
1. Farewell, Archaic Dad (i)

Author’s Note:
      	For tmrwclassic.




    

      Random scenes from an AU in which, shortly after Hu Tao’s grandfather dies, Zhongli goes to Cloud Retainer for advice on caring for a child, and:


  Cloud Retainer’s eye flash[es] like a Ruin Guard powering up as she turns to him and goes, “and you say this child has no living relatives upon which to depend?”


Eventual ships may include Taoling/Yantao/both but will not be a primary focus.
    
Summary for the Chapter:
            Lumine and Paimon have a close encounter of the spooky kind. We meet A-Tao, protector of Jueyun Karst (at least when she’s up there visiting her ‘mom’).

Also Rex Lapis might be dead? Someone should look into that.

          


    
    

  “Without the Sigil, you’d never make it in,” Childe said. “The Adepti don’t take kindly to trespassers, and they’ve been known to kill them… or worse.”



  “Worse?” gasped Paimon.



  Childe nodded gravely. “Worse.”






Lumine and Paimon had barely entered Jueyun Karst when they heard footsteps from just ahead. Someone emerged from around the bend, a dishevelled brunette woman, covered in dirt, with large gashes torn through her tunic and muddy splash marks on her skirt. She looked like any of the poorer villagers they’d met in Liyue, only… with far, far more panic in her eyes. She ran in their direction, or tried to: she must have been running for quite a while, since every step she took was a shaky almost-stumble.

“Help me! Somebody help meeeeee!”

Lumine ran up to the woman. “Are you okay?”

The woman shook her head as she staggered toward Lumine. “The… the Adepti… They’re hunting me…”

“Hunting you?” said Lumine. She caught the other woman and helped support her weight. “What happened?”

The woman gratefully put an arm over Lumine’s shoulder for support. “I don’t know… They said that I broke their rules… That my soul is forfeit…” She took a deep, ragged breath. “Please… You have to help me get out of Jueyun Karst… before they catch me…”

“Paimon, how long ago did we cross into the Karst?” said Lumine, as she helped the woman walk.

“Um… Paimon thinks it’s been seventeen minutes,” said Paimon, looking at the woman with concern. “Should we…?”

“We’ll walk you to the edge of the Karst,” said Lumine, “and then… We can’t come with you, but maybe the Millelith chasing us will be able to help you. Or you can get to Wangshu Inn?”

“Chasing you…?” said the woman. “And… What’s Wangshu Inn?”

“The Millelith are…” Lumine looked to Paimon, who shrugged helplessly. “…it’s a long story.”

“And Wangshu Inn is the inn in Dihua Marsh,” piped in Paimon. “You know, the big tree in the middle of it with a building on top?”

The other woman looked perplexed. “There’s no building in the Dihua tree,” she said.

“Paimon is… pretty sure that inn’s been there for over a decade.”

“Ayo, I’m telling you, I’ve never heard of such… oh, never mind, it’s not important… Just… Thank you for helping…”

“We do what we can,” said Lumine. (Paimon began to clarify that usually they got paid for doing what they could, until Lumine shot her a warning look.) “And even as… tired as you must be, we should have you properly outside the Karst within half an hour. It’s no problem, really.”

“Paimon wonders what this lady did to anger the Adepti.”

The woman shuddered. “I don’t… I don’t know…”

That reminded Lumine: “My name’s Lumine, by the way. And this here is Paimon. What’s your name?”

“My name? It’s Yahu. ‘Ya’ as in, ‘I know martial arts, hi-yah!’; ‘Hu’ as in ‘Who stole my bookmark?’… I’m from Mingyun, big village to the east…”

“Nice to meet you, Yahu,” said Lumine. “Are you hungry?”

Paimon looked scandalised. “Traveller! You can’t just give Pai— give our food to strangers! Um, no offence, Miss Yahu.”

“None taken,” said Yahu. “And… it’s okay… I still have a little…”

She reached into her skirt pocket and pulled out a handful of bruised-looking berries.

“I have… these…” she said, slipping one into her mouth. She sighed and seemed to untense a little as she chewed.

(“Ooh, can Paimon have half? That can be your payment for our help!”

“Paimon,” said Lumine.)

The three of them walked for a while, the tense silence punctuated only by the crunch of dewy grass underfoot.

About ten minutes later, the mists started to thicken around them.

“Oh no,” said Yahu, and Lumine nearly lost her grip on the woman as she picked up her pace, staggering forward. “Oh no, oh no… They found me, miss, they’re here…”

“Paimon, watch our backs,” said Lumine. “Yahu, we’ll try to protect you as best as we can, but we don’t want any trouble with the Adepti either…”

“Don’t you understand?” said Yahu, looking hysterically at Lumine. “They don’t want us here. We’re already breaking their rules being here.”

Lumine kept her voice firm with some effort. “We have a… a Sigil of Permission,” she said, as they marched into the thickening mists. “Maybe it will keep you safe, too.”

“Paimon really hopes it works,” said Paimon nervously.

Without warning, an inhuman screech echoed around them, seemingly from every direction.

At the same time, the mist rolled in faster than ever before, until they could barely see more than a few paces ahead.

“I can’t, I can’t, I… Don’t let them take me!” shrieked Yahu. She pulled free of Lumine’s arm and ran ahead, her gait between a stumble and a sprint.

“Yahu! Wait! Stay close!”

Lumine darted ahead into the mists, trying to keep up, and with a panicked yelp, Paimon quickly followed suit.

She ran, but she’d lost sight of Yahu. All she could hear were the woman’s footsteps, and then—

An ear-splitting scream.

The mists fell away around them, and Lumine and Paimon found themselves alone, not another soul in sight.

“What? Where’d she go?” said Paimon.

“I… don’t know,” said Lumine. Her Elemental sight showed no trace of the woman, and…

…wait, no, something was ahead.

Lumine walked forward. Just out of view of the main path, a grey plinth was tucked beneath the cliffs.

It was a tombstone.

Paimon caught up to Lumine as she stood there, reading.


  Here lies Yahu, arrogant mortal. For her crimes of trespassing upon Jueyun Karst and stealing its fruit, she is condemned to wander these mists for eternity.


“…what?” said Lumine.

“Was… was that woman a ghost?” said Paimon. “Did we encounter a ghost?”

Lumine bit her lip. “This is an area full of divine magic…” she said. “It’s… certainly possible…”

Paimon gasped. “And that’s why she hadn’t heard of Wangshu Inn! How long ago did she die? What village did she say she was from?… Wait.” Paimon clapped her hands to her mouth in horror. “She was cursed for trespassing and ‘stealing fruit’? Paimon ate those berries. Is… Is Paimon cursed, too!?”

Lumine shuddered. “We… But we can’t turn back, Paimon. We have to tell the Adepti about Rex Lapis’s murder. And the Millelith… We have to keep going.”

“Paimon really hopes that Sigil keeps us safe,” said Paimon. “Paimon doesn’t want to be trapped here forever like Yahu…”

(Rex Lapis’s murder?, thought the woman spying on them from a nearby hideyhole, juuust beyond the mortal plane. What in the world is going on in the Harbour this time?)

“Come on,” said Lumine, motioning the way they’d come, “let’s keep moving.”











It took about ten minutes for Hu Tao to find the perfect spot: a cliff-wall behind her, a cliff-edge before her, and nothing but grass and a lonely sandbearer tree on this outcropping.

She marched around the tree once, confirming she was alone, then retreated to press her back against the cliff wall, so that nothing could sneak up on her from behind. In front of her was the tree and the cliff edge, and past that, nothing for miles, after which other peaks and clouds dotted the landscape. The grey-blue sky lay further beyond still.

“Okay,” she muttered to herself, “okay. Here we go.”

She opened her eyes as wide as she could, blinked a few times rapidly, then stretched her eyes open again.

“Xiao,” said Hu Tao.

“You called?” said Xiao, stepping out from behind the sandbearer tree.

“I knew it!” crowed Hu Tao triumphantly. “You teleported! You must have!”

Xiao crossed his arms. “Hu Tao, if you’re calling for me frivolously, I will be having words with your master…”

“Oh, don’t worry, I have important news,” said Hu Tao. “But first, tell me, how did you get here?”

Xiao fixed the human girl with a quizzical look. “You called my name, so I came here.”

“Right, but did you walk? Fly? Turn invisible?”

“Why are you always obssessing over the details of how I get places, Hu Tao?”

“You don’t actually remember, do you?”

“I would throw you off this cliff if Cloud Retainer didn’t dote on you so much,” grumbled Xiao. “Now. Your important news?”

“Two travellers are entering the Karst, and they were too stubborn for my first layer of tricks to keep them away,” said Hu Tao. “And they said they had… what’s a Sigil of Permission?”

Xiao’s brows shot up. “I haven’t heard anyone speak of those for a few centuries. Adeptal magic, bearing Rex Lapis’s will. Used to invoke certain contingency clauses of his contracts. Did they show you one?”

Hu Tao shook her head. “I sensed faint Adeptal magic on them, maybe Geo flavoured, but I didn’t get a good look. But that’s a real thing, huh?”

“Yes. That is a real thing.” Xiao sighed. “Is that all you wanted to discuss?”

“Guess so,” Hu Tao shrugged.

She waited until Xiao began to turn around before casually adding:

“Oh, and they said Rex Lapis was murdered. Is that important?”


  “What do you mean, ‘is that important?’”


Hu Tao smiled innocently. (Xiao clearly really wanted to stab her and he made the funniest expression when he was holding back.) “Didn’t want you to run off straight away.”

Xiao grimaced. “I shall inform the others.”

“Can I get a lift?” said Hu Tao.

Xiao glared at her.

Oh, oops, she was forgetting to flutter her eyelashes. She corrected her mistake.

Xiao’s glare softened.

“For a mortal, your powers of manipulation are nothing short of demonic,” he grumbled.

He turned his back to Hu Tao and crouched low. Hu Tao climbed on, piggyback style.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said.











“We have to go back,” said Paimon, looking around frantically as they crossed the first bridge of many. “Lumine, it’s not safe here, we’re going to be cursed.”

“I’ll protect you,” promised Lumine.

“What if Paimon falls off the bridge because of a curse…?”

Lumine fished around her pocket subrealm and held out a Fisherman’s Toast. “We’ve been walking for hours and hours. Here, get some food in you, you’ll feel better.”

“Paimon’s not hungry,” said Paimon. She shuddered. “Paimon’s just… antsy. What if that Fatui creep was lying about the Sigil? We… we can’t be here.”

Lumine blinked. Paimon wasn’t hungry?











“You’re shaking,” muttered Xiao, as they departed Mountain Shaper’s abode, leaping from peak to peak. “Are you okay? Rex Lapis’s death must be a shock to you too.”

“What? I’m fine,” muttered Hu Tao. “Besides, we don’t know for sure he’s dead yet.”

“If you… need to talk…” said Xiao, the words sounding foreign on his tongue.

“No, I…” Hu Tao frowned. “Oh, is it my hand tremors you’re noticing? That’s normal. Side effect of the caffy-berries I was eating.”

“Caffy-berries?” said Xiao.

“Berries injected with coffee extract! For the Yahu routine.”

Xiao twisted his head around to fix her with an admonishing look.

“What?” said Hu Tao. “Calm people are harder to spook.”











“Just hold onto my arm,” said Lumine, as they started on the next bridge.

“Paimon is trying!” said Paimon, who was trembling from head to toe. “Paimon is just really concerned about mortality today, okay?”











“Hi Mom! Apparently Geo Dad is dead,” said Hu Tao, striding past Cloud Retainer into her abode. “I’m gonna go change into work clothes. Be right back.”

“Rex Lapis, dead?” boomed Cloud Retainer. “Preposterous!”

“You let her call him what!?” said Xiao, looking between the two of them.

“One’s question is clearly the more pertinent one, Yaksha,” the crane bristled.

While Cloud Retainer’s adoptive daughter—not kidnapped, they had the paperwork to prove it—went rummaging, Cloud Retainer brewed qingxin tea to serve with sliced apples. Xiao refused the food, but Moon Carver and Mountain Shaper, who arrived shortly afterwards, were quite happy to partake.

“The mortals are on their way to Moon Carver’s abode,” said Mountain Shaper. “They shall be at his doorstep by midnight, an hour later at most.”

Moon Carver sipped his tea from a shallow bowl, and nodded. “And the Millelith following them; you saw them too?”

“Not even half an hour behind them,” confirmed Mountain Shaper. “One took the liberty of listening in on them as one passed them by. They seem convinced that our Sigil holders are, if not Rex Lapis’s assassins, then at least worthy of suspicion.”

“So it is true?” said Cloud Retainer. “They, too, believe our Lord to be dead?”

Mountain Shaper nodded. “One must see the Exuvia with one’s own eyes to be certain, but… yes, it certainly seems so.”

The assembled Adepti all stared at the ground in worried contemplation.

Rex Lapis… dead? They’d all known this day would come, but… so suddenly?

“Cloud Retainer!” The uneasy silence was broken as Hu Tao stuck her head out from the entrance to Cloud Retainer’s domain. “Where’s my firewood staff? The red one, glows menacingly, whispers to me in my dreams…”

Cloud Retainer flared her wings. “Hu Tao!” she said. “You will address one as Mother, or Master, or not at all,” she said, disgruntled.

“Aiyah, sor-ry. Have you seen my firewood staff, Mother?”

“Of course one has,” said a mollified Cloud Retainer. “It’s in the second storeroom with all the other spare gears and levers.”

“Levers? It’s an ancient relic— augh, sure, why not.” Hu Tao threw her arms up in despair and retreated back into the Domain.

Cloud Retainer chuckled quietly. “Ah, adolescents,” she said. “One cannot live with them, and yet, one cannot live without them.”

Xiao muttered something under his breath about how that explained all the kidnapping of orphans, Child Retainer.

“And what of your other disciple: Shenhe?” said Moon Carver.

“Shenhe is meditating by the Statue of Rex Lapis,” said Cloud Retainer. “One will not trouble her with Adeptal matters yet.”

“Whereas Hu Tao…?”

“…brought the news to us,” sighed Xiao.

Cloud Retainer nodded. “It’s better that she knows. Without Rex Lapis tending to her family business in her absence, Hu Tao will need to return to the city for her duties.”

“Unless he’s alive,” said the aforementioned human, striding into their midst in her usual black jacket-and-shorts workwear. Her head was bare save a dried plum blossom tucked into her messy hair. “Rex Lapis might still be alive.”

“Perhaps,” said Moon Carver gently, “but, child… one must caution you to harden your heart, lest the worst have come to fruition.”

“If the worst comes, and Rex Lapis is… is…” Hu Tao shuddered. “Look, if my monthly employee benefits expenses have been literally decimated, then I shall fulfil my duties and ensure the Rite of Parting is observed,” she mumbled. Her face brightened. “But I’m pretty optimistic! He’s faked deaths before, right?”

“Only for his mortal guises,” cautioned Mountain Shaper. “This is… not his usual modus operandi.”

“Yeah, well, this whole summer at work, ‘Zhongli’ was making cryptic jokes about retirement and seachanges.” Hu Tao shrugged. “Does that sound to you like a guy not about to fake his death?”

Cloud Retainer nodded thoughtfully. “In matters of deception, one shall consider your counsel carefully, Hu Tao.”

The other Adepti all mumbled in agreement, and Hu Tao beamed as if that had been a compliment.

“Now,” said Cloud Retainer. “Have you eaten, or are you planning to trek to the city on an empty stomach?”

“…I had some berries earlier today?”

“That sounds like…” Cloud Retainer shot a questioning look to the other Adepti.

“…not enough food for an adult human,” prompted Moon Carver.

“…not enough food,” said Cloud Retainer.

Hu Tao sighed. “Fine, fine, I’ll go make some egg fried rice or something before I go.”

“You will most certainly not touch one’s cookware.” Cloud Retainer turned to Xiao. “Yaksha. Make her some egg fried rice.”

“I can cook myself,” protested Hu Tao, “I’m not twelve any more.”

“Why do I have to cook for her? We’re discussing the assassination of our Archon here,” protested Xiao, “this is clearly more important.”

Cloud Retainer glared at him. “This is my ward you’re refusing to show hospitality to, Yaksha! Why, the… the insolence!…” She gave the adoptive daughter in question a thoughtful look. “Hmm. Hu Tao, if one gives you permission to use my cookware, would you make some extra food for Xiao to eat? Here, right now?”

Hu Tao brightened up. “You’d really let me? I promise I’ll be more careful with the oil this time, really!”

“Celestia damn you all,” said Xiao, walking over to the nearest stove.

  



2. Farewell, Archaic Dad (ii)

Summary for the Chapter:
            Xiangling is not pranked. Hu Tao narrowly averts a calamity.

          


    
    
“♬!”

“What is it, Guoba?”

He was tugging at her belt and pointing. Xiangling turned, trying to figure out what Guoba was so frantic about…

…aha. Frozen midway through climbing a nearby tree was a person in an extremely recognisable coat and shorts.

Xiangling broke into a grin. Yes, it made sense that Hu Tao would pass through here: this Statue of the Seven was the main way into the Harbour. But why was she in a tree? Oh well, in any case, it was her!

“Hu Tao! You’re back!” Xiangling cried out.

“Dammit! Um, hi!”

“…were you planning on jumping down and scaring me?”

“Maybe,” said Hu Tao brightly. The brunette prankster with the stupidly smoochable face hopped down in front of Xiangling, waving her arms to her side to catch her balance. “Honestly I was just making it up as I went, so I wasn’t planning anything really, if you think about it. Um. Xiangling! Hi!”

Xiangling glanced at Hu Tao’s hands, making sure they were empty, as the funeral director closed the distance and wrapped her in a big hug.

“You smell nice,” murmured Hu Tao. “Like truffles and, um… cheddar?”

“Good guess! I was playing around with some richer foods for next winter.” Xiangling returned the hug, squeezing tight. “You smell… kinda sweaty. You must have run all the way here, huh?”

“Heh, right as always,” murmured Hu Tao. She pulled away, frowning. “Um, Xiangling. Why is there grass in your hair?”

“Failed ice-cream experiment,” Xiangling said with a shrug. “But you! You’re back early! I… Oh.” There was an obvious explanation, wasn’t there. “Have you heard, um, the rumours?”

“Uh-huh.” Hu Tao’s face grew grim. “Word made it to Jueyun Karst. Something about Rex Lapis kicking the bucket during the Rite of Descension?”

