
1. Lavender Fog


    
     


   The world is closing in around her.  


 


   She looks up into a bright blue sky with little dots of white clouds, just drifting by without a care in the world. The sun shines brightly down at her.  


 


   What a beautiful day. What a beautiful, perfect day. 




  Where is Aether?  

 


   A dark cloud blots out the sun, the shadows falling over Lumine’s face as she sees her twin. He’s terrified, caught in some strange twisted cube, reaching out to her.  


 


   Lumine reaches up, something is pulling her down towards the ground. She’s so close to reaching Aether.  


 


   Her heart thuds in her chest, beating so hard that she thinks that it might just burst through her ribcage as fear races through her veins, icy cold.  


 


   She has to reach Aether. She has to. She has to. He’s all that she has left. But it’s no use. Their fingertips barely graze each other’s and then he’s gone, pulled away by some sinister entity that Lumine can’t quite see, can’t quite understand, and she is plummeting through the darkness to the ground. 


 


   She’s alone. 


 


   Lumine is terribly alone, as the ground that she knows is beneath her rushes up towards her.  


 


   She braces for impact. 


 


   Alone. 


 








Lumine sits up in her bed, gasping. Heart pounding, she looks around frantically, searching for her missing brother. Terror still runs wild through her body, and she twists the sheets between her fingers as she takes a shuddering breath.

 

Her eyes adjust to her surroundings. She’s in her apartment in Monstadt. The bright blue glow of the LED clock on her nightstand read 02:47. Nobody should be awake at this time. Groaning, she pulls herself out of bed, experience tells her that sleep would be futile now. 

 

The itch of paranoia in the back of her mind calls to her and she fumbles for her phone, where it lay plugged in next to her clock. There’s a message from Aether on the lock screen, waiting patiently for her. 

 


   12:03 // Aeth: Good night! I’ll talk to you after class when you get up  


 

It’s ridiculous, Lumine knows, to feel such relief from a text from her brother. But seeing it helps ground her in the moment— a reminder that the nightmare isn’t real. Her brother isn’t here at the moment, hundreds of kilometers away at Qixing University. They were apart, but still interconnected. Aether is still here, just over there.

 

Quietly, she leans against the cool glass of the window next to her bed. The chill of the glass is welcome against her sweaty forehead. Below her, the city is awash in little splashes of light, a sure sign that even in the dark, life continues and perhaps would always continue.  

 

The light calls to her, drawing her attention away from the shadows in her room. Nights like this are lonely, she finds. All those specks of life in the distance that she can’t quite reach.

 

Here in her room, the nightmare feels too real. If she closes her eyes, she knows that she would find herself there in that moment again. It’s been a recurring one that she would keep getting every now and then. None of it makes sense to her. She doesn’t really believe that dreams were trying to tell her something, but to have a dream that reoccurs like this, that has to mean something right?

 

The bright glow of a neon sign catches her attention. It flickers sporadically, as if beckoning to Lumine. The bright red sign of the 24 hour coffee shop on campus beckons again. 

 

‘DEJA BREW’. 

 

Even though she passes by it every day as she walks onto campus for class and back to her apartment after class, Lumine has never been inside the coffee shop. It’s not too far from where she lives—  a few minutes down the street at a quick pace. That said, she does appreciate the name of the coffee shop though. 

 

Usually it’s packed with students grabbing a quick bite to eat or a late afternoon pick me up. At this hour, it doesn’t appear that anyone is even inside.The lights are still on and the open sign in the window is still lit up. After a nightmare like this, Lumine would usually try to walk it off. Nothing like a brisk walk in the chilly night air would serve to take her mind off of things. There is no way that she would be going back to sleep anyway, and if she is already going to wander around campus at this hour, perhaps a visit to the coffee shop would be better— more distracting an environment than the silence of the quad at night. 

 

Besides, the warm light that spills out from the front windows looks so comforting and cozy and everything that Lumine would very much like at the moment. Mind made up, Lumine changes from her pajamas into a pair of joggers and an oversized t-shirt that Aether had given her. With a sigh, she grabs her purse and heads out the door. 

 

She isn’t looking her best, but that’s okay. It’s two in the morning, who could possibly care what she looks like?

 








She does. 

 

Lumine very much cares what she looks like. 

 

Of all the things that she was expecting when she entered the coffee shop, she didn’t expect the barista manning the graveyard shift to be  this  cute. She very much regrets not putting on something nicer before coming down the stairs— she probably resembles a gremlin, crawling out of her cave to get some kind of caffeine.

 

The girl had been humming to herself as Lumine came in, greeting her with an enthusiastic wave as she kept working behind the counter. The red bow that sits carefully on top of her head bobs as she dances to the gentle strains of music playing throughout the shop. Both sleeves of the red hoodie that she’s wearing are  rolled up to the elbow. 

 

Why did the barista have to be this cute? 

 

It’s unfair.

 

She smooths out hair as best she can, wishing that she had thought to run a brush through the tangled mess it now was before she stepped out the door. There was no saving it though. 

 

“Did you need help?” 

 

Lumine blinks owlishly at the barista who is smiling brightly at her. Archons, how is it possible that she could be this enthusiastic at such an unholy hour? ‘Amber’, her name tag reads. A cute little bunny doodle drawn on in gold marker follows the name, how fitting. 

 

It feels like the sun has risen on Lumine when Amber smiles at her, and she can’t help it when her heart skips a beat.

 

Maybe two. 

 

“Did you want a drink? Or something to eat perhaps? We still have some puffed rice squares from this morning if you’d like?” 

 

“No, just a drink is fine.” Lumine offers the barista a smile as she stares up at the chalkboard menu above her head. Each board is covered in artistically written letters. Cups of coffees and little pastries dotted the corners and borders. There are a lot of choices. Too many choices.

 

She squints at the board. Half of these drinks sound like they belong in a museum, not a coffee shop. 

 

“What do you recommend?” She says finally with a long exhale.

 

“Are you looking for something hot or cold? Coffee or tea based? Caffeinated or not?” 

 

Why are there so many options and why is she making herself look like a fool right now? 

 

“Hot, uhmmm tea? Preferably not caffeinated. I’ll probably feel even worse in the morning.” 

 

Amber nods, thinking silently for a moment. “How about a lavender fog? It’s one of my favourites. Just something light and hot, the milk will help you sleep later too.”

 

“That sounds great.” The summer night that Lumine had walked through to get to the coffee shop still left a chill against her slightly sweaty skin. Something hot definitely sounded perfect. 

 

“Whole milk okay?”

 

 Lumine nods.

 

“Okay, that’s three-fifty. Did you want anything else?” 

 

“No, that’s alright.” It takes Lumine a moment to dig through her little purse and pulls out a large handful of coins that she’s had rattling around in the bottom. She’s acutely aware of the awkward silence that has fallen over them as Lumine counts out the exact change.

 

Hurriedly, Lumine leans forward and drops the coins into Amber’s open hand. She tries very hard not to think about the jolt of electricity that shoots up her arm and sends tingles down her spine. 

 

“If you want to take a seat, I’ll have it ready for you in a few moments.” Amber sorts the coins into their respective drawers in the cash register before turning to wash her hands.

 

“Yeah, thank you!” Lumine drops the remaining slightly sweaty coins into the tip jar in front of the display of fake pastries in front of the register. The brilliant smile that Amber gives Lumine in return is entirely worth it, she thinks. 

 

Amber is already busy making the drink, the fancy machine behind the counter purring to life as she works with quick and practiced movements. 

 

Lumine turns to face the rest of the coffee shop. It’s full of mismatched furniture— armchairs and loveseats of different designs and colours crowds around tables of different shapes and sizes. While some would consider this to be a bit of a mess, a veritable thrift store of furniture, Lumine thinks it only adds to the charm of the entire shop.

 

In the back, there’s a small stage that’s half set up— a small upright piano and an empty mic stand are the only performers for an audience of two, Lumine and Amber.

 

After a moment of deliberation, Lumine finally chooses a faded red armchair. It’s plush and worn, and when Lumine sits on it, she sinks down into it a few centimeters. If she can sit on a cloud, this is what she imagines the cloud to feel like. The table in front of her is a little bit low, but Lumine notices a scrap of paper sticking out of the little drawer built into the side. 

 

Curious, she opens the drawer, the wooden bottom rasping against the table as slides open with ease. Inside, there are hundreds of little notes, scribbled on scraps of papers or sticky notes, napkins and backs of receipts. There were doodles and drawings, phone numbers and missed connections, love notes and words of encouragement. 

 

Lumine reads through a few of them, interested in the fact that she was catching a glimpse into the lives of these other people— these strangers and their stay at the coffee shop. 

 


   Lisa introduced me to a black tea that tastes like coffee.  



   It’s fascinating that it’s tea but it’s also coffee.  



   She says it’s healthier for me but that feels l 



   ike a trick— this is some kind of gateway tea into  



   drinking the more herbal ones she favours. Though I must say,  



   I am quite fond of chamomile now despite not liking it for so long.  



   Perhaps it’s because Lisa drinks it so often. 


 

The first one is written on the back of what looks like a faded library receipt. The handwriting is perfectly printed in blue ballpoint and if it weren’t on the back of this little scrap of paper, probably dug out from the bottom of a purse or wallet, Lumine could have sworn that it had been typed. She sets that one aside, noting the faint tinge of pink on the back corner and picks up the one underneath it.








   You are the wind in my sky 



   Boundless and certain 



   Trusty and warm 


 


   Your love is gentle like a spring breeze 



   I am but the dandelion seed 



   Caught in your unlimited sky 


 


   Your words never fail 



   To make me fall one more time 



   But your arms will always catch me 


 

The poem, written in a glittery purple pen on a napkin, is signed only with a kiss— an invisible gesture frozen forever in time with the pale pink imprint. Lumine has to set that napkin aside, suddenly feeling like she was intruding on a very private and intimate moment even if all that remained of it is captured on this napkin. Briefly, she wonders what it would be like to find something like that of her own, to experience it for herself.

 

Would she write poems? 

 

Would she write letters? 

 

Would she even find something like that?

 

The gentle clatter of a mug on top the wooden table as well as a plate of chocolate chip cookies pulls Lumine away from the treasure trove of scribbles. Amber settles into the chair across from Lumine— a round green armchair that looks equally as comfortable as the one Lumine is currently sitting on. She tucks her legs up underneath her, the long black apron draping over them.

