
1. Chapter 1

Author’s Note:
      No coherent plotline is planned for this, I’m just throwing around ideas loosely based on (heavily idealised versions of) my uni experiences. Whether they get together or not will depend on how things go between me and the cute girl in my project management tutorial. (JK JK JK)

Disclaimer: I have no experience with working at a food stall nor with business management. YOLO ¯\_(ツ)_/¯

    
Summary for the Chapter:
            Hu Tao gets a free crepe.

          


    
    Hu Tao can see it. Peeking over the horizon, hiding in her peripherals, inching closer to her with every passing moment.

It is the start to a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day.

“The next tram? In thirty minutes— Stop trying to get on, I can’t legally carry passengers when the back door’s smashed in like that; I’ve gotta head back to the depot.”

“I’m going to the depot too, all of us here are going to the depot!”

“The next tram is in thirty minutes. Now scram, kid!”

With that, the tram drives off, leaving behind a wrecked car and its sullen owner, some other ex-passengers from the tram, and of course, a grumbling Hu Tao.

She didn’t have to go to uni today; it’s the first week of a new semester, so her tutorials haven’t started yet. She didn’t have to get up so early in the morning for her one-and-a-half hour journey to her campus, only to get delayed by some driver who was stupid enough to run their car into a tram. The only reason she’s out and about is because of a networking event hosted by one of her clubs:


~ Quick Commerce Community Crêpe Catch-up with BSS x UGCA ~

Come join your friends in commerce for some free crêpes to start off your day with!

Wangshu Crêpes, Dihua Campus

Wednesday 3th March, 10am~11:00am


And she doesn’t even make it to the event on time.

By the time she makes it to the crepe stall, huffing and puffing from running, the surrounding crowd has already dispersed. All that is left are a few people packing up their banner stands and giving her apologetic looks. One of them asks her if she would still like to sign the event attendance list. She says no.

“This sucks…” Hu Tao lets out a big sigh as she sinks into a nearby bench, alone. Life is short enough as is, and two hours of hers has just been so easily wasted like that. What is she to do now?

(The answer to that comes easily. She’s a busy woman, having to juggle her studies and her late grandfather’s business; her to-do list is always filled. The real question is, would it be worthwhile to go to a library on campus, or should she just start heading back home to study?)

As she weighs her options, a chipper voice interrupts her thoughts.

“Hey! You here for the networking event just now?”

Hu Tao looks up.

In front of her is a young woman in an apron, presumably a staff at the crepe stall. She looks plain, save for her hairstyle: her braided, bow-like updo peeks from the back of her head, almost reminiscent of a bear’s ears. Upon a second look Hu Tao spots a paw-print hair clip on her bangs, matching the motif of her braids.

Holding back a chuckle, Hu Tao replies, “Yeah. I got here late, though.”

“I saw. You look miserable.”

She rubs her neck. “Do I?” When she catches the sympathy on Bear Girl’s face, she laughs, “I’d be less miserable if I had some free crepes. Do you give them to late comers?”

Bear Girl chuckles along, “Pffft, did you sign the event attendance sheet?”

“Uh, no.”

She holds out a hand. “Then that’ll be seven bucks, please. Store policy.”

“Aww…” Hu Tao feels herself wilt as her newborn dream of free crepes shatters. With a sigh, she takes out her wallet, only for the other woman to frantically wave her hands in her face.

“Wait wait wait, I’m joking! I’ll make you a crepe for free!”

“What about the store policy?”

“Screw that, you look sad.” Bear Girl smiles and goes back behind the stall. She puts on her gloves, then calls, “Any dietary requirements?”

“No, but you don’t have to—”

The sizzling of crepe mix on hot pan drowns out Hu Tao’s words.

As a delicious smell wafts from the stall, she finds her eyes drifting towards the woman running it. The way she handles the crepe spreader is smooth, perhaps even elegant. Her brows knit tight in concentration as she makes the crepe and later, scrutinises Hu Tao.

(The reason behind that is lost on the latter; her yellow eyes are distractingly bright under the morning sun, and by the time Hu Tao finally thinks to question the eye contact she has already turned to grab fillings.)

A dollop of whipped cream, ample strawberries and a dash of chocolate sauce—Hu Tao wonders if that’d make it too sweet, but she doesn’t stop the other woman. Then, it’s all wrapped up in the perfectly toasted crepe and handed over to her in a cardboard holder.

“Your order, ma’am.” Bear Girl gives her a warm grin. Hu Tao feels the corners of her own mouth lift at the sight. “Well, it’s technically my order, but you look like someone who’d enjoy these fillings.”

“Huh. We’ll have to confirm your guess then.” She takes the crepe and bites into it.