“That’s what people are saying,” said Xiangling. “The Qixing haven’t said anything since it happened. And the Millelith are dragging witnesses in for questioning everywhere you look, which is just causing even more rumours.”

Xiangling scrutinised Hu Tao’s face, confused: the funeral director usually wasn’t this glum when talking about potential new business. But… maybe this was different.

“Everything okay with you and the…”—Xiangling lowered her voice to a whisper, just in case anyone else was nearby—“…you know, the Adepti? Did… did you know him personally? You okay?”

Hu Tao blinked and her face regained its usual cheer. “Oh, nothing to worry about,” she said. “It’s a bit of a shock to us all, of course. I never met the big guy myself. So, uh, what’re the rumours exactly?”

Xiangling filled her in on everything she’d heard, which wasn’t much: the Rite; the Millelith going bananas detaining people left, right, and centre; the anxious mood in town.

“Hmm,” said Hu Tao, frowning, “and he was dead on landing, people reckon? That’s truly odd… I…” She exhaled. “Sorry, Xiangling, I gotta go check in on the office. Um, that said… have you seen Mister Zhongli lately?”

Xiangling nodded. “Oh yeah, he came by with that Childe guy yesterday afternoon! They just ordered some veggies and fizzy water, nothing fancy. I think they’d already eaten on the way there?”

Hu Tao squinted. “So that was… well after the Rite of Decension, right?”

“Yeah! Don’t worry, Mister Zhongli seemed to be taking the bad news alright. Though I guess it’s still all just rumours… Honestly, Mister Childe seemed way more broken up about it than him. Said he’d always wanted to punch a dragon.”

Hu Tao let out a quiet breath. “Cool, cool,” she said. “Well, I’ll go check in on him.”

She began to skip away, then paused, twiddling her fingers.

“Oh, um… since I’m back… do you wanna go firefly hunting tonight?”

Xiangling grinned. “Yes, please! Oh… but I promised dad I’d help him with some stuff around the house tonight. Father-daughter bonding, you know?…” At A-Tao’s dejected look, she quickly added: “Maybe tomorrow night?”

Hu Tao grinned and clapped her hands. “Perfect, it’s a date!”

Xiangling smiled right back, and ruffled Hu Tao’s hair. “Good to see you again,” she said fondly.

“You too,” said Hu Tao, leaning into the touch. “But I gotta go now. I need to check in on what’s been happening at work while I was away, and make sure Zhongli is okay—he’s a huge Rex Lapis fan, so he… he…”

The funeral director stiffened.

“…Zhongli is alive,” she said, eyes wide.

“Yes?” said Xiangling.

“…and Rex Lapis is dead.”

“According to the rumours… Yeah?”

“Oh no,” whispered Hu Tao, “oh noooo.”

Without another word, Hu Tao took off at a sprint.

“Is everything okay?” Xiangling called after her. “A-Tao?”

But Hu Tao was already out of sight.

“Sheesh, that girl,” said Xiangling, trying not to grin, “always coming and going whenever she pleases…”

Ah, well, she’d be seeing her again soon.

“Come on, Guoba,” said Xiangling, “let’s get back to work. I wanna try to find us some vishap bones for tonight’s stock.”

Guoba made a little cheering noise, and the two of them set off.











“I feel a little bad about this,” said Keqing, fidgeting with her tea: a first flush Qiaoying Jasmine, served in the Funeral Parlour’s nicest teaware, as befitted guests of the Qixing’s status.

“You were born into money,” said Uncle Tian, “so I understand the hesitation to refuse a gift. But we have a fiduciary duty to the public too, lady Yuheng…”

“Please, do not concern yourselves with this,” said Zhongli, senior consultant for the Wangsheng Funeral Parlour. “The death of Rex Lapis is a solemn affair indeed, for all of Liyue. Far be it for us to charge the people anything more than a token fee for his Rite of Parting.”

“Does this even cover cost of materials, though?” said Keqing. “We wouldn’t want to put you out of business—”

Uncle Tian raised a hand, cutting her off. “I’m sure the Tianquan would be happy to arrange a tax concession as a show of gratitude for this kind offer,” he said. “Truly, Zhongli-xiansheng, you do us all great honour and kindness with this gift.”

“I am certain Rex Lapis would have approved,” said Zhongli.

Sitting beside him, Meng looked just as concerned as the Yuheng. “Zhongli-xiansheng, I don’t think we’re authorised to offer a ninety-nine percent discount.”

“Ninety-nine percent,” said Zhongli thoughtfully. “On first glance, a number significantly less than one hundred percent. Yet—”

“If you’re willing to sign a memorandum of understanding to that effect,” said Uncle Tian, sliding a piece of paper across the table, already covered in writing, “we’d be quite happy to explain the circumstances to the actual decision maker later.”

“This feels unethical,” Keqing whispered to him. “How old is this guy, are we sure he hasn’t, you know, lost his marbles?”

Zhongli perused the paper. “A non-binding statement attesting that we hope to provide you with the…”—he scribbled a number in the middle of the page—“ninety-nine percent discount… yes, that seems quite reasonable—”

The door to the conference room burst open. All heads turned.

Standing there in the threshold, framed by the morning light behind her, stood Hu Tao, 77th director of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlour. She entered the conference room, her eyes glowering like the incandescent red Vision on her coat back. She looked from Uncle Tian to Keqing to Meng to Zhongli.

Uncle Tian nodded his head and raised his teacup in greeting. “Director Hu, good morning.”

“Oh, great,” muttered Keqing, head in her hands.

“Director Hu,” said Meng, sitting ramrod straight in his chair. “We weren’t… uh, I mean…”

“Master Hu,” said Zhongli, blinking innocently.

“Zhongli,” said Hu Tao. “Whatever you’re signing, don’t.”

She strode across the room and snatched the memorandum out of Zhongli’s hands, skimming it. “Good-faith agreement… mutual understanding… ha!, I’m sorry, a hundredth the price? The standard funeral price? For a Rite of Parting? Zhongli, Meng, you dolts, that doesn’t even cover the cost of your salaries for this meeting. Aiyah, would that even cover the tea you’re serving our guests!?”

Meng squirmed in his chair. “The… The Qixing were quite convincing…”

“We can explain…?” said Keqing.

Hu Tao fixed her with a skeptical gaze. “Oya? Go ahead.”

“Um,” said Keqing.

Uncle Tian came to her rescue. “Mister Zhongli was suggesting that since this was such an important occasion that he couldn’t bear to drain the public coffers.”

“Lord Tianshu, shush,” said Hu Tao, not taking her eyes off Keqing.

Uncle Tian arched an eyebrow but said nothing, instead pouring himself more Qiaoying Jasmine.

“Lady Yuheng,” said Hu Tao, “please, look me in the eye and assure me that you and Uncle Tian played no part in Zhongli deciding on this criminally generous discount.”

Keqing swallowed. “Um. Well. Director Hu, the Qixing…”

“Nuh-uh, don’t look at the Tianshu, look at me.”

“The Qixing would never… I mean, to take advantage of the generosity of such a…”

Keqing rapidly stood up.

“I beg your pardon, I need to use the bathroom,” she said, and darted out of the room in the blink of an eye.

The Tianshu sighed as the door closed behind his colleague. “For whatever it’s worth, Director Hu,” he said, “we were simply negotiating a fair bargain.”

Hu Tao rolled her eyes. “Sure, Uncle, sure. Shall we hash prices out now, or would the Tianquan prefer to do the dirty work herself now that you’re going to have to actually negotiate with someone whose brains aren’t made of clay?”

Uncle Tian smiled benignly and bowed his head. “I see our actions have unwittingly caused some offence, Director,” he said. “The Qixing will briefly reconvene before continuing negotiations.”

“Yes, yes, the ‘Qixing’,” said Hu Tao, rolling her eyes. “Tell Ningguang I’m charging extra for this charade. Now, I’d like to debrief my employees. May I have the room? You can take the tea with you!, just leave your cup at reception.”

“No need,” demurred the Tianshu, setting his cup down. He stood up and bowed again. “We’ll endeavour to contact you again later today, or tomorrow at the latest.”

Once he was gone, Hu Tao turned to her employees, casting a boiling gaze over them both.

“Mister Zhongli,” said Hu Tao, “what did I say about negotiating with the Qixing without me?”

Zhongli blinked. “Nothing, to my recollection.”

“I said don’t.”

“Ah, I see the confusion. That was your instruction regarding negotiating with the Tianquan.” Zhongli smiled wisely. “As you can see, Lady Ningguang was not present…”

Even Meng winced at that one. “She’s the one behind that sob story they gave us, isn’t she,” he muttered.

 “Gold star for you,” said Hu Tao, glancing at Meng. “We’ll make a proper businessman out of you yet… Hmm, Meng. You look like a ghost. Go take a walk, put up some flyers.” She motioned to Zhongli. “I need a private word with this here blockhead. I promise you’re not fired before you come back.”

“Yes, Director! My apologies, Director!”

Meng hastily made his exit.

“I am glad to see you again, Master Hu,” said Zhongli, smiling serenely. “I am surprised that you’re back so early.”

“Funny story,” said Hu Tao, snatching the teacup out of his hand and gulping it down. “Did you hear Rex Lapis died?”

“Yes. In fact, our meeting was discussing the Rite—”

“The Adepti were upset at the news,” she said. “Apparently after thousands of years serving him, they felt rather shocked to hear of his passing. Upset. Distraught. I felt much the same, Zhongli.”

“Ah,” said Zhongli.

He poured himself another cup, considering his next words carefully.

“Perhaps the Parlour could offer them some grief counselling? Pro bono, of course.”

  



3. Hu Tao gets a Big Sister

Summary for the Chapter:
            A young Hu Tao arrives unceremoniously at Mount Aozang. Shenhe gets to eat real food.

          


    
    It was not uncommon for Shenhe’s master—Cloud Retainer—to arrive abruptly at Mount Aozang, unannounced and unexpected. Shenhe tended to pay this no mind, and normally this would not have been enough to disturb the woman from her careful practice of Adeptal martial arts forms.

What was uncommon, however, was for Cloud Retainer to be carrying a human with her. The girl in Master’s talons was deposited on the ground right next to Master’s heirloom stone table, about ten feet away from Shenhe, and she was complaining all the while:

“…and make you into bird soup. I don’t know how to make bird soup but I’ll find someone to teach me. Aren’t you Adepti supposed to protect the people? How is kidnapping me protecting anything?…”

“Master?” said Shenhe. “Who is this?”

“Oh, Shenhe,” said Cloud Retainer, sparing her a glance. “Of a young orphan in distress, one has recently become aware—”

“I’m not in distress,” said the girl indignantly. “Or, hmm. I wasn’t before you snatched me from my place of business in the middle of the night.”

The girl appeared hardly older than twelve, and her oversized black coat went all the way down to her feet. The coat looked like it was best suited for an adult male, not a tiny brunette stick insect.

She crossed her arms. “I have a schedule, you know! Lots of client meetings this week!”

“You took her without her permission?” said Shenhe. She would have been most perturbed, too, if Cloud Retainer had done that to her when they’d first met.

The thought caused her some mild agitation, and she readjusted the ropes she was wearing.

“Oh,” Shenhe said, recalling their guest from earlier this evening, “is this the lady Rex Lapis mentioned?”

“Indeed,” said Cloud Retainer. “This is the recently orphaned Hulao—”

“Hu Tao,” said the girl, who’d been in the middle of threatening to sue the crane for loss of business. “Family name, given name. Hulao is the name of a mountain.”

“…the recently orphaned Hu Tao, whose most tragic tale was related to one by Rex Lapis this very evening.”

Shenhe had been present for that. She distinctly recalled Morax asking Cloud Retainer for advice on caring for a young child, not for… help with relocation.

“Master,” said Shenhe, “did Rex Lapis not decline your generous offer of assistance?”

“Pah. Rex Lapis may be the Prime Adeptus, but he does not control one’s every decision,” said Cloud Retainer, head upturned.

“Did he not also protest that he was already taking care of the girl?”

Cloud Retainer turned her back on Shenhe. “One… knows not of what you speak.”

The girl—Hu Tao—looked between them curiously. “Taking care of? I may be twelve but I’m an independent businesswoman, birdbrains. Nobody’s ‘taking care of me’ but me!”

Cloud Retainer bristled. “You will not downplay Rex Lapis’s services to you, child!”

“Rex Lapis? Pah. The only dusty old dragon in my life is…”—the girl frowned—“is…” She blinked rapidly. “Oh. Ohhh.”

It was like night and day. The girl’s demeanor changed in an instant, as she turned and bowed to Cloud Retainer, one hand folded over another. It was the most perfect bow of respect Shenhe had ever seen.

“Enlightened One,” Hu Tao said. “This humble mortal thanks you for your, uh, hospitality. If it pleases you, this humble one wishes to ask you if Mister Zhongli—that is, the gentleman you were arguing with outside one’s business—was in fact His Lordliness, Rex Lapis, Lord of Geo.”

Cloud Retainer looked at her with new appreciation. “A most polite hatchling, at that!” she cooed. “Shenhe, you would do well to learn from this girl.”

“I see,” said Shenhe non-committally.

“In any case, yes,” said Cloud Retainer, “Rex Lapis, in an exceptional case of poor judgement, attempted to dissuade one from rescuing you from your most calamitous—”

“I knew it!” said Hu Tao. She jumped up and down, pumping a fist in the air. “This explains so much! Oh, I should have realised months ago…”

“What are you on about?” said Cloud Retainer.

“…oh, Archons, no wonder he gets so nostalgic over osmanthus wine. Like, the really cheap thousand-Mora stuff. He’s probably used to dodgy homebrew from back when homebrew was all there was…”

“Shenhe, what is the child talking about?” said Cloud Retainer.

Shenhe had no idea, but she could at least redirect the conversation to introductions.

She stepped forward and bowed. “Well met, Hu Tao, fellow mortal,” she said. “I am Shenhe, disciple of Cloud Retainer, formerly of the thaumaturgist clan near Tianheng.”

“Nice to meet you, Shenhe, disciple of Cloud Retainer!” said Hu Tao, bowing politely. “I am Hu Tao, Seventy-Seventh Director of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, esteemed Guide to Afterlife, coolest kid in Liyue Harbour.” She tilted her head. “Lady Shenhe. Would I be correct in assuming that ‘Cloud Retainer’ is this here illuminated beast who stole me from my home?”

“One stole nothing,” said Cloud Retainer curtly. “One was simply ensuring the welfare of a tragically orphaned hatchling, who might otherwise have had to suffer the indignity of being cared for by… oh, speak of the Abyss, there he is.”

The earth shook. The clouds parted.

A golden dragon swept through the skies, great and magnificent, turning into a human form as he landed.

His every footstep was heavier than bedrock, more solid than oaths.

“Cloud Retainer,” Morax growled, “for once in your life would you please exercise some self-restraint…?”

“One is the acme of self-restraint,” sniffed Cloud Retainer.

Shenhe bowed low. “Lord Rex Lapis.”

“Mister Zhongli!” said Hu Tao. “Are you actually six thousand years old?”

Seeming to only now notice the girl, Morax winced.

“Director Hu,” he said, nodding his head to her. “I… apologise that you had to find out this way. I hadn’t meant to…”

“Yeah, yeah, we can get to all the lying later, but this next question is important,” said Hu Tao.

“What question?” said Morax.

“This morning,” said Hu Tao, “you said my mushroom omelette was among the most rubbery you’d ever had.”

He shifted uncomfortably. “Well, you see—”

“In six thousand years?”

“…yes,” said Morax, Lord of Geo.

Hu Tao broke into a delighted grin.

“I’m the best at something!” she said.










Black smoke rose from the firepit.

“So those black bits mean it’s overcooked,” said Hu Tao, “but it won’t give us food poisoning. Probably.”

Shenhe accepted the chicken-mushroom skewer from Hu Tao and bit into it.

It was glorious. She’d forgotten all about this since she’d left home: the salt mixing with fat on her tongue, the claylike texture of the meat, the mouthfeel of the little bits of charcoal and how they lingered long afterwards, scratching at her throat as she swallowed.

A surge of emotion nearly overcame her: Shenhe fiddled with her ropes and took a few steadying breaths.

“…did I poison you?” said Hu Tao.

“This is delicious,” said Shenhe. She belatedly noticed she was smiling; what a rarity. “Young Miss Hu, this is incredible. Can you teach me?”

“Call me Tao! Or A-Tao,” said the girl. “If I understand right you’re going to be, like, my new big sister, so no need to be formal.”

“Sister?” said Shenhe. Was she implying…? “Miss— Hu Tao, I fear you misunderstand the nature of my relationship with Master Cloud Retainer. She is my master and teacher in Adeptal arts, not my… mother.”

“Really?” said Hu Tao, “but… you look exactly like her. You have her legs.”

“I do?” said Shenhe. “But… I am human, so how…”

Hu Tao giggled. “Okay, jiejie, we can work on sarcasm and irony later.”

She made a slightly disgusted face as she bit into her own skewer.

“…okay that came out super oily again. I didn’t even add oil.”

“I’ll take it if you don’t want it,” said Shenhe. (She immediately noticed the accompanying feeling of greed that flashed through her mind. How odd: that almost never happened.) “But… only if you’re certain you don’t want it.”

“Hmm…” Hu Tao nodded thoughtfully. “Gimme another minute to try to get through this and then, yeah, all yours… You actually like this stuff?”

“It’s…” How to put it. “This is a pleasant novelty,” Shenhe said at last. “Normally we eat seeds and herbs. Violetgrass and qingxin are abundant around here, as is mist-flower.”

“You… you live off of steamed herbs?” said Hu Tao. “No wonder you look like a skeleton.”

“Steamed? The herbs are safe to eat raw,” said Shenhe.

Hu Tao stared at Shenhe.

She passed her skewer over. Shenhe nodded in thanks.

“Zhongli,” called Hu Tao over her shoulder. “Zhongliiiii.”

“You may call me Morax if you prefer,” the Adeptus in question called back.

“Mister Zhongli, when you grab my clothes, can you also bring some groceries back with you?” said Hu Tao. “Like, a lot?”

“Certainly.”

“Thanks!” Hu Tao returned her attention to Shenhe. “Okay, this is a disaster. I cannot be the only person here who knows how to cook.”

“Master knows how to cook,” Shenhe assured her. “She simply limits it to special occasions.”

“Cooking is repetitive and time consuming!” called Cloud Retainer, who was in the middle of bickering with Morax. “One will not stoop to manually cooking that which can be automated.”

“Wait,” said Morax, “it’s been two thousand years, you still haven’t finished that porridge making machine?”