 

“These are on the house,” Amber gestures at the plate of cookies. “We had extra cookies that I was going to have to toss,” Amber explains as she picks up a cookie and bites down into it. 

 

“Oh, thank you!” Lumine mumbles, suddenly feeling very warm and flustered at the gesture of goodwill. She hides her blush behind the mug that Amber set down. 

 

The drink smells strongly of lavender, the hot steam wafting into Lumine’s face as she inhales. The scent is strangely familiar, comforting. The lavender mixed in with something else, something gentle. It wraps around her like a hug and when Lumine takes a tentative sip— wary of how hot the steam was, it’s like taking a sip of liquid sunshine. 

 

The warmth spreads through her, chasing the last of the chills that haunted the tips of her fingers away and leaving behind comfort. 

 

“Mhmm, this is delicious!” Lumine says as she takes another sip, not quite believing what she’s drinking. Has the nightmare affected her so much that even this drink tastes like the best thing that she’s ever had? 

 

Nope, the second sip is just as good as the first, leaving her in a significantly more relaxed state than when she first came in. 

 

Amber only smiles, finishing off the cookie in her hands. “What can I say? I might not be good at a lot of things, but I am  damn  good at my job.” 

 

Lumine laughs, setting down the mug in exchange for a cookie. “I can agree with that.” 

 

A loud and insistent beeping in the background makes both of them jump. “Sorry, duty calls,” Amber sighs apologetically, getting up and dusting the cookie crumbs off of her apron. 

 

“No, of course. Thank you for the cookies!” For a moment, Lumine wishes that Amber could’ve sat with her and chatted for a while longer, but that seems like a silly thought. She had only just met the woman, and Amber clearly still has better things to do than sit around and hang out with a gremlin at this hour.

 

But coming down to the coffee shop was still an excellent idea, Lumine thinks. Amber returns to the counter, busy with trying to make whatever machine that’s currently crying for attention shut up. Originally, Lumine had wanted to come down to the coffee shop and maybe people watch, maybe gaze at the city outside the window, but Amber is so much more interesting.

 

The cookies go quickly as Lumine sits there, occasionally dipping a chunk into her drink. The warmth of the drink somehow magically lasts until the last sip. She tries her best to not let it show that she is unabashedly just staring at Amber as she works. 

 

She watches as Amber methodically disassembles one of the coffee machines, breaking it down to a multitude of small parts. Each piece is scrutinized closely, turned over with slender fingers to make sure they are in good working order. Seemingly satisfied with their status, Amber begins cleaning each piece, wiping away any coffee residue or grease until each one is a gleaming silver. 

 

Then comes the reassembly.

 

As each piece was slotted into place and adjusted, Lumine feels herself sinking deeper and deeper into the armchair, lulled into some kind of a trance by the almost rhythmic and repetitive rasp of metal against metal. Somewhere in the background she can hear Amber’s voice saying something that she can’t quite make out and then…. 

 

Just the quiet haze of sleep and Lumine.

 

There are no nightmares. 
















The sounds of dishes clattering gently against each other rouses Lumine from her sleep. She sits bolt upright, disoriented and confused. This is not her bed. She isn’t in her room. Blearily, she looked around her, squinting in the gentle morning sun. She catches sight of all the mismatched furniture and remembers where she is. 

 

Across the room, a figure with light blue hair is busy placing various freshly baked pastries into the glass display case next to the counter. Almost like she could tell that Lumine is looking at her, the woman looks up and gives Lumine an ill-concealed onceover quickly before just shooting her this knowing look.

 

Confused, Lumine looks down.

 

There is something soft haphazardly draped across her chest, having shifted when she sat up so suddenly. 

 

A red hoodie. 

 

It had seemingly been used as a makeshift blanket as she slumbered in the armchair. Vaguely, Lumine recalls that Amber had been wearing a red hoodie the night before. 

 

Did Amber do this for her? Lumine’s near empty cup from the night before has long been cleared away, and she stiffly gets to her feet. As she walks past the counter on her way out, the blue haired woman calls out to her. 

 

“Hey, Amber wanted me to give you this.”

 

Lumine turns to see the woman from behind the counter offering her a white paper coffee cup. “For me?”

 

“Yeah, she was very insistent about the whole thing,” the barista— Lumine squints at the name tag— Eula slides the cup across the counter.

 

 Amber left her a drink? The blush on Lumine’s face only deepens but she takes the cup, it’s still quite hot to the touch, not unpleasantly so, but enough to indicate that whatever was in the cup is fresh. There’s writing on the side of the cup in bright red marker.

 


   ‘This one’s on me! You were so tired last night I didn’t have the heart to wake you. I hope you have a great day today!’  


 

In lieu of a signature, Amber has drawn a little bunny that looks suspiciously like her.

 

How cute. Lumine can’t help but trace the letters with the tip of a finger. “Okay. Please send Amber my thanks then.”

 

“You can do that yourself,” Eula tells her so bluntly that it leaves Lumine floundering for words for a moment. “You better put that hoodie on, it’s cold out,” she adds when Lumine tries to hand her the red hoodie that had made for a very cozy blanket the night before. 

 

Glancing outside, Lumine is surprised to find that Eula is in fact correct. The usual sunny weather of Monstadt has been replaced by a wash of grey clouds and blustery winds. People on the street are hunched over themselves, fighting against the driving wind as they make their way down the street, bundled up in jackets and sweaters.

 

Lumine looks down at the t-shirt that she had thrown on the night before. She’s definitely not well dressed for this weather. 

 

Suddenly very self-conscious, Lumine sets the cup down on the counter and pulls on the hoodie, acutely aware of the way that Eula is watching her. The hoodie smells nice, faintly like coffee and cinnamon with a hint of something woodsy— nothing overpowering or too strong. It wraps around her like a hug after a long day.

 

She makes a conscious effort not to embarrass herself any further by doing something stupid like sniffing the neck of the hoodie. Instead, she scoops up the cup and practically flees out of the shop. The last thing that she needs is for Eula to tell Amber what a dork Lumine has been this morning. 

 

The wind buffets her as she pushes out onto the street, hurrying back to her place just a few blocks away to get ready for her long and inevitably tiring day. 

 

Another thought occurs to her as she nears her place, nearly making her stop in her tracks.

 

She has Amber’s hoodie.

 

She was going to have to return it. 

 

How is she going to return it?

 

  



2. Red Eye

Summary for the Chapter:
            Lumine visits the coffee shop a second time, definitely not because she wants to see Amber again. This time she has with her brother’s go-to drink order so she doesn’t flounder at the counter again.

          


    
     

“Aether, what do you usually drink at a coffee shop?” 

 

Her brother looks at her over their video call, surprised. “Uhm, I only ever go to a coffee shop if I don’t have anything at my place that will suffice. So a red eye usually.” 

 

Lumine nods to herself, making a mental note of the order. She had no idea what it was but if Aether drank it, it had to be okay right?















It is not okay.

 

It is arguably the worst thing that Lumine has ever tasted. When she ordered it at the counter, Amber looked at her in surprise but didn’t question her order at all. Lumine was  very  surprised at the drink. 

 

The coffee in the mug that Amber handed her is as dark as the night sky outside. It didn’t come with cream or sugar and Lumine decided that she  had  to just drink it as she was handed.  Now that she had settled into her seat— the now familiar red armchair,  there was no way that she was going to let herself do the walk of shame all the way back to the counter to get some milk and sugar.

 

Besides, people who were sophisticated drank their coffee black, right? 

 

Lumine could be sophisticated. 

 

She does her best to not make a face as she takes a sip from the mug, carefully schooling her features to one that expresses no disdain but no joy either. This is just a cup of coffee and Lumine could be very sophisticated about the coffee that she drinks. She just loves her black coffee. It’s  so good, why would she drink her coffee any way else? She just has to enjoy the natural flavours as they were.

 

It’s late at night— not as late as her first trip to the coffee shop, but still late enough that there weren’t very many people sitting around. Just a few other poor students trying frantically to finish assignments or study for exams. 

 

Lumine takes another sip of her drink and sets it down resolutely. It tastes like dirt. 

 

Amber’s red hoodie sits on Lumine’s lap, the red fabric is soft against her skin. So maybe in the time between her first visit and her second visit, Lumine wore the hoodie around her little apartment quite frequently. Frequently enough until the garment no longer smelled like coffee and cinnamon and all kinds of pleasantness that Lumine kind of wanted to see again. It wouldn’t be far off to admit that she had been avoiding the coffee shop for a little while.

 

Firstly, she didn’t want to go back too soon. It’s not like she was  desperate  to try to talk to Amber again— not to mention that the other barista, Eula, is kind of intimidating. Also she looked like an absolute mess last time, they don’t need a repeat of that. She just wasn’t mentally ready to face that again no matter how tempting it was for her to go and see Amber again. 

 

Secondly, if she didn’t go back to the coffee shop for a while she could theoretically have a decently plausible excuse as to why she hadn’t returned Amber’s hoodie yet. 

 

Ridiculous right? 

 

Thank the Archons that Aether wasn’t here to see how pathetic this all was. She would never hear the end of his teasing if he ever caught wind that she had devolved into this. 

 

Lumine twirls her pen idly, sure she has her books and laptop out on the table in front of her, but it doesn’t actually mean that she’s going to do real work. 

 

Instead, she tears off a scrap of paper from her notebook. Without really intending to, she lets the black ballpoint pen in her hand sketch lazily over the paper. The glass display cases of the coffeeshop line the paper. She skips over the long line of customers in front of the counter, and Eula, busy in the back, the top of her hair just visible over the tops of the machines. Before she knows it, she has sketched Amber, hard at work, on the page. 

 

The sound of footsteps passing too close to her table makes Lumine snap out of the trance that she has fallen into. In a sudden panic, she hastily folds up the drawing and protectively places her hand over it like these strangers might come over and snatch the doodle from the table. The group of students chatting loudly passes in front of Lumine and she finds herself holding her breath until they are fully clear of her space.

 

By the time that the group of students are gone, Amber has vanished from behind the counter.

















Amber watches from across the busy coffee shop as Lumine takes a sip of her drink. The adorable expression on her face immediately crumples into one of disdain and disgust as she forces the gulp of black coffee down.