It’s now clear that the chocolate sauce is for garnish only, not at all disrupting the taste as chocolate is wont to do. The crepe is toasted golden-brown, soft and fluffy yet crispy around the edges. The stars of the show, however, are the whipped cream and strawberries; the former gives a rich, milky flavour, while the latter balances out its fattiness and adds a fruity kick to the crepe.

“It’s delicious!”

“Hehe, thank you!”

“No, thank you for the crepe in the first place,” Hu Tao replies through a mouthful of crepes. “This is worth a one-and-a-half-hour journey and a tram disruption.”

“Aw man, is that why you were so bummed out?”

“Yeah. But I’m feeling much better already, thanks to this super nice lady right here.”

A hint of red creeps up Bear Girl’s neck as she lets out an awkward giggle. “I’m glad to hear that.”

Her voice rings as clearly as bells and all of a sudden, Hu Tao finds herself wanting to hear more of it, even though she has things to do and places to go. Maybe she can stay here to do her homework; this place is rather quiet, and she’ll have good company—

A group of students engrossed in conversation approach the stall, and at once the peaceful atmosphere is gone. She’ll have to go elsewhere if she wants to get any work done.

With a sigh, she simply waves goodbye to Bear Girl. The latter calls after her, “Have a nice day!”

Well, I already am doing that, Hu Tao thinks to herself as she replies with a simple “You too!” and walks in the direction of the nearest library, a spring in her step.

It’s a shame they’ll have to part ways here, since they probably won’t meet again; the chances of coming across a particular stranger around the campus is almost next to zero. But for now at least, Hu Tao is sure having a good day.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I went to a crepe stall for reference and I was served by a middle aged man instead of a cute lady 💔

(The crepe was still good though.) (But also GDI Xiangling stop making me write food descriptions.)

        




2. Chapter 2

Summary for the Chapter:
            Hu Tao makes a friend in her business management tutorial.

          


    
    “… Taylor’s four principles of scientific management include: ‘developing a science for each element of work’, ‘scientifically select and then train, teach, and develop the worker’, ‘cooperate with the worker’ and ‘equal division of work and responsibility between worker and manager’.” The tutor at the front of the classroom clicks a button on the projector remote. “‘Science for Work’ doesn’t mean that our employees should be conducting experiments when they move around; it is up to the manager to design jobs in a scientific way…”

Hu Tao looks down at her untouched notes. It’s obvious that the tutor is just reading off the slides, which is just a reformatted version of last week’s lecture slides. She searches for this subject’s tutorial times to see if she can attend a better tutor’s class instead; she doesn’t want to get stuck with this one for an entire semester.

The other students in the room seem to share her sentiment. As the tutor drones on, they begin murmuring amongst themselves instead of taking notes.

This is boring. Rather than sitting here doing nothing, Hu Tao should be at work instead, putting more customers to rest and doing other things that actually make a difference. Yes, her formally learning how to manage a business matters, but watching someone reiterating everything she knows already hardly contributes to that.

The tutor clears their throat, snapping her back to reality. “Now, can any of you tell me why his principles are so important to us as business managers?”

The room falls dead silent. Hu Tao knows the answer, but she doesn’t care enough about it to raise her hand.

“No one knows why? C’mon, I know you’re smart enough for this.”

A good number of students are shrinking in their seats. One attempts to hide behind their laptop screen.

“If nobody’s going to speak up, I’ll pick someone at random.” The tutor begins gesturing at the students one by one. “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe…”

Suddenly, their counting is interrupted by a loud creak from the door. “Aha!” They whip their head around to look at the hapless newcomer, who’s in the middle of tiptoeing into the room. “You there, why are Taylor’s management principles relevant?”

Everyone’s head turns towards the doorway.

The newcomer freezes, looking like a deer caught in the headlights. “Um. Ahh…” They turn their head slightly to the side, a blush growing on their face as they let out a quiet mumble, “Because they uh, they work well?”

More silence.

“They work really well?”

“… Go and find yourself a seat.”

The rest of the room cringes and stiffly looks away as the tutor begins to explain the answer. Hu Tao doesn’t take her eyes off the newcomer, however, only dropping her jaw open as she gapes at them. And her shock is not without reason:

The one shuffling across the room right now is none other than Bear Girl, whom she met last week at the crepe stall on campus.

What are the chances of coming across a particular stranger around Dihua Campus, University of Guili—the biggest campus of the biggest uni in Liyue, with a capacity of at least twenty thousand people? Again, it’s pretty low, so Hu Tao certainly didn’t expect to see someone with such bright yellow eyes once more—

Oh, they’re making eye contact.

Hu Tao waves.

The other woman comes over to sit beside her.