Cloud Retainer glared at him. “Genius cannot be corralled. Other projects came up.”

“Anyhow,” said Hu Tao, “we’re both the shouty bird’s ‘wards’ now, apparently, and that’s basically like being sisters.”

Shenhe nodded. “I… see the analogy,” she conceded. “I’m afraid I’ve never had siblings before, though. I’m not certain I can—”

“Me, neither!” said Hu Tao. “Had siblings, I mean. I figure we can make it work however we want it to. I pull pranks on you and you just teach me how to do my eyelashes, how does that sound?”

“‘Do… eyelashes’?” said Shenhe.

Hu Tao groaned. “Oh gods you really do live under a rock.”

“Did you mean, on a rock?”

“No, jiejie, no I did not. Ugh. Okay, let’s start small. Do you have a hairbrush?”

“I have a jade comb, but it’s—”

“Perfect! Grab it and come with me. Emergency grooming lessons commence now.”










“One thinks all will work out just fine,” said Cloud Retainer, sounding tremendously pleased with herself.

“I am too old for this,” sighed Morax.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          She’s wearing grandpa’s coat, and if that’s not the most adorable thing IDK what is.

        




4. Farewell, Archaic Dad (iii)

Summary for the Chapter:
            Zhongli fails to impress Hu Tao. Ningguang knows things… and Childe might, too.

          
Notes for the Chapter:“You’ve been browsing fanfic and fanart for *how* long today? Ayo, at least remember to drink water. I’m booked full all month, wait your turn to croak it.”




    
    “Grandpa died when I was eleven,” said Hu Tao. “I pretty much had to take over the Parlour there and then.”

She smelled something burning: whoops. She tossed her toast from pan to plate before it could blacken any further.

“I had help from you and the Ferrylady with some of the day to day stuff, but I had to figure out a lot of stuff with only the notes he’d left behind, a few things he’d taught me here and there.”

She poked at her toast experimentally: it was black on the outside, but still unburnt in the middle. Good enough. She set her plate down on the break room table and plopped into her seat.

“Of course I wasn’t even at it for a year before Cloud Retainer ‘adopted’ me,” she continued, “but in that time I think I did pretty darned well.”

She skimmed a knife over a block of butter and got to work.

“I kept our budget under control, I only had one-in-ten client attrition that year, and I sweet talked Keqing into a great deal on our retainer for Millelith funerals…” (She had spent a whole week practising her sad orphan sob and it had paid off handsomely.)

“And you got your Vision,” commented Zhongli. He blew at his tea. “That is surely a sign of having matured and risen to the occasion.”

“Yeah, yeah! That too.” Hu Tao put the butter aside and slathered her toast with a layer of kaya, a kind of sticky coconut paste that tasted like sugar and heaven. “And I think Grandpa would be proud of me.

“But I think if the old man had gotten to retire on his own terms, he wouldn’t have chosen that kind of trial by fire for me. It went well, but… it really might not have.”

“You did seem very stressed that first year, managing everything,” said Zhongli.

Hu Tao nodded. “Would’ve been better to make sure I grow into the role properly. He didn’t have that option; that’s sad; no regrets.” She bit into her toast and tried to ignore the taste of the charcoal. “But Mister Zhongli, you know what Grandpa wouldn’t have done, even if he had time?”

Zhongli shook his head.

“He wouldn’t have faked his gods-damned death just to make sure I could perform under pressure,” said Hu Tao.

Zhongli sipped his tea.

“You are alluding, of course, to my current actions?” he asked.

“Yes, yes that is exactly what I’m getting at,” said Hu Tao. “Goodness gracious, I was being so subtle; how did you know?”

Zhongli nodded. “Consider, though, that the remaining Adepti and the Qixing must learn to work together in my absence.”

“You don’t need to be dead to test that.”

“My presence would be a safety net, in a way.”

“Then start off testing them with the safety net,” said Hu Tao, “and test them further when you’re sure your trial won’t cause an Adeptal-mortal civil war.”

“If there’s that much distrust between Adepti and Qixing, then it is better to know sooner rather than later.”

Hu Tao swallowed a particularly black lump and grimaced. “That’s not true, Mister Zhongli. Not if you know sooner because of a civil war.”

Zhongli hummed thoughtfully.

“I do trust in Liyue’s people, Adeptal and mortal. It is possible that in my optimism I may not have given enough weight to the risks of strife and mutual distrust. Is… Is the situation truly so bad?”

“Mountain Shaper and mother dearest were speculating that the Qixing had killed you in a coup.”

Zhongli laughed. “The Qixing? Do the Adepti really think I’m so easy to kill?”

“Dad— ahem. Mister Zhongli, you faked your own murder. Of course they’ve decided you were easy enough to kill.”

It felt like pulling teeth, but a little further discussion was enough to nudge a concession out of Zhongli:

“Perhaps I was a little rash,” he said.

Hu Tao pat him on the head, an act which required her to lean over and stretch as tall as she could. “It’s okay, Mister Zhongli, we all make mistakes. Yours are just… earthquake sized, sometimes.”

“I suppose so.”

“So what now?” said Hu Tao. “I’ll tell the Adepti you’re okay, but what about the Qixing?”

“No,” said Zhongli, “you mustn’t tell the Adepti I’m still alive.”

Hu Tao’s plate of half-eaten toast scraped noisily against the table as she pushed it away.

“Excuse me?” she said.

“The test must go on,” said Zhongli, “and so it’s of paramount importance that we maintain the ruse.”

Hu Tao inhaled slowly.

Hu Tao exhaled slowly.

“Mister Zhongli,” she said, “I’m going to throw my tea in your face.”

“I… see?”

“I want you to know beforehand that it’s lukewarm and it won’t hurt you, it’ll just mess up your eyeliner and your jacket.”

“Understood,” said Zhongli.

Hu Tao stood up and walked closer to Zhongli.

Then she threw her tea in Zhongli’s face.

“What the heck, Mister Zhongli?!” she cried dramatically. 

Hu Tao returned to her seat.

“I am not lying to Mom— to Cloud Retainer about you being dead. That is not something I’m willing to do.” She crossed her arms.

“I see,” said Zhongli. “This may compromise the test, but—”

“To the Abyss with your test,” said Hu Tao, exasperated. “Call it off. Try something a little less disruptive.”

“A reasonable suggestion,” said Zhongli. “Unfortunately, I have committed to this current test being the first and last of its kind.”

‘Committed’… oh, great. “Aiyah, did you make a contract to step down?”

“Yes. And my apologies, Director Hu, but the contract precludes discussing its details.”

“Why would you agree to that?”

“The Cryo Archon expressed a desire for secrecy.”

“The… the Cryo Archon,” repeated Hu Tao.

“Yes.”

Hu Tao looked at her empty teacup.

“Mister Zhongli,” said Hu Tao. “Could you please refill my tea?”

“Director Hu, are you about to throw it in my face again?”

“Refill my tea and I’ll tell you,” said Hu Tao.










It took a while, but Hu Tao managed to extract a promise from Zhongli to talk to Yanfei about the nonsense he’d gotten himself into. (He’d protested that he didn’t need the contract advice; she’d retorted that he clearly needed a second opinion on something.) Then it was almost time for Zhongli’s lunch date—no, Director Hu, emphasis on lunch—and Hu Tao figured she’d go grab herself something too. The toast had not felt particularly filling.

Hu Tao had barely set foot outside the Parlour when she ran into Ganyu. Ganyu was the general secretary for the Qixing, and more importantly, Cloud Retainer kept telling her and Shenhe to treat the half-qilin as their sister.

“Director Hu,” said Ganyu, bowing her head in greeting. “Good day to you.”

“Hey Ganyu,” said Hu Tao. “Are… gosh, wait. You know Zhongli’s in there, right? He’s okay, he’s heading out for lunch with his Fatui friend.”

“I’m aware,” said Ganyu, smiling very slightly. “I’ve had to avoid the subject at work… ah, but I’m here in a formal capacity, so we should chat about… things… later.”

Hu Tao nodded. “Yup, yup, yup. What’s up? Is this about me sending the Tianshu and Yuheng packing?”

“It’s not,” said Ganyu. “Director Hu, I’m pleased to inform you that you’ve been granted a temporary blue-level security clearance.”

“A… what?” said Hu Tao.

“You’re on the Jade Chamber’s recognised guest registry,” said Ganyu.

“Wait, wait…” Hu Tao’s eyes lit up. “Ganyu, do I get a passphrase?”

Ganyu’s eyes twinkled.










“Though clouds may darken and light turn to gloam…” began Bu’yun.

“Good day to you, sir,” said Hu Tao, hands on her hips.

“…ah. May I help you?”

“Have you ever seen a moon die?”

“I have not. Have you?”

“I’ve only ever seen the wake.”

Bu’yun nodded. “Well said, Director Hu. Please, step this way to—”

“Heck yeah!” said Hu Tao, clicking her heels and pumping her fist as she leapt in the air.










Mere moments after Hu Tao stepped into the atrium of the Jade Chamber, Secretary Baiwen appeared in her path and asked Hu Tao to punch her in the shoulder.

“What?” said Hu Tao.

“You heard me,” said Baiwen. “If you don’t punch me in the shoulder right now, I’m revoking your passphrase—”

…so Hu Tao panicked and reflexively punched the woman in the shoulder. Baiwen winced and rubbed at the spot, but true to her word, stepped out of the way.

“Are you going to explain what that was about?” said Hu Tao.

Baiwen assured her she’d figure it out eventually, and Hu Tao rolled her eyes and started down towards the Tianquan’s office, puzzling it over.

Blackmailing her over assault? Framing her for something? Nah, not the Tianquan’s style, and overkill for the woman who wrote the laws around here.

A distraction while something was planted on her, or stolen from her? But, no, why would…

The Tianquan looked up as Hu Tao stepped into her office. There was a satisfied glint in her eyes.

“Oh, fiddlesticks,” said Hu Tao, realising her mistake.

“Mm? The name of your latest poetry collection?” Lady Ningguang smiled, flicking her wrist to snap the sliding doors shut behind Hu Tao. They locked with a gentle click. “I’m yet to read it, but I’ve heard nothing but rave reviews from high society and dockyard workers alike…”

“Ha, ha,” said Hu Tao.

She ignored the fancy ornaments around the room as she took a seat: she’d been here before, and there wasn’t anything new to see… maybe that antique vase in the corner was new?

“That punching business,” said Hu Tao. “Baiwen was wearing some kind of magic armour, wasn’t she?”

“Indeed,” said Ningguang. “You see, it’s fairly obvious to anyone who pays attention that you spend a lot of time out of town, Hu Tao of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor.”

“…I like to go to Wuwang Hill and meditate,” said Hu Tao automatically. “Sometimes I visit the border, too. Is that a crime?”

Ningguang nodded. “Yes, that is what you tell people. And you often do go that far north, making an appearing in Qiaoying or Qingce as an alibi.”

“…but?” said Hu Tao.

Ningguang gave her a kind but sad smile and ran her through everything. The half dozen new ghost stories from Jueyun Karst that had appeared in the past decade, featuring boys and girls matching Hu Tao’s build, and some decidedly elaborate jump scares. Rumours of fresh produce being smuggled into the Karst. Eyewitness reports of the Vigilant Yaksha reacting to mentions of Hu Tao’s name.

“…and, of course,” continued Ningguang, “a Millelith incident report from almost seven years ago that Miss Ganyu had gone to great lengths to bury in our archives, in which an Adeptus in the form of a crane took you from the Parlor in the middle of the night.”

“…fiddlesticks,” said Hu Tao.

“Ganyu did a very good job hiding the records, and your adoption papers. If it wasn’t for the Yuheng I probably wouldn’t have kept searching the archives for even a third of that time.”

“The Yuheng?”

“In any case, you live in Jueyun Karst half the time, and an Adeptus appears to have joint custody of you. And someone had a reason to cover that up. Tell me, Miss Hu, does that sound interesting to you?”

“…it does.”

“One possibility was that you were an incognito Adeptus, but…”

“I just punched Baiwen,” Hu Tao sighed.

“…who was carrying a Sigil of Permission. Precisely.” Ningguang smiled gently.

“I hadn’t even heard of those until yesterday. Apparently the Fatui had one, did you know that? Where did you get one of these?”

“This specific sigil was in the Fatui’s custody until last night. It’s the genuine article, unlike…” Ningguang trailed off. “Unimportant. I don’t believe they’ve realised their master copy is missing yet. Where precisely they were keeping it, I shan’t say. As to how it ended up in my hands… I took a risk that paid off.”

“You never struck me as a gambling woman,” said Hu Tao cautiously.

“You’re not wrong,” said Ningguang. “I detest leaving everything up to the roll of the dice. I paid a professional generously to assume all the risk on my behalf.”










“…and one of my men’s encampments was attacked by Treasure Hoarders last night,” said Childe. “But by the time I got there the fight was over.”

“You must have been disappointed,” said Zhongli, walking besides him.

“No kidding I was disappointed!” said Childe. “I spent all of yesterday sending letters and being interviewed by the Millelith, and then something fun happened and I didn’t even get to take part! All that was left was the smell of blood and sweat and…”—he shook his head in disbelief—“…and the smell of flowers. Like someone had doused the whole battlefield in my mother’s favourite orchid perfume just to mess with me.”

“This… frustration is why you were fighting Geovishaps this morning?”

“Primo Geovishaps,” Childe corrected, “and… ah, Third Round Knockout looks packed today. Shall we check Wanmin?”










Ningguang said: “Back on topic. You’re not an Adeptus.”

Oh, dang, that. “No. I’m as human as you, Lady Tianquan.”

“And so I must ask… Zhongli is an Adeptus, yes? That’s how you ended up in Adeptal custody?”

“…yes,” said Hu Tao, after taking a moment to consider the merits of continuing to lie. (At this point?: none, beyond the satisfaction of being petty, and while Hu Tao loved being petty, there was a time and a place.)

“Then let us move on to him,” said Ningguang. “Specifically, how the first thing you did upon hearing of Rex Lapis’s death was to make a beeline for your adoptive father.”

Oh, great. Not even the Adeptus part: she’d well and truly blown Morax’s entire cover.

“And that had me wondering why his eyes seemed so familiar…”

“I get it, I get it,” said Hu Tao. “No need to rub it in.”

Ningguang’s eyes softened in sympathy. “I’m sorry, Director Hu. You should feel proud, though. You managed to keep one of Liyue’s most important secrets, from me, for the better part of a decade. That’s no small feat. The pieces of the puzzle made next to no sense in isolation, and the Rite of Descension had me misled for a while. I still wasn’t sure until I’d heard you returned to town this very morning… and even then, I had to reread the thaumaturgist reports on the state of the Exuvia… You did a good job at hiding it, all considered.”

“Thanks, I guess,” said Hu Tao glumly.

“You’re welcome,” said Ningguang. “This is why I gave you visitor clearance: because I am impressed by your discretion.”

The compliment helped a little, but only a little.

“So let us speak—as we most certainly won’t outside this room—as if the Exuvia I’ve hidden in the Golden House is a fake.”

“Technically not a fake,” said Hu Tao.

“Oh?” said Ningguang, raising an eyebrow.

“I don’t quite get how it works, but… Mister Zhongli said it was like the fancy robes minus the person wearing them.”

Ningguang blinked. “…I have many, many questions, but now is not the time. Today’s meeting, besides establishing which of you and Zhongli-xiansheng was Rex Lapis—”

“Which?” said Hu Tao. (Oh, damn, that would have been an amazing prank.)

“—was to deliver a warning.”

Ningguang paused, forehead creasing with concern.

“I think,” the Tianquan said, “that you and Zhongli had best tread carefully in the coming weeks.”

“…why?” said Hu Tao.

“Because if I figured out you had Adeptal connections,” said Ningguang, “others might too. Others who are… decidedly less friendly to the Prime Adeptus.”

Oh. Oh, shoot.

“You mean the Fatui,” said Hu Tao. It wasn’t a question.

“Director Hu, my suspicions regarding the Fatui are for your and Morax’s ears only.” Ningguang’s eyes narrowed. “But… yes. I have reason to believe that, so long as the Fatui are around, he is in danger.”










“And Hu Tao returned from her… vacation thing…”—(“Meditation retreat.”)—“…early?” said Childe.

“Indeed,” said Zhongli. “She wished to be more involved in the negotiations for the Rite of Parting.”

It all added up. Tsaritsa be praised, heavens be damned, it all added up. Childe was even more certain than ever.

…which meant this conversation was going to be even more difficult.

Gods, he liked what he and Zhongli had going. It was awful that business might interfere with it. But orders were orders.

Xiangling wasn’t around to order more prawn crackers from, so if Childe was going to put this conversation off he’d have to come up with a reason himself.

Maybe… the Exuvia? Yes. That was also part of his orders. (That conversation wouldn’t end with Zhongli estranged from him. Oh gods Childe was not ready for this.)

“The Rite of Parting is going ahead, huh?” he said, forcing himself to stay upbeat. “I would’ve thought that was impossible now that the Qixing burned the Exuvia down on the spot.”

“They did?” said Zhongli. He blinked.


  Come on, reveal something. Leak something. Give me any reason not to have this next conversation with you, Zhongli-xiansheng, please.


“I’m surprised to hear that,” said Zhongli. “The Qixing had certainly implied they’d stored the… corpse somewhere.”


  Dammit Zhongli.


Well, nothing for it.

“Zhongli-xiansheng,” said Childe, clearing his throat.

“Yes, Childe?”

“You’re… Well, when I was posted to Liyue, I never expected to meet someone as wise and kind and… honourable as you. And I want you to know… what I’m about to say next, I’m scared it will come between us. It probably will.

“But maybe not forever. It is my hope that, even if my duty to Her Majesty puts me at odds with you, it’s a temporary state of affairs. I hope that even if this messes things up, in a matter of months we’ll be taking lunch together again. I really hope so, Zhongli-xiansheng.”

Zhongli’s eyes regarded Childe piercingly. “Aj— Childe. Is something wrong? What’s this about?”

Childe swallowed hard. He had not survived three months in the Abyss to break down into tears over this.

He said, “Zhongli, I’m not sure how to tell you this, but…”

(“Your prawn crackers are here!” announced Xiangling.)

