
things my heart used to know, things it yearns to remember

Author’s Note:



        	In response to a prompt by
            GStK  in the  genshin_promptmeme_2023
          collection.
        

    

      Prompt:

“Yaoyao and Qiqi are best friends. I just want to see them having fun — gathering herbs together, trying to remember games, playing with the other Harbour children… They are best friends forever!”

qiqi and yaoyao both had their birthdays this week, happy birthday little finches~ (✿◡‿◡) this piece got me out of my writer’s block so thanks for the prompt!! in this house we appreciate qiqi and keep her on the main team!! “once upon a december” makes me think of her so that’s the title

    


    
    “Qiqi, there you are! Have you been hiding here the whole afternoon?”

Qiqi looks up from the berry bush she’s crouching behind. She blinks. Perhaps she has been here all afternoon. She is not sure how much time has passed.

There is a young girl peering down at her through the green, green leaves with a friendly smile. Her twisted braids are the same light brown as finch’s feathers, and she wears a pair of bells that jingle cheerfully every time her head moves. Qiqi likes the bells. The sound they make is familiar, though she can’t quite place the whisper of a faded memory that vanishes when she tries to grasp it.

Dr. Baizhu has told Qiqi before that memories are made of delicate spiderwebs, and if she pushes on them too hard to remember, the silk will simply snap. She must be gentle, and allow the memories to surface on their own.

Sometimes they do not. Often, they do not. Qiqi’s spiderweb is not very good. She has to review things many, many times before they start to stick. And sometimes the things she does remember are not very useful. For example, Qiqi does not know why she remembers that conversation about spiderwebs so clearly, but cannot place the name of the girl in front of her.

“Nice bell… Pretty bell…”

When Qiqi continues to stare at the bells, the girl sighs good-naturedly, and points at Qiqi’s journal.

“It’s me, Yaoyao! Look at your notebook. I’m in it.”

Dutifully, Qiqi looks down and flips through the handwritten pages of her journal. Her daily checklist, her calisthenics, her herb reference guide – ah. There is her list of names and descriptions of people she’s met. The important ones have small doodles of distinguishing features, and notes on time they have spent together. If Qiqi doesn’t review them daily, or try very hard to keep them in her thoughts, it’s like they cease to exist.

There’s Dr. Baizhu and Changsheng. The Traveler and Paimon. Hu Tao, and routes to avoid her. And…

“Yaoyao,” Qiqi repeats, touching the small ink portrait on the page. Her best friend. She looks up, eyes round with surprise. “Yaoyao. Sorry. I forgot again. What were we doing?”

“We were playing hide-and-seek with Lulu and Fei from the docks,” Yaoyao explains, clasping Qiqi’s cold hand with her hot, living fingers. “But when they couldn’t find you for so long, they got tired of playing with us, and went back to watching the ships come in. I said I would look for you on my own.”

“Sorry,” Qiqi repeats. She stares down at their intertwined fingers. “My order was to hide. Orders given, orders received. So I hid.”

“You’re good at hiding,” Yaoyao praises. Her bells jingle as she bounces on the balls of her feet, vibrant with energy. “But you’ll make me worry if you don’t come back! I thought you might be stuck somewhere. It’s almost sunset, you know!”

“Oh,” Qiqi says.

She did not realize. Time goes by faster than she is aware of it.

Her limbs are stiff and creaky from crouching for so long without moving. Rigor mortis, her mind supplies helpfully. She needs to do her stretches to keep this preserved body from going rigid like a corpse, but she also does not want to let go of Yaoyao’s hand. It’s so warm.

She does not want to forget Yaoyao’s face again. Even though Qiqi knows she will.

“I’ll take you back to Bubu Pharmacy and Dr. Baizhu before it gets dark,” Yaoyao promises with a resolute nod. Her bells chime in agreement. “I know I need to do my spear training, too, but it really is boring… I’d rather have fun with you, but I need to be responsible.”

“Ah,” Qiqi blurts, her grip tightening. “I want more time with Yaoyao. Please.”

Yaoyao looks startled.

Qiqi frowns. Perhaps she said the wrong thing. Sometimes the things she says make people sad, although Qiqi doesn’t always understand why. She doesn’t mean to. But before she can apologize, Yaoyao’s eyes light up like a Xiao lantern, and she swings their interlocked hands back and forth with renewed enthusiasm.

“Alright, we can stay out just a little longer!” Yaoyao grins, leaning in close. “Do you want to play with Yuegui?”

