelain smooth as ever.

“Please,” Ningguang said, “take a seat.”

Hu Tao did so, because she was not nearly as reckless as her affect suggested, and disobeying a direct order from the most powerful person in Liyue would be a very mundane way to die.

“So,” she said, “how may I be of service, Lady Tianquan?”

On the other end of the conference table, Ningguang smiled but otherwise made no response. She was painting her nails a wine-red shade to match the accents of her dress. Wait, no, correction: she had painted her nails said wine-red shade, and she now appeared to be adding a layer of gold speckles atop, which matched the other accents of her dress. The speckles were a look that had been in—and fallen out of—fashion half a decade ago, and Hu Tao couldn’t help but approve of the message sent by such disregard of public taste.


  No: focus, Hu Tao, focus. Why are you here?, what does she want?, how do you get out of this?


The first question had a clear answer: it was days after she had initiated her latest prank on Zhongli, and the Qixing had been quite obvious about knowing who he was. They probably felt a little protective of his grip on reality.

As to what Ningguang wanted, or how to escape this situation… well, Hu Tao felt like she understood Ningguang a little. In most matters, she was a pragmatic woman, one who had become quite adept at working in the public interest. She spoke the language of money and business more fluently than anyone else, Hu Tao included.

What was called for, then, was not a bribe, per se—the Tianquan went to great lengths to comply with the letter of the law—but something a little more to the benefit of Liyue that made her job a little easier. Bribing the country, not the woman, so to speak.

“I’m gonna guess that you’re dreaming up a pile of fines for disturbing the peace, maybe threatening me with charges for fraud,” said Hu Tao. “I won’t argue the fine, sure, but fraud doesn’t make sense, you know Yanfei and I are close, you probably couldn’t even get as far as getting Mister Zhongli to make a complaint.”

Ningguang hummed, nodding slightly. She remained otherwise silent as she switched the nail polish to her other hand.

Oof, silent treatment. “And, well, pranks are in the eye of the beholder, and I don’t think Mister Zhongli has been done any real harm… But, uh, you probably think I went too far this time, or you wouldn’t have called me up here. So… you’re probably not going to let me go without some kind of punishment.”

Ningguang said nothing.

Hu Tao continued, “Okay, so… how about a discount on Wangsheng’s yearly contract with the Millelith, for the next couple of years? Five percent above cost of materials, enough that I can pay my employees, but you’d still be saving a buttload on that.”

Ningguang blew on her nails and said nothing.

“I could… give the Crux Fleet a discount?” tried Hu Tao. “I think that would still be above board…”

When that didn’t work either, Hu Tao took a deep breath. All in. Pride on the line…

“I’m sorry, okay? Is that what you wanted to hear? I’m sorry I made Mister Zhongli worry about kids and stuff.”

“Oh, there seems to be a misunderstanding.” Ningguang did not look up from her nails, but her lips softened into the tiniest of smiles. “You need not apologise to me.”

“Maybe if as a community service— Wait, I don’t?”

“Not at all. I find the situation most entertaining.”

But…

Something wasn’t right.

Hu Tao resisted the urge to squirm in her seat. “In that case… Why are we here?”

“You,” said Ningguang, “are in trouble. And I”—her smile widened ever-so-slightly—“am simply here as a witness, to ensure you come to no harm in the Qixing’s care.”

“Harm?” said Hu Tao.

Behind her, the door opened, and a dazed-looking Keqing strode into the room, accompanied by—oh, fiddlesticks—Ganyu, with a hand placed protectively on the former’s shoulder. Where the Yuheng’s heels clicked crisply on the wooden floor, the qilin’s steps were eerily silent, leaving snowflakes in their wake.

Keqing took a seat facing Hu Tao. Ganyu remained standing, fixing Hu Tao with a glare cold enough to kill.

After a few seconds, Hu Tao broke the silence.

“So, are you two finally tying the—”

“I gave Zhongli the sex talk today.”

Keqing said this flatly, lifelessly, like she had died and been brought back as a jiangshi like Qiqi.


  Don’t laugh don’t laugh don’t laugh…


“Um,” said Hu Tao, forcing her lips into a frown, “good job?…”

“I explained the birds and the bees to Rex Lapis,” Keqing went on. “In detail. He took notes.”

Her eyes were so exhausted, Hu Tao thought. Keqing looked utterly, totally done.

Hu Tao supposed she ought to apologise. But also:

“Zhongli is Rex Lapis?” she said with a dramatic gasp.

An arrow slammed into the chair, just above her shoulder, coating one side of her face with frost flakes. She winced.