“…your boss is an Adeptus,” said Childe. “And… I think she might be Morax.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          yup that’s right, you heard the Harbinger, we’re really going there

(perfume and thievery courtesy of Ms Valley Orchid, who I’ve decided is Ningguang’s *other* black ops go-to when the Crux is occupied.)
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5. Farewell, Archaic Dad (iv)

Summary for the Chapter:
            Childe must convince Zhongli that his boss/‘daughter’ is actually Rex Lapis. Xiangling asks herself, “what would Hu Tao do?”.

          
Notes for the Chapter:I have given up any hope of controlling where this story goes. It just goes now. Help.




    
    “You suspect Director Hu of… being Morax?” said Zhongli neutrally.

The advantages of being the kind of creature he was: Zhongli was not a man with many outward tells. His face remained calm as he processed this turn of events.

“Yes,” said Childe solemnly. “I… I’m sorry, many of the details are classified. But I promise you I wouldn’t say this if I wasn’t reasonably sure.”

Zhongli bit into a prawn cracker and tried to imagine what the Fatui—or rather, the parts of the Fatui without the clearance to know of his deal with the Tsaritsa—were thinking. They’d likely have observed his boss-slash-daughter’s trips to and from Jueyun Karst, and perhaps even observed some of the Adeptal arts she knew. The jump from ‘Adeptal affiliation’ to ‘Morax’ was, however, still a large one, and exactly how Childe had made that leap would speak volumes about how secure Zhongli’s cover was for the next few weeks.

Firstly: why did they even think Morax was alive?

“Is Morax not… dead, though?” he said aloud. “I saw Director Hu just this morning, looking quite hale.”

“But is Morax really dead?” said Childe. He paused and gave his thanks to the waiter, Xiangling, as she brought their steamed medaka to their table. Then he continued: “Think about it. Nobody was close enough to examine the body. The Qixing won’t let anyone see it. Doesn’t that scream ‘conspiracy’ to you?”

(Xiangling topped up their water and asked them if their meal was okay so far; the men assured her that yes, it was.)

“Not literally, no,” said Zhongli, “but figuratively… I suppose there’s grounds for suspicion.”

“Exactly,” said Childe, “exactly.”

“I would caution, though, that more often than not, a dead body is… simply that. A dead body.” Zhongli sipped his tea. “In the funeral business, this is most often the case. And… really? Hu Tao?”

“Okay, look, she’s already suspicious, right? Think about it. She was practically an orphan, her parents long since out of the picture, and the only person who could have gainsaid her claim to being a flesh and blood Hu was the seventy-fifth Director, her so-called grandfather, in the years before his death. One man can keep a secret, especially one from a devout institution such as Wangsheng.”

“But… why would Morax want to disguise herself as a funeral director?”

“Two words: Rite of Parting,” said Childe. He noticed his mistake, winced, and moved on. “The Director of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor — known eccentric, yet prodigiously good at such a traditional role — is the one person who’d have to have access to the Exuvia, who could properly declare Rex Lapis dead and sell the lie.”










“A-Ling,” Dad called out from across the kitchen, “need me to take over on the salad?”

“No, no!” said Xiangling quickly, “just… another minute, baba!”

She looked down at the bench to realise that her cubes weren’t square at all. Drat. She scraped them into the ‘Guoba scraps’ bowl, where they promptly vanished, and started on a new cucumber.

I’m off my game today, she thought. Come on… Focus, Xiangling, focus!

Except that was a difficult feat when she was struggling to process everything she’d overheard at Childe and Mister Zhongli’s seats .


  Hu Tao is Rex Lapis? No, Hu Tao can’t be Rex Lapis, can she?


The thing about Hu Tao was that she was a liar.

When they’d first met, Hu Tao had pretended to be a ghost. It had been terrifying. When they’d started making out, Hu Tao had tried to convince her that her coattails were an erogenous zone. It had been mortifying, mostly because Xiangling had needed second opinions Xingqiu and Xinyan just to be sure she wasn’t being a terrible partner by not believing Hu Tao.

But Hu Tao was not a liar about things this big, right? She would have told Xiangling if she was the Lord of Geo, right? Surely?

But how close can a god be to a mortal?, Xiangling asked herself, as she started tossing the salad.

Maybe she wasn’t as important to Hu Tao as she thought. Would a few beautiful nights under the stars or an extremely illegal hunting trip to Fontaine be enough to sway an ancient god?

Wait, no, this was entirely the wrong question.


  Why would Rex Lapis make out with me?


Okay. Okay, cool. Hu Tao was not Rex Lapis. That was ridiculous. Thank the Archons.

New question: why the heck is Childe so sure she is? And why does he care?










Zhongli paused between bites to point out: “You’re overlooking a rather obvious fact. Director Hu has a Pyro Vision, not Geo. Surely if she were the Geo Archon—”

“Ah, but Morax is nothing if not crafty,” said Childe. “You’re familiar with the old legends, of her adopting various mortal guises to walk among the populace. Who knows what tricks she has up her sleeve? Who knows what kind of Adeptal machinery she might be using to fake Pyro powers… and what better disguise than entirely the wrong element?”

Zhongli carefully avoided squirming in his dragon-patterned gold-and-black suit. Perhaps Childe’s mistake was a blessing in disguise? But… if the Fatui believed Hu Tao had the Gnosis, that endangered her.

Well, presumably it endangered her. He may as well check.

“Childe… Why are you telling me all this?”

Childe slumped a little. “Because if I’m right… well, I can’t divulge the exact details of my mission to you, Zhongli-xiansheng, but… she and I may end up at odds.”

“You would fight Morax?” said Zhongli. “She who slew countless rival gods during the Archon War?”

“No,” sighed Childe. “As much as I would love to… I have to… take something from her. Something she treasures dearly. For the sake of my mission, this will likely be more like a knife in the dark.”

(“Oh my gods,” said Xiangling, bustling in with a fresh pair of chopsticks and pulling Childe’s out of his hands, “if you drop them on the sidewalk just ask us for another pair, dumb dumb.”)

Zhongli tactfully pretended not to notice the interruption, while Childe flushed furiously.

“Knife in the dark?” said Zhongli.

“I know, I know! She’s like a daughter to you. But… Don’t you see, comrade? She’s been lying to you the whole time you’ve known her. The Hu Tao you think you know doesn’t exist.”

“Hu Tao is very real,” said Zhongli. “She has gone through… all the appropriate human milestones for her age…”—like… like…—“which I’m certain we both know so well it hardly bears listing them out.”

“A ruse,” said Childe sadly. “Believe me, you’ll see soon enough. Even if she survives what’s coming—and I hope for your sake she does—Morax may very well shed her ‘Hu Tao’ disguise the moment it no longer serves a purpose. I…” Childe reached out to lay his hand on Zhongli’s forearm. “Zhongli-xiansheng, I urge you, harden your heart.”

Zhongli sighed. “Childe. Please think this through a little before killing Hu Tao—who seems very much human to me—in cold blood.”










Xiangling shut the pantry door behind her and took a few moments to catch her breath. Her heart was racing.

“Guoba,” she whispered, “you heard that too, right? Childe wants to kill Rex Lapis and he’s gonna kill Hu Tao?”

“♬,” said Guoba gravely.

Oh gods that was not helping with the heart racing thing. Oh gods.

“We have to warn her… but Childe is a big shot with the Fatui, they’d just follow her wherever she went…”

“♩♬?” said Guoba.

“I don’t know how to convince him she’s not Rex Lapis! That’s… why would he think Rex Lapis is running around town pretending to be our age anyway?”

“♪♩, ♩.”

“That’s so ridiculous,” groaned Xiangling, “if Rex Lapis wanted access to the Rite of Parting, surely a better disguise would be someone who gets arrested less. Why not Mister Zhongli? Or Lady Keqing? Or—”

Xiangling gasped.

“Oh my Archons. Oh my Archons… Guoba… do you think Mister Zhongli might… might be…?”

“♬, ♩♪♬♪♪.”

“What do you mean, you thought it was obvious?”

This was ridiculous. This was so ridiculous.

Xiangling slumped against the pantry wall.

“Guoba, what do I do?”

Guoba mewled sympathetically but said nothing.

What would Dad do?

Tell the truth, stand up for what’s right… but no, if Childe’s suspicions weren’t on Hu Tao, wouldn’t that be even worse, with Zhongli just barely outside the spotlight?

What would Madame Ping do?

Um. Hold her polearm in a gentle but secure grip. Use better quality salt. Explain the history of saute techniques to Childe. Sound very wise without revealing anything.

What would A-Tao do?

…the thing about Hu Tao was that she was a liar. A prankster. An utter devil with an annoyingly smoochable face who knew secret Adepti arts and… and… could wipe the floor with a Fatui platoon if she felt like it. A girl who could take care of herself.

“Hey Guoba…” said Xiangling slowly, “you remember the fire safety inspection last summer?”

“♪♪♩♪,” said Guoba.

“Remember how we practised fibbing?” said Xiangling.

Guoba nodded.

“Okay,” said Xiangling. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do.”










How concerned, Zhongli wondered, would Zhongli-the-mortal be with a threat to his surrogate daughter’s life? Quite concerned, right? He was guessing the answer was ‘quite concerned’.

“I would be most upset if you hurt Director Hu,” said Zhongli, trying to sound stern.

“There’s every chance she’ll be fine! Just… this thing we have to do, it’s risky. She might not be.”

“And that would upset me,” reiterated Zhongli.

“Okay, but… she’s not real, remember?”

“You don’t know that,” said Zhongli, feeling exhausted. “This entire Morax theory is baseless.”

Childe shook his head frantically. “There are things I can’t tell you. But she has… certain connections. Haven’t you ever wondered where she disappears to on her so-called ‘meditation retreats’?”

Zhongli grimaced. If necessary… yes, if necessary, he could tell Childe the real reason Hu Tao was so close to the Adepti.

“Childe…” he began.

“Mister Zhongli, Mister Childe, some orange slices on the house!” said Xiangling, interrupting them. She slid the aforementioned plate onto the table and collected their used dishes.

“Thank you, Miss Xiangling,” said Zhongli, and Childe said the same a moment later.

“You’re welcome!” said Xiangling. “Oh, Mister Zhongli, could you let Hu Tao know I’m definitely free tomorrow night?”

“Of course,” nodded Zhongli. “I shall—”

“Wait,” said Childe. “Xiangling. You and Hu Tao are… pretty close, right?”

“Yes, yes we are!” said Xiangling.

“Have you ever noticed any… special powers of hers?” said Childe. “Or anything out of the ordinary?”

Xiangling cupped her chin. “Um… she talks to ghosts? And she plays lots of pranks on people. Uh, her scales are kind of weird, I guess?”

“What scales?” said Childe.

“The— uh— um, what? Scales? Who said anything about golden scales? They’re not even there usually, just when we’re kissing— I mean…” Xiangling’s laugh was high pitched. “Hahaha, I must have imagined that! No… just… quirky ol’ Hu Tao, right?”

Childe’s eyes narrowed. “Xiangling. This is very important. Do you know something about her? Some secret you’re not supposed to know?”

“Ahahaha what!?” said Xiangling hysterically. “No! A-Tao is just a human!”

Guoba made a confused noise and shot a questioning look in Xiangling’s direction.

“Just a human?” said Childe. “Funny. I don’t recall asking about that…”

Zhongli stared at Xiangling in bewilderment. Were she and Marchosias… no, surely not…

“I assure you, Childe,” he said quickly, “my employer is not an Adeptus, let alone Rex Lapis. In fact—”

“She never told you?” said Xiangling. She blinked. “Told you… about… um not about being an Adeptus… about the new Wanmin dessert menu we’re releasing this winter?”

Guoba continued to look confused and made a strong noise of protest.

Childe smiled, but his eyes were sad. “As we suspected, then,” he said. “Zhongli, don’t you see? She’s Rex Lapis. She’s been lying to you.”










The man named Wei Pinchong, who was currently finishing lunch at Wanmin, worked in the North Wharf, loading and unloading crates from cargo ships. He didn’t usually come all the way to Chihu Rock for lunch, but he went to Wanmin often enough—once or twice a month—that we might call him a semi-regular there. Pinchong didn’t have a regular order, but he tended to get something with pork or beef, and occasionally some fried dumplings on the side. He was the typical Wanmin customer, and while Chef Mao and his daughter recognised him enough to remember his name, there wasn’t a whole lot else to remember about him.

Wei Pinchong finished his lunch, slid his Mora over the counter, quietly thanked Chef Mao, and stepped out of Wanmin Restaurant. The dock labourer skirted around the increasingly odd conversation happening a few seats away from where he’d sat, and began the trek back to the north wharf.

If anyone was to look at Pinchong’s face at that moment, they might say he looked to be in a mildly good mood after his meal, but slowly settling back into the mindset needed for an afternoon’s heavy labour.

Wei Pinchong passed through a particularly crowded market stall in Feiyun slope, and ceased to exist.

A man—about the same height and wearing similarly drab clothes, but with thick rimmed glasses and a coat protecting him from the cold—emerged from the same market stall, heading in the opposite direction. His scowl identified him as someone with one of those thankless jobs people got when they were okay with numbers but had no ambition—maybe a warehouse inventory manager or a junior accountant or something. Nobody paid him any mind as he stepped into a small building along Feiyun Slope with a decaying sign saying something about tax returns. The door closed, and he, too, ceased to exist.

A errand girl, maybe in her late teens judging by the acne, exited the building next door, carrying a crate full of jarred pickles. She rolled her eyes and swore as an older woman bumped into her, but the woman—Ekaterina, the final Fatui tail, shoving past the teen in her rush to get a closer look at the tax returns building—ignored her. The errand girl disappeared into a building near the edge of Chihu Rock, and was never seen again.

Across the road, ten seconds later, the doors to Yanshang Teahouse opened, and the owner—a dark-haired, seedy-looking woman named Yelan—emerged, looking like she’d just woken up with a hangover worthy of the bards and was still miles from sober.

Makeup smeared and rings around her eyes, passersby gave Yelan a wide birth as the clearly-inebriated woman stumbled her way through Chihu Rock—going absolutely nowhere near Wanmin Restaurant, of course. By total coincidence, she came across Lady Ningguang, who was smoking a pipe while staring out over the ocean, and Yelan’s lips curled into a snarl.

“You,” said Yelan, jabbing her finger in Ningguang’s direction as she approached. She’d evidently woken up still a little drunk—at least, that’s how she sounded to the Fatui agents who were spying on the Tianquan from the rooftops.

Almost hidden from view, Ningguang’s catalyst materialised in her hand as she turned to face the newcomer. She held up her free hand, stalling the approach of the nearby Millelith.

“Who are…? Oh, Miss Yelan. The ‘teahouse’ owner,” said Ningguang drily.

“Your secretaries,” said Yelan, gesticulating, “keep postponing my appointment with your office, Tianquan. It’s been three moons since we were supposed to meet.”

Ningguang sighed. “I’m on my lunch break, but fine, have it your way. What is this about, the liquor licensing rules? I’ve told you, the entire Qixing is involved in—”

“Don’t play dumb. Where’s the gaming regulations you promised last year?”

Ningguang’s eyes narrowed. “I think you should reconsider your tone when addressing a member of the Qixing.”

Yelan growled and lunged forward, grabbing Ningguang by the lapels.

To the Fatui nearby, it was easy enough to read Yelan’s lips as she growled something to Ningguang beneath her breath: you uppity little urchin; you think you’re so much better than us?; you think the streets of Liyue are really on your side? (The Fatui would relay this to their colleagues over drinks that night, to roars of approving laughter.)

To Ningguang, what she heard Yelan say was a barely audible string of words, precisely enunciated, along the lines of: “Wanmin six minutes ago, king almost spotted by ice eleven, plot take unknown valuable from king, maybe lethal, plum blossom gambit by civilian, risk unknown.”

The moment Yelan stopped talking, Ningguang roughly shoved the other woman away, letting her sprawl to the ground.

Then the Tianquan closed her eyes for a moment to process all that. (Okay, yes, she’d have to read the report Yelan had just slipped into her qipao, but yes that was definitely a code-three-moons emergency and worth her spymaster risking a brazen public meeting over.)

“Seize her,” she said, as the Millelith closed in. “I won’t press charges myself, but write her up for disturbing the peace at least.”

She walked away without looking back, not heading back to the Jade Chamber just yet.

To the Fatui agents watching her, it appeared like she’d decided on a lazy post-meal stroll. In fact, Ningguang was casually drifting in the direction of Wanmin Restaurant, where she suspected she was going to have a large mess to clean up.

Oh, and note to self, give Yelan another raise.










“Drat,” muttered Hu Tao, as she came within eyeshot of Wanmin Restaurant. Zhongli was still with Childe, and they seemed to be having a very tense conversation about something.

How to warn him he was in danger? If Ningguang’s fears were true, the Fatui could be moments away from discovering who he was.

She strode briskly towards the restaurant, too focused on her task to notice the Fatui agents moving to cut off her lines of retreat.

Before she could make it all the way there, though, Xiangling emerged, striding forwards a weird looking scowl on her face.

“Xiangling?” said Hu Tao, stopping a good distance away from the restaurant.

Childe and Zhongli had noticed her and were looking in her direction with respective expressions of sadness and… fear?

Xiangling closed the distance and slapped Hu Tao in the face.

“You lying Adeptal… lie-monster!” Xiangling said.

“I… what?” said Hu Tao.

Childe had risen from his seat and was now trying to pull his wrist free of Zhongli’s grip.

“You told me you were an Adeptus, but I wasn’t important enough to know which Adeptus, huh?” continued Xiangling loudly. “Well, ha, ha, you pranked me good, Hu Tao… or should I say, Rex Lapis?”

Guoba grunted angrily in assent, his paws on his hips.

Oh, thought Hu Tao. Oh wow.

This was the best day ever.

In the corner of her eye, Childe broke free from Zhongli and began sprinting towards her.

“Xiangling,” said Hu Tao quietly, “you are so cool today. So freaking cool.”

Xiangling smiled shakily, before snapping back to her exaggerated scowl. “Anything left to say for yourself before Childe rips out your heart and kills you?” she said dramatically.

Rips out—? Seriously?

Well, better her than Zhongli.

“Um,” said Hu Tao, “we may need to raincheck on tomorrow night?”

“I know,” sighed Xiangling. “Stay in touch, okay?”

“Okay,” said Hu Tao.

Then she shoved Xiangling out of the way as Childe came bearing down upon them.

Childe dashed forward, one hand out, and his hand plunged through Hu Tao’s chest.

Well, more accurately, Hu Tao’s entire body ghosted through Childe, and he skidded to a halt as he emerged from her back.