Qiqi blinks. “Who?”

Yaoyao’s expression doesn’t falter this time. She spins around so that Qiqi can see the yellow ears poking up from her basket.

Qiqi does not know what to expect, and gasps when the ears wiggle. 

“Don’t worry,” Yaoyao promises confidently. “You’re going to love Yuegui! You always do.”

 


 

“Yaoyao,” Qiqi says, small fingers tracing the repeating characters inked on her journal page. “…Right?”

“That’s right,” Yaoyao agrees with a bob of her head, and a jingle of her bells. “I’m Yaoyao, and we’re picking herbs together on our way to visit Shenhe and Aunty Cloud Retainer.”

“Qingxin,” Qiqi nods. After a moment’s pause, she repeats, “…Aunty Cloud Retainer.”

Yaoyao giggles. “She’ll probably like it if you call her that. Maybe she’ll try to adopt you, too.”

The mountain winds are fierce today, threatening to whisk Qiqi’s hat right off her head. It gets quite cold the higher they climb, and sometimes it even snows at the peaks, which Qiqi likes. It is a relief. She does not have to worry about the sun uncomfortably warming her skin the way it does in the summer. On sunny days, she must rely on her Cryo to chill her body again.

Qiqi carefully touches the brim of her hat to make sure her Vision is still affixed there. Forgetting where she put it could spell disaster for a jiangshi like her.

“Shenhe and I are alike in some ways, aren’t we?” Yaoyao remarks as she skips along the narrow footpath, bells ringing in rhythm. “Not in personality, maybe, but we are both humans with destinies entwined with the adepti. Or so Master says. I’d like to help Ganyu take care of her, but I’m not sure how to ask… Shenhe needs to eat better, or she’s going to make herself sick.”

Yaoyao skids to a halt, and crouches to pluck another hardy qingxin from where it sprouts amidst the rocky ground. She tilts the flower this way and that, admiring the way sunlight filters through its translucent petals.

“I don’t know…” Qiqi says, still tracing a blackened fingernail around the circle of her Vision for comfort. “I forgot.”

“That’s okay,” Yaoyao reassures her, standing up and stuffing the flower into her basket. “I’ll tell you about her before we get there, and you can add notes to your notebook! See, Shenhe is older than me, and we’re going to give her these qingxin flowers as a gift, because they’re her favorite food! Although she shouldn’t eat too many of them at once, or she’ll upset her stomach again. She never knows when to stop. Shenhe trains with a spear like I do, except she’s really good at it…”

As Yaoyao chatters on, Qiqi’s attention wanders to the colorful wild finches that flit from shrub to shrub, seeking seeds and berries in the harsh mountain climate. Green, red, yellow, brown. Qiqi likes little finches. They never stay for long, though.

Qiqi stares at them, trying to commit them to memory, until a chilly gust of wind startles them all into flight. They vanish into the blue, blue sky.

Suddenly Qiqi cannot remember what colors their feathers were.

Yaoyao takes the lead and Qiqi obediently trails after her, following the sound of the bells. Yaoyao reminds her of a little finch, sometimes. She is bright and full of life, chirping and singing, as at home in the wilds as she is in the city. Yaoyao is nice to be around, and always plays with Qiqi when she has time to. Yaoyao leads her by the hand, and reminds her what she’s doing, when Qiqi can’t remember. Yaoyao does not get sad when Qiqi forgets her name.

Qiqi likes Yaoyao. She hopes Yaoyao will stay longer than finches do.

 


 

“Qiqi, this is Master Streetward Rambler. I mean, Madame Ping,” the girl says, leading Qiqi by one hand and pointing with the other. “And that’s Yanfei! She comes to visit Master on her days off. Do you remember either of them?”

Yuehai Pavilion is bustling with Millelith and tourists alike. There are so many colors and voices and goings-on in the crowd that it takes Qiqi a long, disoriented moment to discern which people the girl is indicating. Even then, she can only squint at them for so long before it’s considered impolite. Her gaze drops back down to her shoes.

None of this seems familiar.

“No,” Qiqi shakes her head. “Also. Um. What’s your name? I forgot.”

“I’m Yaoyao, silly,” the girl giggles, making the bells in her hair jingle merrily. “That’s twice today!”

“It is?” Qiqi frowns. “Oh. Sorry.”

“I know it’s not your fault,” Yaoyao reassures her with a pat on the head, just like the grownups give her sometimes. “I don’t mind having to remind you. Oh, Master! I brought some of my family’s vegetables back with me. Be sure to include vegetables in every meal, and eat until you’re full!”

