
Growing Up Shouldn’t Be This Hard



“Xingqiu. There’s something I want you to know.”

Xingqiu looked up from his book and over at Chongyun, who up until now, was just quietly sitting beside him, meditating.

Setting his book down in his lap, Xingqiu replies with a warm smile, “Of course! What ever is the matter?”

Chongyun sits tense, hands balled into fists on his knees. He opens his mouth once, twice, and then bites back his words as he turns away. “Nothing is the matter, it’s… something I want you to know. Because I can’t tell anyone else. And you’re my closest friend, so… I want to tell you.”

It certainly seemed to be a serious matter, but Xingqiu’s expression betrays none of the worry that’s slowly building in the back of his mind. Instead, he reaches up to rest a hand on Chongyun’s shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Then I’m all ears. What is it, my dear Chongyun?”

“I… I think I’m…” Chongyun begins with a stammer, cheeks growing flushed. But Xingqiu doesn’t push, patiently waiting for his friend to get the words out.

After all, it was unlike Chongyun to let something like this bother him to such an extent. Even before his friend could finish speaking, Xingqiu was already wracking his mind, trying to figure out what could be plaguing him so. And yet what finally comes out is far from what he expected.

“I think… I might be gay.”

The surprise that crosses Xingqiu’s features is brief enough that Chongyun barely sees it. And in it’s place comes an even brighter smile.

“Oh, Chongyun… I’m honored that you would trust me with this— am I truly the first to know? I’m so proud of you!”

All at once, the tension seems to melt from Chongyun’s shoulders, as he breathes out an airy laugh. “Y-Yes, you’re the first I’ve told. I didn’t think— no, I should have had more faith in you. I suppose I was worried for nothing…”

“No, no! It’s a perfectly reasonable concern…” For all that Liyue was changing, the culture here was still far more traditional than that of the nearby Mondstadt, or even Sumeru. “But certainly not one you need when it comes to me! Nor many of our friends, for that matter. Ah, even among our acquaintances— and surely you’ve heard the rumors of Lady Ningguang?”

“Rumors?”

“They say she has no interest in men. And yet I can’t think of a single person in Liyue who thinks poorly of her— can you?”

Chongyun blinks owlishly back at Xingqiu, the red in his cheeks fading as he grows more at ease. Just as Xingqiu hoped.

“No, I can’t say that I do.” The hands on his knees relax, as he feels a lull of dizziness wash over him. He was holding so much tension in that he feels like he’s floating now.

But Xingqiu sees it for what it is: his Yang energy starting to overflow, warmth practically emanating off Chongyun’s shoulder. Without another word, Xingqiu gives him a light tug, urging him to lean against him. “Here, take a short rest. I still need to finish my book — we can talk more when you’ve cooled down.”

But Chongyun looks momentarily flustered, gently holding himself away, but not quite pushing. “Is— is this okay? I-I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, since— you know, I’m—”

But Xingqiu just laughs, his voice like bells in the wind, “Oh, Chongyun, of course it is! It didn’t bother me before, and it won’t bother me now! Besides— it’s not as though you feel that way about me, after all— right?”

A soft gasp dies in the back of Chongyun’s throat, as he ducks his head against Xingqiu’s shoulder.

“…right. Thank you, Xingqiu. You’re… a good friend.”

 

 

—

 

 

“Hey, Chongyun! It’s unusual to see you here by yourself!”

Standing just inside the doorway of the Wanmin Restaurant is Xiangling, her bright eyes looking back at the dour-faced exorcist in front of her. Even his greeting seems to lack in any vigor, “Hello, Xiangling.”

Expression twisting into a frown, Xiangling takes a step closer, “Hey… is everything okay? Why don’t you come in and sit down? I just finished a new recipe using a cryo slime, and—”

“N-No thank you, I’m not hungry.” He brings his hands up as if to defend himself from whatever kitchen atrocities Xiangling was cooking up. “Actually… I was hoping I could talk to you about something. You’ve always been really nice to me, and… I think I can— no, I know I can trust you with this.”

Xiangling doesn’t respond. Instead, she reaches out to take Chongyun’s hand, leading him out behind the restaurant.

“There! We should have a little more privacy back here.” Even without him asking, she could tell this must be a serious matter. “So, what’s up?”

Chongyun takes a moment to clear his throat, scratching the back of his head as he grapples with words. “Uhm… er… have you ever— experienced something like… realizing you might have feelings for one of your friends?”

Xiangling brings a hand to her chin, considering the question carefully. “Hmm, no, not really? I’ve never really been interested in anything like that.”

And that’s when it clicks. “Oh, wait, let me guess— is it Xingqiu?”