 

Well, not regular black coffee. The girl had asked Amber for a red eye and while Amber was surprised, she obliged, carefully measuring out a shot of espresso to go with the cup of black coffee. Maybe Lumine had a lot of homework to do. A lot of students were here to study for their upcoming midterms. Most of them would be here through the night, more than a little exhausted and fueled solely by cups of hot coffee and pastries from the morning before. 

 

Usually, Amber can’t complain though. She likes being kept busy or at least able to people watch while she does mundane and mindless chores. Things were so boring when the shop was quiet.

 

Today however, Amber finds herself wishing that all the customers lined up in front of her counter would go away. Eventually, Eula does return from her break, letting Amber take things a little bit easier with an extra pair of hands. The work is routine and monotonous, following the directions long ago ingrained into Amber’s muscles. Nonetheless, Amber enjoys it, allowing her mind to drift off into the clouds. 

 

Today her mind drifts to Lumine.

 

She can’t help it. The blonde has a look of concentration on her face, tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth as she furrows her brows. Amber finds this incredibly cute. 

 

What could she be thinking about so intently to draw such an expression?

 

Amber can only wonder.

 

“Did you want to take your break now?” The sound of Eula’s voice makes Amber snap out of her own thoughts.

 

“My break?” Amber repeats dumbly, “isn’t it a bit early?”

 

Eula raises her eyebrows at her, “You have been wiping the same area on the expression machine for the last fifteen minutes while you have been staring out at the shop.”

 

Amber looks down at the spotless side of the machine, the stainless steel sparkles back at her. “It was very dirty!” Amber protests even though she knows that it’s all futile.

 

“Go on your break. I am aware that Lumine, the girl from the other night, is here.” Eula turns back to where she is pulling a few freshly baked goods from the display case.

 

“Are you sure?” Amber asks with a sheepish grin. While the shop itself houses many patrons, there weren’t many people at the counter. Even then, Amber feels bad about leaving Eula by herself at the counter.

 

“I’m very certain.” Eula tells her, placing a few tarts onto a plate and pushing it into her hands. “Now go before I decide to exact my vengeance upon you.”

 

“You’re the best, Eula!” Amber hurried tosses her apron on the back counter with a beaming smile and rushes off with the pastries. She didn’t see Lumine leave yet, so with any luck she was still here.

 



 

“Any one sitting here?” 

 

Lumine blinks. It’s like a mirage materializing out of nowhere. One second Amber had all but disappeared and the next second, she’s beaming down at Lumine with the force of a thousand suns. It makes Lumine feel warm and tingling inside.

 

“Amber! Hi! Uhm, nobody’s sitting there. You can sit there!” Lumine hurriedly clears her things from half the table to make space for the barista. Internally though, she winces at how desperate and rambly she must sound.

 

 Play it cool,  she reminds herself.  Nobody wants to seem too eager. 

 

Amber settles into the seat across from her and slides the plate of pastries across the table. “I’m on break now but we just got some fresh fruit tarts so I figured that we could share some.” 

 

“Oh!” Lumine can feel the blush creeping up her cheeks. “Thank you! You didn’t have to!”

 

“Nonsense, I don’t think you’ve eaten anything for a few hours. I figured you’d be hungry.” 

 

Lumine eyes the plate of tarts, they did look very good. An assortment of different fruits adorn each one with a hefty dollop of bright yellow custard underneath. Her already low resistance was quickly crumbling— like the crust of the tart would in her mouth, this much she was certain of.

 

“Come on,” Amber laughs, pushing the plate closer towards her. “I’ll have you know that Noelle is a  very good baker. You wouldn’t want to miss out on this. Besides, it would look terrible if you fainted in the store.”

 

At this, Lumine gives Amber a pout but picks up the tart nonetheless. The tart is delicious. The custard is still light and fluffy and the fruit adds just the perfect amount of sweetness. Lumine finds herself closing her eyes in delight. 

 

She was a lot hungrier than she thought. 

 

By the time that the tart is gone and Lumine has returned from the realm of deliciousness and fruity goodness, Lumine finds herself staring at a smiling Amber, with a look of what Lumine can only describe as fondness on her face.

 

“You’ve got a little something there,” Amber gestures to the side of her face. 

 

Panicked, Lumine tries valiantly to wipe at the spot that Amber is referring to. 

 

“No, no. It’s still there. Here, let me?” Amber reaches out with a napkin. 

 

Lumine stiffens momentarily but allows the other woman to close the distance between them. Her touch is soft, barely there, like a butterfly like grazing past her cheek. The blush is definitely in full force now. She tries to hide it behind her coffee mug and takes a sip of her drink instead.

 

Immediate regret.

 

She had forgotten how terrible her drink tasted.

 

The sweetness of the tart still lingered on the back of her tongue, which definitely did not help matters. It’s too late though, she can’t help the way that her face immediately scrunches up in disgust despite her best effort. The sound of a small giggle makes Lumine crack open an eye to peer at Amber. 

 

“Did you not add anything to the red eye?” Amber asks, reaching out to pluck a perfectly round blueberry from one of the tarts. 

 

Lumine’s gaze tracks the little blue fruit’s path past those slightly pink lips. She blinks, trying to get her brain to refocus and not just stare blatantly to no avail. 

 

“No?” Lumine manages to reply. She’s not sure why that thought never occurred to her. She just figured with a name like red eye, the drink was drinkable just the way that it was. “This is how I always drink it,” she lies, feeling more than a little bit foolish. 

 

Amber nods slowly, “That’s completely valid. I didn’t really take you for someone who drank black coffee, but people can be surprising.”

 

“Anyway, how’s your night been?” Lumine hastily changes the subject away from her actually nonexistent taste in black coffee— she sure as hell can’t taste anything other than the bitterness that sat on the back of her tongue right now. “Is it always this busy at this time?”

 

That earns Lumine a laugh from Amber. “Yes and no. It’s nearing midterm season. Most people are scrambling to catch up on missed assignments and cramming for midterms. It’ll be like this for the next two weeks at least.”

 

They lapse into a moment of silence as Lumine picks up another tart and takes a large bite out of it. Lumine takes the moment to lean into the silence, quietly just studying Amber like she would one of her specimens under a microscope. She’s seen countless specimens- er people before. But it was like she was back in her lab again, there was always something different, something new to see. That was the fascinating thing about life, that was what made Lumine want to see more, experience more.

 

Amber was no exception. Something about the woman that sat across from her was just fascinating in a way that Lumine couldn’t quite put her finger on but definitely wanted to pin down.

 

“Do you always work night shifts?” Lumine finds herself asking. She smacks herself mentally at how invasive that question came off as.

 

“Yeah,” Amber shrugs in response. “All my classes are in the afternoon so I come to work after classes and then sleep during the morning. What about you? You always hanging out at coffee shops at this time of night?” 

 

“Only when I’ve got a review article to finish writing for a class and the wifi in my apartment is not being cooperative.” 

 

Lumine nearly misses the brief flicker of emotion that passes across Amber’s face. She frowns, not quite able to accurately read the expression. Perhaps more studying was needed. Lumine definitely wouldn’t mind.

 

The sound of a phone noisily vibrating interrupts them. Amber fumbles through her pockets for a second before finally pulling out the still vibrating device. 

 

“Ah.” Amber looks over her shoulder at the counter, where a long line has suddenly appeared without either of them noticing— blinded in their own little moment. She gives Lumine a small apologetic smile. “I gotta get back to work.” 

 

“Of course! Thank you for the tarts, they were very good.”

 

The smile and wave that Amber gives Lumine before she heads back to the counter, a small skip in her step, warms Lumine more than any cup of hot coffee can. 

Unabashedly, she watches Amber disappear behind the counter, the only thing visible as she began working behind the tall coffee machines again was the top of her hair ribbon, bobbing around like a bunny hopping their way the underbrush.

 

Perhaps the coffee shop would not be the best place to be if she wanted to get work done, Lumine admits to herself quietly, but she wasn’t about to stop coming here either. Her palms feel sweaty as she twists the fabric in her lap.

 

She looks down.

 

She had forgotten to give Amber her hoodie back. 

 

Maybe she could hang on to it for a while longer though? She could give it back to Amber  next time  she saw her. Yeah, definitely next time.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Hi thank you for reading!! 

Sorry I’ve been away for so long hahaha this thesis thing is still kicking my butt :( 

But it’ll be over soon! And hopefully that means I can resume semi-regular writing and posting. I’m still decently active over on twitter if you want to come yell about things with me at bardigrade. 

As always, thank you for reading! Kudos and comments are much appreciated and will fuel me through this suffering lmao

Stay safe out there <3

        




3. Affogato

Summary for the Chapter:
            Lumine finds that even the most bitter of things have their place (and can be quite delicious too). 

(Amber finds a little something too.)

          


    
     

Amber stares, unwilling to believe what she’s seeing.

 

She had been cleaning up some of the tables, moving them back to their respective spots after a large study group had just left. It was typical, just wiping them down and putting a normal amount of chairs around a single table. There were a few scraps of paper sticking out of one of the drawers, so Amber had taken it upon herself to tuck all the little bits back inside. 

 

Every little scrap of paper or napkin was somebody’s little moment, little memory, secreted away in the tables until their next visit. Perhaps it was something trivial, perhaps not. Even so, Amber still wanted to ensure that it was all there for whoever might return. 

 

The first couple were some cheesy notes in messy handwriting that Amber struggles to read. She loves reading these, no matter how ridiculous they were. Imagine her surprise when she pulled out a piece of paper torn from a notebook and there she was. A ballpoint pen sketch of the coffee shop, with her behind the counter right there on the paper. 

 

“You alright?” Eula asks from behind her, the soft scritch scritch scritch of the bristles of the broom on the hardwood floor follows after her like a lost puppy.

 

“Yeah. Yeah.” Amber carefully tucks the drawing back into the drawer. She doesn’t want Eula to see it. 

 

Archons, she’s not sure that she should’ve seen that.

 

The drawing is very well done. Great care has been put into every stroke and line. Sure, it’s a simple little sketch done on the corner of lined paper with a blue ballpoint pen, Amber still stared at it like it was a masterpiece hanging on the walls of the Mondstadt art galleries themselves.

 

“You want to take your break now?” Eula asks, gathering a small mountain of crumbs in the corner next to the counter. 

 

Amber glances up at the large clock hanging on the far wall, beyond the pastry case. Fifteen minutes to six. “In half an hour?”