Ganyu stowed her bow away with a flick of her wrist. “Master Hu,” she said, her voice small and sparkling like a jewelled dagger, “please don’t insult the Yuheng’s intelligence.”

Hu Tao promptly shut up.

“He…” Keqing blinked, looking lost. “Rex Lapis asked me how conception works. Rex Lapis.”

“There, there,” whispered Ganyu gently, “it’s over now, my sweetflower, it’s over.”

“He kept asking me if teapots are fertility aids. Master Hu… why would anyone think that?”

“Don’t answer that,” snapped Ganyu, before Hu Tao could open her mouth. “Director Hu, you are a horrible, horrible person and have no respect for Rex Lapis and if it were permissible for me to fill you with arrows—”

(“Which it is not,” Ningguang murmured gently.)

“—then I would do so because you are the absolute, absolute worst.” Ganyu took a deep breath, steadying herself. “Why would you make Lord Zhongli think he was the father of your child? Why would you make him think that drinking tea was a sex act? Director Hu, he loves you like a daughter—”

“Let’s not overexaggerate here,” said Hu Tao crossly. “I think I’d notice if he did. But anyhow, um, I am, very, very sorry. I didn’t mean for whatever happened to Keqing to happen…”

“This is mostly not about Keqing,” said Ganyu sternly.

“…and I am sorry if I’ve hurt Mister Zhongli’s feelings. Or confused him or any of the rest of you. It was a silly prank and maybe I went too far, maybe not, who can say?, I’m sorry.”

Hu Tao blinked rapidly, willing tears to her eyes. She gave Ganyu her best possible weepy-sad face.

“Can you… find it in yourself to forgive me?” 










Brooking no nonsense, Ganyu explained how Hu Tao was going to apologise to Keqing, and to all the adepti, and especially to Zhongli. She detailed the exact varieties of tea leaves Hu Tao would be buying as a “sorry I shaved a thousand years off your lifespan” gift. She went on and on and on. By the time Ganyu was done with her lecture, Hu Tao had several pages full of instructions and a minor headache.

She was dismissed from the Qixing offices.

Standing outside, feeling the cool evening air on her face, Hu Tao let out a sigh of relief. She hadn’t been one hundred percent certain she was making it out of there alive.










She opened the door slowly, sticking her head through.

“Mister Zhongli?”

“Master Hu!” said Zhongli. “We were all quite surprised when you didn’t turn up this morning. Meng has been handling client inquiries in your absence.”

“Oh, good, good,” said Hu Tao. She motioned to the stairs. “Can we talk? Um, privately?”

Zhongli followed her to her office, where they both ignored the desk and its chairs and instead sat next to one another on the sofa.

“I… may have misled you,” said Hu Tao, wringing her hands, “regarding certain specifics of, um, my pregnancy. And the nature of your involvement in it. Which is to say you, um…”

Zhongli exhaled slowly. “I’m not the father?” he said.

“You’re not the father,” said Hu Tao. She laughed ruefully. “Tada. You’ve been pranked.”

Zhongli nodded. “And… that business with tea rituals… that was also part of your prank?”

“I mean, it’s a strange world we live in; who can say for sure what isn’t real?”


  “Hu Tao…”


“…yeah okay I made that up.”

Hu Tao stared at her fingers for what felt like minutes and minutes.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered.

A hand gently clasped her shoulder, and she jumped at the unexpected contact.

“I cannot as yet accept your apology,” said Zhongli. “I will need some time to contemplate the past few days. But even so, I suspect I will come to forgive you in due course.”

“You don’t have to,” said Hu Tao. Ugh, her sinuses felt swollen. Worst feeling. “I spent last night and this morning thinking about it, and it was… a bit bigger than my usual pranks on you. You don’t have to forgive me, I get it.”

“Master Hu, there are many things I don’t have to do that I choose to anyway.” Zhongli squeezed Hu Tao’s shoulder. “I have spent the past few decades trying to make peace with past regrets… so I am not enthusiastic about picking up even the pettiest of grudges.”

Hu Tao nodded sullenly.

“I would ask,” said Zhongli, “that you try not to deceive me about anything this important again.”

“…so stealing your tie and hiding it is still okay?”

“Far be it from me to deny your nature.”

“Mister Zhongli… I lied to you about another important thing.”

“Oh?”

Her nose was blocked, so she exhaled through her mouth. “I don’t want you to quit. I said it was okay, but that was a lie.”

Zhongli nodded gently. “Is it that you… want help with the child?”

“A bit. Not just that.” Breathe in, a big gulp of air. “Even before that, I… you’re such a big help around Wangsheng Funeral Parlour, you know? The entire time I’ve been running the place you’ve been a part of it, and I… I don’t know what I’m supposed to do without you around to help.”