As if it were even possible, Chongyun grows even more pale than usual, a look of fear blooming in his icy blue eyes, “H-How did you know that!? Did someone tell you? A-Are people talking about—”

“Whoa, whoa, calm down! No one said anything to me, it was just— he’s the only person I ever see you spending time with!” But she’s feels apologetic all the same, the look in his eyes bringing an ache to her chest. What was he’s so afraid of? “Sorry, I shouldn’t have assumed.”

Chongyun brings a hand over his face and takes a deep breath. “No, it’s— fine. I overacted.” He reaches into his pocket to pull out a popsicle, but thinks better of it. No, he can’t go using that as a crutch all the time. With another deep breath, he continues, “But… you’re correct in your assumption.”

Xiangling’s eyes are practically sparkling, as she leans in to capture one of Chongyun’s hands between her own. “Chongyun, that’s wonderful! Does Xingqiu know? Have you told him yet?”

It takes a monumental amount of effort to keep from jerking his hand back.

“N-No, I haven’t. And… I don’t know if I should.”

Suddenly, the fearful look in Chongyun’s eyes makes more sense. Squeezing his hand, Xiangling leans to the side to try and catch Chongyun’s gaze. “Well, why not? Are you worried he won’t feel the same?”

Chongyun nods. “It’s not… just that. I don’t even know if Xingqiu is— like me. What if he’s disgusted by it?”

Though Chongyun never said as much in so many words, Xiangling can read between the lines enough to follow along. So Chongyun was gay, and he was worried that Xingqiu was straight?

Honestly, the more she thinks about it, the more absurd it sounds. She’d sooner believe Chongyun was secretly married to an adeptus than believe that Xingqiu would ever be interested in a woman. But she and Xingqiu were a bit closer than she and Chongyun, so she can understand where his hesitance is coming from.

Pulling her hands back, she brings them once more to her chin, thinking. “Well… if you’re not sure, why don’t we find a way to ask him?”

“N-No!” His reaction is so sudden, it startles her. He bites down on his lower lip apologetically. “I mean… asking something so directly might make him suspicious. And I don’t want to risk making him uncomfortable around me if there’s— if there’s no chance.”

Xiangling fights the urge to wrap her arms around his shoulders, knowing that such contact wouldn’t do any good in comforting him. “Can I ask… just how long have you felt this way about him?”

Chongyun falls spent silent for a moment. But then, a small sad smile spreads over his lips. “Since… since before I ever knew there was a word for liking boys.”

Hands clasped over her chest, Xiangling can practically feel her heart overflowing for him. How long did he hold onto this before coming to her? What if he never had? Would he have just doomed himself to a life of pinning from afar?

“Chongyun,” she reaches out to rest her hands on either of his shoulders, making him jump, “I have an idea.”

“Maybe we can’t ask him directly… but I know someone who can.”

 

 

—

 

 

It’s been nearly two weeks since Chongyun confided in Xingqiu, and in that time, they’ve barely seen one another. Not for any particular reason — things were always busy at the Feiyun Commerce Guild, and Chongyun no doubt had plenty of training to keep him occupied. Still, as Xingqiu rifled through the stack of documents on his desk, he couldn’t help but feel a little lonely.

Which is why, upon hearing from a servant that he had a visitor, he quickly jumps from his desk and bounds down the hall, a bright smile on his face as he turns the corner.

“Is that my dear Chongyun I— oh! What a surprise. Hello, Yun Jin.”

Although he’s couldn’t deny the way his enthusiasm wilted upon realizing it wasn’t his dear friend, he was no less happy to see a familiar face. She was dressed as prim and proper as always, her gentle smile accented with rouge-hued lipstick.

“Hello, Xingqiu. Were you expecting someone? I apologize for coming over unannounced, but it’s been rather difficult to get away as of late, so I didn’t want to miss my window of opportunity.”

Xingqiu is quick to wave away her concern, “Oh no, not at all! Why, if anything, I ought to consider you my savior, for I fear I may have very well died of boredom working on invoices all day otherwise!”

After exchanging a few pleasantries, the two move to a sitting room to chat, while a servant delivers two cups of tea. Perhaps out of habit, only one cup is served hot — so Xingqiu makes sure to take the cold cup from himself.

“So? To what do I owe the pleasure of seeing you today, Yun Jin?”

“Well, I did actually come with business in mind. A number of my troupe’s silk parasols were damaged while in storage, so I wanted to arrange the purchase of some replacements. But seeing as you and I are already acquainted, I thought it’d make for good excuse to catch up.” She takes a sip of her tea, cradling the cup gently in both hands. “Have you been very busy as of late?”

Xingqiu nods, taking a few notes on a nearby pad of paper, before leaning back to sip at his cold tea. “Oh, yes… Lantern Rite is still quite a ways off, but orders must be completed well before, lest we risk angering any artisans under our employment with last minute rush orders.”