 

Eula gives her a small, knowing smile in response. 

 

“In half an hour then.”

 




  

  



“Another red-eye, huh?”

 

Lumine nearly jumps out of her chair at the sound of a now-familiar voice. 

 

“Easy! It’s just me.” Amber plunks down into the chair across from Lumine. 

 

The worn-down armchair creaks under her weight and Amber sinks nearly a foot into the very heavily broken-in seat cushion. She’s not in her apron, just a plain black t-shirt and a pair of jeans.

 

“Sorry, you surprised me,” Lumine mumbles sheepishly. 

 

Amber grins at her, warm in a way that makes Lumine wonder if she really even knew what warmth really was. It feels like she’s lived in a stormy blizzard in the middle of Dragonspine her entire life and only now has she found the heat of the flame— no, the sun herself in the smile of the barista sitting across from her.

 

 “Another all-nighter?”

 

Lumine sighs, looking down into the black void that was the drink that she ordered. “No, not really.”

 

“So the red-eye is just for fun?”

 

“No. Your co-worker is very intimidating…” Lumine winces at how stupid this sounded.

 

“Eula? Yeah, she can be. But she’s just a big softie once you get past her vengeance.” There’s a pause as Amber squints at her, studying her with a peculiar look on her face.

 

“What?” Was there something on her face?

 

“If Eula scared you, I can ask her to come over here and apologize.”

 

“No!” Lumine practically shouts. 

 

It was embarrassing enough that she panicked under the steely gaze of the blue-haired barista in front of her and the long line that was beginning to form behind her. In the anxiety of the moment, she blurted out the first drink that came to mind. 

 

Red-eye.

 

Not that she enjoyed the last one at all. 

 

Here she was, stuck with a drink she did not like.

 

“You don’t actually like these… do you?” Amber pokes the cream coloured cup with a crooked smile. 

 

“What makes you say that?” Lumine grumbles. 

 

As if to prove a point, she picks up the cup and takes a sip, giving Amber a pointed look— which crumples immediately when the strong bitter flavours hit her tongue. 

 

Amber laughs, trying to hide it behind her hand.

 

Lumine’s face immediately reddens. “Hey! Don’t laugh!”

 

“I’m sorry!” Amber composes herself to give Luymine another smile. “It’s just that nobody who likes drinking black coffee would make that face when drinking it.”

 

Lumine pouts. “I’m trying to broaden my tastes, okay?”

 

Amber’s grin only grows wider. “And? Have they sufficiently been broadened?”

 

“Yes. I am reminded that I do not like black coffee and espresso, never mind the two of them together in one nasty drink. It’s the worst. I don’t understand how anybody wants to drink something like this. It’s irredeemable.”

 

The only reply that she gets is a thoughtful hum and then suddenly, Amber is springing out of her seat, nearly tripping over the leg in her haste. 

 

“Where are you going?” Lumine calls after her, laughing as Amber slides across the floor, her worn-down shoes offering her absolutely no grip.

 

“I have an idea!” Amber shoots back. 

 

It’s comical the way that Amber has to hang onto the corner of the counter so that she doesn’t fall but she disappears into the back before Lumine can say anything else, leaving her with a sense of mystery as to what she is up to. Good thing that the coffee shop is relatively quiet right now or Amber definitely would have knocked over the usually long line that snaked down the center of the space.

 

As quickly as she had left, she returns, carrying a tall glass with a long spoon. She sets the glass on the table in front of Lumine with a triumphant thunk.

 

“What is this?” Lumine peers into the glass. 

 

It’s otherwise empty aside from a generous scoop of ice cream at the bottom. 

 

“Vanilla ice cream,” Amber says proudly, “Fresh from the freezer.”

 

With that, Lumine does crack up into a fit of giggles. “Fresh from the freezer, huh?”

 

“The freshest,” Amber promises seriously. 

 

“Well, what am I going to do with freezer fresh vanilla ice cream?” Lumine pokes the round little scoop with the spoon, watching with some satisfaction that the spoon did sink into the ice cream a little.

 

“May I?” Amber asks, gesturing to Lumine’s unwanted cup of red-eye.

 

Lumine returns the gesture with an open hand, “By all means.”

 

She watches in rapt attention as Amber swiftly pours the still-hot coffee into the tall glass. Not a single drop spills down the edge of either cup, clearly a motion performed by a practiced hand. The hot beverage melts the vanilla ice cream, creating a creamy swirl of white in the middle of the dark liquid. Amber gives it a stir, weaving the ice cream and the coffee into a delicious swirl of caramel coloured liquid.

 

“Give it a try,” Amber slides the glass back over to Lumine.

 

Lumine takes it skeptically. The drink had been so bitter, she can still taste it on the back of her tongue. She has her doubts on whether a mere scoop of ice cream can do anything to redeem it. 

 

She takes a hesitant sip.

 

Her eyebrows raise in surprise, unable to hide it. 

 

She takes another sip and another. 

 

“This is really good,” Lumine exclaims. 

 

The once-hot coffee has cooled to a more pleasant temperature, one that Lumine could chug if she didn’t think that it was a little inappropriate. 

 

“And here you were telling me that there was no redeeming your red-eye,” Amber tells her, smug. 

 

“Alright, alright,” Lumine laughs, “You were right. What do you call this?”

 

“It’s an affogato.” Amber steals the cup from her grasp, taking her own sip from the other side.

 

She lets out a satisfied sigh, “Nothing like ice cream fresh from the freezer.” 

 

“Affogato,” Lumine repeats, getting a feel for the strange new word. “Can I order one from the counter or is this some kind of employee-only secret menu item?”

 

Amber’s grin only grows wider, “You can definitely order it from the front. I usually make it with just espresso and a scoop of ice cream instead of a red-eye. But if you like the red-eye now…” Amber wiggles her eyebrows teasingly, “…I can also make that.”

 

Lumine takes another sip, wondering if her next affogato would be this good, or whether she would even like the next affogato, or if this is simply just a drink of the moment kind of thing. 

 

“I think…I’d like that.”

 




  

  



Today is just not Lumine’s day. 

 

Amber can see it from across the store. She had been stuck behind the counter again, only managing to chat with Lumine briefly as she had come up to the counter for her now regular order of an affogato— made with red-eye instead of espresso. 

 

Based on the expression on her face as she tried to do her calculus assignments, things were not going well. 

 

This isn’t including how Pallad had just tripped on his own shoelaces, Amber had pointed out they were untied when he nearly stumbled into the pastry case. He had tripped on them again, spilling his drink on Lumine.

 

“Go,” Eula says from behind Amber.

 

Amber nearly jumps out of her skin, nearly dropping the metal jug she had been frothing milk in. “Sorry?”

 

“Go,” Eula repeats, taking the jug out of Amber’s hands and handing her a damp cloth. “Go be her knight in-” she glances down at Amber’s attire, “-dirty black apron.”

 

She gapes at Eula, like a fish out of water trying to understand her bearings. 

 

“I know you want to go help,” Eula gives her a little push. “Now go, before Pallad makes it any worse and I change my mind.” 

 

“Yes ma’am!” Amber gives her a mock salute before running around the counter, dodging the line of two people whose coffee Eula now held control over. 

 

She makes it to Lumine’s side in the midst of Pallad’s frantic apologies and a handful of soggy napkins. 

 

“I’m okay, I’m okay,” Lumine can be heard saying, rebuffing Pallad’s attempts to help mop up the mess that had mostly landed on her sweater.“ I can clean this myself, thank you.”

 

“No, no! I feel bad, please let me help.” Pallad digs through his pockets, trying to find more napkins but only comes up with a handful of dryer lint. He tries to offer Lumine the soggy napkins again.

 

“Pallad, get out of here, you’re only making it worse,” Amber puts both hands on his shoulders and firmly turns him away from Lumine.

 

The coffee shop isn’t too busy right now but his loud and insistence on trying to help is only drawing what little attention there is to the whole unfortunate situation. 

 

“But I want to help,” Pallad insists weakly. 

 

“You can help by  going away, ” Amber says sternly, giving him a little shove towards the front counter. “And tie your archon-forsaken shoelaces.” 

 

“I did tie them!” 

 

 “Double knot them.” Amber hisses at him lowly. “Just go get yourself cleaned up okay?” 

 

“Okay,” Pallad said dejectedly and reluctantly retreated to the bathrooms on the far side of the store.

 

With a sigh of relief, Amber turns back to Lumine who has taken off her sweater and discovered that coffee had seeped through the sweater and soaked the white t-shirt underneath. 

 

All in all, she looks very upset.

 

Fortunately, the drink had missed all of her assignments on the table— like that was the important thing here. 

 

“Come on, I’ll get you a fresh change of clothes. You can change in the bathroom.” Amber places the towel on the largest of the puddles. “I can carry your stuff.”

 

“Thanks, but I got it,” Lumine mumbles, a deep flush evident across her cheeks and the entirety of her ears. “I can just go back to my place and change, it’s not that far away.” 

 

“You are soaked through and it’s freezing outside. You’re going to get sick.” Amber points out. 

 

Lumine looks out the window at all the people with thick sweaters and coats, walking forcefully against the cold autumn breezes. She relents with a small sigh, “If it’s not too much trouble?” 

 

“No trouble at all,” Amber reassures her brightly. “Come on, before Pallad gets back. He’s never going to leave you alone.”

 

The face of disgust that Lumine makes at that idea nearly makes Amber laugh. 

 

Amber helps her shove all of her things into her bag— she catches a glimpse of something sketched hastily on the corner of one of the pages in a blue ballpoint pen. Something about the little sketch looked familiar, but Amber couldn’t quite place her finger on it. Lumine seemingly does not care about how the papers got crumpled at the bottom and cram it all into the large tote. She does hold the tote to her chest, covering her front, with her ruined sweater draped over her left arm. Gently, Amber leads Lumine towards the counter, shooting Eula a questioning nod as they approach. Eula gives her a noncommittal shrug and continues working. 

 

“Alright, this way,” Amber tells Lumine with a small grin.

 

She ushers Lumine behind the counter and into the backroom. It’s empty at the moment, Noelle has left for the night already, leaving the skeleton night shift behind. 

 

“We have a bathroom back here,” Amber points to the door on the far left that’s slightly ajar. “I’ll get you something to change into.”