“You’re an excellent Director. You’ve run the place just fine whenever I’ve taken a vacation.” Zhongli seemed to notice her stiffening. “…but I suppose that’s besides the point. When I thought about moving on, it was because you seemed like you had fully matured beyond needing my help. And I don’t think you do, Master Hu, but…”

“…but I want you to keep working here anyway,” she sniffled. “I like it when you’re here. I like hearing you lecture the new hires, I like it when you brew us tea, I like… you, you silly old man. You’re the best employee a humble funeral director could ever ask for.”

“My retiring doesn’t mean I’ll never brew you tea again,” said Zhongli. “You’re a very good friend to me—”

“Don’t say that,” Hu Tao whimpered under her breath.

“—and it would be a great disservice to us both if our friendship were to simply end with my tenure here.” Zhongli ruffled her hair as best as he could manage without dislodging her hat. “I can still come by to visit, do the occasional guest lecture or odd job. And though I do plan to travel more, I can certainly make sure to join you for evening tea whenever I’m in town, which will still be quite often.”

“I… would like that.”

“Then that shall be my contract with you,” said Zhongli, former God of Contracts. “I will continue to spend time with you, Master Hu, so long as you want me to.”

“Thank you,” whispered Hu Tao.

“And if you still wanted—how did you put it?—guidance and support for our 78th director-to-be, then I can help a little there. Though I think you underestimate how capable you are of providing the very same.”

“You don’t have to help there if you don’t want to,” said Hu Tao. “That bit was kinda just me being scared I’ll mess up. But I’m sure you’re right. I’ve got this. You don’t gotta help.”

“Master Hu…” Zhongli gave her a small smile. “Please understand, I was planning to ask this well before this prank of yours ever happened.”

Hu Tao nodded.

“If it’s acceptable to you,” said Zhongli, “I would be honoured to help look after the 78th as they grow. Not as a father, but as one of your very many friends who would do just that for you.”

At this, Hu Tao scooted closer and hugged Zhongli, squeezing tight.

“Of course, Mister Zhongli!” she said. “You were always going to be the godfather, you know. You are the best employee ever and I feel so lucky every day to have you here and…” Her voice choked slightly, and she rubbed at reddening eyes before continuing the hug even tighter. “I’m really glad you came to work here, Zhongli. After Grandpa passed, you’re… you’re everything I could ever ask for.”

Zhongli hugged her back just as tightly. “Thank you, Master Hu,” he said. “I feel bad asking, but… is this also a prank?”

Hu Tao looked at him sincerely with red, glistening eyes. “I meant every word, Mister Zhongli. You can be the godfather if you’d like. And you’re amazing. You’re like… you’re like a senior colleague to me.”

“I was actually referring to whatever you just dropped down my back.”

“Oh, that? No, that’s not a prank, it’s a spider I found outside.”

“I see,” said Zhongli, hugging her even tighter.
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    When Hu Tao awoke, it was to a familiar warm landscape. Long, glimmering ribbons stretched between great stone glaciers. Standing out starkly against the golden background, blue-rimmed figures traversed those bridges with a notable ambivalence.

Hu Tao laughed. She knew the nature of the scenery before her like the back of her hand! Obviously, she had woken up in the barrier between the worlds of the living and the dead.

Any further details were obscured by a painfully blinding light that shone down upon her. She lifted a hand to shield her eyes, but even as she squinted against the light, she could see that something was different. At first, she peered around, trying to figure out what that critical difference might be, but the instant that she lowered her hand to thoughtfully scratch at her chin, she saw it:

Her hand glimmered the same translucent blue as the spirits inhabiting the barrier and the land beyond. Her brows furrowing beneath the weight of the implications revealed therein, Hu Tao lifted her other hand up beside it for a closer look.

She turned them over to inspect the back. Still blue.

She looked at the palms again, side-by-side. Still blue.

She stuck a finger into her mouth, just to double-check that no one had doused her with a suspiciously practical mixture of glue and ground Noctilucous Jade. When she withdrew the digit, wiped her spit off on the side of her jacket, and lifted it up only to see that it was still blue, she had to accept the natural conclusion.

She had died.

She was dead.

Well, that was that!

She probably could have figured that out a long time ago, all things considered. Her hands no longer had the liver spots that came with old age. When she dabbled her fingers across her face analytically, none of her wrinkles were there either. And of course, there was the most immediate cue: her hair was long and dark, and no longer shot through with white and silver like falling stars.