A soft sigh escapes his lips as his mind crawls over the various invoices and orders still imprinted in his mind. But behind all of them, there was something else: images of Chongyun, once sitting beside him as he worked, now nowhere to be seen.

“But enough about all of that. Busy though I may be, far be it for me to complain when my father affords me so much freedom outside of work. How about you? It’s been some time since we’ve had a chance to catch up over tea.”

Yun Jin smiles down at her cup of tea before setting it aside, folding her hands on her lap. “There is one matter that has been giving me a bit of grief, actually. And I’m rather uncertain how to approach it…”

“Oh? Then please, by all means! You and I have been friends a long time now, so I’d be more than happy to offer whatever assistance or advice I have at my disposal!”

“Well, you see… it is a matter of the heart.” She brings one hand up to her chest, closing her eyes. “Although I am fortunate that my successful career has kept me free of any suitors for an arranged match, I fear my family would still disapprove of the one with whom I wish to spend my life.”

Xingqiu’s eyes widen, practically sparkling as he leans in, “Oh, do tell! So you’ve found someone special?”

“I have, yes. And someone you’re already acquainted with— as I’m sure you recall, Xinyan and I have been close for many years now.”

He leans back then, though the smile on his face only continues to grow. “Ah, I should have suspected as much! I can’t say I’ve ever heard you speak of any interest in men— is it mutual, then?”

“It is, yes. But unfortunately, the elders in the acting troupe still disapprove of Xinyan’s taste in music. And I haven’t even broached the subject of fancying another woman…” She sighs, “Older families such as ours can be rather stuck in their old ways.”

Xingqiu nods aimlessly, staring down at his cup.

“Yes, I understand that struggle all too well. Thankfully, my father’s marriage was a love match, so he’s always encouraged my brother and I to seek out our own partners and forge our own paths in love.” He scrunches his nose, his smile falling away with a frown. “But my brother holds me to a different standard, and is always trying to introduce me to some well-to-do daughter of our various business partners.”

“Your brother… isn’t he the first son?”

“He is, yes. But it seems he’s convinced I may run away and elope someday, and seeing as business management isn’t exactly his forte, he’s counting on me to be here and aid him in running the family business.” Xingqiu scoffs, folding his arms and leaning back. “I’m not sure who he thinks I am, that he’d be worried about me running away to be with some pretty girl in defiance of my family.”

Yun Jin considers her next words carefully. Asking outright would be impolite, but she’s not entirely convinced by his words. “You know… I can understand his concerns. Perhaps it may come as a shock to you… but I once considered doing the same myself, to be with Xinyan.”

Xingqiu sits up immediately, a look of dumbfounded shock spread over his face, as if Yun Jin had just revealed some dark and forbidden lore of Liyue. “You what? You— elope? But what of your opera troupe?”

She laughs softly, shaking her head. “My, Xinyan said nearly the same exact thing when I suggested it. But my love for her is far greater than my love of singing opera. When I realized that, I couldn’t get the idea of my head. After all, what could be more exciting than running away with your beloved, traveling the world as wandering musicians.”

“But in the end, it was Xinyan herself who rejected the idea. Not because she didn’t want to be with me— but because she knew my love of music and opera would make it too great a sacrifice.” She smiles, her heart filled with warmth as she recalls Xinyan’s words, professing her love while agreeing to share Yun Jin’s heart with her first love, opera.

For his part, Xingqiu looks entirely enraptured by the whole affair. “It seems you’ve truly found your soulmate… I can’t imagine a better match for you than someone who understands just how important your passions are!”

A light blush dusts her cheeks as she nods. But she sees an opportunity now, eyes flickering back to Xingqiu’s as she finally broaches the subject she initially came here to address: the request made to her by Xiangling.

“So, what about you? Do you have anyone special in your life?”

Carefully, she takes in every little shift in Xingqiu’s countenance, the way the words die in his throat, how his eyes seem to dart around the room, and how he perfectly collects himself upon leaning back.

“Oh no, I haven’t bothered with anything like that,” he says, shrugging his shoulders, “Not for lack of interest, mind you. I’ve just never seriously entertained the idea.”

“Really?” She tilts her head slightly, lips turned into a small frown, “I was always under them impression that you were quite the romantic.”

The laugh that falls from Xingqiu’s lips is brief, and insincere. Despite his casual attitude, she can tell she’s hit something of a sore subject. And although normally she would quickly offer to drop it, she instead allows him to continue. “I never said I wasn’t. It’s just… well, I’ve never considered it to be something within my grasp.”