 

Lumine has been quiet the entire time, uncharacteristically so, almost hiding behind Amber as they made their way across the store. Now, she disappears into the bathroom without much complaint. Amber rifles through her locker, the little metal box usually had an extra shirt in the back of it, forgotten there after a long shift. 

 

Fortunately, Amber’s forgetfulness finally pays off for once and she pulls a long-sleeved shirt out from the back. It’s an old concert sweater— the fiery logo of XINYAN is emblazoned across the front of the garment. Flames also ran down both the sleeves of the black sweater. She had bought this years ago when XINYAN came to town. 

 

Not the most embarrassing sweater, Amber surmises. She knocks on the battered metal door, “I got you something to wear.” 

 

The door opens a little bit, and Lumine peers at her through the little crack. 

 

“Sweater?” Amber offers, holding up said garment. 

 

“Thanks,” Lumine mumbles taking the shirt from Amber’s grasp. 

 

“No worries!” Amber says, smiling broadly in what she hopes is a reassuring manner.

 

A beat passes and they both remain locked there, staring at each other, a battered bathroom door between them. Lumine comes around first, awkwardly clearing her throat, and inching the door closed a little more.

 

“I-I’ll go change now.”

 

“Oh yeah! I’ll go finish cleaning up. Just let me know if you need anything!” Amber says, hastily backpedaling out of the small space. 

 

Had she overstepped? Stared too long?

 

There are no answers to her questions as the door swings closed in front of her. 

 

The only thing that she really knows is that Lumine looks cute, even when she’s shy and hiding behind a door.

 

Archons, she had it bad.

 



 

The door closes behind Lumine with a small click.

 

Lumine leans heavily against the door, sagging against it like the extended eye contact between her and Amber had been the only thing holding her up. Tightly, she grips the sweater that Amber had given her with a dazed look on her face. The material is soft in her hands and smells faintly like coffee— for whatever reason, these two things in combination remind Lumine of Amber.

 

She sighs. 

 

The sudden sound of footsteps moving away from the door spurs Lumine into action. She can’t just stand there in the bathroom forever. 

 

Quickly, she removes her dirtied t-shirt and pulls the clean shirt over her head. It’s a little bit long on her, fitting more like an oversized shirt that Lumine has only ever seen girls in television shows wearing their significant other’s clothes in.

 

That idea gives her pause.

 

It wouldn’t be terribly upsetting, she muses. Rather nice, actually.

 

She shoves her dirty clothes into her bag and hoists it over her shoulder, the now stuffed bag banging into her hip and making her wince.

 

Another thought occurs to her as she puts a hand on the doorknob, ready to return to the world of the coffee shop (hopefully Pallad has left already). 

 

She still had Amber’s hoodie in her apartment — the incredibly comfortable hoodie that she sometimes wore around her place, even though she had promised herself that she would return it soon. (Also the reason why the scent and feel of this sweater remind her of Amber so much.) 

 

Now she had this sweater. 

 

That was  two  items that she had of Amber’s now. 

 

She struggled to return  one  item. How is she ever going to return  two ?
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4. Iced Chai Latte

Summary for the Chapter:
            Lumine finds that a a cute girl who is extremely good company is all she needs to make a drink that isn’t exactly her cup of tea one of the best drinks she has ever had.

Amber finds it hard to figure out if Lumine likes her or not.

          


    
    
  It snows really hard as it nears finals. 


 


  Mondstadt is blanketed in a thick layer of snow, the heavy clumps of fluffy white stuff layering a top of every possible surface like a baker icing a cake very generously. 
  
    

    

  



  Very, very generously. 


 


  Lumine makes it to the coffee shop before the snow falls too heavily though, even if she has to suffer through getting her socks wet. The shop is entirely empty, which surprises Lumine. The weather outside looks to be too much, even for the most regular of patrons. 


 


  Not Lumine though. 


 


  And certainly not Amber, Lumine’s favourite barista is behind the counter. The espresso machine hisses angrily in warning as Amber works, the delicious scent of coffee filling the air. Lumine leaves a small pile of snow on the mat by the door, a sign of her arrival and a testament to her dedication of showing up even in the worst of weather. 
  
    

    

  



  “Lumine!” Amber is certainly surprised to see her. “You came?” 


 


  “Of course I did!” Lumine smiles, “I promised I would. Why? Did you think a little bit of snow would stop me?”


 


  “A little bit of snow?” Amber echoes in disbelief. “If this is a little bit of snow to you I don’t want to see what a lot of snow looks like.” 


 


  “I thought you were going to be closed for the night because of the weather,” Lumine admits as she approaches the counter. “But I saw the open sign was still on. I figured if you were here then I could be here too.”


 


  “I am honoured that you would come join me,” Amber gives her a little bow, matching Lumine’s grin with a bright one of her own. 


 


  “Well, you can honour me by surprising me with something to drink?” Lumine teases, leaning against the counter. 


 


  The pastry cabinet was less full than usual today. Perhaps a wise choice, given the dearth of customers in the shop today, but Lumine is sad to see that there are no fruit tarts in their usual spot. 


 


  “Are you feeling like a hot drink or a cold drink?”


 


  Lumine pauses, thinking hard. “Both?”


 


  “You want two drinks?” Amber asks. She pulls her hair back into a messy ponytail, tied out of her face with her signature red hair bow.


 


  “Can you make a hot drink, but cold?”


 


  Amber gives her a weird look, “Isn’t that just a cold drink then?”


 


  “Yes, but like I want a drink that you can order hot but make it cold? I don’t want a drink that only exists in cold form.”


 


  Amber blinks at her, adorable in her confusion. “Do you want it to be coffee based or tea based?”


 


  “Tea,” Lumine decides.


 


  “Whole milk okay?”


 


  “Yeah.”


 


  “Hmmm…okay.” With that, Amber disappears behind her machines, the clinking of glassware and the hissing of machines are the only clues Lumine gets as to what Amber is doing. Lumine fumbles for her wallet, trying to dig up her purse of loose mora that’s floating around in her bag somewhere. 
  
    

    

  



  By the time that she has successfully pulled out the little white flower shaped purse out (the sides are bulging with the weight of the coins she has been collecting). “It’s on the house,” Amber announces proudly, sliding her the drink.


 


  The ice cubes clink softly against the sides of the glass. Streaks of white milk swirl tantalizingly amongst the light brown of the tea. 


 


  “Amber! You don’t have to. Won’t you get in trouble?” Even as she says this, Lumine can’t help but be flattered by the gesture.


 


  “There’s nobody here so I won’t say anything if you don’t say anything. I’ll just write it off as I’m practicing making drinks.” 


 


  Lumine doesn’t say that she hardly thinks that Amber needs the practice. Instead, she drops a large handful of mora into the tips jar, the coins clattering noisily against sides. 


 


  “You didn’t have to do that,” Amber points out as she undoes her apron. 


 


  “Neither did you,” Lumine shoots back. She picks up her drink. The glass is still slightly warm, the chill of the ice not quite permeating through the entire drink yet. It smells strongly of spice, something warm. 


 


  But it’s a cold drink. 


 


  Lumine smiles, a hot drink but cold indeed. She takes a tentative sip through the straw. An overwhelming flood of flavours coat her tongue. It’s not an unpleasant taste— just a lot stronger than what Lumine is accustomed to. 


 


  Amber watches her reactions carefully. “Do you like it? I made you an iced chai latte.”


 


  “It’s not what I would usually order but it’s very tasty!” Not what she usually orders is right. Chai isn’t really Lumine’s cup of tea, pun intended, but somehow, in this moment, this is one of the best drinks that Lumine has ever had in her life.


 


  The beaming smile that Amber gives her is sweet enough that Lumine thinks that she will never need any sugar in her coffee if Amber smiles at her like that again. 


 


  “Do you have homework to do?” Amber asks as she comes around the counter, tossing her apron over the swinging half-door that divides the employees only space from the rest of the shop. She reaches just out of Lumine’s sight, grabbing at something behind the pastry display.


 


  “Nope!” Lumine heads toward her favourite table. It’s the same table that she had sat at the first time that she was here. Feels strange to think that she has a favourite table here— a testament to how much she had been coming here. “I have some studying to do for finals to do but I have officially handed in all my assignments.”


 


  “Then I think some congratulations are in order!” 


 


  Amber meets Lumine at her favourite table, as if she knew exactly where Lumine wants to sit. Proudly, she places a plate of four fruit tarts on the table. The very tarts that Lumine had been looking for earlier. 


 


  “I thought you were all out!” Lumine exclaims, delighted by this turn of fortune. She lets her bag slide off her arm and over the back of the chair. 


 


  “Nope! I saved the last four for you just in case you decided to stop by.” 


 


  Lumine’s heart leaps in her chest, a little bunny rabbit hopped up on a shot of caffeine and warm fuzzy feelings. 


 


  The snowstorm outside still rages on hard, battering the glass windows with howling winds and driving snowflakes like little white darts. Inside though, Lumine feels warm, even with a cold drink in hand. The look of fondness that Amber gives her is enough to wrap her soul in a blanket of warmth.


 


  She wonders if she can stay in this moment forever. 


 




  

  




  Amber watches quietly as Lumine sleeps, snoring lightly. 


 


  It’s well past midnight, early into the next day and Lumine, instead of heading home for the night and fighting through the blinding snowstorm, elected to stay at the coffee shop with Amber. It was a lot of fun, if Amber was perfectly honest. Nobody else had been brave enough or foolish enough to wander out of their abodes that night so Amber brought out her own school work, settling in across from Lumine with a matcha latte (Lumine steals more than a few sips of the drink). 


 


  Eventually though, despite Lumine’s insistence that this was going to be an all-nighter. The other woman does fall asleep, head resting on her arms, blue ballpoint pen rolling out of her grasp. 


 


  She’s cute, even when she’s drooling on her notebook. 


 


  Speaking of which, Amber should try to save that. Carefully, she tugs the notebook out from under Lumine’s arms. The paper slides smoothly under her sleeves and Amber is thankful that the spiral binding is facing the outside, she can’t imagine trying to maneuver the wire coils out. To her surprise, facing her is not a page of statistical formulas like she had thought Lumine to be studying, but rather, a very impressive ballpoint sketch of herself, frowning at her textbook. 


 


  Actually.



  
    

  
  Amber squints at the page. 


 


  It kind of looks familiar.