“Mister Childe!” said Hu Tao cheerily, trying to keep an eye on the Fatui agents closing in around her. “You wouldn’t hurt a little girl, would you?”

“Try me, Morax,” said Childe, blades of pure Hydro materialising in his hands. “You and me, right here, right now.”

“You like your chances, huh?” Hu Tao laughed, somewhat nervously.

“I’ve been training,” grinned Childe. “Every historical record of your fighting style. Every secret polearm technique of Rex Lapis. You think a few Parlor tricks are going to help you? I give us even odds, Morax.”

“Childe, no!” shouted Zhongli, who’d just caught up. He stood in front of Hu Tao. “This is all a misunderstanding. She’s not Rex Lapis, I am.”

Hu Tao closed her eyes and sighed.

“Mister Zhongli,” she said solemnly.

“Hu Tao, don’t you dare…”

“I’m sorry I lied to you,” she said. “You’re… look, I know I’m like five thousand years old…”

“Six thousand,” corrected Zhongli, then, “wait, no. You’re not—”

“…but these years with you… you’ve been the father figure I never got to have, as a dusty old dragon with terrible fashion sense…”

“Hu Tao…” said Zhongli through gritted teeth.

“Anyway,” said Hu Tao brightly, “please don’t put your puny mortal life on the line defending me. We have a Rite of Parting to organise!”

“A fake Rite of Parting,” growled Childe, stalking ever closer, and signalling his people to do the same.

“Well,” said Hu Tao, “you know what they say:

“The finest jade might be destined to be unwanted excess,

“The cheapest copper might be destined to be a treasured heirloom.”

She paused. The Fatui agents were closing in around her.

“I should write that down. Mister Zhongli, as your boss and Archon, I order you to write that down.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          No, I’m not sure why Ningguang has all these moon-themed code phrases. For this one, we’re of course assuming the Fatui haven’t figured out Yelan’s civilian identity.
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6. Farewell, Archaic Dad (v)

Summary for the Chapter:
            The Fatui close in on Hu Tao, the Geo Archon(?). Keqing is bad at identifying Adepti.

(Also: the Boo Tao backstory absolutely nobody asked for.)

          
Notes for the Chapter:If you find yourself getting secondhand embarrassment watching Childe attempt to apprehend Hu ‘Rex Lapis’ Tao, spare a thought for poor Signora, who’s going to have to read the after-action report tomorrow.




    
    “A-Ling…” said Chef Mao.

(Sigh.) “Yes, baba?”

“…why are there Fatui outside my restaurant trying to kill your girlfriend?”

“Oh for Archons’ sake, dad, she’s not my ‘girlfriend’. That’s such a kiddie word. Babies have girlfriends.”

“I don’t think they do— Mao Xiangling, don’t change the subject.”

“…yes, baba.”

“So?”

“Huh?”

“So why are they there?”

“Uh… I promise there’s a… very reasonable explanation for all this.”

(Chef Mao sighed. Just like her mother.)










Childe lunged for Hu Tao, Hydro blades at the ready—

Zhongli stuck his arm out.

—“Oof,” said Childe, as he connected with Zhongli’s outstretched arm like a steel bar and it knocked the wind out of him. “Haha, comrade, why protect her? You’re so devout, surely you don’t think your Archon is in any danger?— hey, let go.”

Zhongli glanced behind him, where a loose circle of Fatui were closing in around Director Hu. One agent had rushed in to grab her, but she was evading him, seemingly disappearing in a cloud of butterflies as she slipped sideways into the spirit realm, and reappearing behind him an eyeblink later to—Zhongli sighed—tap the agent on the shoulder and yell ‘boo’.

“Hu Tao,” said Zhongli, maintaining a firm grip on Childe’s lapels, “you’re not an Adeptus, and the Fatui are not to be taken lightly.” He ignored Childe’s flailing attempts to get him to let go. “Run. Let me clean up your mess.”

“What mess?” Hu Tao replied between ducking and dodging. “Just because I have a mysterious Archon-ly plan I forgot to tell all my friends and family about, you’re calling this a mess? Ru-ude.”

(Was she still upset about that? Zhongli had already acknowledged that his fake death had been moderately inconsiderate, was that not closure enough?)

Childe fashioned a throwing dagger out of Hydro and flung it in Hu Tao’s direction.

Zhongli stamped his foot and a stone steele sprung out of the ground to intercept it. For a few brief moments, the entire street resonated with the power of Geo energy.










Ganyu sat bolt upright.

“What?” said Keqing. “I said I’d wake you up.” (She glanced at her timepiece, an ugly but serviceable pocket watch from Fontaine: it was nowhere near twenty minutes yet.)

“I felt… in the ground…” Ganyu blinked rapidly. “There’s… Rex Lapis is fighting. He… he needs me.”

“Ganyu. Rex Lapis is dead,” Keqing reminded her. For goodness sake, was this one of those stages of grief people kept harping on about? What a waste of time. “I know the last few days have been hard on you, but you can’t let that—”

“Excuse me, Lady Yuheng,” said Ganyu, and she vaulted over the railing of Yujing Terrace.

“…Ganyu? Where are… Hey! We have applications to review!”

Keeping up with Ganyu was more of a challenge than Keqing had expected—the secretary leapt from roof to roof so fast, it was like she wasn’t even human. Crazy. But Keqing was nothing if not ruthlessly efficient, and she kept up with liberal use of her Vision, following in her colleague’s footsteps with little flashes of lightning.

Keqing was out of breath as she caught up.

“Ganyu, don’t be ridiculous,” she said, coming to rest beside Ganyu on a roof at the edge of Feiyun slope, overlooking the Chihu Rock pond. “You’re in grief. You can’t…”

Keqing went silent as she saw what was happening outside of Wanmin Restaurant. An entire squad of Fatui grunts were surrounding Hu Tao—the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor director—cutting her off from escape. She was ducking away from their attempts to grab at her, but she looked like she was tiring. A short distance away, Fatui Harbinger Tartaglia was trying to join the fray, but was (impressively) being held back by the old guy from Wangsheng, the one from this morning.

“What,” said Keqing flatly, “is going on.”

The Tianquan was down there too, striding briskly towards the fray. Her back was turned to them, but it was clear she was calling out to Tartaglia, who shouted something back.

“‘It’s not… a declaration of war if nobody dies…’” murmured Ganyu, staring at the scene with intense concentration. “‘…could say the same if you get involved, Lady’…”

(“We’re three streets away. Nobody’s hearing is that good,” muttered Keqing sullenly.)

“It is; also, lip reading,” replied Ganyu tersely. “He says… the girl stole something, he just wants it back.”

(“Nobody’s eyesight is that good, either.”)

Ningguang was trying to walk closer to where Hu Tao was surrounded, but a few Fatui skirmishers peeled off to block her way.

“She shouldn’t be that close. I know Ningguang has a Vision, but…”

“Dangerous,” Ganyu concurred.

“We need to get closer,” said Keqing. She pointed to a roof across the way.

Ganyu nodded, and the two of them made their way there, Keqing with her lightning stilettos, Ganyu leaping the gap with far more strength than should have been humanly possible.

Ningguang seemed to notice their approach. Her eyes flicked in their direction, then back to the Fatui she was arguing with. She motioned with one hand: back-and-forth, then pointing to eyes, then pointing up at an angle, then a different angle…

“Clear a path… above ground?” guessed Keqing. It wasn’t like Director Hu was going to be making it onto the rooftops, so why… She scanned the buildings between Wanmin and where she was.

Ganyu spotted it first. “Snipers,” she muttered. “Don’t look, don’t point. Tea garden two doors west of Wanmin, the couple on the balcony: there’s rifles under the blanket next to them. Across the road, roof of the antiques store, flat on the roof in the shade of the chimney.”

“How many Fatui are there in the Harbour?” said Keqing in disbelief. This had to be at least an entire third of the Northland Bank’s numbers all crowded around one restaurant. “They really want to take her prisoner. What the hell did Miss Hu do?”

“Nothing I’m aware of,” said Ganyu. “Hmm. If I were running this operation… where would I station the last line…? Ah. The building we’re standing on.”

Keqing squinted. Why would a secretary know how to run a guerilla military op?

Everyone’s entitled to their weird hobbies, she reminded herself. Between this new information and the horn-shaped hair accessories, she was starting to suspect the General Secretary role-played Archon War reenactments in her spare time. And, hey, good for her!

“Lady Yuheng,” said Ganyu, “forgive my presumption, but… would you be able to clear out any Fatui in the building we’re on? Possibly the one next door too.”

“Absolutely,” said Keqing. “On my mark?”

“Of course.”

“Three… Two…”










Ningguang had stood in the Exuvia’s presence before, but this was something else. The sheer amount of Geo energy radiating from ‘Zhongli’, as he deflected Tartaglia’s attempts to loosen his grip or daze him, was astonishing. She had never seen anyone put that much power into the simple act of standing still.

The Fatui agents closest to Director Hu had formed a near solid ring around her, pinning her in. Besides that they’d made no move to attack her, as if they were waiting for Tartaglia specifically to do something.

Fascinating. Ningguang would love to be in her Chamber analysing that right about now, not standing in the middle of a… ceasefire wasn’t even the word, not with Childe occasionally throwing arrows in Hu Tao’s direction like they were darts, and ‘Zhongli’ slapping them out of the air.

“I’ll repeat: stand down,” she said. “You’re already in for some serious jail time, Tartaglia; give us a reason to go easy on you.”

“No thanks,” said Tartaglia breezily, shooting her a grin that he probably thought was charming. “I’m… what’s that phrase again?… I’m a Snezhnayan diplomat, I have immunity. I’m pretty sure.”

Ningguang had positioned herself so that to face her, Tartaglia wouldn’t see anything when—ah, there. A building in the distance lit up with Electro purple, glowing brighter than drinks night aboard the Crux… and moments later, icy missiles streaked through the air, slamming into the nearby rooftops.

“Lord Rex Lapis,” Ningguang called out, “the Qixing can cover your retreat. Please, my Lord, run, now.”

“I will not— abandon— my ward,” grunted ‘Zhongli’.

“Hmm?” said Ningguang, in the most disdainful voice she could muster. “I wasn’t talking to you, sir.”

(Damn, that giddy rush of adrenaline felt good. Was blasphemy always like this? Was this how the Yuheng felt all the time?)

“What?” said Hu Tao from amidst the circle of Fatui. “Ohhh, gotcha… Well, fellas, it’s been fun, but… time to go!”











  Several years earlier


“Oh,” the brunette girl said, “that kind of haunting.”

Mirthful Malady struggled to fly out of her grasp, but the mortal had a firm grip on them, her thumb and forefinger somehow pinning Mirthful Malady down to the mortal realm. How? How?

“No wonder you hid from the exorcists they sent. You’re not the angry kind of spirit at all, are you?” the brunette said. “Good job with the banana peel, by the way, I actually banged my wrist there.”

Well, going intangible wasn’t working, so maybe the opposite?… Mirthful Malady lunged to bite the girl on the hand.

“Ow,” she said. “Now, my name’s Hu Tao. I’m not an exorcist, you’re not in trouble, but you will be if you keep biting like that.”

Mirthful Malady squinted suspiciously but backed off.

“Good,” said Hu Tao. “Now, my duty is to help you cross over—no, stop struggling, not by exorcising you! I’m here to help you feel ready to cross over.”

A talky one, then. Well, good luck, Mirthful Malady wasn’t about to lie down and talk about their feelings.

“So, let me guess. You don’t remember who you were, but you know exactly what your unfinished business was… right?”

Mirthful Malady nodded warily.

“And that business probably involves getting me to open that there door a little wider, doesn’t it?”

Oh noo, she’d spotted the bucket trick. It was dark out, too! How had she spotted the bucket trick?

Hu Tao smiled. “Yeah, I figured. Died too early, didn’t get up to nearly enough fun, huh? That could’ve been me if I croaked it before Grandpa did.” She let go, letting Mirthful Malady float a little distance away.

Fine. The girl at least knew what she was talking about. They’d hear her out.

“Look, I don’t know how long ago you died, but you can’t keep doing this forever, alright? So I’m going to make you a deal. Same deal I made Number Five and Number Six—you can meet them later, if you say yes.”

Mirthful Malady tilted their head. They were listening.

“Forty-four pranks,” said Hu Tao. “Jump scares, pantsing, massive fireballs — that one happens a lot sometimes. If it isn’t funny enough, you don’t have to count it.”

And then…?

“Then you return to the cycle!” said Hu Tao. “But by then you’ll be ready, because we’ll have been working towards it.”

Forty-four wasn’t a very big number… but they got to choose what counted? That seemed… like a not too bad deal, all considered.

“So, what do you say?” said Hu Tao.

…yeah, sure. Mirthful Malady nodded.

Hu Tao beamed. “Great! Then, welcome aboard, Boo Number Seven!… Now, hmm. Ever used fabric scissors?”











  Now


“Time to go!” cried Hu Tao, and a bright flare of light engulfed her and the surrounding agents.

The light faded to reveal the agents sprawled on the ground like they’d been hit by a boulder. Half of them were on fire. Hu Tao was running out of there.

“Dammit!” said Childe, struggling to work his way closer. (Seriously, what was with Zhongli’s grip strength?) “Don’t let her get away!”

He glanced up to see all of the Pyroslinger teams frozen to the nearby rooftops.

Ugh. Amateurs. He’d show them how it was done if Zhongli would just let go, dammit.

“Zhongli-xiansheng,” he said, “if you let go, I’ll cover lunch today and tomorrow.”

“I have, for once, remembered to bring my wallet,” said Zhongli, ever unflappable.

“No, you haven’t,” said Childe.

“…no, I haven’t,” muttered Zhongli.

In the corner of Childe’s eye, he saw Ningguang throwing up Geo constructs to slow down the half-on-fire agents pursuing Rex Lapis on foot.

“It’s no use,” she called out as they ran past, “stand down and turn yourself in, you lot don’t all have immunity.”

Prissy bitch. He still couldn’t believe this stuck-up snob could apparently catch fish with her bare hands like a Morepesok granny.

“Ignore her!” Childe called out. “Liyue doesn’t have jurisdiction over us.”

In the corner of his eye he could see Ekaterina mouthing that’s not true at him. Of course he knew that wasn’t true, he wasn’t an idiot.

“You’re a gods-damned idiot, Tartaglia,” said Ningguang.  “Now. What do you want with our Archon?”

“She’s not Rex Lapis,” said Zhongli, for the umpteenth time, “I am.”

“Shush, you,” said Ningguang. “Tartaglia. What is the meaning of this?”

Childe replied with a Snezhnayan saying that loosely—loosely—translated to ‘fellate my big sister’s spear’. Judging by the Tianquan’s dark expression, she got the gist. (Intel! They hadn’t known how fluent she was, now they had a lower bound estimate. Childe, ‘bad at covert intelligence’, pfft.)

“Lady Tianquan, Childe,” said Zhongli desperately, “I’m not making this up. I… Childe, if I wasn’t under contract to conceal it, I’d show you the Gnosis, I…”

“Oh, so you know about those,” said Childe lightly, “how very worldly of you, Zhongli-xiansheng.”

“Because I am Morax!” said Zhongli, and the entire street vibrated with Geo energy. “Childe, Lady Tianquan, think about it. I don’t have a background history before I turned up at the Funeral Parlor. How could I have appeared out of nowhere—?”

“Give up,” said Ningguang derisively. “I know your secret, Zhongli.”

“My secret?…”

“You think I haven’t looked into you at all? You’re not from Liyue at all. You were born in a small Fontaine township to second generation Liyuean expatriates, and underwent your education there. You think I’m bluffing? I found the school records. There are records of your library visits, your obsession with your grandparents’ homeland. Do you want to see the dossier? How about your boyfriend here?”

Zhongli had fallen silent. Childe looked to him to see him staring at Ningguang with an expression of abject betrayal.

And of course. It made so much sense. No wonder Zhongli was so cagey about his past, if he wanted it to have been here in Liyue…

“Zhongli,” he whispered, “it’s okay. You didn’t have to hide it from me. You’re still the Zhongli I’ve come to enjoy spending time with…”

“Ningguang,” said Zhongli, and his voice sounded hollow, almost inhuman. “Please. Don’t do this.”

“I’m sorry, Mister Zhongli,” said Ningguang, “but my top priority is the safety and well-being of my Archon.”

“You dare—”

“I can’t afford the distraction of your delusions of grandeur when Rex Lapis is at this very moment fleeing foreign agents with unknown agendas,” she continued, voice level. “Forgive me. But your Archon doesn’t need the protection of your lies.”

Childe looked at the slack-jawed, heartbroken expression on Zhongli’s face, and felt an intense pang of… something. Partly pity, yes, but there was something more there. A deep sense of concern, of care, of worry for this man he’d gotten to know over the preceding year…

Then Childe realised that Zhongli’s grip had slackened alongside his jaw.

“Let’s talk more soon,” he told Zhongli gently.

Then he tugged his arm free and transformed into a jet of water, zooming down the street to join the chase.










“Mister Zhongli,” said Ningguang, as the Millelith finally started to seize the Fatui agents, “come join me in my Chamber, away from prying eyes. We’re overdue a talk.”

“Anything that happens to Hu Tao,” snarled Zhongli, “is on your hands, Tianquan.”

“Our hands, Mister Zhongli.”










“They think you’re Rex Lapis?” said Ganyu incredulously. “You?”

“Can’t… run and talk…” Hu Tao panted, as they ran through the alleyways of Liyue Harbour.

A grim-faced Keqing was half dragging her by the arm, while Ganyu pranced across the neighbouring rooftops, firing the occasional arrow at a pursuer Hu Tao couldn’t see.

“Oh my gods,” said Keqing, “are you Rex Lapis? Oh my gods. Is the real Hu Tao still alive?”

“What? No,” said Hu Tao, “I mean… decoy… can’t run and talk…”

“The walls have ears. No further words on the topic until we’re out of the Harbour,” said Ganyu authoritatively, and neither of the other women protested.

They made it to the north wharf, and then to the bridges at the city limits; slowing to a jog.

Keqing squinted and pointed a short distance ahead of them.

“On guard,” she said, “someone’s ahead.”

Hu Tao squinted. At the far end of the bridge, an approaching traveller had just passed the Millelith checkpoint. They were…

“Oh,” said Hu Tao, “it’s, um, Paimon and Lumine!”

“Who?” said Keqing.

“The travellers you were trying to arrest yesterday morning?”

“Oh, her!” said Ganyu. “Ningguang wanted to talk to her… her schedule might have gotten busy, though.” The secretary frowned. “I guess I’ll… pass on the invitation regardless?”