His eyes flicker up towards her, a sad smile on his face. “To be honest, I’m rather envious of you. You’ve been working in your preferred field since you were a child, you’ve found someone you love, and have even begun considering your future together… though we may not be very far apart in age, I can’t help but feel like I’ve been left behind.”

Yun Jin’s expression softens, and she reaches out across to him to rest a comforting hand on Xingqiu’s knee. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Slowly, the jovial look on Xingqiu’s face begins to fade, as the walls he holds up around himself are gently pushed aside. “I wouldn’t say there’s much worth talking about. I don’t have nearly the same worries that you do. Why, mine feel rather petty, in retrospect.”

“Your feelings aren’t petty. Everyone has their own struggles. They’re no lesser just because others have struggled more.”

Her words put him at ease, and a laugh he’d been holding back manages to slip through. “You really are too kind. But, if you can forgive me for burdening you with my personal problems… well, to be honest, I’ve had quite a few worries as of late.”

With her reassurances, he feels safe in sharing this with her, “As you know, my father is still the head of the Feiyun Commerce Guild. And he allows me much freedom, so long as I promise to do the work that’s been assigned to me. But recently… the amount of work has increased, and I can’t help but notice that the free time I’ve been promised has grown lesser and lesser. Although I understand everyone has to grow up someday… I can’t help but feel at a loss. I suppose I’m just not ready to give up my carefree childish days.”

Suddenly, Xingqiu’s envy of her situation makes more sense. She nods along as he speaks, sympathizing with his plight. “I feel like I owe you an apology,” she starts, pulling back and folding her hands neatly in her lap once more, “I’ve always believed you had your future planned out, so I’ve never considered you might be struggling with this… please, allow me to assist you. Perhaps talking thinks through might help to put your mind at ease?”

Xingqiu shakes his head at her apology, as he can hardly fault her for failing to notice that which he kept hidden in his heart. It wouldn’t be very chivalrous of him to allow his heart to rest on his sleeve. “Talking things through… yes, I suppose something like that may help. I haven’t even brought it up to my father, as I’m not sure where exactly my complaint lies.”

“Well, why don’t we lay them out? What do you want for your future— in the most basic of terms.”

Xingqiu folds his arms and thinks. “Well… I’d like to be running the guild on more even terms. I’m well aware that my brother foists much of his responsibility onto me. And if I could have the chance to travel for work, it’d be nice to—”

“Xingqiu,” Yun Jin’s voice cuts him off, and he looks up, briefly startled from his thoughts. “I didn’t ask what could make your anticipated situation better. I asked what you want.”

It’s such a subtle difference, and yet Xingqiu realizes it’s not one he’s ever truly considered. What does he want? If he had the freedom to make such a choice for himself, without the burdens or expectations of being the second heir…

“I… I want to be a writer.” His own words surprise himself, feeling something stirring in his chest as he admits, out loud, the pursuits he’s long since considered only hobbies. “I want to revive the Guhua clan, and spread both the clans ideals and swordsmanship to a wider audience. I-I want…!”

He sucks in a short breath, cheeks reddening as his wants and desires are so freely shared in a way he’s never truly expressed. “I want… someone who loves me for who I am, and not for the family I happened to be born into. I want to travel the world with them! I-I want to make my own choices, without— without worry of burdening my family…”

Before he realizes it, there’s a hand on his shoulder, as Yun Jin moves to sit beside him. Ah… just when did he start crying? He sniffles, reaching up to wipe his eyes with a mumbled apology.

“Thank you for sharing that with me.” She rubs her hand along the back of his shoulder, hoping it brings him some comfort. “It must be so painful… to want for so little, and yet still feel denied it. Have you spoken with your father about it? If I’m not mistaken, you’ve already published many novels, right?”

“Mm. I have, yes.” He hangs his head with a sigh, still rubbing at his eyes. “But none of them have found any success here in Liyue. I don’t think my father has even read them… how could I possibly make a serious argument for a change in career when I can’t even find success in the local market?”

Yun Jin muses on this point for a few moments. But then, the idea hits her: “What if you wrote an opera for me?”

“An— opera? Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly risk tarnishing your reputation just to pad my ego—”

“It would be no such thing. As a matter of fact, I’ve been searching for more modern stories to adapt to the stage as of late.” She reaches down to take his hand in her own, “And if the story you wrote went on to become a successful opera, then no one in Liyue would be able to deny your talents. It could be exactly what you need to convince your father.”

Xingqiu’s eyes widen, as his face slowly breaks out until a grin, “That’s…! Yes, that’s a wonderful idea! Oh, and to see one of my works performed on a stage as dazzling as that of the Yun-Han Opera Troupe… hahah, I feel downright giddy with excitement!”

He grasps her hand in his own as he stands, pulling her to her feet, “Come, why don’t we get started right away? I can show you a few ideas I’ve been working on, and you can choose whichever you feel would be best adapted to the stage!”