 


  As quietly as she can, Amber opens the drawer in the table they’re sitting at. The bottom of the drawer rasps against the table as Amber slides it out. She winces at the noise, but it doesn’t seem to be loud enough for Lumine to notice— she keeps on snoozing, unperturbed. The drawer is crammed full of different notes but Amber finds the one that she is looking for immediately. It’s a torn corner of a piece of lined paper. 


 


  Breathlessly, Amber unfolds the paper. 


 


  She can still see this drawing in her mind’s eye, even though it had been weeks since she officially saw it last. 


 


  Amber is no artist but it’s unmistakable. 


 


  Whoever drew the picture on the notebook, definitely drew the picture that had been stuffed into this drawer. Idly in the back of her mind she wonders why more people don’t put drawings in the drawers. They’re 
  
    drawers
  
   after all. 


 


  Jokes aside. 


 


  What do these drawings mean? Do they even mean anything? Amber has a thousand questions running through her head and not nearly enough answers. She runs through all her past interactions with Lumine, thinking hard. 


 


  Did Lumine like her?


 


  Amber doesn’t want to jump to any conclusions but she certainly likes Lumine. 


 


  What’s not to like?


 


  The other woman is funny and smart. Every conversation that Amber has had with her, even if it is the brief interaction up at the front counter, has been an enjoyable one. Not to mention that Lumine is really, really pretty. So much so that sometimes when she smiles, Amber fears that her heart would beat right out of her chest, tumbling messily into her hands and then falling over itself to land right at Lumine’s feet. 


 


  How would she find out if Lumine liked her back though? Did these drawings mean that she liked her back? Did these drawings even mean anything at all or were these random artistic doodles and Amber had somehow only found the two of her when there were countless others scattered across various notebooks, across scraps of paper stuffed into the many other drawers inside this coffee shop?


 


  Amber feels herself zone out, staring softly at Lumine’s sleeping form. It’s foolish to try to over analyze all of her interactions that she has had with Lumine over the last several months but she can’t help herself. 


 


  Archons, Lumine is so so pretty.


 


  And Amber is so so gay. 


 




  

  




  When Lumine comes to, there is a terrible pain in her neck and her back. She doesn’t remember falling asleep last night, but she clearly wasn’t able to stay up like she wanted to. Grumpily, she looks around the still empty coffee shop, looking for Amber. 


 


  The barista is nowhere to be seen. 


 


  The armchair that Amber had been in the night before is disappointingly empty. Cold too, Lumine notes, as she slides her hand over the seat. Amber has been gone for a while it seemed. 


 


  The sound of dishes being moved around draws Lumine’s attention back to the far side of the coffeeshop. Someone is clearly hard at work, even at the disgustingly early hour of— Lumine checks her phone, 5:43 in the morning. Amber is always the hard worker.


 


  Feeling her spirits lift at that, Lumine gathers her things up, noting that her notebook is still out in the open on the table. Her little doodle of Amber while Amber wasn’t paying attention lies face up Amber’s soft expression immortalized in blue pen smiles back at her. Hastily, Lumine shoves that into her bag, glad that it seemed Amber hadn’t seen it.


 


  She thinks hard for a moment. Amber hadn’t seen it… right?


 


  No, there’s no way that Amber could have seen it. Lumine remembers waking up with her arm still on top of the notebook, covering it up. Now that would have been a mortifying conversation. Last thing Lumine wanted was to try to explain why she had been drawing Amber when she should have been studying. 


 


  She puts on her jacket and swings her tote over one shoulder, ignoring the way that it knocks into her back as she does. As Lumine nears the counter, the sound of work behind the counter slows, until finally, a slightly tousled mop of blue hair appears from behind the doorway.


 


  Eula peers at Lumine. 


 


  Lumine feels her heart sink a little, disappointed that it’s not Amber after all. 


 


  “You are disappointed to see me,” Eula notes. 


 


  Was it that obvious?


 


  “I will have my vengeance for such an offence.” Even as she says that Eula comes up to the other side of the counter and begins working with one of the machines out front. The machine hisses loudly, seemingly  in agreement with Eula.


 


  “Is Amber still around?” Lumine asks hopefully, feeling foolish all the same. 


 


  “No, she had some athletics meeting to attend,” Eula tells her flatly. 
  
    

    

  



  There’s the crinkling of paper and Eula slides a coffee cup and little paper bag across the counter to Lumine. 


 


  “I didn’t order anything,” Lumine replies, surprised.


 


  “Amber left them for you,” Eula replies. She doesn’t spare Lumine another glance, returning to the back of the shop. 


 


  Lumine looks down at the drink and picks it up, the warmth seeping through the thin walls of the paper cup and cardboard sleeve. An equally hot mini egg quiche sits in the paper bag and Lumine shoves that into her jacket pocket for later. There’s a little note written on the side of the cup, red marker stark against the white. It’s in Amber’s looping and slanted handwriting, Lumine has seen it enough times to recognize it immediately.


 


  (Is it gay to recognize Amber’s writing? Is it 
  
    too gay
  
   to recognize Amber’s writing?)


 


  “Wanted to let you sleep some more. Have a good day at class <3



  -Your favourite barista (Amber)”


 


  Lumine smiles. 


 


  She will have a good day at class. 


 


  How could she not?


 




  

  




  
    06:04 // Eula: Drink and food delivered. 
  


 


  
    06:04 // Amber: You gave her the cup with the note right? What did she say? 
  


 


  
    06:04 // Eula: I didn’t speak to her after I gave her the order.
  


 


  
    06:04 // Amber: Eula!!! How am I supposed to know if she likes me back or not if you don’t speak to her and tell me what she says?
  


 


  
    06:05 // Eula: What am I supposed to say in that situation? “Hello, what do you think of the note that Amber left you?” That’s stupid.
  


 


  
    06:05 // Amber:…I see what you mean…
  


 


  
    06:05 // Amber: Maybe I should have thought this through better.
  


 


  
    06:05 // Eula: Why don’t you just ask her whether she likes you back or not? Better yet, just ask her out.
  


 


  
    06:06 // Amber: Don’t be ridiculous, it doesn’t work like that.
  


 


  
    06:06 // Eula: Ridiculous? I will have my vengeance for that slight. 
  


 


  
    06:06 // Eula: I’m pretty sure it does work like that. You are just being needlessly complicated.
  


 


  
    06:06 // Amber: UGHHHHHHHHH. 
  


 


  
    06:06 // Eula: If it’s any consolation, she did smile after seeing your note I believe. 
  


 


  
    06:06 // Amber: That’s a good sign right? That has to be a good sign right?????
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5. Cafe au Lait

Summary for the Chapter:
            Lumine and Amber come full circle.

Amber makes things needlessly complicated.

          


    
    
   It’s a beautiful day.  


 


   The sun blazes brightly in the perfectly blue sky. The warmth on her skin is just enough that Lumine wants nothing more than to curl up under it and doze off. A few puffy white clouds meander through the endless pastures of blue, looking more and more like sheep as they pass by.  


 


   There’s a crowd of people gathered here, Lumine knows them all by heart but cannot bring any of their names to her lips. She’s certain that she’s seen that girl in her chemistry class once, and those boys playing frisbee on the quad a few times. They are all smiling, sorrow written into their gaze but it’s undeniable that they are all happy for her.  


 


   For her? 


 


   There’s a gentle woosh as the air in front of her splits open, bright light spilling from within it— it’s nothing like the sunlight that had just dappled her skin. This light is cold and new and distant.  


 


   Aether!  


 


   Aether is there, holding open what can only be a portal with one hand. He smiles at her, bruised and weary but whole. He seems older now, like centuries had passed, centuries that Lumine isn’t really privy to.  


 


   “It’s time for us to go,” Aether tells her. “We’ve stayed here long enough.” 


 


   Go?  


 


   “Lumine!”  


 


   Amber! 


 


   There’s no mistaking that voice. Lumine turns on the spot and sees Amber dressed in shorts that are far too short, signature hair bow on her head.  


 


   There’s no time to question it though. Amber strips off her…hoodie? The garment feels out of place given what everyone else is wearing. Before Lumine can do anything else, Amber is shoving the hoodie into her hands.  


 


   “This will keep you warm when I’m not around to do that for you, okay?”  


 


   When she’s not around to do that for her? What? Where is she going?  


 

 Aether’s hand is on her wrist again, insistently pulling her towards the bright light.  






   “We have to leave, Lumine.”  


 


   She doesn’t want to go! But no matter how she struggles, it’s no use, Aether is relentless in pulling her away from Amber. Her tongue feels like it’s made of lead and none of the words she wants to say make it out.  


 


   Amber waves at her slowly, an unreadable look on her face. 


 


   “Goodbye, Lumine.” 


 


   No! 


 








Lumine sits up, gasping. Cold moonlight floods into the room from the windows. 

 

She checks the clock. 

 

05:36. The blue numbers blink back at her, like they too have just gotten up. 

 

So it’s not ridiculously early, but still far too early for Lumine’s tastes. With a huff, she rolls over, trying to fall back asleep again, at least for a few hours. 

 

No such luck.

 

The strange remnants of the dream, as terrible as it was, lingers in her head like cobwebs that refuse to be brushed away. No matter what other thoughts she tries to think of, other dreams she wills herself to have instead, that same vivid dream replays.





She’s being dragged away from Amber and she doesn’t want to go.

 

The bed suddenly feels too warm, the blankets too heavy, and before she knows it, Lumine is sliding out of bed and heading to the bathroom. Maybe what she needs is something hot to drink from Deja Brew. 

 

That thought energizes her like she had just taken a shot of espresso.  Idly, she checks her phone too, realizing that Aether had sent her a final text last night after they finished chatting on the phone.

 


   12:05 // Aeth: Just ask her out.  


 


   12:05 // Aeth: Don’t be a coward. 


 

She frowns. 

 

This is why she didn’t like to tell Aether things about her love life. Or lack thereof. He always tried to give her advice. Granted, he was usually right, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. 

 

Quickly, she changes into joggers and a comfortable sweatshirt. As she’s grabbing her bag to head downstairs, she pauses, seeing Amber’s hoodie folded neatly on top of Lumine’s chair where she had neglected to put it away yesterday. 

 

It sticks out like a sign.

 

She thinks back to Aether’s message. 