A strong emotion welled up within her as she began walking towards the afterlife. With a faint frown, she held her hand out to let her palm brush up against any flora she could.

The feeling burdening her chest didn’t hurt, not like regret or loss was supposed to. She was a Director of Wangsheng Funeral Parlor! And none of the directors ever lingered at the border. She strove to live to the best of her ability: honest and without regrets. There was no reason for her to feel so conflicted about dying.

Maybe it was curiosity! She’d been in the barrier plenty of times; it no longer held any mystique for her. Naturally she’d be curious about what lay beyond. Would she see her family? Would she get to meet up with the friends who had died before her? Death would be a whole new adventure. And in the event that it wasn’t, and her consciousness ultimately fizzled away into nothingness for either eternity or for reincarnation, then that would be an adventure in itself!

Hu Tao looked around as she started up the stairs to the round, swirling door to the afterlife. Her frown became heavier and heavier.

No, no. Curiosity couldn’t be it. Wasn’t it. She knew what curiosity felt like; it was the thing that had driven many of her solo experiences in life. It felt heavier. It felt more—

—more like worry. It was worry. Why was she worried? Her friends would be alright without her. The Wangsheng Funeral Parlor would be alright without her.

She should be excited. Elated.

Despite that, the only thing she felt as she ascended towards the door was a growing sense of dread. The closer she got to the door, the less she wanted to go through it.

When Hu Tao finally stood right in front of the door, close enough that she could feel the cool, sparkly rush of energy against her nose. She needed to go through it. She knew that. It was the natural flow and order of life.

And yet, for the first time in her life—her death—she couldn’t bring herself to do what she needed to.

Because in that moment, she finally realized what had her so worried:


  Zhongli.


Her death wouldn’t be the first time her friend had lost someone. An eternal cycle of loss and gain was simply part of being immortal. It was the price to pay, one might even suggest.

Zhongli had extended to her the truth of his nature, but it had only been after the fine lines of age had begun to gather at the corners of her eyes while he remained as fresh-faced as ever. It hadn’t been news to Hu Tao—you didn’t get flawless skin, an expensive misunderstanding of Mora, and a thorough knowledge of long-dead cultures without being an adeptus—but his little quirks and non sequiturs had made a lot more sense after learning of his past as Rex Lapis.

He was just a weird dude that acted too old for his own good. And that had put him at a disadvantage, socially speaking. Which was a significant accusation when it came from Hu Tao, who might have also been considered socially disadvantaged.

Hu Tao had always been a lonely girl. Zhongli had been an equally lonely man. And for a long time, Hu Tao had thought that she preferred it that way. After meeting Zhongli, though, she’d realized that it was possible to feel warm and comforted and—and loved. She hadn’t found romantic love in Zhongli, but rather the sustained and steady love of a platonic life partner.

And now, she was gone. Dead. And that meant Zhongli was alone again. It had taken months—no, years!—of concentrated effort on Hu Tao’s part for him to remember how to smile again. What was going to happen to him now?

Torn and distraught, Hu Tao wrung her hands. She paced back and forth in front of the door as she chewed on the inside of her cheek.

Seriously, what would happen to her friend? Would he find happiness again? Would he ever find a reason to smile again?

A thought occurred to her, one so horrendous that she paused in the middle of her frenetic pacing to cry out in worry: what if Zhongli wasn’t going to be okay?

She had to make sure. She had to go back and make sure he’d be okay. She would not leave his side until she could reassure herself of that. How long that would take, she didn’t actually know.

But she would do whatever it took to make sure Zhongli was able to smile again.

Pushing up her sleeves, Hu Tao turned around. She had a barrier to leave and a friend to haunt, and nothing was going to get in her way!

 


  🙥DAY ONE🙧


Hu Tao felt relatively certain that she had a handle on being a spirit by now. She’d spooked a few cats, sure, but that was to be expected! What mattered was that she’d easily figured out how to keep mortals from seeing her. It just took a little twist of ghostly magic, a little sprinkle of willpower, and boom! Kapow! She was invisible!

It was actually really fun! All of a sudden, she wanted to do all of the pranks that she hadn’t had the time or energy to do before dying—and she very nearly did. The only thing that kept her back from going on a pranking spree was the solemn reminder that she’d come here to be a protector, not a poltergeist.

How had that reminder come about?

Why, simply by seeing Zhongli’s face.

The first place she had gone to upon her return from the barrier had naturally been the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor. It was her home, the single place she had the greatest connection to; her spirit felt as connected to that establishment as it could be to any singular place.