 

 

—

 

 

“So? Did you ask him?”

“I’m sorry, Xiangling. The subject never quite came up.”

Xiangling’s expression fell as she sighed, arms folded behind her back, “Oh… I see. Well, thanks for trying! I guess I’ll have to find a way to ask him directly…”

Yun Jin stared back at her friend, a confused expression on her face. Naturally, when Xiangling came to her to ask for assistance with a matter of the heart, she was more than happy to help. But she also didn’t feel right in prying, hoping that Xiangling would offer that information up herself when she was ready.

But something seemed odd here. She knew the two were friends, but Xiangling didn’t seem the sort to treat matters like this so delicately. “If I may… why didn’t you just ask him out yourself in the first place?”

“Huh? Oh— gosh, I left that part out, didn’t I!? No, no, I’m not interested in Xingqiu like that.” She laughs, holding up her hands and hoping that this misunderstanding didn’t cause any trouble, “I’m asking for a friend of mine. He— uh, they don’t want to risk making Xingqiu uncomfortable with unwanted advances, so they asked me to see whether he might be interested or not! After all, I know I’ve never heard him talking about dating anyone before.”

“I see… I thought something was strange about your request.”

She heard Xiangling’s slip of the tongue, but decides not to pursue it. Still, it’s a shame she doesn’t have a better answer to give, and she can’t very well betray Xingqiu’s confidence about the more personal matters that came up.

“Well, my visit wasn’t entirely fruitless. Actually, the two of us are planning to write an opera together. So I expect we’ll be spending much more time together in the coming weeks.”

“Really? You and Xingqiu?” Xiangling’s eyes sparkled, as she clasped one of Yun Jin’s hands between her own. “Oh, that’s fantastic! The two of you are going to make great partners!”

Yun Jin smiles, opening her mouth to respond, when the sound of someone behind her catches her attention. She turns — and there in the doorway stands Chongyun, his eyes wide as he stares at the two of them.

“Oh, hey Chongyun!” Xiangling greets him with a smile, “You have great timing! Yun Jin was just—”

“S-Sorry, I…” He stammers, taking a step back, “I just… remembered I had something to do today.”

“Huh? Oh, well… okay! See you later then?”

Chongyun nods, and with little more fanfare than that, he turns to leave.

And while Yun Jin frowns curiously at his abrupt departure, Xiangling just scratches her head. “Gee… I wonder what that was about?”

 

 

—

 

 

Chongyun didn’t know where he was going, but he knew he needed to get away. His brisk walk quickly evolved into a run, blindly dashing through the streets of Liyue, heading back towards the mountains.

A burning heat seared the back of his neck, boiling over inside his heart, filling him with turmoil that no amount of popsicles could possibly contain.

How could I have been such a fool, he thought, to trust someone with my feelings like that?

No, maybe it was unfair of him to judge Xiangling. Of course she would be happy for her friend. Yun Jin was kind, graceful, and had the perfect temperament for someone like Xingqiu. Even he had to admit they’d make a good match.

By the time he feels his energy thoroughly depleted, he realizes he’s arrived back home. It’s already getting dark — did he really run the whole way? He felt so fragile, so weak… poor little Chongyun, unable to control his emotions, always left behind as he struggled to maintain the same baseline that everyone else has long since surpassed.

It’s something that’s long been a constant in his life. It took years for him to finally make his first friend in Xingqiu, and even now, his circle of friends is mostly just shared with him. Even his achievements as an exorcist pale in comparison to the myriad of stories held by his parents when they were his age. Sure, he’s helped countless people with their problems— but he’s still yet to exorcist a spirit with his own two hands, depending entirely on the condition he just so happened to be born with.

And now, even in matters of love, he’s fallen behind again. How old were his parents when they first met? When did they realize they liked each other? Chongyun’s only barely accepted his own sexuality, and even that result feels like a failure.

Panting heavily, his eyes follow the path leading up to the temple he’s long called home, where the main branch of his family lives. No doubt if he went in there now, they’d fuss over him. They’d offer him cool qingxin tea and suggest a cold bath, all in the interest of helping him control himself.

But how would they react, he wonders, if they knew the truth? That their most promising heir had no intention of continuing the bloodline?

He can feel himself moving now. His legs carry him up the steps to his home, even as his mind feels muted and vacant. A vague sense of shame hangs over him as he realizes he’s in the midst of a Yang-induced fugue stage. What would he do this time? What will he forget?

Almost as if possessed, he walks until he finds the elders seated around a fire, wordlessly sitting before them. He tells them he has something to confess.

And with just a few short words, he changes the course of his life forever.

 

 

—

 

 

He doesn’t know where he is when he wakes up.