 

Maybe she  should  ask Amber out. Would Amber say yes though? That’s the million mora question. The sheer embarrassment of Amber rejecting her has Lumine backpedalling away from that cliff with all the self-preservation that she has. 

 

Instead, she picks up the hoodie, the red of it is immediately enough to bring a smile to Lumine’s face. It takes her another few seconds to pull out Amber’s shirt from her closet, too. She had held on to Amber’s hoodie and shirt for far too long now— long enough that both items had been through the laundry at least a half a dozen times, if not more. So maybe she had worn Amber’s hoodie throughout finals like some kind of strange good luck charm, but in a stressful situation like that, she had to do what she had to do.

 

She’s going to return it. 

 

She grips the hoodie and the shirt tightly in her hands like it might give her the strength that she needs.

 

And she’s going to ask Amber out.

 








The coffee shop is surprisingly empty when Lumine gets there. With finals over, there isn’t really a need to be awake at this hour studying. The open sign flickers in greeting as she enters, the little bells over the door ringing in their familiar little way. 

 

“Coming!” 

 

Amber’s voice carries across the empty shop and it brings a smile to Lumine’s face. Seconds later, Amber’s head pops out from the back, “Welcome— oh it’s you!” 

 

“Hi!” Lumine chirps brightly, suddenly feeling very self-conscious over this whole thing.





“You’re awfully early,” Amber comments as she ties the apron around her neck. 

 

Lumine shrugs, “I couldn’t sleep.” 

 

“Can I get you something to drink, then?” Amber grins, cracking her knuckles. “Wait, let me guess… surprise you?”

 

“Hey!” Lumine protests. “Don’t call me out like this!”

 

Amber laughs, the joyous sound echoing around the store, filling it with Amber’s presence. “So what will it be, then?”

 

Lumine looks away, blushing furiously. Even after the call out, she can’t help but return to those same words that she had told Amber many times before. “… Surprise me…”

 

Amber’s light peal of laughter is enough to make Lumine huff in exasperation. “But no sugar!” Lumine adds, like that could somehow redeem herself. 

 

“No sugar?” Amber repeats, wiping a tear of laughter from the corner of her eye. “Why? Is it because you’re already sweet enough?”

 

“Amber!” Lumine laughs, trying valiantly but not very successfully to fight the tide of warmth that washes over her cheeks. She’s not sure how Amber manages to say it without feeling embarrassed. 

 

“I had way too much junk and sugary stuff during finals. I’m trying to cut back now,” Lumine admits sheepishly, trying to change the topic back before her face gets hot enough to fry an egg. She will not mention that she may have gone through multiple bags of crab shaped gummy candies in the last week. 

 

“Espresso?” Amber asks, thinking over Lumine’s request with as much seriousness as she gives everything else. 

 

Lumine makes a face. “No, just a regular coffee is fine.” 

 

Whatever expression Lumine makes earns her a laugh from Amber. “Regular coffee it is then!”

 

Lumine doesn’t tell Amber that there is absolutely nothing regular about the coffee that she makes for her. In fact, all the other words that she had wanted to say get caught in her throat as well. Eight simple words, actually— do you want to go out with me? But the eight words are stuck, unwilling to budge.

 

“Three-fifty,” Amber announces, wiping her hands on her apron as she scribbles something down on a paper cup. 

 

Hastily, Lumine hands over a five. She opens her mouth, mentally shaking herself, trying to dislodge the words that refused to make themselves heard.





Amber raises her eyebrows expectantly as she hands Lumine’s change back to her. The feeling of Amber’s fingers brushing against her palm as a handful of cool metal coins are dropped into her hand sends warmth shooting up Lumine’s arm. She’s sure that it’s also spread over her face as well.

 

With that, Amber disappears back behind the machines. Immediately, the loud mechanical sound as fresh beans are ground makes Lumine take a step back with a wince. 

 

Lumine can’t even see Amber from behind the machines or hear her at all. She lets out a long sigh. It feels like she’s just missed out on her chance.

 

She’d have to wait for her next chance. Hopefully, she wouldn’t let it slip away from her again. 

 


 

Amber can feel her hands tremble under the weight of the metal frothing pitcher. It’s half full of milk and weighs far less than a pound. Despite that, the weight of the foolish thing that she is about to make her palms clammy. She has done this countless times before, but she doesn’t think that any amount of practice is enough to prepare her for this moment.

 

Carefully, she pours the steamed milk into the coffee cup. The thin paper walls of the cup are hot, and Amber has to conscientiously remind herself not to grip it too tightly, lest she spill the coffee and burn her hand. With a bit of a flourish, she draws the most important latte art she has quite possibly ever drawn.

 

A slightly lopsided, but very obvious heart appears in the drink. 

 

Amber frowns, debating if she should redo it so that it would look more perfect. She glances up, seeing Lumine waiting just off the front counter for her drink. The other woman flashes Amber a bright smile. Her cheeks warm, like the sun herself had just beamed at her.

 

And for all of Lumine’s golden locks, Amber really did think she was the sun— the world revolving around her, basking in her presence.

 

Glancing down at the heart in the cup, she decides. The slightly lopsided heart had more character. This would be better. Quickly, Amber pulls out the marker from her apron pocket and writes a little note on the side of the cup. 

 


   “Lumine. Will you go out with me?”  


 

The marker glides smoothly across the surface of the cup, for once having enough ink and not leaving Amber scrambling for a spare. That felt like a good sign that things would go smoothly then, Amber decides. A very good sign. 

 

Carefully, she turns the cup a little bit so she has more space and adds her number and a little bunny version of her flashing the peace sign. Lumine could text her her answer if then when she saw— it’s a foolproof plan!

 

“A drink for you!” Amber announces proudly. Lumine steps up to the counter, wrapping both hands around the cup. Amber hopes that her grip doesn’t smudge the ink on the side. “I’ll come hang out with you for a bit after, okay? I just gotta get some stuff prepped for later today.” 

 

“Of course. There’s no rush!” Lumine turns and heads off to her usual table, a little pep in her step as she goes.

 

It’s a foolproof plan, Amber tells herself firmly. There’s no way that this could go wrong.














Lumine makes her way to her usual table, pleased to find her favourite chair and what she has deemed to be Amber’s favourite chair, waiting for her. Sometimes the chairs and tables would be scattered all over the store. A result of people needing extra seats and shuffling around tables to accommodate larger groups. More often than once, Lumine had waited for people to leave before she reclaimed the missing chairs around her little table. 

 

It’s interesting that she now considered this table, this chair, this spot, hers now. It only seemed right, after she had spent so much time at this specific table with Amber. 

 

The sound of the coffee machines and dishes being moved around behind the front counter tells Lumine that Amber wouldn’t be coming out to join her for a little while longer. So Lumine still had some time to hype herself up before Amber got here. If there’s anything that Lumine likes, it’s having a little bit of a game plan. 

 

She’s going to try to ask Amber out but what would they do if they went out?

 

It seemed too cliche to ask her for a coffee shop date given that, well, Amber works at a coffee shop and it also felt like every time that Lumine had seen Amber, it had been at this coffee shop. Actually, every moment that Lumine had spent with Amber was in this coffee shop. 

 

(Did Amber exist outside of this shop?)

 

Regardless, Lumine didn’t want a coffee shop date. She wracks her brain, trying to think of other places that people went to for dates. She didn’t feel particularly fond of movie dates. Sitting in silence for an hour and a half isn’t really all that tempting. 

 

A walk in the park, perhaps? 

 

With a picnic?

 

There’s a nice enough park not too far from campus which overlooks Cider Lake. That could be really nice.

 

Lumine tamps down on her runaway thoughts. She hadn’t even asked Amber yet. 

 

What if Amber says no? 

 

She grips the paper cup tightly, unwilling to let it go. Carefully, she takes a deep breath and another sip of her drink. The warm drink settles pleasantly in her stomach, warming her from the inside out. The sensation is a welcome one, something grounding for Lumine to hang on to as her nerves threaten to run away and take her with it. 

 

This whole thing is so… nerve-wracking. 

 

The rustle of the paper bag containing the clothes she’s supposed to return to Amber makes Lumine look down at where it sits in a chair on its own. Well, if things go poorly, she’d just… return Amber’s things and leave.

 

That’s a good plan. 

 

Lumine likes a good plan. 

 








Amber peers over top of the row of coffee machines like this is her castle wall and there’s a battle playing out on the floor before her. Absentmindedly, her hands work through a stack of freshly washed dishes, drying them with one of the dish cloths. Her eyes never leave Lumine though, watching the woman in her seat. 

 

She’s hunched over her cup of coffee, staring deeply into the depths of the cup like there’s an exam in a few minutes and all the answers could be found at the bottom. 

 

Oh no.

 

That’s not a good sign. 

 

Amber checks her phone again. 

 

Still no text message.

 

Lumine must have seen the message on the cup and is thinking of ways to let Amber down gently, in person. Her heart sinks. Had she misread everything? 

 

She shouldn’t have let Eula talk her into making a move. She was going to look like an idiot trying to recover from this. 

 

In a panic, she pulls out her phone.

 


   05:58 // Amber: Eula! Help! 


 


   05:58 // Eula: What is it? 


 

Oh thank the Archons that Eula is awake at this hour. Probably working out or something equally healthy and insane. 

 


   05:58 // Amber: I think you were wrong. I don’t think Lumine likes me back that way. 


 


   05:58 // Eula: I’m not wrong. I’ll remember this slight. 


 


   05:58 // Amber: Eula!  


 


   05:58 // Eula: Did you ask her out? 


 

 05:59   //   Amber: Yes. You told me that I should! 

 

 05:59   //   Eula: She said no? 

 

 05:59   //   Amber: Not exactly? 

 

 05:59   //   Eula: ??? 

 

Amber peeks out from behind the coffee machines again, scanning over the empty coffee shop. Empty except for one very important person, like this place had been rented out just for her. Lumine remains unmoved from her position, still holding the coffee cup between her hands, staring down at it.

 

 06:00   //   Eula: ???? Amber???? If you don’t clarify, I’m going to shower. 

 

 06:00   //   Amber: I wrote will you go out with me on her coffee cup ok and then put my number so she could text me her answer and she hasn’t texted me yet so she’s just WAITING to let me down in PERSON 

 

 06:00   //   Eula: Why are you making this needlessly complicated? She already drew little pictures of you. She likes you.  

 

 06:00   //   Amber: I thought it was cute! 