When she arrived, she hadn’t known where to expect Zhongli. Would he be in his room? The viewing space? Had she returned soon enough that her body had yet to be cremated? Would she have the opportunity to see her own dead body? She had been morbidly intrigued by the idea before she walked in through the front door and encountered a table memorializing her. She’d been brusquely confronted with the fact that all that remained of her was a small jar of cremated remains that propped up a portrait of herself.

She circled the table, curious. The knowledge that a whole body could be reduced to little more than a few pounds of bone and ash before being compacted into an urn was not a new one to her. The thing that confounded her, filled her with confliction, was the knowledge that it was her body tucked away in the decorative jar. All dark lacquer, scarlet butterflies, and plum blossoms; it was a suitable one for her. It had to be! She’d picked it out long before her death.

Reaching out, she set her gleaming hand down on the lid to her urn. She wanted to see what was inside. She knew what was inside, but she wanted to see it for herself. As she curled her fingers around the knob on top, however, she was filled with the most nauseating feeling; her hand went right through the lid.

Hu Tao withdrew her hand hurriedly. Grimacing, she shook her hand in front of her.

“Ouch! That did not feel good!” It was more like a throbbing wrong-ness as opposed to actual pain, but that did nothing to negate how bad it felt. She clutched her hand against her chest and looked around.

Right. She was a spirit. She couldn’t just go around and interact with the world all willy-nilly anymore. She was supposed to be going incognito, anyway! If anyone knew she was here, it’d defeat the purpose of watching Zhongli secretly.

Setting her hands on her hips, she glanced around, running through her mental map of the Funeral Parlor. Out of all the places, where was Zhongli most likely to be? Of course, that was assuming he was in the building at all.

She began by peeking into his room. It was empty. She darted by the office; no one was there aside from the 78th Director and their usual assistants. Nor was he in the library they had cultivated for funerary and cultural research. He wasn’t in the viewing room, or the embalming room.

Defeated, Hu Tao skulked towards her room. The door was ajar; she slipped in without a second thought.

Zhongli sat beside her bed. Not in her bed—beside it. He had, at some point, brought his favorite chair to her room and made himself comfortable there. He appeared to be perfectly content, to the point where he had brought several books to keep him occupied. He kept them stacked up on the floor, however, as opposed to spreading them out in full view upon her bed like Hu Tao might have.

He treated her space with reverence, as though he was simply another of her many ornaments. It occurred to Hu Tao that he must have been the one to keep watch over her body until it was time to perform the final rites.

He looked up from his book. Hu Tao stiffened. Had he noticed her? But he didn’t look at her—he looked at her empty bed. His expression was one of sadness and longing and grief, and Hu Tao’s heart broke at the sight.

She crawled up onto the bed, which had been made crisply and neatly. The fabric didn’t crumble or divot beneath her; she had no weight of presence in this world anymore. But the mattress remembered her still, because years of use had left it with a perfectly Hu Tao-sized space for her to nestle in. When she lay there, looking up towards Zhongli, his eyes flickered towards her every so often.

Initially, she froze at his gaze, but when there was no glimmer of recognition or realization in his expression—only a winsomeness that made her heart ache—she closed her eyes and sighed.

“I’m sorry to make you so sad,” she said. “I know death is just a part of life, but I promise! We’re going to make sure you’re okay before I move on.”

Zhongli didn’t reply. How could he? But maybe, he felt a little comforted by her presence nonetheless.

Hu Tao smiled, and she did not let sorrow tug the corners of her smile down. “You’re gonna be okay. I promise.”

 


  🙥DAY TWO🙧


The lack of sensory input was one of the things Hu Tao felt the most conflicted about after having become a ghost. She still saw and heard things perfectly fine, but her tactile and olfactory senses felt numbed. Dulled.

The only things that felt, smelled, or even tasted like they had when she’d been alive were the offerings of food and incense that had been laid out around her portrait. When Hu Tao reached out to pick up a skewer of glazed dumplings, or take a bite of her favorite vegetarian abalone, its mortal form remained where it was while she was left free to snack on a ghostly apparition of that food. Being dead, she had no need for food, but it was a delicious reminder of the people who had loved her while she was alive.

Unfortunately, the fact that everything else muddled away into a giant sensation of blah meant that everything felt… super under-stimulating. She longed to feel the breeze on her skin. She longed to smell the fresh-cooked wares being hocked by the kiosks along the wharf. She longed to taste the salt of the sea on her lips.

And it sucked because she really wanted all of those things again. But that was the price she paid for coming back to the mortal world to keep an eye on Zhongli!

“You should get something to eat,” she said to Zhongli as he meandered along through the marketplace. “Did you bring any Mora this time?”