His head hurts, there’s a sharp pain in his cheek, and a strange sensation at his hip. Pushing himself upright, he finds that he’s laying on a patch of grass in the hills just north of Liyue harbor. How did he end up here? Unfortunately, a glance to the left tells him everything he needs to know.

His talismans, torn to shreds at his side.

Was he the one who ripped them up? He’s not sure. As much as he wants to believe his family would have accepted him no matter what he said, he can’t be sure of it. He knows from reading the clan’s history that exorcists have been removed for much less.

But what is he to do now? He stays seated, musing with a sense of apathy that he has nowhere to go. And it was all his own doing, driven to throw everything away after realizing he’s lost the last thing he truly wanted.

Xingqiu… once Chongyun has been branded a pervert and an outcast, would he even be willing to see him again?

It’s tempting to just lay back down and pretend nothing is the matter. But just as another wave exhaustion sweeps over him, he hears a familiar voice calling out to him.

“Hey, is that Chongyun? Hey! What’re you doin’ all the way out here?”

He turns just in time to see Xinyan kneeling down beside him. What must he look like, for her expression to twist from happy to worried in just a few seconds?

“H-Hey, it’s okay… did somethin’ happen? C’mon, lemme help you back to the city. Can you stand?”

Chongyun nods, and with Xinyan’s help, her manages to stand. But something feels off — a strange pain in his side. It’s not until he hears Xinyan gasp that he reaches down to run a hand over it — and he feels the long stem of an arrow embedded through his clothing. Before she can stop him, he gives it a panicked tug, quickly sending his vision spinning.

“Chongyun— Chongyun! Hang in there, I gotcha!”

He doesn’t understand. How did he get shot? Did he wander off through a hilichurl camp? Was he robbed by treasure hoarders? Surely his clan would have never—

“Chongyun.”

He’s pulled from his spiraling thoughts as Xinyan holds his face in her hands. “Breathe.”

One breath. Then another. And then a third. And finally, he finds the words to speak, “X-Xin… yan?”

“Yeah, that’s me. You’re not bleedin’ a lot, and you’re still conscious. You’re gonna be okay, okay?” Locking arms with him, she turns to move them towards the city. “Now stay with me all right? I want you to count to ten with me— can you do that? Just focus on those numbers, and we’ll be at Baizhu’s place before you know it.”

Chongyun nods, quietly counting every step alongside her, painfully aware of the growing ache building in his side. And that’s not all — his arm, his leg, the back of his head. It’s not until he sees the panicked look of the guards at the gate to the harbor that he finally realizes he’s been beaten within an inch of his life.

The last thing he remembers before his vision goes dark is the sound of someone calling his name.

 

 

—

 

 

“…no, no one can get in touch with them. The Millelith said the place looked ransacked… do you think it was bandits?”

“Maybe, but there was no sign of a struggle. It looks like they must have left on a trip, and the treasure hoarders broke in while it was vacant. Chongyun must have caught them in the act. But he never mentioned he was home alone right now, or I would have offered to let him stay with me.”

“Wrong place at the wrong time, huh… poor fella really can’t catch a break. But why would they go so far? To just leave him like that is so…”

“O-Oh, he’s awake! Chongyun, can you hear me?”

Chongyun blinked his eyes open and looked up. Leaning over him is Xiangling, eyes tearful as they meet. At one side is Xinyan, her hand gently holding onto his. And at the end of the bed — Yun Jin and Xingqiu, both standing the moment they realize he’s up.

He moves to try and sit up, but Xinyan reaches across the bed to rest her hand on his chest, urging him to stay down. “Try not to move too much, now. Doctor Baizhu only just finished patching you up. Do you remember me bringin’ you here?”

Chongyun doesn’t fight her, staying flat on his back as he stares up at the ceiling. “I… I think so. You found me outside of Liyue… right?”

“Good, that’s good! You do remember. Do you remember anything else? Do y’know how you ended there?”

Chongyun takes a breath to speak, but he feels a lump forming in the back of his throat as his voice hitches. Chongyun rarely ever cried. Almost never, actually. Which is finally brings Xingqiu over, gently pushing past Xiangling to be closer to him.

“Hey now, it’s okay. You don’t need to talk about it right now. You should focus on getting some rest. I promise, we won’t leave you here alone.” He reaches out and gently brushes a tear from the corner of Chongyun’s eye, though the action only causes another to take it’s place. “So please… don’t cry, my dearest.”

Chongyun closes his eyes as he feels Xingqiu’s comforting touch against his cheek. He really shouldn’t allow himself to find such comfort in this, knowing now that Xingqiu’s heart belongs to another. “S-Sorry…”

“You have nothing to apologize for! Well— if it turns out you intentionally sought to put yourself in harm’s way, I suppose I may some words for you later, but… that’s for later.”