“I definitely don’t need to arrest them any more, right?” said Keqing.

“No,” said Hu Tao and Ganyu in unison.

As the three women neared the end of the bridge, Lumine squinted in their direction, looking perplexed.

“Yahu?” Lumine said.

“Traveller, Paimon, hi again!” Hu Tao called out as she ran past. “Um, stall the Fatui, if you could?”

“Greetings, you who have returned from Jueyun Karst! As special emissary for the Qixing I invite you to…” Ganyu sighed as they passed well out of earshot. “…nope should have spoke faster.”










“Stall the Fatui? What Fatui?” said Paimon, staring after them.

“Um,” said Lumine, “you might want to turn around.”

“Is it Fatui?”

“Yes.”

“Do they look angry?”

“Yes. Just turn around and look yourself.”

“But Paimon really wants to know where Yahu and those serious looking ladies were going.”

“You are the worst guide I’ve ever gone to Liyue Harbour with.”

Paimon wheeled around, fists balled. “Hey!, that’s such a rude… oh, wait, Paimon’s the only guide you’ve done that with… What kind of weird insult is that?”

“Would you look at that,” said Lumine, “you turned around.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Sorry Childe, no fight scenes for you. Should’ve tried smooching Zhongli, that might have distracted him enough.

Keqing’s line, “is the real Hu Tao still alive?”, is based on a hc that she was totally there the night Cloud Retainer kidnapped adopted Hu Tao.

(I think we’re done with the action for a while! Sorry again, Childe.)

        




7. Sword be true; world be saved

Summary for the Chapter:
            A Yaksha entrusts a young Chongyun with a perilous Quest. Xingqiu has opinions on poetry.

          


    
    The Yaksha was no taller than them, yet he cut an imposing figure.

The mask he wore was grotesque: its shape evoked moth wings, as did the stalks rising from it—or were those actual antennae coming from his head? He was clad in light armour in the ancient Adeptus style, a mix of golden and red metals and stones that sat over a more earthen-coloured underlayer. His entire form was ringed in a faint glow of red, like dying embers.

The overall effect was to suggest the image of an insect burning away, perhaps a butterfly—or an especially colourful moth—caught in a flame, whose immolation had been ongoing for millennia.

And that was before even taking into account his aura. The sense of barely contained darkness that radiated from him, turning the edges of the dying-embers red glow into a hissing, acrid blackness.

The Yaksha surveyed the two travellers before him. They were on their knees, heads bowed respectfully.

“You honour us with your presence, Enlightened One,” said the more gregarious of the two travellers. He rose to his feet, and stepped forward. “We are but humble travellers, who seek no quarrel with the Adepti.”

What was he doing!?

“Xingqiu, what are you doing?” hissed Chongyun, who was still kneeling. “Don’t make sudden moves.”

Xingqiu froze in place. “Ah. Heh. Murderous war veteran. Forgot for a second.”

“I can hear you,” said the Yaksha. His voice was distorted, layers upon layers of noise echoing above every word. “Watch your tongue, worthless whelp.”

Chongyun suppressed a groan. Xingqiu’s quick wit and whimsical air was pleasant to be around, but it got them into trouble a little too often for the exorcist’s liking.

“Please, oh Enlightened One, forgive my friend,” said Chongyun, dipping his head, “he is often rash and mercurial but means no harm.”

The Yaksha crossed his arms. “Very well. But know that you trespass upon Jueyun Karst, the hallowed lands of the Adepti. State your names and business, mortals. Quickly, lest I lose my patience.”

The air around the Yaksha crackled with ominous black-red flames as he said those last words.

Chongyun gulped. No matter how thoroughly the Clan had trained him, he did not feel ready for a situation like this. Not to mention Xingqiu… something told Chongyun that, thirteen or not, the Yaksha wouldn’t hesitate to kill them.

“I… am Chongyun, of the Tianheng Thaumaturges,” he said, carefully. “Our clan practises the arts of exorcism and spiritual cleansing.”

“And I am Xingqiu, of the Feiyun… well, that wouldn’t matter to you, Enlightened One. I am the second son of a respected merchant family.”

“The Tianheng Thaumaturges?” the Yaksha said. He tilted his head. “Hmm. Yes, I do see the resemblance. You may rise,” he added, gesturing to Chongyun.

“Might we be so bold as to ask for your name, O Yaksha?” said Xingqiu.

“I am Charontis,” said the Yaksha, “the Renewing Flame. And you… boys?…”—(Xingqiu nodded.)—“…are yet to state your business in the Karst.”

“Well, you see…” began Xingqiu.

“We come following rumours of hauntings along the borders of Jueyun Karst,” said Chongyun. “The evidence points to restless spirits as the cause. As an exorcist, it is my sworn duty to find and consecrate malignant spirits, wherever they may be found.”

Charontis regarded him carefully. “What… evidence?”

Chongyun gestured to Xingqiu, who laughed nervously.

“Hey, why are you looking at me?” the latter said. “It’s not like I brought all the reports and corroborating evidence with me, that would weigh us down, wouldn’t it?”

“Ah, a pity,” sighed Chongyun. “Oh mighty Yaksha, please believe us when we say these are credible reports.”

“Very credible,” added Xingqiu, “the most credible.”

“No matter.” Charontis shook his head. “Such an affair is for the Adepti to handle, if it concerns Jueyun Karst. Leave this place, humans. The danger is too great.”

“I…” Chongyun shook his head, standing tall. “No, Enlightened One. My apologies, but… it is my sworn duty as an exorcist to expel evil in all its forms. If the Adepti cleanse the dark spirits, then so be it… But while they still exist, I am oathbound to seek them out and destroy them.”

“If you proceed along this path,” the Yaksha warned, “I will have no choice but to remove you from the Karst myself.”

“Um… Maybe we should go…” said Xingqiu. “He’s right, this is handled…”

“I am willing to accept whatever consequences you deem necessary,” Chongyun said, bowing deeply. “But I cannot turn my back on festering evil.”

Charontis stared at Chongyun, motionless. Chongyun tried not to gulp, but he could feel the gaze behind the mask as it bored into his very soul.

“You… really won’t be deterred from this?” said the Yaksha, sounding a little thoughtful.

Chongyun bowed, his hand on his heart. “This is my duty, Enlightened One.”

“Hmm…” said the Yaksha. “In that case… I… I have a request for you, brave exorcist. A… quest, you might call it. One of great import.”

Chongyun’s heart sped up. “What?… me? You’re sure?”

“The maleficent spirits you seek are like a leak in the fabric of the physical realm,” he said. “To battle them one by one is to try to hold back the tide with only a shield. A useless endeavour. Unworthy.” He spat this last word emphatically. “The evil can only be stopped at its source.”

Of course, realised Chongyun, it made sense. No wonder Xingqiu’s leads had seemed so scattered and confusing—they had been looking at the symptom, not the disease.

“What source?” Chongyun asked.

“There is another Yaksha,” Charontis said, “the strongest remaining of us all. He has begun to succumb to his Karmic debt. This is the cause of all the hauntings you have heard tell of.”

Chongyun’s heart sped up. A major infestation of dark energy? A fallen Adeptus? This was even more serious than Xingqiu had led him to believe.

“Where is he?” he said.

“In the mortal realm, where I cannot follow,” said Charontis. “You… perhaps it is Fate that has led to us meeting today. Yes, surely your arrival, at Liyue’s most dire hour…”

“Dire hour?” said Xingqiu skeptically. “You didn’t mention this before…”

Chongyun tugged at his friend’s sleeve. “Xingqiu, don’t anger the mighty Adeptus.”

“…listen,” said Charontis. “Perhaps you have heard of Alatus, the Guardian Yaksha, Conqueror of Demons.”

Chongyun nodded.

“Good. Then you understand how powerful he is. In his corruption he has retreated to a place of great significance to the mortals: a guesthouse built upon the boughs of a giant tree…”

Guesthouse… giant tree… aha, Chongyun realised, Wangshu Inn.

“I know the place,” he said.

“You do? Praise Rex Lapis for sending you to us. You may be able to cure him. You must. It’s critical.” Charontis paused. “Um… hold on a minute. I gotta go fetch something.”

Xingqiu frowned. “Now wait just a second—”

The Yaksha crouched, then sprang up into the air, five times his height, landing with perfect poise on a tree branch. Flames scattered around him yet the tree was unscathed.

“The Adeptal arts…” Chongyun whispered in awe as the Yaksha leapt from tree to cliff to tree with great fiery bounds.

(“Useless!” Charontis cried, as he leapt. “Boring! Worthless!”)

Once the Yaksha had disappeared from view, Xingqiu turned to face Chongyun, a frown on his face.

“Something’s not right here,” he said. “He’s messing with you.”

“Of all the Adepti, Yakshas do not ‘mess with’ people,” Chongyun assured him. “They are entrusted with purifying the land. It is only sensible that they would entrust one from my clan with such a task.”

“Okay, but… are we sure that’s a Yaksha?”

“The darkness radiating from his mask… the Adeptal leaping… If he was a demon, I’d have sensed it, I’m sure.”

“Are you sure?” said Xingqiu.

“My Clan’s techniques can sense many forms of evil,” Chongyun said. “You know this. All I sensed on Charontis was a contained darkness, and faint Adeptal energy.”

“Faint?” said Xingqiu. “Like, not-an-Adeptus level faint?”

“It takes great mastery to suppress their aura and karma,” said Chongyun gravely. “They must have such discipline and strength of mind… I can hardly conceive of it.”

Xingqiu grumbled, and muttered, “I just feel like we’re being misled…”

“We’re not,” Chongyun assured him, patting him on the shoulder. “I have a good feeling about this.”

“I do admire your optimism, my liege,” said Xingqiu, smiling wanly.

They waited like this for about fifteen minutes, Xingqiu occasionally expressing his concern and Chongyun reassuring his doubtful friend.

Then, the leaves rustled, and the Yaksha came back into view, leaping his way across the trees and clifftops in their direction.

“I have returned,” Charontis proclaimed, once he was on solid ground.

Chongyun bowed. “Mighty Yaksha.”

“Come to think of it,” said Xingqiu casually, “I thought all the lesser Yaksha died in the Archon War.”

“And just where did you hear that, mortal?”

“A textbook. Yakshas: the Guardian Adepti, second edition…”

Charontis laughed scornfully. “That piece of literati fan fiction? Don’t make me laugh.”

“You’re saying there are dozens of minor Yaksha still alive?” said Xingqiu, crossing his arms. “And none of them who can deal with this big guy?”

“Watch your tone, little boy in blue,” growled the Yaksha. “As I said, the books you refer to are nonsense. Worthless. Worthless, worthless, worthless!”

“I… see,” said Xingqiu.

Charontis stepped towards Chongyun, holding something out. “Exorcist. Take this.”

Chongyun took it, and turned it around in his hand. It was a woolen mesh, knitted in concentric circles of emerald and aubergine.

“…a beanie?” said Xingqiu.

“Indeed, this circlet was once a ‘beanie’, a type of headwear,” Charontis intoned gravely. “A gift to Alatus from other Adepti, discarded in scorn; now it is a symbol of Alatus’s capacity to cleanse himself of negativity.”

“I can cleanse his karma with this?” said Chongyun.

“Yes,” said Charontis. “In his corruption, Alatus appears in the form of a human boy, scarcely older than you youths…”

“…like you,” said Xingqiu.

“Shut up,” said Chongyun and Charontis at the same time.

“Sorry, go on,” said Chongyun.

“You must place this beanie upon his head and have him wear it for thirty consecutive seconds,” Charontis continued. “He will resist, but you must hold it steady. Any less than thirty seconds and the cleansing cannot work.”

“This seems… dangerous,” said Chongyun. “I’ve trained, but…”

“Fear not. The part of him that retains its sanity will not allow him to harm innocent mortals. I think. Tell him Charontis sent you and he shall be unable to attack you.”

“I understand,” said Chongyun grimly. “Xingqiu, let’s go.”

“Hey, hang on,” said Xingqiu, “how do we know this Charontis guy isn’t corrupted by evil spirits himself?”

Chongyun paused. He hadn’t thought of that.

“For I am… versed in the ways of your Tianheng Thaumaturges,” Charontis replied after a pause. “As the saying goes: Heart be pure, evil be erased… mind be purged, world be saved.”

Chongyun breathed a sigh of relief.

Saved, that was it! How did he keep forgetting that one? How embarrassing. 

“Our apologies for doubting you, oh mighty Yaksha,” he said. “We shall—”

“This proves nothing,” said Xingqiu, “he’s up to something, Yunyun…”

“We cannot always rely on hard evidence,” Chongyun said. “Sometimes, hunches and faith are all we have to go on…”

“Don’t quote my words back at me,” said Xingqiu, sounding aggrieved.

“Ah, so it is like that,” said Charontis. “Your exorcist companion is most noble and credulous, merchant boy. Now, hurry along.”

“We’re not done here,” said Xingqiu.

Charontis glanced at Chongyun. “Chongyun, Thaumaturge of Tianheng. Prophecy and Fate wait for neither mortal nor Adeptus. Hurry to Wangshu Inn. Save us all, before it’s too late.”

“Yes, sir,” said Chongyun. He bowed, then, circlet clutched tightly in hand, turned back along the path and started at a brisk pace in the direction of the Marsh.










“Alatus, Guardian Yaksha! In the name of Charontis, I summon thee!”

One moment, Chongyun was alone on the balcony. The next, an Adeptus had appeared, in the guise of a young man.

“What does she want now?” he said.

“Dark energy be purged!” cried Chongyun, launching forward with the beanie in both hands.

Xingqiu watched from the doorway as Chongyun chased the Yaksha around the balcony in circles. One he was satisfied his friend was in no serious danger, he turned around.

Xingqiu strolled down an internal staircase, came out to a lower balcony—empty, save a Sumeran scholar scribbling on a notebook—and hopped the railing. A quick clamber up a tree branch, and he was on the roof of Wangshu Inn.

And… there. At the peak of the roof, camoflauged by the leaves of the tree the Inn was built on, a figure lay against the roof tiles, wearing the robes of Charontis. Their mask was off, revealing long brunette hair.

Xingqiu smiled and made his way over.

“So,” he said casually, “come here much?”

The figure yelped at the sudden voice and scrambled back. “Eep!” they said, in a distinctly feminine-coded voice. “How did you…?”

Xingqiu smiled as he strode closer, taking in the very human-looking face. “It’s the vantage point I’d have picked if I was pranking someone.”

“Mortal, how dare you…” They paused, then fumbled for their mask.

Xingqiu snatched the mask out of their hand, and held it up high enough that the ‘Adeptus’ would have to stand to reach it. (The impostor sighed and didn’t bother.)

“…ah, a vocal cloaking apparatus,” Xingqiu said, examining the device inside the mask. He’d looked into those briefly: way too tinny-sounding for everyday use. “Looks… hmm, that’s not any Fontainian tech I’ve seen or the Fatui standard voice changer. Homemade?”

“Uh-huh. Careful, it’s fragile… My mother—foster mother—is an Adeptus. Inventor, very old school. When I found it, it had a moustache attached to it… she said she tried to use it to sneak into a xiezhi’s bachelor party. Emphasis on tried.”

“Voice wasn’t masculine enough?” said Xingqiu sadly.

“Oh, it wasn’t that that gave her away. She’d forgotten birds don’t grow moustaches.”

Xingqiu laughed and the not-Adeptus joined in.

“Okay, that’s… your mother sounds fun.”

“Oh, she can be! I asked her nicely while painting her talons—play the ‘sweet foster daughter’ card, you know?—and, boom!, she helped me make this Yaksha mask and attach the voice thing to it.”

“I’ve never heard of a human with Adeptal foster parents,” said Xingqiu. “You must have quite the story, Miss…?”

The girl cackled.

“…yeah you’re not getting my name,” she said. “Though you’re clearly a smart cookie, so, I guess I can at least let you call me by one of my authentic aliases, like Papilio, or Versemonger…”

“That’s better than nothing,” said Xingqiu. Then it occurred to him. “Versemonger? As in Of Common Folk?”

“You’ve… heard of that?” the girl said. She looked more curious than sullen now. “It’s unpublished, there’s only a couple of extracts of that circulating… how—?”

Xingqiu grinned. “Think of me as a bookworm with no shortage of money or free time. If I hear a rumour of something fresh…”

“Fresh? Why thank you,” said the girl, fluttering her eyelashes. She tilted her head coquettishly.

“You’re welcome,” said Xingqiu. “Don’t let it go to your head, your stuff is good but it’s not mind-blowing. And save the effort, I’m pretty much gay.”

“Oh, I could tell,” said the girl, nodding to the balcony, where Chongyun had somehow ended up on top of the Guardian Yaksha and was wrestling to get the beanie in place. “I’m, I dunno, eight out of ten myself? And wow, harsh.”

“Your creativity is top notch, don’t get me wrong,” said Xingqiu, “and it’s evocative and all. That poem that was totally about flowers and not, well, you know?: I could smell the first blooms of springtime as I read it.”

The girl’s eyes narrowed. “But…?”

“But it’s… artsy for art’s sake. There’s no soul.”

“I,” said the girl, “am an expert on souls.” She clapped a hand to her heart in mock agony.

Xingqiu shrugged. “What I’ve read, half the time you’re throwing words on the page without style, and the other half you pick elegance of form over elegance of words.”

“Aiya, they’re drafts, dummy,” said the girl. “You can’t just judge a book by its drafts.”

“If they’re drafts you shouldn’t be plastering them to noticeboards, Versemonger of Darkest Alleys.”

“What would you know about the creative process?”

“Plenty.”

“Prove it.”

(Xingqiu glanced down to check Chongyun was alright. He was… hmm, the Yaksha had him in a partial chokehold, but Chongyun was distracting him by flailing the beanie in the direction of the Yaksha’s face. All fine, then.)

“Tell you what,” said Xingqiu. “Pick a topic, I’ll give you a verse on the spot.”

“Yeah, sure,” said the girl, rolling her eyes. “Arrogant twerps. That’s the topic.”

Arrogance, boasting, turn it back around… Xingqiu smiled and cleared his throat:

“Insidious is he who boasts of deed beyond his name; yet, fool is she who takes earned confidence to be the same.”

The girl raised her eyebrows. “Pfft. Good Mora buys blue silks of finest lustre; good Mora ‘earns’ this boy the finest bluster.”

Xingqiu smirked: he hadn’t spent thirteen years goading his brother into pointless contests for nothing; he had the fake Yaksha girl hooked.