After unloading the basket of produce from Yaoyao’s back, the two girls clamber into their seats at the outdoor table near the flower garden. Madame Ping pours green tea into four cups, while Yanfei unwraps several platters of appetizers. Yaoyao, wreathed in smiles, leans eagerly forward to accept her teacup and a plate of lotus flower crisps. She sits prim and proper like a lady, but kicks her feet under the table, unable to conceal her excitement.

Qiqi eyes the steam from the teapot warily and does not move.

Madame Ping’s weathered face crinkles into a kindly smile behind her glasses. “Don’t worry, child, I know you dislike hot things. Yaoyao has told me so on many occasions,” she assures Qiqi with a wink. “I don’t expect you to drink any tea.”

Qiqi sags in relief. Qiqi cannot taste tea anyway, not like Yaoyao can. She does not know why she was invited.

Qiqi does not dislike many things because she does not remember things long enough to form an opinion about them. But she does not like the feeling of hot things sloshing around in her belly, speeding up the process. Heat brings rot. She must keep this body cool, or else it will begin to fall apart as nature wants it to.

Decomposition, her mind supplies.

“May Granny and I please borrow your notebook for a moment, Qiqi?” Yanfei asks politely. She observes Qiqi through preternaturally bright eyes, calm with an air of patient amusement, as she steeples her fingers. “It’s about time for us to update some information for you, like Yaoyao’s age and height, and your map of the Harbor. We don’t want you to become confused by outdated references.”

Qiqi’s uneasy gaze lingers on the softly-glowing Pyro Vision on Yanfei’s hip.

“We do this every year, after my birthday,” Yaoyao adds, when Qiqi does not move. “Because I get bigger every year! My parents made me a new jacket because my old one was getting too tight. Isn’t it lovely?”

“Oh,” Qiqi replies, looking at the leaf-green coat with the puffy white sleeves as if noticing it for the first time. She does not remember it being different. She does not remember Yaoyao being smaller. “Your birthday… did I forget?”

“No, Qiqi, you were there,” Yaoyao smiles, patting her on the knee. “You gave me flowers!”

“Good,” Qiqi replies, unsure, but trusting Yaoyao’s recollection over her own.

She reluctantly surrenders her journal to Yanfei, who begins skimming through her notes with impressive speed, adding only small corrections in the margins in her neat handwriting.

“We’re finally the same height now, too! I measured!” Yaoyao exclaims, clapping her hands together.

“But you will grow bigger than me… right?” Qiqi points out with a sinking feeling. “That’s what you said. Every year.”

“Yes, I must,” Yaoyao agrees. “Or else my spear will always be too long for me. Don’t worry, Qiqi! I’ll be able to take better care of you and everyone else once I’m grown up. I’m looking forward to it!”

Time moves too fast for Qiqi to keep up with. She thinks she likes it better this way, when they are the same size. But she will forget this, too.

Qiqi misses the brief look the two adepti exchange over her head, although she would not have understood it, anyway.

“Qiqi, dear,” Madame Ping says as she leans down to Qiqi’s eye level, playful mischief sparkling in her rheumy eyes. “Would you like me to style your hair like Yaoyao’s? I think it would look very cute on you.”

Qiqi blinks at her, then nods quickly. She thinks she might like that very much.

Yaoyao giggles as Qiqi removes her hat and places it solemnly in Yaoyao’s lap for safekeeping. She scooches around in her seat to offer Madame Ping her back. Qiqi’s short legs swing back and forth as wizened old hands unravel her one long braid, then rework the lavender strands into a pair of smaller plaits with surprising dexterity.

Madame Ping finishes her handiwork around the same time Yanfei closes the notebook, and slides it back to Qiqi.

Qiqi raises her small hands to touch her hair in wonder, feeling out the shape of the bow seated neatly atop her scalp. She can’t see it, but it does feel like Yaoyao’s.

“Oh, we’re like two peas in a pod!” Yaoyao cheers. “Now we match completely!”

Qiqi sits a little straighter with shy pride. She likes that they are the same right now. She will try to remember not to forget.

 


 

“That tall person is… Captain Beidou,” Qiqi decides, pointing at her drawing of the smiley face with the eyepatch, then at the laughing woman on the ship’s deck. “They match.”

“That’s right.” The sailor perched on the railing nods, smiling gently down at Qiqi. His curious eyes are as red as Beidou’s dress. “And next to her name is my name. Do you know how to pronounce those characters?”