Xiangling gives Xingqiu a pat on the back, before turning to the rest of the group, “Say, I bet Chongyun is feeling a little overwhelmed right now. We’ll come back to visit after you’ve had some rest— I’ll bring you some cold noodles!”

“Yeah, you rest up, okay? I’ll come by and play ya’ some tunes later.” Xinyan gives Chongyun’s hand one final pat, before straightening up, “Xingqiu, you better take care of him, all right?”

“I don’t think any of us are more equipped to take care of Chongyun right now than Xingqiu.” Yun Jin steps closer, giving Chongyun a friendly wave. But rather than say anything in particular to Xingqiu, she reaches out to wrap her arms around Xinyan’s arm. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure my girlfriend keeps things to a dull roar.”

The blush that alights Xinyan’s face has Chongyun’s eyes widening. Just now, did she say that on purpose, he wonders.

 

 

—

 

 

As the three girls take their leave, Xingqiu moves to sit on the edge of the bed beside Chongyun, brushing a strand of hair away from his face.

“Well, now that the commotion has died down,” He tilts his head to the side, offering Chongyun a warm smile. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? I’m so sorry I haven’t had a chance to see you lately. My father’s been really pushing for me to do more work for the guild, so I’ve been rather busy doing paperwork as of late.”

Chongyun slowly shakes his head. “It’s fine… you have things you need to do… right?”

Though he tries to hide it, hearing Chongyun’s voice sound so weak and tired causes a pained expression to cross his features. And it’s only upon noticing it that Chongyun notices other little things. Xingqiu isn’t wearing his usual fine silks, and the clasps of the shirt he’s wearing instead seem to be in disarray, as though it was thrown on in a hurry. Even his hair isn’t quite as prim as it usually is. Come to think of it, he must have been by Xinyan very early in the morning, and Xingqiu was hardly a morning person. How quickly did the news reach him?

“Nothing so important as to neglect the things that truly matter to me.” Amber eyes stare back into icy blues, as if trying to search for answers without words. “Chongyun… what happened that day? I heard from Xiangling that you suddenly left her restaurant. Where did you go?”

Chongyun closes his eyes, trying not to think too hard about the reasons he left. “…it was stupid of me. I… I think I misheard something. And I got upset. So I ran back home.”

Xingqiu doesn’t question it, and instead reaches down to take Chongyun’s hand in his own, his thumb gently rubbing the top of his palm. “What happened after you— oh, Chongyun…”

Just like that, the waterworks start again, as memories of his actions that night slowly filter through. He remembers walking into his home, telling the clan elder’s everything, and then waking up in agony.

“I swear to you, Chongyun… we’ll make those treasure hoarders pay for whatever it is they—”

“…treasure hoarders?”

Chongyun’s eyes widen as he stares, dumbfounded, back at Xingqiu. “I was… attacked by treasure hoarders?”

“Er… yes? We analyzed the arrow you were shot with. It came from a crossbow usually used by the treasure hoarders. The Millelith found evidence that they must have broken in before you arrived.”

Chongyun stares hard at Xingqiu for a few moments, as if trying to read whether or not he’s joking. When he realizes he isn’t, he finally seems to relax for the first time since waking up, bringing his hand up to rest over his face. “Oh… thank goodness.”

“Chongyun,” Xingqiu starts, understandably confused, “This is hardly reaction I should expect from someone learning they’ve been beaten by a gang of brutes. Are you certain your brain isn’t all scrambled?”

A soft laughs answers him, which is quickly followed by more tears. But this, it’s in relief. “I was so scared… I thought… I-I remembered going home and telling the elders of my clan everything, when my Yang energy was overflowing. About— about being gay. I woke up and I thought— I-I guess I figured I was expelled? But they must not know… thank goodness.”

In contrast to the relief that Chongyun feels, all Xingqiu feels is a horrible sense of dread.

Many thoughts swirl around in his mind.

Just how terrible would it be for Chongyun if he confessed to his family about his sexuality? Xingqiu’s family was stern, but loving. He never considered that such an outcome could even be possible. Didn’t Chongyun’s family love him? Sure, they were a distinguished clan of old, but surely given the various stories of Rex Lapis himself appearing in the form of a woman, those who follow the teachings of his adepti wouldn’t adhere to just rigid societal expectations?

He should have taken Chongyun’s confession with more weight.

But more than that, he suddenly realized why Chongyun is in the state that he’s in. He must have walked into his house, completely out of his mind, and confessed to a group of home intruders that he was gay.

And those same home intruders left him for dead.

“Xingqiu…?”

Chongyun’s voice brings him back to reality, as he realizes he’d begun squeezing Chongyun’s hand. Taking a deep breath to reorient himself, he looks down at Chongyun with a smile.

