
the finches who have only known the boundless sky, and you.
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    The only person with hair as white as Nahida’s is Lady Ningguang
  
  , Qiqi thinks. Traveller-
  
    jie
  
   has returned from Sumeru in one piece, and with a small child next to her. Shyly poking her head around Traveller-
  
    jie
  
   to quietly observe the girl who had walked ahead in front of them, looking all around her in a show of childish awe, she has to wonder if she was once like that, too, when she first woke up.



  “Qiqi, say hello.” Traveller-
  
    jie
  
   takes Qiqi’s hand and leads her forward, Nahida turning her attention back towards them. “Nahida, this is Qiqi. She helps out at Bubu Pharmacy and picks herbs.”



  “Hello, Qiqi. It’s nice to meet you.”



  “Hello. Qiqi forgot what comes next.”



  “I like your hat!”



  Qiqi pauses, wondering if her hat really was that nice, or if Nahida was just being polite and lying, like how she’d seen some other adults do when they didn’t want to get into a fight with other adults.



  “Thank you, Nahida. Qiqi, would you like to go play with Nahida? I have some news for Lady Ningguang, and you can show her around Liyue Harbour if you want.”



  “Qiqi will make sure Nahida has fun.”



  “Don’t forget to have fun yourself too.” Traveller-
  
    jie
  
   bends down to give both Qiqi and Nahida a tight hug each, then walks away in the direction of Yujing Terrace. “I’ll see you two in a bit!”



  Nahida looks at Qiqi expectantly, as if waiting for her to say something. When Qiqi doesn’t, she prompts, “Do you have hopscotch?”



  “Hopscotch?”



  “You know, the ten squares? The skipping? Jumping?”



  “Finches jump. Qiqi doesn’t know about hopscotch.”



  Nahida stares in horror, and Qiqi reaches for her journal, certain that there’s no entry on a game called “hopscotch” but feeling like she has to try to find one anyway, if only so she can tell Traveller-
  
    jie
  
   she did her best to let Nahida have fun.



  “Qiqi knows about how to hop and what is scotch but Qiqi doesn’t know what hopscotch is,” she says desperately in an effort to defend herself from…something? “Hopscotch, not in Qiqi’s journal.”



  “Okay, I can show you,” Nahida says confidently, as if Qiqi’s not knowing isn’t a bother at all. Surprised at not being a nuisance for not knowing something, Qiqi pauses. “Do you have a favourite place? It’s always more fun when you play games at your favourite place.”



  Now 
  
    this
  
   is a question Qiqi doesn’t have to think about. “Qiqi will take you to Qiqi’s favourite place,” she says. “Qiqi will tell Herbalist Gui where Qiqi and Nahida are going, so Traveller-
  
    jie
  
   knows where to find us.”



  After the note is left at the pharmacy, Qiqi takes Nahida to an abandoned hut in the vicinity of Wangshu Inn, where several golden finches hop around. They approach when Qiqi and Nahida are near, fluttering around Qiqi’s legs in what can only be called affection.



  “Oh…these finches…” Nahida crouches down, carefully holding a hand out. Somehow, seeds have materialised in her palm, and the finches begin to peck at them eagerly. “They aren’t in cages.”



  “Finches fly free,” Qiqi confirms, crouching down next to Nahida and letting a finch hop into her hand. She carefully strokes its head, soaking in the warmth that can only come from a living creature. “Qiqi will never put finches in cage.”



  “I won’t, either,” Nahida says gently, scattering the rest of the seeds on the ground and watching the little plump birds eat with a wistful expression on her face. “I wonder what it’s like, never knowing the confines of a single small space.”



  “Qiqi’s room is small.”



  “Small becomes arbitrary when small is all you know for centuries,” Nahida says. “Small becomes just another number in the air—another word by which you measure quantity. If your room is small, then mine is miniscule. If your room is miniscule, then mine is no bigger than an atom. Your room must be a mansion, then.”



  “Qiqi doesn’t know what a mansion is.” 
  
    But Qiqi knows you are sad. Don’t be sad.
  