Nothing he did happened without her helpful and continually running commentary. As he walked by the jadecutter’s, she scolded him: “You can’t eat rocks! Well, I guess you used to be a dragon, so maybe you could? But you’re not a dragon now! So don’t you dare try!”

When he wandered by the Ministry of Civil Affairs, and absent-mindedly patted the noses of the stone lions standing guard there, Hu Tao did a handstand on one of their heads and rolled her eyes. “Whiskers and Mittens are long gone by now; you know that! Don’t be so silly, Zhongli.” But it appeared to bring Zhongli some form of comfort, if she understood his wistful expression correctly, so she didn’t berate him any further.

“Zhongli,” the owner of Wanwen Bookhouse greeted him when he made his way there, having overshot his original goal. It was a different person manning the register than the one that had been there when Hu Tao had been young, but they still had a pleasant smile that made Hu Tao always excited to work with them. “How have you been? I’m so sorry for your loss. You were quite close with Hu Tao, weren’t you?”

“Very. She was my friend.”

Hu Tao clucked her tongue. “You could at least try to make a little conversation!” she said. “They’re trying to be friendly with you, Zhongli. Friendly! That’s what you need right now!” She didn’t want him to be alone. Was that so much to ask?

Her attention wandered to the side, where she noticed a small table had been set up. It looked like several of her books had been stacked there, once upon a time, but only a few copies of her most recent anthologies remained to speak for them.

“Oh, wow!” she gushed, detaching from Zhongli’s side to investigate. “I guess it’s true, what they say about an artist never really being appreciated until they die!” She giggled. “It’s not like I did it for the money, but it’s nice to know that people are reading my stuff.” Flitting back to Zhongli, she grinned at him. “And hey! You’re one of the beneficiaries of my estate, so the more books sold, the better!”

The expression on Zhongli’s face wasn’t what she expected to be. Instead of being slightly saddened by the topic of her death, he seemed almost… happy? He was smiling, and she couldn’t say she understood why.

Then again, she seemed to have cut in on his conversation with the bookseller.

“I’m just glad her works are being appreciated,” he said gently, his words echoing Hu Tao’s own sentiment. She nodded, satisfied.

“That reminds me!” The bookseller turned around, and from a table behind the register, picked up a small stack of envelopes and scrolls alike. “These are from her fans. I don’t know if you want them, or if you want to pass them on to her successor, but ever since her passing, we’ve been receiving letters from fans all over Teyvat. They want to extend their thanks to her, and thank her for sharing her poetry with the world.”

“How is a dead poet going to read their fan letters?” Hu Tao snorted. “If I hadn’t stuck around, I wouldn’t know that these were here at all!”

Zhongli accepted the bundle graciously. With a slight bow, he said, “Thank you. I’m sure she would be glad to know her works have touched so many people.”

Hu Tao eyed the bundle. Now that she’d gotten over her initial reaction, she had to admit that there was a certain degree of truth to what Zhongli said. Sure, it would have been nice to have read the letters while she was alive, but she still felt touched by the outpouring of love for her. She sighed.

She hadn’t needed to be shown that she’d left a lasting effect on the world. Knowing that she had, however, left her feeling some sense of accomplishment.

She glanced at Zhongli.

If only she could make sure that she’d left such a positive, lasting effect on her friend.

 


  🙥DAY FOUR🙧


“Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to meet with me,” Zhongli said, holding an arm out for his companion to take.

Hu Tao wanted nothing more than to reach out and do exactly that. It had been several days of trailing along and keeping an eye on Zhongli, and while she was very used to chattering along self-sufficiently, the fact that his responses had transitioned from ‘uncommon’ to ‘nonexistent’ meant that she had to fill up the space herself. At least, she had until Zhongli’s usual schedule had been ditched in favor of dinner with an acquaintance.

“It’s no bother at all,” Ganyu said as she took his arm. “I’m just glad I can be here for you right now. How have you been feeling?”

“I am as well as I can be, I suppose.”

Ganyu nodded graciously, as though she understood precisely what Zhongli was trying to communicate. “The loss of a friend is always a difficult one,” she said.

“Yes, but the time spent with her was well worth it.”

“It’s been quite some time since you allowed someone to get so close to you. How long did you have with her—thirty years? Forty?”

Zhongli chuckled. “I truly do not know. When does one begin to count the time spent with a companion? When you meet them for the first time? Or when you begin to think of them as a friend?”

Ganyu’s laughter, though burdened by the weight of centuries, chimed like a bell across the Yuehai Pavilion. Hu Tao wondered how long she had known of Zhongli’s true identity. “You make an excellent point, my Lord.”