“Wànyè… no, Kazuha,” Qiqi reads carefully. She cannot taste the salt in the air, but it makes her tongue feel thick and slow in her mouth. “Kaede… Hara.”

“Just Kazuha, yes. Very good. And who is the captain speaking to?” Kazuha inquires, nodding toward the boisterous conversation on deck.

Qiqi observes the scene again, noting as many details as she can. They are surrounded by blue, blue water. The ship is docked in the harbor, and sailors are moving back and forth with crates of food and barrels of water. Beidou is talking to an energetic girl in yellow and black, and a small girl in green with bells in her hair. Both of them sport the same hairstyle, braids worked into bows. They look happy.

Qiqi decides she likes the little girl best. She is cute, like a little finch.

“Um…” Qiqi flips the page, scouring her notes. “Xiangling,” she decides. “And… Yaoyao.”

“Yaoyao is your friend, isn’t she?” Kazuha asks, tilting his head. “Did you forget her name, too?”

Qiqi wilts. Something settles in a heavy ball in the pit of her stomach.

“Sorry,” she murmurs.

“There’s no need to apologize for things outside of your control,” Kazuha says lightly. He slips down from the railing without a sound, and crouches beside Qiqi, putting himself on eye level. “Do you know the name of this ship?”

Qiqi shakes her head. 

“This ship we’re standing on is called the Alcor,” Kazuha explains. “From the Crux fleet. We are loading supplies before we leave on our next journey. You brought us the medical supplies we ordered from Bubu Pharmacy, which we greatly appreciate.”

“Mm,” Qiqi nods. That sounds like something she could do.

“Yaoyao and Xiangling made us lunch,” Kazuha continues. “When we’re at sea, we can only eat food we bring with us that doesn’t spoil. We’re going to a far away place called Inazuma, so we’re going to be gone a long time. It’s important for us to eat fresh fruit and vegetables when we’re on land, so we don’t get sick later when we don’t have them.”

Qiqi looks down at the little pink pom-poms on her shoes. Kazuha talks a lot. Most of his words are already lost on her.

Some days are like that.

“I’m going to forget,” Qiqi solemnly reminds him, so that he does not waste more words. “I will try to remember. But…”

“It’s alright,” Kazuha chuckles. His palm is warm where he pats her on the back. “All you can do is try your best and be true to yourself, Qiqi.”

“Is that… really alright?” Qiqi asks, turning to gaze up at Kazuha with round, blank eyes. “That I forget?”

She runs a finger down the open page for reassurance that her journal is still in her hands. Qiqi reviews as often as she can remember to do so, and she’s even been adding mnemonic devices and exercises to try and improve what she can recall. But her mind is like a bowl with holes in the bottom of it. No matter how much water she pours into a broken bowl, it always leaks out until it’s empty again.

No one else has to work so hard to remember things. They just remember without trying at all. Yaoyao remembers, and Qiqi struggles to hold onto just her name.

Kazuha regards her carefully, weighing his words before speaking them. “…Is this about your friend?”

She hugs her journal to her chest and nods.

“Yaoyao will grow big like Xiangling and Beidou,” Qiqi points out. “She will remember me. But I will forget. I always forget.”

Kazuha gazes up at the cloudless sky while he ponders this. The sea breeze tousles his hair, and he tilts his head as he listens to the wind’s song.

Qiqi just watches as Beidou hoists Yaoyao up in her strong arms, and seats her on her shoulders. Yaoyao and Xiangling are laughing. Qiqi holds very still and does not blink, trying her best to commit the scene to memory. She doesn’t want to lose more time.

Kazuha’s sleeves rustle as he turns to look back at Qiqi.

“Maples shed their brilliant red leaves every autumn, but we do not blame the tree after they’re gone,” Kazuha says cryptically. He may be looking at Qiqi, but his melancholy gaze is distant, focused on some point in the past rather than the present. “And we value the delicate pink of sakura blossoms all the more for their evanescent nature. That which is transient is all the more precious to us once it is lost.”

“Please explain,” Qiqi murmurs.

“Yaoyao likes Qiqi because Qiqi is Qiqi, not because she needs to be anything different,” Kazuha explains with a mellow smile. He turns and kneels on the deck, offering the flat of his unbandaged hand as a stepping stone so that Qiqi can clamber safely onto his back. “Hop on! Maybe the Captain and Yaoyao will race us!”