   “Don’t cry. Finches will be sad if you cry.” 
  
    Qiqi will be sad if you cry.
  



  Nahida laughs, and suddenly all is right in the world again. “I won’t cry. It’s far too late for that now. Crying is for when you don’t know what else you can do. I am free now, and I know what I want to do. What is there to cry over? Don’t be sad, Qiqi. We came here to have fun, so let’s have fun.” She stands, and offers Qiqi a hand.



  Qiqi pauses for a fraction of a second before accepting it, and they move to an emptier spot, where Nahida takes a stick and draws a strange series of boxes of equal sizes on the ground, labelling each one with a number in ascending order. She picks up a small pebble from the ground and points to the first box, labelled as ‘1’.



  “You try to throw the rock in there, and then you hop over it like this and go all the way to ten, then you come back and pick it up on one foot.” Nahida demonstrates, wobbling only once as she bends to grab the pebble on her way back. “Tada! Now you try.”



  Qiqi tosses the pebble the same way Nahida did, but it skips over the first box to land in the second. “What happens now?”



  “Well, technically you lose and it’s my turn again, but you can try again until you get it.”



  And so Qiqi tries over and over, until the pebble finally comes to a rest in the first box. She does her best to hop through everything, just like Nahida, but only makes it to 6 before her limbs stop cooperating and she has both legs on the ground.



  “Qiqi didn’t make it,” she says, disappointed. “Qiqi loses.”



  “But you tried,” Nahida points out. “You already won, because you did your best.”



  “Qiqi will try again,” Qiqi announces resolutely. She marches back to the start and hops forward, getting to 8 before wobbling and setting her left foot down.



  “Again.” This time, she reaches the end, but doesn’t make it back around.



  “Again.” She stiffly hops from 2 to 10 and back to 2, and when she reaches for the pebble, her leg shakes, but she holds steady until her fingers close around the rough stone. Qiqi makes the final hop across the line, and Nahida cheers, clapping her hands delightedly together.



  “You did it!” Nahida beams at Qiqi, and Qiqi’s lips twitch, as if trying to smile back, but being unable to. “I knew you could do it. That was great. Now you have to throw to the second box, and skip that one instead. The first one to reach 10 wins.”



  Qiqi wins, but she knows Nahida must have gone easy on her with the way only she got to retry until she got it, the finches their companions until the blue sky bleeds to violet and they have to return to the harbour.



  “Goodbye, finches,” Qiqi says, petting one with a careful hand. “Qiqi will come back next time.”



  “We’ll come back to play,” Nahida adds.



  ***



  Traveller-
  
    jie
  
   is waiting for them at the entrance of Bubu Pharmacy when they return, worry written all over her face. When she spots Qiqi and Nahida approaching, her shoulders relax, and she jogs over to them, enveloping both in a big hug.



  “Did you two have fun today?” she asks, giving each child a cursory glance for any scrapes and bruises. “What did you do today?”



  “Qiqi played hopscotch with me!” Nahida says proudly. “And she showed me these pretty finches.”



  “Nahida let me win,” Qiqi says. “Qiqi had a lot of fun.”



  “I also had a lot of fun. Thank you for playing with me, Qiqi. I won’t ever forget today.”



  “Qiqi might forget, though…”



  “That’s okay. As long as you’ve experienced it once, the feeling will always stay with you. Even when I’m not with you, if you play hopscotch again, your heart will remember you first played this with a different friend, in a different place, with the finches at your side.” Nahida smiles, and to Qiqi, it feels brighter than anything else she can see—not the lights of Bubu Pharmacy, nor the moon, nor the lanterns lining the pathways.



  “Qiqi, you can write it down in your journal so you don’t forget,” Traveller-
  
    jie
  
   reminds her. “Nahida, I’m glad you had fun today. We can always come back if you’d like to play with Qiqi again.”



  “Really?”



  “Really.” Traveller-
  
    jie
  
   nods.



  “Qiqi and the finches will wait for you.”



  “Then, I look forward to playing with you again, Qiqi.”
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