The tutor continues to read off their slides, oblivious to the torrent of non-class-related questions on her mind:

Is Bear Girl also a commerce student like Hu Tao? She glances at her and her open laptop. Going by the many chemistry- and biology-related tabs on her browser window, the answer is probably no.

Why is she doing a management subject, then? STEM students are notorious for avoiding essays like the plague, and this subject is full of writing-based assessments.

What’s up with the bear motif? Not that Hu Tao is judging; she gets enough questions about her hat. But still, how much does Bear Girl like bears?

And does she remember Hu Tao?

For some reason, the thought of that makes her feel a bit lightheaded. She steals a glance at Bear Girl again. The other woman returns a smile. She looks away, but she doesn’t manage to stop a smile of her own forming on her face.

A “yes” to that question would be nice.

“Okay class, spend a few minutes to discuss Granny Shan’s hypothetical toy shop, and come up with some ways for her to improve employee performance.” With that, the tutor turns to their computer again, presumably to focus on some non-class-related things as well.

Finally.

Hu Tao spins in her chair to face Bear Girl, a question already leaving her mouth. “It’s good to see you! How have you been?”

“Huh?” Eyes widened, Bear Girl stares at Hu Tao for a moment or two, before replying, “I’ve been alright so far. I’m up to date with my lectures and my assignments haven’t come out yet, since it’s just Week 2 after all. How about you?”

“Same here, although I’ve been pretty busy at work lately, because of all the Lantern Rite celebrations last month.”

“Aw man, that sucks. What do you do for work?”

“I run a funeral parlour near the CBD so yeah, I get more clients than usual during holidays.”

Bear Girl visibly stiffens. “Oh. That’s not good.” A grim look appears on her face, looking incredibly unnatural against her soft features; she is obviously not familiar with this sort of topic.

Noticing her unease, Hu Tao chuckles. “Heh, business is business.”

“I… guess so.” She falls silent for a while, then hesitantly asks, “Is it scary? Working with dead bodies, that is.”

“Not really.” Hu Tao hums. After a few moments of thought, she continues, “It’s just like any other job. Sure, there’s ghosts haunting the office all the time,”—She holds back a grin as the other woman shudders—“and we have to be really careful with the bodies or else they’ll come back as zombies.” Bear Girl shrinks in her seat. “But overall it’s quite safe, aside from the accident with poor ol’ Meng—”

“What accident?!”

Finally, Hu Tao can’t hold herself back anymore. She bursts into a fit of laughter, which only grows louder as her unfortunate audience stares at her with a mix of fear and confusion. “Nothing involving actual ghosts, hah! Just a chemical spillage.” More confusion, more laughter. “By Rex Lapis, you look terrified.”

“You— I thought you’re serious!”

“I’m not. Or am I?” She digs out a burial coupon from her bag. “You’re welcome to come and see for yourself; you can even have a coupon if you’d like.”

“No!”

“You two look like you’re ready to present your business ideas to the class.”

The two of them look up to see the tutor towering over them, frowning.

“Uhhhh. Um, maybe?”

“Oh no no no, we’re still discussing. Hey, what was your point on Granny Shan training the employees?”

“Right, she could just teach each employee one thing so they get really good at it…”

They don’t get another chance to chat; the rest of the session is spent in mildly productive and collaborative learning, in accordance with the purpose of this tutorial. It’s probably a good thing, Hu Tao supposes. This is what she came here for.

But how is it that Hu Tao still hasn’t learnt anything about Bear Girl?

As the tutorial ends and the class gets ready to leave, she turns to the other woman again and asks, “By the way, I never got your name earlier. What’s your name?”

An inexplicable look of relief appears on the latter’s face. “Oh! I’m Mao Xiangling, but just call me Xiangling. You?”

“I’m Hu Tao. Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too!” Xiangling giggles, “Archons, you seemed like you knew me—this whole time I was worried that I’d met you before and just forgot about it, teehee. I’m not very good with faces.”

Ah, so she doesn’t remember.

(To say that Hu Tao is saddened at the realisation would be an exaggeration. Yes, she feels a twinge of disappointment in her chest as though she’d just lost a bet, but it quickly grows into a distinct want. By the time she gets home she’ll realise how irrational it is, but for now, it feels as natural as breathing.)

“I hope you remember me then, Xiangling.”

“I hope so too, it was nice talking to you.” A grin appears on Xiangling’s face, as bright as the afternoon sun. “See you next week?”

Hu Tao grins back. “Yeah. But on that note…”

“Hm?”

“This tutor kinda sucks. Do you want to go to a different tutorial with me next week?”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          … I am still on planned territory and this is already starting to become a full-on slice-of-life with side TaoLing. Uhh. I am a crack author first and foremost.

        