“Please, Ganyu. There is no need to call me by such titles any longer.”

“Perhaps not, but it makes me happy to think of the past we share together. If you will not allow me to call you by your name—”

“Ganyu.”

“—then please, my Lord, grant me this.”

Zhongli was silent, but it was a silence Hu Tao was all-too-well familiar with. It was the silence of a man who knew when there wasn’t any use in resisting. Ganyu said nothing either, but Hu Tao leaned forward to see that her soft smile was one of relief and satisfaction alike.

“Thank you, my Lord.”

Hu Tao looked around. Yujing Terrace was just as beautiful as she remembered it being. Now that she was dead, maybe it was even more so. On the other side of the ponds that surrounded the walkways, Glaze lilies bloomed in the dimming light of early evening, providing their own soft luminescence by which to walk.

On a whim, she elected to take advantage of being lighter than air and, vaulting over the safety railings, landed foot-first on one of the lotus pads floating in the water.

“I’ve always wanted to do this!” she laughed as she launched herself forward into a series of somersaults. Each time she landed, she used a different lotus pad, until she finally ran out of places to put her feet. She landed with her feet firmly on the final lotus pad and threw her hands into the air.

“Taa-daa!” she cheered, because Zhongli could not applaud good-naturedly for her. Then, turning back with a faint scowl, “You know, I really thought it’d be a lot funner than it was. It’s probably one of those things where the thrill is in trying to stay dry. And since that’s not a problem…” She shrugged. “Oh well.”

She looked back at Zhongli and Ganyu. Her antics had taken barely any time, it seemed, because the two of them hadn’t gotten any closer to Liuli Pavilion. Zhongli had stopped, actually, and had leaned over to inspect one of the nearby flower gardens.

“You are the one who takes primary care of these?” Hu Tao heard him ask as soon as she got close enough to see him gesture at a bush of silk flowers.

Ganyu practically glowed with pride. “Yes!” she exclaimed. “The Glaze Lilies as well.”

“I see.” Zhongli was silent for a moment, and then: “May I pick one?”

“Oh, um… of course you may. Thank you for asking.”

Hu Tao heard the faint snap of a stem as Zhongli grasped one of the flowers and pinched it off. Rising up to his full height once more, he brought the flower up to his lapel and tucked it into the buttonhole of his coat.

The white and pink petals of the silk flower contrasted sharply with the blacks and browns of his formal attire. He didn’t appear to be bothered by it; if anything, he appeared to be proud of the chance to wear it.

“Thank you. It was one of her favorites.”

Hu Tao’s mouth tightened with emotion as she climbed back up onto the walkway and rejoined them. She reached up to brush her fingers against the velveteen petals, even though she knew she couldn’t actually feel them. “Yeah, they are,” she said softly. “Thanks.”

“I’m sure she would like that,” Ganyu said. Somehow, her voice was just as soft as Hu Tao’s felt; Hu Tao flashed her a grateful look.

“I am inclined to think so as well.”

 


  🙥DAY SEVEN🙧


The morning dawned like the first clear day after a rainstorm. Which, technically speaking, it was. The scent of petrichor and Glaze lilies filled the breeze, which Hu Tao imagined to be sweet, brisk, and revitalizing.

Hu Tao sat down across the table from Zhongli. Part of her belly cut through the table in order for her to do so, since the chair—her chair—was tucked in. It tickled in a silly little way, just like everything did when her incorporeal form came into contact with it. It wasn’t an uncomfortable situation, but it was a constant reminder that she wasn’t supposed to be here.

“You could have at least pulled my chair out for me,” she complained, her chin propped up on her hand. “Just pretend I’m here. It’s only been what, a week? I could still be here if I didn’t know the way to the barrier. Be considerate! I think I deserve that much at the very least.”

She sighed dramatically and rolled her eyes. “I mean, the food’s been nice. I’m glad you remembered the things I wanted to eat after I died. But it’s like, really uncomfortable to cut through things all the time. It almost doesn’t make it worth it!”

Standing up, she stretched her arms up towards the sky. She stepped out of the way of the table, of her chair, and finally freed herself from their restrictive embrace.

“It’s not that you’re not worth it,” she said, glancing back at Zhongli. “Because you totally are! I’m just saying that it kinda sucks to have two things in one place at the same time.” She giggled. “So, what’re we going to do today? Something fun? I hope it’s exciting. But I’d go to the opera too, if that’s what you wanted to do!”

She beamed at Zhongli, even though she knew he couldn’t see her. To her complete and utter lack of surprise, he did not respond.