Qiqi’s limbs are stiff and cold, but she dutifully puts her journal away, and climbs onto Kazuha as best she can manage. He does not complain that her hands are frigid like ice, or that her joints creak like old floorboards when she moves, or that the heart in her chest does not beat. Kazuha merely holds Qiqi’s tiny ankles to steady her so she does not fall, and trots over to join the others.

Yaoyao waves at her from Beidou’s broad shoulders. Her high peals of laughter carry over the cries of seagulls, the steady roll of the tides, the chiming of her bells. Qiqi waves back from her perch on Kazuha. She cannot smile, with her face frozen the way it is, but Qiqi feels lighter than she can ever remember feeling before.

 


 

The paper lantern in her hands is as delicate as qingxin petals. Flickering candle light from within shines through the translucent exterior, making it glow a merry red-gold against the lengthening shadows of the encroaching evening. Qiqi gazes reverently at the precious lantern, holding the base carefully so her clumsy fingers do not poke holes into the paper.

She will not forget what she is doing and let go too soon. She promised.

Yaoyao lays on her belly, kicking her legs in the air, while she meticulously writes her wish on a paper tag with brush and ink. Soon she will leave with Madame Ping and Yanfei to go to Qingce Village where she will spend the rest of Lantern Rite with her family. This is her last time to spend with Qiqi, for a little while. It slips away from Qiqi all too quickly.

“Adeptus Xiao,” Qiqi chants softly under her breath. “Adeptus Xiao.”

“What about him?” Yaoyao asks.

When she tilts her head in question, her bells jingle with her.

“I am trying to remember,” Qiqi informs her. “I found him today. I carried him to Dr. Baizhu. I want to remember before I forget.”

Yaoyao bobs her head in approval. She likes stories about helping adepti.

There is a smudge of ink on Yaoyao’s round cheek. Qiqi is distracted by it, and almost releases the lantern, but catches herself just in time.

“I’m sure he’s grateful to have met you,” Yaoyao says firmly. “Even if you forget Xiao, he will remember you. The adepti always do.”

Qiqi considers this for a moment. Adeptal power flows through this body, preserving her in this jiangshi state between human and adeptus, between life and death. Perhaps because she is stuck in between, it is difficult for her to remember anything new.

Time stopped for Qiqi long, long ago.

“Will you remember me?” Qiqi asks. “If I forget you?”

“You mean while I’m visiting my parents? Of course, silly,” Yaoyao giggles, scrunching up her nose like a bunny. “It’s only a couple days. I’ll come back and introduce myself, like I always do! Don’t worry.”

“Okay,” Qiqi says. Qiqi trusts Yaoyao to remind her that they are friends. “What are you writing?”

“My wish,” Yaoyao says, finishing her script with a grand flourish of the brush. “I wish for us to be best friends forever! Is that your wish too, Qiqi?”

Qiqi blinks. “Yes,” she agrees after a long moment. “I want that too.”

“Then it’s a contract!” Yaoyao grins from ear to ear. “No matter what, we’ll always – Qiqi, the lantern!”

“…What?”

Yaoyao levers her spear and vaults nimbly into the air, catching the floating lantern just before it drifts out of their reach. She lands with a thud, and Yuegui tumbles loose from her basket. 

Qiqi stares at her, then her rabbit doll, then down at her empty hands. Oh. She let go. She didn’t mean to. Qiqi opens her mouth to apologize for her mistake, but Yaoyao is already laughing, her eyes as warm as amber from the candle light reflected in them. Their wish is swiftly balled up and stuffed into the lantern base, and then it is released again, this time for good.

Qiqi swallows her unspoken apology. She does not need it, if she is already forgiven.

Qiqi stares at the bobbing golden light rising into the evening sky, joining the sea of wishes floating above the bustle of the harbor. Yaoyao clasps Qiqi’s cold, dead fingers in her warm, warm hands, and they watch their lantern get smaller and smaller until they can’t pick it apart from the others.

Qiqi wonders if they have done this before. She cannot remember a Lantern Rite Festival before this one. She cannot remember how many times Yaoyao has written this exact wish, just for her. And soon, she will forget this one as well. But there will be another festival after it, too.

It will always be the first time to Qiqi.

Yaoyao leans her head against Qiqi’s shoulder. Her bells chime close to Qiqi’s ear, a familiar comfort she will always recognize, even when she cannot remember why the sound is important to her. For a little longer, Qiqi is with Yaoyao. She will cherish every moment they have together. 
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