“Sorry… I’m just so relieved you’re okay.” He moves to instead rest his hand against Chongyun’s cheek, noting the heavy bruise on the opposite side. Mercifully, they didn’t leave him with any scars on his face, though Baizhu did mention a myriad of cuts and marks all over his body.

Would it be better not to tell him his theory, lest he internalize what happened to him?

“Your family wasn’t home, by the way. And there were no signs that the treasure hoarders played a role in any of it. Did you know they wouldn’t be there?”

Chongyun thinks for a moment, and then shakes his head. “That’s… normal. It’s rare for all of us to be together without reason. Since I spend more time in Liyue Harbor than the others… I’m usually there alone. So I was probably just confused.”

“Alone? I… had no idea.” Briefly, he wonders just how much he doesn’t know about his dear friend. “I thought your clan was more… well, sociable. Or at least, that’s how your Auntie Shenhe makes it sound.”

“When I was younger, my parents never traveled too far. But… I’m sure that had more to do with my condition than my age. I think they started feeling better about it after I got my vision.”

Xingqiu’s eyes move to where Chongyun’s vision lay at his side, beside his pillow. Naturally, there was a need to undress him to assess his wounds, but it was never a good idea to move one’s vision too far from them.

“But you were so young when you got your vision…” He wants to ask just how often little Chongyun had been left to his own devices, but ultimately thinks better of it. Their families were very different, after all. And Chongyun, it seems, had grown up well before Xingqiu ever even started thinking about what it mean to grow older.

Letting out a sigh, he flops down on the bed beside him. “Scoot over,” he says, giving Chongyun the gentlest of nudges, “I was up all night reading, only to be awoken by my servants frightfully telling me my dearest friend was on his deathbed. You owe me a few hours of beauty sleep.”

“Oh… I was wondering why your shirt was on crooked—”

“It’s what!?” Xingqiu sits up quickly, eyes flickering from Chongyun and then down to his shirt. The mismatched clasps cause just the faintest hint of skin to be visible near his navel, a realization that has his face turning scarlet.

“And to think, no one said a darn thing…” With a dramatic sigh, he starts to unbutton the clasps, opening his shirt to redo all of them. But he only gets about halfway before he notices he has a rather attentive audience, Chongyun’s eyes wide as he shamelessly stares at Xingqiu’s exposed midsection.

“…I do beg your pardon, my liege, but my eyes are up here.”

“Ah— s-sorry! I-I wasn’t staring, I—”

Xingqiu only laughs, realizing in that moment that a rather powerful new method of teasing has been unlocked. Or would this be considered too cruel? Certainly no more so than slipping him a jueyun chili now and then.

Or perhaps the reality was that he didn’t exactly dislike the attention.

“It’s fine. Consider it my treat! You deserve it after everything you’ve been through these past two days.” And just like that, he strikes a pose — only to snort when Chongyun’s hand jabs him in the stomach. “H-Hey, low blow!”

As his settles his hand back down, Chongyun closes his eyes and takes on a solemn pose of mockery. “Apologies. My yang energy is acting up.”

“Well, that much is obvious.” In the end, it seems to have been a win for Chongyun, as Xingqiu closes up his shirt again with reddened cheeks. And then, once more, he lies down beside him.

It feels like it’s been a long time since they’ve been this close to one another. With his eyes closed, Xingqiu can easily see his snow-kissed eyelashes, as well as a scant few freckles on his nose from sun exposure. Everything about him looked so gentle, so serene… and though Xingqiu knew well that he was capable of being anything but, the idea that anyone would think to attack him so cruelly is so inconceivable, he has half a mind to wonder whether it was the work of a demon after all.

As his eyes stay focused on Chongyun, the latter opens his own and turns to face Xingqiu. Their faces are so close, he can feel his breath hot against his lips.

In that moment, Xingqiu suddenly finds himself thinking of the words he confessed to Yun Jin only yesterday.

“…we should travel the world together someday.”

“Where did that come from?” Chongyun asks, with a confused smile.

“Just a passing thought, is all.” Closing his eyes, Xingqiu reaches down to interlace his fingers with Chongyun’s hand. “Rest. I’ll be here when you wake up.”

And so, giving his hand a gentle squeeze, Chongyun allows himself to drift off into a peaceful slumber, unaware of the budding feelings slowly beginning to blossom in Xingqiu’s heart.


Notes for the Chapter:Hello, and thank you for reading this far! I hope to include this story as part of a series surrounding the teens from Liyue as they mature into adulthood. Future installments may include mature/darker themes, which is why I wanted to separate them! Please look forward to it!

And also, please leave a comment if you enjoyed reading and want to see more of this universe!