 

 06:01   //   Amber: Just because she drew pictures of me doesn’t mean she likes me! 

 

 06:01   //   Eula: Just go over there and talk to her! 

 

 06:01   //   Amber: This is so awkward! 

 

 06:01   //   Eula: You did this to yourself. I’m going to shower. Bye. 

 

Amber takes a deep breath, trying to steady herself. She can do this. She just has to go over there and… and what? In lieu of an answer, she carefully puts three fruit tarts on a plate. Nothing could be  that  awkward if there were tasty treats, right?

 

With that thought in mind, she tosses her apron onto the back counter and sets off, leaving the safety of her kingdom for the fraught journey of asking another girl out. 

 








Lumine watches Amber come out from around the counter. She can’t help it. Her eyes just naturally gravitate towards Amber, the way that a moth is drawn to a flame. 

 

For a second, something in Lumine hesitates— what if she  has  been reading all her signals from Amber wrong? What if she really was just that nice? What if she really was getting her hopes up for them to be shot down?

 

“I brought you a treat,” Amber announces proudly the second she gets to Lumine’s table. Looking extremely pleased with herself, Amber produces a plate with three fruit tarts from behind her back. 

 

“Fruit tarts!” Lumine exclaims excitedly. “My favourite!” 

 

That wasn’t exactly true, not until she started coming to this coffee shop more regularly anyway. She still remembers the first time Amber brought her some to share, the coziness of that moment sweetens the pastry with the subtlest spice of nostalgia. 

 

It hadn’t been  that  long ago, but Lumine can’t help the association. 

 

An apologetic look crosses Amber’s face for a brief moment. “I know you said you were trying to cut back on sugar…”

 

“Don’t worry about it!” Lumine reassures her, “This has fruits on it. Therefore, it’s healthy.” 

 

Amber glances down at Lumine’s cup as she sits in her seat. Just like that, it feels like the world, or at least this coffee shop is in perfect balance again. 

 

“You don’t like the drink?” Lumine notes the slight note of panic that enters Amber’s voice. 

 

“No!” Lumine hastily reassures Amber, “I was just waiting for it to cool down a bit.” As if to prove a point, she takes a big gulp of the still hot beverage. The flavour of the coffee bursts over her tongue, and Lumine hums to herself, delighted. The few sips that she had taken earlier in the midst of her whirling thoughts were just for the warmth. She had been too distracted to really enjoy the drink. Now though, Lumine thinks the flavours have definitely improved.

 

It’s not sweet at all, but creamy enough it really softens the bitterness the coffee might otherwise bring. 

 

“That really hits the spot.” Lumine takes another sip. Amber never leads her wrong when it comes to drinks. “What is this?”

 

“Oh, it’s a cafe au lait! It’s essentially just coffee with steamed milk!” Lumine knows that Amber is very fond of coffee, but even that felt too chipper— like a nervous sort of energy bubbling through her, not her usual enthusiasm.

 

Before she can ask about it though, something else catches her eye. Lumine  squints at her cup, her mind finally catching up with what she was seeing. Sure, she had already taken a few sips of her drink and there’s a bit of the foam missing, but it definitely looks like there’s a heart drawn on the top of her drink with milk.

 

Amber has drawn her latte art before, usually leaves or flowers (both of which were far more complicated than the little heart). 

 

Lumine stares.

 

That has to mean something right? 

 

That has to. 

 

It’s a heart. An entire heart (minus the little bit that Lumine had already drank).

 

That’s a good sign, Lumine tells herself. If she asks Amber out, she might say yes. Unless this is a friendly heart? Amber might draw hearts for other people too.

 

She stares harder like this is some kind of tea leaf reading and she might find her answer in the little swirls of coffee and milk before her.

 

“-Lumine? Are you alright? 

 

Lumine looks up. She fights the tension in her hands that threaten to crush the cup with her grip. 

 

It’s now or never. She can hear Aether’s voice yelling at her. 

 


   Don’t be a coward. 


 

Amber has been nothing but kind and nice and beautiful and Lumine desperately hopes that things aren’t going to be weird between them after this if she says no. 

 

“Lumine?” Amber reaches across the table, taking one of Lumine’s hands in hers. Her grip is gentle, holding Lumine’s hand like she’s a delicate flower, careful not to hold too tightly. She’s letting Lumine know that she can pull away at any moment if she so desired. 

 

“Is everything alright? You’re looking a little warm. I can get you a cup of water if you like.” Amber starts to get up, her chair scraping harshly against the floor as she does.

 

“No!” Lumine instinctively tightens her grip around Amber’s hand, halting her in her tracks. “I’m fine.” 

 

Amber gives her a skeptical look, “Are you sure?”

 

“Yes,” Lumine sighs. She tugs at Amber’s hand, indicating for her to sit.

 

She does thankfully, but still is looking at Lumine with concern in her eyes. 

 

“You wanna tell me what’s up?” 

 

Lumine takes a deep breath, psyching herself up for this. 

 

“Okay, Amber.”

 

“That’s me,” Amber teases, but there’s no bite to her tone at all, just genuine curiosity. 

 

“Will you go out with me?”

 

Amber’s eyebrows shoot up into her hair.

 

“It’s totally okay if you don’t want to! There’s no pressure or anything! I figured I’d just ask.” Lumine knows she’s rambling but there’s nothing she can do to stop herself. The urge to fill the silence is too strong for her to resist. Even to hear herself babble is better than to stare in silence. 

 

“Lumine, Lumine, Lumine,” Amber tells her with a laugh.

 

Oh no, Amber’s laughing. Lumine has never taken Amber’s laughter to be a bad thing before but in this moment it feels like the ringing of a bell calling for her demise. 

 

Amber never breaks eye contact but she reaches out with her other hand to lift the coffee cup out of Lumine’s hand. She doesn’t let go of Lumine’s hand either, just turning the cup slightly in Lumine’s grasp. 

 

The black of the permanent marker stands out starkly against the white of the paper cup. 

 


   “Lumine. Will you go out with me?”  


 

Her jaw drops open. 

 

She blinks a few times just to make sure that she isn’t just seeing things. 

 

The writing is still there. Amber is beaming at her, delight twinkling in her eyes. 

 

“Sooooooo…” Amber purses her lips, her nose wiggling a little bit with the motion. It reminds Lumine of a bunny. 

 

“If I say yes, does this mean I can assume that you are also going to say yes or do we  have  to divide this into two separate things?” 

 

Lumine lets out a laugh, “I don’t know. I think consent is pretty important. We can’t just make assumptions.” 

 

“Well,” Amber is closer now, her chair tipping dangerously to one side. “I am going to say yes.” 

 

“Good!” Lumine squeaks, alarmed at how close Amber’s face is to hers. She’s close enough that Lumine can see all the little flecks of gold in her eyes. The rising heat across her neck and cheeks means that Lumine knows very acutely that she’s probably as red as a tomato right now. 

 

Amber taps the top of Lumine’s coffee cup, “Are you not going to answer my question?”

 

Lumine’s eyes flick back down to the writing again— in the back of her mind she’s already planning to wash out this cup and keep it as a little sentimental token. “Yes. Of course, yes.” 

 

She doesn’t think that it’s possible for Amber’s smile to grow any bigger but it definitely does and Lumine can feel the corners of her own lips rise to match. 

 

“Are you free later today?”

 

“Today?” Lumine echoes. She’s distracted by the feeling of Amber’s thumb brushing over the back of her knuckles. 

 

“I’d like to take you out to lunch, somewhere that isn’t this place,” Amber gestures at the coffee shop around them. 

 

“I’d love that!” 

 

The sound of the bell above the door jingling makes them both look up, Amber’s chair slams back onto all four legs with a clunk. 

 

“I’ll be right there!” Amber calls out to the new customers as they make their way to the front counter. 

 

“I gotta get back to work. Text me later? I finish my shift at 8.” Amber shoots her finger guns as she gets up and stretches, her shirt just riding up enough for Lumine to catch a glimpse of a very well-toned stomach. 

 

“I don’t have your number?” Lumine asks, confused. Secretly, she’s glad because she would have never been able to stop herself from making a fool of herself over text.

 

Amber grins and turns Lumine’s coffee cup a little bit more, revealing her phone number and a little bunny version of her.

 

It’s like a gift that just keeps giving. Lumine had been so wrapped up in her head that she hadn’t even realized there was any writing on the cup, never mind more writing on the cup. 

 

“Oh, I didn’t even see that.” Lumine admits sheepishly, rubbing the back of her neck. “I was just so distracted trying to muster up the courage to ask you out that I just completely missed that.”

 

“It’s okay! I didn’t even get the courage to ask you out directly. I just wrote on a cup and hoped you would see it. Kinda silly of me.” 

 

“Maybe we’re both silly?” Lumine suggests shyly, still not quite able to believe what was happening. 

 

“Maybe,” Amber muses, “But I gotta get back to work.”





The paper bag on the chair catches Lumine’s eye. “I completely forgot! I have your hoodie and shirt!” She calls out after Amber’s retreating form.

 

Amber turns to face her, still moving towards the counter. “Keep them! They look better on you than me anyway!”

 

That makes Lumine laugh. 

 

So she never ends up returning the hoodie. It’s still Amber’s hoodie in her mind, but it’s hers now.

 

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          happy borth to meeeeee. My gift to myself and to all of you is that I have finally finished my second multichap fic lmao (this gives me leeway to start another???)

Anyway please enjoy this chapter that I have definitely not been writing at work as well lmao

As per the chapter title— come on how could I not????

I hope you’ve enjoyed this silly little au as much I have writing them. I was supposed to finish it in a month and move on with my life but that never works out. 

As always, kudos and comments are greatly appreciated and I promise I will get to responding to comments haha I just have to stop being consumed by new fic ideas for more than 3 minutes.

Stay safe out there! <3

        
Author’s Note:Thank you to my fave Kuro! for helping me with the little jeanlisa poem in the middle. Couldn’t have done it without u uwu <3 

Thanks to the binches for beta reading and helping me out with this <3 <3

I probably shouldn’t start another multichap fic but I couldn’t help myself lol, just out here collecting these little modern slice of life-ish aus. If you like my writing and wanna yell about stuff, I’m over on twitter at bardigrade.

Thank you for reading! As always, kudos and comments are much appreciated and mean the world to me!

Stay safe!! <3