“See, this is what I’m talking about,” he said casually. “The thing with the repeated words is pretty, but you’re sticking so hard to the shape that you needed ‘this boy’ instead of something with, you know, some bite.”

“Stop prattling. Pick a topic, rich boy.”

“Two-faced,” said Xingqiu. “That’s my topic.”

“Oh hoh, is that a dig at me or yourself?”

“Stop stalling.”

The girl laid back, tilting her head up to gaze at the clouds. “When the sun is out, bathe in sunlight…” Her smile was catlike as she glanced at Xingqiu from the corner of one eye. “When the moon is out… bathe in moonlight.”

That was utter— wait, no, mulling over the words, that was actually pretty neat: pious and minimalist. Not awful.

Xingqiu discarded the amazing burn he’d been about to use, and improvised something a little more solemn: “Moon shone upon my sword as I did roam // it sliced my mask, begot old thoughts of home. // My path, though true, allows me not to keep // the hoarfrost from familial fields…”

“…of loam.” The girl hummed appreciatively. “Okay, credit where credit is due, cute imagery. You a poet or something?”

“Oh, I dabble,” said Xingqiu easily. “Mostly prose. Tales of honour, battles among the stars.”

“Hmm,” the girl said. “Not my thing, but sounds interesting. Merchant family, huh? Are you based in the Harbour? I spend a few months there time to time.”

“Xingqiu, second son of the Feiyun Commerce Guild.”

“Oh, you’re one of those buttholes?” she said. “Nowhere near as self-important as the Feiyun folks I’ve met. I’ll have to look you up when I’m in town.”

“And if I were looking for you?” said Xingqiu.

“Ah, yes! My name is Hu—”

“Hu Tao!” a voice yelled from the balcony. “I hear you up there; did you do this!?”

“Don’t mind Xiao,” the girl—Hu Tao—said. “He’s always grumpy like this. Next he’ll threaten to…”


  “Call this off or I will tell your foster mother!” 


“Have fun with that,” she called down, “that’s the beanie Cloud Retainer gifted you a thousand years ago, the one you tried to throw away.”


  “Hu Taoooo!”


She looked to Xingqiu. “Well?” she said. “Another round?”

Xingqiu grinned. “Name your topic.”

“Friendly rivals.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          The Yaksha Charontis (Lieutenant Mischivius) looks like a cross between Indarius and second-phase La Signora. He’s not real, though.

The beanie is green with purple spots and matches Xiao’s outfit. Cloud Retainer is still disappointed that he tried to get rid of it.

Xingqiu’s first poem is extremely straightforward iambic heptameter. His second poem is a very loose riff on the Tang era poem, Quiet Night Thought . Hu Tao’s first poem and its use of extremely slight word changes between lines is modelled on ancient era stuff, especially Classic of Poetry. Ditto her second poem, taken from the game: it continues to be a delightfully subtle description of her dual nature.

By the way, if you’ve read Wangsheng’s 78th, this ‘take’ on Xingqiu’s backstory applies to that fic too. Go back and check the line where he mentions Xiangling ;)

        




8. Farewell, Archaic Dad (vi)

Summary for the Chapter:
            Hu Tao flees the Harbour, just as Lumine and Paimon return.

Lumine has questionable taste. Keqing is looking respectfully.

          
Notes for the Chapter:i cannot stress the extent to which i have no idea what’s going on in the Farewell, Archaic Dad plotline any more. If a time traveller told me that Osial and Ningguang get married by the end I wouldn’t even be surprised.




    
    “Okay, so, just to recap…” Paimon’s brow was scrunched up in confusion. “Yahu’s real name is Hu Tao.”

“Yup.”

“And she’s a funeral director.”

“Also yup,” said Childe.

“…only Hu Tao’s real name is Morax, the God of Geo. And she’s stolen something from the Tsaritsa and you need to get it back.”

Childe beamed. “Exactly! So if you’d just make the giant rocks disappear and put your sword away, my friends and I…”

“Your soldiers,” Lumine corrected.

“…can go and check her pockets for where she has it hidden.”

“And this… ‘checking pockets’…” Paimon said. “Would that happen to involve, say… sticking your hand into her chest?”

“Uhm…” Childe winced. “Not the best choice of phrasing, Comrade; she’s disguised as a teenage girl—”

“But that’s your plan, isn’t it?” said Lumine.

“It’s Plan B, sure,” he said.

“And this non-violent Plan A of yours is…?”

“We have a diplomatic discussion. And she gives me the… thing she stole from the Tsaritsa.”

“Uh-huh,” said Paimon. She put her hands on her hips. “The thing. This thing wouldn’t happen to look like a little glowy chess piece, would it?”

“Got it in one!” smiled Childe.

“Okay,” said Lumine, nodding slowly, “okay.” She looked at the two dozen or so Fatui backed up behind Childe on the narrow bridge. “And you expect us to just… let you go steal Rex Lapis’s Gnosis?”

“On the contrary,” said Childe, “I expect you to come help me! You wanted to ask her questions, after all.”

“The Unknown God…” Paimon whispered, quiet enough only Lumine could hear.

Lumine made eye contact with her friend and gave the slightest nod. Then she returned her attention to Childe.

“Honestly, I don’t see why I need your help with that,” Lumine said. “Seems like I could just go find her myself.”

“Oh, but I’m a good friend to have around these parts, girlie,” said Childe. “I found you that Sigil of Permission, didn’t I?”

“Childe, the pout is cute and all, but you’re just… not very trustworthy looking, right now,” said Lumine.

Paimon nodded. “Yeah, what she said, but with better taste.”

Lumine shot Paimon a look.

“What?” said Paimon. “You said to stop you if he turned out to be evil. He’s trying to steal a Gnosis! That’s pretty evil!”

Lumine muttered something about how the Harbinger would look cute with a broken nose, though. Childe responded by waggling his eyebrows.

“Paimon doesn’t understand you, Lumine. Or worse, Paimon is starting to suspect she does understand you.”

Rescue came in the form of a detachment of Millelith catching up to the assembled Fatui. They were followed by a woman in an elegant blue and black qipao—wait, no, trick of the sunlight; it was a white and gold qipao—who Paimon and Lumine recognised as Tianquan Ningguang.

“A pleasant surprise,” said Ningguang, her voice ringing clearly from the other end of the bridge. “We crossed paths yesterday morning. Lumine and Paimon, if I’m not mistaken?”

(At an angle only his soldiers could see, Childe gestured past Lumine to the other side of the bridge, where Hu Tao and her friends had run off to.)

“We didn’t kill Rex Lapis,” said Lumine warily. “That…”

Ningguang cut in. “Agreed,” she said, not unkindly. All charges for evading custody had been dropped this morning, she explained.

“Oh?” said Childe, smirking. “Because you noticed a certain funeral director return to town alive and well? Well, well.”

“Wait your turn, Fatuus,” said Ningguang. “Now, Traveller, why in the world did you flee the crime scene the way you did?”

“She spooks easily,” chirped Paimon.

Why, that shameless little… “Excuse me,” said Lumine. “Running was your idea.”

As the two bickered, Childe seized on the opportunity.

“Now!” the Harbinger shouted, throwing his hand forward. “Go! She can’t catch you all…”

At once, all the Fatui soldiers burst forward, running towards Lumine then skirting to the side. Behind them, the Millelith cried out in alarm—

Lumine stomped her foot once. A meteorite expelled itself from the surface of the bridge right next to her.

To get past the boulder, the fleeing Fatui would now need to get past a choke point barely wider than Lumine’s armspan. She tripped one Fatuus attempting this, hit another with the flat of her sword, and a third just barely dodged her before nearly running face-first into Paimon, swerving on reflex, and falling off the bridge after an impressive amount of arm flailing.

The remaining Fatui, wisely, stopped running.

“…okay, apparently she can catch you all,” said Childe. He yawned. “Girlie, do you think you could—” A rock bounced off his head. “Ow! Where’d that come from?

“Wait your turn,” tutted Ningguang.

She strode closer as the Millelith started rounding up the Fatui agents, pausing to pelt one of them with more pebbles.

“Now,” said the Tianquan, “as I was saying, it seems you have some experience dealing with the divine, isn’t that so?”

“It’s true!” said Paimon. “We’ve met Dvalin and Andrius and even Bar…”—she paused as Lumine shot her a look—“…Barbara, the deaconess! Who’s, um, a heavenly singer.”

“I see,” said Ningguang, her brow arched. “Then perhaps you’d be interested in—”

“She was going to say Barbatos,” said Childe in a stage whisper.

Ningguang blinked. “Now, why would you just tell me that?”

“Diplomacy! Or psychological warfare. Whichever is working better.”

“Even if I’d already known that, now I know you know that…”

“Ah, but now I know you know I know!” said Childe triumphantly.

“I’m tiring of this buffoon act,” said Ningguang. “If I wanted meaningless stuttering, I’d ask Baishi why she needs to remeasure my cup size every month.” She sighed, and flicked a wrist in his direction. “Someone get him out of here.”

“Hey, you can’t arrest me,” said Childe, “I’m a diplomat! Oh, and, girlie, look me up when you’re free. I’ve got a job for you. A paid job.”

Whistling, he strode through the muddle of Millelith and captive Fatui, heading back in the direction of the Northland Bank.

“Wait!” Paimon called after him. “What do you mean, ‘paid’?”

“Lumine, Paimon,” said Ningguang.

“Yes, your… Eminence?” said Lumine.

“Please, ‘Ningguang’ will do just fine. I’d like to invite you up to my offices in the Jade Chamber. I’m sitting down with one of Hu Tao’s employees, and if you tag along I think you might find the experience valuable.”

“What about… what about Hu Tao herself? The Fatui won’t just give up…”

“She’s with the Yuheng and an Archon War veteran,” said Ningguang. “She couldn’t be in safer hands. Come with me. I insist.”

“Sounds like I don’t have a choice,” said Lumine drily.

“Hey, you can’t bully the Traveller around like that!” Paimon crossed her arms. “Besides, Childe offered us a job, so…”

Ningguang nodded, disinterest clear on her face. “Paimon. How much for a few hours of your time?”

“What?” said Paimon.

“A hundred Mora, two hundred Mora…”

“Oh, oh! Um… A million Mora!”

“Mm, an excellent weekly rate,” said Ningguang. “Converting that to hourly… discounting for risk… how’s twenty thousand Mora? Plus catering.”

“Lumine, I think we should hear her out,” said Paimon.










They’d commandeered a canoe from near Luhua Pool. Ganyu rowed, politely declining Keqing’s offer to help. It was a reasonably long trip to Jueyun Karst, she pointed out, and it wouldn’t do for Keqing to wear herself out too quickly.

Hu Tao was still out of breath from all the sprinting, but now she could stake some slower, steadier breaths, and entertain herself at the same time. Deep breath in every time Keqing’s gaze paused on Ganyu’s shoulder muscles. Hold the breath while Keqing’s eyes glazed over. Exhale slowly every time Keqing caught herself and hurriedly looked the other way. And repeat. Inhale… Hold… Exhale…

“So you’re not Rex Lapis,” Keqing said, during one such exhale. “You’re Hu Tao, ordinary nuisance human. Yes?”

“That’s right,” said Hu Tao. Inhale. Hold. Slow breath out… “I must say, it’s very flattering that the Fatui think so, though. To think I must sound so old and wise to them!”

“So… Rex Lapis really is dead, then,” Keqing sighed.

“He’s not,” said Ganyu.

“Don’t mind Miss Ganyu,” said Keqing, “she’s very devout and… I guess she’s in denial. It’s okay, we’re here for you, Ganyu.”

Ganyu regarded Hu Tao carefully.

“You okay, Ganyu?” said Hu Tao.

“I was just wondering,” Ganyu said, “why you and Cloud Retainer never told me about Mister… Zhongli.”

Hu Tao frowned. “You didn’t know? Oh. I thought it’d be really obvious to you of all people.”

“I…” Ganyu’s cheeks flushed slightly. “Perhaps if I had actually spoken to him outside of work.”

“You two know each other?” inquired Keqing.

“Yes,” said Hu Tao. “My mother… well…”

“When I was growing up…” said Ganyu, “she was… oh, hmm, I’m not sure the right word for this… I suppose you could say we’re half-sisters, but not by blood?”

“More or less,” said Hu Tao. “It’s complicated,”

“Complicated,” echoed Keqing. She blinked and her cheeks went slightly red. “Oh, complicated. So you two…”

“Exactly!” said Ganyu, with a relieved smile. “Hu Tao and I met properly for the first time… perhaps five years ago?”

Hu Tao nodded. “I told Ganyu about Cloud Retainer, our mutual… mother figure. Filled her in on lots and lots of gossip. And I guess you could say we hit it off immediately!”

“Wait, five years ago?” said Keqing. She tilted her head, puzzled. “But… Director Hu, you’d have been… thirteen? Fourteen!?”

For a second, Hu Tao considered clarifying the situation instead of letting it get worse. Just for a second, though.

“Yeah,” said Hu Tao. “I mean, Ganyu being as old as she is, I must have seemed like a baby to her back then!”

“What!?” said Keqing.

“Not the word I would have used,” said Ganyu equivocally. “But… in a sense, I suppose so.”

“Ganyu’s so easy to be around,” said Hu Tao in as dreamy a voice as she could manage while out of breath. “It basically feels like we’ve known each other forever.”

“Oh, thank you!” said Ganyu, blushing slightly.

(Hu Tao glanced to make sure Keqing had noticed the blush, and noted with satisfaction that the Yuheng’s brain appeared to be melting.)

“So, uh…” said Keqing.

“Did I mention I slept in Ganyu’s room?” said Hu Tao, because technically she’d slept in Ganyu’s old bedroom during her first ever month living with Cloud Retainer at Mount Aozang. But mostly because a fire needed fuel.

“Rex Lapis, give me strength,” whispered Keqing, “the General Secretary is a cradle—”










“Yanfei,” said Zhongli, “what is a ‘cradle snatcher’?”

Yanfei was a good lawyer. A good lawyer did not yelp out loud in front of her clients. Instead, Yanfei blinked rapidly, triple-checking she’d heard the question correctly.

“I’m… not certain there’s an agreed upon legal definition,” said Yanfei. Why was he even asking? Wait, oh gods. “Is… is this… is your question related to why we’re sitting…”—she gestured around the foyer of the Jade Chamber—“…here?”

Please say no. Please say no. Please say no.

“No,” said Zhongli.

Oh thank Rex Lapis, Yanfei thought, Granny Ping’s friend isn’t alleged to be a cradle snatcher. Thank you Rex Lapis, thank you.

Zhongli gave her an odd look. (She hadn’t said that aloud, right? She was pretty sure she’d notice if she’d said that aloud.)

“So what is going on?” said Yanfei. “I stepped out of my office and there was even more commotion in the street than yesterday’s Rite of Decension.”

“It’s a complicated situation,” said Zhongli. “I’m not sure where to start.”

“Okay, well… How are you, Zhongli-xiansheng? Let’s start with that. How are you feeling?”

“Concerned,” said Zhongli, after a moment’s pause. “Perhaps even fretful.”

“I see.” Yanfei flipped a spare notepad open and started scribbling down today’s date. “It sounds like you feel worried, fretful… why is that?”

“The Fatui believe Hu Tao is Rex Lapis,” said Zhongli, in the same tone of voice one might use to commiserate about rainy weather. “They are, as we speak, trying to capture her.”

Yanfei’s smile twitched but she didn’t otherwise react. A good lawyer did not yelp in front of her clients.

Zhongli was not smiling. Zhongli was not a man given to pranks, unlike his (wonderfully) terrible fiend of an adopted daughter.

“Is Miss Hu Rex Lapis?” said Yanfei.

Please say no. Please say no. Please say no.

“No,” said Zhongli.

Yanfei breathed a sigh of relief. If nothing else, it would have been awkward if all that flirting had been with the Geo Arch—

“That would be me,” Zhongli continued. “Rex Lapis, that is.”

“What!?” yelped Yanfei.










The elevator to the Jade Chamber was a floating rock, large enough for half a dozen people, and conspicuously missing safety railings of any sort. Paimon was clinging to Lumine’s scarf and whimpering.

It was raining lightly, so Lumine was more concerned with how the droplets were pelting into her face. She ducked her head, vaguely regretting how her undercut left the nape of her neck exposed.

“I’d originally intended to have an Anemo barrier as a windshield,” said Ningguang. “Unfortunately, the levitation technology interferes with the simpler solutions.” She looked a touch apologetic.

“An umbrella or a canopy would go a long way.”

Ningguang pursed her lips. “The Yuheng suggested much the same. It’s practical as a short-term fix, but… It doesn’t really suit the design philosophy of the Jade Chamber.”

Lumine sighed, and cast about for a change of subject.

“So I take it Hu Tao isn’t Morax?”

Ningguang arched an eyebrow. “What makes you think that? Don’t forget, Rex Lapis has taken many guises over the years.”

“She seems… capricious. Duplicitous. Not very God of Contracts-like.”

“Ah.” Ningguang’s smile was radiant for how small it was. “She got you, then? Which was it? The berry girl? The Yaksha act?…”

“The berry girl,” said Lumine.

Paimon muttered something about how she’d been drugged then went back to clutching onto Lumine’s scarf for dear life.

“She’s been remarkably effective at keeping trespassers out of the Karst,” said Ningguang. “And, yes, you’re quite right, she’s not Rex Lapis. Not even an Adeptus. As best as I can tell, she was simply adopted by the Adepti after her grandfather passed away…”

“The Adepti?” said Paimon. “Wait a second. Cloud Retainer mentioned she had, uh, ‘One’s girls’, right?”

“Yeah, that was the…” Lumine trailed off partway through the next word. “You know, the tall one, white hair, had that hot serial killer vibe?”

“That’s not how you pronounce ‘milk’. Also, your taste is awful.” Paimon shuddered. “Anyway, Cloud Retainer said girls, plural. What if she adopted Hu Tao?”

“Oh,” said Lumine. “Oh, that poor girl.”










“So you were stolen and raised by Adepti?” said Keqing.

“Well, I was basically twelve when Cloud Retainer adopted me… Adopted, not stole.”

“I remember that night,” said Keqing, “and that did not sound like an adoption.” She turned to Ganyu. “And this Cloud Retainer was also your… foster mother?”

“She was one of many Adepti who helped raise me,” said Ganyu.

“And so you and Hu Tao are kind of like… half-sisters?”

“Yes,” said Hu Tao.