“Okay, fine. So not the opera. I don’t even know who’s performing. Honestly, Zhongli, I just wanna make sure you’re not all down in the dumps now that I’m gone. Got it? So do something nice for yourself today. Torment the chef over at Liuli Pavilion this time, if you want. I definitely left you the Mora to do so!”

Bursting out into laughter, she clutched at her belly. “Look at me! If you thought I was annoying when I was a kid, I’m even more annoying now that I’m dead!” Her smile fell.

“It’s probably good that you can’t see me. I’m supposed to be helping you move on, and here I am, just making it harder for both of us. But mostly me. I thought I’d be so good at living without regrets, and here I am, so worried about you that at this rate, I’m never gonna get around to the afterlife.”

Zhongli sighed deeply. He set his teacup down.

Then, he turned to look directly at Hu Tao.

“Do not worry about me, Hu Tao. I will be well. Rest. You’ve earned it.”

Hu Tao’s jaw dropped. “You—you can see me? But I thought—”

Hadn’t she striven to keep the living from seeing her? But Zhongli shook his head without breaking eye contact with her, like if he looked away, Hu Tao would simply disappear. His eyes were just as bright and stunning an amber color as ever. They were the color of Mora. The color of truth. He would never lie to her.

“Are you really so surprised?” her old friend asked. “As the man who was once Rex Lapis, I don’t think it is all that strange for me to have a closer connection than most to the afterlife.” He chuckled warmly, like he was legitimately amused that Hu Tao had been caught so off-guard by this ability. Hu Tao scowled, but that only seemed to please him more. “I have been able to distinguish the color of your soul from all of the others since the moment you returned. You’ve been taking very good care of me, haven’t you?”

Hu Tao tried to smile, but all she could do was lift one shoulder in a halfhearted shrug of acquiescence.

“I see. Thank you.”

Zhongli picked his cup up again and took a long draw of his tea before contemplatively adding: “When you’ve lived as long as I have, time feels elastic. Malleable. Wholly inconsequential.” He cleared his throat. Hu Tao noticed that his eyes shone with not only the luminescence of an old god, but with tears too. “These past seven days have felt longer than any century. I have missed you, Hu Tao.”

For the first time since Hu Tao had died, sorrow wrapped heavy hands around her throat and threatened to choke her. She wanted to say something to him. She wanted to explain to him that she had missed him too, despite walking by him almost every minute of every day.

“But it is time for you to go now, my friend.”

Hu Tao shook her head with every bit of emphasis she could muster.

“I don’t want to,” she said. Her voice wobbled more than she’d hoped it would.

“Why not?” Zhongli asked, lifting a brow as he set his cup down. “The Wangsheng Funeral Parlor is in good hands. The new Director has taken care of your service. You did well in choosing them, Hu Tao. I have great faith in their ability, just as I did in yours.”

“Because I’m worried about you!” Hu Tao blurted out. “I don’t want to leave and see you being all sad and mopey and confused like you were when we met! I want you to be happy, and to enjoy the little things, and to smile—”

“I can do all of those things and more,” Zhongli said as he rose from his seat. Taking a few steps towards Hu Tao, he took a knee before her. He lifted his head, and Hu Tao’s chest seized at the grief that tore at his expression. He lifted a hand, and Hu Tao imagined that she could feel his hand caress her cheek once more. “It is not the same without you, of course. I do not think it ever will be.

“But I will be happy, my dear. I will find happiness in the curl of steam that rises from my morning tea. I will find joy in the chatter of the marketplace. I will delight in the things that you taught me to love, and I will smile every time I think of you.”

Tears streamed down Hu Tao’s face. When had she started to cry? Gathering up the fabric of her long sleeve in her palm, she ran it across her eyes as she sobbed without restraint. She crumbled to the ground; Zhongli knelt before her.

She could nearly feel the way his hands ran through her hair, his fingers untangling the seelie-knots that had formed in her twin-tails. She did feel the pressure of her hat—the hat of the Director of Wangsheng Funeral Parlor—alight gently from her head. It rustled against the ground as Zhongli sat it down beside her. She let herself lean against him for support, both strengthened and comforted by his eternal embrace.

She’d always worry about Zhongli. He was her friend. But now, she had been reminded that he could take care of himself.

When Hu Tao finally had no tears left to cry, and the worries that had tethered her to the mortal realm had finally been alleviated, her soul felt as light and free as a butterfly.








Zhongli watched as, finally, the spirit of his beloved friend fluttered away into the midmorning sky. He might have offered himself as a guide to the afterlife, but Hu Tao knew the way better than anyone.

As much as he would miss her, she needed him no longer.
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