Keqing took a deep breath. “And you’re not dating. Right?”

“We’re not,” said Ganyu.

“Yeah, gosh,” said Hu Tao, “why would you think that, Keqing? That’s a weird mind you’ve got there.”

“So…” Keqing’s brow furrowed. “Ganyu, if you were raised by Adepti, why are you so…”

Ganyu tensed. “…yes?”

“…so normal?” said Keqing.

Hu Tao burst out laughing.

“‘Normal’?” echoed Ganyu, an odd look on her face.

“What about it?” said Keqing. “You’re diligent, you’re punctual, you don’t slack off on the job… you file paperwork properly… you know, a normal person.”

“I…” Ganyu blinked and swallowed hard. “You’re… you can’t actually think that…”

Keqing’s face formed into a confused frown. “You respect authority, you care about the little details… I guess you’re religious but not in a preachy way… you can be kind but you don’t tolerate nonsense…” She shrugged helplessly. “Ganyu, you’re the most normal person in Liyue Harbour.”

Ganyu wailed and burst into tears.

“I… oh, shit, I said something rude by accident again, didn’t I?” said Keqing.

“No, no…” Hu Tao managed in between fits of giggles. “You did good.” She patted Keqing on the back and resumed laughing.

“Nicest thing… anyone’s ever said to me…” Ganyu squeaked out, grabbing the two other woman in a firm hug.

“Wait, Ganyu, the oars!—” said Hu Tao.










Soaking wet, the three of them made their way through Minlin.

“I’m so sorry I’m so sorry…” Ganyu muttered.

“It’s okay, I’m so sorry, it’s okay…” said Keqing.

Hu Tao concentrated on her breathing. Deep breath in every time Keqing put a comforting hand on Ganyu’s shoulder. Hold the breath while Keqing stared, mesmerised, at how Ganyu’s drenched blouse clung to her torso. Exhale slowly every time Keqing nearly tripped over a tree root, squawked, and looked back at the path.

And repeat. Inhale… Hold… Exhale…

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Keqing is not paid enough for Hu Tao’s antics. Yanfei is.

        
Author’s Note:Any Last Words?: youtube | spotify

Based on this Tumblr exchange with the inimitable birdzilla.






9. The One That Got Away

Summary for the Chapter:
Cloud Retainer has many talents. She can nurse babies and grudges.


Notes for the Chapter:A belated Happy Lantern Rite to Cloud Retainer and the two ladies she was too tsundere to ask out.





The One That Got Away
Under Cloud Retainer’s tutelage, Shenhe practised various forms of meditation. Some forms involved focusing the mind on a single element: the passage of breath through the throat, or the pain of a stretch held for dozens of minutes. Other forms involved pointing the mind at nothing: not focusing attention on anything, but rather disposing of coherent attention to begin with. These were more difficult for her, because when she tried to empty her mind, the Calamity was always there to fill the void, a deep-seated restlessness and ill-ease that precluded feelings she preferred not to reckon with. That was, of course, the point, but on the days that Cloud Retainer assigned her empty-mind meditation, Shenhe was always relieved when the chime of a water clock or the call of morning birds signalled the end of her practice.

“Shen-jie! There you are.”

Shenhe’s body twitched reflexively at the sudden noise. She allowed herself a sliver of external attention on the source of the voice, noting the patter of approaching footsteps. The rest of her was to remain empty.

The voice was Hu Tao, the new disciple Cloud Retainer had taken (abducted?) a few seasons ago.

“Shenhe? Jiejie?… Oh, I see, you’re meditating.”

Hu Tao was very different to Cloud Retainer—no disservice to either. It was a refreshing change to have another human for company after all these years.

Thoughts. Distractions. Empty your mind, Shenhe.

“Well, it’s me, A-Tao. You won’t attack me this time, ba? I’m not a silly frilly Hilichurl sneaking up on you or anything.” The footsteps ceased an arm’s length away from where Shenhe sat. “Hey, are you ignoring me? Don’t ignore me. Rude.”

Talking with Hu Tao would be so much nicer than doing this—most things would be—but by Shenhe’s reckoning it wasn’t even close to dawn yet.

Shenhe remained silent. Cloud Retainer said that during this kind of meditation, Shenhe was to treat any distractions short of life and death as simply another temptation to let dissolve.


Empty mind. Empty mind.


“This is serious. There’s some strange person around. I might be in danger.”

That… that was important, right? If Shenhe was permitted to end a meditation to defend herself, surely she was permitted to do the same for Hu Tao?

Meaningless temptation, thought the tiny part of Shenhe that remained resolute through the meditation.

Ehh, good enough, thought the other ninety-nine parts of her.

Shenhe opened her eyes. Immediately, the excruciating psychic pain of nothingness dissipated.

“What is it?” she asked, casting aside her guilty sense of relief.

“I, um…” Hu Tao was shifting nervously from foot to foot. “There’s some weird person outside the abode…”

“‘Weird person’?”

 “…and I hope it’s Cloud Retainer, but I’m not sure?”

“I see… Wait, no, I don’t see. Why can’t you tell whether it was Master you saw?”

Shenhe’s limbs were numb from sitting in place so long; the blood prickled as it returned to her buttocks and her extremeities. She methodically checked the muscles of her body from limb to limb before finally rising to her feet.

Hu Tao hummed. “Well, the person looked… human? Does mom have a human form?”

“You mustn’t call her that,” said Shenhe. “For all that Master provides us with shelter, she is our mentor, not a parent.”

“She marks our height on the wall every two months.”

“…and even if she were one… ‘mom’?”

“Um… ‘Bird mom’?”

“Have you no respect for our elders, Hu Tao?… Don’t answer that. Tell me what you saw.”

If it wasn’t Cloud Retainer, then it was possible that an intruder had made it to Mount Aocang. Perhaps just a petitioner, seeking nonsense blessings. But perhaps something more dangerous.

The twelve-year old crossed her arms. “Shenhe-jie, come oonnnn, skip the Hu. A-Tao. Meimei. Tao-mei. Or a nickname! Like, um…”

“A-Tao.” Shenhe placed her hand on the girl’s head, which was… really far down, to be honest, not even chest height.

The girl blinked plaintively. “Huh?”

“We’re getting off-topic. Tell me about this stranger.”

“Wait, I asked you first, does Cloud Retainer have a human form?”

“I… do not know.”

Probably? Moon Carver had a human form, as did Rex Lapis; there was no reason to think Cloud Retainer an exception. Besides, a fair number of the implements around the abode seemed far better designed for human hands than for talons.

“It seems likely,” Shenhe amended.

“Okay,” said Hu Tao, nodding slowly to herself. “So maybe the weird person is just Cloud Retainer.”

“Hu Tao, please describe the stranger.” Shenhe hadn’t been nearly this scatter-brained at age twelve, she was sure of it.

“Oh… um… I dunno. Tall, dark hair in a bun… Their outfit… her outfit?… looked like yours.”

“Be more specific.”

“She had the same kind of cape thing as you— you know, with the panels? Black tights, and the robes were white and silky and like the tailor got bored halfway through and forgot to sew half the clothes.”

Not the most flattering of analogies, but it certainly described Cloud Retainer’s approach to most crafts. Indeed, Shenhe was fairly sure the crane had offered her several outfits matching that description, some years ago. She seemed to have a limitless amount of two-thirds-finished projects lying about, be they garments or knitting machines or books or rice cookers.

“That may well be Master.”

“Oh! And she was wearing the same red earrings as you. You know, the tassel thing.”

Shenhe exhaled through her teeth. “Hu Tao,” she said, “who else could that be, if not Master?”

“I dunno,” said Hu Tao, “maybe another Adeptus? Or a… historical reenactment hobby person?”

“You did not actually think you were in danger, did you?”

“I did too! Just, uh… the kind of danger where I put my foot in my mouth and say something insensitive about her looking nicer like a crane or like a human, and then she gets mad and tosses me off a mountain.”

That seemed unlikely. “Have you mastered the Treads-Through-Clouds Footstep technique?”

“No.”

“Then Cloud Retainer would not throw you off a mountain.”

Hu Tao pouted. “Well, maybe I want company. Can’t that be an emergency?”

“That’s not an emergency.”

“I’m a kid, you can’t leave a kid alone to practice Adepti spells all day, that’s boring.”

“I had no such issue when I was your age.”

“Shen-jie, I know you hate those meditation retreats. Shouldn’t you be happy to have something else to do?”

“That is beside the point.”

“Ooh, very nice tactical retreat!”

“Also,” Shenhe added, “even if you are Master’s foster child in some sense, I am not. In either case, it makes no sense to call me jiejie.”

“What about ‘auntie’?”

“No.”

“Well, then—”

“You have succeeded in obtaining my company, Hu Tao. Shall we go check on this supposed stranger who is almost certainly Master?”

“I thought you’d never ask!”

“No you didn’t.”

“It’s a figure of speech!”










“So if it’s not bird-mom, what do we do?”

“If it’s an uninvited guest?” said Shenhe.

She had already formulated a plan in her head for this contingency: verify the interloper was there uninvited, then ask them to leave. A simple, direct request was potentially the most efficient option, giving Shenhe ample time to go back to her training, keep Hu Tao company, or any other number of activies. Perhaps she would say, “Leave now”. Or was the politer “Please leave” more likely to work?

“I will remove them from Mount Aocang,” she summarised.

“Um. Remove like remove?” Hu Tao tilted her head. “Or, like, remove?”

“You just said the same word twice.”

“You know what I mean!… aiyah, maybe you don’t. You’re scary, Shen-jie. In a cool way, though! Next time I go back to the Harbour, I’m gonna have to hire you.”










It was obviously Cloud Retainer. This was not remotely in question. The robes and hair matched the colour of her wings, and the red-framed spectacles resembled the colouring around the Adeptus’s eyes.

She was sitting out at the stone table, knitting.

Shenhe dipped her head as she approached. “Master.”

“Mom!” said Hu Tao, skipping forwards.

“Hmm? Oh, it’s you two.” Cloud Retainer spared them a glance, then returned to her knitting. “Shenhe. Your meditation retreat still has another two days to go. And you, Hu Tao. One recalls sending you to practice the drawing of talismans and sigils.”

“Whatcha up to?” said Hu Tao.

“One is obviously creating a garment for Rex Lapis to wear in his human form.”

“I… don’t think he wears those colours. Or polka dots, for that matter.”

“One does not recall asking for your opinion!” Cloud Retainer snapped.

Hu Tao pulled back as if burned, stumbling straight into Shenhe, who placed her hands gently on the girl’s shoulders. Hu Tao probably hadn’t seen the Adeptus this irritable before. Cloud Retainer’s tempers were like thunderstorms: best to take shelter from.

“We meant no offense, Master,” Shenhe said, bowing low. “We merely sought to check on your well-being.”

Cloud Retainer shot Shenhe a withering look remarkably similar to her usual crane-form one. “What is wrong with one’s well-being?”

“I wouldn’t presume to guess, Master. You’ve taken your human form, which is quite unusual.”

“One takes one’s human form all the time!” Cloud Retainer’s brow furrowed. “…but perhaps not in the past fifty years. Regardless! One is most well.”

“Follow my lead,” Hu Tao muttered. Then, to Cloud Retainer: “May we join you at the table? We’ll be quiet.”

“Do as you will. That’s what everyone does,” the Adeptus muttered.

Shenhe joined Hu Tao in taking a seat at the table, not directly across from Cloud Retainer but a little askew. She watched the movement of the knitting needles with curiosity, observing the way the yarn was twisted to and fro.

After a minute, Cloud Retainer spoke, unprompted:

“One is in human form so as to better control the movement of the yarn. That should be obvious.”

“Makes sense,” said Hu Tao.

The silence lasted another few minutes before Cloud Retainer sighed and put her knitting down.

“What has one done to deserve misfortune?”

Hu Tao took a moment before answering, cautiously, “Nothing?”

“Has one not proven one’s shrewd judgement to Rex Lapis, time and time again? Is one’s fealty and considerable intelligence of such little value?”

“Um… no?”

“Indeed!” Cloud Retainer scowled. “And yet all one receives is betrayal upon betrayal!”

“What betrayal, Master?” asked Shenhe.

A vague hissing noise emerged from the woman’s throat.

“There, there,” said Hu Tao. “Here at— I mean, Shenhe and I are both here for you in your time of need.”

“As is only right,” said Cloud Retainer sullenly.

“Sometimes it’s… good to talk about the departed… or, uh, whatever it is that’s on your mind. Sometimes giving voice to an idea helps you look at it with fresh eyes.”

Cloud Retainer scowled at Hu Tao for a few long moments, before slumping into her seat with a sigh. She sighed. “One apologises. Some trifling affairs have left one in a rather foul mood.”

“Oyayaya?” said Hu Tao. She leaned forward and cupped her chin in her hands. “What kind of affairs?”

“Trifling ones,” was the curt reply.

Shenhe whispered to her fellow disciple: “Why are you doing this? Do you actually enjoy Master’s diatribes?”

“Every once in a while,” was Hu Tao’s reply.

Had Mountain Shaper checked to see if Hu Tao was also fated to bring great calamity? He really ought to check that. Shenhe would suggest it next time she saw him.

“If you must know,” said Cloud Retainer, “one discovered that one has had a most unique opportunity stolen from beneath one’s nose.”

“Stolen?” said Hu Tao, seeming not to notice what Shenhe thought was a very clear signal to stop fanning the flames.

“Indeed. Stolen.”

“Do you know who did it?”

Cloud Retainer glared into the distance. “Oh, one is most certainly aware.”

Oh. Shenhe knew that glare.

“Master, could it be…?” she asked.

“Yes. Streetward Rambler.”

“Who?” said Hu Tao. “Is that an Adeptus?”

“She is an Adeptus, but one of ill repute,” Shenhe explained to the junior disciple. “After the Archon War, she scorned the company of her fellow Adepti. Now she hides among the people of Liyue Harbour, stirring up trouble from time to time.”

“What kind of trouble? Does… does Morax know about her?”

“Rex Lapis is well aware of that devil and her cahoots.” Cloud Retainer shook her head sadly. “Unfortunately, he is blinded by sentiment, easily captivated by her flights of fancy.”

“Does she… still do bad stuff? Or is that in the past?”

“She is more nuisance than foe, but a singular nuisance she is… One still remembers her parting words. Likening the vastness of our immortality to a lantern to be extinguished. Pah. As if she uniquely knew suffering.”

Shenhe moved to change the subject; she had heard this particular diatribe too many times. “What did she steal from you just now, Master?”

“Why, the ultimate prize. Legacy. And the future.”

“I don’t understand,” said Hu Tao.

“If you must know, Streetward Rambler happened upon, and claimed, without even asking oneself, a…”

There was a long pause, in which Cloud Retainer looked up from her knitting, turned to look at Shenhe, turned to look at Hu Tao, then turned to look at Shenhe again.

“On reconsideration,” she said, “it is not important.”











Five hours earlier

In the peaks near Qingce Village


Morax sighed.

“No, Cloud Retainer,” he said. “I conceded to you on Hu Tao, but this is a very different case.”

“One is a far better teacher than Streetward Rambler.”

“Even if that were true…”

“If? How dare you!”

“…the girl has a family. There is no conceivable reason—”

Cloud Retainer flared her wings. “Betrayal!” she cried.

“Perhaps,” said Ping, “the two of us can visit Yaoyao together tomorrow. You can see for yourself how she’s doing under my tutelage. Would that address your concern?”

“Did you hear that, Morax?” said Cloud Retainer. “One thought one heard a noise. It sounded like a strumpet talking.”

“Cloud Retainer, please, this is unbecoming of you.”

“One cannot hear you!” Cloud Retainer leapt into the air. “And also, one is leaving!”










“Rex Lapis’s wisdom was clouded by that vile woman’s manipulation. Of this one is sure.”

“I agree,” said Shenhe. Why else would Morax side with such a scoundrel in… whatever dispute Cloud Retainer was refusing to describe in detail?

“That’s rough,” said Hu Tao. “I’m sorry about your loss. Of your, um, opportunity.”

“That is why one is knitting this garment for the Adeptus Prime. To remind him of who his true friends are.”

“I really don’t think he wears those colours,” said Hu Tao.

“Naysayer! You may as well be Singer-Amidst-Sidepaths herself, for all the disrespect you are showing one,” Cloud Retainer grumbled.

“Singer… who?”

“Part of Streetward Rambler’s full title,” Shenhe explained. “Enlightened Streetward Rambler Who Sings Amidst Sidepaths.”

“Hmm,” frowned Hu Tao, “that is weirdly close to my pen name.”

“Pen name?” said Shenhe.

“You heard nothing.”











A few months later


Zhongli arrived at Wangsheng Funeral Parlor at eight in the morning, unlocked the door, and took two steps inside. Then something landed on his shoulders and covered his eyes with tiny, cold hands.

“Guess whoooooo?”

“Ah, Director Hu. Welcome back to Liyue Harbor.”

“Mister Zhongli! As unflappable as ever.” The tween bounced excitedly. “I’ll be here for four months this time. Six if you messed up the budget. You didn’t mess up the budget again, did you?”

“Our operating margins remain quite healthy.”

“That’s a worryingly specific answer, Mister Zhongli! But never mind that, I have a present for you.”

She opened her rucksack. Zhongli peered over her shoulder.

“That looks like the tracking device Cloud Retainer was building for Yaoyao.”

“Yeah, she said you’d pass it on?”

“I’ll make sure Madam Ping gets it.”

“Ping? Old tea lady Ping?… let’s come back to that later.” She pulled something out from deeper within the bag and flourished it. “Tada! Your very own sweater!”

Zhongli took the garment and examined it.

“Director Hu,” he said, “you must know I don’t wear polka dots.”

“I know!”

“Also, the garment appears… incomplete. The entire left arm is missing.” And also the bottom half: it looked like the garment only went down to his solar plexus.

“Yeah. Do you like it? Think carefully before you answer.”

“This is from Cloud Retainer, isn’t it,” he sighed.

“Yup! She says she forgives you for your ‘tomfoolery and naivete’.”

The worst part was that the Adeptus would expect to see him wear it at least once.

“Ooh… if you look at this hem you can see there’s still a cable needle stuck in there. Very bespoke, isn’t it?”


Notes for the Chapter:
12yo Hu Tao: oh, this social situation is like grief counselling! I can do grief counselling, grandpa taught me.


Author’s Note:Any Last Words?: youtube | spotify

Based on this Tumblr exchange with the inimitable birdzilla.





